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Abstract Thisarticle exploresthe meaningand boundaries of the conception of truth
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1 Introduction

The Oxford English Dictionary offers several definitions of ‘truth’.
Among these we find definitions such as the following: “Something
that conforms with fact or reality”; “Conformity with fact; agreement
with reality; accuracy or correctness in a statement, thought”. Conse-
quently, the OED defines ‘falsehood’ as follows: “That which, or some-
thing that, is contrary to fact or truth” and “Want of conformity to

; Antichistica 36 | Studi orientali 13
e-ISSN 2610-9344 | ISSN 2610-8828
Edizioni ISBN [ebook] 978-88-6969-776-0 | ISBN [print] 978-88-6969-777-7
Ca'Foscari
Peerreview | Open access 37

Submitted 2023-11-07 | Accepted 2024-03-04 | Published 2024-07-09
© 2024 Sironi, Viano | ©@®4.0
DOI 10.30687/978-88-6969-776-0/003



Francesco Sironi, Maurizio Viano
Truth and Falsehood in Mesopotamia and Greece: Similarities and Differences

fact or truth”.* An intimate opposition between true and false with
reference to reality clearly emerges from such definitions as well as
an implicit principle of noncontradiction, which prevents a certain
thing from being true and false at the same time. Also, these defini-
tions seem to presuppose a conception of truth as a relation between
thought or saying and reality: in other words, an adaequatio rei et in-
tellectus, to use the words of Thomas Aquinas, who derives this idea
directly from Aristotelian thought. On this Aristotelian line we now-
adays tend to conceive truth in a twofold way, both as a relation be-
tween thought and reality and as noncontradiction. However, the
history of ancient Greek thought witnesses different conceptions of
truth, sometimes similar to those found in Mesopotamia. In this pa-
per we will try to analyze and compare the ideas of ‘truth’ attested
in Mesopotamia and Greece in order to outline similarities and dif-
ferences. Let us begin with Mesopotamian sources.

2 Mesopotamian kittu

In Babylonian cuneiform texts the word which is usually translated
with truth is the Akkadian term kittu.? This meaning is commonly ac-
cepted by scholars besides dictionary entries.* But does kittu really
mean truth? Kittu is a substantivized verbal adjective from the verb
kdnu which means ‘to be firm, to be correct’.” The Sumerian equiva-
lents of kittu are nigz-gi-na and nig.-zi which are abstracts from gi.n
‘to be firm’ and zi.d ‘to be right’.* Already von Soden argued that in
Babylonian and Biblical sources there is no concept of ‘historical’
truth as correspondence to reality; the concept of truth is associat-
ed with immutability and rectitude.®

The term kittu is usually found in legal and juridical contexts with
the meaning of ‘justice, fairness, correct procedure’. Indeed kittu

Paragraphs 2, 4, and 5 of this paper were written by Maurizio Viano. Paragraphs 3 and
6 were written by Francesco Sironi. Paragraphs 1 and 7 were written by both Authors.

1 Oxford English Dictionary, s.v. “truth, n. & adv.”, July 2023. https://doi.
org/10.1093/0ED/6193356826.

2 CADK: 468.

3 Seevan de Mieroop 2015, 174-5; see also Glassner 2012, 41-2.

4 CADK: 159 ff.

5 See Attinger 2021, 790, 800; Cohen 2023, 442, 1539-40; ePSD2, http://oracc.
org/epsd2/00035723, http://oracc.org/epsd2/00036144. Lammerhirt (2010) dedi-
cated a monographic study to the words for ‘truth’ in Sumerian and Akkadian sourc-
es listing many attestations.

6 von Soden 1967-68, see also Lammerhirt 2010, 10-16.
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often appears alongside the term misaru which means ‘justice’.” The
two terms represent two complementary rather than parallel con-
cepts and can be translated with ‘law’ and ‘justice’.? Most famously
the two terms are found at the end of the Code of Hammurabi:

Obv. V (20) ki-it-tam (21) us mi-sa-ra-am (22) i-na KA ma-tim (23) as-ku-un

I promised kittu and justice on the land!

In letters and legal documents kittu appears as a qualifier of a pre-
ceding substantive with the meaning ‘correct”:’

TC3102
(7) ma-asz-ka-al-tamz (8) sa ki-tim

Correct payment.

AbB 146
(25) 3.0.4 SE GUR i-na GIS.BAN ki-it-tim pa-aq-da’-ku?
(26) 3.0.4 GUR SE-a-am i-di-i§-§um

I am provided with 3 gur and 4 siitu in the correct seah-measure, there-
fore give him 3 gur and 4 situ of barley.

AbB 14 191
(23) us’-ta-bi-la-kum Su-quz-ul (24) "i-na’ a-ba-an ki-ti-im

I have now sent you (soft wool); weigh it out using a reliable weighing stone.

Inscriptions from various periods mention kittu in opposition to
saliptu, ‘dishonesty’, gullultu which means ‘crime, sin’, and lemut-
tu, ‘evil’. The following examples are taken from a royal inscription
of the Assyrian king Esarhaddon (680-669 BCE) and two Kassite in-
scriptions of the king MeliSipak (early twelfth century BCE).

7 CAD M: 116 ff.
8 Maul 1998, 66-7.

9 TC 3 102 is an Old Assyrian letter; AbB 1 46 and AbB 14 191 are two Old Babylo-
nian letters.
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In

Esarhaddon 1 (RINAP 4.1)*°
IV (25) a-na-ku ™As-Sur-PAP-AS LUGAL KUR A$-$ur LUGAL kib-rat
LIMMU.-ti

1V (26) Sa: kit-tu i-ram-mu-ma sa-lip-tuz ik-kib-Suz

I, Esarhaddon, king of Assyria, king of the four quarters, who loves recti-
tude and abhors treachery.

Kudurru of Melisiku (MDP 2 99)**

1V (52) Sum-ma LUz Su-uz (53) ki-it-ta ir-tam-ma (54) gu-ul-lu-ul-ta iz-ze-er
V (20) sum-ma LUz Su-uz ki-it-ta iz-ze-er-ma (21) gu-ul-lu-ul-ta ir-tam

If this man loves rectitude and hates crime.
If this man hates rectitude and loves crime.

Kudurru of MeliSiku (MDP 10 87)*?

111 (9) us Sum-ma LUz Su-uz (10) ki-it-tam is-siz-ir (11) N12.SI.SA: la ih-ta-Si-
ih-ma (12) HUL-"ti" ir-ta-am

And if this man hates rectitude and does not want rectitude and loves evil.

these cases the contrast with words describing criminal attitudes

makes clear that kittu means ‘justice’ or ‘rectitude’.

Even when the most appropriate translation appears to be ‘truth’,

the semantic sphere of kittu relates to speech and indicates some-
thing ‘undeceiving’. In letters kittu refers to reports of facts with a
practical meaning of correctness and trustability.

10
11
12
13

EA107*

(8) a-mur "a'-na-ku (9) ARAD ki-ti sars-ri “UTU (10) us pu-ia a-wa-te™ aq-
bu (11) a-na sars-ri ki-ta-ma

Leichty 2011, 9-26.

Paulus 2014, 369-83.

Paulus 2014, 390-401.

Rainey 2015, 580-1; EA 107 is a letter from El-Amarna between the king of Byb-

los and the Pharaoh.
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Look, I am a loyal servant of the king, the sun god, and as for my
mouth I always speak sincere words to the king.

ABL 586"

obv. (7) [sa] LUGAL EN is-pur-an-ni (8) ma-a ina ket-ti-ka (9) Sup-ra ke-e-
tu (10) TA LUGAL EN-ia (11) a-da-bu-u

[As to what] the king, my lord, wrote to me: “Write me truthfully” - I am
speaking the truth to the king, my lord.

What kittu means is clarified by one of the most iconic wisdom com-
positions from ancient Mesopotamia, the Babylonian Theodicy

(78) ki-na ra-asz uz-ni $az tus-ta-ad-di-nu la mur-qa
(79) ki-it-ta ta-at-ta-du-ma uz-sur-ti DINGIR ta-na-su

Righteous one, one who possesses wisdom, what you have pondered is
not rational.
Have you forsaken what is right? Do you despise the order of deity?**

These lines make clear that what is right is what has been fixed by
the gods, their plans.

The negation of kittu, namely la kittu, means ‘deceiving, unjust,
unfair’ as in the following Old Babylonian letter:

AbB 9236
(5) a-na mi-ni-im (6) la ki-ti ta-as-ku-n[a) (7) us i-di wa-ar-di-"ia" (8) tu-$a-di-na

Why did you act unfairly and why did you collect the wages of my servants?

The legal aspect of kittu and la kittu is even more explicit in one of
Esarhaddon’s royal inscriptions where la kittu is listed among crim-
inal actions.

14 Parpola 1993, 241-3 (= SAA 10 302); ABL 586 is a letter from an Assyrian schol-
ar to the king.

15 Oshima 2014, 154-5.
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Esarhaddon 33 (RINAP 4.33)¢

obv. I (8) ki-a-am is-pur-am-ma um-ma LUGAL Saz an-zil-li la kit-tus ha-ba-
lu Saz-ga-suz "ik-kib'-[Suz]

Thus he wrote to me, (saying): “O, king, to whom abomination, unjustice,
plundering, (and) murdering are taboo”.

As with kittu also la kittu when associated with declarative verbs re-
lates to the realm of fairness/unfairness; something la kittu is deceiv-
ing as is clear from another Old Babylonian letter:

AbB 1185

(5) ki-ma ki-it:tim (6) $a UTU usz AMAR.UTU (7)Vm-i-mi-ka (8) isv-ru-vku-ni-
ik-kum (9) GIS.BAN:z 3 4UTU Su-a-ti (10) "it’-ti GIS.BAN2 3 ¢UTU Sa SE-am
(11) im-du-du sa ma-ah-ri-ka (12) li-is-pu-ku-ma

According to the sense of justice that Sama$§ and Marduk, who loves you,
bestowed upon you: let them pile up the three-seah measure of Samas
with the three-seah measure of Samas of the barley they have measured.

The convergence of kittu and justice is clearly stated in royal inscrip-
tion of Lipit-IStar, a king of first dynasty of Isin (1936-26 BCE):

RIME41.5.3"

(30) i-nu-mi (31) ki-i-ta-am (32) i-na ma-at (33) Su-me-ri-im (34) us A-kas-
dis-im (35) as-ku-nu-ni

When I established justice in the land of Sumer and Akkad.

The connection of kittu with correctness is also clear in the context
of divination. In the Old Babylonian ikribu prayers recited in prepa-
ration of the extispicy kittu indicates the correct verdict that the di-
viner asks Sama$ and Adad, the gods of divination, to place in the
lamb he is sacrificing:*®

16 Leichty 2011, 79-86.
17 Frayne 1990, 49-51.

18 On the ikribu prayers and more generally on the diviner’s ritual see Starr 1983;
see also Cohen 2020, 31-46.
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AO7031=RA3886"

rev. (23’) i-na pu-ha-ad a-ka-ra-bu ki-ta-am Su-[uk-na]

Place a correct verdict in the lamb I am offering.

AO 7032=RA3887*°

obv. (9) i-na te-er-ti-i-Su i-na pu-[ha-ald a-ka-ra-bu ki-ta-am su-uk-nam
In its extispicy, in the lamb I am offering, place a correct verdict.
YBC5023%*

obv. (12) i-na ik-ri-ib a-ka-ra-bu i-na te-er-ti e-pu-Su
(13) ki-it-tam Su-uk-nam

In the ritual I perform, in the extispicy I perform, put a correct verdict!

That in these cases kittu refers to the correctness of divine judg-
ment is ensured by the legal metaphor used in extispicy rituals that
were understood as court cases in which the client was considered
the defendant and the gods acted as judges.?” The gods were asked

to

render justice as mentioned in another Old Babylonian ikribu

prayer which uses an expression similar to that found in the Code
of Hammurabi:

19
20
21
22
23

HSM 7494%*

(18) li-i$-bu-ma da-a-a-nu i-lu-uz ra-bu-tim wa-$i-bu GIS.GU.ZA-a-at hu-ra-
si a-ki-lu pa-as-su-ur ug-ni-im ma-ha-ar-ka

(19) i-na ki-it-tim us mi-Sa-ri-im li-di-nu di-na-am us-ma-am di-in an-na-an-
na ma-ri an-na-an-na di-na-a-ma

Let the judges, the great gods, who sit on golden thrones, who eat at a ta-
ble of lapis lazuli, sit before you.

Let them judge the case in righteousness and justice. Judge today the case
of so-and-so, son of so-and-so.

Nougayrol 1941; Starr 1983, 123-6.
Starr 1983, 122-3.

Goetze 1968, 25.

Cohen 2020, 35-9.

Starr 1983, 31, 38.
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Kittu is also attested as a deified entity as daughter of Samas, the god
of justice.?® Kittu as a deity appears in incantations and prayers ad-
dressed to Samas, as well as in documents of legal nature where she
acts as witness together with Samas. In Sumerian and bilingual texts
as well as in divine lists the goddess’ name is found as Nigz-gi-na,
which as said before means ‘what is established, fixed’, and as Nige-
zi-da which means ‘what is right’. Although this deity is usually un-
derstood as a personification of the concept of truth, a more nuanced
reading would be righteousness as suggested by the Sumerian names
especially because these were probably secondary translations. At
any rate the interpretation of Kittu as the goddess of Truth can be re-
tained with the caveat that she is not identified with an abstract idea of
truth, but with truth meant as correctness and righteousness rendered
in verdicts. The realm of this deity is justice as also strengthened by
her pairing with her brother Misarum, who is the deification of justice.

In none of the examples discussed so far, kittu refers to an abstract
or epistemological concept that can be compared to the concept of
‘truth’ as conformity to reality.

In addition to la kittu, the opposite of kittu is identified by the term
sartu that is translated with ‘lie, falsehood, treachery’,* and is of-
ten coupled with kittu as in the following passage from the seventh
tablet of the Entima elis:

(35) 4Sas-zu mu-de-e libs-bi ilani $az i-bar-ru-u kar-suz

(36) e-pis lem-nez-e-ti la uz-Se-su-u: it-ti-Suz

(37) mu-kin puhri saz ilani mu-tib libs-bi-Su-un

(38) mu-kan-nis la ma-gi-ri s[u-lu-u]l-Su-un ra-a-su

(39) mu-se-sir kit-ti na-si-[h] it-gu-ru da-ba-ba

(40) Saz sa-ar-ti u k[i-it]-tum um-tas-sa-a as-ru-us-su

Sazu, who knew the heart of the gods, who saw the reins,

Who did not let an evil-doer escape from him,

Who established the assembly of the gods, who rejoiced their hearts,
Who subjugated the disobedient, he is the gods’ encompassing protection.
He made truth to prosper, he uprooted perverse speech,

He separated falsehood from truth.*®

Despite Lambert’s translation of kittu with truth, the god’s actions
against evil-doers, disobedients and perverse people, show that this
passage refers to correct and deceiving behaviors. This passage, in-
cluding line 40 that opposes sartu and kittu, does not refer to epis-
temological concepts of truth and falsehood. This interpretation is

24 Klein 1998-2001.
25 CAD S: 186.
26 Lambert 2013, 126-7.
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further strengthened by the nature of the god Sazu who was the dei-
fied representation of river ordeal.?” Thus, the legal and judicial con-
text stands out once again.

That sartu was understood as the opposite of kittu in legal and ju-
ridical contexts is supported by lexical lists. In Old Babylonian bilin-
gual Nigga,*® the negative terms nakaru and sartu appear just before
kittu and the words kinum and misarum.

52. [nig,-kur,] di na-ka-ru-[um] to be hostile
53. [nig,]-"lul'-la saz-a-"ar-[tum] falsehood
54, [nig,]-"gi'-na ki-i-it-[tum] truth

55. [nig,]-zi ki-i-nu-[um] righteousness
56. [nig,-sil-sa, mi-Sa-ru-fum’ justice®®

We can therefore conclude that in all instances we have discussed so
far, which are not exhaustive but highly significant, the term kittu and
its opposites sartu and la kittu never identify epistemological concepts
of truth and falsehood. If we want to retain the translation ‘truth’ we
must be aware that kittu refers to what is fixed, and to correct, relia-
ble and trustworthy declarations. This very meaning of kittu finds sim-
ilarities in the concept of dAnBeia (aletheia) in archaic Greece. Both
concepts seem to have no epistemological value. On the contrary, they
appear to be tied to social interactions and communication.

3 ’AAOsia in Archaic Greece

In archaic Greece the ideas of and the words for ‘truth’ present us
with a complex scenery, as we will see. The main Greek word for truth
is &\nBeia (aletheia), but a simple translation with ‘truth’ would fail to
express the significance of the original. AAf\0e1a and its derivatives,
at least in the first stages of Greek cultural history, have a quite dif-
ferent meaning, only partially overlapping with the dictionary en-
tries recalled at the beginning of this paper. We will try to briefly re-
call what scholars have pointed out with regard to &\e1a, without
any pretense of exhaustivity - that would require an entire book - but
in the hope of highlighting some fundamental aspects. Let us begin
our journey towards &An0eia.*°

27 Lambert 2013, 484.

28 Nigga is an acrographic list known in unilingual (i.e. Sumerian only) and bilin-
gual (i.e. Sumerian and Akkadian) from the Old Babylonian period, see MSL 13, 91-2.

29 MSL 13, 116.

30 A good summary of the scholarly debate about &\f\fe1a in the archaic age is pro-
vided by Riu 2004, 64-8.
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As Detienne and many others after him rightly observed in analyz-
ing the archaic occurrences of the word, &4\10e1a is originally what is
authoritatively expressed by a ‘master of truth’ deriving his author-
ity from divine forces.** Therefore, in an aural context such as that
of archaic Greek culture often implying a specific occasion for every
performance of a text, &\f0e1a was not conceived as a mere conform-
ity between something (thought or saying) and reality nor as reality
itself. It was a conception intertwined with social functions such as
authority, justice, poetic inspiration, praise, blame, persuasion and
memory. In other words, &\1\0s1a was a concept working within the
context of public speech. In this context the idea of &\0e1a does not
match the definition of ‘conforming to fact or reality’.

This is also clarified by the etymology of &An0e1a. There are two
main schools on the matter:

1. Heidegger’s ‘objective’ etymology: privative & + An6 (from
AavBdvw) ‘that which is not concealed’ (the unconcealing na-
ture of a thing lies in the thing itself);**

2. Snell’s ‘subjective’ etymology: privative & + A0n ‘that which
does not undergo oblivion’ (the ‘unforgetfulness’ of something
lies in the remembering subject).*?

As one can see, these etymologies, too, show that Greek d\nbeia is
not primarily what conforms with reality. A few examples, already
pointed out by scholars, can help with making this clearer. Let’s read
Hesiod’s description of Nereus, the ‘old man of the sea’:**

Nnpéa & dyeudéa kai dAnSéa yeivato Mévrog
mpecButatov maidwv- altap kaléouot yépovra,
oUveka vipeptrg Te Kal fjriog, oUde Sepiotwy
AM9etar, A& Sikata kad fimria Sijvea oidev-

Pontus begot Nereus, unerring and truthful, the oldest of his sons; they
call him the Old Man, because he is infallible and gentle, and does not for-
get established customs but contrives just and gentle plans.**

It has been rightly pointed out that &yeudéa ‘unerring’ and &Anbéa
‘truthful’ are not synonyms in this context. The description is based

31 See Detienne 1967.
32 See Heidegger 1927, 220-3. This etymology was actually already in Classen 1851, 197.

33 See Snell 1975. Cole 1983 attempts to reassess Snell’s interpretation without un-
dermining its core by placing &\feia within the frame of communication processes. It
might be useful to point out that both AdvBavw and Af\6n share the same root and their
semantic fields are not completely segregated from each other.

34 Hes. Theog. 233-6.

35 Transl. G.W. Most.
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on two positive poles: accuracy (expressed by the adjective vnpeptig)
which prevents from saying things erroneously - that is why Nereus
is &yeudng ‘unerring’ - on the one hand and the memory which gives
the authority to say dAnBéa on the other. This means that Nereus says
&AnBea because he does not forget (ABetan) the B¢pota (‘established
customs’), which implies that Nereus is 4An61¢ not only because he
says true things but also and especially because he does not let them
fall into oblivion.*®
Another clear example is Pindar:*’

Tov ’Oluptriovikav avay vwTe pot
Apyeotpartou Toida, TéSt Ppevos

Epdg YEypatrTar YAUKU yap aUt®) pélog dpeihmv
EmMéNad™- & Moio’, dAA& oU kol SuydTnp
ANGSera Ao, Op9a xept

gpukeToV Yeudéwv

gvimtav ahitéEevov.

Ekadev yop EmeASov O pEMN @V ypSvog
€pov kataioyuve 6aSu xpéog.

Spowg &€ Mioat Suvatog OEeiav Emipoppay
10K0G T9vaTdV:

Read me the name of the Olympic victor,

the son of Archestratus, where it is written

in my mind, for I owe him a sweet song

and have forgotten. O Muse, but you and Zeus’ daughter,
Truth, with a correcting hand

ward off from me the charge of harming a guest friend
with broken promises.

For what was then the future has approached from afar
and shamed my deep indebtedness.

Nevertheless, interest on a debt can absolve one from
a bitter reproach.*®

’AABe1a here is deeply connected with the Muses in that they can pre-
vent oblivion and blame, opposed to memory and praise. Many other
passages could be brought forth to underline these aspects of &Ai\fe1q,
which appears to be at the center of an intertwining of meanings re-
sulting in a mismatch with the idea of ‘truth’ as conformity to reality.

In archaic Greece the communicative and social nature of d4An6e1q,
as well as its dependence on memory and authority, implies variabil-
ity and also deception. This emerges clearly in the famous words of
the Muses in Hesiod’s poetic investiture:**

36 See Riu 2019, 249.
37 Pind. Ol 10.1-9.
38 Transl. W.H. Race.
39 Hes. Theog. 27-8.
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Spev q}s\3§eot roAA& Aéyewy érdporoty opoia,
Spev & eV E0ENwpev dAnBea ynpuoachau.

We can say a lot of false things similar to genuine ones,
and, when we want, we can also celebrate true things.

This passage gives us the opportunity to address an important topic.
“Etupa and dAnBéa are not synonyms in this passage. Apparently, in
archaic Greece the only words referring to some sort of compliance
with reality or fact - what we call factual truth or genuineness - seem
to be €rupog (and its derivative etfjtupog) and éredg, most notably all
adjectives.*® The dAnO¢éa celebrated by the Muses are not subject to
oblivion and are therefore unchangeable - they would otherwise be
somehow forgotten - whereas the €tupa, on the contrary, can undergo
silence and be replaced by lies.** This might also explain why Stesi-
chorus, in his famous Palinode, retracts his former poem about Hel-
en by stating that it was not €érupog:**

Ok Eo1’ Etupog Adyog outog
oUd’EPag v vuoiy eVoElpoLg
oUd’Tkeo [Tépyapa Tpoias.

This story is not genuine,
you did not go on well-benched ships
and you did not arrive to the citadel of Troy.

40 See Krischer 1965; Riu 2019, 246: “C’est surtout dAf9eia et ses dérivés et étupov
avec ses variantes (étfjrupov, étedg) qui posent probléme. Selon le contexte, en effet, on
peut choisir de les comprendre comme, respectivement, ‘vrai’ et ‘réel’, ou bien ‘inou-
bliable’ (ou ‘qui n’est pas a oublier’, ou ‘a passer sous silence’, ou ‘a laisser inapercu’)
pour l'un; et ‘factuellement vrai’ pour l'autre. Globalement, je dirais qu’il y a un consen-
sus assez général pour considérer que éteog et étirupog font référence a la réalité, aux
faits, tandis que &\nSvc est un fait de langue, de parole: c’est quelque chose qui est
dit”. Sometimes the feminine form of the adjective étedg (¢ten) is used as a noun adjec-
tive, much attested in Democritus, but it consistently appears to mean ‘reality’ rather
than ‘truth’ and is almost exclusively used adverbially: étefj ‘in reality’. The abstract
noun érntupia is not attested in the archaic and classical ages, since its first occur-
rence is in Callimachus (Aet. 75-6).

41 See Riu 2019, 248: “on croit habituellement que &rupog signifie ce qui est ‘vrai’
en entendant par la ce qui est ‘réel’, tandis que &AnBr¢ signifierait simplement ‘vrai’,
conduisant certains commentateurs a ne plus les distinguer 1'un de I'autre: ‘nous savon
dire beaucoup des mensonges semblables a des réalités, mais nous savons, quand nous
voulons, faire entendre des vérités’, ou ‘vérités’ n’est en fait qu'une variatio par rapport
a ‘réalités’. Pourtant, ici du moins, érupa et &An9éa ne sont certainement pas des syno-
nymes, méme s'ils ont, tous les deux, affaire a la vérité. Il y a au moins un aspect sous le-
quel les deux mots sont différents: les étupa peuvent étre oubliés ou passés sous silence,
remplacés par des mensonges, mais pas les &An9éa, comme leur nom méme l'indique”.

42 Fr. 91a Davies-Finglass.
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Most notably, Stesichorus does not use the adjective &AnBrc, perhaps
because he is retracting the story of Helen, but not questioning his
own poetic authority - it may be added that the very fact that he men-
tions his former poem somehow saves it from oblivion (Af6n). Be it
as it may, there seems to be no noun to refer uniquely to any sort of
conformity with reality or fact in archaic Greece until its last phases.
Until then, truth does not seem to be an adaequatio rei et intellectus.
Still, at a certain stage of Greek cultural history, things will start to
change. Before discussing these developments, however, let us look at
the Mesopotamian conception of knowledge. This will help us in out-
lining some crucial differences between Mesopotamia and Greece.

4 Knowledge in Mesopotamia

Akkadian and Sumerian as well as the whole Mesopotamian scholar-
ly tradition seem to lack a mutually exclusive opposition between true
and false. This absence is associated with the nature of knowledge in
Mesopotamia which is fundamentally cumulative. As for cumulative we
maintain that the addition of new elements does not cause the exclu-
sion of the former and does not lead to contradiction. For Babylonians
knowledge is singling out meanings, reaching a more detailed level of
precision; for them it was the exact opposite: expanding the meaning
of words and adding new meanings. The cumulative nature of Meso-
potamian knowledge rests on the concept that words have deep and
hidden meanings that must be found; by principles of analogical as-
sociations the meaning of a word can be expanded to find new mean-
ings that can be completely unrelated to the original one.** As aptly
argued by Cavigneaux the Babylonian scholars had no theory accord-
ing to which each translation corresponded to a phonetic or written
contrast.” The cumulative nature of knowledge can be found in many
aspects of cuneiform scholarship, especially in lexical lists.** In par-
ticular, first millennium lexical lists tend to increase the number

43 Maul 1999, 13-14.
44 Cavigneaux 1976, 69.

45 Van de Mieroop 2015, 71-2 see also 82-3. Lexical lists are among the earliest cu-
neiform texts; the earliest forms were simply lists of Sumerian words but later devel-
oped in complex structures with multilingual entries similar to vocabularies; the typ-
ical form consists of a sumerian sign, its reading and one or more Akkadian transla-
tions. Lexical lists were at the core of the scribal curriculum and were used for three
millennia in school to learn cuneiform writing. Lexical lists may concern different sub-
jects (e.g. professions, realia, naturalia, body parts) and were arranged according to
different principles, mainly thematic or acrographic; for an introduction to lexical lists
see Cavigneaux 1980-83.
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of Akkadian translations for a single Sumerian sign.*® The Akkadi-
an translations only partially correspond to the Sumerian sign and
draw on various principles of association to expand and create new
meanings.*” Quite interestingly, these new meanings may include an-
tonyms. One of the most extreme cases is that of the sign bar in the
lexical list Aa, which receives probably nearly two hundred Akkadi-
an translations.*®

The same lexical list provides other examples of the accumula-
tion of meanings:*’

SILA; qi ql (a capacity measure)
suld street
suqu street
hupi one-half (of a gd)
hepi to split
mindatu measure
misertu standard gd-measure
silitu afterbirth
ipu membrane, afterbirth

The basic meaning of the sign SILAs is a unit of measurement. The
Akkadian words qil, mindatu, misSertu are traditionally associated
with the sign SILAs°° and are all related to measures. The Akkadian
correspondences are expanded to a close semantic field, that of di-
viding into units, with hupd, ‘one-half’ and hepil, ‘to split’. The trans-
lations suli and siiqu, which mean ‘street’, are clear examples of cu-
mulative knowledge: the Sumerian word silas is expanded to include
the meaning of its homophone sign sila which means ‘street’. The
most common Sumerian word for womb, membrane and afterbirth is
arhus (occasionally with reading uss); there is however a quite rare
word (a)-silas-gar-(ra)®* which has this very meaning and it is writ-
ten with the sign SILAs. In our lexical list this meaning is attributed
to the sign SILAs only, and therefore translated with silitu and ipu.

Another example from the same lexical list is the sign MUL that
has the basic meaning ‘star’:**

46 Texts tended to grow by imitating former models rather than replacing older tra-
ditions, see Van de Mieroop 2015, 192-3.

47 Cavigneaux 1976, 107.

48 MSL 14, 163.

49 Aal/620-8. MSL 14, 225-6.

50 They are already attested in Proto Aa.

51 See http://oracc.org/epsd2/00024513; Attinger 2021, 117; Cohen 2023, 112.
52 Aall/6 25-44. MSL 14, 291-2.
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MUL kakkabu star
zappu Pleiades
Sitru writing
Sitirtu writing, document
nabatu to shine
napahu to lightup
namaru to be bright
bani well-formed, perfect
kunni to honor, honored
zuunu decorated
papallu offspring
bibbu planet
mulmullu arrow
amartu dividing wall
bi'u drainage opening (in awall)
Sépu foot
Sénu shoes
banii well-formed, perfect
bani sassitirtu well-formed, perfect (said of) writing
awilu EME.SAL man

Some Akkadian correspondences such as nabatu, napahu and namaru,
are related to the basic meaning or are connected to a typical fea-
ture of stars, that of being bright. The basic meaning star, Akkadi-
an kakkabu attracts zappu, ‘Pleiades’ and bibbu ‘planet’, that are not
exactly synonyms. The Akkadian Sitru and Sitirtu ‘writing’ are tradi-
tionally related to the role of heavenly bodies as divine writing, Sitir
samé.*® The term banii means ‘to be well-formed, perfect’ and is usu-
ally associated with gods. We can surmise that banil is associated
with MUL for the natural connection between stars and gods. This
term attracts kunnii ‘to honor or honored’, that is also used for gods
and in other parts of the same lexical list appears with bunnil, which
is a derivative of banil and means ‘to adorn’.** The word for ‘shoes’,
Akkadian sénu, is totally unrelated to a star but in Sumerian it is in-
deed written with the sign MUL but with reading suhub.. This list
conflates two different readings of the same sign in one single entry.
Most likely the word sépu ‘foot’ is attracted by sénu:

MUL (subub,) = Sénu >> Sépu
shoes shoes foot

53 For an introduction to celestial divination see Rochberg 2004 and Van de Miero-
op 2015, 87-94 with previous bibliography.

54 See CAD K: 540.

Antichistica36]13 | 51
Wisdom Between East and West: Mesopotamia, Greece and Beyond, 37-66



Francesco Sironi, Maurizio Viano
Truth and Falsehood in Mesopotamia and Greece: Similarities and Differences

The translation awilu, ‘man’, is totally unrelated to the meaning of
the sign MUL but the Emesal®® word for ‘man’, mulu, is phonetically
close to the reading mul.

Lexical lists even provide antonymic translations. In the list IZI the
two opposite directions of movement, coming close and moving away,
are associated with the same Sumerian verbal root that originally
had only the meaning of ‘to be near, to approach’.*¢

95. [TE] ne,-su-"u,! to be distant
96. [TE] du-up-pu-rum to move away
97. TE sa-na-qu to approach
98. TE te-hu-um to approach

Behind the antonymic translation there is possibly a graphic princi-
ple: the sign KAR which means ‘to leave’ is a compound sign written
TE.A.°" Therefore a synecdochic (or abbreviated)*® equation TE.A: TE
results in an antonymic association, although neither nesii nor dup-
puru are known to translate KAR.**

In the Old Babylonian IZI the sign til, which means ‘to complete,
to be completed’ is glossed with lagatu, ‘to gather’; this equation de-
rives from the reading of til as the same sign as bad, meaning ‘to be
distant’ which has a semantic contrast to laqatu.®°

Two other examples may be quoted. The first is from a manuscript
from Ugarit of the lexical list Sa (Ugaritica V 133 = RS 23.493A)%* in
which the sign BAD is translated both with mutu ‘death’ - the regu-
lar translation - and with balatu ‘to live’.

rg’ DIS BAD ba-"la-[tu] to live
ro’ DIS BAD 'ga-ma'-[ru]  tocomplete
r10’ DIS BAD la-"x[...]

riyr [DIS] BAD mu-Ttum’ death

55 Emesal is a sociolectic variant of Sumerian which was spoken by women in liter-
ary texts and used in rituals, see Garcia-Ventura 2017.

56 Cavigneaux 1976, 109-10; MSL 13, 187; the same entries are found in Aa VIII/1,
MSL 14, 494. The verb te/teds is translated with nesil and duppuru also in CUSAS 12,
7.1 A 4: 32-3 (MS 4135), te-ba = i-siz (be distant!) // te-ba = du-up-pi-ir (move away!).

57 Veldhuis 2018, 190.

58 For abbreviated Sumerian signs in lexical list see Crisostomo 2019, 156-7.

59 Cf. CAD D s.v. “duppuru”, lexical section, and CAD N/2 s.v. “nes{l”, lexical section.
60 Crisostomo 2019, 163.

61 Nougayrol 1968, 236-7.
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This equation is based on a series of analogical reasonings: the sign
BAD with reading u$: means ‘to die, death’ in Akkadian mdtu, miitu,
and with reading til means ‘to (be) complete(d)’, Akkadian gamaru.
By playing with the reading til which is homophonic to the reading
tils of the sign TI which means ‘to live’ the list gives an antonymic
translation balatu ‘to live’.

The second example is taken from an Old Babylonian bilingual
lexical list in which the sign SIG7 meaning ‘good’, Akkadian baniim,
damqum, is also translated with its opposite, la baniim not good'.

ril4 se,e SIG, ba-nu-Tu,"-[um] good
rils SIG, da-"am'-[qum] good
rile wa-Tar'-qu,-Tum’ green
ril7 SIG, ra-at-bu-Tum’ fresh
rils SIG, la ba-nu-um not good®?

The foregoing examples showed that knowledge in Mesopotamia de-
veloped through the accumulation of elements rather than through
their selection. As [the author] already argued, the cumulative knowl-
edge typical of Mesopotamian scholarship finds similarities in Her-
aclitus’ philosophy.

5 Mesopotamia and Heraclitus

In Mesopotamia the highest form of knowledge was finding the hid-
den meaning of signs and words which was arrived at through ana-
logical reasoning.®® In Babylonian hermeneutics knowledge unfolds
through the search of underlying and hidden connections. A passage
of the Examenstext A% possibly specifically refers to this process as
the way to reach hidden meanings:

eme-giz a-na is-zu nigz-duls-bi urs-ra bur-ra i-zu-u
ina Su-me-ri ma-la ta-hu-zu ka-tim-ta-suz ki-a-am Se-t[a-a t]i-de-e

(The teacher to the student): “Do you know how ‘to spread out’ in the same
way, the secrets of Sumerian you have learned?”

62 Klein, Sefati 2020, 93.
63 Bottéro 1977, 19-27; Cavigneaux 1987, 245, 247-52; Seminara 2001, 422-4, 430-51.

64 The Examentext A is a Sumero-Akkadian dialogue about school from the first mil-
lennium, Sjéberg 1975.

Antichistica36|13 | 53
Wisdom Between East and West: Mesopotamia, Greece and Beyond, 37-66



Francesco Sironi, Maurizio Viano
Truth and Falsehood in Mesopotamia and Greece: Similarities and Differences

It is likely that ‘to spread out’ refers to the required ability of the stu-
dent to expand knowledge by finding hidden meanings.®*

Similarly, in Heraclitus the logos had hidden meanings as stat-
ed in the fragment D 50 (B 54)°¢ which points to the unseen connec-
tion of opposites.®’

‘Appovin &paviig pavepiic KpeloTwV.

An unapparent connection is stronger than an apparent.

Understanding the logos was reserved to wise people; those unable
to understand the logos were &Euvetor (D 1 = B 1), ‘uncomprehend-
ing’ namely unable to put things together and find connections be-
tween things.®® In Heraclitus word-plays and analogical reasoning or
to use Charles Kahn'’s terminology ‘linguistic density’®® were heuris-
tic tools to find the hidden meanings of words. Knowledge for Her-
aclitus derives from finding the hidden and underlying connections
as clear from fragment D 47 (B 10).

Zuvdyieg Sha kai ouy GAa, cuppepSpevov kal SragepSpevov, cuvidov
81380v, kai £k TAvTwV Ev kai € Evog TTdvTa.

Conjoinings: wholes and not wholes, converging and diverging, harmoni-
ous dissonant; and out of all things one, and out of one all things.

Another similarity is that knowledge is produced by the conflation of
elements rather than by singling out elements. Heraclitus was work-
ing with lists of opposites as we can see in the fragment D 48 (B 67)
where god is defined:

0 Beog Npépn ebppdvn, yerpdov Bépog, Téhepog elpiv, kKpog Apdg.

God: day night, winter summer, war peace, satiety hunger.

We may recall here Jonathan Barnes’ words:

65 Frahm 2011, 75-6.

66 We refer to the fragments of the early Greek philosophers according to the num-
bering of the edition of Laks and Most (D); in parentheses we recall the numbering of
Diels and Kranz’s edition (B). Translations of Heraclitus’ fragments follow Laks and
Most 2016a.

67 See also Kahn 1979, 202-4.
68 Nussbaum 1972, 11; Gianvittorio 2010, 237-9.
69 Kahn 1979, 89-95.
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[Heraclitus] was working with a fairly loose, intuitive notion of what ‘opposites’
were; he would, I imagine, have presented a list, not a definition, if asked to
explain himself: wet, dry; up, down; straight, crooked; sweet, sour; hot, cold;
male, female; and so on. The list would no doubt be long, and its items would,
to our eyes, be logically diverse: some pairs seem logical contraries; some
express physically incompatible properties; some are elliptically expressed
relations between which no true incompatibility exists in the form of a list.™

The similarity of the concept of knowledge in Mesopotamian schol-
arship and Heraclitus’ philosophy is underpinned by a further point
of contact, which is given by similar ideas of harmony. In Heraclitus
harmony ensues from the tension of opposites as stated in one of his
most famous fragments (D 49 = B 51):

oV Euvidoty 6kwg SragepSpevov Emute dpohoyeet:
TaMivTpoTTog Appovin SkwoTrep T6Eou Kai AJpng.

They do not comprehend how, diverging, it accords with itself: a backward-
turning fitting together (&ppovin) as of a bow and a lyre.

The appovin is given by the tension between the string stretched in the
direction opposite to the armed-body of a bow or lyre. The connection
or appovin reconciles the conflict in the unity of the single parts where
the opposites are identified in one single whole.”* The above quoted
fragment D 47 expresses this very concept in a more abstract way.

The idea of harmony is self-evident in Babylonian scholarship: for
instance the long lists of Akkadian translations we have discussed
above are reconciled in one single Sumerian sign. As recognized by
many scholars the Babylonian world view was built upon binary oppo-
sitions™ of complementary parts. A harmonic relation of counterparts
is expressed by the principle of correspondence between Sumerian
and Akkadian: although they were two separate languages, for Bab-
ylonians what was expressed in one language corresponded in the
other.” This principle clearly stands out in the expression used for
the two languages: liSan mithurti, literally ‘languages of the meeting
each other’. In Sumerian this expression corresponds to eme ha-mun
which appears in Enmerkar and the Lord of Aratta (1. 142) referring
to Sumerian and Akkadian.™

70 Barnes 1979, 80.

71 Kahn 1979, 195-200, in particular, “[t]he concept of harmonié as a unity composed
of conflicting parts is thus the model for an understanding of the world ordering as a
unified whole” (200); see also Kahn 1979, 150-1.

72 Van de Mieroop 2015, 124; Rochberg 2019, 263-6.
73 For the principle of correspondence see Seminara 2001, 460-6.
74 Vanstiphout 2003, 64-5.
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Babylonian scholarship was pervaded by the attempt to find cor-
respondences in the whole world: in lexical lists between Sumeri-
an and Akkadian words; in divine lists between Sumerian and Ak-
kadian gods; in divination between macrocosm and microcosm; in
the debate poems between entities such as Summer and Winter or
Sheep and Grain;” in cosmology with the unity and opposition of
the pair Heaven and Earth and even in historiography between As-
syrian and Babylonian kings.” Correspondences can also be found
between deities and phenomena, between parts of the liver and de-
ities or months and zodiac signs.”” The words mithurtu and ha-mun
indicate symmetry/counterpart and mean something like ‘harmony
(of opposites)’. As argued by Rochberg™ the concept of the harmo-
ny of opposites is also expressed graphically because ha-mun has
a rare writing NAGA.NAGA where the second NAGA is written up-
side down 1§><§;.’9

We can conclude that although the object of knowledge was differ-
ent in Mesopotamia and Heraclitus, the cuneiform system and the
logos respectively, the epistemological approach was similar.?’ Both
Mesopotamia and archaic Greece seem to lack a purely epistemolog-
ical and ontological concept of truth implying the principle of non-
contradiction. In Mesopotamian scholarship and Heraclitus’ philos-
ophy knowledge does not unfold through selection and rejection of
propositions but through the harmonic unity of elements that can be
opposite and yet do not exclude each other.

75 Note that debate poems may end with a reconciliation between the contenders,
Vanstiphout 1990, 284-6.

76 See Seminara 2001, 463.
77 See Rochberg 2019, 266.
78 Rochberg 2019, 266.

79 CUSAS 12, 1.1.2: 231, ha-mun NAGA.NAGA-inv. "'mi'-it-ha-ar-tum. Note that the sign
NAGA is used to write the name of Nisaba the goddess of writing; thus one may spec-
ulate that harmony is also expressed theologically.

80 Viano 2021, 240.
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6 The Development of AAj0cia Towards
an Epistemological and Ontological Concept of Truth

So far, we have detected contact points between the Mesopotami-
an idea of kittu and the archaic Greek conception of a\nfeia as well
as the absence of a clear principle of noncontradiction in both con-
texts. Let us now see how the idea of &\f\fe1a began to change at the
end of the archaic age.

In his seminal essay Detienne identified two main development
lines for this period: a philosophical one and a rhetorical one. The phil-
osophical line moved towards a rationalization of &\0e1a in terms of
what uncontradictorily corresponds with reality and also the criteri-
on itself to establish this correspondence. The rhetorical line, on the
contrary, focused on the communicative aspects of &\r0eia and per-
suasion techniques, implying relativism and the idea that truth is what
is perceived as such without necessarily adhering to reality or fact.

The archaic author who most of all presents us with an emerging
distinction of these two intellectual paths is Parmenides, who also
builds the foundation of the philosophical line. Parmenides is a phi-
losopher, but expresses his thought in verse and presents himself as
an inspired ‘master of truth’ in his poem,®* where he is instructed by
a goddess about the way of truth (aG\n0e1a):*

xpe® 6¢ ot mdvta TubéoBan
fpev AlnBeing evmeibéog dpepeg frop
75e Bpotdv §SEag, Taic oUk Evi TrioTig dAnBig.
AN Eprrne kai TalTa paboeal, g Ta SokolvTa
Xpiiv dokipog givan S1d TavTdC TAVTA TIEpGHVTAL

It is necessary that you learn everything,

Both the unshakeable heart of well-convincing truth

And the opinions of mortals, in which there is no true belief.
But nonetheless you will learn this too: how opinions

Would have to be acceptable, forever penetrating all things (?)

This truth is for the first time both an ontological and epistemolog-
ical one and is deeply rooted in the relation between the thinking
subject and reality:**

S sy s s s , N .
el & &y’ EyQv péw, koproar &¢ ov pibov dkovoag,
afrrep 6801 polvar S1o1d¢ eiot vofjoar

81 See Portulas 2019.

82 D4, 28-32 =B 1, 28-32. Text and translation of Parmenides’ fragments are those
provided by Laks-Most 2016b.

83 D6=B2-3.
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1 pev Smwe EoTiv TE KOL GG OUK EOTL p) etvau,

Trsleoug éott kéeuBog (a)\nesm chp 011:71651)

1 8 &¢ oUx EoTIv TE KAl MG Xpsmv €0TL i) elval, 5
mv &1 ot uppotho mavarmevBéa Eppev atapnov

olte chp av Yvotng 10 Ye pn gov (ou Yotp otvuctov)

olite ppdoaig. 10 yap aiTd voeiv EoTiv Te kai elvat.

Well then, as for me, I shall say - and as for you, have a care for this dis
course when you have heard it -

What are the only roads of investigation for thought [noésail:

The one, that ‘is’, and that it is not possible that ‘is not’,

Is the path of conviction, for it accompanies truth;

The other, that ‘is not’, and that it is necessary that ‘is not’ -

I show you that it is a path that cannot be inquired into at all.

For you could not know that which is not (for this is impracticable)

Nor could you show it. For it is the same, to think [noein] and also to be.

The ontological and epistemological nature of Parmenidean truth im-
plies the idea of truth as a complete, understandable, and communi-
cable correspondence with reality, i.e. with ‘being’:®*

r] 5¢ Kpuﬂg TEpL TOUTWV £V TS EoTLv-
fotv n oUk €oT1v- KEKPIT(}I & ovv, u)m‘rep &vaykn,
Tr]v peEv £av otvontov avddvupov (o0 YO‘P a)\qeng
goTv 666¢), TV & HoTe mENEWY kai ETATUpOV Elvar.®

The decision [krisis] on these matters depends upon this:

‘Is’ or ‘is not’? Well, it has been decided, as is necessary,

To abandon the one [scil. road] as unthinkable, unnameable (for it is not

The true road), and [scil. deciding] thereby that the other, by consequence,
exists and is real.

We can see how &An0r¢ and étitupov (see section 3) are here con-
flated together. The only &\nO1¢ road is the one implying genuine ex-
istence (tijv &' &ote ékew kai Etfitupov eivar). AAABeia is something
that exists and that exists genuinely. In other words it is ‘being that
completely corresponds with reality’ or better ‘being that coincides
with reality’®¢ or even better and most simply ‘being’.

84 D8, 20-3=B38, 15-18.
85 Author’s emphasis.

86 McKirahan 2009 always translates dAnfeia with ‘reality’”: “P. uses the word &\n6ein
[‘reality’] thrice in the extant fragments [...]; in each case the context shows that it de-
notes not truth as an attribute of thought or language but objective reality, as often in
Plato” (282). We must recall, however, that Parmenides holds thought and being to be
the same thing; see above fr. D 6, 8 (B 3) 1o yap aito voeiv éoTiv e Kai eivat.
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Truth is ‘being’ an - which is relevant for the purposes of our pa-
per - does not allow contradiction:®’

XPT 1O Aéyew Te voeiv T éov Eppeva Eoti yap elvar

pndev & ouk Eotiv- Td Y Eyw ¢pdlecBar Gvmya.

TPAOTING Y&p 0” &g’ 680U Tavtng difhotog <eipyw>,

avtap Emer’ amo tiig, fiv &1 Ppotoi eiddteg 0UdEV

mAdrtTovTal, dikpavor dpnyavin yap év altdv 5
o1Beotv 1BUvel ThaykTov véov- oi &€ popoivTar

KWPOL OPAS TUPAOL T, TEBNTOTES, dKkprta UAa,

01¢ TO TéeLv Te Kai oUK elval TAUTOV vevopLo Tl

KOU TAUTOV, TTdvTwv 8¢ TokivipoTds eott kéAeuBog.

Itis necessary to say and to think that this is being; for it is possible that it is,
While nothing is not: that is exactly what I bid you to meditate.

For such is the first road of investigation from which <I keep> you <away>,
But then also from this one, which mortals who know nothing

Invent (plattontai), two-headed [scil. creatures]! For the helplessness in their
Breast directs their wandering (plankton) thought; and they are borne along,
Deafand likewise blind, stupefied, tribes undecided [or: without judgment],
Who suppose that ‘this is and is not’ [or: that to be and not to be] is the same
And not the same, and that of all things [or: for all] the path is backward-turning.

The Parmenidean being dissolves all oppositions and contradictions
in itself. There are no opposites as such, inasmuch only ‘what is’ is
while ‘what is not’ is not.*® The principle of noncontradiction emerg-
es for the first time in the extant fragments of Parmenides and is at
the core of his ontology.*®

As we recalled above, Detienne identified another development
line of the meaning of &\n0e1a, namely the rhetorical-sophistic one.
It is not surprising that the most extreme representative of this de-
velopment line overtly challenges Parmenides. Gorgias of Leontini
tried to disprove Parmenides in his On Nature or On Non Existence,
where he demonstrates that:

1. Nothing exists.

2. Evenif something exists, it is not knowable.

3. Evenifitis knowable, knowledge about it is incommunicable.

4. Even if it is communicable, it cannot be understood.

87 D7=B6.

88 Parmenides fr. D 7 (B 6) has often been read as a critique of Heraclitus. I do not
think it is necessary to read any reference to Heraclitus in this fragment, but it is none-
theless clear that Heraclitus’ thought is incompatible with that of Parmenides as ex-
pressed here.

89 For a brief history of the principle of noncontradiction in Greek philosophy from
Parmenides to Aristotle, see Thom 1999.
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This appears to be more than a mere rhetorical exercise. This work
has often - and we think rightly - been read as the first philosophical
manifesto of nihilism. In this view, there is no place for truth meant
as the uncontradictory correspondence with reality, let alone for Par-
menidean ‘being’. The road is open to Sophistic, which has now its
philosophical legitimization: there are no true or false discourses,
only more or less persuasive ones.?® This implies a substantial lack
of the principle of noncontradiction, which provides a contact point
with Heraclitus. It is not surprising therefore that Parmenides is the
object of such a philosophical challenge on Gorgia’s part.

In his intellectual struggle against the Sophists, Plato will definite-
ly place himself on the ‘philosophical’ development line - and it may
be clear at this point that by ‘philosophical’ we now mean ‘uncontra-
dictory’ or not allowing contradiction’. In Plato’s thought &\r6eia
will be conceived both at a logical and ontological level, as we will
see. Plato knew his rivals well and was well aware of the bond be-
tween truth and performance and that at his time &Ar6eia was still
entangled with the ideas of authority and persuasion as well as with
the related social functions. In the second book of his Republic (376b)
he offers a clear example of this. In this book the debate is about ed-
ucation. In discussing what sort of tales and myths children should
be taught, a distinction is proposed between true and false ones
(377a). Only true ones are allowed in the Platonic city. Needless to
say, in Plato’s view truth and good are inseparable and true tales
and myths are, for instance, those which represent divinity in a no-
ble light, whereas false ones depict the gods in an unflattering way
(we must not forget that Plato’s discourse here is about education).
In this discussion truth is still bound to its occasion and to authority
(i.e. that of teachers and the State), but the poles are now inverted:
a thing is taught because it is true; a thing is not true only because
it is expressed authoritatively. In other words, there is one and only
truth and that is what should be taught authoritatively. On this ba-
sis, there is almost no place for creativity and that is why Plato ends
with banishing almost all kinds of poetry from his ideal city.’* For
Plato there is only one truth. But what is this truth? We find a defini-
tion in the Sophist, a dialogue whose characters are Theaetetus and,
most notably, the “stranger from Elea”. At a certain point, the stran-
ger presents Theaetetus with two different statements - a) Theaetet-
us sits; b) Theaetetus flies - and then discusses them with him (263b)

90 Other sophists explicitly engaged with the conception of truth. We may recall Pro-
tagora’s Truth and Antiphon’s treatise of the same name. Truth is conceived in rela-
tivistic terms by the first, as plural and ambivalent by the latter (see Gagarin 1991).

91 Aristotle, though conceiving truth in terms similar to Plato’s, will separate poet-

ry and philosophy more neatly, applying the criterion of truth only to the latter. See
Riu 2004, 76-82.
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{EE.} Toutwv &1 moidv Tiva ekdTepov gpaTéov elvar;

{©EAL} Tov pev yeudi) Tov, Tov ¢ &Anbi.

{EE.} Aéyer 8¢ aitdv 6 pev &ndig ta Svra g EoTiv Tepi ool
{®EAL} Tipnyv;

{EE.} ‘O 6¢ 61 yeudng Etepa TdOV SvToov.

{©EAI} Nai.

{EE.} Ta pn 6vt' &pa cg Svra Aéyer.

{©EAL} Zyxedov.

STR. Now what quality shall be ascribed to each of these sentences?
THEAET. One is false, I suppose, the other true.

STR. The true one states facts as they are about you.

THEAET. Certainly.

STR. And the false one states things that are other than the facts.
THEAET. Yes.

STR. In other words, it speaks of things that are not as if they were.
THEAET. Yes, that is pretty much what it does.**

Truth is here conceived as some kind of relation between thought or
saying and reality.”®* Such an unambiguous relation seems to exclude
contradiction. It is not surprising, therefore, that Plato formulates
elsewhere - again in the Republic - his own definition of the principle
of noncontradiction much more explicitly than Parmenides:**

Afjhov 611 TaUTOV TAvavTia Totelv ) TATKELY KATA TOUTOV YE KOL TIpOG TOUTOV
oUk £Belnoer Gpa.

It is clear that the same faculty cannot do opposite things nor experi-
ence them in the same respect and in relation to the same part all at the
same time.**

As we can see, Plato conceives truth both at an ontological and at a
logical level, as it was in Parmenides.’® There is an intellectual route
starting from Parmenides on which we find Plato and others after him:
on this line &A10e1a gradually gains a strictly epistemological and on-
tological meaning. In this regard, we cannot omit Aristotle, whose for-
mulations of the principle of noncontradiction are equally canonical:®’

92 Transl. H.N. Fowler.

93 The nature of this relation is a much debated issue. The traditional view is that Pla-
to conceives this relation as correspondence; see Cornford 1935, 309-11. This view has
its critics; see Hestir 2003 with further bibliography. For a brief history of the ‘corre-
spondence theory of truth’ see Long 2011, 21-48; Marian 2022. On truth and falsehood
in Plato’s Sophist, see Crivelli 2012.

94 Pl Resp. 4.436b.

95 Transl. C. Hemlin-Jones, W. Preddy.

96 On this twofold nature of Platonic truth, see Centrone 2014.
97 Arist. Metaph. 4.1005b.19-20.
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1O Yap aUTO dpa UTtdpyeLy Te Kal pi) Utdpxetv aduvatov 16 alT@ Kol Katd
10 a¥16 (kai Soa &ANa Tpoadiopioaiped’ &v, Eotw TpooSiwpropeva TPOg
106 Moyikag Suoyepeiag).

“It is impossible for the same attribute at once to belong and not to be-
long to the same thing and in the same relation”; and we must add any
further qualifications that may be necessary to meet logical objections.*®

Closing the loop, let us now see how Aristotle offers a clear definition
of true and false in terms matching those which opened this paper:*°

TO pEV Yap AEYELY TO OV pr) etvar f) TO pr) Ov eivar welidog, TO 8¢ 1O bv elvar kol
10 pi) 6v pij etvan dAnBeg.

To say that what is is not, or that what is not is, is false,
whereas to say that what is is, and that what is not is not, is true.

We may hear formal echoes of Parmenides here, which after all is
not surprising. Truth has completely become an adaequatio rei et in-
tellectus which does not allow contradiction.

7 Conclusions

In this paper we have argued that in Mesopotamian scholarship there
is no evidence for a clear concept of truth as conformity to ‘what is’
as opposed to falsehood as a lack of such a conformity. Similarly, we
have seen that in archaic Greece &\0e1a does not uniquely refer to
a conformity to ‘what is’. The absence of the principle of noncontra-
diction in Mesopotamia and archaic Greece leads to striking similar-
ities in the way knowledge is produced in Mesopotamian scholarship
and in Heraclitus’ philosophy. In both cases knowledge derives from
the harmonic conflation or unity of opposite elements. While Mes-
opotamian scholarship never developed the principle of noncontra-
diction or the ontological concept of truth, with Parmenides Greek
philosophy did so. Parmenides’ separation between truth and false-
hood, being and not-being, will be developed by Plato and Aristotle
in strictly epistemological and ontological terms.

98 Translations from Aristotle’s Metaphysics are by H. Tredennick.
99 Arist. Metaph. 4.1011b.26-7.

Antichistica36|13 | 62
Wisdom Between East and West: Mesopotamia, Greece and Beyond, 37-66



Francesco Sironi, Maurizio Viano
Truth and Falsehood in Mesopotamia and Greece: Similarities and Differences

Bibliography

Attinger, P. (2021). Glossaire sumérien-frangais principalement des
textes littéraires paléobabyloniens. Wiesbaden. http://dx.doi.
org/10.13173/9783447116169.

Barnes, J. (1979). The Presocratic Philosophers. Vol. 1, Thales to Zeno. London;
Boston.

Bottéro, J. (1977). “Les noms de Marduk, ’écriture et la ‘logique’ en Mésopo-
tamie ancienne”. de Jong Ellis, M. (ed.), Essays on the Ancient Near East in
Memory of Jacob Joel Finkelstein. Hamden, 5-28.

Cavigneaux, A. (1976). Die sumerisch-akkadischen Zeichenlisten. Uberlieferungs-
probleme [PhD Dissertation]. Miinchen.

Cavigneaux, A. (1980-83). “Lexikalische Listen”. RIA, 6, 609-41.

Cavigneaux, A. (1987). “Aux sources du Midrash: ’herméneutique babylo-
nienne”. AuOr, 5, 243-55.

Centrone, B. (2014). “AAriBeta logica, aArbeia ontologica in Platone”. Méthexis,
27,7-23. http://dx.doi.org/10.1163/24680974-90000630.

Classen, J. (1851). Uber eine hervorstehende Eigentiimlichkeit der griechischen
Sprachgebrauch. Libeck.

Cohen, M.E. (2023). An Annotated Sumerian Dictionary. University Park (PA).

Cohen, Y. (2020). The Babylonian Summa immeru Omens. Transmission, Recep-
tion and Text Production. Miinster. DUBSAR 9.

Cole, T. (1983). “Archaic Truth”. QUCC N.S., 13, 7-28.

Cornford, F.M. (1935). Plato’s Theory of Knowledge. The Theaetetus and the
Sophist of Plato Translated with a Running Commentary. London.

Crisostomo, C.J. (2019). Translation as Scholarship. Language, Writing, and Bi-
lingual Education in Ancient Babylonia. Boston; Berlin. SANER 22. https://
doi.org/10.1515/9781501509810.

Crivelli, P. (2012). Plato’s Account of Falsehood. A Study of the Sophist. Cambridge.

Detienne, M. (1967). Les maitres de vérité dans la Gréce archaique. Paris.

Frahm, E. (2011). Babylonian and Assyrian Text Commentaries. Origins of Inter-
pretation. Miinster. GMTR 5.

Frayne, D.(1990). Old Babylonian Period (2003-1595 BC). Toronto; Buffalo. RIME 4.

Gagarin, M. (1991). “The Truth of Antiphon’s ‘Truth’”. Preus, A. (ed.), Essays in
Ancient Greek Philosophy 6: Before Plato. Albany, 1-9.

Garcia-Ventura, A. (2017). “Emesal Studies Today: A Preliminary Assessment”.
Feliu, L.; Karahashi, F.; Rubio, G. (eds), The First Ninety Years. A Sumerian
Celebration in Honor of Miguel Civil. Boston; Berlin. SANER 12, 145-58. htt—
ps://doi.org/10.1515/9781501503696-009.

Gianvittorio, L. (2010). /l discorso di Eraclito. Un modello semantico e cosmolo-
gico nel passaggio dall’oralita alla scrittura. Hildesheim; Ziirich; New York.
Spudasmata 134.

Glassner, J.-J. (2012). “Droit et divination: Deux maniére de rendre la justice - A
propos de dinum, usurtu et awatum”. JCS, 64, 39-56. http://dx.doi.
org/10.5615/jcunestud.64.0039.

Goetze, A. (1968). “An Old Babylonian Prayer of the Divination Priest”. JCS, 22,
25-9. http://dx.doi.org/10.2307/1359510.

Heidegger, M. (1927). Sein und Zeit. Tibingen.

Hestir, B.E. (2003). “A ‘Conception’ of Truth in Plato’s Sophist”. Journal
of the History of Philosophy, 41, 1-24. http://dx.doi.org/10.1353/
hph.2002.0097.

Antichistica36|13 | 63
Wisdom Between East and West: Mesopotamia, Greece and Beyond, 37-66


http://dx.doi.org/10.13173/9783447116169
http://dx.doi.org/10.13173/9783447116169
http://dx.doi.org/10.1163/24680974-90000630
https://doi.org/10.1515/9781501509810
https://doi.org/10.1515/9781501509810
https://doi.org/10.1515/9781501503696-009
https://doi.org/10.1515/9781501503696-009
http://dx.doi.org/10.5615/jcunestud.64.0039
http://dx.doi.org/10.5615/jcunestud.64.0039
http://dx.doi.org/10.1353/hph.2002.0097
http://dx.doi.org/10.1353/hph.2002.0097

Francesco Sironi, Maurizio Viano
Truth and Falsehood in Mesopotamia and Greece: Similarities and Differences

Kahn, C.H. (1979). The Art and Thought of Heraclitus. An Edition of the Fragments
with Translation and Commentary. Cambridge.

Klein, J.; Sefati, Y. (2020). From the Workshop of the Mesopotamian Scribe. Lit-
erary and Scholarly Texts from the Old Babylonian Period. University Park
(PA). http://dx.doi.org/10.5325/j.ctvlt4mljs.

Klein, J. (1998-2001). “Niggina/Kittum”. RIA, 9, 311-12.

Krischer, T. (1965). “ETYMOZX und AAHOHZ". Philologus, 109, 161-74.

Laks,A.;Most,G.W.(2016a).EarlyGreekPhilosophy.Vol.3,EarlylonianThinkers.Part
2.London. Loeb Classical Library 526. http://dx.doi.org/10.4159/d 1~
cl.early_greek_philosophy_cosmological_speculations.2016.

Laks, A.; Most, G.W. (2016b). Early Greek philosophy. Vol. 5, West-
ern Greek Thinkers. Part 2. Cambridge (MA). Loeb Classi-
cal Library 528. http://dx.doi.org/10.4159/d1cl.
early_greek_philosophy_cosmological_speculations.2016.

Lambert, W.G. (2013). Babylonian Creation Myths. Winona Lake (IN). MC 16.

Lammerhirt, K. (2010). Wahrheit und Trug. Untersuchungen zur altorientalischen
Begriffsgeschichte. Miinster. AOAT 348.

Leichty, E. (2011). The Royal Inscriptions of Esarhaddon, King of As-
syria (680-669 BC). Winona Lake (IN). RINAP 4. https://doi.
org/10.1515/9781575066462.

Long, C.P. (2011). Aristotle on the Nature of Truth. Cambridge; New York.

Marian, D. (2022). “The Correspondence Theory of Truth”. Zalta, E.N. (ed.), The
Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy. https://plato.stanford.edu/
archives/sum2022/entries/truth-correspondence/.

Maul, S.M. (1998). “Der assyrische Konig - Huter del Weltordnung”. Assmann,
J.; Janowski, B.; Welker, M. (eds), Gerechtigkeit. Richten und Retten in der
abendlédndischen Tradition und ihren altorientalischen Urspriingen. Miin-
chen, 65-77.

Maul, S.M. (1999). “Das Wort im Worte. Orthographie und Etymologie als her-
meneutische Verfahren babylonischer Gelehrter”. Most, G.W. (Hrsg.), Com-
mentaries - Kommentare. Gottingen, 1-18. Aporemata 4.

McKirahan, A.H. (2009). The Fragments of Parmenides. Revised and expanded
edition by A.H. Coxon, with a new preface by W. Schofield. Las Vegas; Zu-
rich; Athens.

Nougayrol, J. (1941). “Textes hépatoscopiques d’époque ancienne conservés
au musée du Louvre”. RA, 38, 67-88.

Nougayrol, J. (1968). “Textes suméro-accadiens des archives et bibliothéques
privées d’Ugarit”. Nougayrol, J.; Laroche, E.; Virolleaud, C.; Schaeffer,
C.F.-A. (éds), Mission de Ras Shamra.Vol. 16, Ugaritica V. Nouveaux textes ac-
cadiens, hourrites et ugaritiques des archives et bibliothéques privées d’Uga-
rit, commentaires des textes historiques, 1-447.

Nussbaum, M.C. (1972). “WYXH in Heraclitus, I”. Phronesis, 17, 1-16.

Oshima, T. (2014). Babylonian Poems of Pious Sufferers. Ludlul Bél Némegqi and
the Babylonian Theodicy. Tibingen. ORA 14.

Parpola, S. (1993). Letters from Assyrian and Babylonian Scholars. Helsinki. SAA 10.

Paulus, S. (2014). Die babylonischen Kudurru-Inschriften von der kassitischen bis
zur friihneubabylonischen Zeit. Untersucht unter besonderer Beriicksichtigung
gesellschafts - und rechtshistorischer Fragestellungen. Miinster. AOAT 51.

Portulas, J. (2019). “Parménide et les traditions de la palinodie poétique”. Des-
clos, M.L. (éd.), La poésie archaique comme discours de savoir. Paris, 219-44.

Rainey, A.F. (2015). The El-Amarna Correspondence. Leiden; Boston. HdO 110.

Antichistica36|13 | 64
Wisdom Between East and West: Mesopotamia, Greece and Beyond, 37-66


http://dx.doi.org/10.5325/j.ctv1t4m1j5
http://dx.doi.org/10.4159/dlcl.early_greek_philosophy_cosmological_speculations.2016
http://dx.doi.org/10.4159/dlcl.early_greek_philosophy_cosmological_speculations.2016
http://dx.doi.org/10.4159/dlcl.early_greek_philosophy_cosmological_speculations.2016
http://dx.doi.org/10.4159/dlcl.early_greek_philosophy_cosmological_speculations.2016
https://doi.org/10.1515/9781575066462
https://doi.org/10.1515/9781575066462
https://plato.stanford.edu/archives/sum2022/entries/truth-correspondence/
https://plato.stanford.edu/archives/sum2022/entries/truth-correspondence/

Francesco Sironi, Maurizio Viano
Truth and Falsehood in Mesopotamia and Greece: Similarities and Differences

Riu, X. (2004). “Verita, poesia e occasione: Platone e Aristotele”. Orpheus, 25,
64-82.

Riu, X. (2019). “Vérités et performance publique: quelques réflexions sur
aAndeia”. Desclos, M.L. (éd.), La poésie archaique comme discours de sa-
voir. Paris, 245-58.

Rochberg, F. (2004). The Heavenly Writing. Divination, Horoscopy, and Astron-
omy in Mesopotamian Culture. Cambridge; New York. http://dx.doi.
org/10.1017/cbo9780511617409.

Rochberg, F. (2019). “Anthropology of Science: The Cuneiform World”. JNES,
78,253-71.

Seminara, S. (2001). La versione accadica del Lugal-e. La tecnica babilonese del-
la traduzione dal sumerico e le sue ‘regole’. Roma. MVS 8.

Sjoberg, A.W. (1975). “Der Examentstext A”. ZA 64, 137-76.

Snell, B. (1975). “AAHOEIA”. Wiirzburger Jahrbiicher fiir die Altertumswissen-
schaftN.F., 1,9-17.

Starr, I. (1983). The Rituals of the Diviner. Malibu. Bibliotheca Mesopotamica 12.

Thom, P. (1999). “The Principle of Non-Contradiction in Early Greek
Philosophy”. Apeiron, 32, 153-70. https://doi.org/10.1515/
APEIRON.1999.32.3.153.

Van de Mieroop, M. (2015). Philosophy Before the Greeks. The Pursuit of
Truth in Ancient Babylonia. Princeton. https://doi.org/10.23943/
princeton/9780691157184.001.0001.

Vanstiphout, H.L.J. (1990). “The Mesopotamian Debate Poems. A General Pre-
sentation. Part 1”. ASJ, 12,271-318.

Vanstiphout, H.L.J. (2003). Epics of Sumerian Kings the Matter of Aratta. Atlan-
ta (GA). WAW 20.

Veldhuis, N. (2018). “Translation in The Elevation of IStar”. Crisosto-
mo, C.J.; Escobar, E.A.; Tanaka, T.; Veldhuis, N. (eds), The Scaffolding
of Our Thoughts. Leiden; Boston, 183-206. AMD 13. https://doi.
org/10.1163/9789004363380_011.

von Soden, W. (1967-68). “Alter Orient und Altes Testament: Grundsatzliche Er-
wagungen zu einem neuen Buch”. WO, 4, 38-47.

Antichistica36|13 | 65
Wisdom Between East and West: Mesopotamia, Greece and Beyond, 37-66


http://dx.doi.org/10.1017/cbo9780511617409
http://dx.doi.org/10.1017/cbo9780511617409
https://doi.org/10.1515/APEIRON.1999.32.3.153
https://doi.org/10.1515/APEIRON.1999.32.3.153
https://doi.org/10.23943/princeton/9780691157184.001.0001
https://doi.org/10.23943/princeton/9780691157184.001.0001
https://doi.org/10.1163/9789004363380_011
https://doi.org/10.1163/9789004363380_011




	1	Introduction
	2	Mesopotamian kittu
	3	Αλήθεια in Archaic Greece
	4	Knowledge in Mesopotamia
	5	Mesopotamia and Heraclitus
	6	The Development of ἀλήθεια towards an Epistemological and Ontological Concept of Truth
	7	Conclusions

