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Abstract

This thesis explores and links some of Plato’s ideas on both language and understanding. There are close
readings of the whole of the Cratylus and the Phaedrus from 257b7 to the end which conclude that: no
knowledge can be found from etymology; Greek as a language is not perfect; and we must search for a
knowledge outside language. Using various other texts, but particularly the Statesman, there are
comments on the difference between the physical world we inhabit and the ideal world of abstracts that
we must try to understand through using paradigms, a category in which I include myths. There is a broad
conclusion that, despite language being imperfect and problematic, we must use it since it is our only tool

with which we can create an approximation of the ideal in order to progress towards understanding.
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Introduction

Before any study of the content of an author’s work can be carried out, it seems important
first to look at the method that author used in setting out his' beliefs. There has been
much written on Plato’s use of the dramatic dialogue as a genre, and on his use of myth
within those dialogues. But it seems to me that it is also important to consider the
building blocks of those dialogues: they are all, of course, made out of language. I do not
believe that there can be any good understanding of Plato unless there is an understanding
of his views on the thing from which he constructs his dialogues. The dialogues are only
possible because of language, and we must look at how Plato viewed the tool of his
philosophical trade. In order to do this, I begin with a detailed and close reading of the
Cratylus®, where Plato plays with names, etymologies and language as a whole. I finish
off the section on language with a close reading of the end of the Phaedrus (257b7 to the
end). I hope to show that Plato was very aware of the inadequacies of language in our
search for pure knowledge, both individual words as themselves and their use in
combination. They will never describe the ideal world of abstracts. From there, I will
proceed to try to explain how I believe Plato attempts to use this imperfect tool to get his
readers going in the process of understanding those pure abstracts. 1 will try to show how
paradigms and myths perform the same task, in attempting some kind of explanation of

the inexplicable. I hope to show that they are the routes towards the goal of the ideal, a

"1 will use the male pronoun to stand for any unspecified human for the sake of convenience and

conciseness.
2 In the translations given, for the Phaedrus and the Statesman I will quote Rowe, Warminster, 1986 and

1995 respectively, and for all other translations I will quote Jowett, The Dialogues of Plato, 4" edition,
Oxford, 1953, unless I indicate otherwise.




goal which we may never reach because we are physical beings in a physical world
attempting to understand non-physical abstracts such as ‘statesman’ or ‘justice’. We will
always have to compromise, because even in our attempts at describing or defining ideal
abstracts, we have to use physical language. But language’s usefulness must be the

starting point.




The Argument with Hermogenes

The Cratylus is a puzzling dialogue. The arguments between the characters develop along
structured lines, but the main points of the dialogue seem to be shown to us rather than
told to us: we cannot just listen to the words, but we have to think about what Plato
means more generally, we have to try to understand what is going on behind the face
value of the words that the characters use. With the Cratylus, it seems best to start from
the end: “o08¢ mavv vobv Eyovros avBpamov Emtpéyavta ovouacty auTov Kal v
abtob yuyny Bspansdery” (“no man of sense will like to put himself or the education of
his mind in the power of names”) (440 c3-5). This occurs in Socrates’ conclusion. The
result of all that has gone before is that dvouara are not to be trusted. Bearing in mind
this conclusion, it is now safe, or safer, to go back to the beginning and examine how this
conclusion is reached, not only the arguments but also the style of conversation. It is
playful, language is manipulated. Socrates seems to argue in the second half against the
point of view he seemed to hold in the first: he enters at Hermogenes’ request to solve a
debate on the nature of language, whether a name is a name because men say so, or
whether each thing has an appropriate and correct name, and any other name which men
use to refer to it is not a name at all. By the end, Socrates appears to have dismissed both
theories, and the debate is on language’s relationship with the world. The book ends up
talking explicitly about Heracleitean flux, and it seems to me that that was a major theme

of the dialogue.

The dialogue opens with Hermogenes asking whether Socrates might join the discussion

he has been having with Cratylus. He explains that the discussion was about names, sets




out what he believes Cratylus’ position to be and asks Socrates what his is. Socrates’
reply begins slightly mysteriously: “® mat Tnrovikov ‘Epudysves, maioua mapouuic
on yadena ta kald oty onn Exer paBeiv: kar 51 Kol 10 TEPL TOV OVOUATOV O
autkpov wyyaver ov pabnua” (“Son of Hipponicus, there is an ancient saying that
‘hard 1s the knowledge of the good’. And the knowledge of names is a great part of
knowledge”) (384a8-b2). However, in his first words of the dialogue, Socrates hints at all
that will follow. Any knowledge or exploration (uafciv) of names is linked to a
knowledge or exploration of ta xaAa. He goes on to say that he could only afford the
one drachma course on names rather than Prodicus’ fifty drachma course. If he had
attended that, then he ironically says he would be able immediately to give an answer.
But he did not, so they have to explore the question themselves. Socrates starts with an
ironical attack explicitly on Prodicus, but presumably aimed at all who claimed to impart
knowledge through language in lectures, a form of education which Plato did not believe
in. It is no good just listening; one must actively engage and think; passive attempts at
knowledge by osmosis through hearing another’s words are no good. We will discover
just how difficult and philosophically unreliable a thing language is, and that the only
way to knowledge is through active applied thought aimed not at words, but at the
concepts which they try to stand for. It is unfortunate that language is our only tool for

looking at Ta kaAa, but it is all we have. We must use it, but be aware of its limitations

and problems.

It is surely significant that it is Hermogenes who sets out Cratylus’ position to Socrates

and does not let him do it himself. Just as Socrates usually does not give a doctrine but




expresses his ideas as a reported conversation (Symposium) or a model or a myth

(Republic or Phaedrus), so Cratylus’ position does not come from his own mouth but is

reported by another. Cratylus is comparable to Socrates when Hermogenes says of him
“sol £uoD dpwtdvTos Kal mpobupoupdvov gidévan S moté Adyer, obte dmooagel
0USEV elpwvedetal T POS E, TPOOTOLOVUEVOS TL adTOS &v Eautd diavogiobal as
£l8as mepL avTob, O &l PodAorto cados eimelv, TOMoEIEY AV K ELE OUOAOYETV Kal
Aéyewv anep adtos Agyer” (“And when I am anxious to have a further explanation, he is
ironical and mysterious, and seems to imply that he has a notion of his own about the
matter if he would only tell, and could entirely convince me if he chose to be
intelligible) (383b7-384a4). Plato is feeding Socrates’ enemies, those who saw him as a
sophist and a fraud. It seems Fhat one of Socrates’ adversaries in this dialogue is a version
of Socrates himself, but rather than having no theory, just refusing to say what his theory
is. But Socrates will prove that there cannot be two Socrateses, and Cratylus will end up
seeming arrogant, extremist and of little use to mankind because of what he seems to
believe about language. After Cratylus has been built up as another Socrates, we have to
wait until 427e5 before he re-appears. In the meantime, Socrates has argued against
Hermogenes, which Cratylus'had previously done, and at 428e6 Cratylus agrees with
Socrates that correct names reflect the true nature of the nominata. However, as becomes
clear very quigkly, Socrates and Cratylus are using words to mean rather different things.

Their conversation is required to show this.

However, first Socrates must talk to Hermogenes, who sets out his position at 384¢10-

e2: “xal punv Eyays, & Zoxpates, moliaxis 51 kal ToUTw SaAeyfels kai aAiols




moAAois, ob Sbvaual newcdijvar ws arin ts opAdtns ovouaros 1 ocuvlikn kal
ouoldoyla. éuol yap Sokel ém av tis T Onran Svoua, TobTo ivar 10 dpAdv- kal av
adlis ye Etepov perabijrau, éxeivo 88 unkén kalij, ovSEV frov 1O botepov dpbis
ExeLv TOD mPoTéPov, Gomep Tols olkétaus Mels petanifdusda: ob yap ¢pioel fxdotw
meguKEvar dvoua oLSEV oVdevi, alAa viuw kai £0st Tov diodvTwv Te Kal
kalobvtwv. gl 8¢ mn aAAn Exel, Etoytos Eywye kal pavlavey kol dkodsly ov
povov mapa Kpardiov, aida kai map’ dAdov 6tovodv” (“1 have often talked over
this matter, Socrates, both with Cratylus and others, and cannot convince myself that
there is any principle of correctness in names other than convention and agreement; any
name which you give, in my opinion, is the right one, and if you change that and give
another, the new name is as good as the old — we frequently change the names of our
slaves, and the newly imposed name is as good as the old: for there is no name given to
anything by nature; all is convention and the habit of the users™). The ovouara only
mean what they do by “ovvBikn ki opoloyia”, but Hermogenes seems to believe that
this kind of convention can be set up by anyone at any time. This would mean that there
would not be any development of language: words would not grow out of other words,
but would just be invented and somehow put into common use. Hermogenes does not
seem to think that the conventions he talks of stem from anywhere. Socrates wants to
show that there must be at least some reason as to why words are agreed to mean what
they do, even if that reason is not necessarily a useful or good one. Language as a whole
evolves. It is true that it would be possible for two people to create a language starting
from scratch by using their own convention. But that is not how the language that both

Socrates and Hermogenes actually do use came about. One must speak “opfas™



(“correctly”) according to the convention one is born into, because any other method of
speaking “gEauaptioetal e kal o0Sev moujoer” (“will result in error and failure™)

(387bl1-c4).

However, they can clarify their own conventions within that language by making sure
that they both mean the same thing by the same word. So, at the start of the discussion,
Socrates lays down some ground rules as to the purpose of dvouara: “odkodv Tob
Aéyewv poprov 1o ovoualewv; dvoualovies yap mov Afyovar tovs Adoyovs” (“is not
naming a part of speaking? for in giving names men speak™) (387c6-7); “ap’ o0
Siddoxopév T dAdiAous kai ta mpayuara Siakpivouey 1) £xer” (“[in naming] do we
not give information to one another, and distinguish things according to their natures?”)
(388b10-11); “dvoua apa Sidackatixov 1 oty Spyavov Kai SLaKpITKOV Tijs
ovaias” (“a name is an instrument of teaching and of distinguishing natures”) (388b13-
c1). Words have both a practical and a didactic nature. They are our means of

distinguishing Reality in communication, and our means of trying to find out more about

it. They are the tools of the philosopher.

Socrates starts exploring language as if Hermogenes is completely wrong, as if each word
1s correct in nature. At 388e7-389a3, Socrates comes up witﬁ the idea of a Snuiovpyos, a
creator who made their language. He is given his job description at “ap’ obv, @
BéAniote, kal 10 ékaoTe PUOEL mEPUKOS Bvoua Tov vouoldeTy Ekeivov gl ToUS

$03yyovs kai tas cvAiapfas Sel énicracBou Ti@éval, kail BAETOVTa TPOS AVTO

3 - e 9 224 ’ \ hd ’ 14 . b \ \ bd \ ? \
EKEIVO O EOTIV OVOUQ, TAVTA Ta OVOUAT®V Betns, el o€ un €IS Tas aUTAs




ovAiafas Exaoctos o vouobéms tiBnov, ovSev Set TobTo a<ugi>yvosiv” (“then, as
to names: ought not our legislator also to know how to put the true natural name of each
thing into sounds and syllables, and to make and give all names with a view to the ideal
name, if he is to be a namer in any true sense? And we must not misinterpret the fact that
different legislators will not use the same syllables™) (389d4-e1). The Snutovpyos must
create each name so that there is a connection between the name and thing being named.
But this Smiovpyos is not meant completely literally: he exists only for the purposes of

this discussion so that they can look at language as if it were created by just one person.

At 390d5-8, they reach the conclusion that the dialectician, as user of words, is the one to
direct the Snuovpyos on how he should make them, by analogy with other tools, whose
users know how to use them but whose makers know how to make them. This leads
Socrates to pledge his allegiance to Cratylus (d9-e1) and say “kai Kpardios ainén
Aéyel Aéyov pbost ta Svduata sival tois mpayuact, Kol ob IavTa STHIOuPYOV
Svoudrwv gival, aAda uovov gxeivov tov arofiérovia gis 1o T POOEL Svoua dv
éxdote kal Suvdugvov adTob 10 £idos Tféva gls Te T ypdupaTa Kal Tas
ovAdafas” (“and Cratylus is right in saying that things have names by nature, and that
not every man is an artificer of names, but he only who looks to the name which each
thing by nature has, and is able to express this name in letters and syllables™) (390d11-
€5). Hermogenes cannot answer this because they are talking completely at cross-
purposes. Hermogenes is talking about the language he sees around him, Greek, whereas
Socrates is talking about language as perhaps it should be, a language which is naturally

and correctly linked to the world it describes. This confusion allows Socrates to claim at



391a8-b2 that together they have shown names to have a natural correctness. However,
they did not prove it but assumed it in the analogy with the shuttle. It was taken as
obvious that anyone making a shuttle would look to the ideal shuttle as a model, and that
the maker of names would do the same, that is look to what would ideally do the job
required of it. If indeed such a thing were possible for a man, then we would have an
ideal language, one which worked and performed the tasks which we want it to. But the
ambiguous use of 70 dvoua proves in itself that Hermogenes is at least partly correct.
Socrates, mimicking Cratylus, used it to mean the ideal name, whereas Hermogenes
assumed it referred to the names in everyday use. They needed to set up, however
artificially, a convention on what 70 ovoua referred to. They needed to impose some
separation and distinction on the meaning of the word, or else no learning can occur.
They are currently no further forward than when Socrates was called into the discussion,
except perhaps that Socrates has shown how difficult it will be to be able to come up with

definite answers on this problem of what language is and how it works.

Socrates demonstrates this point with reference to Homer (391¢10-392¢5). He quotes

(149

“dv ZdvBov’ ¢gnoi, ‘kaléovar Bsot, avdpes 6¢ Zxauavdpov’™” (““whom’ as he says,
‘the gods call Xanthus, and men call Scamander’)(391e5-6), “nepi t7js dpvifos nv
Aéyer Su kalkida kikArjoxovor Oeol, avdpes 6 kv (“about the bird which, as
he says, ‘the gods call Chalcis, and men Cymindis’”) (392a3-5) and the examples of
Batieia and Myrina and Hector’s son, who is referred to as both Scamandrios and

Astyanax. By using Homer, Plato has a wealth of examples available which he knows his

audience will be familiar with. The point seems to be that the same thing can have two

10



names: both refer to and are understood to refer to one thing, but one may be more
descriptive than the other. Homer can give his characters ‘appropriate’ and
‘inappropriate’ ones as he wishes: Homer can be, to some extent, the Snuiovpyos of
names. Sometimes the names ‘help the audience to an understanding of the thing named,
but what is important is the understanding of the nominata, not the name, for that is
subject to the arbitrary will aqd judgement of the namer, in this case Homer. In the ideal
language the name will describe and therefore help, but in our language it may not, it
will probably be just a label. What must be examined is the thing itself: “&t 6¢ év
etépais ovAdafais 1} Ev Etépaus TO avTo onuaiver, ovSev npayua’” (“and whether
the syllables of the name are the same or not the same, makes no difference, provided the
meaning is retained”) (393d1;5). Having just concluded that names should not be studied
but the things they refer to, Plato will turn the discussion, apparently rather oddly, to a
section of etymologising by Socrates. These apparent contradictions of Socrates’ force
the reader to try to work out V\ilhat it is that he means by what he says in this dialogue. He

will not be, perhaps cannot be, straight forward and explicit on this subject.

This section begins with Socrates giving some etymologies of the names of people from
mythology. At first it is not injmediately clear how serious he is being. The etymologies
themselves sound fairly plausible until Zeus is introduced, when we are told that his
name derives from a combinaiion of Zena, Dion and “8¢’ ov (v ael maot tois {@ow
vrapyet” (“[the god] through whom all creatures always have life”) (396b1). The
dubious nature of Socrates’ explanation of Kronos (from “to xkafapov adtob kai

éxriparov 10b vob” (“his pure and clear mind”) (396b6-7)) and Uranus (“opwoa 1o

11



ave” (“looking up”) (396¢1)) is hinted at by Socrates, when he says that if only he could
remember more Hesiod “then I might have seen whether this wisdom, which has come to
me all in an instant, ] know not whence, will or will not hold good to the end” (“ovx av
gnavounv Siekiov s ophds avtols ta ovoparta Keital, Ens Anenspadny s
codias TavTNAl Tl mOMCEL, £l Apa AnePEl 1) 0L, 1 &uol ekaidvns vOv obtwot
TPOCTERTWKEY dpTL OVK 018 omobev”) (396¢5-d1). Hermogenes, with a degree of irony
considering that the talk is of gods, says “uot Sokeis wonep ol EvBovardvies
ékaipvns ypnouwdeiv” (“he seems to me like a prophet newly inspired, and seem to be
uttering oracles™) (396d2-3), to which Socrates replies that the reason for this is his
attendance at a lecture given by Euthyphro, so that “his wisdom and enchanting
ravishment has not only filled my ears but taken possession of my soul” (“xivéuvever
oDV €vBovaLdV ob HOVoV T MTA pov gunAfjcal Tis Saupovias codias, arra kai
s yuxlls encidngBar’) (396d6-8). Again there is the emphasis on hearing and not
thinking. The words, supposedly, have entered Socrates’ ears and become wisdom in his
soul without any questioning or consideration. But this is all ironic. As is common in
Plato, we have to be wary of the tone of “co¢ia” and ask how much irony is contained in
it. Here, I believe, it is meant to be completely ironic. It is not uncommon for Socrates to
be inspired by a Muse before he tells a myth (in Phaedrus for example), but here his soul
has been inspired by an etymologist. This must indicate to the reader that what follows is
not to be taken at face value, indeed it is to be viewed with the same suspicion we would
reserve for the possibility of Socrates quietly attending a lecture on etymology and being
inspired by it. Euthyphro will be referred to again, for example at 400al, where Socrates

says that his etymologies might not be good enough for Euthyphro’s disciples because

12




they would consider them “goprucov” (“banal”) (400a2). Socrates promises to be more

imaginative; he wants to ‘discover’ things that are entertaining and witty. Socrates is at

play.

Socrates points out his own sophistic behaviour with “éav un edbiafapou, &n tiuspov
copwtepos oL Séovros yevéaBau” (“if I am not careful, before tomorrow’s dawn I

shall be wiser than I ought to be”) (399a4-5). This is a reference back to 396d1ff, where
he said that he would rid himself of his Euthyphronic inspiration tomorrow if a priest or
sophist can be found. Again “cogwtepos” is heavily ironic, as Plato points out that he is
making Socrates perform a sort of satire on etymologists: they claim a wisdom that they

cannot possess, and we will discover that wisdom does not lie inside words anyway.

But the tone of the satire fluctuates. The following section deals with some etymologies
that lead to key Platonic thoughts, even though the etymologies themselves are not to be
taken too seriously. At 399¢1-7, we are told that &vfpwnos comes from avafper and
onwne, because man is the creature who looks up to what he sees. For Plato, ‘up’ is good
and to be sought after and ‘down’ is bad and to got away from; we need look no further
than Phaedrus for this idea. This tends to indicate that @vBpwnos, according to this
etymology, is in his natural element when philosophising in order to move upwards
towards knowledge and divinity. Socrates has created an etymology to reflect his view of
the importance of philosophy. The point on philosophy is serious, how it is reached is

entirely playful.

13




At 399d10-400b7, Socrates talks about y1oyn. He manages to derive it from two different
etymologies so that he can get at what he believed to be the nature of the soul. It either
comes from avayvyov (399e1), which means to revive, so that yyn is the ‘living’ part
of avBpwnos, or it is a shortened form of gucgyn, the noun from the phrase “7j oy
Oxet kau Exer” (“that which carries and holds nature”) (400b2) so that yyn is that
which connects man to his environment and a natﬁral, and therefore correct, way of
being. The circle is completed at 400c1-10, where owua (body) is connected to onua
(grave) and onuaiver (to indicate), along with owletau (to be kept safe). This means that
the body can be not only a safe place for the soul to stay while it is there and the driving
force of life, but also a grave in which the soul is incarcerated. This idea is also found at
Phaedrus 250¢2-6 and Gorgias 293alff in equally playful circumstances. But as Socrates
says at Gorgias 493c3-5 about this idea and a comparison of the soul to a seive, “zau?’
EmEkds pév oty LITO T dtona, SnAol urv O &y PodAouar cor évdeifausvos, éav
nws olos & @ meioou petaléofon” (“these notions are strange enough, but they show
the principle which, if I can, I would fain prove to you”). The verbal connection itself
reveals nothing, but this does not mean that it does not provoke some interesting imagery
that may be useful; we should not trust this linguistic connivance or coincidence to show
us anything in itself, but we should exploit it as an aid to philosophy. So, for example, we
may be able to connect this idea with a previous etymology so that perhaps in order to
free itself, the soul must escape by being within a proper “av8pwmos™, who is a
philosopher and looks up to find divinity and knowledge as is the natural way. Only then
can the yOyn fulfil itself and escape its benign captor, grow its wings and fly upwards

into knowledge. Plato is encouraging us as readers to play with language as Socrates is

14




doing and see what we come up with, but we cannot trust the results in a literal sense.

Language may have its ‘niceties’, but these in themselves prove nothing.

But there is an overall point in what Socrates says. At 401e5, he says “@yafé,
gvvevonka 1 oufjvos codias” (“my good friend, I have discovered a hive of wisdom”).
This is a fantastic metaphor if viewed in the light of the rest of the dialogue and
especially what immediately follows it. The coherent whole of the argument (the swarm)
is made up from the chaotic, fast flying particles (the bees) that are its constituent parts:
each individual etymology flies around apparently rather randomly, but the result is a
movement of an understandable argument if éne looks at the bigger picture and tries to
take it all in at once. Socrates immediately follows this with the idea that the first idle
chatterers may have been Heracleitean, because both Cronos and Rhea are connected
with streams. This is the first explicit reference to Heracleitus and his theory of flux
which will play such a large part in Socrates’ etymologising. We may be able to go back
to the metaphor and say that the internal flux of the constant movement of all those bees
leads to a relatively stable argument on the bigger scale. We should look not to the flux,

but to what Plato uses it to form.

In the section on Hades, 403a5-404b4, Socrates tries to change our notions of death so
that it becomes a positive thing. Socrates manages to conclude that Hades is
“diAocopouv” (“a philosopher™) (404a2) because he does not have to deal with the evils
of the body, but can exploit the desire for virtue that dwells in every soul when it is freed

from the mistaken desires of the physical. It is for this ‘reason’ that Plato has Hades come

15




from “eidévou” (“to know”) (404b3), because he knows “ravra ta kaia” (“all noble
things™) (404b3). Whilst the general principles of what Socrates is saying are not
unPlatonic, 1t seems very odd that Hades should be a philosopher. Humans should aim to
become philosophers: this section seems to indicate that as humans, we should use Hades
as a model; in other words, we should aim at death. For Plato, the physical body did
detract from philosophy, where true happiness lies, but we should not aim at death, rather
use our lives as best as we can. To make Hades so positive shows how language can be
manipulated to ‘prove’ a point that should not be examined through words and
etymology, but through i1deas. The words should be expressing the ideas, rather than the
ideas coming from the words. To ‘prove’ that Hades is the model for &vBpwnor is very
clever, but it shows us that Socrates here is being as much of a “c:oq&zo“nis”3 (403e4) as he

claims Hades to be, whilst in the same breath declaring him a philosopher.

Another example of truth within playfulness is “zas 8¢ ‘Moboas’ 1e kai SAws TV
HOVLOIKT)V Ano 10D pdabal, s éowcev, kal s {nmjosds 1e kal prlooopias 10
Svopa tobto énwvopacey” (“the name of the Muses and of music would seem to be
derived from their desire to make philosophical inquiries”) (406a3-6). Music and
philosophy are strongly linked throughout Plato, and here Socrates makes the names
derive from the same source. But this idea about music and philosophy appears amid
some etymologies concerning the gods that are, at the very least, eyebrow-raising. For

example, Apollo is so called either because he is a purifier, “arolovwv”, or he is sincere,

3 “gogrorijs” here, 1 think, carries an extended meaning to indicate the arrogance of the ‘over-wise’, those
who believe themselves to be wise, but are not. It can be used in a positive sense, at Republic 397a, 404a
and 596d and Symposium 203d8, but the context of a sort of attack on etymological practices calls this
‘wisdom’ into question.

16



“anAovs”, or he is “ael faldwv” or the one who moves things, such as harmony,
together, “opomolav” (405b9-406a2). All these etymologies have some relevance to the
character of Apollo; even the one Socrates claims is to be avoided, “aroi@v”, is
important at the start of the Iliad, for example. But they cannot all be true, indeed I hope
to show that Plato does not really believe any of them. However each one is revealing of
Apollo, and so in some sense correct, even if not the correct etymology. It is Socrates’
skill in language that allows him to play in this way, to bring out truths through dubious
word games. We do not have to take what Socrates says seriously: we can still appreciate
that philosophy is somehow connected to the Muses, but not because Movoar and
povoikT) are said to derive from p@oBat (to search). We know from elsewhere, like
Socrates’ speeches in the Phaedrus, that he will call on a Muse before embarking on
fanciful philosophy and myth-making with a serious centre. But in this dialogue, his
Muse is Euthyphro the etymologist. There is no real explanation as to why Muses are
connected to philosophy, only “uwofar”. The words themselves can appear to ‘prove’
something, but as we see from Apollo’s multiple etymologies, these are created as much
as discovered. They may be true, they may not be. If two words do come from the same
source, which stands for one concept, then the two derivative words also link back fo that
same concept: but this does not help us unless we understand that original concept. It
does not matter whether Socrates is correct or not in his etymology, because what are
important are the ideas behind the words: these are not explained to us here, we have to
import them from other dialogues. The words given to us here are not enough unless we
understand what lies behind them. We should enjoy the wit and the fanciful pictures

created for us, but must also examine what is said in order to look behind it.
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There is an admission of the playfulness at “ueydda, @ nai ‘Inrovikov, £pwtas. alia
éomt yap kai omovdaiws EPNUEVOS O TPOTOS TV OVOUATWY ToVTOlS Tols B£0ls Kai
RUSIK®DS. TOV HEV 0DV omovdaiov dAAovs TIVas £odTa, TOV 8E Taudikov ovSEV
kwAder SieAbeiv’ (“son of Hipponicus, you ask a solemn question; there is a serious and
also a facetious explanation of both these names; the serious explanation is not to be had
from me, but there is no objection to your hearing the facetious one”) (406b8-c3). We are
forced to ask why is it that Socrates cannot give the serious explanation? What is it that
prevents him giving that, but does not prevent him attempting play? One answer may lie
in his lack of knowledge in this area as expressed earlier at 384c 1. Perhaps Socrates is
giving the one drachma course, and the fifty drachma one would be serious. But, I feel,
the fifty drachma course would be not as much use, perhaps even dangerous, because it
would express itself as truth. If there is no truth to be discovered by studying[ ovouara,
as will become clear, then anything that charges fifty drachma for admission and then
professes to be serious is nothing but a confidence trick. Socrates cannot give a serious
explanation of etymologies because he does not believe that a true one, one which will
lead to a better understanding of the world, exists. Sophists may give them, and they may
charge a good deal, and they may both believe that they are right and convince others, but

those who believe them are those who only listen, not those who think and enter into

dialogue.

However, all this time Socrates has been arguing against the theory that all names are

merely conventional. But his argument is ironic, as we will see when he argues against
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Cratylus' and seems to adopt the view that language itself holds no answers; that it has no
connection to any truth. Socrates is being playful, but within this game there is a point:
one can use language to argue any position if one is clever enough because language is
different from the truth. Socrates is not being solemn and serious, and if he happens to
chance upon something that is right in his playful etymologies then he has still proved
nothing. Superficially, Socrates argues against conventionalism in language: in fact, he
shows that language is unreliable and open to abuse and not to be taken seriously in itself.
They have to use itto study abstracts as best they can. This cannot be done through
looking at language, but any study of abstracts, unfortunately, has to be carried out in
language. Plato does not want to find the language to explain why language has its
problems, this might be seen as a self defeating argument* and would certainly be very
difficult, but rather wants to demonstrate these problems in order to engage the reader. In
this way, the reader cannot .simply read Plato’s views on language and believe he
understands them, but must actively think about what Socrates says and in this way
approach an understanding of the concepts that Plato wants to get across. Plato’s ideas on
language are conveyed through an understanding, however minimal, of what lies behind

Socrates’ words and tone, rather than merely a reading of the words themselves.

Both interlocutors seem awafe of the game that Socrates is playing. At 407¢8-9
Hermogenes says “kivéuvedet, éav un airj oot, @s Eoikev, £n aAdn So&n” (“that is
very probable, until some more probable notion gets into your head”) after Socrates has
given his explanation of Hephaestus coming from “¢acos ioropa” (the lord of light). He

knows that Socrates’ statements are suggestions, guesses and games, but that this does

* This may be Cratylus’ idea, as explained below.
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not necessarily mean that he is not getting at some truth. Just because it is said in playful,
potentially ironic tones, does not mean there is no wisdom to be found within it’, and
Hermogenes seems to appreciate this. This whole escapade is in the tradition of Zeno and
his Achilles and the tortoise game: everyone knows that Achilles will catch the tortoise,
but the language game ‘proves’ that he can’t and so gets at some truth concerning
language and its essential difference from reality. Socrates’ reply, “aAd’ iva un Soén,
Tov "Apn épwra’ (“to prevent that, you had better ask what is the derivation of Ares™)
(407c10), is in itself playful, and shows that he wants to carry on with this game for at
least a while yet. Socrates, however, when he has had enough of the gods and wants to
move on to other words, emphasises that this game has a target at “ngpi ¢ aGAdwv
ovavev BodAst pdPaldé pot, ‘Ohpa 1dnar oior’ EOBOPpovos “Inmor™ (“ask about
anything but them, and thou shalt see how the steeds of Euthyphro can prance”) (407d7-
9). He wants to expose the ‘inspiration’ he has from the etymologist to show what the
driving force behind (or in front of) these etymologies really is — a satirical attack on

anyone who believes there is wisdom to be found in the study of etymology.

Hermogenes explicitly introduces an important concept with “olkovv eounyavos yé
i Aoyov” (“for I am not a good hand at speeches”) (408b5-6). Liddell and Scott
translate ebunyavaos as “skilful in contriving”, “ingenious™ or “inventive” when in
relation to persons, but Socrates will demonstrate what this word refers to. There is a
sinister undertone to this word. The implication seems to be either that using language

involves necessarily twisting it and producing something out of it or with it, it has to be

3 1 cannot help but wonder what Plato would have thought of a painter such as Miro at this point.
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worked in an inventive way, or that to be good at language one has to be able to work it
in an inventive, contriving manner: adding or changing meaning and being clever with

the intricacies. The idea that Socrates t€yvn lies in language is explored later.

The problematic nature of language is touched upon just after the issue of it being part of
a skill one can use, a tool of a trade, is brought up. At 408c2-3, Socrates says “oicfa on
0 A0yos 10 mav onuaivel kal kKUKAET kal moAel ael, kai on SitAovs, aAnbns € kal
wevdns™ (“you know that speech makes all things known and always makes them
circulate and move about, and is twofold, true and false”). Both Jowett and the Loeb
translate “Aoyos”™ as speech, so that it seems speech can signify everything, which would
have to include Forms. But it is Adyos that can onuaivet (indicate towards?) 10 wav.
Aoyos, of course, extends to embrace so many ideas that speech specifically does not
have to be able describe Forms, but perhaps argument, rationality or even thought can
without speech. But then Plato exploits this complexity and ambiguity and prompts his
reader to examine it, by saying that Aoyos circulates and turns everything. The thing
itself seems to be affected by its own communication so that it is spun around by the very
act of communicating itself by Aoyos. It mutates in the process of being said, read or
even thought, and yet there remain only two categories, true and false. There is a correct

and an incorrect Adyos, but still Aoyos seems to be in a constant state of churning,
There follows an extended joke to demonstrate just how problematic, even deceptive,
language can be: “oVKkobv 10 ugv ainfss adrod Agiov kai Belov kat ave olkoLY Ev

\ -~ A A -~ ’ b - -~ - i ’ \ \ \
tols Bgots, T0 8¢ YeDOOS KATW £V TOIS MOAAOIS TWV avBpwrwY Kal TpayL Kal
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tpayicov: évradBa yap mAgiororl ol udlot t€ Kai Ta WeHdN Eo0Tiv, TEPL TOV TPAYIKOV
Piov” (“is not the truth that is in him the smooth or sacred form which dwells above
among the Gods, whereas falsehood dwells among men below, and is rough like the goat
of tragedy; for tales and falsehoods have generally to do with the tragic or goatish life,
and tragedy is the place of them™) (408¢5-9). There is ironic rhetoric with the rhyming of
“Agtov kal Oetov” and the exaggerated alliteration of “xkai Toayv kai payikov”.
Whilst the gist of what is said Plato thought was along the right lines, in that up is good
and divine, whereas down is human and tainted, Socrates 1s made to be ironic to prove a
point. He is edunyavos, he can play with language and tone so that he can dress up what
he says with rhetorical skill to make it appear more appealing. The skin that is the style
bears a significance over the substance of what is said. But being ebunyavos in speech
does not make us wise with regard to ta kaia. This is the explanation of the joke that is

to follow.

What does tpayicds really mean? It describes the life of ubBot and yedSn where it
seems to carry a conventional meaning, but then Socrates declares “opfas...TIav
aindlos’ in” (“rightly... Pan is the goat-herd”)(c11-d1). The joke lies in a pun on
Tpayikos also meaning goat-like, because roay@dia has come to mean tragedy, but
originally, and literally, means goat song (tpayos means goat, and (37 means song)6.
This pun shows how simple it is for language to deceive, intentionally or not. It is also,
once pointed out, a fairly simple example of the progression of meaning in language,

because the great tradition of tragedy which one first assumes Socrates is referring to is a
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long way from anything to do with goats. The language has grown and taken on new
meaning. An example in English might be to ask whether a left handed person can be
dextrous. But what is the true meaning of oaywdia, tragedy or goat-song? Plato makes it
mean both, using its modern meaning to describe human life at ¢6-9, and its roots to
make his point about the problems inherent in a living language. Language is not precise,
but is malleable. It attempts to stand for absolute things, but when it comes to things such
as ta kala, it cannot. They are divine and perfect: language is human and imperfect. But
this joke also points out that language is not an arbitrary thing either: the language that
Socrates and Hermogenes are arguing in has not just been invented, but has evolved.
Language is a constant movement, connected to its history. But this does not mean that
an understanding of its history will reveal truth to us. We can and indeed should be aware
of language’s history, but must understand that truth is separated from it. Socrates can
show this so adeptly because he is so skilled in the use of language. If his trade is in

dialogue, then his tool is language and his t€yvn lies in using it.

The etymologies continue, but when z0p is brought up, Socrates claims he cannot give
any etymology because “10 ‘mOp’ anopd- kal kivéuvever fitol 1 Tob EVBO@povos e
pobvoa énideowmévat, 1} 1o0to Tt way yaemov sivar” (“T am at a loss to explain 70p;
either the muse of Euthyphro has deserted me, or there is some very great difficulty in the
word™) (409d1-3). He has run out of ideas on how to give an etymology, and uses the
opportunity to point out again that what he is saying is not his own, but is inspired by an

etymologist. The playful nature of the conversation is pointed out in the very next line

¢ The reasons given for the progression of meaning range from the first actors wearing goat-skins, to there
being goat-skins as prizes in theatrical contests, or as a reference to sacrifices made when theatre was a
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“oxéyat obv fjv siodyw unyavnyv éni ndvia ta tolabta & Av dropd” (“please,
however, to note the contrivance which 1 adopt whenever I am in a difficulty of this
sort”) (409d3-4). We are about to be shown just how well Socrates can use a “unyaviv”,
but by pointing out the trick, he attacks Euthyphro and his sort, hinting that they use
tricks and are not always etymologising from any basis of fact. His get out is to say that
the word is foreign, and therefore cannot be talked about in the Greek language. This
allows Socrates to play with those words for which he can find an etymology or two, but
discard those he cannot. There is not necessarily any truth behind this unyavi, it is just
what Socrates adopts when he is stuck. This looks like an admission that Socrates is
making it all up on the spot, and can use the Muse of Euthyphro as his inspiration for
these etymologies which themselves are not aimed at individual truths as to the
etymologies of the individual words, but are rather pointed at a larger truth about

language, how it works and how it can be worked.

Socrates rounds off this section of the etymologies with a ring structure by referring again
to Zeus, and then saying “noppew 7101, oiuat, daivouar copias ladvery” (“you think,
perhaps, that these are daring flights of wisdom™) (410e3). This is both ironic, in that
Socrates does not believe what he has been saying was truly wise, but also meant in
earnest to the extent that he has already identified the major problems with language
which will become more explicit later: its nature that is deceptive and necessarily

different from the truth it is meant to describe.

more religious experience.
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Heracleitus becomes more heavily involved: “kat unv, vn tov kbva, Soké yé pot od
kak@®s pavredeolai, 0 kai vovdn évevonoa, 6t ol ravy ralaiol dvlpwrnot ol
TguEVOL TQ OVOUATA TAVTOS HAAAOV, DOTEP KAl T@V VOV Ol moAAoL TV GOPdV
OO 100 MUKVa mEPIoTPEPEchal Ta mpaypata Kal Tavies ¢épecfar aitiovto 81 oD
10 &vdov 10 mapa opiory nafos aitiov sivar tads ths 86Ens, aAia adra ta
mpaypara oUtw TEPUKEVAL, oOSEV abT@dV pdvipov givar oOdE PéPaiov, drha petv
Kal pépeobat kal peota sivar ndoms gopas kal yevéoews del” (“by the dog of Egypt
I believe that the notion which came into my head just now was not ill founded, that is,
that the primeval givers of names were undoubtedly like too many of our modern
philosophers, who, in their search after the nature of things, are always getting dizzy from
constantly going round and round and moving in all directions; and this appearance,
which arises out of their own internal condition, they suppose to be a reality of nature;
they think that there is nothing stable or permanent, but only flux and motion, and that the
world is always full of every sort of motion and change™) (411b3-c6). But this is not only
a satire on Heracleitus and his followers’ methods, saying that because their arguments
go around and around, they get dizzy and see everything else going around and around. It
also explicitly points out that if Socrates is in any way or at any time right in his
etymologising then the greek language is itself based on a fallacy. If the philosophy of
those original “uerewporoyot...kai adoAéoyar” (“idle chatteres and talkers” [my
translation])(401b8-9), who, for the purposes of this argument at least, created language,
was misguided, then there is another reason why we cannot rely on language as a route to
discovering truth: not only is truth different from language, but also that language which

may be meant, in some sense, to represent that truth, has been based on a philosophy that
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does not take account of the consistent and eternal nature of ra kaAa. This does not
mean we cannot use it, of course. We have to use it, since it is our only method of
communicating ideas about those most important things, but we have to be careful that
we keep it as our tool and do not allow it to become our master. All this etymologising
reveals the truth about nothing but language, because that is all the study of language can

ever do.

With this idea in the forefront of his mind, Socrates gives a speech etymologising some
‘important’ words assuming that they derive from a belief in flux (411d4-412d2).
dpovnors comes from either “gopas...xai pod vonois” (“perception of motion and
flux) or popas ovnars (“the blessing of motion™); yveun is from “yovijs...vounov”
(“the consideration of generation™); vonois is “véov...£o1s” (“the desire of the new”);
cogpoovv is “cwtnpia...gpoviicens” (“the salvation of wisdom”); émiorrjun is from
“tmopévns’ because the wise soul follows the motion of things; sOveois comes from
“cuvigvai” to mean the soul goes along with things; codia is apparently “Eevik@tepov”
(“rather foreign™), which was Socrates’ unyavi for escaping words he can not
etymologise, so his explanation involving a man called Zous (literally meaning “Rush”)
and “éra¢nv’ (“a touching™) does not carry much conviction; aya8ov is from
“@yaocrov” and “6o0s” because swiftness is admirable. The problem over cogia is
presumably a joke, because Socrates cannot find an etymology for it, and instead has to
resort to what he has admitted is nothing but a clever trick. Plato’s view of those who call

themselves cogos is clear: even the word they use to describe themselves is based on a
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fallacy. We are not meant to read a passage such as this and then believe that we know
these words’ etymologies. The point is much wider. Socrates can find these etymologies
working from the basis that language has developed from Heracleitean tendencies: if it
has, then it can teach us nothing; if it has not, then it can be bent so easily to demonstrate
a point that is not true, that we can never really trust it. We cannot find the answers to the
most important questions by just looking at what previous generations thought, either in
what they wrote or in the language itself in which they wrote. The truth does not lie in

words.

Then he moves on to Sixatoavvn. This gets the lion’s share of the speech, from 412¢7-
413d2. Socrates claims that he learnt Sikatov is so called because it is the cause of all
things.® He then confuses both his teacher and himself with questions and being
questioned. The conclusion is that, despite being “moAd v mAgiovi dropic” (“in a far
greater perplexity”) (413c8) than before he set off on his inquiry into Sixaioovvn, he still
stands by his etymology. The confuston has arisen because the nature of what was being
explored changed. When it was just the name, there was no problem, but as soon as the
argument moved onto what Sicazoovvn actually was, and what therefore was Sikaiov,
then Socrates encountered apparently unanswerable problems. He was told it was to do
with the sun, fire, heat and mind, but could make sense of none of them. This section

seems as though it could have been written in response to someone who said: "if you

7 This will become significant when Socrates is talking to Cratylus, and makes it as much to do with
stopping as moving,

% He learnt this “év amopprjtois” (“in secret” or “in forbidden circumstances”) which I believe must be
significant, but do not myself have any idea why. Some suggest that it refers to Prodicus’ course on names
and is ironic, or it may be Socrates toying with Hermogenes, suggesting to him, and of course the reader,
that Socrates knows more than he is letting on.
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want to know what Sikatoovvn means, then just examine the word.” The point is,
however, that the word is different from the thing, and their connection at best obscure, at
worst based on an obscure error. It is the concept that the word refers to that both matters
and is hardest to understand. Those who etymologise know no more about the nature of
the meaning of a word, what it is that that word refers to, after a ‘successful’ etymology
than they did before. Knowledge of the word and its roots in no way equates to
knowledge of the concept of which that word is a label. As Plato will show towards the
end of the dialogue (439d3-440c1) it is the essence of justice precisely not to be in flux
because it, along with all other ‘Forms’, is permanent. Anyone who says that because
Sucaroovvr includes “Sia” or any other word of motion it must be to do with motion is
approaching the subject from the wrong angle. The ‘Form’ is permanent, the word is just
a human, and therefore inevitably flawed, construct used to represent that idea which no-
one can satisfactorily define. Socrates can stick by his etymology, but cannot trust it to
reveal anything about the true nature of justice. The etymology may even be right, but it

teaches us nothing about what Sikaioovvn is.

Immediately after this rather confusing speech, Plato gives his reader a reminder of the
tone of the discussion: “EPM: ¢aivn pot, @ Zokpares, TadTa jEV GKTKOEVOL TOU Kl
ovk adtocyedialev. ZQ: ti 8¢ 1aAda; EPM: ob wavv. ZQ: dxove &) iows yap dv
o€ Kal 1a exiloma ééanarnoait @s ook axnkows Aeyw” (“HERM: I think, Socrates,
that you are not improvising now; you must have heard this from someone else. SOC:
And not the rest? HERM: Hardly. SOC: Well, then, let me go on in the hope of making

you believe in the originality of the rest.”(413d3-8). This indicates two related things.




There is an intellectual conquest game going on between Socrates and Hermogenes. It is
a playful power struggle as much as a conversation aimed at truths — although that would
be a trump card to win, or indeed beat, any trick. But both “abrooyedialev’ and
“éEamarnoouur” show that the interlocutors are here aware of, and interested in, the
tricks that Socrates is creating. This is also a reminder that one cannot just listen (or
read), one must think. If the reader takes the dialogue at purely face value because they
do not think about what they are reading, they will do worse than learn nothing, they will
be deceived. The reader must consider the words and the tone, and then what they mean

together to learn anything.

Socrates continues this self-conscious talk at “@AA’ ob yap émokonels pue Oonep EKTOS
dpopov pepouevov énerdav Asiov émafwuar” (“pray observe how I gallop away
when [ get on smooth groun ”} (414b2-4). This is a peculiar metaphor. If he is not
running on the course, he is not taking part in the race properly, he is cheating and cannot
‘win’ because he’ll never have a finishing line to cross. He may cover the distance
quickly, but he won’t really achieve anything. There is another chariot race metaphor at
420d3, and we have already come across the reference to Socrates being pulled by
Euthyphro’s horses. These metaphors are, as Baxter puts it, “hardly the paradigms of
orderly motion.” Socrates is racing through , with no particular order or method, but is
making it up on the spot, trying to get through as many words as he can, almost as a
competition with himself. In this example there is the possibility that “Aeiov” might be

picking up “Agtov kai Octov” of 408c5-9. If it is then there is the further ingredient here

® Baxter, The Cratylus; Plato’s Critique of Naming, Leiden, 1992, page 90.
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that although Socrates is not ‘on course’, he is dealing in the smooth and divine, and
therefore getting towards truth. Perhaps truth can be reached by running along the track,
but it would take too long (longer than our lifetimes), so Socrates cheats and runs outside
the track. Perhaps only those capable of giving Hermogenes a serious answer can run
along the track, but Socrates knows that he does not know the truth and is only capable of
play and running outside the track. He can be playful with his etymologies, rather than
professing to be serious. But while Socrates is getting at some truth, even if it is just the
ambiguities and difficulties of language, those who think they succeed and believe they
are really in the race for the truth about language, or have even won it, are severely

mistaken.

A good example of Socrates’ play having a greater truth about it is his etymology of
téyvn at 414b7-c2. He makes it come from “£&v voD” because the possession of the
mind explains the téyvn: “odkobv 10010 ye £&v vob onuaivet, 10 pgv tabd agelovn,
Euparovr 8¢ ob petakd Tob yel kai Tob VO kal Tob Tra,”(“that may be identified
with £yovon, and express the possession of mind: you only have to take away the 7 and
insert two 0’s, one between the y and v, and another between the v and 1) (414b10-c2).
It is surely significant that t€yvn has this rather ridiculous etymology claimed for it. Here
Socrates has attempted an explanation of what the word might mean, but has presented 1t
as a joke etymology. The linguistic side is ridiculous, the concept side more interesting
and believable: he who has a t€xvn has his mind possessed. But there is a much broader
play. Socrates, with a nice irony, demonstrates his t£xvr in argument by persuading

Hermogenes of a rather unbelievable etymology of téxvn itself. The truth of the word
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itself is nothing when compared to what the word tries to represent, and the truth

surrounding the words.

Socrates makes it explicit that Hermogenes should not examine the individual
etymologies too hard, but should look for something else with “aAla un Aiav, @
Sayovie, akpifoloyod ‘un p’ aroyviwons péveos” (“but do not be too much of a
precisian, or ‘you will unnerve me of my strength’”) (414e2-415a2). Socrates’ strength
comes not from the detail of his etymologies, but from the wider principle that no truth
about the world will be found in etymologies, only truth about language. Socrates puts
forward some potential etymologies for us to ponder, but the heart of what he says is that

words themselves contain no truths, but merely stand for them in communication.

At 415a3 Socrates wants to etymologise unyavn. His explanation is that ufcos (length)
is added to &verv (to accomplish) because ufjkos is nearly the same as “10 moAD” (“the
many/greatest/much”) (a5-6). However length is not similar to much in any sense other
than that they are both quantitive, but they refer to different things, distance and number.
They nearly mean the same thing, but they do not. It is no coincidence that Socrates pulls
this trick on the word unyavr. Socrates demonstrates what the word means by
deliberately toying with a suspect etymology of it — its meaning comes not from its

etymology but rather the way Socrates goes about the word’s etymology.

Having shown he is sdurjyavos, Socrates declares that he wants to move on to gpetn

(virtue) and kaxta (vice) (415a9-b1) because he is at “the summit of his inquiries” (“tnjv
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Kopugnv...Tdv sipnusvev”) (a8-9). Yet their etymologies are so unsatisfactory that
Hermogenes pulls Socrates up on them. First, Socrates claims he knows nothing about
apetn (a9-b1). Instead he talks about kaxia in terms of kak@s tov (going badly) (b3),
then justifies it because Seidia (cowardice) comes from Secuds (chain) and Seu (it is
necessary) put together with Aiav (strength), and aropia (difficulty) comes from « (not)
plus mopevecbar. Therefore, still on the motion image, kaxia must be to do with lack of,
or wrong, motion (b3-c9). This gives Socrates the idea that apet} must come from good
or permanent motion: a shortened form of aeipeirn (d4), which itseif comes from “aei
péov” (“always flowing”) (d3). However, he invites the attack with “kai Tows pe ad
¢noeis nAarrerv” (“1 daresay that you will deem this to be another invention of mine”)

(415d5-6).

This elicits what can only be described as the right response from Hermogenes: “to S¢
51 ‘kaxdv, 8 ob moAda tdv Eunpoclsv gipnkas, ti dv voot tobvoua,” (“but what
is the meaning of kaxov, which has played so great a part in your previous discourse™)
(416al1-2). Socrates based everything on his explanation of kaxia as coming from
kaxds, without ever touching on xaxos itself, but accepting it as a root in itself. But
why, we must ask, is it only here that this behaviour is questioned? It is at its most
obvious here because xax- is the same root for both words, but in the other etymologies
Socrates never explains the roots of the sometimes rather long words he condenses and
uses as roots. It must be significant, even if little more than a neat authorial twist, that it is

when talking about badness that this rottenness is finally exposed by Hermogenes.
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Socrates is rather stumped. He calls an end to this section of the game with “drorov ©
vi) Ala éuotye Sokel kai yadenov cuufaleiv. éndyw obv kal toOTE Eksiviyv TV
unyaviv’ (“that is a very singular word about which I can hardly form an opinion, and
therefore I must have recourse to my ingenious device”) (416a3-4). The contrivance is
the trick of saying it is of foreign origin. Socrates cannot think of or imagine a root for
kaxos and so must stop the game. No claim to truth is made but the use of v unyavnv
must be considered. It is ironic in that Socrates’ trick is not clever at all and is given no
further thought, but it is its dismissal from the conversation by Hermogenes that is
important. If “kai éoikas ye opBas Acyov” (“very likely you are right”) (416a7) is
ironic then both parties are aware of the irony of unyavv and are consciously playing
this game, aware of the hollow nature of sophistic trickery, how an argument can be won
with ;cln undefended proposition and well timed punyavr] so that an audience is
bamboozled with words. If, however, it is to be taken literally, then Socrates’ sophistry
exposes Hermogenes as a fool. That we cannot tell exposes the unreliable nature of
language. In just reading, we cannot know whether Hermogenes the character
‘understands’ in this fiction and is being ironic, or whether the character is serious and it
is only the author, Plato, who is being ironic. The interpretation of the character’s tone
and intent is left entirely to the reader, who may have to bring knowledge from other
parts of this text or even from other texts in order to try an work out what Plato might

mean by getting his characters to say what they do.

At 416b7-d11 there is the discussion concerning kaAdv, with some intense and detailed

word play. Socrates parallels “karavoroat” (to understand, perceive) (b8) with “is |
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Siavoias™ (understanding) (bjl 1), so that while kaAdv is hard to get one’s intellect
around, it also means just thaf, intellect. But both words are rooted in vovs (mind), and
their similarity and distinction is made clear by the kara and Siar. So here in this game,
beauty is the intellect which ﬁnds itself so hard to understand — understanding
understands other things but ﬁot itself. The proof that kaAov equals mind is wonderful,
and proves that Socrates is dehnitely gounyavos. Each thing is named because it has a
principle, a power, something to do (c1-2) and that power is Stavoia of gods or men or
both (c4-5). At ¢7-8, the pun on kadobv is brought into play with “otrodv 76 kaAoav
TQ mpAYHATA KAl TO Kaﬂoﬁ\j/ 1adToVv gonv toD70, Stavora’” (“and that which called
and calls things by their names, is, once again, the mind”). By using the aorist for the
original namer and the present for us who still call by name, Plato can bring out the
similarity between kaAobv and kaAov to link calling with beauty on a purely linguistic
level. The difficulties of punsiand near puns and their understanding, because the reader
may not know in what way toj understand the word, have been admirably proved by
various editors of the QM confusing and emendating xkaAobv for kadov (Badham
¢7) and kaAov for kaAoOv (ﬁumet d4). Plato’s baffling argument to help us karavoetv
Siavoiav (perceive perception) has led interpreters to question the text, that is the wo
rds and language, and play with it to try and make it mean something or something else.
The pun is at its most confusifng at d4. Plato has just gone through a fairly standard, if
rather abstract, analogy that medical power performs medical work and that the power of
carpentry performs the work of carpentry. The Téxvn in the person carrying out the task
is associated with that task’s power or principle, and so when “10 kalobvikaAdv dpa

kaAa” (“the principle of beauty/calling does the work of beauty”), the t€xvn associated
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with making beautiful things is either beauty itself, or the ability to call something

something.

But this confusion sorts itself out. At d6, o kaAov is confirmed as Sictvowa, because as
agreed at c4-5 mind gives names and the association between kaAovv and kalda via
kaiov is now entrenched. The only difference betweén kaAobv and kadov is the ‘u’ that
sneaks in, and Plato has already decided that for the sake of this game at least, or perhaps
more seriously, that letters can come and go (399a6-9). He sees the two words as
practically the same, or at least so much like each other that they must be around a central

source. Neither word is ‘right’, but they both float around beauty in linguistic appearance.

At 417e6-418al, Hermogenes says “mowila yé dot, @ Zaxpates, ékfaiver 1a
ovouata” (“what intricate names you come up with, Socrates”). Hermogenes seems to
be gently goading Socrates, especially with what follows about pipes and Athena.
Socrates says that it is not his fault that the words are as they are but the words makers’.
However, Hermogenes seems to be pointing out that it is Socrates who is making the

words come from his suggested etymologies, rather than definitely finding their real ones.

This is shown when Socrates gives two explanations of uépa (day): that it is from
“eipw” (“desire”) because men desire the light (418¢9-d2); or it is to do with “Tjugpos™
(“gentle”) because the day makes things so (418d4-5). Hermogenes agrees that both
explanations could be given by people with “gaiverar” (“so it seems” [my translation])

(418d3) and “Soxet por” (“it seems so to me” [my translation]) (418d6). It is impossible
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to say whether he is assenting to one or the other, because it might seem to him that
Socrates first explanation is correct, or he might just be saying that it could appear that
way; or Socrates’ second explanation might seem correct to him, but he also may just be
agreeing with Socrates that there are people who think that; or he might just be agreeing
with everything Socrates is saying because he knows that none of these etymologies is
anything other than, at best, a possibilitym. For example, Socrates says 5éov (obligation)
is similar to Seouos (chain), but if this is its root, then it goes against the principle of
naming that Socrates is using, which 1s that things to do with the good have an etymology
that reflects Heracleitean flux. But he saves himself and his ‘rules’ by making it come
from an ancient form ,8t0v, which is connected to Suov, which is to do with the good.
Socrates is thinking and speaking on the spot; he is coming up with whatever answers he
can find; we are not to take what he says as any sort of well thought out theory, but rather

an improvised intellectual game.

Hermogenes asks Socrates to etymologise 5o&a (opinion), which he does at 420b6-c9.
Socrates puts forward two possible explanations: that it comes from Siw&is (pursuit),
because the soul goes in pursuit of knowledge; or that it derives from t6&ov (bow),
because opinion is like hitting the target. Socrates favours the toov idea, but does not
say it is definitely that rather than the other, again it just seems that way (“¢aiveran”

(c5)). So, on the etymology of 5o&a, Socrates has no definite truth to propose, but two

1At Timaeus 45b4-6, Timaeus has the eyes filled with a gentle (¢@s Tjuepov) fire that is akin to daylight,
so that the two can ‘combine’ to allow the soul to see. This is playful, but nevertheless clearly connects the
two. This might be taken to give a hint at which etymology Plato preferred, but the point is not the
etymology, whose correctness is irrelevant, but rather the metaphorical connection so that the light of day,
when we can see things more clearly, is more agreeable than the darkness of the night: the light of
knowledge is better than the darkness of ignorance. But none of this is serious.
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alternative options, both of which are appropriate. Aio&is has the idea of going in the
right direction, and toov is about hitting upon truth, but not knowing why it is true.
Socrates expresses no knowledge as to which etymology is true, both are meant as ideas
getting towards knowledge and both are So&ar. Therefore Socrates cannot settle on one in
favour of the other and both have equal status. In this way, Socrates can very cleverly
define So&a through giving examples of what 86Eau are, but does not necessarily say
anything constructive on its etymology. Rather he searches for the meaning of the word.

He cannot get away from looking towards the ideas behind the words.

At 421a6-b1 , he makes Svoua derive from “ov ob paoua éotiv” (“that for which there
is a search™), which is seen more clearly in the adjective ovouacotov (notable). But this is
another joke. The dialogue up to this point has been a playful search for the etymologies
of words, the reason why ovouarta are as they are. Now we are told that dvoua itself
means that which is searched for. The dvoua has always been the object of this search,
so in this context, that is exactly what dvoua has come to mean. Socrates is being
ironical and ebunyavos: the etymology is a joke that demonstrates how words can be

abused to ‘show’ whatever the speaker wants to.

But when it gets to words concerning matters of importance, Socrates demonstrates little
with their etymologies. At 421b1-c1, he deals quickly with dAnfsia (truth), which
apparently comes from “Gsia ¢An” meaning divine wandering, and 1o &v (being), which
is just idv (going) without the ‘2’. They are very important words, indeed the concepts

they stand for are the focal points of philosophy. It is not surprising if Socrates passes
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over the words and their meanings without trying to define or demonstrate them because
that would just not be possible since abstracts such as these defy language and cannot be
captured in it. There is no point in going into detail about these words, because it is the

concepts that matter, concepts which cannot be revealed in a short and witty joke.

There follows a section where Plato explains, in a way, this whole section of essentially
satirical etymologies. Socrates admits that what has proceeded was not to be taken at face
value with “£v ugv toivov dpt mov énopiodaueba dote Sokeiv i Afvelv
arokpivouevor” (“one way of giving-the appearance of an answer has already been
suggested”) (421¢9-10). This is a remarkably ‘cynical’ sentence for Socrates to utter,
especially with the ‘invention’ aspect of mopilw. But the answer will only ever be an
appearance of an answer because no real answer as to the meaning of the word will be
found in etymology, only an answer that is itself about language rather than concepts. It
would look like an answer; it would get towards answering ‘what does x mean?’, but is s

a long way from answering ‘what actually is x?’

At 422al-b9, Socrates explains that once one finds a word that cannot be broken down
into other words, one must stop trying to do so and accept that word as a “orotysrov”, an
element. Etymology is no longer a possible tool of ‘investigation’, so another method has
to be found. Socrates says “aAda unv @v ye vov SteAnAibBauev 1@V dvoudrov 1
opBotns Toradn Tis éPfovAsto givai, oia dnAobv oiov ékactov éott TV Sviwv”

(“but now in the explanation we have just completed, names were judged correct
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according to their power to show what each thing is like) (422d1-3). As the conclusion
of the dialogue with Hermogenes starts, Socrates points out that what has been said is
particular to this conversation: names have been judged correct if Socrates has made their
etymologies reveal a Heracleitean flux in the essence of the thing that word stands for.
But Plato does not believe thaf everything flows: there are eternal constants''. The
criterion for judging the correctness of a name has been incorrect: the correctness of
language has been ‘shown’ from what language has been made to ‘reveal’, rather than
language’s etymological correctness being judged against the results of an examination of
the universe. An examination of language carried out in language reveals nothing that is
positive, only: a) language may have some Heracleitean tendencies in its roots; but more
importantly, b) language can be manipulated to reveal anything as long as its manipulator

is skilful enough.

The argument progresses to cover the idea that the namer in some sense imitates
something in naming: “Ovoy’ dp’ éotiv, ws £oixe, piunua wvi] éxeivov o ppeltal,
Kal ovoualsl o ppovuevos i) powvii o av unron” (“then a name is, it seems, a vocal
imitation of any object; and a man is said to name any object when he imitates it with the
voice” [Jowett’s italics]) (423b9-11). Then Socrates argues at 423¢1-9 that actually that is
not the case, because if it were, then a man imitating an animal would necessarily also be
naming it. He set a trap for Hermogenes which he fell straight into. The trick is that
Socrates can take two different meanings of “piéopar”, one to mean represent in an
abstract sense, and the other to mean to do a literal impression of. This in itself exposes

some problems with language, because the meaning has shifted over the space of just a

' See 439d3-6.
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few lines without any warning. It sounded reasonable at the introduction when it seemed
to carry a more metaphorical sense, but ridiculous when it had its literal sense imposed
upon it. The word ppgitan seems to be able to ‘reflect’ two things at once. There are two
similar, but different, ideas which the one word stands for. A dissection of the word could
not explain how it has its metaphorical sense as well as its literal one: for that we must
look to the word’s meaning not its roots. This means that Socrates’ suggestion at 423e7-
10 bears no relevance to the Greek language that they are using: “&i tis adto TobTO
ppeicdar Sdvauro éxactov, tnv odolav, ypdupact t€ kol cvliafals, ap’ ok Qv
dnlot éxactov o Eonv;” (“and if anyone could express that essence of each thing in
letters and syllables, would he not express the real nature of each thing?”). He has just
demonstrated how “uyuerofBar” does not have one single essence for its letters to reflect,
rather it has its precise meaning chosen for it by its context. Maybe there is the possibility
of a language that works purely on the basis of a word’s meaning being somehow
expressed in that word itself', but the one they are using does not. In order for Socrates
to be able to use “uyercBai” meaningfully, he has had to set up a sort of convention with
Hermogenes over what it is that they want it to mean in this context by dismissing its
‘doing an impression of meaning in favour of “express”. This does not mean, of course,
that all language is set up purely by convention: there is an historical background to
language"®, but within that, conventions must be set up in communication for the sake of

clarity: terms must be defined before a meaningful dialogue can take place'’.

12 Although Socrates goes on to show that a perfect representational language is not possible with his two
Cratyluses argument (432a8-d10).

B See the tpaywdeiv joke above
"But there will always be those terms which are undefinable, those things that language cannot express in

words and that cannot be found in etymology.
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At 424b7-425a3 Socrates explains that he will end this exploration of language by
looking at how oroiysia, as either individual letters or syllables, can be put together to
reflect the meaning of ta mpdra dvauara (the original names) in the very composition
of ta mp@ta Svouara. If there is not a method “&Aws 3¢ cvveipewv ur gadiov 7 ko
oV ka® odov” (“the composition of them will be a sorry piece of work, and in the wrong
direction”) (425b3-4). But he gives a disclaimer as to the worth of what is to follow about
names: “o0SEv &idotes Thjs ainbeias ta 1oV avBponwv Soypara tepl adTOV
gixalouev” (“of the truth about them we know nothing, and do but entertain human

notions of them”) (425¢2-3).

At 425d1-426b2, Socrates starts his final speech to Hermogenes about how the sounds in
language came to be used. He suggests that there are three “éxSdoets.. uata kouwat”
(“ingenious excuses”) (426a2) which can be used as an avoidance of giving a real
explanation: to do what of tpaywdorotoi (tragic poets) do with their Osot ém tas
unxavas (gods from the machines), and say that gods gave the earliest names so they are
therefore just right; to say that the Greek language comes from foreigners; or to claim
that antiquity has cast a veil over them. But at 426¢1-d1 Socrates, in explaining the roots
of kivnois (motion), undercuts himself by claiming that it is from a foreign word, kietv,
and that the ancients used epsilon where modern Greek has an eta, as well as the word
acquiring a nu. In the first word he examines after he has set out his own rules, Socrates
clearly breaks one of them. But the words he uses are different: in the excuses, Socrates

uses “BapPapor” to mean foreigner; but in his etymology, he does not use the adjective
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BapPapixos to mean foreign, but “Eevikov”. BapPapikos is probably more judgmental
than £evikos because it carries a meaning of ‘uncivilised’ rather than just a geographical
foreigness, but in switching to the latter, Socrates is still referring to the idea ‘foreign’.
Hermogenes does not pull him up for this trick. This shows that we should not look at the
letters of the words used, but the concepts to which they refer. Socrates, before this final
section where he will talk about what oroiyeia show about the word they are a part of,
demonstrates that unless we think about what a word means, and do not concentrate only
on the composition of a word; then we will not be able to use them properly. This has
shown that two words can be used to mean the same thing and therefore should not be
considered as very different, just as the earlier problems over uiuetofau show that the
same word can be used to mean two different things. Finding out what a word means is

different to finding out how a word has to come to be composed as it is.

Socrates can get away with thése tricks because he is so adept at using language; it is
where his téyvn lies. But none of his etymologising has been serious, it has all been
playful suggestions that may have been right, but equally may not have been. He claims
at 426a7-b3 “1ov gdoKovia TEPL AVTOV TEYVIKOV EIVaL TEPL TAOV TPATOV OVOUATOV
pahiotd te ki kabopdrata Set Exewv anodsilou, 1) €0 gidévou 6t Td yg Lotepa
nén ¢vapnoer” (“thé'profes;or of the science of language should be able to give a very
lucid explanation of the first names, or let him be assured he will only talk nonsense
about the rest”). Socrates has not given very clean and genuine explanations but neither
has he talked nonsense. His skill in language has allowed him to demonstrate that an

etymological knowledge is not what is important because what counts are not the words,

42



but the concepts behind the words. He has no etymological knowledge, only some
guesses, and his emphasis on what words mean, rather than how they have developed,
means that he can concentrate on ta kaAa, rather than putting his faith in a language
which, if his etymologies hit upon any truth, is based, at least to some degree, on a

mistaken philosophy anyway.

The explanation at 426d3-427d1 of the way that sounds are the tongues’ gestures and are
meant to resemble, in a very abstract and symbolic way, certain ideas, seems reasonable.
This is different from an etymology, and requires no belief that the world can be revealed
through the examination of words, only that some sounds in some words are used
because the are onomatopoeic. It is sensible to suggest that p can be expressive of
movement, or that there is a smoothness in A that, when a y is added to make yA, becomes
sticky, even ‘glutinous’. But this does not mean that language should be studied in order
to find truth for two reasons: the original names may have been created in a mistaken
belief; and even if they were created well and in accordance with the way things are, we
should try, as far as possible, to study the ‘original’ concepts rather than their linguistic
representations. This sensible speech at the end of a playful performance by Socrates,
supported by Hermogenes, does not rescue etymology and the study of words. It does
indicate, however, that there is some method to naming and an evolution in names. They
are not subject to the arbitrary will of someone who suddenly decides that a particular
combination of sounds now means such-and-such, but neither are they vessels who will
give up some truth about the world if only examined hard enough. Their history does not

make them reliable, and if Socrates has stumbled on the method of their evolution, that 1s
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Heracleitean flux, then any study of them will ‘reveal’ the world to be other than how

Socrates believes it actually is.
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The argument with Cratylus

The argument starts with Socrates referring back to his own reference to Prodicus at
384b3-c2 with “Sokets yap por avros 1€ éoxégbon ta toradTa kai nap’ AoV
pepabnkévar. éav odv A€yns u kdAdiov, Eva tdv pabrdv tepl photntos
ovouarwv kal gue ypagov” (“for you have evidently reflected on these matters and
have had teachers, and if you have really a better theory of the truth of names, you may
count me in the number of your disciples™) (428b2-5). The comparison is between
Socrates and Cratylus and Prodicus, who both believe that “rap’ dAwv pguabnkévar”
is good enough. Socrates is expecting a similar lecture to be replayed for him now, but
this time, it will not just be heard, but will be questioned too. Cratylus responds by saying
that he agrees with what Socrates has said, but he enters into the spirit of the dialogue by
saying it in a playful way, comparing Socrates to the hero Ajax with a quote from the
Iliad (428c4-5). He refers to Socrates’ joke concerning Euthyphronic inspiration, and
adds that perhaps another Muse could be the cause of Socrates’ outpouring. All this goes
to show that Cratylus has both been listening to what Socrates has been saying and that
he has partially caught the tone, and also that in his arrogance he has misunderstood
Socrates somewhat. Cratylus has assumed that, since Socrates was arguing against
Hermogenes, Socrates therefore agrees with him, although we are as yet still not sure
what it is that Cratylus does believe, only that he disagrees with Hermogenes. Cratylus
has listened, but not thought. He has only heard what he wants to. He will soon learn that
Socrates, despite arguing with Hermogenes, by no means agrees with Cratylus’ position.

Socrates’ attack was against Hermogenes’ extreme position that a private language, one
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where names can be decided on at any time by anybody, is possible. His tactic was to
assume a perfect language, where there is a clear and natural link between name and
thing named. But as will become clear, Socrates no more agrees with that idea in reality

than he does with Hermogenes’ initially extreme position.

At 428d1-2, Socrates wraps up the inspiration joke before moving on to the more serious
argument with Cratylus. Socrates, as we know, knows nothing and yet appeared to give
something like a doctrine in his conversation with Hermogenes, even if in fact he did not.
Zog¢os is such a dangerous word in Plato anyway, so it is no surprise to see it so close to
amot®d. As we have seen, Socrates has good reason not to trust what he calls cogia, and
here draws attention to its trickery and playful deception to prove the danger in the
vagaries of language that can be abused by anyone with a 7yvn in language. If Socrates
does not trust what he said, then we certainly should not either. We should remember that
Socrates’ inspiration was Euthyphro, and that the whole section could, and I believe
should, be read as a satirical attack on Euthyphro and anyone who believes in his ways,
that is, anyone who puts too much trust in language. This can be seen by “z0 yap
ééanarachor avtov OP’ adTod raviwv yadendratov” (“for the worst of all
deceptions is self deception”) (428d3-4). He must not let himself be deceived into taking
his own satire seriously. Cratylus may have been taken in by it to the extent that he thinks
Socrates is on his side, but Socrates must remember that Cratylus is still the enemy. Any

satire is now over and it is time for a more serious argument.

46




It begins with the two agreeing that correct names are given by namers, who are
operating within the téyvn of name-giving. But the problem occurs over Hermogenes’
name. Cratylus wants to claim that it is not merely a wrongly given name, because it does
not describe Hermogenes’ real character, but that it is therefore not his name at all. He
should be called something else, something which reflects and instructs others on his
character. That ovoua and 0njy that dvoua would be his name. A word, even if everyone
knows it to refer to the particular individual, even if it conjures up images and
connections to do with that person in everyone who hears it, even if it is known as the
tool of communication ‘representing’ that man, is not his name unless it describes him.

This is Cratylus’ position.

This dialogue may have its difficulties because the starting ground for each interlocutor is
so far from the other’s that théy do not share much common ground, if any. They will be
in the difficult situation of talking about language, but disagreeing about it on such
fundamental issues that any understanding of the other’s position is virtually impossible.
The conventions they will be working in do not have very much in common. Hence
Socrates refuses to get into the old argument about whether it is possible to speak lies,
say that which is not, by saying “kouydrepos pév 6 Aoyos i kar’ ué kai kara mv
éunv nuxiav, @ raipe” (“your argument, friend, is too subtle for a man of my age™)
(429d7-8) This is very dismissive, especially since “kouwds” was used by Socrates at
425d1-426b2 to mean “evasion”. What Socrates seems to be saying here is that [ am an
old man and have not got time or inclination to go into that very clever, evasive and old

argument here. The words may say that a man cannot say that which is not, but we all
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know that a man can lie. This is the beginning of an answer: the point is precisely that
man can say what is not because language is separated from truth. Language is not the
same as, or a mirror image of, reality. Before Socrates could convince Cratylus that he is
wrong in this argument, he must show him that a philosopher must love and trust truth
and knowledge, not words. Cratylus, of course, may not believe this argument either, but
is merely engaged in an argument. He does not press Socrates for an answer to the riddle.
He then does not expand on his idea that a foreigner addressing him as Hermogenes
would be doing any more than talking a meaningless non-sense (429¢3-430a7), thus
leaving the reasons for his position ambiguous. Socrates will have to press him to give a
positive answer as to what it is that he does believe about language, rather than these

mysterious and rather negative riddles.

At 429a2-11 it is established that the art of naming is comparable to the art of painting.
The assumption here is that names must be constructed in a similar way to paintings; they
must in some sense represent whatever it is that they refer to. But unlike painting, one
cannot, according to Cratylus, have a badly made name. It would not be a bad name, but
would be no name at all: names are only names if they are correctly given: Cratylus says
“&mi 8¢ tois Ovdpaav o, aAX’ avaykaiov 17 del Spfds” (“not in the case of names —
they must necessarily be always right”) (430e1-2). Whilst the analogy with painting is
useful for Socrates in his present situation, it is also useful for Plato in the long run. His
famous attack on painting in Republic X is inevitably brought to miqd, and so his
apparent philosophical problems with that art form. This comparison with words does not

bode well for Plato’s final assessment of language.
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The argument then seems to take an unexpected turn when, at 431a6-7, Cratylus appears
to agree with Socrates that names are like pictures in that someone can be shown a
pictorial representation of themselves and see it as themselves even if it is not particularly
good. But, while Cratylus is happy to accept that pictures can represent with varying
degrees of quality, he is not prepared to allow the analogy to run that far in the case of
words. At 431€9-432a4, Cratylus makes the very good point that a word that has been
written incorrectly is not so nﬂuch an incorrectly written word, but is a different word
from the intended original, such as whole or hole, or is nonsensical, such as whol.
Socrates takes this point and turns it around to form a very important argument against

the possibility that words can be pertectly representational of their subjects.

At 432a8-d9, Socrates says that an image must necessarily be different from the original,
or there would not be an original and an image, but rather two ‘originals’. His example 1s
that if there were an exact copy of Cratylus, then there would not be Cratylus and the
copy-Cratylus, but two completely indistinguishable and interchangeable Cratyluses. This
seems rather unfair. Socrates is comparing a metaphysical representation (the name) with
a physical one (another Cratylus) and assuming that the results will be the same. A name
is an intellectual representation of an idea; its only representational function is mental,
and without the human mind to understand it, a word represents nothing. But this
argument is not designed as proof to those who already agree that language is, to some
extent, a human convention. It is aimed purely at Cratylus and people like him. In their

case, with their predicates involving the painting analogy, a perfect representation of a
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thing in language must mean that the thing is completely reproduced in a linguistic form.
There could be no difference between the nominatum and the name. In effect, we would
end up in a situation where there is no language. It would be impossible to tell the names
and the named apart because the name could not stand for the named, but would actually
have to be it in order for it to be a perfect representation. However, if language does not
work in this completely and perfectly representational style, then it would be perfectly
possible for Cratylus to stand next to his name, and for anyone to be able to tell them
apart. This is clearly the way it works; no-one could mistake Cratylus the man for the
written or spoken word ‘Cratylus’. Cratylus the word does not have some natural
representational connection to Cratylus the man, but the human mind, once taught how,
interprets that collection of letters or sounds to stand for the idea of Cratylus. This
reductio ad absurdum has made it apparent that they were not using 6p80otns correctly in
relation to naming. They must reconsider what they mean by it, hence “nj {1rer iva
dAAnv Svouaros SpBotnTa, kai utj opoAdyel Sniwua cviiafais kat ypauuact
mpdypartos Svoua gival. €l yap Tadta augoTepa £peis, oby 0ios T éon ouudwvelv
ocavt®.” (“you must find out some new notion of correctness of names, and no longer
maintain that a name is the expression of a thing in letters or syllables”)(433b1-3) The
meaning of opBotns that will emerge is double-edged. They will, in the following
discussion, find a sort of correctness, or consistency, in the application of names in
Heracleitean flux. This is not surprising: Socrates, in his games with Hermogenes, has
just shown how language does indeed flow as it evolves over time. It is not constant, but
letters and sounds change over the ages for whatever reason: laziness, a wish to sound

grander, the influence of foreigners. As it is, Plato has shown that this idea of a perfect
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language is not even a possibility, and can have Socrates say that language necessarily

has faults (432d11-433a2).

At 433d7-434e4, Socrates gets Cratylus to agree that mpwra (“the first nouns” [Jowett] or
“the primary names” [Fowler]) were representative of their subjects: “6Aw kai ravn
Sapéper, @ Zoxpartes, 10 opoidpan SnAodv én dv us SnAol dAra pi @
émruyovr” (“representation by likeness, Socrates, is infinitely better than representation
by any chance sign”) (434a1-2). However, he then attacks Cratylus by using oxAnpdmns
to show that it means ‘hard’ to both of them, even though it contains a lamda, which was
agreed to be a soft sound. Cratylus agrees, and concedes that this word carries its
meaning because of custom, “Sia y& 10 £00s” (434e4). The idea that language may have
been built up out of elements, so that certain letters represent certain sounds which
indicate certain things (‘o’ for rapidity, for example), and then the combination of these
representative sounds in a word give it its meaning, is not entirely dismissed. But even if
there may have been an original language that directly represented its nominata, either
through onomatopoeia or some other way, language now is different. Perhaps in an ideal
world it would have a direct connection to things, but in the language that Plato was

using, Cratylus admits that language works through custom.

Socrates goes on to explain that Cratylus can only recognise Socrates’, or indeed
anybody’s, meaning through his words which he recognises as part of a convention".

The process of communication is complex. There is the idea in Socrates” mind which he

15 That convention is the one into which we are born in society, so the convention has the history of that
society.
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represents or expresses (“Sniwpa’) by the use of a word. That word has its connection to
an idea only through convention. When Cratylus hears the word, he recognises it and
knows what it refers to withmf that convention, and so he can understand, to whatever
extent, Socrates. The word is ﬁsed as an oral representation of the idea, but that
representation only occurs because of convention:; it is not an abstract oral painting, but a
set of sounds that is known to stand for a particular idea rather than ‘being like’ it. The
word is a reference point for éh idea that must already exist in both communicating minds
for any sort of communicatioh to take place. The success of the communication depends
on how close the conventions are of the two interlocutors. It is for this reason that one
must define terms before a philosophical debate. It is necessary to set up a convention in
a rather artificial way so that everyone means the same when they say the same. If
language were in the ideal state that Cratylus wants it to be in, then there would
presumably never be any problems over definitions. The fact that there have been, with

opBotns and piunors, shows that convention is necessary for communication.

This is not to say that Socrates likes the conclusion he is coming to: “&uoi uév odv kai
adTd GpEoKeL PEv KaTd TO Suvatov Suota gival Ta dvopara Tois Tpayuaoy: GAA
un s aAndos, 16 tob ‘Epuoyévous, yAloypa 1 17 6Axn albimy tis duoidmros,
Gvaykaiov 52 1) kai T® $opriké TobTe mpocypHobar, T cveTK, gis Svoudtwv
opBortnra.” (“I quite agree with you that words should as far as possible resemble things;
but I fear that this dragging in of resemblance, as Hermogenes says, is a kind of hunger,

which has to be supplemented by the mechanical aid of convention with a view to

correctness") (435¢2-7). Socrates, in an ideal world, would prefer an ideal language that
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worked through duora. But he must succumb to the products of his dialectic, and accept

that language is not perfect.

Having established this, the dialogue moves on to cast some doubt over how much we
can rely on words in education. At 435d4-436a8, Cratylus says that knowing the name
means knowing the thing. Socrates interprets that as meaning that the name is somehow
connected to the thing in having the same nature, so that, according to Socrates’
interpretation of Cratylus’ theory, by examining the name, one should alight on the truth
behind them, on the truth of the world. But of course there is a major problem with this
idea, especially when the previous etymologies are taken into consideration. If the first
name giver was mistaken in his belief about how the world was, then in examining his
language in the search for answers, all that one could come up with would be falsehoods

(436b5-11). Words change, but the truths they try to stand for are eternal.

Cratylus responds by saying that the original name giver must have had knowledge of the
world for his names to mean anything, and that if he did not, then they would not be
names at all. Cratylus is a Heracleitean'®, and Socrates’ ‘discovery’ of Heracleitean
principles in words is turned back against him. Cratylus’ ‘proof” that the name giver had
knowledge is that all names are consistent in their representation of the world as being in

flux. Socrates sets out to show that this is not the case, despite what he said to

Hermogenes.

16 See 440d8-€2
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He starts his response by saying (436¢7-d4) that if the name giver was mistaken, then that
error would consistently penetrate the whole language, and then takes a side-swipe at all
the mathematicians by comparing the error in language to that in a geometrical diagram
which goes unnoticed before throwing everything into confusion. The calculations are
consistent, but wrong. Then Socrates says “0&1 61 mepi Ths GpyTS TAVTIOS APAYUATOS
ravil avdpl Tov ToADV Adyov givar kal v ToAATy axéyv gits GpOds £ite un
Omoketar éxeivns S¢ eEetaobeions ikavas, Ta loma gaiveobou éxeivn éncueva.”
(“every one must therefore give great care and attention to the beginnings of any
undertaking, to see whether his foundation is right or not. If that has been considered with
proper care, everything will follow”) (436d4-8). This reads almost like a justification for
philosophy. It is entirely necessary for Socrates to ask “what is x”, because if ‘x’ is
properly defined then there is no problem in finding the right conclusion. It flows
‘naturally’ from the correct foundations. It also highlights the problems occurring in this
dialogue because Cratylus is approaching the subject from such a completely different
basis from Socrates. Cratylus is impossible to persuade because he just reverts back to his
slogan that only a naturally correct name is a name at all. He is unwilling, or perhaps
unable, to examine this assumption. He may have been to all the best lectures, but he
does not think and question himself and others. He “cipawvederar” in the way suggested
by Hermogenes at 384al. Socrates has already shown that the language they are
communicating with does have at least an element of convention in it, and yet Cratylus
persists in his belief that language is only a language if it is perfectly representative of

what it describes. He will not consider the very basis on which he bases all his thoughts

on language.
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At 436d8-437c8 Socrates says that there is no consistency in the elemental construction
of names. He shows that ‘good’ words such as émiotniun can be made to stem from the
stopping of motion rather than its continuation. This puts them in the same category as
the ‘bad’ words. Some ‘bad’ words’ etymologies contain motion, such as auabica
(ignorance) and axoAaoia (unrestraint): auaBia, we are told, is from “dua Bed iovros
ropeia” (“the progress of one who goes with god”) (437c1) and axodaoia from
“akolovlia tois mpdypact” (movement in company with things”) (437¢2). However,
the roots again seem suspiciously playful. Socrates even refers to his earlier explanation
of émornun here. At 412a3-4 it is derived from éxsrar and explains that which follows
the motion of things correctly; here:Soqrates keeps the 1ota, and has it deriving from
{otnow (437a4), meaning standing still. We believed him before, but now he tells us the
‘answer’ is “audifolov” (“ambiguous”) (437a3). This is an odd game for someone to
play who is concerned with the truth. Perhaps the truth is that Socrates is playing a game.
There are three levels to this game. One is that if the participants in the dialogue (which
include the reader) just listen (or read), and do not question what is being said, then it is
all too easy to deceive with words precisely because they are not truth, but are a tool for
talking about it which can easily be misused or abused. Another is that even if one does
start questioning these derivations, there is still a problem because each seems equally
believable and unbelievable. How could anyone claim one to be right and another wrong?
They both ‘explain’ the meaning, and yet neither can be confidently trusted because both
are given and both seem equally plausible - or implausible, depending on how one

approaches them. Knowing the derivation is irrelevant when compared to knowing a
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word’s meaning: what counts is the truth which the word is an indicator of: that is the
relationship which we have to explore. The third idea at play here is that of Socrates’
1£xvn. There remains only one truth as to the derivation of £morrjun, but Socrates has
the verbal skill to provide two. Both derivations, however, carry a similar meaning, that
of the soul being around, and in an affinity with, truth. The nominatum remains the same,

even if the word play of the derivations changes.

Cratylus now agrees with Socrates that the number of words which can be shown to
contain an Heracleitean etymology does not prove anything because some can be made to
contain opposite ideas depending on the argument, and anyway, democracy has nothing
to do with correctness (437d1-7). Cratylus” word-counting argument does not seem to be
one he believes in because he gives it up so fast, but rather it is an attempt at an ad
hominem argument to catch out Socrates, and thus allow Cratylus to be the victor. His
belief that language is only language when it is correct remains. His loss in this smaller
argument about the Greek they are using does not affect his argument concerning
language-as-it-should-be. He can still claim that true and ideal names were given by some
god and that no other sort of name is a real name but something else (438b8-c6), and that
therefore if one knows the true, ideal name then one knows the thing it refers to. He does

not seem to view the language of their conversation as meaningful at all.

At 438b4-7, Socrates points out the circularity in Cratylus’ argument that a

name must necessarily be right to be a name at all, and that if one therefore
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knows the name, one knows the thing named: “tiva odv 1pdmov ¢pduev adrods

gldotas @écbau 1) vopoBétas eivai, nplv kal 6Todv Svoua keloBau Te Kol EKelvovs
gldévau, ginep pn éon ta apaypara pabeiv alX’ 7 ék t@v ovouarwv” (“but if things
are only to be known through names, how can we suppose that the givers of names had |
knowledge, or were legislators, before there were names at all, and therefore before they
could have known them?”) (438b4-7). He is accusing Cratylus of confusing the
relationship between what there is to be known, knowledge itself and how we attempt to
express, and come by more, knowledge through language. Truth came first, then a
knowledge of truth, and then finally words as an attempt to express that knowledge. After
all “foniv dpa ... Suvarov pabeiv dvev ovouarwv ta évia,” (“it is possible to learn
things without names”)(438e2-3). One can, for example, understand the concept of the
number five - there being the same number of things as fingers on one’s hand - without
knowing the word ‘five’. In order to attempt to communicate that concept, however, one

needs to have a sound that stands for it.

This model of language’s relationship to truth is also explained by: “xai t@v pev

2% &8

paokdvtwv gauta sival ta duota i dAnBeiq, 1dv & éavra’ “some [words]
asserting that they are like the truth, others contending that rhey are” (438d3). It must be
significant that no name claims to be the truth, but the right ones are ‘like the truth’.
Cratylus does not object to this. If Cratylus meant the language of their conversation to be
perfect, then their words would actually be truth in some way, because their connection to

what they describe would be so close and rigid. If there is only one true name for any

particular thing, then that name has to be somehow a shape and a sound that is
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completely equivalent to the truth it stands for. The word would completely encapsulate
the idea it would there to communicate. But for Socrates, and presumably Plato, the
closest a word that humans use can get to truth is to be like it. It represents truth, or has
an affinity to it. Our knowledge of truth seems to work on a similar level: “Gpa &’
&Aov Tov 7 obrep eikds T Kal Sicaudtarov, St dAAAwv v, €1 &N ovyyevi) éonv,
xal avta 8 avtdv,” (“What other way can there be of knowing them [rdl kaAd] except
the true and natural way, through their affinities, when they are akin to each other, and
through themselves?”’)(438¢6-8) Literally, cuyyevn means ‘born with’, ‘congenital’, or
‘relative to’. It expresses the idea of something being ‘akin’ to something else, being of a
like kind. Plato is aware of the limitations of language, but also conscious that it is the
only tool we have to discuss and progress towards truth. But truth is different and
separate from language, and so all we can do with language is talk about what truth is
like, not truth itself. Therefore we can have long, apparently rambling and wandering
conversations with no conclusion, and we can have myths and allegories. All language
use, all discussion, becomes a kind of story because it cannot get straight at the truth and
express it directly, but must describe it second hand, or at a second remove from the
subject of the speech. All are as much a part of philosophy as the ‘rational’ question and
answer dialogue. Our tool for discussing truth has, after all, in a way only an allegorical
connection to truth, in that it is like it. Whilst truth is independent and true by its nature,
in our search for it, comparisons are helpful, perhaps even necessary, hence “6v’
dAAAwv”". However, the possibility of a direct knowledge of truth remains in “abra

o avtdv”, but this is outside language. Truth can only be ‘translated’ into language, so

17 See below on the Statesman for the importance of paradeigms and comparisons.
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that that interpretation is necessarily not truth, because, as we have already established,
there could not be two truths. If language were truth, we would be in difficulty because
there would not be a truth and its representation in language, but there would be two

indistinguishable truths.

The ambiguities of written language are then exploited by Plato in an extended
philosophical joke. Socrates has just said that language cannot be truth, and Cratylus
agrees with him by saying “aAnfn pot daivn Aéyev” (“what you are saying is, I think,
true”) (438e10). That is exactly what has just been established that one cannot do, and yet
everyone knows what Cratylus means. Socrates has not spoken ‘The Truth’, but has used
language to communicate a truth. It is unclear whether Cratylus is supposed to be aware
of the irony in what he has said. If he is not, then he is not practising what he is preaching
about language; the position he has taken is just a staqd for the purposes of the argument
and he is not serious about philosophy. If he is aware of the irony, then he is confirming
his position that the language they are using is not perfect, because he can say this but not
literally or entirely mean what he says. Socrates certainly is aware of the irony, because
his response, “Eye o1 npos A6s” (“stop for heaven’s sake™) (439al), seems to mean
stop playing, presumably because Socrates feels they are finally getting somewhere, and
he is an old man and cannot play games forever. The extra level that this is a made up
dialogue, reported as if true, means that the author, Plato, can make his characters do and
say whatever he wants them to. Plato’s words are not an exact replica of a conversation
that actually took place, but are about what sort of dialogue might occur between these

men. We have to trust Plato that his dialogues contain an element of truth, however vague
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or specific. We, as readers, know that the words we are dealing with are in one sense
untrue because they were never said in the way that Plato presents them, but we trust that
they are also concerning some truth, and contain some too. The truth of what he gets his
characters to say is not literally true in the sense that it happened, but true in the sense
that it contains general truths. When we are reading an invented dialogue, we must be
aware of the difficult relationship between words and truth, but must also realise that
there is another ‘gap’ between what the characters say and what the author means. Of
course, we can only really ever guess, in a sense, at any extra-linguistic truth or meaning
by using the language because that is all the ‘reported” dialogue is. We can look at it in
the light of other dialogues, but still the basis for any judgement we can make on what
Plato meant in what he wrote is the text. If Plato gave oral lessons, there may be things
we can never know. All we have is what Plato wrote; we will never know what Plato
said. He is not available to be questioned, he can never explain any further what he
meant. The reader has to take on the role of questioner and answerer. He has to get
involved in any debate on Plato’s words from both sides: he has to ask what Plato means
and he has to try to find out the answers, either from the dialogues or from intelligent
guess work. He has to approach the subject from all sides: he has to try to understand it,
by himself, as a whole, with the characters who’s words he reads to help him. We cannot
just read the dialogue as if it were a true to life record, we have to remember it was

written by one man with the advancement of philosophy in mind.

With all these problems surrounding it, we are in need of a defence of language. This

Socrates gives at 439a6-b9 “ZQK: & obv éomt uév Su padicta 8 Svoudtov ta
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npaypata pavlavev, ot 8¢ kal S’ avTdV, TOTépa Av £in kalMwv Kal
oageotépa 1 pabnois, éx s sixovos pavlavery adtv el kaids eikaotar, Kol
v dAnBsiav s v elkdv, 1 ék ths ainbeias avTiv te adtiv kal ™V sikova
avts &l apenoviws gipyaoctar, KPAT: éx ths aAnBsias por Sokel avaykn sivad.
ZQK: bvtiva pgv toivov tponov Set pavBavery 1) dpioksty ta dvia, peitov iows
gotiv Eyvarévar 1] KAt Eué kal o0& Gyanntov 6¢ kal TobTo duoAoyrnoacda, 6t ovK
g€ ovouarwv alia ToAD parlov avta & avtév kou pabnréov kou {nrnréov 1 ék
t@v Svoudrwv. KPAT: paivetau, & Zokpares.” (“Soc: Let us suppose that to any
extent you please you can learn things through the medium of names, and suppose also
that you can learn them from the things themselves — which is likely to be the nobler and
clearer way; to learn of the image, whether the image and the truth of which the image is
the expression have been rightly conceived or to learn of the truth whether the truth and
the image of it have been duly executed?

Crat: I should say that to learn of the truth must be the best way.

Soc: How real existence is to be studied or discovered is, I suspect, beyond you and me.
We must rest content with the admission that knowledge of things is not to be derived
from names. No; they must rather be studied and investigated in their connexion with one
another.”) To study the truth would be best, but that is beyond even Socrates. Instead we
are forced into using language, and Socrates can use his t€yvn therein to describe what
truth is like, rather than try to discover it directly, which cannot be done through studying
language or words or names but rather what lies behind them. Cratylus’ idea of a perfect
language is not available to us. Our words can never be replica Forms. Socrates has

shown that the basis of our language is wrongly conceived, and this means that his search
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for truth using this ill-prepared tool is all the harder. But, as has also been shown in this

dialogue, there is no one better equipped in the ways of language.

Socrates says at 439b10-c6 that he can easily believe that the names were given with this
idea of motion and flux (“ioviwv araviov ael kai peovrwov” (“all things are always in
motion and flux”) (439c2-3))in mind, in the mistaken Heracleitean belief that the world
worked in that way. This really throws open the debate on the tone of the etymological
section. There is so much playfulness in it that it could never be described as completely
serious philosophy, and yet here Socrates seems to be admitting that he may have been
right in that section as regards the basis of his etymologies. This indicates more of the
difficulties of language: Socrates tells something like the truth in his etymologies in that
they can be made to ‘reveal’ Heracleitean flux, but this does not mean that truth 1tself,
being as being, is in constant flow. Socrates” words, and language in general, have the
potential to be deceptive. But Plato is never completely serious. He wrote dialogues about
relaxed, social situations. The Cratylus is slightly odd in that Socrates does not start the
discussion, but is dragged into it. He becomes involved during somebody else’s argument
and plays the devil’s advocate. Plato’s Socrates could only treat this position with
humour. Most human verbal interaction is littered with irony, jokes and non-seriousness;
having Socrates, with all his verbal talent, as the discussion leader could only increase the
playfulness. Even at this point, a crucial step in the completion of the dialogue, Socrates
makes a joke with “@AA’ obror avtol 16 donep eis va Siviv EUnECOVTES KUKDVTOL
Kal nuas épedxduevor apoceufailovory” (“and having fallen into a kind of whirlpool

themselves, they are carried round, and want to drag us in after them™) (439¢4-6). This is
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the idea that if someone sees everything as being in motion, then they themselves get
caught up in that constant whirl, and get dizzy: they are in the dizziness of error, because
as far as Socrates is concerned there are constants which are not in a state of flux (c4),
and that dizziness begets a second dizziness, because if the world were constantly
flowing around them, then it would make them dizzy. The concept of motion itself gets
up speed and whirls everyone around in a blur, rather than the clarity that constants, like
beauty itself in the abstract, could give us if we could only ‘see’ them'®. A point is made,
but it is done in an apparently light-hearted fashion. Socrates may have found a
consistency in his etymologising, as far as their connections to flowing are concerned, but
the satire was on the basis for that whole method of inquiry: if Socrates was right in his
explanation of the etymologies, then that whole exercise is useless because it will reveal
nothing about truth since words have been wrongly given. It may appear that the world is
in flow (439d3-4) because the examples of the constants that we see around us do change
as time continues, but for Socrates there are things which never change. This means that
Socrates could poke fun at the style of some etymologisers, and at etymology itself as a
route to truth: if language has been developed based on a misguided philosophy, then no
truth will emerge from its study. All that will happen if trust is put in words as holders of
truth is that the original mistake will be perpetuated, and everyone will be dizzy. It is not
words themselves that will reveal truth to us, but we must use them in well understood
conventions to talk about truth, whilst being aware of our tool’s limitations and problems.

Words are the creations of men, and not perfect. They can be picked apart to reveal a

181t is also interesting that they are falling into this idea of motion, because, of course, they should be
ascending into divine eternity and knowledge.




consistent philosophy in the same way that they can be twisted in a sophistic manner to

‘prove’ almost anything.

The dialogue concludes with the explicit introduction of constant abstracts. At 439¢6-d1
Socrates brings them into the conversation: “oxéyau yap, & Qavudoie Kpatode, o
Eywye moiddkis Sveparin”. ndrepov pduev i eivar adtd kaAdv kai dyaBov xai
v Ekaotov TV Oviev oUtw, fj u1;” (“There is a matter, master Cratylus, about which
I often dream and should like to ask your opinion: Tell me, whether there is or is not
some permanent nature of goodness, beauty, and several other things?”) This is in direct
contradiction to the Heracleitean flux. The argument is finally set up between the view
that everything is always changing, and the idea of some stable things such as to

kalAov and 6 ayafov. Socrates very quickly brings the subject to its core, which rests
on the nature and possibility of knowledge. Socrates sets out what seems to be a ‘double’
view of everything: what is around him, “Soket radra avra peiv” (all such things
appear to be in flux) (439d4), but there is a stable level of reality, “to kalov ov
TotobTOV 4l oty 0idv éativ;” (does not true beauty always retain its essential
quality?) (439d5-6), to which Cratylus, the Heracleitean, agreeszo. Absolute beauty
cannot change, because as soon as it does, then it is no longer absolute beauty. It is

independent of any examples. In examples of beauty, there is always a change (439d8-

' Why does Socrates ‘dream’ these things? Is the waking world incapable of discovering these things in
their pure form? Perhaps the conventions of ‘real’ life hold us back in our search for truth. If we pull out of
that world and instead immerse ourselves in pure thought (i.e. dreams) we may gain an extra method of
creating an affinity between us and Truth. Perhaps Socrates only knows these things in the same sense as
one knows what one has dreamt: the dreaming experience is very different from trying to recollect it when
awake. Dreams are slippery things that escape our grasp as we try to remember what they were. We know
that there is a memory of something, but we cannot pin that thing down exactly.

% See below for an explanation of why he might do this.
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12), but because we are still able to call it beautiful, and therefore identify it as partaking
in beauty, then there must be ? stable ‘beauty’. That cannot change, because if it ever did,
then it would no longer be beéuty (439¢1-6). And furthermore, any change in these stable
entities would rule out the po;sibility of knowledge. If it is always in a process of change,
then it is never the same, whi¢h means it is unknowable because it is different, and so
unrecognisable, each time it is approached. A world of fluctuating general principles
would be indescribable and unknowable because there would be no certainties on which
we could rely and with which we could separate out the world we found around us into
understandable categories (43'9e7-440a5)2'. But not only would we not have things to
know: neither would we have; the ability to do any knowing. If knowing itself (“atto 1o

!
€160s... Ths yvwoews” (the very nature of knowing) (440a9-b1)) changes, then it can
never be the same and so ceases to exist as ‘knowing’. In a world of complete flux “oUte
0 yvwoouevov obte 10 yvwolnoouevov av ein” (there will be no one to know and
nothing to be known) (440b4). The ‘deus ex machina’ that makes knowledge and a
knowable world possible is the idea of things that exist “dei” (always) (440b5). Each
thing partakes in an abstract eternal stability, a Form, which allows us to recognise and
know it*2. But the concept of an eternal and stable knowledge is difficult. It is in
knowledge’s nature to changé, to grow as the knowledge increases. Our everyday

knowledge is a process of putting together what we previously knew, applying it to

whatever we come across, and then ‘creating’ more knowledge through argument,

2! This quote is as relevant to modern particle physics as it is in this dialogue about words.

22 The reference to “obrws oicafai xai 1@ npdyuate Siaxeiofor” (“believing that physical things
flow”[my translation]) (440d1-2) is in conjuction with the image of the world being like a person with a
runny nose, consfantly dribbling. It is punning on the idea that a Heracteitean diagnoses the world as
suffering such an affliction. But it also strikes me as similar to Sartre’s idea of the world as a ‘viscous’
mass which is made solid and understandable by our imposition of categories and jobs for the things we see
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deduction or perhaps inspiration. This certainly seems to resemble Heracleitus’ view of
constant change because we always change our knowledge merely by interacting with the
world around us. But this is not the sort of knowledge that Plato is here talking about. For
Plato, there is a permanent and stable form of knowledge, that of Knowledge of £i6n.
Because they are stable in their nature, any knowledge we have of them also must be
stable. Our route to that knowledge of eternal things is a process of discovery and so
change. But we do not have a knowledge of them yet. We may read and partake in
arguments concerning them, we may hear stories about what they are like, but we can
only know them when we know them independently of examples from the tangible
world, which I think involves knowing them outside language, which has proved to be so

problematic.

Cratylus, who signs up to the :Heracleitean view that everything flows (440d9-¢2), also
agrees with Socrates that there are stable entities (439d2). Either Cratylus is being held
up as a man who really is not thinking about what is being said to any degree but is only
listening, or the absolute opposite. The only solution I can see that gives Cratylus a
defence against the accusation of arrogance is that he has been listening very carefully
and has reached a conclusion along the lines of this: if language is such an untrustworthy
thing, then how can any conclusion discovered in an argument which necessarily uses
language to propel itself be trusted? We have seen how language can be manipulated
earlier in the dialogue where Socrates uses language to show that the components of that

language can be made to ‘mean’ opposite things depending on which argument one

around us. For Plato, the Forms mean that we are not faced with this mess that the Heracliteans and Sartre
would otherwise have us immersed in.
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wishes to use at the time (émotrjun at 412a3-4 and then at 437a3-5), so the only
conclusion that they have reached here is that, according to the current argument,
Socrates is right. Perhaps if they approached the same subject in a different way on
another day, then different conclusions would be reached. In this battle of words,
Cratylus has lost. Inside the argument, he must accept its conclusions; but the words
cannot force him to change his beliefs because ideas exist outside language, and so are

not susceptible to its tricks or ambiguities”.

But language remains our only option for communication, and while a healthy suspicion
and wariness about it and anything it claims to prove is necessary, so is its use as an
expression and communication of thoughts. Beliefs need to be questioned: language is
the only way one person can force another to consider what they think they know.
Cratylus must listen to Socrates’ argument; he must consider the world presented to him
in it and compare it with his own. But he does not believe that the argument proves
anything about the world, only about the argument. Socrates’ uncertainty at the end of the
dialogue perhaps reflects a similar attitude when he says of the whole debate between
stability and Heracleitus that “urn ob pasiov 717 émoxéwaacfar” (“it is a question hard to
determine™) (440c3). He says of Heracleitean flux “Tows pév obv 81, @ Kpatdie,
oUtws &xel, lows 8¢ kai ob” (“this may be true, Cratylus, but it is also very likely to be
untrue”) (440d3-4). On this major debate Socrates can say that there is always an

uncertainty. But the question remains, and we must do our best as humans to answer it:

there is always a debate to be had.

B This may also offer an explanation as to why Plato chose Cratylus to appear in this dialogue. He is
reputed, after having taught Plato, to have eventually given up on language and only to have communicated
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The conversation ends with Cratylus declaring his Heracleitean beliefs, but the two agree
to meet again. Socrates appeals to Cratylus’ arrogance by saying “oxsyauevov 8¢, éav
gvpns, petadidovar kat uoi” (“examine, and if you find anything, share it with
me”[my translation]) (440d6-7). But Cratylus thinks he has already examined the issue,
despite his youth (440d5), and knows the answer. This is despite, or because of, all that
Socrates has just said. The bravado of Cratylus’ last words leave him looking almost
hubristic. He is talking to Socrates, a philosopher of some repute, and he leaves him with
“alda kai ov nepd £t Evvorglv tadta 16n” (“I hope, however, that you will continue
to think about these things yourself”) (440e6-7). Socrates, as is clear from the speech he
has just given and the reputation of the character that Plato portrays, has thought about
 these things. Cratylus looks like rather an upstart. But, as we have seen, he may have a
point: since language as we have it is not perfect, and an argument is constructed out of
and represented by language, the argument may not be as powerful as would first appear.
But this argument will always be open to the charge that its conclusion disproves itself,
because it has been reached by verbal argument. If this is Cratylus’ thinking, he will keep
on going around in circles: he can believe no argument is significant about the world
around him, not even the one that removes any argument’s significance. Throughout the
whole dialogue, Cratylus has been verbally agreeing with Socrates’ arguments, but at the
end he is left with the same beliefs with which he started: no language is a real language
unless it is perfect. Only an argument constructed from the perfect language has
significance on the world, but Socrates’ two Cratylus’ argument seems to disprove the

possibility of a perfect representative language. Therefore the best that we can do is use

by moving one of his fingers.
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the language we have in argument which are about the world. Here, even Socrates seems
to be saying that conclusions reached in arguments do not prove the world to be this way
or that way. Humans will never be able to discuss the world completely, only partially.
Discussion will always be at one remove from what is being discussed. Language stands
for something else; language is, in some sense, metaphorical. The conclusions of
arguments that use language are not necessarily how the world is, but the results of our
linguistic representations of the world can show us what the world might be /ike. No

argument, it seems, 1s final.

Socrates’ use of “Sida&ers” (“you shall give me a lesson™) at 440e3 shows that he
believes that Cratylus may stiil, despite what has gone on before, believe in lectures. He
1s tempting Cratylus to disprdve his own belief in the lack of power in words by returning
to teach what it is he does believe. Of course, any such lesson conducted in speech would
instantly discredit its giver, because any speech given in an attempt to demonstrate why
speech has no power would be a contradiction®. This may explain why Cratylus had to
be so aloof and ironical when talking to Hermogenes before the dialogue started (383b7-
384a4). The nature of his theory prevents its own explanation. Cratylus’ reply to this
appeal to his arrogance is left}- ambiguous by Plato: “tabr £otau” (translated by Jowett as
“very good”, literally meaning “these things will be”) (440e6). Is he agreeing to come
back and give Socrates the benefit of his youthful wisdom in a talk (answering “cis

abfis Toivuv pe... Sidakes” (“then, another day... when you come back, you shall give

me a lesson”) (440e3-4)), or is he merely agreeing to leave the conversation for now and

2% It would be, perhaps, a dictum contra dicta
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go into the country with Hermogenes as Socrates suggests (answering “vov 8¢, wongp
napeoxkevacal, TopevoL &ls aypov: nponiuyer 8¢ o€ kal ‘Epuoyévns 68 (“but at
present, go into the country, as you are intending, and Hermogenes shall set you on your
way”’) (440e4-5)). The language by itself does let the reader know. If one wants Cratylus
to suffer from a rather stupid arrogance which does not allow him to consider an
argument, only listen, then he will return to ‘teach’ Socrates; if one wants him to have a
thoroughly considered doctrine which is as unbreakable by speech as it is inexplicable,
then he is merely agreeing that the discussion is necessarily over. Plato, it seems, is

demonstrating that language at least has the potential to be completely imprecise.

Indeed, all Socrates can say for sure is “o0d¢ ravv vobv Exovros avBpomou
émIpéyavta ovouacy adtov Kal v avtob yuynv Bsparnsdev” (“no man of sense
will like to put himself or the education of his mind in the power of names”) (440c3-5).
The Heracleitean influence on his language may really be there, but this is no reason to
trust language. Socrates has shown that a Heracleitean world would be “o0dev Oyigs
o0Sevos” (“an unhealthy state of unreality”) (440c7-8) in which knowledge is
impossible. But Plato has his more optimistic map of the world, where knowledge is what
is to be sought after. There is every likelihood that those who were responsible for the
early names, if there were such people, just got it wrong. Language has no privileged
information on the nature of the world: it is a human construct. Any language which
completely reflected the world it described would not be able to exist, because there
would be a constant state of confusion as to what was language and what was being

described. The language that there is has so much potential to be toyed with, moulded
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and generally twisted, either by sophists or the etymologisers whom Socrates satirises,
that it must be viewed with caution. It is our tool of communication, and more
importantly our tool of philosophy. But it is not the goal. Knowledge outside language is
what is searched for in our philosophical use of language. There is the problem that our
tool is unreliable, but this dialogue has made us very aware of the difficulties in language
and its use — both the speaking and the understanding of it. As long as we are aware that
language by itself cannot be trusted, only those concepts behind it which we try to
express through it, then we may be able to progress to knowledge. But as long as people
trust in language, its roots and intricacies, and believe it to have an almost divine status as
a direct passage to knowledge, then their errors need to be pointed out, and what better
way to do that than through satire. The very nature of truth is that it is indescribable, but
we must use our tool of language to approach it and talk about it, conscious that all we
can do is talk about it, what it is like. Language on a very basic level necessarily gives us
this one-stage-removal from truth, because we cannot utter truth, but a version of it in
language, which therefore cannot actually be it. Then, with that language, we can circle
the focal point of truth by using different words in various genres about truth, such as a
dialogue, an allegory or a myth. If we build up enough true opinions about what truth is
like, then we may one day ascend into knowledge of truth itself. We cannot do that
through merely listening to words, but must engage ourselves in thoughtful conversation.
A refusal to do so, for whatever reasons, will not help us towards a better understanding

of the world. But in our conversations, we must be ever wary of our rather unreliable

tool.
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The Phaedrus

In the Phaedrus, Plato manipulates his characters so that they provide a meditation on the
means of the communication ;)f truth or opinion. Plato is writing about writing. His
starting point is not the individual words as it is in the Cratylus, but their use in
combination to form 1anguagé as a whole, and especially rhetorical language. The
majority of the dialogue is occupied with the giving of examples of different sorts of
speech, but from 257b7, the aﬁention turns to a discussion on the giving of speeches. This
section begins with a working through of rhetoric, what it is and how it works, and ends
with a discussion on ypaupara (273d2ff), focusing on language’s role in philosophy and

showing its problems.

This is necessarily difficult: there is only one tool available to us with which to discuss
language and how it works, and that tool itself is language at work. It should be
remembered that for Plato, there is the added complication that the words we read written
on the page are both his and not his; they are created by him for his own philosophical
purposes, and yet they are put into the mouths of characters other than Plato himself. We
are reading a play, a conversation staged for us. In order to be able to get anything from
the dialogue, as with all Plato, but to differing degrees, we have to enter the game of both
believing what we are reading, and not. We do not literally believe all the words and their
presentation, we do not imagine that we are reading a forensic report of an actual

conversation between Phaedrus and Socrates that took place outside the city of Athens in
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the late fifth century B.C.>> We read in the knowledge that in a very strict sense, we are
reading a lie propounded by Plato, yet we understand that within the story there may be
something that is relevant to our lives. We accept the convention and apply the sayings of
a conversation from someone else’s imagination to our version of reality. Already in
language there are faintly bizarre things going on: we are told many things, yet we choose
to read literally those things concerning our concept of philosophy and to keep those
things said about the authenticity of the conversation as purely playful; they just help us
‘picture the scene’. Already we have judged the worth of what Plato said; some is to be
mostly ignored, some is to be written about at length. Language, the conveyor of Plato’s

meaning, and the reader’s reaction to it, are both strange and obtuse things.

The discussion pivots around 258d4-5: “aAX’ éxetvo oiuar aicypov Ndn, 10 ui Kads
Aéyewv 1€ kai ypagetv aAX’ aloypds 1€ kai kakds” (“but what is shameful, I think, is
speaking and writing not in an acceptable way, but shamefully and badly”). Language,
the record of civilisation, is linked by the philosopher with the potential shame and harm
that it can bring before it is looked at in the light of its merits. If it is not used properly, it
becomes the living space of untruths, and it can only be used properly once the
philosopher knows its dangers and deceptions. It is against this background that Plato sets
up the opposing forces: there are the philosophers who wish to use language as a means

to search for truth and understanding”, and there are the orators who view language as

¥ There is evidence to suggest that Phaedrus was in fact in exile at the only time when Lysias (227b2-5)
and Polemarchus (257b3-4) were in Athens together. See Rowe, Plato; Phaedrus, Warminster, 1986, pg 13-

14.

¢ And, perhaps, those like Cratylus, who have given up on language as a useful philosophical tool precisely
because the orators, through their linguistic trickery, have demonstrated that the use of language has
nothing to do with the independent truth it claims to portray.
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the means of persuasion. We start to understand what acceptable writing is a little better
when, at 259e4-6, Socrates says that for things to be said “e0 y& ko kaAds”, they must
be said by someone who knows the truth about what he is speaking about. Phaedrus’
reply is revealing, and made to be more so by Socrates afterwards: “ovtwor nepi TovTOL
aknicoa, @ ¢ile Zokpates, oVK lvan Qvaykny 1@ uéldovi pritopt Ececbon Ta T
ovu Sikaua pavlavew aiia ta S6Eavr av ninbe oinep Sikdoovory, oVSE Ta
Svtws dyaba 1) kada &AL’ Soa S6Eer €k yap tobtwv gival 1O nelbetv AAX ovKk €k
s aAnBeias” (“What I have heard about this, my dear Socrates, is that there is no
necessity for the man who intends to be an orator to understand what is really just, but
only what would appear so to the majority of those who will give judgement, and not
what is really good or fine but whatever will appear so; because persuasion comes from
that and not from the truth.””) (259e7-260a4). The professional speaker has no interest in
any truth other than being persuasive to a majority. The worth of the words, according to
this view which Phaedrus inherits from others, is only measured by their persuasive
success, not on whether they carry any truth: a persuasive lie 1s more useful to the orator
than a truth which may be difficult to explain. Socrates refers to this as words of wise

people, which should therefore not be cast aside (260a5-7). This is both ironic and literal.

The problem has arisen because they are talking at cross-purposes, as so often happens in
Plato’s dialogues. Socrates means by “g0 ye kai xaiws” something like ‘well and
acceptably in relation to the good’ or ‘well and acceptably in relation to the truth’,
whereas Phaedrus here interprets it to mean something along the lines of ‘well and

acceptably for what the speaker perceives to be his own good’. Socrates .the philosopher
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is concerned with the pursuit of truth; Phaedrus the pupil (perhaps lover?) of rhetoric with
the job of oratory — persuasion. Socrates’ reply takes this into account. One expects him
to take offence at what has just been said, yet he says that it must be listened to. I think
that it is fair to read an irony in here, because we know that Socrates does not believe that
one can speak well without knowledge (“ap’ obv oy Ordpystv St tols €D ye kai
Kaids pndnoouévors v 100 Afyovios Sidvolav gidviav 10 GAnbés dv Qv peiv
népr peAAn,” (“well then, for things that are going to be said well and acceptably, at least,
mustn’t there be a knowledge in the mind of the speaker of the truth about whatever he
intends to speak about?”) (259e4-6)). Yet he also literally means what he says: the cogoi
are right to think that it is not necessary for a man of Athens at that time who wishes to be
seen as an orator to have any interest in the truth. The Socratic or Platonic orator must
understand what he is talking about, but a man is called an orator by the majority even if
he has no knowledge of his subject. Not only does Socrates play a clever trick with
language here, messing around with its tone so that it has two different but connected
meanings stemming from the same words, but he also necessarily makes a reflexive point
about language itself. It is complicated; it is his tool but it can be abused, and it is seen as
a tool for the abuse of truth by the majority — the same majority who need somehow to be

persuaded otherwise.

At 261a3-262c3 Socrates explains how it is that the philosopher is the only one who can
speak “e0 ye€ xai kaAos”. First of all, an image is settled upon for what it is that rhetoric
does: “ap’ obv oL 10 ugv GAov 1 pnropikn &v £in éxvn yoyayoyia s Sia Adywv”

(“well then, will not the science of rhetoric as a whole be a kind of leading of the soul by
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means of things said”) (261a7-8). The way that the AoyJs is dressed up is what does the
leading, rather than any pure truth at its centre®’. The orator is concerned with nothing
more than persuasion and he will “zouoe gavijvar 10 adto tois abTols TOTE HEV
Sikatov, otav 8¢ PodAntar, aducov” (“make the same thing appear to the same people
at one time just, but at any other time he wishes, unjust”) (261e10-d1). This does not just
refer to the law courts, but to “rdvra ta Aeydueva” (“all things said”) (261e1): the man
with this skill is a magician. This is the image we find in Euthydemus 289d8-290a5,
where Socrates says that speeéh makers have the ability to charm and enchant an
audience so that even he himself is sometimes taken in. The idea that the orator can make
a thing appear to be different from what it actually is (probably believing to a certain
extent that things are as you make them to be) is very similar to the role of the painter in
Republic X. The central and tﬁe core of whatever is being spoken about is changed
because it is presented in language. For Plato, an act, for example, would either be just or
unjust; for an orator of the day, its morality would entirely depend on the way it is
presented to the court. Any pfesentation of the act in language would necessarily mean
that the court are hearing a different version of the act to the one that actually happened
because their version is a copy of an original. The orator exploits this gap between copy

and original to make the copy in language appear however he wishes it to appear.

27 There is also, perhaps, some word play on @yev in yvy-aye-ya, especially with the -ov taken from
the end of Aoyav still ringing in the ear. This connects us into the game of rhetoric: the adversarial nature
meant that aywv developed its meaning from any ‘contest’ to the verbal ones that took place within the law
courts and assembly. The implication seems to be that anyone who is to be led will have to be conquered
first. It just now depends on what it is that conquers them. Plato here is playing this game too, because he
can only talk about language through using language. In this way, an explanation becomes an example of

itself.

76




The rhetorician tries to lead his audience to whatever he wants them to believe, but
cannot unless he understands completely what he is talking about. Socrates claims
(261e6-262¢3) that the easiest way to deceive someone is to lead them gradually, step by
step, so that one slowly moves from similarities of the truth into dissimilarities and
deception. But in order to be able to do so, the deceiver must know the truth from which
he is leading his victim, or how can he possibly know which way to lead. This means that
he who is involved in “hunting down appearances” (“do&as 5¢ teOnpevkws”) (262¢2)
has no chance of deception, which is the commonly perceived job of the orator. So it
seems that in order to make the same thing appear both just and unjust, depending on

which is preferable, one must understand justice. This, of course, can only be done by the

philosopher, so he appears to be the only one capable of yoyaywyia nis Sia Aoywv.

But surely the reader has to interject at this point. The philosopher understands justice,
and so is necessarily bound by it*®. He would therefore be incapable of doing anything
against it, and one would expect that Platonic justice would not include malicious
deception. A soul which is truly led by Aoyot will be led by someone who completely
understands what they are talking about. Those whose acumen lies only in language and
its vagaries rather than the substance of truth will not be good deceivers, and those who
understand will never maliciously deceive. Just as medicine provides for the good of the

body, so should rhetoric, the use of language, do for the soul (270b4-9). But this rhetoric

2 This is, of course, the Socratic and Platonic principle that everyone wants what is good, but most are
mistaken as to what this is: o0d¢is éxov apapravet. This idea is explored with rhetoric in mind in the
Gorgias 458¢€3-460c6, where the conclusion is that the true rhetorician must understand justice and
therefore be just.
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is true rhetoric, and one can only produce or develop that when one understands the

subject matter.

So how does one produce good, ‘proper’, rhetoric? Clearly, one has to be taught. And the
teaching, if it is to be “ré)v/vn”z9 (270e3) must explain what it 1s that rhetoric is aimed at.
That, of course, is the nature of soul. Only then can rhetoric become truly useful, because
only once one understands soul can one produce the correct sort of rhetoric for each
different soul type (270e2-271c4). One must be taught these in the abstract first, then
apply those abstract teachings “év tais nmpa&eowv” (“in real life” or, more literally, “in
activities”) (271c10-272b4). In other words, one must recognise the different types of
examples of the different types of soul and provide each example with its corresponding
example of its corresponding type of rhetoric. One must understand the abstract world
that lies behind the particular, and apply each to the other. Rhetoric, the use of
ypaupata in Adyot, can only be done properly by someone who knows what they are
talking about: Socrates looks like the perfect rhetorician - as well he should, also looking

like the perfect philosopher.

But this idea of rhetoric, as Plato is aware, is rather an oversimplification. There is still
the major problem of the tool one has to use to convey the right sort of speech to the right
sort of soul. Language is still the key issue. It can be used to deflect from truth, even to

create its own falsehoods that can masquerade as truth. No one could lie without

»Rowe translates as “in a scientific way”, but I would like to remove the emotionally provocative, and
destructive, science vs. philosophy debate from any translation, for reasons which I hope will become clear,

and replace it with something like “in an expert way”.
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communication, and Plato seems to view it at times as a main source of misconceptions
about reality as in the Cratylus, where flux and change in language does not mean, as
some would claim, that there can be no constants. The majority does not understand its
difficulties, or simply prefers to ignore them. Socrates, when talking about the orator
Tisias’ methods, says “6t "2 Teioia, natou uels, nplv kal o€ TapeAdsiv,

TVY YAVOUEY AEYOVTES WS Gpa TODTO TO €iKOs Tols mOAAoIS St° OHOIdTIHTA TOD TOD
ainBobs twyyaver &yyyvdusvov: tas 8¢ dpoidtnras dpn SujAbousv St mavrayod
o v aAnfsiav eidws kalora énictarar gupiokewv.” (“Tisias, we have for some
time been saying, before you came along, that this ‘probability’ comes about in the minds
of ordinary people because of a resemblance to the truth; and we showed only a few
moments ago that in every case it is the man who knows the truth who knows best how to
discover these resemblances.”) (273d2-6). The probability which he is talking about is
that which concerns the orator’s case: if he thinks his client will be better believed if a
probable story is given rather than an explanation of what actually happened, then the
rhetorician will give the probable story. Probable is given a definition in this context by
Socrates’ interpretation of what he believes the rhetorician Tisias would say: “76 gikos 7
10 1@ mA1PEL SokoLY” (“the probable is just what most people think to be the case”)
(273b1). The rhetorician thinks he should fit what he says, not the way that he says it but
what he actually describes, into what the audience is ready to accept3°. This is, of course,

the very opposite of the Socratic and Platonic attitude. Plato has no respect for the

% There is an acceptance here that truth is often what is not seen as likely. This offers a defence for Plato’s
fondness for paradox, because Aoyos will conquer persuasion, and truth is its own persuasion. It also offers
another comment on the workings of language: words and grammar cannot, in one sense, cope with truth
and so end up in a paradox, but that paradox itself reveals something about language and truth. A paradox
is aware of itself as language that is struggling towards a truth which is different from and ‘other’ than it. It
accepts that the only way it can get at ‘truth’ is to go against our common sense on a linguistic level, but to
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majority, only a respect for what is right. He has no time for such a conservative attitude,
where nothing new is said to the people because any orator merely interested in a
superficial victory knows that they will agree with what they believe they already know.
Plato is not interested in pleasing the people, but rather forcing them into philosophy so
that they may be truly happy. A rhetorician who gives in to such sycophantic methods has
no aim other than to be believed and respected by the people: Plato is searching for the
right answers to Socrates’ questions, not those answers that make him popular. Any
Aoyos that “frequently says goodbye to the truth” (“roAka eindvia yaipev o

alnBe”) (272€5) is not a proper Aoyos, but merely and falsely claims to be one.

Anyone who is to be “teyvikos Aoywv” (“an expert in the skill of speaking”) (273e3)
must understand the world around him, must be able not only to understand the souls of
his audience and be able to speak accordingly, but also must be involved in what seems
like collection and division: “kai kat £i6n 1€ SiatpeicBar Ta Ovia Kai pQ I5éq
Suvaros 11 ka Ev Exacrov nepriauPdaverv” (“and be capable of dividing up the things
that are according to their forms and embrace each thing one by one under one kind”)
(273e1-3). This is further explained at 277b5-c6: “npiv &v nis 10 16 dAnbEs exdorwv
£i8) mépL dv AéyeL ) ypaget, katr adTd e mav Opileahau Suvaros yévnra,
OpLoaUEVOS TE TAMY KQT €101 PEYPL TOD QTuUNTOL TEUVELY émoTtnBn, Tept T woxns
PpOosws Suddv Kata TadTd, O TIPOcapPUTTOV EkdaTy POCEL £150S AVEVLPIOKWY,
obtw 110N kal Siaxoouf} Tov AGyov, TOIKIAT HEV TOKIAOLS YU Kai TaAVapUOVIOUS

Sidobs Adyovs, aniovs 8¢ anli), ov npotepov duvartov téxvn Eceobau kal Soov

stand as sensible when the concept it is trying to put across is properly considered. That a paradox is also a
piece of rhetoric will be considered later.
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népuke petayeprobnvar 1o Asywv yévos” (“Until a man knows the truth about each of
the things about which he speaks or writes, and becomes capable of defining the whole
by itself, and having defined it, knows how to cut it up again according to its forms until
it can no longer be cut; and until he has reached an understanding of the nature of the soul
along the same lines, discovering the form which fits each nature, and so arranges and
orders his speech, offering a complex soul complex speeches containing all the modes,
and simple speeches to a simple soul — not before then will he be capable of pursuing the
making of speeches as a whole in a scientific way, to the degree that its nature allows.”

To give a Aoyos, one must understand its contents.

But there remains a problem. When someone can do this, he will be “reyvikos Adywv
népL ka@ Goov Suvarov avBpdne” (“an expert in the skill of speaking to the degree
possible for mankind”) (273e3-4). This is then partly explained: “o0y évexa 100 Ayetv
Kal mpdtTew mpos avlpamous Sel draroveiohat Tov caogpova, dlda tob fsols
keyapiouéva uev Aéysv Sovaocbai, keyapiopévas 8¢ npartety 10 mav gis Sovauy”
(“the sensible man ought to work through [how to become an expert in speaking] not for
the purpose of speaking and acting in relation to men, but in order to be able both to say
what is gratifying to the gods and to act in everything, so far as he can, in a way which is
gratifying to them.”) (273€5-8). Humans are described as “opodovdois” (“fellow-
slaves™) (273e9) who are not to be gratified, but rather we should aim to satisfy

“Seondtais dyabois te kai & dyabdv” (“good and noble masters™') (274al-2);

31 Lit: “good masters and from good [ones]” (my translation).
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“YUeydAwv yop Evexa meputéov, oby s o Sokeis? (“for it is for the sake of great
things that the journey is to be made, not for those you have in mind”) (274a3). The
purposes of philosophy, it seems, are not even those which are within the human sphere;
they concern things which are higher, which are godlike. But this does not make their
pursuit meaningless, because “£mysipobvn ToL TolS KAAOIS KAAOV Kol TdTyely OT v
1@ ovuPn naberv” (“for a man who even attempts what is fine, it will be fine too to
endure whatever turns out for him”) (274a8-b1). This does not appear to make very much
sense. How can Plato hold both that it 1s good and useful to pursue philosophy and that
the object of pursuit is outside the human world? Such a paradox serves its purpose

perfectly, encouraging any reader to pursue its meaning.

Earlier in the dialogue, as an introduction to his speech in a mythological style about the
soul being like a chariot and its horses, Socrates says about any description of the soul:
“otov uév éon, mavn naviwes Beias givou kal pakpas Suryncews, @ 3¢ Eowev,
avBponivns 1€ kai Aartovos” (“to say what kind of thing it is would require a long
exposition, and one calling for utterly superhuman powers; to say what it resembles
requires a shorter one, and one within human capacities”) (246a4-6). We cannot directly
describe soul as humans; it is beyond us. But this does not prevent us talking about it; we
just cannot ‘talk /z’. In an attempt to discuss justice, justice itself does not pour out of
anyone’s mouth, only words about it. The words are different from the thing they are
describing. This is why in the myth about writing (274¢5-275b2) those who are taught

only by ypaupara have “cogias ... SoEav” (“an appearance of wisdom™) rather than

32 Jit: “for it is for the sake of great things that one must make a circuit, not for what you have in mind” (my
translation).
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true wisdom. The language is presented as the too! for the communication of truth, but it
is not truth itself: it is more likely to be the wrapping that lies around truth, the falsehoods
men see and believe to be the truth. They may know the words and how to use them, the
grammar and the tricks, but they do not understand the concepts in themselves which the
words are standing for. It is like looking at a building and only seeing and noting the
paintwork whilst ignoring the structure. Once someone is taught how to read, all words
become accessible to them, but this has no bearing on their understanding of the world
around them if they do not attempt to engage with what it is that the words are standing
for and attempting to describe. Each of these things is, we are told at 247¢6-7,
“dypouaros te kal acynuatiotos kai avadns” (“without colour or shape and
intangible™) and will never be celebrated “kar” a&iav” (“as it deserves”) by any earthly
“mownms”. This is entirely logical, because if something has no dimensions and occupies
no space, then it becomes indescribable in language. When we try to discuss justice, we
have to deal in examples of justice, whether real or attempts at an ideal. An intimate
knowledge of the workings of language and how to work it so that it works for you
comes to nothing if there is not an admission that language is in its own world, a world
which is an attempt to mimic “ovota Sviws ovoa” (“being which really is”) (247¢7).
That admission also has to take account of language being a human invention - a human,
and therefore imperfect, attempt to represent the divine and perfect unchanging reality,
which we will never be able to see with our eyes. Consistent, unchanging, complete

reality is only approachable through the intellect.
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Words are not only imperfect as a means of communication when one is searching for
something, but they can go one stage further and even be dangerous. At 275¢5-€6,
Socrates specifically attacks the written form of language. We are told that anyone who
believes either that they have left behind a “teyvnv ... év ypaupaor” (“piece of expertise
in writing”) or that they can gain anything “ca¢és xar féfouov” (“clear or certain™)

from what they read, is full of simplicity “mAgov 1 oiduevos givar Aoyovs

YEYPOupEVOLS Tob TOV EISSTa Ortopvijoal nept v Qv 1) Ta yeypauuéva” (“in
thinking that written words were anything more than a reminder to the man who knows
the subjects to which the things written relate”). The problem here is interpretation:
“tabTov 8¢ Kkal ol Adyor Soéaus pev dv ds Tt gpovodbvras avtovs Afyew, éav ¢ T
Epn TV Aeyouévav Poviduevos pabeiv, Ev i onuaiver uévov tavtov ael”
(“Similarly with written words: you might think that they spoke as if they had some
thought in their heads, but if you ever ask them about any of the things they say out of a
desire to learn, they point to just one thing, the same every time”) (275d7-9). All the
written words can do s sit on the page and be interpreted. The words by themselves
cannot lead someone to wisdom, that only comes from understanding the concepts which
the words stand for. Someone can use or read the words who has no understanding of
what they mean at all. But he may at first appear to have an understanding, especially 1f
he is using the words in an established phrase. To find out whether the user has an
understanding or the phrase a sensible and useful meaning, one must examine what it 1s
that the words mean. The learning of a maxim contributes nothing to education. One can

only learn through dialectic, through questions and answers given and received with the

joint purpose of getting at the truth. That is the greatest thing that Socrates taught: he said
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he knew nothing, he laid down no theories, but he emphasised through practice the
importance of never accepting the word of a self-proclaimed ‘expert’. But one cannot
engage in an argument or discussion with a written word: “avtos yap o0t audvacfa
oute Bonbhcar Suvatos avtd” (“for it is incapable of defending or helping itself %)
(275€5). There is a gap between the word and what it describes. What it means to the
author can be different, however subtly, from what the reader takes it to mean, and the
author is not present as the words’ father to make clear what he means and then defend it.
The only defence he can offer is what he writes, and that can never be properly
questioned. Because his Aoyor are “aduvarev pev avrots Aoye Ponbeiv” (“incapable
of speaking in their own support”) they therefore must also be “advvarwv 8¢ ikavis
taAndn Sidatar” (“incapable of adequately teaching what is true™) (276¢8-9). Learning
goes hand in hand with questioning, and teaching with properly defending: they are as
linked as “uev” and “5¢”. Firstly, one cannot find out exactly what the author means, and
secondly, even if they did write in such a way as to make the interpretative gap nearly
nothing, like, for example, Aristotle, then they would still not be present to defend what
they say to see if it is true. All this also assumes that the author knows what he is talking
about. However, as we have seen at 273e3-4, it is doubtful whether any human can ever
know completely these most important and most abstract things. They are to be aimed at,
but perhaps never attained in mind, and almost certainly never in words. There are
problems with the spoken word as a philosophical tool too, but the written version 1s just

an “ctdwAov” (“phantom™) (276a9). It does not live, but it is forever the same.
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A Aoyos is only of any use when given by someone who understands what it contains,
but even then a written A0yos cannot be taken entirely seriously because it cannot, by
itself, teach anything. The reading of philosophy, or indeed of anything, is not the act of
philosophy. That is only the thinking, the question and answer dialogue. This does not
dismiss the written word by any means, but even if it is written by one who knows what
he is writing about, then its reading remains a game and a pastime. No new knowledge
will emerge from the reading of a book, only from some discussion of it. And so at
276d8, we get a phrase where Socrates and Plato come together to speak as one to the
reader: the budding philosopher, rather than attending drinking parties or the like, will
“gvri tovTeV ois Aéyw nailwv Saker” (“spend his time amusing himself with the
things I say, instead of these”). Who is the subject of Aéyw? Socrates ‘says’ it, but Plato
writes it. In such a self-consciously written work, and necessarily so because of its
subject matter, Plato suddenly shines through. The reader can ‘hear’ Socrates’ discussion
in the words that he reads, but is also told how to deal with what he is reading about not
trusting anything in writing. Whilst Phaedrus is being urged by Socrates to amuse himself
with Socrates’ philosophy in this play set up by Plato, the reader is being urged by Plato
himself to amuse himself with what Plato writes, which is this entire dialogue and all of
Plato’s works, including the words ot all his characters. Phaedrus is right to call writing
playful, especially at this point. As a character contemporary to Socrates, he understands
what he is saying: as a creation of Plato’s, he can point towards the difficulties of truth in

writing”. It'might seem odd that a written book should contain within its conclusion:

33 His following comment on the man “zo0 év Adyots Suvauévou rnailev, Sikaroovvns e Kau dAAwY
v Aéyeis népt puoloyobvra” (“who is able to amuse himself with words, telling stories about justice
and the other subjects you speak of”’) (276¢2-3) must surely have some influence on how we try to read the
Republic in particular, but perhaps also on all of the Platonic corpus. I will come to this later.
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“oVdéva momote Aoyov év uétpw 0O dvev pétpov usydins &éiov onovdiys
ypagnvar” (“nothing has ever yet been written, whether in verse or in prose, which is
worth much serious attention”) (277e6-8), but writing by itself cannot contain the
answers for which Plato searches. The word dicaiocvvn is meaningless by itself: it is
only the concept which it stands for that has a value, and that concept cannot be
completely represented in language because language is incapable of describing such
abstracts. By learning a dictionary style definition of justice, one does not understand
justice. One may be able to give an answer to the question ‘what is justice’, but it would
not stand up to scrutiny. Justice, as with all concepts, is outside of language. It is possible
for Plato to persuade through the written word that rhetoricians are only interested in the
so-called truths that are perpetuated through language, in the transference of opinion from
one to another through words, and to deny that language can itself contain the concepts,
the forms, which he sought to understand, but he must admit that therefore his writings
do not convey them either. This does not diminish what he wrote. As long as it is not
taken completely seriously, as long as it leads to thinking and discussion, his work is
useful. Let us assume that he understood his subject matter to a very great degree, there is
too much evidence not to. But he understood it to such a degree, that he knew a word was
nothing but a pattern that somehow manages to be a sort of physical representation of a
concept: the shape of ‘justice’ as a scrawl has no morality or justice about it. Those letters
placed in that order occupy a strange world: they stand for and mean an indefinable
concept which no-one can ever see but someone may understand (if only in theory, as it
were). We can never see Justice, and in the gap between the word and the concept, each

person treads their own route and reaches a slightly different area of understanding of the
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concept. The orator is satisfied as long as he wins the argument or the crowd; he is happy
to live in a world of words and interpretation. Only the philosopher can possibly have
knowledge rather than opinion, by knowing the whole concept, outside of and without

examples; the concept itself as itself; knowledge inexplicable in words.
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Language in the search for understanding

The ideal and the physical

But Plato’s only means of conveying philosophy was through language. He may dismiss
it as not ideal, but he nevertheless must use it: “ca yap acduara, kaliora dvia kai
UEyIoTa, AOY (0 HOVOV Al SE obdevi cagds Seikvutar” (“for the things that are
without body, which are finest and greatest, are shown clearly only by verbal means and
by nothing else”) (Statesman 286a5-7). The Cratylus has shown us that names cannot be
the goal of philosophical inquiry, aﬁ idea confirmed by at Statesman 261e5-7: “kav
StaduAaéns 1o un omovdalew éni T01s GVOUAOIY, TAOLCIWTEPOS ELS TO YTlpas
avagavrion ¢povnoews” (“and if you persevere in not paying serious attention to
names, you will be seen to be richer in wisdom as you advance to old age”). The
Phaedrus has confirmed that words and concepts are very different things, and that
language cannot express truth completely, a principle which leads the Eleatic Stranger of
the Statesman, when trying to explain that an action can be called both courageous and
excessive, to ponder at 306d9-10 “&p’ obv Suvaros avTo Av yevoiunv, donep kai
Siavoovpuat, Sia Adywv évdsiEaabai cou” (“then would I be able, 1 wonder, to show it
to you in words just as I have it before my mind?”), because such a task it not as easy as
the young Socrates imagines. It is not merely a question of finding the right words: the
right words may just not be able to exist, so one must find the best possible instead.

However, whatever words one uses to express an idea, one must remember that the words
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are always secondary to concepts. A passive audience to language does not get at any
truth and is not useful to philosophy; an examination of the concept reveals whether it is
true or not, because “10 ya’p dAndes ovdénote A€y yetan” (“for you cannot refute the
truth”) (Gorgias 473b10-11). One might be able to refute the words of an argument, but if
that argument is bedded in truth, then no amount of rhetorical or sophistic trickery can
show the world to be other than how it is. This means that we must search for concepts,
because any proper use of words involves having some understanding of the concepts for
which they stand. For example, in the Statesman at 280a3-6, we are asked “@aousv 5¢
Kal vpavukv, Soov Em 1] 1OV uatiov épyacia uéyiotov Nv udpiov, undev
Sapepev mAnv dvduat tadms TS lpanovpyikis, Kabdnep KAKEL TOTe TNV
Paotiknv ths mokrikss,” (“and shall we say that weaving too, in so far as it
represented the largest part in relation to the manufacture of clothes, does not differ at all,
except in name, from this art of clothes-making, just as in that other case we said that the
art of kingship did not differ from that of statesmanship?”). We, like young Socrates,
must agree. The name 1s just a thing that stands for a coﬁcept and represents it in
communication if both the speaker and the listener (or author and reader) understand the
concept. In the Sophist 267d4-¢2, we see that names are needed as labels for category
divisions, but what count are those categories, not the labels we give them. However, this
can only be done using that problematic tool of language. However, as we have seen, it is
by no means a perfect tool. The clash between the ideal and the physical is set up.
Statesman 269d5-6 sums up the problem that we, as humans, face: “10 kara tadra kol
doadtws Exev del kol TavTOV gival Tois TAVTWV BELOTATOLS TPOGTIKEL HOVOIS”

(“remaining permanently in the same state and condition and being permanently the same
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belongs only to the most divine things of all””). We are tying to understand these most
divine things, but the world around us is in a constant state of change. We are incapable

of capturing these eternals in language, as is shown in the Statesman when the talk is of

laws.

At 294a6-¢8, it is agreed that “vopos ovk dv mote Sbvaito 10 € GPIoTOV Kl TO
Sikaworarov akpLfas raowv aua nepidafov 10 Peltiotov émrarrery” (“law could
never accurately embrace what is best and most just for all at the same time, and so
prescribe what is best”) (284a10-b2). This is because human affairs are never simple;
they are always changing and throwing up new scenarios. Any written law, however, is
simple because it cannot extend to cover every eventuality. It also has to be permanent
and unquestionable: there must be a Rule of Law, or the laws are useless. This means that
situations will arise with which the law cannot cope™. It is far from ideal, but the
Stranger must ask “&ia ti 81 mot’ oLV dvaykaiov vouobstely, neidnnep ovk
opBdtarov o vopos,” (“why then is it ever necessary to make laws, given that law is not
something completely correct?””) (294c10-d1). For his answer, he must compare an ideal
state with a physical, hu.man one. The method used for this is to form an analogy between
a ship and the state. The problems of laws are explained from 294d3-296e4, where their
rigidity is shown. They are in one sense necessary because no ruler can look over the
shoulder of each member of his state before every action and so there must be a set of
rules, written or passed down in custom, which people must obey. But if the leader

wishes to change these laws, even if he wants to improve them and make them more just,

3% Such as, perhaps, Socrates’.
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he must force his changes onto the ruled. The laws almost become more important than
Justice, because according to the mechanisms of state, it is the laws that have to have
priority in order for them to be worth anything at all. In the ship analogy of 296e4-297b4,
we see that the steersman of the ship does not have a set of written laws which he
consults before making a decision, but he controls the boat according to his knowledge as
a steersman. His expertise is in charge. At 297e¢7-300a2, we are shown how a compete
adherence to laws in areas such as medicine or navigation prevents any kind of creativity:
if laws are written down which these skills must always work within, then anyone finding
out anything new about how to judge the weather or how to heal a patient would not be
allowed to use their new skill because it would be outside the defined definition of what it
is that a doctor or steersman may do. The people who carried out jobs under such
conditions would need to do no more than follow the rules: they would need no expert
knowledge in their field, indeed any such knowledge that was not accounted for within
the rules of that field would not be allowed. Clearly, in these situations, a Rule of Law
would stifle any progress and discourage an expertise in a subject. But still, the Stranger
points out at 300a3-c3 that it is better to have a Rule of Law within a state than to have
the laws changed by people who have no expert knowledge in ruling, since the laws
would have been created from experience but changed for personal profit. This would
lead to chaos within any state. The option of having written laws is “Se0tepos™ (“second
best™) (300c1). These written laws are, in some sense, imitations of true statesmanship
(300c4-6). There are degrees of how good these imitations can be, but they can never be
perfect: no written law can completely imitate the knowledge of the perfect statesman

(300e1-10). No state, therefore, can be perfect: the best that is humanly possible is to
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have the Rule of Law with laws that imitate, as far as possible, “tnv dAnBivnv éxeivnv
v 10D §vos petd téxvis dpyovros moduteiav” (“that true constitution of one man
ruling with expertise”) (300e12-301a1). We will never have a full understanding of the
permanent ‘justice’ or ‘statesmanship’, and so we will never be able to have an ideal
state. We must create the best definition of how a perfect state might run‘and set this out
in laws, and treat that definition as permanent. But we must remember that those laws are
not a complete definition of the perfect state but imitations of an ideal, and so they must
be left open to improvement, whilst ensuring that any changes to them are for the best
interests of the state. Indeed, at 303b4-6, the Stranger compares the perfect state to
divinity, whereas the other six forms of government (aristocracy, oligarchy, tyranny,
monarchy, lawful democracy and lawless democracy) are all human forms of running a
state. The perfect state of the single knowledgeable statesman is an ideal that should
always be aimed at but can never be achieved. The human statesman must compromise
with the problems of living in the physical. The comparison with names 1s made by
Lane®®: “if names must be understood as tools rather than as evidence, laws too must be
understood as tools rather than as the dead and unalterable hand —~ the mortmain — of the
past.” The perfect statesman gets his authority from his knowledge of the 1deal, but we

have to use laws to represent as best we can our attempts at that knowledge: pure ideas

cannot exist in language, but we must try to represent them as best we can in words.

This difference between the ideal and the physical is continued when the Stranger talks
about the statesman’s need for rhetoric, generalship and judging. At 303e7-305¢7 we see

that these arts are not the art of statesmanship. They are “rina kai cvyyeviy” (“precious

3 Lane, Method and Politics in Plato’s Statesman, CUP, 1998, pg 155.
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and related”) to statesmanship, but subordinate to it (“nnpetobv” (304¢l) about
rhetoric, “Onnpetiknv’ (305b8) about generalship, and “Ornpenv” (305¢7) about
judging). They are not a part of the ideal statesman’s art. They are similar to that art, and
must go along with it in the human, physical version. Like laws, they are necessary for

the running of a state.

The idea of the necessity of rhetoric is also expressed in the Gorgias. At 502¢5-7,
Socrates says “¢épe 61, 1 TS mEPIEAOL THS TOUIOEWS TAONS TO TE PEAOS Kol puBuOV
Kai 10 pEtpov, dAAo T 1 Adyor yiyvoviau 10 Agwopevov,” (“well now, suppose that
we strip all poetry of melody and rhythm and metre, there will remain speech?”’). The
thing that is left when all the dressing has been taken off, the thing that the decoration is
there to convey is Aoyos. In an ideal world, one would only need the pure Adyos because
it should be self-evidently true and need nothing extra in order for it to be conveyed or
win an argument. But we do not live in an ideal world. Indeed, Socrates himself has to
use rhetoric. So when, for example, he claims that he is searching for the truth rather than
the victory in the argument, with a clear implication that rhetoricians use rhetorical tricks
in order not to loose arguments rather than sort out the question at hand, he says: “tov
N6Ews PEV AV é&snyéver €l T u1) AAnBss Afyw, Ndéws & Av EleyEaviov €l Tis T
un ainBes Agyor, odx andéotepov peviav éieyyféviov f éieyEaviov” (“1 am one
of those who are very willing to be refuted if I say anything which-is not true, and very
willing to refute anyone else who may say what is not true, and quite as ready to be
refuted as to refute”) (Gorgias 458a3-5). Socrates is undoubtedly being rhetorical with his

repetition of 7)6éws and £A£y yo. Even in separating himself from the ways of
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rhetoricians, he is necessarily rhetorical himself. If one wants to convey a truth, one has
to do so in language. If one wants people to listen to that language, it has to be well
constructed. One has to employ rhetoric: “1j pnropikn dpa, ws Eoikev, nelfods
Snuiovpyos éonv motsvtikils AL’ ob Sidaoxalikis wEPL TO Sikauov Te kal Adkov”
(“then rhetoric, as would appear, is the artificer of a persuasion which creates belief about
the just and the unjust, but gi\}es no instruction about them”) (454¢9-455a2). People
cannot be persuaded of the truth unless the language in which it is presented is well put
together, whether that is as clear an exposition of the truth to be conveyed as is possible,
or a device like a paradox to force the audience to consider the point for themselves.
Rhetoric is not necessarily a bad thing. 480b7-481b5 shows us that rhetoric can be used
for good: it can be used during accusations of injustice, if those injustices really did take
place, which will lead to punishment and then happiness for the accused (480b7-d7); or it
can be used to protect an unjust enemy from punishment, which will lead them into a
miserable life (480e5-481b5). Rhetoric, of course, can also be exploited for the bad, and
this is how it is generally portrayed in Plato. At 479b3-c6, for example, amongst the
things that the unjust men do to try and save themselves from a potentially immediately
painful catharsis is to cultivate “how to speak persuasively” (“@s mfavararor A€yev™)
(c3-4). The others are to surround himself with money and friends. The power of rhetoric
is again acknowledged, but it‘ is here seen almost as a natural evil, because rhetoric has no
necessary relationship to the truth, indeed it is often employed to deny the truth and
propound a lie. The case of the past Athenian rhetoricians such as Pericles, as taken up by
Socrates at 515c4-517a6, demonstrates the point about the uses of rhetoric. The great

names of Pericles, Cimon, Miltiades and Themistocles were all, after years of controlling
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the people of Athens, punished by them; “&i obro1 priropes foav, olite ) dAnbvi
PITopIKn Expdvro - oL yap av é&Enecov - obte 10 koAaxixy” (“and therefore, if they
were rhetoricians, they used neither the true art of rhetoric (or they would not have fallen
out of favour) nor the flattering form of it”’) (517a4-6). The real rhetoricians could not
fool the audience forever; we have to ask what the ideal rhetorician would do. He
probably would not even exist, because truth, ideally, is its own persuasion and should
need no dressing up. But a pure A0yos is impossible to communicate in the physical
world; in expressing it in language, one must use the best words in the best combination
possible, in order to ensure that those who do not understand ‘what-is-best’ should be
persuaded to do what is best. Such rhetoric is not ideal because the truth should be
enough, but someone who conveys truth using the power of rhetoric will be more
successful in spreading it than someone who tries not to. In using language, we are forced
to use rhetoric to some degree. As long as that rhetoric is the tool of an attempt to

communicate the truth to the best of human ability, it cannot be a bad thing.

But humans may never have the capacity to get at the ideal directly. For example, in the
Philebus, the ta]k at 51a2-52b9 is of the possibility of pure pleasure, that is pleasure
which is not proceeded by, mixed with, or resulting from pain, coming from pure things,
such as a perfect circle or a single musical note. A hierarchy emerges in which the purer
something is, the better that thing is and more pleasure can derived from its study, so that
purity is best. But at 53a2-b7, Socrates talks about pure whiteness, saying that a small
amount of pure white is far better than any amount of impure white. The reader must ask

at this point whether pure whiteness is a physical possibility: does it not exist in its purest
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form as an idea, an ideal concept? In the creation myth of the Timaeus, McCabe tells us*®
that it can be read so that the world “is the product of a benevolent heavenly craftsman
who reconciled the good sense of reason with the pig-headed workings of necessity and
produced the world as we see it to be.” In other words, our world is structured as, and
therefore embedded in, the compromise between the ideal and the physical, the
necessary. The white that we can physically see is never pure whiteness, because just in
being an example of whiteness, 1t becomes physical and no longer pure. But the greatest
pleasure is the pure pleasure which comes from the pure understanding of the purest
things. However, the necessity of the physical world means that nothing is pure: a
physical statesman must incorporate the skills of rhetoric, generalship and judging where
the 1deal concept of statesman as statesman does not include these skills; any knowledge
or idea is no longer pure just by the act of its expression in language. But we must strive
on in discussing these ideas, as this is the only way that we can improve our lives. And so
we get Plato’s dialogues: they do not claim to impart any truth directly or to leave the
reader feeling that they understand fully the subject being discussed, but they form a part
of the process of understanding. They demonstrate “év @pnvors 1€ kai v tpaydiais
Kai Kopuodials, un tols Spauact povov alda kal tf tob Piov cvuraon payediq
kal kopwdia, Anas ndovais apa kepavvoobal, kai €v ardois dn pupios” (“that in
dirges, tragedies and comedies, not only on the stage, but the whole tragi-comedy of life,
distress and pleasure are blended with each other””) (Philebus 50b1-4). Plato’s dramas
reflect the frustrations and joys of the philosophical life. We can not escape the physical

and live in the ideal, but nevertheless, this is what we should aim at. We must try to live

3 McCabe , “Myth, Allegory and Argument in Plato”, Apeiron, Vol. XXV, No. 4, pg 60
37 Translation J.C.B. Gosling, Oxford 1975
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as best we can in the pure, even though the physical world is impure. We must try to

understand the ideal.

This point is demonstrated in the Republic. Tecusan® 8 says about 472cff that “Socrates
starts to explain that the whole inquiry we witnessed was a quest for exemplary items on
which to ‘fix our eyes’, but ‘our purpose was not to demonstrate the possibility of
realizing such ideals’.” It is after this that Socrates introduces the idea of the philosopher
rulers. After some discussion, Adeimantus interrupts and says that what Socrates is
saying about the beneficial effects of philosophy are only “Aoye” (“in words”) (487¢5),
and that in fact philosophers are “dyprnorous tals nodeor yiyvouévous” (“made useless
to states” [my translation]) by their very profession. Socrates rather surprisingly agrees
(487d10). But his agreement can only be explained “6¢’ eixovos™ (through giving a
parable™) (487e4-5). The argument will not consist of a bare, point by point run through
of what Socrates means; rather it will demonstrate what he means. A truth will be seen in
this eikwv in a much clearer light than if Socrates tried to make it emerge from a pure ad
hominem argument. However, the eikov itself is, of course, a part of an ad Adeimanton
argument, through which Plato hopes more truths will emerge for the real target of

Socrates’ words, the reader.

487e4-488a7 acts as a justification of what is to follow. The State treats philosophers so
badly that “o08gv dAdo totobToV mEROVEDS, dAAa Sel éx TOAADV aUTO cLVAYAYELY

sikalovra kai arooyoluevov bmep avtdv” (“no single thing on earth is comparable

 Tecusan, “Speaking about the Unspeakable: Plato’s Use of Imagery”, Apeiron, Vol. XXV, No. 4, pg 73.
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to it; and therefore, if I am to plead their cause, I must have recourse to fiction, and put
together a figure made up of many things”). The situation as it stands, the immediate and
present one in which Socrates and Adeimantus are, is not to be understood by itself. Plato
is not going to explain systematically and exactly with real examples why philosophers
are ayprotot in the current state. That would not serve any purpose; rather we are going
to be shown in an example the ideal that we should be aiming for in comparison to the

way that we actually are.

The wider context, of course, is the myrthologising about an ideal state ruled by
philosopher kings. Adeimantus, however, brings the discussion back into the ‘real’,
physical, human world at 487c4-d5 by saying that whilst Socrates may dominate the
discussion of the imaginary details and abstracts, the other in the discussion know that
what occurs in words is different to what occurs in our lives: “énel 10 y& dAnfes o0SEv
n pardov tavn Exewv” (“yet they are sure the truth is not on your side”) (487c3-4).
Adeimantus is pointing out that the world they all see around them is opposite to the ideal
state that Socrates is creating in words. Socrates deals with this by once again moving the

discussion from the factual and into the imaginary.

The state as a ship analogy is useful here because it creates a small scale version of a state
that allows the discussion to view the state as a whole and, implicitly, the state as a
moving thing, always aiming to get somewhere. The simplification of Athenian
democracy into the virtual mob rule of the imaginary ship is difficult to argue with, and

the solidification of the concept of the state as a ship forces the focus onto the good of the

99




whole rather than any personal ambition: there can be no individual gain at the expense
of the whole, because that would lead to a destruction of the state-ship and death to the
individual who tried to profit. In this scenario, clearly the man who would be best as the
captain of the ship is not he who shouts loudest or drums up the most support, through
whatever means, but he who understands best all those things that lie behind running a
ship. There is a mental, imaginably visible structure for what is fairly abstract in reality:
the state as a whole, rather than merely the individuals in it; the thing that links the
individuals together, which they control and which in turn supports them. Socrates could
never talk about the actual state in which they lived to try to prove his point: they are all
too involved. He is not interested in the tediosities of current politics. They are stnving
towards an understanding of justice in the abstract, with an imaginary, mentally
constructed state as an example. Adeimantus does not seem to understand this difference
between the ideal to be aimed at and the physical in which we live. He tries to drag the
discussion back into human politics, and Socrates, through describing philosophers as
aypnorot, shows how the ideal can defeat the physical in argument, and therefore the

inadequacies of the real.

Socrates’ defence of philosophy is not to try and point out all the things that philosophers
have contributed to society; that would be the approach of a poliﬁcian, or perhaps of
Adeimantus. Instead Socrates demonstrates that, while in his Athens philosophers are
aypnorot, they should be the most useful and powerful people. Socrates takes
Adeimantus’ objection and d¢monstrates on a small scale both the difference between the

ideal and the way things are in our world, firmly placing his flag in the 1deal, and the
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products of his journey into ygv@oAoyous: if the philosopher is he who understands the
abstracts behind any example, then he should rule. In everyday reality, they are
ayprnotot, because a misguided political system allows them no control, but they have
the potential to be the most useful people in any state. However, not only does the state
have to be moulded so that philosophers can ensure the good of the whole, but also there
has to be someone who is a true philosopher so that he can rule. He must completely
understand all those concepts necessary for ruling and then he can see what abstracts the
things that happen in the physical world are examples of: whether something is just or
not, for example. But this man is only an ideal; this sort of knowledge is a target,
probably not attainable by any human. By using the ship example, Socrates can use a
skill, navigation, which is knowable in place of statesmanship, which is probably not
understandable, and is certainly not practical in its purest form — the form Socrates is
trying to prove to be most useful in this argument. In our world, the philosopher is
“Lgtewpookonov te kal adoréoynv kar aypnorov” (“an idle chatterer, a star-gazer, a
good-for-nothing”) (488e4-489al); in the ideal he is the best possible ruler. This is the
fault of the system, but we must also ask whether someone can exist who has perfect
knowledge, someone who is the perfect philosopher for the perfect system, someone who
understands without examples. This is our aim, but progress towards this ideal must be

carried out through the physical that we see around us.
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Understanding through examples

Rowe says that in Adyor, Socrates can see “things with at least some degree of success”,
whereas the visible world attracts us to glare at us so that we see nothing at all. The
Timaeus says at 49a3-4 “vOv 8¢ 0 Aoyos Eoikev gicavaykalelv yaAsnov Kal
auvdpov eidos émiysipeiv Adyors éugavioar” (“but now the argument seems to require
that we should set forth in words another kind, which is difficult of explanation and dimly
seen”). The context is far from an argument in the conventional English sense, rather it is
Timaeus telling a story about creation “tob paiiota gikétros avicyouévors” (“holding
fast to probability”) (44c7-d1). There is this self-governing sense of Aoyos, so that it
demands the next stage. Even when its meaning is closer to ‘stage-in-a-tale’ than
‘argument’, we see that one part leads to another; one story naturally demands another
and so on until such a time as a rounded understanding 1s reached. Such an understanding
is unlikely to come from just a literal explanation: our physical world is too far from the
ideal to achieve any sort of understanding approaching perfection from it. The Adyos that
is required at the next stage of this argument is both a ‘literal’ explanation within the
context of the creation story, and a simile of that explanation in order to clarify it: 49b6-
50a5 gives the ‘literal’ explanation of the idea of One Matter, then 50a5-b5 gives the
clarifying gold analogy so that the reader has an easy and familiar simile to help him deal
with what Timaeus is talking about. Both explanations of the One Matter are referred to
as “0 avtos 81 Acyos” (“the same argument”) at 50b5. There is no difference between

them in terms of their use to our understanding of the One Matter; they both form as

¥ Rowe, “Reflections of the Sun: Explanation in the Phaedo”, Apeiron, Volume XXV, No 4, pg 89-101.
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much a part of the attempt at understanding as each other. The simile is as important as
the ‘literal’ in “Gofav 1€ opOnv kai ainbeis Aoyiouods” (“correct opinion and true
reasoning”) (Philebus 11b8), which are the best things, along with intelligence, thought

and memory.

However the question of how we study is inseparable from the question of what we
study. The study of “ra nept Tov koauov” (“the things of this world”) (Philebus 59a3) is
concerned with “ta yryvoueva xai yevnooueva kol yeyovora” (“things which are
becoming, or which will or have become”) (59a7-8) rather than “ra ovra aei” (“eternal
being”). This means that such study has no access to “to ainféorarov” (“the highest
truths”) (59b8) because it deals in and with unstable things*’. However the pure
stabilities, such as whiteness, reveal truths if understood and are where knowledge is to
be found. But we cannot study these directly. The only way we can try and find out what
thé label ‘justice’ is a label of, is by looking at examples of justice. Our language does
not allow us to portray a pure abstract purely: we cannot describe the indescribable.
Instead, we have to take the second best option. Ideally, we would study the abstracts
themselves, but in our physical world we can only access these through those things that
are “paiiora... ovyyevés” (“most akin”) to them. It is these, presumably, that Plato is
trying, in whatever way he chooses, to create: dialogues with characters saying things
that are related to abstracts; things that are akin to truth. The explanation that holds fast to

probability may be as close as we can hope to get to truth.
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In the Sophist 221d8-e3, we are told that the sophist is cuyyevrjs (akin) to the angler
because both are hunters. The interlocutors are trying to discover what a sophist is. They
have just attempted a definition of ‘angler’ by continually dividing categories which they
believe he belongs to, so that he is a hunter on the water who catches fish on a hook. That
was a ‘practice run’: one suspects that they already knew precisely what was meant by
the term “angler’, but they were practising their methodology. That method of category
division will serve as a way of approaching much harder subjects, and so they start by

asking what a sophist is.

Immediately the comparison is made between the sophist and they angler. The method
template will be used, but also the example used in that template. There is a clever
economy: the method of division has shown what an angler is so that there is no
confusion, and in using the simple example of ‘angler’, the method has shown itsélf to be
useful. Both the sophist and the angler are agreed to take part in ‘what 1t is to be a
hunter’. But this is clearly not meant literally: the sophist is surely only a metaphorical
hunter. However, the alignment of the two reveals the importance of ‘kinship’ to Plato in
his method of explanation and understanding. The sophist searches out souls and
ensnares them, but he is not what is normally understood as a hunter: if one said “picture
a hunter” to somebody, they would not imagine a sophist. But similarly, neither would
they imagine a fisherman. The term is taken and stretched. ‘Angler’ is a clear sub-section
of ‘hunter’, that section that hunts fish. ‘Hunter’ itself becomes not a noun describing a

specific person — say, a man with a spear — but the heading of a whole category: anyone

40 Which, as we have seen also in the Cratylus, is an answer, as far as Socrates is concerned, to the debate
with Heracleiteans because if nothing if the same, then nothing can be known at all.
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in the process of trying to find something to take for themselves, be it an archer, an
angler, a gold-digger or a sophist. They are all separate and distinct individuals, and each
activity is completely different in one sense, yet they all share in hunting: each one is
trying to achieve a similar thing in that each one wants to capture something for
themselves. The methods and goals for each are completely different, a rod and line for
fish, a shovel and map for gold and linguistic craftiness for the soul, yet the non-specific
motives and thinking for each are the same. Remove the physical examples and look at
the example-less ‘psychology’, the pure and general abstract ideas untainted by physical
things, and it is the same: it concerns a sort of search, a sort of conflict, and an expected
gain. Each hunter expresses this desire in a different way, but each is still engaged in the
same abstract activity. In an attempt to understand ‘sophist’, the rather metaphorical
sense of hunter is useful: it allows us to see similarities and common themes. We can get
towards an understanding of ‘sophist’ by looking at what it is similar to; what has the

same general themes.

This idea of studying one thing by looking at another is developed in the Statesman. At
277d1-2, we are told “yaAendv, @ Sauudvie, un rapadsiypact ypouevov IKavas
évdeixvuobai Tt Tdv pelovwv” (“it’s a hard thing, my fine friend, to demonstrate any
of the greater subjects without using models”). But then the Stranger tries to explain this
comment. However, in a neat twist, he claims that he can only explain the idea that
humans need examples of a subject to understand it, by using an example how examples

help towards understanding: “zapadeiyparos, @ pakdpie, ad pot kal 1 Tapadeiypua
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avto Sedénxev” (“it has turned out, my dear fellow, that the idea of a ‘model’ itself in its
turn also has need of a model to demonstrate it”) (277d8-9). However, Plato does not
make the claim about the power of napadeiyua that Lane wants him to. Lane claims®’
that rapadeiyuara are the path from true belief to true knowledge. But the Stranger says
at 278c6 that the combination of example with whatever it is that it is an example of form
“utav aindn Sokav” (“a single true judgement™). Lane’s claim is appealing, but it
seems that the possibility of true knowledge is not available to us. It may well be only
theoretical. True knowledge involves knowing the thing by itself in the abstract. This
approach to the subject through its kin, through those things which are like it, necessarily
involves the subject’s understanding through examples so that an abstract, it seems, can
only be understood via examples of it. Our physical world is one of examples, and any
attempt to progress into the perfect world of abstracts from our physical world must be
done through those examples we have around us. Language does not allow justice to be
defined in the abstract, indeed any definition is necessarily not the original but a
conversion of it into another, physical form. Plato’s attempt at getting towards an
understanding of justice in the abstract in the Republic gives an example of a theoretical
state that is an example of a just thing. All we have to help us get towards an
understanding of an abstract are its examples that we can see or create around us.
Statesman 278a8-c1 explains that we can get towards understanding through seeing
affinity and diversity;, how things fit together; how general principles run through things

that are, in a literal sense, different to each other; how, by placing things together

1 Lane, Method and Politics in Plato’s Statesman, CUP, 1998, pg 63-64.
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(collection) their likenesses and diversities become clear (division) which makes them

examples that can lead to this “uiav dAndn Sééav”.

It is the consistency within apparent diversity, seeing how certain things are like each
other, which is important when dealing with examples. As Lane says**: “example reveals
what is common, a matter of self-same identity, and what is different and so achieves a
clarification of each entity being compared.” Things must be understood in a context of
what they are like and what they are different to: approaching a thing through a
combination of its affinities and diversities leads towards a rounded understanding. lOne

may never know all the things which are examples of an abstract, but the more one does,

then the better one’s understanding of that abstract will be.

Weaving is treated and discussed as a Adyos, rather than a mere picture, for two reasons.
First, they have to practice on the easy things so that they can give Adyot of “ni T@v
usilovaov” (“any of the greater subjects™) (277d2) which cannot be pictured (285d9-
286b2)**. But second, and more important surely, is that there is an affinity between
weaving and statecraft which is to be explored and may reveal something about statecraft
if it can be found. This comparison can only be carried out in A0yos because a picture of
a weaver bears no resemblance to a king, but their tasks are similar. We can extract a
Aoyos from the image of weaving which we can apply to the imageless statecraft, and
further our understanding of statecraft by seeing it from another angle, seeing how it

connects and is similar to something more understandable than itself. We further our

2 | ane, Method and Politics in Plato’s Statesman, CUP, 1998, pg 69.
3 1 ane, Method and Politics in Plato’s Statesman, CUP, 1998, pg 73-5.
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understanding of statecraft by approaching it through weaving: some Aoyor we
understand in weaving become apparent in statecraft, but they are easier to get to in
weaving because our image of it is clearer in that there is a (fairly?) universally accepted

one.

McCabe* is useful here, on the way that understanding works through connecting
similarites: “in the Republic the philosopher understands the symbiosis of the forms,
analogous to the natural connection of the phenomenal world (hence the allegory of the
Sun, 506f1). In the Theaetetus (184ff) reason contrasts opposites; compares similarites
and thus comes up with the common terms such as sameness and difference. In the
Phaedrus and later, the best way to do bhilosophy is to find systems and structures —
‘collection and division’.”* T agree that “the first condition that Plato offers for
understanding... is connectedness, the interrelation of one Form (or one idea or
whatever) to another.”® Understanding only occurs within a context. . Tecusan®’ agrees
and adds to the idea of the necessity of a context for the thing to be understood so that the
process of understanding can begin: “paradeigmata are indispensable (277d1-2) because
the mind cannot recognise familiar or known items when they are present in unfamiliar or
unknown compounds (2780-d)’.”48 The mind works through association, connection and
relationship: tallness and shortness have to be understood as being linked and only then

will they be properly understood as themselves; but before that, one must consider the

* McCabe “Myth, Allegory and Argument in Plato”, Apeiron XXV, No 4, December 1992, pg 47-68.
> McCabe (see footnote 43) pg 53.

% McCabe (see footnote 43) pg 53; her italics.
7 Tecusan “Speaking about the Unspeakable: Plato’s Use of Imagery”, Apeiron XXV, No 4, December

1992, pg 69-88. ‘
“% Tecusan (see footnote 46) pg 72.
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variety of things that partake of each. Beauty is understood through its similarities to
good, its opposition to evil and its relationship with £pws: but more than this, it is only
really, fully understood when its place in the intelligent world is understood; when all its
relationships to anything are understood. McCabe calls this “exhaustive™” knowledge of
all connections. It is an ideal to be aimed at: a pure target that is theoretically reached
using the physical that surrounds us and holds us back to propel us towards exampleless
understanding.

It is not surprising that the process of understanding works in this way. The rapadetyua
is to be looked at so that its similarities with the thing it is a model of can be examined
within the framework of the paradigm, in order to explore the indescribable in an indirect,
but describable, way. Imitation is important: we must recognise similarities. The inter-
connectedness of things, the underlying principles running through apparently completely
different things may reveal, or may be used to reveal, some sort of truth. This method is,
of course, entirely in keeping with nature: our physical world ‘resembles’ another world
which it ‘represents’ through a series of ‘likenesses’, or, perhaps, it ‘partakes’ physically
in things which are entirely abstract. It is natural, then, that our investigations should
proceed by connecting various affinities and understanding the things in the world,
sensible and mental, in their inter-connected relationships and similarities (collection)
and their utter diversities (division). Things must be approached from within a context,
then understood as themselves by themselves. We cannot understand what is completely
foreign: we start the understanding procedure by contextualising and familiarising
something — seeing what it is like that we already know and how — and only then can we

move on to any abstract knowledge. But such complete knowledge seems beyond us.

* McCabe “Myth, Allegory and Argument in Plato”, Apeiron XXV, No 4, December 1992, pg 53.
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The child, in the example of 277e¢2-278¢3, may know how to read, but it does not then
understand the more abstract ideas involved with language. At 306a8-308b9, those things
that are grouped together and called ‘virtue’ are, in some cases, opposite and hostile
things. They are virtuous when for the good, and not when for the bad: virtue is what runs
through courage and carefulness to make them good. We can look back at history and
decide whether actions were courageous or rash, careful or cowardly, and so use these
examples to progress towards ‘some kind of understanding of what virtue is. But these are
much more slippery terms than those of reading and writing with which paradigms are
introduced. In Plato’s example of how one learns to read and write, one is taught by
someone who knows the alphabet, a clearly defined thing.- But for the more slippery
terms that Plato is really interested in, presumably one must already have some inkling as
to what to use as a paradigm so that one can then rely on trial and error through cross
referencing this paradigm in different contexts to find out how useful it is’. It is true that
“in helping us to ‘recognise’ [different things partaking of different ‘forms’ in potentially
apparently different ways] they [paradigms] create a bridge between trivial and important

matters.””' But how do we choose what paradigm to use?

The chooser is required to project into the future and imagine one thing as similar and
comparable to another which is not yet known and for which the whole process is

working towards a definition. One wants to define ‘x’, so one wants to examine

This is of course Socrates’ method of examination: ask for a definition of ‘x’; receive a definition ‘a’;
give an example of ‘a’ in a context that refutes ‘a’ as a definition - a different context to the one the giver

of ‘a’ thought about or expected.
3! Tecusan pg 73.
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something like it. One settles on ‘y’. But in order to settle on something connected to ‘x’,
one must at least have an inkling that there is a similarity between ‘x’ and ‘y’. In some
sense, one must know something about both ‘x” and ‘y’, or one would try to compare
things that shared no common principle. For the paradigmatic method to work, one of the
interlocutors must have something like a true opinion as to what paradigm to use, or they
must reject a paradigm that is revealed as unsatisfactory. There is a degree of something
like knowledge of both the object of the inquiry and the paradigm used for that inquiry
needed for the method to be profitable. This is not unreasonable: anyone engaged in a
philosophical debate about it would already have come across ‘statesmanship’ and
‘statesman’ in their human examples and would have an idea of what they do and what
they should do. It is impossible to enter and continue a philosophical debate on a subject
about which one has no prejudices (used in a Gadamerian sense to mean ideas in
advance). It is the confirmation, re-working or re-founding of those prejudices which is
the final aim. They are the necessary starting point of any discussion, and their use as
tools of the discussion seems perfectly acceptable, perhaps even necessary, as long as the
interlocutors are conscious of what they are doing and remain vigilant to ensure
paradeigms are a tool not a misdirecting master. We need such methodological self-

awareness as we find in the Statesman.

This idea of an almost fore-understanding is given its own metaphor by Plato to help us
understand it at Statesman 277d2-3: “kivSuvedet yap nudv éxactos oiov Svap eidws
anavra ravt ad naiv donsp drap ayvoeiv” (“it looks as if each of us knows

everything in a kind of dreamlike way, and then again is ignorant of everything as it were
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when awake”). We all have a knowledge of statesmanship, but it is a knowledge that is
like a dream: we are aware of it, but the more we try to pin it down, the harder it becomes
until we realise that we cannot. The dream slips-away as we try to explain it when we are
awake. The use of paradigms, we are told at 278e4-11, will help make the knowledge of
the dreaming world into the knowledge of the waking world: it will solidify the pure
thought with physical, recognisable and easy to handle examples of what was in the
dreaming knowledge. The dream world is to do with general concepts and principles; the
waking world is that of physical examples through which the dream world can be grasped
and in which the beginning of a proper and full (perhaps conscious?) understanding can
root itself. Shinro>® makes a connection between the dreaming metaphor and Plato’s use
of myth: “The great Myth seems to give us that kind of true belief about the Statesman,
but not exact knowlédge. It is only a knowledge as in a dream. This is, I think, exactly the
stage where we are now in search of the being of the statesman.” This is not unreasonable
since myths are connected to dreams in that they are completely a mental creation and
occur in a dream world which is different from the physical one around us. But the myth
is also a part of the physical world simply because it is created in language: it is, in this
sense, a solidifying example of what the dream-like knowledge is like>. The example is
just as valid if it has been created especially as it would be if it were merely an actual
physical thing described. As long as the abstract runs through something and that
something is describable, that something is usable as a paradigm. We just have to see the

principle in it: it is the truth that counts, not the vessel that carries it.

52 “The Role of Paradeigmata in the Statesman”, Reading the Statesman, ed. C. J. Rowe, 1995
33 See below for more on myths.

112



Ideally, poetry and representation would not be necessary for understanding. But in this
physical world, where things can only be understood through, from and in opposition to a
structure of likenesses within the complex mass of physical examples, the power of
poetry and story-telling to provide loose analogies, guidelines, methods of thinking about
and ways of approaching truth, is necessarily part of the philosopher’s art. As the ideal
statesman needs no written laws but works from true knowledge alone and the human
example of statesman must work within the strictest legislation, so the ideal philosopher
works only in the mental, his philosophical tool wordless because he understands truth
untainted by human interpretation or solidification. Clearly not only does he not need
poetry, but it would even be harmful in any education aiming towards this state. But in
the real, philosophers know that they must use whatever methods they can to try to
contextualise whatever it is they are searching for; for only after understanding within a
complete context can anything be completely understood without any context. One
should use context to collect and divide, and when there is only one thing left, then there
is contextless understanding. The path to understanding involves seeing something as
relative to ourselves and to everything else, only once this has been done can that
something be understood as relative to nothing; understood itself by itself and as itself. A
myth allows whatever concept it is that is under investigation to be seen against a purely
mentally created context: the myth world is imaginable but physical only in that it is an
example in words. It provides another context within which to understand the thing under
examination. The myths allow Plato to whatever examples of truth he wishes, his only
limitation is the human imagination. He can create a world more ideal than ours, a world

more suited to reveal the purity he hopes to find in truth. If the pure concepts he is
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searching for are ideal, then the myths allow him to break away, to a large extent, from
the limitations and ‘sub-clauses’ of the real (Socrates’ analogy against Adeimantus in
Republic 1V, the ideal and physical statesman in Statesman, the problems of language in

the Cratylus and Phaedrus). Plato wants to remove anything as tedious and interfearing as

human nature, so that the subject under investigation can remain pure and untainted by
our world of examples. This constant tension between physical and ideal that ru.ns
throughout Plato condemns him as an art hater and a lover of the Muses, a historian and a
liar, a fascist and a communist and a terrible proponent of self-contradiction. The beast
and 10 Aoyiotixov continue to clash, and will do so for as long as we have to use the

physical to try to look towards the ideal.

Myth

Lane claims® that “the resort to story-telling when analytical resources are apparently
exhausted is a standard Platonic manoeuvre. In such cases (as in the Gorgias, the

Republic, the Phaedrus) the stories told are genuine ‘myths’, employed as supernatural

models or justifications to bolster a conviction which the analytical argument has sought
to establish.” But Plato does th “resort” to unBor: they are as active a part of the Aoyos

as the dialectic. They are another, equally legitimate, way of displaying “ra... acopara,
kaAota Svra kai péyiota” (“the things that are without body, which are finest and

greatest”) (Statesman 286a5-6) which can only be displayed “A0y¢™ (“by verbal means”)

34 L ane, Method and Politics in Plato’s Statesman, CUP, 1998, pg 115.
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(286a6). In the Gorgias, Socrates introduces his myth with “& 8¢ BovAet, ool éyd, ws
tobT0 oUTwS Exet, £0Am Adyov Aékar” (“and in proof of what I say, if you have no
objection, I should like to tell a story™) (522e5-65. He is not giving a uoBos in the
following fantastical tale, but a Aoyos, a point which he himself makes explicit in the
next few lines: “drove 61, paor, pdda Kadod Adyov, Ov ob pév myron uobov, ws
gyo olpat, éyd 8¢ Adyov: ds aAnbi yop Svia oot Adkw & pérdw Adyew” (“listen,
then, as the story-tellers say, to a very pretty tale, which I dare say that you may be
disposed to regard as only a féntasy, but which, as I believe, is a true tale; what [ am
going to say, I offer as the truth”) (523a1-3). The mention of kaAds Aoyos must make us
think of the Symposium, where this is the aim of the &pws of the philosopher; in this
case, the philosopher’s offspriﬁg can be regarded as a uvfos. Here, the story’s status as a
Aoyos seems to come from it containing some sort of truth. The problem is that truth is
inexpressible iﬁ an absolute or direct description. The fantasy partakes in truth. It is like

truth — and since it is in language, that is as good and close as it can get.

We find exactly the same blurring of boundaries in the Timaeus. At 20d7-8, Critias says
of his speech that is to follow: “dxove 81, & Zdxpares, Adyov udia pgv aromov,
ravrdraoct ye pnv aAnfods” (“Then listen, Socrates, to a tale which, though strange, is
certainly true’). What follows is certainly not any direct or literal explanation, but is a
recounting of the tale supposedly told to Solon concerning Atlantis. However much it
appears to be nothing but a story, it is still described as a “zradauov... Adyov” (“old world
story”) (21a7). It sets the tone of story-telling and imaginative philosophy which Socrates

believes will be “mjv 1@v Adywv Eotiacy” (“a feast of reason”) (27b7-8). However,

*
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Timaeus sets out the problems at 29c4-d3: “éav ovv, ® Zokpates, TOAAL TOAAGY
mépL, OedV Kai ThS TOL TAVTOS yEVESEWS, U1} Suvarol yiyvaueda tavin Taviws
avTovs £avtols duoloyouuévous Adyous kai annkpifwuévovs arnododvar, un
Bavuaons: aAX’ éav dpa undevos nrrov mapeydueba gikotas, ayanav yp,
pepvnuévous ds O Aéywv éyw OUELs T€ ol kpital gvoy avlpwrivny Exouev, dote
mEPL TOVTWV TOV gikOTa HOOOV Amodeyopévous mpémet TovToL UNdEV & Tépa
&nrerv.” (“if then, Socrates, amid the many opinions about the gods and the generation of
the universe, we are not able to give notions which are altogether and in every respect
exact and consistent with one another, do not be surprised. Enough, if we adduce
probabilities as likely as any others; for we must remember that I who am the speaker,
and you who are the judges, are only mortal men, and we ought to accept the tale which
is probable and inquire no further.”) This ub@os is a Aoyos which contains some

affinities to truth, but as mortal men that is the best we can do.

In the Gorgias, the story that is told deliberately confuses the issue with three mentions of
Homer. He appears as ‘proof” at the start (523a3) concerning Zeus, Poseidon and Pluto
dividing the empire. Homer is mentioned again at 525d6-7 in order that Socrates can use
him to give examples of bad kings and tyrants who have gone into everlasting
punishment after their deaths.‘ Finally, the myth concludes with a quote from Homer
Odyssey XI. 569 about Minos giving laws to the dead. This seems to contradict what
Socrates has just said about this being a Acyos, because Homer is so central to the
tradition of the pvBos. His stories were seen as almost religious, but they were

entertaining religion; they were stories from which amusement and wisdom could be
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drawn. In popular culture, there was something like the idea of a ubBos having elements
of a Aoyos in the way that Homer was regarded. His importance in the education of an
Athenian is clear simply from the number of quotes which Socrates gives in the Platonic
corpus. Homer was used as an ethical guideline, so that Socrates here taps into the
popular prejudices concerning the value of Homer. His use as a source of ‘authenticity’
for the story brings some clarity as to how we are to regard it: on a broad level, if Homer
is seen to have moral value and is (however misguidedly) used as a Aoyos when he works
within uo6og, then so c;m Plato. One should treat Plato’s u08o: as one would should
Homer’s: do not be literal, but find truth in them and discover that they are not throw-

away stories, but are as much a part of the overall A6yos as dialectic argument.

Plato is tapping into the tradition that “poetry always had been a meciium for
communicating ethical teaching, indeed in the oral culture of early Greece it was the
chief means by which ideas of any importance could be transmitted.””* Indeed, Republic
522a3-bl, we see the importance of poetry in the education of the guardians. As Smith
puts it: “myths can help introduce a young man to a truth which will later receive
dialectical examination.”*® Thé Laws 887cff tells us that philosophy is easiest with those
who have a true opinion from listening to childhood myths. The myths give a dream-
knowledge. They are an essential aid to the process of understanding in providing
paradigms created especially for the situation, and paradigms which are diverting and
interesting in themselves: “[myth] does not masquerade as all-embracing expertise, or

feed the childish part of us at the expense of order in the soul, or disable our moral

5% Murray, Plato on Poetry, CUP, 1996, pg 18: for more on this idea, see Murray pg 15-22.
3 Smith, “Plato’s Use of Myth in the Education of Philosophical Man”, Phoenix 40, 1986, pg 23.
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thinking, or luxuriate in spurious paradigms of behaviour. It does not challenge
philosophy, but is a part of philosophy, which will assist in guiding the whole person
towards a love of truth and g(‘)odness.”S7 For example, I again agree with Janaway that in
the Phaedrus “the mythic speéch gave the only account of the soul which was humanly

|
possible, in terms of simile (246a4-6).”* Myths “assist in guiding the whole person

towards a love of truth and géodness” by drawing the reader into their mysterious world.
Smith makes the connection With Aristotle’s verdict on myths: “Aristotle in the
Metaphysics (A 982b16) sayé that the lover of myth is a lover of wisdom; a lover of myth
is one who is filled with a sense of wonder, and this is the first step for the

philosopher.” In his myths, ’Plato can point towards the greatest mysteries of human life
by introducing the reader to the mysteries of the ideal, and do so by representing this
idealistic myth world as a mysterious place. Any mind that is going to have its curiosity
aroused would be hooked by :these wonderful stories about a perfect places, where the
problems of the human world are not relevant. Such fantastical and addictive paradigms

of a better world than ours aid philosophy both as an integral part of the overall Aoyos

and as a hook to catch curiosity and keep it caught.

However, both the Sophist (218e2) and the Statesman (279a7-bl) say that a paradigm
should be ‘guikpos’ (small) because then it is not too big to be manageable. But the
criticism of the pvBos in the btatesman, that they were mistaken in looking for a great

example simply because kingship is great (277b3-4), is only in relation to its narrow role

57 Janaway, Images of Excellence, Oxford, 1995, pg 160.

%% Janaway, Images of Excellence, Oxford, 1995, pg 167.
%% Smith, “Plato’s Use of Myth in the Education of Philosophical Man”, Phoenix 40, 1986, pg 34.
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as a paradigm. The excessive embellishments of the 11080s have a purpose other than that
of a simple paradigm of the sort weaving turns to be. Perhaps its fantastical nature proves
a pleasant distraction from the incessant, bare dialectic, but more importantly its
mysteries suck both the unsuspecting and the well-prepared into Platonic thought.
Perhaps on a purely epistemological level “great examples are thus framed as
inappropriate on methodological grounds™®, but they are a major weapon in Plato’s
methodology of entrapment: how he entices readers into philosophy and then does not let
them leave. No-one understands everything, everybody wants to. Perhaps in an ideal
world, there would be no need for 6801 because humans would not have to use
paradigms as a root to knowledge, but in our world, we do. Since those paradigms are
necessary, then they can use all the richness of literature. The Statesman’s myth got the
interlocutors back on track and generally livened up the discussion. It struck a balance:
the mean between what we might now call literature and ‘philosophy’ (where
‘philosophy’ means pure analytical logical philosophy). Relative to dialectic, there may
be too much ‘literature’ about it, but it does not really stand on its own as a complete

story either. However, in saving the discussion, it plays a crucial role.

Smith®' comments on this enjoyment that seems to flow through the myths: “dialectic, in
the narrow sense... can be tedious” but the tone is kept light, even if the subject matter 1s
distinctly heavy, because “myth... is play with a serious purpose.” This idea of play is
emphasised at times by Plato: the myth of the Statesman is achieved by “oyedov naidiav

évkepacauévous” (“mixing in an element of play”) (268d8). Later we are told how the

% 1 .ane, Method and Politics in Plato’s Statesman, CUP, 1998, pg 122.
81 Smith, “Plato’s Use of Myth in the Education of Philosophical Man”, Phoenix 40, 1986, pg 25.
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ideal statesman would look to| find the best combinations of citizens: “rauidly Tp@TOV
Pacavier” (“it will first put them to test in play”). The process of understanding cannot
just take place within the confines of a dialogue in a classroom: myth becomes the

playground of education, where we learn in a different way about the things discussed in

class. They attempt to encap51|11ate, as best as words and language can, the indescribable
abstracts so that we can have a picture of their ideal world. The myths help us approach
that world from different angle, one which involves imagination and inspires a child-like

curiosity and should never be taken too seriously, but is also very important in the

process of understanding.

The myths are not easily categorised within the framework of modern philosophy. They

occupy a similar ground to the didactic novel: they are, as McCabe®” puts it, neither

“straightforwardly true” nor “directly false” but “their oddity may help the explanation

along, rather than getting in its way.” But this is not at all surprising. The things that the

dialogues and the myths are aimed at are definitely, in Plato’s world, odd: they are

invisible, indescribable, perhaps unknowable in a complete sense, but they are the truths

|

on which everything in human life is based. Just because a myth is not literally or

|

completely true does not mean that it is therefore a lie. One need look no further than our
world, as Plato saw it, for that: what is around us is not absolutely true, it only partakes in
truth. But it is not a lie either because it is definitely there. It is an approximation of truth;

it is like truth; it shares truth’s|characteristics; it is neither truth nor lie. This oddity of

semi-truth, as McCabe® points out, is very similar to the veracity present in myth: it does

52 McCabe “Myth, Allegory and Argument in Plato”, Apeiron XXV, No 4, December 1992, pg 47.
% McCabe “Myth, Allegory and Arg‘ument in Plato”, Apeiron XXV, No 4, December 1992, pg 47.
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not claim to be truth, in fact usually there are warnings that it is not, and yet there is an
inherent claim in it finding its way into the dialogue that it has something to do with
truth. Its ambiguity, in a way, helps us understand a little better our relationship both to

the world around us and to the other true world of abstracts.

The Timaeus helps to identify the place of myth® when Timaeus sets out the different
kinds of being at 27d6-28a4: “1i 10 Ov de&t, yéveov € oDk ExOV, Kal Ti TO YLYVOUEVOV
UEV GEl, OV O€ 0VSEROTE; TO eV O1) VOTIOEL ETA ACYOD TEPIANTTOV, GEL Kata TavTa
Sv, 10 & av 36y uet’ aioboews dAdyov Sofaotov, yyvduevov kai anoldduevov,
Sviws 8¢ ovSEnote ov.” (“what is that which always is and has no becoming; and what
is that which is always becoming and never is? That which is apprehended by intelligence
and reason is always in the same state; but that which is conceived by opinion with the
help of sensation and without reason, is always in a process of becoming and perishing
and never really is.””) Myth never really is, and yet it is about what always is. Take, for
example, Adeimantus and the story of the ship in Republic 487b1ff: such a ship never
really was, but it demonstrated perfectly the ideal state. Timaeus 68e6-69a5, itself within
a kind of myth whose detail is playful but whose principles are true, sets out the two
guiding forces at work in the universe: “8i0 61 ypn 80 aitias £idn Sopileaba, To pEV
avaykaiov, 10 8¢ Bstov, kal 10 pev Beiov év dmnaowv {nTelv KTOEWS EVeKa
gbdaipiovos Piov, kal® Soov Nudv 1 pOoIS EvSEyeTal, T0 5 Avaykaiov Ekeivwv
xapiv, Aoyilopevov s dvev todtwv od Suvata adTa ékeiva ¢ ois omovSALopEY

pova Karavogiv odd ad Aafetv obS drdws nws petacyelv” (“wherefore we may

64 Again, following McCabe “Myth, Allegory and Argument in Plato”, Apeiron XXV, No 4, December
1992, pg 62.
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distinguish two sorts of causes, the one divine and the other necessary, and may seek for
the divine in all things, as far as our nature admits, with a view to the blessed life; but the
necessary kind only for the sake of the divine, considering that without them and when
isolated from them, these higher things for which we look cannot be apprehended or
received or in any way shared by us.”) In the world of myth, the rules of ‘necessity’ need
not be involved, the problems’of corrupt human nature can be left behind. The reader can
watch recognisable images frdm the human world acting out scenes governed by Aoyos
and representing the divine in a world approaching, as close as any human can, the ideal.
The mental, visionary world of the Republic as a wh;)le is not a system of govérnment to
be practised by real people: in a perfect world it would work perfectly because it is a
theoretically rational place. It deliberat@ly ignores the irrationality of humans, that most
would not see a communal gajn as their own gain. In the real world, profit is something
that can be touched, but in the truly logocentric world of the Republic, all profit stems
from the enactment of justice. The state created is a model of justice made to aid our
understanding of justice. That model must use recognisable parts so that we can imagine
it as a thing, but it is not meant to be taken seriously: the people in that model are
themselves models and have no human nature. The reality of selfishness destroys the
image of justice, but one cannot be too literal about the necessarily unjust mortals which
Plato is forced to use as parts of his model. It is the overall principle which is important;

it is that which runs through and connects the paradigm and the abstract. The ub6os

shows a world where Adyos can reign unchecked by misguided human interference.
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If one wants to call Plato’s myths ‘poetry’, then this is how they are saved from Plato’s
own famous attack on poetry in Republic X. Plato is not reflecting the same thing as
those he banishes. At Republic 398b1-2, the poet is allowed who will “imitate the style of
the virtuous” (“tnjv 1o émgwois A&y upoito™); the poets who are banned are
compared to the painters who only produce “gawvouévnv” (“an appearance™) (596e11) of
a thing. They do not make poems about the ideal world, the world which we aspire to, but
the content of their work is a reflection of our physical and imperfect world, which, of
course, is itself a ‘reflection’ of the true world of abstracts. Plato’s myths are not “of a
poet or some other life from among those concerned with imitation” (“roinrikos 7 tov
mepL punoty us dAios apuooer”) (Phaedrus 248e1-2) but are of “a man who will
become a lover of wisdom and beauty, or devoted to the Muses or love” (“avdpos
YEVNOOUEVOL $rAocodov 1) drhoxalov 1] povoikob tvos kal Epwnikod”) (Phaedrus
248d2-4). Both are categorisable as involved in povowr], but one loves truth where the
other expands igﬁorant conceit about appearances through emotional manipulation.
Plato’s mythologising is to do with a love of good and a spreading of that passion. He
positions himself to occupy the morally worthwhile meaning of povoin, his divine
inspiration is truth, and he banishes those who upset a Adyos aimed at happiness through
an understanding of truth. Plato’s myths are accounts of the truth for the sake of pleasure
through the process of understanding, with the ultimate goal being the ultimate

understanding.
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Conclusion

But even in his myths, Plato is constricted to the realms of our physical and imperfect
reality. He cannot describe the abstracts in any way other than in language. He must use
examples of physical things in the ideal situations he tries to create. This can create its
own interpretative problems when the ideal models are read as potentially physical things
that can be brought about. But as we have seen, for example in the Statesman, there is a
large gap between the purity of perfect things and the tainted nature of our physical

world.

However we can only approach things that are perfect by using imperfect physical things:
in order to understand an abstract, we must somehow try to tie it into something that can
be described. Language cannot describe pure abstracts: the best it can do 1s use signs that
stand for those abstracts; it cannot define them because then they would no longer be
abstract, but would have been made physical in their representation in language. It is part
of the nature of perfect things that they are indescribable in our far from perfect language.
We cannot talk or write ‘truth’, we can only use language to say what it is like. But we
must not let this fact prevent us from attempting to study truth. If we are to proceed in the
process of understanding, we must use language; the only study of abstracts available to
us is to look at ‘what they are like’, a large part of which is looking at paradigms of
abstracts. But we cannot reject language, because those paradigms can only be
constructed in language: these attempts at describing the ideal only exist in words. We

must be fully aware of the problems of both words by themselves and their combination
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in language. We must put no faith in words by themselves: they are not a route to truth.
We must remember that written language is little more than a game: it cannot answer
back to clarify or defend itself and it is as full of deceitful rhetoric as the spoken kind.
But no part of human existence is perfect. We must use language as best we can to get
towards an understanding of the pure and constant things, an understanding which is
significantly aided by the creation in language of paradigms. The dialogues “lead the
reader toward the existential ideal of the philosopher: toward life in pure theory.”’
Humans can never achieve life in pure theory because we are tied down by the necessity
of being in the physical. But we must not let that prevent us from aiming at the pure; we
must work within that physical framework to create, as best we can, an attempt at the
ideal. This can only be done in language, when we use it to show what the ideal might be

like.

65 Gadamer, Plato’s Dialectical Ethics; Phenomenological Interpretation Relating to the Philebus, trans. M.
Wallace, Yale, 1991, pg 2.
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