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Plato’s Historical Conception of Ancestors and its
Relation to Etymology

AmirHosein Saket”

Abstract

Plato’s different and somehow contradictory views on etymology has long
resulted in debates. In Cratylus and some other works he criticized
etymology as a philosophical method. He denied any resemblance between
things and their names so that the analysis of a name would not discover the
essence of the thing. Yet he has practiced in his other works some
etymological analyses which seems to be in opposition with his previous
view and therefore there has been the debate if Plato at all believed in
etymology as a philosophical method. Cratylus is generally believed as one
of the so-called middle dialogues, i.e. those Plato wrote in the second phase
of his philosophical career, while the aforementioned etymologies appear in
the late dialogues. It shows that after Cratylus Plato in his late dialogues has
changed his mind regarding etymology and its epistemological worth and
subsequently inclined/tended to it. Plato disagrees etymology in Cratylus
since he thinks the greek name-givers have failed to gain the truth about
things so that the names they made do not correspond to the things
themselves. The name-givers, called usually as law-givers by Plato, are the
same ancestors who have founded/stablished the greek laws, norms,
traditions and the opinions. In Cratylus Plato is suspicious to the knowledge
of greek ancestors and his disagree with etymology is one of its
consequences. However, in his later works because of some unknown
reasons he changes his previous view and praised the ancestors’ virtues and
confirmed their superior knowledge. Simultaneous with the change, and
opposed to what we find in Cratylus, in later dialogues it is said that the
greek names in all aspects correspond to the objects and this seems to be,
according to Plato, due to name-giver’s knowledge of the things. Thus the
reason why Plato has asserted different views on etymology seems to be that
he has changed his view regarding the ancestors. In this article the passages
with the subject names, namegivers and ancestors will be collected and
analyzed.

Keywords: Plato, Etymology, Cratylus, things, names
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