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Plato on Conventionalism
RACHEL BARNEY

Plato's Cratylus opens with discussion and refutationof a 'conventionalist' position regardingthe correctnessof names.' As advancedby Hermogenes, conventionalismcentreson the thesis that there is no 'natural'
correctnessof names,beyond conventionand compact(384clO-dl, d6-8).
Moreover,names can be changedat will with no loss of correctness,and
the conventionwhich makes a name correctmay be restrictedto a single
individual(384d3-6, 385a4-5). Socratesdisposes of this view swiftly and
decisively.He begins by elicitingfromHermogenesa rejectionof Protagorean relativism,and the correspondingadmissionthat things - including
actions- have determinate,mind-independent
naturesof theirown (385e7b). Socratesthen notes that namingis an action and a name the tool for
performingit (387b-8a).So thingsmustbe namedin accordancewith their
naturesand with the natureof naming,using not just any name but one
naturallysuited to the task at hand. The making and use of such names
are mattersof expert skill (387d-390e).
Hermogeneshas not impressedthe interpreters.Gosling pretty much
sums it up: "A dim interlocutoris a dialoguewriter'sgodsend."2According to CharlesKahn, "Hermogenes'statementof the convention-thesisis
of course dreadfullyconfused,since he makes no distinctionbetween the
silly Humpty-Dumptytheory of naming ('The name of x is whatever I
call it') and the more serious view of language as a social institution,
with word-thingcorrelationsconventionallyestablishedby the traditionof

Accepted September 1996
I In keeping with standardGreek usage, 'name,' onoma, is used in the Cratylus for
common nouns as well as proper names; at various points we also find adjectives (412c2, el), verbs in the infinitive form (414a8-bl) and participles (421c5-6)
described as names. And as has been widely recognised, names in the Cratylus are
generally taken to bear descriptive content, as Greek proper names often manifestly
did. (See J.V. Luce, "Plato on Truth and Falsity in Names," Classical Quarterly 19
(1969), pp. 222-232 and Gail Fine, "Plato on Naming," Philosophical Quarterly 27
(1977), pp. 290-301.) Much is made in the Cratylus of Cratylus' claim that the name
'Hermogenes,' with the sense 'descendant of Hermes,' is not a correct name for
Hermogenes (383b6-7, 384c3-6, 407e408b).
2
J.C.B. Gosling, Plato (London, 1973), p. 204.
? Koninklijke Brill, Leiden, 1997
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a particularlanguage."3As this suggests, Hermogenes'legitimationof
private naming conventionshas been the particulartarget of exegetical
scorn. It has been found incompatiblewith the centralthesis of convenIthasbeenclaimed
tionalism;4it hasbeenfoundhopelesslycounterintuitive.5
to collapse the distinctionbetween name-givingand the use of an established name.6It has been taken to have the plainly unacceptableconsequence that we cannot name incorrectly, or (a fortiori) speak falsely, or

engage in dialectic.7Even Timothy Baxter, who in his importantrecent
book on the Cratylusmakes a charitablebid to rehabilitateHermogenes,
at the same time maintainsthat he, like Cratylus,"has a theory of lan3 Charles Kahn, "Language and Ontology in the Cratylus," in Exegesis and
Argument, ed. E.N. Lee, A.P.D. Mourelatos, R.M. Rorty (New York, 1973), pp.
158-9.
4 For example, Grote writes that Hermogenes "is made to maintain two opinions
which are not identical, but opposed. 1. That names are significant by habit and convention, and not by nature. 2. That each man may and can give any name which he
pleases to any object (pp. 384-385)." Grote notes that it is the first of these which is
really at issue in the Cratylus: he adds that, since naming ad lib. would undermine
communication,"the second opinion is therefore not a consequence of the first, but
an implied contradiction"of it (George Grote, Plato and the Other Companions of
Sokrates (2nd edition, London, 1888) 4 vols., vol. 3, p. 285 n. 1).
I For example Kretzmannspeaks of an "unbearableburdenof a doctrineof autonomous idiolects" (Norman Kretzmann,"Plato on the Correctnessof Names," American
Philosophical Quarterly 8 (1971), pp. 126-138, p. 127).
6 See BernardWilliams, "Cratylus' Theory of Names and Its Refutation,"in Language and Logos, edd. Malcolm Schofield and MarthaNussbaum (Cambridge, 1982).
Williams contrasts "that radical Humpty-Dumpty view which Hermogenes offers
early on (384dl-2, 385a) as one version of what he opposes to Cratylus"with the view
"thatwhat is Y's name depends on 'agreementand custom,"' as affirmedmore clearly
later by Socrates (p. 90).
7 According to M.M. MacKenzie, 'Hermogenes espouses an extreme theory whereby "whatever anyone posits as the name for something, that is its correct name"
(384d2-3). Since ... any utterancecan be characterisedas naming, it turnsout that all
utterances,privateto the utterer,are correctnamings. For Hermogenes,therefore,there
is no distinction to be drawn between the establishmentof a name and its use, since
any occasion of naming counts as both. And it follows that all naming is correct. ..'
("Puttingthe Cratylus in its Place," Classical Quarterly36 (1986), pp. 124-50, p. 126).
According to Nicholas Denyer, Hermogenes and Cratylus both "have views about
the correctness of names from which it follows that no false statements can ever be
made." (Language, Thought and Falsehood in Ancient Greek Philosophy (London,
1991), p. 71) On true and false names, see further notes 14 and 17 below. That
Hermogenes' views preclude dialectic is claimed by R. Weingartner,The Unity of the
Platonic Dialogue (Indianapolis, 1973), pp. 16-21; and by Timothy M.S. Baxter in
The Cratylus: Plato's Critique of Naming (Leiden, 1992), p. 18, cf. p. 21.
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guage that rules out productivediscussion."8Finally, Hermogenes'position has been read as tantamountto Protagoreanrelativism.For as Protagoreanrelativismguaranteesthe infallibilityof ourjudgements,so does
conventionalismguaranteethe irrefutabilityof the acts of namingwhereby we express them. In fact, a general Protagoreanismseems to be the
most naturalgroundingfor conventionalism:we can just apply the Protagoreanthesis that all our judgementsare true to the particularcase of
judgementsabout how to name.9
Though there are significant variations among the interpretationsI
have cited, all ascribeto Hermogenesversionsof what we may call 'anythinggoes' conventionalism.'Anythinggoes' inasmuchas all acts of naming are equallycorrect,andwe are all infalliblymastersof ourown private
languages. This 'anything goes' reading of Hermogeneshas important
consequencesfor the interpretationof the Cratylusas a whole. For, as I
have noted,the firstmajorargumentof the dialogueis a refutationof conventionalism(386e-390e): but if this amountsonly to the rejectionof an
outlandishstrawman, Plato's options remainbroadlyopen. In particular,
the refutationof 'anythinggoes' conventionalismneed not entail rejection
of a plausiblemodem sort of conventionalismaboutlanguage,one which
in effect restrictscorrectnessto publicly sharednames by defining 'convention' in terms of interpersonalexpectations.'0Such a result is particularly appealingbecauseof the way the argumentof the Cratylusdevelops.
By the end of the dialogue, the alternativetheory, the Cratylanthesis of
a 'naturalcorrectness'of names,has also come in for some damagingcriticism (433e-5c); and conventionhas been rehabilitatedas having some
standingin determiningcorrectness(434e-5c). Accordingly,the Cratylus
is often interpretedas having for its final result an endorsement(albeit,
perhaps,a half-heartedor reluctantone) of conventionalism."But since
the initialrefutationof Hermogenesis neverrevisited,this outcomewould
8 Baxter (op. cit. n. 7), p. 18. Another attempt to defend Hermogenes is presented
by Jetske Rijlaarsdam,Platon uber die Sprache, ein Kommentarzum Kratylos(Utrecht,
1978), see pp. 105-6, p. 155.
9 According to Nicholas White, conventionalism entails Protagoreanismand is an
instance of it (Nicholas P. White, Plato on Knowledge and Reality (Indianapolis,
1976), p. 133, p. 149 n. 3, p. 150 n. 9). Michael Palmer holds that Hermogenes is in
fact committed to Protagorean relativism without recognising it (Michael Palmer,
Names, Reference and Correctness in Plato's Cratylus (New York, 1988), pp. 44-50).
10 See David Lewis, "Languages and Language" (Philosophical Papers (Oxford,
1983); note especially the definition of a convention on pp. 164-5; but cf. note 20
below. See also, more extensively, Lewis's Convention (Cambridge,Mass., 1969).
" The crucial, but frustratinglywishy-washy passage is Socrates' conclusion at
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renderthe dialogue flatly incoherent- unless we can take Hermogenes
to representa deviant version of conventionalism,distinctfrom another,
more promisingkind to which Plato may turnin the end.
I cannot here discuss all the issues raised by this line of interpretation, but I will try to show that it is foundedon a mistake:Hermogenes'
conventionalismis not in fact of the 'anything goes' variety. On the
contrary.Hermogenes'position is presented,not as far-fetchedand subversive in its implications,but as commonsensicaland reasonablywell
supported:what inspiresPlatoto rejectit is his sense thatit is perniciously
uncriticalof our establishednaming practices.For the crucial featureof
Hermogenes'conventionalism,I will argue, is that it entails the thesis I
will termconservatismaboutnames:all our actualor positivenames(i.e.,
everythingsocially recognisedas a name) are ipsofacto correct.Hermogenes' conventionalismis importantas a comparativelyreflective and
plausibleway of defendingthis endorsementof the given; his legitimation of privatenamingis merelyan unavoidablecorollaryto this defence.
By disposing of Hermogenes' conventionalism,Plato disposes of conservatismand clears the ground for a critical, revisionaryinquiry into
naming.In fact, I will suggest that his whole projectin the Cratylusis to
search for a standardof correctnessfor names which is independentof
our conventionsand so can be used to evaluate them - just as in other
dialogueshe searchesfor a standardagainstwhich to judge constitutions
or statesmen(I will returnto this politicalparallelat the end). This interpretationof Hermogenes' conventionalismas essentially conservative
amountsto somethingof a defence of his positionagainstreadingswhich
portrayit as incoherent,subjectivisticor just plain silly. But it also makes
conventionalisma starting-pointsoon to be transcended,in no way an
equal competitorwith naturalismin Plato's thinkingabout language.

435c-d; the principal support for whatever reinstatement of conventionalism here
takes place is to be found in the discussion of the name sklerotes at 434c-5a. For the
interpretationof Socrates' conclusion as conventionalist,see Malcolm Schofield, "The
D6nouementof the Cratylus,"in Language and Logos (op. cit. n. 6). See also Susan
Levin, "What's in a Name?: A Reconsiderationof the Cratylus' Historical Sources
and Topics," Ancient Philosophy 15 (1995), pp. 91-115, see pp. 107-8; Thomas
Wheaton Bestor, "Plato's Semantics and Plato's Cratylus,"Phronesis 25 (1980), pp.
306-330; and Richard Robinson, "A Criticism of Plato's Cratylus"(first pub. 1956),
in his Essays in Greek Philosophy (Oxford, 1969).
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1. WhatConventionalismIs
Let us begin by taking a closer look at the text.'2Hermogenesopens the
discussionby alludingto the centralthesis of his opponent,Cratylus:there
is a 'naturalcorrectness'of names. Our first evidence for Hermogenes'
position comes indirectlyin his explanationof what Cratylusmeans to
deny:thata name is (1) "whatpeople call a thingby, having made a compact so to call it [sunthemenoikalein kalosi], utteringa piece of their
voice" (383a6-7). Hermogenesthen goes on to statehis own view directly:
(2) I can't believe that there is any other correctness of a name than compact
fsuntheke]and agreement [homologia]. (384clO-dl)

In explicating'compact,'Hermogenesassociatesit with the changeability
of names:
(3) For it seems to me that any name someone sets down for Ithetai] a thing is
correct; and if one then changes [metathetai] it for another and no longer calls
[kali] it by the first, the new name is no less correct than the previous one just as we change the names of our slaves, and the name we change it to is no
less correct than the one previously set down [tou proteron keimenou]. For no
name has naturallyarisen by nature[pephukenaiphuseil for any particularthing,
but by the convention [nom6i] and custom [ethei] of those who are accustomed
[ethisant6n] so to call [kalounton]it. (384d2-9)

And in responseto Socrates'questioning,he allows that the namingconventions of lone individualsare just as correctas those of communities.
(4) Whatever someone sets down to call [thei kalein]'3 a particularthing is its
name?
- So it seems to me.
Whether it is a private individual or a community [polis] that calls [kalei] it so?
- Yes.

12

Translationsfrom the Cratylusare my own, following Meridier'stext in the Bude
edition. I have benefited from consulting C.D.C. Reeve's new translation of the
Cratylus, forthcoming from Hackett (Louis M6ridier, trans. and ed., Platon: Cratyle
(Oeuvres Completes, vol. 5 pt. 2) (Paris 1931)).
13 Following Meridier's text: Ho an thei kalein tis hekaston.... The mss vary, and
Burnet (now followed by the new OCT) prints Ho an phes kalei tis hekaston, to give
the sense, "Whatever,you say, someone calls a particularthing . . ." (John Burnet ed.,
Platonis Opera vol. I (Oxford, 1905); E.A. Duke, W.F. Hicken, W.S.M. Nicoll, D.B.
Robinson, J.C.G. Strachanedd., Platonis Opera vol. 1 (Oxford, 1995)).
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Well then, what about this? Suppose I call [kalo] some existing thing - for
instance, what we now call a "humanbeing" - suppose I refer to [prosagoreu6]
that by "horse,"and what we now call "horse"I call "human being." Will the
same thing have the name "human being" publicly [demosidi] but the name
"horse"privately [iditi], and then again the name "humanbeing" privately and
the name "horse"publicly? Is that what you're saying?
- So it seems to me. (385a2-bl)

So the publicnamingconventionis to call thingslike you and me "human
beings";but I may at any time decide to replacethis for my purposeswith
a private conventionthat we are to be called "horses."And this private
convention will be, Hermogenesclaims, no less correct, in its limited
sphere,than the public one.
Hermogenes'last and longestexplanationof his conventionalismcomes
somewhatlater,'4in responseto furtherquestioningby Socrates:
(5) So then what each person says [phe'ilthe name of a thing is, this is the name
for him?
- Yes.

And however many names someone says [phei] each thing has, it will have that
many whenever he says so?
- Well, Socrates, I for one can't see any correctnessof a name other than this:
for me to call [kalein] each thing by some name which I have set down
[ethemen], and you by another one which you have. In this way too with communities, we see that some of them have private [idiai] names set down for the
same things, both Greeks differing from other Greeks, and Greeks differing from
foreigners. (385d2-e3)

Hermogenes'responsehere is his fullest expressionof his view, and his
clearest statementof what seems to me its crucialfeature.For in saying

'4 I here skip over the simple but enigmatic argumentat 385b2-dl. Here Socrates
obtains Hermogenes' assent that there is such a thing as speaking truly and falsely;
that some statements are true and others false; that the parts of a true statement are
true; that the smallest part of a statement is a name; and so, finally, that it is therefore possible to say a true or a false name. This argumentis often taken to be aimed
against 'anything goes' conventionalism, which would of course strengthenthe case
for reading Hermogenes that way. But so understoodthe argumentis peculiarly ineffectual (see note 17). Indeed, the passage has seemed sufficiently useless in context
that Malcolm Schofield has argued that its proper place is between lines 387c5 and
6, where it can serve as a basis for the claim that naming is a part of speaking
("A Displacementin the Text of the Cratylus,"Classical Quarterly22 (1972), pp. 24653). This does seem to me an improvement;I also offer another, compatible suggestion as to the function of the argumentin note 17 below.

PLATO ON CONVENTIONALISM

149

that correctnessis a matterof my calling [kalein] somethingby a name
which I have set down [ethemen], Hermogenes distinguishes between two

kinds of action, one of which precedes the other. There is the "setting
down" or impositionof a name [thesis, tithenai],which founds the convention that it is the name for a certainobject; then there is the ensuing
practiceof "calling"that object by that name [kalein].
If we returnto Hermogenes'earlier statements,we can see this distinctionalreadyat work at several points. Right at the start, in (1), Hermogenes describesCratylusas denying that a name is "whatpeople call
a thing by, having made a compact so to call it [sunthemenoikalein
kalosi]." Like "callingeach thing by some name which I have set down"
in (5), this would be a bizarrelyredundantway of describinga single
undifferentiated
practiceof naming.Rather,the constructionsuggests two
distinctstages of "naming,"the firsta decisionand the secondan on-going
practice;and the use of the verb suntithenaifor the formermatches the
tithenai of (5). In (3) the distinctionbetween setting down a name and
subsequentlycalling somethingby it is again present:"any name someone sets down for [thetail a thing is correct;and if one then changes
[metathetai it for anotherand no longer calls [kalei] it by the first...."
To change a name is to set it down again [metatithenai],establishinga
new standardof correctness;"calling"is the general ongoing practiceof
name use issuing from this. And at least on Meridier'stext, the distinction is presentyet again in Socrates' first question in (4), with its reference to "whateversomeone sets down to call [thei kalein] a particular
thing."In each case, what the distinctionbetween [sun-, meta-] tithenai
and kalein amountsto is clear enough.The formeris the establishmentof
a namingconventionby impositionof a name: in a word, baptism."The
latter,the "calling"of things by names, must include all subsequentacts
Two notes regarding this baptism. First, we need not think of it as an explicit,
observable, discrete performanceof dubbing. As I will discuss later, Plato seems to
conceive of the establishmentof a convention as a fiat, the taking of a decision. And
at least in the private case this fiat could presumably take place in foro interno and
be expressed only by the namer's acts of name use, which are in principle subsequent.
Second, as I have mentioned in note 1 above, throughoutthe Cratylus "names" are
generally representedas having descriptive content. So it would seem that a baptism
must include the pairing not just of a string of phonemes but of a descriptive content
or sense with the thing named: in effect, a baptism must incorporatean act of name
use (specifically, of predication).However, whether Hermogenes is clear about this is
anotherquestion. He seems to be conceiving of names simply as strings of phonemes
(n.b. the phrase "a piece of their voice" at 383a7), and obviously his conventionalism
is more plausible if baptism pairs only phonemes and object.
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of name use in accordancewith that convention,as in acts of reference
and predication.
The significanceof this distinctionis confirmedby the fact thatthe verb
tithenai,with its cognates, seems to have been a standardway to designate an initial establishmentof names.'6Laterin the Cratylus,tithenaiis
consistentlyused for the initial impositionof names by namegivers(e.g.,
tithenai,389d6ff., the'sesthai,390dS, thesis d8). The etymologicalsection
investigatesthe views of "the very ancient people who set down names
for everything":hoi panu palaioi anthropoihoi tithemenoita onomata
pantos (41 1b4-5, cf. 401a5, b7, 414c4, 436b5, 439c2 bis, etc.). And we
find similar usage outside the Cratylus:Parmenidesrepeatedlysuggests
that humanshave been led into errorby the impositionof names indicating differentiation:the verb used for this establishmentis katatithenai,
an emphatic compound of tithenai (DK28B8.39, 8.53, 19.3; note in
particularthe suggestion of the imposition-callingdistinction in katathento . . . onomazein at 8.53). Pythagoras supposedly gave the second
prize in wisdom to "the one who set down the names for things"[ho tois
pragmasi ta onomata themenos,DK58C21.In Epicurus'account of the
originsof language,tithenaiis used for the deliberateinstitutionof names
used in common,as opposedto an earlierstage of spontaneousutterances
provokedby naturalstimuli (Letterto Herodotus75-6).
So Hermogenes'view is not that anythinggoes. Rather,his conventionalismdiscriminatesbetweentwo kindsof "naming,"baptismand name
use, to which differentcriteriafor correctnessapply. In baptism,anything
does go: all baptismsare correct,for "any name you set down for [thetail a thing is its correctname"(3). But an act of baptismestablishesa
norm for subsequentuse: name use is only correctwhen it is performed
in accordancewith the relevantbaptism.At the same time, each baptism
is only authoritativeuntil the next, for a change of name is a new baptism and establishesa new norm.Thus a correctact of namingmusteither
be an act of baptism(includingname-change)or a use of the namewhich
accordswith its baptism.
Why do interpretersnonethelesstend to saddle Hermogeneswith 'anythinggoes' conventionalism?In additionto a failureto notethe impositioncalling distinction,this readingseems to have two sources.One is the way
in which, as their discussion proceeds,Socratesseems to nudge Hermogenes in the directionof both 'anythinggoes' conventionalismand Pro16 Note meaning A.IV of tithenai in LSJ: "assign, award ... give a child a name at
one's own discretion."
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tagoreanrelativism.The other is a general perceptionthat Hermogenes'
legitimationof privatenaming (and of name change ad lib.) brings him
as near 'anythinggoes' conventionalismas makes no difference.
Socrates'nudgingof Hermogenestowards'anythinggoes' conventionalism and relativismtakes place in two phases. At 385a2 (in quotation(4)
above), Socratesbegins by asking whether"whateversomeone sets down
to call [thei kalein] a particularthing is its name,"i.e., if every convention-generatingbaptismis correct.But his next question,"whetherit is a
privateindividualor a community[polis] thatcalls [kale'i]it so?" (385a4)
slides into kalein simpliciter,apparentlyasking whether all instances of
name use are correct.This might seem a harmlessoversimplificationor
confusion: Socrates' point is perhapsjust that any set of phonemeswe
happento hear being used as a name may be a correctone. But then at
385d2-3 (in (5)), the idea of baptism seems to be elided altogether.
Socratessimply asks: "So then what each personsays the name of a thing
is [phei toi onoma einail, this is the name for him?" (385d2-3). Given
that "says the name is" sounds more like an allusion to calling than to
baptism,this should be for Hermogenesonly a misleadinghalf-truth:he
shouldstipulatethatwhat one "says"mustbe in accordancewith the relevant baptismto be correct.But insteadhe simply assents.
These exchangeshave often been read as indicatingeitherthat Hermogenes has all along supported'anything goes' conventionalism- and,
more, Protagoreanrelativism- or that Socrates is able to do force this
position on him. The questionof how conventionalismis relatedto relativism is one I will returnto shortly.For the moment,though,all I want
to pointout is thatwe shouldnot maketoo muchof these responses.After
all, Socrates' questionsare renderedambiguousby his use of thetikalein
to set up kalei, and then by the somewhatvaguephetieinai. And it is after
these blurredquestions and responses that Hermogenescomes out with
his clearest expressionof the tithenai-kaleindistinction,at 385d7-e3 (in
(5)) - as if he is anxious to make sure that his views are not being distorted.This seems to confirmthat Hermogenesdoes want to rely on the
imposition-callingdistinction,even if he does not always insist on it as
firmly as he should.
The second phase of Socrates' nudgingis his explicit suggestionthat
Hermogenes might want to invoke Protagoreanbacking for his views
(385eff.).Now clearlythis is not in itselfevidencethatHermogenesis committed to 'anythinggoes' conventionalismor to Protagoreanism.And in
response, Hermogenes,while admittingthat he has occasionally lapsed
into Protagoreanism,at the same time distances himself from it: "It
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has happened that I've been so puzzled I've been carried away into
Protagoras'position, even though it really doesn't seem right to me"
(386a5-7). Socratesgoes on to confirmhim in this rejectionwith the argument that anyone who wishes to insist on a real differencebetweengood
and bad, or between intelligentand stupid, must reject the Protagorean
claim that all things are as each personjudges them (386a8-eS). It is
notable that Hermogeneshere exhibits no second thoughts,no lingering
sympathies for Protagorasor any reluctance to follow the argument.
Moreover,Socrates' argumentis not presentedas an elenchus: that is,
there is no suggestionthat Hermogenes'conventionalismhad committed
him to the Protagoreanismhe now disavows.
That Socratestwice - firstwith his slipperyquestions,secondwith his
explicit invocationof Protagoras- nudgesHermogenesin the directionof
'anythinggoes' conventionalismand its relativistkin is a turnof the dialectic which needs to be accountedfor. I will try to explainits significance
in the second part of this paper.But for now, the importantpoint is the
negative one: Socrates' manoeuvringsare not in fact good evidence for
imputing'anythinggoes' conventionalismto Hermogenes.'7
17 I should also note that, as I have mentioned in note 14 above, a numberof commentatorstake the argumentat 385b2-dl to be directed against conventionalism. So
read, its purpose must be to get Hermogenes to admit that false and a fortiori incorrect naming is possible; and since it is only on the 'anything goes' interpretation
that Hermogenes has denied this, the presence of such an argumentwould be strong
evidence for that interpretation.But it seems to me very unlikely that the argument
at 385b2-dl is an argument against conventionalism at all. For one thing, the allimportantlink between falsity and incorrectnessis never actually drawn, nor is the
relevance of the argument to conventionalism brought out in any other way. For
another, there are no supportingtextual cues whatever that it is an argumentagainst
Hermogenes. Hermogeneshas no qualms about agreeing to the claim that there is true

and false logos [panu ge, 385b6]; later, he agrees, with a reservationless "of course"
[pos gar ou, 385dll, to the supposedly lethal conclusion that some names are false.

The problem is to see what else the argumentcould be intended to do. I suggest
that it serves an importantfunction which is, however, not very closely tied to its
immediatecontext: it serves to establish a crucial desideratumfor the pending account
of naturally correct naming. If, as Socrates here argues, the falsity of statements
depends on the capacity of names to be false, then the right account of correct naming had better show false naming to be possible. And Socrates will later take some
trouble to show that his mimetic account of natural correctness meets this very
demand. When Cratylus denies that a name can be incorrectlygiven, Socrates elicits
the broaderthesis that false logos is impossible (429c-430a): he then uses the analogy
between names and pictures to argue that a name may be incorrectly or falsely
assigned to an object (430b-431a). Next, in the 'Two Cratyluses' argument,he uses
an analogy with sculpture to argue the stronger thesis that a name cannot be a
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The other,more nebulousbasis for the 'anythinggoes' readingof Hermogenes is the sense that thereis after all no real differencebetween the
conventionalismI have attributedto Hermogenesand the 'anythinggoes'
variety. Here the crucial issue is the significanceof Hermogenes'legitimationof privatenaming.'8It will be arguedthat so long as Hermogenes
legitimates the conventions of private namers, the unpalatableconsequencesof 'anythinggoes' conventionalism- the burdenof "autonomous
idiolects,"the infallibilityof the namer,the impossibilityof dialectic- all
remain in force. However, this charge involves considerableconfusion.
Hermogenes'conventionalismdiffersfromthe 'anythinggoes' varietyprecisely in the all-importantrespect: it allows for error.On Hermogenes'
view, one names incorrectlyin using a name in a way which does not
accord with the relevantbaptism:the name-inverterwho decides to call
humans 'horses' and vice versa gets somethingwrong if he subsequently
uses the names in the ordinaryway. Of course, we may have difficulty
detectingerroron the part of someone who adopts privatenaming conventions,as with anyonewhose conventionswe fail, for whateverreason,
to grasp.But this is merelya practicalproblem.So long as the distinction

perfect representationof what it names (432a-d). And both times Socrates adds a
corollary which mirrorsthe argument at 385b-d, arguing conversely from the potential falsity of names to the potential falsity of logoi composed of them (43la-b, 432e).
It seems to me a sufficient explanation for the existence of the earlier argument
that it sets up these later ones. Taken together, they constitute a modest example of
Platonic ring-composition. (For attempts to read 385b-d as an argument against
conventionalism, see Gosling (op. cit. n. 2), pp. 202-4; Kretzmann (op. cit. n. 5),
p. 127; Robinson (op. cit. n. 11), p. 123; K. Lorenz and J. Mittelstrass,"On Rational
Philosophy of Language: the Programme in Plato's Cratylus Reconsidered," Mind
76 (1967), pp. 1-20, see p. 7).
18 Some interpretershave been so dismayed by Hermogenes' legitimation of private naming as to claim that he does not really mean it, but is pushed or tricked into
it by Socrates. (See for example Kretzmann (op. cit. n. 5, p. 127), and Heitsch
(E. Heitsch, "Platons Sprachphilosophieim Kratylos,"Hermes 113 (1985), pp. 44-62,
see p. 46ff.) But all the textual evidence is against this. Hermogenes' initial explanation of conventionalismis in terms of the acts of individuals:"any name someone [tis]
sets down for a thing is correct. . ." (384d2-3), as the example of slaves' names
confirms. Socrates' question as to whether private and public names are equally correct then follows naturallyas a point of clarification(385a4). The question is straightforward and neutral, and Hermogenes' assent is immediate and unqualified (385a5).
And Hermogenes nowhere repents of what he has said. On the contrary, he goes on
to give it prominence in quotation (5): here his parallel between various linguistic
communities and individuals strongly suggests that the two kinds of conventions are
equally correct (385d7-e3).
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between correctand incorrectnamingcan be drawncleanly in principle,
the difficulty of identifying error simply does not mean that anything
goes, or that name use is infallible. (Of course, this practicalproblem
becomes somethingmore if one is impressedby verificationistor behavioristworriesaboutthe determinacyof meaning- but this is hardlya line
of thoughtplausiblyassociatedwith Plato.)
And even at the level of practice, mattersare not really so grim. I
may accept Hermogenes'views and never choose to avail myself of a
privatenaming convention.Hermogeneshimself does not: it is Cratylus
who speaks opaquely. (Interpreterstend to talk as though Hermogenes
demandedthat everyone adopt constantlychanging privatenaming conventions.) Or I may establish my own conventions but still attemptto
communicate,still recognise and admit to error. So Hermogeneanconventionalismdoes not precludecooperativecommunication- including
philosophicaldiscussion.Conventionalismleaves our ordinaryuse of languagejust as it was, and leaves dialecticjust as viable. It does, I suppose,
give the legitimacy of 'correctness'to someone who resorts to private
namingconventionsfor the purposeof escapingdialecticalrefutation.But
thereis not much the dialecticiancan do aboutsuch a personanyway:the
possibility of dialectic had better not depend on our ability to prevent
all forms of withdrawalfrom the debate,or to prove that such behaviour
is 'incorrect.'
So Hermogenes'legitimationof privatenamingis not the radicaland
subversivemove many interpretershave taken it to be. Indeed,it is supported by some commonsensicalreasoning.As Hermogenespoints out,
privateindividualscan and do establishnames for their own use: in his
example, by changingthe name of a slave. In fact, we are told by later
sources that the philosopherDiodorusCronusaffirmedhis belief in conventionalismby changinghis slaves' names arbitrarily- in one case, to
Alla Men, 'But Then."9Of course, in such cases the communityis likely
to adopt the master's convention,but this only strengthensthe conventionalistpoint. When others subsequentlyrefer to poor Alla Men by that
name, it is precisely because they believe it to be the correctname for
him, takingthis correctnessto be a functionof the owner's authority.We
can think of other private naming conventions which have a similar
'9 See Ammonius De Int. 38. 17ff. and Simplicius Cat. 27. 18-21. I owe the
reference to David Sedley's article, "Epicurus:On Nature Book XXVIII," Cronache
Ercolanesi 3 (1973), pp. 5-79, a very valuable treatmentof a key Epicureantext on
these issues.
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authority:the parents'name for the child, the astronomer'sname for the
newly discoveredplanet.20
What the slave example helps to bring out is that Hermogenes'legitimationof privatenamingis dependenton a particularconceptionof convention.On this conception,a conventionconsists merelyin a decision or
fiat giving rise to a habit: and since a private individualcan engage in
such decisions and habits,evidentlyhe or she can establisha privateconvention. This conception of convention as decision is not peculiar to
Hermogenes:it is presupposedthroughoutthe Cratylus,and with it the
idea that conventionscan be individual.This is most strikinglybrought
out in Socrates' later rehabilitationof convention.Here he suggests that
when you understandsome word I use in a conventionalway, it is because
"you have made a compact with yourself" to understandthe word that
way (435a7). This is surprising:we would expect that what is essential
for you to understandme is some conventionobtainingbetweenor common to the two of us. But Plato clearly assumes that the individualcase
is primary.And indeed, if conventionis understoodas decision, public
conventionsdo turnout to be secondaryor derivative.A public convention will be seen either as a decision made by a community,conceived
as analogousto a humanindividual;or as an aggregate- literallya suntheke - composed of the conventionsof individuals.In either case, it is
plausible that private and public conventionsare equally susceptibleof
correctness.
In sum, given the conceptionof conventionas decision - a conception
at work throughoutthe Cratylus- the legitimationof privatenamingconventions is a naturalpart of conventionalism.To endorse as correct all
and only public conventions would be indefensible (or would at least
require some further argument)however intuitively plausible it might

20 The hostility of the Cratylus commentatorsto the very idea of private naming is
thus rather hard to understand. It is perhaps worth noting that even the modern
version of conventionalism put forward by David Lewis, in which conventions are
dependent on interpersonalexpectations, would not warrantthis stance. Speaking of a
one-person language, Lewis says: "Taking the definition literally, there would be no
convention. But there would be something very similar.... We might think of the situation as one in which a convention prevails in the population of differenttime-slices
of the same man" (op. cit. n. 10, p. 182). Nor does Wittgenstein's famous argument
against the possibility of a private language provide much warrant for Hermogenesbashing,since it is (apparently)aimed againsta languagewhich is, unlike a Hermogenean
privatenamingconvention,inaccessibleeven in principleto others(LudwigWittgenstein,
Philosophical Investigations (Oxford, 1958)).
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seem: and Hermogeneshas thoughtenough about the matterto realise
as much.
Two pointsare worthnotingaboutHermogenes'positionas I have presented it. First, as I have alreadysuggested,it is in fact quite commonsensical. It has no particularlyalarmingimplicationsfrom the point of
view of common sense; in allowing for error,it is not genuinelyanalogous to Protagoreanrelativism.In fact, if I am right about Hermogenes'
use of the distinctionbetweenbaptismand name use, his view looks like
a reasonableand promisingone. For the distinctionis clearly an important one, and he seems rightto hold nameuse to a moredemandingnorm
than baptism.Baptismis arguablysubjectonly to considerationsof practicality or aestheticappropriateness,
whereas plausiblenormsof correctness for name use would include truthin predicationand the successful
securingof reference.The latternormsaresurelymorestringentanddefinite,
and quite independentof the normsof baptism.
Second, such a reasonableposition is what all the textualcues should
lead us to expect. For Hermogenesis consistentlyrepresentedas ingenuous and open-minded;throughoutthe dialogue he appearsa responsive
and unpretentiousinterlocutor.2"
(Fromthe very opening of the Cratylus,
an oppositionof styles and personalitiesis set up between him and Cratylus, the obscurantistparadox-mongerwho insists on his expertisebut
refuses to explain himself.) And Hermogenes'presentationof conventionalismis of a piece with his generalattitude:it seems to be a minimal
account,adoptedafter some reflectionbut tentatively.He has repeatedly
tried to discuss the subjectwith Cratylusand others, but simply cannot
see what more therecould be to correctnessthan convention(384c9-10).
When refutedby Socrates,Hermogenesdoes not protest,but again asks
for a positive accountof what this naturalcorrectnessconsists in (390e51a4). So Hermogenes' conventionalismis largelyfaute de mieux, and
based on a healthyreluctanceto believe in a furthernormthat its advocates cannot clearly specify. In his conventionalismas throughoutthe
Cratylus,he is somethingclose to the voice of commonsense.
II. Conventionalism and the Dialectic of the Cratylus

Time now to returnto the puzzle I notedearlier.If Hermogenes'position
is as I have describedit, why does Socratespersistentlynudgehim in the
21 Cf. Victor Goldschmidt, Essai sur le Cratyle (Paris, 1940), p. 42. On Hermogenes' intellectual style, cf. also Baxter (op. cit. n. 7), pp. 17-22.
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directionof 'anythinggoes' conventionalismand Protagoreanrelativism?
To answer,we need to see conventionalismin its dialecticalcontextwithin
the Cratylus.By seeing a positionin its dialecticalcontext I mean seeing
it, not as one option on a timeless menu of theoreticalalternatives,but as
expressinga particulartrainof reflectionor argumentby a particularkind
of person,so thatotherpositionsand argumentsrelateto it as naturalpredecessors,alternatives,enemies or successors.
As a starting-pointfor the explorationof dialectical context, consider
the thesis I call conservatism: the claim that all our actual or positive

names (everything socially recognised as a name) are correct. I have
already suggested that conservatismis an importantfeature of Hermogenes' conventionalism;in fact, Hermogenes'argumentstacitly depend
on it. As we have seen, he cites two pieces of evidence for his position:
the fact that names can be changed, as in the case of slaves, and the
local variationin names among differentGreek or foreign communities
(384d3-6, 385d9-e3).The idea is that conventionalismexplainshow these
phenomenaare possible. But of course conventionalismis a normative,
not a descriptive thesis, what it explains is the correctness of a name. So

his evidence is only relevantif we can assumethat all the names in question - slaves' names before and after, the whole multiplicityof names
used by differentcommunities,in effect, not to put too fine a point on it,
all actual names - are indeed correct.
It is only if conservatismis taken to be obvious that Hermogenes'
reasoningmakes sense. And so it is reasonableto suppose that conservatism- which is, afterall, intuitivelycompellingto many people - is his
initial premise.Hermogenes,then, takes as his startingpoint the supposition that all the names we actually use are correct;reflectionon it leads
him to the explanationthat this correctnessis due to their conventional
acceptance.And given the conceptionof conventionas a fiat or imposition, he must at the same time recognise privatenaming conventionsas
equally correct.Hermogenes'much-malignedextension of correctnessto
privatenamingis just the theoreticalprice he has to pay for a consistent
defense of conservatism.
Now consider what the next turn of the dialectic might look like.
Furtherreflectionon Hermogeneanconventionalismis bound to raise a
pressingquestion:can we really assume that all conventionsare equally
correct?Conventionis to be groundedin decision and fiat; but we commonly supposethatour decisionsexpressourjudgements,22
and that some

22

This is broughtout not only in the argumentat 387 (note kata ten orthen [doxanl
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judgements are better than others. Once this epistemological question has
been raised, the conventionalist is faced with a dilemma. One option is to
argue that all conventions are equally correct because all beliefs and decisions are equally correct. This option uses Protagorean relativism to preserve conservatism, but at a very high price. For it entails not only the
implausibilities of relativism itself, but the transformationof Hermogenean
conventionalism into the 'anything goes' variety, as acts of name use will
now be just as infallible as baptisms. We will probably agree with Hermogenes that the conservative intuition is no longer worth preserving at
this price. The alternative is to accept, as he does, that Protagorean relativism is false, and embrace the realist view that things have determinate
mind-independent natures of their own. But in that case, name-giving and
name use alike are corrigible, depending for their success on conformity
to the natures of things: conservatism must be given up.
This, I believe, is the reason for Socrates' nudging of Hermogenes
in the direction of 'anything goes' conventionalism and Protagorean relativism. His purpose is not to elicit consequences of the position Hermogenes actually holds, or even to distort that position, but rather to push
Hermogenes to make his next dialectical move. Hermogenes' conventionalism is a crux: it is the most reflective point at which conservatism
can be sustained without a collapse into the implausibilities of relativism.
This is why it is important for Plato to discuss it at the outset of his
inquiry into naming: it is the best commonsensical defense that can be
found for the complacent supposition that all our actual names are correct. Once conventionalism is defeated, conservatism can no longer
be assumed, and the way is clear for the critical, revisionist - not to
mention madly counterintuitive - account of 'natural correctness' which
Socrates proceeds to deliver.
A parallel for this dialectic can be found in Book I of the Republic.
Here Thrasymachusbegins by declaring thatjustice is nothing but the advantage of the stronger (338c1-2), and he glosses this claim with what looks
like conservatism and conventionalism about justice: in each city, justice
is what the ruling party sets down to its own advantage (338el-9a4, note
tithetai at 338el ).23 But under pressure, the several claims packed into this

at 387b3) but also at Theaetetus 172a1-5 (note hekaste'polis oietheisa thetai nomima
hautei, and cf. 167c).
23 Of course, the interpretationof Thrasymachus'position is controversialin many
ways; I cannot enter fully into the debate here. Briefly, I take it that the source of the
confusion is the ambiguity of the central thesis (a) above. Read one way, (a) is part
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position come apart and Thrasymachusmust decide which is the most
importantto him. He cannotmaintain,as he initially attemptsto, both his
centralthesis (a) thatjustice is whateveris to the advantageof the rulers,
or 'the stronger,'and the conservativethesis (b) that justice is whatever
the rulers dictate, while also recognisingthe obvious fact (c) that rulers
do not always dictate what is to their advantage(339c-d). At this point
Thrasymachusis explicitly offered,by Cleitophon,the chance to hold on
to conservatismby exchanging(a) for the claim that whateverthe rulers
thinkto be to their advantage(and thereforeset down) is just (340b6-8).
There is a parallel here with Socrates' offer of Protagoreanismto Hermogenes: 'justice' would be renderedwholly mind-dependent,just like
the correctnessof a nameunder'anythinggoes' conventionalism.And like
Hermogenes, Thrasymachusrejects this way out. Instead, drawing a
deeply Platonic distinctionbetween real and apparentrulers, he argues
that rulers are only really rulers, such that (a) and (b) apply, when they
do manageto impose what is to theiradvantage(340d-la). And again the
result is that conservatism,here representedby the original unrestricted
version of (b), is quietly given up. What appearsto be a ruler may not
really be one; and presumablythe laws and systems of justice imposed
by bogus rulersare bogus themselves(thoughThrasymachus,in contrast
to Callicles in the Gorgias, does not follow throughon this revisionist
claim). When the crunch comes, Thrasymachus'desire to endorse the
success of the ruthless and resourceful comes first, and he abandons
conservatismfor a sort of realismaboutjustice. What is just is not simply
a function of what is socially accepted, but is a matter of expertise thoughof coursefrom Plato's pointof view Thrasymachusis grossly mistaken aboutwhat it is that the expertrulerwants and knows how to do.
In sum, Thrasymachusgoes throughmuch the same dialectic as Hermogenes; and the common pattern tells us much, I think, about how
of a sociological analysis of justice, where 'justice' is simply a descriptive term denoting law-abiding and non-pleonectic behaviour. Thrasymachus' claim is that such
behaviour serves the interests of other people, particularly those who are 'strong'
(intelligent, ruthless and powerful) and above all the ruling party. However, he also
is flirting, perhapswithout being wholly clear about it, with (a) understoodin a quite
differentsense - with the positive, Calliclean view that it really is just (i.e., a morally
appropriatestate of affairs) for 'strong,' ruthless rulers to benefit in this way from the
naivete and weakness of others. The conservative thesis (b) can also be read in two
ways correspondingto these, depending on whether it is read as debunkingthe rulers'
exploitation of 'justice' or endorsing it. (For the first, 'descriptive' side of Thrasymachus' view, see T.D.J. Chappell, "The Virtues of Thrasymachus,"Phronesis 38
(1993), pp. 1-17.)
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Plato sees the issues.24For Plato, an intuitively plausible conservatism
about social institutionsand practicescan only be sustainedup to a certain degree of reflectiveness. Once the epistemological question is
posed - but aren't some people stupid? is roughly the crux in both
Cratylusand Republic- the conservativeconfrontsa partingof the ways.
Down one road lies relativism: the conservative can brazen it out by
claiming that in fact no one ever is wrong or stupid about the matterin
question.'-Unfortunatelythe Protagoreanbackingfor this claim destroys
much of conservatism'sintuitiveappeal. The alternativeroute is Plato's
choice, realism:the recognitionthat people can be right or wrong about
what constitutesa correctname or a just law, and that expertknowledge
is what makes the difference.
This political parallel is no coincidence.Like laws and constitutions,
names are social constructions,at once inheritancesfrom time immemorial and subject to change for better or worse. It is no accident that in
the Cratylus, conventionalismis introducedusing the deeply political
vocabularyof "compact"[sunthe?ke]
and "convention"[nomos].Moreover,
Hermogenes'evidence for conventionalism- the local variationin names
from city to city and the possibility of name-change- is just that used
elsewhereto arguethat othersocial institutionsare a matterof mere convention. In the Laws, Plato castigatesthose who claim
... that the gods are creations of artifice, not by nature [phusei] but by certain
conventions [tisi nomois]; and that these are differentin differentplaces, accord24 A similar patternis also played out in the Platonic Minos. Here Socrates investigates the question, what is law? The first answer, offered by his unnamedinterlocutor, is in effect conservative conventionalism:law is simply whatever is recognised as
such [ta nomizomena, 313b5-6]. His next attempt is hardly any different:law is the
resolution [dogma] of a city (314cl). Socrates' response is to get his assent to the
claim that law is something fine and good (314d7-8), and to note that some resolutions are good and others bad (314e1-2). Roughly as in the Cratylus, our ordinary
commitmentto the evaluation of judgements and decisions turns out, on reflection, to
preclude conservatism: Socrates concludes that a bad resolution is no law, and that
law is true opinion, or the discovery of what is (314e-5a). At this point his interlocutor, who is evidently still attached to conservatism,challenges Socrates to explain the
phenomena of change and local variation in laws (cf. Hermogenes in the Cratylus),
offering the relativist's usual patter-speech on contrasting cultural norms (315a-d).
Socrates sticks to his guns and argues that in fact expert lawgivers, Greek and otherwise, are in agreement (cf. Cratylus 389d-90a) and do not change their minds (317b).
25 The 'defence of Protagoras' in the Theaetetus in effect explores whether
Protagoreanismlooks any better if it draws a sharp distinction between 'wrong' and
'stupid,' and does allow for the latter.
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ing to what each group agreed in setting down its conventions [sunomologesan
nomothetoumenoi]. Moreover, one set of things are fine by nature [phusei],
another by convention [nomoi]. And the things which are just are not at all so
by nature [phusei]; rather, people argue continually with each other and are
always changing [metatithemenous]them. And whatever changes they make at
any time are authoritativethen, having arisen by artifice and convention [tois
nomois], but not by any nature [tini phusei]. (889e3-90a2)

Hermogenes' conventionalism thus has close kin in the political and ethi-

cal sphere.(So does the theoryof naturalcorrectness,which is presented
as an analysis of the activityof an expertlawgiver [nomothetes,388eff.].)
Moreover,Hermogeneanconventionalismis an importantcomplementto
such political views. For conventionalismaboutreligious or moralvalues
will entail conventionalistclaims about the relevantnamingconventions:
the atheistsof the Laws must hold that the meaningsof 'god' and 'just'
are variableover places and times, and that local conventionsaboutthem
are all fully authoritative.That Plato sees the connection between linguistic and political practiceis clear from anotherpassage in the Laws.
Speaking of states whose rulers pass narrowlyself-interestedlaws, the
Atheniansays:
Surely we say now that these are not constitutions [politeias]; and laws which
have not been set down [etethesan] for the common good of the whole city are
not correct [orthous]. Those who are for the interest of only some, we call "partisans" and not citizens, and what they say is "just"is so called in vain [maten].
(7 15b2-6)

All the effortsof a bad regime to make 'just' denotethings which do not
deservethe name are in vain. And this "in vain" [maten] is a strongterm:
later in the CratylusCratyluswill use it to deny that a misuse of a name
accomplishes any intelligible speech-act at all (430a4). Plato means to
deny rulersthe authorityto establish(correct)namingconventionsby fiat:
there is somethingto the name 'just' which outrunsthe impositionsof
governments,and determineswhethertheir namingpracticesare correct.
These political parallels- thoughparallelis the wrong word, since the
point is that for Plato naming is in a broad sense a political practicehave been illuminatinglydiscussedby GeorgeGrote.26In particular,Grote
brings out the close kinship of the Cratyluswith the Statesmanand the
26 See Grote (op. cit. n. 4), vol. 2, pp. 88-90 and vol. 3, pp. 327-9. See also the
interpretation of Theodor Benfey, "Ueber die Aufgabe des Platonischen Dialogs:
Kratylos,"Abhandlungender Koniglichen Gesellschaft der Wissenschaften12 (1866),
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PlatonicMinos. Each expressesa deeply Platonicline of thoughtaccording to which social institutions(names, constitutions,regimes, laws) are
corrector genuine only if they conformto the naturesof things and are
the productof philosophicallyinformedexpert craft. On this 'political'
reading,Plato's concernin the Cratylusis to discoverwhat a namereally
is and what normativestandardsare applicableto names.
I cannothere explore all the ramificationsof this 'political' readingof
theCratylus.Butone implicationis obviousandimportantenoughto demand
mention.If Hermogenes'conventionalismis as here described,then naturalism and conventionalismare by no means equal competitorswithin
the dialogue. Rather,Plato's projectis from the startto discoverwhat a
naturallycorrectname (cf. a real law or the true statesman)consists in;
conventionalismis less a partof this inquirythan a preliminaryobstacle
to it. This sets importantconstraintson what the results of the dialogue
could be. As I noted earlier, it is often supposedthat Socrates' conclusions at 435c-d are to be read as an understatedendorsementof conventionalism;andsincemy readingof Hermogenes'conventionalismhas shown
his position to be neithersilly nor relativistic,it might seem to sit well
with this line of interpretation.
But in fact the reverseis true.For if I am
right about the essentially conservativecharacterof Hermogenes'conventionalism,and about its dialecticalfunctionand politicalimplications,
then the conventionalistreadingof Plato's conclusionscannot be right.27
With names as with political institutionsand practices,the incorrigibility
of the status quo is a doctrinewhich Plato feels compelled to consider,
but is never temptedto accept.28
Universityof Ottawa

pp. 189-330. Baxter (op. cit. n. 7) also draws a more specific analogy between the
results of the Cratylus and the Statesman, but not one which I accept (pp. 80-3).
27 Of course, this means that the political reading faces a serious challenge: to
explain Socrates' apparentgranting of at least some legitimacy to convention in his
conclusions at 435c-d. I cannot meet this challenge here: I discuss it at length in
Chapters IV.7 and VI of my doctoral dissertation (A Reading of Plato's Cratylus,
defended at Princeton University in 1995), and summarize that discussion in another
paper currentlyin preparation,"The Conclusions of the Cratylus."
28 I would like to thank John Cooper (who was the primaryadvisor of my doctoral
thesis) for all his help with earlier versions of this paper; I have also benefited from
very helpful comments from Alexander Nehamas (the secondarythesis advisor), Sarah
Broadie and Stephen Menn.

