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

For David Sedley

non ita certandi cupidus quam propter amorem

quod te imitari aveo...

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

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

196



Plato’s Last Word on Naturalism vs. Conventionalism in the Cratylus. 1 197

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

B crarse nmaercs 0030p AMCKyCCHI OTHOCHTEIBHO OTHOMIEHHs camoro [lmatona
K KOJUITM3MM HaTypaiu3Ma U KOHBEHI[MOHaIN3Ma B Kpamuie U JienaeTcs MONbITKa
PELINTH HEKOTOPBIE U3 BOIIPOCOB. ABTOp CTaThH AOKa3bIBACT, YTO Mo3unus [lnaro-
Ha He OTIMYaeTcs oT Toil, kotopas npeacrasieHa CokparoM B nuanore: Ilnaron —
CTOPOHHHK TOH Pa3HOBHIHOCTH HaTypaan3Ma, KoTopyro Cokpar 3alyiiaeT B mep-
BOM yacTu auanora nNpoTUB KOHBeHIMOHanu3Ma I'epmorena. ['epmoren nonaraer,
YTO MMPOCTOTO YKA3aHUsI IIPH ITIOMOIIIN CII0OBA HAa 0003HaYaeMbIil 00BEKT JOCTATOYHO
JUIsS TIOJTHOLICHHOW KOMMYHHUKAIIMM, W MOJTOMY CYHTAET CBSI3b MEXKIY MMEHEM
1 00BEKTOM MPOU3BOIBHON, OCHOBAHHOHN Ha ITPOU3BOJILHOM U N3MEHYHBOM COITIa-
IIEHNH OOBIYHBIX HOCHUTeNel s3bika. COKpaT MPOTHBONOCTABILIET 3TOMY BO33pe-
HUIO TEOPHIO UMEHH KaK “Opyaus”’, KOTOPOE B CBOEM BBICIIEM IPUMEHEHHH MOXKET
YCIICITHO MCIOJIB30BAThCS B THAJICKTHYECKOM HCCIIEAOBAHNH HCTHHBI M TIO3TOMY
JIOJDKHO COOTBETCTBOBATh CBOMCTBaM 0003HauaeMOro o0onekTa. TBOPIIOM IOm00-
HOTO UMCHH MOXKET OBITh JIWIITh MYIPHIH ‘‘3aKOHOAATENh’, NEHCTBYIONINI O Py-
KOBOZICTBOM (uiocoda-1uajiekTuKa, KOTOPOMY MPEACTOUT MOJIb30BaThCSI CO3/IaH-
HBIMH 3aKOHOZIATEJIEM HMECHAMH.
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Oto yrBepxkaeane Cokpara gajee pacKphIBaeTCs U WILTIOCTPUPYETCS B X0ze
STHUMOJIOTH3AIMA MHOXKECTBA CJIOB M B THUIIOTE3€ O MOJPaKaTeIbHBIX CIIOCOOHO-
CTSX 3BYKOB. U TO M Apyroe moka3bIBaeT, YTO MPAKTHYECKH BCE MMEHa [ pas-
JIUYHBIX 00BEKTOB — OT IMCH COOCTBEHHBIX JIFO/ICH 10 IMEH OOTOB M 0003HAYCHUN
(bI/ISI/IquKI/IX, 3THYECKUX M DIHUCTEMOJIOTMYECKHUX IMOHSITHH — OKa3bIBAIOTCS
OCMBICJICHHBIMH OITUCAHMSIMH 3TUX OOBEKTOB. XOTS TEKCT CONEPIKUT HEKOTOPHIE
MPEIOCTEPESIKECHHUS] — COKPATOBCKAs TMPOIIeAypa STUMOJIOTH3AIMKA HE BIIOJIHE Ha-
IIe)KHa, a CaMH MHEHUS CO3[aTeliell MMEH HEeCyT OTIEUaTOK MPOTO-TEePaKIUTOB-
CKOI'0 Y4Y€HHUA O TOM, YTO BCC HAXOAUTCA B COCTOAHHWU HEIPCPLIBHOTI'O IBHKE-
HUS, — 9Ta YacTh JAMAJOra ITOKA3BIBACT, YTO 3HAUMTENbHAS 9acTh (HHUII0COPCKOI
JICKCUKU COCTOHUT W3 JCCKPUIITHBHBIX MMCH, KOTOPHIC HECYT HETPUBHAIIBHBIC,
XOTA U HE 00513aTeTTFHO UCTHHHBIC, CYKICHUI 00 0003HAYaeMbIX MU IIPEIMETaX.

DTOT pe3ynbrart, KOTophIil ogoopsitoT Kparun u ['epMoreH, Mor OBl cUATATHCS
OJTHOM 1mobenoit Harypann3ma. Ogaaxo Cokpar HE YIOBIETBOPEH CBOMM paccyK-
JICHUEM U MPHU3BIBACT K €r0 KPUTHIECKOMY IepecMoTpy. HecMoTps Ha 310, OH He
BO3BpalIacTCAa K CO6CTBCHHBIM BBICKA3bIBAHHUAM, HO BMECCTO OTOI'O o6pamaeTCﬂ
K ompoBepskeHnr0 Kparunina, KOTOpBIi SBISIETCS CTOPOHHUKOM OoJiee paauKaIbHON
Bepcuu Harypanusma, yeM caM Cokpar. HekoTopeie yueHble HAXOIAT B 3TOM, Hau-
OoJee CIOPHOM, YaCTH JUaiora YacTHYHYI0 yeTynKy CoKpaTta KOHBCHIINOHAII3MY,
a UHBIC BUIAT B HEM JIAXKC MOJIHYIO no6e,11y KOHBCHIIMOHAJIM3Ma, HI/I6O BBIPpAXKCH-
HyI0 npsMo B cioBax Cokpara, TnO0 MMIUTHIIATHO CIEAYIONIYIO U3 caMmoii ero ap-
TYMEHTAIIUU. ABTOpP CTaThH JIOKa3bIBACT, HATIPOTUB, UTO HATYPAITU3M OJCPKUBACT
mobey B COOTBETCTBHHU KaK C BHIBOJIAMU B CAMOM TEKCTE, TaK M C XapaKTepoM
aprymenToB Cokpara.

Coxkpar OTBOIUT COTTIAIIICHHUIO OIIPEEIICHHYIO POJIb TOIBKO B PEUEBON KOMMY-
HUKAIMH, HO HEC B YCTAHOBIICHNHM MMCH B KaueCTBE O0O3HAYCHUIl: B HEKOTOPBIX
cy4asix, Kak 3TO pacCMaTpyBaeTCsl Ha MpUMepe clioBa okANpOTNG, ‘TBEpAOCTH’,
CXOZICTBO UMCHH C OOBEKTOM, KOTOpOE JOCTHTacTcs Onaromaps KOMOWHAIIMU
G " p, MApaJr30BaHO A, KOTOPOE SBJSIETCSA HOCHUTEJEM MPOTHBOIOIOKHONW UJIEH,
‘MsarkocTH’. B TIOZOOHBIX ciydasX KOMIIETEHTHBIH HOCHTENb SI3BIKA, KOTOPBIN
00OBIYHO MOHUMAET 3HAYCHUE UMEH OJIarofapst UX CXOJCTBY ¢ 0003HaYaeMbIM 00b-
€KTOM, MOXKET JIMIIb COOOPa30BEIBATHCS C S3BIKOBBIM Y3yCOM, “BCTYIHTH B COTJIa-
IIeHUE” ¢ HUM, TO €CTh CJICIOBATh TOMY 3HAYECHUIO CJIOBA, KOTOPOE IPUBBIYHO JIJIS
Hero ¢ merctBa. Aprymentanus Cokpara He IpeArnoaraet, 4To 3HaueHHs 10100~
HBIX CJIOB TPOM3BOJBHBI M CAMH OCHOBBIBAIOTCS HA COIVIAIICHHUHU, KaK B TCOPUHU
I'epmorena. Cxopee mompa3yMeBaeTcsl, YT0 3TH 3HaUECHUS COTJIACHEI C BOJICH JpeB-
HETO 3aKOHOJATEJIsI, KOTOPBIH CTPEMUIICS CO3IaTh UM, KOTOPOE MOXOIUIIO OBl Ha
0003HagaeMBbIi 00BEKT, HO TNOO0 caM IOy CTHII OIIHOKY, THO0 NUMS OBLIO HCKaXKECHO
mo3nHee. HecoMHEHHO, BO BCSIKOM cifydae, 4To ycTymka Cokpara COTIAIIeHHIO
B OTOM CMBICJIC HE O3HAYACT €ro NpUHATHA KOHBCHIIMOHAIU3Ma FepMoreHa JTaxe
JUTSL TAKAX UCKITFOYUTETBHBIX CITy4YacB.
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