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SOCRATES METHOD OF ETYMOLOGY
IN THE CRATYLUS ∗
Socrates etymologising occupies a remarkably large part of the Cratylus.1
Notwithstanding its evident importance for the scenario of the dialogue, the
following discussion seriously undermines the positions of etymology. In
this discussion Socrates refutes Cratylus assumptions: (1) that the correspondence of the word to object must be total in order to qualify a given
word as right,2 and (2) that we can investigate the things through words, i. e.
etymologising can serve as the source of knowledge about nominata, because
we obtain by this investigation a glance at the wisdom of ancient name-givers
whom Cratylus states to be infallible. Socrates argues (1) that the correspondence in a weaker sense, allowing words to have conventional elements, is
both unavoidable, if we assume that the image should differ from the thing it
represents, and impeccable from the point of view of understanding what is
meant; (2) that the opinions of name-givers can be demonstrated to be contradictory, hence we need an extra-linguistic criterion to judge whether a given
word truly represents features of the nominatum. Therefore it is more economical to investigate things directly, without the help of etymology.
Scholars have long debated why Plato devotes such a considerable part
of the dialogue to etymologising, if etymology is doomed to be rejected in
its philosophical pretensions.
∗
The paper is dedicated to Alexander Gavrilov, in awareness both of his interest in
the subject, and of his holding an opinion which differs considerably from one I try to
defend in this paper. I hope that the difficulties discussed further can be interesting for
him, as his position, formulated abruptly but decisively was for me a constant stimulus to
rethink and modify my own. The other person I would like to mention is David Sedley.
Both to his paper and to conversations with him I owe, in spite of our final disagreements,
many valuable ideas, which, in the course of time, significantly changed my mind. The
earlier drafts of this paper were read in the Department of Classics of the University of St
Petersburg and at the Cambridge Conference on Ancient Etymology (University of Cambridge, 25 27 September, 2000). The present variant was written under the most hospitable shelter of the Center for Hellenic Studies (Washington, D. C.). I am grateful to
Eleanor Dickey for enormous help with improving the English of this paper.
1
390 e  428 a: 54 pages of total 86 in the OCT edition (E. A. Duke et al. [eds.],
Platonis opera I [Oxford 1995]), if one includes the introductive discussion on the correctness of names and the closing section on imitating elements; add also a revision
of etymologies at 437 ac.
2
As follows from Socrates previous reasoning, this Cratylus assumption amounts
to the demand that either etymological meaning of the word should be the entirely correct description of the nominatum, or, if the word is simple and cannot be decomposed
in the meaningful elements, it should consist of the letters which imitate (also entirely
correctly) the features of the nominatum.
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The prevailing opinion until recently was that the etymologies are intended to be a parody of certain speculative thinkers or, more generally, of
a tendency, to take etymology as entailing profound truth about the things,
and particularly of contemporary Heracliteanism, which tended to find in
etymologies a support for the belief in total flux and motion.3 It has been
seldom asked what was Platos attitude to etymology as a method of investigating the opinions of the ancient name-givers about the things, although
Socrates formulates this as a primary purpose of his etymologising at
401 a.4 When this particular subject was occasionally tackled, the scholars,
noticing the acumen of Platos linguistic ideas, including his observations
on the history of words,5 tended nevertheless to treat Platos attitude either
A representative example of such an approach is the most detailed study of the
Cratylus etymologies by T. M. S. Baxter (The Cratylus: Platos Critique of Naming,
Philosophia Antiqua 58 [Leiden  New York  Köln 1992] esp. chs. IV & V; cited
further as Baxter), who discusses the wide scope of probable targets among Platos
predecessors and contemporaries. The main forerunner of this line of interpretation
was V. Goldschmidt (Essai sur le Cratyle: Contribution de lhistoire de la pensée de
Platon, Bibliothèque de lÉcole des Hautes Études, sciences hist. et philos. 279 [Paris
1940]).
4
As the primary purpose of the dialogue is refutation of etymology as philosophical tool, it is understandable that even the studies dedicated specially to Cratylus etymologies were interested more in the ideas of Platos contemporaries, underlying etymologies, than in the question whether Plato in fact believed that names
were created in correspondence with such ideas. Thus Baxter is indecisive on the
reliability of the etymological method (p. 58), and although he supposes that Plato
was aware of its arbitrariness (p. 106: etymology is so attractive precisely because
it can prove almost everything, cf. p. 118), he inclines to treat the question of the
reliability of etymology in the eyes of the ancients as unsolvable (p. 92 n. 39).
5
R. Pfeiffer (History of Classical Scholarship: From the Beginnings to the End of the
Hellenistic Age [Oxford 1968] 63 n. 1) after appreciating Platos valuable observations on
sound-symbolism, changes of the initial forms of the words and their dialectal variants, as
well as his hypothesis that the words without Greek etymology were borrowed from foreign languages (p. 59  65), asserted that the study of language did not correspond for
Plato to the criteria of knowledge in general and that he represented Socrates etymologies
as unreliable. Without putting the question of how far Socrates etymological methods
corresponded to and differed from the prevailing standards of ancient etymology, Pfeiffer
referred to general mocking atmosphere of the dialogue, and to Socrates doubts concerning his arguments and his attempts to revise them (p. 63). Catherine Dalimier in her very
useful commented translation of the dialogue (Platon, Cratyle, Trad. inédite, introd. et
notes par C. Dalimier [Paris 1998] 38  47) defends Platos etymologies from the usual
accusations and finds much that anticipates modern linguistic approach; she does not discuss in detail what was Platos opinion about Socrates etymologising, but admits that he
was aware of the dependence of decoding on the philosophical assumptions of etymologists (p. 39).
3
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as disbelief in the etymologies Socrates invents or as playful combining of
reliable and unreliable etymologies.6
Against these vague explanations David Sedley7 argued sharply that
Plato views all Socrates etymologies as correct from the exegetical point of
view, that is as a restoration of the opinions of the name-givers about the
things.8 Sedley further asserts that many of etymologies are also correct in
Platos view philosophically, i. e. as decoding of opinions which are correct
by the criteria of Platos own philosophy, especially in the case of the words
that designate cosmological notions. The Heracliteanism of the beliefs concerning the physical world corresponds to Platos own persuasion that the
things as they are grasped by the senses lie in permanent flux, in which he
followed the teacher of his youth, the Heraclitean Cratylus. With Cratylus
again originated both this Heraclitean interpretation of names, which Plato
continued to hold as true, and the doctrine of the names as the only source of
investigating the world, which Plato abandoned for the philosophical
method of Socrates. Contrary to the names of physical objects, Plato, as
Sedley argues, considered the Heraclitean names for ethical and epistemo6
One of the factors that have prevented scholars from estimating Platos attitude to
etymology as linguistic method has been a belief that ancient etymologies, unlike modern ones, were judged on the originality and profundity of the decoded opinions, not on
the plausibility of the linguistic analysis, cf. e. g. W. K. C. Guthrie, A History of Greek
Philosophy V (Cambridge 1978) 25, who, however, also believed that Plato was conscious of absurdity of Socrates etymologising. He relied on the consistently humorous
and ironic vein in which they [etymologies] are proposed, and to the dismissal of etymology as a philosophical tool in the refutation of Cratylus. E. Heitsch (Sprachphilosophie im Kratylos, in: E. Heitsch, Wege zu Platon [Göttingen 1992] 69  87, at 77 f.
[originally Hermes 113 (1985) 44  62]) characterises the general principle of Socrates
etymologising as die reine Willkür.
7
D. N. Sedley, The Etymologies in Platos Cratylus, JHS 118 (1998) 140  154
(cited further as Sedley).
8
Sedleys most notable predecessor was G. Grote, Plato and the other Companions of Socrates II (London 21865) 516  529, who formulated the crucial question: if
Plato ridiculed etymologies of his predecessors, what ground have we for presuming
that Platos views on the subject were more correct? (p. 521). For a view similar to
Grotes cf. J. C. Rijlaarsdam, Platon über die Sprache: Ein Kommentar zum Kratylos
(Utrecht  Bonn 1978) 143  145. Alexander Gavrilov noticed that it would be strange
if Plato had been aware of those defects of an etymology, which only recently became
clear to the modern mind (ßçûêîçíàíèå âèçàíòèéöåâ [The linguistic thought of the
Byzantines], in: Èñòîðèÿ ëèíãâèñòè÷åñêèõ ó÷åíèé III: Ñðåäíåâåêîâàÿ Åâðîïà [Ëåíèíãðàä 1985] 141). Rachel Barney sides without discussion with Grote (Socrates
Agonistes: The Case of the Cratylus Etymologies, OSAPh 16 [1998] 63  98, at p. 64
n. 4; cf. now her Names and Nature in Platos Cratylus [New York  London 2001]
ch. 2; I refer in what follows to her earlier paper as Barney).
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logical notions as for the most part false, which is in harmony with Platos
low opinion about these branches of the Presocratic philosophy.
Without discussing the second part of Sedleys thesis, Platos approval
of the doctrines underlying a large part of etymologies,9 I have in view to
concentrate on the topic of the exegetical reliability of etymological method
as it is performed by Socrates.10 The particular passages Sedley refers to will
be discussed in what follows. I begin with his more general assumptions, but
before adducing those I find problematic, let me cite those I agree with.
First, I admit, together with Sedley, that Plato does not in the course of
discussion take back Socrates initial argument against Hermogenes conventionalism, that a name is not an arbitrary sign, but a tool which has its
proper function, namely to teach about the thing and to distinguish one
thing from another; that the name must be produced, as every tool, from the
specific material to perform this function correctly, and that the creator of
names should not be just anyone, but an expert in creating names (he is
identified as a source of current linguistic usage, a nomoqthj), who needs,
in order to produce correct names, the supervision of an expert in using the
name according to its proper function. This expert is a specialist in asking
9
The relevance of the doctrines underlying Socrates etymologies for Platos own
doctrine was noticed by K. Gaiser, Name und Sache in Platons Kratylos, Abhandlungen der Heidelberger Akademie der Wissenschaften. Philos.-hist. Kl. Jhrg. 1974.
3. Abh. (Heidelberg 1974) [cited further as Gaiser], who discovered in etymologies the
traces of the unwritten doctrines, and further, for some specific etymologies, by F. Montrasio, Le etimologie del nome di Apollo nel Cratilo, Rivista di storia della filosofia 43 (1988) 227  259; P. Wohlfahrt, Letimologia del nome Hades nel Cratilo, Rivista di storia della filosofia 45 (1990) 5  35; H. Schwabl, Athena bei Platon und in der
allegorischen Tradition, in: H.-Chr. Günther, A. Rengakos (eds.), Beiträge zur antiken
Philosophie: FS für W. Kullmann (Stuttgart 1997) 35  50. In spite of differences in approach this vein of investigation significantly modified the one-sided view of etymological section as only doxographic parodying of alien philosophic beliefs. It is not
irrelevant that Socrates decodes the beliefs pointing to Platos own doctrine. But what
could prevent Plato from making Socrates find in names every kind of contemporary
doctrine, if he wanted to represent etymologising in a doubtful light? One of the conclusions of Socrates refutation of Cratylus is that the knowledge of a thing precedes the
creation of its descriptive name (see 438 b 4  7, 439 a 6  b 2). It implies that an etymologist decodes in names what he himself believes the things are, not what the namegivers thought they were.
10
In spite of observations in favour of unreliability of etymologies as viewed by
Plato, dispersed in scholarly literature, the arguments were not adduced fully, to the best
of my knowledge. I would note Grotes critique in D. D. Heath, On Platos Cratylus,
Journal of Philology 17 (1888) 192  218, at 200 f., who accused him in blindness for
Platos humour. Heath himself thought that Plato could not fail to notice the absurdity of
morphological analysis, which many of etymologies imply.
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and answering about the things, a dialectician, Platos ideal philosopher
(385 d  390 e).
Second, like Sedley, I find it more or less evident, that Socrates final
refutation of radical naturalism and his arguments in favour of admissibility of
conventional elements (428 e  435 c) do not amount to the conventionalism,
but only mean a weaker variant of naturalism, i. e. that an etymological correspondence of the word to the features of the object is desirable, but one must
not press the demand for this correspondence beyond what is reasonable. My
agreement with both these assumptions means that, like Sedley, I find that
Socrates etymological enterprise is not demolished as the whole by the final
discussion. But, I think, these assumptions are not sufficient for the inference
of exegetical plausibility of all Socrates etymologies in Platos view. For one
may believe both in the desirability of an etymological bond between the
word and the thing, and in the existence of such correspondence in many cases
in the current language, without thinking that we possess a reliable method of
finding this bond beyond more or less evident cases.
Now Sedleys more problematic arguments in favour of the exegetical
reliability of Socrates etymologies are in my view as follows:
1) In other dialogues, Plato puts in Socrates mouth etymologies, which
do not differ significantly from those in the Cratylus. I agree that Plato did
not deny etymology in general, and etymologies he adduces elsewhere
prove that his criteria of sound and unsound were far from the modern ones.
On the other hand, the bulk of these etymologies in the whole Platonic corpus is insignificant,11 and the argument raises the question of why, if Plato
believed in the reliability of etymology as a doxographic tool, he employed
it so rarely. Further, there is considerable difference between the elaborate
etymologies of the Cratylus and the by no means more sound according to
modern standards, but certainly less complicated etymologising beyond this
dialogue.
2) Nobody in antiquity questioned the seriousness of Socrates etymologies, and, on the contrary, Plato was considered a founder of etymological
science. This proves, I think, that Platos formulation of the principles of
etymologising was both original to him and influential on ancient thought,
but it does not necessarily mean that the ancient commentators were more
able to grasp his final judgement about the exegetical reliability of the etymological method than are modern ones.
3) Scientific criteria of etymology did not exist in Platos time, an etymology having been judged on the profundity of the meaning it decoded, not by
11

See examples adduced by Sedley, 141 f.
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the validity of the linguistic aspect of the decoding. One cannot but appreciate in general Sedleys reminder that we must not overestimate Platos ability to discover methodological faults of etymology that his contemporaries
failed to notice. I intend, however, in what follows to discuss mainly this
particular point, whether it is in fact true that Plato was blind to the defects
of the etymological method, and to what extent it was possible (for Plato and
others) to doubt the exegetical reliability of an etymology without being
armed with the methods of modern comparative linguistics. Before discussing the evidence I would add one general remark: the repeated assertion that
etymology in ancient times was not in principle judged on its linguistic reliability conflicts with the fact that the interlocutors in the Cratylus often find
difficulties with etymologising of some words or categories of words, and
Socrates has to invent new devices for decoding them. It is thus better to
speak not about lack of criteria, but about their lesser strictness and their
different character in comparison with the criteria of modern linguistics.
The main difficulty for answering this question lies in the character of
the conclusive part of the discussion. Socrates proves, contrary to Cratylus
opinion, that things must be investigated through themselves and not through
their names. Etymology is thus dismissed as a tool of philosophical investigation of things, no matter how it is reliable from the exegetical point of
view. As was mentioned before, Plato used etymologies in other dialogues
both before and after the Cratylus to support or illustrate assertions made
about objects. However, such usage is limited and does not help us decide,
whether Plato is confident of any etymology convenient from the point of
view of decoded beliefs, or whether he uses only those etymologies that he
finds plausible from the point of view of the etymological procedure underlying them. Therefore it is only from hints in etymological section and in the
final part that one may hope to recognise whether Plato assigns to etymology exegetical reliability even after it is dismissed as a tool of philosophical
investigation, or whether the doubts about such reliability that appear in the
etymological section suggest that Plato also intended to throw doubt on the
exegetical reliability of etymology.
I discuss at first the hints which are extraneous to etymologising as such.
Socrates proclaims, after etymologising the first portion of the names of
gods and heroes, that he intends to investigate how far the etymological
wisdom that has suddenly fallen upon him from an unknown source can
help prove the correctness of further mythological names. Hermogenes
reacts (396 d 2 f.):
ka mn d», ð Sèkratej, ¢tecnîj g moi dokej ésper o nqousiîntej xa fnhj crhsmJden.
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Socrates answers:
Ka atiîma ge, ð `ErmÒgenej, m£lista aÙt¾n [sc. sof an] ¢pÕ
EÙqÚfronoj toà Prospalt ou prospeptwknai moi: wqen g¦r poll¦ aÙtù sunÁ ka parecon t¦ ðta. kinduneÚei oân nqousiîn oÙ
mÒnon t¦ ðt£ mou mplÁsai tÁj daimon aj sof aj, ¢ll¦ ka tÁj
yucÁj peilÁfqai.

Taking in view Platos rationalistic outlook, reference to inspiration seems
to throw doubtful light on Socrates etymologising, representing it both as
irresponsible due to external influence and unaccountable because of being
founded on inspiration rather than on the rational reasoning. On the other
hand, Sedley argues that Socrates is not hostile to divination, which is associated with being inspired by the god, and that in the Phaedrus Socrates
speaks inspired, this time from the human side. He infers that what Socrates means by inspiration [both in the Phaedrus and in the Cratylus] is the
development, by emulating successful practitioners, of a method which is
intuitive rather than rule-bound.12 As far as I can see the general picture is
too contradictory to allow any definite conclusion. First, Plato never permits
Socrates to report something reliable in the inspired state (the daimÒnion is
only apparently an exception, for it does not suggest to Socrates anything in
the theoretical sphere).13 The case of the Phaedrus only confirms this impression: Socrates claims that he has been inspired (by poets or writers to
whom he listened, 235 cd, or by nymphs of the place in which he speaks,
238 cd; 241 e) and afterwards disavows the content of his speech as mistaken.14
Sedley, 144 f. Sedley in his later, still unpublished paper seems to take back his
suggestion about inspiration as pointing to the impressionist nature of etymological
art. He argues instead that it implies that Socrates practises a skill which he does not
possess in full grade, but which, nevertheless, can be developed methodologically in
a real tcnh.
13
Plato, as it is well known, is prone to tell myths and fables (it is often Socrates
who tells them), which throw light on important philosophical issues, without corresponding to the standards of philosophical argumentation. But for the most part these
stories are represented not as inspired but as heard from somebody else, and these stories, inexact as they are from the factual point of view, are explicitly approved by
Socrates as essentially true. He thus bears responsibility for the essence of their content
(e. g. Gorg. 523 a 2, 524 b 1; Phaedo 114 d; Symp. 212 b; Phaedr. 275 b).
14
The parallel is discussed in length by Barney, 71  74, who rightly emphasizes
that in both cases inspiration does not mean revelation of supernatural truth, but on the
contrary deficient rational backing. She notices correctly that Socrates does not call
himself inspired during his second speech, which admittedly more corresponds to Platos
own views, even if it does not achieve the level of real tcnh. Contrary to her I see no
12
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Second, there is no evidence that Plato admits the existence of anything
like impressionistic art.15 Platos belief in divination, as far as it goes beyond conventional attitude, relies on its being the frenzy, inspired by divine
source, not on its being tcnh.16 Plato assumes the reality of religious and
poetic inspiration.17 But he never mentions the possibility of learning these
abilities, nor does he consider them to be tcnai.18 Socrates explicitly denies that nqousi£zontej, either m£nteij or poets, are sofo (Apol. 22 bc;
Ion 533 e). Inspiration, as Plato believes, can be transmitted from the god
through the poet to the rhapsodos and even to his listeners (Ion 535 e 
536 b), but it does not mean that one can become a poet by listening other
poets or a seer by listening another seer.
Third, it is improbable that Plato seriously compares etymological wisdom with religious inspiration: he does not say that Euthyphro is inspired by
the god, but that he possesses daimon a sof a. Socrates, as is known, does
not believe that somebody can possess divine wisdom (Apol. 23 a).19 It is thus
plausible that Plato points out for the experienced reader of his dialogue that
Socrates practises a method which has no strict rules, and is thus called ironically a divine wisdom, and that this skill cannot be taught.
There is a further, more definite hint that etymology is not reliable:
Socrates intends in the ensuing passage to be purified the next day from the
reasons to suppose that in both cases Plato hints at the similarity between Socrates
inspired state and oracular responses, and that as well as the latter ones, Socrates inspired speeches should receive subsequent rational interpretation.
15
It is far from certain that Plato wishes to represent Socrates in his first inspired
speech in the Phaedrus as practicing an art, and the later attempt to sketch principles of
the scientific rhetoric in this dialogue implies rather that existing rhetoric is in his view
no art at all.
16
Apol. 22 bc; Ion 534 cd; Meno 99 c; Phaedr. 244 c; 265 b; Tim. 71 e, cf.: G. Vlastos, Socrates, Ironist and Moral Philosopher (Ithaca  Cambridge 1991) 168  171. This
does not preclude that Plato admitted the existence of more technical aspects in divination, but they were not what made a seer speak truth in his view.
17
See the previous note for the evidence on the former and Apol. 22 bc; Ion
534 bc; 542 ab for the latter together with classical discussion by E. R. Dodds, Greeks
and the Irrational (Berkeley 1951) 64  101.
18
At Phaedr. 244 c Socrates asserts that mantik», a kall sth tcnh, was originally rightly named manik», but this seems to be an ironical coincidentia oppositorum.
See Ion 536 bc; 542 ab for opposition of inspiration and tcnh.
19
It can be seen from comparison of this passage with Apol. 20 de that Socrates
speaks about divine wisdom only to negate ironically the wisdom of persons in view
(Vlastos, Socrates, 239); the idea of Ðmo wsij qeù in the later dialogues (Rep. 613 ab;
Theaet. 176 ab) does not necessarily mean, pace Vlastos, that Plato changed his mind
in this subject.
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wisdom he received through inspiration from Euthyphro by some priests or
sophists (396 e 1  397 a 2):
doke oân moi crÁnai oØtws ¹m©j poiÁsai: tÕ mn t»meron enai
cr»sasqai aÙtÍ ka t¦ loip¦ per Ñnom£twn piskyasqai, aÜrion
d, ¨n ka Ømn sundokÍ, ¢podiopomphsÒmeq£ te aÙt¾n ka kaqaroÚmeqa, xeurÒntej Óstij t¦ toiaàta deinÕj kaqa rein, ete tîn
erwn tij ete tîn sofistîn.

This passage definitely points out that Socrates etymologising entails
something wrong.20 There were attempts to weaken its strength by the suggestion, that Socrates draws an analogy between his enthusiastic state and
a possession by divine forces; the latter state as such, in spite of its character
and consequences, needed, according to the prevailing beliefs, a subsequent
purification. This reasoning is wrong.21 As far as I can see, there is no evidence that according to the Greek religious beliefs the state of possession by
divinity needed by itself purification.22 Also there is no reason to suppose
that Socrates means specifically the psychological aspect of his enterprise
20
L. Méridier (éd.), Platon, uvres complètes V, 2e partie (Paris 1931) 17 definitely understands the passage thus. Cf. Barney, 73: an overflow of inspiration from
Euthyphro sounds positively unhygienic, although she does not discuss the reason for
Platos disgust.
21
In the most explicit form this general belief was referred to by P. Boyancé, La
doctrine dEuthyphron dans le Cratyle, REG 54 (1941) 140  175, at 167: il (i. e. the
rite of purification) sexplique par la croyance, fréquente dans les cultes à possession
(Dionysos, Nymphes, etc.), que lenthousiasme est un état à la fois divin et pathologique, qui a besoin dun remède. Cf. G. J. de Vries, Notes on Some Passages of the
Cratylus, Mnem. Ser. IV. 8 (1950) 290  297: purification is needed after contact with
higher powers, but no less after pollution [my italics]; L. Moulinier, Le pur et limpur
dans la pensée des Grecs: dHomére à Aristote, Études et commentaires 12 (Paris 1952)
413 f. (cf. 337 f.).
22
Boyancé (loc. cit.) cites to prove his claim his Le Culte des muses chez les
philosophes grecs (Paris 1937) 64. But the only evidence adduced in this monograph is
Phaedr. 244 de: the madness that appeared in some families suffering from old divine
wrath, turned out to be beneficial because it revealed, by prayers and submission to
gods, the purifications and secret rites which served as release from these sufferings.
The passage indicates that Plato treats some rites of purification as frenzied possession
by god: not only were the rites he has in view discovered by the right madness, but
they must be constantly accompanied by it (this can be seen from 265 b 2  4, where
Socrates enumerates the kinds of divine madness and names Dionysus as the source of
the p pnoia telestik», see: I. M. Linforth, Telestic madness in Plato, Phaedrus
244de, University of California Publications in Classical Philology 13 [1946] 163 
172). But this reasoning has nothing to do with necessity of purification after the state of
inspiration by the divine force: the rites purify from the pollution of crime, not from this
state.
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and draws an analogy between his inspiration and certain pathological
states, which in some cases were considered as possessions by divine
force.23 The alternative Socrates suggests, purification either by priests or by
sophists, points not to the analogy of mental diseases, but of intellectual
errors.24 The remark has two significant parallels in the Platonic corpus. In
the PhaedrusSocrates asserts that the wrong understanding of the nature of
love and attendant impiety on behalf of Eros, both in Lysias speech and in
his own (first) speech makes him say a palinode as a sort of purification
(242 b  243 b). As it was mentioned above, this speech of Socrates is represented as inspired. Socrates, however, states unambiguously that purification is needed due to mistakes which involved the interlocutors in impiety,
not due to inspiration itself (242 c 2). The similarity between the Cratylus
and the Phaedrus suggests further that inspiration, without being sin by
itself, functions as an explanation of the defects of Socrates reasoning, and
(as mentioning of the priests in the Cratylus proves) that intellectual faults
result inter alia in offending the divine sphere.25
Mention of the sophists receives an explanation from the other dialogue:
in the Sophist (230 a  231 b) Plato represents intellectual purification, a
method peculiar to the sophistry of the noble art, as a casting off of false
and pretentious knowledge.26 In spite of different aspects these two kinds of
R. Parker, Miasma: Pollution and Purification in Early Greek Religion (Oxford 1983) 221 f., adduces the passage as an example of purification, the purpose of
which is to restore the individuals normal personality after disruptions caused by
external influence. Parker surely means, as the neighbouring examples prove, the incursions, which were regarded as pathological and unwanted for touched persons.
24
On mental disturbances as possessions see [Hipp.] De morbo sacro 1 and Eur.
Hipp. 141  144. The relevant aspect of this belief is that one of the means of curing
them were purifications ([Hipp.] loc. cit.), but the practitioners of such medicine were
not usually priests.
25
Nothing seems to be known about real expiatory rites for insulting a divinity by
wrong statements about it, and it would be tactless to represent Socrates as impious even
in the metaphoric sense. Hence I suppose that the metaphor Plato uses in the Phaedrus
and the Cratylus relies on a more distant analogy between ritual unwilling faults, demanding purification in the literal sense, and intellectual mistakes concerning the nature
of gods, which demand a metaphoric purification. The intellectual purification in the
Sophist comes from another popular analogy, between medical cleansing of the body
and purifying mind from wrong views.
26
The purely negative character of the method practised by the sophistry of noble
lineage in the Sophist is clear, regardless of whether Plato is thinking of the sophists, as
G. Kerferd argued Platos Noble Art of Sophistry, ClQ N. S. 4 (1954) 84  90 (see also
R. Bluck [ed.], Platos Sophist [Manchester 1975] 40  46), or Socrates, as other scholars supposed (e. g. G. Vlastos, Socratic Studies [Cambridge 1994] 17 f.). Kerferd (p. 89)
mentions the Cratylus passage as purification from pretended knowledge and sup23
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purification in the Cratylus, the religious and the secular (which are rather
complementary than alternative), imply that Socrates has in view the abandonment of etymology, not its correction.27
The further question is what aspects of etymology Socrates treats here
as dangerous.28 Does he imply he that decoding the wrong opinions about
the gods of name-givers may involve the practitioners of etymology in impiety or that decoding itself may be wrong and thus impious? There are some
considerations in favour of the latter view.29 First, the mention of sophists as
purifiers suggests that Socrates considers him intellectually responsible for
occasional mistakes. If Socrates were afraid of relating the mistaken opinions of the ancient creators of names correctly decoded by him, the mentioning of purifying by priests would be appropriate (as in the case of involuntary pollution), but not purifying by sophists. Second, before he starts
etymologising divine names, Socrates lets his interlocutors know beforehand that the beliefs about the gods he decodes by etymologising belong to
the name-givers, because he thinks that we know nothing about the gods,
nor about the names they call each other, and must be satisfied with approval of the conventional names, which he personally finds fine (401 a 2 
6).30 There are hence some reasons to believe that necessity for purification,
ironically as it should be understood, follows from Socrates own actions,
poses that it implies a disdain for etymologising as such, and not only for interpretations
of the names of the gods.
27
Pace Gaiser, 50 n. 98 ([Plato] spielt mit der Reinigung auf den Dialektiker
an, der fähig ist, aus dem Schwall der Etymologien die brauchbaren Erkenntnisse herauszuläutern). Gaiser obviously has in view the figure of the paradigmatic dialectician,
who was represented in the previous part of the dialogue as the supervisor of the ideal
nomoqthj. As for the underlying idea, it is more important that Socrates speaks of
purification on the next day: he obviously has not in view his following conversation
with Cratylus, which results in refuting the pretensions of etymologists to discover
philosophical truth, but need not mean refuting their ability to analyse words.
28
Sedley, 146 f. regards purification as a symbolic hint that etymological methodology, learnt by Plato from Cratylus, was abandoned by him later as philosophical tool
in favour of Socratic dialectic. But, as I hope to show further, the wisdom of Euthyphro
is referred to in the dialogue constantly as a sign of exquisite, although not reliable
etymological skill, not of pretensions of etymologists to know the truth about things.
29
The immediate context of this remark (Socrates etymologises divine names, and
Hermogenes compares his discoveries with crhsmJden) seems to suggest that only
a pretence to knowledge about the gods is dangerous. It is probable that context influences the choice of the religious metaphors Socrates uses. But as I try to prove in what
follows the disbelief in etymology the metaphor hints at goes far beyond the immediate
context.
30
The passage reminds us that Plato did not approve of etymologising the names of
the gods with pretension to know something of the nature of divine (cf. 401 d 7  8), in
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that is from his etymologising, not from the opinions he restores. Presumably, Socrates implies that he might be guilty, both in an intellectual and in
a religious sense, if he in the process of etymologising discovers beliefs
name-givers really did not have.
Further support for the view that Socrates thinks about the exegetical
faults of his enterprise is a passage in which Socrates alludes back to his
remark about purification. The interlocutors are in difficulty about the etymology of the word ¥nqrwpoj, and both agree that only Euthyphros inspiration can help in this particularly difficult case (399 a 1 f). The inspiration helps in fact, and Socrates formulates the assumption which should
underlie etymologising in all other difficult cases. He adduces an example
of a composite name in which both the phonetic structure and the accent
differ from those its components possessed. He concludes that many
words suffered analogous changes over time, and it is thus necessary to
free the word from these later modifications in order to discover its etymological meaning. On one hand, the device Socrates invented is characterised
by him as refined, but on the other it involves him in danger of getting
already today wiser than is necessary, if he will not be cautious enough,
thus alluding to his promise of purification tomorrow (ka kinduneÚsw,
¦n m¾ eÙlabîmai, ti t»meron sofèteron toà dontoj gensqai,
399 a 3  5).
In order to define what seems to Socrates dangerous in the methodological device he discovers let us look attentively at the principles he
formulates. According to him, some letters have been deleted in order to
modify the description of object into its designation, others have been
added, and accents of syllables have been changed.31 The etymologising
ought to take in account these distortions and to restore the initial form of
word.
accordance with the typical Socratic caution on behalf of names of gods (Phil. 12 c 1 
3), and with his general pious agnosticism, approving (or ignoring) traditional beliefs
without attempts to rationalize them, see Phaedr. 229 c  230 a on myths.
31
It is formulated also as one of the rules of the method that the words are the
condensed descriptions of the nominata. From this point Socrates uses freely etymologies which expand the words in the descriptions, trying to explain as meaningful all
alleged elements of the words. I would notice without detailed discussion that this type
of etymologising was not widely used in the etymologies definitely attested before
Platos time and contemporary with him except the cases of more or less evident
composita. Aristotle rarely uses this way of etymologising, see the list of etymologies
from his treatises in: R. Eucken, Beiträge zum Verständnis des Aristoteles , JbbClPh
15 (= NJbb 99) (1869) 243  248. Might it be that this particular kind of etymologising
increased the hazardousness of Socrates enterprise in Platos eyes?
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It is next to certain that the rules thus formulated belong to Plato himself.32 Both before and after him the art of etymology remained an applied
skilled purporting to reveal as profound wisdom underlying the words as
possible and had no reasons to formulate its methodological principles. We
do not hear about words which could not be etymologised in principle, and
very rarely about those, which represent exegetical difficulty for etymologising.33
The principles Socrates formulates are sound and valid for many cases;
they correspond to those by which modern linguistics is guided. The danger
he recognises lies presumably in the lack of reliable criteria for discovering
the changes the words suffered in course of time. It is understandable that
while formulating the principles of the restoration of the initial form of the
word Plato got suspicious about the reliability of their application in particular cases.
The further question is whether these doubts in ability to find the etymological meaning correctly influence the general, philosophical results of the
dialogue. At 414 c  415 a Socrates returns to the difficulty of restoring the
initial form of words. His etymologising of the word tcnh presumes especially significant changes, and Hermogenes reacts with a sceptical remark:
ka m£la ge gliscrîj (414 c 3). The literal sense of these words is that
Socrates operations with this word are extremely hard. It of course does not
mean that it is difficult to invent such an etymology, but that the changes of
the contemporary form of the word are too forced. The remark evidently
implies disbelief in such a complicated restoration. To apologise, Socrates
reminds Hermogenes again about multiple changes of words in the course of
time, both for ornamentation and for other reasons having nothing to do
with their genuine meaning. He admits that such a premise opens an unlimited possibility for a practitioner of etymology to modify the contemporary
form of the word in such a way that it would be easy to adapt any word to
any thing.
Socrates asserts that it is necessary to be moderate in such restorations and
expresses hope that Hermogenes would be a wise supervisor in this, but advises
him not to be extremely exact in order not to deprive Socrates of his ability as
etymologist (m» m' ¢poguièsVj mneoj [Il. 6, 265], 414 e 2  415 a 2). Plato,
Cf. Pfeiffer (see n. 5).
The passage implies that the purpose of the device of the inspiration in the dialogue is not only to distance the historical Socrates from the enterprise he really did not
engage in, but to stress the originality of Socrates etymologising: he got from Euthyphro
neither the knowledge of individual etymologies nor even a method, but only an impulse which helps to find both.
32
33
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presumably deliberately, leaves the reader uncertain whether Socrates etymologies follow this demand of moderation.34 The passage signals, however,
both that etymology is measured by criteria of reliability and that the application of these criteria is problematic. Moreover, there is a sign that the passage
has considerable consequences and the reliability of etymologising has some
significance for the philosophical results of the discussion in the dialogue. In
the conversation with Cratylus Socrates turns back to Hermogenes doubts. He
persuades Cratylus that, besides the correctness (that is etymological correspondence of the word to its object, or imitative correspondence of the sounds
to the qualities of the object), it is necessary to allow a conventional element in
words. One of the reasons he adduces, is that the alleged correctness has in
many cases enforced character, due, as the reminiscence of Hermogenes
words proves, to the arbitrariness of etymologising (435 c 4):
¢ll¦ m¾ æj ¢lhqîj, tÕ toà `Ermognouj, gl scra Ï ¹ Ðlk¾ aÛth
tÁj ÐmoiÒthtoj.35

To be sure, the passage does not imply that all etymologies proposed by
Socrates are wrong. It shows only that Hermogenes doubts about the reliability of too drastic modification of the current words in order to attain
a profound etymology are accepted as valid. Thus not only the dubious
character of etymologies from the philosophical point of view, but also the
forceful, unreliable etymologising influences the general inferences concerning the value of etymology.
It is less certain how far this general remark about the danger of unnatural etymologising is applied to Socrates own enterprise. But the contrast
between more simplistic and more speculative etymologies is drawn in
many cases. Such etymologies are characterised by the adjective komyÒj
and its derivatives. These words do not imply by themselves any direct disSedley, 144, thinks that they do. It depends, at least partially, on how seriously
Socrates considers Hermogenes to be a person able to supervise his etymologising. On
one hand, Hermogenes constantly professes his ignorance in questions of correctness
of names (414 e 2  3 etc.), but on the other, as is evident from the next passage I shall
discuss, Socrates regards seriously Hermogenes doubts about forced etymologies. But
even if Socrates is serious, should we think about a method as reliable, when a competent person is asked not to scrutinize the results too strictly?
35
The phrase does not mean: an attractive force of similarity (LSJ, s. v. Ðlk»),
and not hauling a ship up in a sticky ramp (C. D. C. Reeve [tr.], Plato, Cratylus [Indianapolis  Cambridge 1998] 87, but, literally, that it would be a heavy work to try to
attract the similarity in any case). Both the context and the reminiscence of Hermogenes
words prove that heavy implies not the difficulty of etymologising, but its enforced
character.
34
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dain of etymologies thus characterised.36 In fact komyÒj can point both to
the cleverness, smartness, and to the refinement, elegance of form in quite
positive sense, although in both these meanings it often obtains derogatory
force of over-sophistication or over-delicateness.37 As Plato freely uses komyÒj
positively, there is no necessity to suspect, without sufficient grounds, any disapproval of persons and things the word is applied to in the Cratylus.38 As
a characteristic of creations of the name-givers it points to their learned
character, i. e. to the profound, speculative meaning of the relevant words,
not to their formal elegance (399 a 4; 402 d 3). This usage must be distinguished from describing as komyÒj the later modifications of the initial
words, purported to refine them, but obscuring their genuine meaning.39 The
former usage is relevant for understanding Platos attitude to the etymological method and its limitations. Just these most profound and speculative
meanings of words are attained by the most drastic alterations of the contemporary word and thus imply significant changes of its original form, as is
the case in the passage with gliscrîj-remark of Hermogenes. The attributing of some other etymologies to the inspiration of Euthyphro has the same
function: his wisdom is associated both with the speculative content of etymologies and with the overriding difficulties Socrates faces when the analysed
words have no evident etymology.40 Taken as the whole, Euthyphros inspiraPace Baxter 101 n. 77: The use of komyÒj and cognate words in the dialogue
seems to be ironic.
37
The positive meaning of the komyÒj and its cognates is widely attested, and was
noticed, e. g. by Suda, k 2025 Adler. The development in negative direction needs no
explanation. For Platonic examples see Crat. 429 d 7  8, where it points to unduly sophistication as opposed to Socrates own (allegedly) simplistic approach (cf. 426 a 2),
cf. Lach. 197 d; Theaet. 156 a 3. For the same negative nuances cf. Aristoph. Eq. 18
(komyeuripikîj), and Eur. Suppl. 426.
38
Moeris, who regards the Attic komye a as equivalent of (all)-Hellenic panourg a (k 56 Hansen), makes a remark concerning Platos usage: komyoÝj Pl£twn oÙ
toÝj panoÚrgouj, ¢ll¦ toÝj belt stouj (k 2 Hansen). The observation needs a more
detailed study and is not correct as a generalisation (see the examples of the negative
meaning in Plato in the previous note); it probably stems from the discussions of Rep.
408 b, the only passage Moeris refers to. If, however, Moeris source relied on more
detailed observations, it may mean that Plato was more inclined to use komyÒj et sim. in
a negative sense to designate undue (often self-deceptive) subtlety rather than sophisticated wickedness.
39
400 b 4: komyeÚesqai is applied to a modification of the original form fusch
(which reveals the true meaning of the word in question, but is funny) into the more
elegant form yuc». Without using the cognates of komyÒj Socrates refers many times
to the same idea.
40
At 400 a 1 Socrates finds more speculative etymology by o ¢mf EÙqÚfrona,
who would, as he supposes, despise the much more simple, from the philosophical point
36
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tion, which signals not only the etymologising of the names of gods (407
d 8), but in a sense the whole etymological part of the dialogue (428
c 7), is a distinguishing sign for the speculative character of many of
Socrates etymologies and for drastic exquisiteness of etymologising,
rather than for the specific doctrinal content of etymologies. The etymologies thus marked are not abandoned in the course of discussion. It
is important that they are distinguished from the simpler ones, and that
the bold etymologising in these cases influences the general question of
similarity in the final part of the dialogue. What I think Plato wants from
his reader is recognition of the lack of reliable criteria in the complicated
cases, and just in those when the philosophically most interesting meanings are restored. It is also possible, that komyÒj, without having directly derogatory force, implies that etymologies marked in this and
similar manner, being sophisticated in themselves, presuppose also the
undue sophistication of the name-givers, appropriate for contemporary
age but not for the age of creating language.
One additional point: the picture of wise name-givers who created the
elements of language, afterwards the simple names from them and then the
composed words, who possessed philosophical and scientific wisdom, anticipating the doctrines of Socrates contemporaries, and put this wisdom in
their linguistic creations, does not correspond to Platos usual representation
of the initial phase of civilisation. He constantly depicts beginnings of cultural development as an age with very modest intellectual interests.41
I suppose that the differing image in the Cratylus means a hypothetical
drawing of inferences from the intellectualist premises of radical linguistic
naturalism, which Socrates refutes in the final part of the discussion.
At the end of the etymological section Socrates remarks, looking back at
the results of his inquiry (428 d): qaum£zw ka aÙtÕj p£lai t¾n mautoà
sof an ka ¢pistî. These words respond to Cratylus acceptance of
Socrates reasoning on the rightness of the names. As this interchange of
rejoinders immediately precedes the refutation of Cratylus radical naturalism, one gets the impression that Socrates disbelief concerns the inferences
of view, etymology of yuc». At 399 a 1 and 409 d 1 Socrates appeals to his wisdom in
order to find methodological devices of etymologising: in the first case, mentioned
above, to introduce modifications of current word forms relying on the premise of their
multiple alterations through ages, in the second case to suggest a hypothesis that the
words which cannot be etymologised were borrowed from barbarian languages. The
latter device is dismissed at 426 a 2 as kdÚseij
ka m£la komya .
41
I hope to discuss this item on another occasion, together with Aristotles views
on etymology and ancient wisdom, as revealed by it.
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Cratylus might draw from etymologising. This impression seems to be
wrong. The doubt cannot concern the philosophical correctness of the etymologies proposed by Socrates. Up to this point the reader is unaware of any
possibility for etymologies to be incorrect, to express the essence of the
nominatum incorrectly or insufficiently. The only difference between etymologies was the difference in the refinement of etymological analysis at
work and in the profoundness of the suggested etymological meaning resulting from it.
It is true that refutation of Cratylus assumptions does not include
a revision of the exegetical correctness of the etymologies of the previous
section in general. Plato is not attempting to prove them wrong. But there is
one word, the previous etymology of which is abandoned in favour of
a more plausible one: pist»mh, which was decoded in correspondence
with the belief that positive notions imply motion, is now explained as proving the contrary doctrine of the importance of rest (427 ab). It implies first
that the earlier etymologising was not necessarily right, and more generally,
that etymological procedure depends on the philosophical assumptions of
etymologists.
More problematic are probabilistic explanations of words in the etymological section. There is at least one case when the probabilistic character of
etymologising undermines its reliability. Socrates restores three possible
original forms of Poseidons name (402 d 11  403 a 3): it was either Posidèn (from den pÒda, on the word formation analogy of pos desmoj), or
Polleidèn (= poll¦ edèj), or Ð Se wn. The differences from the initial
form are explained, as usual, as purely ornamental, meaningless changes.
All three restored forms and the meanings they imply may reflect properly
the nature of this god, but they surely could not been imposed by namegivers simultaneously.
The similar case is the name of Apollo which corresponds simultaneously to the four features of the god (404 e 8  405 a 3). This multiplicity
of variants is typical of ancient etymology, which tries not to restore the
initial form of the word, but to demonstrate the richness of its probable
meanings. Socrates is in a different situation, for he represents etymologies
from the beginning as the real opinions of the name-givers (401 a), which
need not be necessarily correct, but ought to be at least consistent. Of course
Socrates might imply that the name-givers deliberately made words that
could be variously etymologised to reveal different meanings.42 But Socrates
42
As Sedley, 142. 148, supposes, comparing with the modern acronyms. But, although Socrates twice points out the possibility that the names (Apollo, 404 e 8  405 a 3;
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has already considerably advanced in trying to restore plausible initial
forms of the words and finding reasons for their historical changes. As a
result he restores four alternative initial forms of the name to make the decoding of all four meanings more plausible, which made the procedure again
doubtful. One possible escape for this alternative etymologising would be
the idea Socrates hints at 401 b 11  e 2: the different variants of the name
of Hestia and different concomitant meanings imply that they come back to
various bands of the name-givers. But Socrates does not use this refugium
otherwise and the ending comment (401 d 6  7) points out that he does not
consider it plausible.
Another places imply not doubts in etymology as such, but consciousness of the grades of its probability. The interlocutors recognise in some
cases that relevant words have no etymology. It is suggested that these
words have been borrowed from other languages (409 de; 421 c 12) or
have suffered too many changes to find their original form (421 d). In the
last part of the etymological section Socrates proposes the analysis of such
words into elements to demonstrate that the correctness of such words can
be proved. But in spite of this attempt, it is evident that the grades of probabilities of etymology were felt and could be used, when necessary, against
the etymological speculations.
Thus, I see in the dialogue some indications of the critical approach to
etymology and resulting doubts about the exegetical correctness of some etymologies. It was, to be sure, not pure linguistic considerations, but rather discontent with philosophical claims (expressed or implied) of practitioners of
etymology, which made Plato demonstrate the unreliability of their philological methods. But how was it possible? The defenders of the seriousness of
etymologies argue that there were no strict rules of etymological method in
antiquity.43 That is true in the sense that nobody proposed clear criteria of
etymologising and did not criticise proponents of an etymology with clear
alternatives to their methods at hand. But there are signs of the dissatisfaction
with etymological reasoning, the only purpose of which is to find in words
a profound knowledge welcome to the proponents of a certain doctrine, even
at price of abolishing resemblance between etymon and derived word.
Artemis, 406 b 5  6) were given in accordance with all alternatively suggested etymologies, he does not try to explain how it fits alternative initial forms of the words. It
is significant that Socrates is indecisive in the second case: Artemis received her name
either in accordance with one of its decoded meanings or with all of them.
43
Sedley, 142: I do not know of any ancient writer who considered etymology to
be, as a form of linguistic analysis, manifestly mistaken .
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The Academic Balbus (Cic. N. D. 3. 62) admits that there are names of
gods for which it is impossible to find etymologies and repudiates the Stoics
for the arbitrariness of their etymological method: Nullum est nomen, quod
non possis una littera explicare, unde ductum sit.44
Grote, although arguing that the etymologies of the Cratylus could not
looked false to Plato, adduces Quintilianus dictum about Aelius Stilpo
and other people of the same kind (1. 6. 37): cui non post Varronem sit
venia?45
These general remarks belong to a significantly later age than the one
Plato belonged to. But the same scepticism presumably already underlies
Aristophanes parodying etymology (Nub. 297):
taàt' ¥ra ka tçnÒmata ¢ll»loin, bront¾ ka pord», Ðmo w.

It is directed primarily, to be sure, against attempts to find philosophical
wisdom in words, but using as the means for parody the absurdity of their
linguistic aspect. Many of Platos etymologies seem to betray a similar approach.
These passages, as well as Platos remarks, do not signal the appearance
of more sound criteria of etymological analysis. Rather they reflect a common-sense attitude against etymology. In our time as well, among the people
who are not acquainted with comparative linguistics, we can find scepticism
about etymologies that are sound from the point of view of scholars but
distant from the actual form of the word and its current semantics. And on
the contrary, non-linguists often bring together words in accordance with
a surface similarity of phonetics and sense. It is reasonable to suppose that
in ancient times too it was possible to use these common-sense criteria
against too bold etymologies.46
44
A. S. Pease (ed.), M. Tulli Ciceronis De natura deorum libri III: Libri II et III
(Darmstadt 1968 = 1958) 1137, ad loc.: of which you could not explain the derivation
by means of one letter. The commentators usually compare the passage with the famous dictum of Voltaire: Létymologie est une science où les voyelles ne font rien et
les consonnes font peu de chose. It is, however, significant that Voltaire himself possessed not more scientifically sound criteria of etymologisation than the classical authors I cite had.
45
Grote (above n. 8) 528 n. a.
46
Grote (p. 519 f.) adduces Schleiermacher and Stallbaum as the notable representatives of the opinion that Plato treats etymology ironically. But Grote also cites
Stallbaum, who referred to J. J. Garnier (1729  1835?) and W. G. Tennemann (1761 
1814) as first, who suspected Platos irony. It means that some scholars were perceptive
to Platos irony about etymology before the appearance of the modern scientific approach in linguistics.
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The etymological part of the Cratylus, as I understand it, has not one
single, but various purposes. Socrates discussion is directed against the extremes of both conventionalism and naturalism, which results in admitting
that naturalism is desirable and conventionalism is unavoidable. The etymological section complements this theoretical inference with a similar conclusion about the analysis of the current language: on the whole etymology
confirms that the words are descriptions of the things, but there is a considerable doubtful residuum in etymology, which prevents the too insistent
search of etymology in every case.
But above these general purposes there are clear indications of Platos interest in etymology as such, both in the process of explaining single words and
in investigating the principles of etymology as a discipline. Probably, this interest of a purely philological kind together with suspicion of its philosophical
pretensions made Plato so specifically (but as we have seen not exceptionally)
sharp-eyed about the exegetical defects of the etymological art. The keenness
of Plato can be seen from his attempts to reflect on the methodological premises
of etymology, to refine the method, and to find the explicit grounds for restoring the initial form of the word. As I tried to prove, the final verdict of Plato is
that etymology, refined and supplied as it by clearer methodical rules, still falls
short of the standard of reliability. It does not mean that etymologising cannot
in principle attain the beliefs of name-givers. There are clear examples of indisputable etymologies. Rather Plato sees no possibility of stating infallibly in
which of the difficult cases the results of etymologising are reliable and in
which they are not reliable. The value of the etymological section is thus of
a bona fide attempt with a negative result, a sort of a fortiori refutation: the
etymological method, even improved in comparison with its usual level, can
neither become a reliable tool of research into ancient beliefs, nor a reliable
method of investigation of the truth about things themselves.
Alexander Verlinsky
St Petersburg University
Bibliotheca classica Petropolitana

Â ïåðâîé ÷àñòè ïëàòîíîâñêîãî Êðàòèëà Ñîêðàò çàíÿò îïðîâåðæåíèåì ÿçûêîâîãî êîíâåíöèîíàëèçìà, êîòîðûé çàùèùàåò Ãåðìîãåí, è äîêàçûâàåò, ÷òî
ñëîâî íå åñòü ïðîèçâîëüíîå îáîçíà÷åíèå, íî îðóäèå, ïðåäíàçíà÷åííîå äëÿ
îòäåëåíèÿ îäíîé âåùè îò äðóãîé, è ïîòîìó äîëæíî èçãîòàâëèâàòüñÿ èç ìàòåðèàëà, ñîîòâåòñòâóþùåãî îáîçíà÷àåìîìó ïðåäìåòó. Ïîä ýòèì ñîîòâåòñòâè-
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åì èëè ïðàâèëüíîñòüþ èìåí ïîäðàçóìåâàåòñÿ ñïîñîáíîñòü ñëîâà áûòü
òî÷íûì îïèñàíèåì ñâîéñòâ ïðåäìåòà, åñëè îíî íàäëåæàùèì îáðàçîì ýòèìîëîãèçèðîâàíî. Â ñðåäèííîé ÷àñòè äèàëîãà Ñîêðàò, äåìîíñòðèðóÿ, â ÷åì
ñîñòîèò ïðàâèëüíîñòü èìåí, ýòèìîëîãèçèðóåò ñïåðâà èìåíà áîãîâ, çàòåì
îáîçíà÷åíèÿ ôèçè÷åñêèõ ïîíÿòèé è, íàêîíåö, ïîíÿòèé, îòíîñÿùèõñÿ ê ýòè÷åñêîé è ýïèñòåìîëîãè÷åñêîé ñôåðå; ìíîãèå èç ýòèìîëîãèé ïîäðàçóìåâàþò,
÷òî ñîçäàòåëè ÿçûêà ïðèäåðæèâàëèñü ãåðàêëèòîâñêîãî ó÷åíèÿ î âñåîáùåì
ïîòîêå è äâèæåíèè. Íàêîíåö, â áåñåäå ñ Êðàòèëîì Ñîêðàò îïðîâåðãàåò ïîëîæåíèÿ ðàäèêàëüíîãî íàòóðàëèçìà, êîòîðûé, êàçàëîñü, îäåðæàë ïîáåäó
â ïðåäøåñòâóþùåé ÷àñòè, è äîêàçûâàåò, ÷òî òî÷íîå ýòèìîëîãè÷åñêîå ñîîòâåòñòâèå ñëîâà îáîçíà÷àåìîé âåùè íå òîëüêî íåäîñòèæèìî, íî è íåîáÿçàòåëüíî, à òàêæå ÷òî èñïîëüçîâàíèå ýòèìîëîãèè êàê ñïîñîáà ïîñòèæåíèÿ
ôèëîñîôñêîé ìóäðîñòè î âåùàõ, êîòîðóþ çàïå÷àòëåëè â èìåíàõ èõ ìóäðûå
ñîçäàòåëè, íåâîçìîæíî ââèäó ïðîòèâîðå÷èé, îáíàðóæèâàåìûõ â ôèëîñîôñêèõ ïðèíöèïàõ èõ âîççðåíèé  îäíè èç èìåí, áóäó÷è ýòèìîëîãèçèðîâàííûìè, ñâèäåòåëüñòâóþò, ÷òî ïîëîæèòåëüíûì ñîñòîÿíèåì ÿâëÿåòñÿ ïîêîé, äðóãèå æå, íàïðîòèâ, äâèæåíèå.
Ïîñêîëüêó çàêëþ÷èòåëüíàÿ ÷àñòü äèñêóññèè ïîêàçûâàåò, ÷òî Ïëàòîí íå
ïðèçíàåò çà ýòèìîëîãèåé ñïîñîáíîñòè íàéòè èñòèíó î âåùàõ, âîçíèêàåò âîïðîñ, ïî÷åìó ýòèìîëîãèçàöèè îòâîäèòñÿ ñòîëü çíà÷èòåëüíîå ìåñòî â äèàëîãå.
Ïðèçíàâàÿ, ÷òî Ïëàòîí íå ïåðåõîäèò íà ïîçèöèè êîíâåíöèîíàëèçìà â êîíöå
äèàëîãà, íî ëèøü ñêëîíÿåòñÿ ê áîëåå óìåðåííîé ôîðìå íàòóðàëèçìà, àâòîð
ñòàòüè ïîëåìèçèðóåò, òåì íå ìåíåå, ñ èññëåäîâàòåëÿìè (Äæ. Ãðîò, â ïîñëåäíåå
âðåìÿ Ä. Ñåäëè), ïîëàãàâøèìè, ÷òî ñîêðàòîâñêèå ýòèìîëîãèè áåçóñëîâíî
äîñòîâåðíû â ãëàçàõ Ïëàòîíà â ýêçåãåòè÷åñêîì ïëàíå  êàê âîññòàíîâëåíèå
ïåðâîíà÷àëüíîé ôîðìû ñëîâ è âîççðåíèé ñîçäàòåëåé ÿçûêà, îòðàçèâøèõñÿ
â ñëîâàõ.
Â ïðîòèâîâåñ ýòîé òî÷êå çðåíèÿ àâòîð ïûòàåòñÿ ïîêàçàòü, ÷òî Ïëàòîí
ðàññìàòðèâàåò èñêóññòâî ýòèìîëîãà êàê íå ñîîòâåòñòâóþùåå êðèòåðèÿì,
ïðåäúÿâëÿåìûì ê tcnh. Óïîìèíàíèå î ìóäðîñòè Åâòèôðîíà, âëèÿíèåì
êîòîðîé Ñîêðàò îáúÿñíÿåò ñâîå ýòèìîëîãè÷åñêîå âäîõíîâåíèå, ïîêàçûâàåò, ÷òî ïîäîáíîìó èñêóññòâó íåëüçÿ îáó÷èòüñÿ, à íàìåðåíèå Ñîêðàòà î÷èñòèòü ñåáÿ îò ýòîé ìóäðîñòè íà ñëåäóþùèé äåíü ïîäðàçóìåâàåò, ÷òî ýòèìîëîãèåé íå ñëåäóåò çàíèìàòüñÿ ñèñòåìàòè÷åñêè. Êàê ïîêàçûâàåò ðàçâèòèå
ýòîãî ìîòèâà â äèàëîãå, ñîìíåíèÿ îòíîñÿòñÿ èìåííî ê ýêçåãåòè÷åñêîìó àñïåêòó ýòèìîëîãèè. Ýêñêóðñ îá èñòîðè÷åñêèõ èçìåíåíèÿõ ñëîâ è î íåîáõîäèìîñòè äëÿ ýòèìîëîãà èõ ó÷èòûâàòü, íå òîëüêî ïîêàçûâàåò ïðîíèöàòåëüíîñòü Ïëàòîíà êàê èñòîðèêà ÿçûêà, íî è íàèáîëåå áëèçîê ïî ñâîèì îáùèì
ïðèíöèïàì ê ñîâðåìåííîìó íàó÷íîìó ïîäõîäó. Ïàðàäîêñàëüíûì îáðàçîì
èìåííî ýòè ñîîáðàæåíèÿ ñîïðÿæåíû ó Ïëàòîíà ñ ñîìíåíèåì â íàäåæíîñòè ýòèìîëîãè÷åñêîãî ìåòîäà: î÷åâèäíî, îí íå âåðèò â âîçìîæíîñòü ïðîñëåäèòü èñòîðèþ èçìåíåíèÿ ïåðâîíà÷àëüíîé ôîðìû ñëîâ, ÷òî ïîäðûâàåò
äîñòîâåðíîñòü ýòèìîëîãèçàöèè â ïðîáëåìàòè÷íûõ ñëó÷àÿõ. Íå ñëó÷àéíî
ýòèìîëîãèè, õàðàêòåðèçóåìûå ïðèëàãàòåëüíûì komyÒj, ïðåäïîëàãàþò êàê
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ðàäèêàëüíîñòü ðåêîíñòðóêöèè, òàê è ñïåêóëÿòèâíîñòü ðåêîíñòðóèðóåìûõ
çíà÷åíèé è îêàçûâàþòñÿ â îñîáîé ñòåïåíè ðèñêîâàííûìè ñ òî÷êè çðåíèÿ
äîñòîâåðíîñòè.
Àâòîð ïðèõîäèò ê âûâîäó, ÷òî, íå îáëàäàÿ íàäåæíûìè íàó÷íûìè êðèòåðèÿìè, Ïëàòîí ïðèìåíÿåò ê ýòèìîëîãèè îáûäåííûå êðèòåðèè äîñòîâåðíîñòè, êàê ýòî íåðåäêî ñëó÷àëîñü è â äðåâíîñòè, è â Íîâîå âðåìÿ. Íå îòâåðãàÿ
ýòèìîëîãèþ â öåëîì, Ïëàòîí ñòðåìèòñÿ ïîñòàâèòü ïîä ñîìíåíèå íàäåæíîñòü åå ìåòîäîâ çà ïðåäåëàìè áîëåå èëè ìåíåå î÷åâèäíûõ ñëó÷àåâ è ïîäãîòàâëèâàåò îïðîâåðæåíèå ôèëîñîôñêèõ ïðåòåíçèé ýòèìîëîãîâ â çàêëþ÷èòåëüíîé ÷àñòè.

