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Summary of Thesis:

The Cratylus is Plato’s most focused discussion of language— more precisely, of ‘the correctness of
names’. As such, it has attracted a great many interpretative debates; but there is still no
agreement on the main philosophical purpose of the dialogue or its positive results, if any. And what
1s worse, there is quite a widespread impression that the Cratylusis a more or less neglected work.
The apparent uncertainty of its interpretation and the marginalization of it in thematic studies of
Plato are because of a fundamental misunderstanding about its main theme, namely, ‘the
correctness of names’.

As 1s widely recognized, Prodicus and Protagoras dealt with a subject nominally identical with
that of this dialogue. Reportedly, by the conception of correctness of names Prodicus meant his
activity of drawing subtle semantic distinctions between quasi-synonyms. On the other hand,
Protagoras is said to have expounded a natural criterion of the correctness of names, by prioritizing
their referents’ nature over their grammatical gender. Also at the beginning of the Cratylus, they
are described as a specialist in name study. But Socrates does not elaborate on their ideas about
names at all, only making fun of the Sophists’ practice of giving a lecture just for money.

The ostentatiously ironical remarks about Prodicus and Protagoras at the very beginning of the
dialogue are meant to tell us that the issue discussed in the dialogue is fundamentally different
from what they went in for. “The correctness of names’ at issue is an arcane thought peculiar to
Cratylus. It consists in claiming that a name’s descriptive (etymological) meaning or sense makes
clear its referent’s ‘nature’ or ‘essence’. This claim poses semantical and ontological problems: it is
semantically problematic in that a name refers to its referent by means of its descriptive meaning
or sense. For, if a name X’ encapsulates a description “Y” and “Y” is not true of X, X’ refers not to X
but to Z, of which “Y” is true. According to this thesis, Z is called the natural referent of X'.
Cratylus’ account of reference that a name always refers to its natural referent involves one, in
using ‘X’, naming Z correctly irrespective of his or her intention. Therefore, Cratylus’ theory entails
‘impossibility to utter falsely’.

On the other hand, Cratylus also claims that the etymology of names encapsulates the truth about
the nature of their referents: if one knows what the etymology of a name is, one thereby knows the
nature of its referent. This account of attaining knowledge about the nature of reality leads
Cratylus to begin committing himself to the flux theory. For, actual Greek names are found to

reflect the ancient namegivers’ opinion that ‘everything is always changing’.
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Given that Cratylus’ theory of the correctness of names is semantically and ontologically
unacceptable to Plato, the principal purpose of the Cratylus must be to subject the theory as a
whole to close scrutiny and harsh criticism. Only from this perspective on the main theme of the

dialogue, ‘the correctness of names’, does the whole picture of the Cratylus appear to us.
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