(12:2) Teaching Activity: Socrates and Plato ask “How Do We Know What We Know?”
For centuries, philosophers have been puzzled over this question: How do we know what we know? Plato’s “Euthyphro” is the story of a young man who charges his father with manslaughter because he caused the death of a servant. In the dialogue, Socrates questions Euthyphro about the certainty of his knowledge of right and wrong:

Socrates: “Do you really believe that you understand the ruling of the divine law, . . . so accurately that in the circumstances that you describe you have no misgivings? Aren’t you afraid that . . . you may turn out to be committing an act of impiety yourself?”

Euthyphro: “No Socrates; I shouldn’t be worth much, . . . if I didn’t have accurate knowledge about all that sort of thing.” 

Socrates continues the dialogue with a series of questions that press Euthyphro to clearly define piety. Euthyphro tries to distinguish between pious and impious actions, but each definition he offers proves to be unsatisfactory because it includes categories of behavior or ways of knowing which Euthyphro cannot accept as pious. Eventually, Euthyphro tells Socrates that he has another engagement, but promises to continue the discussion the next time they meet.

I am not sure I would have done much better than Euthyphro if Socrates questioned me about a social studies concept like justice, democracy, or human rights. How much would anyone’s knowledge stand up to grilling by Socrates?

Uncertainty, however, is not necessarily bad. Twentieth-century French philosopher John-Paul Sartre’s existentialist philosophy suggests that people can never be absolutely certain of anything. Human beings have to make the best choices that they can based on limited knowledge. Contemporary postmodernist thinkers go one step further than Sartre to argue that there is no such thing as absolute knowledge or certainty because all knowledge is shaped by the experiences and understanding of the knower. Perhaps what Socrates, Sartre, and the postmodernists are all suggesting is that the key to understanding is not what we know, but how we know: the Deweyian “habits of mind” that we use to understand our world.

Think it over:

Is Euthyphro’s problem his lack of knowledge about the meaning of piety, the unfair nature of Socrates’ questions (the assessment device), or some other factor(s)? Explain the reasons for your answer.

Add your voice to the discussion:

Should social studies teachers focus assessment on content knowledge, skills competence, student ability to understand and use concepts, or “habits of mind?” Explain the reasons for your answer.

It’s your classroom:

If Euthyphro were a student in your class, how would you assess his “habits of mind?” Explain the reasons for your assessment.

