
Meaning and truth in ancient philosophy 
 

 

Instructor:  István Bodnár 

No. of Credits: 2 

Status:   MA elective 

Time:  Monday 11:00-12:40 

  

Description: 

The course will chart theories of meaning and truth in ancient thought. As a first step, we shall address 

the background presuppositions about these concepts, as found in ancient epical and lyric poetry. This 

will present us with a world-view in which truth is the prerogative of the divine, and humans can only 

resort to conjectures. After this we will discuss, Xenophanes and Alcmaeon, and Heraclitus’ criticism 

of Xenophanes. This will lead us over to Parmenides – a philosopher who upholds the rift between 

human and divine cognition and at the same time, stresses that once initiated human cognition can 

reliably test fundamental truths. After the discussion of this fundamental innovation we will return to 

an assessment of Parmenides’ account of ordinary human language use and truth in the doxa 

contrasting it to the presuppositions about language and thought in the alētheia. This contrast will lead 

over to the discussion of the aporetic argumentative strategy of Zeno. 

 

In the second part of the course we shall discuss the theories of language of the Sophist and of 

Democritus, and the Platonic response to these. The course will end with a detailed study of Plato’s 

theory of ideas as a theory of meaning and thought, and its reassessment in two pivotal late dialogues, 

the Parmenides and the Sophist. 

 

No knowledge of Greek is presupposed for the course. 

 

 

Course goal: 

The primary goal of the course is to help students to tackle topical issues in the interpretation of ancient 

philosophy of language and semantics, and the way these were integrated with considerations about 

issues in metaphysics and epistemology, and to appreciate these discussions from a contemporary 

perspective. 

 

Learning outcomes: 

By the end of the course, students will be expected to be able to assess, in their own context, and also in 

a comparative perspective, different theories, with special emphasis on their use of, and commitment to 

underlying presuppositions of theories of meaning and truth. Students will also be expected to be able 

to assess the implications of alternative modern interpretations of these theories, and to formulate their 

own interpretation in the context of these options.  

 

Weekly schedule: 

Week Theme Reading 

Week 1 General introduction  

Week 2 Truth as a divine prerogative, meaning Homer, Hesiod, 

selections 

 Week 3 Xenophanes and Alcmaeon Xenophanes, Alcmaeon, 

selections 

Week 4 Heraclitus Heraclitus, selections 

Week 5 Parmenides: thought and language in the alētheia Parmenides, selections 

Week 6 Parmenides: thought and language in the doxa  

Week 7 Zeno, Plato’s take on Zeno  Zeno, selections, Plato, 

Parmenides first part 

Week 8 Gorgias, On nature, or on what there isn’t  Gorgias, text 

Week 9 The debate on the natural or conventional nature of 

language: Democritus, Cratylus  

Democritus, selections, 

Plato, Cratylus, 

selections 

Week 10 Plato’s theory of language as theory of meaning and truth Plato, Meno, Republic, 

selections 



Week 11 Plato’s Parmenides and Sophist – a revision of the theory of 

ideas as theory of meaning and truth,  

Plato, Parmenides, 

Sophist, selection 

Week 12 Plato’s Parmenides and Sophist cont.  

 

 

Requirements: 

• regular attendance 

• regular preparation 

• active participation in discussions 

• Presentation of topics from the text under discussion and from secondary literature during the term 

• 2000–2500-word term paper (topic to be chosen by March 15, upon consultation with the teachers of 

the course) 

  

 

Assessment: 

• 25% class participation (discussions); 25% presentations; 50% term paper 

Students are encouraged to submit position papers to complement the discussion element of their class 

participation. 

 

Seminar will typically begin by a short student presentation taking not more than 20 minutes and based 

on a 2-page long position paper that is supposed to be distributed electronically to the class participants 

and to the teachers of the course by 4 p.m. of the day preceding the class. The presentation should 

include an interpretation of of the assigned reading as well as questions that you think need to be raised 

in the seminar discussion. A general class discussion will follow.  

 


