Dr. Ari Santas’ Notes on

Plato’s Euthyphro
A. The Story

· Socrates and Euthyphro meet at the steps of the city court

· Soc has been indicted on two charges

1) impiety (unholiness)

2) corruption of the youth

· Euth is prosecuting his father for murder

· Soc, like everyone else, is shocked and wonders how Euth can be so sure of himself

· Euth say he knows he’s right and acting piously (in a holy manner) because he has accurate knowledge of these things

· Soc asks him in that case to teach him about piety (holiness)

· The rest of the dialogue is an investigation of “What is piety (holiness)”?

B.  Important Things to Note

· Historically, the story has at least a twofold significance:

1) Definition: it is one of the so-called definition dialogues of Plato, seeking not only to define a concept (in this case ‘piety,’ or, ‘holiness’), but also to discuss what makes for a good definition
· Euth will offer various definitions of piety (holiness) each having shortcoming that lead to their rejection
2) Morality and Religion: Euth’s attempts at definition point to an important question: to what extent can we appeal to religion in defending our actions as moral—what is the connection between morality and religion?
· Euth appeals to the gods to defend his action, but fails to show why the gods would approve
· In addition, the dialogue serves as a great illustration of:

3) Socratic Method: a form of questioning, similar to modern-day cross-examination, exhibiting these elements:
· indirectness (never says “You’re wrong”)

· irony (the “student” is really the teacher)

· use of examples and analogies (horsemen, herdsmen, and the like: abstract-to-concrete-to-abstract)

· focus on definitions of key concepts (what is ___?)

· drawing out ideas already there (called himself a “midwife of ideas”)

· reduction to the absurd (pointing out / leading one to self-contradiction)

· Be thinking of these as you read the text again
C.  Socrates and Euthyphro: Their Characters

· Euthyphro appears to be a typical religious fanatic:  he is willing to do extreme things because he is absolutely confident that he knows what’s right and wrong

· In this case he knows his actions are pious (holy) because he has special knowledge of the divine

· He just knows, for instance, the Zeus would approve because of what he had done to his own father, Chronos
· Socrates is skeptical here, and is appalled by this overblown confidence (esp. from such a young man); but he does not reveal his skepticism
· He chooses to play the fool—one who doesn’t know—and asks him to be his teacher so he too can acquire this special knowledge

· Through irony, he hopes to convince Euth indirectly that he should not be so sure of himself.

D.  The Search for a Definition

· Hearing that Euthyphro is such an expert on piety (holiness) – right and wrong, Socrates asks him to teach him about it, so he may better defend himself against his charges.

· Socrates begins by asking him to define what piety is: what is the pious (the holy)?

· He wants to know what the form of the pious (holy) is, the “thing” by virtue of which all things are pious (holy)—the cause of holy/pious action
· If he can find this out, he will be in a position to answer his charges, and Euthyphro will have proven his own case.

· One cannot be pious without knowing what pious action consists in – so the search is on…

· Want to the right thing?  You have to know the difference between right and wrong to do so.

E.  Definition # 1
Definition:  The pious is what I (Euthyphro) am presently doing – prosecuting a wrongdoer regardless of my relation to him.

Refutation:

· The question was not, name one or more things that are pious (holy), but rather, what is it that makes these things pious (holy)?

· This is not a definition, but a mere example of one pious (holy) thing (if in fact it is).

· Examples may give us a “feel” for what the thing is, but they don’t define it.
· We wouldn’t even be able to recognize the examples as instances of it unless we understood it already.

· For instance:  What's a horse? 
· (Pointing) That thing over there? What properties to pick out?  It won’t work unless you already have an idea of a horse.

F.  Definition # 2

Definition:  The pious (holy) is what is loved by (dear to) the gods, the impious (unholy) is what is hated by the gods.

Refutation:  

· You have already mentioned that the gods are often in discord with one another, and therefore don’t always love and hate the same things.

· If you consider the sorts of things that the gods will disagree on, it’s the same sorts of things humans do.

· It’s not those things settled by measurement (like how long is that board?), but those that require value judgments: beauty, goodness, piety (holiness)!

· So, by your definition, some things could be pious (holy) and impious (unholy) at the same time, since one god could love it and the other hate it.

· Zeus could love it and Chronos hate it.

· This is absurd!

· Socrates Fame (or infamy) was his use of reductio ad absurdum arguments like this one
 G.  Definition #3

· Socrates reminds him that he has yet to answer the question and asks, how can you be so sure that your action is not impious?  How do you know that the gods would approve?

Definition: the pious (or holy) is what all the gods love, and the impious is what all the gods hate, and what they disagree on is neither.  
Question:  Socrates first asks, is the pious god-beloved because it is pious or pious because it is god-beloved?

· That is, is it pious simply because the gods love it (does their loving it make it or cause it to be pious) OR is their love for it caused by its holiness/piety.

Answer: Euth responds that they love it because its holy/pious; that is, the holiness of it makes them love it.
Refutation:
· So, assuming that the holy or pious is god-beloved, the gods love it because it has the property of being pious.

· It’s not that actions become pious (holy) because they love them.

· The gods must recognize it as pious (holy) before they love it, so piety (holiness)  is prior to their love of it.

· So, the definition of the pious (holiness) cannot be what is unanimously god-beloved because being god-beloved is just one of its qualities.

· Its complete nature includes being god-beloved, but it is not wholly determined by this.
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 Other Qualities of Holiness
· Euthyphro has at best explained one property of piety (holiness).
· What we need is the essential qualities (inseparable properties).
H. Definition # 4 
· They now try another approach: first find a general class of things piety (holiness) fits into, and then find a distinguishing mark
· This is called definition by genus and species
· e.g. Chair = furniture + for sitting
· They agree that the genus of piety (holiness) is justice, but now need to know the species – what kind of justice?
Definition 4.1 – The pious (holy) is that form of justice (rightness) which takes care of (attends to) the gods.

Question:  Does ‘take care’ mean improve?


Answer:  No, we cannot improve (better) the gods.

Definition 4.2 – The pious (holy) is that form of justice which provides service for the gods.  (it’s a trading skill – sacrifice and prayer)


Question:  Does ‘provide service for’ mean ‘benefit’?  (give them something they need?)


Answer:  No, they need nothing from us.


Definition 4.3 – The pious (holy) is that form of justice which pleases the gods.


Refutation:   This brings us back to def. # 3!

· Piety (holiness) as ‘what the gods love.’
J. Euthyphro’s Failure

· All of Euthyphro’s definitions have failed, and we are left with no answer (typical).

· He fails because he insists on appealing to what the gods would judge without understanding why they would judge that way.

· Euthyphro cannot say “I know I’m right because that’s what the gods would say I should do” because he can’t know that’s what they’d say

· Unless he already understands piety (right and wrong)

· In the absence of a divine decree, how can we know what the gods want?
· By understanding right and wrong

· To really please the gods, then, Euthyphro must recognize piety (holiness) as they do and act accordingly.

K. God and the Good

· In modern western religion, we do not have some of the problems raised by polytheism, but Plato’s major point still stands: you cannot hide behind your religious beliefs.

· There are three possibilities for the relation between God and the Good:

1) God ( Good: the good is wholly determined by God’s will 

· This amounts to Divine Command Theory
· Moral Theorists, like Plato, would say that this view of morality makes no moral judgment is possible

· morality would be impossible, they would say, because to choose the good would be nothing more than submitting to God’s will through fear of punishment

· “Because I said so”

· Might makes right?

· ‘God is good’ would be blasphemy (who are we to say?).  

2) Good ( God:  God’s will is constrained by the good

· In this case, moral judgment needed

· Here both humans and God recognize goodness.  We may or may not choose it (free will), but God, being good, must choose it.

3) God = Good:  God is identified with the good

· In this case, morality is possible only if we have an independent understanding of good.

· Our choice must be out of deliberative commitment, which implies an independent understanding of good.

� The Athenian court system was one composed of 501 jurors, who served to not only determine the guilt or innocence of the accused, but also to assess the penalty for those convicted.  Private citizens would bring to court those they thought had wronged them and make their case.  Defendants would offer their defense, and the jury would decide by majority vote.





