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Euthyphro


Euthyphro is an interesting story, in which Euthyphro himself is prosecuting his father for a negligent murder of one of his slaves. There is an unspoken bond between most families (unless you really hate your family) that you don’t snitch on each other and that most problems stay in, and are usually resolved by the families themselves. Euthyphro believes his actions to be pious in the eyes of the gods, despite his family’s opposition. Socrates questions his logic relentlessly in hopes of not only finding a definition of piety in its truest form, but also to question those who believe themselves to be full of knowledge and logic to the point that they realize they know nothing. Their debate continues on, as Socrates probes Euthyphro to flush out the “true” meaning of his cause, in the course of their discussions, arises the most famous line in Euthyphro, and possibly one of the most well known debates Socrates instigates, “Is the pious being loved by the gods because it is pious, or is it pious because it is being loved by the gods.” At first glance it seems like an oxymoron, but upon further investigation, we can see two distinct arguments arise from this. First, is it pious because it is ones duty? Second, is it pious because it is what the gods want? 

The main problem in Euthyphro that we encounter is the objectivity in Socrates argument. It is frustrating to see Socrates strip down Euthyphro’s argument as if it were the logic of a child. He guides Euthyphro along, prodding at him the entire way as if he were the authority on the matter and just as we can see the finish line Socrates fails to deliver any conclusive or satisfying answer to the question he poses. Although they argue over three specific definitions Euthyphro poses (each being “shot down” by Socrates), Socrates question of whether it is pious because it is loved by the gods can be broken down simply. First of all, we need to understand the nature of piety in those times as opposed to now. In this day and age, piety has taken on religious connotations, as to whether or not someone is behaving in accordance to their religious morals. However, in the time period that this took place, piety had a much broader mean, not only religiously, but encompassing most aspects of behaving morally and ethically in one’s society. So to clearly understand their debate we need to understand that there is a lot more at stake than whether or not people, Euthyphro in particular, are acting in a religiously moral way. Euthyphro and Socrates are trying to determine who and how to decide what is pious in the eyes of society and the gods. Going back, once again to the question he originally poses, we can see that the objectivity lies in the fact that Socrates comes to a schism in his logic. Essentially, it is either pious because you believe it is your duty to be, or it is pious because it is loved by higher powers. To be a pious person is to constantly look at the way you live your life and determine whether you are living in a morally conscious way. What Socrates is trying to get out of Euthyphro is that although one’s own piety is mainly evaluated through introspection, he wants to create a more universal definition that people can look to, since the idea that “it is loved by the gods” is basically improvable. 
The other topic that can be examined in retrospect to Euthyphro, and most of Plato’s works, is the notion of essences.  According to the dictionary, essences are: “The inherent, unchanging nature of a thing or class of things.” An additional definition is one that pertains to alcohol and certain foods, yet is helpful in understanding the meaning, “An extract that has the fundamental properties of a substance in concentrated form.” When Socrates searches for the “true” meaning of piety, he is referring to the basic or essential forms of what it really is. Socratic Method, which is Socrates’ way of inquiring and examining moral concepts on the most basic level, can be applied to anything such as love, truth, beauty, virtue, etc. Plato takes this notion a bit further (Platonic Metaphysics), and begins to classify what he perceives as subjective reality. He creates a “Hierarchy of Forms,” in which he categorizes and judges things in terms of how they participate in what is real. Within his “Hierarchy”, he arranges things in accordance to their ideal forms. Plato believed that ideas were not just something that exists in our world, but also in an abstract world. The abstract world is one of “unchanging ideas” and ours is meant to be understood as a “world of changing physical objects.” The way Plato would describe it, would be to say that there is a Black Labrador dog running around in the park, and it has a de-formed ear and maybe it got in a fight sometime in its life, so it has a scar across its eye. He would say that it is a Black Lab, but an abstract or “ideal” form of a Black Lab exists in this abstract “perfect” world. That “ideal” Lab is something that we use to discern the imperfect Black Labs that exist in our world. The fundamental problem with this kind of thought is that everyone perceives this “ideal” form differently. It would be like asking a guy what he thought the “ideal” woman would be. True, there are desirable traits that many men in the world would agree on, but it would be impossible to arrive on a unanimous decision about what the perfect woman would be. 

 Plato’s “Hierarchy” and the ideas that follow that logic, provide a decent foothold for us to grasp the idea of essences of things, but still has its fair share of “gaping holes,” and assumptions. I don’t agree wholly with Plato’s concept of “ideals,” instead, I like to think of all things on earth to be unique. Referencing the earlier posted definition of what essences are, I chose the alternate one, “An extract that has the fundamental properties of a substance in concentrated form.” That definition seems to provide basic and over-arching idea parallel to my own. Someone like Heraclites would claim that everything is a flux, “you will never step into the same river twice.” I apply both Heraclites and Plato’s logic to my own and expand on it. Going back to the Black Lab Example, every Lab on the planet has at least one trait associated with what we recognize as being a Black Lab, or in other words, contains the fundamental properties, that contribute to one common idea of that animal. The same idea can be applied to every living and non-living thing on this planet. Humans are infinitely unique; however we all have characteristics that make us human and not apes, despite the fact that we share some traits in common. Chimpanzees can communicate, they group together for protection, they have fingers, toes, hair, faces, etc, but we wouldn’t mistake one for a human. Another idea that crossed my mind was that of Religion, and the debate over god, and what or who it/they are/is. I see religions as all having certain “essential” traits in common, and it is true that many of the prophets and religious figures and ideas overlap within most of the major religions of the world. For instance, if you strip down religion to its purest form, it is basically, a group of people, congregating around a universal idea of god and creation, etc that they all agree on. Religion is a pursuit of the truth, where there is mystery. Since we can’t fathom or prove the intangible “mysteries” of the universe such as god or creation, congregations are formed in the “faith” that they exist. If you were to apply my definition of essences to the differences in religion, one might speculate that all of us (religious and non-religious peoples of the world) are wrong to some degree. One might go even further to say that there is one true form of religion that exists, that all of the different religions relate to, in other words, we all contain parts of the whole truth.
Overall, Euthyphro provides a good “spring-board” for Socrates to delve into the depths of what things are in their “essential” form. This, as Socrates has shown particularly with the idea of piety, is a pursuit that is meant to lead us (at least in a hypothetical sense) ultimately to more universally accepted definitions of things.  In our feeble struggle as humans to comprehend the workings of the world we are constantly lead to dead ends, at the peak of our knowledge. It may be possible that all of the theories and individual ideas of how the world works, from brilliant minds, like Socrates and Einstein, even down to myself all contain a basic piece to the puzzle of what our world and the meaning of life.
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