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PLATO’S LAST WORD ON NATURALISM VS.
CONVENTIONALISM IN THE CRATYLUS. 1

For David Sedley

non ita certandi cupidus quam propter amorem
quod te imitari aveo...

Plato’s position in the debate in the Cratylus about the principle of naming
things remains debatable in scholarship. Is he a supporter of naturalism as
the course of the discussion in the dialogue appears to show? And if he is,
does he believe that the Greek language fits the principles of naturalism?
Or doesn’t it fit, and Plato has a project of a reform of the Greek language
on naturalist principles? Or doesn’t he accept either option and, being
a supporter of naturalism, is he pessimistic about the existence of a natural
language? Or, since Socrates reveals in the dialogue manifest difficulties
about naturalism, does Plato after all endorse conventionalist claims,
as some passages in the dialogue may indicate, and — even more — as
a reader with a penetrating and trained eye may recognize even beyond
what Socrates literally says? Or maybe Plato endorses a compromise
between these two positions, represented in the dialogue by both Cratylus
and Hermogenes? And finally, when one considers this continuous debate
without any solution, maybe it is necessary to suppose that Plato sees
little importance in the issue itself of naturalism vs. conventionalism, in
comparison with the question whether the best way of enquiring about
things is through their names, or if there is a direct way to do this?

The variety of possible solutions just mentioned is related not only to
our understanding of the line of Socrates’ argumentation in his discussion,
first with Hermogenes and then with Cratylus. The position different
scholars hold depends also on their understanding of the relation between
Socrates’ reasoning in each part of the discussion.

Let me recall the issue of Cratylus and Hermogenes in the dialogue
and sketch the following debate. Cratylus claims that there are correct
names “according to nature” for everything that exists, the same names for
Greeks and barbarians. He distinguishes between the current names, which
are appropriate to their bearers, such as Socrates’ and Cratylus’ names,
and those that are inappropriate, like Hermogenes’, but leaves obscure
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what this correctness or appropriateness consists in (383 a4 —384 a 4). It
is clear only that he believes that a name itself should reveal what object
it really belongs to, and one may guess that Cratylus hints at etymological
meanings of names. Cratylus’ view thus has germs of what is usually
called “linguistic naturalism”, that is, a theory according to which there
is an objective (“natural”) criterion for using a name as a designation of
a given object.

The opposed view of Hermogenes is on the contrary open and clear-
cut:! there is no inherent correctness of names that would make them
appropriate or inappropriate. Any arbitrarily chosen name can be assigned
to any thing once language-speakers agree to employ it as the designation
of this thing. The agreement is unstable, precisely because it is an arbitrary
one — the language-speakers may make another agreement and change
designations; new ones will function as successfully as the previous ones,
as long as a new agreement will be in force (384 d 2-5). In the interim
between one and another renaming, a name belongs to a thing in virtue of
the custom and habit of those who made these names accustomed and who
use them: 00 yap @VGEL EKAGTE TEQLKEVAL GVOUN 0VOEY 0VIEVI, AAAL VOU®
kol £0el T@v E0icdvtov te kal kahovviov (384 d 6-7). Notice that the
linguistic custom established by those who made an agreement on naming
a certain thing is here limited to the participants of this agreement.2 By the
same token, not all language-speakers need to be the participants of one
and the same agreement. It is quite possible to make several agreements
on one and the same thing, and nothing prevents anyone from calling it
officially by one name and privately by another (385 a). The different

I Hermogenes’ theory is usefully discussed and liberated inter alia from the
undue accusations of modern scholars that he holds the “extremist” view that any
person may use any name at any moment of communication, by Barney 2001, 31-41;
Sedley 2003, 51-54; Ademollo 2011, 37-48.

2 Together with Ademollo (2011, 41 f.) I take here €8ilw to be transitive and as
having as its implied object 6vopa, rather than people, but I disagree with his proposal
that t@v £€0icdvtov te Kol kalovvtwv refers to two categories of people, those who
made the agreed-upon name habitual in their own use and those subsequent users who
inherited this name. The article these participles share favors the option that it is one
and the same category, those who have agreed and made the name habitual (aorist),
and those who keep using this name (present). The examples Ademollo cites (42 n.
17) show that one article can unify two different categories, but this happens mostly
when these categories are unified by some preceding word, which is not the case here.
The renaming of slaves, which precedes the statement we discuss and which is used
as an empirical basis for it, implies rather that T@v £€0i6dvtov e Kol KolovvI@V is
a narrow linguistic community that both established and follows the habit.
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languages and dialects of Greek testify that assigning a name to a thing
depends entirely on the will of the imposers and that various names,
arbitrary ones in Hermogenes’ view, can be accordingly assigned to the
same referents (385 ¢ 5 —e 3).

Hermogenes’ position is called conventionalism, and rightly so, be-
cause it is an example, historically the first attested one, of language
philosophy according to which the assignment and using of a name is
determined entirely by the will of language-speakers, their agreement or
convention, and need not depend on any inherent properties of language
units (words can be etymologically related to their referents, but this is
irrelevant for full-fledged communication®). Let us, however, keep in

3 Strictly speaking, we don’t know Hermogenes’ attitude toward etymology.
Ademollo 2011, 42 says rightly that there is no stringent evidence to ascribe to him
the view that names are only accidental strings of sounds without any etymology at
all. He proposes instead that Hermogenes denies that names have “any necessarily
appropriate etymological meaning”. This may well be so, but we have no direct
evidence that he holds such a view, either. One passage in the etymological section
of the dialogue appears to be pertinent for Hermogenes’ attitude (414 b 7-415a 2).
Here Socrates proposes a bold etymology of the word t€yvr that entails the insertion
and deletion of four letters, upon which Hermogenes reacts with the word yAicypwg,
which I take to mean that Socrates’ etymologizing is strained and evokes doubts
(see part II for the discussion of this passage). Socrates justifies his restoration by
reminding his listeners that the first names were distorted by the later users, so
that in some cases it is already impossible to maintain what meaning they now
have. Nevertheless, Socrates warns against arbitrary restorations of the initial
form of a word and expresses his hope that Hermogenes would serve as a “wise
supervisor” to keep Socrates’ etymologizing in the bounds of moderation; Socrates
asks him nevertheless to be not too exact, or Socrates’ etymological drive may be
arrested by excessive criticisms. It has been discussed how pertinent Hermogenes’
criticism, Socrates’ self-defence, and the latter’s warning are for evaluating Plato’s
attitude toward Socrates’ etymologizing on the whole (Ademollo 2011, 240 f.). But
it has not been duly noticed that Hermogenes is represented, just in virtue of his
being a confessed conventionalist (before the conversation with Socrates at least),
as a critic of etymologists, who has a vigilant eye to strained and unconvincing
etymologies. Socrates’ reference back to Hermogenes’ yAioypwg at 435 ¢ 47, in the
moment he argues that claims of naturalism should be restricted, shows that he takes
Hermogenes’ criticism seriously and that it is pertinent for the issue of naturalism
and conventionalism. Hermogenes’ attitude (or that of his real prototypes) toward
etymology is thus not a direct denial that words have etymology, even not that that
they have an “appropriate” etymological meaning as a naturalist claims, but is rather
a critical attitude toward the reliability of etymologizing. Of course, this attitude
is instrumental in his rejection of naturalism, but rather by means of doubting the
methods by which naturalists prove that names have an “appropriate” meaning.
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mind that Hermogenes defends a specific variant of conventionalism: he
does not simply say that any inherent properties of words are indifferent
from the point of view of communication, but insists that they are both
assigned to things and should be assigned arbitrarily. Perhaps for this
reason he has nothing to say on how this agreement expands beyond those
who initially made it or how it is preserved through generations.* In fact,
within the framework of his theory in which the arbitrary name is imposed
by a voluntary agreement, even made by the whole society, it would be
difficult to explain what would make other persons who did not partake
in this agreement adhere to the established use of the name rather than
initiate a new agreement.>

4 His reference to the variety of languages (385 d 9 — ¢ 3) may prove the
contrary, namely after all that he views languages as going back ultimately to a single
act of legislation that preserves its force through generations. But this reference
appears as a part of an argument that any imposition of a name is valid only for
those who imposed it, in which imposition by a whole people is on a par with
temporal and changing imposition by individuals. Thus, it cannot be ruled out that,
for Hermogenes, the differences between languages are the result of the permanent
process of imposing and changing names in large communities, like in private use.

3 Ademollo 2011, 38 rightly notices that Hermogenes concentrates one-sidedly
on the agreements on the imposition of names and ignores the question how this
agreement is preserved. He notices additionally that Hermogenes never considers
explicitly the problem how the names were originally imposed, viz. how the initial
agreement of all future language-speakers took place, and he pertinently opposes
Hermogenes’ view of different kinds of suppositions in classical texts on how the
original establishing of linguistic and moral laws took place (39 n. 5). However,
I see no foundation for Ademollo’s proposal (made in analogy to Socrates’ implicit
agreement with Athenian laws, Crito 51 d — 52 b) that, for Hermogenes, the
mechanism of preserving linguistic usage is an implicit agreement that takes place
whenever a language speaker adheres to an established linguistic custom, and that by
a similar implicit agreement the name invented arbitrarily by one speaker is gradually
accepted by the other. There is no sign in the text that the idea of a person’s silent
agreement with an already established custom plays any role in Hermogenes’ theory.
That one should follow publicly the current Greek names (385 a 5-10) is a part
of Socrates’ argument, not Hermogenes’ own view. In my view, the character of
Hermogenes’ theory suggests rather that in it there are no grounds for accepting any
authority, and accordingly no reasons to adhere to previous agreements (see n. 3).
Presumably, he has no quarrel with the view that one may adhere to the linguistic
usage established by the authority of the state for the sake of convenience, but there
is no basis for this in terms of his theory of arbitrary and temporally and spatially
limited agreements. Lack of any idea of Hermogenes’ on how names are passed on
to us from our ancestors (388 d 911, see below n. 8) suggests rather that the horizon
of his view is reduced to such limited agreements.
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Socrates, who is invited to solve the issue, starts with a quick and
apparently effective refutation. The preliminary discussion reveals that
Hermogenes is opposed to Protagorean relativism and assumes that at
least some things have their intrinsic properties, their own nature that is
independent of persons who treat them. He thus has to agree that handling
things in different crafts has an objective basis — the things are handled
according to their nature, not according to a craftsman’s will. Speaking of
things and naming a thing as part of speaking is also a kind of handling
things and accordingly must be as appropriate as cutting, burning, etc.
them (385 ¢4 a—387d 8).

The next step of this refutation is the discussion of what the function
of the name is. Relying on the same analogy with crafts, Socrates argues
that the name is an “instrument” and must have its appropriate function,
like a drill or kepkig, a pin-beater, the instrument used for separating
the weft and the warp in weaving, which otherwise entangle.” Contrary
to the conventionalist doctrine that the only function of the name is to
point out to an interlocutor what thing a speaker has in mind, Socrates
claims that the name is an instrument by which we are teaching one
another and separating things in respect of their properties, just as a pin-
beater separates threads. The name is thus the instrument appropriate for
teaching and separating “being” (387 d 10 — 388 b 11). This is a clue
to Socrates’ understanding of the function of the name, which is of
course a matter of scholarly debates. However, it seems to be clear at
this provisional stage that, according to Socrates, the name is inherently
related to the thing it indicates, its referent: it should by itself, due to its
own properties, disclose properties of this referent to the extent that we
will be able to distinguish one named object from another by the true
properties of these objects.

The perfect user of the name is an expert in the craft of naming things.
But before identifying this expert, Socrates turns to the production of the
instruments of the craft, the names. As in the other crafts, to perform his job
perfectly, this person needs an instrument made by the perfect craftsman.
The person of this craftsman is a mystery, but Socrates proposes that since
vopog, the “law”, “from generation to generation trades us the names”,
the creator of the names should be one who has established this “law”.

6 Sedley criticises the standard understanding of this argument and proposes
an alternative understanding of it, which I follow (Sedley 2003, 54-58).

7 See Ademollo 2011, 108-110 for the argument, on the whole convincing,
that kepxkig is a pin-beater, not a shuttle, as usually understood, and for discussion
of remaining difficulties.
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Here for the first time in the dialogue, the figure of the linguistic lawgiver
appears, which plays the central role in Socrates’ naturalist teaching.® This
person should be a connoisseur of the legislative craft, viz. a person which
appears most rarely among the people (388 e — 389 a). Socrates maintains
that one of the conventionalist theory’s claims is thus refuted, namely that
any ordinary person at any time has the right to arbitrarily impose and
change names; he says that naming is an expert handling of things and
thus is in need of craftsman’s expertise in a manner similar to the handling
of things by other crafts, with the difference that the expert in naming
occurs most rarely among all crafts. Implicitly, due to this conclusion,
the answer to the question that a conventionalist is not able to give is
provided — why the language in use is one we inherit from our ancestors;
it is so because of the unique authority of its creators, masters of name-
giving. This does not mean that conventionalist naming does not occur
(remember Hermogenes’ example of naming foreign slaves), but Socrates’
view throughout the whole dialogue is obviously that language on the
whole is an inheritance from the remote past.

Socrates now argues that this linguistic legislator who produces a name
for a thing should possess the knowledge of the Form, of the essence of
the name as the appropriate tool of naming, like the craftsmen possess
the generic knowledge of the tool they produce (examples from crafts).
He would be also able, like the other craftsmen, to implement this generic
Form in the material he uses, to acquire a species of this tool that is needed
for a particular kind of work. The linguistic legislator thus implements
the generic Form of the name in the phonetic material he uses, letters and
syllables, in order to acquire an appropriate name for a particular thing
(389 a5—-d38).

This argument, which maintains the priority of form over matter
in every production, helps further to reject the argument based on the
differences among languages that Hermogenes earlier used to prove that
names are normally assigned to things arbitrarily. Socrates draws again
an analogy from crafts: making different words for one and the same
thing is on a par with making instruments for the same operations, like
a drill for drilling. The different kinds of drills can be produced from

8 Note that Hermogenes is represented as entirely puzzled by Socrates’ asking,
“What gives us the names which we use?”” The reason is probably that his theory,
which claims that names are nothing else than products of agreements made by
ordinary people, has no answer to the questions of the mechanism that makes these
agreements binding for the whole society and of the mechanism making them stable
across generations (see above n. 5).
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different kinds of iron, but they all remain appropriate to the degree that
they all correspond to the general Form of drill. By the same token, the
different names for one and the same thing in various languages remain
appropriate to the respective things to the degree that the general Form
of this name is implemented in varying material, i.e. different syllables
(389 d -390 a).°

As the final step in refuting Hermogenes, Socrates now returns to
a person who uses the names made by the lawgiver. A person should be
capable of judging whether a name, produced by the linguistic lawgiver, is
appropriate for the thing this name should indicate. Similar to other crafts,
in which a perfect user of the tool produced, i.e., the perfect representative
of the craft that needs this tool, is the person who is most qualified to judge
the legislator’s production and is the master of correct questioning and
answering, viz. the philosopher-dialectician. The dialectician, and he only,
is thus able to supervise the work of a lawgiver, among both Greeks and
barbarians (390 b 1 — d 7). Thus, as Socrates sums up, Cratylus appears to
be right: names belong to their referents by nature and creators of names
are not ordinary persons, but only those who are able to grasp the name
that naturally belongs to each referent and to implement the Form of each
name (universal for all) in letters and syllables.

The necessity for names to be appropriate for their referents is thus
formally proved. Socrates next demonstrates what this appropriateness
consists it. Starting with being puzzled about this, he soon finds a dim
answer in the Homeric opposition of human and divine names — the latter
being presumably more correct than the former and at least one, that of
Astyanax, having an obvious etymological meaning, “a lord of a city”, one

? It is unclear why Socrates mentions the same Form of the drill, and accordingly
the same Form of the name in different materials. One possible answer is that, as in
a previous portion of his reasoning, the instruments in different lands differ in their
specific functions (the names would be different since the referents are not quite
identical, but differ, like Indian and African elephants). Yet in that case, Socrates
would speak of different sub-Forms of instruments rather than of different kinds of
material, and on the contrary, he stresses that the issue is one and the same Form,
and only the material, like iron, is different. Hence, Socrates has in view that for
the same Form of a name that should be implemented, the same material is not
available in every land; for instance, iron ore is not the same everywhere. Thus, in
all probability, Socrates here anticipates his theory that the names can be analyzed
into semantically meaningful letters and syllables; note that the lawgivers in different
countries, even if they use the same letters to convey the same ideas, may combine
them in different syllables and in different names; for details of this theory and for
other interpretations, cf. Sedley 2003, 66 f.; 130 f.; Ademollo 2011, 136 f.
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that is appropriate, at least in spe, to its bearer. Thus, the appropriateness
of an etymological meaning to properties of the name’s referent is what
makes the name “correct”. Socrates maintains at the same point that the
same idea is expressed by a quite different string of sounds in the name of
Hector, Astyanax’s father, which allegedly derives from £y and means
“possessor of a city” (392 ¢ — 393 b). He thus sets an important principle
of his naturalism: one and the same referent does not necessarily have
only one appropriate name (see above on the variety of languages as being
compatible with naturalism).

Socrates now begins his examination of all kinds of names, from the
proper names of heroes and ordinary people, through the names of gods,
religious concepts, physical objects, to epistemological and ethical con-
cepts. Most etymologies (but not all) sound fanciful to modern readers
of the dialogue. Two important findings of Socrates’ emerge in the
course of his etymologizing. The first finding has a “linguistic” character:
many contemporary names have lost their original form given to them by
ancient lawgivers, because they were distorted by later users either for
the sake of euphony or simply because of incompetence; etymologizing
is for this reason a complicated procedure of restoring the initial form
by means of inserting the lost letters and deleting the redundant ones
(414 c—e). The second finding concerns the philosophical background of
ancient lawgivers: it becomes apparent that they were proto-Heracliteans,
who came to the view that all things are in constant flux, and they
therefore brought the accompanying idea of movement into the concepts
they encoded into the names they created, in that all that they consider
positive was related to movement and rejected the cessation of movement
(411 b—-412 4d).

At last, the question emerges that appears to endanger the whole
enterprise: etymologically analyzing names into their component ele-
ments inevitably leads to simple names that cannot be further analyzed
and whose appropriateness for their referents is thus beyond proof. But
Socrates finds a solution: the simple word, which is the “first” chro-
nologically in name-giving, should be composed of “letters” that them-
selves correspond to properties of things, like “hard”, “soft”, “large”, etc.
(421 ¢3-427d2).10

The etymological section here ends with the approval of both Her-
mogenes and — even more so — Cratylus, who finds himself in total

10 See below p. 221-223 for details of this theory of Socrates’ on mimetic
sounds and on its relevance to the issue of naturalism and conventionalism.
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agreement with Socrates’ reasoning on the whole. Socrates, however, is
far less certain and finds it necessary to reexamine what he said before.
But he does not do so, at least not directly, and he turns instead to the
refutation of Cratylus’ naturalist claims, whose radicalism goes beyond
the naturalism that Socrates defended. The course of this discussion and
its result as concerns the issue of naturalism and conventionalism are
what primarily interests me in this paper, and they will be scrutinized in
what follows.

A few words on the ultimate part of the conversation with Cratylus,
which I will not discuss in detail. In it, Socrates argues that Cratylus’
unconditional belief in the value of names as sources of philosophical
truth is untenable: first because the philosophical message of names is
inconsistent — while many names for positive concepts indeed point
out that the world is in permanent flux, others rather suggest that it is
at rest; second because one should assume that the ancient name-givers
apprehended philosophical truth before they implemented names — thus,
there should be a direct way of enquiry, not through names, and a better
one, because it would be an enquiry into things themselves, not their
resemblances. This refutes the claims that names, as primary bearers of
philosophical truth, should be accepted without examination, which of
course does not deny the value for enquiry of names that are appropriate
for their referents (435 d 4 —-439b9).

In the remainder of the dialogue, Socrates considers the last issue —
granted that names on the whole point to all things being in constant
motion, one comes to a lamentable view of the world in which nothing
is stable and accordingly there are no objects of knowledge and no
knowledge itself. But if on the contrary there are objects of knowledge
and knowledge itself, and there are Forms like that of beautiful and good,
then Heracliteanism is wrong. Although it still remains to investigate
which horn of this dilemma is true, it is clear at least that one cannot rely
on names to solve a question as important as this (439 b 10 — 440 ¢ 7).

It is impossible here to go into the details of the long history of the
study of the dialogue. It is sufficient to sketch the main positions and
their main arguments, as well as the current results of scholarly debates.
The arguments themselves will be weighed in appropriate places in this
paper.

Different opinions on the subject appeared already in the 19% cen-
tury. Of course, many or probably most scholars believed that Plato, in
agreement with Socrates’ argumentation throughout the dialogue, was on
the side of naturalism, but that the last part of his discourse, directed
against Cratylus, led ultimately to a compromise between radical
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naturalism and radical conventionalism.!'! This position corresponds to the
literal meaning of the words with which Socrates concludes his refutation
of the radical version of naturalism presented by Cratylus (435b 2 —c 2).
I will return to this passage in due time.

However, not all scholars were satisfied with this simple solution.
Already F. Schleiermacher maintained that it is not easy to grasp Plato’s
own position in the debate.!? Later, some scholars supposed that in spite
of his formal proclamation of a compromise, Plato is inclined at the
end to the view that agreement is a sufficient principle and that natural
resemblance is superfluous; see for instance J. Deuschle!3 and, after him,
H. Steinthal.!* Wilamowitz argued that Plato finally comes to endorse
conventionalism entirely.!3

Praechter drew the conclusion from the discussion of ckAnpdtng that
language-speakers understood each other by means of the names that
correspond only partially to their referents due to linguistic habit and con-
vention and this signifies that Hermogenes was partially right although
Plato remains convinced that Hermogenes’ imposition of arbitrary names
cannot stand as the principle of language: he solves this discrepancy by
supposing that convention, which reigns the field of language, should in
Plato’s views not be a pure arbitrariness (in the imposition of names), but
that it is necessary to distinguish the impositions which better and worse
resemble their referents.!®

I This view was held by many prominent 19%-century scholars of Plato, among
them Tenemann 1799, 341-342; Ast 1816, 264 fI.; Stallbaum 1835, 13; Zeller 41889,
632 (11846), and later Friedlander 1964, 197; 328 n. 28. They understood the exact
character of this compromise very diversely, of course. The earlier discussion on this
subject was surveyed well by Benfey 1866, 198-208.

12 Schleiermacher 1857, 9 f. (11807).

13 Deuschle 1852, 70; see contra Benfey 1866, 202 f. (the discussion of the key
passage on GKANPOTNG).

14 Steinthal 1890, I, 106 f. (11863).

15 Wilamowitz 1920, I, 289 (at the end of the dialogue, Plato supports
Hermogenes’ view of names as arbitrary signs that can freely change their reference;
he stands for the same view in his later Seventh Letter, 343 b; his disappointment in
etymology is reflected in the Verachtung der Worter that he expresses in Pol. 261 e,
as well as in his rejection of constant scientific terminology).

16 Praechter 1926, 256-258. Praechter’s interpretation is marred by his wrong
understanding of the initial collision of the dialogue: he ascribes to Cratylus the
view that language is a Naturzeugnis (on this confusion, which often occurs in
old scholarship, see Ademollo 2011, 5-6) and thus uses the word “convention” in
the broad sense of the imposition of names as opposed to their natural origin; this
imposition can be either arbitrary or one that respects the name’s resemblance to its
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Richard Robinson was the first to argue consistently and transparently
in favor of Plato’s conventionalism. He claimed that Plato was committed
to conventionalism, although, as he admits, there is no direct indication of
such an attitude in the dialogue itself and although the theory of language
developed by Socrates in the dialogue corresponds “to the letter” to natu-
ralism from beginning to end.!” Nevertheless, Robinson refers to indirect
indications: the absence in Plato’s other dialogues of any sympathy
for the theory of the “correctness of names by nature”; Plato’s Seventh
Letter, on the contrary, contains a passage that points to the variability
of words and expressions for the same things (343 b), which is in line
with Hermogenes’ views. In addition, Robinson tends to believe that all of
Socrates’ arguments in defense of naturalism against Hermogenes at the
beginning of the dialogue contain logical errors, and errors of a kind that
Plato could not fail to notice. Finally, Robinson finds an acknowledgment
of Plato’s commitment to conventionalism in the very part of the text that
seemingly testifies that agreement serves only as an auxiliary means to
understand the referents of words when the similarity of the word to the
thing denoted proves insufficient (435 a—c).!8

referent. Praechter thus takes Socrates’ argumentation as the defense of the second
kind of imposition. This however begs the question: if the lack of resemblance
of names opens the door to conventionalism, it can be only conventionalism
that makes any resemblance superfluous. But if it is the case, how can Socrates’
defense of the imposition of names that resemble their referents retain its force?
In spite of Praechter’s obvious mistakes, one can find here a dilemma that con-
tinues embarrassing the scholars of Cratylus: if most names are only imperfect
resemblances of the things they indicate and understanding them is due to habit
and convention, then what prevents us from taking this latter principle as the only
one and from removing any desire of resemblance entirely?

17 Robinson 1969, 118-125.

18 It is beyond the scope of this article to examine critically all of Robinson’s
arguments; [ focus only on his point that the defense of naturalism in Cratylus has no
parallel in Plato’s dialogues. Here it is worth remembering that in Plato’s Charmides,
written earlier than Cratylus, Socrates, at the end of the discussion, expresses
disappointment that his interlocutors have failed to grasp the “thing” for which the
“lawgiver” has established the name co@pociOvn (175 b 2—4). This passage implies
that Socrates considers this name (and apparently also other names) to have been
established by the lawgiver, not through the variable agreement of native speakers,
and to have a stable reference due to this establishment, which apparently took
place in ancient times. This statement, despite its brevity, is close enough to the
basic assumptions of Socratic naturalism in the Cratylus as argued in his refutation
of Hermogenes. Also, the passage from the Seventh Letter, although its emphasis
is different from that in the much earlier Cratylus, does not contradict the views
expressed by Socrates in Cratylus, as I hope to show.
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Malcolm Schofield’s paper!® in favor of Plato’s final conventionalist
position was more detailed and sophisticated. He argued briefly that
the etymological section shows, first, that there is no reliable method of
analyzing an actual language like Greek (“for the most part Socrates is
occupied in a curious form of amusement, pursued with a good deal of
frivolity and with frequent acknowledgment of the forced, arbitrary,
fanciful and tendentious character of many of his derivations”), and second,
that any analysis reveals not the truth of things, but only the opinions of
name-givers: their belief that things are involved in constant flux (p. 63).
The section on the “first names”, those that cannot be analyzed into more
primitive words and thus should disclose the nature of their referents by
means of the sounds (“letters”) and syllables they are composed of, contains
the indirect retroactive criticism of the etymological section: whereas in the
former Socrates largely ignored the phonetic composition of names, he now
acknowledges its importance for non-primitive names as well (p. 64—65).20

19 Schofield 1982.

20 Schofield’s attempt to present the etymological section as discrediting possi-
bilities of reliable etymological analysis, which is not of course new with him,
remains debatable (see further p. 209-212). His detecting a self-criticism of the earlier
etymological analysis in the section on mimetic capacities of sounds seems also
problematic: evidence Schofield cites (425a6—b 3,426 a3 —b 2,427 ¢ 8-9) shows
only Socrates now demanding that the correctness of non-primitive names depends
crucially on their resembling the capacities of primitive ones, viz. on the capacities
of their phonetic resemblance; he does not demand here that the non-primitive
names that could be etymologized should be reduced directly to mimetic letters.
More difficult is whether there is in fact a contradiction between Socrates’ “soft”
naturalism, according to which one and the same referent can be indicated by several
etymologically correct names that have entirely different phonetic composition (see
Socrates’ explanation how the differences in the words for the same things in various
languages can be accounted for on naturalist principles, 389 d —390 a, and his claim
that the names in the same language, Hector and Astyanax, which have different
phonetic composition, refer in equal measure to the “holder of city”, 393 a—d), and
the theory of imitative letters, from which the “first names” are composed. However,
we need not suppose a contradiction here. The theory of imitative letters assumes
that the name-givers noticed the similarity between the work of speech organs
when they pronounced a certain letter and some “thing” in the world, like “sweet”,
“large”, “crushing”, etc.: the primitive names were composed of such letters unified
in meaningful syllables and then in names (426 e 4 — 427 d). This theory does demand
that such mimetic letters went into strictly determined combinations of syllables and
further of words, see below p. 221-223 on the details of this theory (here I differ from
Sedley 2003, 130 f., who objects to Schofield, supposing that for a Greek-speaker the
sounds of Persian might appear so alien that they lead him to imagine quite different
sound systems in which the sounds have different mimetic capacities).
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And the analysis of the first names is itself put in doubt by Socrates’ own
remarks that it appears ridiculous to him (see 425 d 1-3; 426 b 5-6).2!
Much more detailed and important for this paper is Schofield’s discussion
of the final part of the dialogue, Socrates’ conversation with Cratylus.
Schofield argued that in this part of the dialogue, Socrates not only refutes
the radical version of naturalism that Cratylus defends, but also attacks
his own theory that he defended in previous passages. His discussion of
a problematic word okAnpotng is the most extreme plea against naturalism
in general: Cratylus’ forced recognition of the need for convention in
those cases when the descriptive properties of the word are insufficient to
understand it questions the very principle of the word’s similarity to the
thing it designates (p. 77 f.).

This line of interpretation is based on the fact that many of Socrates’
arguments in favor of naturalism are not sustainable for us and that the
naturalist theory itself, as it appears in the dialogue, contains a number
of unrealistic demands on language: words (“names” in the terminology
of the dialogue) must serve as philosophically true definitions of things,
which are “encoded” in their etymology; the creators of language must
act under the guidance of a philosopher-dialectician; understanding the
meaning of words ideally consists not in grasping their referents due to
linguistic habit, but in decoding their etymology or in recognizing the
symbolic meanings of the sounds (“letters” in Plato’s terminology) from
which the simplest words are composed. It seems unlikely that Plato could
have failed to see the price to be paid for putting such a view into practice.

Clearly, this interpretation of the dialogue as a hidden defense of
conventionalism is attractive because it reveals Plato’s greater sobriety
about the descriptive possibilities of language and thus his greater
proximity to our time. However, there are serious obstacles to accepting it:
first, the lack of direct evidence in the text that conventionalism ultimately
prevails in Socrates’ eyes makes such constructions inevitably subjective,
relying on indirect indications that allow for different interpretations even
among the proponents of this view. Second, there is nothing in Plato’s

21 The fact that, in spite of these remarks, Socrates goes ahead with the analysis
of the words into the mimetic sounds diminishes seriously their significance: instead
of putting this procedure in doubt, they rather expose it as ridiculous for non-experts
but inevitable for one who investigates all consequences of the thesis that the names
should resemble their referents; see already Grote 1865, 541 n. p, who pertinently
compares Rep. 452 a—e (the proposal to educate women in gymnastics, the art of
war, etc. will appear ludicrous, but one who has recognized its usefulness would
not find it so).
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dialogues similar to the situation when Socrates, throughout the dialogues,
proves the truth of a view by means of arguments that the reader himself,
without Plato’s help, must ultimately recognize as untenable. Finally, it
is difficult to imagine that Plato, who sought to subordinate any field of
human activity that fell within the scope of his interests to the sovereign
authority of knowledge operating in that field, could accept that in language
the only criterion of correctness will be the agreement of ordinary people
who are able to give any name to any thing.??

Of course, one of the reasons for believing that the end result of the
dialogue is the victory of conventionalism was the etymological part of the
dialogue. For a long time, the view of Socratic etymologies in the Cratylus
as parodies directed against the search for higher wisdom in language by
Plato’s contemporaries prevailed almost unchallenged in scholarship. The
“lack of seriousness” of the Socratic explication of how words can be
likenesses of the things they designate also casts a shadow on the sincerity

22 Ademollo 2022, 45 f., who argues that Plato is a proponent of conventionalism
(see below p. 212 f.), notices this remarkable departure from his usual belief that
reason is capable of comprehending any domain of reality and of dictating to it
the appropriate criteria of achievement and failure. And he supposes that Plato
was aware of the specific character of language as the field of subjectivity: “As
Hermogenes suggests in the first pages of the dialogue, 385 e — 386 a, the subject-
dependent nature of the relation between names and things is actually compatible
with the subject-independent nature of things themselves. I surmise that Plato viewed
this as an interesting anomaly and that this prompted him to investigate the issue
as thoroughly as he could. He did so by lending the naturalist theory, to which he
was instinctively attracted for entirely general reasons, the best support he could
think of before eventually discarding it”. All this is quite comprehensible from
a psychological point of view, but it begs the question why Plato as writer behaves
so misleadingly. The position Ademollo here assumes for Plato — the compatibility
of arbitrary name-giving with the subject-independent nature of things — is in fact
never stated in the dialogue: Socrates points out to Hermogenes the contradiction
of the first view, which contradiction Hermogenes obviously was not aware of
before (385 e — 386 a), and then he builds his reasoning that refutes Hermogenes’
conventionalism on the premise that the objects have a subject-independent nature
(reasoning about the name as an “instrument” whose properties must objectively
correspond to its function, that is, to be the description of the essence of the thing
to which the name is assigned, see above). Socrates thus presumes that if the latter,
anti-Protagorean view, which both interlocutors share, is right, then conventionalism
is arguably wrong. If we assume with Ademollo that Socrates’ argument against
conventionalism, which maintains his naturalist thesis, was invalid, then this does
not mean that conventionalism is compatible with the subject-independent nature of
things — rather it would refute the anti-Protagorean view of things, and we remain
with conventionalism as founded on Protagorean relativism.



210 Alexander Verlinsky

of the Socratic defense of the very naturalistic principle of likeness.?3
Moreover, in the final part of the dialogue, Socrates demonstrates to
Cratylus that the etymologies of at least some words show that the creators
of language were not in all cases supporters of the Heraclitean doctrine
of universal changeability, but rather endorsed rest and had a negative
attitude toward motion, which implies that words cannot be a source of
consistent knowledge of things and that they must be known directly, not
through words. Proponents of the ultimate victory of conventionalism in
the dialogue see in these arguments an indirect refutation of Socrates’
argument in the first part of the dialogue that names are tools that serve to
instruct about the nature of the things they designate. But even those who
argue in favor of naturalism as Plato’s ultimate word saw in the lack of
seriousness of etymologies a sign that the naturalism that wins finally does
not show Socrates’ exemplifications of how names “reveal” the nature of
things in the etymological section.

This almost unanimous scholarly view of Socrates’ etymologies has
been challenged by David Sedley,?* who made a strong case against
understanding etymologizing in the dialogue as a parody and covered
the criticism of prevailing practices in the treatment of language. Sedley
pointed out, first, that there are etymologies similar to the Cratylus in other
dialogues of Plato, where there is no reason to assume their polemical
purpose. Moreover, Plato’s alleged criticism of the exegetical reliability of
etymologies would be something unique: the etymologies of the Cratylus
do not differ from those practiced in antiquity and in modern times until
the advent of comparative-historical linguistics; there are no known
ancient examples of criticism of individual etymologies or methods of
etymologization from the point of view of their linguistic correctness, and
it is in fact difficult to imagine such criticism in the absence of secure
criteria of morphological analysis.

Based on these considerations, Sedley sees the etymological part
of the dialogue as a natural continuation of Socrates’ argument against
Hermogenes’ conventionalism. The etymologies aim to show that the most
important vocabulary of the Greek language was created by the ancient
“lawgivers” as concise definitions of the properties of things, rather than
as arbitrary designations established by agreement. The final part of the
dialog, Socrates’ conversation with Cratylus, contains a coherent refu-
tation of a number of positions of radical naturalism, i.e., the requirement

23 Tt is well seen that scholars who consider Plato a conventionalist in the full
sense have usually referred to the “lack of seriousness” of Socratic etymologies.
24 Sedley 1998; 2003.
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that names show an absolute similarity to the things they indicate; the
thesis of Cratylus that etymologization is the main method of cognition
of things is further refuted by proving that the opinions about things of
the ancient creators of language cannot be considered infallible. At the
same time, according to Sedley, the main stance of naturalism, which
Socrates defended in the first part of the dialogue (that the purpose of
names is to serve as “tools” for distinguishing the essential properties of
things), is neither directly nor indirectly undermined by this criticism.
Similarly, the exegetical correctness of Socrates’ etymologization, and
thus his demonstration that the Greek language was created according
to the principles of naturalism, is not questioned, although, as is shown
in the final part of the dialogue, the very meanings of the words that the
etymologization has decoded are not always successful definitions of things
philosophically, since they reveal a one-sided, Heraclitean understanding
of the world as being in a state of continuous and absolute change.?’

This balanced and insightful interpretation is attractive, because it
makes a strong case in favor of the unity of the dialogue, arguing that in
all relevant parts of the dialogue Socrates defends naturalism — arguing in
the first part for the desirability of names that are appropriate to the nature
of things; demonstrating in the etymological and “mimetic” sections what
this appropriateness consists in; and last, limiting the claims of radical
naturalism in the conversation with Cratylus, who posited such high
standards of linguistic correctness that this threatens naturalism by staying
in splendid isolation without any influence on the real language.

My disagreements with David Sedley are not of primary relevance
for this paper. I entirely agree with him that the etymological section is
a natural development of the argument in the first part, and that it is not
refuted by Socrates’ arguments in his conversation with Cratylus. [ am
not convinced, however, that Plato considers Socrates’ etymological
reconstruction of the views of the ancient creators of language to be
unconditionally correct. Sedley is probably right that Plato, like his con-
temporaries, was not armed with secure criteria to distinguish sound from
unsound etymologies, from a linguistic point of view. But Socrates points
out that at least one word, émotiun, can be etymologized differently than
he had suggested earlier (437 a 2-8), since it can be seen as a positive
evaluation of the idea of rest rather than Heraclitean motion. This suggests
that, for Plato, the results of etymologizing are not entirely reliable, not

25 Sedley 2019 argues that some passages in the later Sophist also confirm
Plato’s commitment to linguistic naturalism.
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because linguistic criteria are applied to them, but because he is aware that
etymologizing is a quasi-philosophical enterprise of looking for empirical
confirmation in language in favor of one or another philosophical view.
In the passage already cited (414 b 10 — ¢ 3),2¢ Plato has Hermogenes
react to Socrates’ bold etymologizing as “strained”: here we have other
evidence that etymology can be criticized as unreliable, just because the
restoration of the original form of the name entails too many changes
and is thus not secure. This I would call a “common sense” criterion of
etymological correctness.

These suspicions that Plato does not consider Socrates’ etymologies
entirely reliable does not undermine the whole defense of naturalism. On
the contrary, the reconstruction of the past of language by etymologizing
sufficiently demonstrates that most names are descriptive rather than
arbitrary conventionalist designations. The accuracy and reliability of this
reconstruction is less essential, since Plato is interested only to a limited
extent in the views of its creators reflected in language; for him, unlike
for Cratylus, their opinions, and opinions in general, cannot in themselves
serve as a support in the search for truth.

Sedley’s monograph, which relies primarily on Socrates’ direct judg-
ments and arguments in the dialogue, is followed by Francesco Ade-
mollo’s commentary on the dialogue, which uses a significantly different
hermeneutic strategy.?” Ademollo agrees with Sedley that Plato does
not question the “exegetical” correctness of Socratic etymologies on the
whole, although he doubts the seriousness of some etymologies, and he
proposes that their goal is not only to restore the ideas of ancient name-
givers, but also “pleasure and amusement” (p. 253). Anyway, for Plato, the
presence in language of evidence that words are created as descriptions of
the properties of the things they designate, as Ademollo argues, does not
serve as an argument in favor of naturalism, that is in favor of “correct”
descriptiveness as the norm for language. Like Robinson and Schofield,
Ademollo believes that Socrates’ argument against Cratylus leads to the
complete victory of conventionalism and the refutation of the claims
of naturalism. However, unlike these scholars, Ademollo agrees that
Socrates’ very statements summarizing his reasoning in this part of the
dialogue (435 b 2 — ¢ 6) point not to a refutation of naturalism, but merely
to a concession that convention, along with resemblance, plays a role in
designation. Ademollo therefore suggests that Socrates as a character

26 See n. 3 above.
27 Ademollo 2011.
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in the dialogue in this part of the conversation is not yet conscious of
what is clear to Plato himself and what should be clear to a competent
reader. According to Ademollo, it is only in the finale, after Socrates has
demonstrated that words cannot serve as a reliable source of knowledge
of things, that conventionalism triumphs definitively: “for if a name
may convey false information about its referent, then clearly it can only
indicate its referent by convention”.?8

This hermeneutics that distinguishes Socrates’ arguments and conclu-
sions from the unspoken thoughts of Plato himself, who thereby stimulates
the reader’s independent philosophical search, certainly has the right to
exist. At the same time, however, it is worth remembering that scholars
of the dialogue do not unequivocally agree on the detection of defects in
Socrates’ arguments; they approach it with the full armor of modern logic
and philology. We have, therefore, no certainty that Plato himself was
conscious of these logical errors. Moreover, even if Plato was aware of the
weakness of some of Socrates’ arguments in defense of naturalism, this
does not mean that he intentionally made them incorrect. He could have
cited them for want of better ones because he was convinced of the truth
of the theory they were defending.?®

Recent decades show not a waning, but rather a growing debate
over Plato’s position on naturalism and conventionalism.3 Alongside
those who, like Sedley, see Plato as a naturalist who shares Socrates’
arguments in favor of naturalism, or as a conventionalist who disagrees
with these arguments (Robinson, Schofield, Ademollo),3' there are
scholars who find in Plato a more complex version of naturalism. David

28 Ademollo 2011, 419; 2022, 41. The discussion in the final part of the
Cratylus is beyond the scope of this article. Here I shall confine myself to the
statement that, in my opinion, this part does not shed light on the outcome of the
collision between naturalism and conventionalism in the dialogue (here I agree
with Schofield 2013, 491 against Ademollo).

29 Tt is worth recalling here that, until the end of his life, Plato was unable to
find objections to the arguments refuting his theory of Forms and their relation to
sensuous things, expressed by Parmenides in a one-name dialogue and apparently
belonging to Plato himself. Some of these arguments were later used by Aristotle
in his criticism of Plato. But the lack of convincing counterarguments did not
prevent Plato from continuing to endorse the theory of Forms in dialogues later
than Parmenides, including his last dialogue, the Laws.

30 Proponents of both opposing views are named in Silverman 1992, 25-26;
more recent literature is cited by Meifiner 2023.

31 In favor of Plato’s conventionalism, see also Smith 2008; 2014, 96 on the
OKANpOTNG-argument.
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MeiBner develops the interpretation proposed earlier by N. Kretzmann
and some other scholars: he argues that the radical theses of Cratylus
in his discussion with Socrates (only the exact likenesses of the things
they designate can be considered names) are a natural consequence of
the hyper-naturalism that Socrates himself defended in the sections on
the etymological and “mimetic” correctness of names; the refutation of
these theses should demonstrate that the view that underlies the reasoning
in these sections is erroneous, but the argument brought forward by
Socrates in the first part in favor of naturalism that the name is a tool for
designating things remains valid. I would call this the interpretation of
the Cratylus as a plea in favor of naturalism without etymological and
mimetic appropriateness.3?

T. Baxter believes that Socrates’ arguments against Cratylus prove
only that the Greek language does not meet the standards of naturalism,
but that an ideal language could be created by a “lawgiver” who would
be guided by the precepts of a dialectical philosopher, in accordance
with Socrates’ reasoning in the first part of the dialogue.?3 Rachel Barney
suggests that Plato was in favor of a naturalistic correspondence between
word and thing, but saw the impossibility of achieving this ideal and

32 MeiBner argues (like Kretzmann and some other scholars before him),
however, that the argument of names as tools defends naturalism to the degree
that names are assigned to genuine classes of things and are thus appropriate for
designating just these classes; but at the same time, he defends convention as a means
for determining the phonetic composition of names, see Mei3ner 2022 forthcoming,
esp. 14-18. According to Meiliner, the protagonists of the dialogue fail to see that
names are not identical to strings of sounds and for this reason are unable to reconcile
both results of the discussion — that there is a natural correctness of names, on the
one hand, and that “correct names need not be descriptions or imitations of their
referents”, on the other (p. 18). According to him, Plato expects that readers of the
dialogue should discover this truth themselves (p. 19). I have very strong doubts
that Plato steers his readers to this final conclusion, but for the purposes of this
paper it is sufficient that I hope to refute one of the assumptions of this line of
interpretation, namely that the discussion of oxAnpo6tng demonstrates that, according
to Plato, “correct names need not be descriptions or imitations of their referents”
(see p. 3). In this, MeiBner agrees with the proponents of the conventionalist reading
of the dialogue.

3 See especially Baxter 1992, 8085, 186. Baxter’s main predecessor was
Theodore Benfey (Benfey 1866, 189-330); V. Goldschmidt and after him J. Der-
bolav were proponents of a modified version of the same understanding of the
dialogue: that Plato sought to reform his own philosophical language in the spirit of
naturalism, in accordance with the theoretical results of the Cratylus (Goldschmidt
1940; Derbolav 1972, 57). These judgments, in my opinion, still deserve attention.
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therefore had to lean toward conventionalism (Platonic “pessimism”).34
Some scholars, apparently unable to give preference to the arguments
of either side in this scholarly debate, argue that the naturalism/conven-
tionalism dilemma has no solution in the dialogue and was not even
relevant for Plato.®> I cannot agree with this, since through the mouth
of Socrates the text definitely expresses an attitude toward this conflict.
However difficult it may be to interpret this very passage because of its
lapidary nature and the difficulty of relating it to the whole discussion
in the dialogue, this interpretation is necessary, and an approximation to
a correct understanding is possible.

Although in order to understand the results of Socrates’ reasoning in
the Cratylus it is of course necessary to consider all parts of the dialogue,
in this article I will limit myself to the conversation between Socrates
and Cratylus and first of all to that part of it in which there are direct
statements by Socrates (and the last of them in the dialogue) about his
attitude toward naturalism and conventionalism, which is controversial

34 Barney 2001, 134-142.

35 See Keller 2000, who believes that the issue of conventionalism and
naturalism is of secondary importance for Plato, because he tries to demonstrate
that whichever of the two views is correct, the things should be investigated directly,
and not via names. But why should the importance of this stance for Plato rule out
the importance for him of the subject that occupies the lion’s share of the dialogue?
For a more sophisticated variant of this position, see Schofield 2017, who argues
(if I understand him rightly) that there is a certain discrepancy between the initial
presentation of Cratylus in the dialogue as keeping silence on the true content of his
doctrine (in the vein of Plato’s standard picture of Heracliteans) and his cooperative
attitude toward Socrates’ questioning in the final part, where he becomes the bearer
of important epistemological and metaphysical theories. According to Schofield, this
double picture of Cratylus is a part of the authorial strategy of Plato, who wishes
to transport his audience from the initial problem of the correctness of names to
philosophically more important “logical, epistemological and metaphysical positions
that might be taken to be implicit in linguistic naturalism” (p. 198). This broadening
of the horizon of discussion in Cratylus’ part of the dialogue is beyond doubt, and
I entirely agree that in the final part of the discussion (after 435 c) the issue of
conventionalism vs. naturalism is already not the matter of the discussion. But it is
questionable whether the issue itself thus became less important. Rather, for good
or bad, this issue is inherently connected with these philosophical problems, and its
previously attained solution (the victory of naturalism, as I believe) is relevant for
the discussion of these problems. For instance, the final part of the conversation may
be taken as showing that linguistic naturalism that entails the existence of things’
stable nature that is not relative to subjects (as Socrates earlier argued, 386 d 8§ —e 4)
does not fit well with Heraclitean flux, but rather implies permanent objects that do
not change over time, that is of Forms.
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among the researchers of the dialogue. The interpretation of these state-
ments themselves is a matter for debate and is of key importance for under-
standing Plato’s position. Yet one cannot limit oneself to the simple, albeit
fair, statement that, taken by themselves, these words indicate a com-
promise between naturalism and conventionalism, for scholars often raised
the question why this compromise does not imply a complete rejection
of naturalism in favour of conventionalism. Socrates’ reasoning, as I will
argue, gives a clear and consistent answer to this question.

So, let us turn to the part of Socrates’ argumentation against Cratylus in
which the two interlocutors return to the question of the role of convention
in the proper naming of things. In the previous part of the conversation,
Socrates’ arguments force Cratylus to soften the requirements of the
correspondence of linguistic expressions to the reality they designate:
Cratylus is now ready to agree that the ancient “name-givers”, the creators
of language, were not infallible and the words they created cannot be more
or less exact likenesses of things (431 a 8 — 433 b 7); moreover, Cratylus
is forced to admit that words cannot in principle be exact likenesses
of things and it is necessary to consider their correspondence to things
“in general terms” as the criterion of truth of words and utterances,
despite the presence of superfluous elements that do not correspond
to things in words and in speech as a whole (432 s 7 — 433 a 3). Such
a view leaves room for the distinction between true and false words and
statements, and within the true ones it allows us to distinguish between
the more or less “beautiful” and the “bad”, according to whether all their
elements correspond to the things denoted or whether there are few such
corresponding elements (433 a 4-6). At the same time, Socrates insists
that excessive demands on the correspondence of words to things threaten
to reject this correspondence itself as unattainable (433 a 6 — b 5).3¢

36 More precisely, the dilemma that Socrates formulates here is as follows:
Cratylus must either recognize that words and statements indicate things, as long
as they convey their essential features (t0moc), even if they contain elements that
are not true of those things, and that they convey them better or worse, depending
on how many inappropriate elements the speech contains, or to abandon the very
principle that the word is the disclosure of the properties of a thing (dnAwpa
mpaypatog) by means of letters and syllables. In other words, the nature of imitating
things by means of letters and syllables is such that the requirement of excessive
exactness in the likeness renders this very imitation impracticable. The dnAopa in
the dialogue does not necessarily imply a naturalistic designation of things by means
of similar parts of language, but has a more neutral meaning, corresponding to both
naturalistic and conventionalist ways of denoting things (see immediately further
433 d-e,). Ademollo 2011, 386; 2022, 36, rightly maintains that by itself dniodv,
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Socrates’ adherence to the principle of naturalism during this part of
the discussion is thus not suspect. This is not the case with the part of
the discourse to which we will now turn, and in which some scholars
find Socrates’ rejection of naturalism. Socrates now sums up for Cratylus
the result they have just achieved: a perfectly established name should
consist entirely of appropriate letters, viz. the letters resembling the
thing this name indicates, while a name that deviates from this ideal will
largely consist of appropriate letters, but will contain inappropriate ones
(433 b 8 — ¢ 7). Up to this point, in speaking of the correspondence of
letters to things, Socrates had in mind the descriptive names that resemble
things via their etymological meaning: the appropriate letters were those
that participated in the description to which the word under analysis can
be reduced and the inappropriate letters were the parasitic ones. Now,
however, he prepares his discussion of the first names, which do not
have any etymology and cannot be analysed into descriptive phrases.
The letters and syllables themselves should imitate physical properties of
things: the variance in the grade of perfection depending on the presence
in such names of inappropriate letters should be valid for such names as
well, but the inappropriate letters can now not only be redundant but, as
the case of okAnpotng will demonstrate, may even paralyze the mimetic
capacities of names.

Cratylus unwillingly agrees that there are different grades of per-
fection in the resemblance of names with their referents, although com-
plaining that he is not fond of using the name that is not perfectly created.?’
Socrates’ following argument proceeds in these steps: by asking for

as well as onpoaivev, can be used for any kind of linguistic signification. However,
up to 433 d—e, where dnAmpa takes on a neutral meaning, the words dnioéw and
dMiopa, though sometimes used neutrally, are usually used in the context of mimetic
signification (see, e.g., 422 d 1-3, 423 a 2, a 5). At any rate, Cratylus still ignores
designation on the basis of agreement in this part of the discussion. The dilemma that
Socrates offers him, with the correct choice by Cratylus, should save the naturalistic
theory from attempts to reduce it to absurdity.

37 Socrates does not answer Cratylus’ objection at 433 ¢ 8—10 directly; but in
developing his argument, Socrates thrice uses the word dpéokewv (433 d 1, e 2, and
e 9), which echoes the wording of Cratylus’ objection. His indirect response appears
to be that Cratylus ought to accept this varying degree of the perfection of names, if
he approves that names perform the function of indicating things and the quality of
this performance depends on the perfection of their resemblance. Otherwise, if he
sticks to the view that names are invariably perfect, he has no option but to approve
of Hermogenes’ way of indication by agreement — only this way guarantees that all
names thus assigned are invariably perfect.
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Cratylus’ approval, he obtains (1) that the name should be d\impa, the
indication of its referent; (2) that among the names there are ones that
are composed from prior names, but also those that cannot be resolved to
other names and are thus “first”; (3) that there is no better way of making
the first names the indications of their referents than to make them as
similar to these referents as possible; and (4) that this similarity cannot
be attained in any other way than by making the constitutive elements of
these “first names” as similar to these referents as possible.

The main components of this reasoning are already more or less known
from Socrates’ conversation with Hermogenes, but there are some points
that were not emphasized before. First is Socrates’ question whether
Cratylus approves that the name is the dAwua of its referent. The question
seems redundant: Cratylus’ positive answer is obvious because up to
this point onAwpo and related words were used in the account of names
that resemble their referents, and it meant primarily the disclosure of
the referents’ essential features through the etymology of names or the
mimetic capacities of letters. However, having turned to the first names,
Socrates asks Cratylus if there is a better way of making the “first names”
the dniodpata of their referents than by making them resemble these
referents as much as possible, and he proposes the alternative — maybe
Cratylus prefers Hermogenes’ way of naming things: the names in this
case are then a matter of agreement and they indicate (dnAodv) the relevant
things only for those who have entered into this agreement and who
know in advance the things that these words indicate (that is, they do not
recognize the thing due to the descriptive properties of names, but know
in advance which word is associated with which thing). The “correctness
of a name” is then reduced to an agreement, and it makes no difference if
the agreement would be changed and the thing now called “small” would
be called “large” and vice versa (433 d 7 — ¢ 9). Cratylus’ preference of
“resemblance” is quite obvious. The alternative Socrates proposes to him
is, however, important because it shows that dnimpa and dnAodv are now
used in the broad meaning that covers both indicating things by means of
names that resemble these things and by conventional names that indicate
only due to agreement of language-speakers. The two opposite theories
thus have one point of agreement: that names should indicate things; the
conventionalist way of indicating previously simply ignored by Cratylus is
now considered the worse, but comparable to the naturalist one.38

3% The importance of this change of meaning of dnAodv and dMMropa is rightly
emphasized by Barney 2001, 119-120; Ademollo 2011, 385 ff.
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This reminder to Cratylus of two conflicting positions and the redun-
dant question of which way of indicating things he prefers reminds us
once again that there is no alternative to names resembling their referents
other than that names are assigned by agreement; this will be important for
Socrates’ further argument.

Socrates now approaches the substance of the part of his reasoning
with which we are occupied. He reminds Cratylus of the mimetic capacities
of letters: the letter p is similar to movement and motion, as well as to
hardness (popd kai Kivfoet kai okAnpdotntt), while A is like smoothness,
softness, and other similar “things”. Socrates invites Cratylus to consider
the implications of this theory, which Cratylus strongly endorses, for the
word okAnpdotg, “hardness”, which has no etymology and is accordingly
one of the “first” words, whose correspondence to the things they indicate
is ensured by the mimetic properties of the letters that make up such
words. Socrates recalls that in the Ionian dialect of Eretria (Euboea)
the Attic oxAnpotng corresponds to the form cxAnpotnp (the Eretrian
rotacism)3® and asks whether p and ¢ both resemble one and the same

39 The mss of the Cratylus are divided between two kinds of accentuation of
this word, oxAnpotp (BW, accepted by Burnet and the OCT I), no accent (T),
oxAnpomp (Par. 1808, the descendant of T, see the app. of Méridier), see Ademollo
2011, 391 n. 14, who cautiously prefers ckAnpdtnp, assuming that the alternative
accentuation appeared due to a false assimilation to the nomina agentis in -tnp.
The latter consideration is plausible, but, without being certain, I prefer to keep
the accent on the ultimate syllable, just because this accentuation for the abstract
nouns in -tng was unusual. On the one hand, I reject, even more decisively than
Ademollo, that the Eretrian dialect preserved the original accentuation of the word
on the ultimate syllable, because there is no reason to think, pace Ademollo, that
the words of this type “must have originally been accented on the last syllable”. In
fact, there are two Homeric examples of abstract nouns in -otng with the accent on
the ultimate syllable (&(v)dpotng, dniotnc) against four nouns of the same type with
the accent on the penultimate, and also two Homeric words in -vtng of this type
that are both oxytona — fpadvtnic and tayvng, as well as two later Attic examples —
Tpayvt¢ and koveotg. Practically all these cases were discussed or mentioned
by Aristarchus and other ancient grammarians, who treated them as anomalies: all
nouns of this type, which becomes very productive from the fifth century BC on, are
proparoxytona. It is possible that for some of these words the accent on the ultimate
syllable has a historical explanation, as proposed by Wackernagel (see the recent
discussion of his hypothesis in Probert 2006, 38—45), but the ancient grammarians
did not find any regularity in it. The unusual cxAnpotnp is thus hardly the relict
of original accentuation in Eretria, and it also could not appear, say, because of
someone’s theory that this accentuation has an archaic tinge. I would suppose that
if it is genuine, it reflects the analogical influence of the Attic tpoyyvtig, connected
with the semantic similarity of the two words (Plato, who himself coined many
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thing and whether the word in each of its variants indicates “hardness”,
or whether for one of the two peoples, Athenians and Eretrians, it does
not have that meaning.*® Cratylus asserts that it has the same meaning
for both peoples. And to Socrates’ next question “whether they have the
same meaning because p and ¢ are similar to each other or because they
are not”, Cratylus answers that “by virtue of their similarity”. “Are they
similar in every respect?”, Socrates next asks. Cratylus answers that these
letters are similar to each other, at least in that both equally “imitate”
popa, “movement”.

The absence of Socrates’ reaction to Cratylus’ last answer gives scho-
lars the opportunity to evaluate this step in the argumentation in different
ways. Schofield, Sedley, and Ademollo believe that Socrates asked the
question in order to force Cratylus to recognize that the p and ¢ at the
end of the two variants of the word denoting movement cannot indicate
“hardness”, but they draw different conclusions from this. Schofield
believes that Cratylus’ answer refutes the theory of the symbolic meaning
of the sounds altogether, since it is clear to the reader of the dialogue
that the p in the middle of the word then also means “motion” and not
“hardness”.*! Sedley suggests that the question and answer are necessary
for Socrates to prevent Cratylus from adducing the Eretrian form in order
to show that it is more correct than the Attic one, since it has two ps
indicating hardness that outnumber the A that indicates softness; Cratylus
now, having recognized that the p and o in the final part of the word do
not carry the idea of “hardness”, is then forced to accept that the word
in both its forms contains only one p indicating “hardness”, the middle

new words of this type, may have been highly sensitive to the unusual accent).
Of course it is problematic in this case, granted that Plato really had it in view, how
this Eretrian accentuation could appear in the Platonic manuscripts when the writing
of accents became usual (some signs for accents in the time of Plato cannot be
definitely ruled out, but they were used on the margins of texts to avoid ambiguities,
not regularly, see Laum 1928, 105-108; after Aristophanes of Byzantium introduced
the later standard system of accent marks in the early second century BC, the first
papyri with accentuation appeared later in the same century, see Probert 2000,
21-22, but the regular writing of accents on every word started only in minuscule
manuscripts, from the ninth century AD on, ibid., 48 f.). The preservation of the
unusual accent of okAnpotip would be possible if the accentuation of this word in
the Eretrian dialect was noticed by ancient grammarians and then became known
to the Byzantine scholars and scribes of Plato’s text (see Probert 2006, 48—50).
Unusual as it might appear, this possibility cannot be definitely ruled out.

40 T follow Ademollo 2011, 392 n. 16 in understanding this sentence.

41 Schofield 1982, 75.
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one, and one A indicating the opposite property: the letters indicating
opposite properties are thus in equal number, and the word ceases to be
a semblance of hardness.* This however begs the question why Cratylus
does not argue in answer as, according to Sedley, Socrates expected he
would, namely that p at the end of the Eretrian form is correct, while o is
imposed wrongly and that the idea of “hardness” dominates in the genuine
form. Ademollo argues against Sedley that the numerical equality of p and
A is not of primary importance, because it is not even mentioned in the
text, but agrees that Cratylus’ answer could have involved him in fatal
difficulties for naturalism, if Socrates had not chosen to hit naturalism
even harder with his next question.®

Such judgments about Socrates’ question and Cratylus’ answer
seem to me erroneous. It must be remembered that Socrates’ reasoning
about the “mimetic” properties of letters is not a detailed theory, but
only a sketch of one. From its exposition, it is clear only that the ancient
creator of language assigned to each letter a specific symbolic function
according to the specific movement that the organs of speech make when
uttering it: letters symbolize different kinds of movement (or obstacles
to movement) in nature, but also the properties of things by which they
are able to carry out such movement. For example, the letter p, which
when uttered least of all leaves the tongue is at rest but especially
shakes it (426 e 4-5), was used in the word @opd, which symbolizes
movement in general, but also in a number of words that indicate a broad
variety of notions — not only specific kinds of movement, like “flowing”,
“trembling”, and “whirling”.

The underlying principle appears to be the use of a letter whose
pronunciation can be associated with an intense and continuous move-
ment, to symbolize the very idea of movement. Notice that it is sufficient
to use this letter only once in a word that indicates the general idea of
movement. We know the symbolic meaning of other letters that compose
the word @opd: taken by themselves, these letters do not convey anything
appropriate to the notion of movement. What their function is, we can
only guess, but they are not necessarily redundant:** they may somehow

42 Sedley 2004, 143-144.

4 Ademollo 2011, 393.

4 Some of these letters can be of course semantically redundant in accordance
with Socrates’ general approach (393 d3 —e 9;432d 11 —433 a 2) — names inevitably
resemble their referents with different degrees of appropriateness: some letters are
added for convenient pronunciation (see, for instance, 426 d 1-2, in the section on
mimetic properties of letters) and some are inserted falsely for this or that reason.
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distinguish the word from other ones that have the same letter p as being
the name of the generic idea of movement.

In the names that indicate various specimens of movement, the letter
p is usually used also only once. Here we are entitled to suppose that
the other letters of these words or their combinations symbolize the
specific properties of the different kinds of @opd or of some derivative
qualities associated with movement. In general, the creation of “first
names”, according to Socrates, is the progression through letters and
syllables (427 ¢ 6-8), from which we can conclude that the meaning of
a word is determined not only by the symbolic meanings of individual
letters, but also of syllables as intermediates. We have secure evidence
for the symbolic meaning of a combination of several letters, according
to Socrates’ theory: since the pronunciation of the letter y imposes
a restriction on the free movement of the speech organ when it pronounces
A, the lawgiver used this pair of letters for words meaning “viscous”,
“sweet”, “sticky” (yAloypov, yAvkd, yhou®ddeg), i.e., corresponding to
a liquid, but not freely flowing substance (427 b 4-7). Here we can see
again how the basic ideas of movement and rest produce the new ideas of
properties that only indirectly imply these ideas.

Yet beyond the movement itself and its specimens, p is used also
for a group of notions that are related to movement only intermediately
and more directly indicate such notions as “striking”, “crushing into
pieces”, “breaking”, “crumbling”. Moreover, p, at first sight unexpectedly,
participates also in the word that indicates the non-cinetic notion of
“harshness” (10 tpayv, 426 e 1, according to the majority of mss. versus
tpéxewv of Q¥). This implies that p, which conveys the general idea of
movement and of its specimens, can also convey the derivative idea
of striking and crushing, perhaps because p itself is associated with an
intense movement. Perhaps these “harsh” actions in turn yield a step
in the direction of “harshness” as a static property. Quite similarly,
the letter A, which primarily symbolizes “gliding” because the tongue
glides most in pronouncing this letter, has been chosen by a lawgiver to
indicate not only “gliding”, but also non-kinetic properties like “smooth”,
“oily”, “glue”, i.e., the properties of objects that are especially capable
of “gliding” .46

45 Cf. Ademollo 2011, 307.

46 This difference between these two kinds of symbolic meaning is rightly
noticed by Ademollo 2011, 307 f., but unlike him I believe that there is no need to
suppose the corruption of the text or two redactions of it.
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Let us now return to our interlocutors’ discussion of the word
okAnpotng. Socrates, in saying, with reference to his reasoning on the
symbolic meaning of letters, that 10 p® Tfj Qopd kol kKivioel kol
okAnpétnTL Tpocéoikey (434 ¢ 1-2), is not quite accurate, since GkAN-
potNc was not mentioned there as one of the symbolic meanings of p.
However, Socrates’ wording suggests that the idea of “hardness” is
closely associated with the more general idea of movement (popd). In
fact, as we have seen, already in the exposition of mimetic abilities of
letters, p participated not only in words that are related to movement, like
“striking”, “crushing”, etc., but also in the word that indicates the non-
kinetic notion of “harshness”. It is thus quite natural that, in combination
with other letters, this letter can indicate “hardness”, the property
primarily involved in the actions related to striking.

The purpose of Socrates’ question — whether p and o at the end of the
Eretrian and Attic forms of the word for “hardness” are similar to each
other and indicate the same for inhabitants of Eretria and Athens — thus
appears to be a peaceful one. With his affirmative answer that these letters
are similar to each other, not in all respects, but insofar as both indicate
popd, “movement”, Cratylus draws the correct conclusion from Socrates’
earlier reasoning that both p and ¢ symbolize movement, and in this they
are similar to each other, although p symbolizes movement generally,
while o the particular kind associated with “breathing” (427 a 2-5). We
do not know what semantic function the letters p and o at the end of two
forms of the word perform or whether they perform such a function at
all. As we have seen from the exposition of Socrates’ theory, one letter
p in combination with some other letters is quite sufficient to convey
a notion of movement and its derivatives, and the single p in the middle
of oxAnpong can accordingly indicate “hardness”, together with some
other letters. But the final p in the Eretrian version and the o in the
Attic version do not contradict the notion of hardness, because they
indicate “movement”, from which “hardness” derives, as Cratylus rightly
maintains. I believe, therefore, that Socrates’ question does not purport to
undermine Cratylus’ naturalism (or to discredit Socrates’ own theory of
mimetic letters): it only emphasizes that the composition of names can be
variable and that the same idea can be expressed successfully by different
combinations of letters, as long as the symbolic meaning of these letters
does not contradict the idea.’

47 Probably just because the letters at the end do not play a semantic role in the
word, Socrates uses the substantive okAnpov (434 e 2) on a par with oxAnpdotnc.
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But then Socrates asks whether A, which appears in both versions of the
word ckAnpdtng, doesn’t indicate something opposite to what ckAnpotng
indicates (“softness”, “smoothness”, as opposed to “hardness”). Cratylus
easily finds a way out of this difficulty by recalling that Socrates himself,
etymologizing words where necessary, freely added and eliminated letters,
restoring the true form of the word: A is “inserted” in the word cxAnpotng
incorrectly and p should stand in this word instead of it.*3

Socrates is ready to concede to Cratylus that there is an erroneous
letter in the word oxAnpdtng, but he asks: “What is it? When someone
pronounces the word oxAnpov the way it is pronounced now (i.e., with
L), then don’t we understand each other, and don’t you know what I am
talking about now [by pronouncing this word]?” Cratylus replies: “As for
me, [ understand the word beyond doubt because of habit” ("Eywys, d1d ye
10 £00c, ® piktate).

Let us dwell for a moment on the difficulty that arises here for Cratylus.
Socrates puts his finger on a problem that was not in focus previously.
The question how we understand names was clearly formulated by
Hermogenes: for a conventionalist, the meaning of a word is established
by an agreement and is known to those who participate in this agreement.
But both proponents of naturalism, Cratylus and Socrates, were occupied
mostly by the problem of how to demonstrate that etymological or
symbolic meaning of the names in discussion is appropriate (rarer: inap-
propriate) for properties of their referents. It was taken for granted that the
referent of any name is transparent, or, in other words, that we all know
what the current meaning is of any word in our everyday communication.
Socrates’ question, however, implies that there is a problem here for any
naturalist. If according to naturalist principles the designation of a thing
is based on the resemblance of a name and its referent, and not because
one knows in advance the referent of this name due to agreement, then
any communication is successful because we use names that resemble
their referents and our partners understand us because they recognize that
this name resembles this referent. Cratylus thus faces the problem of the
conflict between the elements of the name that point to opposite referents,

48 Tt is not quite clear from Cratylus’ reply whether he is now prepared to admit
that the “lawgivers”, i.e., the original creators of language, could make mistakes in
accordance with his previously forced consent (431 e 6-9), or whether he, continuing
to dislike this imposed position (433 ¢ 8-10), attributes the defect of the word
oKANpOTNG to its subsequent “spoiling” by ordinary speakers. For Socrates’ further
argumentation, this distinction is irrelevant: he is not interested in the origin of the
linguistic “error”, but in the ways of overcoming it in speech communication.
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“hardness” and “softness”, and is not able to solve the problem, because
for him as a naturalist, resemblance is the last instance for a decision on
the semantic of a name. Cratylus thus has no option but to appeal to a new
authority that was not discussed before: to linguistic habit.*’

We do not know precisely what Cratylus understands by linguistic
habit, but undoubtedly this answer testifies to the difficult position in
which he finds himself. Socrates’ next question, “And by habit do you
understand something different from agreement ("Efog 6¢ Aéywv oietl Tt
dapopov Aéyewv ouvOnkng;”), implies that Cratylus advanced the new
concept to avoid the unpleasant answer “by agreement”, which logically
follows from the preceding discussion: both interlocutors recognize that
there are only two ways of referring to things, either by means of words
that bear a resemblance to the things being referred to, or by means of
words arbitrarily assigned to things by agreement.>°

Socrates appears surprised that Cratylus understands “linguistic habit”
as something different from agreement, but, without objecting, offers
his definition of “habit”, which should be acceptable to Cratylus: “In
speaking of habit, do you understand anything other than that when I utter
a certain word I am thinking of a certain thing, and that you understand
what I am thinking? (§ ¢AAo Tt Aéyeig 10 €00g 1j o1 €yd, GtV TOVTO
0BEyyyo L, d10voodpaL EKETVO, GV O YIYVOOKELS OTL EKETVO d10VOOD LLaLL;
0V TOVUTO AEYELS;)”.

When Cratylus agrees with this interpretation of “linguistic habit”,
Socrates asks whether in this given case the indication (dAmpa) of the
thing in question is realized, granted that Cratylus understands what

49 The problem of names that lost their initial resemblance to their referents
was touched on already during Socrates’ etymologizing: the original form of some
names has been so distorted by later users that it is now impossible to grasp their
meaning, 414 ¢ 4 —d 5, see n. 3 above. However, the problem here was of restoring
their original form, and the obviousness of the reference of such names was taken
for granted.

50 The conventionalist implication of the concept of “habit” should be clear at
first sight to Cratylus and to the readers of the dialogue: Hermogenes, expounding
his theory, argued that “no word belongs to any thing by nature, but only by virtue
of the law and habit of those who have instituted the habit and who use these
names” (384 d 7, see above p. 197). But Socrates’ discussion of the linguistic vopog,
which is transmitted from generation to generation, demonstrates that, contrary to
Hermogenes, this vopog is established by a competent lawgiver who created names
that were “by nature” appropriate to the things to which he assigned them (388 d—e).
Thus, &00¢ like vopoc may appear to Cratylus at this stage already quite compatible
with naturalist premises (see pt. II on this point).
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Socrates is thinking of when he utters the word oxAnp6tng. This seemingly
innocent question serves as a reminder of the only two possible ways of
indicating things: either through names similar to the things designated or
arbitrary names established by agreement. Cratylus’ affirmative answer
allows Socrates to conclude immediately that indication in this case is
achieved through agreement (435 a5 —b 3):

Ao 0D dvopoiov ye 1| 0 dtavoovpevog eOEyyopa, eimep 10 AaPda
avopody €Tt T | PNG oV okANpOT T €1 8¢ TodTo obTmg £y, T
A\o 1 avTog cavtd cuvébov Kol oot yiyvetat 1 0pB6TNG T0D OVOITOG
ouvOnKn, €medn ye dnAol kol td Opote Kol T AvOpoLo. YpOpLpoTaL,
£€0ovc te Kol cuvOnKNg TVYOVTO; €1 & OTL pdhota Ul ot TO E00C
GUVONK, 0K GV KOADG &1L Exot Aéyety THV OpoldTTa SHAmU £tvol,
MG TO €00 €kETVo Yap, dG E0lKe, Kol OLOi® Kal Gvopoim onAol.

(a) [So indication is accomplished] by means of what is dissimilar to
what I thought when I pronounced the word, since A is dissimilar to
hardness, as you yourself assert? (b) If this is the case, then what else
happens than that you have agreed with yourself and the correctness
of the name turns out to be agreement for you — (¢) for the indication
takes place by means of letters both similar (to the thing) and
dissimilar, which happens to be part of the habit and the object of the
agreement. (d) But if, for goodness’ sake, habit is not an agreement,
then it will no longer be correct to assert that indication must be made
on the basis of similarity, but [it will be correct to assert that it must
be made] on the basis of habit: for habit seems to indicate by means
of what is similar [to things] and what is not similar.

The logic of this reasoning is, at first glance, clear: Socrates seeks to
prove to Cratylus that, in cases like oxAnpdtng, the similarity of a name to
its referent is lost, and if a name nevertheless successfully designates that
referent, then this is possible only through agreement. Socrates first states
(a) that the designation is accomplished by means of a name that is not
similar to its referent, because it contains the letter A, which is the opposite
of “hardness”. He then concludes (b) that an agreement, a linguistic
convention, must then be in force, relying on the unspecified premise that
designation is possible either because of the similarity of the name to its
referent or because of an agreement on the meaning of the name.

Let us dwell on those aspects of Socrates’ reasoning that did not
receive sufficient attention from my predecessors and were, as it seems
to me, not quite correctly understood by them. I mean Cratylus’ appeal
to €0og, linguistic habit (or custom, as some scholars render it). This is
usually interpreted as an unsuccessful attempt on his part to avoid the
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conclusion that the understanding of the meaning of the word ocxkAnpotng is
based on agreement. Socrates’ argument is thought to cut short this attempt
by proving that habit is nothing but agreement, and thus demonstrating
that conventionalist claims are justified, with different further conclusions
on the degree to which conventionalism wins in the result. There are
seemingly clear indications for this in the text: Socrates expresses puzzle-
ment that Cratylus considers habit to be something different from
agreement, then quickly shows him that there is an agreement in the case
under discussion, and then again cautions Cratylus against the claim that
“habit is not agreement”.

Yet in spite of this, [ do not think that Socrates’ purpose is to demon-
strate that Cratylus’ appeal to linguistic habit is only a failed attempt to
escape yielding to conventionalism. First of all, Socrates cannot mean that
“agreement” and “habit” are simply synonymous designations of one and
the same thing. This can be seen already from Socrates’ explication of what
Cratylus should mean when he speaks about habit: speaking of habit, do
you understand anything other than that when I utter a certain word, I think
a certain thing, and that you understand what I think?>! Obviously, this
definition does not include, at least not explicitly, any notion of agreement.
Only as the next step does Socrates demonstrate to Cratylus that his under-
standing of a name like okAnpotng entails an agreement, an agreement
with himself on the meaning of this word. Formally at least, “habit”
and “agreement” are not synonymous terms. Socrates rather shows that
Cratylus’ attempt to avoid having agreement play a role in understanding
a problematic word is unsuccessful: linguistic habit as Cratylus’ source of
knowledge of the word’s meaning is necessarily connected with agreement,
because resemblance in this case does not work.>?

51 Ademollo disagrees with the usual understanding of the words 1§ dAAo Tt
Aéyeig 10 €00¢ | kTA. as a definition of “habit” and suggests translating “or is the
habit you’re speaking of anything but the fact”, since the following words are not
a qualifier of the term “habit”, but rather a description of what happens when habit is
at work. He is right that Socrates’ statement cannot be considered a precise definition
of what habit is, but neither here nor hereafter is habit defined more precisely (see
435 a9-10; b 2-3). Nevertheless, lacking a more precise definition, it can be a sort of
provisional one; compare a similar definition via a description of a typical situation
such as Soph. 248 ¢ 4-5.

52 Schofield 1982, 77 f. also supposes that habit and agreement are distinct
concepts, according to Socrates; he rightly maintains that Socrates uses Cratylus’
appeal to habit to show that habit entails a stronger principle than itself, but he is not
right that this principle is agreement by two speakers on the meaning of the word,
which Schofield calls a “convention”.
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Let us now look more attentively at Socrates’ definition of habit itself.
It is remarkably neutral. Cratylus, true, appeals to habit just because the
resemblance of okAnpotng to its referent was not sufficient to recognize
what this referent is. Nevertheless, Socrates’ definition does not point out
that habit secures communication due to Hermogenes’ agreement; the
communication due to habit as Socrates depicts it corresponds both to
the cases where there is an intrinsic correspondence between name and
thing (the names resemble their referents) and those where the connection
between them is arbitrary and based only on agreement.>3

This broad and vague understanding of habit corresponds to two
further statements about habit in what follows:

(c) for the indication takes place by means of letters both similar (to
the thing) and dissimilar, which happen to be part of the habit and the
object of the agreement.

I will return soon to the question how the pair “habit/agreement”
should be understood here. Let us notice that habit secures communication
both by similar and dissimilar parts of language.

A bit further on, Socrates, having already shown to Cratylus that habit
is agreement, issues a caveat against any further resistance (435 a 10 —
b 3):

(d) But if, for goodness’ sake, habit is not an agreement, then it will
no longer be correct to assert that indication must be made on the
basis of similarity, but [it will be correct to assert that it must be
made] on the basis of habit: for habit seems to indicate by means of
what is similar [to things] and what is not similar.

Once again, as above in the definition of it at 434 e 5-8, habit features
here as a vague principle, one that combines both militating principles
of indicating things, similarity of names to things, and lack of such
similarity. This passage, in which Socrates seems to insist strongly on
the identity of habit and agreement, shows in fact that they are different

33 According to Sedley, Socrates’ description of habit has in view only
those cases in which the similarity of the name to its referent plays no role: both
interlocutors know due to habit that a given name indicates a given thing, like
“hardness” (Sedley 2003, 139-140 with n. 23). This however corresponds to the
situation like that in the oxAnpdng case, in which habit is appealed to, but not the
definition of habit itself.
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concepts: habit can, theoretically at least, compete both with similarity
and agreement as the principle of linguistic correctness. Notice that while
agreement in Hermogenes’ sense simply ignores the similarity of the
name to its reference, and is used by interlocutors as an alternative to
resemblance, habit here features again as making use both of similar and
dissimilar elements.

The significance of this passage for the outcome of the conflict
between conventionalism and naturalism will be discussed further, in
pt. II. For the time being, let me conclude that the proof that habit is an
agreement should not be understood as the complete interchangeability
of two notions: there are clear indications that habit is a broader notion,
which, unlike agreement in Hermogenes’ sense, does not rule out re-
semblance. If this is correct, Socrates does not deny the relevance of
Cratylus’ appeal to linguistic habit as something different from agree-
ment in Hermogenes’ sense. Rather, he accepts that it is necessary to
assign to habit a certain role in designating things and that its relation to
agreement should be clarified.

To be continued.
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The paper discusses the results of scholarly debates on Plato’s own position on
the issue of naturalism and conventionalism in the Cratylus and attempts to
contribute to solving some problems. The author argues that there is no reason to
suppose that Plato’s position differs from the one Socrates stands for in the
dialogue: it is a naturalism of a definite kind, as argued for in the first part of the
dialogue devoted to the refutation of Hermogenes’ conventionalism. Hermogenes,
who treats a simple picking up of a referent by a name as sufficient for
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a full-fledged communication, holds the view that the connection between a name
and a referent rests on the arbitrary and changeable agreement of ordinary
language-speakers. As it is argued, he one-sidedly stresses the moment of
imposition and re-imposition of names, without consideration of how the assigned
meanings of names are transmitted beyond the participants of an agreement and
are preserved through generations of language-speakers. Socrates opposes to him
the theory of a name-instrument, that is a name that in its highest function should
be employed successfully in dialectical enquiry, and thus should be made to be
appropriate for properties of its referent. The creator of such names thus cannot
be an ordinary language-speaker, but must be a competent lawgiver, and he
should be supervised by a philosopher-dialectician who would use the products
of his name-giving.

This general view is further explicated and illustrated in Socrates’ etymolo-
gizing and his hypothesis of mimetic capacities of mimetic sounds, which de-
monstrate that practically all names for various referents — from human proper
names to the names of gods and physical, moral, and epistemological concepts —
turn out to be meaningful descriptions of their referents. Although caveats are
warranted by the text — the procedure of etymologizing is not entirely reliable and
the opinions of name-givers are marred by a proto-Heraclitean teaching that all is
in permanent motion, — this section demonstrates that the larger part of the
philosophically relevant vocabulary consists of descriptive names that convey
non-trivial, although not necessarily true judgments of their referents.

This result that Cratylus and Hermogenes applaud can be treated as the
ultimate victory of naturalism. However, Socrates is not satisfied by his own
reasoning and calls for its reexamination. In spite of this, he does not return to
his own discourse, but turns to refuting Cratylus, who defends a more radical
version of naturalism than that of Socrates. Some scholars treat this most debatable
part of the dialogue as Socrates’ partial yielding to conventionalism, but other
scholars see it as a complete victory of conventionalism. Among these latter, some
find in the text itself evidence for this victory, while others believe that, although
Socrates explicitly maintains that agreement plays only a complementary role in
naming, Plato steers the course of the discussion to a full victory. The author
argues in the paper against both kinds of proponents of the latter view that
naturalism ultimately wins both according to the text and to the character of
Socrates’ argument. Socrates assigns to agreement a certain role only in the
communication, not in the assignment of names to their referents: in some cases,
like that of oxkAnpdtng, ‘hardness’, the resemblance of a name to its referent
conveyed by a combination of ¢ and p is blocked by A that conveys the opposite
idea of ‘softness’. In such cases, a competent language-speaker who normally
understands the meaning of names due to their resemblance to referents has no
option but to appeal to linguistic habit, ‘to agree’ with it, that is to follow those
meanings that are habitual from childhood. Socrates’ argument does not maintain
that such meanings are arbitrary and based themselves on agreement, as according
to Hermogenes. Rather it is implied that they correspond to the will of an ancient
name-giver whose purpose was to make a name that resembles its referent, the
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resemblance however not having been attained, either because of some initial
mistake or because of later distortion. Anyway, Socrates’ yielding to agreement in
this sense thus does not amount to acceptance of Hermogenes’ conventionalism
even for these particular cases.

B crarbe nmaercst 00630p QMCKyCCHI OTHOCHTEIBHO OTHOMHIEHHs camoro [lmatona
K KOJIJIU3WU HaTypajin3Ma U KOHBCHIIMOHAJIU3MaA B Kpamuﬂe n ICIacTCA MOIbITKA
PELINTh HEKOTOPBIE U3 BOIIPOCOB. ABTOp CTaThH AOKa3bIBACT, UTO Mo3unus [lnaro-
Ha HE OTJIMYAETCs OT TOH, KoTopas npejcTasiena Cokparom B auanore: [lnaton —
CTOPOHHHK TOH Pa3HOBHIHOCTH HaTypaln3Ma, KoTopyro CoKpar 3aliuIiaeT B mep-
BOW YacTH JHajora MpoTuB KOHBEHIMOHanu3Ma [ epmorena. ['epmoren mnosnaraer,
YTO MMPOCTOTO YKA3aHUsI IIPH ITIOMOIIIHN CIIOBA HA 0003HAYaeMBbIil 00BEKT JOCTATOYHO
JUIs TIOJTHOLICHHOW KOMMYHHUKAIIMM, W MOJTOMY CYHTACT CBSI3b MEXKIY MMEHEM
1 00BEKTOM MPOU3BOIBHOM, OCHOBAHHOHN Ha ITPOM3BOJILHOM U N3MEHYHBOM COIJIa-
LIEHNH OOBIYHBIX HOCHUTENeH s3bIka. COKpaT MPOTUBONOCTABIISIET 3TOMY BO33pe-
HUIO TEOPHIO UMEHH KaK “Opyaus’”’, KOTOPOE B CBOEM BBICIIIEM NIPUMEHEHUH MOXKET
YCIICITHO MCTOJIB30BATHCS B TUAJICKTHYECKOM HCCIIE0BAHUH HCTHHBI M TIO3TOMY
JIOJDKHO COOTBETCTBOBATh CBOMCTBaM 0003HauaeMoOro oonekTa. TBOPIIOM 10100-
HOTO UMCHH MOXKET OBITH JIWIITh MYIPBIH ‘‘3aKOHOAATENh’, NEHCTBYIONIUI IO Y-
KOBOZICTBOM (uiiocoda-TrajaekTuKa, KOTOPOMY MPEACTOUT MOJIb30BaThCS CO3/aH-
HBIMH 3aKOHO/IATEJIEM HMEHAMH.

Oto yrBepxkaenue Cokpara aajee pacKpbIBacTCs U WILTIOCTPUPYETCS B XOJIE
STUMOJIOTU3AIMH MHOKECTBA CIIOB U B TUIOTE3€ O MOAPAXKATEIbHBIX CIIOCOOHO-
CTSIX 3ByKOB. M TO M Jipyroe 1mokasbIBacT, YTO MPAKTUYECKU BCE MMEHA JUISl pa3-
JIMYHBIX 00BEKTOB — OT UMEH COOCTBEHHBIX JIFOAEH 10 UMEH OOroB M 0003HAYEHUIT
($U3NUECKUX, ITHYECKHX M DIHCTEMOJOIMYECKMX MOHSATHH — OKa3bIBAIOTCS
OCMBICIICHHBIMHU OITMCAHUSIMH 3TUX 00BEKTOB. XOTS TEKCT COIEPKHUT HEKOTOPhIE
TIPEOCTEPEIKEHUST — COKPATOBCKAsI MPOIEAYpa ITUMOJIOTH3AIMY HE BIIOJHE Ha-
JIe)KHA, & CAMU MHEHUsI co3/iaTejield UMEH HEeCyT OTIEeYaroK MPOTO-TepaKkIuTOB-
CKOTO YYEHHSI O TOM, YTO BCE HAXOAWUTCS B COCTOSIHUM HETIPEPBIBHOTO IBHIKE-
HUSI, — 9Ta YacTh JMajora MOKa3blBaeT, YTO 3HAYMUTENbHAS 4acTh (HUI0CO(CKOU
JIEKCHKN COCTOWT W3 JIECKPHUIITHBHBIX MMEH, KOTOpPbIE HECYT HETPUBHAIIBHBIC,
XOTS M HE 00s13aTelIbHO HCTHHHBIE, CYXJIeHHs: 00 0003HaYaeMbIX MU IIpeMeTax.

DTOT pe3ynbTar, KoTopslit omoopstor Kparnn u ['epmoren, Mor Ob1 cCHUTATHCS
MOJTHOM mo0enoii Hatypannima. OgHako CoKpaT He YOBIETBOPEH CBOUM PACCyX-
JICHHEM M MPU3BIBAET K €r0 KPUTHIECKOMY repecMoTpy. HecMoTpst Ha 310, OH HE
BO3BpAIIaeTCs K COOCTBEHHBIM BBICKA3bIBAaHMSIM, HO BMECTO 3TOr0 o0Oparaercs
K ompoBepkeHnto Kparuia, KOTOPbIH SBISIETCS CTOPOHHUKOM OoJiee paauKaib-
HOU BepcuM Harypaiusma, yeM cam Cokpar. HekoTopsle ydueHble HaX0OIiT B ATOM,
HauboJiee CIIOPHOH, YaCTH JUAOoTa YaCTHYHYI0 ycTynKy Cokpara KOHBEHIIHOHA-
JU3MY, a WHBIE BUAAT B HEM JaXke IMOJHYIO 1o0eny KOHBEHIIMOHAIN3Ma, JIH00
BBIpOKEHHYIO TpsiMO B cioBax Cokpara, JIM00 UMILIMLIUTHO CIIEAYIOLIYI0 U3 Ca-
MOH €ro apryMeHTaliH. ABTOP CTAaTbH JIOKa3bIBACT, HAIIPOTHB, YTO HATYPAIN3M
oJiep)KUBaeT Mmodeny B COOTBETCTBHHM KaK C BBHIBOJAMH B CaMOM TEKCTE, TaK
U ¢ XapakrepoM aprymeHToB Cokpara.
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CoKkpar OTBOIUT COTVIAIIICHHUIO OTIPECICHHYIO POJIb TONBKO B PEUEBON KOMMY-
HUKAIMH, HO HE B YCTAHOBIICHHHM MMCH B KaueCTBC O0O3HAUCHUIA: B HEKOTOPBIX
CITydasix, Kak 3TO pacCMaTPUBAETCS HA MpUMepe CloBa GKANPOTNG, ‘TBEPIOCTH’,
CXOZICTBO UMCHH C OOBCKTOM, KOTOPOE JOCTHTAacTCs Onarogaps KOMOWHAIIUH
G | p, MAPaIM30BaHO A, KOTOPOE SBJSIETCS HOCHUTEJICM MPOTHBOIOIOKHON HJICH,
‘MsTKOCTH . B TIOMOOHBIX CiydasX KOMIIETCHTHBIA HOCHTEINb SI3bIKA, KOTOPBIN
0OBIYHO TOHUMAECT 3HAYCHHUE UMEH OJIarofapst UX CXOJCTBY ¢ 0003HaYaEeMbIM 00b-
€KTOM, MOJKET JTUIIIb COOOPA30BEIBATECS C S3BIKOBBIM Y3yCOM, “BCTYITUTH B COTJIA-
LlIeHl/Ie” C HUM, TO €CTb CJICJOBATHL TOMY 3HAYCHUIO CJIOBA, KOTOPOEC MPUBLIYHO JI
Hero ¢ meTctBa. AprymenTtanus Cokparta He IpeanosaraeT, YTo 3HaYeHH 10100~
HBIX CJIOB TPOHM3BOJIBHBI M CAMU OCHOBBIBAIOTCS HA COIVIANIICHHUHU, KaK B TCOPUHU
I'epmorena. Cxopee moapa3yMeBaeTCsl, YT0 ITH 3HAUCHUSI COTJIACHEI C BOJICH JApeB-
HETO 3aKOHOJATEJIsI, KOTOPBIH CTPEMMIICS CO3/1aTh UM, KOTOPOE MOXOIUIIO OBl Ha
0003Ha9aeMBbIi 00BEKT, HO TUOO0 CaM IOy CTHIT OIINOKY, JTNO0 MM OBLITO HCKaXEHO
no3nHee. HecoMHEHHO, BO BCSIKOM ciiydae, uTo ycTynka Cokpara COIIaIleHHEO
B OTOM CMBICJIC HE O3HAYACT €ro NPpUHATHA KOHBCHIIMOHAIU3MaA FepMoreHa Jaxe
JUTSL TAKAX UCKJTFOYUTEITBHBIX CITy4acB.
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