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When people first read dialogues regarding Socrates, they have a wide variety of reactions.  He is both humble and arrogant.  He is, as he would claim, both wise and completely lacking in wisdom.  A man so full of paradoxes elicits paradoxical responses.  We respect him despite frequently disapproving of his tactics.  We admire his desire for ultimate truth, but often ridicule the futility of that struggle.  When it comes to the reality of things, Socrates insists on finding an essence in order to define something, which is both intriguing and frustrating.  His goal is admirable and provides a basis for centuries of people after him to contemplate reality for themselves.

Plato writes, using Socrates, that all things have an essence and all earthly objects or concepts participate in forms of their metaphysical essence.  There are a number of aspects of this theory that are not satisfactory but it is a good starting point for the theory of what is real that I will present.  To begin, Plato’s theory works backwards.  He believes that when many earthly objects or ideas are described in a common way, they participate to different extents in a common form.  A frequently used example is a horse.  A specific group of beings are described as horses while all other beings aren’t, so Plato would say all horses follow a form of horse that people know.  Modern science allows us to now further refine his theory.  We know precisely what anatomically and genetically defines a horse, and that is precisely what makes something real: the ability to define it.

Having the ability to define something is an ambiguous idea, and needs clarification.  After all, most anything can be found in a dictionary.  At the same time, using the previous example, “horse” has forty different dictionary entries.  As said before, though, a horse can be defined using particular scientific guidelines.  Not being a scientist, I can’t provide those.  A better demonstration of what makes something definable is the example of heat.  Heat is definable.  It is measurable and exists in amounts on a continuum from absolutely zero heat to theoretically infinite amounts of heat.  A similar concept is cold.  Cold, though, is not definable.  One can not increase the amount of cold; there is no such thing as an amount of cold.  Cold is simply a way of describing the absence of heat.  Cold is relative.  The presence of cold is known only through a being’s perception of it.  The entire premise of cold is based on an inconsistent human idea, and that can’t be definable.  Cold, then, is not real.  The fact that cold is not real reveals another problem in Socrates’ quest for essential definitions: the presupposition that all concepts conjured by humans are real things.

In Euthyphro, Socrates strives for an essential definition of piety in a discussion with Euthyphro.  The dialogue ends with Euthyphro irritated because his idea of piety has been proven by Socrates to be incomplete.  Socrates sees the encounter as yet another failed attempt to discover an essential definition of a concept.  This dialogue shows, though, that some things simply don’t have definitions that can completely encompass their essence.  Euthyphro believes he knows exactly how to define piety, and that is necessary because he is prosecuting his own father— a decision that, in ancient Greece, was very questionable.  In order to justify prosecuting his father, Euthyphro had to believe that doing so was entirely pious and failing to do so would be a decision completely impious.  This is an unrealistic view.  The concept of piety fails in this case, because whatever his decision, Euthyphro will fail in fulfilling a duty.  He will either fail in his duty of upholding justice or his duty of loyalty to his father.  Piety, in this case, follows a person’s individual attitude.  Euthyphro is committed to justice, so he believes that following that goal is more pious than any other duty.  Unfortunately for him, many people disagree.  He will do what he believes is right, but if he wants to convince people that it is the right choice, he must justify himself another way because piety lies in the heart of the individual and is not definable.

Piety fails to be definable the same way cold did in the previous example, and they show a good test when determining the reality of a concept.  Both piety and cold are things that lie only in the minds of people.  Anything that exists because of being developed in someone’s mind, even if that someone is an entire society or a god, is not real.  Heat is real.  Without humans, heat would still exist.  Molecules would still move, animals could survive, and the universe would exist.  Cold exists only because people had to describe the cause of the sensation that causes chills and discomfort on a person’s skin.  The example of piety brings up one of Plato’s great beliefs that comes under pressure with this definition of what is real, and that is the idea of The Good.  Today, the concept of The Good is not prevalent, but the ideas of good and evil certainly are.  Laws declare certain things to be in violation of good behavior and impose penalties for those violations.  Good, though, is not real.  It can’t be defined.  What one person considers good, another might not think good, or even think bad.  Immanuel Kant and John Stuart Mill, two significant moral philosophers, would entirely disagree on what makes something good and would disagree on the good action in many instances in which a dilemma is presented.  Even what is widely thought good has been determined by societies.  In the same way, evil is defined by societies, and the fact that evil is not definable is more easily demonstrated.  Many would agree that the act most commonly thought of as evil is murder.  As a general act, murder is the most evil.  No actual case, though, is a general act of murder.  Murder is ending a human life, but certainly there are times when it is less wrong than others, or even right.  Euthanasia, for example, is morally questionable, but not what would be considered evil.  Self-defense, or especially the defense of another, is a situation in which murder is acceptable.  Murder in a war, especially if the cause is seen as admirable, is far from an evil act.  Therefore, the actual taking of a life is not evil.  The evilness of an act lies only in the consequences.  A person no longer lives, and potentially would have had a fulfilling life.  A murder is seen as even more evil if the murdered person can do great things for others, such as the recent assassination of Benazir Bhutto.  Murder has even greater consequences than the negative result for the victim and the grief of the family.  Murder causes general unrest in a community and may cause economic harm in the form of people trying to be prepared to avoid being victims.  The act itself, though, is not wrong without the reactions of people and evil is not real.


Objects such as horses make good examples in trying to explain what makes something real, but they are not significant for philosophers.  Philosophers, generally, search out a moral truth that will help people to govern their lives.  In that sense, the test of definability for reality might be disturbing.  If good and evil are not real, and, in addition, virtue, piety, love, integrity, and other moral values are not real, how are people to judge their actions?  Before answering that question, it should be noted that those concepts are still good things and can still be valuable in running a person’s life.  Though they are not real in the way it has been defined here, they have been developed by society in order to better both the community and the individual.  The answer lies in the one moral concept that is definable.  That concept is justice.  Justice may seem to counter this paper’s definition of real because there are many different interpretations of what is just.  The most obvious example is the question of the death penalty.  Some would say that is never just, while others would say it is necessary in order to bring justice for certain actions.  Political justice systems are imperfect imitations of true justice.  Justice, in its pure form, is an entirely mathematical idea of balance.  Scales are recognized as symbols of justice for good reason.  Justice is the single real form of morality, as it exists without human reason.  It may not be acknowledged, but like any other mathematical property, it can be easily defined.  Any action deserves an equal and opposite reaction.  Actions rarely do receive that reaction, as criminals are improperly punished, good deeds go unnoticed, and benefits come to those who don’t earn them.  That doesn’t mean, though, that an equal response is not deserved.  The ethical and hardworking businessman deserves returns on his efforts.  That is where the human sense of justice can help.  Justice in the wild does not exist, but when humans are conscious of justice, they can choose to use it as a moral guide and make a point of fulfilling justice at every possible point.  That is why Euthyphro chose to prosecute his father.  Loyalty to family, while admirable, is a concept that lives completely in the consciousness of humanity.  He felt, though, that justice is a higher power: a more objective righteousness that transcends all other expectations of society.  

The efforts of Socrates provide people now with the groundwork for contemplating truth, reality, and morality.  The idea of essences paved the way for the idea that reality exists through definability.  A better understanding of what is real will help people realize how best to prioritize their lives.  It is my hope that people accept justice as the greatest moral guide and will acknowledge when emotions and other purely human responses cloud their judgment of what is real in their lives.
