The Man Who Died: An Analysis of the Chronological Discrepancy in Plato's Euthyphro

In this paper, | propose a new solution to an old problem in the chronology within Plato's
Euthyprho. The dialogue is clearly set in 399BC, as Socrates approaches his own hearing and
meets Euthyphro preparing to take his father to court for the murder of a servant. Near the
opening of the dialogue, Euthyphro makes a statement that suggests he lives on the island of
Naxos:

gnei 8 ye amofavmv meAdg TIC TV UOC, Kol O¢ &yempyodpey &v 1) Naéw, £0Mtevey dkel

map” UiV, Tapovieac 0OV Kol OpyLeheic TV OIKETMY TVL TdV TUETEPOV

dmoopdrtel ovTov.t
Since the island of Naxos was lost to Athens in 404BC, the island was not under Athenian
control when Euthyphro made his statement. Thus, while the Euthyphro's dramatic date is
definitively 399BC, the common translation and interpretation of the text implies that the trial is
for a murder that could have occurred no later than 404BC. This raises an issue regarding the
time-frame of the dialogue. Here, | set out to discuss systematically this chronological
discrepancy within the Euthyphro, the different possible explanations proposed to resolve it, and
to propose my own solution.

Scholars have come up with many interesting ways to attempt to resolve this issue. Some
believe that Euthyphro and his father could have still owned land on Naxos in 399BC, years after
Athenian control over Naxos was relinquished: this is proven highly unlikely. Others believe
Plato employed a deliberate anachronism, drawing two temporally unrelated stories together to
create a meaningful theme: this may be true, but it seems unlikely based on how rough the edges
are. Athird set of scholars theorizes that there was a five year delay between the murder and the

trial: either the end of the war delayed the entire Athenian court systems for a span of five years
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or Euthyphro waited five years to bring the trial to court. Both of these explanations of a delayed
trial are unlikely, whether an entire judicial system failed for five long years or a man waited
those five long years to bring up charges for a murder trial about which he is so passionate.

To these three methods of resolving the chronological discrepancy, | have added a reading
of the passage in 4c that suggest that the murder did not occur on Naxos. Grammatically, Plato's
sentence in 4c does not necessitate that Naxos is where the murder occurred. The combination of
énel and ye in the sentence can be taken concessively as although. If the following kai is
translated as “even,” the sentence can be taken as, “Although the man who died was a meAdtng of

»2 \With the sentence

mine, even when we were working on Naxos he was a 01g for us there.
rendered this way, there is not even an implication that the murder occurred on Naxos.
Combining this information with the fact that there is a conflict in meaning of the words meAdtng

and O1¢ within the sentence, the clauses of sentence must be referring to two separate time-

frames within the lifetime of the man who died.
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