Note: This paper is a work in progress and is not, by any means, near completion. At this stage, it may be only half finished. For example, the arbitrariness objection has only been mentioned in the opening paragraphs, but an objection is not fleshed out elsewhere in the paper.
Problems with Euthyphro’s Dilemma
Christopher Carver
For over two millennia, the Euthyphro dilemma has maintained status as being one of the strongest counterarguments against theories of morality based upon the commandments of God (Divine Command Theories; DCT). It can be simply stated as this: Either an action is morally right because it is commanded by God, or God commands an action because it is morally right. Both horns lead to problems for the DC theorist; namely, if the former is accepted, then it seems that morality is arbitrarily decided whereas if the latter is accepted, it would appear that appeal to God’s commands concerning morality is gratuitous. This paper will argue that the problems associated with each horn can be challenged and evaded. If successful the argument will show that if there are reasons to refuse DCT of the status of an acceptable normative theory, they do not rest in this Socratic dialogue. This paper is not meant to be a conclusive defense of DCT.
This paper is divided into three sections: first, the Euthyphro dilemma will be stated and explained; next, I will build an epistemic objection against the notion that appealing to God’s commands is gratuitous; finally, it will be shown that arbitrariness of morality need not be considered problematic for the DC theorist.
I. The Euthyphro Dilemma


For this argument, the Euthyphro dilemma will be broken down in the following manner:

1. Either an action is morally right because it is commanded by God, or God commands an action because it is morally right.

2. If an action is morally right because God commands it, then the moral rightness of an action is dependent on the arbitrary whims of God.

3. If God commands an action because it is morally right, then God appeals to an ethical standard independent of his own psychology.

4. If God appeals to an ethical standard independent of his own psychology, then appealing to God’s commands is gratuitous.

5. If (2) or (4), then DCT fails as a moral theory. 


Claiming that “act A is morally right because God commands it” implies that an action is morally right in virtue of it being commanded by God. If this is the case, then it necessarily follows that any action commanded by God is morally right. Suppose God commands that some act of genocide must occur. It seems counterintuitive to state that genocide is right; however, because it is the command of God, it would not only become the morally right thing to do, but it would be an obligatory action. Thus, it would seem that morality is based purely upon the arbitrary whims of God at a particular point in time (2).

Likewise, positing that “God commands A because it is morally right” is also problematic, for it suggests that there is a set of moral guidelines not founded in God’s psychology. If these guidelines exist, then God is simply mediating this code of ethics. If God is assumed to be only a mediator, then the moral status of an action would seem to be independent of it being commanded by God (3). Therefore, it would be unnecessary (gratuitous) to rely on God’s commandments to determine the moral statuses of actions when it could potentially be realized through human reasoning (i.e. without being told how we ought to live our lives by God; 4).

According to the popular conception of the Euthyphro dilemma, arbitrariness objections and the notion of gratuitous commands are often consider insurmountable. Without successfully overcoming the problems associated with each horn the DC theorist is left in a position that is readily considered indefensible; it is deemed unacceptable for morality to be solely dependent on the whims of a deity, and if moral rightness is independent of God’s commands, then his commands are not required for the determination of moral permissibility (5). Without necessity or rational reasoning behind moral rules, it seems that DC theorists are left in a precarious position. As previously stated, I will argue that DC theorists have ways of responding to these problems.
II. Gratuitousness: An Objection
In this section I will show that there are reasons to reject premise 4. Suppose a seven year old child has grown up in a strictly communal environment and has never needed to understand the distinction between “your property” and “my property”. He holds a trusting relationship with his parents who have attempted to instruct him to be a morally upstanding individual. One day, his parents take him to a supermarket for the first time in his life. While he is there, he puts a candy in his pocket to share with them later. Right after they leave the store, the boy pulls the item from his pocket and offers it to his parents. At that moment, they understand that the boy stole the item unknowingly. Thus, they decide to use it as an opportunity to teach him about theft. 
In such a case, it would be easy enough to explain the difference between “your property”, “my property”, and that taking “your property” without proper compensation or rational justification is wrong. After sufficient education concerning what constitutes theft, it would be easiest to state something along the lines of “Stealing is wrong. Don’t steal.” Any truthfulness found this statement would be simple to explain and easy for the child to understand; on the other hand, though, such an overgeneralized statement is considered incomplete and problematic because it does not account for situations in which theft may not only be preferable but required for one reason or another. Considering this, it could be difficult for the parents to fully extrapolate another statement: “There are situations in which stealing is fine – like in a life or death situation. Most of the time, stealing is wrong.” For the child, being told this could result in even more confusion. This would be entirely the result of the child’s limited cognitive abilities concerning moral standards that were previously unknown.
Without prior knowledge concerning the rightness (or wrongness) of stealing, the child could potentially view this newly introduced ethical guideline as being an arbitrary rule given by his parents. He has no other epistemic justification for assuming the truth of their claim since he was previously unable to comprehend that the moral concept of theft even existed. In this instance, the child appeals to the superior knowledge and authority of his parents. Essentially, by accepting his parents’ judgments, he would be lending himself to the statement that “A is morally right because it is commanded by his parents” (an obvious metaphor for God). From the perspective of the parents, they would correct the child because his act of theft was wrong (“A is commanded because it is morally right”).
It seems obvious at this point, that such a thought experiment is inherently problematic. The most glaring difficulty is that it simply becomes an allegorical account of the God-as-mediator problem. The child would be following the dictation of his parents, but at this point, they are still required to resort to an overarching set of moral guidelines. It would follow from this (like in the original Euthyphro argument) that the child could potentially learn that his actions were not correct without this particular interaction with his parents. In a case such as this, it is highly probable that the child could independently learn the moral standing of particular actions without his parents needing to dictate them; however, if the example is expanded to the God-human relationship, it assumes that obtaining knowledge of moral rightness is not only metaphysically possible (capable of ascertaining such knowledge through reason), but also epistemically possible (have the necessary cognitive capacity to understand and justify the implications of their actions). It is this assumption that leads to theoretical difficulty for 4. Thus, it seems that 4 can be read in two separate ways. 
In my initial formulation, 4 states:

4. If God appeals to an ethical standard independent of his own psychology, then appealing to God’s commands is gratuitous.

Metaphysically, it might be read as:

4*. If God appeals to an ethical standard independent of his own psychology and these standards can be rationally defined independently of God’s commands, then appealing to God’s commands is gratuitous in determining moral permissibility.
However, an epistemic reading might say:
4**. If God appeals to an ethical standard independent of his own psychology, then appealing to God’s commands is gratuitous in determining how humans can identify and understand moral truths.
The metaphysical interpretation, 4*, does not change the traditional implications of the Euthyphro dilemma; it easily lends itself to the classical conception of the God-as-mediator problem. The epistemic version, though, gives rise to theoretical difficulty.

As previously mentioned, it is highly probable that the child would potentially be able to learn the moral standing of theft, but at the time his comprehension of human interaction was lacking; therefore, without an expansion of his knowledge he would continue to be unable to understand that his actions were not morally right. When attempting to determine what makes an act right or wrong, people often take their levels rationality and intellect for granted; they attempt to piece together already-accepted moral phenomena (i.e. theft, murder, courage, etc.) into an acceptable theory. For the humans that first identified various actions as right or wrong, how did they know whether an action was, in fact, right or wrong? It seems that, like the child, they were ignorant of the moral status of their actions until some experience enlightened them.
One glaring difficulty in the child analogy is that as the child ages and matures, he has the potential to learn moral truths apart from his parents’ instruction; however, this may not directly relate to the human-God relationship. Suppose the child suffered from some mental handicap so that his cognitive faculties never exceeded those typical of a seven year old as he aged. In such a circumstance, the child’s intellectual limitations would most likely keep him from ever being able to independently obtain moral truths apart from his parents. Thus, it would seem that the child would always need to rely on the epistemic and rational capacities of his parents to determine moral rightness and wrongness when first performing actions.

Even if an individual were to accept the God-as-mediator notion, it still remains unclear as to whether or not this poses a problem for the defender of DCT. The brightest of humans would still fall incredibly short of the knowledge and wisdom of an omniscient deity, much more so than in the child analogy. If we assume that God holds the middle-man position between ethical guidelines and humans, it could still be the case that humans are incapable of obtaining these moral standards independent of his commands. A downfall for the metaphysical interpretation, 4*, is that it assumes that it is possible for humans to independently determine the moral rightness of an action without a moderator when this may not be the case. For ancient humans, the first instances of conscious introspection and rational deliberation could have been the initial manifestations of ethical mediation from God. Before correction from his parents, the child did not know that the act called “theft” existed, much less that it could be considered wrong. If the instruction from his parents is paralleled with an instance of God acting as an ethical moderator, then it seems that the child, like humans, would not be able to independently identify and establish certain moral guidelines without education from an epistemically superior entity. If the commands cannot be independently identified and established without an instance of mediation by God, then God’s commands concerning moral truths are not gratuitous. Thus, a DC theorist could deny 4** and 5.
� “God” will be defined conceptually as omniscient, omnipotent, and all-loving. “All-loving” will likely be analyzed in a future draft of this paper.





