


THE POWER OF THE ENTHYMEME IN LYSIAS 1
Εἰσαγωγή

On the Killing of Eratosthenes is one of the most celebrated forensic speeches of classical Athens, delivered by Euphiletos. Its persuasive power has long drawn scholarly interest, not only for its vivid narrative but for the sophistication of its argumentative design. Central to this design is the enthymeme (ἐνθύμημα), an argument with an unstated premise or truncated syllogism (Brill Dictionary, 2015, p.697). This paper outlines the theoretical basis of the enthymeme in classical rhetoric and examines how Lysias uses it to build credibility, align his defence with Athenian law, and appeal to democratic values. It argues that the speech’s force depends as much on what remains implicit as on what is stated.
The enthymeme is fundamental to argumentation in Lysias 1. Aristotle defines it as a rhetorical syllogism in which one step is omitted, requiring the audience to supply the missing premise through shared cultural knowledge (Fredal, 2020, pp.14–15). This omission is strategic: it draws on assumptions embedded in listeners’ moral and civic worldview, making the argument seem intuitive and grounded in common sense rather than technical reasoning.
In Athenian courts, where large citizen juries judged cases without professional judges, the enthymeme was especially effective. Jurors lacked formal training in logic but were deeply familiar with the values of the polis. By prompting them to infer the missing premise, speakers fostered a sense of shared judgment consistent with democratic ideals, enhancing the legitimacy of the verdict.
This dynamic pervades Athenian forensic oratory. Appeals to νόμος (law) and ἔθος (custom) were rarely expressed in full logical form; speakers relied on jurors’ assumed knowledge (Wohl, 2010, pp.31–7). In homicide or adultery cases such as Lysias 1, litigants used compressed arguments to link personal narratives to civic values, turning private disputes into matters of public concern (Harris & Alberto, 2025, pp.98–101). The enthymeme thus bridged individual experience and collective ideology.
It also aligns with Lysias’ style, marked by clarity, brevity, and plausibility—qualities reinforced by enthymematic reasoning (Fredal, 2020, p.150). By offering concise arguments free of technical language, Lysias cultivates an impression of artlessness while deploying sophisticated technique (Carey, 1989, pp.8–9). In Lysias 1, this economy is crucial: the speaker’s account of domestic wrongdoing and justified killing relies on the jury supplying the implicit links between personal injury and civic justice. The following sections examine how these enthymemes function within the speech and shape its appeal to Athenian democratic ideology.
Εξήγησις
The defence of Euphiletos in Lysias 1 is built around a series of enthymemes that link his personal narrative to the civic framework of Athenian law. These are most explicit in the peroration (ss.47–50), where he shifts from recounting events to appealing to democratic justice. The enthymemes function practically rather than abstractly, persuading jurors by prompting them to supply the unstated premises that connect obedience to νόμος, with civic virtue.
Narrative enthymeme
Earlier sections anticipate the peroration’s reasoning. When Euphiletos describes catching Eratosthenes in adultery, the implied syllogism is straightforward:
1. Premise (unstated): Adultery is a capital offence under Athenian law.
2. Premise (stated): Eratosthenes committed adultery with Euphiletos’ wife.
3. Conclusion (stated): Euphiletos was justified in killing him.
This enthymeme depends on jurors accepting the major premise as a legal and cultural norm. By leaving the law unstated, Euphiletos invites the jury to complete the reasoning themselves, reinforcing their participation in the argument (Todd, 2007, pp.146–7).
Peroration enthymemes
The peroration sharpens this strategy. In s.47, Euphiletos claims his act was public punishment rather than private vengeance: ‘I do not consider that this penalty was exacted privately… it was on behalf of the whole city.’ The unstated premise is that punishment in accordance with νόμος serves the common good. The ambiguity of τιμωρία—‘vengeance’ and ‘punishment’ (Brill Dictionary, 2015, p.2122)—strengthens the enthymeme by enabling jurors to interpret his action as lawful retribution.
In s.48, he offers a proof by contradiction framed as an enthymeme:
1. Premise (unstated): Laws protect marriage and punish adultery.
2. Premise (stated): Convicting Euphiletos would reverse this, punishing the faithful and acquitting adulterers.
3. Conclusion (stated): Conviction would effectively abolish the laws.
The verb ἐξαλεῖψαι (‘to wipe out’) highlights the fragility of νόμος, implying that a guilty verdict would metaphorically wipe out civic order (Todd, 2007, p.146).
In s.49, the metaphor of entrapment (ἐνεδρεύεσθαι) frames another enthymeme:
[bookmark: _Hlk217766322]1. Premise (unstated): Citizens must be able to trust the laws.
2. Premise (stated): Convicting Euphiletos would leave citizens ‘trapped’ by the very laws they obey.
3. Conclusion (stated): Conviction would undermine the reliability of law itself. 
Here the enthymeme appeals to jurors’ fear of legal manipulation. By inviting them to supply the premise that law must protect rather than ensnare, Euphiletos aligns his case with the democratic anxiety that laws should safeguard citizens rather than expose them to danger.
Finally, in s.50, the speech climaxes in a triple crescendo: ‘my life, my property, and everything else… I obeyed the laws of the city’. The enthymeme is clear:
1. Premise (unstated): Obedience to the laws is the highest civic virtue.
2. Premise (stated): Euphiletos obeyed the laws.
3. Conclusion (stated): therefore, he deserves acquittal.
The repetition of περὶ (“concerning”) creates a rhetorical rhythm that strengthens the logical structure (Bury, 1893, p. 395; Carey, 2007, p.148). The jury is invited to supply the moral premise that obedience to νόμος must be rewarded, not punished. The enthymeme thus transforms Euphiletos’ personal plea into a civic defence of democratic justice. 
Stylistic Features of Enthymematic Logic
The enthymemes of ss.47–50 are reinforced by stylistic devices typical of Lysias: euphemism, metaphor, and brevity. Euphemistic references to ‘men who commit this sort of offence’ generalise the crime, allowing jurors to supply the identification of Eratosthenes themselves. Metaphors of erasure and entrapment dramatize the fragility of law, inviting jurors to complete the logical connection between verdict and civic collapse. Brevity ensures that the enthymemes remain accessible, avoiding sophistic complexity while still achieving persuasive force (Carey, 1989, pp. 85-6).
Enthymeme and Moral Inversion
One of the most striking features of Lysias 1 is the way Euphiletos uses enthymematic reasoning to invert the moral positions of the case. At the outset, he is legally the defendant, charged with homicide. Yet through the logic of his argument, he gradually assumes the role of prosecutor, casting Eratosthenes not merely as a private wrongdoer but as a civic threat. This rhetorical inversion is achieved through a series of enthymemes that rely on the jury to supply the unstated premises linking adultery to democratic instability.
In s.47, Euphiletos insists that his act was not ‘private vengeance’ but ‘on behalf of the whole city’. The enthymeme here is clear:
1. Premise (unstated): Crimes against marriage destabilise the city.
2. Premise (stated): Eratosthenes committed adultery.
3. Conclusion (stated): Therefore, punishing him serves the city.
By inviting jurors to supply the premise that adultery is a civic danger, Euphiletos transforms his personal grievance into a public prosecution. The ambiguity of τιμωρία, ‘vengeance/punishment’ (Brill Dictionary, 2015, p. 2122) strengthens this inversion, allowing the jury to interpret his act as lawful retribution rather than private revenge 
The inversion becomes sharper in §48, where Euphiletos argues that convicting him would be equivalent to abolishing the laws and enacting new ones that punish law-abiding citizens. The enthymeme is structured as follows:
1. Premise (unstated): Laws exist to protect citizens who uphold marriage.
2. Premise (stated): Convicting Euphiletos would punish those who guard their wives and acquit adulterers.
3. Conclusion (stated): Therefore, conviction undermines the very purpose of law. 
Here the enthymeme turns the tables: the jury, by convicting Euphiletos, would themselves become complicit in undermining civic order. The rhetorical inversion is complete—Euphiletos is no longer the accused but the defender of νόμος, while Eratosthenes becomes the embodiment of civic danger (Todd, 2007, pp. 146–7).
The inversion culminates in s.50, where Euphiletos declares that he is in danger of losing ‘my life, my property, and everything else, simply because I obeyed the laws of the city’. The enthymeme here is dramatic:
1. Premise (unstated): Obedience to law is the highest civic virtue.
2. Premise (stated): Euphiletos obeyed the law.
3. Conclusion (stated): Therefore, punishing him would invert justice. 
The rhetorical effect is powerful. By inviting jurors to supply the premise that obedience must be rewarded, Euphiletos positions himself as the true guardian of democracy. The defendant becomes the civic prosecutor, while the adulterer becomes the symbol of democratic erosion. This moral inversion is the hallmark of Lysias’ enthymematic strategy.
Enthymeme and Euphemism
A distinctive feature of Lysias 1 is the strategic use of euphemism, which works hand in hand with enthymematic reasoning. By softening or generalising references to the crime and its perpetrator, Euphiletos avoids overt aggression while simultaneously inviting the jury to supply the missing logical connections. Euphemism thus becomes a rhetorical device that enhances the enthymeme’s persuasive force.
In s.47, Euphiletos refers to ‘men who commit this sort of offence’ rather than naming Eratosthenes directly. The phrasing is deliberately vague, yet its meaning is clear to the jury. The enthymeme here is structured as follows:
1. Premise (unstated): Adultery is universally recognised as a crime.
2. Premise (stated): ‘Men who commit this sort of offence’ deserve punishment.
3. Conclusion (unstated but implied): Eratosthenes was one of these men and  deserved punishment.
The euphemism strengthens the enthymeme by allowing jurors to supply the identification themselves. This participatory logic makes the conclusion more compelling, since it arises from the jury’s own reasoning rather than being imposed by the speaker (Todd, 2007, p. 145).
Euphemism also serves to generalise the offence, transforming a private dispute into a civic issue. By avoiding Eratosthenes’ name, Euphiletos frames adultery as a category of crime rather than an isolated incident. The enthymeme thus shifts from the particular to the universal: punishing adulterers protects the city, while acquitting them undermines democratic justice. This generalisation is crucial, since it allows the jury to see themselves as stakeholders in the case, not merely arbiters of a private quarrel.
Euphemism also mitigates the risk of annoying the jury. Direct attacks on Eratosthenes could appear excessive or vindictive, undermining Euphiletos’ claim that his act was lawful rather than personal. By using euphemistic phrasing, he maintains a tone of moderation, consistent with Lysias’ stylistic minimalism. The enthymeme is thereby reinforced: the jury supplies the missing premise that adultery is intolerable, while Euphiletos maintains the ethos of a reasonable citizen acting in obedience to νόμος (Todd, 2007, p.145).
Finally, euphemism contributes to the rhetorical rhythm of the peroration. The generalised references to ‘men who commit this sort of offence’ and ‘citizens trapped by the laws’ create a pattern of abstraction that raises the argument from personal narrative to civic principle. The enthymeme is thus embedded in a stylistic climax, culminating in the emphatic declaration of s.50: ‘I obeyed the laws of the city’. The omission of Eratosthenes’ name throughout the peroration ensures that the jury’s focus remains on the laws and their civic function, not on the personal animosity between the two men.
Conclusion
In sum, the enthymeme should be understood as both a logical and rhetorical device. The enthymeme is persuasive precisely because it is incomplete: its omissions invite the audience to join in the reasoning process, thereby creating a sense of ownership of the conclusion. In the context of Lysias 1, this participatory logic is critical. By framing his act as obedience to νόμος, Euphiletos relies on the jury to supply the unstated premise that obedience to law is the highest civic virtue. The enthymeme thus becomes the cornerstone of his defence, transforming a private killing into a civic act of justice.
The enthymeme is more than a logical device in Lysias 1; it is also a narrative and ideological strategy. It invites the jurors to supply premises based in law, custom, and democratic principles, and Lysias thereby transforms Euphiletos’ defence into a virtual prosecution of the dead Eratosthenes and is portrayed as a communal act of justice. The speech thus shows how enthymematic reasoning was central to the persuasive power of forensic oratory.
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