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				Preface

				The present volume is the third in a series designed to collect in book form hitherto uncollected and unpublished papers by the late Professor Elizabeth Anscombe.[1] The title of the present collection of papers, From Plato to Wittgenstein, mimics the title of the first volume of her Collected Philosophical Papers—From Parmenides to Wittgenstein: both volumes collect papers in which Anscombe engages analytically and argumentatively with the thought of major philosophers of the past, including the thought of her teacher and friend Ludwig Wittgenstein. The Collected Philosophical Papers were published in 1981, twenty years before her death. In those intervening years she went on to publish over 50 papers and a small number of extended reviews of the work of other philosophers. It is interest in this body of published work which has partly inspired this new series of collected papers. But the inspiration for this enterprise also derives from research among Anscombe’s unpublished papers and notebooks, a very large body of material which she was not assiduous in keeping in orderly fashion and which still remains to be adequately organised. An initial ordering of this material has, however, uncovered a number of papers, some typescripts (often with author’s corrections), others handwritten manuscripts, which have claims to see the light of publication. There are eight papers in the present collection which have not been previously published in English, though versions of two have appeared in Spanish translation.

				One question reviewers might reasonably ask is: Would Anscombe herself have published this material? In some cases it seems likely that she was not offered the occasion to do so. But in other cases it is evident that she would have considered the paper incomplete. The paper ‘On Piety, or: Plato’s Euthyphro’ in the present volume is a case in point. But anyone with an interest in the debates about that Platonic dialogue will surely find Anscombe’s incomplete paper on it engaging. And still other papers represent extended analyses and argumentative engagements from which Anscombe subsequently extracted brief and illuminating papers which she did publish. In the present volume the lengthy paper ‘Hume on causality: introductory’ is the matrix from which Anscombe extracted ‘Hume and Julius Caesar’ and ‘“Whatever has a beginning of existence must have a cause”: Hume’s Argument Exposed’.[2] It is published here as an example of the scrupulous and attentive study she devoted to major philosophers which is abundantly evident in her unpublished papers. There one finds in notebooks and papers extensive work on a number of Platonic dialogues (the Meno, the Phaedo, the Theaetetus and the Sophist), on Anselm’s Proslogion argument and on his De Veritate, on Locke’s Essay concerning Human Understanding, on Berkeley, on Hume on causality and on his Dialogues concerning Natural Religion, on Frege and Russell, and—voluminously—on themes from Wittgenstein. Interestingly, there is very little on Aristotle and Aquinas.

				In view of cavils about editorial policy from a small number of reviewers, a brief explanation of the policy adopted in distributing papers between different volumes in this series seems called for. The principal focus of the first volume, Human Life, Action and Ethics was on ethics. As explained in the preface to that volume, it began with a number of papers on the nature and proper valuation of human life because Anscombe’s reflections on those topics were fundamental to what she had to say about morality. So also was her understanding of human action and practical reason, the topics of the second part of that volume. The focus of the second volume, Faith in a Hard Ground, was on topics which engaged Anscombe’s philosophical attention because of her Catholic faith. The volume contained papers whose subject matter materially coincided with the subject matter of papers in the first volume. But the treatment of those topics in the second volume was more evidently inspired by the challenge of Catholic teaching or influenced by its content. It is to be hoped that the rationale for the selection of papers in the present volume is fairly perspicuous, and that reviewers will not find editorial policy a reason for failing to engage with Anscombe’s thinking.

				As in previous volumes, footnotes flagged in Arabic numerals are the author’s, those flagged in symbols ( , †, §, etc) have been supplied by me. In the initial footnote to each paper, where information is provided about the source and date of the paper, the distinction between ‘manuscript’ and ‘typescript’, as the names suggest, is between handwritten and typed documents. Insertions in square brackets in quotations from other authors were made by Anscombe; insertions in square brackets in her text have been made by me, usually to supply fairly obviously missing words.

				I am indebted to the advice of two scholars in particular in deciding on the selection of papers for the present volume. Nicholas Denyer of Trinity College, Cambridge (and former graduate student of Anscombe), offered advice on the inclusion of the Plato papers. Anselm Müller, former Professor of Philosophy of the University of Trier (and also sometime graduate student of Anscombe) not only advised on the inclusion of a number of the Wittgenstein papers, but also helped in answering questions about the texts of some of those papers.

				The whole project of publishing these volumes of Elizabeth Anscombe’s papers could not have made the progress it has had John Haldane not welcomed the volumes into the series he edits. His sustained and sustaining interest in the project has been a constant encouragement to make progress with it for which I am very grateful.

				Gratitude is again owing to the Earhart Foundation for the grants given to me in 2009 and 2011 to work on archiving Elizabeth Anscombe’s papers and publishing a selection of her uncollected and unpublished papers. Much of my time has been spent on a preliminary organisation of a somewhat disorganised mass of papers. I hope to continue to make progress with this work and to produce a further volume of papers in due course.

				My wife and I are at one in wishing to dedicate this volume to Fr Dermot Fenlon, a noble priest and fine scholar, who was a friend of Elizabeth Anscombe.

				Luke Gormally

				June, 2011

				
					
						1	The two previously published volumes are: Human Life, Action and Ethics. Essays by G E M Anscombe, edited by Mary Geach and Luke Gormally (Exeter, UK & Charlottesville, VA, USA: Imprint Academic, 2005); Faith in a Hard Ground. Essays on Religion, Philosophy and Ethics by G E M Anscombe, edited by Mary Geach and Luke Gormally (Exeter, UK & Charlottesville, VA, USA: Imprint Adademic, 2008).

					

					
						2	Originally published in 1973 and 1974, and reprinted in G E M Anscombe, From Parmenides to Wittgenstein. Collected Philosophical Papers, Volume I (Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1981), pp. 86–99.

					

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Introduction

				Elizabeth Anscombe’s interest in the great philosophers of the past was that of a participant in their debate. She learned to take part in their perennial conversation by having a teacher who was himself a great philosopher, Ludwig Wittgenstein. She recorded that before she knew him, the great philosophers of the past had appeared to her like beautiful statues: knowing him had brought them alive for her.

				She said to me once that the contemporary philosophy teachers who called themselves philosophers were not philosophers: she would not call herself one. Who was, I asked, and she named Wittgenstein. She had learned, by walking and talking in the company of one of them, to move in the company of people who were, in this restricted sense, philosophers; not merely listening, but seriously entering into their concerns and criticizing their thoughts. This did not mean using a philosopher’s work as a text about which to make erudite observations, nor did it mean taking him as a banner for her cause, nor employing his name as a label for a mindset which she might dislike: it meant interesting herself in the topics that the philosopher discusses, taking his thoughts apart, adopting some, finding deep problems through others, and rejecting what she found silly. For she was quite capable of finding a great philosopher silly. She used to say to me that we are all stupid in some ways. I suppose she thought this because she had found in talk with him that even Wittgenstein had his absurd attitudes. He had enthused to her about the phrase ‘moves without moving’ as used about God by Saint Augustine, and had been visibly annoyed when she explained that it meant ‘moves other things without himself moving’.

				I don’t know if he saw the expression ‘moves without moving’ as being analogous to something mathematical or as a bit of great but obscure poetry. He would not have wished his own work to be looked at in this latter way. She told me how he had explained the popular success of a man whose work he despised by saying that he made people feel as though philosophy was a fairy cave. Anscombe does not do this. You will not find a fairy cave here, but a tough inquisition into the problems: such questions as whether all truths are eternal or timeless, a topic approached in their different ways by Anselm and Aquinas and Russell.

				We should remember that time-denying McTaggart thought that Russell basically agreed with him about time, and that though people try to refute the former philosopher’s argument for the unreality of time, the sense in which Russell believed in the timeless truth of all properly analysed propositions is one in which large numbers of philosophers do believe in it nowadays. Anscombe, by contrast, was ready to accept both the idea that a proposition might become true or cease to be so, and the idea that the proposition itself was not eternal. She ascribes to Anselm, and seems to sympathise with, the view that an expression might have truth from all eternity without ever existing.

				Anscombe did not on the whole have the interests typical of an historian, but in respect of Anselm she did on one occasion do some research into primary sources, and that was when she wished to check whether there was any textual reason for placing a comma in the crucial sentence of the Proslogion, where occurs the argument called—in her view falsely—his ‘ontological’ argument. Her interpretation of the sentence depended on whether (in our modern punctuation) we should put in the usually-inserted comma before the phrase ‘quod maius est’. She held that if one left out the comma the sentence was better Latin. She saw this as bearing out her interpretation, since Anselm wrote beautiful Latin. ‘I don’t know if it’s better Latin’ said an American professor who had been teaching about the ontological argument, and to whom I had reported the news of the new interpretation, ‘but it’s certainly better philosophy.’ Anscombe thought that to count existence itself as a perfection was absurd, and it is only fair to Anselm to consider her interpretation of him, which finds him not guilty of this absurdity. She was uncertain about the validity of Anselm’s argument as construed by her, though if she had thought it invalid she would have said as much. When giving me an account of a debate of hers with a noted Christian apologist, she had told me that bad arguments for the truth should be refuted.

				Anscombe would compare things which Wittgenstein had said with what the philosophers of the past had said on the same subjects. For example, Anselm in discussing truth comes up against the same question as Wittgenstein in the Tractatus, of whether a proposition might not be said to have two equally correct ways of signifying, a true way and a false one. She was not a philosophizer about philosophy, but showed, by her readiness to make such comparisons, that certain ways of setting the past at a distance were entirely alien to her. Thus she compared a passage in Frege with one in the Phaedo, saying ‘When I read the introduction to Frege’s Grundlagen my spirit bounded with the recognition of a brother to Socrates as so depicted by Plato.’ She was a translator in a deep sense: she showed this in her book Intention by using the phrase ‘under a description’ in some contexts in which scholastics use sentences containing the word ‘qua.’

				Her essay ‘Wittgenstein: whose philosopher?’ seems an exception to the rule that she was not a philosophizer about philosophy, but really the paper seems to prove that she was incorrigibly a philosopher rather than such a philosophizer. She distinguishes two kinds of philosopher, tells a tale to illustrate the way in which certain problems do not seem like problems to people who are not philosophers, and then she is away, thinking about the problems themselves, caught up by them, not really making generalizations about philosophy any more. What she says about Plato and Wittgenstein is true of her: that though there was much in her work to interest people who were not philosophers, still she was also interested in the sort of problems which only strike philosophers as problematic.

				Of Wittgenstein’s two philosophies, Anscombe was clearly attached to the later: though she saw much solid material in the Tractatus, she thought that it disallowed too much human discourse: not just metaphysical and religious discourse, but plain historical narrative.

				In analysing an historical proposition, say, of the form ‘A assassinated B’ one cannot suppose that the meaning of the proposition consists in those facts (atomic or otherwise) in which the fact of the assassination consists. To do this is to commit what Anscombe named ‘the fallacy of being guided by the truth’: for the assassination might not have occurred, might then not consist in any facts, atomic or otherwise. She sees both in Wittgenstein’s Tractatus and in Anselm the point which explains this expression of hers: that a proposition must be capable of signifying what it does both when what it signifies actually is, and when it signifies what is not, and is false.

				In her essay on Wittgenstein and Anselm she not only shows her belief in the translatability of the past, but also the reasonableness of seeing past philosophers as having something definite to say to present day ones. It is to be remembered, however, that she did regard some present-day concepts as untranslatable: the special moral senses of duty, obligation, right and wrong, but this was because she thought these concepts confused and deracinated.

				Wittgenstein was no doubt the dying teacher who said to her that he had loved truth, and it was this love of truth which caused him to make the second great change which he did make in philosophy: he was honest enough to see that his Tractatus theories did not describe language adequately. Anscombe found a lot in the Tractatus—indeed, she wrote a book about it.[3] For example, she sympathised with its attack on the belief that there is such a thing as the causal connection. Anscombe expressed to me the view that, correctly translated, the sentence should be not ‘Belief in the causal nexus is superstition’, but ‘Superstition is belief in the causal nexus’. Thus translated, the sentence gives us a definition of superstition. I suppose he did not think that superstition was to believe in the different things we call causes (constructing, pushing, breaking, begetting, suppressing, assisting, poisoning, informing) but to believe in the causal nexus as a sort of all-purpose glue which attaches each cause to its proper effect which, as Anscombe expresses it, ‘drags’ the effect into existence. One sees the harmfulness of the idea of the causal connection in the causal theories about memory, perception, and so on that people have. To think you have explained remembering by saying that there is a causal connection between memory and thing remembered is like thinking you have explained addition by saying that there is an arithmetical connection between the addition sum and its answer.

				Causality is one of Anscombe’s great topics, and in the paper here she subjects Hume, who seems never to have expected that people would examine his philosophy for internal consistency, to such an examination, one which considers whether his assertions about ideas and impressions are really consistent with either of Hume’s definitions of a cause. Out of this work, as is noted in the Preface, she drew two of her previously-published papers: the one on Hume and Julius Caesar is apt to make one read a philosopher with much more care, lest one allow him such feats of prestidigitation as Hume performs, slipping unnoticed between his talk of our experience in reading about Caesar, and the experience of those who presumably were eyewitnesses of the events.

				There is a relation between her treatment here of knowledge of the past and her treatment of proper names in her essay on Russell. Our knowledge that there is a chain of testimony through which we have our knowledge of past events derives from our believing the testimony we have seen or heard. One such chain is the chain of use of a proper name, e.g. Julius Caesar. On the supposition that Julius Caesar existed, we can take the name to be a proper name by her account of proper names. If Julius Caesar did not exist, his name does not exist.

				Russell, seeing that all kinds of presuppositions went into treating ordinary proper names as names, thought that proper names were really definite descriptions, and that the only real proper names stood for experience contents, like ‘red’ or ‘this’. Russell’s use of the word guaranteed its reference, but Anscombe had been freed by Wittgenstein from the phenomenalist belief in the private sense of ‘this’, guaranteed to onself but inaccessible to others. She was not imprisoned by the requirement of personal infallibility which has bedevilled philosophy since Descartes. I remember her speaking of how the word ‘this’ latches onto things, giving the example of someone coming in with a box and saying ‘This is what is left of poor old Jones’, meaning the contents of the box. Obviously, the man who did this might be mistaken, there might be nothing in the box. ‘This’ as used in her example is not Russell’s ‘this’, with its guaranteed reference. It is understandable that people who think of ‘this’, referring to an immediately perceived sense datum, as the only real proper name, should think that the atomic propositions of the Tractatus were about sense data, but Anscombe in her own book on that work confutes such a view, arguing against it from the text.

				Anscombe was chiefly attached to Wittgenstein’s later philosophy, though not to most of what he said about ethics and religion. She does not accept Kripke’s interpretation of Wittgenstein as one who pushed scepticism further. I found that interpretation quite convincing, when I heard Saul Kripke set it forth in Cambridge, but she quotes chapter and verse to refute it, giving Kripke and not Wittgenstein the credit for the new sceptical difficulty. She also denied that there was a theory of language in Wittgenstein, and that his use of the concept of grammar was in any way peculiar. People’s thinking it is peculiar has to do with the notion that to identify a fact about a language as a grammatical fact is to show that a certain way of speaking is grammatical, and a failure to talk in that way is ungrammatical. For example, a philologist to whom I said that the grammar of questions means that they have answers, responded by saying that it was not a grammatical mistake to fail to answer a question. But to know what a question is one has to know what it is to answer a question, and this sort of knowledge is knowledge of grammar.

				But if Wittgenstein’s obstinate questioning of the riddle about how we carry on applying concepts correctly is not the raising of a sceptical difficulty, what is it? Anscombe does not try an alternative account to Kripke’s of what Wittgenstein is doing here. The problem of how we keep on doing things correctly—like adding two—is one which is found in the first book of the Republic, when Socrates points to the infinite regress involved in thinking that there is an art by which we check up on an art. Anscombe liked Lao Tzu, but I never heard her say anything about him except that she liked him. It seems to me that the same problem is addressed by him.

				It is hard, if not impossible, to summarize Wittgenstein’s later philosophy because in that philosophy he neither tries to set forth principles, nor to give an epistemological account of everything. He had said to her that this was the difference he had made to philosophy: philosophy books before him were either about epistemology, or had titles about the principles of something or other. The question then is: how can one be doing philosophy if one neither tries to set forth the most general principles nor to found everything on one’s own infallible perceptions? Clearly, Anscombe is doing philosophy here, and can be seen to be doing so. She wrote once that philosophy was thinking about the most difficult and general questions, and she does do that.

				Her paper on Plato’s theory of forms shows that she thought that though the mind worked in a way which was general, immaterial and timeless, this did not mean that she believed in an intervening object, the form or idea, itself general, immaterial and timeless. In her paper on the immortality of the soul[4] she denies also that the immateriality of thought shows that the soul is an immaterial substance. In this sort of attitude she clearly shows the influence of Wittgenstein. She showed it also in her book on intention,[5] where she denied that the intention in an action was some internal event taking place separately from the action. I do not know that one could formulate a doctrine of Wittgenstein’s which is applied in all these instances. There is however a somehow characteristically Wittgensteinian way of countering the philosopher’s tendency to explain a philosophically puzzling thing by inventing an entity or event which causes it, as physicists invent particles like the graviton.

				Anscombe told me that it was through the thought of Aquinas, who held that the ideas were in the mind of God, that the word ‘idea’ came to have its modern meaning. It is interesting that only one of these papers is about Aquinas. Anscombe drew upon his thought to an unknowable extent: she said to me that it aroused prejudice in people to tell them that a thought came from him: to my sister she said that to ascribe a thought to him made people boringly ignore the philosophical interest of it, whether they were for Aquinas or against him. The way in which she and my father combined analytic and Thomistic thought was not the way of people deciding to construct a combined philosophy of analytical Thomism, but the way of people who were in pursuit of truth and good philosophy, and took it where they found it. She once called Aquinas a ‘strikingly good philosopher’, contrasting him with another saint and revered authority, Alphonsus Liguori, who, she said, was not. However, she seems from her remains not to have done much expounding of Aquinas.

				My parents, though they were not in general at loggerheads about philosophy, were very different in their approaches, which is well illustrated by comparing their treatment of the Euthyphro. Geach is struck by what he called the Socratic fallacy, the fallacy of thinking that one does not understand a concept unless one can define it. He is also struck by the fact that Euthyphro is actually in the right, in that his father has committed murder. I have read a defence of euthanasia by a man who cited the ancient Greeks, with their practice of infanticide, to show that having a legal practice of killing innocents does not make people think that murder is all right in other cases. Against this, people should point out that when Euthyphro prosecuted his father for leaving a man tied up in a ditch until he died it was a gesture which no-one was going to take seriously except as a gesture. The man was a serf who had killed another serf in a drunken quarrel, and no-one thought that Euthyphro’s case against his father had a chance in the court. So much for the ancient Greek attitude to murder.

				By contrast with Geach, Anscombe observes that Plato wrote the Euthyphro and that the nobility of Euthyphro’s position emerges from that dialogue. She thinks Plato must have seen how fine that position was. Also, she enters carefully and analytically into the dialogue’s central question about piety, the question of whether actions are pious because god pleasing or god pleasing because pious.

				Hasty reading of her essay Modern Moral Philosophy has caused some people to think that she made a crude identification of morality with divine law, and that she held that morality vanishes if one does not believe in God. She did not: it was only the modern concept of the moral that she thought senseless without the concept of a divine law. In this essay on the Euthyphro, she confronts the question (lately seen simply as something to use almost rhetorically as a self-evident refutation of the identification of morality and divine law) as that question arises, not in respect of ‘morality’, but in respect of the particular virtue which is under discussion in the dialogue. She remarks dryly that modern commentators are not particularly interested in piety, which prevents them from getting to the heart of the problem. She compares and contrasts piety with obedience in respect of the same central question asked mutatis mutandis.

				I asked her when I was a girl whether she or my father was the better philosopher, and she said that he had the more powerful intellect, but that she had the greater ability to see about and around a problem. Their respective essays on the Euthyphro illustrate this well. No doubt Geach’s identification of the Socratic fallacy has done a great deal of good, but the question about piety just is an interesting question, if asked not as people tend to ask it, as a rhetorical attack on a divine law account of morality, but seriously as a philosophical problem.

				Mary Geach

				July 2011
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				Part 1. Ancient, Medieval & Modern

				1*. The Origin of Plato’s Theory of Forms

				S. V. Keeling was a learned man who attracted attention in France as well as in the UK. His major distinction from almost all other philosophers was that he was a follower of the Cambridge philosopher McTaggert. McTaggert himself had also the rare distinction of inventing an argument for a paradoxical conclusion, an argument that has been discussed ever since. Like Zeno, who argued that there was no such thing as motion, he has inspired many to refute him, but there is little agreement between the refuters. He was an atheist and his general view of things was that we—human persons—are all enjoying an eternal life of love and mutual knowledge without realizing this. In short, he thought that we were all gods, though he would not have put it like that. He wrote in a very good prose style.

				Keeling was a teacher at University College, London, and when he died he left money to a former student of his who decided to found the Keeling Memorial Lecture. To him, therefore, I express gratitude, as also to those who chose to invite me to give the lecture this year.

				Now for my title: ‘The origin of Plato’s theory of forms’. I am going to argue, not for any source in earlier philosophers’ writings, but for a root in the doctrine that like-knows-like. If you mention this doctrine to a cultivated native German speaker, you are almost certain to be given a quotation from Goethe, the lines:

				Waer’ nicht das Auge sonnenhaft

				Wie koennt’ die Sonne es erblicken?

				Waer’ nicht in uns des Gottes eigne Kraft

				Wie koennt’ uns Goettliches entzuecken?†

				To translate:

				If the eye were not sunny

				How could it glimpse the sun?

				If God’s own power were not in us

				How could what is divine enchant us?

				Goethe does not claim to be more than translating from someone he calls Johannes Secundus. So far as I have been able to find out, it is not known who this was. It sounds as if it might be a Pope, but I don’t know of any other reason to think it was, or how Goethe stumbled upon it.

				The doctrine that like-knows-like was a frequent one among the early Greek philosophers. It is reported by Theophrastus that Anaxagoras strongly rejected it, and maintained that, rather, unlike-knows-like. He mentioned among other examples that sensation will show you that something is warm if your hand is cooler, and vice versa. ‘Like things cannot be affected by like. An image is cast upon what is not the same colour, but a different one.’ (This is about sight.) We do not apprehend sweet and sour by sweet and sour respectively but by contrasts.

				When I first heard Anaxagoras’ objection, I was much impressed by it: it seemed to be a successful dismissal of the ‘like-knows-like’ doctrine. Now I am not so sure. You know that something is cool by way of the warmth of your hand; but coolness and warmth are different degrees of the same thing. (They are not, as the Greeks thought, different mixtures of contraries.) Sweet and sour make us recognise each in the presence of the other by contrast, but again it is contrast within a range of the same kind of properties. It is by difference of colour that we see the pattern of the image presented to the eye. This may be a sufficient reply to Anaxagoras. If so, it would mean that we had to give a more sophisticated version of ‘like-knows-like’ than he was rebutting.

				There is a statement in Plato’s Phaedo which appears to be based upon some, perhaps restricted, form of the doctrine that like-knows-like. It is the statement that the soul (the human soul, he means) is akin to the forms. He says it there in the Phaedo without arguing for it. But why did he think it? The reason would seem to be that the soul must in its nature be something like the forms in order to know them. On the other hand, it is not suggested that the soul of a man is a Platonic form. That the human soul must have known the forms from forever we know partly from Plato’s way of having Socrates argue in the Meno for the eternal pre-existence of the soul, and partly from the theses of the Phaedrus and the Phaedo about the process of acquiring knowledge of a form F. In the Phaedrus this is described as a process of contracting into one unitary object what is got from a multitude of perceptions—for example, the knowledge of ‘the equal’ by seeing equal sticks and stones. The descriptions seem equivalent and make one think of the British Empiricists. But the process is described as a process of being reminded, by the many things that are F, of the form or type F itself, which the mind has so to speak seen in a previous existence. Thus there is no commitment to a doctrine of sense impressions as a source of all our ideas.

				From the argument in the Meno we can derive that Plato’s Socrates thought—or ought to have thought—that no matter when one could manifest knowledge of mathematical facts, it would always turn out that the apparently new knowledge was really being reminded. Socrates indeed does not explicitly come to this conclusion, but produces a phoney argument which he then has the grace to say he ‘wouldn’t exactly insist on’. The argument is that, without having been taught it in this life, Meno’s slave has turned out to know that the square which is double the size of the given square is the square on the diagonal of the given square. So he was reminded (by Socrates’ questions) of something he already knew when he was not a man. But—and this is what Socrates is a bit shamefaced about—the time of his being a man and the time of his not being a man add up to the whole of time. So for the whole of time he has been a knower of the mathematical fact, and by the same methods Socrates will be able to prove the slave’s previous knowledge of the whole of mathematics.

				Without Socrates explicitly saying so, the example does prove that in a certain sense there is no such thing as being taught mathematics. At any rate it is not like being taught history, where you know all you know in the first place by being told. The restriction of the term ‘knowledge’ to necessary and invariable truth was inherited from the Greeks even as late as the thirteenth century. It is to be found then in scholastic philosophy. In consequence of it there has been a known philosophical problem ‘whether one human being can teach another’ which is not part of the familiar repertory of problems in modern Anglo-American and related philosophy.

				It is possible to continue the discussion in the Meno from the point where Socrates is a bit shamefaced about his argument for the eternal pre-existence of the soul. One can enlarge the subject matter so that it comprises understanding proofs, which need not be mathematical proofs. Socrates can be made to point out that there is no such thing as understanding valid reasoning and not accepting it as valid. If that is so then the understanding of the validity of valid arguments cannot be taught as something one essentially learns from being told it, like so much that we learn. This enlarges the interest of the argument in the Meno, for it covers much more than mathematics.

				However, the argument in the Meno does just concern the slave’s knowledge of geometry, i.e. of mathematics, and we have to remember that Plato thought that mathematicians were trying to reach forms, the only really real things, but that they did not succeed, but only ‘dreamed of reality’. In short, their thoughts and arguments concerned not forms, of which there is only one for any type of thing, but ‘mathematicals’. In the understanding that is ‘revived’ in Meno’s slave, there were two squares, and any square has two diagonals. I don’t think Plato ever tells us how the geometrical knowledge (which is ‘revived’ in the slave’s coming to know the theorem) is to be expressed in terms of the forms the square, the diagonal and the triangle. But in the Phaedo and the Phaedrus he is definitely concerned with the forms, although his example of ‘the equal’ in the Phaedo has to introduce a designation of a form which ought to be necessarily plural: auta ta isa, meaning the equals. If, following a suggestion of Wittgenstein, one compares the notion of a form to that of the standard yard at Greenwich, this leads to one’s asking oneself: ‘Wouldn’t the standard equals have to be two equal lengths side by side, or something of that sort?’ Furthermore, if someone were willing to accept that, together perhaps with some more ‘standard sames’, the question would arise how the standards were to be used as standards.

				Once more, so far as I know, though Plato does make Socrates speak of ‘the equals’, auta ta isa, which are plural, he does not offer us any solution of the problem here presented. It is perhaps only a slight problem. Can’t we say: ‘there can be only one form of the equals, even though you have to conceive it as consisting of two things which as being the form in question are essentially equal?’ It appears to me that we can, if we are at all justified in speaking of forms as Plato conceived them. We can just ascribe it to Plato’s perception of awkwardness that his Socrates sometimes says auto to ison—singular, the equal itself, and sometimes auta ta isa—plural, the equals themselves.

				So much by way of introduction to the topic of my title: the source of Plato’s theory of forms. As I have said, I am interested not in a derivation from previous thinkers who influenced Socrates or Plato but rather in the philosophical thinking involved in believing in Platonic forms. This thinking is so connected with a doctrine that like-knows-like that I am inclined to look for a form of that doctrine that fits its use to postulate forms, which are not particular but universal, not variable but unchangeable, and each not multiple but single.

				Before my account of this source of Platonic thinking, however, I will advert to remarks he makes about knowledge, ignorance and opinion in the Republic. He says that knowledge (episteme) is related to to on—i.e. to what is; non-knowing, or ignorance (agnosia) to to me on—i.e. to what is not; opinion (doxa) comes in between: it is brighter than non-knowing and darker than knowing. So there must be something in between what is and what is not, and that is what opinion is related to. (Republic V, 477–8.)

				One cannot cite this as illustrating a belief that ‘like-knows-like’, as two of the states are not states of knowledge. But we may say: what a state (a state of the cognitive mind, to use later language) is related to is like the state; hence, as opinion is between knowing and ignorance, it must be related to something between what they are respectively related to. The word (epi) which I translate ‘related to’ is a preposition, but I cannot find an English preposition that will do the same job. Perhaps I could use an emphatic ‘of’: knowledge is of what is, ignorance of what is not, opinion of what is between. We may note that it is tempting to translate agnosia by ‘error’ rather than by ‘ignorance’ or ‘non-knowing’, but I think we must resist the temptation. Error would be an example of non-knowing, and the only example for which it is reasonable to say ‘here the object is what is not’. Nevertheless it would be a mistranslation, and the correct translation emphasises for us that we have here an example of how weird Plato’s thought sometimes is.

				Leaving this, however, we can say that the basic thought displayed in this passage of the Republic is very much the same as that displayed by reasonings which would appeal to the principle ‘like-knows-like’. For example, it might be argued ‘there cannot be discursive thought concerning the deity, because discursive thought is essentially complex, and God is essentially simple’. Or again ‘you cannot intellectually grasp there being two men; because the proposition does not distinguish the two men, in order to think that proposition you would have to double your idea of a man, but that is impossible because the idea “man” is single in anybody who conceives it’. Similarly, if you think of such a proposition as ‘any boy will pick a fight with any boy’ you have to think the idea ‘any boy’ twice over, and yet that idea is single in your mind. In all such cases there is reasoning from the essential features of some thought to what would have to be a feature of the object of thought.

				Now I come to the exposition of my title subject: the source of Plato’s theory of forms. A little history is relevant. The first Greek philosophers to enquire into the nature of things thought that there was nothing—no substance—in the world except bodies. Further, they observed that all bodies are movable, or capable of motion, whether this is being moved by others or is moving in the intransitive sense of the word. Indeed, it was thought that bodies were in continual flux, and in consequence some thought that we could not have any certainty about things: certain truth was not available to us. For what is in continual flux cannot be grasped with certainty, because it has slid on before the mind judges it. As Heraclitus said: ‘You cannot step in the same river twice’, and this was not just an observation about rivers with their obviously flowing water: everything is flowing, panta rei, and his utterance can be taken as symbolic of the whole non-state of things.

				Upon this stage came Plato. In order to preserve the possibility of our having certain knowledge of truth through our intellects, he laid down that there was another genus of things besides those corporeal ones, a genus separated from matter and motion, which he called kinds or ideas, by ‘participation’ in which any of those particular and sensible things is called a man or a horse or anything else. In this way he declared that pieces of knowledge and definitions and whatever pertains to the action of the intellect do not relate to those sense-perceptible bodies, but rather to such immaterial and separate things. Thus the mind’s thinking is not thought of those corporeal things, but is of the separated ‘kinds’ of such things.

				Now there are obviously two falsehoods here. First, with these kinds being immaterial and unmoving, the understanding of matter and motion would be excluded from natural science—whose proper preserve they are. So too would proof by material causes and by any ordinary causes which move things. Secondly, it seems ridiculous to bring in other beings, when we are looking for an account of our knowledge of the very objects that are clearly in our view; other beings, that is, which cannot be the substance of the familiar objects, since they have a logically quite different sort of existence. That being so, having acquired knowledge of these separate substances, we would not be able thereby to make inferences to, or judge well about, the sensible objects. We may remember that in the first part of the Parmenides, in which Parmenides wipes the floor with Socrates, this objection is made by the great man to Socrates’ theory of ideas and Socrates is not able to answer it, or indeed any other.

				However, to return to our theme, it does appear that Plato has got misled precisely by an application of the like-knows-like principle. One can use this in either of two ways, take either of two directions with it. One may say: this is how what we are acquainted with is, therefore we have to describe our mode of acquaintance in such a way that it too has these features, or somehow accommodates these features even if it does not seem to have them. Or we may say: this is what our process or apparatus for knowing something is like, therefore what we know with it must be like that too. An example of a problem arising in the context of the first way is to be found in recent discoveries about colour vision: a ray of a certain green combined with a ray of a certain red yields sight of pure yellow. How is this to be explained? Well, why does one want it explained? Because it seems so odd that our power of sight should get such a result out of red and green. How can we accommodate that yellow in our account of colour vision? We’d not be puzzled like that about seeing green when something green was presented to our eyes.

				So the most usual use of the like-knows-like principle would be to argue from the object to the kind of thing that being acquainted with it is. Now Plato seems to have moved in the opposite direction: to have thought that the way some known object is in the knowing mind shows us how the known object must be in itself. Now, we may say, he could tell in what way what is known is in the knowing mind when the knowing mind’s knowledge is what is expressed by propositions. Propositions almost always have general terms in them. A general term is expressive of some general feature of the things it is rightly used to describe. So we can say that at least the substance known is a universal—i.e. common to all the members of a given class. (Here I will remark on the fact that Aristotle’s term ousia, which we regularly translate ‘substance’, is a steal from Plato: an ousia is a being, and Plato thought the only ousiai were forms. Aristotle successfully impounded the word for his philosophical account of the most fundamental beings.)

				A further property of the meaning of a general term is that it is not only general but it cannot change: if it changed, it would be a different term. This thought is to be found in William James’s Principles of Psychology:

				Conceptions form the one class of entities that cannot under any circumstances change. They can cease to be altogether; or they can stay as what they severally are; but there is for them no middle way. They form an essentially discontinuous system and translate the process of our perceptual experience, which is naturally a flux, into a set of stagnant and petrified terms. The very conception of flux itself is an absolutely changeless meaning in the mind: it signifies just that one thing, flux, immovably.‡

				Coming back to the existence of such-and-such a meaning in the mind, it is also immaterial. Making then the transition from the properties of an object of thought as it exists in the mind to what the mind is thinking of in using the term, there is a temptation, to which it seems Plato succumbed, to ascribe to the object of thought as it exists outside the mind the very properties which characterise it as a mental object: being a universal, being immaterial, being unchangeable. The form of the object of thought is in the intellect in these ways, with these characteristics: so much is obvious if you simply consider meanings of a vast number of words—words that stand for objects in the widest sense of ‘object’. And so Plato thought that the things which were objects of thought must have all these properties as they existed apart from being thought about: they must be general, immaterial and unchangeable. This of course puts the understanding at a great distance from material things.

				There is however no need for this to be the case. It is true that the understanding gets hold of the material and moveable kinds of objects in an immaterial, and in a sense changeless, kind of way, according thus with its own way of getting hold of anything. Thus it can and ought to be said that the mind can and does know corporeal objects with a knowledge-of that is immaterial, ‘universal’ (i.e. by way of general concepts) and in a way unchangeable, without introducing intervening objects with those properties, and without supposing that the corporeal objects themselves have those properties.

				 

				* The Stanley Victor Keeling Memorial Lecture delivered at University College, London, on 8 March 1990, and published in Robert W Sharples (ed) Modern Thinkers and Ancient Thinkers. The Stanley Victor Keeling Memorial Lectures at University College, London, 1981–1991. (London: UCL Press, 1993).

				† Anscombe seems to have been (mis)quoting from memory. Goethe’s text reads: Wär’ nicht das Auge sonnenhaft/ Die Sonne könnt’ es nie erblicken;/ Läg’ nicht in uns des Gottes eigne Kraft/ Wie könnt’ uns Göttliches entzücken?/

				‡ William James, Principles of Psychology. Authorised edition in two unabridged volumes bound as one (Dover Publications, 1950), Volume 1, pp. 467–8.

			

		

	
		
			
				2*. On Piety, or: Plato’s Euthyphro

				I

				Modern commentators are not particularly interested in piety. Lacking this interest, it seems to me they do not get to the heart of the questions discussed in the Euthyphro.

				We can make a parallel between piety and obedience:

				What actions are obedient?—Actions ordered by people.—Do people order them because they are obedient, or are they obedient because of being ordered?

				To this double question the answer is: (a) there is no general reason why anyone orders an action, but a possible reason is the obedience of the action, i.e. that if the recipient of the order does what is ordered he will have done something obedient. And (b) actions are obedient because or at least partly because they are ordered. That is, to be obedient an action has to be ordered, even if that is not all that is necessary.

				There is, we see, no incompatibility between saying that a superior, say, orders you to do something because it will be an act of obedience if you do it, and saying that it is an obedient act because you do what the superior ordered.

				If we hear of an act’s being ordered for the sake of obedience, that tells us nothing of what it is an order to do. This may even be a matter of indifference to the one giving the order. He must just order something or other—the most obedient person in the world, who leaps to attention at the words ‘Do just what I tell you’, will do nothing obedient if the order-giver does not go on to say e.g. ‘Jump off that cliff’ or ‘Move that object from there to there’.

				Still, the one may give such an order for no other reason than that it will be obedience for the other to carry it out. And it, the act itself, will be obedient because it was ordered and was done because it was ordered. It will be as it were a vehicle of the desired obedience.

				Let us try these considerations for fit, as it were, with piety:

				What actions are pious?—Ones which are god-pleasing. -  Do they please the gods because they are pious, or are they pious because they are god-pleasing?

				To this double question the answer is: (a) there is no general reason why a god is pleased by an action, but a possible reason is the piety of the action, i.e. if [    ] does it he will have done something pious. And (b) actions are pious because, or at least partly because, they are god-pleasing. That is, in order to be pious, an action has to be pleasing to a god, even if that is not all that is necessary.

				The space between square brackets is blank because it is not off-hand clear what would occupy this space comformably to the model passage. Should we put ‘anyone’? But that might include another god, perhaps equal. ‘A man’? Perhaps, but that makes large assumptions.

				‘A devotee’? That would introduce confusion: people may be impious as well as pious. ‘One whose god it is’, though familiar, is mysterious.—Socrates gives the lightest of hints that there is a question here. Caring for horses is the concern of horse-experts, caring for dogs of dog-trainers, but care for gods?[1] But on the whole the dialogue assumes that it is men as such who will be pious or impious, men as such who are related thus, in some problematical fashion, to ‘the gods’. So we will settle for ‘a man’ to fill the gap, while noting that, in idea, we are making some assumptions.

				The next thing to notice is that what was obvious about giving orders—that there is no general reason—is not evidently true about what pleases gods. Euthyphro and Socrates seem to agree that there is a general reason for an action to please a deity, namely that it is pious.

				Socrates argues from this that ‘pious’ cannot mean ‘god-pleasing’. We may indeed note a circle:

				actions are pious if god-pleasing, god-pleasing if a god is pleased with them, and a god is pleased with them if they are pious,

				but a circle is harmless, only non-explanatory until we can break into it. Socrates’ argument does not rest on this circularity; he leads Euthyphro into a contradiction.

				Still, it is not clear that we should accept that there is a general reason—its piety—why a deity is pleased with an action. At least Euthyphro held that the gross injustice of murder was hateful to the gods. If, then, he derives ‘impious’ from ‘god-hated’, still he seems not in this case to explain ‘god-hated’ as ‘hated by the gods for its impiety’ but rather ‘hated by the gods for its injustice’. Why not then, in parallel fashion, derive ‘pious’ from ‘god-pleasing’ and explain ‘god-pleasing’ as ‘pleasing to the gods for being just’?—Well, it does not really sound right: as Socrates later remarks, an act is not pious merely because it is just. But this leaves us with a problem: why is it impious if it is unjust, at least if it is unjust killing?

				Euthyphro denies that a pious act is pious because the gods like it, thus delivering himself into Socrates’ hand. In view of his definition ‘the pious is what the gods like’, this denial is disastrous for him. Socrates secures it by asking whether the gods like what is pious because it is pious, or it is pious because they like it—as if both could not be true, as may hold for what is ordered and what is obedient.

				We may display the contradiction clearly as follows with the parallel situation for obedience. First, we define a pious act as a god-pleasing one, and an obedient act as an act done according to orders. Then we give Euthyphro’s admissions, followed by what would be the parallel ones for obedience:

				1.	Acts are god-pleasing because they please the gods.

				2.	Not: Acts please the gods because they are god-pleasing.

				3.	Acts please the gods because they are pious.

				4.	Not: Acts are pious because they please the gods.

				1.	Acts are done according to orders because they are ordered.

				2.	Not: Acts are ordered because they are done according to orders.

				3.	Acts are ordered because they are obedient.

				4.	Not: Acts are obedient because they are ordered.

				If we replace ‘pious’ and ‘obedient’ in (3) and (4) by their definitions we get (3) contradicting (2) and (4) contradicting (1). So the definitions, assertions and denials are inconsistent. Socrates assumes we retain the assertions and denials and so faults the definition of ‘pious’.

				But Euthyphro ought never to have accepted the negations. He ought to have rejected (4) and distinguished two senses in (2).

				That definition of obedience will be found faulty but not on account of such an argument. Of course (3) ‘Actions are ordered because obedient’ is generally false; Socrates would no doubt happily delete the ‘not’ in (4) for obedience, and grant that ‘Actions are obedient because ordered’ is true, as it must be if (1) is true and the definition right. But though (3) is generally false about orders, we have noticed that it may be true. If Socrates’ argument is sound the truth of (3) at all will be incompatible with (2), if we replace ‘obedient’ with its definition.

				Socrates’ Either/Or was merely forcing a card on Euthyphro. The right solution, for both piety and obedience, is to delete the ‘nots’ in (4), and to retain them in (2) only if we can understand (2) as stating ‘logical priority’ of ‘the act pleases the gods’ and ‘the act was ordered’ over ‘the act is god-pleasing’[2] and ‘the act is according to orders’. In this, very obscure, sense, in which alone (2) is true, there is no conflict with the truth, general or occasional, of (3).

				The definition of obedience was defective, however. It should have run ‘an obedient act is an act done intentionally according to orders’. If someone had ‘Open Sesame’ powers in respect of any order he gave, he might give orders purely for the sake of happenings’ being in accordance with his orders, but that would not be the same as giving orders for the sake of obedience. Now how is it with piety? We have a definition of the pious as the god-pleasing and the statement that the gods are pleased with the pious act precisely for being pious. It sounds like ‘My favourite colour is the colour I like best; and I like it best for being my favourite colour’. If it is, then it is absurd and either the definition or the statement must be dropped. But there is another possibility: that ‘god-pleasing act’ is not a description that applies to an act independent of the intention of pleasing the deity. (Compare ‘act of honouring’.) If we do so understand ‘god-pleasing’ the definition of piety is not defective like that of obedience, and its conjunction with the statement is not absurd. The description ‘intentionally god-pleasing’ will be pleonastic; ‘unintentionally god-pleasing’ absurd.

				What we have here is a substantive doctrine that gods are not pleased with any acts that are not done with the intention of pleasing them. This is obviously a theological doctrine of enormous importance, to accept or reject.

				We should like a description which parallels ‘what was ordered’ in being a description of what was done independent of whether it was pious or not, so that we can define the pious by means of that description with the intention added.

				Our explanation will then run: ‘Pious acts are such acts as please the gods when done with the intention of pleasing them, when done with the intention of pleasing them’.

				And now we can ask what are examples of such acts, i.e. are acts which may or may not be done with the intention of pleasing the gods, and which do please them if so done. But how can we hope to learn what these acts are? We cannot observe divine pleasure, so there is no path from the definition of the pious like the path from the definition of the obedient. Even when an act is ordered for no reason but its obedience, the one who wishes to be obedient knows what to do as soon as he grasps a performable order.

				Observation is of course not the only conceivable way of knowing what will please. If it could be argued out that acts of such-and-such a character must please the gods if done with the intention of pleasing them, that would do. But there is a difficulty about this, in our information that what pleases them about the acts is the piety and only the piety. If we argue for example (by any process of internal reasoning) that deeds of signal virtue must please the gods if done with the intention of pleasing them, are we not eo ipso suggesting that the virtuousness pleases them, at least on condition of the extra intention? Then they will be pleased with actions, not just for their piety, but for their virtue together with their piety.

				It is rather as if we thought we could argue what sort of performable acts must be ordered by one who orders things to be done only for the sake of obedience. It seems clear that other than performability there can be no restriction placed on what such an order-giver may order, no restriction implying any other point for him in the act besides it obedience.

				We must stress that the thesis being considered is not that the pious is whatever is done with the intention of pleasing the deity. Indeed such an idea hardly makes sense for the pious agent. For the agent must have some idea that what he does will please. Geach[3] remarks that parents may be pleased with something done with the intention to please; but the child at least must think that the thing he actually does will please. I cannot say: anything I do with the intention to please will please, so I will just choose something to do, and do it with the intention to please. That is a point about intention: if I do a with the intention of bringing about b, I must believe that doing it will effect b; it may be that—and that I recognise that—it will bring about b only if I do it with the intention of bringing b about, but at any rate I must think that a is an appropriate thing to do with this intention.

				There will then be the question: what makes it an appropriate thing? Now the pious agent need not have any answer to this; he will have no internal grounds, but merely believe on external grounds, on information perhaps from someone like Euthyphro, that certain things are appropriate. Euthyphro said he knew a lot about piety; no doubt he could give expert information here. Another source of belief about what are materially pious things to do would be custom. And so long as the pious agent believed that such-and-such were pious things to do, he could do them with the intention of pleasing the gods, without racking his brains about why they were pleasing to the gods beyond the fact of being done to please them.

				But Socrates will quiz the expert. The pious agent can perhaps do pious things without answering the question; but still the question remains: what does make these actions and not those appropriate vehicles of piety? Whatever it is, won’t the gods be interested in it and not just in the piety? But Euthyphro defined the pious as the god-pleasing, and said that what the gods were pleased with the pious for was the piety.

				That is to say: the suggestion was that piety is always what obedience is sometimes. Obedience is sometimes what the order-giver is after. But piety is always what the god is pleased with. Then just as, when obedience is what the order-giver is after, it may not matter what the particular content of the order is, so the pious act may always be in itself indifferent. In order for there to be a pious act at all, there will have to be something or other specified to be the vehicle of the piety, something for the gods to be pleased at one’s doing. But it will be substantively pointless.

				Now there are many pious acts—acts conceived to be pious—of which this is strikingly true. For example, pouring a libation. And the argument may be aided by another: Euthyphro speaks of the ‘cultivation’ (cult) or service of the gods, but is quick to agree that gods cannot need anything from men, cannot possibly be benefitted by anything men do. Then if there is a type of act called ‘pious’, if there are material classes of action which are supposed to be acts of piety, given just as ‘god-pleasing’, and with no significance except that they are ‘for’ a god—they must be acts with no substantive purpose.

				At least we have come to see point in the characteristic pointlessness of acts of formal piety. And there would be a logically faultless answer to the question ‘Why these acts?’, if it could be given: namely, that they had been ordered by the gods. (The expert Euthyphro would no doubt claim to give information about this too.) We have so far adduced orders and obedience as an object of logical comparison to help clarify the questions arising from piety; but if this is right, obedience is even materially relevant to our topic. If the gods ordained certain things for men to do in order to please them, they were like the order-giver who was out for obedience; and the particular things ordained would be in themselves as arbitrary and indifferent as in his case. This saves the explanation that the gods are pleased with the pious just for its piety. It makes piety into a form of obedience, and it equates the gods with the order-giver whose aim is obedience. But it raises the question: Why should they want obedience? (On the other hand, if the answer to the question ‘Why these acts?’ were that men choose them as expressive, that explanation is not saved—a god will be pleased with the pious because of what is expressed by it.)

				And there is that other matter outstanding, of the impiety of murder. What we have said might throw some light on piety narrowly conceived, on the specific acts of religious piety, though it leaves us perplexed about the nature of gods. But their hatred of murder, of unjust killing, makes it seem that they have some interest in actions other than those of formal piety; an interest in justice and injustice. How does this fit in with the claim that what pleases the gods is piety; and, more specifically, that only pious acts please them? We may distinguish between the formally pious, i.e. the acts with no point but piety, and other acts, which may have a point of their own but which will be acts of piety if done in order to please the gods. But the question will arise, why they are supposed to be god-pleasing. Will it be because of the ‘point of their own’ or because they are done to please? If Euthyphro’s definition and explanation of what pleases the gods are right, then the latter will be true. Such actions could still be arbitrarily specified as pious, merely because something has to be. But if some things that an order-giver ordered for the sake of obedience were also, say, systematically useful or systematically harmful to the order-receiver, one would be puzzled at the suggestion that they were matters of indifference to the order-giver. It would certainly seem that he was not giving orders for the sake of obedience to them, or not for that alone. And similarly it would seem that a deity was not pleased with—or at least did not want—the pious actions only for their piety.

				II

				As the Euthyphro obliquely reminds us, piety is not necessarily piety towards gods. Euthyphro was going to prosecute his father for murder. Some called this an impious act on the part of a son: an act of filial impiety.

				Let us consider filial piety. We shall find that it has some of the obscure and paradoxical character which Socrates has uncovered in religious piety:

				What actions are filially pious? Actions which give honour to a parent. Do they give him honour because they are filially pious or are they filially pious because they give him honour?

				The same pattern-of-a-problem occurs here as before. But we know now that the double question does not—as Euthyphro was made to think—hold the gun of an Either/Or to our heads. We know that we can say yes to both arms of the question. We do say yes to the second because of the definition, which is not going to be faulted. What about the first? ‘A parent is honoured by filially pious acts because they are filially pious.’ Is that always or merely sometimes true?

				It will be useful to speak of the honouring aspect of something that gives honour to a person. A parent (at least given certain conditions) may be said to get honour from any known creditable actions on the part of his child. Then the honouring aspect is the creditability. ‘He got honour from his child’s discovery, because it was a great achievement.’ Now when we ask whether a parent is honoured by such and such acts because they are filially pious, we are asking whether the piety is the, or at least an, honouring aspect of what was done. It is plain that not all actions which are honouring to parents are acts of filial piety. To be so, they have also to be done in order to honour the parents. But the question before us is whether in all acts which are acts of filial piety, the piety is necessarily the—or an— honouring aspect. And it appears that the answer is: no. For the piety may not be known. Suppose that the great discovery was what brought honour to the parents; and suppose that the child worked to achieve something worthwhile, precisely in order for this to be an honour to the parents. The child succeeds; and the work was for the child an act of filial piety. But this motive has been a secret one. Here we have a case in which a parent gets honour from a filially pious act, but not because it is filially pious. The achievement, not the piety which inspired the achievement, is the honouring aspect. By contrast, suppose the child showed the motive, dedicated the work to the parent, made acknowledgment of the parent in connection with it, even, as it were, performed the work as an explicit present to the parent, then the parent would not merely get honour from acts which were filially pious, but would get honour from them because they were filially pious. (As well as because they were substantively creditable.)

				An order’s being given only for the sake of the obedience of the act, though possible, is relatively rare, and it might have seemed that there was an absolute contrast between obedience and filial piety in this respect. That the obedience is a merely possible reason, while the piety is an integral aspect of parental honour, when this is effected by a pious act. But we have now seen that this is not so: that, just as we can think of cases where the ordering was because of the obedience, so we can construct a case where the honour is not (in the relevant sense of ‘because’) because of the piety.

				However, it is important that our cases are relatively rare. That the natural and typical picture of an order and its relation to obedience is that it is for the sake of some substantive purpose of the act done in obedience to it, and that the natural and typical picture of parents being honoured by an act of filial piety is that the honouring aspect is precisely the piety. This contrast may do something to explain why we have the feeling: Wouldn’t there be something really pointless and disgusting about an act’s being required for the sake of obedience if the sole ground was the obedience, there not being even any further utility in the fact of obedience? But not the feeling that there is something really pointless about acts, gestures, performances, whose sole point is filial piety.

				We stressed that when the order-giver only wants obedience and has no further purpose, it doesn’t matter what he orders, he just has to order something or other that the other can do. Now this feature is reproduced, at least to some extent, in the case of filial piety: if the sole honouring aspect is the piety, it might be said, it doesn’t matter what the act is, just so long as it is done for the sake of honouring the parent. But here a new logical difference appears. The substantive content of the order given for the sake of obedience can be anything; or rather, the only restriction on it is that it is performable by the recipient. The connection between the act and the order, which makes it possible for this act to be an act of obedience to (intentional execution of) the order, is the identity of description between the act and what the order orders. Nothing like that is to be found which may connect the act done to honour the parent with the intention to honour. We said that the act’s being creditable meant (given the right circumstances) that it did honour the parent, and we may say that a requirement of creditability puts a restriction on what can be an act of filial piety, comparable to the restriction in ordering to the act’s being performable by the recipient of the order. But beyond that—what makes the connection? Simply that the act is done with the intention of honour? And what sort of intention is that? Is having such an intention a special, recognisable experience, such that if you have it, then what you decide to do (so long as it is creditable) is an act of honouring? And how is it creditable, if there isn’t a separate substantive creditability, but the whole honouring aspect is only the piety? Must we not say: anything will do and be creditable—so long as it is not discreditable? Just as we would say in the obedience case: anything will do—so long as it is performable. But then we are left with the motive of honouring as an inexplicable, indefinable phenomenon, apparently just a special mental experience. It seems obvious that we are making a mistake about this. How would one explain what feeling was meant, what ‘honouring’ meant, if that is what it is? How know if we all mean the same? One doesn’t at all want to say: ‘You just have to be acquainted with it’—as one is rather inclined to say ‘You just have to be acquainted with blue’.

				But it is not true that anything will do. I mean that when actions have no substantive point except that they are honouring, then they may vary from one society to another but are fixed for the society. In Mexico, for example, they used to burn incense in honour of a guest; this, then, would be a guest-honouring action there. It is thus a matter of civilisation which actions are tokens of honour, varying perhaps according to the object of honour—a guest, an uncle, a parent, a god—and when we speak of a ‘pious’ act, narrowly, but in a very general kind of way, we may mean precisely an act without a substantive point, but one which is intelligible in the society as an act of honour to those of some class to whom honour is paid.

				‘Narrowly’, because I am now speaking of the ‘act of piety’ in a sense in which it is restricted to what I call ‘substantively pointless’ acts. In this narrow sense, sending an aged parent the means of making a journey in comfort is not an act of filial piety; but, since it might be done partly with the motive of showing him respect and consideration such as are his due, it would be an act of piety in the broader sense when done with that motive.

				A different example: feeding an aged needy parent. This is different, because one does not fail in respect and consideration by not sending the means of special comfort on a journey; just what is done in the way of showing respect and consideration is highly optional; whereas if you let your parent starve, you are unjust to him, and to be unjust to is to treat with dishonour. Feeding him is an act of justice; it can hardly be an act of piety in the sense of being done to honour him; but it may be an act of piety in the sense that the injustice of letting starve, when done to a parent, is gross filial impiety, and you want not to be guilty of that.

				In the wide sense, then, the filially pious will be anything (creditable) done with the motive of honouring, or at least with the motive of not dishonouring, while in the narrow sense filially pious acts will be acts, substantively pointless, which get their point from being acts of honour. In any society there will be many such types of act. (Given that honouring exists, the purely individual and only personally significant act or gesture of honour becomes possible.) And now the pious in the narrow sense is regarded as creditable because of being pious.

				III

				Socrates and Euthyphro come to a new definition of piety as that part of justice which concerns the cultivation or service of gods.

				Piety may be argued to be a part of justice as rendering a god his due. Socrates does not argue this. He merely starts with the assertion, which Euthyphro naturally accepts, that the pious is just; he does not go into why it is just. One would like to know whether it is just only because it is not unjust, like the act of any other virtue such as friendship, mercy, hospitality, courage. The connection looks to be closer than that: piety is a subdivision of justice; is justice towards deity. I suppose that Plato does not make Socrates explore this aspect because it would perforce make the enquiry touch on the general nature of justice; whereas this dialogue focussed simply on piety. But that is not to say that we are not meant to consider why piety is just.

				What exercises Socrates is: what can serving the gods amount to? The serving doesn’t do them any good: they need nothing. It is suggested that it is the service of a servant who cooperates in a work. But what work?

				Euthyphro replies that it is a laborious business to understand these matters accurately. ‘However, I simply say this to you: if someone knows how to say and do what is acceptable to the gods, praying and sacrificing, those are the pious things, and such things preserve both private houses and commonwealths. The opposite of the acceptable is impious, and that overturns and destroys everything.’ The ‘work’, then, is the good state of men, private and civil.

				Socrates does not challenge this, but wants to elucidate prayer and sacrifice as asking and giving; this strikes him as a sort of commercial transaction. He does not remark that Euthyphro counted the prayers (i.e. the asking) as part of what is ‘acceptable to the gods’; hence he is able to say: ‘Piety would then be a sort of commercial art, the art of commercial transactions between gods and men.’ It will be the art of giving something acceptable, and asking for what you can hope to get in return. Euthyphro shows signs of weariness (‘Call it commercial if you like!’) and does not notice the shift that Socrates made. Asked what the gifts are, he dismisses with scorn the suggestion that he thinks gods can be benefitted by men anymore than Socrates does: the gifts are honour, respect and thanks.

				Socrates now says: ‘So the pious is the acceptable, but is neither profitable to the gods nor dear to them’. Euthyphro insists that it is dear to them. Socrates: ‘But this is where we were before! We agreed that the pious and what is dear to the gods are not the same thing. Either we were wrong then, or we are wrong now.’ So the dialogue ends with the usual aporia.

				Commentators remark that Plato fails to distinguish between the pious and the dear-to-the-gods being the same in meaning and their applying to the same acts—only the identity of meaning was (supposedly) refuted before, and all that Euthyphro is saying now is that the gifts of honour, respect and thanks are dear to the gods. The point is not well taken. The acceptability, the welcomeness, of what is done by the man who knows what to do was offered by Euthyphro as an explanation of that just service of the gods which is piety, and when Socrates says ‘Welcome, but neither profitable nor liked’ he is seizing on what would be an absurdity. How could something be welcome but in being either profitable or pleasing?

				We ought to accept as genuine the aporia, and take seriously Socrates’ remark ‘Either we were wrong then, or we are wrong now, and the whole thing needs going into from the beginning.’

				A Platonic dialogue of this type is not the impertinent publication of failed work, but a display of skill in starting a hundred hares and in exposing the problematic character of its topic. A dialogue may very well do this if, like the Theaetetus, it produces nothing but failed definitions. But the Euthyphro is not even in that sense a failure: it has given us two very good definitions of piety and has pointed to problems about them. Plato may have thought the definitions failures; like many of his readers he may have been convinced by the argument against the first one, to which the second also looks back. But we cannot tell: all we know is that Socrates says ‘The whole thing needs reinvestigation’.

				Beginning that reinvestigation, we have seen that Socrates did not after all succeed in refuting Euthyphro’s original definition, but his argument helps us to grasp various interesting things about piety (and similar properties). We have several problems outstanding.

				Before going back to them, I should like to consider the character so skilfully portrayed to us as Euthyphro, ‘Right-mind’. People usually seem to think of him as a cardboard character, a conventional religious type, who is thoughtlessly stuck in his attitudes. Socrates is good, Euthyphro is bad and a fool. Now dialectically Euthyphro has the role of the man who is got into difficulties by Socrates; like all who have this role in the dialogues, he is set up to be tied in knots and as usual some answers which he need not have given are put in his mouth so that he shall be tied in knots. This is no more than the well-known Platonic technique for reaching the points he wants to concentrate on. Euthyphro also has the particular character of one who, like the very different Protagoras, thinks he knows, thinks, that is, that he has full knowledge of the theory of the thing: his insistence that he is an expert on piety puts him into the class of Socratic interlocutors who are, as it were, fair game. There is something ludicrous about his manner of making his claims. All the same, he is not at all on the make, and not at all a conventional character. He is at odds with his world, and to his own hurt; precisely because of his seriousness. He is willing to go against everything conventional, to incur the rage of his family and the derision and contempt of the citizens, because he cannot brush aside the fact that his father has callously killed a poor helpless man out of mere negligence. No one cares, because the victim was a nobody and a worthless person—except Euthyphro. I do not believe that Plato was unconscious of the power of Euthyphro’s complaint where he makes him say that his father ‘made little of the man, and did not care whether he died of cold or hunger and his chains, which indeed happened’ and also says that it doesn’t matter who the victim is—serf or his own social equal. I find it astonishing that readers do not notice the justice with which Plato makes Euthyphro speak at this point and the way in which the conceitedness drops out of his style, but mostly seem set on taking him as a contemptible figure. Geach takes the opposite view: he is all on Euthyphro’s side and is furious with Plato for the poisonous attitude expressed by Socrates. But we ought to remember that Plato wrote all those words! This is so, whether or not Euthyphro was a fictitious character. I do not find it credible that Plato wrote the best words he put into Euthyphro’s mouth, all unconscious of their quality.

				Euthyphro is portrayed as a man who has thought rather intently, and come to very definite conclusions about what are cases of unjust killing, about piety and impiety, about not letting oneself be compromised by ‘respect of persons’. That is indicated at several places. Socrates does not allow him to expound these thoughts, and he is quite unprepared for Socrates’ kind of question. He does regard the idea of serving the gods and its purpose as one with a lot of difficulty about it, but he has no nose for logical and linguistic points; he grasps them with difficulty (and indeed some of them look like mere will o’ the wisps) and is obviously not much impressed by them. Above all, he has no nose for the more narrowly philosophical problems. That belongs to Socrates and the author.

				 

				* From an unpublished, undated typescript of which there are two variously corrected copies among Anscombe’s papers. Each copy extends to only three parts, though the text clearly envisages a further part. Despite its uncompleted state the text is sufficiently interesting to warrant publication.

				
					
						1	Euthyphro 13a 5ff

					

					
						2	I have used the tenuous contrast between the actives ‘to please’ and ‘to be pleasing’ in place of the equally tenuous contrast between passives which we find in Plato. There is no way of making Plato’s passives go over into English.

					

					
						3	‘Plato’s Euthyphro. An Analysis and Commentary’, reprinted in P T Geach, Logic Matters (Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1972), pp. 31–44, at p. 44.
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