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Abstract. This essay attempts to establish a link between the third part of the /7epi o0 u évrog that contains Gorgias’
critique of communication and Plato’s theory of communication (as developed in the Cratylus). After analysing the
text of, and attempting to reconstruct the original structure of Gorgias’ argument in, Part 3 of the I1epi tod un 6vroc,
the author contends that Plato, in spite of never addressing Gorgias’ work directly, formulates his theory of commu-
nication in the Cratylus within the conceptual schemes present in Gorgias’ treatise. Plato implicitly criticises Gorgias’
refutation of the possibility of communication, while retaining, nevertheless, certain features of Gorgias’ argument.
Keywords: Gorgias, Plato, Sophists, Cratylus, philosophy of language, communication.

Komunikacijos teorija: Gorgijas ir Platono Kratilas

Santrauka. Straipsnyje siekiama nustatyti rysj tarp Gorgijo veikalo I7epi tod un dvrog treciosios dalies, kurioje pa-
teikiama Gorgijo komunikacijos kritika, ir Platono komunikacijos teorijos, i§plétotos dialoge Kratilas. ISanalizavus
teksta ir pameéginus atkurti Gorgijo argumento, pateikiamo /7epi to0 un évrog treciojoje dalyje, originalig struktiira,
daroma i$vada, kad Platonas, tiesiogiai neaptardamas Gorgijo veikalo, savo komunikacijos teorija dialoge Kratilas
formuoja remdamasis Gorgijo traktato konceptualinémis schemomis. Platonas netiesiogiai kritikuoja Gorgijo komu-
nikacijos galimybés atmetima, taciau iSlaiko tam tikras Gorgijo argumento ypatybes.

ReikSminiai ZodZiai: Gorgijas, Platonas, sofistai, Kratilas, kalbos filosofija, komunikacija.

I. Introduction

The aim of this paper is to reconstruct the features of Gorgias’ argument against com-
munication in the third part of his lost treatise /lepi t0d un dvrog which are picked up
by, and seemingly exert some impact upon, the conceptualisation of communication in
Plato’s Cratylus. The reconstruction is far from a trivial task, insofar as the treatise sur-
vives only in two incomplete, tendentious, and sometimes mutually inconsistent epitomes
contained in Sextus’ treatise Against Mathematicians (Adv. Math. 7.65-87) and in the
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Pseudo-Aristotelian De Melisso Xenophane Gorgia (MXG 5.1-5 (979a11-33), 6.9-25
979b20-980b21). Thus the movement of interpretation is twofold: on the one hand,
restoring the often-obscured original Gorgias’ argument structure from fragmentary re-
tellings, and, on the other hand, to trace lines of convergence and potential influence and/
or reaction with the relevant sections in Plato’s Cratylus.

Before we start reconstruction of Gorgias’ arguments, however, it is useful to recall the
informative description of the argumentative pattern in the Ilepi Tod ur dvrog provided
by Sedley: “one aspect which remains constant in both [MXG and Sextus’] versions is
the concessive structure of the overall argument: p, and even if not p, ¢, and even if not
g, r. This device is a direct legacy of Gorgias” (Sedley, 1992, p. 25-26, n. 8). The other
question that has to be provisionally settled before the discussion of the text is the inter-
relation between the Sextus’ and MXG versions. Prima facie MXG version is superior: it
is acknowledged that MXG presents a more complete summary in general, and, as regards
the third part of the Ilepi t00 pj 6vrog, MXG gives four distinct arguments where Sextus
seemingly adduces only one. There is also the abundance of technical terminology of later
schools in Sextus’ version. Nonetheless, the clear presence of the concessive structure of
argument in Sextus (which is especially cogent since it is not clearly recognised as such
in the text), and twice repeated indication of direct borrowing from the author (c¢f. pnoiv
in § 85 & § 86) requires a closer examination before any final pronouncement is made.

I1. Reconstructing Gorgias’ Argument against the Possibility
of Communication in the Ilgpi Tod pi) 6vrog

IL 1. Logos, Sight, and Sound (MXG 980a19-b8, Sextus §§ 83—86)

The argument that is proposed in this section of MXG was well summarised by Kerferd
(regardless of the fact that he was talking about Sextus’ argument): “externally existing
objects are perceived by sight and hearing (and presumably by the other senses as well)
in each case exclusively according to the sensible characteristics appropriate to the sense
in question — visible characteristics by sight, and audible characteristics by the faculty
of hearing. There is no possibility of interchange — we never see sounds nor do we hear
sights. [...] It is impossible for us to communicate such perceptions to other people. This
is because communication is exclusively by means of speech or words, and the externally
existing objects are not words. There is no possibility of converting things into words, and
as a result there is no possibility of communicating things through, or by means of, words”
(Kerferd, 1984, pp. 217-218).

This is a fair summary of the argument in MXG. Rhetorical questions are posed in the
opening of the section (let us note concessionary transition from the previous section):
el 82 kol Yvwoté, The dv TIg, enoi, Amosiey SAA; O Yap £ide, TdS &v TIc, Pnoi, TodTo
glmol Aoym; f| mdg av €kelvo dNAov dkovoavtt yiyvotto, pun iddvty, “But even if they are
knowable, how could someone, he asks, indicate them to someone else? For what one sees,
how, he asks, could one say this by a speech? Or how could that thing become clear to
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someone who hears, but does not see it?” (980a20-22)! — are answered by the separation
of the sensory domains of sight and sound, both mutually and in respect to Adyog: domep
yap 003E 1 Oyig ToVG PHOYYOLE YIYVAOGKEL, 0OVTMG OVOE 1] AKOT) T YPDLOTO AKOVEL, AAANL
@00yyoug kai Aéyel 0 Aéywv, GAA’ o0 xpdua ovdE mpdyua, “For just as sight does not
know sounds, so too hearing does not hear colours, but sounds: and someone who speaks
utters a speech, but not a colour or a thing” (980b1-3).

So far, this separation might seem to allow for the communication within the same
sensory domain: one might be able to communicate certain phonetic data through the
medium of sound, and certain visual data through visual medium, e.g., by drawing the
object of communication.? The last words of the section, however, indicate that Gorgias
was concerned with more fundamental issues than such borderline cases: apdyua can be
the content of language no more than a colour is (taking both yp&dpa and npaypa to be
internal objects of Aéyet; cf. 980b6). Sensory perception here functions as a vehicle of an
analogy? in order to make a point about separateness of speech and npéypata (cf. intro-
ductory domep at 980b1).

What is the meaning of the mpdypa in this context? Apparently, Tpdypa here picks up
npdypata from the previous section, where it summarises the impossibility of knowledge:
AUiv y* 8yvoot’ av elvan Tpdypato (980a18-19). Therefore, the meaning of mpdypa /
npdypota ought not to be restricted to ‘things’ in the sense of ‘perceptible things’ (as the
source of Sextus understands it, cf. § 85, 3), for, when Gorgias speaks about concrete
senses in the [1epi to0 wi Gvrog, he uses ypdpa to describe the object of sight, and yogog /
@06yyog for the object of hearing. mpdryparto thus seems to be the totality of ‘things’ outside
the knowing subject (cf. 980b19-20, as well as 979a27-28), of which the senses give an
imperfect rendering and whose existence and knowability are in doubt. On this reading,
what this clause states is not only the mutual exclusion of language and sensory domains,
but also the radical separation, on the basis of analogy from sensory domains, of language
and non-linguistic reality.* In fact, this statement is the only basis of the employment of

' For the ITepi tod wiy dvrog quotations, Buchheim’s Greek text is used throughout this paper (Buchheim,

2012), whereas translations are sourced from Laks-Most, and modified wherever necessary (Laks, Most, 2016).

2 As Kerferd proposes to read it (1984, pp. 218-219). Cf.: “at least the majority of such externally existing
objects are incapable of being communicated by words” (ibid., p. 219) — but then one would be able to communicate
audible things by voice. Mourelatos is right to recognise that “Gorgias’ elenchus was far more radical”, and that
incorrect understanding stems from too-weak reading of the implications of separateness of sensory domains: “The
doctrine of distinctness of sensory domains provides not an explanation of the communicative inadequacy of logos;
it provides an analogy” (Mourelatos, 1985, p. 609). Besides, Kerferd was misled by his conviction that: “Surely a
word, at least when spoken, is itself something which exists as an external object in the same way as (other) audible
and visible objects” (Kerferd, 1984, p. 218), which applies to Gorgias’ treatment of Adyog as well (v. infra n. 5).

3 As both Mourelatos (1985, p. 609) and Bett (2020, n. 21, p. 194) rightly saw; see Bett: “The fact that words
are themselves a species of sounds is not to the point (though Sextus seems to have been misled into thinking so —
see esp. M 7.86); rather, the point is that words and things, just like colours and sounds, are different categories of

entities” (ibid.).
4

LT3

Or, as Di Tulio puts in her analysis of what she calls ‘the categorical argument’, “the content of language (and
of any linguistic communication whatsoever) is language itself” (2023, p. 131), as well as: “This is, in my view, the
true core of the C[ategorical] A[rgument]: Gorgias explains that the impossibility of conveying knowledge by means
of language is due to the incapacity of Aoyog to provide the hearer with an &vvoua, that is, with an insight into reality.
Such a failure, in turn, is due to the fact that Adyog is a mere ‘sign of things’ and is therefore ontologically different
from reality” (p. 132, and cf. her analysis throughout the same work, see pp. 130-136). Bonazzi speaks of logos
being “always heterogeneous with respect to reality” (Bonazzi, 2023, p. 190).
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such radical difference between Adyog and wpdypo one line later, where it is adduced as
something already proven and agreed to: @®¢ avTo Tap’ GALOL AGY® T oNUElD TVi ETEPD
10D Tphrypotog Evvonioet: “how can he understand it from someone else by means of a
speech or of some sign different from the thing?” (980b4-5).

The section that follows introduces a further dimension: if something is not among the
contents of one’s mind (6 0OV T1g uf| £vvoel 980b3), how is it possible to grasp it “through
language or through some sign, different from the thing [itself]”? (ndg a0T0 TOP’ EALOV
AOyo 1 onpelo Tvi £1épe T0d Tpaypotog évvonost; 980b4-5). The response to this
question implies that, in Gorgias’ understanding, Aoyoc has nothing in common with the
phonetic (or, in the case of the written communication, visual) aspect of language — cf. the
differentiation of Adyog from yopog and ypdpa at 980b5: GAL’ ) Eav pev ypdpa., 10V, Eav
d¢ <yopog, axov>cag: “if it is a colour, by seeing it, or, if it is <a sound, by hearing it>".
But then, Aoyog has to be used in the sense of ‘intended meaning’: o0 <yo6@oOv> Aéyel <O
AE>YmV 00OE YpdU0, AAAL AdYoV “<someone who speaks> does not say <a sound> or a
colour, but a speech” (980b6). As such, it is identical to ‘thought’: [...] dALd Aoyov: HeT’
000¢ d1ovoeichot ypdUA €oTv, AL’ Opdv, 000 YooV, AAL’ dkovetv: “but a speech; so
that it is not possible to think a colour, but to see it, nor a sound, but to hear it” (980b6-8).

Let us now return to the Sextus’ version of Part 3 of the /7epi tod un évrog. It is usually
maintained that Sextus gives a somewhat expanded paraphrasis of the argument that is
essentially identical to the one discussed — viz., the argument from the analogy of sepa-
rateness of sensory domains. Thus, in the words of Kerferd, “[ MXG] makes the very same
point that was found in the main argument at the commencement of Sextus’ third section.
Itis however expressed more briefly” (Kerferd, 1984, p. 219), whereas “[t]he argument in
Sextus’ third section consists of one main argument [...] and two subordinate arguments
which are in effect answers to possible objections to the main argument” (Kerferd, 1984,
p. 217). And, while the ‘main’ argument (83—85, 1) clearly paraphrases the same text as
the one analysed by us, at least certain authenticity of the parts of the texts which Kerferd
(op. cit.) calls ‘subordinate arguments’ (85-86), and which, for Newiger, are clear indi-
cations of deficiency of the Sextus’ version (Newiger, 1973, pp. 163—-167), is vouchsafed
by the occurrence of pnoiv (85, 2; 86, 4) which indicates Gorgias’ authorship of at least
the core of the arguments in question.

An even clearer indication of the authenticity of this version is the vestiges of the
concessionary structure of the argument. Let us turn our attention to the only survival
of that structure (symptomatically, it also contains one of the two ¢noiv): &l yap kol

5 1In this connection, it is probably appropriate to object to Kerferd who assumes that, under Adyoc, Gorgias
subsumes both the phonetic/visual expression of language, and its aspect of meaning — cf. “words as externally
existing objects namely sounds” (Kerferd, 1984, p. 219), or “language is probably now being widened to include
its written form as well as its spoken form” (ibid.). From MXG, it is clear that A0yog is understood by Gorgias to
constitute a distinct genre of being, or of substance (both expressions are equally unsuitable here): 00 <yo6pov>
Aéyel <0 AE>yov 00dE ypdpa, aAAG Adyov (980b6). See Di Iulio ad loc.: “In my view, this passage claims that, be-
cause Moyog (language) is dianoetic in nature, it cannot ‘grasp’ or ‘recognise’ colours and sounds. Indeed, this is the
reason why I opted for rendering ‘®%ote’ as ‘because’ instead of ‘so that’, as scholars usually do, [...] on the contrary,
attributing causal value to dote, the sense is that we speak speech and not colours because it is not possible to think
of colours” (Di Iulio, 2023, pp. 134-135).
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VIOKELTOL, PNGTV, 0 AOYOG, AAAL Slopépel TOV Aowmdv Drokeévov: “For even if speech
exists, he says, it nonetheless differs from all the other things that exist” (86, 4-5). This
sentence implies that concession is made so that Aoyog can be considered to be ‘existent’
(bmoxeiobau is used by Sextus interchangeably with givon — cf. Té mokeipeva kai dvta
at 84, 1-2). Thus the previous position must have been that Adyoc is ‘non-existent’, pun
@&v. And indeed, slightly above, we find the following expressions: A6yog 6& 00K €011 TG
vrokeipeva Kol dvta: “but speech is not the things that exist and that are” (84, 1-2). Thus,
the text contains clear evidence that, prior to the assumption that Adyoc must be ‘existent’,
it was not considered to be one of the existing things.® The concession concedes (after
having first denied) the existence to Adyoc.

I1.2. Characteristic Traits of Gorgias’ Argument throughout the Ilepi tod un é6vrog

Now I would like to draw attention to certain features of the previous two parts of the I7epi
700 w1 dvrog, preserved in both Sextus’ and MXG versions, namely, (i) the dilemmatic
opening of the major subdivisions of the text” and (ii) the argument from the convertibility
of a negative expression.

All the major sections of the text, both in Sextus’ and in the MXG versions, open with
outlining a dilemma — by stating the only possible alternative answers to the question at
hand:®

&l 8¢ gotwv, frol dyévntov 1j Yevopevoy eival
“if [scil. something] is, it is either ungenerated or generated” (979b20-1);

€T gimep €0t <t1, {> &V 1j TAsio, Pnotv, éotiv
“Again, if [scil. something] is, he says, it is either one or more” (979b35 & cf. 73);

&l yap dott <t1>, fjto1 10 v dotv f 1O pr| VY
“if [scil. something] is, then it is either what is or what is not” (66; the same disjunction
is implied in ok éoTiv 0Bt eivan, odte ui) ivon (979a24));

el yop 10 &v €01y, H{ToL IS0V E6TIV T YEVNTOV
“For if what is is, it is either eternal, or generated” (68);

¢ For a useful survey of Gorgias’ usage of ‘non-being’ or ‘non-existence’ in the Apology of Palamedes and the
Encomium to Helen, as well as their implications for the reading of the Iepi Tob pr 6vtog, see Di lulio, 2021.

7 Rodriguez talks of ‘polylemmata’ in this connection. Nomina sunt odiosa, but 1 completely concur with
his analysis of “a general pattern found throughout Gorgias’ extant works”, viz., “He often makes an exhaustive
division, then shows how each possibility points towards a single conclusion, allowing him to show how no matter
which way you go his desired result follows. The two characteristic features of this strategy are (a) the use of ex-
haustive polylemmata and (b) the primary aim of establishing the truth of some desired consequence of each lemma
rather than the truth of the lemma itself” (Rodriguez, 2019, p. 88, author’s emphasis).

8 See Volf’s useful table of correspondences between the MXG and the Sextus’ versions at Volf, 2021, pp. 6-12.

9 Supplementing of the dilemmatic disjunction with the third possibility that consists of the simultaneous
combination of the two original elements of disjunction, so that the statement acquires the following form “Either A,
or B, or A and B” (cf.: €l yap €ott <tt>, fjT01 10 6V £0TIv 1) TO ) OV, 1j Kol T0 Ov €ott kad to Uiy 6v (66)) — I believe to
be entirely gratuitous addition by Sextus (or, as is more likely, his source), unwarranted by any evidence that can be
reasonably assumed to be genuine in the arguments following the disjunction or in MXG. I omit the supplementation
when quoting Sextus.
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€l yap yéyovev, fitot €€ 6vtog 7 €k un| dvtog yéyovev
“For if it has come to be, it has come to be generated either out of what is or out of what
is not” (71);

el yap &v €oTwv, fjTol Tocdv EoTv 1| cuveyég Eotv 1 péyebog €otiv f| odUA EoTiv
“For if it is one, it is either a [scil. discrete] quantity, or continuous, or a magnitude, or a
body” (73).

Besides, collation of the openings of §§ 77—79 yields one more disjunction:

<fiTor> T PPOVOVUEVE OVK 0TIV dvTa <ij> TO PPOVOVLEVA EGTLV GVTOL
“<Either> thoughts are not things that are <or> thoughts are things that are”.

The same disjunction is preserved and integrated into the argument at 980al2—15 in
MXG:

Kol YOop TO OpMUEVA KOl AKOVOUEVH H10 TOVTO £0TLY, HTL PPOVETTUL EKOGTO OOTAV" €L O [N
S10. TodT0, GAN” Homep 0VOEV HAALOV O OpDLEY EGTV...

“For things seen and things heard are for the reason that each of them is an object of thought
(phroneitai) — and even if it is not for this reason, but just as what we see is not more [scil.
by the fact that it is seen]...”

Secondly, both Part 1 and Part 2 of the I7epi o0 urn dvrog seem to contain an argument
from the convertibility of a negative expression, or ex communicatione negationis — “If
non-A f, then A non-f” and vice versa. Its fullest statement is provided by Sextus’ para-
phrase:

el yap T ppovovpeva, pnoiv 6 Fopylag, ovK oty dvta, TO OV OO QPOVEITAL. KOl KOTO
Aoyov: domep Yap £l Toig ppovovpévolc GUUPEPNKEY elval Asvkoic, kv cvpPePriket Toic
Aevkoic ppoveichat, oBTog &l Toic ppovovpévole cuuBERNKeY I slvat ovot, Kot Gvirykny
cvupoeTat Toi¢ ovct iy ppovsicBol. S1dmep Vy1EC kai sdlov TV drkolovdioy 0Tl TO «el
TO PPOVOVUEVE OVK 6TV GvTa, TO OV 00 QpovETTOL)

“For if thoughts, says Gorgias, are not things that are, then what is is not thought of. And this
is in conformity with reason: for just as, if it happened to thoughts to be white, it would also
happen to white things to be thoughts of, so too if it happens to thoughts to not be things that
are, then of necessity it will happen to the things that are to not be thoughts of. [78] That is
why [scil. the argument] ‘if thoughts are not things that are, then what is is not something
thought of” is sound and preserves logical consequence” (77-78).10

An argument of the same form is preserved in the section of MXG corresponding to
Part 1 of the I1epi 00 un dvrog:

&l & Bpmg T N eivad €011, 1O £ivar, pnot, oVK &0T1, TO AvTiKeinevoy. &l yap TO uf eivai
80TL TO £lvol [T E1VOL TPOGTKEL

“But if nevertheless nonbeing is, being, he says, is not — on the contrary. For if nonbeing
is, it is fitting that being not be” (979a30-32).

10" The corresponding section in MXG 980a9-20 is too abbreviated and corrupted to preserve any argument
amounting to more than a vestige of one.

13
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Again, a more expanded and paraphrased version can be found in Sextus:!!

Kol BAA®G, €1 TO U 6V €o0TL, TO OV 00K €oTOrl Evavtio Yap 0Tt TodTO GAAAOLG, Kol &l TG
un 8vit cupPéPnie o etvar, T® SvTL cupfrceTal TO N elvat

“And in a different way: if what is not is, what is will not be. For these are opposed to each
other, and if being comes about for what is not, nonbeing will come about for what is” (67).

The special attention paid by the paraphrasts to this argument!? leads to believe that
the argument amo évavtiov / avtikelpnévov was something peculiar to this treatise, may-
be of Gorgias’ own invention. Thus we see that Gorgias in his treatise was using certain
argumentative procedures and stock-arguments that could be applied in all three parts,
thereby giving his treatise the impression of exhaustiveness and of the logical necessity
of'its conclusions. One of these procedures was dilemmatic opening: ‘Either A or B’, and
one of the stock-arguments that we see being employed in both Part 1 and Part 2 is the
argument from convertibility of negative expression.

11.3. Reconstruction of Gorgias’ Argument against the Possibility
of Communication Continued

In the view of this, it may be surmised that the same features would have applied to the third
part. Then, the tentative reconstruction of the beginning of Part 3 would be the following:

&l 82 Kol YveOoTd, <GAL 00 SNAOTA FAROLC. @ Yop SNAoDUEV H{TOL TO 8V E0TL ] LN OV TODTO
&’ 0 AOYog. kol &1 pev Aoyog ovk £0TL TO Gv, 0008 T0 OV AéyeTon>
“Even if [things] can be known, <they are nevertheless not capable being communicated
to others. For what we communicate with is either existent or non existent — and this is
speech. And if speech is not an existent, neither will the existent be spoken of” (=argument
from convertibility of negative expression; author’s translation).

This is, in fact, what is contained in the first sentence of § 84: ® yap unvoopev, ot
AOY0G, AOYOG 8& 0VK £6TL TO DITOKEipeVa Kol dvta: oOK dpa ta Gvta unvoopev: “For what
we indicate by is speech, but the things that exist and that are are not speech. So it is not
the things that are that we indicate to other people”. Then Gorgias proceeds to draw one
more conclusion from the same argument: if what we signify is not t& 6vta (and granted
the premise that Adyog is not one of ta 6vta), then what we signify is (only) Adyoc, which
is radically different from the mpdypata: ovk dpa & Gvio punvoopey tolg TEAAG ALY
AOyov, O¢ €1epdg 0Tt TOV VIokEEVQV: “So it is not the things that are that we indicate
to other people, but rather speech, which is different from the things that exist” (§ 84).

I Upon analysing the Sextus’ and MXG paraphrases of the arguments presented in Part 1 of the ITepi tod s
6vrog, Rodriguez comes to the conclusion that “the hypothesis that Sextus remains more faithful to the structure of
the first part of Gorgias’ On Not-Being makes good sense of both texts as they have come down to us” (Rodriguez,
2019, p. 101; see Schiappa’s overview summarising an earlier scholarly consensus, which can be found at Schiappa,
1997, pp. 14-15). The same can be — albeit more cautiously — stated about the presentation of arguments in Part 3.

12 MXG inserts 10 dvtikeipevov as explanation of the logical form of the argument at 979a31, and similarly
Sextus explains it by contrariness of expressions: Evavtia yap €ott TadTa dAAAoOLG at 67, whereas, at 7778, he goes
into lengthy justification of this form of argument.

14
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Analogy of sensory domains is adduced to illustrate this radical difference: xa@dmep ovv
10 OpaTOV OVK OV YEVOLTO GKOVGTOV Koi avamaity, oUTmg Emel VIOKELTAL TO OV EKTOC,
oVK Gv yévorto Adyog 0 Muétepog “So just as what is visible could not become audible
and vice versa, so too, since what is exists externally, it could not become our speech”
(ibid.). That is to say, just as what is visible cannot become audible and vice versa, logos
cannot become ‘things’, and ‘existing’ things cannot become logos (without, we may
surmise, ceasing to be onta). Thus we can see that the radical difference between Adyog
and mpaypata is based not solely upon the analogy of the sensory domains. To prove it,
Gorgias also employs the argument from convertibility of negative expression — and then
goes on to elaborate upon its conclusion.

Neither the evidence of the Gorgias’ method elsewhere, nor the state of the text (es-
pecially since we are dealing with a very heavy paraphrasis here) permits us to expect a
clear and logical transition to the next argument. The first sentence of § 85 indicates that
we are still within the first part of the (hypothetical) initial disjunction (Adyog as ur 6v),
but it also reveals that the accent is on the impossibility of communicating to the ‘other’:
pn v 8¢ Adyoc ovk v dndmbein £tépw: “and as speech is nonexistent, it could not be
revealed to another person” (§ 85). It would be a mistake to look, in what follows, for an
account of mechanism of perception (as Mazzara does; see Mazzara, 1983, pp. 130-132,
and cf. Mazzara, 1982, ad loc.) or for behavioural theory of communication (as Mourelatos’
hint leads us to believe, cf. Mourelatos, 1985, p. 613—614). What this passage says is that
Adyog is secondary to mpdypota, being the response to certain external experience in the
case of sensations:

& ye unv Moyog, pnoiv, and tdv E£mbev Tpoostitdvimy Huiv Tpayudtov couvictatol [...].13
€K Y0P TG TOD YVA0D EYKVPoEMS £YYIVETOL UV O KOTO TANTNG THG TOLOTNTOG EKPEPOUEVOG
AOY0G, Kol €K TG TOD XPOUAUTOS DVTOTTOGEMS O KOTH TOD XPDOUOTOS

“Surely speech, he says, is constituted out of the external things that strike us [...]. For from
the encounter with flavour there comes to us speech that expresses this quality, and from
the occurrence of colour that which expresses colour” (§ 85).

Therefore, it is not the case that Adyog indicates or represents things, but things provide
explanation / meaning to the Adyog: ovy 0 Adyog 10D EKTOC TOPOCTATIKOG E0TLV, GAAY TO
€KTOC Tod Adyov unvutikov yivetot: “But if this is the case, it is not the speech that pre-
sents the external thing, but the external thing that indicates the speech” (ibid.). Certain
Adyog can be understood only in reference to the object that caused it (this is the meaning
10 €KT0G T0D AOYoL pnvuTikov yivetat). What does it mean? If we assume that sensory
perception is once again used to provide an analogy or a contrast, a possible implication
would be that even if it is possible to verify a certain piece of communication about the
external objects by referring to the objects themselves (or rather, to put it another way,

13 Phrase tovtéott 1@V aicOnt@dv can be discarded as Sextus’ gloss. Sextus’ version becomes generally much
clearer if one removes recurrent identification of ta 6vra with aicnta (cf. also §§ 83, 86) and simplifies pleonastic
terminology: Sextus’ 10 €ktdg, t0 Vmokeipeva, To EEmbOev (and, given the above identification, sometimes . dvta
as well) apparently all stand for Gorgias’ mpérypota, whereas vrokeicOan equals iva, and all the variety of Sextus’
‘semantic’ terminology can be reduced to dnkodv and its derivatives.
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exposure to the same npdypoto would cause identical impressions), there is no possibility
of such identical impressions in the case of diévola, even though it may be the ‘cause’ of
Adyog (just as in the case of sensory perceptions and npdypata). In the case of thought
processes, there is no objectively existing reality to which both participants of the act of
communication could be exposed, and thus it is impossible for Adyoc, a certain unit of
meaning, to be communicated to another person.

Before proceeding to the next section, it has to be remarked that the notion of ‘existence’
qua ‘objectivity’ that is operating here confirms the opening statement of the paragraph —
that Aoyoc is pn &v. The latter must mean something like ‘not objectively existent’, or
‘not existing in the sense that mpaypoarta exist’ (cf. carriages in the sea at § 79 — although
there is didvota of them, they are not existent). Adyog is not existent insofar as it is some-
thing subjectively and not objectively existent. Gorgias is not arguing that acts of speech
do not take place, but rather that A0yog — meaning — remains confined to its performer.
What he advocates seems to be a certain solipsism — Adyog, the meaning that one tries
to convey, is confined to the person performing the communication in the same fashion
that thoughts remain confined in the individual. This, in its turn, fits very well with the
picture we get in MXG, 980b3-S8.

Words in the beginning of § 86 up until ki dvta pnvdechar are a gloss and ought to be
disregarded. What follows is the concession “Even if Adyog exists...” and its consequences:
el y0p Kol VoKeLTaL, ENGiv, 0 AOYOG, GALG Stapépel TOV Aomdv vrokelévoy: “For even
if speech exists, he says, it nonetheless differs from all the other things that exist”. I should
not venture any further, since the remaining text is very strongly tinged by the inferences
stemming from the weak reading of the difference between sensory domains (cf. n. 2 supra).
Statement TAgioT® dievivoye T Opatd copaTo TOV Adywv: “there is nothing that differs
more than visible bodies and speeches” is asserted on the basis of difference in (sensory)
organs: o1’ £T€pov Yap dpyavov ANmTOV £6TL TO OpaTOV Kol 61" dAlov 6 Adyoc: “For what
is visible is grasped by one organ, speech by a different one”. The most one can say about
Mdyog from MXG evidence is that it has no organ at all — otherwise Gorgias’ arguments
against communication are futile. The concluding sentence: ovk dpa Evoeiicvoton To ToARN
TAOV VTOKEWEV®DV O MOY0C, Bomep 00OE EKEIVa TV AAMA®VY dtodnrol pvowv: “So speech
does not indicate the multitude of things that exist, just as these do not reveal their nature
to each other” — betrays traces of the (possibly genuine) analogy of the sensory domains,
but otherwise it follows the same weak reading.

However, the remaining bit of reliable evidence in the middle of the section makes
it safe to assume that this is the point where MXG presentation of Part 3 actually starts.
MXG omits the dilemmatic opening and the argument from the convertibility of negative
expression, and preserves only the concessionary opening tag of Part 3: &i 6¢ kol yvootd,
OGS av 115, pnoi, dNimdoeiev dAlm; “But even if they are knowable, how could someone,
he asks, indicate them to someone else?”.

What about the beginning of Sextus’ account, though (§ 83)? Where does that fit
in? So far it seemed that Sextus’ account has preserved, although in a mangled, heavily
paraphrased and interpolated form, the actual sequence of the beginning of Part 3 of the
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1lepi to0 un évrog. The first and the last phrases of the paragraph correspond to MXG
opening — cf. Sextus’ § 83: xai &i kotolappavorro 8¢, avéEoiotov £épw. [...] TS ovV
duvartal tadto Etépm pnvoesbot; “But even if it were apprehended, it would not be ex-
pressible for someone else. [...] [HJow then can these be indicated to someone else?” and
MXG 980a19-20: €i 8¢ kol yvooTd, TdS Gv TI¢ [ ... ] Onkdoeiev A ®; “But even if they are
knowable, how could someone [...] indicate them to someone else?”. The assumption ta
6vta Opaté £0TL Kol AKOVOTO Kol KOWV®G aicOntd, drep xtdc bmdkertat: “the things that
are are visible and audible and, in general, perceptible, those that exist externally” (§ 83)
may be safely ascribed to Sextus. What remains is a statement of a mutual exclusivity of
the sensory domains: td pHév 0patd OpAGeEl KOTOANTTO £6TL TA O€ AKOLGTA (KOT] Kol 0K
EvaAraé: “among these, the visible ones are apprehended by sight and the audible ones
by hearing, and not reciprocally” (ibid.). If we maintain that this statement corresponds to
some feature of the original text, it is reasonable to assume that Gorgias, before proceeding
with his argument, here introduces his understanding of the senses and sense perception
that will function as an analogy throughout Part 3.

In this connection, in particular, testimony from Plato’s Meno springs to mind,
where Socrates gives definition of colour a /a Gorgias in order to suit Meno’s, Gorgias’
disciple’s, intellectual tastes: BovAel odv oot katd Topyiav dmoxpivopat, { av o
paAalcta dkorlovbnoaic; “Do you want me to answer after the manner of Gorgias, which
you would most easily follow?” (76c¢4-5; for the Meno, G.M.A. Grube’s translation
is quoted throughout). The definition itself — éotiv yap ypdo dmoppor| oynuatov dyet
obppeTpog kol aicntog: “colour is an effluvium from shapes which fits the sight and is
perceived” (76d4-5) — presupposes Empedoclean theory of sensation, where sensations
are constituted by the effluvies (dnoppoai) of things getting into appropriate ducts, or
channels (n6por):

OvkodV Aéyete amoppodg tvag TV dvtov katd Epredoxdéa; [...] Kai mopovg gig odg kol
3’ dv ai dmoppoai mopsvovtay; [...] Koi tédv dmoppody Ta¢ pév apuoTTety violg TV mopmv,
T0¢ 8¢ éndtToug i peilovg sivay;

“Do you both say there are effluvia of things, as Empedocles does? [...] And that there are
channels through which the effluvia make their way? [...] And some effluvia fit some of the
channels, while others are too small or too big?” (76¢7—d1).

According to Socrates, it will be possible to build definitions of other sensations fol-
lowing the same model:

Kol G0 ol évvosic 81t Eyotg v & atiic einsiv kod vy 8 &oTt, Kol douV Kai Ak
TOAAQ TV TOLOVTOV

“At the same time I think that you can deduce from this answer what sound is, and smell,
and many such things” (76d8—e1)

The ascription of this theory to Empedocles is unproblematic as we have several other
testimonies that Empedocles held some such view (cf. Theophr. De sensu 7, Arist. De
gen. et corr. 324b26 sqq., Ps.-Plut. De plac. philos. 4, 9, as well as fr. B 89 DK). If it can
be maintained that this theory was also taken up by Gorgias (and, in spite of Bluck, 1961,
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pp. 251-253, there are no real grounds to entertain doubt on this matter),'* the most natural
context for it to be would be the opening of Part 3 of the I7epi w00 un dvrog, where through the
reference to that theory Gorgias would establish separateness of the sensory domains which
will serve as a vehicle of analogy throughout Part 3. If each sensory organ receives only the
effluvies commensurable with it, this theory provides a ‘scientific’ argument for Gorgias’
position which, of course, can alternatively be argued from the self-identity of the senses. It
would, however, be useful for Gorgias in ‘proving’ the incommunicability: having said that
each sense is generated by commensurate effluvies, he could further ask, “And how can one
receive the effluvies of Adyoc (provided that there were such)?” It can be neither hearing nor
sight, since 00 <ydeov> Aéyel <O AE>Yv 0VOE XpdUa, GALY AdyoV KTA. “<someone who
speaks> does not say <a sound> or a colour, but a speech ezc.” (MXG 980b6).13

Mourelatos’ objections to reading Plato’s testimony in the context of the ITepi tod
6vtog are based on his assumptions concerning the overall character of Gorgias’ treatise:
“[M]odern scholars have deployed the strategy of importing doctrines of other pre-So-
cratics as premises or considerations for Gorgias’ argument. The strategy is in all cases
ill-conceived. Since Gorgias has highly paradoxical conclusions to defend, he would
have been foolish to draw on speculative theses that are in themselves controversial”
(Mourelatos, 1985, p. 610), and further: “Gorgias [...] had better not borrow premises
from Empedoclean physiology” (ibid., p. 622). Maybe he had better not, and maybe, “It
would [...] be poor strategy” (ibid., n. 30 p. 622); but the question is, did he or did he not?
The testimony of MXG indicates that he was drawing on the arguments of others — nota-
bly, Melissus (979a22, b22) and Zeno (979a23, b25, b37); that there was a considerable
correspondence between some of his views and those of Leucippus (980a7-8); that he
was arguing his position by contrasting the opinions of others (979a14-18). In the context
of this eclecticism, why not Empedocles, whose disciple he is reported to be? As to the
question whether Gorgias wanted to confer visibility of philosophical sophistication to
his argument, or to argue from the commonly accepted premises, from what we know, the
former option seems to be more plausible. Besides, we must not forget that we are deal-
ing — at best — with a summary and epitome of Gorgias’ argument, and that the majority
of supporting arguments and considerations must be presumed lost.

III. Plato’s Theory of Communication in the Cratylus
II1.1. Plato’s Conceptualisation of the Problem

If the passage in the Meno goes back to the I1epi tod w dvrog, apparently, it is the most
explicit allusion to Part 3 of the I1epi tod us dvrog in Plato.'® If Plato was familiar with

14 Cf. Méyete at 76¢7 that clearly includes at least Meno and Gorgias, and the recurrent emphasis on Meno’s
being a disciple of Gorgias (71¢9-d2, 73¢6-8, 76al0-b1, 95c1-4, 96d5-7). Onus probandi lies on those who, like
Kerferd, 1985, wish to deny that kata I'opyiav at 76¢4 implies Gorgias’ adherence to the view expounded below.

15 Kerferd, 1981, pp. 323-324, argues for treatment of Plato’s evidence in the context of Part 3 of the ITepi 0D
pn dvtog on similar grounds.

16" John Palmer argues that Gorgias’ critique of Parmenides justifies his inclusion as one of the “lovers of sights
and sounds” in Plato’s Republic 5 (Palmer, 1999, pp. 66-76) and analyses Plato’s response to Part 1 in the Par-
menides (Palmer, 1999, pp. 108-117).
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Part 3 of the Ilepi to0 i) dvrog, the reading of the ostensibly definitive refutation of the
possibility of communication given by the /7epi o0 w5 dvrog was bound to raise the fol-
lowing questions:!” How, on what model, can communication be possible? What must be
the ontological status of the sign? How is solipsism posited by Gorgias to be overcome,
and what philosophical presuppositions would this model require? In what follows,
I shall attempt to delineate Plato’s answers to these questions, while highlighting the
points of affinity between Gorgias’ critique of communication in the I7epi tod un évrog,
and Plato’s theory of communication that occupies the second half of the Cratylus (from
422d onwards).!®

Gorgias’ critique, despite its elaborate character, hinges upon one fundamental insight:
the separation of the sensory domains from one another, and of sense-perception from
internal experience. While communicating, one does not transmit meaning, but only sound
or a visual signal. Meaning (Adyoc) belongs to a different order, non-overlapping with
that of sensory experiences. For Gorgias, it is a sign of impossibility of communication.
Plato accepts Gorgias’ premises, but posits the question differently: given that, how does
it happen that we, having received a sensory signal, reconstruct its meaning?!® Plato’s
answer is given in the context of the search for the ‘correctness of names’ — in fact, correct
names are those that satisfy the criteria for successful communication (387b11-d8), and
therefore it is justified to say that conditions of the correctness of names are identical to
those for the possibility of communication. ‘Correctness of names’ is the same for all
names: pio 0pHOT™C mavtog dvopotog: “there is only one kind of correctness in all names”
(422¢7-8; for the Cratylus, C.D.C. Reeve’s translation is quoted throughout, slightly
adapted where necessary), namely, to reveal what things are: t®v dvopdtov opboTNng
tolo0T Tig £BovAETO £lva, ofa dnAodv olov Ekactdv 0Tt TV dviwv: “the correctness of
every name we analyzed was intended to consist in its expressing (déloun) the nature of
one of the things that are” (422d1-3). Composite and derivative ‘later’ words are able to
achieve that (dmepyalecOor) through ‘simple’ and primary ‘first names’, Tpdto 6vOpLOTO
(422d8-9). Provided that Gorgias’ critique is taken seriously, certain regular combinations
of sounds coming from outside is all we can assume when talking about ‘names’. In order
to ‘reveal’ or ‘disclose’ things, names must contain information about things. How can
combinations of sounds (pure noise, we might say) contain information about things?
One possible answer is: by convention. An answer of this kind had been discarded, on
different grounds, earlier in the dialogue. Besides, by what means is one to make such a
convention? In order to make it, one has to possess a functioning communication already,

17" The deliberately anachronistic formulation given here does not eliminate the reality of the problems raised
by Gorgias’ critique; the present anachronistic form is adopted solely for the purpose of convenience.

18 Spangenberg seeks to outline the ‘projections’ of Gorgias’ critique of communication in Plato, by mentioning
the Theaetetus and the Phaedo, though not the Cratylus (see Spangenberg, 2021, pp. 20-24). Kolby, upon reading
Gorgias’ implications for Plato’s Phaedrus through the powerful analytical tool of video games, concludes that:
“Viewing video games as examples of virtually constructed worlds within an outer world can also help demonstrate
how Platonic suggestions that logos has any direct connection to objective substantiality are inherently flawed”
(Kolby, 2023, p. 35, and see ibid., p. 45).

19" The relation between meaning and the corresponding reference is not problematised by Plato in this context.
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etc. So the question actually becomes that of the beginning, of a first successful act of
communication whereby intersubjective agreement could be established. In the context of
the Cratylus, this question is conceptualised as the question about the first names which do
not have any antecedents: & 8¢ 81 Tp@to., 0ig VT ETEPA VLOKELTAL, TIVL TPOT® KATH TO
Suvartov 8t pédAoTa povepd HUiv Tomoel Té Svto, ginep pédder dvopata sivar; “And if the
primary names are indeed names, they must make the things that are as clear as possible
to us. But how can they do this when they aren’t based on other names?” (422d11—el).

I11.2. Platonic Solution: Mimésis

Plato’s answer is, “By imitation”. Sensory signals through which we are trying to commu-
nicate must be made to resemble the intended object of communication (cf. 422¢1-423a6,
esp. WUovpEVOL otV TV @OoY ToD Tpdypotoc: “in imitation of the very nature of the
thing”). If, for example, we did not possess voice and were trying to convey something
through gestures, gestures themselves would have to be made to resemble objects we
would be trying to communicate (g Opo10TaT’ &v 0 HUETEPO AVTAYV CMOLLOTO KOL GYTLOTOL
gmotodpev Ekeivolg: “we’d make our bodies and our gestures as much like theirs as possi-
ble” 423a5-6, and cf. 423a8-b2). In what follows, Plato applies this principle to sounds,
developing it futher until a definition of naming is reached: dvopootikog [...] avtd TodTo
LHETGO0L SVVOLTO EKAGTOV, TV 0VGTAY, Ypappaci T€ kol cuAlafais “the namer [would be]
someone who is able to imitate in letters and syllables this being or essence that each thing
has” (423e7-8 & 424a6) (ovcio need not mean here anything more than ‘What thing is’,
as opposed to its properties). Thus, in order to be able to communicate, phonetic signals
have to resemble by themselves the very things they are trying to communicate. Plato gives
a display of how this happens in the analysis of certain primary words: p imitates move-
ment, because tongue moves most when pronouncing this sound (426¢1-2 & 426d3—¢6);
 imitates small, subtle and penetrating things (426e6-427a2), sibilant sounds like ¢, v,
o and ¢ imitate blowing or hard breathing (427a2-8). The compression and stopping of
the tongue in § and t imitates binding or shackling and rest (427a8-b2). A imitates glid-
ing and smooth things, because the tongue glides in pronouncing it (427b2-5), whereas
the stopping of the A-gliding tongue with y imitates stickiness and glueyness (427b5-7).

This account has often been ridiculed for the crudeness of its model and the obvious
limits it imposes on the mimetic function of names. In the view of Gorgias’ critique of
communication, however, Plato may be more perceptive here than is usually maintained.
In the cases that involve the above-mentioned sounds — the medium of communication —
they not only imitate certain features or objects of the external world. They also carry with
themselves their interpretation, since their imitation proceeds on the basis of the similarity
of the anatomical processes involved in their pronunciation, and the imitated object. Thus
the recipient has only to pronounce the sound in order to establish its fundamental meaning.

We need not dwell upon the details of elaboration of this stage of the theory. A couple
of points, however, have to be made.

(1) Socrates seems to be constantly oscillating between the discussion of the atemporal,
‘synchronic’ conditions for successful communication, and the account of the historical
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genesis of language. The most obvious indication of this ambiguity is the way he checks
himself at the end of the long passage describing how language is to be (re?)constructed
upon mimetic principles (424c6-425b4):

Kol TOAY €K T®V OVORATOV Kol prpdtomv péya fon Tt Kol kaAov kol OAOV GLGTHGOUEY,
domep €xel 10 {Dov Th YpaPiKkt, Eviadba Tov Adyov ] OVOROCTIKY T PNTopikii | Tig
€0TIV N TEYVN. paALOV OE 0VY NELS, AALO AéymV EENvEXON Y. cuvéBecay pev yap ottmg
Nrep ovykertar oi makaroir Huig 82 8¢ei, ginep Texvikdg iémotnoopnsda ckoncicOar
0VTO TAVTO, 0VTO d1ELOpNEVOVG, £iTE KATH TPOTOV TA TE TPMOTA OVOROTO KETTOL KOl T
votepa gite pnj, oVt OcdcOaL

“From names and verbs, in turn, we shall finally construct something important, beautiful,
and whole. And just as the painter painted an animal, so — by means of the craft of naming
or rhetoric or whatever it is — we shall construct sentences. Of course, I don’t really mean
we ourselves — 1 was carried away by the discussion. It was the ancients who combined
things in this way. Our job — if indeed we are to examine all these things with scientific
knowledge—is to divide where they put together, so as to see whether or not both the pri-
mary and derivative names are given in accord with nature” (425a1-b3).

From this passage, it would seem that the same criteria of ‘correctness’, of successful
communication apply both to the present acts of communication, and to the historical
constitution of language. In this context, one is inclined to read the passage about ges-
ture-language as a tentative reconstruction of the very first act of communication that
established the first intersubjective contact and made further communication possible:

“If we hadn’t a voice or a tongue, and wanted to express things to one another, wouldn’t
we try to make signs by moving our hands, head, and the rest of our body, just as dumb
people do at present (domep vOv oi £veoi)?20 [...] So, if we wanted to express something
light in weight or above us, I think we’d raise our hand towards the sky in imitation of the
very nature of the thing. And if we wanted to express something heavy or below us, we’d
move our hand towards the earth” (422e2-423a4).

Even regardless of the exegesis of gesture-passage, however, the historical dimension
is firmly there through the postulating of vopo6étau, the primordial namegivers.

(2) Later in the dialogue, Socrates remarks that, in order to be able to imitate, the
elements that constitute the medium of the imitation have to possess a natural similarity
to the object of imitation, namely, elements of the first names must possess a natural
similarity to the things named: €inep €otar 10 dvopa dpotov @ TPAypatl, dvaykaiov
TEQUKEVOL T GTOLYET0 SOt TOIC TPAYHOOLY, £€ OV TO TPdTH OVONATH TIC GLVONoEL
“But if a name is indeed to be like a thing, mustn’t the letters or elements out of which
primary names are composed be naturally like things?”, just as pigments are naturally
(pvoer) similar to the objects depicted (434a3—b2). This remark summarises the belief
that is implicit in the practice of the passage dealing with meanings of individual sounds:

20 Why this vdv? It may, of course, mean something like: “just as dumb people actually do”; on the other hand,
it may indicate that Plato was thinking of dumb people in terms of historical establishment of communicative con-
tact — as voice and tongue is of no use before words are devised.
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if the medium of imitation is a sensory phenomenon like sound, it can only imitate things
that are essentially like it, i.e., only those things that can be objects of sense-perception.
Of course, a certain moment of universalisation is allowed, e.g., a rather specific way of
moving the tongue in pronunciation of p can mimetically signify ‘movement in general’
(10 P& Euorye patvetol Gomep dpyavov etvol mEong TG Kvcemg “ 7’ seems to me to
be a tool for copying every sort of motion” 426¢1-2), but it would be absurd to assume
natural mimetic similarity between any sound, or any combination of sounds, and a
non-perceptible quality, e.g., ‘justice’. Apparently Socrates has in mind the restrictions that
the mimetic theory of communication imposes upon language’s scope of representation,
when, just before the passage where the meanings of sounds are discussed starts, he says:
8 p&v Totvov &ym oot TEPL TAY TPOTOV OVOLATOV TAVL Lot SoKel DBPIoTIC £lva Kol
yeloia: “my impressions about primary names seem to me to be entirely outrageous and
absurd” (426b5-6); also, cf. previous remark: yeloia pgv oipon goveicOot [...] ypéppact
Kol GLAAAPOIC T TPy poTa pLEpUN LV KATAONAa Yiyvopeve: Spmc 6 avaykn: “Perhaps
it will seem absurd [...] to think that things become clear by being imitated in letters and
syllables, but it is absolutely unavoidable” (425d1-3). It is, however, ‘necessary’, insofar
as all the communication has to use external means, and the only contact with the external
world is through senses. The deficiency of the (purely) mimetic model, however, is already
implicitly indicated at this stage.

I11.3. Socrates Reverses Course: Convention, rather than Imitation

The mimetic project is essentially incomplete (and uncompletable). Immediately after
the section analysing the sounds, a major reversal of the dialogue takes place, where the
role of the interlocutor passes from Hermogenes to Cratylus, and where Socrates turns on
his tracks in order to examine critically that which has been achieved (cf. 428d5-8: 61
o, mg goike, OBapd petactpépechat €l T0 Tpogpnuéva, Kol mepdcbat, TO keivov 10D
momtod, PAEmew «dpa tpdocm kai dmicowy: “Therefore, I think we have to turn back
frequently to what we’ve already said, in order to test it by looking at it ‘backwards and
forwards simultaneously’, as the aforementioned poet puts it”).

The details of Socrates’ critique, again, do not need to concern us here. Socrates’ argu-
mentation in the Cratylus-section is somewhat double-edged: on the one hand, he revises,
and brings qualifications into, the previously proposed mimetic theory of language, yet, on
the other hand, he combats Cratylus’ philosophical tenets: that all names, if they are such,
represent their designates equally well and absolutely precisely, and that the only and the best
way of discovering the truth about reality is ‘through names’, i.e., through the analysis of the
picture of reality that language presents. Accordingly, the argument of the Cratylus-section
breaks into two halves (428e5-435d1 and 435d1-439b8). It must be noted, however, that
the subsequent critique does not refute the mimetic principle as a foundation of a commu-
nication theory, but rather qualifies and modifies the previous conclusions.

(1) Among the arguments against Cratylus’ ‘absolute representation’ in this section
there are two points that interest us in particular. First of them argues by drawing further
conclusions from the mimetic principle: a name cannot be an absolute representation of
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a thing, since it would contradict the imitation principle that was put as a foundation of
the mimetic model of language — viz., that names imitate things. For if the names (or, for
that matter, images in general) were capable of perfectly resembling their object in all
respects, it would result in reduplication of reality. Therefore, in order to maintain the
mimetic theory of names, one has to admit that names are of necessity imperfect imitations,
varying in degree of resemblance and succeeding in representing their object insofar as
they preserve its ‘pattern’ (431a9-433b5, cf. esp. 432e5-7: undév Nrrov dvopdlesdar 1o
mpdypo kol AéyecOo, Emg Gv O TOTOG &vij Tod Tpdypatog TEPL 00 dv 6 Adyog i “Things
are still named and described when this happens, provided the phrases include the pat-
tern of the things they’re about”). Thus the critique does not subvert the earlier positive
construction, but rather completes it and draws its further consequences. Furthermore,
it may be noted that imperfection inherent in imitation appears not only as a necessary
evil — it transpires to be teleologically necessary in order that communication might be
possible at all, insofar as only the mimetic model can enable communication. The differ-
ence between the imaged and the image becomes that which constitutes the condition of
(the possibility of) language:

T0DdE 010D TIVOC, Kai GLUMAGTG lkdVOC ) ovy abTn <> 1) 0pBOTNG, GALY TO EvavTiov
0038 TO Topamav 8n Tavta amedotvar 016y EoTv & sikaler, el pédlet sikdv sivon
“But this isn’t the sort of correctness that belongs to things with sensory qualities, such as

images in general. Indeed, the opposite is true of them — an image cannot remain an image
if it presents all the details of what it represents” (432b1-4).

In the second argument that runs from 434a2 to 435d1, Socrates, by a single ingenious
move, introduces ‘convention’ (cuvOrkmn; equivalent to £€0og ‘habit’, cf. 434e5-8) as a
necessary supplement of the mimetic principle in communication: if two dialect forms
of the same word that possess different endings are understood, and if even the same
word may contain a sound that, in the mimetic theory, contradicts its meaning, and still
be understood, language must be able to signify ‘from the dissimilar’, émo t0d dvopoiov
(435a5), as well as from similar, and this cannot be achieved unless convention if intro-
duced (if mimetic representation was the only model, such words could not be understood
at all). Socrates gives the following definition of ‘convention’: §tav Todto POEYY®ULOL,
drovoodpon ékeivo, ob 88 yryvdokelg 61t dkeivo dtavooduot:2! “when I utter this name and
mean [something] by it, you know that this is what I mean?”” (434e6-8).

It has been assumed that, at this point, cuvBnrjkn-theory replaces the previously held
mimetic theory of names (as in, e.g., Ewegen, 2014, pp. 170-171). Indeed, some of the
expressions used by Socrates immediately after ‘convention’ and which have been intro-
duced afterwards may be taken to mean that: ovk v KaA®g £t Eyot AEysv TV OpoLOTNTO!
Mopa glvar, GAAG O £00c" ékeivo yap, O Eotke, Kol Opoim kai dvopoin dnioi: “you
must say that expressing something isn’t a matter of likeness but of usage, since usage,

21 Cf. the affinity of this expression to the negative formulation of Gorgias: €t 8 kol 8v3éyetat yryvokew t&
Kol & av yryvookn Aéyewv, ARG TAG O drovev TO 00Td £vvonoet; (980b8-9), and also 008’ Etepog £Tép® TOHTOV
£vvoel (980b19).
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it seems, enables both like and unlike names to express things” (435b1-3), as well as
yiyveton 1 0pHoTNG T0d OvOUATOG GUVON KT, EMEDN YE dNAOT Kad TO ota Kol T AvOpoLo
ypapupoata, £0ovs te Kol cuvOnKng Tuyovta: “the correctness of names has become a matter
of convention, for isn’t it the chancing of usage and convention that makes both like and
unlike letters express things?” (435a8-9).

A more careful analysis, however, reveals that the statements quoted above are meant
only to explain how communication ‘by dissimilar’ may be possible at all, and they do
not extend beyond the cases where such communication takes place. The ending of the
second statement (specifically, dniol koi ta Spota Kol Té dvopola ypappota, E0ovg te
Kol cuvOn KNG TVYOVTO (43529—10)), in fact, confirms such reading, and so does the rest
of the Socrates’ passage (cf. dvaykaiov mov Kol cuvOniknv Tt kai £00¢ coppfariiecOan
npdg dMhwey GV Stovoodpevol Aéyopev: “both convention and usage must contribute
something to expressing what we mean when we speak” (435b5-6), cuvOnknv kvpog
#yewv: “convention to have some control” (435cl), dvaykaiov 8 N Kol T® QOPTIKD
T00TQ TTpocypijcdar, tf] cuvOrkn: “have to make use of this worthless thing, convention”
(435¢4-6), and cf. kot 10 duvatodv: “as far as possible” (at 435a7). It transpires that
‘convention’ is the ‘second-best’ factor in communication, and it does not abolish — but
rather supplements and perfects — the mimetic principle (at 435b6—c2 numbers are quoted
as an example of entity, communication by imitation of which is practically impossible).??

(2) Immediately afterwards, Socrates addresses the second major assumption by
Cratylus: that the function of the name is to ‘teach’, i.e., to reveal information about
things, and whoever knows names knows things (435d4-6). Besides, investigation of
names (exemplified by Socrates’ etymological activities earlier in the dialogue) is the
only and the best way to acquire knowledge of reality (435¢6—436a8). Socrates’ most
powerful argument against Cratylus’ position is that vopo6¢tat, in order to establish names
knowingly, had to know the reality before there were any names (Versio 4 437¢1-438b7
& Versio B 438a3-b3). This quasi-historical argument is rendered into the sychronic mode
immediately afterwards: even provided (as Cratylus suggests in 438b8—c2) that a “force
higher than human” (peilw Tva dOvapuy f| avOponeiov) posited first names, i.e., even if one
does not need to account for its knowledge of reality before names were made, given the
contradiction between the pictures of reality that the names give, an extra-linguistic point
of reference, a certain entscheidende Instanz (cf. tivi €1 draxpivodpey, 1) éni i ELOOVTEG;)
is needed in order to decide which of the conflicting pictures is correct: dtta (nmrén
TV OVOLAT®V, 8 MUV EUaVIET dvey ovoudtev 0ndtepa TOVTOV £6Ti TAANOT, dsi&avta
SfAov dtL v dAnOsiay Tdv dvtwv: “we’ll have to look for something other than names,

22 One may recall in this connection the introduction of recollection-theory in the Phaedo, where signification
‘from the dissimilar’ (40 dvopoiov) also plays an important role — see 73¢1-74d2 & ff. (and cf. esp.: €av tig Tt
£repov 1} idmV 1 dkovoug § Tva AANY aicOnotv AaBov i povov Ekeivo yvd, GALY Ko ETEPOV £vvorion 0D [ 1) o Th
EmoTAUN AL BAAN, dpa oDYL ToDTOo dtkaime Aéyopey 8Tt dvepvicOn, od T Evvolay EloPev; (73¢7-d1), Eng dv éAko
10mV 4o Tavtg TG dwems dAlo Evvoriong, gite Gpotov €ite Avopolov, GvayKkaiov [...] avtd avauvnow yeyovéval
(74c13-d2)). It could be argued that an identical theoretical structure of the sign from the Cratylus is applied in the
Phaedo in regard to the relationship of that which reminds to that which is remembered, and that the role of ‘con-
vention’ in the Cratylus is a structural equivalent of the a priori knowledge in the Phaedo.
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something that will make plain to us without using names which of these two kinds of
names are the true ones — that is to say, the ones that express the truth about the things that
are” (438c4—d8). Therefore, it must be possible to learn reality without names (438e1-2).

111.4. Image-Theory of Words and its Gorgianic Antecedents

Immediately below, Socrates recasts the latter conclusion in terms of the image-theory
of words. It is better to learn reality from itself, and from reality — the image, whether it
imitates reality properly, than vice versa —to learn from image the reality that it imitates and
try to establish whether it imitates it well (439a6—b2). This attitude was neatly captured in
Robert Wardy’s description: “One might [...] suppose that words deputise for their objects,
and that, since no substitute matches the original, we should never be satisfied with the
pale imitation of reality which is the best logos can ever achieve, but should rather hold
out for the real thing: if the more accurate a copy is the better it is, then by most stringent
standards things must ‘represent’ themselves* (Wardy, 1996, p. 21). The fact, however,
that the subject of Wardy’s remark is Gorgias’ [Tepi tod ur 6vrog, is already sufficient to
indicate the proximity between Plato’s position here and Gorgias’ critique.

This proximity is especially transparent in Socrates’ brief remark which postulates an
ontological (and semantic) gap between things and words:

310 tivog BAAOV 0VV ETt TPocSoKkdc v [T Svta] podsiv; dpo 1 dALov Tov f oVmep £ikdg
Te Kol dwkondtatov, Ot GAAMA®Y Ye, €1 N ovYYEvii £0Tv, Kol aOTd 6L aDTAV; TO Yap Tov
£€repov EKeivarv Kol ailoiov £repov dv Ti kal dAloTov onpaivol GAL’ oVK EKEIVa

“How else would you expect to learn about them? How else than in the most legitimate
and natural way, namely, learning them through one another, if they are somehow akin, and
through themselves? For something different, something that was other than they, wouldn’t
signify them, but something different, something other” (438e5-9).

One has only to compare the corresponding sections of the I1epi tod un évrog from
MXG and Sextus in order to realise the affinity:

0 oLV TIC Ny &Vvoel, g adTd Tap dALoL AOY® i onueim TV iTépe Tod mpaypaTog
gvvonecel

“So what someone does not think, how can he understand it from someone else by means
of a speech, or by means of some sign different from the thing” (980b3-5),

as well as:

@ yop UNVOOLEV, £0TL AdYoC, AOYog 8 oDk 0Tt Té Vokeineva Kol dva: ovK dpa Té dvta
pnvoopey toic TELog A AOyoV, 0 ETEPOS £6TL TAV VTOKEPEVOV
“For what we indicate by is speech, but the things that exist and that are are not speech.

So it is not the things that are that we indicate to other people, but rather speech, which is
different from the things that exist” (§ 84).

Thus Plato seems to retain the fundamental ontological difference between words and
things; for him, this difference is expressed in the ontological status of words as ‘images’
(eikdveg) of things, and it does not preclude the communication (in fact, vice versa — it
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is mimetic theory that re-establishes the possibility of communication in the wake of
Gorgias’ critique). The difference in the ontological status between words and things is
used as an argument against Cratylus for the epistemological priority of the ‘reality itself’
over its verbal images. Contrary to Gorgias’ train of argument, the ontological difference
between words and things not only does not preclude the possibility of communication,
but in fact makes it possible.

As regards the characteristic feature of Gorgias’ theory of sense perception that un-
derlies his critique of communication (and, insofar as we can see from what survives of
Part 2 of the Iepi 100 un dvrog, his critique of knowledge, as well — cf. 980a12-15 MXG
& § 81 Sextus), viz., radical mutual separation of the senses, we see it addressed in the
Theaetetus:

Q. [...] Andkpioig motépa 0photépa, O dpdueY ToDTO Elvar deOalpove, St ob dpdyey,
Kol @ dovopey dTa, i 51”00 dxovopev; — OEAL Av v Ekoota aicOovoueda [...] pdikov
| olg. — ZQ. Aewdv yép mov, & mai, i moAkai Tveg &v HUiv domep &v Sovpeiolc inmolg
aiocOnoeilg &ykaOnvron, GALe pn gig piov Tva idéav, gite yoymv gite 611 del Kokelv, mavto
Tadto GvvEivel, ) S8 ToVTOV olov dpydvmy aicBavouedo doa oicnTd

“Socrates. Is it more correct to say that the eyes are that with which we see, or that
through which we see? Do we hear with the ears or through the ears? — THEAETETUS: Well,
1 should think, Socrates, that it is ‘through which’ we perceive in each case, rather than
‘with which’. — SOCRATES: Yes, my son. It would be a very strange thing, I must say, if there
were a number of perceptions sitting inside us as if we were Wooden Horses, and there were
not some single form, soul or whatever one ought to call it, to which all these converge —
something with which, through those things, as if they were instruments, we perceive all
that is perceptible” (184c5—d5; here and infira, M. J. Levett’s translation, revised by Myles
Burnyeat, is used for the Theaetetus),

as well as:

7 xoi £0eMioelg opooyeiv 8 81 Etépag Suvapeng oichivn, dddvatov eivor St” §Akng Tadt’
aic0éc0ar, olov & St diofic, 51 dyencg, | & 51 Syewe, St dKofc;

“And are you also willing to admit that what you perceive through one power, you can’t
perceive through another? For instance, what you perceive through hearing, you couldn’t
perceive through sight, and similarly what you perceive through sight you couldn’t perceive
through hearing?” (184e8-185a2 & ff).

Here, mutual exclusivity of the senses does not lead to the impossibility of com-
munication and knowledge, but, rather characteristically, contributes towards the proof
that sense perception is separate from, and subordinate to, the kind of knowledge that is
performed by soul.

IIL.5. Some Implications of Plato’s Theory of Communication: A Corollary

Just to add one more remark in the way of corollary. After Socrates finishes criticising
Cratylus’ reliance on names, he introduces an unmistakably new point (¢f. £€t1 toivuv t6d¢
okeyopeba 439b10), and sets out on his last attack — against the conception of reality as
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being in the state of universal flux. While he shifts from the problematic of names to the
problems of the nature of reality, he makes, en passant, a probably most straightforward
statement about the character of language that we get in the Cratylus:

€11 toivuv 100 okeydpedo, OmOG pn NUAG TA TOAAY TODTH OVOUOTO £G TOVTOV TEIVOVTA
g&amatd, el T@ SVt pev ot BEpevotl avTa dtavonBévtes ye E0evio ¢ 1OVTOV AmAvVI®V el Kol
PEOVTOV — Paivovtal Yap Epotye a0Tol oVt dtovonBijvar—to &, el ETuyev, 00y 0VTMG EYel
“Still, let’s investigate one further issue so as to avoid being deceived by the fact that so
many of these names seem to lean in the same direction — as we will be if, as seems to me
to be the case, the name-givers really did give them in the belief that everything is always
moving and flowing, and as it happens things aren’t really that way at all” (439b10—c4).

Albeit cautiously, Socrates endorses the view that the picture of reality given by the
language is one of the constant flux and change.??

In the view of the passage just quoted, an attractive extrapolation of Plato’s theory of
communication presents itself. If it can be maintained that the mimetic principle functions
both as an explanation of the possibility of communication ‘synchronically’, and as a theory
of the historical genesis of language (v. supra.), and given the inevitably sensory character
of vocal imitation (as Plato reminds us, the media of imitation must be naturally akin to its
object, 434a3-b2), it may be conjectured that the initial stage of language — to which mp@dta
ovopata belong — can only imitate the sensory phenomena. One could find some support
for this conjecture in the extremely empirical character of the ‘primary words’ discussed
by Socrates (cf. 426c1-427d1). Besides, semantic characteristics of the individual signs
are grounded in the physiological characteristics of their articulation. Since articulation is
a movement, movement is given semantic priority in the mimetic system of language — as
otdolg is explained as ‘negation of movement’, dmoépacig tod iévar (426d1-3). The senso-
ry character of the primitive stage of language cannot but lead to ‘fluxy’ representation of
reality, and thus it corresponds to the adherence to the flux-theory by all the early thinkers.2*

IV. Conclusion

Gorgias’ tenets are not an explicit, let alone the foremost object of Plato’s preoccupations
in the Cratylus. Rather, Gorgias’ critique of communication constitutes an intellectual
background for Plato’s speculative constructions. Nevertheless, verbal correspondences
and our independent knowledge of Plato’s awareness of the problems raised by Gorgias’
1lepi tod un évrog point towards the conclusion that Gorgias’ critique was, for Plato, a
significant point of departure: he constructs his theory of names in such a way as to satisfy

2 And cf. Crat. 411b3—¢10: 6 kol vovdn évevonoa, 81t oi mhvy Taratol GvBpmwmot oi Tdéuevor Té dvopata
TovTog LOALOV, BGoTep Kol TV VOV 01 TOALOL TOV GOQ@MV VIO ToD TUKVA TepLoTpépectot (nrodvteg dmn el Ta dva
siMyyidowy, Kimetto antolg (paivswt TePLPEPESHOL TO TPAYLOTO KOl TAVTOG PEPESHaL. aiTi®VTOL O1) OV TO VOOV TO
napa Goicty maog aitiov etvar TodTNG THG SOENG, BALY AT T TPAYLOTA OVTM TEPVKEVOL, 0VSEY oNT@Y HOVILOY
lvat 008¢ BEBatov, G Pelv kol PEpecBar kol LecTd elvan ThoNG POPEG Kol YevEeng del. Aéym 81 Evvoncag Tpog
mévTa o vovon ovoparta. [...] OV katevoncag icmg T pTt Aeyopeve 6Tl TOVIATAGLY MG PEPOUEVOLS TE Kol PEOVGL
KOl Y1yVOUEVOLG TOTG TPAYLAGL TG OVOLOTO ETIKELTOL.

24 As Plato seems to assume in Crat. 401e5-402¢3 and in Tht. 152d2—€9.
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Gorgias’ criteria (proposed negatively, as a critique) for the possibility of communication.
Simultaneously, he preserves (though refashioning it in terms of the conceptual structures
of his own philosophy) probably the most important of Gorgias’ insights — a specific onto-
logical status of language, the fundamental difference between language and extralinguistic
reality, as well as its implications for epistemology and the theory of communication.
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