The EUTHYPHRO  a dialogue by Plato
1)
Socratic method, the Dialectic Method

2)
search for essential definitions

3)
separation of religion and ethics


This dialogue shows Socrates' pursuing his mission in life, the vindicator of the oracle at Delphi, the gadfly sent to sting Athens, the midwife of ideas, the seeker of essential definitions of moral concepts.  This is an example of Socrates as a Deontologist, for he does not accept that 'piety' is good for the sake of pleasing the gods...rather he believes it is good in and of itself, and not for any benefits it may deliver to us or to the gods...i.e., not a matter of telos determining its value.

summary of the dialogue:  


Socrates & Euthyphro get in a discussion about the definition of “piety”.  Eu. is prosecuting his own father for the murder of a slave and Socrates is astonished that Eu. should believe he knows he is right in this matter.


Eu. gives an example of what he thinks is a pious act, but not a definition of the word.  “Piety is what I am doing now by prosecuting my own father for murder.”

Soc. rejects that...it is only an example...but what is piety?

Eu. says it is what pleases the gods.

Soc. shows him that this fails, for the gods quarrel over what they think to be right & wrong;  ending in a reductio ad absurdum.  The same act can't be both pious and impious!


Soc. says he sees no proof that Eu. knows what the gods all agree to be right in the case of his father, but he will waive that issue for now.  What he wants to know is the more general issue:  what is piety.


Eu. agrees to amend the definition in accord with Socrates’ suggestion:  piety is what all the gods agree on to be right, and impiety is what they all agree is wrong.


Soc. then proceeds to show that piety and what pleases the gods are two different things;  so we still are left with the question, what is piety?


Is a thing pious because the gods love it, or do they love it because it is pious?  This is the main question here.  

I.e.:  that quality which makes something “dear” to the gods means that which makes something precious, or of great value to them.  The idea is that this quality exists in things objectively... it is the value-quality which things may have and when it is perceived by gods as well as humans, in may then also be loved by them.  Loving an object does not create this objective value.  But Socrates argues that it is the other way around:  perceiving this quality of value then produces love in the perceiver.   

So the gods love that which they perceive as “dear” to them.  “Piety” is the word which stands for certain attitudes and behavior patterns which are “dear” to the gods (which they perceive as having this quality of value).  Consequently they love that which is pious because it has this quality;  pious acts and attitudes do not have this quality because the love of the gods produces it.  

In short:  the gods do not create piety by their loving a thing...it is already pious to begin with.  And that is why they love it.


So Socrates concludes with this question again:  what is piety and what is impiety?


This dialogue separates religion and morality.  It utilizes the Socratic Dialectic.  It illustrates the importance of definition in rational understanding but also in the perception of Reality. Socrates is searching for a “Real” definition of piety.  Not just a working definition.  He is looking for something objectively real...not just a matter of semantics or practical ordering of life by human beings for human beings.  

Is piety...is the “good” something objective or merely a relativistic notion invented by human beings to serve their own purposes?

Here are a few additional thoughts about this dialogue:

I think the case of Euthyphro is actually a good one to discuss in class.  Is there a moral rule to follow which can tell us what to do in situations like E’s? … conflicts of moral duties.  

Socrates was not really concerned about E’s father being charged with murder.  His concern was the philosophical/ethical concern:  what is the essence of piety which means for Socrates ultimately what is the essence of “Right”  or “Justice”?   

The point of Socrates’ attack on Euthyphro was two-fold:  

(1) .....to urge restraint of actions when based on our self-righteous confidence in our own poorly understood beliefs;   

(2) .....to stress the separatation of  religious beliefs and the objective nature of ethical values. 

E’s father may well be guilty of murder by negligence (call it manslaughter).  Consider these questions:  

1.
Given this possibility, is it the son’s duty to report him?   


This is a question of law, as well as the moral obligation to obey laws.  Is the son an accomplice to the crime if he knows of it and does not condemn it?  

2.
Is there a moral principle which would assert and place a family’s duty to defend & protect itself above other moral duties?  


Do love, friendship, or family feelings superimpose their moral obligations above the ordinary standards of morality:  e.g., commands against lying, injuring, stealing, etc.?

George Orwell .........   


The essence of being human is that one does not seek perfection, that one is sometimes willing to commit sins for the sake of loyalty, that one does not push asceticism to the point where it makes friendly intercourse impossible, and that one is prepared in the end to be defeated and broken up by life, which is the inevitable price of fastening one’s love upon other human individuals.  No doubt alcohol, tobacco, and so forth, are things that a saint must avoid, but sainthood is also a thing that human beings must avoid.  … But it is not necessary here to argue whether the other-worldly or the humanistic ideal is “higher.”  The point is that they are incompatible.  One must choose between God and Man, and all “radicals” and “progressives,” from the mildest liberal to the most extreme anarchist, have in effect chosen Man. 
Other remarks:  

Socrates is more interested in the most general philosophical/ethical question:  what is the definition of piety?  than he is in the particular issue of Euthyphro’s father and the death of the servant/murderer.  (p. 8)

Arguments about math and measurements of weight and size are objectively decided, but questions of ethics and values are matters of unending dispute, anger, and hostility. 

1. 
The pious is what the gods love, and the impious is what the gods hate.... (by definition of Euthyphro.) 

2. 
Some gods love X.

3.
Some gods hate X.

4. 
X is both loved and hated by the gods. 

5. 
Therefore, X is both pious and impious.  

This is a reductio ad absurdum  argument by Socrates, showing E. that his definiton of piety and impiety ends up in a contradiction, and so it must be rejected.  

p. 16  ... Socrates and E. agree that the gods love the pious because it is pious, and not the other way around!

p. 17,  (lle)      genus and species
genus:   that which is “just”

species:     piety (a member of the class of ‘just things’)

genus:  number

species:  odd numbers

genus:  fear

species:  shame

p. 17............  the just and piety are discussed from here on out.

Socrates implies a problem in theology:  if piety is separated from justice... i.e., it is not exactly the same thing, then E. says it is a matter of serving the gods.  But do the gods need to be served?  Isn’t this a limitation or weakness of the gods?  Euthyphro says they love to be honored and revered.  Isn’t this also a weakness of theirs?  


Socrates once again causes E. to contradict himself.  Euthyphro states that the gods love to be honored and revered, and this is what piety is.  Therefore piety = what the gods love.  But, Socrates points out, they had earlier concluded that the god-beloved and the pious were separate things.  

I insist that humanity desperately needs the independence of judgment, the integrity, and the autonomy that cannot be had without alienation.
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