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INTRODUCTION Dialogues of Plato: THE BIRTH OF PHILOSOPHY [image: ]


For more than two centuries, writers, philosophers, and statesmen throughout the world have celebrated Plato as one of history’s greatest thinkers. In his dialogues (399–360 BCE), Plato explores the great ideas of life—love, death, search for immortality—and essentially what it means to be human. His dialogues are also full of biting social criticism. He rails at hypocrites, challenging politicians, teachers, and other leaders to rethink their morality and ethics. Unleashing the dramatic potential in the literary form of the dialogue, Plato creates lively debates among different points of view that invite the reader to join the discussion.

Though Plato’s dialogues are serious, they also provide entertaining discourse. They tell the story of his controversial teacher, Socrates (c. 469–399 BCE), an independent thinker and nonconformist who is arrested on trumped-up charges of corruption and is tried, convicted, and executed by his political enemies. Meno and Euthyphro find Socrates at the height of his career, as he questions authority and decries hypocrisy. The trilogy of Apology, Crito, and Phaedo takes the reader from Socrates’ trial to his prison cell, for serious discussions on justice, loyalty, death, and the immortality of the soul. Symposium, one of Plato’s undisputed masterpieces, presents Socrates as a guest at a dinner party, joining his friends in food, drink, and a delightful night of speeches about love that are comic, sentimental, and inspirational. Set in ancient Athens during a period of political turmoil, Dialogues of Plato depicts Socrates as a vivid, imperfect human being, both funny and solemn, who challenges the leaders of Athenian society to think critically about their strongest convictions.

On a deeper level, Plato’s dialogues draw a distinction between the physical world that can deceive us and an ideal spirit world, which inspires us to strive for truth and goodness. Plato emphasizes a spiritual reward that awaits the faithful after a worldly life of trials and tribulations. Plato’s works not only influenced the foundations of Christianity, but also the development of philosophy from the time of his pupil Aristotle (384–322 BCE) until the present day. With his focus on debate as a process for discovering the truth, Plato’s philosophy can be applied to a wide spectrum of ethical issues, including torture, war, and the role of government in a democratic society. Dialogues of Plato is among the first works of literature to ask the most pointed questions about human existence, questions that we continue to attempt to answer each day.

The Life and Work of Plato

Very little is known about Plato’s life, and the sources that mention him are incomplete and unreliable. Even his date of birth is uncertain. He was born sometime around 427 BCE, the fourth child of an aristocratic Athenian family whose lineage claimed well-known ancestors like the Athenian lawgiver Solon, and even the god Poseidon. His family probably resided on the island of Aegina, about fifteen miles from Athens. Plato’s father died around the time of his birth, which later inspired the even more fantastic legend that the god Apollo himself was Plato’s real father. Plato’s stepfather was a close friend of the Athenian statesman Pericles, and the family’s political connections may explain why the young Plato aspired to a career in public service.

Plato’s early education included training in gymnastics, the arts, mathematics, and history. Traditionally, male children of noble families were placed with older tutors who instructed them in virtue and practical matters. Although he may have had other teachers first, Plato met Socrates between the ages of fifteen and twenty. Plato entered adulthood during the last stages of the Peloponnesian War between Athens and Sparta, and it is possible that he served in the military. His brothers, Adeimantus and Glaucon, distinguished themselves in the war, and two of his uncles, Critias and Charmides, formed part of the elite Oligarchy of the Thirty, the antidemocratic government that ruled Athens after its defeat. Despite his family’s involvement in Athenian politics, or perhaps because of it, Plato gave up his plan for a public career and instead became a dedicated pupil to Socrates, pursuing a life as a philosopher. Plato later cast his heroic brothers and controversial uncles as characters in a number of his dialogues.

Perhaps the most significant event that defined Plato’s adult life was the trial and execution of his mentor, Socrates, in 399 BCE. During the political instability that followed the Peloponnesian War, Athenian democracy collapsed (in 404 BCE), only to be restored a year later after a battle that claimed the lives of Plato’s uncles. A general amnesty was issued to stop acts of political revenge. Socrates, however, could not escape criticism for his previous associations with the enemies of the new government; when the amnesty prevented Athenian leaders from charging him with political crimes, they accused him of sacrilege against the gods and corrupting the youth of Athens. Plato attended the trial, which he recounts in Apology. He dramatizes Socrates’ last days awaiting execution in Crito and Phaedo.

In the years after Socrates’ death, Plato began writing his early dialogues, including Meno, Euthyphro, Apology, and Crito, featuring his teacher as the protagonist. The dialogue form allowed him to dramatize Socrates’ method, called dialectic, in which he used a series of questions to challenge his interlocutor’s preconceived assumptions and illogical reasoning. Like many of Socrates’ followers, he moved away from Athens, settling for a time in Megara, near the border with Sparta. Even as his fame as a philosopher spread, he was never far removed from political intrigue. He was invited several times to Sicily to tutor kings Dionysius I and II of Syracuse, where he established a close friendship with the elder king’s brother-in-law, Dion. His experience as a royal tutor was a mixed blessing. In 384 BCE, Dionysius I grew angry with Plato and sold him into slavery. He was freed shortly thereafter and returned to Athens. Some twenty years later, Dionysius II accused his uncle, Dion, of plotting with Plato against him. Dion was banished to Athens and Plato was held under house arrest before being allowed to join the exiled Dion. A few years later, Dion would successfully overthrow his nephew only to be assassinated in 354 BCE.

Upon his return to Athens from his first voyage to Sicily, Plato founded the Academy, a center for advanced study that taught mathematics, political theory, and philosophy through Plato’s dialectical method of questions and answers. Plato composed his middle dialogues, including Phaedo, Symposium, and his masterpiece, The Republic, during these years. His dialogues played an important role in the Academy’s instruction, and the school continued to draw talented Athenian youth until at least 79 BCE, some three hundred years after Plato founded it. Plato’s most famous student, Aristotle, arrived at the Academy in 367 BCE. Plato continued to write his dialogues until his death in 347 BCE.

Historical and Literary Context of Dialogues of Plato


The Rise and Fall of Ancient Athens

Plato lived during a time of military and political turmoil as Athen’s stature as a great power declined. Ancient Greece was divided into independent city-states, each of which included a primary city and the rural areas surrounding it. More than a generation before Plato’s birth, Athens emerged as the most powerful of these by forming the Delian League, a coalition of states organized to repel the forces of Persia, which had invaded Greece in 480 BCE. Athens eventually turned the alliance into its own empire. Athens boasted a stable, democratic government, had a constitution that protected the rights of citizens of all social classes, and adult male citizens could vote and participate in public assemblies, although the military and political leaders tended to come from the aristocracy. Under the rule of the celebrated statesman Pericles (461–429 BCE), Athens entered a so-called Golden Age of culture that extended Athenian influence throughout the region. Pericles constructed the Parthenon, the great temple to the goddess Athena, and his architects, sculptors, and artists transformed Athens into a beautiful, flourishing city. Some of the greatest works of ancient Greek literature date from this period, including the tragedies of Sophocles and the comic dramas of Aristophanes. It is also the time of the birth of Greek philosophy and the teachings of Socrates, which Plato would later dramatize in his dialogues.

The outbreak of the Peloponnesian War, a twenty-seven-year conflict between Athens and Sparta, began the period of Athens’ decline. For centuries, Sparta had maintained a militaristic society and saw Athenian power as a threat to its own security. During the last decade of Pericles’ government, conflicts between the two powers escalated. In 431, full war broke out between Athens and Sparta, and the death of Pericles in 429 effectively ended the Golden Age of Athens.

The long war drained Athenian resources and threatened democracy. The Peace of Nicias, signed in 421 BCE, brought a temporary end to the fighting, but the conflict was renewed after Athens invaded the island of Melos (which had remained neutral in the war) and attacked Spartan allies in Sicily. The great general Alcibiades was chosen to lead the Sicilian campaign but was abruptly recalled to Athens on charges of sacrilege. Athens suffered defeat in Sicily, and when Sparta renewed the war, Alcibiades was again put in charge of the Athenian fleet. As Plato wrote in his Apology, Socrates himself also fought in the Peloponnesian War, and his friendship with the controversial Alcibiades, who appears as a drunken soldier in Symposium, may have played a role in the charges that were levied against him at his trial and led to his execution.

Though Alcibiades led his fleet to many victories, the war turned against Athens after Sparta’s new general, Lysander, led a final drive offensive. A devastated Athens surrendered to Sparta in 404 BCE, and the humiliating aftermath of the Peloponnesian War significantly altered Athenian society and its political system. Pro-Sparta forces and aristocrats gave power to an elite governing class, called the Oligarchy of the Thirty. This small, privileged group became known as tyrants for their cruel policies and abuse of authority. Plato’s two uncles Critias and Charmides were members of the Thirty. In 403 BCE, democracy was restored, and it is believed that Socrates’ personal association with Plato’s uncles may have compelled his arrest under the new government.

The restored democracy would last for the rest of Plato’s life. Although he probably saw the new Athenian democracy as a return to political stability, he could not know that Athenian power would be eclipsed by the arrival of Alexander the Great from the northern region of Macedonia, who conquered most of Greece a generation after Plato’s death.

Greek Literature in the Time of Plato

Many of the roots of Western civilization as we know it today can be traced to the tremendous literary, cultural, and philosophical production of ancient Greece. The Greek literary tradition begins with the epic poems of Homer, the Iliad and the Odyssey, dated to the eighth century BCE, which told the legendary stories of the Trojan War and its heroes. It is likely that a series of poets contributed to these works, perhaps over centuries, but they had taken their final form approximately a century before Plato’s birth. Homer became one of the cornerstones of Athenian education, and Plato quotes him frequently in his dialogues.

The literary tradition begun by Homer flourished in the age of Pericles and culminated in the great dramas of Sophocles, Euripides, Aristophanes, and others during Plato’s lifetime. Prizes were awarded for the best plays at festivals honoring Dionysus, the god of wine and celebration. Sophocles, author of the tragedy Oedipus the King, was awarded more prizes than any other dramatist, but Euripides won first prize for The Bacchae, although it was performed after his death. Aristophanes defined the genre of comedy with plays like The Clouds, in which he caricatured Socrates. Agathon composed prize-winning tragedies, although none of his plays survive today. Plato comments on all of these authors in his dialogues and casts Agathon as the host of the banquet in Symposium, which Aristophanes attends as a guest. As a literary form, the Platonic dialogue owes much to the poetic and dramatic traditions of ancient Greece. Like classical tragedies, Plato’s dialogues use debate among characters as a way of presenting different sides of moral arguments. Like comedy, the Platonic dialogues portray characters drawn from contemporary society, who employ irony and humor in their discussions.

Plato, Socrates, and the Origins of Greek Philosophy

Philosophy and science, as we know them, were not separate disciplines in ancient Greece; many of the philosophers before the time of Socrates and Plato were trying to understand different kinds of scientific, mathematical, and practical problems as well as metaphysical questions. Some of the famous philosophers before Socrates include Pythagoras, known for his studies on mathematics and religion, Heracleitus, who believed that the world was in a state of perpetual flux, Parmenides, who applied logic to philosophical reasoning, and Anaxagoras, who taught that the mind brought order to the chaos of the universe. Although there was not yet a formal, unified discipline of philosophy, these traditions of critical thinking influenced Plato through the teachings of Socrates.

Most of what we know about Socrates comes from Plato himself and a few others who wrote about him. The modern reader cannot be sure how much of Plato’s portrayal of Socrates corresponds to the historical man and how much is a literary character created by Plato as a mouthpiece for his own philosophy. Still, it is apparent that Socrates was Plato’s most important influence, and the Socratic method of using questions and answers to discover truth forms the foundation of Plato’s dialogues. In the time of Socrates, professional teachers known as sophists made their living instructing the youth of Athens in moral, political, and practical knowledge. Socrates distinguished himself from the sophists by challenging their knowledge of the subjects they taught. Through the method he called dialectic, he would approach a person claiming to be an expert and ask him a series of pointed questions to find flaws in his arguments to reveal his ignorance. Socrates is famous for claiming that the Oracle of Delphi, speaking for the god Apollo, proclaimed him the wisest man in Athens. Socrates maintained that his only wisdom was in knowing his own ignorance. The Platonic dialogue is, in effect, a dramatization of the Socratic dialectic at work. Together, Socrates and Plato are credited with transforming philosophy from the diverse kinds of inquiry of the pre-Socratic thinkers into a unified discipline with its own aims and methods.






CHRONOLOGY OF PLATO’S LIFE AND WORK [image: ]



	427 BCE Plato is born on Aegina, an island near Athens, within a few years of this date. Plato’s father dies around the time of his birth.

	408–409 BCE Plato’s brothers, Adeimantus and Glaucon, distinguish themselves in the Peloponnesian War.

	403 BCE Plato’s uncles, Critias and Charmides, members of the Oligarchy of the Thirty, are killed in the battle of Munychia.

	399 BCE Plato attends the trial of Socrates.

	399–387 BCE Plato is at work writing his early dialogues, including Meno, Euthyphro, Apology, and Crito.

	396 BCE Plato moves to Megara when many of Socrates’ followers leave Athens.

	385 BCE Plato travels to Syracuse at the invitation of Dionysius I. There he befriends and tutors Dion, the king’s brother-in-law.

	385–383 BCE Plato distributes drafts of his early dialogues, including Book I of Republic.


	
384 BCE Dionysius is angered with Plato’s instruction; Plato is sold into slavery.

	383 BCE Plato returns from Sicily and founds the Academy.

	380–360 BCE Plato writes his middle dialogues, including Phaedo and Symposium, and completes Republic.


	367 BCE Aristotle arrives at the Academy.

	367 BCE Death of Dionysius I of Syracuse.

	366 BCE Dion persuades the young Dionysius II to invite Plato to tutor him at Syracuse.

	365–361 BCE Plato and Dion both live in Athens.

	361 BCE Plato makes a third trip to Syracuse, summoned by Dionysius II.

	360 BCE He returns to Athens where he would remain for the rest of his life.

	357 BCE Dion attacks Syracuse to overthrow his nephew, Dionysius II.

	354 BCE Assassination of Dion.

	355–347 BCE Plato writes his later dialogues, including Laws, which would circulate after his death.

	347 BCE Plato dies.








HISTORICAL CONTEXT OF DIALOGUES OF PLATO [image: ]



	480 BCE Warriors from throughout the Greek city-states defeat the Persian invasion at the Battle of Salamis.

	ca. 469 BCE Socrates is born.

	465 BCE Xerxes I, King of Persia, is murdered by his head bodyguard.

	460 BCE First Peloponnesian War begins with Sparta leading the Peloponnesian League against the Delian League, led by Athens.

	445 BCE First Peloponnesian War ends with a treaty called the Thirty Years’ Peace.

	431 BCE After little more than a decade, the ceasefire ends and the Second Peloponnesian War begins.

	429 BCE The death of Pericles marks the end of the Golden Age of Athens.

	423 BCE Aristophanes’ play The Clouds, which lampoons Socrates in particular and Athenian intellectual society in general, is first performed at the Greater Dionysia festival.

	
413 BCE Syracuse destroys the military apparatus of the Athenian empire with Sparta’s assistance.

	404 BCE A brutal, Spartan-backed oligarchy known as “the Thirty” overthrows Athenian democracy.

	403 BCE The Battle of Munychia, a coup led by Thrasybulus, restores democracy to Athens. Critias, a leader of the Thirty and a relative of Plato, is killed.

	399 BCE Socrates is put to death by the new leadership after being charged with corrupting the youth of Athens and rejecting the state religion.

	386 BCE Aristophanes dies.

	384 BCE Aristotle is born.

	359 BCE King Philip II of Macedon ascends to the throne.

	347 BCE After Plato’s death, Aristotle leaves Athens and the Academy, eventually serving as tutor to King Philip II’s son, Alexander.

	338 BCE The Greek city-states are dissolved under the hegemony of King Philip II.

	336 BCE Philip II of Macedon is murdered by one of his bodyguards.

	336 BCE Alexander the Great, son of King Philip II and student of Aristotle, ascends to the throne.

	335 BCE Aristotle returns to Athens to found the Lyceum.

	323 BCE After capturing India and humiliating Persia, Alexander the Great dies in the palace of Nebuchadnezzar II in Babylon after a banquet organized by his friend Medius.

	322 BCE Aristotle dies in Chalcis.








EUTHYPHRO [image: ]


Persons of the Dialogue

SOCRATES, EUTHYPHRO

Scene

THE PORCH OF THE KING ARCHON




Euthyphro: Why have you left the Lyceum,1 Socrates? and what are you doing in the Porch of the King Archon?2 Surely you cannot be concerned in a suit before the King, like myself?

Socrates: Not in a suit, Euthyphro; impeachment is the word which the Athenians use.

Euth.: What! I suppose that some one has been prosecuting you, for I cannot believe that you are the prosecutor of another.

Soc.: Certainly not.


Euthyphro and Socrates meet at the porch of the King Archon. Both have legal business on hand.



Euth.: Then some one else has been prosecuting you?

Soc.: Yes.

Euth.: And who is he?

Soc.: A young man who is little known, Euthyphro; and I hardly know him: his name is Meletus,3 and he is of the deme4 of Pitthis. Perhaps you may remember his appearance; he has a beak, and long straight hair, and a beard which is ill grown.

Euth.: No, I do not remember him, Socrates. But what is the charge which he brings against you?


Meletus has brought a charge against Socrates.



Soc.: What is the charge? Well, a very serious charge, which shows a good deal of character in the young man, and for which he is certainly not to be despised. He says he knows how the youth are corrupted and who are their corruptors. I fancy that he must be a wise man, and seeing that I am the reverse of a wise man, he has found me out, and is going to accuse me of corrupting his young friends. And of this our mother the state is to be the judge. Of all our political men he is the only one who seems to me to begin in the right way, with the cultivation of virtue in youth; like a good husbandman, he makes the young shoots his first care, and clears away us who are the destroyers of them. This is only the first step; he will afterwards attend to the elder branches; and if he goes on as he has begun, he will be a very great public benefactor.

Euth.: I hope that he may; but I rather fear, Socrates, that the opposite will turn out to be the truth. My opinion is that in attacking you he is simply aiming a blow at the foundation of the state. But in what way does he say that you corrupt the young?


The nature of the charge against Socrates.



Soc.: He brings a wonderful accusation against me, which at first hearing excites surprise: he says that I am a poet or maker of gods, and that I invent new gods and deny the existence of old ones; this is the ground of his indictment.

Euth.: I understand, Socrates; he means to attack you about the familiar sign which occasionally, as you say, comes to you. He thinks that you are a neologian,5 and he is going to have you up before the court for this. He knows that such a charge is readily received by the world, as I myself know too well; for when I speak in the assembly about divine things, and foretell the future to them, they laugh at me and think me a madman. Yet every word that I say is true. But they are jealous of us all; and we must be brave and go at them.

Soc.: Their laughter, friend Euthyphro, is not a matter of much consequence. For a man may be thought wise; but the Athenians, I suspect, do not much trouble themselves about him until he begins to impart his wisdom to others, and then for some reason or other, perhaps, as you say, from jealousy, they are angry.

Euth.: I am never likely to try their temper in this way.

Soc.: I dare say not, for you are reserved in your behaviour, and seldom impart your wisdom. But I have a benevolent habit of pouring out myself to everybody, and would even pay for a listener, and I am afraid that the Athenians may think me too talkative. Now if, as I was saying, they would only laugh at me, as you say that they laugh at you, the time might pass gaily enough in the court; but perhaps they may be in earnest, and then what the end will be you soothsayers only can predict.

Euth.: I dare say that the affair will end in nothing, Socrates, and that you will win your cause; and I think that I shall win my own.

Soc.: And what is your suit, Euthyphro? are you the pursuer or the defendant?

Euth.: I am the pursuer.

Soc.: Of whom?

Euth.: You will think me mad when I tell you.

Soc.: Why, has the fugitive wings?

Euth.: Nay, he is not very volatile at his time of life.

Soc.: Who is he?

Euth.: My father.

Soc.: Your father! my good man?

Euth.: Yes.

Soc.: And of what is he accused?

Euth.: Of murder, Socrates.


The irony of Socrates.



Soc.: By the powers, Euthyphro! how little does the common herd know of the nature of right and truth. A man must be an extraordinary man, and have made great strides in wisdom, before he could have seen his way to bring such an action.

Euth.: Indeed, Socrates, he must.


Euthyphro is under a sacred obligation to prosecute a homicide, even if the murderer is his own father.



Soc.: I suppose that the man whom your father murdered was one of your relatives—clearly he was; for if he had been a stranger you would never have thought of prosecuting him.

Euth.: I am amused, Socrates, at your making a distinction between one who is a relation and one who is not a relation; for surely the pollution is the same in either case, if you knowingly associate with the murderer when you ought to clear yourself and him by proceeding against him. The real question is whether the murdered man has been justly slain. If justly, then your duty is to let the matter alone; but if unjustly, then even if the murderer lives under the same roof with you and eats at the same table, proceed against him. Now the man who is dead was a poor dependant of mine who worked for us as a field labourer on our farm in Naxos, and one day in a fit of drunken passion he got into a quarrel with one of our domestic servants and slew him. My father bound him hand and foot and threw him into a ditch, and then sent to Athens to ask of a diviner what he should do with him. Meanwhile he never attended to him and took no care about him, for he regarded him as a murderer; and thought that no great harm would be done even if he did die. Now this was just what happened. For such was the effect of cold and hunger and chains upon him, that before the messenger returned from the diviner, he was dead. And my father and family are angry with me for taking the part of the murderer and prosecuting my father. They say that he did not kill him, and that if he did, the dead man was but a murderer, and I ought not to take any notice, for that a son is impious who prosecutes a father. Which shows, Socrates, how little they know what the gods think about piety and impiety.

Soc.: Good heavens, Euthyphro! and is your knowledge of religion and of things pious and impious so very exact, that, supposing the circumstances to be as you state them, you are not afraid lest you too may be doing an impious thing in bringing an action against your father?

Euth.: The best of Euthyphro, and that which distinguishes him, Socrates, from other men, is his exact knowledge of all such matters. What should I be good for without it?


Socrates, who is accused of false theology, thinks that he cannot do better than become the disciple of so great a theologian as Euthyphro.



Soc.: Rare friend! I think that I cannot do better than be your disciple. Then before the trial with Meletus comes on I shall challenge him, and say that I have always had a great interest in religious questions, and now, as he charges me with rash imaginations and innovations in religion, I have become your disciple. You, Meletus, as I shall say to him, acknowledge Euthyphro to be a great theologian, and sound in his opinions; and if you approve of him you ought to approve of me, and not have me into court; but if you disapprove, you should begin by indicting him who is my teacher, and who will be the ruin, not of the young, but of the old; that is to say, of myself whom he instructs, and of his old father whom he admonishes and chastises. And if Meletus refuses to listen to me, but will go on, and will not shift the indictment from me to you, I cannot do better than repeat this challenge in the court.

Euth.: Yes, indeed, Socrates; and if he attempts to indict me I am mistaken if I do not find a flaw in him; the court shall have a great deal more to say to him than to me.


He asks, “What is piety?”



Soc.: And I, my dear friend, knowing this, am desirous of becoming your disciple. For I observe that no one appears to notice you—not even this Meletus; but his sharp eyes have found me out at once, and he has indicted me for impiety. And therefore, I adjure you to tell me the nature of piety and impiety, which you said that you knew so well, and of murder, and of other offences against the gods. What are they? Is not piety in every action always the same? and impiety, again—is it not always the opposite of piety, and also the same with itself, having, as impiety, one notion which includes whatever is impious?

Euth.: To be sure, Socrates.

Soc.: And what is piety, and what is impiety?


Piety is doing as I am doing: like Zeus, I am proceeding against my father.



Euth.: Piety is doing as I am doing; that is to say, prosecuting any one who is guilty of murder, sacrilege, or of any similar crime—whether he be your father or mother, or whoever he may be—that makes no difference; and not to prosecute them is impiety. And please to consider, Socrates, what a notable proof I will give you of the truth of my words, a proof which I have already given to others:—of the principle, I mean, that the impious, whoever he may be, ought not to go unpunished. For do not men regard Zeus as the best and most righteous of the gods?—and yet they admit that he bound his father (Cronos) because he wickedly devoured his sons, and that he too had punished his own father (Uranus) for a similar reason, in a nameless manner. And yet when I proceed against my father, they are angry with me. So inconsistent are they in their way of talking when the gods are concerned, and when I am concerned.


Does Euthyphro believe these amazing stories about the gods?



Soc.: May not this be the reason, Euthyphro, why I am charged with impiety—that I cannot away with these stories about the gods? and therefore I suppose that people think me wrong. But, as you who are well informed about them approve of them, I cannot do better than assent to your superior wisdom. What else can I say, confessing as I do, that I know nothing about them? Tell me, for the love of Zeus, whether you really believe that they are true.

Euth.: Yes, Socrates; and things more wonderful still, of which the world is in ignorance.

Soc.: And do you really believe that the gods fought with one another, and had dire quarrels, battles, and the like, as the poets say, and as you may see represented in the works of great artists? The temples are full of them; and notably the robe of Athene,6 which is carried up to the Acropolis at the great Panathenaea,7 is embroidered with them. Are all these tales of the gods true, Euthyphro?


Yes, and things more amazing.



Euth.: Yes, Socrates; and, as I was saying, I can tell you, if you would like to hear them, many other things about the gods which would quite amaze you.

Soc.: I dare say; and you shall tell me them at some other time when I have leisure. But just at present I would rather hear from you a more precise answer, which you have not as yet given, my friend, to the question, What is ‘piety’? When asked, you only replied, Doing as you do, charging your father with murder.

Euth.: And what I said was true, Socrates.

Soc.: No doubt, Euthyphro; but you would admit that there are many other pious acts?

Euth.: There are.

Soc.: Remember that I did not ask you to give me two or three examples of piety, but to explain the general idea which makes all pious things to be pious. Do you not recollect that there was one idea which made the impious impious, and the pious pious?

Euth.: I remember.

Soc.: Tell me what is the nature of this idea, and then I shall have a standard to which I may look, and by which I may measure actions, whether yours or those of any one else, and then I shall be able to say that such and such an action is pious, such another impious.

Euth.: I will tell you, if you like.

Soc.: I should very much like.

Euth.: Piety, then, is that which is dear to the gods, and impiety is that which is not dear to them.

Soc.: Very good, Euthyphro; you have now given me the sort of answer which I wanted. But whether what you say is true or not I cannot as yet tell, although I make no doubt that you will prove the truth of your words.

Euth.: Of course.


A more correct definition: piety is that which is dear to the gods.



Soc.: Come, then, and let us examine what we are saying. That thing or person which is dear to the gods is pious, and that thing or person which is hateful to the gods is impious, these two being the extreme opposites of one another. Was not that said?

Euth.: It was.

Soc.: And well said?

Euth.: Yes, Socrates, I thought so; it was certainly said.

Soc.: And further, Euthyphro, the gods were admitted to have enmities and hatreds and differences?

Euth.: Yes, that was also said.


Differences about numbers and figures create no ill will because they can be settled by a sum or by a weighing machine, but enmities about the just and unjust are the occasions of quarrels, both among gods and men.



Soc.: And what sort of difference creates enmity and anger? Suppose for example that you and I, my good friend, differ about a number; do differences of this sort make us enemies and set us at variance with one another? Do we not go at once to arithmetic, and put an end to them by a sum?

Euth.: True.

Soc.: Or suppose that we differ about magnitudes, do we not quickly end the differences by measuring?

Euth.: Very true.

Soc.: And we end a controversy about heavy and light by resorting to a weighing machine?

Euth.: To be sure.

Soc.: But what differences are there which cannot be thus decided, and which therefore make us angry and set us at enmity with one another? I dare say the answer does not occur to you at the moment, and therefore I will suggest that these enmities arise when the matters of difference are the just and unjust, good and evil, honourable and dishonourable. Are not these the points about which men differ, and about which when we are unable satisfactorily to decide our differences, you and I and all of us quarrel, when we do quarrel?

Euth.: Yes, Socrates, the nature of the differences about which we quarrel is such as you describe.

Soc.: And the quarrels of the gods, noble Euthyphro, when they occur, are of a like nature?

Euth.: Certainly they are.

Soc.: They have differences of opinion, as you say, about good and evil, just and unjust, honourable and dishonourable: there would have been no quarrels among them, if there had been no such differences—would there now?

Euth.: You are quite right.


Men and gods alike love the things that they deem noble and just, but they are not agreed what these are.



Soc.: Does not every man love that which he deems noble and just and good, and hate the opposite of them?

Euth.: Very true.

Soc.: But, as you say, people regard the same things, some as just and others as unjust,—about these they dispute; and so there arise wars and fightings among them.

Euth.: Very true.

Soc.: Then the same things are hated by the gods and loved by the gods, and are both hateful and dear to them?

Euth.: True.

Soc.: And upon this view the same things, Euthyphro, will be pious and also impious?

Euth.: So I should suppose.

Soc.: Then, my friend, I remark with surprise that you have not answered the question which I asked. For I certainly did not ask you to tell me what action is both pious and impious: but now it would seem that what is loved by the gods is also hated by them. And therefore, Euthyphro, in thus chastising your father you may very likely be doing what is agreeable to Zeus but disagreeable to Cronos or Uranus, and what is acceptable to Hephaestus8 but unacceptable to Here,9 and there may be other gods who have similar differences of opinion.

Euth.: But I believe, Socrates, that all the gods would be agreed as to the propriety of punishing a murderer: there would be no difference of opinion about that.

Soc.: Well, but speaking of men, Euthyphro, did you ever hear any one arguing that a murderer or any sort of evil-doer ought to be let off?

Euth.: I should rather say that these are the questions which they are always arguing, especially in courts of law: they commit all sorts of crimes, and there is nothing which they will not do or say in their own defence.

Soc.: But do they admit their guilt, Euthyphro, and yet say that they ought not to be punished?

Euth.: No; they do not.

Soc.: Then there are some things which they do not venture to say and do: for they do not venture to argue that the guilty are to be unpunished, but they deny their guilt, do they not?

Euth.: Yes.

Soc.: Then they do not argue that the evil-doer should not be punished, but they argue about the fact of who the evil-doer is, and what he did and when?

Euth.: True.


Neither God nor man will say that the doer of evil is not to be punished, but they are doubtful about particular acts. What proof is there that all the gods approve of the prosecution of your father?



Soc.: And the gods are in the same case, if as you assert they quarrel about just and unjust, and some of them say while others deny that injustice is done among them. For surely neither God nor man will ever venture to say that the doer of injustice is not to be punished?

Euth.: That is true, Socrates, in the main.

Soc.: But they join issue about the particulars—gods and men alike; and, if they dispute at all, they dispute about some act which is called in question, and which by some is affirmed to be just, by others to be unjust. Is not that true?

Euth.: Quite true.

Soc.: Well then, my dear friend Euthyphro, do tell me, for my better instruction and information, what proof have you that in the opinion of all the gods a servant who is guilty of murder, and is put in chains by the master of the dead man, and dies because he is put in chains before he who bound him can learn from the interpreters of the gods what he ought to do with him, dies unjustly; and that on behalf of such an one a son ought to proceed against his father and accuse him of murder. How would you show that all the gods absolutely agree in approving of his act? Prove to me that they do, and I will applaud your wisdom as long as I live.

Euth.: It will be a difficult task; but I could make the matter very clear indeed to you.

Soc.: I understand; you mean to say that I am not so quick of apprehension as the judges: for to them you will be sure to prove that the act is unjust, and hateful to the gods.

Euth.: Yes indeed, Socrates; at least if they will listen to me.


Let us say then that what all the gods approve is pious and holy.



Soc.: But they will be sure to listen if they find that you are a good speaker. There was a notion that came into my mind while you were speaking; I said to myself: ‘Well, and what if Euthyphro does prove to me that all the gods regarded the death of the serf as unjust, how do I know anything more of the nature of piety and impiety? for granting that this action may be hateful to the gods, still piety and impiety are not adequately defined by these distinctions, for that which is hateful to the gods has been shown to be also pleasing and dear to them.’ And therefore, Euthyphro, I do not ask you to prove this; I will suppose, if you like, that all the gods condemn and abominate such an action. But I will amend the definition so far as to say that what all the gods hate is impious, and what they love pious or holy; and what some of them love and others hate is both or neither. Shall this be our definition of piety and impiety?

Euth.: Why not, Socrates?

Soc.: Why not! certainly, as far as I am concerned, Euthyphro, there is no reason why not. But whether this admission will greatly assist you in the task of instructing me as you promised, is a matter for you to consider.

Euth.: Yes, I should say that what all the gods love is pious and holy, and the opposite which they all hate, impious.

Soc.: Ought we to enquire into the truth of this, Euthyphro, or simply to accept the mere statement on our own authority and that of others? What do you say?

Euth.: We should enquire; and I believe that the statement will stand the test of enquiry.


But does the state follow the act, or the act the state?



Soc.: We shall know better, my good friend, in a little while. The point which I should first wish to understand is whether the pious or holy is beloved by the gods because it is holy, or holy because it is beloved of the gods.

Euth.: I do not understand your meaning, Socrates.

Soc.: I will endeavour to explain: we, speak of carrying and we speak of being carried, of leading and being led, seeing and being seen. You know that in all such cases there is a difference, and you know also in what the difference lies?

Euth.: I think that I understand.

Soc.: And is not that which is beloved distinct from that which loves?

Euth.: Certainly.

Soc.: Well; and now tell me, is that which is carried in this state of carrying because it is carried, or for some other reason?

Euth.: No; that is the reason.

Soc.: And the same is true of what is led and of what is seen?

Euth.: True.

Soc.: And a thing is not seen because it is visible, but conversely, visible because it is seen; nor is a thing led because it is in the state of being led, or carried because it is in the state of being carried, but the converse of this. And now I think, Euthyphro, that my meaning will be intelligible; and my meaning is, that any state of action or passion implies previous action or passion. It does not become because it is becoming, but it is in a state of becoming because it becomes; neither does it suffer because it is in a state of suffering, but it is in a state of suffering because it suffers. Do you not agree?

Euth.: Yes.

Soc.: Is not that which is loved in some state either of becoming or suffering?

Euth.: Yes.


The latter is the truer account, and therefore we can only say that what is loved by all the gods is in a state to be loved by them; but holiness has a wider meaning than this.



Soc.: And the same holds as in the previous instances; the state of being loved follows the act of being loved, and not the act the state.

Euth.: Certainly.

Soc.: And what do you say of piety, Euthyphro: is not piety, according to your definition, loved by all the gods?

Euth.: Yes.

Soc.: Because it is pious or holy, or for some other reason?

Euth.: No, that is the reason.

Soc.: It is loved because it is holy, not holy because it is loved?

Euth.: Yes.

Soc.: And that which is dear to the gods is loved by them, and is in a state to be loved of them because it is loved of them?

Euth.: Certainly.

Soc.: Then that which is dear to the gods, Euthyphro, is not holy, nor is that which is holy loved of God, as you affirm; but they are two different things.

Euth.: How do you mean, Socrates?

Soc.: I mean to say that the holy has been acknowledged by us to be loved of God because it is holy, not to be holy because it is loved.

Euth.: Yes.

Soc.: But that which is dear to the gods is dear to them because it is loved by them, not loved by them because it is dear to them.

Euth.: True.


What is the essential meaning of holiness or piety?



Soc.: But, friend Euthyphro, if that which is holy is the same with that which is dear to God, and is loved because it is holy, then that which is dear to God would have been loved as being dear to God; but if that which is dear to God is dear to him because loved by him, then that which is holy would have been holy because loved by him. But now you see that the reverse is the case, and that they are quite different from one another. For one (theophiles) is of a kind to be loved cause it is loved, and the other (osion) is loved because it is of a kind to be loved.10 Thus you appear to me, Euthyphro, when I ask you what is the essence of holiness, to offer an attribute only, and not the essence—the attribute of being loved by all the gods. But you still refuse to explain to me the nature of holiness. And therefore, if you please, I will ask you not to hide your treasure, but to tell me once more what holiness or piety really is, whether dear to the gods or not (for that is a matter about which we will not quarrel); and what is impiety?

Euth.: I really do not know, Socrates, how to express what I mean. For somehow or other our arguments, on whatever ground we rest them, seem to turn round and walk away from us.

Soc.: Your words, Euthyphro, are like the handiwork of my ancestor Daedalus;11 and if I were the sayer or propounder of them, you might say that my arguments walk away and will not remain fixed where they are placed because I am a descendant of his. But now, since these notions are your own, you must find some other gibe, for they certainly, as you yourself allow, show an inclination to be on the move.

Euth.: Nay, Socrates, I shall still say that you are the Daedalus who sets arguments in motion; not I, certainly, but you make them move or go round, for they would never have stirred, as far as I am concerned.

Soc.: Then I must be a greater than Daedalus: for whereas he only made his own inventions to move, I move those of other people as well. And the beauty of it is, that I would rather not. For I would give the wisdom of Daedalus, and the wealth of Tantalus,12 to be able to detain them and keep them fixed. But enough of this. As I perceive that you are lazy, I will myself endeavour to show you how you might instruct me in the nature of piety; and I hope that you will not grudge your labour. Tell me, then—Is not that which is pious necessarily just?

Euth.: Yes.


All which is pious is just: is therefore all which is just pious?



Soc.: And is, then, all which is just pious? or, is that which is pious all just, but that which is just, only in part and not all, pious?

Euth.: I do not understand you, Socrates.

Soc.: And yet I know that you are as much wiser than I am, as you are younger. But, as I was saying, revered friend, the abundance of your wisdom makes you lazy. Please to exert yourself, for there is no real difficulty in understanding me. What I mean I may explain by an illustration of what I do not mean. The poet (Stasinus)13 sings—


‘Of Zeus, the author and creator of all these things,

You will not tell: for where there is fear there is also reverence.’



Now I disagree with this poet. Shall I tell you in what respect?

Euth.: By all means.

Soc.: I should not say that where there is fear there is also reverence; for I am sure that many persons fear poverty and disease, and the like evils, but I do not perceive that they reverence the objects of their fear.


We may say, e.g., that wherever there is reverence there will be fear, but not that wherever there is fear there will be reverence.



Euth.: Very true.

Soc.: But where reverence is, there is fear; for he who has a feeling of reverence and shame about the commission of any action, fears and is afraid of an ill reputation.

Euth.: No doubt.

Soc.: Then we are wrong in saying that where there is fear there is also reverence; and we should say, where there is reverence there is also fear. But there is not always reverence where there is fear; for fear is a more extended notion, and reverence is a part of fear, just as the odd is a part of number, and number is a more extended notion than the odd. I suppose that you follow me now?

Euth.: Quite well.

Soc.: That was the sort of question which I meant to raise when I asked whether the just is always the pious, or the pious always the just; and whether there may not be justice where there is not piety; for justice is the more extended notion of which piety is only a part. Do you dissent?

Euth.: No, I think that you are quite right.

Soc.: Then, if piety is a part of justice, I suppose that we should enquire what part? If you had pursued the enquiry in the previous cases; for instance, if you had asked me what is an even number, and what part of number the even is, I should have had no difficulty in replying, a number which represents a figure having two equal sides. Do you not agree?

Euth.: Yes, I quite agree.


Piety or holiness is that part of justice which attends upon the gods.



Soc.: In like manner, I want you to tell me what part of justice is piety or holiness, that I may be able to tell Meletus not to do me injustice, or indict me for impiety, as I am now adequately instructed by you in the nature of piety or holiness, and their opposites.

Euth.: Piety or holiness, Socrates, appears to me to be that part of justice which attends to the gods, as there is the other part of justice which attends to men.

Soc.: That is good, Euthyphro; yet still there is a little point about which I should like to have further information. What is the meaning of ‘attention’? For attention can hardly be used in the same sense when applied to the gods as when applied to other things. For instance, horses are said to require attention, and not every person is able to attend to them, but only a person skilled in horsemanship. Is it not so?

Euth.: Certainly.

Soc.: I should suppose that the art of horsemanship is the art of attending to horses?

Euth.: Yes.

Soc.: Nor is every one qualified to attend to dogs, but only the huntsman?

Euth.: True.

Soc.: And I should also conceive that the art of the huntsman is the art of attending to dogs?

Euth.: Yes.

Soc.: As the art of the oxherd is the art of attending to oxen?

Euth.: Very true.

Soc.: In like manner holiness or piety is the art of attending to the gods?—that would be your meaning, Euthyphro?

Euth.: Yes.
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