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The Truth Alone Will Suffice: Traces of Spoken Language in Plato’s 
Apology of Socrates* 

Rodrigo Verano 

Abstract: With the help of a theoretical framework proceeding from the study of the 

distinction between oral and written discourse in modern languages, this paper 

approaches some linguistic phenomena present in the Apology of Socrates — 

anacolutha, discourse markers, repetitions, enumerations, etc. — as traces of spoken 

language, consciously placed by Plato in his literary recreation of his master’s oration. 

Thus, the claim made by Socrates at the beginning of the speech, that he has not 

prepared beforehand his defence, finds support in those stylistic marks, which contribute 

to enhancing the sense of spontaneity of his words. 

 

Keywords: orality; immediacy; Plato; linguistics; stylistics; discourse analysis; spoken 

language in literature 

 

 

 

1. Presentation 

In the first few lines of Plato’s Apology, Socrates tells us that his speech will lack the 

elaborate rhetotic of his prosecutors: he would rather speak ‘with casual words’ — ηνῖο 

ἐπηηπρνῦζηλ ὀλόκαζηλ — since the truth can be told plainly, with no complicated 

language: 

[1] 17b-c. νὗηνη κὲλ νὖλ, ὥζπεξ ἐγὼ ιέγσ, ἤ ηη ἢ νὐδὲλ ἀιεζὲο εἰξήθαζηλ, ὑκεῖο δέ κνπ 

ἀθνύζεζζε πᾶζαλ ηὴλ ἀιήζεηαλ — νὐ κέληνη κὰ Δία, ὦ ἄλδξεο Ἀζελαῖνη, 

θεθαιιηεπεκέλνπο γε ιόγνπο, ὥζπεξ νἱ ηνύησλ, ῥήκαζί ηε θαὶ ὀλόκαζηλ νὐδὲ 

θεθνζκεκέλνπο, ἀιι’ ἀθνύζεζζε εἰθῇ ιεγόκελα ηνῖο ἐπηηπρνῦζηλ ὀλόκαζηλ — πηζηεύσ 

γὰξ δίθαηα εἶλαη ἃ ιέγσ — θαὶ κεδεὶο ὑκῶλ πξνζδνθεζάησ ἄιισο· νὐδὲ γὰξ ἂλ δήπνπ 

πξέπνη, ὦ ἄλδξεο, ηῇδε ηῇ ἡιηθίᾳ ὥζπεξ κεηξαθίῳ πιάηηνληη ιόγνπο εἰο ὑκᾶο εἰζηέλαη.1 

Now they, as I say, have said little or nothing true; but you shall hear from me nothing but 

the truth. Not, however, men of Athens, speeches finely tricked out with words and 

phrases, as theirs are, nor carefully arranged, but you will hear things said at random with 

the words that happen to occur to me. For I trust that what I say is just; and let none of you 

                                                           
* This research has been funded by the Spanish Government (Research Project FFI 2015-

65541: ‘Discourse Markers in Classical Greek’). An earlier version of this paper was 

presented at the 46th Annual Conference of the Israel Society for the Promotion of Classical 

Studies. For their comments and helpful suggestions on the manuscript I am grateful to 

Emilio Crespo (Universidad Autónoma de Madrid), Donna Shalev (The Hebrew University 

of Jerusalem) and the anonymous referees of Scripta Classica Israelica. 
1  Greek text from Burnet’s edition (1924). English translation by Fowler (1966) with some 

slight — and always noted — modifications. 
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expect anything else. For surely it would not be fitting for one of my age to come before 

you like a youngster making up speeches. 

Denying skill as an orator and shunning a style inappropriate for a man of his age are 

well-known topoi found in many forensic speeches;
2
 furthermore, the seeming 

straightforwardness of the language serves to imply the veracity of the speech as a 

whole. The same idea underlies the dialogue between Socrates and Hermogenes 

reproduced in Xenophon’s Apology.
3
 Here Hipponicus’ son warns Socrates to give more 

forethought to his defence speech: 

[2] X. Ap. 3.1-4. Οὐθ ἐρξῆλ κέληνη ζθνπεῖλ, ὦ Σώθξαηεο, θαὶ ὅ ηη ἀπνινγήζῃ; ηὸλ δὲ ηὸ 

κὲλ πξῶηνλ ἀπνθξίλαζζαη· Οὐ γὰξ δνθῶ ζνη ἀπνινγεῖζζαη κειεηῶλ δηαβεβησθέλαη; 

‘Socrates, ought you not to be giving some thought to what defence you are going to 

make?’ That Socrates had at first replied, ‘Why, do I not seem to you to have spent my 

whole life in preparing to defend myself?’ 

In this paper, I propose that Socrates’ alleged improvisation in his speech is actually 

supported by the presence of some elements that evoke the unplanned, spontaneous 

nature of spoken language, in contrast to the formal completion to be found 

archetypically in written texts. These elements — most of which are no more than subtle 

brushstrokes, consciously placed by Plato in the text — serve to strengthen his argument 

and, at the same time, help to make his speech sound more realistic, natural and, in a 

word, human.  

So, what oral-related phenomena are we referring to and how can we identify them in 

a written text? I initially read the Apology as part of a wider approach that takes into 

account the interrelation of orality and literacy in the composition of written works, with 

a view to identifying traces of spoken language. I will present my methodological 

framework in section (2). Section (3) contains my analysis of the data, providing in 

some cases contrastive examples obtained from a corpus of recorded conversations in 

modern English.
4
 Illustrative passages have been extracted from the entire Apology of 

Socrates, but the initial parts of the first speech — i.e. exordium, proposition and 

refutation — have proven to be richer in the phenomena studied than the so-called 

digression, the epilogue and the second and third speeches.
5
 

As a study of Platonic stylistics, this paper focuses on the defence speech of Socrates 

as a Platonic creation. To what extent this literary product relates to Socrates’ ipsissima 

                                                           
2  Cf. Riddell: ‘The exordium [sc. of the Apology] may be completely paralleled, piece by 

piece, from the Orators’ (1877, xxi). Riddell provides parallels for these two particular topoi 

taken from Lysias (xix. i, 2), Isaeus (x. i) and Isocrates (xii. 3). 
3  This also appears in — and most likely originates from — the final chapters of Memorabilia 

IV. 
4  I have used the records and transcript of Santa Barbara Corpus of Spoken American English 

database available online (SBCSAE in the references list). 
5  The Apology has been traditionally divided in the following way: first speech (17a1-35d8): 

exordium (17a1-18a6), proposition (18a7-19a7), refutation (19a8-28b2), digression (28b3-

34b5), peroration (34b6-35d8); second speech (35e1-38b9); third speech (38c1-42a5). 
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verba is beyond the scope and interest of my research.
6
 Thus, there are a number of 

features of orality found in the speech whose presence does not necessarily represent 

what was actually said in Socrates’ speech. The idea that the composition may contain 

some of Socrates’ own linguistic idiosyncracies — which may well have been imitated 

by Plato and recognized by the audience — is indeed a very attractive one, but 

unfortunately cannot be proven from the data currently available.  

 

2. The Study of Orality in Ancient Greek and the Language of the Apology 

The study of orality raises some unavoidable questions when we are dealing with a dead 

language: first and foremost, whether the study itself is actually possible. It is certainly 

difficult to grasp how the linguistic analysis of literature that has been conceived and 

transmitted exclusively through writing would be able to provide relevant information 

about the way in which those who composed and read the texts talked in their everyday 

conversations. In addition, for obvious reasons, we are unable to witness these 

interactions directly. However, despite the fact that the only available source of the 

ancient Greek language is a corpus of written texts, using our intuition as speakers of a 

modern language we may identify in these texts certain elements of spoken language 

that we have never actually heard. Thus, the lively interactions of Attic comedy and the 

imagined conversations of Plato’s dialogues have been repeteadly recognized by 

scholars as realistic recreations of the spoken language of the day. In these texts we find 

a different linguistic style to what we would expect in written works. 

Orality and literacy are, therefore, more than physical means of communication; they 

involve two different ways of conceiving and producing discourse. The distinction 

between spoken and written goes beyond the material conditions of the message and sets 

specific linguistic conventions not necessarily associated with the nature of the 

transmision of a message. The possibilities arising from this distinction have been 

analyzed by students of modern languages used to working with corpora of both 

recorded natural conversations and literary texts originally written and intended for 

reading. Among other proposed frameworks,
7
 that of German linguists Koch and 

Österreicher
8
 has reaped especially fruitful benefits in its application to spoken/written 

variation in the Romance languages, addressing even historical stages for which the only 

                                                           
6  Despite the considerable interest raised by this issue. See Slings & De Struycker (1994: 1-8), 

among others, on the reliability of Plato’s Apology as a historical document. 
7  The pioneering contributions of Chafe (1982 and 1987), Söll (1985) and, more recently, 

those of Kerbrat-Orecchioni (2005) are worth mentioning. The framework proposed by 

Koch and Österreicher (see next note) is clearly related to them. All acknowledge the 

importance of the contributions made by Havelock (1963) in the methodological shift that 

led scholars to approach the question of orality differently. Within the field of ancient Greek, 

Thomas (1995) and Bakker (1997) are important points of reference, among other works. 

From a different but closely connected perspective, studies of linguistic interaction in 

ancient Greek literature based on Conversation Analysis approaches (cf. Minchin 2007 and 

van Emde Boas 2017) have also aided a better understanding of some aspects related to 

orality in ancient Greek. 
8  Based on the book published for the first time in 1990 (Koch & Österreicher 1990), slighly 

modified in the Spanish translation of 2007 (Koch & Österreicher 2007, see 10-11 for an 

account of the additions introduced in the new edition). 
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evidence is found in written documents, assimilating them to so-called dead languages, 

such as ancient Greek or Latin.  

Koch and Österreicher’s proposal establishes a methodological distinction between 

medium (Medium) and mode or conception (Konzeption). Medium is concerned with 

how the message is physically transmitted by the speaker(s) or writer(s) to the 

addressee(s), whilst Konzeption deals with its inner composition: whether it is 

stylistically arranged and formulated in line with typical speech or writing standards, 

which the authors call ‘immediacy’ — typical of spoken language — and ‘distance’ —

typical of written communication.
9
 As the following figure [1] shows, the intersection of 

medium and conception produces a range of outcomes: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig. 1 

Two of these prototypical situations present a harmonious combination between the 

material medium and the linguistic standard found in the message (oral/oral and 

written/written), while the other two demonstrate situations in which mode and medium 

do not coincide (oral/written and written/oral). At the same time, the division between 

the oral and written medium is clear, since most forms of communication are either 

written or spoken; the borders between written and oral conceptions are more subtle and 

many intermediate situations can be described between two extreme poles: at one end, 

the most typical spoken conception (the so-called immediacy) and at the other, the most 

typical written mode (the so-called distance). 

Philosophical or theatrical dialogue, usually written as regards their medium, can be 

expected to show a number of features of orality since they strive for verisimilitude in 

the literary imitation of human speech (written in medium/oral in mode). This is actually 

the case of most of the dialogues of Plato, in which many of the phenomena that will be 

adduced in this paper may be also attested.10 Professional oratory, on the other hand, is 

an activity that normally belongs to the opposed mixed category (oral in medium/written 

in mode), since it refers to the oral performance of speeches most likely prepared 

                                                           
9  Cf. also McCarthy 1993, 171 for a similar distinction using the terms ‘medium’ and ‘mode’. 
10  Cf. Verano (2018 and forthcoming a) for an approach to the literary dialogues of Plato from 

this methodological perspective. 
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beforehand, and writing is often involved in the creative process. For this reason, an 

orator is expected to employ a number of distance-related elements in his/her speech and 

produce a much more elaborate and complex type of discourse than otherwise found in 

oral interactions. Consequently, in a rhetorical composition like Plato’s Apology, which 

claims to be a transcript of the speech made by Socrates but is most likely a piece of art 

created ex professo in a written format, the presence of this kind of elements is even 

more expected. As Slings & De Struycker write in their commentary, the Apology ‘is a 

refined piece of work [that] can only be the fruit of long deliberation and patient 

polishing’ (1996, 7). Features of linguistic distance typical of elaborate language are 

commonplace in Plato’s text. Alongside these, however, we find some traces of 

archetypically spoken language that come to the surface here and there, reminding us 

that the speech is intended to seem spontaneous. They are neither mistakes nor 

oversights. On the contrary, the presence of these traces, elusive as they are, in a speech 

that opens with a claim for non-rhetorical diction, reveals the perfection of Plato’s 

artistry. 

 

3. Traces of Spoken Language (Immediacy) in Plato’s Apology 

This imitation of spontaneous discourse is reflected in some specific phenomena, which 

we will list and analyze in the following pages. These phenomena have been collected 

from certain corpus-based studies that offer different repertoires of the characteristics of 

spoken (modern) language.
11

 Some of these phenomena, such as anacolutha or 

interjections, have been thorougly discussed in the linguistic tradition, but we revisit 

them here with a view to understanding the stylistic aims defined above. Others, such as 

fragmentation, symmetry or enumeration have been paid less attention to in other studies 

but will be examined here. 

 

3.1. Anacolutha (ad sensum Agreement / Contaminated Constructions) 

One of the most obvious results of the interference of inmediacy patterns in written 

composition is the so-called anacoluthon or loss of syntactic coherence. Anacoluthon 

comprises a varying range of irregularities in syntax, such as ad sensum agreement, 

contamination of correlative constructions, deviant uses of cases, etc.
12

 A very well-

known example occurs at the beginning of the Apology in passage [3], where, after a 

parenthetical digression, the required infinitive of the verb πείζεηλ turns into a personal 

form — πείζνπζη — breaking the syntactic scheme of the sentence: 

[3] 19e-20a. ηνύησλ γὰξ ἕθαζηνο, ὦ ἄλδξεο, νἷόο η’ ἐζηὶλ ἰὼλ εἰο ἑθάζηελ ηῶλ πόιεσλ 

ηνὺο λένπο — νἷο ἔμεζηη ηῶλ ἑαπηῶλ πνιηηῶλ πξνῖθα ζπλεῖλαη ᾧ ἂλ βνύισληαη — ηνύηνπο 

                                                           
11  In the fourth chapter of their monograph (2007, 70-183), Koch & Österreicher gather a wide 

list of features of spoken discourse common in French, Italian and Spanish. Blanche-

Benveniste (1998) proposes a classification of different syntactic figures repeteadly found in 

oral French. López Serena (2007) adapts and enriches Blanche-Benveniste’s classification 

exploring both Spanish natural talk-in-interaction and its literary recreation. 
12  For an inspiring and — as usual — pioneering contribution to the anacoluthon in ancient 

Greek and its relation to oral grammar, see Slings 1996. Reinhard published a classical study 

of the presence of anacolutha in Plato in 1920. 
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πείζνπζη ηὰο ἐθείλσλ ζπλνπζίαο ἀπνιηπόληαο ζθίζηλ ζπλεῖλαη ρξήκαηα δηδόληαο θαὶ ράξηλ 

πξνζεηδέλαη. 

For each of these men, gentlemen, is able to go into any one of the cities and persuade the 

young men, who can associate for nothing with whomsoever they wish among their own 

fellow citizens, to give up the association with those men and to associate with them and 

pay them money and be grateful besides.13 

This loss of coherence can easily be interpreted as a sign of sponatenity in the 

production of discourse. The presence of an anacoluthon in a passage with a rather 

complex syntactic structure serves as to stop the growing communicative distance in the 

speech and return to the more informal tone that Socrates is supposedly employing. The 

following example, not far in the text from the first one, contains an instance of case 

disagreement between participle and personal pronoun: 

[4] 21c-d. δηαζθνπῶλ νὖλ ηνῦηνλ — ὀλόκαηη γὰξ νὐδὲλ δένκαη ιέγεηλ, ἦλ δέ ηηο ηῶλ 

πνιηηηθῶλ πξὸο ὃλ ἐγὼ ζθνπῶλ ηνηνῦηόλ ηη ἔπαζνλ, ὦ ἄλδξεο Ἀζελαῖνη, θαὶ δηαιεγόκελνο 

αὐηῷ — ἔδνμέ κνη νὗηνο ὁ ἀλὴξ δνθεῖλ κὲλ εἶλαη ζνθὸο ἄιινηο ηε πνιινῖο ἀλζξώπνηο θαὶ 

κάιηζηα ἑαπηῷ, εἶλαη δ’ νὔ· θἄπεηηα ἐπεηξώκελ αὐηῷ δεηθλύλαη ὅηη νἴνηην κὲλ εἶλαη 

ζνθόο, εἴε δ’ νὔ. 

So examining this man — for I need not call him by name, but it was one of the public 

men with regard to whom I had this kind of experience, men of Athens — and conversing 

with him, this man seemed to me to seem to be wise to many other people and especially 

to himself, but not to be so; and then I tried to show him that he thought he was wise, but 

was not. 

From this point of view, some of the fifteen anacolutha identified by Reinhard (1920)
14

 

in the Apology could be admired as intended rather than condemned as mere mistakes.
15

 

                                                           
13  The passage has been discussed by almost every scholar and commentator of the Apology. 

Many have claimed indignation as a possible explanation for what is considered a deviation 

of the standard rule, but perhaps Slings and De Struycker (1996, ad loc.) are right when they 

see in the passage a great deal of irony instead of anger.  
14  Located in the following passages: 19d, 19e-20a, 20c, 21c, 23a, 26e, 27d, 27e-28a, 28b-d, 

29b-e, 37b, 40c-e, 40e-41a, 41a-b, 41b-c. 
15  According to this, some places considered corrupt could be revisited. For instance, in the 

following passage: 

17a. κάιηζηα δὲ αὐηῶλ ἓλ ἐζαύκαζα ηῶλ πνιιῶλ ὧλ ἐςεύζαλην, ηνῦην ἐλ ᾧ ἔιεγνλ ὡο 

ρξῆλ ὑκᾶο εὐιαβεῖζζαη κὴ ὑπ’ ἐκνῦ ἐμαπαηεζῆηε ὡο δεηλνῦ ὄληνο ιέγεηλ. 

But I was most amazed by one of the many lies that they told — when they said that you 

must be on your guard not to be deceived by me, because I was a clever speaker. 

 The form ρξῆλ could be explained by attraction rather than be corrected to ρξή as Slings & 

De Struycker suggest (1996, ad loc.): 

Although this [sc. ρξῆλ] is the reading of the primary MSS. (ρξῆλ BW: ρξὴλ T), 

confirmed by the old scholium ἔδεη in T (ed. Greene, p. 4), it cannot possibly stand. 

According to Burnet, who defends it, the prosecutors had said ‘it would have been well 

for you to be on your guard’; but they could only warn the judges beforehand on a future 

danger; they could not say that the jurors ought to have been on their guard for it in the 

past. ... so we should correct to ρξή. 
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They become a powerful resource used to give the appearance of an unplanned speech, 

thus contributing to the verisimilitude of the display and helping to persuade the 

audience. 

 

3.2. Discourse Markers 

There is no required correspondence between the use of discourse markers and 

communicative immediacy. In other words, it is not entirely true that discourse markers 

appear more frequently in oral speech than in written texts. In all languages, however, 

there are specific subsets of markers or particles that are more likely to be found in 

natural occurring talk, as opposed to others more typical of communicative distance. 

One of these distinctly oral markers in ancient Greek seems to be the particle εἶελ — 

also spelled εἶἑλ — as in the following passage: 

[5] 18e. Εἶελ· ἀπνινγεηένλ δή, ὦ ἄλδξεο Ἀζελαῖνη, θαὶ ἐπηρεηξεηένλ ὑκῶλ ἐμειέζζαη ηὴλ 

δηαβνιὴλ ἣλ ὑκεῖο ἐλ πνιιῷ ρξόλῳ ἔζρεηε ηαύηελ ἐλ νὕησο ὀιίγῳ ρξόλῳ. 

Well, then, I must make a defence, men of Athens, and must try in so short a time to 

remove from you this prejudice which you have been for so long a time acquiring.16 

The particle
17

 only occurs in drama, literary dialogue and oratory, that is, in genres 

highly engaged with spoken performance. Among other uses, it is employed to mark or 

establish boundaries in discourse, sometimes highlighting the importance of the new 

member for the argumentation line. It has been pointed out that the use of εἶἑλ as a 

progression marker instead of one of the more usual connectives of Attic prose creates 

an effect of spontaneity within a rather formal discourse structure (cf. Labiano 1998, 

17). Indeed, transitions are crucial parts of the architecture of texts, and transition-

marking elements tend to specialize, constituing specific subsets for the spoken and 

written standards. This seems to be the case of εἶἑλ. However, it is important to bear in 

mind that the oral specialization of an element does not always imply that the element 

has to be necessarily perceived as vulgar or informal. In fact, some studies suggest that 

                                                           
 Some other apparently irregular uses, such as the so-called apodotic θαὶ δὴ θαὶ in 18a1 (cf. 

Denniston 1954, 257; Slings & De Struyker 1996, ad loc.; the entire passage is quoted in 

example [15] could also be better understood as part of the pretended spontaneity of the 

speech). 
16  It occurs again a few lines later in the speech: 

19a-b. Ἀλαιάβσκελ νὖλ ἐμ ἀξρῆο ηίο ἡ θαηεγνξία ἐζηὶλ ἐμ ἧο ἡ ἐκὴ δηαβνιὴ γέγνλελ, ᾗ 

δὴ θαὶ πηζηεύσλ Μέιεηόο κε ἐγξάςαην ηὴλ γξαθὴλ ηαύηελ. εἶελ· ηί δὴ ιέγνληεο 

δηέβαιινλ νἱ δηαβάιινληεο; 

Now let us take up from the beginning the question, what the accusation is from which 

the false prejudice against me has arisen, in which Meletus trusted when he brought this 

suit against me. [Ø] What did those who aroused the prejudice say to arouse it? 

 And it appears again two times at the end of the work (34b and 36b). 
17  The nature of this element as a part of speech is rather difficult to define. Labiano (1998) 

considers it an interjection that assumes, in some specific contexts, functions usually 

performed by particles (transition and thematic progression). A wider definition of the 

category of discourse markers could be inclusive of both usages. For a proposed adaptation 

of the concept of discourse marker to ancient Greek materials, cf. Verano (2018). 
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the transitional use of εἶελ, though characteristic of oral diction, should be considered as 

typical of a level of speech higher than that of everyday natural conversation.
18

 

Typical of the lower varieties of common speech, on the other hand, would be the 

particle ηνίλπλ,
19

 which also occurs in the Apology either with inferential value — see 

[6] within the dialogue with Meletus recreated by Socrates — or merely introducing a 

new element in a series (cf. Denniston 1954, 574-77), as in example [7]: 

[6] 26b-c. ὅκσο δὲ δὴ ιέγε ἡκῖλ, πῶο κε θῂο δηαθζείξεηλ, ὦ Μέιεηε, ηνὺο λεσηέξνπο; ἢ 

δῆινλ δὴ ὅηη θαηὰ ηὴλ γξαθὴλ ἣλ ἐγξάςσ ζενὺο δηδάζθνληα κὴ λνκίδεηλ νὓο ἡ πόιηο 

λνκίδεη, ἕηεξα δὲ δαηκόληα θαηλά; νὐ ηαῦηα ιέγεηο ὅηη δηδάζθσλ δηαθζείξσ; 

Πάλπ κὲλ νὖλ ζθόδξα ηαῦηα ιέγσ. 

Πξὸο αὐηῶλ ηνίλπλ, ὦ Μέιεηε, ηνύησλ ηῶλ ζεῶλ ὧλ λῦλ ὁ ιόγνο ἐζηίλ, εἰπὲ ἔηη 

ζαθέζηεξνλ θαὶ ἐκνὶ θαὶ ηνῖο ἀλδξάζηλ ηνπηνηζί. 

But nevertheless, tell us, how do you say, Meletus, that I corrupt the youth? Or is it 

evident, according to the indictment you brought, that it is by teaching them not to believe 

in the gods the state believes in, but in other new spiritual beings? Do you not say that it is 

by teaching this that I corrupt them? 

Very decidedly that is what I say. 

Then, Meletus, for the sake of these very gods about whom our speech now is, speak still 

more clearly both to me and to these gentlemen. 

[7] 33d-e. πάλησο δὲ πάξεηζηλ αὐηῶλ πνιινὶ ἐληαπζνῖ νὓο ἐγὼ ὁξῶ, πξῶηνλ κὲλ Κξίησλ 

νὑηνζί, ἐκὸο ἡιηθηώηεο θαὶ δεκόηεο, Κξηηνβνύινπ ηνῦδε παηήξ, ἔπεηηα Λπζαλίαο ὁ 

Σθήηηηνο, Αἰζρίλνπ ηνῦδε παηήξ, ἔηη δ’ Ἀληηθῶλ ὁ Κεθηζηεὺο νὑηνζί, ἖πηγέλνπο παηήξ, 

ἄιινη ηνίλπλ νὗηνη ὧλ νἱ ἀδειθνὶ ἐλ ηαύηῃ ηῇ δηαηξηβῇ γεγόλαζηλ, Νηθόζηξαηνο 

Θενδνηίδνπ, ἀδειθὸο Θενδόηνπ — θαὶ ὁ κὲλ Θεόδνηνο ηεηειεύηεθελ ... 

And there are many of them present, whom I see; first Crito here, who is of my own age 

and my own deme and father of Critobulus, who is also present; then there is Lysanias the 

Sphettian, father of Aeschines, who is here; and also Antiphon of Cephisus, father of 

Epigenes. Then here are other whose brothers joined in my conversations, Nicostratus, son 

of Theozotides and brother of Theodotus, now Theodotus is dead ... 

The distribution of the particle
20

 suggests a conversational bias in the use of this 

element, perhaps connected to the etymological orientation towards the addressee 

present in ηνη.
21

 Again, Plato’s choice of this particle over other possibilities helps us to 

                                                           
18  Cf. Labiano 1998. His paper discusses thoroughly the ‘colloquial’ nature of this word, 

proposing a distinction between several levels of formality in spoken language (1998, 23). 

From my point of view, the distinction between immediacy and distance could be more 

suitable than its ‘colloquial’ condition to approach the stylistics of this element. 
19  Cf. Denniston (1954, 568): 

ηνίλπλ is absent from Homer and Hesiod : it is rare in Lyric : much commoner in 

comedy than in tragedy : commoner in Attic, than in Ionic, prose : and commonest in 

those parts of Attic prose which approach most closely to the idiom of ordinary speech. 

20  Cf. Rosenberg 1874. 
21  The particle ηνη itself occurs twice in the Apology, once with a clear addressee-oriented 

meaning (25c. ὦ ηάλ, ἀπόθξηλαη· νὐδὲλ γάξ ηνη ραιεπὸλ ἐξσηῶ), once in combination with 



RODRIGO VERANO  33 

 

position Socrates’ intervention in the communicative context of the interaction between 

the orator and the audience. 

 

3.3. Interjections 

Typical of oral speech are full-blown uses of interjections and similar locutions such as 

imprecations and curse or swear words, which are usually unconsciously or even 

unintentionally uttered by the speaker in an outburst of anger, surprise or astonishment. 

The phrase νὐ κέληνη κὰ Δία (17b and 26e) together with the more distinctively Socratic 

θαὶ λὴ ηὸλ θύλα (22a) belong to the category of words connected with the spontaneity of 

talk-in-interaction in which they occur. 

 

3.4. Traces of Discourse Production: Qualification Procedures and Comments 

The continous flow of oral discourse is subjected to the constraints of temporality and, 

therefore, its formulation becomes a process in which the speaker has to confront 

different problems and difficulties as they appear, converting discourse production into a 

challenging activity that is not always successfully performed. Overcoming the 

problems that arise when putting a train of thought into words can leave certain traces 

behind in the final discourse, known as qualification procedures or comments and 

defined as ‘somewhat like an explicit manifestation of a speaker’s constant cognitive 

monitoring of his/her discourse production’ (Gülich & Kotschi 1995, 35). 

By introducing one of these qualification comments, the speaker announces that a 

given expression, despite being formulated by him/her, does not entirely correspond 

with his/her intended idea and should not be taken literally by the addressee. They are 

used by the speaker to acknowledge certain shortcomings in discourse production that 

can nonetheless be overcome by the addressee through the interpretation of the whole 

message.
 22

  

A very interesting formal procedure to mark qualification in ancient Greek is the use 

of the indefinite pronoun (ηηο, ηη) to blur the literal meaning of an expression, as in 

examples [8] and [9]: 

[8] 22c. ἀιιὰ θύζεη ηηλὶ θαὶ ἐλζνπζηάδνληεο ὥζπεξ νἱ ζενκάληεηο θαὶ νἱ ρξεζκῳδνί. 

But by [a sort of] nature and because they were inspired, like the prophets and givers of 

oracles. 

[9] 30e. ἐὰλ γάξ κε ἀπνθηείλεηε, νὐ ῥᾳδίσο ἄιινλ ηνηνῦηνλ εὑξήζεηε, ἀηερλῶο — εἰ θαὶ 

γεινηόηεξνλ εἰπεῖλ — πξνζθείκελνλ ηῇ πόιεη ὑπὸ ηνῦ ζενῦ ὥζπεξ ἵππῳ κεγάιῳ κὲλ θαὶ 

γελλαίῳ, ὑπὸ κεγέζνπο δὲ λσζεζηέξῳ θαὶ δενκέλῳ ἐγείξεζζαη ὑπὸ κύσπόο ηηλνο. 

                                                           
γάξ (29a. ηὸ γάξ ηνη ζάλαηνλ δεδηέλαη, ὦ ἄλδξεο, νὐδὲλ ἄιιν ἐζηὶλ ἢ δνθεῖλ ζνθὸλ εἶλαη κὴ 

ὄληα· δνθεῖλ γὰξ εἰδέλαη ἐζηὶλ ἃ νὐθ νἶδελ) rendering a similar value of assent (of the 

speaker) to the new element introduced in discourse which Denniston adscribes (1954, 88) 

to the use of γάξ ηνη after demonstratives. The use of these markers and other strategies 

involving the interlocutor’s presence, such as vocatives or direct questions to the audience 

are clearly elements of immediacy in communication. 
22  The Greek phrase ὡο ἔπνο εἰπεῖλ is usually employed with this function. Cf. Verano (2016) 

for a complete account of these procedures and the formal elements involved in the language 

of Plato’s dialogues. 
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For if you put me to death, you will not easily find another, who, to use a rather absurd 

figure, attaches himself to the city as a [sort of] gadfly to a horse. 

When he adds ηηλί to the word θύζεη and qualifies it as in the passage quoted in [6], 

Socrates admits that perhaps other words would be preferable to θύζηο for conveying 

whatever he is trying to say, but that, since the flow of speech cannot stop — and the 

speech itself has not been prepared beforehand — he has to compromise and go on. The 

orator thus warns the audience and trusts that they will let him continue.
23

 The use of the 

indefinite pronoun suggests that the speaker has not been able to find a better expression 

and ensures that the speech remains more typical of spoken language rather than of 

written composition. 

 

3.5. Fragmentation 

According to Chafe (1987), spoken language tends to lean towards fragmentation. 

Whilst written texts prefer complicated constructions, oral discourse is usually organized 

by juxtaposition of medium-sized independent intonation units, which appear one next 

to the other and avoid subordination.
 24

 The addressee processes the information 

contained in each of those ‘chunks’ and reconstructs the intended relationship between 

them by means of implicatures based on the principle of relevance. This makes the 

parataxis (i.e. apposition, non-specific coordination [θαί], etc.) of intonation units a 

construction pattern typical of spoken language.
25

 This pattern has been attested in 

ancient Greek, particularly in compositions with a distinct oral stamp, such as epic 

poetry or dialogue.
26

 It can also be found in the Apology: 

[10] 18b. ἀιι’ ἐθεῖλνη δεηλόηεξνη, ὦ ἄλδξεο, νἳ ὑκῶλ ηνὺο πνιινὺο ἐθ παίδσλ 

παξαιακβάλνληεο ἔπεηζόλ ηε θαὶ θαηεγόξνπλ ἐκνῦ κᾶιινλ νὐδὲλ ἀιεζέο, | ὡο ἔζηηλ ηηο 

                                                           
23  It is difficult to establish a strict line of separation between the cases in which the pronoun is 

used as qualification marker and those in which it refers to an actual uncertainty, as in the 

following example: 

20d. ἐγὼ γάξ, ὦ ἄλδξεο Ἀζελαῖνη, δη’ νὐδὲλ ἀιι’ ἢ δηὰ ζνθίαλ ηηλὰ ηνῦην ηὸ ὄλνκα 

ἔζρεθα. πνίαλ δὴ ζνθίαλ ηαύηελ; 

The fact is, men of Athens, that I have acquired this reputation on account of nothing 

else than a sort of wisdom. What kind of wisdom is this? 

 See Verano (2016, 138-140) for a hypothesis on the theoretical relationship between 

modality and qualification related to this sort of expression. 
24  Cf. Bakker (1997, 47): 

Chafe calls these units ‘intonation units’, emphasizing their physical, empirically 

observable quality as units of speech. It is intonation units that are mainly reponsible for 

what might be called the fragmented style of spoken discourse, as opposed to the more 

fluent and integrated quality of written discourse. 

 Cf. Chafe (1982 and 1987) on fragmentation and integration as structural features of written 

and oral discourse. 
25  For the use and value of θαί sentences as an orality feature in ancient Greek, see Trenkner 

1960. 
26  Bakker (1997) has shown the importance of this pattern in the composition of Homeric 

verse. Verano (2015 & 2017) studies its presence in Platonic dialogue. 
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Σσθξάηεο ζνθὸο ἀλήξ, | ηά ηε κεηέσξα θξνληηζηὴο | θαὶ ηὰ ὑπὸ γῆο πάληα ἀλεδεηεθὼο | 

θαὶ ηὸλ ἥηησ ιόγνλ θξείηησ πνηῶλ. 

But those others are more dangerous, gentlemen, who gained your belief, since they got 

hold of most of you in childhood, and accused me without any truth, saying, ‘There is a 

certain Socrates, a wise man, a ponderer over the things in the air and one who has 

investigated the things beneath the earth and who makes the weaker argument the 

stronger’. 

The bars marked at the end of the passage quoted in [10] show how Socrates includes 

each new intonational piece using mere juxtaposition and coordination, with each piece 

a new complete informational unit. The addition of a new discourse member often also 

leaves the way open to the generation of semantic nuances through conversational 

implicature. A very frequent case is the appositional construction that is interpreted as a 

reformulation in discourse, as in [11]: 

[11] 32a. Μεγάια δ’ ἔγσγε ὑκῖλ ηεθκήξηα παξέμνκαη ηνύησλ, νὐ ιόγνπο ἀιι’ ὃ ὑκεῖο 

ηηκᾶηε, ἔξγα. 

I will give you powerful proofs of this, not mere words, but what you honor more —

actions. 

Where the last element — ἔξγα — serves as to reformulate and clarify the reference of 

the previous member — ὃ ὑκεῖο ηηκᾶηε —, with no need to introduce an explicit marker 

of paraphrase (v.g. English ‘that is to say’, ‘in other words’, etc.).
27

 The appositional 

construction, which relies on the intonational distinction between discourse members, 

brings to the forefront the oral nature of the communication process and connects with 

the procedures of self-correction and discourse monitoring formerly mentioned (3.4.), as 

well as the enumeration figures that will be dealt with below (3.7). 

 

3.6. Figures of Symmetry 

The so-called figure of symmetry comprises a number of discourse phenomena based on 

the repetition of lexical or syntactic material, either by the same interlocutor or by a 

different one (in dialogue).
28

 Spoken language is extremely prone to reiteration; the 

following image shows the transcription of the extract of a conversation from the Santa 

Barbara Corpus of Spoken American English, which illustrates how iterativity works in 

actual modern conversations: 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
27  Cf. Verano (2015, 258-307 and 2017) for a study of such appositions introducing 

paraphrases in Plato’s Republic. 
28  Cf. Blanche-Benveniste (1998) and López Serena (2007, 219-223) for a first approach to the 

figure and Bazzanella (1996 and 2011) for a thorough study of the values of repetition in 

discourse. Despite the fact that linguistic research has only recently focused on this kind of 

phenomena, repetition in speech has been paid a great deal of attention in rhetorical theory 

(cf. Lausberg 1963, §242-273 and Fréderic 1985 on this subject in particular). 
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Apud SBCSAE (Lambada 384.13) 

 

One of the participants in the conversation — the one named Jamie — is very interested 

in making it clear that her neighbour is pregnant, and she repeats the same words again 

and again in order to emphasize them. The following figure displays the structure of the 

figure:
29

 

She just looks  pregnant 

She's    pregnant 

She's   totally pregnant 

[...]     

She's    pregnant 

Fig. 2 

In the ficticious conversations contained in Plato’s dialogues, repetitions across 

interlocutors have different functions, particulary with regards to interpersonal 

coherence.
30

 As the speech of a single orator, the Apology contains exclusively 

monological repetitions, which only partially resemble the one quoted above. Certainly, 

in Plato’s text the repeated words or expressions are always fully integrated in syntactic 

periods, diverging from the merely emphatic reiteration shown in figure [2]. But, in any 

case, this kind of recurrence is a pattern of inmediacy rather than of distance. As a result, 

when it is used, the speech is far more reminiscent of spoken language. Thus, in the 

following passage: 

[12] 17a. κάιηζηα δὲ αὐηῶλ ἓλ ἐζαύκαζα ηῶλ πνιιῶλ ὧλ ἐςεύζαλην, ηνῦην ἐλ ᾧ ἔιεγνλ 

ὡο ρξῆλ ὑκᾶο εὐιαβεῖζζαη κὴ ὑπ’ ἐκνῦ ἐμαπαηεζῆηε ὡο δεηλνῦ ὄληνο ιέγεηλ. ηὸ γὰξ κὴ 

αἰζρπλζῆλαη ὅηη αὐηίθα ὑπ’ ἐκνῦ ἐμειεγρζήζνληαη ἔξγῳ, ἐπεηδὰλ κεδ’ ὁπσζηηνῦλ 

θαίλσκαη δεηλὸο ιέγεηλ, ηνῦηό κνη ἔδνμελ αὐηῶλ ἀλαηζρπληόηαηνλ εἶλαη, εἰ κὴ ἄξα δεηλὸλ 

θαινῦζηλ νὗηνη ιέγεηλ ηὸλ ηἀιεζῆ ιέγνληα· εἰ κὲλ γὰξ ηνῦην ιέγνπζηλ, ὁκνινγνίελ ἂλ 

ἔγσγε νὐ θαηὰ ηνύηνπο εἶλαη ῥήησξ.  

But I was most amazed by one of the many lies that they told — when they said that you 

must be on your guard not to be deceived by me, because I was a clever speaker. For I 

thought it the most shameless part of their conduct that they are not ashamed because they 

                                                           
29  These figures based on cells are inspired by those proposed by Blanche-Benveniste (1998) 

for the analysis of syntax of spoken French, also employed by López Serena (2007) for 

Spanish. They are intended to better visualize the symmetries and other phenomena in 

discourse, not to provide a specific segmentation of the elements included in the cells. 
30  Cf. Verano (2016a) for a complete account of the functions of repetition in Platonic 

dialogue. 
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will immediately be convicted by me of falsehood by the evidence of fact, when I show 

myself to be not in the least a clever speaker, unless indeed they call him a clever speaker 

who speaks the truth; for if this is what they mean, I would agree that I am an orator — 

not after their fashion. 

The triple occurrence of the adjective δεηλόο and the infinitive ιέγεηλ in such a short 

space, as shown in figure [3], not only becomes a way of emphasizing an idea, it also 

attacks the principle of variatio expected of more highly elaborated texts and reproduces 

the redundancies typical of oral formulation, approaching the use of repetition as a mark 

of insistence — among other functions — in everyday conversations. 

  ὡο δεινοῦ ὄληνο   λέγειν [...] 

         

ἐπεηδὰλ κεδ' 

ὁπσζηηνῦλ 
θαίλσκαη  δεινὸς    λέγειν [...] 

   δεινὸν  θαινῦζηλ νὗηνη λέγειν [...] 

Fig. 3 

Not all repetitions are merely emphatic. Some of them also contribute to the speech 

structure, helping the speaker organize discourse members based on the symmetries that 

they set out, occassionally, as in example [13], with the concurrence of other procedures, 

such as the correlative κέλ... δέ particles:  

[13] 17d-18a. ὥζπεξ νὖλ ἄλ, εἰ ηῷ ὄληη μέλνο ἐηύγραλνλ ὤλ, ζπλεγηγλώζθεηε δήπνπ ἄλ κνη 

εἰ ἐλ ἐθείλῃ ηῇ θσλῇ ηε θαὶ ηῷ ηξόπῳ ἔιεγνλ ἐλ νἷζπεξ ἐηεζξάκκελ, θαὶ δὴ θαὶ λῦλ ηνῦην 

ὑκῶλ δένκαη δίθαηνλ, ὥο γέ κνη δνθῶ, ηὸλ κὲλ ηξόπνλ ηῆο ιέμεσο ἐᾶλ — ἴζσο κὲλ γὰξ 

ρείξσλ, ἴζσο δὲ βειηίσλ ἂλ εἴε — αὐηὸ δὲ ηνῦην ζθνπεῖλ θαὶ ηνύηῳ ηὸλ λνῦλ πξνζέρεηλ, 

εἰ δίθαηα ιέγσ ἢ κή· ... 

Hence, just as you would, of course, if I were really a foreigner, pardon me if I spoke in 

that dialect and that manner in which I had been brought up, so now I make this request of 

you, a fair one, as it seems to me, that you disregard the manner of my speech — for 

perhaps it might be worse and perhaps better — and observe and pay attention merely to 

this, whether what I say is just or not. 

 

 

Fig. 4 

The repeated expressions can experience some changes, either related to inflexion, as in 

number [14], where a repetition occurs in the right periphery of two consecutive 

sentences: εἶλαη δ’ νὔ and εἴε δ’ νὔ; or related to word order, as in number [15] and 

figure [5], where the words ἀιεζέο νὐδὲλ reappear in reverse position: 

[14] 21c-d. ἔδνμέ κνη νὗηνο ὁ ἀλὴξ δνθεῖλ κὲλ εἶλαη ζνθὸο ἄιινηο ηε πνιινῖο ἀλζξώπνηο 

θαὶ κάιηζηα ἑαπηῷ, εἶλαη δ’ νὔ· θἄπεηηα ἐπεηξώκελ αὐηῷ δεηθλύλαη ὅηη νἴνηην κὲλ εἶλαη 

ζνθόο, εἴε δ’ νὔ. 

ἴζως κὲλ γὰξ ρείξσλ 

ἴζως δὲ  βειηίσλ ἂλ εἴε 
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... this man seemed to me to seem to be wise to many other people and especially to 

himself, but not to be so; and then I tried to show him that he thought he was wise, but 

was not. 

[15] 17a-b. θαίηνη ἀιεζέο γε ὡο ἔπνο εἰπεῖλ νὐδὲλ εἰξήθαζηλ ... 

... and yet there is hardly a word of truth in what they have said. 

νὗηνη κὲλ νὖλ, ὥζπεξ ἐγὼ ιέγσ, ἤ ηη ἢ νὐδὲλ ἀιεζὲο εἰξήθαζηλ ... 

Now they, as I say, have said little or nothing true; 

 ἀληθές γε ὡο ἔπνο εἰπεῖλ  οὐδὲν εἰξήθαζηλ 

[...]       

ὥζπεξ ἐγὼ 

ιέγσ 
   ἤ ηη ἢ οὐδὲν  

 ἀληθὲς     εἰξήθαζηλ 

Fig. 5 

Together with the repetition of ἀιεζέο νὐδὲλ in chiastic position, it is worth noticing the 

presence of the formula ὥζπεξ ἐγὼ ιέγσ,
31

 which makes the symmetry explicit and 

marks the end of the digression and the return to the main topic. 

 

3.7. Figures of Enumeration 

The figure of enumeration refers to the parataxis of different elements rendering the 

same syntactic function in a sentence, as in the English example, where the speaker 

repeats an utterance and substitutes ‘fine’ for ‘really fun’: 

Apud SBCSAE (Lambada 1250.35) 

 

it was fine 

it was really fun 

Fig. 6 

This kind of enumeration is closely connected with discourse production processes. It 

shows how speakers constantly review, correct and rephrase their words, and how 

discourse production is a very dynamic activity. Perhaps contrary to what could be 

expected, this phenomenon, clearly associated to the most immediate standards of oral 

communication, occurs in Greek literature and is attested in the Apology: 

                                                           
31  Cf. des Places (1929) and more recently Verano (2016a) on these formulae. 
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[16] 25a. Ἀιι’ ἄξα, ὦ Μέιεηε, κὴ νἱ ἐλ ηῇ ἐθθιεζίᾳ, νἱ ἐθθιεζηαζηαί, δηαθζείξνπζη ηνὺο 

λεσηέξνπο; 

But, Meletus, those in the assembly, the assemblymen, don’t corrupt the youth, do they? 

νἱ ἐλ ηῇ ἐθθιεζίᾳ  

νἱ ἐθθιεζηαζηαί δηαθζείξνπζη ηνὺο λεσηέξνπο 

Fig. 7 

In number [16] the paraphrastic activity that makes Socrates elaborate on the first 

expression — νἱ ἐλ ηῇ ἐθθιεζίᾳ — with a second one, which is rather synonymous — νἱ 

ἐθθιεζηαζηαί — is evidence of the speaker’s difficulty in finding the right expression, 

an issue typically associated with spontaneous oral discourse. Or in number [17]: 

[17] 18b. ἐκνῦ γὰξ πνιινὶ θαηήγνξνη γεγόλαζη πξὸο ὑκᾶο θαὶ πάιαη πνιιὰ ἤδε ἔηε θαὶ 

νὐδὲλ ἀιεζὲο ιέγνληεο, νὓο ἐγὼ κᾶιινλ θνβνῦκαη ἢ ηνὺο ἀκθὶ Ἄλπηνλ, θαίπεξ ὄληαο θαὶ 

ηνύηνπο δεηλνύο· ... 

For many accusers have risen up against me before you, who have been speaking for a 

long time, many years already, and saying nothing true. 

γεγόλαζη πξὸο ὑκᾶο θαὶ πάιαη 

   πνιιὰ ἤδε ἔηε 

Fig. 8 

Where πνιιὰ ἤδε ἔηε appears to be a new attempt to express a notion of time, 

rephrasing with more accuracy the content already expressed (more ambiguously) by 

πάιαη. A similar instance is also noticeable in number [18], where the original local 

expression is succesively substituted, in such a way that every new verbalization adds a 

piece of new information, contributing towards a more complete picture of the event 

narrated by Socrates: 

[18] 17c-d. θαὶ κέληνη θαὶ πάλπ, ὦ ἄλδξεο Ἀζελαῖνη, ηνῦην ὑκῶλ δένκαη θαὶ παξίεκαη· ἐὰλ 

δηὰ ηῶλ αὐηῶλ ιόγσλ ἀθνύεηέ κνπ ἀπνινγνπκέλνπ δη’ ὧλπεξ εἴσζα ιέγεηλ θαὶ ἐλ ἀγνξᾷ 

ἐπὶ ηῶλ ηξαπεδῶλ, ἵλα ὑκῶλ πνιινὶ ἀθεθόαζη, θαὶ ἄιινζη, κήηε ζαπκάδεηλ κήηε ζνξπβεῖλ 

ηνύηνπ ἕλεθα. 

And, men of Athens, I urgently beg and beseech you if you hear me making my defence 

with the same words with which I have been accustomed to speak both in the market place 

at the bankers tables, where many of you have heard me, and elsewhere, not to be 

surprised or to make a disturbance on this account. 

δη' ὧλπεξ εἴσζα ιέγεηλ θαὶ ἐλ ἀγνξᾷ  

  ἐπὶ ηῶλ ηξαπεδῶλ  

  ἵλα ὑκῶλ πνιινὶ ἀθεθόαζη, θαὶ ἄιινζη 

Fig. 9 

Even more complex sequences could be revisited and perhaps better understood by 

bearing in mind that what Socrates is doing, or at least what Plato wants us to believe he 
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is doing, is improvising a spontaneous speech. Not surprisingly, in the passage quoted in 

[19], in which Socrates criticizes the affected and pretentious — that is, distant — style 

employed by his prosecutors, a thorough examination of the text reveals some of these 

figures of oral — that is, immediate — syntax, as shown in figures [10] and [11]:  

[19] 17b-c. νὗηνη κὲλ νὖλ, ὥζπεξ ἐγὼ ιέγσ, ἤ ηη ἢ νὐδὲλ ἀιεζὲο εἰξήθαζηλ, ὑκεῖο δέ κνπ 

ἀθνύζεζζε πᾶζαλ ηὴλ ἀιήζεηαλ — νὐ κέληνη κὰ Δία, ὦ ἄλδξεο Ἀζελαῖνη, 

θεθαιιηεπεκέλνπο γε ιόγνπο, ὥζπεξ νἱ ηνύησλ, ῥήκαζί ηε θαὶ ὀλόκαζηλ νὐδὲ 

θεθνζκεκέλνπο, ἀιι’ ἀθνύζεζζε εἰθῇ ιεγόκελα ηνῖο ἐπηηπρνῦζηλ ὀλόκαζηλ — πηζηεύσ 

γὰξ δίθαηα εἶλαη ἃ ιέγσ — θαὶ κεδεὶο ὑκῶλ πξνζδνθεζάησ ἄιισο· ... 

Now they, as I say, have said little or nothing true; but you shall hear from me nothing but 

the truth. Not, however, men of Athens, speeches finely tricked out with words and 

phrases, as theirs are, nor carefully arranged, but you will hear things said at random with 

the words that happen to occur to me. For I trust that what I say is just; and let none of you 

expect anything else. 

νὐ κέληνη 

κὰ Δία 
ὦ ἄλδξεο Ἀζελαῖνη  θεθαιιηεπεκέλνπο γε ιόγνπο,  

   ὥζπεξ νἱ ηνύησλ  

ῥήκαζί ηε 

θαὶ 

ὀλόκαζηλ 

  νὐδὲ θεθνζκεκέλνπο   

Fig. 10 

ἀθνύζεζζε εἰθῇ ιεγόκελα 

 ηνῖο ἐπηηπρνῦζηλ ὀλόκαζηλ  

Fig. 11 

4. Final Remarks 

Our knowledge of the nature of spoken language has increased dramatically in recent 

decades. New frameworks and individual studies based on modern languages have 

provided a very helpful set of tools through which the research into orality and its 

presence in the written texts of corpus languages such as ancient Greek can be 

undertaken in better conditions than ever. 

Despite the above, research of this nature must be carried out very cautiously. 

Reconstructing the actual way ancient Greek people spoke is a desideratum; but 

identifying oral-related constructions which are present in the texts and discovering the 

function that they may perform in the linguistic structure of discourse is now possible 

and desirable for many reasons: it would contribute towards explaining the difussion of 

linguistic changes and to our understanding of the configuration of stylistic traditions. 

Many of these phenomena have already been observed and studied as mistakes or 

deviations from the written standard and perhaps they should be revisited within a 

coherent frame, for example, as archetypically oral phenomena contained in written 

works. 
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In the particular case of Plato, the verbal patterns related to the oral domain play a 

very important role in the artistic language of the dialogues and also, as I have tried to 

show, in the Apology, a sophisticated piece of rhetorical art that contains a number of 

features of spoken language, introduced as traces of the pretended spontaneity claimed 

by Socrates for his speech. Phenomena such as anacolutha, repetitions, enumerations, 

the use of specific discourse markers and the appositional style engage the language of 

the Apology with some patterns of oral everyday communication and with the linguistic 

conventions of the standards of communicative immediacy. These phenomena are 

woven into the text alongside other elements in the complex nature of Plato’s modus 

scribendi. Their study could shed some light on the inner structure of Plato’s imitation 

of human speech, thus helping us to better understand some of the mysteries of his art. 

 

Universidad Autónoma de Madrid 
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