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Ineke Sluiter

The Opening Riddle of Plato’s Cratylus

Abstract: This paper discusses the roles of the opening riddle in Plato’s Cratylus.
The riddle is that Cratylus and Socrates are ‘truly’ called ‘Cratylus’ and ‘Socrates,’
but that ‘Hermogenes’ is not Hermogenes’ name. The riddle functions as an effec-
tive rhetorical opening move (captatio benevolentiae) and supports important char-
acteristics of the dialogue genre, notably its tendency to ‘make things personal’. It
marks important junctures (opening, ending, transition to major new part) in the
literary construction of the dialogue. It represents an example of Cratylus’ Hera-
clitean literary style and its clash with Socratic dialectic. And, crucially, it invokes
genealogy as a culturally relevant anchor for an investigation of the problematic
practice of etymology. Genealogy can fulfill this role since it is the most ‘natural’ of
anchoring discourses, a discursive form capable of forging a link between a (new
or difficult) point of discussion and something familiar (a ‘beginning’ in the past,
tracked through the succession of generations). Exploiting a ‘genealogical princi-
ple,” well established in Greek cultural history, to think about etymology is a perfect
illustration of the situatedness and cultural specificity and embeddedness of the
Socratic dialogue.

1 Introduction

Plato’s Cratylus famously opens with a riddle (383a ff.). Apparently, there has been
an ongoing disagreement between Hermogenes and Cratylus over the natural cor-
rectness of names versus their purely conventional nature. Hermogenes reports to
Socrates that Cratylus has agreed that his own name is truly Cratylus, and that Soc-
rates is truly called Socrates. But to Hermogenes’ dismay, he had then gone on to
deny that this holds for everyone — adding specifically, as partial proof for this
statement (ye), that ‘Hermogenes’ is not Hermogenes’ name, not even if everyone

Early versions of this paper were presented as part of the Nellie Wallace Lectures in Oxford (2010), and
to the Dutch National Research School in Classical Studies, OIKOS. I would like to thank those audiences
and the colleagues of the Beaulieu conference, in particular Arnaud Zucker, for their help in developing
the argument. This paper is a result of the Anchoring Innovation research program, supported by a so-
called Gravitation Grant awarded by the Dutch ministry of Education, Culture and Science (NWO project
number 024.003.012).
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calls him that.' It is this riddle, followed by Cratylus’ annoyingly knowing silence
when asked to explain himself, that makes Hermogenes turn to Socrates and draw
him into the conversation.

What is the role of this riddle within the Cratylus? I will argue that it has mul-
tiple functions on the rhetorical, literary and philosophical levels of the dialogue. I
will touch on all of these but will pay special attention to the cultural-historical con-
text of the riddle, in particular the relevance of genealogy. The riddle recurs at sev-
eral points in the dialogue and creates a link between the central issue of etymology
and, precisely, genealogy. As argued elsewhere,? ‘etymology’ is one of the so-called
‘anchoring discourses’ available in ancient Greek culture and is in that sense com-
parable to ‘mythology,” ‘etiology,” and ‘genealogy.’ They are ‘anchoring discourses’ in
that all four are discursive forms, suitable to connect whatever is under investiga-
tion to something familiar (often in the past), and thus capable of offering a form of
cognitive stability. Mythology offers foundational stories underpinning social and
cultural identities. Etiology offers a narrative explanation of the status quo. Gene-
alogy appeals to the most natural link between the old and the new available in
common human experience: the succession of generations. It allows an explanation
of the current situation by creating an unbroken link to a significant point of de-
parture.® Etymology anchors an understanding of the world as it presents itself in
language by explaining why things are called what they are.* In a way, etymology
is the most abstract of these four discursive practices. It presupposes a linguistic
stability and epistemological independence (of language vis-a-vis reality) that will
in the end prove untenable in the Cratylus. In Greek culture in general, etymology
is an attractive and ubiquitous argumentative strategy that takes as its point of de-
parture something that is always in the common ground (and hence part of the
shared and mutual knowledge of all participants in the communicative situation):
language itself. The riddle of Hermogenes’ name is a first introduction of one easy
way to understand etymology: the principle of genealogy. In a well-regulated

1 OUkoDv kal Tolg dAoLg avBpwTolg oLy, dmep kaholpev dvopa xaatov, To0T6 0TV EKAGTR
dvopa; 6 8¢, 00KoLV ol ye, i} 8 66, dvoua Eppoyévng, 0082 év mavteg KaAGow dvopwmoL.

2 With an apology for self-reference in this note and the next ones, cf. Sluiter 2015 on etymology
as “a tool for thinking,” and Sluiter 2021, 248, on the four types of anchoring discourse. On the con-
cept of anchoring, see Sluiter 2017. See further www.anchoringinnovation.nl (last accessed in Au-
gust 2024).

3 Genealogy is a way of presenting each new generation as an instance of “anchored innovation,”
cf. Sluiter 2016 (also for the relation between parents and children being a model for that between
teachers and students). Cf. Fowler 1998-1999; on the relationship between etymology and geneal-
ogy, see Rothstein 1990; Sluiter 2021.

4 Sluiter 2015.
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universe, offspring should be connected to and resemble parents, in essence and in
name. This is the phusei relationship par excellence. In its use of genealogy (in this
case to anchor an understanding of etymology as revealing the natural connection
between words and things), the Cratylus inserts itself into a long-standing Greek
tradition, as I will show.

Analysis of this cultural embeddedness of the riddle (section 5) will be preceded
by an overview of its other functions: it is here used in the service of the rhetoric of
beginnings, as an effective opening strategy, and it supports characteristics of the
dialogue genre (section 2). As a literary motif, it works as a structuring device (sec-
tion 3). And it supports the philosophical progression of the dialogue (here touched
upon only very briefly) and illustrates differences in philosophical style (section 4).
In the final section, I will return to the first half of the riddle: the reason why the
names of Socrates and Cratylus himself are supposed to be ‘correct’ and not simply
conventions.

2 Rhetorical strategy, generic marker

Although the riddle does not constitute the opening words of the dialogue (on which
see below, section 4), it does create a very effective rhetorical beginning. It is atten-
tion-grabbing, engages the reader, and is the perfect ‘shoe-in’ to the dialogue, which
makes it a classical rhetorical captatio. As readers we are stimulated by an intri-
guing problem for which we do not have an immediate solution. We are entertained
and ready to be illuminated.

This opening move also fits the genre of the dialogue. Instead of taking the form
of a philosophical exposition, the opening is dramatic, and we are thrust into the
middle of an on-going conversation (notice the use of 00v in the very first line, spo-
ken by Hermogenes: BovAel 00V Kai ZwKpATeL TOSE Avakowwompeda Tov Adyov;
“Then let’s share our conversation with Socrates here as well, shall we?”). The con-
versation is enacted. In fact, it is enacted philosophy.

This, of course, is true for many of the dialogues. But the riddle plays into an-
other relevant characteristic of the genre: the fact that the topic of discussion, in
this case the nature of language, is made intensely personal for Hermogenes. The
issue is not just an abstract philosophical conundrum, but affects him personally.
His own, individual name is at stake all of a sudden. This ‘making it personal’ is a
feature of the Socratic dialogue that can be readily paralleled in other dialogues. A
familiar example is the fact that the immortality of the soul is discussed on the very
day on which Socrates will die (Phaedo) — technically, it should not make any dif-
ference to Socrates’ post-mortem fate whether or not the interlocutors can clinch
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the matter, and yet, a great sadness overcomes them when it seems that fatal objec-
tions to the idea of immortality have been raised. It is as if Socrates’ personal im-
mortality is at stake.’ Similarly, in the typical ‘what is X’ dialogues, many interlocu-
tors begin, when asked for a definition of a virtue, from their personal experience.
Piety, says Euthyphro, is what I am doing right here: prosecuting someone who has
committed a wrong, whether it is your father or mother or anyone else. Similarly,
general Laches claims that it is not hard to define courage: if someone is prepared
to stay at their assigned post in battle, fight off the enemy, and not flee, that person
is courageous.® In the Cratylus, the opening riddle makes Hermogenes realize that
he has a personal stake in the topic of conversation. The riddle, then, has a clear
rhetorical function and also amplifies the effect of the dialogue genre.

3 Literary motif and structuring device

We now turn to literary function. The riddle recurs at different points in the dia-
logue, either explicitly or implicitly, and thereby serves as a structuring device. In
this very long dialogue, the motif marks important junctures, while different solu-
tions are hinted at. Without claiming to be exhaustive, here are some illustrations
of this principle.”

As soon as Socrates enters the dialogue, on his very first turn to speak, he re-
sponds to the riddle by addressing Hermogenes with his full patronymic: & mai
Innovikov Epudyeveg “Hermogenes, son of Hipponicus” (P1. Crat. 284a). While the
name ‘Hermo-genes’ suggests ‘offspring of Hermes,” Socrates specifies, in what is
obviously a successful address of Hermogenes, that he is the son of Hipponicus. In
that very same speech turn, Socrates also offers as a first, superficial solution to the
riddle the idea that Cratylus must have been joking. Hermogenes famously has no
money, something clearly unbefitting a son of Hermes. Hermogenes then is no

5 Pl Phd. 88c ff,; in the interlude on misologia, starting in 89c—d, Socrates himself makes it clear
that his personal circumstances should be no reason not to follow the arguments through to the
end (cf. 91a—c).

6 PL Euthphr. 5d—e; La. 190e.

7 See Mackenzie 1986, 125, who regards the riddle as one of three paradoxes (‘Hermogenes’ is not
Hermogenes’ name, 383b; falsehood (contradiction) is impossible, 385a—436e; coming to know is
impossible, 437a—440e) that structure the dialogue. At 1986, 126 f. she further discusses its structural
function.
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Hermo-genes.® This type of joke has a literary precedent, for instance, in the Prome-
theus Vinctus, where Kratos points out that Prometheus is wrongly named since he
is clearly in need of a Prometheus, a ‘forethinker,” himself to get out of the fix in
which he finds himself.’

In the next section of the Cratylus, Hermogenes states his own position: names
are conventions. When Socrates and Hermogenes investigate this thesis, they come
to the conclusion that there are right and wrong ways to do things, including nam-
ing. The right way is connected to “naturalness” — which means that Cratylus has
a point. However, Hermogenes is not prepared to give up his position so quickly
and asks for further demonstration (391a). This is the transition to the next stage of
the conversation, and at this juncture the riddle makes another appearance. What
would be the best way to investigate then? Well, says Socrates, we could pay a lot
of money and ask the sophists. That’s what your brother Callias did! But — and here
he again refers to Hermogenes’ well-known poverty — this road is not open to Her-
mogenes, since he does not have control of his paternal inheritance (ta Tatp®a),
i.e. he has no access to funds."

This interlude forms the introduction to the long etymological section, which is
a separate structural unit. But is this really a reference to the riddle or just to Her-
mogenes’ poverty? I think the riddle is being cued again here. Hermogenes is not in
control of what belongs to his father whether this refers to his actual inheritance
or to the connotation of his name. Whether his father is Hipponicus or Hermes,
contrary to what either option might make us expect, he has no money. As a tenta-
tive and speculative suggestion, let me point to a potential echo of the first line of
Aeschylus’ Choephoroe: Epufj x86vie, matp®’ €nomtevwv kpatn “Hermes of the
earth, overseeing the fatherly reign.” This line has come down to us through Aris-
tophanes’ Frogs (1127 ff.), and we know from this Aristophanic passage that the in-
terpretation of this line was disputed: is the father in question Zeus, father of Her-
mes? Or Agamemnon, father of Orestes? This second instance in which Socrates
alludes to Hermogenes’ poverty (and hence to an explanation of why his name may

8 Pl Crat. 384c2 ff. (first solution): ofetat yap {0wg o€ XpnUATWY EPLEUEVOV KTHOEWS ATOTLYYAVELY
ékaotote “for maybe he thinks that you long to acquire money, but fail every time.” On the family
situation of Hermogenes, see Nails 2002, 68-74.

9 Aesch. Pr. 85 ff. (Kratos to Prometheus): ¥evSwviuwg oe Saipoveg Ipoundéa / karoTowv: avtov
yap oe Sl mpounBEws / dTwi TPOTIWL TH{08” EkKLALGONON Té€XVNG “the gods are naming you wrongly
in calling you Prometheus. For you need a Prometheus, forethinker, yourself, to see how you can
extricate yourself from this artful contraption.”

10 PL Crat. 391b9 ff, esp. ¢neldi) 8¢ ovk &ykpati|g el TOHV TATPOWV, ATApPELY Xpi| TOV a8eApov “but
since you are not in control of your inheritance, you should beg your brother.”
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not be appropriate) has a structuring function in that it rounds off the part of the
dialogue preceding the etymological section.

The etymological section itself begins with an investigation of Homeric views
on naming and introduces a discovery relating to the names of fathers and sons, for
which the reader has been primed by the Hermo-genes issue. The names of Astya-
nax and Scamandrius are both used for the son of Hector, but Homer himself (says
Socrates) claims that Astyanax is the better name. And Socrates quotes something
Iliadic to support his claim (392e): gnoiv yap: olog yap o Eputo moOAW Kai Teiyea
paxpd. 8w tadta 81, wg Eotkev, OpBACS Exel KaAElY TOV 100 owTipog VOV AcTudva-
KTa ToUTOL 0 Eowlev 0 matp avtol, Mg enotv ‘Ounpog “for he says: ‘for he alone
protected their city and the long walls for them.” So evidently, that is why it appears
to be correct to call the son of the savior (an) Astyanax [Lord of the City] of that
which his father had been saving, as Homer says.”

Socrates’ discovery is emphatically marked by §ia tadita 84: “so, evidently (81),
that is why it is correct,” and the discovery itself comes down to a genealogical prin-
ciple: an explicit connection between etymology and genealogy. The name of the
son is explained by the nature of the father. When Hermogenes confirms that he
thinks Socrates is right, Socrates unexpectedly questions his understanding (since,
he says, he doesn’t even understand what he is saying himself), and he uses Hermo-
genes’ name again. The address seems prompted by the fact that Hermogenes is the
living example of the doubtfulness of the genealogical principle. And Hermogenes
is quick to backtrack: in fact, he doesn’t really understand either.” This passage will
occupy us at greater length in section 5, but let us first finish the overview of the
riddle as a literary structuring device.

When in the passage about the etymologies of the names of the gods Socrates
is about to discontinue that topic (407d), Hermogenes has one last request, with ex-
plicit reference to Cratylus’ riddle: could Socrates elucidate the name of Hermes? It
turns out that this yields another way in which Hermogenes is far removed from
Hermes: Hermes is “about logos,” whereas Hermogenes has to admit that he is not
very good with logos, although Hermes, of course, is.”

A mirroring use of Hermogenes’ name occurs in Socrates’ argument with Craty-
lus. In 429b12, the question is raised whether the use of the name Hermogenes
would mean that Hermogenes is not named correctly, or whether in fact no naming

11 See Ademollo 2011, 152 ff., for the creative way in which Socrates handles and combines (and
slightly distorts) the Iliad references (Il 6.401-403; 22.505-507).

12 392e6 f: ti 81 mote; 00 yap mw 008 avTOg Eywye pavlavw: @ Epudyeves, ol 8 pavBavelg: “how
is that? for I don’t even understand it yet myself. Hermogenes! — but you understand it?”

13 On this passage, see Petterson 2022.
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had taken place at all. The latter is the case according to Cratylus. A further point is
how this relates to issues of “truth” and “falsehood.” But in 429e, Socrates creates a
problem for Cratylus’ strict views on such matters, by imagining that someone
would come up to him and address him with a number of apt qualifications, but
would then insert the name ‘Hermogenes’: yaipe, @ Eéve ABnvaie, V¢ Zpkpiwvog,
‘Epudyeveg “greetings, Athenian stranger, son of Smicrion, Hermogenes!” Hermo-
genes may not have been Hermogenes’ name, but it certainly isn’t Cratylus’. And
yet, an appellation seems to have just taken place.™

Finally, there is the end of the dialogue, where Socrates takes leave of Cratylus
and tells him that Hermogenes will accompany him (440e5): mopgvov &ig aypov.
nponéppel 8¢ oe kal Eppoyévng 66¢ “continue on your way into the country. And
Hermogenes here will accompany you.” The expression mponéuet ... o€ signals that
for once Hermogenes is living up to his name as a descendant of Hermes, in his role
of pompaios, the mounog par excellence.” 1t is worth pointing out that this last ref-
erence to the opening riddle is apt in another way: Hermes accompanying someone
is a recurring feature of the endings of literary works. At the end of both the Iliad
and the Odyssey Hermes performs this very task, for the living Priam on his way to
Achilles and back, and for the dead suitors on their way to the underworld.' At this
point, it would look as if Cratylus is right and wrong at the same time: wrong in his
riddle, right in the natural connection between name and thing: for his companion
Hermogenes takes the role of a true son of Hermes at this point.

To sum up the use of the riddle as a literary motif and structuring device: ref-
erences to Hermogenes’ name and the riddle of its inappropriateness occur at the
very beginning of the dialogue and at several structurally relevant points in the rest
of it. There is a prima facie solution relating to Hermogenes’ lack of money, which
provides a hook for jokes about the expensive sophists at the transition point be-
tween the first dialectical passage and the etymological section. There may be a
passing allusion to it when Socrates discovers a genealogical principle in name-giv-
ing, and Hermogenes himself reverts to it in asking for an explanation of the name
of Hermes, at which point he embraces the inappropriateness of his own name. And
it helps in getting Cratylus to clarify his point about false or ineffective names. Fi-
nally, there is an allusion at the very end of the dialogue, which illustrates the lack
of reliability of any argument based solely on names: In spite of his own diffidence,

14 Cf. Mackenzie 1986, 126.

15 Rightly noted by Barney 2001, 160, cf. Ademollo 2011, 488.

16 Hom. Il. 24.430 (Priam to Hermes) méppov 8¢ pe; 24.437 (Hermes) ool & v éyw mounog; 439
nounév; Hom. Od. 24.1-5: Hermes leading out (&ye) the souls of the dead suitors to the underworld,
in his role of mopnatog (without use of the nepn/moun-lexeme).
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Hermogenes turns out to be a worthy descendant of Hermes in at least this one
respect, and for Cratylus, too, the argument from Hermogenes’ name is turned on
its head.

4 Philosophical style

For reasons of space and competence, I will leave to the side the riddle’s philosophical
role in the discussion of truthfulness and falsehood of utterances and parts of utter-
ances,” but I do want to discuss very briefly its connection to the issue of philosophi-
cal style, before turning to the cultural-historical context of the genealogical model.

Myles Burnyeat has taught us to pay careful attention to the opening words of
Platonic dialogues, since they will often contain a prefiguration of important
themes of the dialogue.”® The Cratylus is no exception. It opens with Hermogenes’
question to Cratylus (383a): Bovlel 00V Kai ZWKPATEL TOSE AvaKownomueda TOV
Adyov; “Then let’s share our conversation with Socrates here as well, shall we?” And,
as Burnyeat points out, following Baxter 1992, this sentence is both an attempt to
reestablish a broken down communication and it picks out Socrates effectively by
means of a personal name — the personal name works with Socrates; it does not,
according to Cratylus, work with Hermogenes.

However, there is more to be said about this sentence. The most pregnant term
is no doubt dvakowwowueba “let us share (our logos, our argument).” Hermogenes
is a good Socratic at heart, although on his view dialectic would in practice become
impossible for lack of a validated shared language, if anything anyone wishes to
call something could be its name by convention. However, the principle of jointly
investigating is a good Socratic one.” Cratylus is not a good communicator. But Her-
mogenes’ report shows that Cratylus did not just produce the riddle spontaneously,
to annoy Hermogenes. In fact, it is Hermogenes himself who is attempting to start
a philosophical argument and investigation into Cratylus’ thesis on natural 6p8dtng
by asking Cratylus questions, Socrates-style. At the beginning of the dialogue, he is
reporting this earlier part of the conversation to Socrates, 383a ff.:

17 Cf. Pl Crat.429b10 ff. (discussed above, section 3), and 430e9 ff.

18 Burnyeat 1997.

19 Note how avaxowwonpeda is echoed in Socrates’ words (384c2) oulntelv PévTol ETOLUOG EipiL
kat oot kai Kpatdw kowij “however, 'm willing to investigate together with you and Cratylus
jointly.” See Adomenas 2006 on the importance of this terminology of sharing to signal the dialec-
tical style of doing philosophy.
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£pwTe 00V aOTOV ¢ym el avtd Kpatdrog i dAndeia Gvoua 0 8¢ dporoyel. Ti 8¢ Twkpatey
gonv. Zokpag, R 8 6¢. OvKoTV Kal T0Tg GANOLG AvBp®ITOLG TIiOLY, HTIEP KAAODUEY Bvopa EKa-
0TOV, TOUTO £0TLY £KAGTW Hvoua; 6 8¢, 0UKoLV 6ol ye, | & 86, Bvopa Epuoyévng, 008E &v mavteg
KaAdow avOpwmol. kai £pod épwT®dvTog Kal mpobupovuévou eidéval 6Tt ToTe AéyeL, 0UTE (to-
0aQET 0V8EV eipwveveTal T TPAG UE, TPOGTIOLOVUEVOE TL AVTOG €V EAUTH Slavoelobat wg eidwg
nept avtod, O el fovAoLTo aP§ elnelv, ToLoeLey Av kal e OpoAoYelY kal Aéyewv trmep avTog
Aéyel. &l 00V Ty xelg oupPareiv v Kpatdrov pavteiav, n84wg v axovoatyt.

So I ask him whether his name is truly Cratylus, and he agrees that it is. “And what is Socrates’
name?”, Isaid. “Socrates”, said he. “Doesn’t this then apply to everyone else too, that whatever
name we call each person, that is each person’s name?” And he said: “Well, no, at least your
name is not Hermogenes, not even if everyone calls you that.” And although I keep asking and
wanting to know what in the world he means, he refuses to explain anything and he is being
ironical with me, pretending (as if really knowing about this) that he is having some private
thought, which would, if he chose to speak it out clearly, make me agree entirely with him. So
if you could somehow interpret Cratylus’ oracular speech, I would love to hear it.

Hermogenes is initiating a miniature Socratic dialogue here: is your name truly
Cratylus? —Sure. And what is Socrates’ name? —Socrates. Well then, doesn’t that go
for other people as well? In section 2, we discussed how the Socratic dialogue tends
to make the topic of conversation personal. Here we see that it is in fact Hermo-
genes who begins to make things personal for Cratylus. But just as he attempts to
generalize from the two instances ‘Cratylus’ and ‘Socrates,” Cratylus makes the issue
more personal than Hermogenes finds comfortable. Whatever is the case for Soc-
rates and himself, Hermogenes’ name is not Hermogenes.

This is the only speech initiative we have from Cratylus. He delivers his man-
teia, his oracular riddle, and cannot be made to explain himself. This is a perfor-
mance of anti-dialectic, and it is no less than a triumph for Socrates when he man-
ages to draw Cratylus into the discussion later on. But Cratylus’ philosophical style
is not his own invention: it marks him as the Heraclitean he is across the whole
dialogue. Heraclitus was not just known for his flux theory, but also for his oracular
and riddling style, a style parodied in the Theaetetus. There Theodorus says: it is
impossible to have a discussion with Heracliteans. They are worse than madmen.
No quiet conversations with questions and answers with them! They just pull out
puzzling little phrases, like arrows from a quiver, and shoot them. And they will not
explain themselves: riddles, but no examination.” This is in stark contrast to the
Socratic emphasis on the joint nature of the whole philosophical enterprise.

20 Pl Tht. 179 ff. (Theodorus speaking) avtoig ... 008&V udAlov oldv te SiaAeyBijvat i Tolg
olotp®oLy ...T0 § emuelval €mt Adyw Kal EpwTpatt Kal fovyiwg év uépel anokpivasbal kat épécbat
NTTOV avTolg £Vt fj T0 undév ... W Gv T TL £pr), (HOTEP €K PAPETPAG PUATIOKLN aiviypuaTt®sn
avaon@vteg anotoievovot “(with those Heracliteans) it is no more possible to discuss ideas than
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The riddle then is also a way to introduce and contrast two styles of doing phi-
losophy right from the beginning of the dialogue.

5 The role of genealogy: anchoring etymology

When Plato produced his Cratylus, there had never been a treatise on etymology as
powerful and prolonged as this dialogue, with its various attempts at providing the-
oretical background to what was a ubiquitous cultural practice. Etymologizing and
thinking about the reason why things are called what they are called, the relation-
ship between names and the entities they indicate, had been a staple of the poetic
and intellectual tradition from its inception.? Ancient etymology, not to be confused
with its modern counterpart, is a discursive form that can be used to underpin a
certain idea, interpretation, or argument in a show of the logical coherence of the
world. As explained and announced in section 1, in that sense it is an “anchoring”
discourse: it refers to shared information (language itself). Anchoring means con-
necting whatever is under investigation or needs explanation to something famil-
iar, capable of offering a form of cognitive stability for the relevant social groups.
In particular, whenever something is presented as “new,” or is perceived as such,
“anchoring” will make it more acceptable or at least understandable.

The most “natural” of the anchoring discourses is genealogy, since the succes-
sion of generations is a common human experience with a strong intuitive appeal
(this is a discernible strength of monarchies, for example, in comparison with other
polities; it is no coincidence that Roman emperors adopted their prospective suc-
cessors). Etymology is more abstract and theoretical, since it anchors an under-
standing of the world in its representation in language. In the first part of the Craty-
lus, then, the more familiar anchoring discourse (genealogy) is used to anchor the
one that is problematized (etymology) until the genealogical model has exhausted
its use and is discarded for the rest of the dialogue. The riddle of Hermogenes’ name
introduces this genealogical principle: the parent-child relationship is the prototyp-
ical example of a @Uoel relationship.

In section 3 we discussed the discovery of the genealogical principle, right after
Socrates’ allusion to the opening riddle in 391b—c. Since Hermogenes lacks the
money to study with the sophists, Socrates turns to Homer and the other poets and

with madmen ... as for keeping to an argument or a question and quietly answering and asking in
turn, their power of doing that is less than nothing ...But if you ask any of them a question, he pulls
out puzzling little phrases, like arrows from a quiver, and shoots them off.”

21 Sluiter 2015 with references.
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discusses the explanation of the name Astyanax from 392b: Astyanax has his name
because he is the son of a ruler of the city. The genealogical principle of naming, for
which we had been primed by ‘Hermo-genes’, who may or may not have been a
true son of Hermes, is further explained in 393a—e.” There is a normative quality to
the principle: fathers and offspring should have the same name. This normative
nature is brought out clearly by the use of §ikatov in 393b6:

Alxaldv yé ToL €Ty, KOG ol gaivetal, Tov AE0vTog EKyovov AE0vVTa KAAEWY Kal Tov inmov ékyo-
vov {rtrtov. 00 Tt Aéyw £av Gomep Tépag yévnTat £€ (mov G0 TLR (rtrtog AN 00 v 1 ToD yévoug
€Kyovov TNV @UaoLy, 0070 Aéyw. £av Bodg Ekyovov @UaEL (o Tapd UGV Tékn ndcyov, o0
TOAOV KANTEOV, (AN LOGYOV.

It is surely right at least, as it appears to me, to call the offspring of a lion ‘lion,” and the off-
spring of a horse ‘horse.” I am not speaking of the case where from a horse something other
than a horse is born, like a monster, but I'm referring to the natural offspring of the species to
which it belongs. If a horse, contrary to nature, should bring forth a calf, the natural offspring
of a cow, it should not be called a colt, but a calf.

There is a three-step argument in 393bc, which is recapitulated in 394a: 1. kings are
born from kings, unless there is a t¢pag (and note that ‘king’ is not a natural kind,
unlike horses or cows); 2. they should thus be called ‘king’; 3. the concept ‘king’ may
be expressed through different forms of linguistic material. The argument is
rounded off in 394d2-3: tolg pév 8 Kath UGV yryvouévolg ta adtd anodotéov
ovopata “anything born katd @Uotv, in accordance with this natural relationship,
should be given the same names.” Unfortunately, Greek mythology, another an-
choring discourse, is rife with examples of ‘monsters,” in whose case this naming
principle breaks down irreparably. So, immediately after this conclusion about
how naming should work, Socrates transitions to oi¢ mapd @votv, ot &v év Tépatog
el yévwvtat “the ones contrary to nature, who are born in the form of a mon-
ster,” each higher generation another abomination: Orestes, Agamemnon, Atreus,
Pelops, Tantalos, Zeus. These names are too unstable and are in fact given for all
kinds of non-essential reasons. Once this is established, the interlocutors try to find
renewed stability in the names of ever-lasting entities (gods, heavenly bodies, etc.).

Let us return to the text quoted above to reflect a bit further on the use of the
term Sixatov and on the strong emphasis on natural and unnatural relationships.
Generation mapd @Uowv will lead to tépata ‘monsters,” monstra, prodigies. In a dis-
astrous family like that of the Atreids, the Sikaiov model is quickly seen to break

22 Ademollo 2011 calls the genealogical principle “the Principle of Synonymous Generation,”
comm. ad loc.
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down: all behaviors are mapd @Uowv there, and every next generation takes the form
of a Tépag.

The combination of naturalness, offspring, and Sixatov, with its strong ethical
overtones, is highly suggestive: it makes the genealogical model an even more ob-
vious place for Socrates to start, and a mismatch between name and behavior or
essence even more jarring. It is important to note how culturally embedded this
nexus is when Socrates applies it to the issue of names. Right from Hesiod we find
the principle that in a just city, women will bear children that resemble their fathers
(tixtovow 8¢ yuvaikeg éokdta Tékva yovedow).? In his commentary ad loc.,
Martin West correctly points out that this means the children are legitimate and the
wives have been faithful, both hallmarks of a just and well-organized society. Sev-
eral oaths claiming to date back to the time of Solon stipulate that if the people taking
the oath do not abide by it, the women will not bear children resembling their fathers,
but tépata instead. If they do abide by it, to have the women bear children that do
resemble their fathers is something to be prayed for as a reward:

Kal el pev éuneSoproiny td &v 10 6pKw yeypappuéva, i TOAG Nui dvooog ein e 8¢ ur), vooolin.
... Kal yvvaikeg tikTolev éotkdta yovebowv: i 8¢ un, tépata.

and if I keep to what is written in the oath, may my city be without illness. But if not, may it
be ill ... and may the women bear children that resemble their fathers; but if not, monsters.*

In the Cratylus passage, then, a very familiar cultural pattern is evoked: ‘what is
right’ (§ikaiov) goes hand in hand with natural children (xata @votv, resembling
their parents), and this is offset against what is unnatural (mapad @Vow): tépata.
Generations should represent a natural continuum with recognizable, stable traits
from one generation to the next. Leslie Kurke (1991) has explained a number of am-
biguous references in Pindar from this culturally embedded genealogical principle:
in a couple of passages, it is not clear whether a certain achievement is to be at-
tributed to the victor or his father. Kurke thinks this serves to emphasize that indi-
vidual identity is culturally less important than family identity. Another example

23 Hes. Op. 235 “the women bear children that resemble their fathers.” This is part of the passage
about the superiority of Dike over Hybris (from 213).

24 Tod, Greek Hist. Inscrr. 1i, no 204.39 ff. (oath of the Athenians before Plataea). Cf. Aeschin. Ctes.
110f. kal émedyeTal aVTolg UNTE YV KAPTOUG QEPELY, LRTE YUVATKAG TEKVA TIKTELY YyoveDaLY
£€01KOTa, AAAA TEpaTa, UNTE POoKNUATA KATA @UGLY yovag motelobat “and he put a curse on them,
that neither would the earth bear fruit, nor would the women bear children resembling their fa-
thers, but monsters, nor would the cattle have offspring according to nature.”
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of the self-evident value attached to the resemblance of children to their parents
comes from the 3"-c. BCE female poet Nossis:®

AvtopéAvva tétukTat (8, 0g dyavov T0 Tpoowmov. [ & pe moTonTadewv pelliying Sokéel / wg
£TOMWG BuydTnp T paTépL TAVTA TOTWKEL | | KAAGV, 6Kkka TéAN Tékva yovedowy ioa.

Melinna herselfis depicted here. Look how friendly her face. / she seems to look at me gently. /
how truly the daughter resembles her mother in everything. / Really, it is beautiful when chil-
dren are like their parents.

In this text, it is the resemblance with the mother that invites praise, but the praise
is couched in the familiar generic form tékva yovedouw {oa. It is a gnomic statement
(“it is a beautiful thing when...”), part of the cultural common ground.

Let us return to 393b6 ff., quoted above p. 385, one final time. It is important to
note that @VoLg is used in two different ways: the natural offspring of a horse is a
colt. If not, this is mapad @VUow. But such offspring still has an individual @valg, a
natural disposition, of its own. For instance, it might be a calf. And in that case it
should be called after its own @Uao1g, which obviously invalidates the genealogical
principle.”® Names of human beings in particular are unreliable, they often serve
commemorative purposes, as when a grandson is called after his grandfather, or
they are aspirational, serving to express the high hopes of the parents.” None of
this invalidates the fact, though, that the genealogical principle was the perfect cul-
tural anchor for a discussion of etymology: the situation in which offspring resem-
ble their parents, in essence and name, would have been not only familiar, but also
normatively appropriate.?

25 Cf. also Arist. GA 721b, e.g. 21 yiyvovtat yap €owkdteg. I'd like to thank Glyn Muitjens for bringing
this passage to my attention.

26 So, e.g., Orestes is named after his own @UaLg (394e10 10 OnpLdSeg Thg PUoEWC), and we even
find a phrase such as £owkev 8¢ ye kai T® atpl avTos Katd PUoLY T0 Gvoua eival, where Kati oY
does not indicate genealogical naturalness, but the individual nature of Agamemnon (“according
to his nature”), 395a2f.

27 Pl Crat. 397b.

28 When the discussion shifts to abstract entities, it will turn out that Stkatoatvn / T Sikatov itself
cannot be grasped etymologically without a dialectical investigation: even if one understands why
it is called what is called, one still has no idea of its essence (412c6-413d2, Sluiter 1997, 184f.; Ade-
mollo 2011, 215 ff,, esp. 218f).
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6 Why are Cratylus and Socrates named correctly?

There is one last aspect of the riddle that merits discussion. For the riddle, in fact,
has two parts. Even if ‘Hermogenes’ is not Hermogenes’ name, why are Cratylus
and Socrates named correctly, according to Cratylus? It has been noted, of course,
that both names have the stem kpat-, indicating strength, power or control.? It is
also interesting that the two names are related in this way. Cratylus may have liked
that anyway, since he also seems to be affecting some Socratic behavior (note eipw-
vevetal, 384a1).° Kpatog, control, apparently is an important aspect of the answer.
Remember that one explanation of why Hermogenes was not Hermogenes’ name
had to do with the fact that he was not éykpatig T@v matpewv, 391c2.* Having
control over your name means having control over who you are. The essence ex-
pressed in the name should be in full effect.

When Hermogenes finally adopts a function of Hermes (the moumnog, section 3)
at the end of the dialogue, he may have been regaining some control of his name.
On the other hand, Cratylus may not be Cratylus’ correct name by the end of the
dialogue, since he has just lost control of the argument. In fact, the only one whose
control is still entirely intact (66g), who is still éykpatng, is, of course, Socrates.*

7 Conclusion

In this essay, we studied the multifarious uses and effects of the opening riddle of
Plato’s Cratylus. It functions as an effective rhetorical opening move (the captatio

29 Sedley 2003, 22.

30 For the issue of discipleship, with Socrates pretending to be Cratylus’ student, and Cratylus
never detecting the problem in his own philosophical style and lack of “sharing”, see Adomenas
2006 (and section 4 above).

31 Note also the term kpdtn in Eppij x06vie, tatp@’ énontedwv kpdtn in A. Cho. 1, discussed above
section 3 (cf. Aristoph. Ran. 1127 ff.). The term €ykpatig occurs at two other points in the Cratylus.
In one of four etymologies of the name of Apollo, his function as the god of archery is adduced. He
is Aei-ballon, always hitting the mark, which is explained as 8 ... T0 &ei BoA®v &ykpatig elvat
“because he is always in full control of his shots” (405c5). Even more important is 393d, where it is
stated that the offspring of a king is called ‘king’: 008’ el mpookeLTal Tt ypauya i deipntat, oVSEV
0082 ToDT0, 0 v £ykpaTig | 1} ovaia ToD Tpdyuatog SnAovuévn &v T dvouartt “nor does it make
a difference if a letter is added or taken away, as long as the nature of the thing, which is being
made clear in the name, is in full effect.”

32 On the name of Plato himself, not his real name ‘Aristocles,” but a nickname, see Sedley 2003,
21f.,, who takes the name-change as historical, vs. Notopoulos 1939, who does not.
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benevolentiae) and supports important characteristics of the dialogue genre, nota-
bly its tendency to “make things personal.” It worked at important junctures (open-
ing, ending, transition to important new part) as a marker of the literary construc-
tion. It represented an example of Cratylus’ literary style and its clash with Socratic
dialectic. And it invokes genealogy as a culturally relevant anchor for an investiga-
tion of the problematic practice of etymology. Thus it is a perfect illustration of the
situatedness and cultural specificity and embeddedness of the Socratic dialogue.
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