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Naming the Art, or the Art of Naming: Techne in Plato’s Cratylus
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[SOCR.] But don’t you perceive how I am, so to
speak, driven off the race-course as soon as I
reach smooth ground? Yet many things, of the
sort that seem serious, still remain to be
examined.

HERM. It is true.

SOCR. One of these is to see what “craft”
(techne) might mean.

HERM. Yes, indeed.

SOCR. Now, doesn’t this signify “holding on to
intelligence” (héxis noil), once you take out the
taii and insert an oii between the chei and the ny
and between the ny and the éta?

HERM. Yes, Socrates, but with great difficulty.
SOCR. My dear friend, don’t you know that, by
now, the first given names have been altogether
buried by those who wanted to theatricalize them
by adding and removing letters for the sake of
euphony and by turning them around in all sorts
of ways, and also by embellishment and time?
As for the “mirror” (kdtoptron), doesn’t it seem
strange to insert a rho? But such things, I
believe, are the work of those who care nothing
for the truth, but shape the mouth in such a way
that, inserting many new elements into the first
names, they end up preventing any human being
from understanding what the name means in the
first place: so, for instance, they call the Sphinx
“sphinx” rather than “phinx”, and so on and so
forth.

SOCR. In fact, “prudence” (phronesis) is the
“thought of motion and flux” (phords kai rhoi
noesis); but one could also understand it as the
“advantage of motion” (dnesis phords). At any
rate, it is about movement. If you want, then,
“judgment” (gnome) shows, all in all, inquiry
and “observation of generation” (ndmesis
gonés). For “observing” and “inquiring” are the
same.

' All translations are my own, unless otherwise indicated.
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SOCR. Now, what “base” (aischron) means
appears very clear to me: for this too is in
accordance with what we said before. It seems to
me, in fact, that the one who posited the names
altogether loathed what impedes and restrains
the flux of things, and thus assigned this name,
“aeischoroiin”, to “what always stops the flow”.
But now, using a contracted form, they call it
“aischron”.

[SOCR.] And thus, the names we consider to be
assigned to the worst things would seem very
similar to those assigned to the best things. And I
believe that, by doing some more work on this,
one would find many other words, based on
which one could think that the name-giver did
not mean that the referent goes and moves but,
rather, that it persists.

SOCR. Let us now consider this, so that we may
not be deceived by all these names pointing in
the same direction: whether the name-givers
really posited them thinking that everything is in
perpetual motion and flux — for it seems to me
that they did think so — or, by any chance, this
is not the case, but they themselves, as though
fallen into some whirlpool, are stirred into
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confusion and, dragging us together with them,
might throw us too into the vortex. Examine
now, wonderful Cratylus, what I often dream of.

SOCR. And the same applies to all other tools:
whoever finds the tool predisposed by nature to
do a certain work ought to assign it to the
material out of which it is built, not the one he
wishes, but the one already predisposed by
nature. Thus, concerning the auger naturally
predisposed to each task, as it appears, one ought
to know how to assign it to iron.

HERM. Indeed.

SOCR. And for what concerns the shuttle, fitted
by nature to each use, the material will be wood.
HERM. So it is.
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SOCR. In fact, as it appears, each shuttle is by
nature suitable to its own type of tissue, and the
same applies to the other tools.

HERM. Yes.

SOCR. But then, excellent friend, even
concerning the name already predisposed by
nature to each task, must not that lawgiver know
how to build it out of sounds and syllables and,
looking at ‘the thing itself which is name’, make
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and posit all the names, if he is to be an
authoritative name-giver? If, on the other hand,
each lawgiver does not operate with the same
syllables as the others, one should by no means
misunderstand this. For not all blacksmiths use
the same iron, even though they build the same
tool for the same purpose: and yet, as long as
they apply the same idea, albeit to a different
piece of iron, the tool is still correctly fashioned
in the same way, whether one builds it here or
among the barbarians. Isn’t it s0?

[SOCR.] And again, starting from names and
phrases, we shall compose something great, fair,
and complete: just as there we made the picture
through the art of painting, so here we shall
fashion speech through the art of naming
(onomastiké), or rhetoric, or whatever the craft
is. Or, rather, not we; I was carried away while
talking. In fact, the ancients fashioned the names
as they stand composed now; as for us, if indeed
we are to know how to examine them all in a
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skilful way, making divisions in this manner, we
ought thus to observe whether the words, both
the first and the later ones, are assigned correctly
or not. Be careful, dear Hermogenes, that a
haphazard way of stringing them together may
turn out to be thoughtless and misguided.

SOCR. So, are names said for the sake of
teaching?

CR. Yes, indeed.

SOCR. Shall we, then, say that this, too, is a
craft (techne)_and that there are craftsmen of it?
CR. Certainly.

SOCR. Who are they?

CR. The ones you mentioned at the beginning,
the lawgivers.
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[SOCR.] Nor is it worthy of a person of sense,
having entrusted the care of oneself and one’s
soul to names, full of confidence in them and
those who posited them, to rest assured of
knowing something and to condemn oneself and
reality for the fact that nothing at all is sound,
but everything flows like ceramic vases [...]

SOCR. Will you then prove that the orators
possess intelligence, and that rhetoric is a craft,
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not a form of adulation, and thus refute me?
Otherwise, if you will leave me unrefuted, the
orators who do what they deem fit in their cities,
and the tyrants, will acquire no good in doing
this, given that power is indeed, as you claim, a
good, but doing what one deems fit without
intelligence is, as you yourself admit, an evil.

In this way, conceive now of what concerns the
soul: whenever it is fixed upon what is
illuminated by truth and reality, it apprehends
and knows it, and appears to possess
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intelligence. But when it focuses upon what is
mixed with darkness, what comes to be and
passes away, it forms opinions, its sight is
weakened, and it changes opinions back and
forth, appearing not to possess intelligence.

“Both Pythagoras and Epicurus were of Cratylus’ opinion. Democritus and Aristotle were of Hermogenes’.
Pythagoras, for instance, when asked what is the wisest being of all, said, ‘Number’. What is second in
wisdom? ‘He that puts the names to things’. [...] By ‘He that puts the names’ Pythagoras hinted at the Soul
[psyché] which was instituted from Intellect [apo toii noii]. [...] The being of all things comes from Intellect
that knows itself and is wise, but naming from Soul that imitates Intellect. The activity of naming, then,
according to Pythagoras, belongs not to any random individual but to one who sees the Intellect and the

nature of the real entities. Names are therefore natural [physei]” (trans. Duvick 2007)
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