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SOCRATES’ METHOD OF ETYMOLOGY
IN THE CRATYLUS*

Socrates’ etymologising occupies a remarkably large part of the Cratylus.!
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 corre-
spondence of the word to object must be total in order to qualify a given
word as right,? 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 correspon-
dence 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 contra-
dictory, hence we need an extra-linguistic criterion to judge whether a given
word truly represents features of the nominatum. Therefore it is more eco-
nomical 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 Cam-
bridge, 25-27 September, 2000). The present variant was written under the most hospi-
table 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.

1390 e — 428 a: 54 pages of total 86 in the OCT edition (E. A. Duke et al. [eds.],
Platonis opera 1 [Oxford 1995]), if one includes the introductive discussion on the ‘cor-
rectness of names’ and the closing section on imitating elements; add also a “revision”
of etymologies at 437 a—c.

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 cor-
rect 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 in-
tended 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.* It has been
seldom asked what was Plato’s attitude to etymology as a method of inves-
tigating the opinions of the ancient name-givers about the things, although
Socrates formulates this as a primary purpose of his etymologising at
401 a.* When this particular subject was occasionally tackled, the scholars,
noticing the acumen of Plato’s linguistic ideas, including his observations
on the history of words,’ tended nevertheless to treat Plato’s attitude either

3 A representative example of such an approach is the most detailed study of the
Cratylus’ etymologies by T. M. S. Baxter (The Cratylus. Plato s Critique of Naming,
Philosophia Antiqua 58 [Leiden — New York — Kdln 1992] esp. chs. IV & V; cited
further as Baxter), who discusses the wide scope of probable targets among Plato’s
predecessors and contemporaries. The main forerunner of this line of interpretation
was V. Goldschmidt (Essai sur le Cratyle: Contribution de [’histoire de la pensée de
Platon, Bibliothéque de I’Ecole des Hautes Etudes, sciences hist. et philos. 279 [Paris
19401]).

4 As the primary purpose of the dialogue is refutation of etymology as philo-
sophical tool, it is understandable that even the studies dedicated specially to Cra-
tylus’ etymologies were interested more in the ideas of Plato’s contemporaries, un-
derlying 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 Plato’s 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 for-
eign 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 concern-
ing 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 Plato’s etymologies from the usual
accusations and finds much that anticipates modern linguistic approach; she does not dis-
cuss in detail what was Plato’s opinion about Socrates’ etymologising, but admits that he
was aware of the dependence of decoding on the philosophical assumptions of etymolo-
gists (p. 39).
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as disbelief in the etymologies Socrates invents or as playful combining of
reliable and unreliable etymologies.®

Against these vague explanations David Sedley’ 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.® Sedley further asserts that many of etymologies are also correct in
Plato’s view philosophically, i. e. as decoding of opinions which are correct
by the criteria of Plato’s own philosophy, especially in the case of the words
that designate cosmological notions. The Heracliteanism of the beliefs con-
cerning the physical world corresponds to Plato’s 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 epistemo-

¢ One of the factors that have prevented scholars from estimating Plato’s attitude to
etymology as linguistic method has been a belief that ancient etymologies, unlike mod-
ern 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, 4 History of Greek
Philosophy V (Cambridge 1978) 25, who, however, also believed that Plato was con-
scious 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 ety-
mology as a philosophical tool in the refutation of Cratylus. E. Heitsch (“Sprachphilo-
sophie im Kratylos”, in: E. Heitsch, Wege zu Platon [Gottingen 1992] 69—87, at 77 f.
[originally Hermes 113 (1985) 44—62]) characterises the general principle of Socrates’
etymologising as “die reine Willkiir”.

7 D.N.Sedley, “The Etymologies in Plato’s Cratylus”, JHS 118 (1998) 140—154
(cited further as Sedley).

8 Sedley’s most notable predecessor was G. Grote, Plato and the other Compan-
ions of Socrates 11 (London 21865) 516—529, who formulated the crucial question: if
Plato ridiculed etymologies of his predecessors, “what ground have we for presuming
that Plato’s views on the subject were more correct?” (p. 521). For a view similar to
Grote’s cf. J. C.Rijlaarsdam, Platon iiber 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 (“SI3piko3Hanue BuzanTuiines” [“The linguistic thought of the
Byzantines”], in: Mcmopus nuneeucmuyeckux yuenuii 111: Cpeonesexosasn Espona [Jle-
Hunrpazg 1985] 141). Rachel Barney sides without discussion with Grote (“Socrates
Agonistes: The Case of the Cratylus Etymologies”, OSAPh 16 [1998] 6398, at p. 64
n. 4; cf. now her Names and Nature in Plato’s 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 Plato’s
low opinion about these branches of the Presocratic philosophy.

Without discussing the second part of Sedley’s thesis, Plato’s approval
of the doctrines underlying a large part of etymologies,’ I have in view to
concentrate on the topic of the exegetical reliability of etymological method
as it is performed by Socrates.!” 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’ con-
ventionalism, 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 vopo8£tng), 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

° The relevance of the doctrines underlying Socrates’ etymologies for Plato’s own
doctrine was noticed by K. Gaiser, Name und Sache in Platons “Kratylos”, Abhand-
lungen der Heidelberger Akademie der Wissenschaften. Philos.-hist. KI1. 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. Mon-
trasio, “Le etimologie del nome di Apollo nel Cratilo”, Rivista di storia della filoso-
fia 43 (1988) 227-259; P. Wohlfahrt, “L’etimologia del nome Hades nel Cratilo”, Rivi-
sta di storia della filosofia 45 (1990) 5—-35; H. Schwabl, “Athena bei Platon und in der
allegorischen Tradition”, in: H.-Chr. Giinther, A. Rengakos (eds.), Beitrdge zur antiken
Philosophie: FS fiir W. Kullmann (Stuttgart 1997) 35—-50. In spite of differences in ap-
proach this vein of investigation significantly modified the one-sided view of etymo-
logical section as only doxographic parodying of alien philosophic beliefs. It is not
irrelevant that Socrates decodes the beliefs pointing to Plato’s 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 conclu-
sions 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 ety-
mologist decodes in names what he himself believes the things are, not what the name-
givers thought they were.

19 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 Grote’s critique in D. D. Heath, “On Plato’s Cratylus”,
Journal of Philology 17 (1888) 192-218, at 200 f., who accused him in blindness for
Plato’s 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, Plato’s ideal philosopher
(385d-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 ¢ — 435 c¢) do not amount to the conventionalism,
but only mean a weaker variant of naturalism, i. e. that an etymological corre-
spondence 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 Plato’s 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 Sedley’s 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 cor-
pus is insignificant,!' 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’ etymolo-
gies, and, on the contrary, Plato was considered a founder of etymological
science. This proves, I think, that Plato’s 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 ety-
mological method than are modern ones.

3) Scientific criteria of etymology did not exist in Plato’s time, an etymol-
ogy having been judged on the profundity of the meaning it decoded, not by

1 See examples adduced by Sedley, 141 f.
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the validity of the linguistic aspect of the decoding. One cannot but appreci-
ate in general Sedley’s reminder that we must not overestimate Plato’s abil-
ity to discover methodological faults of etymology that his contemporaries
failed to notice. | 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 discuss-
ing the evidence I would add one general remark: the repeated assertion that
etymology in ancient times was not in principle judged on its linguistic reli-
ability 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 investi-
gation 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 under-
lying 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 etymol-
ogy 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.):

Kol pev 81, ® Thkpateg, Atexvdg Y€ Lot dokelg domep ol EvBoLoLdY-
Teg EEQLOVNG XPNOUWIETY.
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Socrates answers:

Koi aitidpal ye, ® Eppdyeveg, poAloto odTny [sc. copiov] &mod
E060@ppovog 10D IIpocTOATION TPOCTENTWKEVOL Ol EWOEV YOP TOA-
AQ 0OT® GVVA Kol TOPETXOV TA AT KIvdLVEDEL 0DV €VvBOLOLDY 0D
puévov T ATE pov Eumificat ThHg dopoviag coplag, GAAN Kol Thg
yoxfig EmeltAfipfot.

Taking in view Plato’s 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 asso-
ciated with being inspired by the god, and that in the Phaedrus Socrates
speaks inspired, this time from the human side. He infers that “what Socra-
tes 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”.'? 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 dotpdviov is
only apparently an exception, for it does not suggest to Socrates anything in
the theoretical sphere).!* The case of the Phaedrus only confirms this im-
pression: Socrates claims that he has been inspired (by poets or writers to
whom he listened, 235 c—d, or by nymphs of the place in which he speaks,
238 c—d; 241 e) and afterwards disavows the content of his speech as mis-
taken.'*

12 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 Té€yvn.

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 corre-
sponding 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 sto-
ries, 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 a2, 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 Plato’s
own views, even if it does not achieve the level of real t€yvn. Contrary to her I see no
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Second, there is no evidence that Plato admits the existence of anything
like “impressionistic” art.!> Plato’s belief in divination, as far as it goes be-
yond conventional attitude, relies on its being the frenzy, inspired by divine
source, not on its being t€xvn.'¢ Plato assumes the reality of religious and
poetic inspiration.!” But he never mentions the possibility of learning these
abilities, nor does he consider them to be téyvaut.'® Socrates explicitly de-
nies that évBovoidlovteg, either pévtelg or poets, are oot (Apol. 22 b—;
Ion 533 e). Inspiration, as Plato believes, can be transmitted from the god
through the poet to the rhapsodos and even to his listeners (lon 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 wis-
dom with religious inspiration: he does not say that Euthyphro is inspired by
the god, but that he possesses dopoviae cogia. Socrates, as is known, does
not believe that somebody can possess divine wisdom (4pol. 23 a).” 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 ironi-
cally 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’ in-
spired speeches should receive subsequent rational interpretation.

15 Tt 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 b—c; lon 534 c—d; Meno 99 c; Phaedr. 244 c; 265 b; Tim. 71 e, cf.: G. Vlas-
tos, Socrates, Ironist and Moral Philosopher (Ithaca — Cambridge 1991) 168—171. This
does not preclude that Plato admitted the existence of more technical aspects in divina-
tion, 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 b—c; lon
534 b—c; 542 a—b for the latter together with classical discussion by E. R. Dodds, Greeks
and the Irrational (Berkeley 1951) 64—101.

18 At Phaedr. 244 ¢ Socrates asserts that povtikn, a kaAAiotn téxvn, was origi-
nally rightly named povikn, but this seems to be an ironical coincidentia oppositorum.
See lon 536 b—c; 542 a—b for opposition of inspiration and T€yvn.

19 1t can be seen from comparison of this passage with 4pol. 20 d—e that Socrates
speaks about divine wisdom only to negate ironically the wisdom of persons in view
(Vlastos, Socrates, 239); the idea of opoiwoig 8e® in the later dialogues (Rep. 613 a—b;
Theaet. 176 a-b) 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):

dokel oDV pot xpfival oVTWoL MUAG TOLHoOL TO HEV TAUEPOV €lvail
xpnoachol ovTH Kol T AOITA TEPL OVOUATOV ETMoKEYaoOOL, aDplov
8¢, &v kol DUTV oLVIOKT, ATOSLOTOUTNCOUED T DTNV Kol KaboL-
pobpedo, £€evpovieg OOTIG TO TOLODTO BEIVOG KOBOLPELY, EITE TV
lepEmV TIG €1TE TV COPLOTAV.

This passage definitely points out that Socrates’ etymologising entails
something wrong.?’ There were attempts to weaken its strength by the sug-
gestion, 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.?! As far as I can see, there is no evi-
dence that according to the Greek religious beliefs the state of possession by
divinity needed by itself purification.?> Also there is no reason to suppose
that Socrates means specifically the psychological aspect of his enterprise

20 L. Méridier (éd.), Platon, (Euvres complétes V, 2¢ partie (Paris 1931) 17 defi-
nitely understands the passage thus. Cf. Barney, 73: “an overflow of inspiration from
Euthyphro sounds positively unhygienic”, although she does not discuss the reason for
Plato’s disgust.

2! In the most explicit form this general belief was referred to by P. Boyancé, “La
‘doctrine d’Euthyphron’ dans le Cratyle”, REG 54 (1941) 140—175, at 167: “il (i. e. the
rite of purification) s’explique par la croyance, fréquente dans les cultes a possession
(Dionysos, Nymphes, etc.), que I’enthousiasme est un état a la fois divin et pathologi-
que, qui a besoin d’un remede”. 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 'impur
dans la pensée des Grecs: d’Homére a Aristote, Etudes 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 d—e: 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 éninvolor tedleotikn, 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.? The alternative Socrates suggests, purification either by priests or by
sophists, points not to the analogy of mental diseases, but of intellectual
errors.>* The remark has two significant parallels in the Platonic corpus. In
the Phaedrus Socrates 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 repre-
sented as inspired. Socrates, however, states unambiguously that purifica-
tion is needed due to mistakes which involved the interlocutors in impiety,
not due to inspiration itself (242 ¢ 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.?

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.? In spite of different aspects these two kinds of

2 R.Parker, Miasma: Pollution and Purification in Early Greek Religion (Ox-
ford 1983) 221 f., adduces the passage as an example of purification, the purpose of
which is to restore “the individual’s normal personality” after disruptions caused by
external influence. Parker surely means, as the neighbouring examples prove, the incur-
sions, 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.

%5 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, de-
manding 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 “Plato’s Noble Art of Sophistry”, CIQ N.S. 4 (1954) 84—90 (see also
R.Bluck [ed.], Plato's Sophist [Manchester 1975] 40—46), or Socrates, as other schol-
ars supposed (e. g. G. Vlastos, Socratic Studies [Cambridge 1994] 17 f.). Kerferd (p. 89)
mentions the Cratylus passage as “purification from pretended knowledge” and sup-
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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 aban-
donment of etymology, not its correction.?’

The further question is what aspects of etymology Socrates treats here
as dangerous.?® Does he imply he that decoding the wrong opinions about
the gods of name-givers may involve the practitioners of etymology in impi-
ety or that decoding itself may be wrong and thus impious? There are some
considerations in favour of the latter view. 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 opin-
ions of the ancient creators of names correctly decoded by him, the mention-
ing of purifying by priests would be appropriate (as in the case of involun-
tary pollution), but not purifying by sophists. Second, before he starts
etymologising divine names, Socrates lets his interlocutors know before-
hand 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 ap-
proval of the conventional names, which he personally finds fine (401 a 2—
6).%° 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.

2T Pace Gaiser, 50 n. 98 (“[Plato] spielt... mit der ‘Reinigung’ auf den Dialektiker
an, der fahig ist, aus dem Schwall der Etymologien die brauchbaren Erkenntnisse her-
auszuldutern”). 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
vopoBétng. 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 method-
ology, 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.

% The immediate context of this remark (Socrates etymologises divine names, and
Hermogenes compares his discoveries with xpnopmdelv) seems to suggest that only
a pretence to knowledge about the gods is dangerous. It is probable that context influ-
ences 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 7-38), in
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that is from his etymologising, not from the opinions he restores. Presum-
ably, 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 ety-
mology of the word &vOpwmog, and both agree that only Euthyphro’s in-
spiration can help in this particularly difficult case (399 a 1 f). The inspi-
ration 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 etymo-
logical 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 (ko K1vdvveLo,
€0V un evAoPdpot, £t TNREPOV GOPAOTEPOV TOV dE0VTOG YEVESOHOL,
399 a 3-5).

In order to define what seems to Socrates dangerous in the method-
ological 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.’! 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 ¢ 1—
3), and with his general pious agnosticism, approving (or ignoring) traditional beliefs
without attempts to rationalize them, see Phaedr. 229 ¢ — 230 a on myths.

31 Tt 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 etymolo-
gies 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
Plato’s 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, “Beitrdge zum Verstdndnis des Aristoteles ”, JbbCIPh
15 (= NJbb 99) (1869) 243 —248. Might it be that this particular kind of etymologising
increased the hazardousness of Socrates’ enterprise in Plato’s eyes?
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It is next to certain that the rules thus formulated belong to Plato him-
self.*? 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 etymolo-
gising.*

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 particu-
lar cases.

The further question is whether these doubts in ability to find the etymo-
logical meaning correctly influence the general, philosophical results of the
dialogue. At 414 ¢ — 415 a Socrates returns to the difficulty of restoring the
initial form of words. His etymologising of the word t€)vn presumes espe-
cially significant changes, and Hermogenes reacts with a sceptical remark:
Kol pdAa e YAloxpdg (414 ¢ 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 unlim-
ited 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 (uN K &moyvidong péveog [11. 6, 265], 414 ¢ 2 — 415 a 2). Plato,

32 Cf. Pfeiffer (see n. 5).

33 The passage implies that the purpose of the device of the inspiration in the dia-
logue 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 im-
pulse which helps to find both.
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presumably deliberately, leaves the reader uncertain whether Socrates’ ety-
mologies follow this demand of moderation.’* The passage signals, however,
both that etymology is measured by criteria of reliability and that the applica-
tion 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 corre-
spondence 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 ¢ 4):

QAL PN g AAMBMGS, TO ToD Eppoyévoug, YAtoxpa f 1 OAkN adTn
Thg opotdTnrog.’’

To be sure, the passage does not imply that all etymologies proposed by
Socrates are wrong. It shows only that Hermogenes’ doubts about the reli-
ability 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 con-
cerning the value of etymology.

It is less certain how far this general remark about the danger of unnatu-
ral 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 kopyog
and its derivatives. These words do not imply by themselves any direct dis-

34 Sedley, 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 23 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 compe-
tent person is asked not to scrutinize the results too strictly?

35 The phrase does not mean: ‘an attractive force of similarity” (LSJ, s.v. 0AkH),
and not ‘hauling a ship up in a sticky ramp’ (C. D. C. Reeve [tr.], Plato, Cratylus [India-
napolis — 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.
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dain of etymologies thus characterised.* In fact kopyog 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.’” As Plato freely uses kopyog
positively, there is no necessity to suspect, without sufficient grounds, any dis-
approval of persons and things the word is applied to in the Cratylus.®® 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 distin-
guished from describing as kopyo6g the later modifications of the initial
words, purported to refine them, but obscuring their genuine meaning.*® The
former usage is relevant for understanding Plato’s attitude to the etymologi-
cal method and its limitations. Just these most profound and speculative
meanings of words are attained by the most drastic alterations of the con-
temporary word and thus imply significant changes of its original form, as is
the case in the passage with yAloypdc-remark of Hermogenes. The attribut-
ing of some other etymologies to the inspiration of Euthyphro has the same
function: his wisdom is associated both with the speculative content of ety-
mologies and with the overriding difficulties Socrates faces when the analysed
words have no evident etymology.* Taken as the whole, Euthyphro’s inspira-

36 Pace Baxter 101 n. 77: “The use of kopyog and cognate words in the dialogue
seems to be ironic”.

37 The positive meaning of the kopwdg 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 so-
phistication 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. Eg. 18
(xopyevpimik®dg), and Eur. Suppl. 426.

38 Moeris, who regards the Attic kopyeio as equivalent of (all)-Hellenic movoup-
Yio (k 56 Hansen), makes a remark concerning Plato’s usage: xopyovg IMAGToV 00
ToVg oo OPYous, AALN ToLG BeAtiotovg (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 kopwog et sim. in
a negative sense to designate undue (often self-deceptive) subtlety rather than sophisti-
cated wickedness.

39400 b 4: xopyebecBou is applied to a modification of the original form guoéyn
(which reveals the true meaning of the word in question, but is funny) into the more
elegant form yoyn. Without using the cognates of kopyog Socrates refers many times
to the same idea.

40 At 400 a 1 Socrates finds more speculative etymology by ot dpei E080¢@pova,
who would, as he supposes, despise the much more simple, from the philosophical point
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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
¢ 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 ety-
mologies 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 mean-
ings are restored. It is also possible, that kopydg, without having di-
rectly 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, an-
ticipating the doctrines of Socrates’ contemporaries, and put this wisdom in
their linguistic creations, does not correspond to Plato’s usual representation
of the initial phase of civilisation. He constantly depicts beginnings of cul-
tural development as an age with very modest intellectual interests.*!
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): 6ovpdl Kot a0TOg TAAAL TNV ELOVTOD
coolav kol amiot®. 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 natural-
ism, one gets the impression that Socrates’ disbelief concerns the inferences

of view, etymology of yoxn. 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 €kd00€1g ... KOl LOAQ KOPWOL.

“1 T hope to discuss this item on another occasion, together with Aristotle’s 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 ety-
mologies 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 ety-
mologies was the difference in the refinement of etymological analysis at
work and in the profoundness of the suggested etymological meaning result-
ing 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: émotiun, which was decoded in correspondence
with the belief that positive notions imply motion, is now explained as prov-
ing the contrary doctrine of the importance of rest (427 a—b). 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 etymo-
logical section. There is at least one case when the probabilistic character of
etymologising undermines its reliability. Socrates restores three possible
original forms of Poseidon’s name (402 d 11 — 403 a 3): it was either ITo-
ooV (from delv mdda, on the word formation analogy of Tocidecpog), or
IMoAAeldmV (= ToAAO €18(G), or 6 Zetwv. 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 name-
givers simultaneously.

The similar case is the name of Apollo which corresponds simulta-
neously 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.** But Socrates

42 As Sedley, 142. 148, supposes, comparing with the modern acronyms. But, al-
though Socrates twice points out the possibility that the names (Apollo, 404 ¢ 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 decod-
ing 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 conscious-
ness 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 d—e; 421 ¢ 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 prob-
abilities 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 ety-
mologies. It was, to be sure, not pure linguistic considerations, but rather dis-
content with philosophical claims (expressed or implied) of practitioners of
etymology, which made Plato demonstrate the unreliability of their philologi-
cal 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.*® 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 ety-
mologies, 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.

4 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.**

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?®

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):

TOT Gpa Kol TOVOHLOTA AAAAAOLY, “Bpovin” kol “mopdn”, OpLolm.

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 Plato’s etymologies seem to betray a similar ap-
proach.

These passages, as well as Plato’s remarks, do not signal the appearance
of more sound criteria of etymological analysis. Rather they reflect a com-
mon-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.*

4 A.S.Pease (ed.), M. Tulli Ciceronis De natura deorum libri III: Libri II et IIT
(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 fa-
mous dictum of Voltaire: “L’étymologie est une science ou les voyelles ne font rien et
les consonnes font peu de chose”. It is, however, significant that Voltaire himself pos-
sessed not more scientifically sound criteria of etymologisation than the classical au-
thors I cite had.

4 Grote (above n. 8) 528 n. a.

4 Grote (p. 519 f.) adduces Schleiermacher and Stallbaum as the notable repre-
sentatives 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 Plato’s irony. It means that some scholars were perceptive
to Plato’s irony about etymology before the appearance of the modern scientific ap-
proach 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 ex-
tremes of both conventionalism and naturalism, which results in admitting
that naturalism is desirable and conventionalism is unavoidable. The etymo-
logical section complements this theoretical inference with a similar conclu-
sion about the analysis of the current language: on the whole etymology
confirms that the words are descriptions of the things, but there is a consid-
erable 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 Plato’s in-
terest in etymology as such, both in the process of explaining single words and
in investigating the principles of etymology as a discipline. Probably, this inter-
est 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 restor-
ing 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 indis-
putable 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

B nepgoii gactu niuaroHoBckoro “Kpartuna” CokpaT 3aHIT OIPOBEPKEHUEM S3bI-
KOBOTO KOHBEHIIMOHAJIN3Ma, KOTOPBIHM 3amumiiaer ['epMoren, u JOKa3bIBaeT, 9TO
CJIOBO HE €CTh IIPOU3BOJIBHOE 0003HAYEHNE, HO “Opyane”, IpeaHa3HAauCHHOE IS
OTZEJICHHS OHOW BEIH OT JPYTOH, U TOTOMY JOJDKHO N3TOTABIUBATHCS U3 MaTe-
pHaJia, COOTBETCTBYIOIIEro o0o3HayaeMoMy npeamMeTty. Ilog 3TumM cooTBEeTCTBU-



76
Alexander Verlinsky

€M WIN “OpaBHILHOCTBIO UMEH™ IMOJIPa3yMEeBAETCsl CIIOCOOHOCTh CIIOBA OBITh
TOYHBIM OIMCAaHUEM CBOWCTB IpeIMETa, €CIM OHO Ha/JeKalluM oOpa3oM 3TH-
MOJIOTH3HpOBaHO. B cpennHHO# yactn nuanora Cokpat, AEMOHCTPHUPYS, B YEM
COCTOHUT “NPaBMIIBHOCTh MMEH”’, STUMOJIOTM3UPYET CliepBa NMEHa O0TroB, 3aTeM
0003Ha4YeHUs HU3NIECKUX ITOHATHH M, HAKOHEL, TIOHSATHH, OTHOCSIIIUXCS K 3TH-
YEeCKOI 1 SIUCTEMOJIOTHYEeCKOl chepe; MHOTHE U3 STUMOJIOTHH IOAPa3yMeBaloT,
YTO CO3/aTeNH S3bIKa IPUACPKUBAINCH T€PAKINTOBCKOTO YUEHHS O BceoOmeM
noroke u nBrkeHun. Hakonen, B 6ecene ¢ Kparnnom Cokpar onposepraer 1o-
JIOXKEHMS PAJUKaIbHOIO HaTypalln3Ma, KOTOPBIH, Ka3ajloch, OAepKall 1modemsy
B MPE/IIESCTBYIONIEH YacTH, M JI0Ka3bIBAET, YTO TOYHOE ITHMOJIOTHYECKOE COOT-
BETCTBHE CJIOBa 0003HaYaeMOW BEIIM HE TOJBKO HEAOCTIKMMO, HO M HeoOs3a-
TEJIbHO, @ TAKXKE YTO MCIIOJIb30BAHUE 3THMOJIOTHH KaK CIOC00a IOCTHKECHUS
¢$unocodckoil MyIpoCTH O BelIax, KOTOPYIO 3arevyanie]y B UMEHaX UX MYyJIpble
co3JaTeIH, HEBO3MOXXHO BBHJLy IPOTHBOpEUHUil, 0OHApYHBAEMBIX B (itocod-
CKUX IPUHINIIAX X BO33PEHHI — OTHU U3 UMEH, Oyly4H THMOJIOTH3UPOBAHHBI-
MH, CBHJETEIBCTBYIOT, YTO MOJIOKHUTEIEHBIM COCTOSIHUEM SIBIISIETCS MTOKOH, Apy-
THe e, HAaIPOTHB, JBIDKCHHE.

IockonbKy 3akiounTeNbHasE YacTh JUCKYCCHH TTOKa3bIBaeT, uyTo IlmaTtoH He
MIPU3HAET 3a 3TUMOJIOTHEH CIIOCOOHOCTH HATH MCTHHY O BEIIaX, BOZHUKAET BO-
IPOC, II0YEMY STUMOJIOTH3AIUH OTBOIUTCS CTOJb 3HAYUTEIBHOE MECTO B THAJIOTE.
[TpuznaBas, uro IInaToH He MEPEXOANT Ha MO3UIMN KOHBEHIIMOHAIN3MA B KOHIIE
JIMajiora, HO JIMIIb CKIJIOHSETcs K Oojiee ymMepeHHOW (opMe HaTypajiu3Ma, aBTop
CTaThH MTOJIEMU3UPYET, TEM He MeHee, ¢ uccnenosaresiMu ([Dx. ['por, B mocnennee
Bpems /[I. Cemnn), monaraBIiMMy, 9TO COKPATOBCKHE 3THMOJIOTHH 0€3yCIIOBHO
JOCTOBEpHHI B IMazax IImaroHa B 3K3ereTHUECKOM IUIaHEe — KaK BOCCTAHOBJICHHE
TIePBOHAYAIILHON (POPMBI CIIOB M BO33PEHUH cO3aTeliel sI3bIKa, OTPa3HBIIMXCS
B CJIOBAX.

B npoTtuBOBec 3TOI TOUYKE 3peHUs aBTOP MbITaeTcs NoKa3aTh, 4To Ilnarton
paccMaTpuBaeT MCKYCCTBO 3THMOJIOTAa KaK HE COOTBETCTBYIOLIEE KPUTEPHSIM,
NPeabIBIAEMBIM K TEYVN. YIIOMHHAaHUE O Mynpoctu EprudpoHna, BiusHuEM
koTopoit Cokpar 0OBSICHIET CBOE ATHMOJIOTHYECKOE BIOXHOBEHHE, IIOKa3bIBa-
€T, 4TO I0JJ0OHOMY MCKYCCTBY HeEJb3sl 00y4HThCs, a HamepeHue Cokpara odn-
CTHUTB Ce0s OT 3TOH MyAPOCTH Ha CIIEIYIOINI JEHb OPa3yMEBAET, YTO ITHMO-
JIOTHEH He clieAyeT 3aHUMaTbcs cucTteMarndecku. Kak mokassiBaeT pasBUTHE
3TOr0 MOTHBA B AUAJIOTE, COMHEHHS OTHOCSITCSI IMEHHO K 9K3€T€THIECKOMY ac-
MIEKTY 3TUMOJIOTUH. DKCKYypC 00 HCTOPUUECKUX U3MEHEHHSAX CIIOB U O He00Xo-
JUMOCTH JUIS STUMOJIOTAa X YYUTHIBATh, HE TOJBKO ITOKA3bIBAET IPOHHUIIATEIb-
HOCTh [I;1aToHa Kak UCTOpHKa sI3bIKa, HO U Hanbosee OJIM30K M0 CBOUM OOIINM
MIPUHIIMIIAM K COBPEMEHHOMY Hay4yHOMYy noaxoxy. IlapanokcansHbiM 00pa3oM
MMEHHO 3TH cOOOpa)keHUs CONpsDKEHBl y IlaToHa ¢ COMHEHHEM B HaJEKHO-
CTH 3THMOJIOTHYECKOT0 METO/a: OYEBUIHO, OH HE BEPUT B BO3MOXKHOCTH IPO-
CIIETUTHh NCTOPHUIO U3MEHEHHS IIepPBOHAYaIbHON (OPMBI CIIOB, YTO MOAPBIBAET
JIOCTOBEPHOCTh ATHMOJIOTH3AIMK B NMPOOJIIEMaTHYHbIX ciry4asx. He ciywaitHo
STHMOJIOTHH, XapaKTepU3yeMbIe MpHIaraTelIbHbIM KOLWOG, IPENIoIararT KaK
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paauKaIbHOCTh PEKOHCTPYKIIUMH, TAK U CHEKYISATHBHOCTD PEKOHCTPYHPYEMBIX
3HaYeHUU M OKa3bIBAIOTCS B 0COOOW CTENEHU PHCKOBAHHBIMHU C TOYKH 3PCHUS
JIOCTOBEPHOCTH.

ABTOp IPUXOIUT K BHIBOAY, YTO, HE O0JIafas HaIe)KHBIMU HAyYHBIMH KPUTE-
pusmu, [1naToH npuUMeHseT K ITHMOJOTHH OOBIICHHBIE KPUTEPUHU TOCTOBEPHO-
CTH, KaK 3TO HEPEAKO CIIyJalloCh U B ApeBHOCTH, 1 B HoBoe Bpems1. He oTBepras
STUMOJIOTHIO B 1elIoM, [11aToH cTpeMHTCS OCTAaBUTH IO COMHCHHE HaJICK-
HOCTh €€ METOJIOB 3a IpeieiiaMu 0oJiee WM MEHEee OYEBUIHBIX CIIyYacB U IOJI-
TOTaBJIMBACT OMPOBEPKEHUE (DHITOCOPCKIUX MPETESH3UI ITUMOJIOTOB B 3aKITFOUH-
TCIBHOHN JacTH.





