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A Sticky (yAioxpog) Affaire (Plato, Crat. 435¢):
Platonists versus Stoics on How (Not) To Do Etymology and Allegoresis

This paper discusses the use of the word y\ioxpog
(‘sticky’), which Platonists use to disqualify certain,
mostly Stoic, etymologies. I argue that the expression
derives from Plato Crat. 435c, a passage in which
Socrates sets out a theory of word formation that in-
forms Stoic etymologies. I furthermore suggest that
when Neoplatonists use y\oxpog fto reject certain
interpretations of Plato’s texts as misguided, this is
because these interpretations are reminiscent of Stoic
exegetical practices.

L’articolo discute 'uso del termine y\ioxpog (‘appic-
cicoso’), con cui i Platonici squalificano alcune etimo-
logie, soprattutto stoiche. In questa sede si sostiene che
Pespressione derivi da Plat. Crat. 435c, dove Socrate
espone una teoria della formazione delle parole che
sara alla base delle etimologie stoiche; ma quando i ne-
oplatonici useranno y\ioxpog per rifiutare alcune let-
ture fuorvianti dei testi di Platone, lo faranno proprio
per discostarsi da interpretazioni fondate sul ricordo di
pratiche esegetiche proprie dello Stoicismo.

Platonists and Stoics, more than any other ancient philosophical school, were
drawn to etymology as a means to disclose the philosophical intuitions of the an-
cients. To an impartial modern reader, it may seem that there were virtually no
limits to their fanciful etymologies of divine names in particular. Yet Platonists
will at times disqualify a certain etymology as yAioxpog, a word that is usually
rendered as ‘sticky’ in English. In this paper I shall discuss the origins of this term
and the reasons why Platonists reject some etymologies and some allegorical in-
terpretations, as ‘sticky’. More in particular, I shall argue that they derive the word
yAioxpog from Plato’s dialogue on etymology, the Cratylus, and that, initially at
least, it is used to distinguish between correct ways of etymologizing as practiced
by the Platonists themselves and incorrect ways as practiced by the Stoics. This
distinction reflects Socrates’ ambiguous attitude towards etymology in the Craty-
lus: whereas he appears to accept etymologies as a valid tool of philosophical re-
search in the first part of the dialogue, he develops second thoughts in the second
part, branding etymological research as yAioxpog. Long after the Stoics had faded
into the background, the Neoplatonists continued to use the expression yAioxpog
to criticize certain interpretations of Platonic passages that are reminiscent of the
Stoic approach to divine names and ancient mythology.

In this paper, I shall first briefly discuss the ambiguous attitude of the Cratylus
towards etymology and in particular the passages in which etymologies are called
yAioxpog in the second part of the dialogue. I shall then turn to the Stoic recep-
tion of the Cratylus. Stoic etymological practices are in particular informed by a
theory about word-formation that Socrates had developed in the second part of
the Cratylus. This theory holds that words are constituted of so-called primary
names, which are themselves meaningful. Since Socrates uses this theory of first
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names to discredit certain etymologies as yAioxpog, Stoic etymological practices
too are vulnerable to this criticism of being sticky. I will next provide two exam-
ples of Platonists criticizing Stoic etymology for being yAioxpog: the Academic
Cotta in Cicero’s On the Nature of the Gods and the Middle Platonist Plutarch
in How to Listen to Poetry. In the final part of the paper, I shall turn to examples
of the term yAioxpog in Neoplatonic commentaries on Plato’s dialogues. While
the Stoics don’t play a role in these debates, one could argue that Neoplatonic
commentators apply the term yAioxpog to interpretations that have a thing or two
in common with Stoic exegetical practices. In particular I shall focus on the case
of Hermias’ commentary on the prooemium of Phaedrus, in which the reader is
offered both an example of ‘sticky; i.e. Stoicizing, etymology and allegoresis and
correct, i.e. Platonizing, etymology and allegoresis.

1. Plato’s Cratylus: Socrates’ ambiguous attitude towards etymology

Let us start by taking a brief look at Socrates” ambiguous appraisal of etymol-
ogies in the Cratylus. The dialogue begins with Socrates” examination of Hermo-
genes’ position that the correctness of names is a matter of convention. According
to Hermogenes, whatever we agree upon to call a thing will be its name. ‘Horse’ is
the correct name of horses and ‘donkey’ that of donkeys for no other reason than
that we have agreed to call horses and donkeys thus. If tomorrow we agree to call a
horse ‘donkey’ and the other way around, these will from then on be their correct
names. There is, according to this theory, no natural connection between names
and things'. Socrates rejects this theory. He argues that there exists something
like the natural correctness of names. As he points out, Hermogenes’ theory im-
plies that name-giving does not require any special knowledge or skill. Everybody
could be a name-giver. According to Socrates, this is not the case. The function
of names is to divide up the world in a natural way. Names are the instruments of
the Platonic dialectician who, in his attempts to define each type of thing, carves
up reality «at its joints» (cf. Plato, Phaedr. 265e). The skilled name-giver, at the
instruction of the dialectician, next coins appropriate names that somehow reflect
the dialectician’s definitions. Hence the correctness of names is by nature, not by
convention: names follow the natural divisions of reality and reflect the essential
definition of their objects. It is here that etymology comes in. Socrates claims that
etymological analysis reveals the mind of the ancients. It is thus that we arrive at

L Cf. Plato, Crat. 383a-385a.
2 Cf. Plato, Crat. 389d-390c.
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the next part of the Cratylus (390e-427d), which consist of a long list of etymol-
ogies. Socrates produces these etymologies in order to demonstrate his previous
point, i.e. that names are the product of a skilled name-giver and based on a care-
ful philosophical analysis of the world. In the past, this seemingly endless series of
etymologies was often seen as a sort of tedious joke on Plato’s part. David Sedley
(2003), however, has convincingly argued that Plato appears to have taken these
etymologies perfectly seriously, as did subsequent Platonists. One need only think
of the commentary of the Cratylus by the Neoplatonist Proclus, which focusses
almost exclusively on the etymological section.

Whereas Platonists thus read the first part of the Cratylus as supportive of their
own etymological activities, they turn to the last part of the dialogue when they
wish to criticize Stoic etymology. In the last part of the dialogue, Socrates exam-
ines the position of Cratylus, according to which names have a natural correct-
ness. On the basis of the discussion so far, one would assume that Cratylus’ claim
that names have a natural correctness would meet with Socrates’ approval. This is
not the case though. In the etymological section, Socrates had operated on the as-
sumption that names consist of constitutive parts that are themselves condensed
versions of words. When combined, these condensed words produce a definition
of the object to which a name refers. In this way names may be said to be like
their objects. But how about the constitutive elements of these meaningful parts
of a name? Socrates now argues that these too have mimetic qualities. The sounds
that we produce when we pronounce certain letters mimics certain qualities of the
objects to which names refer. Socrates calls these primary names’:

T.1 2Q. A pgv toivov ¢y fjodnuat mepi TOV TPOTWV OVOUATWOV TIEVL {LOL
Sokel DPpLoTikd elvat kai yehoia. TOOTwWY 00V oot peTadwow, &v fodAn ob &
&v tLExng PEATIOV oBev AaPelv, metpdobal kai épol petadidovat.

EPM. IToow tadta. dAAd Bappdv Aéye.

2Q. IIp@Tov pgv toivuv 10 Pd élotye paivetal domep Spyavov elvat Taong
TG KIVHOEWS, [...] TpOTOV pév v avtd t@ “peiv” kat “pofi” S TovTov TOD
YPAUHATOG TV QOpav pipeita, elta év 1@ “Tpopw”, elta év 1@ “tpéxerv”,
11 8¢ v 101G Tooiode prjpacty olov “kpovey”, “Bpavev”, “¢peiketv”, “Opv-

» o« » e

nTey”, “keppatifetv”, “puuPeiv’, mévta tadta TO TOA dnetkdlet S ToD Pd.

SocrATES Well, my impression about primary names seem to me to be en-
tirely outrageous and absurd. Nonetheless, I'll share them with you, if you
like. But if you have something better to offer, I hope you will share it with me.
HERMOGENES Have no fear, I will.

SocrATEs First off, ‘T’ seems to me to be a tool for copying every sort of

?Plato, Cratylus 426b5-e4; tr. Reeve 1998
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motion (kinesis). [...] In any case, as I was saying, the letter ‘r’ seemed to
the name-giver to be a beautiful tool for copying motion, at any rate he
often uses it for this purpose. He first uses this letter to imitate motion in
the names ‘rhein’ (‘flowing’) and ‘rhoe’ (‘flow’) themselves. Then in ‘tromos’
(‘trembling’) and ‘trechein’ (‘running’), and in such verbs as ‘krouein’ (‘strik-
ing), ‘thrauein’ (‘crushing’), ‘ereikein’ (‘rendering’), ‘thruptein’ (‘breaking’),
kermatizein (‘crumbling’), ‘rhumbein’ (‘whirling’), it is mostly ‘r’ he uses to
imitate these motions.

As we will find below, it is precisely this theory of primary names that underlies the
Stoic theory of word-composition and hence of etymology. In a somewhat unexpect-
ed move, Socrates now makes problems for Cratylus’ position, and hence for that of
the Stoics. As Socrates observes (Crat. 435a), in some cases words contain letters that
are out of place. The Greek word for ‘hardness’, sklérotés, for example, has as one of
its first names the ‘7-sound, which is said to imitate softness. If, notwithstanding the
occurrence of such letters in certain names, we still understand what names refer to,
we have to conclude that we do so on the basis of convention. It now follows that the
correctness of names is both a matter of nature and convention*:

T.2 éuoi pév odv kal adt® apéokel pEv katd 1o Suvatdv dpota eivat T&
Ovopata Toig Tpaypaoty dANG iy g aAnddg, To Tod Eppoyévoug, yAioxpa
1 1 OAkR abtn Tig opodTNTOG, dvaykaiov 8¢ 1) Kai T® POPTIKY TOVTW
npooxpfioBal, Tfj ouvOn Ky, &ig Ovopdtwy dpBoTNTA.

I myself too prefer the view that names should be as much like the things as
possible, but I fear that that defending this view is like hauling a ship up a
sticky ramp, as Hermogenes suggested, and that we have to make use of this
worthless thing, convention, in the correctness of names.

As, we will find below, later Platonists will use the word yAioxpog to condemn
certain instances of etymology and allegoresis as wrong-headed. I take it that this
pejorative use of the word yAioxpog in such contexts goes back on this passage.
Unfortunately, it is not at all clear what exactly Socrates means when he uses the
word yAioxpog. As Socrates indicates, Hermogenes had been the first to use the
expression in response to Socrates’ contorted etymology of the word téxvn), from
which it would follow that art is «the possession of understanding»*:

T.3 Q. Odkodv 10010 ye EE1v voD onpaivet, TO pév Tad dpeddvTt, EpPfaro-
VTt 8¢ 00 petadd Tod xel kal T VO kai <Tod VO ko> ToD fTa

*Plato, Cratylus 435c2-7, tr. Reeve 1998.
> Plato, Cratylus 414b-c; tr. Reeve 1998.
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EPM. Kai péa ye yAioxpws, @ ZOKpATEG.

SocrATEs: If you remove the ‘" and insert an ‘0’ between the ‘ch” and the ‘n’
and the ‘¢, doesn’t it signify the possession of understanding (hexis nou).
HERMOGENES: Yes, Socrates, but getting it to do so is like trying to haul a

boat up a very sticky ramp!

From this passage, it is clear that yAioxpog here indicates Hermogenes’ reserva-
tions about the suggested etymology of téxvn. One of the primary meanings of
yAioxpog is ‘sticky’, both in the literal sense of the word and in the informal mean-
ing of ‘problematic’®. The quite wordy rendering by C. D. C. Reeve of Hermo-
genes’ brief reply kai péha ye yAioxpwg as «getting it to do so is like trying to haul
a boat up a very sticky ramp» takes its inspiration from the interpretation of the
phrase yAioxpa 6Axr in T.2 by Bernard Williams: «‘sticky haul’, like getting a ship
to move over a gummy slip-way: one has to work hard to try to keep the resem-
blance theory moving»’.

Ademollo, in his commentary on this passage, however, suggests that yAioxpog
and 0Akn} may have a figurative meaning independent of each other®. After all, as
he rightly notes, Socrates borrows the expression yAioxpog from Hermogenes and
the latter uses it without any reference to a ramp or 6Akr. Ademollo translates the
phrase as follows: «But I fear that this power of similarity is actually ‘poor’, to use
Hermogenes’ expression»’.

As we will find, the use of the term yAioxpog in later authors in relation to et-
ymology and allegoresis corroborates Ademollo’s suggestion: whenever yAioxpog
is used to question the likelihood of an etymology or allegorical interpretation, it
is used as Hermogenes does, i.e. without the addition of the noun 6Axn. I do not,
however, completely agree with Ademollo about the interpretation of yAioxpog
and OAkr. Ademollo claims that Hermogens does not use yAioxpog in its literal
meaning of ‘viscous’ or ‘sticky’. Yet, when Socrates discusses the etymologies of
the words yAioxpov, yAvkv, and yhowwdeg in Crat. 427b, he calls attention to the
‘power’ of the first name gamma. The gamma stops the tongue and is hence an ap-
propriate letter to use in the case of sticky things. As such it is the opposite of the
primary name lambda: when the tongue pronounces this sound it glides. Lambda
is thus an appropriate first name in the case of a word such as Aeiov, smooth. I thus
take it that when Hermogenes (T.3) describes Socrates” convoluted etymology of
Téxvn as «very sticky» (nuaAa yAioxpwe), he means that Socrates’ explanation of

¢ Ademollo 201, 416; Cf. Taillardat 1962, 168 for the French rendering «collant».
’Williams 1982, 93; cf. Sedley 2003, 141 n.26.

8 Ademollo 2011, 415-417.

? Ademollo 2011, 413.
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téxvn as «the possession of understanding» does not flow smoothly from the ac-
tual word téxvn, and hence is not very convincing. It is in this sense of ‘sticky’, i.e.
problematic, unconvincing, that the word will be used by Platonists in relation to
certain cases of etymology and allegory.

As for 0Axr}, Ademollo, following LSJ, takes it that OAkn Tfjg OpotdTNTOG refers
to the power of likenesses that joins names to their objects. To my mind it refers
rather to Socrates’ rather forced attempts to demonstrate how, because of their
constitutive first names, names are like the objects they refer to. It is precisely such
attempts that were disqualified by Hermogenes as «very sticky», i.e. unconvinc-
ing. Socrates’ point, then, in T.2, would be that while he has demonstrated in the
first part of the dialogue that names resemble their objects, the sticky (yAioxpog)
attempts to forcefully «draw out» the likeness of words (0Akn tfjg OpoldTnTOG) by
means of etymologies based on primary names have made it sufficiently clear that
the likeness-thesis should not be pushed too hard". Names have many elements
(first names) that do not contribute towards the likeness of a name to its object.
Even so, such names perform their function of picking out their objects. From
this, Socrates concludes that the correctness of names is as much a matter of na-
ture (i.e. likeness) as of convention.

2. The Stoic reception of the Cratylus: first names and etymology

As has been observed, e.g. by A.A. Long, this theory, according to which names
are the products of expert name-givers and which holds that names are made up
of primary names that have mimetic qualities, strongly recalls the Stoic theory
about the origin of language. See, for example the following passage':

T.4 Aextéov 8¢ kai mpog TodTo GTL | EuminTel €ig TO Mpokeipevov Adyog Pa-
06 kal amdppnTog, 6 TEPL PLOEWG OVOUATWYV' TTOTEPOV, WG oleTal AploTo-
TEANG, O¢oel elol & OvOpata Tj, g vopilovotv oi &nd TG ZT0dg, QUOEL, (-
HOVHEVWV TV TPWOTWY QVAV T& Tipdypata, kad’ dv té& dvopata, kabod kal
oToLxeld Tiva Tfig £Tupoloyiag elodyovary, [...].

0Cf. Dalimier 1998, 178: «this fishing for resemblance» («Moi aussi, je me plais a pen-
ser que les noms sont, autant que possible, semblables aux choses: mais, a vrai dire, cette
péche a la resemblance risqué d’étre laborieuse - pour prendre le mot d'Hermogéne»). For
Ok in the sense of a forced attempt to demonstrate the likeness of names, cf. LS] s.v. OAkr)
A «drawing, trailing, dragging ... metaph. toig Setvoig mepi Aoywv OAknv skilled in drawing
words fo a false meaning, Plat. Phlb. 57d».

"' Long-Sedley 1987, 32] (their translation) = Origen, Against Celsus 124 (SVF 2.146).
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The foregoing matter is beset by the profound and mysterious issue of the
nature of names. Are names, as Aristotle [De Interpretatione I] holds, the
product of convention? Or, as the Stoics believe, of nature, the primary
sounds being imitations of the things of which the names are said? This is
the basis on which they introduce some elements of etymology.

We know that the Cratylus was an important text for the Stoics, and hence it does
not seem unreasonable to suppose that this passage informs, at least in part, the
Stoic theory about the formation of words and their etymological practices'. In
keeping with the discussion of etymology on the basis of first names in the Cratylus,
the Stoics assume that the names of the gods in particular are made up of meaning-
ful first names to which other letters have been added that are of no consequence
for the etymological explanation of the word. Stoic etymology focusses on divine
names, rather than onomata (words/names) in general, because the Stoics assume
that these divine names had been designed by the very first wise name-givers. These
names corroborate the Stoic world-view. Since this is a physical one (the divine
permeates the physical world), Stoic etymologies of divine names relate the di-
vine to physical phenomena. Moreover, the Stoics assume that the wise men who
coined the names of the gods predate the poets such as Homer and Hesiod who
use the names in their mythical stories. The Stoics think little of the philosophical
qualities of these later poets. This explains why Stoic readers of these poets tend to
etymologize the divine names without paying too much attention to the poetical
context in which these names occur, even though they may occasionally provide
an allegorical interpretation of the mythical story in which a divine name appears".

In short, then, there are three particularities about Stoic etymology: (1.) Stoic
etymology of divine names focusses on the so-called ‘primary names’, while disre-
garding the other letters and vowels that make up a name; (2.) Stoic etymology of
divine names tends to disregard the context in which these names occur; (3.) Stoic
etymology of divine names explains these names in physical terms. Platonists will

2Cf, e.g., Long-Sedley 1987, I, 195. On Stoic attempts to improve upon the Cratylean
theory of first names, see Long 2005. On the influence of the Cratylus on Stoic theology,
see also Ademollo 2012.

13 Steinmetz 1986 and Long 1996 have gone so far as to argue that what we call Stoic
allegoresis of poetical texts is nothing but etymology. They, however, appear to have over-
stated their case. As other scholars (e.g. Boys-Stones 2001, 54-59) have pointed out, the
Stoics do not exclude the possibility that some of the mythical material in Homer and
Hesiod goes back on the primeval sages who also coined the names of the gods. Hence, in
those cases in which an allegorical reading of a passage from Homer or Hesiod is in con-
cord with the etymologies of the divine names that occur in that passage, the Stoics assume
that the passage goes back on the ancient sages and that, therefore, allegoresis is in order.
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attack as yAioxpog all three particularities of Stoic etymology, though not neces-
sarily all three at the same time.

3. Cicero, De Natura Deorum II1.24, §§ 62-63: A Platonist critique of Stoic al-
legoresis and etymology

It has sometimes been suggested that the early Stoa, precisely because they took
up the theory of the primary names from the Cratylus, were aware of the sticky
nature of etymology. Unlike later Stoics like, for example, Cornutus, the early Sto-
ics would, for this reason, have been hesitant to practice etymological analysis'.
Against this suggestion, it has been pointed out that we have solid evidence for
the fact that even the founding fathers of Stoicism were given to etymologizing'.
One of the passages comes from Cicero, who in On the Nature of the Gods 1 36 has
the Epicurean Velleius criticize Zeno’s comments on Hesiod’s Theogony and in
particular on the names of Hesiod’s gods'®. Later on in the dialogue, the Academic
skeptic Cotta joins forces with Velleius, when he pokes fun of the etymological
enterprise of Zeno and other Stoics'”:

T.5 Iam vero quid vos illa delectat explicatio fabularum et enodatio nomi-
num? Exsectum a filio Caelum, vinctum itidem a filio Saturnum, haec et
alia generis eiusdem ita defenditis ut ii qui ista finxerunt non modo non
insani sed etiam fuisse sapientes videantur. In enodandis autem nomini-
bus quod miserandum sit laboratis: “Saturnus quia se saturat annis, Mavors
quia magna vertit, Minerva quia minuit aut quia minatur, Venus quia venit
ad omnia, Ceres a gerendo”. Quam periculosa consuetudo; in multis enim
nominibus haerebitis: quid Veiovi facies, quid Volcano? quamquam quo-
niam Neptunum a nando appellatum putas, nullum erit nomen quod non
possis una littera explicare unde ductum sit; in quo quidem magis tu mihi
natare visus es quam ipse Neptunus.

Another issue: why do you Stoics take such pleasure in explaining myths,
and in pursuing the unpicking of names? You defend the castration of
Caelus by his son, and the shackling of Saturn also by his son, and stories of
this kind, so enthusiastically that those who originated them are regarded

14Cf, e.g., Long-Sedley 1987, 1, 195.

5 See, e.g., Tieleman 1996, 197 n. 6.

'*On Zeno’s etymologies of the names of Hesiod’s gods (rather than his allegoresis of
Hesiod’s poem), see the seminal article by Steinmetz; cf. Algra 2001, who dispels the idea
that Cicero here refers to a line-by-line commentary on Hesiod’s Theogony by Zeno.

'7Cicero, On the Nature of the Gods 11 24, §§ 62-63; tr. Walsh 1997 (adapted).
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not merely as sound in mind, but even as wise! As for your unpicking of
names, you have to strain yourselves in such ways that one can only feel sor-
ry for you. “Saturn is so called because he is sated with years; Mars, because
he overturns might (magna vertit); Minerva, because she diminishes (minu-
it), or alternatively, threatens (minatur); Venus, because she visits (venit) all
things; Ceres, because she bears fruit (gerere)”. What a hazardous procedure
this is! In the case of many names, you will get stuck: what can you make
of Veiovis, or of Vulcan? Mind you, bearing in mind that you think that
Neptune gets his name from nando, swimming, there will be no name for
which you cannot offer a derivation based on a single letter! You seem to
me to be more at sea in this pursuit than is Neptune himself.

This passage provides a good illustration of the three particular characteristics of
Stoic etymology and allegoresis: (1.) Stoic allegoresis («explaining myths») tends
to focus on the etymology of names («the unpicking of names»); (2.) these etymol-
ogies are about uncovering the so-called ‘first names’ («there will be no name for
which you cannot offer a derivation based on a single letter!»); (3) these etymol-
ogies equate the gods with physical entities (e.g. Ceres with fruits, Neptune with
water). The Academic Cotta here attacks two of these characteristics, i.e. the de-
pendence of Stoic etymology on the theory of first names and the physical nature
of Stoic etymology. As befits a philosophical school which takes its name from
Plato’s Academy, these two attacks on Stoic etymology are informed by two of
Plato’s writings, the Phaedrus and the Cratylus.

Let us start with the physical nature of Stoic etymology. Already J.B.Mayor and
J.H.Swainson in their edition of De Natura Deorum refer readers to a passage from
the beginning of the Phaedrus (229c4-230a7)"®. There, Socrates appears to have
little sympathy for attempts to interpret myths in physical terms. When asked by
Phaedrus what he thinks of the myth of how the god Boreas abducted Orithyia, the
daughter of the mythological Athenian king Erechtheus, Socrates responds that
«wise men» (Plato, Phdr. 229¢6: oi cogot) try to rationalize such myths by equating
the gods with physical powers: the myth would refer to the fact that a gust of the
North Wind had one day blown poor Orithyia over the rocks. Socrates himself
considers such attempts to rationalize myths as a waste of precious time':

T.6 ¢yo 6¢, @ Daidpe, EAwG pev Ta TotadTa xapievta yoduat, Aiav 8¢ Setvod
Kal Emmovov Kai o0 vy e0TLX0DG AvEpAg, Kt dANo pgv o0dev, 6Tt § adT®
&vaykn petd Todto 10 T@V Trmokeviavpwy eldog émavopBodobat, kal avbig
10 tiig Xtpaipag, kai Emppel 8¢ SxAog tolovtwy T'opydvwy kai IInydowv kai

' Mayor - Swainson 1880-1885, II1, 140.
Plato, Phdr. 229d2-e4; tr. Nehamas-Woodruft 1997 (slightly adapted).
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MWV dunxdvwy mAN0n te kol dtoTiat TepatoAdywy TV@V POoEwY” ofg €l Tig
Amotdv TpooPiPd kaTd TO ik0g EKAOTOV, ATe dypOikw TIVI GOPIQ XPDHEVOG,
TOAARG adT® OXOATIG Oeroet. Epol 0& TPOG avTd OVSAUDG E0TL OXOAT).

Now, Phaedrus, such explanations are amusing enough, but they are a job
for a man I cannot envy at all. He’d have to be far too ingenious and work
too hard - mainly because after that he will have to go on and give a ratio-
nal account of the form of the Hippocentaurs, and then of the Chimera;
and a whole flood of Gorgons and Pegasusses and other monsters, in large
numbers and absurd forms, will overwhelm him. Anyone who does not be-
lieve in them, who wants to explain them away and make them plausible by
means of some sort of rough wisdom, will need a great deal of time.

The passage from Cicero echoes Socrates’ condemnation of such rationalizations.
The observation that the Stoics consider those who engage in these activities as
wise (sapientes) rather than as insane picks up Socrates” qualification of the wis-
dom of those in the business of producing rationalizing accounts of myths as wise
persons, be it «<some sort of rough wisdom». Cotta’s ironical commiseration with
the Stoic allegorists («As for your unpicking of names, you have to strain your-
selves in such ways that one can only feel sorry for you») recalls Socrates’ remark
that he “cannot envy at all” those people who set out to rationalize myths.

Note, however, that Cotta in his attack on Stoic allegoresis not only draws on
Plato’s Phaedrus but also on the Cratylus. The rationalizers from the Phaedrus-pas-
sage, after all, did not necessarily resort to etymology of the Stoic kind which con-
sist in an ‘unpicking’ of names in smaller elements, while it is especially the ety-
mological nature of Stoic allegoresis that attracts the ridicule of Cotta. In many
cases, he warns, it will be very difficult to come up with a proper explanation of
the name. One risks to get stuck in multis enim nominibus haerebitis. While most
translators gloss this phrase over, I suggest that we should take haerebitis as a ref-
erence to the qualification of etymologies as sticky, i.e. as yAioxpog, in the Craty-
lus. All the more so, because Cotta’s connects his point about how difficult the
Stoics may find it to etymologize certain divine names such as Veiovis or Vulcan
to the theory of primary names («there will be no name for which you cannot offer
a derivation based on a single letter!»). As such, this recalls Socrates’ reason for
calling attempts to etymologize on the basis of first names as «sticky» in T.2.

4. Plutarch, On How to Study Poetry: the rejection of Stoic etymology as sticky

Corroboration for my claim that Cotta’s criticism of Stoic etymological prac-
tices goes back on the sticky passage from the Cratylus is provided by Plutarch of
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Chaironeia. In his treatise On How to Study Poetry Plutarch adopts Plato’s critical
attitude towards Homer and Hesiod. Plato had insisted in the Republic that Ho-
mer and Hesiod should not be mistaken for teachers. Their aim is to entertain
their public, not to educate it. For this reason, their poems contain a lot of ele-
ments that may please their non-philosophical audiences, but that are offensive
to the philosophically inclined. One may think for example of the blasphemous
stories about gods behaving badly. Plato admonishes educators to purge existing
poetry from such elements. He rejects the suggestion that such passages may be
neutralized by means of allegoresis. Plutarch takes a similar approach to poetry.
For this reason, he is critical of Stoic allegoresis, which, as we saw above, tries to
give philosophical sense to such a blasphemous story as that of the castration of
Ouranos/Caelus. Since Stoic allegoresis centers around etymology, Plutarch, not
unlike Cicero’s Cotta, targets in particular the Stoic fondness for strained expla-
nations of divine names™:

T.7 Ael 8¢ undé t@v ovopdtwy dpeddg drkodely, dANd v puév KiedvBoug
noudtay  mapaiteiofar katelpwvevetal yap €0tV 8T TPOOTOLOVHEVOS
gEnyeioan to

Zeb étep 10n0ev pnedéwv
Kal 10

Zed dva AwdSwvaie
KeAeDWV dvaytyvadokey D@’ €v, G TOV ék TG Yiig avabupiwpevoy dépa St
v avadootv avadwdwvaiov dvta. kai Xpootnmog 8¢ moAaxod yAicxpog
¢0Tiv, 00 mai{wv dAN” ebpnohoy@v ambavwe, kai mapaflaldpevog evpvomna
Kpovidnyv elvat tov Setvov év 1@ Stodéyeobat kai Stafefnrota i) Suvdpe
o0 Adyov.

While it is also necessary not to pass over the words carelessly, yet one
should eschew the puerility of Cleanthes; for there are times when he uses a
mock seriousness in pretending to interpret the words,

Father Zeus, enthroned on Ida,
And

Zeus, lord of Dodona,
bidding us in the latter case to read the last two words as one [taking the
word ‘lord” as the preposition ‘up’] as though the air exhaled from the earth
were ‘updonative’ because of its being rendered up! And Chrysippus also
is often quite petty/sticky*, although he does not indulge in jesting, but
wrests the words ingeniously, yet without carrying conviction, as when he

2 Plutarch, How to Study Poetry 31E; tr. Babbitt 1927 (slightly adapted).
2 Cf. Hunter - Russell 2011, 178: «yXioxpog ‘sticky’, ‘difficult’, of someone given to
pedantic problems, cf. 43a ukpda kai yAioypa mpoPAnuato.
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would force the phrase ‘wide-seeing’ son of Cronos to signify ‘clever in con-
versation, that is to say, with a widespread power of speech.

Plutarch here opposes Cleanthes’ supposedly youthful playfulness to Chrysippus’
seriousness. If Cleanthes is just playing about, there is no reason to take his expla-
nations of divine names, which apparently include both proper names and epi-
thets, seriously. Interestingly, Cleanthes explains the phrase Zed dva Awdwvaie in
a physical manner that recalls the rationalizing account of the Boreas-myth from
the Phaedrus. In both cases, the rationalizing accounts seeks to explain the myth
or the divine name from physical causes, in particular from streams of air. We will
come back to this type of physical explanation when we will discuss the relevant
passage from Hermias’ Commentary on the Phaedrus below (T.11).

If Cleanthes at least had the good sense to treat the convoluted Stoic etymolo-
gies as some sort of game, Chrysippus took them completely seriously. He is said
to be yAioxpog. As in the case with the forced attempts of Socrates to prove the
likeness between names and their objects (the 0Akr| tiig Opod0TNTOC), Plutarch
here accuses Chrysippus of a forced reading of the text (cf. mapafialouevog). It
is because of the forced nature of Stoic allegoresis and etymology, that it comes
across as sticky, i.e. «unconvincing» (&mavwg).

Plutarch is not alone in his critique of Chrysippus’ etymologies as forced.
Even the card-carrying Stoic Seneca complains about Chrysippus that he «twists
around» (deflectit) the names of mythological characters such as the Graces*:

T.8 Horum nominum interpretationem, prout cuique visum est, deflectit et
ad rationem aliquam conatur perducere, cum Hesiodus puellis suis, quod
voluit, nomen imposuerit. [...] Chrysippus quoque, penes quem subtile il-
lud acumen est et in imam penetrans veritatem, qui rei agendae causa loqui-
tur et verbis non ultra, quam ad intellectum satis est, utitur, totum librum
suum his ineptiis replet, ita ut de ipso officio dandi, accipiendi, reddendi
beneficii pauca admodum dicat.

Each authority twists the interpretation of these names as it suits him, trying
to reduce them to some orderly plan; in fact, though, Hesiod just assigned
to the girls the names that he felt like giving them. ... Chrysippus, who is
famous for his sophisticated intellectual analysis that gets to the heart of the
truth, and who only says what is needed to get the job done and never uses
more words than he needs in order to be understood — Chrysippus, too, filled
his entire book with this nonsense, leaving himself only a little bit of room to
discuss the actual process of giving, receiving, and returning benefits.

22Seneca, On Benefits I 3,7-8; tr. Griftin and Inwood 2011.
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All of this is not to say that Plutarch rejects allegoresis and etymology as such, nor
the Stoic assumption that some myths may contain remnants of very ancient phil-
osophical speculations. In this context, Plutarch makes a distinction between poet-
ical myths, such as those of Homer and Hesiod, and religious ones. Unlike the for-
mer, religious myths are meant to be read allegorically. One example is Plutarch’s
discussion of the myth of Isis and Osiris, in which he happily combines allegoresis
with etymology of divine names in a way reminiscent of the Stoics*. But even in
this case, Plutarch discards some allegorical interpretations as too fanciful*:

T.9 kai pévrot HpaxAeitov tod @uoikod Aéyovrog, “Adng kai Atdvvoog
wOTOG GTew paivovtat kai Anvailovow,” eig Tavtny dndyovat v §6&av. ol
yap aEovvteg Awdnv AéyeaBat 0 odpa Thg Yuxis olov mapagppovodong kai
pebvovong év avt®, yAioxpwg dAAnyopodot.

Moreover, since Heraclitus the physical philosopher says, “The same are
Hades and Dionysus, to honour whom they rage and rave,” people are in-
clined to come to this opinion. In fact, those who insist that the body is
called Hades, since the soul is, as it were, deranged and inebriate when it is
in the body, allegorize in an unconvincing manner.

Once again, the word yAloxpog is used as a negative qualification. It signals that
the proposed allegorical interpretation lacks credibility. It may be no coincidence
that Plutarch uses it in connection with «Heraclitus the physical philosopher», i.e.
the early Greek philosopher by that name, who had been hailed by the Stoics as
one of their intellectual ancestors®.

5. Hermias Commentary on the Phaedrus: sticky versus proper etymology

Glenn Most has recently argued that even though there exist manifest affinities
between ancient etymology and allegoresis, they do not seem to be correlated sys-
tematically in antiquity, except in the case of the Stoics (Most 2016, 70):

Allegoresis is largely absent among most of the Pre-Socratics, Plato, Aris-
totle, and Epicurus and is found prominently only in the Stoa and in Neo-

»On Plutarch’s interpretation of this myth and its affinity with Stoic readings of myths,
cf. Heath 2012, 125-127.

2 Plutarch, On Isis and Osiris 362A-B, tr. Babbitt 1936 (adapted).

» Cf. Heraclitus D16 ed. Laks-Most (= DK 22B15); for the authority that Heraclitus
enjoyed among the Stoics, cf. Long 2005, 39.
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platonism; etymology is lacking for the most part among the Pre-Socratics,
Aristotle, Epicurus, and Neoplatonism and is attested above all only in Plato
and the Stoa.

This claim needs to be modified. There are sufficient examples of Platonists, and
in particular Neoplatonists, engaging in etymology. Above, we have already come
across the example of the Middle Platonist Plutarch, who in his On Isis and Osiris
enthusiastically etymologizes the names of Egyptian gods in order to demonstrate
that the ancient Egyptians already subscribed to a Platonic world-view. Porphy-
ry wrote a treatise On Divine Names, while Proclus, in his commentary on the
Cratylus, focusses in particular on Socrates’ interpretations of divine names and
tries to square these with his own Neoplatonic theology*. However, whereas Neo-
platonists were happy to continue the Stoic tradition of etymologizing divine and
other names, they took a different view to the relation between those names and
the context in which these names occur. As we have seen, the Stoics had accorded
pride of place to etymology as an exegetical tool when reading Homer and Hes-
iod, while they paid far less attention to the context in which these divine names
occurred. For the Platonists, the context matters as much as the etymologies of
divine (and other) names. Most, then, is right to claim that the Neoplatonists did
no longer put as much emphasis on etymology as an exegetical tool as the Stoics
had done, yet this does not mean that etymology disappears all together from
Neoplatonic hermeneutical toolbox.

One reason behind this downgrading of etymology is, I suggest, the fact that
the Neoplatonists did not only focus their exegetical efforts on the myths of Ho-
mer and Hesiod, whom, unlike the Stoics, they considered as true sages, but also
on the myths and the prooemia of Plato’s dialogues. To Platonists, Plato is a per-
fect sage and we thus have to assume that all elements of his dialogues are of
significance and in harmony with each other”. Thus, whereas the Stoics had been
happy to focus their attention on divine names and to disregard the immediate
context, Neoplatonists hold that the exegesis of one element of a Platonic text, e.g.
the etymology of a name, should be in keeping with other elements, such as the
context in which a given name occurs. Moreover, whereas the Stoics had main-
tained that god is in the physical cosmos, Plato had firmly located the divine in his
intelligible realm. Hence, the Neoplatonists interpret Plato’s myths and prooemia

] discuss Porphyry’s interest in etymologies in Van den Berg 2008, 73-76; on Proclus’
commentary on the etymologies of divine names from the Cratylus, see Van den Berg
2008, 161-197.

7 On the Neoplatonic conception of the Platonic dialogue as a unity in which all ele-
ments contribute to one single goal (okomdg), see, e.g., Coulter 1976, 77-94.
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metaphysically, not physically. It is in this vein, for example, that Plotinus, when
discussing Plato’s myth about the birth of Eros from the Symposium, rejects a
rather physical interpretation of Eros as the cosmos as yAioxpog, i.e. forced, and
«being out of tune» (dnadovtwg) with the fact that Plato elsewhere refers to Eros
as being «the guardian of beautiful boys» (Phaedr. 265c¢2-3) and being «without
bed, without shoes, without a roof» (Symp. 203d1-2)*. The great French scholar
Pierre Hadot renders yAioxpog here as «subtilités forcées», citing both Plato Crat.
414c (T.3) and Plutarch, On How to Listen to Poetry 31e (T.7) as parallels for this
use of the word in this sense®.

In the final part of this paper, I will study the exegesis of the Neoplatonist Her-
mias of the prooemium of the Phaedrus as an illustration of this difference be-
tween Neoplatonic and Stoic approaches to etymology. Part of this prooemium
is the myth about the rape of Orithyia by Boreas that played a role in the attack
on Stoic etymological practices by Cotta in Cicero’s On the Nature of the Gods. At
the beginning of the Phaedrus (227b4-5), when Socrates runs into Phaedrus the
latter informs Socrates that he had just encountered Lysias who, together with
Epicrates, was staying at the house of one Morychus. Hermias comments™:

T.10 Tuwvég pév odv énexelpnoav kai amd Thig TOV OVOpUdTWY dvantigews
‘Emikpdtouvg kol Mopvyov kai Daidpov Aéyewv T, ©G KPATOLHEVOL TOD
okotetvod kai Tod €vOlov Ut Tod Aapnpod tod Daidpov: émedny 8¢ yAi-
oxpov eivat Sokel, 1O ye mPooPuig udAlov Tact TOiG Aeyopévolg TO dnd
Tiig iotopiag AaPwpev. Totopeitat toivuv 6 pev Avoiag kahhieneiq T@V kad’
abTOV OTiEpeVeYKELY, £€pdv 8¢ TOV Taidwv TOV dkodaotov Epwta, Paidpog
8¢ eveldng uev 1O QavopevoV, Emtonuévog 8¢ mept TOV EEw péovta Adyov o
8¢ Mopvyog yaotpig Tig dvBpwmog kai 1} kwpwdia adTOV OG yaoTpipapyov
Stafdder 16 00V TOV dkdAaoTov Avciav v Tf) ToD yaoTpiudpyov oikia ma-
padodvat pévovta, ToAAN €xet TNV dkolovBiav.

Some people have attempted to base something on an interpretation of the
names Epikrates, Morychus and Phaedrus - along the lines that the dark
(to skoteinon) and enmattered is overcome (kratoumenos) by the brightness
(to lampron) of Phaedrus - but since this seems dubious (sticky), let us deal
with what is anyway more germane to all that is said [here], the historical
facts. Lysias, then, is reported to have surpassed his contemporaries in beau-
ty of language and to have had a licentious passion for boys, and Phaedrus to
have been beautiful in outward appearance and passionate about the spoken

B Plotinus, Enn. III 5 [50] 5, 18-21.
*Hadot 1990, 123.
**Hermias, Commentary on Plato’s Phaedrus 19, 17-20, 2, tr. Baltzly - Share 2019.
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word. Morychus, for this part, was a certain gluttonous person and comedy
denigrates him as a glutton. To have represented the licentious Lysias, then,
as staying in the glutton’s house is appropriate.

As for the proposed etymologies of these names: the name of Morychus is de-
rived, not implausibly, from the adjective poépvyog, which means something like
‘dark’ or ‘obscure’. The name of Phaedrus means something like ‘the shining one’
(patdpdg = bright, beaming). The name of Epikrates is derived from kpatéw, ‘to
overcome’, ‘to master’. Morychus thus represents matter, which the Neoplatonists
standardly associated with darkness, that is overcome (Epikrates) by the divine
intelligible (Phaedrus). The anonymous ‘some’ who have proposed this interpre-
tation are evidently (Neo-)Platonists, not Stoics. Even so, Hermias lays the same
criticism at their doorstep as Cotta and Plutarch did at that of the Stoics: their in-
terpretations are ‘sticky’ in the sense that they are far-fetched and rather arbitrary
(hence «dubious», as Baltzly and Share translate yAioxpoc). Hermias himself offers
an alternative commonsensical interpretation that takes into account the histor-
ical facts and that thus is all the more convincing. Lysias was a renowned orator
attracted to beautiful boys, Phaedrus a such a beautiful boy who was attracted to
displays of rhetoric, and Morychos was a glutton, so it need not surprise us that
the hedonistic Lysias ends up staying with the equally hedonistic Morychos, nor
that there is some sort of attraction between Phaedrus and Lysias.

Above, we noted that Stoic allegories are physical in nature. Cleanthes, for ex-
ample, had explained the epithet Ddddnaios, from the air that at Dodona exhales
from the earth (T.7). Hermias rejects such physical interpretations as yAioxpos.
Discussing Socrates’ reservations about the rationalizing interpretation of the
myth of the rape of Orithyia by Boreas, according to which a gush of wind would
have blown the girl from the rocks, Hermias writes*":

T.11 Abtn yap i avantudic 0g Avamtdooouoty oi 6o@oi, TOLTEDTLY Of TiEpl
& @uotkd Statpiyavtes, yAioxpog £oTl kol gikoToAoyia o yap €mi T&
6vtwg Bvta dvatpéxovoty, AN’ émi @ioelg kal mvedpata kai dépag kol Si-
vag, g ¢v Daidwvi Egn. Todtovg 0DV ToG PLaIKODE Kai 0UTWG AvanTdooo-
vtog StaParAet wg eig doptotiav kol dmetpiov EkminTovTtag, Kal pr) émt Yyuxniv
Kai vodv kai Beodg avatpéxovrag.

For this interpretation - the kind of interpretation the scientists (sophoi), that
is, those who waste their time on natural phenomena, produce - is sticky and

' Hermias, Commentary on Plato’s Phaedrus 32, 25-33, 3 (Lucarini - Moreschini), tr.
Baltzly - Share 2019 (adapted).
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mere conjecture (eikotologia). They do not have recourse to the truly real
things but to natural phenomena (physeis) and winds and exhalations and vor-
tices as Plato said in the Phaedo. So he reproaches these natural scientists and
people who interpret [myths] along these lines for tumbling into the boundless
and unlimited and for failing to have recourse to soul and intellect and gods.

Hermias here picks up on Socrates’ remark that the rationalizers aim at producing
plausible accounts (T.6: katd 10 €ikog). Such accounts may be sticky in the sense
that they are arbitrary, as was the case with the interpretations based solely on et-
ymologies. Moreover, they are «mere conjectures» (eikotohoyia), since they take
the physical world as their point of reference. For a Platonist the physical world,
because of its instable nature, is not the object of knowledge and certainty, but of
doxa and probability (eikos). Hence Plato in the Timaeus (29d, 59¢, 68d) refers to
the account of the creation of the material cosmos as a «likely myth» (eikwg d00g)
and not as a true account (&An6ng Aoyog).

Since Hermias holds that each element of a Platonic dialogue should be in-
terpreted so as to be in line with the over-arching theme of that dialogue, he re-
jects a physical interpretation of the Boreas-myth as being inconsistent with the
central message of the dialogue, i.e. that we ascend towards the contemplation of
the intelligible. Hence Hermias provides his readers with the following alternative
interpretation of the myth*:

T.12'QpeiBuia yap eln v yoxi) éplepévn 1@V dvw (4o tod ‘opodw’ kai Tod
Buw’ kotd éméktaoty ATTiknv) dpraletal Toivov 1) Tolad T Yoy mapd tod
dvwBev katamvéovtog Boppd: i 8¢ kal katd kpnuvod @épetat, Kai TOVTO
appodiov: TeAevTd yap TOV TPoalpeTkOV BAvaTov, TOV UKoV ur| Sexopé-
VI, kai a@inot v mpoatpeTikiy {winv, THv guotknv {@oa kai 1) gthocogia
0088V &Aoo EaTiv AAN 1} pedétn Bavatov. Eotw odv ' Qpeibuta kai ) tod Dai-
Spov yuyn, 6 8¢ Zwkpdtng Boppag, dpmalwv adtdv kol Katapepwy eig TOV
TPOAUPETIKOV BdvaTov.

For ‘Orithyia’ (Oreithuia) would be a soul desiring the things from on high—
[the name is] from oroud [‘rush towards’] and thué [‘desire eagerly’] with
Attic lengthening. Now such a soul is snatched up by Boreas blowing from
on high. And if it is also carried down from a cliff, that too is appropriate. For
it dies the voluntary death, not undergoing a natural one, and puts aside the
voluntary life, living the natural one; and philosophy is nothing other than
training for death. So let Orithyia also be the soul of Phaedrus, and Socrates
be Boreas, snatching him and carrying him down to the voluntary death.

*>Hermias, Commentary on the Phaedrus 31, 21-28; tr. Baltzly - Share 2019.
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This passages nicely illustrates the integral approach of the Neoplatonists to alle-
goresis. Both the central event of the story and the etymology of the name Orithyia
are taken into account. The name Orithyia is here etymologized in keeping with
the fact that she died because she was thrown from a cliff. This event is next inter-
preted in Neoplatonic metaphysical terms: Orithyia represents the soul that wish-
es to ascend towards the intelligible realm and hence dies «a voluntary death», i.e.
a soul that already in this life-time denounces the body through an ascetic way of
life as recommended by Socrates in the Phaedo®. Next, Hermias even connects
this story and its allegorical interpretation to the larger context of the Phaedrus
as such. Orithyia is now associated with Phaedrus, and Socrates with Boreas. This
is in line with the guiding heuristic principal of the Neoplatonic commentators
that Plato’s dialogues have one central aim (okomdg), towards which all elements
of that dialogue are directed, including the characters of the dialogue (in this case
Phaedrus and Socrates) and seemingly less relevant passages, such as Socrates’
brief discussion of the myth of Orithyia and Boreas.

6. Conclusions

In this paper, I have studied the use of the term yAioxpog in the context of
ancient etymology and allegoresis. I have argued that the use of this word in such
contexts originates from a specific passage from Plato’s Cratylus. There, Socrates
claims that words consist of meaningful primary elements, yet rejects attempts to
systematically etymologize words by dissolving them into these primary names as
‘sticky’ (yAioxpog). It is for this reason, so I suggested, that this term later on be-
came associated with Stoic etymology, because the Stoics sought to explain divine
names from such primary elements. A first passage in which the sticky nature of
Stoic etymology was criticized was provided by Cicero. We found that the critique
of Stoic allegoresis and etymology by the Academic Cotta took its inspiration not
just from the Cratylus, but also from Socrates’ condemnation of attempts to ratio-
nalize myths in the Phaedrus. This combination of two Platonic passages suggests
that this line of criticism was developed by the Platonic Academy - it may be
relevant that the argument is put forward by the Academic Cotta — perhaps in an
attempt to distinguish between Platonist and Stoic allegoresis and etymology. We

33 According to the Phaedo 63e-64b, pure souls await a better destiny after death than
impure ones after one’s natural death. In order to become pure, a philosopher needs to
distance himself as far as possible from the body and its pleasures, thus leading a life that
other people may consider as some sort of premature, voluntary death.
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do not know whether earlier Platonists combined a critique of the Stoics with a
positive account of legitimate, i.e. Platonic, allegoresis and etymology. The Neo-
platonists Hermias offers us a glimpse what such an account, if it existed, may
have looked like. First of all, names should not be etymologized in isolation from
the stories in which they occur, as the Stoic tended to do. Instead the etymolog-
ical explanation of a name should somehow fit with in the allegorical reading of
a myth as a whole. Moreover, these myths should not be interpreted in physical
terms, as the Stoics had done, but in metaphysical ones. The reason for this is that
if we assume that myths contain some hidden truth, they must refer to the intel-
ligible, since one cannot have true knowledge and certainty about the physical
world. Of the physical world, one can at best have doxa and probability (eikos).
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