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PLATO CRATYLUS

In the Cratylus, Plato offe rs som e insight into b oth his ph ilosophy of lan guage  and epis temo logy. 

Here, Socrates engages in an argument with someone named Hermogenes who is of the view that the

naming of things is as arbitrary as the naming of persons.  Hermogenes argues, firstly, that the meaning

of a w ord is  entire ly up to t he whim  of the  individ ual.  H erm ogenes  then  proc eeds to a rgue  that e ven if

mea ning is not a  solipsistic af fair, surely it is dete rmine d by the co nsens us of a p articular co mm unity.  In

othe r words, h istoric ally, it wa s pur ely acc idental tha t certa in wo rds ( signs) ca me  to be  attac hed  to ce rtain

things (referents) by certain groups.  What is crucial, from this point of view, in seeking to grasp the

current meaning of a word is etymology: an understanding of the preceding history of meanings from

which the  current m eaning is  derived.  S ocrates  is worried a bout the e pistem ological im plications o f both

such views, arguing that a whimsical or volitional theory of naming leads to confusion.  If anyone can

arbitrarily call a horse, for example, a  �man � and vice versa, then there is no basis for consensus as to the

truth.  A claim such as  �a horse has four legs � cannot be proved or disproved if each person uses the

sam e words  differently.  Soc rates � point is that this  is a nons ensical m odel of lan guage  that would  lead to

a total brea kdow n in com mun ication.  

If the relations hip betwe en nam e and thin g, sign an d refere nt, is not arbitrary, that is, the product

neither of the pure whim of individuals nor the consensus of a community, what relationship does in fact

exist?  Socrates �s argument is that the relationship linking sign to referent is necessary  in nature.  There

is, in other words, an immutable bond linking an object to the name by which it is denoted.  To this end, he

points ou t, firstly, that hum an will mu st confo rm to th e nature  of a particu lar action an d not actio ns to

human will.  For example, in order to cut something, one must proceed in accordance with the nature of

cuttin g as a  resu lt of wh ich on e can not cut some thing  witho ut a b lade.   By the  sam e tok en, speaking  is

also an action and signs are the instrument of speech.  Two questions accordingly arise: what is the

function  of spee ch, and  how do  signs fun ction whe n prope rly used in the  activity of spea king?  P lato

contends that the function of speech is to communicate one person �s ideas to another.  Signs,

accordingly, have a two-fold function: partly to reflect reality (signs denote things about the world) and

partly to communicate truth-claims about reality to other people.  Signs, firstly, name or label reality by

dividing it up, distinguishing things from other things  �  they are an  �instrument of teaching and separating

reality �  (388), as  he puts it, an d, seco ndly, conve y the ideas w hich we h ave abo ut things in o ur min ds to

other people, affecting them in so doing.  Socrates � model of language is partly what linguists describe as

a referential (or mimetic) one and partly an  �instrumentalist � (or pragmatic) one.  If words are the building

block of lite ratur e, it is easy to  see w hy Socrate s is qu ick to  try and  gras p litera ture b oth m ime tically (i.e . in

terms of what it reflects) and pragm atically (i.e. in terms of its impact on the audience).

Soc rates  pays le ss a ttentio n to th e inst rum enta l side o f lang uage (the  com mu nica tive fu nctio n it

perform s) in orde r to focus  on its episte molo gical side (i.e. th e ques tion of its ability to con vey the truth

about things).  This is why he takes exception to the view that it does not matter what name is given to a

person or thing.  To prove his point that such things do matter, Socrates imaginess that the history of

language-use by humans started with a mythical inventor of language  �  the  �name-maker. �  He contends

that he no more merely chose names at random than did the inventor of the loom assemble a random

collection of objects which then without plan or foresight became the loom.  Socrates �s point is that

because language is functional, it is an entirely rational, rather than merely fortuitous, and thus

comprehensible phenomenon.  If we wish to understand the correctness of names, therefore, we must

discover to what end the name-maker designed them. Socrates �s point is that the name-maker knew  � how

to embody in the sounds and syllables that name which is fitted by nature for each object � (7).   The

question is, however, what, at least initially, made the form of one name more suitable to particular ends

than  another f orm .  The  answ er: be cause words  repre sen t or de pict o r mir ror re ality, a nam e is we ll

des igned  to the  extent tha t it corr ectly  �re-p rese nts � or de picts  or m irrors  in verb al form  that w hich  it

designates.  W hat is important, therefore, is not the etymology of a given word, that is, the history of a

given  word  �s m ean ing an d from w hich  the p rese nt m ean ing is d erive d.  It is, r athe r, the r elationsh ip

betw een  the word a nd the referen t whic h is cr ucia l.  To p ut the  foregoing  another w ay, wh at is th e prin ciple

of connection which ought to link a given word to the object it designates?  The answer: the suitability or

resemblance of the word to the object in question: a  �name is a vocal imitation of that which is imitated �

(422).   � A nam e, �  Socrate s points o ut, is an im itation, just as  a picture is �  (431).  In the  sam e way that a
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painter atte mpts  to capture  an objec t on canv as com bining the rig ht colours  and sh apes in o rder to im itate

an object, the name ought, through a combination of appropriate sounds, to be a just representation of the

object in question.  However, as is the case with the arts, Socrates laments the fact that while words and

other media of representation (in the case of paintings, for example, colours and shapes) may capture the

physical appearance of an object, it cannot do justice to its essential nature or ideal form which belongs

not to the physical world but the world of ideal forms.  Perhaps initially, he argues, there was something

entirely appropriate about the Greek term for horse, for example, which captured in sound the essential

nature of the animal.  However, over time, language has become corrupted and distorted as a result of

which they have diverged further and further away from the ideal form of which physical objects are an

imitation.  Signs, in short, ideally imitate objects when they most closely approximate in sound not just

their physical appearance but, more importantly, their essence or ideal form, linking in this way the

physical world to the world of ideal forms.

This  discu ssion of th e m ime tic prin ciple u pon  which lang uage is ba sed  is cru cial to  Plato  �s and  his

teacher �s never ending battle with the Sophists.  The latter contended that truth is relative and speech

functions not to establish the truth but to persuade others of the validity of one �s point of view.  This is why

Plato needs to show that language is the medium by which one can have access to the truth.  He opposes

to Herm ogene s �s individualism  and co nsens ualism , a realist view o f languag e: nam es are a nswer able to

reality, not the individual nor the community.  A mimetic model of language, especially spoken as opposed

to written us es of lang uage, gu arantee s acce ss to the tru th.  Otherw ise, we wo uld me rely be attem pting to

convince others of our own point of views. 


