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NOTE 

This book was to have been written some thirty years ago. 
I was prevented from writing it by rather unusual circum-
stances. From 1936 on, I have had, however, many opportuni-
ties to talk to friends and students, in America as well as in 
Europe, about some of the points made in the book. 

Except for the Introductory Remarks, Sections V, VII, 1, 2, 
and the notes, I have transliterated all Greek words and sen-
tences into Latin script to make the running commentary 
more accessible to readers who do not know any Greek. 

The final version of the book owes a great deal to the care 
of Eva Brann. 

J . K. 
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A COMMENTARY ON 

PLATO'S MENO 



"Eek Plato seith, who-so that can him rede, 
The wordes mote be cosin to the dede" 

Chaucer, The Canterbury Tales, The Prologue 



I N T R O D U C T O R Y R E M A R K S 

l . 

In the past, for long stretches of time, writing commentaries 
was a way of expounding the truth. It still may be that. 

But how about commentaries on Platonic dialogues? Must 
they not be based on a variety of preconceptions and predeci-
sions, on a vast area of questionable assumptions and antici-
pations, perhaps more so than any other venture of our 
understanding? And is not, therefore, such an undertaking al-
most self-defeating? Whatever else it might require, it certainly 
demands, above all, awareness of the gravity of this problem. 

What considerations, then, should guide the writing of a 
commentary on a Platonic dialogue? 

First there is the conviction that a Platonic dialogue is not a 
book claiming to speak for itself. This conviction was, and still 
is, shared by many. Inferring from a remark in Aristotle's 
Poetics1 that a "Socratic" dialogue is akin to a mime, and 
nourished by information derived mainly from Diogenes Laer-
tius2 and Athenaeus,3 historians and commentators have tried 
to see Platonic dialogues as dramas, philosophical mimes, 
philosophical comedies and tragedies, or at least to establish 
what their relation to mime, comedy, and tragedy is. One and 
a half centuries ago Schleiermacher set the tone. This is what 

1. 1447 b 9-11 (cf. fragment 61, 1486 a 9 - 1 2 ) . 
2. I l l , 18. 
3. X I , 504 b; X I V , 620 d - 622 d, et al 



he had to say4: . . if anywhere at all, it is here [in Plato's 
philosophy] that form and content are inseparable; each sen-
tence can be properly understood only where it is placed, 
within the connections and limitations that Plato provided for 
it."5 What distinguishes a genuine Platonic dialogue is "the 
form and composition in its entirety."6 For a Platonic dialogue 
is "a whole in itself ' ;7 the "almost indispensable pattern" of 
its "form" is precisely the "dialogic clothing." Its intent is to 
imitate oral instruction. A "special peculiarity" serves this 
purpose, to wit, "that mimic and dramatic quality through 
which personages and circumstances become individualized 
and which, as everybody admits, spreads so much beauty and 
grace over Plato's dialogues."8 Yet Schleiermacher also char-
acterizes that mimic peculiarity as an "admixture" (Beimi-
schung) ,0 

This theme of the "dramatic quality" of the dialogues has 
never been quite abandoned.10 But it is curious to observe 

4. F. Schleiermacher, Platon's Werke, 1st ed., 1804-10, quoted from 
the 3rd ed., 1855-61, and the 2nd ed., 1862, of the Republic, I, 1, 
Einleitung. 

5. P. 14: . . . wenn irgendwo, so ist in ihr [der Philosophic des Pla-
ton] Form und Inhalt unzertrennlich, und jeder Satz nur an seinem 
Orte und in den Verbindungen und Begranzungen, wie ihn Plato 
aufgestellt hat, recht zu verstehen. 

6. P. 28 : die Form und Composition im ganzen. 
7. P. 14: ein Ganzes fur sich. 
8. P. 29 : jene mimische und dramatische Beschaffenheit. vermoge 

deren Personen und Umstande individualisiert werden, und welche 
nach dem allgemeinen Gestandnis soviel Schonheit und Anmuth 
iiber die Dialogen des Platon verbreitet. 

9. Ibid. Gf. the Introduction to the Republic, III, 1, p. 9. (See also 
Introduction to the Protagoras, I, 1, p. 153; Introduction to the 
Apology, I, 2, pp. 128 f.; Introduction to the Gorgias, II, 1, 
pp. 5 f ; Introduction to the Phaedo, II, 3, p. 9 ; Introduction to 
the Euthydemus, II, 1, p. 273.) 

10. The following list is far from complete: 
F. Thiersch, "t)ber die dramatische Natur der platonischen Dialoge," 
Abhandl. d. philos.-philol. Classe d. Kon. Bayerischen Akad. d. Wis-
senschaften, Bd. 2, 1837. 
Ph. W. van Heusde, Initia philosophiae Platonicae ( 1 8 2 7 - 3 6 ) , 2nd 
ed., 1842, pp. 97-99 , 175-95, 299-311. 
G. A. Brandis, Handb. d. Gesch. d. griech.-rom. Philosophie, 1844, 
II, 1, pp. 151 ff. 
H. von Stein, Sieben Bucher z. Gesch. des Platonismus (3 Teile), 
1862-75, esp. I, 9 -57 . 
Ed. Zeller, Die Philosophie der Griechen in ihrer geschichtlichen 
Entwicklung dargestellt, 4th ed., 1889, II, 1, pp. 569 ff. 
R. Hirzel, Der Dialog,, 1895, esp. I, pp. 199-259. 
H. Reich, Der Mimus, 1903, pp. 354-413, esp. 409 ff., 900. 
U. von Wilamowitz-Moellendorf, Platon, 1919, II, pp. 21-31. 
W. C. Greene, "The Spirit of Comedy in Plato," in Harvard Studies 
in Classical Philology, Vol. X X X I (1920) . 



how little light the various attempts to cope with it throw on 
the actual drama aimed at in any given dialogue. One of the 
reasons for this failure can be indicated plainly. 

We shall consider, by way of example, views expressed in 
Ren£ Schaerer's book, where the main problem is precisely to 
find the right approach to an understanding of Platonic dia-
logues. "Whatever the point of view from which one considers 
the Dialogues, they are ironical/' writes Schaerer,11 and there 
can hardly be any disagreement about that. For, to begin with, 
irony seems indeed the prevailing mode in which the Socrates 
of the dialogues speaks and acts. It is pertinent to quote 
J . A. K. Thomson on this subject. With a view not only to 
Thrasymachus' utterances in the Republic12 Thomson says13: 
"When his contemporaries called Socrates ironical they did 
not mean to be complimentary.''14 " T h e old Irony of the 
tragic or comic reversal of fortune they perfectly appreciated. 
But this new kind, which had a trick of making you un-
comfortable if you took it as a joke and of getting you laughed 
at if you took it seriously? People did not like it, did not know 
what to make of it. But they were quite sure it was Irony. 
They called it so, and it is because they so called it that Irony 
has its modern meaning."1 5 This meaning implies in any event 
that for a statement or a behavior to be ironical there must be 
someone capable of understanding that it is ironical. It is 
true, a self-possessed person may derive, all by himself, some 
satisfaction from speaking "ironically" to someone else who 

J. A. K. Thomson, Irony: An Historical Introduction, 1926, esp. 
p. 169. 
P. Friedlander, Plato I, English version, 1958, esp. chap. V, pp. 122, 
124, and chap. VIII. 
R. Schaerer, "La question platonicienne, £tude sur les rapports de 
la pensee et de l'expression dans les Dialogues," Memoires de 1'Uni-
versity de Neuchdtel, T. X , 1938, esp. pp. 157 ff., 174, 190, 207, 
218-34. 
H. Kuhn, "The True Tragedy: On the Relationship between 
Greek Tragedy and Plato," in Harvard Studies in Classical Phi-
lology, Vol. L I I ( 1 9 4 1 ) , Vol. L I I I (1942) . 
A. Koyre, Introduction a la lecture de Plat on, 1945. 
P. Merlan, "Form and Content in Plato's Philosophy," Journal of the 
History of Ideas, VIII (1947) . 
R. G. Hoerber, "Plato's Euthyphro," Phronesis, 3 (1958) , "Plato's 
Lysis," Phronesis, 4 (1959) , "Plato's Meno," Phronesis, 5 (1960) . 

11. Op. cit., p. 233: Quel que soit Tangle sous lequel on les considere, 
les Dialogues sont ironiques. 

12. 337 a (cf. Symp. 218 d, e; Soph. 268 a 7 ) . 
13. Op. cit., p. 166. 
14. Cf. op. cit., pp. 3 - 4 (also Aristotle, Nic. Eth. II, 7, 1108 a 19 -23 ; 

IV, 7, 1127 a 20 ff.; Theophrastus, Characters, I ) . 
15. Op. cit., p. 168. 



does not see through the irony at all. In this case, the speaker 
himself is the lonely observer of the situation. But this much 
can be safely said of Socrates as he appears in a Platonic dia-
logue: he is not ironical to satisfy himself. Everything about 
Socrates' irony depends on the presence of other people who 
are capable of catching the irony, of hearing what is not said. 
A dialogue, then, presupposes people listening to the conver-
sation not as casual and indifferent spectators but as silent 
participants. T h a t this condition is actually fulfilled is some-
times obvious, sometimes explicitly mentioned. And it cer-
tainly obtains whenever Socrates himself is the narrator of the 
dialogue. Hirzel16 had occasion to note about the latter case: 
" T h e main point is that Socrates and not Plato himself is tell-
ing the story and his telling it cannot be conceived without 
envisaging a circle of listeners gathered about him with whom 
he previously had been engaged in conversing/' Usually it is 
not important to know how many people are listening and 
who they are. (In some cases it may well be.) But it is of 
prime importance to realize that we, the readers, belong to 
them and belong to them in the sense of silently active par-
ticipants. In fact, we are the only ones in those dialogues 
where other listeners are precluded (and not even cicadas al-
lowed) . Paul Friedlander's remark17 " T h e dialogue is the only 
form of book that seems to suspend the book form itself" 
could perhaps be elaborated on as follows: a (Platonic) dia-
logue has not taken place if we, the listeners or readers, did 
not actively participate in it; lacking such participation, all 
that is before us is indeed nothing but a book. 

Schaerer, to revert to his statement quoted above, assumes 
exactly the opposite: " T h e readers of the Dialogues constitute 
an audience similar to the one which surrounded the two con-
testants, forming a living hedge, but passively so: the discus-
sion is not intended for them, it has its own justification 
within itself."18 And "the spectator as such enjoys the contest 

16. Op. cit., p. 212, note 1: Die Hauptsache 1st, dass nicht Platon 
selber, sondern Sokrates erzahlt und dessen Erzahlung nicht gedacht 
werden kann ohne einen Kreis um ihn versammelter Zuhorer, mit 
denen er vorher im Gesprach gestanden hat. 

17. Op. cit.} p. 166. 
18. Op. cit., p. 44 : Les lecteurs des Dialogues forment un public ana-

logue a celui qui entourait d'une haie vivante, mais passive, les 
deux adversaires: la discussion ne leur est pas destinee; elle trouve 
en elle-meme sa raison d'etre. . . . One of the main points in 
Schaerer's book is the complete autonomy and sovereignty which he 
ascribes to the Logos. Ultimately, the Logos alone is the active 
character of the dialogue, the only individuality which counts 



merely the way one enjoys good sport/'19 This view seems to 
express with admirable clarity a tacit assumption shared by 
the vast majority of commentators and reflected in their atti-
tude of detached, if "historically" interested, spectatorship. 
Could that assumption be justified by Socrates' own testimony 
in the Apology? People who listen to his refutations enjoy 
this experience, says Socrates with wonderful restraint, "for it 
is not unpleasant."20 Is there not more to it? "Considered from 
the philosophical point of view/' writes Schaerer,21 "the Dia-
logues are dramas in which the destiny of the human soul is 
at stake." Yet the assumption made explicit by Schaerer places 
the listener, the reader and, therefore, the commentator, to-
gether with his philosophical point of view, outside the arena 
of combat. Where is he then? 

It seems that it is not enough to talk about the dramatic 
character of Platonic dialogues "from the outside." We have 
to play our role in them, too. We have to be serious about 
the contention that a Platonic dialogue, being indeed an "imi-
tation of Socrates,"22 actually continues Socrates' work. This 
again is by no means a novel view.23 There is immediate 

(le seul personnage actif du dialogue, l'unique individuality qui 
compte, p. 3 8 ) . 

19. P. 45, note: . . . le spectateur, en tant que tel, ne retire de la 
joute qu'un plaisir sportif. 
It is only fair to note that Schaerer himself contradicts these state-
ments when he says (p. 202) : "We see that, at all events, Plato 
strives to provoke an impulse of dissatisfaction in the soul of the 
reader. . . . The dialogues are . . . open works (On voit que 
Platon s'efforce, dans tous les cas, de susciter en l'ame du lecteur 
un elan d'insatisfaction. . . . Les Dialogues sont . . . des ceuvres 
ouvertes . . . ) . 

20. 1<tti 7dp obK &.rj8h — Apol. 33 c 4. 
21. P. 233 : Juges du point de vue philosophique, les Dialogues sont 

des drames, ou se joue le sort de Fame humaine. 
22. Regardless of whether Socrates speaks or is silent or is not even 

present at all. (Cf. A. Dies, Autour de Platon, 1927, I, 161-65, 181.) 
23. Cf. Schleiermacher, op. cit,} I, 1, p. 15, and p. 16: Plato's main 

point must have been "to guide each investigation and to design 
it, from the very beginning, in such a way as to compel the reader 
either to produce inwardly, on his own, the intended thought or 
to yield, in a most definite manner, to the feeling of having found 
nothing and understood nothing. For this purpose it is required 
that the result of the investigation be not simply stated and put 
down in so many words . . . but that the reader's soul be con-
strained td search for the result and be set on the way on which it 
can find what it seeks. The first is done by awakening in the soul 
of the reader the awareness of its own state of ignorance, an 
awareness so clear that the soul cannot possibly wish to remain in 
that state. The second is done either by weaving a riddle out of 
contradictions, a riddle the only possible solution of which lies in 
the intended thought, and by often injecting, in a seemingly most 



plausibility in it. And yet its consequences are hardly ever 
accepted. These are that we, the readers, are being implicitly 
questioned and examined, that we have to weigh Socrates' 
irony, that we are compelled to admit to ourselves our igno-

strange and casual manner, one hint or another, which only he who 
is really and spontaneously engaged in searching notices and under-
stands; or by covering the primary investigation with another one, 
but not as if that other one were a veil, but as if it were naturally 
grown skin: this other investigation hides from the inattentive 
reader, and only from him, the very thing which is meant to be 
observed or to be found, while the attentive reader's ability to 
perceive the intrinsic connection between the two investigations is 
sharpened and enhanced." (. . . jede Untersuchung von Anfang an 
so zu fiihren und darauf zu berechnen, dass der Leser entweder zur 
eigenen inneren Erzeugung des beabsichtigten Gedankens, oder dazu 
gezwungen werde, dass er sich dem Gefiihle, nichts gefunden und 
nichts verstanden zu haben, auf das allerbestimmteste iibergeben 
muss. Hierzu nun wird erfordert, dass das Ende der Untersuchung 
nicht geradezu ausgesprochen und wortlich niedergelegt werde 
. . . , dass die Seele aber in die Notwendigkeit gesetzt werde, es 
zu suchen, und auf den Weg geleitet, wo sie es finden kann. Das 
erste geschieht, indem sie liber ihren Zustand des Nichtwissens 
zu so klarem Bewusstsein gebracht wird, dass sie unmoglich gut-
willig darin bleiben kann. Das andere, indem entweder aus Wider-
spriichen ein Rathsel geflochten wird, zu welchem der beahsichtigte 
Gedanke die einzig mogliche Losung ist, und oft auf ganz fremd-
scheinende zufallige Art manche Andeutung hingeworfen, die nur 
derjenige findet und versteht, der wirklich und selbstthatig sucht. 
Oder die eigentliche Untersuchung wird mit einer andern, nicht 
wie mit einem Schleier, sondern wie mit einer angewachsenen Haut 
iiberkleidet, welche dem Unaufmerksamen, aber auch nur diesem, 
dasjenige verdeckt, was eigentlich soil beobachtet oder gefunden 
werden, dem Aufmerksamen aber nur noch den Sinn fur den in-
neren Zusammenhang scharft und lautert). (See also op. cit., pp. 
30 and 34.) 

Cf. furthermore Brandis, op. cit., pp. 154 f. and 159 f.: . . 
did not Plato assume that the reader, through his spontaneous par-
ticipation in the recorded investigation, would be able to supply 
what was lacking in it, find its true center and subordinate every-
thing else to that center so that, by developing the train of thought 
begun in the dialogue, he would successfully solve its apparent con-
tradictions; did not Plato assume that such a reader, but only such 
a reader, would convince himself of having reached real under-
standing . . . ?" (. . . setzte Plato nicht voraus, dass der Leser 
durch selbsttatige Teilnahme an der aufgezeichneten Untersuchung 
das Fehlende zu erganzen, den wahren Mittelpunkt derselben auf-
zufinden und diesem das librige unterzuordnen vermoge, damit die 
Losung der scheinbaren Widerspriiche durch fernere Entwickelung 
der eingeleiteten Gedankenreihe ihm gelinge; aber auch nur ein 
solcher Leser die tJberzeugung gewinne zum Verstandnis gelangt zu 
sein. . . ? ) . This passage is quoted approvingly by Zeller, op. cit., 
p. 577. 

See also Friedlander, op. cit., p. 166; Bourguet, "Sur la com-
position du «Phedre»" Rev. de metaph. et de morale, 1919, p. 341; 
Schaerer, above, note 18; P t-M. Schuhl, L'ceuvre de Platon, 1954, 
p. 10: "Platon . . . exige du lecteur une collaboration active, la 
meilleure des disciplines." 



ranee, that it is up to us to get out of the 
a conclusion, if it is reachable at all. We are 
ments of the dialogue and perhaps the 

can, at best, lend voice to this 

This is not to say that the dialogues are void of all "doctri-
nal" assertions. On the contrary, this further consideration 
ought to guide our understanding of the dialogues: they 
tain a Platonic "doctrine^-by which is not meant what 
come to be called a "philosophical system/' T h e dialogues 
only embody the famous "oracular" and "paradoxical" state-
ments emanating from Socrates ("virtue is knowledge," "no-
body does evil knowingly," "it is better to suffer than to 
commit injustice") and are, to a large extent, protreptic plays 
based on these, but they also discuss and state, 
explicitly, the ultimate foundations on which 
rest and the far-reaching consequences which flow from 
But never is this done "with complete clarity."24 I t is still up 
to us to try to clarify those foundations and 

road,"2 5 and then accept, correct, or reject them—it is up to 
us, in other words, to engage in "philosophy." 

T h a t is why that layer of preconceptions and predecisions, 
mentioned in the beginning, must, of necessity, weigh so 
heavily on us. Our role as participants in the dialogue is fun-
damentally not different from that of Plato's own contempo-
raries who may have listened to somebody reading them aloud. 
There is no question that we share with them views com-
monly held by many people at all times. But there is this 
difference: between them and us there is the immense philo-
sophic-and philological-tradition of the ages which stems, 
for the most part, from Socrates' and Plato's teaching. It is not 
in our power to remain untouched by it. And as much as this 
tradition may help our understanding, it may also obstruct 
and distort it. We can try to avoid at least two pitfalls: 
(a) to become obsessed by the view that the chronology of the 

Platonic dialogues implies a "development" in Plato's own 
thinking and that an insight into this development contrib-
utes in a significant way to the understanding of the dialogues 
themselves; (b) to attempt to render what is said and shown 
in the dialogues in petrified terms derived-after centuries of 

-Soph. 254 c 6. 
Kai TXeto, ms -Rep. IV, 435 d 3 (cf. VI, 

• b , d ) . 



use and abuse—from Aristotle's technical vocabulary. In one 
respect, however, the philological and historical work which 
began with the Alexandrians and reached such amazing 
heights and depths in the nineteenth and present centuries 
remains indispensable to us: it provides the means, limited 
though they may be, of restoring some of the immediate in-
telligibility which so many allusions, situations, names, prov-
erbs, and puns in the dialogues must have had for Plato's 
contemporaries. We should not forget that, in most cases, there 
is a direct link between the possibility of restoring their in-
telligibility and their being widely familiar in their own day. 
I t is the familiar that Plato is bent on exploiting. 

2. 

What has been said so far is open to the objection that, book 
or no book, a Platonic dialogue is a written work, and to be 
able to participate in it means, first of all, to face a written 
text. How can we participate in it then? And are we not, more-
over, reminded by Plato himself, in the much quoted closing 
exchanges of the Phaedrus, that a written text cannot be quite 
relied on? This objection has to be met. 

There, in the Phaedrus, Socrates compares (276 b-d) any 
writing to the quick raising of potted plants, which may well 
be an enjoyable undertaking and may even serve a purpose on 
festive occasions,26 but cannot be understood as serious busi-
ness like the artful and time-demanding activity of a prudent 
farmer who wants the seed he plants to bear fruit. Writing is 
a playful thing, is for amusement's sake (n-cuStas f al-
though this kind of play and amusement, Phaedrus and So-
crates agree (d-e), is incomparably higher in dignity than any 
other kind. Written words must (277 e 6) of necessity 
(hvaynalov) have a great deal of playfulness (TraibLav troXXi?*>) 
in them. Why "of necessity"? We gather an answer from 
the Phaedrus itself, and the Sophist. As Phaedrus puts it 
(276 a 8 f.) ,27 the written word may be justly called a sort of 

26. Gf. 265 c 8 f. and the context. (See R. Hackforth's translation of 
the Phaedrus, 1952, p. 132, note 2.) 

27. It is possible that Phaedrus, an "expert" in these matters, quotes 
Alcidamas at this point, just as the entire passage uses terms and 
imagery "borrowed" from the contemporary controversy about 
the merits and demerits of "speech-writing." It is one thing, how-
ever, to find traces of this controversy in the Phaedrus and quite 
another to understand what is said in the context of the dialogue. 
Gf. L. Robin in his edition of the Phaedrus (Platon, CEuvres com-



;e (etSwXov av tl Xeyoiro Si/calcos) o f the s p o k e n word , the 
that is alive (t&v nal 'i^vxos) and, as Socrates suggests 

(276 a 1 f.; 278 a 6 ) , is alone legitimate or authentic (yvrjatos). 
T h e written word "imitates" the spoken word. But "imita-
tion" (AIIWTO) is the source of the highest kind of "play" 
(iraitoi). T h e Stranger in the Sophist, where the mode of be-
ing of "Image" becomes a crucial problem, asks (234 b 1-3) : 
"Can you think of any more artful and more graceful kind 
of playing than the imitative one?" And Theaetetus replies: 
"Certainly not," adding cautiously that this kind covers quite 
a variety of manifestations. Written words, then, are neces-
sarily playful and, under propitious circumstances, most ex-
quisitely so, because it is their very character to imitate. But 
this character makes them also unreliable. For, as Socrates 
says in the Phaedrus (275 d) : "You would think that they 
spoke as if they understood something, but whenever, from a 
desire to learn, you ask them about something which they 
say, they do nothing but repeat always one and the same 
thing."2 8 They cannot, therefore, defend themselves against 

anding and abuse (275 e 5; 276 c 8 f . ) . Further-
they cannot and do not discriminate among those to 

whom they speak. Any author who holds that there could be 
much solidity (peykXi) atAnys) and clarity (<ra<Mveta) (277 d 
8 f.; cf. 275 c 6) in his written work deserves to be blamed for 
that, regardless of whether there is anyone to voice the blame 
or not.29 In brief: a written text is necessarily incomplete and 
cannot teach properly. 

I t is to be observed that most of the con versa tio 
Phaedrus and Socrates about writing rests on the 
(258 d) that writing of speeches is not, as some people think 
or pretend to think (257 d ff.), shameful in itself (SO. Tovro 
fiev a pa iravri brfkov, in ovk aiaxpov a vro ye t6 
$AL Tt T a p ; ) . They agree, therefore, that one 
the problem: what manner of writing is good and what man-
ner bad? (rts ovv 6 rpbitos rod koKQs re kclI ^ ypafciv; cf. 259 
e 1 - 3 ) . T h e discussion which immediately follows this agree-

(259 e - 274 b) bypasses that problem, however, and 
to deal more with the arts of the spoken word until 

Socrates reverts (274 b 6) to the original question by saying: 

pletes, Coll. d. Univ. de France, uLes Belles Lettres," 1933) pp. 
C L X I V ff. and Friedlander, op. ext., pp. 110-13, 357, note 6. See 

lote 33. 
28. Cf. Protag. 329 a 2-4 , 347 e 3 f. Protag. 32 

, also Epist. Cf. also Epist. VII, 344 c f. 



"There remains the matter of propriety and impropriety in 
writing, that is to say the question: how is it brought about 
that writing can be good (/caXcos) and how that it can be im-
proper (a7rp€7rcos)? Isn't that so?" Phaedrus: "Yes." But here 
again the conversation swerves away from that very question. 
It finally reaches a twofold conclusion. On the one hand, the 
doubt cast on the written word is said to refer to any composi-
tion (avyypajjL/jLa), written by anyone in the past or to be writ-
ten by anyone in the future, be it on matters of law and poli-
tics or on forensic or private affairs or on whatever else (irepl 
eKacrrov), be it in verse or in prose (277 d 6-8; e 5-7; 278 
c 1-4; 258 d 9 - 1 1 ) . That doubt seems, therefore, to cast its 
shadow on the Platonic dialogues too, including the Phaedrus 
itself. On the other hand, nothing but the awareness or the 
lack of awareness on the part of the author that his writing 
must necessarily be deficient in solidity and clarity decides 
whether the writing is to be called proper or improper (277 d 
1 ff.). T h e only distinction made among the written products 
themselves seems to be that "the best ones" (278 a 1), in addi-
tion to being playful, can serve as "reminders" (viroixvi]iiara -
276 d 3) , that is, can remind those "who know" of what the 
written words are really about (275 d 1: rov eidora virojivrjfjai 
irepi S)v av § rd yeypajjLfieva — cf . 2 7 8 a 1: eiddroov \)-KO\xvr\<jiv a n d 
275 a 5: virofiprjaec^s (frapfiaKov). But it is never, explicitly at 
least, stated what kind of writing or which of the writings are 
the "best" or what manner of writing would be most proper 
to its "reminding" function. 

One wonders whether what is said about good speaking 
might not be applicable to its "image," to good and proper 
writing also. The prescriptions given later about good speak-
ing (264 c; 269 c - 272 b) do actually apply to writing, al-
though Socrates mentions this only casually (272 b 1; 277 
a/b). T h e advice given at the end of the dialogue to Lysias 
and to other speech-writers (as well as to the poets and law-
givers) , and finally the prophecy about Isocrates do refer di-
rectly to their written work. Now, Phaedrus and Socrates agree 
that spoken words can be clear, complete, and worthy of seri-
ous consideration provided they come from one who "knows" 
(ei8dos - 276 a 8; cf. e 7) -who knows about things just and 

noble and good (276 c 3, e 2-3, 277 d 10 f., 278 a 3 f.) - a n d 
who also knows, as Socrates insists, how to "write" or "plant" 
these words in the souls of the learners (276 a 5-6; e 6 f.; 
278 a 3) , that is, possesses the "dialectical art" (276 e 5 f.; 
cf. 276 b 6 f., 265 d, 266 b, 273 e 1-3, 277 b) as well as the 



"art of leading souls" (psychagogia) 3<> which enables him to 
deal discriminatingly with those souls and even to remain si-
lent whenever necessary (276 a 6 f.; e 6, cf. b 7; 277 b 8 ff.; 
cf. 229 e - 230 a, 270 e - 2 7 2 a, 273 d 8 f . ) . Only when 
conditions are fulfilled can the words be adequately 
and supported (276 a 6; e 7 f .) , only then may examining and 
teaching of what is true ((hxkpitm *ai didaXv - 277 e 9, 276 c 9) 
take place. Can all this be said of good writing also? 

I t cannot be said if the written text is to be taken in its dead 
rigidity. It can be said if the written text gives rise to "live" 
discourse under conditions valid for good speaking. This two-
fold answer is reflected in the ironic ambiguity of any Platonic 
dialogue and, especially, of the Phaedrus. 

I t might be helpful at this point to look at the 
of the Phaedrus as a whole. T h e dialogue is framed, as it 
by two figures, one at the beginning and one at the end.31 

T h e first one is Lysias, the famous speech-writer, who appears 
on the scene in the most suitable mask: he is the scroll in 
Phaedrus' left hand. He remains present in this guise through-
out the dialogue. T h e second is Isocrates, the no le 
speech-writer, who is conjured up by Phaedrus and 
ture and dignity by Socrates turned prophet (278 e 10 ff., 
cf. 242 c 3-5) .3 2 We get only a glimpse of him. One emerges a 
past master of bad writing, the other full of promise of be-
coming a writer of truly superior standing and perhaps even 
going beyond that to greater things.33 Between these two ex-
tremes (aKpa - 264 c 5) young Phaedrus, the ardent lover of 
speeches (228 a f., 242 a - b ) , is confronted by another 

30. This term 

(cf. 
be ignored, and Aristophanes, for one, does not miss this 

point (Birds, 1553-55) . 
31. Cf. L. Robin, Phedre, 1933, p. X I V . 
32. Theaet. 142 c 4 f. and Phaedo 84 e 3 ff. (also Charm. 169 b 4 - 5 ) 
33. The passage aboi 



of s p e e c h e s " (aprjp (fiiMXoyos) ( 228 b - c , 2 3 0 d - e , 2 3 6 d - e ) 
with the problem of Speaking and Writing—and so are we. 

Three speeches are heard, one written by Lysias and read by 
Phaedrus, the other two spoken by Socrates who keeps attrib-
uting their authorship variously to somebody he cannot re-
member (235 c/d) or to the local deities, the Nymphs and 
Pan, and the cicadas (238 c/d, 241 e, 262 d, 263 d) , or to 
Phaedrus (242 d/e, 244 a) , or to Stesichorus (244 a) . The 
two speeches spoken by Socrates are, at any rate, painstakingly 
elaborate and, if they are not to be taken as written speeches, 
can hardly be conceived as improvised unless, indeed, inspired 
or dictated by divine or superior powers. T h e theme of "writ-
ing," throughout the dialogue, appears in fact more important 
than the one of "speaking/1 After Socrates finishes his Pali-
node—the great middle part (264 c 4) of the dialogue which 
takes place while the sun goes through its highest course—it 
is the problem of writing, and only by implication that of 
speaking, which is immediately taken up. 

There is a definite change in the tenor of the dialogue 
after the speeches are done with. Phaedrus, who before the 
Palinode was quite certain (243 d 8 - e 1) that he could pre-
vail upon Lysias to write another speech competing with the 
one Socrates was about to deliver, is very doubtful now 
(257 c) whether Lysias would consent to join the contest.34 

Has he not already been abusively called a mere "speech-
writer'? Phaedrus agrees with Socrates that the real problem 
is to distinguish good from bad writing and that this problem 
should be put before Lysias, Phaedrus considering himself the 
latter's mouthpiece,35 and he is more than willing to launch 
into the discussion of the problem. It is here that Socrates 
calls Phaedrus' attention to the cicadas over their heads. He 
tells a story about their origin: they were once human beings, 
even before there were Muses; now, in their present form, so 
says Socrates, they are supposed to report to the Muses and to 

schung," Nachrichten v.d. Kon. Gesellsch. d. Wissenschaften zu 
Gottingen, iqio, Geschdftliche Mitteilungen, Heft 2, p. 112. 

As far as Isocrates in the dialogue is concerned, Schaerer has 
said (op. cit., pp. 178 -80 ) all that needs to be said. 

34. According to Hermias (Hermiae Alexandrini in Platonis Phaedrum 
Scholia, ed. Gouvreur, Bibliotheque de l'ficole Pratique des Hautes 
Etudes, Sciences historiques et philologiques, Fasc. 133, 2me partie, 
1901, p. 209) , this is because Phaedrus does not believe that Lysias 
will be turned by Eros towards Philosophy (257 b) . Hermias' impli-
cation is that Socrates has succeeded in persuading Phaedrus. 

35 . Gf. 2 6 4 e 3 : " . . . rdv \6you 



tell them who among men honors whom among the Muses; 
they are watching him and Phaedrus now at noontime, says 
Socrates, and if they see both talking to each other and not 
asleep—like sheep and most men—they may be pleased and re-
port accordingly. Why does Socrates tell this wondrous story 
of the cicadas' origin and nature at this moment? Is it not 
done to underscore that, from now on, Phaedrus and So-
crates, instead of exchanging elaborate speeches, that is, writ-
ten or dictated words, will in leisurely and sober fashion con-
verse about speechmaking and speechwriting and thus restore 
to the spoken word its proper and unchallengeable function?30 

In what follows we do indeed witness how those speeches are 
criticized and analyzed, how the beginning of Lysias* written 
text is made to repeat itself twice, word for word (262 e; 
263 c - 264 a ) ; we hear Socrates interpreting freely the 
speeches he himself made, assuming the role of their "father" 
(275 e 4 ) , that is, supporting and defending the truth in them, 

adding to them, omitting the doubtful and changing their 
wording; we observe Socrates and Phaedrus bearing down on 
various books which purport to teach the art of speaking; we 
see them, in short, engaged in a serious conversation, which 
Phaedrus, the "lover of the Muses" (257 a 4-6; 259 b 5) , de-
scribes, without apparently knowing what he is saying, as 
"somewhat bare" (̂ tXffls TTWS - 2 6 2 c 8) .37 It is important to 
see that all this action clearly anticipates Socrates' later 
words about the relation between the spoken and the written 
word. 

Yet at the crucial point, when the discussion seems to revert 
to the problem of good and bad writing, it is again inter-
rupted by another story. Socrates suddenly asks (274 b 9 ) : 
"Do you know (olada) in what way you would best please di-
vinity in the matter of words, either in making speeches or 
speaking about them?" Phaedrus replies: " I certainly do not. 
Do you?" Socrates: "A tale (clkovtj) , no more, I can tell from 
hearsay, a tale that has come down from our forefathers-as 
to the knowledge of the truth, it is theirs." And Socrates 

36. Cf. Robin, Phedre, p. X X X V I I , where it is said, though from a 

d f P h Z r T " n t ° f V i e W ' t h a t ^ m y t h e d e S G l g a l e S 6 8 1 C ° m m e 1C P 1 V O t 

37. Not "poetical" enough in Phaedrus' understanding (cf. 257 a 4 - 6 ) . 



adds: "But should we ourselves find this truth, would any 
human fancy (do^aapa) about it still be of any concern to us?" 
Phaedrus: "A ridiculous question!" Urged by Phaedrus to re-
port what he heard, Socrates proceeds to tell the story of 
Theuth and Thamus, in which writing is revealed as bringing 
about a great deal of forgetfulness and as substituting external 
marks, "reminders" at best, for genuine recollection "from 
within." We cannot help feeling, nor can Phaedrus help point-
ing out (275 b 3 f . ) , that this "Egyptian" story has been ap-
propriately made up by Socrates himself for the occasion. T o 
Phaedrus' admiring and mocking compliment about the ease 
with which Socrates is able to invent any "foreign" tale he 
wishes, Socrates replies in mocking indignation: In former 
times people were content to listen to oracular sayings of mere 
oaks and rocks, provided these spoke the truth, but nowadays 
young people in their sophistication, and among them, of 
course, Phaedrus, look less to what is true than to the per-
sonality and the origin of the speaker. Phaedrus is stung; he 
gives in and rallies to Thamus' opinion about writing, as re-
lated by Socrates, an opinion or a fancy that only a moment 
later Socrates himself calls an oracle (pavreia). 

No doubt, Socrates has chosen a proper way of leading 
Phaedrus' soul, as he has done throughout the dialogue. But 
are we to follow Phaedrus? Do we not see how closely inter-
woven the seriousness and the playfulness of the conversation 
was? Socrates himself, towards the end of the dialogue, lets 
it be understood that he and Phaedrus have been "playing" 
(278 b 7: ovkovv rjdrj Trewaladco perpicos^ rjplv ra irepl Xoyoov) . 

What he says (277 d 6 ff.) —collecting himself before elaborat-
ing upon his "Egyptian" story—about the necessary lack of 
solidity and clarity in any writing is contrived by Plato so 
as to be anticipated by what happens in the dialogue. Shall 
we forget that the answer to the question as to what consti-
tutes good and proper writing has been deliberately and play-
fully withheld? Should we not seek the answer by ourselves, 
mindful of Socrates' emphatic distinction between Hearsay 
and Truth? And is not the answer to that question to be 
gathered, if not from the words, then from the action which 
the—written—dialogue "imitates"? 

38. From Ficino onwards, most translators, notably Schleiermacher, 
Jowett, Robin, understood nerpius as meaning "enough." But it also 
seems to preserve the meaning of "fittingly," "as it should have 
been done," i.e., with the appropriate seriousness. C. Ritter and R. 
Hackforth have apparently tried to render both meanings. 



3. 17 
A properly written text will tend to transform the un-

avoidable deficiency of writing into a lever of learning and 
understanding. By imitating a discussion the character of in-
completeness can be accentuated: as we all know, the move-
ment inherent in any discussion, if it does not reach an end 
in complete agreement or complete clarification (which may 
happen but rarely happens), is the best inducement for its 
continuation. A properly written text will have, therefore, to 
initiate this movement and keep it alive by stringing it along 
decisive questions and partial or ambiguous answers. This, in 
itself, is nothing but an outgrowth of Socrates' veiled way of 
speaking. But beyond that, answers can be given in a written 
text by the very action it presents. That is what usually hap-
pens in Platonic dialogues and what constitutes their dramatic 
or mimetic quality. This also confers on the dialogues the 
quality of completeness as against their unfinished (aporetic) 
character in terms of the verbal argument.39 The dramatic an-
swers may not refer directly to the questions asked but may 
refer to those implied in, or intimately connected with, them. 
Furthermore, these answers may or may not be perceived, de-
pending on the intensity of our attention and participation.40 

More often than not the dramatic answer anticipates the cor-
responding verbal argument; sometimes the dramatic answer 
accompanies the argument; sometimes the argument is under-
scored and put in relief, as it were, by what happens in the 
dialogue after the argument has been completed. All this re-
flects the character of Socrates himself, whose life and death 
speak still louder than his words.41 T h e power of words, how-
ever great, is limited.42 Words can be repeated or imitated; 
the thoughts conveyed by the words cannot: an "imitated" 
thought is not a thought. But only actions of men, irrevocable 
as they are, lend themselves to genuine "imitation," in life, 
on the stage—or in words. 

39. Cf. the entirely different point of view of Schaerer, op. cit., pp. 
89 f., 135 ff., 169. 

40. Gf. Schleiermacher, op. cit., I, 1, pp. 16-17, and above note 23; 
also Schuhl, op. cit., pp. 10-11, 59 f., 68. 

41. Cf. Friedlander, op. cit., p. 60. See Xenophon, Memorab. IV, 4, 10 
(Socrates speaking to Hippias) : . . Don't you think that deeds 
provide evidence more worthy of consideration than words?" (. . . $ 
oh 8ok61 (toi k^ioTeKixaprbrepov rou \6yov t6 tpyov elvai)) and the 
context; also Apol. 32 a 4 -5 , c 8 - d 2, and the Phaedo in its 
entirety. 

42. Epist. VII, 343 a 1: "the feebleness of words" (rd tCcv \6ycov 
&crOevks). 



T h e dramatic and mimetic modes vary from dialogue to 
dialogue. But one can discern at least three different mimetic 
devices in them. One is that of ethological mimes,43 that is, 
of imitations of actions in which the speakers reveal them-
selves both in character and in thought, Kara re rb fjdos Kal 

tt)v foavoiav, to use Aristotle's phrase,44 in which they show 
their souls "naked," to quote Plato himself.45 Another is that 
of doxological mimes, in which the falsity or rightness of an 
opinion is not only argued in words but also manifested by 
the character, the behavior, and the actions of the speakers 
themselves. T h e third one is that of mythological mimes,46 

inasmuch as the drama of the dialogue presents, interprets, or 
replaces a myth (quite apart from the myths told by Socrates 
and others in the course of a conversation). But in each case 
the medium, the vehicle, the spur of the action is uniquely the 
spoken word, the logos, by which Socrates lived and still 
lives. All depends not only on what, but on how, under what 
circumstances, where, and in what context something is being 
said. Within the dialogue, the logos thus has two functions. 
One is mimetic, the other argumentative. Their interplay pro-
vides the texture into which we, the listeners or readers, have 
to weave our thread. That is how the drama itself, the "deed," 
the "work," the ergon of any of the dialogues, which is "in 
words" (AoyaO only, can encompass both, the dialogue's mi-
metic playfulness and its argumentative seriousness. 

There is kinship between the two, between Play and Seri-
ousness, one the "sister" of the other;47 their common origin 
could perhaps be rightly described as a certain detachment 
from "reality." There are two ways of achieving such detach-
ment, the way of "pretending" and the way of "wondering." 
In the playful act of pretending, which underlies any playing, 
the claim of "reality" to its matter-of-course genuineness is 
implicitly being challenged. It is from this challenge that any 
playing derives its charm and its fascination. On the other 
hand, any act of wondering amounts to ascribing pretensions 
to "reality," to seeing it suddenly as possibly not being what 

43. This is the point H. Reich insisted upon, with too much vigor, 
some misunderstanding, and some exaggeration. See op. cit., espe-
cially pp. 375, 390 ff. More to the point J . A. K. Thomson, op. cit., 
p. 169. 

44. Poetics 1449 b 37 ff. 
45. Charm'. 154 d - e ; Lach. 187 e - 1 8 8 a ; Theaet. 162 b 3, 169 

a 6 - b 4. (Cf. Gorg. 523 c - e , 524 d.) 
46. Reich's understanding of the term is different (cf. op. cit., pp. 404 

and 239 f . ) . 
47. Epist. VI, 323 d 2. 



it pretends to be, in other words, to weighing the possibility 
of its being but an "image." For the extraordinary mode of be-
ing of an image is precisely to be what it is not. In the serious, 
if primitive, act of wondering we exert the fundamental faculty 
of eikasia,48 a specific human privilege by virtue of which we 
are able to see an image as an image. In terms of the pattern 
of the divided line in the Republic^ this faculty of eikasia 
bears the same relation to our perceiving and accepting the 
visible world, as it presents itself to us, that our natural 
reasoning power, our dianoia, which is always bent on under-
standing the visible world, bears to our thinking what can 
only be thought. Neither dianoia nor 

sive. But each has the tendency to separate itself from its soil; 
the danger of both dialectical perversion and mimetic 

I t is the latter which is on trial in the tenth 
book of the Republic50 and which is attacked throughout 
Plato's work. It is no other than the attitude of the chained 
men in the Cave as long as they do not turn their heads. 

A dialogue usually moves on both the mimetic and the 
dianoetic levels simultaneously, although at a different pace. 
If we give due attention to the playfully mimetic aspect of the 

faculty of eikasia may be doubly aroused in us, 
this can lead to our serious dianoetic participation in the 

"beginning with the very first words of the 

48. Rep. VI, 511 e 2 ; VII , 534 a 5. 
49. Rep. VI, 509 d 6 ff. 
50. 
51. Friedlander, op. cit.f p. 233 ; see also p. 366, note 8 (cf. Plato, 

Rep. II, 377 a 12; Laws VI, 753 e 6 ff., Aristotle, Nic. Eth. I, 7, 
1098 b 6 f., Sophist. Elench. 34, 183 b 22 f.). Plato's care for the 

of 

public, and in the anonymous commentary on the 
1905) , p. 4 (cf. p. X X V , also F. M. 

* °f Knowledge, 1935, p. 15) 

in re ^ . ? - . . - -

ofh cit.f ppY 100 ff., also J. Stenzel, Liter arische F . p. cit.t pp. 100 ff., 
philosophischer Gehalt des platonischen Dialogs, 1916, in 



Under the spell of the cherished and bottomless modern no-
tion of "ar t " there is a prevailing tendency to peel the so-
called artistic and poetic skin off the philosophical meat of the 
dialogues or, conversely, to exalt their "poetry" regardless of 
the truth they might or might not contain. This tendency to 

parallels closely that of the professional rhetoricians Plato is 
always attacking.52 The "art"-seeking eye does not seem to see 
that the deliberate and elaborate artfulness in the composition 
of the dialogues is imposed on them by their intent. It grows 
out of the Socratic task which the dialogues set for themselves 
and out of nothing else. This task is to provide the conditions 
under which we, the readers, can be induced to reflect upon 
our lives with the utmost sobriety. This task is formidable 
enough, for a reflection of this kind, if serious and persistent, 

4. 

It is possible, then, and indeed necessary, whatever the dif-
ficulties, to "participate" in a Platonic dialogue which we face 
as a written text. There is still, however, a grave problem to 
be considered: the written text, according to Thamus and to 
Socrates in the Phaedrus, can do no more than offer a "re-
minder" to those who already "know." Who are they, these 
"knowers"? According to Socrates again, the writer stores up 
such "reminders" for his own old age and also for anyone who 
"follows the same track" (/cal iravri tQ> rabrbv tXvos ^tl6vtl - 2 7 6 
d 4; cf. 266 b 5 - 7 ) . Presumably, then, both the writer and his 
"followers" are the knowers. And that will include us, if we 
are willing "participants." 

Both classes of "knowers," taken conjointly, are referred to 
in the Phaedrus on two other occasions, when the superiority 
of the spoken word is proclaimed by Socrates. " I think a far 
nobler seriousness . . . is achieved when-by applying dialecti-
cal art and choosing a fitting soul-one plants and sows words 
founded on knowledge (»er kmaryMs), words which are able 

which do not remain barren but contain seeds, whence they 



up again, differently in different persons, and thus 21 
are able to perpetuate this seed undyingly . . (276 e 4 -
277 a 3 ) . "Words such as these ought to be considered legiti-
mate children: first the speaker's word, if found by the speaker 
in himself (ttp&tov v rdv kt> at™, i&v wpedeh e^6 4) , and then 
those words which may have grown up in other souls in pro-
portion to their worth, words which are the children and at 
the same time the brothers of the first one" (278 a 5 - b 2 ) . 

the "knowers," we may conclude, belongs first the 
or the writer who has gotten hold of the truth "about 

things just and noble and good"55 in himself; if he is him-
self the writer, he thus can recognize this truth in his own 
writing without difficulty; and among the "knowers" belong 
secondly those of the listeners or readers who "follow the same 
track." Although they "know" in some way, they still have the 
effort of full discovery before them. Their being "reminded" 
by a written text is only the beginning of the maturing of the 
seed, and the author who knows will enjoy seeing the tender 
plants grow up (276 d 5 ) . 

Surely the dithyrambic words of the Palinode (249 b 5 f., 
e 4 f.) supply the background for these contentions. But it 
does not seem enough to appeal to Socrates' "mythic hymn" 
(265 c 1) for an understanding of the emphasis that is put in 
the Phaedrus on the speaker and writer who "know" and on 
the merely "reminding" function of a written text. It is tempt-
ing to interpret this emphasis as Plato's justification of, and 
even apology for, his own writing or his "compelling urge" 
to write, as against Socrates' uncompromising dedication to 
the spoken word. Indeed, the theme of the poet in Plato 
struggling with the thinker in him, that is, with his b e t t e r -
or worse-Self, is ever-present in modern literature. I t is no 

to infer that the dialogues are exoteric writings 
Plato's own oral and esoteric teaching in (and out-

e) the Academy. Not a few writers on Platonic philosophy 
have succumbed to this temptation.5* It is even tempting to 
envisage friends, pupils, or "followers" of Plato attending a 
reading of a Platonic dialogue somewhere in Athens and be-

54. Cf. Hackforth, op. cit., p. 162, note 1. 
55. See p. 12. 
56. Harold Cherniss' (The Riddle of the Early 

2 ff., 11 ff., 75) 
at is 

cit., p. 68.) 



ing happily reminded by what they hear of something they 
understand much better than the other, uninitiated listeners. 
There may have been some of these indeed. All these bio-
graphical and historical considerations, however, lead away 
from the problem which writing poses, lead away, that is, 
from a genuine and universal problem which is not confined 
to Plato's peculiar circumstances and which is more acute than 
ever in our time. Above all, no light is thrown by those con-
siderations on Socrates' contention in the Phaedrus that the 
good writer "knows" just as the good speaker does. 

I t is Socrates' "knowledge," to all appearances, which gives 
to his words, spoken by himself or reported by others, so 
much weight and produces such a profound effect on his 
hearers, as Alcibiades' outburst in the Symposium attests.57 

Does the Socrates of the Republic play the role of a man 
who does not "know"? Is not knowledge on the part of the 
speaker—or speakers—presupposed in the Laws, when the 
Athenian suggests that the writing down of conversations such 
as he is engaged in at the moment might provide the best 
material for the education of the young?58 Again, is it not 
presupposed that Socrates knows when, according to the The-
aetetus, a conversation between Socrates, Theodorus, and 
Theaetetus, narrated by Socrates to Eucleides, impressed the 
latter so much that he decided to put it in writing and gradu-
ally succeeded in accomplishing this task with the help of Soc-
rates himself?59 Must not indeed the "antidote" ((baptxaicov) of 
"knowing" (et<$o>cu)60 be present in the mimetic playfulness of 
any Platonic dialogue? Must not Socrates know? And also, in 
varying degrees, the strangers from Mantineia, Elea, Locri, 
Athens? Does not Plato, the writer, know? 

But is not, on the other hand, the professed ignorance of 
Socrates the very nerve of the Socratic conversation and of 
its enduring impact? Does not the very structure of most Pla-
tonic dialogues reflect Socrates' assertion of his ignorance? 
This assertion is the lever which Socrates constantly uses to 
compel other people to examine with him, in common and 
from the level of common ignorance, the understanding which 
underlies his and their lives. Socrates' self-knowledge, his 
knowledge of his ignorance, is his unique "human wisdom."61 

57. 215 d 3-6 . 
58. 811 c - e . 
59. 143 a. 
60. Rep. X , 595 b 6 f. 
61. Apol. 23 a 7. 



I t is this assertion of his ignorance which charms, annoys, 23 
and captivates everyone he approaches. Could Plato, the 
then, ever assume the role of a "knower"?82 Could a 
dialogue, the genuine "image" of a Socratic 
stroy the integrity of Socrates' wisdom? 

witnesses of these discussions, are quite prepared to take So-
crates' assertion of his ignorance at its face value.63 We are in-
clined to call it "ironic." T h e Phaedrus and the tenth book of 
the Republic explicitly support and justify this disbelief. So-
crates must "know" more than he ever admits. And is there 
any way to exclude Plato, the writer, from the rank of "know-
ers"? 

which we face, that of the genuine or pre-
of the "knower," is no other than the 

Delphic problem of self-knowledge, self-control, or sophrosyne 
as discussed by Critias and Socrates in the Charmides (164 

C C > : h c h "k h- If" ( 
0 must possess the knowledge which not only 

0 and that precisely such 
(166 c 2-3; e 5-6 ; 168 a 6 - 9 ) . 

this statement more precisely 
does not challenge its converse, to wit, that a man who pos-
sesses that which "knows itself" (t6 abrb yiyvwKov) will "know 

(a&rds avrdv yvuaerat) ( 1 6 9 e 6 - 7 ) , b u t h e 

mist also know its opposite, ignorance, that is, 
of knowledge (4wTiff«Mzo<rfonj - 166 e 7; 167 c 1-2; 169 b 6 - 7 ) , 
and this means that sophrosyne consists both in knowing that 
one knows and in knowing that one does not know, as the 
case may be. This in turn means, according to Socrates, 
sophrosyne consists in knowing that 
and also in knowing that one knows what one does not know 
(167 a 6-7 ; b 2-3 ; 169 e 7 - 8 ) . Critias does not see any diffi-

62. Cf. 



culty in this: he claims that these statements amount to the 
same thing (170 a 1) . And yet how is it possible at all to 
know what one does not know? 

Socrates mentions his being apprehensive of the matter for 
the first time immediately after Critias has stated (166 c 1-3) 
that all other knowledges are knowledges of something other 
than themselves, but that sophrosyne alone is both knowledge 
of the other knowledges and "knowledge of itself." Critias does 
not believe that Socrates could fail to notice this and accuses 
Socrates of merely trying to refute him, while neglecting the 
very thing the argument, the logos, is about. Socrates denies 
this and asserts that his only purpose is to find out whether he 
is right in what he himself is saying, out of fear he might, 
without noticing it, believe he knew something, while he knew 
it not (4>opoviJ.evos ijltj wore Aa0co oiofjievos \xkv ri eidevat, eidcos Si fir} — 
166 d 1 -2 ) . 

This exchange presents us with an example of the twofold 
function of the logos, the argumentative one and the mimetic 
one. What Critias says is far from wrong perhaps, but the 
possible rightness of his statement is at best "in words" only: 
his possibly being right does not mean, as we see a short while 
later, that he, in fact, possesses sophrosyne and understands 
what he is saying. What Socrates, on the other hand, has to 
say about his "fear" manifests "in deed," manifests shiningly, 
Socrates' own sophrosyne ** 

Socrates proceeds to "refute" Critias' statement. This refuta-
tion consists in comparing knowledge that knows itself 
(a) with a set of human faculties which seem to preclude their 

ever making themselves their own object: vision (6\Jas) does 
not see itself, hearing (ami/) does not hear itself, and analo-
gously no other sensing power (atadrjcns) and also no desiring 
(ewiOvfjila), no willing (PovXtjctls) , no loving (eptos), no fearing 
(06j8os), no opining (<56£a)— so it seems, at least—can ever 
make itself its own object (167 c 8 - 168 a 5 ) ; (b) with a set 
of relations between multitudes and magnitudes of all kinds, 
relations which quite obviously cannot be made to apply to 
themselves: the "greater" cannot be greater with respect to 
itself, the "double" cannot be the double of itself, the "heav-
ier" heavier than itself, the "older" older than itself, and so on 
(168 b 5 - d 3 ) . How, then, can knowledge know itself? 

64. Just as the indecisive statement which Charmides makes, blushingly, 
in answer to Socrates' question whether he, Charmides, possesses 
sophrosyne (158 c 7 - d 6) reveals that he, indeed, possesses it. 



There follows a recapitulation of sorts (168 d 3 - 169 a 7) 
of the same argument; the impossibility of self-application in 
the case of everything which belongs to the second set is clear 
beyond doubt (iravrkwcunv khbvarov- 168 e 6) ; as to the first 
set, a curious "addition" ( t n - 168 e 9) is inserted by Socrates: 
"motion" which moves itself (KUHJCTM aiir) lavrfr Ktveiv...), 
"heat" that heats itself (fep^njs W iavriip] . . . ) ; and 
Socrates further adds that the possibility of "application-to-
itself" in the case of everything which belongs to this—sig-
nificantly enlarged-first set would be disbelieved by some but 
perhaps not by others (rocs tdv ainariav <&v> irapkaXot, 
Sknaivoi). 

There is indeed some ground for not disbelieving that pos-
sibility. Is not "self-motion" precisely that which characterizes 
"Soul," psyche, as described-from a different point of view 
and in a quite different mood—in. the Palinode of the Phae-
drus (245 5 - 246 a 3) 65? Is not Critias, while "defining" 
sophrosyne, talking indirectly—and quite rightly so, though 
without noticing i t -about the Soul? And does not Socrates 
again manifest his sophrosyne, his self-knowledge and self-con-
trol, by disclaiming his ability to decide the question whether 
"application-to-itself" can be found anywhere and especially 
whether sophrosyne is characterized by it? I t is up to Critias, 
the son of Callaeschrus, Socrates submits, to show that there 
can be something of that kind. 

Critias is confounded. He is ashamed to admit his confusion 
before the audience of old and young men who watch the con-
versation as we do. He shows conspicuously his lack of self-
control, his lack of wisdom, his aphrosyne. His own words 
seem to mock him. He has to be rescued by Socrates who 
suggests that, for the time being, they concede jointly the pos-
sibility of knowledge knowing itself as well as its opposite and 
that they turn to the second question which seems to come up 
unavoidably in the wake of Critias' statement: what benefit 
would we derive from such knowledge, if it were possible? 

T h e lengthy e: tchange on this subject (170 a 6 - 1 7 4 b 8) 
leads to the resull : that no benefit at all would be forthcoming, 
even if sophrosyn •e knew how to distinguish in all cases those 
who know from those who do not. Critias is constrained to 
admit that only 3 knowledge of what is good and what is evil 



would be really beneficial to us (174 b 10). 
being merely the knowledge of knowledge a 
would not do us any good. 

Socrates does not accept this result. On the contrary, 
syne seems to him (175 e 5-7) some great and beneficial good 
(fikyo. Ti kyadbv). T h e confirmation of Socrates' belief would 
require, however, the closing of a gap in the argument. It 
would be necessary to show that knowledge of knowledge and 
of ignorance is inseparable from knowledge of what is good 
and what is evil. I t is not Critias alone who would be hard 
pressed to plug this gap. 

In this same connection, Socrates finds occasion to 
(175 c 3-7) that, notwithstanding all the 

Critias' logos presents, his and Critias' 
in the face of its 
to the possibility of knowing, in some way or other (<M<3s 
yk *GB), that which one knows one does not know. What is at 
the heart of the argument is Socrates' own knowledge of his 

his , g P 

be taken as somehow known. One is 
the account given in the myth of Recollection as presented-

or less elaborately and somewhat differently—in the 
the Philebus, the Phaedo, and the Meno: that 

which is not known to us is present, though hidden, "within" 
us and can be brought out through the correlative processes of 
"reminding" and "recollecting." The other way of overcom-
ing our incredulity in this matter is the acknowledgment of 
the validity of the proposition that there must be knowledge 

First, 
we do 

I t may not be 
but the very anticipation of a 

Secondly, 
there would be the affirmation that only knowledge in its 
wholeness can securely guide our actions so as to i 
indubitably beneficial and good. In this sense the 
of our ignorance may indeed be intimately linked to a postu-

of an all-embracing good on 
we call "good" depends. 

Is not this the knowledge of the "knowers" in the 



And is not Socrates, in pretending not to know, as much 27 
"playful" as he is "serious" in his knowledge of the immense 
distance which separates him from the goal he wishes to at-
tain? Is not thus Socrates' "human wisdom," his assertion of 
his ignorance, the very germ from which both elements of a 
Platonic dialogue, its mimetic playfulness and its dianoetic 
seriousness, spring forth?66 Inasmuch as a dialogue engulfs 
us, its readers-provided we are willing to "follow the same 
track"—it seems to demand that we share in Socrates' im-
moderate moderation. 

5. 

Platonic dialogues are not, in general, samples of the "dia-
lectical art." There are dialogues which abound in strictly 
"dialectical" exchanges. But not all argumentative parts of the 
dialogues have this strictly dialectical quality, since the argu-
ments used are more often than not arguments ad hominem, 
that is, dictated by the exigencies of psychagogia, in accord-
ance with the (unwritten) rules of a genuine rhetorical art. 
Furthermore, the conversation is never completely detached 
from its mimetic complement. This holds not only for the 
dialogues assigned by a wide consensus to Plato's earlier life 
period but also for the later ones. It might be useful to ex-
amine briefly a conspicuous example in the Theaetetus. 

T h e Theaetetus cannot be considered apart from the Soph-
ist and the Statesman. Unquestionably, these three dialogues 
form a unity. T h e Sophist "continues" the Theaetetus and 
the Statesman "continues" the Sophist. T h e links 
these dialogues are not external or superficial.67 The 
tion of the Theaetetus, in particular, seems directly 
on the central piece of the trilogy, the Sophist. T h e question 
raised in the Theaetetus, "what is knowledge?" is dealt with 

66. Is not a 
tion as it is one 
film™)? (Cf. Soph. 267 e 2, 268 a 7.) 

67. Ed. Munk, Die naturliche Ordnung der 
p. 423 f y a y s rather convincingly: "If an author has 

6 dn a\Verk in^mehreren1 z u s a m ^ 



thematically not in the Theaetetus but in the Sophist. But 
the two "beginnings" (apxaL) that come to the fore in the 
Sophist, T h e Same (ravrbv) and The Other . (Oarepov), cast 
their shadow, as it were, on the entire structure of the 

Theaetetus. 
The Theaetetus is clearly divided into three parts, of which 

the first one is, in purely quantitative terms, by far the largest, 
larger than the second and the third taken together. Each of 
these parts puts before us, in a "typically" different way, one 
of the types of error of which our dianoia is capable, and the 
first of these is more fundamental than the other two. T h e 
first is the error of self-contradiction; the second the error of 
mistaking something for something else; the third is the error 
of treating one and the same thing as if it were not one and 
the same. In the first case, the gravest of all, the very distinc-
tion between the Same and the Other is denied or lost sight 
of; in the second case, something "other" is mistaken for the 
"same"; in the third case, something in its sameness is not seen 
as the "same."68 T h e common ground of these errors is the 
"similarity" of the two principles, their all-pervading nature89 

which they share with the all-comprehensive genus "Being."7 0 

This similarity has an immediate mimetic counterpart in the 
similarity of the two interlocutors, Socrates and Theaetetus, 
who not only look strikingly alike (143 e) but also show, ir-
respective of their age, a remarkable affinity "with respect to 
virtue and wisdom" (145 b 1 f.; 144 a 3 ff.; 148 b 3 f.; 155 d 
1 ff.; 185 e 3 - 5 ) . Indeed, the "Same" and the "Other" are 
playfully made to face each other, to mirror each other, in 
the Theaetetus (cf. 144 d 8 f.) —a memorable event that Eu-
cleides thought worthy of recording. 

What characterizes the action of the first lengthy part of this 
doxological mime are the repeated, and finally successful, at-
tempts on Socrates' part to draw Theodorus, the mathemati-
ci m, into the discussion. Already at the very beginning of 
the investigation (146 a) Socrates, while expressing his eager-
ness to converse and almost apologizing for his own "love of 
discourse" ($1X0X071(1), addresses Theodorus in particular. 
Theodorus refuses to participate on account of his age and 
his being unaccustomed to this sort of thing (146 b ) . After 
the first round of the argument, in which Theaetetus' tenta-
tive identification of knowing and sensing is linked with the 

68. Cf. Soph. 253 d 1-4. 
69. Cf. Soph. 255 e 3 - 7 ; 256 a 7 -9 . 
70. Soph. 259 a 5 ff. 



(as well as with the "doctrines" of 
i,71 Empedocles, and Heracleitus) and 

to fall to the ground, Theodorus, the friend of Pro-
(161 b 8, 162 a 4, 168 c 3, e 7, 171 c 8, 183 b 7, cf. 170 

c 6 f . ) , is stirred up (161 a 5 - 6 ) . But in spite of Socrates' 
prodding he is not willing to join the contest, wants to re-
m a i n a s p e c t a t o r ( . . . olfxai bfias ireiaeiv ky* . . . hap 6eaa0ai -
162 b 5 f.) and refers Socrates back to Theaetetus. A third 

:odorus, as one of the "guardians" of 
I" (164 e 4 f . ) , to come to the latter's de-

fense. And for the third time Theodorus refuses. He rejects 
Socrates' gibe by pointing out that the guardianship is not 
his but somebody else's (namely Callias'7 2), for he, Theodorus, 
had turned rather quickly from "bare words" ( k ruv \pi\S>v 

to Protagoras' aid. He would be grateful if 
were to do that. There also seems to be son 
Theodorus' part to become the victim of a Socratic 
which he apparently considers a disgrace (165 b 1) . He is not 
attracted by Socrates' peculiar "midwifery" (cf. 150 b 9 - c 3 ) . 

In the argument which follows, Socrates, as he did briefly 
once before (162 d - e ) , assumes the role of Protagoras him-
self. I t is this "imitation of Protagoras," comparable to the 
sudden emergence from Hades of Protagoras' head "as far as 
to the neck," its making a proud and skillful speech, and its 
quick disappearance afterwards (171 d ) - i t is this mimetic 

of Socrates (166 a 2 - 168 c 2 ) - t h a t turns the 

of Socrates, Protagoras objects to S o 
• a "little boy's" fright in attacking his, Protagoras', 

a ) . And later on, Socrates, in the role of his own 
of that reproach (168 c 8 ff.). Since 

is the only older person in the crowd around S o 
it would follow, says Socrates, that nobody except him 

Protagoras' demand for a serious consideration of his doctrine 

e 4 £.), Theodorus gives hi (169 a ^ - c 6) and joins the dis-
cussion. Socrates' psychagogia, which in this case, as on many 

it is reasserted that the 
71. Cf. Diog. Laert. I l l , 10-11. 
72. Cf. Protag. 336 d 7 f. (also 337 d 6 f.) 



true" is not to be made. T h e distinction between "good" and 
"evil," however, is to be maintained. He is a wise and good 
teacher who is able, by means of words, to make his pupils— 
and entire cities—change from a worse to a better condition. 
B u t " b e not unfair in the quest ioning" (prj adket kv rQ epcorav -
167 e 1) . If you avoid this pitfall, your interlocutors will not 
abandon you, will attribute their state of perplexity not to 
you but to themselves,73 and will try to change themselves by 
taking to philosophy. If, on the other hand, you merely play 
and try to bring your opponent to fall by all possible means, 
instead of being serious and helpful in your arguments, you 
will not lead your interlocutors to philosophy but, on the con-
trary, make them hate this whole business when they grow 
older. 

In making Protagoras utter this warning, the "imitation of 
Protagoras" seems to reverse itself; the imitated one and the 
imitator exchange their roles. Is it Protagoras or is it Socrates 
who is saying this? Did not Theodorus abandon Protagoras 
and philosophy, turn from "bare words" to mathematics? 
And does he not now, under the impact of Socrates' conversa-
tion and speech, return to this idle pursuit? He does indeed; 
he replaces Theaetetus at this point and, after continuing the 
discussion of the Protagorean doctrine for quite a while (169 d 
- 172 b ) , he follows Socrates into a lengthy and solemn con-
sideration of no less a subject than that of the "philosophical 
life" (172 c - 177 b ) , before reverting, at the end of his inter-
vention, to the Protagorean topic itself (177 c - 183 c ) . 

That central part of Socrates' conversation with Theodorus, 
which happens to coincide with the middle part of the entire 
dialogue, is usually referred to as a "digression" or "inter-
lude," in agreement apparently with its characterization by 
Socrates as a "side issue" (wapepya \eybjj.tva~ 177 b 8) .7 4 But is 
not this "digression" an essential part of the drama played out 
in the first part of the Theaetetus? What is playfully enacted 
through Theodorus' behavior before and after Socrates' "imi-
tation of Protagoras" is the self-refutation of Protagoras. The 
self-contradictory character of his doctrine is revealed in 
deed (epyoj) before it is formulated in words (171 a 6 - c 7) , 
which words Theodorus thinks deal a little too harshly with 
his friend (171 c 8 ) . Theodorus does not realize, it seems, 
that his own inactivity and subsequent activity are much more 
damaging to the status of his friend's opinions. 

73. Cf. Soph. 230 b 9. 
74. Cf. the context of Symp. 222 c 6 and of Euthyd. 273 d 3. 



Socrates'' "imitation of Protagoras" makes Protagoras lose 
his identity in accordance with the latter's own stated view 
(166 b 7 If.) and makes him assert something which in f a c t -

and again in conformity with his own doctrine—is decisively, 
and comically, reversed by what happens to Theoclorus in the 
dialogue. Thus is the mimetic self-refutation of Protagoras ac-
complished. But this consistent inconsistency characterizes not 
only Protagoras (or Heracleitus) but also our faculty of sens-
ing, our a is thesis, as Socrates implied at the very beginning 

tentative definition of knowledge for a common consideration. 
T h e final dianoetic refutation of the identification of knowl-
edge and sensing (184 b - 1 8 6 c) is indeed founded on the 
contradictory character (kvavrtoTrjs - 186 b 6 f.) of our sensing 
in all its various "affections" (wad^ara - 186 c 2, d 2 ) . T h e 
"obstacle" (̂ kvavrlĉ ixa) is brought to our attention and is re-
moved only with the help of our reasoning power, our dianoia, 
which is the power of distinguishing by "comparing" one 
thing with another (186 b - c ) . Not before this power comes 
into play can we begin to approach Being and Truth. It is 
precisely this stage that Socrates and a changed Theodorus 
had reached in the preceding so-called "digression." I t could 
be reached because the Protagorean self-contradiction had in 
fact been already removed from Theodorus' soul. 

T o point up the "dramatic" quality of Platonic dialogues, 
reference is invariably made to the Euthydemus because this 
dialogue shows a particular liveliness, is full of excitement and 
brusque changes of pace. But the decisiveness of an action does 

which it is accomplished. T h e serenity of the drama pre-
sented in the Theaetetus bears witness to that. 





PART ONE 

AMATHIA 





I 

L 

T ^ h e title of the dialogue, 4 'Meno," is well authenticated by [THE TITLE] 

JL Aristotle's unmistakable references to it.1 

Why is this title chosen? Obviously, an answer, if there is 
any, cannot be given now. I t might gradually emerge as the 
dialogue, and with it the commentary, proceeds.2 

Who is Meno? A preliminary answer to this question is that 
the answer can only be found in the dialogue itself, since 
Meno is one of the personages who speaks and acts in it, and 
it is this personage we are interested in. T h e dialogue is 
hardly written to satisfy our—otherwise legitimate—historical 
curiosity. T h e usual confusion, however, between Meno in 
the dialogue and the "historical" Meno is not simply due to 
bad scholarly habits or thoughtlessness. T h e name "Meno"— 
as most names in Platonic dialogues—conveys a more or less 
vivid image to the mind of the listener or reader before the 
dialogue begins. Plato's contemporaries, at least those who 
might have been interested in the Dialogues, knew through 
gossip, slander, candid reports, reliable information, or even 
direct contact "about" most of the dialogues' personages. We, 
on our part, can reconstruct the images of those personages to 
some extent from whatever sources are available to us, and it 
is fair to assume that there is some correlation between the 
explicitness of the written sources and the vividness of the 
connotations that certain names had in their own time. This, 

1. Prior Analytics II , 67 a 2 1 ; Posterior Analytics I, 71 a 29. 
2. This general remark seems necessary: we have to ask, in every 

case, what significance the title of a Platonic dialogue might have, 
for it does not appear to be chosen haphazardly. The title seems 
sometimes to state plainly, sometimes merely to hint at, and some-
times even to conceal altogether, the main theme of the dialogue 
or one of its important aspects. The claim, often casually made, 
notably with regard to the Phaedo, the Theaetetus, and the 
Parmenides, that Plato wished to set a "monument" to somebody 
he highly respected or to show his particular "affection" for a 
particular person, is not sufficiently founded and somewhat na'ive. It 
is not applicable, in any case, to most of the dialogues. 



and nothing else, justifies the recourse to the "historical" ac-
counts given of those personages. 

In the case of Meno, our main source is Xenophon.3 

Through Plutarch4 and Photius5 some of Ctesias' testimony 
reaches us also. Ctesias, who served as physician to King Ar-

in Asia involving Meno. A third source is Diodorus Siculus* 
(first century B.C.) , who seems to follow Ephorus (fourth cen-
tury B.C.) who, in turn, appears to rely on Xenophon and 
Ctesias.7 These sources agree on Meno's character and dis-
agree, or seem to disagree, only on the question of Meno's 
death. 

Xenophon, in his portrait of Meno, contrasts him with two 
other leaders of the Greek armies, Clearchus and Proxenus; 
the former an outstanding soldier and lover of war, severe 
and rough, able to command but apparently not inclined to 
obey, generally clever and yet not cunning enough at the de-
cisive moment; the latter ambitious politically, a pupil of 
Gorgias, desirous of ruling and of commanding but not very 
good at it, endowed with a great sense of justice and nobility. 
T h e stature of both, in Xenophon's account, is far below that 
of Cyrus. But compared with Meno, their excellence shines. 

to accumulate wealth and subordinating everything else to that 
end, consciously putting aside all accepted norms and rules of 
conduct, perfidious and treacherous, and perfectly confident 
in his own cunning and ability to manage things to his own 
profit. 

and their generals, Meno in particular, in the struggle be-
tween the Great King and his brother could not help becom-

9. Cf. Xenophon, op. cit., II, 1, 17; 4, 4. 



public figure10 at the beginning of the fourth century, a "Thes- 3 7 
salian Alcibiades," in Jowett 's phrase.11 Fame, be it of a glori-
ous or an infamous kind, does not need—especially at that 
time in Greece—the channel of the written word to run its 
course. T h e r e can hardly be any doubt that Meno's image as 
that of an archvillain was fixed in the minds of Plato's con-
temporaries, regardless of whether this image did or did not 
do justice to the " r e a l " Meno. And we, on our part, can 
hardly escape the impact of Xenophon's description of that 
peculiarly gifted man. 

An ancient tradition, a focal point of which seems to be 
Herodicus the Babylonian (second century B.C.) , 1 2 speaks of 
" jealousy" (zelotypia) between Plato and Xenophon. 1 3 One of 
the examples adduced to show their rivalry and dissension is 
the allegedly different characterization of Meno in the Ana-
basis and in the Meno. Xenophon is said14 to be hostile to 
Meno (he certainly is l ) , while Plato is supposed to praise 
him. 1 5 T o quote During: " T h e whole story of this f??Aorwla is 
a typical literary invention based on misinterpretations and 
half-truths, grouped around a kernel of truth and supported 
by a series of disconnected quotations, wl 

touched up to be made more convincing." As to Meno, 
if we take his figure in Plato's dialogue as an "historical" 

portrait, we find some explicit statements there (for 
78 c 4 - d 3, 86 d 6 f.) which show rather agreement 
Plato and Xenophon's estimation of that gentleman.1 6 

Be that as it may, to see who Meno in the dialogue is and 
what part our preconceived image of him plays in it, we have 
to watch the drama closely. T h e question who this Meno is 

be a central one for our understanding of the 

op. cit., II , 6, 2 8 : " 
D Meno, The 

nar During, Herod 
Tradition, 1941, K i 

iens Handlingar, Del. 1 : 2 , esp. pp. 54 ff., 157 ff. 
is in Athenaeus 5 0 4 e - 505 b (re 

pp. 24 f . ) ; Aulus Gellius X I V , 3 (a j u u , ™ 
5 Laertius III , 3 4 ; Marcelliniis, Vita Thucyd. 27 

^'t*' ^̂ ^̂  
14. Diog. Laert. II , 50. 
15. In recent times, E. Bruhn, X Apt r e s fur Leo, 1911, revived the 

S t ° Y Thompson, Th^Meno of Plato, 1901, pp. X I X f.; Fried-
laton II , 1957 (German edition), p. 255. 



g Q dialogue. We should not overlook the "example" which So-
crates gives early in the conversation and in a casual manner 
while bringing up an apparently more important and more 
comprehensive problem: " . . . or does it seem to you possible 
that someone who does not know at all (to parapan) who 
Meno is could know whether he is beautiful, or wealthy, or 
again high-born, or else the reverse (tanantia) of these?" 
(71 b 4 - 7 ) . 

2. 

[70 a 1-4] T h e dialogue begins abruptly with Meno asking Socrates: 
"Can you, Socrates, tell me, is human excellence (arete) some-
thing teachable? Or, if not teachable, is it something to be 
acquired by training? Or, if it cannot be acquired either by 
training or by learning, does it accrue to men at birth (fihysei) 
or in some other way?" 

There are two aspects of that question and of the way it is 
put which strike us, the listeners or readers, immediately. 

1. T h a t a question concerning human excellence should be 
put by Meno, the notoriously vicious Meno, to Socrates, on 
whom we tend to look as a memorable example of virtue, al-
though—be it in Athens before and after 399 B.C. or anywhere 
else today—we do not quite understand his ways and might 
even entertain some doubts as to his wholesomeness and in-
tegrity, is startling and comical. 

T h e suddenness of the question heightens its comical char-
acter. Nothing appears to precede it. Meno, on a visit in 
Athens, had met Socrates the day before, as we learn later 
(76 e ) , but the question he is asking now does not seem to 

have any relation to what may have been discussed then. All 
we hear about that previous encounter is that it gave Meno 
the opportunity to announce that his stay in Athens could be 
only one of short duration. (The abruptness of Meno's initial 
question and of the dialogue's beginning, however, may have 
also another and perhaps more serious significance which es-
capes us, at least for the time being.) 

2. On its own merits, the question is not one to be lightly 
dismissed. Nor is it confined to a particular time-period or 
civilization. We are constantly confronted with it, although the 
terms in which it is phrased vary. W e wonder how a man of 
acknowledged stature in public life acquired the outstanding 
qualities he appears to have, whether they are due to his 



to his training, to his family upbringing, or 
they just show his native "genius" or are a "gift of heaven." 
We may ask the same question on meeting a man whose moral 
integrity we admire, although his private station precludes 
others from knowing about it.17 We discuss the problem of 
what kind of education, if any, might change or influence the 
character of a child. We are, in short, concerned in one way 
or another, with what gives people marks of excellence, what 
makes them possess arete. 

There is, however, another aspect to Meno's question, not 
apparent, but ascertainable from other literary 

as well as from subsequent statements in the dialogue 
itself. 

T h e same kind of question, couched in similar terms, but 
usually restricted to a specific virtue, justice or prudence, for 
example, and, on the other hand, applied to all kinds of skills, 
seems to be a recurrent topic in Plato's time.18 T h e three fac-
tors involved— (a) nature (physis), (b) practice, exercise, cul-
tivation {empeiria, melete, epimeleia, to gymnazesthai), 
(c) instruction, teaching (paideusis, didaxis) - a r e , of course, 

always mentioned. T h e phrasing of Meno's question indicates 
that Meno is very much conversant with the current debate 
on that subject, and, indeed, we learn from him later in the 
dialogue (80 b 2 -3) that he himself has 

to many people on the theme of 
with which he was well satisfied. 

In asking his question, Meno is well aware that there is no 
ready answer to it. Opinions vary as to the source of excellence 
in individual men and, in particular, as to whether that ex-
cellence can or cannot be taught—as Meno himself has occa-
sion to point out (95 b 1 - 5 ) . 

17. Cf. Apol. 30 b 4, Gorg. 527 b 6 and Rep. IX , 592 a 4, X , 599 d 5 - 6 : 
. (also V, 473 e 5 ) ; Apol. 20 b 4 - 5 : . . . rfjs 

87 b 1 - 2 : Ma re xai Svuoala (also 88 a 4 ) . 
Contra Soph. 14-18, 21 ; De permut. 186-92, 2 7 4 - 7 5 ; 

7th ed., frs. 33, 56, 183, 242, and in Critias, Diels-
7th ed., fr. 9 .) The Platonic dialogues themselves raise this 

d P ^ a n ^ M^fo 853 h-d; ^rthermore' Xenophon, Memorab. I l l , 
9, 1 -3 , and finally Aristotle, Nic. Eth. I, 9, 1099 b 9 - 1 1 ; II, 1, 1103 
a 2 3 - 2 6 ; X , 9, 1179 b 20-31 , and Polit. VII , 13, 1332 a 38-40. 

Vol. X L ( 1 9 0 9 ) , 1 
, 5 ( 1 9 6 0 ) , 83-84 . 



40 W e also learn from Meno (79 e 7 - 8 0 a 2) that he is not 
unfamiliar with Socrates' reputation as that of a man who 
curiously excels in the question-answer game, continually rais-
ing difficulties for others as well as for himself. Meno wants to 
be told about the manner in which excellence accrues to men. 
B u t the very wording of his question implies that it is meant 
as a challenge to Socrates, the "quibbler"1®: " T e l l me, if you 

70 a 5 - 7 1 a 7] Socrates does not take up the Thessal ians challenge: he 
does not answer the question at all. Instead, he brings up— 
rather abruptly, too-Thessaly 's former and 
contrasting it with that of Athens. T h e 
reputed for their horsemanship and their riches {eph9 hippikSi 
te kai ploutoi) , 2 0 says Socrates, have now acquired the reputa-
tion of wisdom also, while in Athens the contrary state of af-
fairs prevails, wisdom having apparently emigrated from At-
tica to Thessaly. 

T h e irony is quite transparent: Thessaly's reputation is 
that of a disorderly and licentious country;2 1 its conversion to 
wisdom is credited by Socrates to the teaching of Gorgias and 
to the latter's influence especially on the Aleuadae, o n e - a n d 
the most impor tant -o f Thessaly's ruling families, otherwise 

with Xerxes before and during the 

that Meno's graces exert on his lover Aristippus, a powerful 
member of the Aleuadae, is brought, through verbal juxta-
position (ho sos erastes-erastas epi sophiai), into close paral-
lel to the enchantment that Gorgias' wisdom exerts on the 
Thessalians in general and the same Aristippus in particular. 

T h e irony is compounded by the immediately following ex-
ample given by Socrates to describe the dearth of wisdom in 
Athens. Nobody, says Socrates, nobody in Athens would re-
act to Meno's question in any other way than by 
that, far from knowing the manner in which 
comes into being, he did not even know what, all in all, 

Frogs 1491-99. 
by St. George Stock, The Meno of Plato, 3rd ed., 1935, 

6Tl72 

P. 256). .at ixoXatrta. (cf. 

VII, 10, 2. 



for Socrates, actually no one in Athens would make such an 
assertion. Later in the dialogue (92 e - 93 a ) , we hear Anytus 
—an Athenian as good as any, even though his reputation 
may have been somewhat tarnished23—claim that any reputa-
ble Athenian citizen could teach a man lessons in human ex-
cellence, and the implication seems to be that any reputable 
citizen would know what the subject matter of those lessons is. 
In point of "wisdom" "Thessaly" and "Athens" seem indeed 
interchangeable terms. 

Beneath the ironical clothing there are several points which 
attract our attention. 

1. Meno is introduced as a Thessalian and linked, through 
the mention of Aristippus, with the Persians and the Persian 
dynasty.24 T h i s link is confirmed later (78 d 2 f . ) by Socrates' 
characterizing Meno as the "hereditary friend of the Great 
King" (ho ton megalou basileos patrikos xenos). Whoever 
Meno might be in the dialogue, he is indeed also the man 
known to us from other sources. 

2. In describing Gorgias' teaching, Socrates, in his choice of 
words (to ethos hymas eithiken) emphatically stresses the 
point that Gorgias inculcated in his pupils the habit of an-
swering any question in a fearless and lofty manner, "as befits 
those who know (eidotas) 

3. T h e kind of question Meno is raising leads back to an-
other, more comprehensive, question, to wit: what is that 
thing which we call "human excellence" (arete) ? 

4. This latter question is tied by Socrates to the theme of 
the wisdom (or lack of wisdom) of a city and the wisdom 
(or lack of wisdom) of its citizens. Athens, in particular, comes 

to the fore at the very beginning of the dialogue. 

Towards the end of his little speech Socrates identifies him- [71 b 1 - 8] 
self explicitly with his (imaginary) fellow citizens, inasmuch 
as he too claims to be ignorant about what human excellence, 
all in all (to parapan), is. "And it is the same with me too, 
Meno" (Ego oun kai autos, o Menon, houtos echo), are his 
words. W e note this ironic explicitness, keeping in mind 
that, in all likelihood, Socrates alone among his fellow citi-
zens would confess to his ignorance on that point. This ig-
norance, Socrates claims, makes it impossible for him to know 
anything that might be pertinent to human excellence-the 

23. Gf. Aristotle, Athenian Constitution X X X I V , 3 and X X V I I , 5. 
24. Xenophon, Anabasis I, 1, 10; 2, I ; II, 6, 28. 



42 way, for example, it comes into being: for "how could I pos-
sibly know what is pertinent to something, if I do not know 
what it is?" (ho de me oida ti estin, pos an hopoion ge ti 
eideien?) And it is right here that Socrates illustrates that im-
possibility by taking Meno himself as a case in point. 

T h e "example" adduced by Socrates, with its suggested 
parallel between "human excellence" and the man Meno, is 
both ironic and ambiguous. Apart from containing a comical 
challenge to our preconceived image of Meno, it plays with 
the diversity of words which convey the meaning of "knowing" 
and with the range that this meaning itself encompasses. 

I f not to "know" (gigndskein) who Meno is means never 
to have been introduced to him or never to have heard of 
him, the "example" is not a valid one. For, even if we do not 
"know" what human excellence is, we are not unfamiliar with 
the praise of excellence; we have often enough heard other 
people speak of "excellent" men, and we ourselves have, often 
enough, joined the chorus or stood aloof, expressing disap-
proval; we are, however vaguely, acquainted with human ex-
cellence, even if we do not "know" (eidenai) what it is. 

If, on the other hand, not to "know" who Meno is means 
that, although acquainted with him in some way, we do not 
have sufficient insight into his character, do not know who he 
"really" is, we still might "know" a great deal about him and 
be able to tell about his looks, his habits, his qualities, his 
faults. But then again, the "example" would not at all show 
the impossibility of saying anything pertinent about a thing, 
if "what" it is escapes us, would not show the impossibility of 
knowing hopoion ti esti, if we do not know ti esti. 

[71 b 9 - c 2] Meno, however, does in no way dispute that impossibility 
and does not raise any question about Socrates' "example." 
He merely appears startled by Socrates' confession of igno-
rance. Does Socrates really not know what human excellence 
is, he asks. And he adds, with a sweeping gesture—as we 
imagine—over the heads of the people who form his retinue 
and are witnessing the conversation on the spot: "shall we 
spread that news about you [which must be known here, in 
Athens] back home, tooV* 

No doubt, Socrates' professed ignorance and inability to 
provide a fearless and lofty answer to a question he himself 
raises—the question, "what is human excellence?"—are in stark 
contrast with what Meno, thanks to Gorgias' teaching, has 
been accustomed to practice himself and to expect others to 



do. Is that the reason why Meno is so startled or pretends to 4 3 
be so startled? He should not be surprised in view of Socrates' 
reputation with which he is not unfamiliar. Or is it, more di-
rectly, because Socrates reveals an astonishing lack of knowl-

of human excellence? Perhaps. Or may not Meno's surprise be 
ultimately based on the tacit inference that, since Socrates 
confesses to this lack of knowledge and blames himself for it 

not being virtuous? Such a confession would indeed be 
astonishing. W e do not often hear people readily and seriously 
admit their own badness or viciousness. 

But if this be Meno's inference, he must tacitly assume that 
human excellence, as it manifests itself in a person, depends 
altogether on that person's knowing what it is; he must, in 
other words, assume the validity of the famous Socratic dic-
tum that human excellence is knowledge, that knowledge, 
therefore, brings about excellence. T o be sure, he would not 
be the only one to do that. Do we not, often enough, hear 
parents, for example, ask their naughty child indignantly, if 
thoughtlessly: "Don't you know how to behave?" implying 
that the child's knowledge should prevent the child from be-
ing naughty? I f Meno then drew that inference, and if there 
be truth in his tacit assumption that "human excellence is 
knowledge," Meno would be in possession of that truth, he 
would know what arete is. Again, if it be true that human 
excellence is knowledge and if Meno were in possession of 
that knowledge, how could we reconcile Meno's knowing what 
arete is with his reputed viciousness? 

Upon Socrates allowing that not only his ignorance should [71 c 3-7] 
be reported but also his opinion that he never met any one 
who knew what human excellence was, Meno asks whether 
Socrates did not meet Gorgias when the latter was in Athens. 
" I did," says Socrates. And Meno: "Wel l then, did he not 
seem to you to know?" 

Socrates' reply is as follows: " I have not the best of memo- [71 c 8 - d 3] 
ries,25 Meno, and therefore I can not tell you now how he 
struck me then. But perhaps indeed he, Gorgias, knows and 
you (kai sy), as well (te), [know] what he, Gorgias, said. 
Remind me then of what he said; or, if you please, say it your-

25. Cf. p. 69 ( 1 9 ) . 



self; for your opinions, I suppose, are very much his." Meno: 
"Yes." 

This almost literal translation omits the puns contained in 
the first sentence and does not do justice to the special para-
tactic character of the second. 

T h e literal assertion in the phrase: On pany eimi mnemon y 

I have not the best of memories, is, no doubt, a part of 
Socrates' ironic "code," 2 6 as Alcibiades, for one, in the Pro-
tagoras27 well knows. But in the texture (and sound) of the 
fuller phrase: ou party eimi mnemon, o Men on, there seems 
to be embedded more than one pun and more than one 
pertinent connotation. 

In the first place, we cannot help remembering that, accord-
ing to Cornelius Nepos,28 to Plutarch,29 and to others,30 

Mnemon was the nickname of King Artaxerxes I I . T h e phrase 
could, therefore, be also understood as saying: " I am not 
quite Artaxerxes, Meno." T h e reports about the subsequent 
events in Asia that have reached us can be taken to mean 
either that Meno, by command of Artaxerxes, was tortured a 
whole year and then put to death,31 or that, on the contrary, 
Meno succeeded, with the help of Ariaeus and Tissaphernes, 
in beguiling Artaxerxes and did not at all suffer the fate of 
the other leaders of the Greek mercenaries. Depending on the 
version we tend to accept, the pun intimates: " I , Socrates, am 
not going to torture and to kill you, Meno" or "You, Meno, 
will not succeed in eluding me." 

Such ironic implications, anticipating Meno's future, are, of 
course, beyond Meno's reach, but are understandable to us, 
the listeners or readers. And we should not disregard the pos-
sible further implication that Socrates might yet prove to be a 
more redoubtable foe of Meno than the Great King himself. 

In the second place, the words " . . . mnemon, o Menon" 
form a curious jingle. Playing with names is a common pastime 
and, throughout the Platonic dialogues, names, characters and 
roles are playfully attuned to each other in all kinds of modes. 
T h e name "Meno," by itself, could be associated with the 
stem of menein ("to stay as before," " to stay put"—generally 
not in a pejorative sense) and this association might be mean-

26. Although not quite in the same way as the terms cr^xiKpbv t i , taws, 
obbkv. 

27. 336 d 2 - 4 (cf. 334 c 8 - d 5 ) . 
28. De regibus 1, 3 -4 . 
29. Life of Artaxerxes, 1. 
30. See Pauly-Wissowa, Real-Enz., s.v. Artaxerxes. 
31. Xenophon, Anabasis II , 6, 29, reports this only from hearsay. 



ingful in the context of the dialogue. But the core of that 4 5 
jingle seems to be the combination of the letters m and n, 
the Indo-European stem of so many words related to our 
power of remembering and recollecting as in the words: 

memini, mens, mind.32 W e note that in the 
" M e n o " the sequence of those two letters is somewhat 

As to the content and syntax of the second sentence,33 what 
seems to be common to the two subjects, " h e " and "you," is 
not common to both, and it is the particle te which carries this 
ambiguity: Gorgias might well know what arete is, while 
Meno might merely know what Gorgias said it is. T h e dif-

T o "know" what somebody said about something, that is, to 
remember what was said, can, at best, produce an opinion 
about that something in the one who remembers. T h e para-
taxis of the second sentence opposes the possible knowing of 
Gorgias to the possible opining of Meno and, at the same 

tends to veil the difference between them. In the last 
of Socrates' reply the difference seems to disappear 

completely, inasmuch as the sentence suggests the similarity of 
opinions held by both Gorgias and Meno. In Socrates' reply 
as a whole the problems that '"knowing," "opining," and "re-
membering" pose as well as the problems of their mutual rela-
tionships are, at any rate, 

T h e question arises whether Socrates' 
by Meno himself, that Meno's opinions are very much those 
of Gorgias, provides us for the first time, or does not provide 
us at all, with an important insight into Meno's character. For 
most opinions of most of us—and not only those of Meno—are 
derived from, and identical with, opinions of "somebody else." 
T h e accumulation of such opinions is what is generally called 
"education." 

Since Gorgias, in any case, is not present, says Socrates, it [71 d 4-8] 
is up to Meno himself to tell what human excellence is and 
to refute Socrates' assertion that he never met any one who 
knew what it was. And what a happy refutation that would 

32. Cf. Cratyl 437 b 2 - 4 combines Mm with novij. (Cf. also the pun 

33. Cf. Ed. ^Schwyzer-A^1 Debmnner,^ Griechische Grammatik II, 1949, 
631 ff.; 573 f. (in Handbuch der Altertumswissenschaft, 2. Abt., 
1. Teil, 2. Bd . ) ; H. W. Smyth, A Greek Grammar for Colleges, 
1920, §§ 2168, 2974 ; J . D. Denniston, The Greek Particles3 2nd 
ed., pp. 511 ff. 



46 be! For "if you turn out to be a knower, and [therefore also] 
Gorgias/' it would appear that he, Socrates, had actually met 
at least two people, Gorgias and Meno, who knew! In the 
protasis of the hypothetical sentence he uses, Socrates shifts 
back from "opinions" to "knowledge" for both Meno and 
Gorgias. 

4. 

[71 e 1 - 72 a 5] Meno proceeds to tell in what human excellence consists. 
He insists—four times (ou chalepon, rhaidion, ou chalepon, 
ouk aporia eipein) —that this telling does not present any dif-
ficulty. T h e sort of thing human excellence is depends, accord-
ing to his statement, on the circumstances of the person in 
whom it is exhibited, that is on his sex, his age, his status in 
the human community, on the kind of action he is engaged 
in, on the goal he pursues, and so on. And Meno does not for-
get to add that lack of excellence manifests itself in equally 
diversified ways. He describes excellence more concretely in 
only two cases, that of the adult man in his activities as a citi-
zen and that of the married woman in her position as head 
of the household. T h e other cases are apparently obvious 
enough not to need any further description. T h e descriptions 
given, however, throw some light on how Meno might under-
stand "lack of excellence" (kakia), the opposite of aretL A 
man who possesses arete, a "good man" or an "excellent man," 
is a man, says Meno, who is skillful enough (hikanos) to 
manage public affairs in such a way as to benefit his friends 
and harm his enemies and to be careful not to suffer harm 
himself. (Meno omits to add: "but rather to benefit himself.") 
Kakia,34 then, would characterize a man who lacks that skill; 
this lack would make him "incompetent," "defective," "bad." 
Similarly, "lack of excellence" in a woman would render her 
"inefficient" in her household duties and "defective" in her 
submission to her husband, make her a "poor" or "bad" 
woman. Let us reflect: this understanding is not peculiar to 
Meno. T h e meaning of "badness" (kakia), in common par-
lance, stretches indeed from "insufficiency" to "viciousness." 
And the ambiguity of that meaning was, no doubt, also pres-

34. Or ^oxOrjpLa (cf., for example, Phaedo 93 b 8 - c 2 ) , or irovqpla. 
(cf., for example, Theaet. 176 b 4 - 5 and Soph. 228 b 8 - 9 ) ; cf. also 
Apol. 39 a - b. Ilavovpyla has a somewhat different status (cf. below 
p. 89 and p. 188, note 6 0 ) . 



ent in Meno's real or feigned surprise at Socrates' profession 4 7 
of ignorance in the matter of human excellence. 

Meno's statement is meant to represent, if we remember 
what was said before, not only Meno's but also Gorgias' 
view.35 I t does not show much of Gorgias' eloquence8® except 
for the studied facility with which it is uttered. T h e subject 
does not seem to require any special rhetorical effort. T h e 
view expressed here agrees with commonly accepted, if not 
always clearly stated, standards, and the terms in which it is 
expressed agree, in their ambiguity, with those used in com-
mon speech. What is said by Meno, and meant by Gorgias, 
"stands to reason." 

5. 

Socrates is not satisfied with Meno's statement because it [72 a 6 - c 5] 
does not answer the question he, Socrates, has raised. Socrates' 
question "what is arete?" whatever else may be said about it, 
tends, in its "simplicity," to cut across all the unavoidable 
ambiguities or wnat is commonly accepted botn in speech ana 
in fact.3 7 T h a t makes the question itself rather dark for our 
common understanding and requires, for the sake of elucida-
tion, a special rhetorical effort on Socrates' part. 

I t seems, says Socrates, that a huge piece of good luck has 
struck him, since, searching for one arete, he has found a 
swarm of virtues. Where? In Meno's keeping. (Meno sur-
rounded by Virtues!) T h e image of a "swarm" leads Socrates 
on. He proposes to clarify his question by repeating it with 
regard to bees: what precisely do we mean by "bee"? W h a t is 
"bee"? Now, the way this auxiliary question is put to Meno is 
characterized by two rhetorical devices which seem to serve 
the same purpose. (1) Socrates, in phrasing the question 
melittes peri ousias ho ti pot' esti, introduces a word that has 
an unusual, a non-colloquial meaning; (2) he embodies 
within the question, in three hypothetical clauses, an imagi-
nary exchange between him and Meno, patterned on the pre-
ceding exchange, and he continues in this hypothetical mode 
even after Meno has spoken his part. 

1. "Ousiar "beingness" or simply "being," has the flavor of 
a " technical" term, that is, of a term coined to signify aspects 

35. Cf. Aristotle, Polit. I, 13, 1260 a 27 ff. (Cf. also Gorg. 462 a 5-7.) 
36. Cf. Symp. 198 c and 197 c ~ e . 
37. Cf. Leo Strauss, What is Political Philosophy? 1959, p. 90. 



of things which are usually not touched upon in common 
speech and which come into sight only after searching reflec-
tion and repeated investigation. T h e beingness of a bee is 
not the subject matter of ordinary discourse, where ousia has 
a simple and easily communicable meaning (with which the 
"technical" meaning is ultimately connected); searching re-
flection and repeated investigation, on the other hand, are 
the bases of any techne, any "discipline," any "science." 

2. T h e device—not unusual with Socrates—of condensing 
an exchange into a series of hypothetical clauses deprives the 
conversation of its directness and removes it to a "methodical" 
(or "topical") level, again characteristic of a techne, and does 
this, it should be noted, independently of the cogency of the 
argument itself. 

Bees, the argument runs, may differ from each other in 
color, size and other respects, but they do not differ in their 
being bees (toi melittas einai). What, then, is that in virtue 
of which they are all the same (hoi . . . taiiton eisin ha-
pasai), namely "bee"? T h e direct and taunting question is 
put to Meno: "You could, couldn't you, give me an answer 
to that?" And Meno's reply is: " I could." 

He could perhaps. But some doubt is permitted on this 
point. T o tell what is common to all bees and, by the same 
token, what differentiates all bees from anything else, that is, 
to "define" what "bee" is, is not an easy task. Quite apart 
from the difficulty that "queens" and "drones" pose in this 
case,38 such "defining" presupposes the agreed acceptance of a 
much larger frame within which the defining takes place.39 (We 
wonder, moreover, whether it is only the image of a "swarm" 
that leads Socrates to confront Meno with the problem of defi-
ning—"bee." Should we neglect the opinion according to which 
bees are incapable of learning?40) T h e difficulty of de-
fining is hardly lessened in the case of "human excellence." 
Meno, apparently misled by Socrates' taunting question about 
so "trivial" an example, is probably guilty of too great a rash-
ness in letting Socrates have his way. We should be on our 

38. Gf. Rep. V I I I , 552 c, 554 b, d, 556 a, 559 c, d, 564 b, e, 565 c, 
567 d (also I X , 573 a ) and Aristotle, Hist. animal. V, 22, 553 b 
7 ff.; I X , 40, 624 b 20 ff. (L. Robin, Platon, CEuvres completes 
[Pleiade] I, 1289-90 , note 6, suggests—in view of 72 b 5-6—that 
Plato may have had in mind all hymenoptera, which seems unlikely). 

39. Echoes of activities in the Academy dealing with the problem of 
defining living beings, animals, and plants, reach us through Epi-
crates (Athenaeus II, 59 d - f ) and the famous anecdote of Di-
ogenes* mocking those activities (Diog. Laert. VI , 4 0 ) . We can find, 
of course, some evidence of them in the Sophist and the Statesman. 

40. See Aristotle, Met. I, 1, 980 b 23-25. 



guard. And we should not overlook at least one considerable 4 9 

counterpart in "insufficiency" or "badness," but with the pos-
sible exception of a drone there is no counterpart to a bee. 

Having thus disposed of the auxiliary question, as if it were [72 c 6 - d 3] 
settled or could easily be settled, Socrates immediately draws 
the consequence with regard to arete. Even if there are many 
different aretai, says Socrates, they all have a certain aspect, 
one and the same, mind you, in virtue of which they are 
what they are, namely aretai (hen ge ti eidos tauton hapasai 
echousi, di' ho eisin aretai). T o answer the question, "what 
is human excellence?" and to make manifest what it is, one 
should, I suppose, says Socrates, keep one's eye on what looks 
like that "one and the same" in all the variety. 

Socrates uses the word eidos to designate that "one and the 
same." This word eidos reminds us, no less than it may have 
reminded Plato's contemporaries, of that "much babbled-
about" 4 1 doctrine, the "doctrine of ideas," linked with So-
crates' and Plato's names. W e might do well, however, to re-
flect on the choice of that word—not only here, in the Meno, 
but also in other Platonic dialogues—from a certain distance. 

Words used in common speech do not always preserve their 
commonly accepted meaning. This commonly accepted mean-
ine itself ranees. more often than not, over a series of con-
nected shadings and connotations. In the perspective of a 
detached inquiry the meaning of a word usually loses its "nat-
ural" ambiguity, becomes more fixed, gains a. definite signifi-
cance determined by the scope of the attempted and sustained 
investigation, which investigation may lead to the establish-
ment of a "science," a techne. T h e inquirer would then, of 
necessity, turn into an "expert" who ought to be able to pass 
his knowledge on to others, who ought to be able, in other 
words, to become a "teacher." I t is thus that words do indeed 
become "technical" and transcend the habitual and familiar. 
And yet, the "technical" use of words tends, in turn, to be-
come accepted, to win a familiarity of its own and to merere. 
somewhat hazily, with the colloquial use of those same words.42 

This process goes on today as it went on in Plato's day. It 
seems that Plato never loses sight of it: there is a constant 
tendency on his part (with or without the help of sometimes 

4 1 ' S y ? ) . 1 5 W a rA ToXv9pbX71Ta (cf* 
42. Cf., for instance, the use of ettos in Rep. I l l , 402 c - d , V, 476 a 5, 

477 c 4, X , 597 b 14 or in Theaet. 157 b / c . 



legitimate and sometimes playfully fanciful etymologies) to 
compare the "technical" mode of speaking with the more col-
loquial one, to mirror one in the other, and, on weighty oc-
casions, to derive from their interplay meanings not conveyed 
by either. Th is happens, for example, in the case of eidos. 

In the present context, the word eidos, just as the word 
ousia which Socrates used a short while ago, has a definite 
"technical" character. We are aware of the fact, as Meno 
might well be, that the term is widely used with regard to in-
formation or knowledge gained in detached inquiries of all 
sorts, whatever its precise meaning in any given case may be.43 

43. The technical use of the word "eUos" (and "LSea") is apparent in 
the exposition of rhetorical, medical, and mathematical r£x*>ai as well 
as in Democritus. The colloquial use of the word shades into a techni-
cal one in Herodotus and Thucydides, less so in the former, more so 
in the latter. See all the evidence collected by A. E. Taylor in "The 
Words eUos, Idea in Pre-Platonic Literature/ ' Varia Socratica 
( 1 9 1 1 ) and—so far as the literature attributed to Hippocrates is 
concerned—put into proper perspective by G. M. Gillespie, "The 
Use of eUos and I8ka in Hippocrates," The Classical Quarterly, 
V I ( 1 9 1 2 ) , 179-203. The technical use of the word "eZSos" in mathe-
matics continues, hardly touched by the Platonic-Aristotelian tradi-
tion, later on, for example, in Euclid, Elements VI , 19, Porism; 25 ; 
Data, Def. 3, etc., in Apollonius I, 1 2 - 1 4 ; 21 (cf. Def. 11) , in 
Nicomachus, in Diophantus, Arithmetica, ed. Tannery, p. 14, 25—27 
and passim. 

With reference to the colloquial use of the word, it is curious to 
observe Taylor's emphatic rejection (op. cit., p. 183) of "the sup-
position that the eI5os, 18ka of the Platonic philosophy have been 
derived from the use in which these words are mere verbals of 
ISetp." In support of this rejection Taylor quotes (pp. 182 f.) 
Aristotle's explanation of Iliad X , 316 (Poetics 1461 a 12—14) and 
Plato's Protagoras (352 a ) , where, in the main, facial "looks" are 
opposed to the "looks" of the entire body. In quoting these pas-
sages Taylor seems to imply that only a face can be called "ugly to 
look at ." As if only Socrates' face and not precisely his whole 
"silenic" body was meant to be described as "ugly looking" in 
Alcibiades' panegyric (Symp. 215 b 4 f.) and in Meno's gibe 
(Meno 80 a 5 ) ! (Gf. Charm. 154 d 4 - 5 ; 158 a 7 - b 1; also Gilles-

pie, op. cit., p. 181.) What somebody or something altogether 
"looks" like, that is what etdos and I8ea colloquially—and primarily 
—mean. Taylor himself says (p. 187) with reference to the mean-
ing of I8ea in Thucydides II, 51 : "This meaning [of symptoms of 
the disease regarded collectively] would come naturally from the 
literal one of look', 'appearance'." And it is this literal or rather 
familiar meaning from which Plato derives—by way of contrast, 
paradox, and pun—his understanding of the eUos as aadks (cf. 
Phaedo 80 d, 79 a ; Gorg. 493 b; also below p. 137, note 93.) 

In A Commentary to Plato's Timaeus, 1928, p. 330, Taylor 
t ranslates xxtv ye tl eUos ravrdv . . . exovcn. . . . " with " h a v e a 
something in common." This, again, is not quite sufficient. 

(Gf. also K. von Fritz, Philosophic and sprachlicher Ausdruck bei 
Demokrit, Plato und Aristoteles, 1938; P. Friedlander, Plato I, pp. 
16 ff.) 



T h e term is a "learned" one. It appears that Socrates is trying 5 ] 
at this point, above all, to make Meno adopt an inquiring at-
titude, to induce in him the mood of learning.44 "You do 
understand (manthaneis), or don't you, what I am saying?" 
he asks. But Meno replies: " I t seems to me that I understand; 
however, I do not as yet grasp what is being asked as I wish 
I should." A judicious answer! Still, it appears that Meno's ef-
fort to understand does not match Socrates' effort to be under-
stood. 

Socrates perseveres. He brings up a whole set of examples [72 d 4 - 73 a 
to make Meno understand. What about "health," "tallness," 
(bodily) "strength"? Does it seem that man's health and 

L'S health, as far as health goes, differ? Whenever and 
is "health," whoever the healthy one might 

be, we face the same eidos—{"health." Meno agrees. And does 
not that hold for tallness and strength, too? If a woman be 
strong, her strength will not differ "in kind" from the 
of a man: "the woman will be strong with regard to the 
aspect (toi autoi eidei), that is, with the same strength (kai 
tei autei ischyi)." Lest that assertion be misunderstood, Socra-
tes adds with "technical" precision: by the words "with the 
same [strength]" (to tei autei) I mean: with regard to "being 
strength" (pros to ischys einai), strength in man and strength 
in woman are not at all different. Meno agrees. 

These examples are somewhat closer to the phenomenon of 
excellence than the example of the bee, inasmuch as all three, 
health, tallness, strength, can be present in human beings to a 
greater or lesser degree and reach down to their opposites, 

Turning back to arete, Socrates wants Meno to apply to it 
what has been gained by the consideration of the examples 
just given. Wil l excellence be different in any way with re-
gard to "being excellence," whether it be found in a child or 
in an old man, in a woman or in a man, he asks. Meno's 
reply is: " I t seems to me somehow, Socrates, that this case is 
no longer similar to those others." 

W e see that Socrates' methodical effort has been in vain, 
is unable to draw the inference suggested by the exam-



5 2 pies presented to him. But, on the other hand, we should ask 
is this inability altogether blindness? Is there not 

justification for Meno's reluctance to follow Socrates at 
this point? Does not human excellence belong to an order dif-
ferent from that of strength and tallness and health? And if 
Meno is not very quick in crossing the eidetic bridge built for 
him by Socrates, at least he does not run the danger of join-
ing the ranks of those "friends of ideas"45 who, in 
ness to embrace the doctrine, might miss its m< 
points. 

[73 a 6 - c 5] Socrates has to abandon his "methodical" line of attack. He 
goes back to Meno's own words, that is, to the level of the 
habitual and the familiar, the level of accepted standards and 

Let's see (ti del), says Socrates, did you not say that 
,'s excellence consists in managing the affairs of the city in 

household in the same way? (Meno had used the word en 
only with regard to women.) And can the right way be 
achieved in either case without acting prudently and justly? 
There is no objection on Meno's part. T h e managing in 
either case, then, Socrates continues, must be done with jus-
tice and prudence. Necessarily so, says Meno. Both, then, 
woman and man, need justice and prudence, if they 

arete. So it appears, says Meno. Let's see (ti del), 
continues, does not the same hold for child and old man, if 
they are to be called "good"? Meno agrees again. And after 
this quick run-down the quick conclusion follows: "All human 
beings are good in the same way" (toi autoi tropoi). (For they 

good by obtaining the same things—ton auton . . . 
idds somewhat vaguely.) And they could 

be good "in the same way" (toi autoi tropoi) if 
e not "the same arete." No, indeed, says Meno. 
•et us consider. What follows with some coerencv from the 

in trie preceding argument is mat 
are good if they are prudent and just, if they 
and justice. But then they are good precisely not because they 

in "the same arete? but rather because they share in 
I t is in that sense of sharing in two virtues (at 

45. Soph. 248 a 4. 



least) that they are good "in the same way." (No wonder 
that Socrates was vague about their "obtaining the same 
things.") T h e phrase " in the same way" (toi autoi tropdi), 
that Socrates uses twice, thus contrasts strikingly with the pre-
vious "technical" phrase "with regard to the same aspect" 
(toi autoi eidei), which implied the strict oneness and same-

ness of the eidos "arete" (72 c 7; d 8) and which was used 
only once. 

While in the previous argument Meno was not willing to 
draw an at least plausible inference suggested by Socrates, he 
is now unable to see the contradiction in Socrates' conclusion. 
Is it because, in spite of his (and Gorgias') ability to enumer-

between them, he does not see any incompatibility in regard-

two) at the same time? Here again he may be right. Or is it 
simply because the reasoning Socrates has just presented has 
a familiar ring which does not tax Meno's thinking? 

At any rate, what the intricate "technical" argument could 
not accomplish, the appeal to the habitually acceptable did. 
Meno seems to see Socrates' point now: he surmises that So-
crates is seeking something which is one (hen ti) for all 
cases (kata panton) f as he, Meno, himself will imply in a 
moment (73 d 1 ) . T h e way is cleared for Socrates to put his 
original question before Meno again. 



II 
1. 

[73 c 6 - e 2] ^Jocrates takes up that question where it was left a while 
L / ago (71 d) and, under the assumption that one and the 
same excellence is present in all cases, challenges Meno: 
"Make an attempt (peiro) to tell, to recollect,1 what Georgias 
says it is and you, too, following him (kai sy met* ekeinou)." 

There are three points of emphasis in this challenge: first, 
the renewed stress on Meno's merely repeating Gorgias' 
words; secondly, the necessity, therefore, to recall Gorgias' ut-
terances on the subject; thirdly, a certain effort required from 
Meno to satisfy Socrates' curiosity. 

Meno accepts Socrates' challenge. We witness his first at-
tempt to give an adequate answer to the question understood 
by him now, it seems, in its "generality." This answer is: 

"What else [is what I and Gorgias are saying that human 
excellence is] but the ability to rule over men?" 

Immediately, Socrates raises objections. Before considering 
them, however, let us ponder Meno's statement. 

T o be able to rule, to "exert authority," to "lead"—is not 
such power recognized, at all times, as a sign, at least, of ex-
cellence, provided, of course, that power be genuine, that is 
not one derived from somebody else "behind the scenes"? 
Does not this criterion of excellence play a decisive role even 
in Plato's Republic? There, certainly, this very power of rul-
ing (dynamis politike) stems from a pursuit of a rather dif-
ferent nature (philosophia) 2 which nurtures, in men engaged 
in it, the desire not to rule.3 But the true ability to rule is 
still what characterizes the "best." Meno's statement, as it 
stands, does not preclude this "Socratic" interpretation regard-
less of whether Meno would accept it or not. And we can also 
understand that Meno is not thinking of children, women, or 
very old men, let alone slaves, in making the statement. Its 
generality is a reasonably restricted one. 

1. Cf. Stock's note to 73 c 7 (p. 9 of the Notes). 
2. Rep. V, 473 d 3. 
3. Rep. VII , 520 d 2 - e 4. 



This last point is the first target of Socrates' objections. If 5 5 
Meno's statement were true, then excellent children as well as 
excellent slaves would be able to rule, to rule over their 
parents or masters, and would a slave, however excellent, who 
rules, still be slave? " I do not think so at all" (ou party moi 
dokei . . .) says Meno. And Socrates reinforces that utter-
ance by saying: "Indeed, it is not likely [that you do], my 
excellent man" (ou gar eikos, 6 ariste). (We should note this 
somewhat ambiguous emphasis on Socrates' part, the signifi-
cance of which is not yet quite apparent.) He then imme-
diately turns to another, more serious criticism. "You say 
'ability to rule'; shall we not add, right there, the words 
'justly, not unjustly'?" Meno: " I do think so, indeed." What 
else can one reply? Is not a just man universally praised? Is 
not Justice praiseworthy under any circumstances? "For jus-
tice, Socrates, is excellence." Socrates: "Excellence, Meno, or 
some excellence?" Meno: "What do you mean by that?" 

We see now clearly that Meno has not grasped, although he 
had seemed to, the difference between the various aretai and 
arete in its sameness and oneness that Socrates is asking about. 
I t is also clear that Socrates is going back on his own words 
which, in the preceding argument, had blurred that distinc-
tion. 

Socrates proceeds to clarify that distinction anew by [73 e 3 - 74 b 3] 
choosing a new example, this time one which lends itself to a 
colloquial as well as to various "technical" interpretations. 
T h e example is schema, "figure," used first of all in the col-
loquial sense of "closed surface of a visible thing," commonly 
identified with the "shape" of that thing. Visible things are 
shaped in innumerably different ways. Facing a more or less 
"roundly" curved object, we may call its shape, its surface, its 
schema, - "roundishness" (strongylotes ~ 73 e 3 1 , 74 b 5 - 7 ) . 
Asked what "roundishness" is, Socrates goes on, he would say: 
a certain kind of shaped surface (schema ti), not just shaped 
surface (ouch houtos haplos5 hoti schema), for the good rea-
son that there are other surfaces or shapes of things. 

Meno is quick to take that up. You would be right in say-
ing that, he hastens to remark, just as / too (kai ego) am 
rightly saying that there is not only justice but that there 
are other kinds of excellence, too. And Socrates, insisting: 
"What are they, tell me! Just as I too (kai ego) could name 

4. Cf. Thompson, p. 69 ( 1 9 ) . 
5. Cf. Thompson, p. 84 ( 2 1 ) . 



5 6 for you other surfaces as well, if you bid me do that, you too 
for me other 

bantering in this 
ego and kai sy. (We are reminded of Socrates' 

identifying himself ironically with his fellow citizens at the 
beginning of the dialogue (71 b 1) and of the phrase kai sy 
which Socrates has already used twice in speaking to 
in the ambiguously paratactical sentence, 71 c 10, and in 
recent challenge, 73 c 7 f.) 

Meno obliges: "Wel l then, I think courage is 
and [so is] soundness of mind and wisdom and loftiness and 
a great many other excellences." 

T h a t is what Socrates, clearly, expected to hear. W h o would 
not, in answer to Socrates' challenge, give the same or a 
similar list of acknowledged virtues? And Socrates can point 
out that he and Meno, while looking for 
once more discovered many, though not in the 
before. But the one which runs through them all, he says, they 
are unable to find. 

Meno admits readily that, while with regard to all the ex-
amples given by Socrates he could meet the latter's demand, 
he is still unable to get hold of the one excellence that applies 
to all cases of excellence in the way Socrates is looking for it. 
Socrates, on his part, says (rather darkly) : "No 
(eikotos ge). And he pledges to do all he can to bring 

and himself closer to the matter. In the meantime, however, 
that Meno's first attempt to come to grips with 

in its "generality" has failed. 

2. 

'4 b 3 - e 10] Socrates begins by pointing to the universality of the under-
lying problem. I t is no less a problem than that of "defining" 
which was already encountered in the case of the "bee,"Q 

and it is this problem that is going to be discussed now at 
great length. 

"You do understand (manthaneis), I suppose, that it is 
the same way with everything," says Socrates. He goes back 
to the example of "shaped surfaces." Again, he brings up an 
hypothetical preliminary exchange between Meno and, this 
time, somebody else, who may ask the question, "what is 
'shaped surface'?" In so doing Socrates again gives "methodi-

6. P. 48. 



c a r precision to the exchange he himself just had with 
on the subject. T h e answer, ' "shaped surface' is 
ness," would provoke a further question, which would test 
that definition by turning it around (by "conversion"7) : "is 
•roundishness' 'shaped surface' or a shaped surface?" and 
Meno's answer to that would certainly be: a shaped surface. 
Meno agrees. And Meno would give that answer, would he 
not, because there are other shapes or surfaces as well. Meno 
agrees. "And if the interrogator asked you, fu 
ones those were, you would tell him." Meno: " I would." 

T h e pattern of this exchange is repeated in 
densed and partly indirect account, where color {chroma) is 
substituted for schema. T h e hypothetical sequence of ques-
tions and answers runs as follows: "What is color?" "White . " 
"Is 'white' color or a color?" "A color." T h e last answer would 
be given because there are other colors as well. Meno agrees. 
And if the interrogator urged Meno to name other colors, 
Meno would name others, each of which is no less color than 

Both accounts theSf merge into one, which takes the form of 
direct speech. T h e subject "color" is dropped, only the exam-
ple "shaped surface" is under consideration. Socrates first re-
fers to what he had said before (74 a 7 - 1 0 ) , with regard to 
human excellence, about always ending up with many things 

of with the one they were looking for, but now he 
to stop in resignation. Since all the many and dif-

ferently shaped surfaces are called by one name (heni tini 
. . . onomati) the question has to be answered: What is that 
which is called by that one name, "schema"? Th i s question is 
put to Meno directly. Socrates is painstakinj 
seeking, and finding, Meno's agreement about 
of the problem at hand. T h a t which is called 
prises (katechei) even surfaces "opposed" to each other 
(enantia onta allelois), as roundly curved ones and straight 

ones are. (At this point, 74 d 8 - e 9, Socrates abandons 
the rather unusual term he strongylotis in favor of the more 
common one to strongylon, "the [more or less] roundly 
curved," as opposed to to euthy, "the straight," without alter-
ing the meaning of what he is talking about.8) A 

I, 3, 25 a 4 0 ; 45, 50 b 32. 

(A. E. Taylor, A 



face is no more (and no less) "shaped surface" than a straight 
surface, while it is not true that a curved one is no more 
curved than a straight one or a straight one nd more straight 
than a curved one. (We should note that the opposition be-
tween "straight" and "curved" is not quite the same as that 
between arete and kakia, or strength and weakness, but per-
haps comparable to that between "bee" and "drone".) 

[74 e 11 - 75 b 1] Socrates grows more insistent in soliciting Meno's answer. 
T h e direct injunction, "make an attempt" (peiro) to give that 
answer, is used again (cf. 73 c 6 ) . Socrates then refers back 
to the hypothetical questioner (mentioning "color" again) 
and, anticipating Meno's possible answer, " I just do not under-
stand what you want, fellow, just do not know what you are 
saying," envisages the questioner's possible surprise and possi-
ble retort: "You do not understand that I am seeking what 
can be called 'the same about1 0 all those surfaces' (to epi pasi 
toutois taut on) ?" T h e new, and seemingly vague, phrasing of 
the question is supposed to help Meno, we must assume, in 
the effort he is being asked to make. "Or could you not, even 
on this understanding,11 answer the question, if somebody 
were to ask you: what is the same about the roundly curved 
(surface) and the straight (surface) and about all the others, 

which you certainly call 'surfaces', [what is] the same about 
all of them?" (There is heavy emphasis on the word epi, 
which is repeated altogether four times.) T h e injunction fol-
lows again: "Make an attempt" (peiro) to answer, and Socra-
tes adds: "so that [in making it] you may also go through 
an exercise for your answer regarding human excellence." 

Meno's reaction to all this elaborate and insistent urging 
is indeed surprising. He bluntly, and rudely, refuses to go 
through the proposed exercise. "No! You, Socrates, give the 

4 answer," is his reply. This refusal is the more surprising since 
Meno did make an attempt to "define" what excellence was. 
Now he wrants to be told what schema is. 

[75 b 2 - c: 1] There is a tinge of rebuke in Socrates' response, and a hint 
at Meno's being accustomed to, and spoiled by, the indul-
gences of his lovers, because he is still young and beautiful, 
as will be stated explicitly a little later on (76 b~c). "Do you 
want me to do you the favor?" he asks and, upon Meno's 
affirmative, and self-confident, answer, continues: "And you, 

10. This translation of kwl will find its justification later. 
11. Cf. Thompson, pp. 88 f. ( 7 ) . 



on your part, will you then be willing to tell me about 

Socrates, " the effort has to be made, for it will be worth 
while." Meno approves. 

Socrates' effort is introduced by him as follows: "So let us 
make an attempt (peirometha) to tell you what 'shaped sur-
face' is. And consider whether you agree that it is what I am 
going to say it is." This is what Socrates then says: 

"Let us take 'shaped surface' clearly to be the only thing, 
among all existing things, which always accompanies color." 

And Socrates adds: "Does that suffice you? Or do you want 
to look for it in some other way? I certainly should be well 
content if you described excellence to me merely the way [I 
just described 'shaped surface']." 

Whatever Meno's response, we have to 

1. Its meaning is clear: wherever and 
color, either some patch or patches of it, or widely spread, 

uniformly or in distinctly diversified patterns or in 
we actually see colored surfaces; and, 

only by seeing color. T h e phenomenon of "color" and the 

in ordinary discourse, we speak of surfaces of things. 

see, and does it with precision. 
2. Socrates' query whether the way he "defines" schema 

Meno leaves the possibility open that there might be 
way or other ways of "defining" it (hikanos-allos 

pos-houtos) . T h e "definition" offered by Socrates is, at all 
in its precision only with the colloquial 

of schema. I t can stand, with regard to its 
ity, the test of "conversion," for it is also true that 

and 

in the fact that schema and chroma are under all 
be without the other. 

And it should perhaps be noted that our familiarity with both 
of them does not seem quite evenly balanced: are we not more 

with "colors" than with 

De sensu 3, 4 3 9 a 30 f , by 
$ kv T<? ickparl terlv^lj irkpa, 



chroma has only schema as a necessary "companion," while 
schema seems to need "body" as another necessary comple-
ment. 

3. Why did Socrates choose the examples of "color" and 
"surface," which then conjointly provide an example of a suit-
able "definition" to be used for the purpose of defining hu-
man excellence? Can we avoid being reminded again13 of the 
"Socratic" dictum about excellence and knowledge? Is not 
Socrates hinting at the relation between those two when he 
declares that lie would be well content to receive the same 
kind of information regarding "human excellence" that he 
gave regarding "shaped surface"? He would be satisfied, it 
seems, to hear from Meno that knowledge always accompa-
nies excellence. And the exercise Meno is urged to make with 
regard to schema would actually provide him with the pattern 
of the answer concerning arete. T h e analogy might even cover 
the degree to which the two "complements" are familiar to 
us: are we not, on balance, slightly more familiar with "ex-
cellence" than with "knowledge" or think, at least, that we 
are? And has not knowledge perhaps other necessary "com-
plements"? 

4. We understand retrospectively that the exchange which 
preceded Socrates' statement (beginning with 74 b 3) led to 
it, and could conceivably have led Meno to a similar state-
ment, in a carefully calculated way. We understand now 
(a) why "color" was introduced as a second, as it were, com-
plementary, example immediately after the example of "sur-
face." We also understand (b) the emphasis on the preposi-
tion epi used finally to formulate the relation between all the 
various surfaces and the sameness they all exhibit: this prepo-
sition hints at something conjoined or attached to, or linked 
with, or even directly seated on, all those surfaces; this cannot 
be said of either dia or kata used previously by Socrates and 
Meno respectively (74 a 9; 73 d 1, 74 b 1) .1 4 

[75 c 2-8] What is Meno's response? He says, with reference to Socra-
tes' statement and accompanying questions: "But that is really 
naive, Socrates!" And he explains what he means as follows; 
" 'Shaped surface,' you say, don't you, is what always accompa-
nies color (chroa) . All right. But now if somebody were to 

13. Gf. p. 43. 
14. Cf. Ed. Schwyzer-A. Debrunner, op. cit., II, 465-68 , and Ast, 

Lexic. Platon. I, 766-68 . See also Parm. 131 b 9, 132 c 3; 
Phaedo 116 e 2 ; Soph. 240 a 5 and Aristotle, De anima II, 6, 
418 a 29. 



say that he did not know this thing, chroa, and that he was as 
perplexed about it as about schema, what would you think 
about the answer you just gave?" Socrates: " T h a t it was true, 
I should think." 

We have to consider attentively what is involved in Meno's 
objection. 

1. Echoing Socrates, Meno appeals to a hypothetical inter-
locutor. While the hypothetical questioner introduced by So-
crates seems to be just another Socrates, it is not clear whether 
Meno's imaginary personage is just another Meno. 

2. In what sense can anyone not "know" color? We are all 
familiar with colors and color, except those of us who are 
blind or color-blind. But it does not seem that Meno has that 
exception in mind. So far as he is concerned, he has already 
indicated15 that he is acquainted with colors and he will have 
another opportunity, in the discussion which follows, to show 
that color cannot be "unknown" to him. Could the hypo-
thetical personage Meno appeals to be totally unacquainted 
with colors? T h a t does not seem likely either. 

One might argue that Meno, in objecting to Socrates' defi-
nition, does not at all deny that virtually every one is familiar 
with colors and color; what he seems to demand now is 
rather a "general" statement concerning color, in the very 
sense in which Socrates demanded to be informed about what 
universally corresponds to the one name schema.1* But then 
Meno's demand would mean that he had failed to observe the 
peculiar kind of universality and convertibility in Socrates' 
definition of schema, according to which schema and chroma 
are mutually complementary. Had he not missed that, could 
he have phrased his objection the way he did? Would he not 
rather have attacked the mode and pattern of Socrates' 
"definition" by declaring it to be insufficient? Socrates had 
given him the opportunity to do precisely that.17 It is un-
likely, therefore, that Meno is disturbed by the kind of 
generality or universality Socrates makes use of in his defini-
tion. Indeed, in all that was said by Meno up to this point he 
hardly showed himself familiar with the very character of a 
universal statement. Does he really understand what he is ask-
ing now? 

3. In stating his objection Meno substitutes the word chroa 
for the word chroma. Whatever Meno's reasons for making 

15. P. 57. 
16. Pp. 55 ff. 
17. P. 59. 



this substitution,18 his use of the word chroa seems, ironically 
enough, to support Socrates' "definition" of schema rather 
than his own objection to it. For chroa is directly related to 
chros and can mean, like chroia, both "skin" and "color of the 
skin."1® 

4. We might conjecture that Meno, in raising his objection, 
is relying on his remembrance of a well-known techne which 
prides itself on never using "unknown" terms, a techne, that 
is, which begins with something agreed upon as true (alethes 
ti homologoumenon) and reaches, through agreed conse-
quences, an indubitable result.20 I t seems, in other words, that 
Meno remembers at this point the procedure of "synthetic" 
mathematics (Geometry), of which the Elements of Euclid 
are a late example, and which serves—not only for Aristotle— 
as the model for any apodeictic discipline. (May he 
not have been trained in this kind of mathematics in Gor-
gias' school?) Th is conjecture is borne out by the fact that 
Socrates, in his reaction to Meno's objection, refers almost im-
mediately to that geometrical techne and meets, in so doing, 
with Meno's understanding. It would follow that Meno's ob-
jection entails a special "technical" re-interpretation of the 
meaning of schema. 

5. Whatever weight we might attach to Meno's dissatisfac-
tion with Socrates' statement, it is hard not to suspect Meno 
of deliberately delaying his playing the part he had agreed to 
play. Such behavior may well be called disputatious and one 
could accuse Meno of merely competing for some verbal vic-
tory without caring in the slightest about the matter under 
investigation. And could not Gorgias' schooling be held re-
sponsible for this attitude?21 

18. See pp. 60 f. 
19. Cf. p. 59, note 12. 
20. Cf. Scholion to Euclid, Elements X I I I , Prop. 1 -5 (Heiberg-Menge 

IV, 364 f.) and Pappus VII (Hultsch II, 634, 11 ff.). See also 
T. L. Heath, The Thirteen Books of Euclid's Elements, 1926, I, 
137 f. and III, 442. 

21. Aristotle, De sophist, elench. 34, 183 b 36-38 , reports: . . the 
training given by those who produce themselves in disputations for 
money was somewhat similar to the [pedagogical] practice of Gor-
gias (nal ydp robv irepl TOVS kpicrriKovs \6yovs txicrdapvobvTtev dfxoia TLS fjv 
7} waidevcns rg Topyiov irpayjj.ct.Teig,). See also De sophist, elench. 11, 
171 b 22-26 , and Phaedo 90 c, 91 a (4>t\cxr6<t>a>s-~4>tkovUo>$), Gorg. 
457 d 4 - 5 , Euthyd. 278 b 2 ff., Soph. 225 b-c , 232 b ff. (Cf. 
Thompson, pp. 272 ff., Excursus V ; A. E. Taylor, Varia Socratica, 
1911, The diaaol X 6 y o t , esp. pp. 106 f., 108-11, 115-21, 124-28 ; 
R. Robinson, Plato's Earlier Dialectic, 1941, pp. 88 -92 ,—R. Hack-
forth, Plato's Phaedo, 1955, p. 108, note 1.) 



3. 63 

I t is the possibility of such an attitude on Meno's part that [75 c 8 - d 7] 
Socrates is trying to remove before meeting Meno's objection 

Having reasserted his stand in the matter of schema and 
claimed that he had stated the truth about it, Socrates de-
clares that he refuses to consider Meno as one of those "wise 
men" who are but "eristically" and "agonistically" disposed 
and consequently refuses to throw at him the challenge: just 
refute me. If people, he goes on, desire to converse with one 

as friends, which he and Meno are at the 
(nyni), answers should be given in a gentl 

appropriate to such friendly conversing (dialektikote-
ron). And the more appropriate way of conversing with 
each other consists, one ought perhaps to assume (isos), in giv-
ing not only answers which tell the truth but in giving them 
also in terms which the interlocutor would concede (proso-
mologei) that he knows. "Accordingly,22 I too (kai ego) shall 
make an attempt (peirasomai) to speak to you in this vein." 

T h e attenuating little word isos seems to indicate that So-
crates is enunciating a rule which should govern any friendly 

the term "agreement" (homologS) itself is susceptible of dif-
ferent interpretations. I t may be the kind of agreement on 
which Socrates bases his arguments whenever he appeals to 
the habitually accepted and familiar.23 There is also the need 

logi^igoverns the method of synthetic mathematics as well as 
of any other apodeictic discipline. T h a t is the kind of homo-
logia Meno seems to have in mind in raising his objection in 
the first place. But is it the same that Socrates is apparently 

the term homologia, however, in subjecting himself to& the 

Meno's criticism. 

This now is how Socrates attempts to satisfy Meno by not [75 e 1 - 76 a 
introducing "unknown" terms. 

22. Cf. Thompson, p. 91 ( 1 0 ) . 
23. Cf. pp. 52 f., also Xenophon, Memorab. IV, 6, 15. 



While in all the previous discussion about arete and schema 
the problem was to find what corresponded to the one name 
used to designate a wide variety of phenomena, Socrates be-
gins his attempt by bringing up a variety of names which 
designate one and the same thing. T h e names are: teleute 
(end), peras ( l imit), eschaton (ultimate). 

The i r several colloquial meanings, in their ambiguity, 
shade into one another, although they could be distinguished 
with precision. Prodicus could probably have undertaken this 
distinguishing,24 if he had not actually done so (as, later on, 
Aristotle, for one, certainly did 2 5 ) . But Socrates narrows the 
range of all those meanings down to one, that of " l imit" 
(peras), noting that Prodicus might well object to this proce-

dure. What emerges as a result of this narrowing down is im-
plied in all those meanings as something simple in itself, not 
"multicolored" (poikilon), as Socrates chooses to express it in 
a punning reference to the previous argument, with regard 
both to the role "color" played in it and to the simple-
mindedness of which he was accused by Meno.2 6 But while 
this simple thing is "one and the same" (tauton) in all cases, 
one could not say, we ought to note, that it "comprises" 
(katechei - 74 d 8) them all.27 I t is not a "whole." 

Meno is following Socrates at this point: " I think, I under-
stand (oimai manthanein) what you are talking about." 

Socrates then turns directly to the geometrical techne and 
asks Meno whether the name "surface" (epipedon) and also 
the name "solid" (stereon) mean something to him, whether 
they mean the very things that are dealt with, under those 
names, in (plane and solid) Geometry (en geometriais) .28 

Meno says that they do. 
Socrates is now able to define schema according to the pre-

scription implied in Meno's objection. Meno has probably al-
ready grasped from all the preliminaries, Socrates intimates, 
what this definition will be. "With regard to every schema in-
deed,29 that in which the solid ends, that I say is schema. Or, 

24. As one concerned with the "correct use of words" (irepl ovofxaTcjy 
opdoTTjTos—Euthyd. 977 e 4 ) . Cf. Protag. 337 a - c ; 340 a - c . 

25. Phys. II, 2, 194 a 30 ff.; Met. V, 16-17. 
26. 75 c 2: evades. Cf. Gorg. 491 d 10 (also Theaet. 146 d 3 - 6 ) . 
27. It is, in Aristotle's terminology, the result of an "abstraction" 

(a^aipeais). 
28. Cf. Euclid, Elements I, Def. 7 (and 5 ) ; X I , Def. 1. (For the plural 

veutxerpLcu cf. Rep. VI, 510 c 2, 511 b 1, VII , 528 a - d , 533 b 7, 
536 d 5 . ) 

29. Kara yap iravrds (TXV^TOS—Socrates uses Kara as Meno had done 
previously (cf. p. 6 0 ) . 



putting it more succinctly, I could state: schema is 'limit of 
solid/ " 

No response whatsoever from Meno. Instead he asks: "And 
what do you say that color is, Socrates?" 

Thus ends Socrates' attempt to meet Meno's objection in 
Meno's own terms. We have to try to understand what has 
actually taken place. 

1. I t is clear that Socrates, following Meno, has abandoned 
the colloquial meaning of schema altogether. In the definition 
he has just given, the word does not mean "closed surface of 
a visible thing" but a geometrical entity, "figure," as defined, 
for example, in Euclid3 0 : "Figure is that which is contained 
by any boundary or boundaries," where "boundary," in turn, 
is defined31 as the limit (peras) of something. Schema, in So-
crates' second definition, is a "technical" word signifying a 
"bounded surface area" akin to epipedon and to epipha-
neia.32 Socrates' second statement is indeed a strictly geo-
metrical definition.33 

2. This shift in the meaning of schema is justifiable because 
what is in question is not schema itself but the right way of 
"defining," of coping adequately with something "universal," 
and finally of describing "human excellence" in all its mani-
festations. It seems, moreover, that Meno as well as we are 
made to face a type of definition which, whatever its merits, 
may be at variance with what that final task requires. 

3. I t was the introduction of "color" in Socrates' first state-
ment that provoked Meno to raise his objection, since he 
could claim that it meant the introduction of something "un-
known." In Socrates' second statement "solid" plays a role 
comparable to the one that "color" played in the first. Meno, 
queried about that term, acknowledged that he was familiar 
with it, and indeed he did not raise any objection to So-
crates' second statement. W e have to ask, however: in what 
sense is "solid" "known" to Meno or to anyone else? T h e 
geometrical meaning of stereon does not imply any solidity at 
all.34 There is hardly anything in the world less solid than a 

30. Elements I, Def. 14: 2x?/iA hrn rb M rtvos if TLPCOP 6pov TTtpiexS^vov. 
31. Ibid., Def. 13: "Opos kariv, 6 nv6s kart irkpas (IUpas is not defined in 

32. Cf. ibid., Def. 5, 6, and 7, X I , Def. 2, and Heath, op. cit., I, 169 
(also A. E. Taylor, A Commentary on Plato's Timaeus, p. 3 6 2 ) . 

33. Cf. Euclid, Elements I, Def. 3, 6 ; X I , Def. 2. 

berg, Vol. V, p. 5 9 3 : Scholia in librum X I , ad Def. 1. Cf. the 
term "crxfaa <rrepe6v" in Definitions 9, 10, 12, 13, 2 5 - 2 8 of Book X I 



geometrical "solid." T h e familiarity with that geometrical 
term (and other "technical" terms of the same kind) is not 
based on any kind of direct perception, let alone of "knowl-
edge," but simply on the habit of using such terms without 
real understanding. But is not this habit itself in keeping with 
the ways of the technicians themselves,35 who proceed as if 
they knew (hos eidotes) what the entities are which they start 
with, taking them as perfectly obvious suppositions (hos panti 
phanerai), and end up—everybody agreeing on the terms 
(homologoumends) —with what they set out to investigate? 

And yet there is nothing obvious about those entities. They 
are necessary because without them the deductive process 
could neither begin nor go on. They thus indeed underlie as 
necessary suppositions, as hypotheseis, the path of deduction. 
But the terms which denote them and out of which their 
definitions are constructed neither indicate what they are nor 
reveal their peculiar mode of being. A techne of a very differ-
ent kind seems required to accomplish that. 

Comparing Socrates' procedure which led to his first state-
ment with the procedure which led to the second, we become 
aware of a sort of inverse ratio between the degree of familiar-
ity with which we face the object to be defined and the amount 
of preparation required for the defining itself: the prelimi-
naries in the case of colored surfaces, which are quite familiar 
to us, are as long and elaborate as the preliminaries in the 
case of "geometrical figure," an entity the familiarity of which 
is either non-existent or illusory, are short and condensed. 

We may conclude that Meno is far better acquainted with 
"color" than with geometrical "solid." T h a t he does not object 
to Socrates' second statement seems to be due to his, Meno's, 
familiarity with the techne of Geometry (which we should 
note) and to his matter-of-course acceptance of anything 
related to it. T h i s attitude is by no means unique. The dia-
logue, as it proceeds, may tell us still more about Meno's rela-
tion to "solidity." And we should certainly not ignore the 
connection between the strictly geometrical relation of schema 
to stereon and the "complementary" link which seems to bind 
"shaped surface" to "solid body." 

4. Since Meno does not object to Socrates' geometrical defi-
nition, he, tacitly at least, acknowledges that Socrates has done 
his part (cf. 75 b) . T h a t he goes back to an abandoned issue 

35. Rep. VI , 510 ff. and VII, 533 b ff. 



and asks Socrates to tell him about "color" at this point, is 6 7 
not only in keeping with his habit of expecting to be told 
about things, but is also a clear indication that he is definitely 
trying to postpone, and possibly to avoid, taking his turn in 
answering the question about arete. We need not merely sus-
pect him of that any longer, as we have done before36: his pur-
pose is now comically and pitifully evident. 

4. 

Socrates takes Meno gently and playfully to task, although [76 a 9 - 77 a 2 
he uses strong words. He calls him outrageous (hybristes) and 
reproaches him for continually ordering an old man to give 
answers, while not willing himself to use his power of recollec-
tion so as to be able to tell what Gorgias said that human 

And after Meno has promised again to tell Socrates about 
arete as soon as Socrates has told him about chroma, mention 
is made, this time explicitly,38 of the fact that the beautiful 
Meno still has lovers who spoil him and whom he is ap-
parently used to tyrannizing, judging from his peremptory 
tone. I t may also not have escaped Meno, says Socrates, that 
he, Socrates, cannot resist beautiful youths. "So I will indulge 
you and answer." And Meno insists that he proceed. 

T h e hope of continuing the conversation rests now on So-
crates' ability to satisfy Meno in such a way as not to permit 
him to evade an answer again. We shall have to watch how 
Socrates goes about that task, to find out what he considers 
the most promising way of eliciting Meno's contribution. It 

Socrates first inquires whether Meno wishes him to answer 
in Gorgias' manner which Meno would follow best. " I do 
wish that, how should I not?" is Meno's reply. Socrates then 
asks whether it is not true that both, Gorgias and Meno, fol-
lowing Empedocles, hold that certain "effluences" of things 
(ton onton) find their way into our bodies through "passages" 
(poroi) of appropriate size. Meno confirms this. "And fur-
ther," Socrates asks, " 'sight' means something to you, doesn't 
it?" "Yes," says Meno, thereby confirming incidentally that 

36. P. 62. 
37. Cf. 73 c 7 and p. 21, note 54. 
38. Cf. p. 58. 



color cannot be "unknown" to him.3 9 From this, says Socrates 
with comical solemnity—evoking, by way of introduction into 
what is to be revealed now, the Aristophanic shade of Pindar 
—Meno may infer the answer he is seeking, to wit: "Color is 
an effluence of bounded surfaces (aporroe schematon), [an 
effluence] commensurate with, and perceptible to, sight."40 

W e notice (a) that Socrates now says chroa, instead of 
chroma, as Meno, probably following Empedocles,41 had al-
ready done before (75 c 5 ) , and (b) that Socrates uses (with 
or without Empedocles' authority) the phrase aporroe schema-
ton*2 This latter phrase is significant because it implies the 
actual identity of color and bounded surface, which Socrates, 
as we have seen,43 did not assert. According to the coarser 

39. Gf. p. 61. 
40. It is pretty clear that Socrates, in quoting Pindar's words "perceive 

what I tell you" (£w>es 8 TOL Xkyco) (see fr. 105, Schroeder), does not 
refer to whatever might have been Pindar's meaning, but to Aristoph-
anes' Birds, 945 (cf. Thompson, p. 9 6 ; Bekker's edition of Aristopha-
nes, 1829, Vol. II , 253 and Vol. IV, 195, notes to v. 941 and v. 
9 4 5 ) . In the Birds, the "nimble servant of the Muses" (v. 9 0 9 ) , in 
using these words, implies that the jerkin (<riro\as), a garment made 
of skins of animals, which he has just received from Peisthetaerus, re-
quires a more dignified "complement," namely a tunic (xirdov): a/cXe^s 
h* tfia anoXas &vev x^Civos (v. 9 4 4 ) . Here, in the dialogue, Meno asks 
Socrates, who has just offered him a definition of 'Vrxwza," to supple-
ment it with a definition of "color." Socrates turns Aristophanes' joke 
around: he, as the giver, hints at his providing a fancy "complement" 
to his geometrical definition of <rxypa- In the Birds, Peisthetaerus 
despoils the priest of his tunic (as well as of his jerkin) to satisfy the 
poet (as far as one can infer from the context, it is the priest who, in 
all likelihood, is the victim in this case) ; in the dialogue, Socrates 
takes from the priestly Empedocles words that are going to please 
Meno. 

Pindar's phrase may well have become, through Aristophanes, some-
thing of a proverbial expression (cf. Phaedr. 236 d 2 ) , but here, in 
the Meno, it has been put, it seems, to a more pointed use. 

41. Theophrastus, in his account of Empedocles' views (De sensu I, 
7 = Diels-Kranz, 7th ed., I, 31, A 86, p. 3 0 1 ) uses the word xp&A*a-
But there is no reason why he should have retained Empedocles' 
terminology. 

42. All codices agree on the version O-XVUCLTUV. One codex has a marginal 
note which suggests xpwo-tw instead. Diels-Kranz, 7th ed., II, 82, 
B 4, p. 283 (cf. Diels, 3rd ed., 1912, II, 246 ) apparently favor 
XP^M r̂wy because it is "perhaps the genuine Gorgian" version, as if 
that, even if it were provable, could have any bearing on what Plato 
wrote. (Cf. R. S. Bluck, Plato's Meno, 1961, p. 252 . ) 

Alexander Aphrod., Comment, on Aristotle's De sensu, p. 24 
(Wendland) reports: raOrrjs rrjs 86£rjs Kai IlXarwv ixvqixoveha m ovarjs 
'EfXTre8oK\kovs kv Mkpu>vif Kai dptferai Kara T^V So£av r^v kKelvov T6 x P & V a 

&iroppoi}v A- O) JJT a T A) V 5\pei (rbfifierpov Kai al&ORJRRJV. It is clear that 
Alexander does not quote the Platonic text "literally." He may have 
in view Tim. 67 c 6 - 7. 

43. P. 59. 



view expressed here, the tiny portions of surfaces (or "films") 
that penetrate into our eyes are portions of color.44 

We may assume that Meno himself does not notice this im-
plication at all. In any event, he does not raise any objection 
whatsoever to what Socrates has just said. On the contrary, he 
praises Socrates' "answer" highly. And we learn from Socra-
tes' reaction to this praise both why Meno is so pleased and 
why Socrates chose that particular way of pleasing him. My 
answer, he says, "was perhaps phrased according to what is 
habitual with you" (Isds gar soi kata synetheian eiretai) . We 
are reminded of the emphasis Socrates put, in the beginning 
of the dialogue, on Gorgias' inculcating certain habits in his 
pupils.45 Are we not made to observe, here again, the fruits 
of Gorgias' pedagogy? 

It appears indeed that Meno is perfectly content to hear all 
over again something he had heard before, to hear from 
somebody else what is already recorded in his memory. He is 
pleased to have the words of others serve as an echo, even as 
not too reliable an echo, of his own verbal memories which 
he seems to cherish. A little later on, taunted bv Socrates to 
prolong his stay in Athens so that he could be initiated into 
the mysteries, Meno retorts: "But I should stay, Socrates, 
if you would tell many things of that sort (polla toiauta)." 

In his eagerness to flatter his memory, as it were, Meno 
does not appear to mind or even to understand the compre-
hensive emptiness of the "Empedoclean" statement as formu-
lated by Socrates. I t is Socrates himself who "deflates" its 
meaning completely, thereby vindicating his mocking refer-
ence to Pindar's phrase. For in addition to learning from that 
statement what color is, says Socrates, it will be easy for Meno 
to understand that he could use it as well to state what sound, 
odor, and many other things of the same kind are. (All that 
Meno would have to do for this purpose is to substitute cor-
responding terms for the term "sight" in the body of the "an-
swer.") . "Quite so," says Meno.4 6 And Socrates goes one step 
further to explain Meno's exaggerated liking of that exuberant 



statement: " T h e answer is indeed in the tragic vein,47 Meno, 
and that's why it pleases you more than that about surface." 
"Yes," says Meno. "No," says Socrates, addressing Meno with 
pronounced and "tragic" formality, " I , for my part, am con-
vinced, son of Alexidemus, that the other one (ekeine) was 
the better answer." Can we have any doubts as to which 
"other one" Socrates means, the geometrical—narrow—one 
which was given in Meno's own terms, or the first—sober-
one which, correlating "surface" and "color," hinted at a pos-
sibly satisfactory answer about "human excellence"?48 

47. Thompson, p. 97, quotes Heindorf's note to Cratyl. 414 c (see Bek-
ker's edition of Plato's works, Vol. IV, London, 1826, p. 267) , in 
which the phrase rpayydeTv ra opofxara is explicated to mean: trejivSrepa 
Kai Oav/Aacrrdrepa Troielv. This meaning is implied, according to Hein-
dorf, in Cratyl. 418 d, Rep. I l l , 413 b and Meno 76 e (the passage 
we are concerned with now). Heindorf also invokes the authority of 
Guillaume Bude. 

This is what Bude (Commentarii linguae graecae, Coloniae, 1530, 
p. 440, or Paris, 1548, p. 845) has to say with reference to Theo-
phrastus, Hist, plantarum, I X , 8, 5 : "Verum kwiTpaywdetv . . . sig-
nificat tragice aliquid narrare, hoc est, cum amplificatione et com-
miseratione. Sed ponitur pro admirationem ciere, vel ita narrare ut in 
admirationem evadere rem velimus. . . ." (Gf. also Plutarch, Life 
of Artaxerxes, 18, 7.) 

It seems that Edmonde Grimal in her interpretation of the passage 
in question (Revue des etudes grecques, LV, 1942) has not suffi-
ciently taken this traditional understanding into account. Nor has she 
considered the relation which "color" has to real and to pretended 
hptri\. 

48. Cf. R. G. Hoerber, "Plato's Meno," Phronesis, 5 (1960) , 9 4 - 9 7 . 



Ill 

1. 

It is not possible for Meno now to withhold his promised an- [77 a 3 - b 5] 
swer about excellence any longer. Socrates presses the 

point. He first assures Meno that he, Socrates, would not, for 
his own and Meno's sake (cf. 75 b 6 ) , relent in his endeavor to 
tell "things of that sort" (which assurance we should note), 
although he is not certain whether he could tell "many" of 
them. (It might not be easy, after all, to cope with the rich-
ness of Meno's memory.) Meno is then urged once more to 
make an attempt (peiro) to fulfill his promise and to tell 
Socrates what human excellence " in an over-all way" (kata 
holou) is. He is warned not to "break it up" again by pro-
ducing many pieces of it instead of keeping it "whole and 
sound" (holen kai hygie). And he is referred to the model 
patterns (paradeigmata) of "definitions" which Socrates of-
fered him—the sober one, the narrow one, and the "tragic," if 
empty, one. 

Thereupon Meno makes his second attempt to state what 
human excellence in its "generality" is. But he does not take 
into account any of the patterns presented to him. This is 
what he says: "Wel l now, it seems to me, Socrates, that human 
excellence is, as the poet says, 'both to take delight in high 
things and to master them.' And I, too (kai ego), say that this 
is excellence: longing for (epithymounta) the high things, to 
be able to get hold of them." 

I t is as if Meno, without any effort, lets his memory speak 
for him again. Th is time it is a poet, not Gorgias, whom he 
quotes. We cannot help gaining the impression that the re-
membered opinion of somebody else always "accompanies" 
what Meno thinks. This appears to be his "habit ," summarized 
in the formula ((kai ego!' Has not this habit been especially 
nurtured by Gorgias? As Aristotle reports in the treatise On 
Sophistical Refutations, Gorgias' pedagogical practice was 
somewhat similar to that of the professional "debaters."1 The 

1. See p. 62, note 21. 



masters of this pseudo-art made their pupils, as Aristotle fur-
ther reports,2 "learn by heart" (ekmanthanein) various kinds 
of speeches or else questions aimed at leading to the refuta-
tion of the opponent, on the assumption that, most of the 
time, the respective arguments would follow the examples 
committed to memory. Meno, too, seems to have had exten-
sive practice in "memorizing." But, in his case, the capacity 
of retaining in memory the material offered for absorption ap-
pears exceptionally high. 

W e had occasion to wonder whether the similarity of Meno's 
and Gorgias' opinions, suggested by Socrates and confirmed 
by Meno,3 pointed to an important trait of Meno's character. 
We see now that this similarity points indeed to a peculiar 
condition which is Meno's own: his thinking is always "col-
ored" by what other people say and by what has some stand-
ing in the eyes of the world. I f this condition is to a large 
degree the general condition of men, it seems to character-
ize Meno in his very being. He seems to be nothing but his 
"memory." 

I t has frequently appeared plausible to liken our "memo-
ries" to persistent "imprints," or "marks," or "pictures," "on" 
something in us that we call our "memory,"4 whatever struc-
ture and way of "functioning" we assign to it. This memory 
of ours is, at any rate, inseparable from its "contents," just as 
the surface of a visible body is inconceivable without its color-
ing. And just as the surface colors provide the visible "skin" 
or "envelope" of the body, so do our memories form the 
horizon within which we live. I f it be true that Meno's very 
being is nothing but his memory, he himself would be very 
much like the bounded surface of a written sheet. And the 
marks on that sheet would represent not only the opinions of 
particular men but also, and even more so, the all-pervasive 
and habitually accepted opinions of mankind. 

We cannot be certain, at this juncture, whether the impres-
sion we have thus gained gives us a sufficiently solid basis not 

2. Sophist, elench. 3 4 , 1 8 3 b 3 8 - 1 8 4 a 1: \oyovs yap oi ^h faropiKovs ol 
8k epooTTjTLKovs edidoaav €Kfj,av6av€LP} els ovs irXeLcrrcLKis k^iriitTUV 
CCRJDTJORAV KKAREPOI TOVS &AX17AWV XSyovs. 

Cf. also Protag. 3 2 5 e 5 and "k&iriaTaiievQs'—Phaedr. 2 2 8 b 4 . This 
"memoriz ing" is not necessarily only "by r o t e " : Ion 5 3 0 b 10 ff.: 
. . . rijp robrov xOfj.r)pov} Siavoiav eKnavdapeiv, /11) fxbvov ra lirq. T h e 
irony of the sentence, however, c a n be inferred from 5 3 4 b 7 - 5 3 5 a 10. 
T h i s kind of waldevcns is, of course, not out of line with the traditional 
unsophisticated iratdela pract iced through centuries. 

3. Cf . pp. 44 , 4 5 . 
4 . Cf. pp. 109 r 



only for describing an important trait in Meno's character but 7 3 
also for deciding "who" he is. We are reminded of the jingle 
in Socrates little speech concerning his own "poor memory."5 

great deal may depend on our gaining insight into the nature 

Socrates' questions and criticism, related to Meno's second 
attempt to "define" human excellence, focus, at any rate, on 
the habitually accepted opinions hidden in the latter's state-
ment. Once before6 the appeal to such opinions had helped 
the conversation along. 

just made is perfectly meaningful. T o set oneself high goals 
and to be able to reach them, is this not the most telling 

of human excellence? What could be called into 
are the noble goals, "the high things" (ta kala) 

is in mind. We can expect Socrates to raise this 
tion. 

does this in a twofold way by taking up first the [77 b 6 - 78 b J 
subordinate clause in Meno's statement ("longing for the high 
things") and then its main clause ("to be able to get hold of 
them") . I t is -one thing, however, to find out 
goals Meno is thinking of, and another to discover 
his choice. I t is the second, and clearly mori 
pect of the problem which is considered first. 

and Meno agree quickly on equating 
for the high things (ta kala) with one who 

"good things" (agatha), although this seems to 
Meno's terms to a more "trivial" level. Does Meno imply 
then, Socrates asks, that some people long for "the good 
things" (tagatha) while other people long for "the bad 
things" (ta kaka) ? "Do not all men, my best of men, seem 
to you to desire (epithymein) the good things?" "No," says 
Meno. And in what follows, Meno is made to say that some 
people do long for bad things and do so with full 
of the badness of those things, while other people ji 
bad things for good ones. 

Surely, whenever we desire something, we understand it, to 

5. Cf. pp. 43, 44 f. 
6. Pp. 52-53. 



the extent that it is desirable, to be a "good thing." Meno's 
claim, on the other hand, that a desired thing may be "bad" 
in spite of its being desired is rooted in the commonly ac-
cepted view that the goodness or the badness of things cannot 
simply depend on their being desirable or not desirable. And 
this view, in turn, is based on the common awareness of the 
whimsical and shifting nature of most of our desires. On what 
grounds, then, do we attribute "goodness" or "badness" to 
things? 

Socrates makes Meno agree that, if a man longs for some-
thing, we understand him to desire that that something be-
come his. ("What else?" says Meno.7) But, the argument goes 
on, does he who desires bad things, that is, desires the posses-
sion of them, hold that such possession will do him good 
(ophelein) or does he know that the presence of bad things in 

or about him will harm him? Meno: "There are some who 
hold that the bad things will do them good (ophelein) —there 
are others who know that they will be harmful." Socrates: 
"Do you really think that those people know the bad things to 
be bad, who hold that the bad things will do them good (ophe-
lein) ?" Meno: "No, that I do not believe." 

Why does Meno not believe that? Is it not because it is 
commonly and plausibly held that what benefits us (pphelei), 
that is, "does us good," cannot be bad? And is not this view, 
again, based on the common understanding that the goodness 
or badness of things depends on the effect the appropriation 
of those things has on us? 

It follows from Meno's admission, at any rate, according 
to Socrates, that all people who desire bad things are either 
mistaken or ignorant: they think that the bad things in ques-
tion are good inasmuch as they "do them good." Meno is not 
unwilling to draw that conclusion. T h e possibility that some 
people might want bad things so as to be harmed by them is 
apparently not taken as something worthy of consideration by 
either Socrates or Meno. This will be confirmed by what fol-
lows. 

One could assume that Socrates thus has made his point, to 
wit, that no man really desires what is "bad." T h e only perti-
nent distinction that can be made, it seems, with regard to 
what people pursue, is that some desire truly good things and 
others things that merely appear to them to be good. But, if 
it is not possible, as agreed, that bad things should benefit us, 

7. This exchange curiously mirrors the exchange between Diotima and 
Socrates Syrnp. 204 d 4 -7 . 



the possibility of bad things merely appearing to be good 
makes the "benefit" itself doubtful. W e might be mistaken 
about the beneficial effect, too: the "benefit" might be a merely 
apparent one, we might actually be harmed without realizing 
it. T h e argument has to go on. The—possibly only apparent-
effects things have on us do not provide a sufficiently reliable 
ground for our attributing "goodness" or "badness" to those 
things. And, therefore, the validity of the Socratic dictum that 
no one desires bad things is not yet sufficiently established. 

Let's see, says Socrates, those who desire bad things, as you 
say (has phes sy), that is, are neither mistaken about their bad-
ness nor ignorant about their effect on us, do know, do they 
not, that they will be. harmed by them. Necessarily so, says 
Meno. Following this up, Socrates makes Meno agree that those 
who are thus harmed must consider themselves miserable 
(athlioi). And then there is a curious further step, an "addi-
tion," in the argument: Socrates suggests, and Meno agrees 
again, that the "miserable ones" are "unhappy" (kakodai-
mones). Whereupon Socrates asks: "Now, is there anyone who 
is willing (bouletai) to be miserable and unhappy, Meno?" 
" I do not think so, Socrates," says Meno. 

While we could entertain doubts as to the beneficial effect 
merely apparently good things have on us, it is not possible to 
be uncertain about our feeling miserable, whenever this oc-
curs. Moreover, it is the firmly held and virtually unassailable 
opinion of mankind that nobody is willing to be miserable, 
regardless of his transient desires and the real or imagined 
benefits he might derive from the fulfillment of those desires. 
T h a t is why Socrates can so easily shift from the word 
c pi thy me in (which means "desiring," without necessarily 
implying any reflection about it) to the word boulesthai 
(which implies consideration and deliberate c h o i c e ) A n d , 

since it is the bad things which bring us misery, he can con-
clude now rather firmly: "Nobody, therefore, Meno, wills 
(bouletai) the bad things." 

Socrates adds, echoing the poet's words in reverse, as it 
were: "For what else is to be miserable but 'both to long for 
the low things and to bring them upon oneself' " (ti gar 
alio estin athlion einai e epithymein te ton kakon kai 
ktasthai?). 

the two. (cf . Charm. 167 e 1 - 6 . ) 



Meno cannot help succumbing to the apparent force of the 
argument and accepts its results. He does not suspect Socrates 
of tampering with the meaning of his, Meno's, statement by 
substituting hordes thai for epithymein in the subordinate 
clause. And yet it is only this substitution which seems to per-
mit Socrates to ignore altogether the possibility of differentiat-
ing between men according to the intensity with which they 
long for the good things. Meno assents to Socrates' conclusion 
that "nobody wills the bad things" (oudeis bouletai ta kaka) 
and repeats this conclusion in Socrates' own words. Like any-
one else, Meno does not want to feel "miserable." W e under-
stand that this is not only the basis of his acceptance of 
Socrates' dictum but also the ultimate reason which guides his 
choice of the "high things." 

Can we accept Socrates' conclusion? T h e argument has led 
from the desirability of things and the beneficial effect their 
possession may have on us—both insufficient criteria for our 
judging those things to be "good"—to the misery which bad 
things produce in us. But could not "good" things make us 
feel "miserable" too? This possibility alone seems to invalidate 
the cogency of the argument.9 Moreover, can we overlook the 
fact that Socrates, to convince Meno, uses the device of shift-
ing from the "positive" side of things to the "negative" one, 
from being benefited to being harmed and made "miserable"? 
And why does Socrates, in making that shift, find it necessary 
to characterize the "miserable ones" (athlioi) still further as 
kakodaimones? I t is true, the mythical "overtones" of the 
word kakodaimones conjure up the vision of people possessed 
by superhuman malevolent powers. And the reduction of those 
overtones to simpler human connotations still leaves us with 
the picture of unfortunate people dragged down by "bad 
things" so that the word provides a direct link between "mis-
ery" and the "badness" of things which bring "misery" about. 
But even so, the addition of the term kakodaimones does not 
add anything to the force of the argument itself, since athlios 
and kakodaimon are essentially synonymous. Why then this 
seemingly superfluous "addition"?1 0 

There is no necessary connection between our feeling "mis-

9. In Xenophon, Memorab. I, 6, 3, Antiphon is quoted as having called 
Socrates a Kanodainovlas SidaaKaXos because he was a living example of 
how not to care about a comfortable life. 

10. The term KaKodaljicov occurs rarely (and mKohaijiovia never) in Plato. 
In the Republic, in the story about the corpses, Leontius addresses his 
eyes by using this word (440 a 3 ) . In the Symposium, the word is 
applied—rather ambiguously—to Apollodorus (173 d 1) . 



f truly is. T h e 7 7 
on the certainty of 

Ought not 
our understanding of what misery or unhappiness is depend 
rather decisively on the understanding of their "opposite," on 
the understanding of happiness?11 T h e advantage of the word 

(or kakodaimonia) over many other words which 

us, by its very sound and structure, of its 

introduction of the kakodaimones at the very end of 
is meant to invite us (over Meno's head, 

to turn our attention to eudaimonia, not only for 
an understanding of "misery" but also for a final decision 
about things "good" and "bad." 

Everything would have to be considered anew. For eu-
daimonia, "good fortune" or "happiness," then as now, has 
a range of meanings which covers all the goals, all the "high" 
or "good" things which men pursue at all times: health, and 
wealth, and beauty, and prosperity, and pleasures of various 
kinds, and fame, and power, and communion with others, and 
insight.12 We would have to decide about the "rightness," or 
the right order, of those goals. Most of the time we shy away 
from this all-important task.13 Can the dialogue help us to be-
gin tackling it? 

3. 

Meno's acceptance of Socrates' conclusion makes the sub- [78 b 3 - d 3] 
ordinate clause of his own statement look irrelevant to the 
purpose of defining human excellence. Since striving for the 
good things appears to be common to all men and does not, 

other, Meno's statement reduces itself, Socrates intimates, to 
the assertion that the better the man the more able will he be 
to get hold of the good things. Accordingly, Socrates modi-
fies the main clause of Meno's statement, with Meno's full 
approval, as follows: "Human excellence is the ability to get 
hold of the good things." 

Meno, we observe, does not go back on the identification of 
the "high things" with the "good things." 

11. See especially Symp. 204 e 5 - 205 a 3. 
12. Gf. Aristotle, Nic. Eth. I, 4, 1095 a 20-26 . 
13. C f . Gorg. 4 7 2 c 6 - d 1 ; also 4 7 0 d 5 - e 1 1 ; Apol. 36 d 5 - e 1. 



7 8 T h e truth of Meno's statement, in the version proposed by 
Socrates and endorsed by Meno, is to be tested now. But even 
before the testing begins Socrates remarks: "You might well 
be right indeed" (isos gar an en legois) . We understand So-
crates to mean that the decision as to whether Meno's state-
ment is true or not will depend on what things or sort of 
things Meno considers "high" or "good." 

Socrates' questioning and Meno's answers bring out1 4 that 
Meno's list of "good things" contains health and wealth, the 
acquisition of gold and silver, as well as of honors and offices 
in the state. Upon Socrates' asking him whether he would 
list other "good things" besides, Meno replies without hesita-
tion: "No, I mean everything of this sort."15 I t is in securing 
those listed things for himself that Meno feels apparently safe 
from "misery." And not to leave any possible doubt about 
that, Socrates says (with some sarcasm, to be sure, and also 
imitating somewhat the manner in which Meno had intro-
duced his question about "color") : "All right, so getting hold 
of gold and silver, that is human excellence according to Meno, 
the hereditary friend of the Great King." In saying that, So-
crates substitutes "gold and silver" for "the good things" in 
the statement under consideration, but omits mention of 
"health" and "honors and offices," these goods being pre-
sumably understood by Meno as mere means to the main end, 
to wit, the acquisition of wealth. We also note that Meno is 
now credited with an understanding of human excellence as 
consisting in the actual getting of gold and silver, not in the 
ability (dynamis) to do so. T h e mention of Meno's relation 
to the Persian dynasty, furthermore, seems to point to an im-
portant—potential or actual—source of his revenue. 

And now comes Socrates' attack which takes the form of an 
"addition." 

78 d 3 - 79 a 2] Should not something (ti) be added " to this getting-in" of 
the goods (toatoi toi poroi), Socrates asks, say, the words "ac-
cording to what is just in the eyes of men and the gods" 
(to dikaios kai hosios) ? "Or does that make no difference to 

you? And, even though someone might get those things un-
justly, would you speak [in such a case] of excellence all the 
same?" 

Meno denies this. He is perfectly willing to make the "addi-

14. Whether we adopt Sehrwald's reading or not. 
15. Cf. Thompson, p. 106 ( 2 5 ) . 



t ion" 
opinion or mankind, just as lie 
same "addition" after his 

73 d 7-8 ; cf. 73 
habitually 

No doubt, "unjust" acquisition of 
opposite of excellence, is considered to be 

Socrates exploits that point fully. I t 
he, that some such addition "to this 
poroi) is indeed required, the 

or of "piety," "or of 
(e alio ti morion aretes). For 

in the world, although it will provide us with 
goods, will not be "excellence." And M e n o - o f all people, 
Meno-echoes: "How indeed could there be excellence with-
out those?" 

I t follows, and Meno accepts the consequence, that to avoid 
getting gold and silver, either for oneself or for somebody 
else, whenever the getting itself would involve injustice, is a 
sign of human excellence. In other words, to be able to stay 
poor is, under certain circumstances, a sign of human excel-

And, therefore, success in getting (ho poros) the goods 
by Meno would.no more constitute human excel-

in not getting (he aporia) them. In either 
will obtain if what is done is done 

"with justice" (meta dikaiosynes), and viciousness will obtain 
if it is done "without anything of this sort" (aneu panton ton 
toiouton). Meno: "It. seems to me that it must be as you say." 

W e have to note (a) that Socrates is playing with the word 
by punning on the Empedoclean poroi and the in-

through them and also by using the word aporia, 
full of weighty connotations, to signify the opposite of poros, 
that is, poverty, need, want;1® (b) that, more generally, the 

in discussing the (modified) 
of Meno's statement is indeed far from precise, 

nically" or otherwise,17 reflecting the appeal to habitually 
cepted opinions. 

More important still, we note, is the result of this 
not very precise exchange: taken at its 

of 

16. Cf. Thompson, p. 107 (44) and Bluck, p. 263. 
17. Notably in the case of abrd. (78 d 6 ) and of feoroptfowra (78 e 2) 

in the text with dperij (cf. 



his own statement. Not the ability to get hold of the goods he 
listed makes for excellence, but rather the presence of what 
has been labeled by Socrates as "parts of excellence" and is 
commonly attributed to, and distributed among, good or ex-
cellent men. 

I t is not this repudiation, however, that Socrates is mainly 
concerned with. For if he were, the refutation of Meno's sec-
ond attempt to "define" human excellence could stop right 
here and now. Yet Socrates continues the argument. Why? 

W e might conjecture that, at this point, Socrates takes 
Meno's obvious inconsistency as expressing a basic, if usually 
hidden, haziness in the generally accepted views about human 
excellence. I t is this haziness that seems to be Socrates' main 
target now. And this conjecture both supports and is sup-
ported by the impression we previously gained: Meno's utter-
ances are but an echo of what is commonly opined, said and 
proclaimed, his memory being a faithful register or reprint of 
widely accepted views, which he can reproduce at the slightest 
prodding. Continuing the argument with Meno thus may well 
mean embarking on an argument about what is habitually and 
generally taken for granted in the matter of human excellence. 

T h e lever for this argument has been carefully built and 
prepared. In the discussion of Meno's first attempt to "define" 
human excellence, the "oneness" of that excellence was em-
phasized throughout. Socrates' warning, immediately preced-
ing Meno's second attempt, to speak about arete " in an over-
all way" (kata holou-11 a 6 ) , not to break it up (77 a 7-8) 
and to keep it "whole and sound" (holen kai hygie - 77 a 9 ) , 
introduced a new theme, only once alluded to in the previ-
ous discussion (katechei - 74 d 8 ) , that of the "wholeness" of 
excellence. In the discussion of Meno's second attempt the 
correlative term morion aretes ("part of excellence") makes 
its appearance (78 e 1 ) 1 8 and is repeated with ever increasing 
frequency over and over again (79 a 3; b 2; b 5; b 6; b 9 f.; 
c 5; c 8; [d 7] ) , while the warning not to break human ex-
cellence into fragments (79 a 9-10; c 2 -3) as well as the refer-
ences to its "wholeness" (79 b 7; c 1; d 7) are again taken up. 
I t is this opposition of "whole" and "parts" which is finally 
used to confound Meno once more and with him, this time, a 
hazy, if persistent and widely spread, opinion among men, an 
opinion not confined to any particular time or particular 
country. 

18. Gf. Protag. 3 2 9 c f f . ; Symp. 1 8 4 c 6 ; Laws 6 9 6 b, 7 9 1 c — T h o m p s o n , 
p. 107 ( 3 8 ) . 



4. 81 

Meno is reminded that just a while ago19 he was asked not [79 a 3 - c 3] 
to break up excellence, not "to coin it into small money" (me 
katagnynai mede kermatizein), and was also offered model 
patterns (paradeigmata) for the answer he had promised to 
give about excellence, and now "you tell me that human ex-
cellence is the ability to get hold of the good things 'with 
justice/ and that again, you say, is 'a part of human excel-
lence/ " Isn't that sheer mockery? And Socrates goes on ex-
plaining2 0 why this sort of answer, especially because of the 
appended "addition" (which he himself proposed), will not do. 

T h e answer amounts to saying that human excellence con-
sists in doing whatever one does with a "part" of that excel-
lence. Meno had been asked to say what the whole of human 
excellence was (cf. 77 a ) . What Meno is saying now, how-
ever, presupposes that an answer to that question has al-
ready been given and that Socrates ought to consider the 
whole of human excellence as something known to him. But 
far from telling what this "whole" is, all that Meno has done 
is to break it into "parts," as if he were changing a big piece 
of money into small coins. Let us not forget, however: these 
"parts" are acknowledged not only by Meno but also by most 
of us to represent some excellence.21 We characterize men who 
show that they possess some of those "parts" (justice, or wise 
moderation, or courage, or piety, or modesty, for example) as 
good or excellent men. And yet we are uncertain about the 
common source, the common character, or a "common de-
nominator" which may permit us to use these common 
words. We also doubt whether that commonness indicates any 
"wholeness." 

Meno's second attempt to "define" human excellence, an at- [79 c 3 - e 4] 
tempt already repudiated by him,2 2 is thus made to appear to 
have floundered as the first had done: now as then a multi-
plicity has been reached where something "one and whole" 
was expected to be found. We remember: the pattern was set 
from the very beginning, when Meno presented Socrates with 

19. Gf. p. 71. 
20. Van Heusde's reading of 79 b 7 can be challenged: cf. Cratyl. 398 

a, Gorg. 497 d - see Buttmann's note in Bekker's edition of Plato's 
works, IV, 29, Thompson, p. 241 ( 1 8 ) , Bluck, pp. 264 f. Hirschig's 
reading of 78 d 7 seems plausible. 

21. P. 56. 
22. Pp. 79 f. 



a "swarm" of virtues. In this respect, too, Meno—not without 
Socrates' help—indulges in repeating himself. 

T h e new failure gives Socrates the opportunity to speak to 
Meno in this vein: It seems to me, Meno, my friend (o phile 
Menon), you ought to face again and anew (palin ex arches -
79 c 3; palin - c 7) the same old question, what is human ex-
cellence (ti estin arete) ? For it is odd to say that acting "with 
justice," that is, with a part of human excellence, constitutes 
human excellence. "Do you think that one knows what human 
excellence is in part when one does not know what it itself 
[the whole of it] is?" Meno says that he does not think so. 

Socrates reminds Meno that, when they were considering 
the question of schema, the attempt was made to give an an-
swer in terms of things still sought, that is, still "unknown," 
and not yet agreed upon (dia ton eti zetournenon kai mepo 
homologemenon) . "We rejected this kind of answer, didn't 
we?" says Socrates, an obvious misrepresentation of what had 
happened then. Meno's memory seems to fail him: he does 
not make any attempt to correct the record. On the contrary, 
he says: "And rightly indeed, Socrates, did we reject it [that 
kind of answer]." We shall have to put the record straight. 

Shielded by Meno's acquiescence, Socrates, winding up 
this phase of the discussion, exhorts Meno to avoid falling 
into the same trap. While the whole of human excellence is 
still being sought (eti zetonmenes aretes holes ho ti estin), he 
should not venture to reveal to anyone what it is by referring 
to its "parts," nor should he use such a device in any other 
case. Socrates repeats, Meno ought to face once more (palin) 
the question: " I n all that you say, what do you imply that 
human excellence is?" And to ascertain Meno's (and our) 
reaction to this kind of criticism, Socrates adds: "Or do I 
seem to you to say nothing?" Meno: " I t seems to me that 
what you say is right." Let us consider whether it is. 

5. 

1. I t was Meno who objected to Socrates' introducing some-
thing "unknown" into the "definition" of schema. Socrates 
stuck to his statement and maintained its truth. In accordance 
with a rule that should be observed in a serious and friendly 
conversation, Socrates was willing, however, to provide Meno 
with a "definition" that suited the latter's wishes. This defi-
nition was patterned on the procedure of "synthetic" mathe-



ma tics which avoids "unknown" terms, but it was by no means 
certain that this procedure and the kind of homologia de-
manded and realized in it were suited to the task at hand. 
In no sense did Socrates agree with Meno on rejecting as 
totally unsuitable answers containing "unknown terms."23 

2. Whatever the merits of the "synthetically" apodeictic 
procedure, the relation of "whole" and "parts" hardly enters 
into it. T h e "synthetic" deduction or construction usually 
proceeds from the "simpler" to the "more complex" and, if it 
ever reaches a "whole," it does so by building it up out of 
"known" elements, which cannot be considered to be "parts" 
before the whole is built. 

3. T h e language Socrates uses in exhorting Meno to 
avoid answering in terms "of things still sought and not yet 
agreed upon" (79 d 3; 6) has nevertheless a familiar "mathe-
matical" ring, hinting at a mathematical procedure which is 
not "synthetic." To zetoumenon and to homologou m en on are 
indeed terms used to describe the "analytical" method in 
mathematics. They correspond to the modern terms: the "un-
known" and the "given." T h e definition of mathematical anal-
ysis, formulated in antiquity, can be paraphrased as follows: 
analysis is the method by which what is sought, to zetoumenon 
(the "unknown") , is taken as something agreed upon, as an 

homologoumenon (as if it were "given") , and then followed 
up through necessary consecutive steps until something pre-
viously agreed upon as true (something "given") is reached.24 

I t is also the method of setting up an "equation," a method 
named by Vieta (in 1591) —in agreement with the terminology 
of Greek mathematicians—the "analytical art" and consid-
ered in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, in accord-
ance with an ancient tradition, as constituting the Mathesis 
universalis, the "universal science."25 All mathematics today 
is an outgrowth of this tradition. As far as geometrical con-
siderations are concerned, there is enough evidence for the use 
of this method in ancient times, even in Plato's own time.26 

23. Cf. pp. 62 -66 . 
24. Cf. p. 62, note 20. 
25. Cf. Jacob Klein, Greek Mathematical Thought and the Origin of 

Algebra (translated from the German by Eva Brann), 1968, Part II, 
Sections 11 and 12 B. 

26. Cf. Th. L. Heath, The Thirteen Books of Euclid's Elements I, 137 
ff., also A History of Greek Mathematics I, 168. 

As to the use of "analysis" in matters "arithmetical," Thymaridas' 
kiravBrifxa could be cited as an example. This is done by Messelmann, 
Die Algebra der Griechen, 1842, pp. 232 ff., by P. Tannery, Pour 
Vhistoire de la science hellene, 2nd ed., 1930, pp. 396-99, also 



4. Ancient writers27 have credited Plato himself, somewhat 
vaguely, with introducing—through Leodamas of Thasos—the 
analytical method into mathematics. I t is unlikely that they 
are right. But it is possible to understand what in Plato's work 
gave rise to that claim. In a Platonic dialogue, and the Meno 
is no exception, that which is being investigated, the zetou-
rnenon (be it excellence, piety, courage, prudence, or justice), 
is considered from the point of view of various and varying 
opinions, genuinely or tentatively or perfunctorily held by 
those who participate in the conversation. T o hold an opinion 
about that which is under consideration means to take—or, 
at worst, to pretend to take—the zetoumenon, the "unknown," 
as if it were "known." T o test an opinion means to follow it 
up through necessary consequences until a patent absurdity 
(a "contradiction") or something incontrovertibly true comes 

into sight. Depending on whether the former or the latter hap-
pens, the opinion is either refuted or vindicated. T o vindicate 
(or verify) an opinion means to transform a zetoumenon into 
an homologoumenon, into something one has to agree to, to 
transform the hitherto "unknown" into a truth now indeed 
"known."2 8 However seldom, if ever, such vindicating occurs 
in a Platonic dialogue, the "dialectical" process, which is 
"analytical" in its very conception and structure, tends toward 
that end. 

I t might be useful to remind ourselves of what Socrates has 
to say about this dialectical or analytical procedure in the 
Theaetetus. T h e young mathematician Theaetetus has been 
trying hard, for quite a while, to answer Socrates' question, 
"What is knowledge (episteme) ?" In the midst of the discus-
sion (196 d ff.) Socrates suddenly proposes to "behave shame-
fully" (anaischyntein) by trying to describe "knowing." Why 
should that be "shameful," Theaetetus asks. Socrates retorts 
by asking: Does it not seem shameless (anaides) to make pro-
nouncements about "knowing," not knowing what "knowl-

Memoires scientifiques I, 106-10, by M. Cantor, Vorlesungen iiber 
Geschichte der Mathematik, 3rd ed., 1906, I, 158 f., by Heath, A 
History of Greek Mathematics, 1921, I, 94 ff., by P.-H. Michel, De 
Pythagore a Euclide, Contribution a Vhistoire des mathematiques 
preeuclidiennes, 1950, pp. 283-86 . Cf. however Diels-Kranz, 7th ed., 
I, 447. 

27. Proclus in Eucl. (Friedlein), p. 211, 19-22, and Diogenes Laertius 
III, 24. The latter refers to Favorinus' UavToSawi} iaropla (cf. v. 
Wilamowitz-Moellendorf, Letter to E. Maas in Philologische Unter-
suchungen 3, ( 1880 ) , 1 4 2 - 6 4 ; H. Cherniss, "Plato as Mathema-
tician," Rev. of Metaph. IV, 3 ( 1 9 5 1 ) , 395, 418 ) . 

28. Cf. Aristotle, Nic. Eth. I l l , 3, 1112 b 20-24 . 



edge" is. And he adds this remark: "Actually, Theaetetus, we 
have been infected all along with an impurity in conversing 
(me kathards dialegesthai)," referring to the fact that, in 
their discussion, they had been using phrases like "we know," 
"we do not know," "we are ignorant," "we understand" in-
numerable times (and again so at that very moment), as if 
they could communicate with each other in these phrases 
while ignorant about "knowledge." "But in what manner will 
you converse, Socrates, if you abstain from using those 
phrases?" asks Theaetetus. And Socrates—for once, it seems, 
lifting his ironic mask—responds: " In no manner, being just 
the man I am" (197 a 1) . I f he were one of those disputatious 
persons (antilogikos) ,2 9 he continues, he certainly would not 
permit any reference to what is still "unknown." Being plain 
and simple-minded men (phauloi), Socrates and Theaetetus 
decide to proceed with their "impure" discussion. 

W e conclude that, according to Socrates, a serious and 
friendly conversation cannot avoid referring to things not yet 
"known," provided there is agreement on the point of igno-
rance. 

5. T h e question arises whether the consideration of 
"wholes" and their "parts" has any place within a procedure 
which deals with opinions "analytically." It seems that it does. 
Generally, any opinion on any subject can be understood to 
catch some "partially" true aspect of the subject under investi-
gation. This means that, however mistaken each of us may be 
about that subject as a "whole/' we are talking together about 
"the same thing" or, at least, are making an effort to talk 
about "the same thing." (That is why conversing among our-
selves, or, as we say, "exchanging opinions," is possible and 
can be fruitful.) But that, in turn, indicates a common, if usu-
ally hidden, ground along which the conversation proceeds 
and where the "whole" is really "located." This "back-ground" 
is the zetonmenon and its continuing presence manifests itself 
in our ability to opine, that is, to cloak what remains "un-
known" with the guise of the "known." T h e dialectical-analy-
tical process thus tends indeed through "parts" toward a 
"whole." T h a t is why it is not at all impossible to talk about 
"properties" of something of which we do not know what 
it is.30 

29. See L. Campbell's note to the passage in The Theaetetus of Plato, 
2nd ed., 1883, p. 197. — Gf. L. Campbell, The Sophistes and Politicus 
of Plato, 1867, pp. XI-XII , LIV, also Thompson p. 280, and above 
p. 62, note 21. Cf. esp. Soph. 232 e 2-5. 

30. Cf. p. 42. 



6. There are subjects, on the other hand, which, inde-
pendently of the opinions we have about them, seem to be 
"divided" in themselves and thus present a peculiar difficulty. 
I t might be helpful to consider a passage in the Sophist which 
is not unrelated to this difficulty as well as to the problem 
Socrates and Meno are directly concerned with. 

Knowledge, it is said in the Sophist (257 c 7 - d 3 ) , al-
though one would suppose that it is "one" (mia) in itself, 
appears to be "fractioned" (phainetai katakekermatisthai), 
and each of its separate "parts" has a name of its own. T h a t is 
why we speak of the many "arts" and "sciences." This peculi-
arity of knowledge makes it "similar" to one of the ultimate 
"beginnings" (archai) of all being (and one of the main 
themes of the Sophist), to " T h e Other" (thaterori),, the "one-
ness" of which is nothing but its being divided throughout 
into "parts" (258 d 7 - e 3 ) , as its very name indicates, for an 
"other" is always an "other of an other" (heteron heterou) .31 

It is this arche on which the difference between any one thing 
and any other thing depends and from which all duality and 
plurality stem; it makes the multiplicity of things and ulti-
mately, therefore, a "world" possible. T h e meaning of "one-
ness" in the case of " T h e Other," as in the case of "knowl-
edge," is thus difficult to grasp. We might well ask: Is " T h e 
Other" at all "one"? Is knowledge "one"? And is each of them 
a "whole"? And do not these rather extravagant questions ap-
ply also to "human excellence," considering the Socratic dic-
tum linking it with "knowledge"?32 Did not this extravagant 
aspect of the search for the one arete prompt Socrates to say a 
while ago "no wonder" in reply to Meno's admission that he 
could not find it?33 

T h e extravagance of these questions and the peculiar way 
of arriving at them justify the stand taken by Meno as to the 
multiple aspect of excellence at the beginning of the dialogue, 
a stand to which Meno, with Socrates' help, reverts all the 
time, as they justify Gorgias and the opinion commonly and 
generally held in this matter. T h e question about the whole 
of human excellence is not within the scope of ordinary dis-
course, be it colloquial or even, in the usual meaning of the 
word, "technical." In this sense, Socrates, in saying what he 
last said, is indeed saying "nothing." Contrasted with the com-
mon opinion about human excellence, Socrates' insistence on 

31. See, for example, Parm. 164 G 1 f. 
32. Cf. pp. 43 and 60. 
33. Cf. p. 56. 



the aspect of its "wholeness" (here, in the Meno, as well as 
in other dialogues) seems to demand less an answer than a 
wondering reflection as to what underlies our ordinary speak-
ing and thinking on that subject, seems to demand a pause, a 
turning away from the habitually accepted to its hidden "back-
ground," as a precondition for looking at the "wholeness" of 
things.34 In this sense, Socrates, in saying what he last said, is 
saying "everything."35 

As to Meno himself, asking him to disregard the familiar 
"parts" of human excellence in his attempt to reveal the 
"whole" of it, under the pretense that those parts are "un-
known" as long as the whole is not known, means asking him 
to abandon the ground on which he stands. From what we 
have learned about Meno so far, we can hardly expect him to 
comply with this radical demand; nor can we expect him to 
see through Socrates' misleading rejection of the use of the 
"unknown." Still, Meno's reassertion of the rightness of that 
rejection permits Socrates to pursue his questioning for our, 
if perhaps not for Meno's, benefit. 

34. Cf. Rep. VI, 486 a. 
35. Cf. Leo Strauss, What is Political Philosophy? 1959, pp. 38 f.; also 

Natural Right and History, 1953, pp. 122 f. 



IV 

1. 

[79 e 5 - 80 c 6] I his time, Socrates' question is more direct and more 
JL blunt. " T h e n answer again and anew (palin ex arches) : 

What do both of you, you and your friend, say that human 
excellence is?" We understand that, were Meno to answer 
now, it would indeed mean an entirely new undertaking on 
his part. His memory would be of no help to him. But no 
new answer is forthcoming: there is no third attempt on 
Meno's part to cope with the problem of excellence. Meno has 
had enough of this "game." He has enough of being constantly 
on the defensive. He evidently decides to "regain the initia-
tive" and to do that by using a rather common device: he is 
going to attack Socrates himself. 

Even before he had conversed with Socrates, says Meno, he 
had been hearing that all Socrates was wont to do was to put 
himself in a state of perplexity (aporein) and to make others 
feel perplexed, too; that is what he, Meno, is experiencing 
now—finding himself full of perplexity (aporia), a victim ap-
parently of Socrates' "magic" jugglery. According to Gorgias' 
(and not only Gorgias') standards, which Meno has made his 

own1 this is an undignified, nay, ridiculous position to be in. 
Since it has come to that—the crowd about Meno is watch-
ing—he, Meno, is going to reciprocate and poke fun at Socra-
tes, too. 

There appears very definitely to exist, says Meno, the great-
est similarity, "in looks and otherwise," between Socrates and 
that well-known seafish, the torpedo: whoever comes close to 
it and touches it is benumbed by it, and Socrates seems to have 
had a similar effect on him, Meno. His soul and his mouth, 
says Meno, have become numb, truly numb, so that he is un-
able to find and to give the answer which ought to be on the 
tip of his tongue, since, in the past, he has spoken so often, 
and so well, he thought, about human excellence—and to so 
many people. And now he cannot even (oude) say what it 

1. Cf. p. 41. 



is, all in all (cf. 71 a 6, b 3, 5 ) . 2 (We note: Meno obviously 
thinks that that is the least he should be able to say. Consider-
ing his surprise at Socrates' inability to state what human ex-
cellence, all in all, is,® Meno must indeed feel humiliated and 
ashamed to see himself in a position no better than that of 
Socrates.) Meno is angry and he utters something that 
amounts to a threat: Socrates is well advised not to go abroad, 
for if he indulged in this kind of practice in a foreign city, he 
would probably be arrested as a juggler, a "magician" (goes) . 
There is an ominous ring about this remark, if we think of 

Meno and Anytus, one of the men who brought Socrates to 
trial.4 

This is Socrates' answer to Meno's gibe: Clever rogue (pan-
ourgos) that you are, Meno, you almost beguiled me. Now, 
how so? asks the (probably) surprised Meno. Socrates: " I per-
ceive the reason why you drew an image of me." Meno: 
"Why do you think I did?" Socrates: " T h a t I might recipro-
cate in drawing one of you. This I do know of all beautiful 
youths, that they are delighted when images are made of them, 
for theirs is the gain: the images of beautiful youths are beau-
tiful also, aren't they? But I shall not reciprocate by drawing 
an image of you." 

Let us try to understand what this exchange means in the 
context of the dialogue. 

As once before,5 in the case of kai ego and kai sy, there is 
some bantering going on here, this time about "reciprocity." 
And the scales are, as they were then, highly uneven. Meno 
takes "revenge" for the ridicule he thinks Socrates has in-
flicted upon him by mocking Socrates in the image of tht 
numb-fish. He also calls Socrates a goes. This is a term used 
often enough in Platonic dialogues,6 and perhaps also in con-
temporary polite conversation, to describe a "crafty" one, a 
"sophist." Socrates counters by calling Meno, jokingly, to be 
sure, a panourgos (and underscores this appellation a little 
later o n - 8 1 e 6) J This again is a term peculiarly well suited 
to characterize a "sophist," perhaps more so than any other, 
for "to know all things" (panta epistasthai) 8 and "to know 

2. Cf. pp. 40 f. 
3. Cf. p. 41. 
4. Cf. Thompson, p. I l l ( 2 1 ) . 
5. Cf. p. 56. 
6. Symp. 203 d 8 ; Rep. X, 598 d 3 ; Soph. 235 a 8 ; Statesman 291 c 3. 
7. Cf. Aristotle, Nic. Eth. VI , 12, 1144 a 23-28 . 
8. Soph. 233 a 3 (cf. 239 c 6 : TTavobpym). 



9 0 how to make and to do all things without exception by a 
single art" (poiein kai (Iran miai technei sy nap ant a epistasthai 
pragmata) 9 is the ultimate claim either explicitly made10 or 
tacitly implied in the "profession" of a sophist. But this mu-
tual "name calling" has 110 parallel in a mutual "image draw-
ing." When, according to Socrates himself, it seems to be 
Socrates' turn to present an image of Meno, he refuses to 
play the game.11 Why? 

Is it not, because there is no need for any image? Meno's 
soul, in Meno's lifetime, will presumably be stripped "naked" 
by Socrates12: Meno will be shown as what he is, for all to 
see. T h e stripping has already gone pretty far. Socrates' em-
phatic refusal to draw an image of Meno prepares us, we 
suspect, for the final stage of Meno's "undressing." And in 
that sense there is full, if still uneven, reciprocity in the ex-
change of threats: what is at stake though, whatever Meno 
might think, is not Socrates' life, nor Meno's for that mat-
ter, but for both of them their arete, their excellence. And 
there is no telling what a faithful image of Meno, the "beauti-
ful," might look like. 

[80 c 6 - e 5] Socrates questions the faithfulness of the torpedo image, 
because it is not clear whether the fish, while benumbing those 
who touch it, is or is not benumbed itself. As for himself, 
says Socrates, he shares the perplexity he plunges others into. 
I t is his own state of perplexity, above all, which makes him 
convey that state to others. If the fish, says Socrates, is subject 
to torpor too, then he, Socrates, indeed resembles it; other-
wise, he does not. Whereupon he tries to appease Meno and 
to return to the main question again: "So now, as to human 
excellence, I do not know what it is, while you perhaps knew 
it indeed in the past, before you touched me, but now [hav-
ing touched me] you are, no doubt, like one who does not 
know. Be that as it may, I want to consider, with you, what 
human excellence is and to search for it, in common with 
you." 

9. Soph. 233 d 9 - 1 0 (cf. Rep. X , 598 c 7 - d 5 ; Theaet, 111 a 7 - 8 ; 
Euthyd. 300 d 7 - 8 ) . 

10. Cf. Hipp. min. 368 b 2 - e 2, where—in addition to reckoning, geom-
etry, and astronomy—the various arts in which Hippias is supposed to 
be exceedingly competent are listed; among them to fivr)/j,oPLKou rexvo/ia 
(d 6 - 7 - cf. 369 a 7) is particularly stressed. 

11. Cf. Rep. VI, 487 e 6 ff. (see Thompson, p. 112). 
12. Cf. Charm. 154 d - e ; Laches 187 e - 188 a : Theaet. 162 b 3; 169 

a 6 - b 4 ; Gorg. 523 c - e ; 524 d; also Rep. VI, 487 e 6 and be-
low p. 190, note 71. 



I t is at this point that 
Judging from Socrates' ( 
recapitulation of it,13 it 

and 

How can you search for something, says Meno, of which 
you know nothing at all? What sort of thing of all the things 
you do not know will you set as the goal of your search? And 
even if you were lucky enough to hit at its very center, how 
could you know that it is the thing you did not know? 

Socrates: "Yes, I do understand what sort of thing you 
want to say, Meno." And, with reference to Meno's sea fishing 
expedition that had just yielded the torpedo, Socrates con-
tinues: "Look how eristic14 this argument you are landing 
(katageis1*) is! [It says] namely that it is not given to 

to search [for anything], neither for what he 
>t know: he for what he does not know: he certainly would not search for 

what he knows, for he knows it and there is no need then for 
any search; nor would he search for what he does not know, 
for he would not know what to search for." 

We cannot help observing that, whatever the effect of the 
torpedo, this argument must definitely produce torpor and 

in those who accept its validity, for they would not 
the vain attempt to improve their understanding, no 

in this direction and woukT'stay put,"1 6 contentedly and un-
ashamedly slothful (argoi - 86 b 9 ) . It will be Meno's privi-
lege then, if he puts this argument to use to 
people as well as himself. 

There are other observations to be made on this 
1. While Socrates, in restating the argument with great 

precision, speaks of those who "know" as well as of those who 
do "not know," Meno does not mention the "knowers" at all. 

2. Meno's attack has brought up a theme that has not been 
explicitly touched upon in the conversation so far, the theme 
of "searching" (zetein) and "learning" (manthanein). We do 
remember, however, a certain stress on the word 
(with its double meaning of "understanding" and 

the way the word "TOUTO*" (80 e 2 ) is 
275 d 2 ff. (cf. Thompson, pp. 113 f . ) . 

14. Cf. p. 62 , note 21. 

15. Cf. Homer, Odyssey X I X , 186, where Odysseus reports to his 

v) in Crete. 16. Cf. p. 44. 



92 ing"1 7) (72 d 1, 2; 74 b 3; 75 e 6 ) , the ambiguous use of 
the term zetoumerion18 and the strong emphasis, mostly in con-
nection with the effort Meno was invited to make, on the 
word peiran (73 c 6; 75 a 1, 8; b 8; d 7; 77 a 5 ) . Meno, as we 
have seen, was conspicuously reluctant to make the effort 
Socrates requested of him. It seems that his behavior through-
out the conversation was in agreement with the consequence 
that flows from the argument he has just presented. 

3. On its own merits, the argument does not lack persuasive-
ness, aside from a flaw. It presupposes a field of "holes," as it 
were, each "hole" representing something "unknown" and 
without any link to any other "hole." According to this view, 
anything "unknown" is separated and isolated from everything 
else. This view ignores the way the "unknown" generally pre-
sents itself as an "unknown," circumscribed by questions that 
arise "naturally" whenever we become aware of some incon-
sistency or of a lack of connection between the "known" pieces 
of our experience. It is true, our familiarity with these "pieces" 
tends to obscure their intrinsic incompleteness as well as their 
mutual relationship. An attempt to refute the argument di-
rectly would inevitably confront us again with the problem of 
the "whole" and its "parts," not to mention the problems of 
"knowing" and "not knowing," of "question" and "answer," 
and of the structure of a world in which questioning and an-
swering are possible at all. T h e argument goes to the roots of 
things. 

[81 a 1 - b 3] Meno has confidence in its strength. "Don't you think, this 
is a beautiful argument, Socrates?" he asks, almost triumph-
antly, as it seems. "No," says Socrates. Meno: "Can you tell me 
why?" "Yes," says Socrates. And he begins with considerable 
solemnity: "For I have heard men as well as women with 
an expert knowledge of the highest things (ta theia prag-
ma ta) . . . ." 

Socrates does not finish the sentence. He pauses. 
In Platonic dialogues there are many instances of Socrates' 

interrupting his speech. As a rule, such interruptions occur 
when Socrates is about to say something of rather crucial im-
portance, when he comes near touching the truth. On such 
occasions he acts as if he were "looking at something within 

17. Cf. Euthyd. 277 e 5 - 278 a 7 ; Aristotle, Sophist. Elench. 4, 165 b 
32-34 . 

18. Cf. pp. 82 -84 . 



himself" (pros heauton ti skepsamenos) ,1 9 as he also sometimes 
does, according to the testimony of Aristodemus and Alcibi-
ades in the Symposium, when not engaged in discussions. At 
those times he remains standing,20 lost in search, impervious 
to anything about him, reflecting (synnoesas), that is, "turn-
ing his gaze back into himself."21 These periods of intense 
reflection may last a whole night.22 But however intense and 
prolonged, they do not seem to differ in kind from what hap-
pens to Socrates for short stretches of time while conversing 
with others. W e are witnessing such a short period of an "in-
ward" gaze right now, and we cannot help wondering what 
this pause portends and signifies. 

T h e beginning, then, of Socrates' sentence ("For I have 
heard men as well as women with expert knowledge of the 
highest things . . .") is followed by a moment, at least, of 
silence. Into this silence Meno, rather impatiently, injects him-
self with the words: "Say what?" "Something true, as far as I 
can see, and noble," is Socrates' most gentle rebuke. But 
Meno, stirred up, keeps on: "What is it and who are the 
speakers?" Socrates' measured reply does not provide Meno 
with any specific information about the latter point. It says 
no more than that the speakers are (a) priests and priestesses 
of a certain kind, to wit, those who have made it their business 
to be able to give a reasoned account (logon didonai) of the 
sacred things they have the care of, and (b) many poets, again 
of a certain kind—Pindar is among them—, those, that is, who 
combine their skill in the use of words with the capacity to 
reach up to the highest, the divine, levels. What is being 
stressed by Socrates in either case is that both a certain close-
ness to the highest order of things (to theion) and an ability 
to speak (legein), not babble, about it are indispensable in 
dealing with the difficult matter at hand. Then, finally, So-
crates turns to what these people say, not without warning 
Meno: " B u t consider whether they seem to you to speak the 
truth." 

I t is clear that there is quite a divergence in aim and in-
terest between Meno and Socrates at this point. While So-
crates is concerned about the argument brought into the dis-

19. Phaedo 95 e 7. Cf. Phaedr. 277 d 4 - 6. 
20. Symp. 175 a 7 - 9 ; 220 c 3 -5 . 
21. Symp. 174 d 5 : . . . rdv ovv XcoKparrj kavrQ wm irpoaexovra rbv 

vovv . . . . (Cf. Charm. 160 d 5 - 6 and e 2 - 3 ) . 
22. Symp. 220 c, d. 



9 4 cussion by Meno, about the right way of settling the question 
raised in it and the truth of the matter itself, Meno, aroused 
by Socrates' solemnity, seems to sense an opportunity to add 
something "new" to the treasures of his vast storehouse, his 
memory. He is, therefore, interested no less in the names of 
the authors than in the content of what promises to be a 
memorable piece of wisdom Socrates is about to divulge. 

We understand that this divergence between Socrates and 
Meno was foreshadowed in the syntax of the sentence which 
invited Meno to report what he and Gorgias thought about 
human excellence and which alluded to the discrepancy be-
tween knowing something and knowing what somebody else 
has said about that something.23 We should note that Soc-
rates, too, is now preparing himself to report what he has 
heard other people say. 

2. 

[81 b 3 - d 4] This, then, is the story Socrates has to tell, as he claims, 
from hearsay, and which he attributes to a select, if, on the 
whole, anonymous, group of people. And we should not for-
get that this story is meant to counterbalance Meno's argument 
about the impossibility of learning. 

T h e soul of man is deathless. Sometimes it ends its sojourn 
in this world of ours—we call this "dying"—and sometimes it 
comes back into it—we call this "being born"—but it never 
perishes. . . . Since it is deathless and has been born into this 
world of ours many times and since it has thus been seeing 
(eorakyia) the things of this world and the things of the 

nether world, has been seeing all things, there is nothing 
that it has not learned, nothing, therefore, it does not know 
(rnematheken) . No wonder, then, that, when in this world, it 

is able to recollect (anarnnesthenai) what it already knew be-
fore about excellence and other things; for all that has come 
into being (physis hapasa) is connected in kinship and, since 
the soul has learned and, therefore, knows (rriemathekyias) all 
things, a man, if he only recollects or, as we say, "learns" one 
single thing, is perfectly capable of coming up with (capable 
of recollecting) all the others, provided that man has courage 
and does not grow tired of searching. 

T h e train of thought just reproduced is interrupted24 in 
Socrates' account by a contention related to the main theme 

23. Gf. p. 45. 
24. Gf. Thompson, p. 120 (30) ; Bluck, p. 277. 



not directly, but as an important corollary: because of the 
soul's deathless nature and its only temporary sojourn in our 
world (dia tauta) one ought to live one's life here in a man-
ner most pleasing to divinity (hos hosidtata) . It is this corol-
lary which is supported by a quotation from Pindar, while the 
main theme receives support from Pindar's verses only by im-
plication. These verses, which occupy the middle position in 
Socrates' account, speak of souls that have paid the penalty 
for an ancient wrong and, thus purified, are sent by Per-
sephone, after a period of time ("in the ninth year"), back 
from Hades to the light of our sun; it is from these souls that 
illustrious kings and men of lightning-like strength and of sur-
passing wisdom arise, whom mankind then calls heroes with-
out blemish for all time to come. 

Pindar's verses sing the excellence of certain men. And we 
see that in Socrates' account of what he heard other people 
say the song of excellence is "enveloped" by the theme of 
learning. 

T h e connection apparently implied between the soul's 
deathless nature and human excellence on this earth is that, 
unless the soul were deathless, Persephone would not be able 
to accept the penalty for certain crimes and could not release 
the perpetrators of those, crimes from the bonds of Hades. 
Th is nexus remains somewhat obscure. 

T h e theme of learning is not presented here in an argu-
ment. It is taken up in a story, a myth. We should look more 
closely at its characteristic features. 

1. As in any myth, a temporal sequence of actions and 
events is described,25 in terms taken from our common ex-
perience but not always left commensurate with it. T h e soul, 
although not subject to death, is yet subject to change. Not 
only does it change its abode at certain intervals of t i m e - i t 
has been learning for quite a while in the past. I t is implied 
that that process of "learning" has come to an end: the verb 
is used twice in the perfect tense. T h e soul, therefore, knows. 
But the use of the perfect tense is not without ambiguity: if 
the assertion that the soul has been "learning" at some time 
past were to be taken literally, Meno's crucial objection could 
be fully applied to the initial "learning" of the undying soul 
itself. 

2. This "learning," however, is characterized as "seeing." 
Since part of the time, at least, the soul is presumably without 

25. Cf. Rep. I l l , 392 c 6 - d 4. 



a body and, therefore, lacks the organs of sense, what it has 
"seen" is not all visible and the meaning of seeing itself can-
not be the familiar one. 

3. A most important passage in Socrates' account is the 
statement, almost casually made, that "all that has come into 
being is connected in kinship" (tes physeds hapases syngenous 
ouses), because without this assumption the entire account 
would not hold together. By virtue of this assumption every-
thing, every bit the soul recollects can be understood as a 
"part" of a "whole" and can be traced back to a common 
origin. T h e word physis is attuned to the assumption of kin-
ship, of a common ancestry (the syngeneia) of all that is. 
This assumption makes the world a "whole." 

4. T h e learning or seeing embraces all, not necessarily visi-
ble, things. At a certain time the soul must have been filled 
with complete knowledge. We commonly associate, however 
darkly and hazily, the word "soul" with phenomena of life, 
with living—and, therefore, dying—beings, with "animate" be-
ings. Here the soul seems to acquire a somewhat different 
status, considering that it is outside the grip of death and is, 
furthermore, the ultimate recipient of knowledge. The mythi-
cal account of "learning" seems to imply a meaning of "soul" 
which differs from the commonly accepted one: "soul" ap-
pears to be linked to all-comprehensive knowledge as well as 
to the aspect of the world as a "whole." I t is presumably this 
a/Z-comprehending character of the "soul" and its relation to 
the whole in its wholeness that make it possible to assign the 
content of the myth to the highest or divine levels. For 
"things divine" (ta theia pragma ta) are the "highest" because 
they are all-comprehensive. 

5. Our ability to recollect forgotten things, whenever we are 
rather mysteriously aware of their being forgotten, and to do 
this deliberately, actively, "with an effort," depends on our 
power to "look into ourselves." We reminisce best when we 
close our eyes. T h e myth emphasizes this aspect of our re-
collecting and learning power: the accumulated "knowledge" 
is "inside," is "within" the soul. 

6. Courage and tireless searching on the part of the 
"learner" are mentioned in a conditional clause at the very 
end of Socrates' account. But we are left wondering whence 
the courage to undertake the search might come and how 
one could expect to sustain the tireless effort for that search. 
And yet, as Socrates will make clear in a moment and repeat 
emphatically later on, the emphasis on that courage and that 



tireless effort is more relevant to him than anything else in 9 7 
the story we have just heard him telling. 

T h e next sentence, ' T o r searching and learning, one has to [81 d 4 - 82 b 8] 
conclude, are altogether recollection" (to 

much the story's own conclusion as the 
self is drawing from it. I t is perhaps 
ary between the story Socrates claims to 
and his own contribution to, or 

discernible. But it is certainly 
follows, insist: 

impossibility of 
to be derived from the myth 
he says, should not be 

us slothful and can be 
ears of the weak, while the story he 
active and eager to engage in searching. T r 
Socrates prods 
the answer to the 

"Yes," says Meno, who is 
he has heard. He seems particularly 
tion that, properly speaking, there is 

that what is called 
an echo of his own 

What about that? Could not 
(didaxai) that this is so? 

Clearly, Meno does not realize that his 

W e might feel inclined to teach Meno a 
him about this contradiction. But would not this 
us similarly assailable? All of us are indeed likely to 
the same error. Socrates is not willing to follow this 

of pointing his finger at Meno's fallacy, 
the intention to involve him, Socrates, in a fatal 

tradiction. For Socrates' story implies that there is no 

activity that "pours" knowledge into the pupil: if 
consists in "recollecting," the pupil can find knowledge not in 
the words uttered by somebody else, but only in what he finds 
within himself. And in attributing to Meno that 
tion, Socrates again throws the epithet panourgos at 

26. Cf. p. 72, note 2. 



reminding Meno, and us, that he had already done so a short 
while ago. 

Meno candidly swears that nothing was farther from his 
mind and, by explaining why he said what he said, puts his 
own seal on Socrates' previous characterization of his ways 
as well as on the impression we have gained of him.27 " I 
spoke from habit ," are his words. Indeed, he always wants to 
be "told." In this case, he wants to be shown more reliably 
that learning is what Socrates says it is—which seems quite 
reasonable and legitimate—and he asks Socrates to undertake 
this showing,28 if the latter knows of any way in which that 
can be done. " I t isn't easy, though," is Socrates' reaction to 
Meno's plea. (We cannot help comparing this cautious atti-
tude of Socrates with the self-assurance displayed by Meno 
when, in the beginning of the dialogue, he made his speech 
about human excellence.29 And the very fact that this com-
parison forces itself on us reminds us that what is at stake, 
in the present exchange about learning as well as in the "show-
ing" which follows it, is still human excellence.) Nevertheless, 
Socrates continues, he is willing to make an attempt to satisfy 
Meno, for Meno's sake. He is going to "exhibit"—to Meno, 
to the crowd about him and to us—that "learning is recollect-
ing": he will not talk "about" it, for that would serve no good 
purpose, would be "teaching" in the sense rejected by him; he 
will make manifest what he means by presenting a case of 
actual "recollecting." It will be an epideixis. 

Socrates invites Meno to call forward one of the many at-
tendants who surround him, anyone he wishes, so that So-
crates may perform the exhibition on him (en toutoi). Meno 
obliges. A young slave steps forward. Socrates makes sure that 
he and the boy speak the same language.30 And, before ad-
dressing the boy, Socrates asks Meno to pay close attention 
(proseche . . . ton noun) to what is going to happen so as to 

be able to judge whether the boy is recollecting by himself 
or is learning from Socrates. Meno says that he will. So 
shall we. 

T h e stage is set for the "exhibition." 

27. Cf. pp. 41, 58, 69, 71. 
28. Meno uses the word "kvhet^aaQaC* which, in the present context and in 

agreement with Socrates' (though not Meno's) view, could well be 
translated by "immonstration." (Cf. Ast, Lexic. Platonvv. kvdeUpvjjii 
and &>5et£is, also A. E. Taylor, A Commentary on Plato's Timaeus, p. 
317.) 

29. See p. 46. 
30. Cf. Charm. 159 a 6 -7 . 
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Let us not forget that the more important epideixis is the 
one in which Meno himself is the main participant. T h e most 
"tell ing" part of this epideixis began with Meno's raising the 
question about the possibility or impossibility of learning. I t 
now seems to approach a climactic point. 

We have to realize that the dialogue, at this stage, will pro-
ceed on three levels simultaneously, the first two of which are 
"imitations." There will be (a) a conversation between So-
crates and the young slave, in which the latter is supposed to 
" learn" something and to show, by the manner in which he 
does it, that his learning is nothing but recollection. There is 
(b) Meno (with his crowd about him) who is urged to watch 

that conversation in order to learn (that is, to "recollect") that 
"learning is recollecting." And finally (c) we, the readers or 
listeners, have to watch Meno's and the slave's performances, 
presented to us as imitations of actions, in order to learn 
(that is, to "recollect") our lesson about human excellence. 

Although all three levels interlock, we shall try, in what 
follows, to separate them one from another as far as possible. 

4. 

T h e young slave has to find the answer to a question which, [82 b 9 - 85 b 7] 
in "technical" terms, can be formulated as follows: given the 
length of the side of a square, how long is the side of the 
square the area of which is double the area of the given 
square? Since the boy had never previously had any instruc-
tion in matters geometrical, as we might guess and as will be 
stated explicitly later (85 d 13 - e 6 ) , "technical" language is 
reduced to a minimum and "orthodox" (synthetic) geometri-
cal methods are not used at all in the conversation between 
him and Socrates. Moreover, as toe know from the very be-
ginning and as Meno presumably has heard before,31 the given 
side and the side sought are " i n com mens u r a b 1 e magnitudes,"32 

and an answer in terms of the length of the given side is 
"impossible."33 At best, this side can only be drawn or 
"shown." And Socrates will hint at this situation at every 
decisive turn of the search. 

T h e process of finding the answer stretches through three 

31. Cf. pp. 62, 64. 
32. Cf. Euclid, Elements X , Def. 1. 
33. If post-Cartesian notations and notions are barred. 



100 stages apart from being interrupted twice by exchanges be-
tween Socrates and Meno which belong to the epideixis we 
are more urgently concerned with. These three stages parallel 
closely the three stages through which Socrates and Meno had 
been going—and have not yet finished going—in their discus-
sion of human excellence considered in its "generality." 

Stage 1 (82 b 9 - e 3) . Socrates draws four lines enclosing 
—r—— a certain "space" (chorion) in the dust (Fig. 1) and asks the 

• boy whether he is familiar with the kind of "space" called 
| "square space" (tetragonon chorion) . 3 4 T h e boy says he is. 

— ' Socrates also draws the lines "through the middle" which 
Fig- 1 make it easy to assign the length of two feet to the sides of 

that square. I t is quickly ascertained that the space in ques-
tion contains four ("square") feet. T h e question is: how 
long is the side of an area which is similarly shaped but 
twice as big, or, more "technically," what is the side of the 
double square? 

I t is interesting to compare the phrase Socrates uses to ex-
hort the boy to give his first answer to that question with the 
phrase Socrates used to exhort Meno before the latter's first 
attempt. Socrates had then said (73 c 6 -7 ) : make an attempt 
to tell—to recollect . . . ; he says now (82 d 8 ) : make an 
attempt to tell me. T h e word "recollect" is omitted now. In 
Meno's case, it was Gorgias' saying that was to be recollected. 
In the boy's case, any "recollecting" to be done would be of 
something the boy himself already "knows" or, speaking 
mythically, of something the soul " i n " him "knew before." 
There is no point in exhorting the boy to "recollect"—he 
would not understand what he is being asked to do—he is 
just to do it. 

Nor can the boy see that the word pelikos (82 d 8) Socrates 
uses, in this first exhortation, with regard to the line in ques-
tion hints at the non-numerical character of the expected an-
swer.35 In its "technical" meaning, the word pelikos refers 
mostly to continuous magnitudes (not to discrete units the 
assemblage of which form a "number" and which we "count" 
whenever we assign a "number" to something) and implies, 
therefore, possible "incommensurability."36 

W e observe, finally, that before the boy has had a chance 

34. The term Terpaywvos is both "technical" (cf. Euclid, Elements I, Def. 
22 ) and easily understandable, but x^pW—like irepas (cf. p. 65, note 
31 )—is of a more colloquial nature. In Euclid x<upL°v is used (cf. Ele-
ments X , Def. 2) but not defined. 

3 5 . Gf. bird nrolas ypawrjs - 8 3 c 3 - 4 ; e 11 f . ; 8 5 b 1 - 2 and dwola - 8 2 e 5 . 
36. Gf. Euclid, Elements V, Def. 3. 



Socrates rephrases the question in such a way as to 1 Q 1 
the boy's answer almost inevitable: " T h e side of this 

space here [pointing to Fig. 1] is two feet long. What will be 
that of the other space which is double?" Boy: "Obviously 
(delon de . . . hoti . . . 3 7 ) double that length, Socrates." 

Stage 2 (82 e 1 4 - 8 3 e 2 ) . T h e boy is quickly refuted. 
Socrates draws (Fig. 2) four lines, each twice as long as each 
line in the previous drawing and, by a series of questions, lets 
the boy see that the resulting "square space" is four times the 
previous one, while only a double one was wanted. This sec-
ond figure also helps Socrates to prepare the way for the boy's 
second attempt. T h e preparation culminates in Socrates' ask-
ing: "Wil l not [the double space] result from a line longer 
than that one [pointing to a side in Fig. 1] and shorter than F l g ' 2 

this one [pointing to a side in Fig. 2]?"3 8 and in his drawing 
the conclusion, in form of a question, that the side of the 
double space must be longer than the one of two feet and 
shorter than the one of four feet. T h e boy assents. 

Then Socrates again exhorts the boy to provide the answer 
to the problem posed (83 e 1) . As in the exhortation pre-
ceding Meno's second attempt (77 a 5 ) , peiro is again used; 
also, the word pelikos, the full meaning of which escapes the 
boy, reappears. Again, almost inevitably comes the boy's sec-
ond answer: the length of the side of the double space will be 
"three feet." 

Stage 3 (83 e 2 - 8 4 a 2; 84 d 3 - 8 5 b 7 ) . T h e boy's sec-
ond answer is easily refuted by the drawing of a new figure 
(Fig. 3 ) , in which each side of the given square is extended 
to the length of three feet. T h e resulting "square space" will 
be, as the questioning brings out, one of nine ("square") 
feet, not one of eight, as required. "Three feet,' 
cannot be the precise length of the line in 

Without further "preparation" Socrates exhorts the boy for 
the third time to give the answer they are after: "Make an Fig. 3 
attempt (peiro) to tell us [that answer] precisely (akribos). 
And if you don't want to count [so as to indicate the number 
of feet] (arithmein), just show (deixon) from what line 
[the double square will result]." W e see that once more, and 
this time as clearly as he can under the circumstances, So-
crates points to the incommensurability of the line given and 
the line sought. 

p. 131 ( 3 6 ) ; Bluck, p. 296. 
(83 c 8) and "roarjadL" (d 1) point to the fact 

of these lines is 



102 T h e boy's emphatic reaction to that exhortation is that he 
really does not know. His aporia is evident. 

T o help the boy out of this perplexity, Socrates goes back 
to his first drawing and completes it (Fig. 4) so as to have, 
as in Fig. 2, a square space of sixteen ("square") feet. T h e 
drawing of the new figure is done by Socrates while he con-
tinues his questioning and makes sure that the boy "under-
stands" (manthaneis? - 84 d 4) and remembers what was 
said before (e ou memnesai? - 84 e 3) . And it is Socrates 
again who finally draws the diagonals inside the four squares 
(each equal to the given one) that constitute the new figure. 

Each diagonal cuts each of the small squares in half and all 
four diagonals are equal in length, as the boy can see (or 
thinks that he can see). Socrates invites the boy to consider 
the space contained by these diagonals and asks: "How large 
is this space?" (pelikon39 ti esti touto to chorion?) T h e boy 
has no answer: he cannot follow Socrates at this point. All 
he says is: " I do not understand" (ou manthano). Through a 
series of questions it becomes clear that that space (four 
halves of the small squares) is precisely (akribds) the double 
of the given square. T h e solution of the problem is at hand. 
"From what line [does the double square result]?" asks So-
crates. And the boy, pointing to a diagonal, says: "From this 
one." With considerable gravity Socrates puts a seal on this 
conclusion: " I f 'diagonal' be the name of such a line [as the 
"experts" call it], then, as you, Meno's slave, say, the double 
space results from the diagonal." T h e boy has the last word: 
"Very definitely so, Socrates!" 

T h e straight question-answer pattern in all this exchange 
between Socrates and the young slave is interrupted only once 
by a seemingly marginal "pedagogical" remark on Socrates' 
part. Replying to one of Socrates' suggestive questions, the 
boy says (83 d 1) : "Yes, it seems to me that this is so" 
(Ernoige dokci houto). Whereupon Socrates: "Excellent! What 

seems to you [to be true] (to . . . soi dokoun) , just that 
keep answering!"40 It is the boy's own opinions that Socrates 
wants to hear. But does not Socrates "manipulate" those 
opinions throughout in a rather transparent way? 

We have to consider this question as well as the entire 
"exhibit ion" of the young slave carefully, before turning back 
to the main epideixis involving Meno himself. 

39. Cf. Euclid, Elements X , Def. 2 - 4 , and above p. 100. 
40. Cf. Thompson, PK236 ( 4 ) ; Bluck, p. 300. 

/ 

Fig. 4 
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1. In almost half of all the questions and answers nothing 
but the boy's most elementary counting and reckoning skill 
is being taxed. Only slightly fewer in number are the ques-
tions and answers dealing with purely "geometrical" proper-
ties of the figures drawn, but, however plausible and even 
correct the answers may be, they lack technical precision and 
reliability. Only a few of Socrates' questions, in fact only the 
one immediately following his first exhortation and those im-
mediately preceding his second exhortation, are calculated to 
elicit patently false answers from the boy. But these few are 
indeed decisive for the "exhibition." Furthermore, the direc-
tion that the inquiry takes is completely determined by the 
order of the questions that Socrates asks. Finally, it is So-
crates who draws all the figures and, above all, the diagonals 
on which the solution of the problem entirely depends. 

It can, therefore, be justly said that Socrates puts the 
answers into the boy's "mouth." Does he put them in the 
boy's "mind"? 

2. All questions Socrates asks, except the main one, permit 
only three types of answer: (a) "yes," (b) "no , " (c) the re-
sult of some counting or reckoning. Accordingly, the boy's re-
plies are either straight in the affirmative (most of the time, 
in fact), or straight (and even emphatically - 83 b 7) in the 
negative, or simply arithmetical. There are only three devia-
tions from this pattern, all related directly to the main ques-
tion: (a) the boy's emphatic assertion of ignorance ( " I do 
not know" - 84 a 2 ) , (b) his initial helplessness with regard 
to the square formed by the four diagonals ( " I do not under-
stand" - 85 a 4 f.) , (c) his pointing to the diagonal (85 b 2 ) . 
T h e "arithmetical" answers are all correct, except for the 
two brought about by Socrates' "suggestive" questions. T h e 
questions leading to the refutation of these two false answers 
require no change in the pattern of the answers. T o decide, 
then, whether Socrates puts the answers " into the boy's 
mind," or, in other words, whether he "manipulates" the 
boy's opinions, means to gauge the significance of the boy's 
"yes" and "no . " 

3. Disregarding for a moment the possibility of our being 
perplexed, what makes us choose the answer "yes" or the an-
swer " n o " in the case of a question that confronts us with 
nothing but this alternative? Do we actually have a choice in 



104 Ais matter? We do, but this choice is not between the "yes" 
and the "no," but between two possible ways of arriving at 
the answer. 

W e may make our answer depend on something not related 
to what the question is about, as, for instance, on our de-
sire to please or to harm other people, on the urge to satisfy 
our vanity, on the pursuit of some cherished plans, or simply, 
and most frequently, on what we have heard other people 
say, persuasively or even casually. And this way may be cho-
sen, whether the question concerns itself with what happened 
to us or around us in the past up to the present moment or 
with our thoughts on any possible subject. 

On the other hand, we may make our answer depend 
uniquely on the matter that the question is concerned with. 
I f the question is about events involving us in some manner, 
we would try to give, as we say, a "truthful" account of 
them, regardless of the subsequent effects this accounting 
may have. If the question asks what we think about a given 
subject, we would try to find and to state what seems neces-
sarily inherent in, or connected with, that subject. It is this 
kind of question that both the slave and Meno have to an-
swer.41 

But how can we possibly find the necessity inherent in, or 
connected with, a given subject matter except through and in 
our thinking (dianoeisthai) about it? T h e choice we have, so 
far as our answering is concerned, is thus the choice of sub-
mitting or of not submitting ourselves to the necessity re-
vealed by our thinking. I t is the only necessity that it is in 
our power to submit or not to submit to. 

This second way of answering demands from us, therefore, 
that—while looking for the right answer—we look "into our-
selves," if our thinking can be said to take place "inside" of 
us. (We never quite abandon this manner of speaking.) Have 
we not been witnessing such an inward gaze in the pause 
which preceded Socrates' reporting the story of "recollec-
tion"? 

Regardless of the mistakes we are even then bound to make, 
this "looking into ourselves" can make us understand, can 
make us learn, that what the question puts before us is 
necessarily true or necessarily untrue and can compel us, 
consequently, to answer "yes" or "no," as the case may be. 

4. T h e two ways of answering are two ways of arriving at 
an "opinion" (doxa). We may confirm or deny the "proposi-
41. Cf. Charm. 165 b 5 ff. 



t ion" contained in the question, and thereby utter an opin- 1 0 5 
ion, for "extraneous" reasons, especially by "repeating" what 
other people say, as we do most of the time. Or we may assent 
to, or reject, that "proposition" by drawing the assent or the 
denial from ourselves. Such assent to, or rejection of, a propo-
sition, such phasis or apophasis,42 constitutes an opinion of a 
different kind. It cannot be "induced" or "manipulated" 
because its source is not "outside" the person who holds it. I t 
is the completion of our own thinking (dianoias apoteleu-
tesis43) on a given subject. 

5. Has the boy followed the first or the second way? Did 
he answer somewhat haphazardly or perhaps with the pur-
pose of pleasing Socrates? Or did we not rather have the 
opportunity to observe that what the boy (either falsely or 
correctly) assented to or rejected came from nobody else but 
Socrates, but that the assent and the rejection came from no-
body but the boy himself? His "yes" and his " n o " indicated 
what he held to be true or untrue: they represented his 
opinions no less than the arithmetical answers represented the 
results of his counting and reckoning. 

We had the opportunity to observe this inasmuch as we, 
within ourselves, kept confirming, or disapproving of, the 
boy's answers and opinions. Socrates' marginal pedagogical 
remark4 4 can indeed be understood as aimed no less at Meno 
and at us than as aimed at the boy. Had not Meno as well 
as we, the readers and listeners, been warned from the out-
set45 to play close attention to the coming exchange? 

6. Socrates' questions solicit and elicit—in this episode of 
the young slave no more than elsewhere—both false and cor-
rect answers. Indeed, Socrates' maieutic art, as we infer from 
what he says in the Theaetetus (150 b ff.; 210 b ff.), is more 
likely to make young men deliver "nonsense" (151 c 7) and 
"wind-eggs" (151 e 6; 210 b 9) than to make them deliver 
something "genuine and true" (150 c 3 ) . But to submit one-
self to refutation without getting angry and feeling disgraced 
is the first and indispensable step in the process of "giving 
birth" to something true, that is to say, in the process of 
learning. Facing the figures drawn before him on the dusty 

42. Soph. 263 e 12 (cf. Aristotle, Nic. Eth. VI, 9, 1142 b 1 3 - 1 4 ) . 
43. Soph. 264 b 1. How this tentative or relative stage of completion is 

reached in our thinking—conditioned, as it usually is, by sensd per-
ceptions and opinions already firmly held—is vividly described in 
Philebus 38 b 1 2 - 3 9 c 6. 

44. P. 102. 
45. P. 98. 



106 surface of the earth and listening to Socrates' provocative 
questions, the young slave twice succumbs to a kind of super-
ficial plausibility not unlike the one which characterizes the 
"familiar" notions irrevocably commited to, and marked on, 
Meno's memory.46 Having been refuted, the boy reaches the 
stage of complete perplexity without feeling disgraced and 
ridiculed, and the subsequent questions of Socrates help him 
to "see" the truth about the lines drawn by his "teacher," 
help him, in other words, to submit himself to reasons com-
pelling him to accept that truth. A great deal, then, must 
depend not only on the quality of the teacher but also on 
the quality of the learner. 

Socrates' role in this exchange of questions and answers is 
to provide the condition under which the boy's learning can 
take place. T h e "teacher" is not primarily responsible (aitios) 
for the pupil's learning; this responsibility is the pupil's own. 
But without the "teacher's" lead the pupil would not have 
the opportunity to assume that responsibility. T h e crucial dis-
tinction made in the PhaedoA1 is directly applicable to the 
pupil-teacher relationship: "One thing is what is truly respon-
sible [for something], another thing is that without which 
what is responsible could not possibly become [effectively] 
responsible" (alio men ti esti to aition toi onti, alio de ekeino 
aneu hou to aition ouk an pot' eie aition) . T o be unable to 
make that distinction is a sign of "profound sluggishness" in 
speaking and thinking (polle . . . kai makra rhathymia . , . 
tou logout) . If there be "teaching" and "learning," their 
relationship could not be simply a "causal" one. Teaching-
does not consist in speaking and insisting, learning not in 
listening and repeating. T h e contrary view—it need hardly be 
said that this is also Meno's view—is the prevailing one at 
all times and not easy to correct. 

But even though the teacher cannot "produce" knowledge 
in the learner, cannot "pour" or "put" knowledge into the 
learner's soul,49 cannot be the "cause" of his learning, the 
importance of the teacher in the process of learning matches 
the importance of the learner's inner constitution. And in 
providing the "necessary condition" for learning the teach-
er's role need not be confined to questioning. Other potent 
teaching devices might "beget" in the soul of the learner not 

46. Cf. pp. 47, 52 f., 55, 56, 61 f., 69-72 . 
47. 99 b 2 -4 . 
48. Ibid., 99 b 1-2. 
49. Cf. Symp. 175 d; Rep. VII , 518 b / c (and above p. 97 ) . 



only an eagerness to learn, but also the desire to act in a cer- 1 0 7 
tain way and thus to alter the conduct of his life.50 

7. It is perhaps not unimportant to note that the boy learns 
two lessons at once, one implying the other: (a) that the 
space enclosed within the four diagonal lines is the double 
square, and (b) what the side of the square is. 

8. So far as the conversation between Socrates and the 
young slave is concerned, Socrates certainly does not share 
the latter's perplexity, and yet Meno's torpedo image, in 
spite of what Socrates himself has said about it, could well be 
applied in this case, if only to the first two stages of the ex-
hibition. In its last stage, however, Socrates, far from "be-
numbing" his pupil, helps him to find his way out of the 
perplexity. Throughout the exhibition, Socrates seems to 
know all about the "double square," and it is this knowledge 
of his which enables him to play his role as a teacher. We 
are not certain, though, whether this situation will still pre-
vail when, in his conversation with Meno, the problem of 
"human excellence" will be taken up again. 

50. Cf. the rkxvrj rrjs wepiaycoyrjs - Rep. VII , 518 d 3 ff. 



V 

D I G R E S S I O N : 

A N A M N H I I I AND MNHMH 

The exhibition thus presents a case of "teaching and learn-
ing" and makes us see both of them in their proper per-

spective: it makes us aware of the common misunderstanding 
of them. T h a t much we have indeed learned from witnessing 
the event. T h e exhibition was designed, however, to clarify 
the meaning of the myth told or retold by Socrates. No doubt 
the myth lacked clarity and even persuasiveness. Meno was 
perfectly justified in asking to be instructed about its content. 
T h e exhibition was meant to show-to Meno and to us-that , 
properly speaking, there is no learning—and no teaching 
e i ther-and that what goes under the name of "learning" 
ought to be called "recollecting." Can we assent to that change 
of names? Before we give or withhold our assent we have to 
examine carefully not only what the term anamnesis by itself 
implies but also, and above all, why this term, whenever it is 
being related in Platonic dialogues to "learning," seems in-
separably tied to a mythical frame. Anamnesis in that sense 
is explicitly elaborated on in the Meno and the Phaedo, less 
explicitly in the'Phaedrus; it is lightly touched upon in the 
Philebus, while its mention is avoided in the Symposium, the 
Theaetetus and also the Republic, although the theme of 
learning is certainly present in these latter dialogues.1 We 
shall have to consider what is said, and not said, in all 



dialogues about recollecting, learning, and forgetting, even at I Q 9 
the risk of isolating these themes from the dramatic context in 
which they appear. 

1. ARISTOTLE'S TREATISE ON MEMORY AND RECOLLECTION 

It might not be inappropriate to begin with an outline of 
Aristotle's short treatise which has come down to us under the 
title Ilepl fjLvqfirjs Kai avanvrjcrem (449 b 3 - 453 b 11) . This 
treatise takes up the theme of recollection in a completely 
non-mythical context, as a "topical" subject dealt with in cer-
tain other books (h tols €7rix€ipTjjuariKoIs Xdyois - 4 5 1 a 19 f.2) • 
T h e same topic seems to underlie the composition of the 
Meno. Aristotle's treatise could, in fact, be interpreted as a 
sober commentary on the "abstracted" content of the dialogue, 
as a transposition of the action presented there into a medium 
free of any mythical encumbrance as well as of its dramatic 
or mimetic counterpart. Conversely, in the light of that trea-
tise, we can see how a topical subject provides the material 
and texture for the construction of the mimetic action em-
bodied in a Platonic dialogue.3 

T h e treatise distinguishes sharply between nvrĵ opeveiv and 
apantjAvr]aneardai (449 b 4 - 9 ) . T h e first chapter deals with the 
phenomenon of memory (nvrjM KCU TO txvriiiovevtiv), the sec-
ond with the activity of recollecting (avaninvrjaKecrdcu). 

Memories are about what happened in the past. Thus we 
remember that and what we thought, learned, grasped im-
mediately, heard and saw in the past. T o remember is not 
to have a sense perception or a notion of something "right 
now," but to have or to experience these as having been had 
or experienced in the past. Memories are time-laden. And be-
cause of their necessary connection with time, memories, al-
though conceivably bearing on things severed from time, can 
only be had by us as beings endowed with the power of sensing. 
T o remember something means to possess a more or less per-

2. Cf. Top. V I I I , 11, 162 a 16, and Diog. Laert. V, 23, 24. 
3. J . Freudenthal, "Zur Kritik und Exegese von Aristoteles' we pi tQp 

KO IV & V or & FI a T o s K a I $ v xv S t p y u v (parva naturalia), II , 
zu de memoria" Rheinisches Museum fiir Philologie, Neue Folge, Bd. 
24 ( 1 8 6 9 ) , pp. 4 0 3 - 4 , clearly recognizes the similarity: "So stimmt 
denn auch Ar. oft fast wortlich mit PI. uberein". . . . " U m so 
weniger darf man also in den ersten Worten [of the second chapter of 
Aristotle's treatise] eine Polemik gegen Platon erblicken, wie sie manche 
Commentatoren gewittert haben." Unfortunately, Freudenthal does 
not do justice to Plato's treatment of d^dju^cm. 



110 sistent image of that something as it happened or appeared 
in the past, comparable to a picture (£o)ypa<f>rnia- 450 a 32) 
or an imprint (tvwos) made by a seal ring (cf. 450 a 32 and 
b 16). In the terminology of the sixth and seventh books of 
the Republic4^ the faculty of remembering thus presents a 
special case of ehaala. Although Aristotle does not use that 
term, he devotes about a quarter of the chapter to the descrip-
tion and discussion of what is meant by it (450 b 12 ff.). T o 
have a memory of something is tantamount to perceiving the 
"imprint"—a (pavTaaixa—as an image (cbs ekcov) of that which 
is no longer present (451 a 15) . Some animals also seem to 
possess this ability (450 a 15-16) . 

On the other hand, to recollect something (TO AVAFXI/JLVRJAKEAOAI 

or v olvcl(jlvt]g>ls) does not at all mean to have something "in 
one's memory"; nor does it mean to reacquire (avaX^ts) the 
same memory of that something, nor even to acquire (Xr/ îs) 
such a memory at all (451 a 20-21) . "When one is [actively] 
learning (jdady) or passively experiencing (nady) [some-
thing] for the first time one is neither reacquiring a memory 
[of that something], for there was none before, nor is one 
acquiring one initially; but when the [firm] possession (e^is) 
[of what is being learned] or5 the [full] experience is 
achieved, then there is memory: memory does not arise while 
the experience is going on" (451 a 21-25) . It takes time for 
memory to "materialize" and it is seldom in our power to 
have something "in our memory" or, as we say, to remember. 
T o be able to retain something "in memory" easily, to have a 
"good memory," is usually not given to people who are quick 
and good at learning as well as at recollecting, but to the 
slow ones (449 b 7-8 ; 453 a 4-5) ,6 provided they are not too 
slow (450 b 8) . "On the other hand, when one is [deliber-
ately] recapturing (avaXappapji) some knowledge or sense per-
ception of anything else formerly had, the [firm] possession 
of which we called memory, then [the action of] recollecting 
takes place and this is what recollecting any of those [things 
mentioned] means. Remembering, on its part, supervenes and 
memory ensues" (451 b 2 - 6 ) . 

T h e action of recollection is, in most cases, an active search 
(ttrriffts Tts) (451 b 22-23; 30 f.; 452 a 7 f.; 22-24; 453 a 15; 
22) , and Aristotle indicates the rules which govern it or 
should govern it to make it most successful. In this connection 

4. 511 e 1 f.; 534 a. 
5. Cf. Freudenthal, op. cit., p. 404. 
6. Cf. Theaet. 194 e 3 -4 . 



he distinguishes two types of sequences which occur in the 2 1 1 
process of recollection, one of which is due to necessity (e£ 
avayKtjs) , the other to habit (eOei) (451 b 11-14) . Because of 
the concatenation or consequential "association" of the "mo-
tions" involved, it is possible for recollection to occur even 
without active search (451 b 23 ff.). Aristotle explicitly men-
tions that mathematical subjects (ret ixadr^ara), because of 
the ordered sequence (rafts ns) which leads to their being 
grasped, are especially fitted for being recollected and remem-
bered (evfivrjixovevra) (452 a 3 - 4 7 ) . 

I t is noteworthy that, throughout the chapter, the main ex-
ample of what can be recovered is "knowledge" (emcr7-^77). 
Special care is taken to restrict the reacquisition of knowl-
edge to the action of recollection and to make it clear that 
knowing is not the business of memory. An object of knowl-
edge can be an object of memory only indirectly, "acci-
dentally" (Kara av^e^rjKos), inasmuch as that object may 
happen to be remembered as an object "known" (cf. 451 a 
28—31). In this sense it is indeed possible for us (ovOev KooXve 1) 
to remember what we once knew. Special care is taken, too, 
not to identify learning and recollecting. Even learning or 
rediscovering something for the second time, i.e., re-acquiring 
" lost" knowledge, need not mean recollecting (451 b 7 - 9 ) , 
because the action of recollection is characterized by the ac-
companying awareness that what is being recollected, includ-
ing something previously "known," has been forgotten, while 
such awareness is lacking in the case of learning.8 T h a t is why 
one can recollect "by oneself" avrov), while learning pro-
ceeds "through somebody else" (Scf aXXou), i.e., requires a 
teacher (452 a 4 - 8 ) . Whatever may ultimately make our 
learning possible, an additional internal source (hovarjs 
irXelovos apxns v e£ rjs yLavdavovaiv - 4 5 1 b 9 f.) is required for 
our being able to recollect. This source seems to be no other 
than the mysterious awareness of having forgotten what we 
knew in the past. 

W e infer from this exposition: (1) it is the past status of 
the objects of recollection as well as of memory which makes 
anamnesis appear akin to rnneme; (2) that is why so often 
the terms "recollection," "reminiscence," "remembrance," 
"memory," are used synonymously albeit imprecisely;9 (3) the 

7. Cf. Phaedo 73 a / b . 
8. Cf. G. R. T. Ross's edition of Aristotle's De sensu and De memoria 

( 1 9 0 6 ) , p. 263, note to 451 b 7. 
9. Cf. Freudenthal, op. cit., p. 402. 



112 faculty of eikasia seems to play a role in both anamnesis and 
mneme; (4) and most importantly, the phenomenon of "re-
collecting" cannot be considered without taking into account 
its "opposite," the phenomenon of "forgetting," while the 
phenomenon of "having something in one's memory" does 
not have "forgetfulness" as its "opposite": we either have or 
do not have memories, we either keep them or lose them, but 
we lose them without being aware of our losing them, with-
out being aware of our forgetting. T o become aware of our 
having forgotten something means to begin recollecting.10 

T h e question arises: can Socrates—or Plato—be unaware of 
the distinction between "recollecting" and "learning"? Need-
less to say this distinction is not an invention of Aristotle but 
rather one that offers itself to any one reflecting on the phe-
nomena of "recollection" and "learning." Does Socrates—or 
Plato—simply deny that there is a difference between them? 
Or does Socrates—or Plato—change the meaning of anam-
nesis? Or is something else involved in the identification of 
"recollection" and "learning" as well as in the correlated 
identification of "forgetfulness" and "ignorance"? 

T o be able to deal with all these questions we shall have 
to consider: (a) the meaning of eUaaia in books VI and VI I 
of the Republic; (b) an extension of that meaning implied 
in the Republic; (c) the relations between eUacrLa, havoca, 
and avajjLvrjaLs in the Phaedo; (d) the theme of avapv^ais and 
pv7]fjLT] in the Phaedrus and the Philebus; (e) the avoidance of 
the apafjLvrjcns thesis in other dialogues and the stress on pvr\\xr\ 
in the Theaetetus; (f) the significance of the mythical frame 
which surrounds the recollection thesis. 

2 . THE MEANING OF eUaaia 

T h e term eUaaia is used, in the sixth book of the Republic 
(511 e 2 ) , to describe one of the possible "states of the soul" 
(iradrjjjLara ev rfj \pvxy - 5 1 1 d 7 ) . T h i s Tradrjjjia is m a d e t o c o r -

respond to a section of an imaginary line which Socrates of-
fers for Glaucon's consideration. Later, in the seventh book 
(534 a ) , the term is assigned directly to that section of the 

line itself. 

10. Gf. Hist, anirn. I, 1, 4 8 8 b 2 5 - 2 6 : "Memory as well as receptivity to 
teaching is common to many beings, but nothing except man is able 
t o recol lec t " (/cat ftvfitir)s Kai 8i8axys iroWa Koivuve?, dva^LfiVQcrKeadai. 8k 
oi)8kv aXXo bvvarai ir\i}v &i>dpo)iros). 



There are only two main segments of the line (509 d 6 f.) : 
one corresponding to the domain of the intelligible (TO votjtov 
or to voovfjievov) under the leadership of the Good, the other 
to the domain of the visible (TO oparov or TO bp^evov) under 
the leadership of the Sun. We are at home in the realm of 
the visible, but we do have access to the realm of the intelligi-
ble. T h e two segments of the line are unequal in size.11 

Glaucon is invited to reproduce the ratio that these two seg-
ments have to each other twice by subdividing each of them 
into two subsections. Thus, within the domain of the in-
telligible two ways of being engaged in thought are to be 
distinguished, while the domain of the visible is to be under-
stood to comprise two kinds of visible objects to which two 
different "states of the soul" correspond. 

Socrates deals first (509 e - 510 a) with the latter sub-
division beginning with the "last" or "lowest"12 subsection. 
T o it belong all natural "images" (ekoves),13 all shadows, every-
thing that might appear on surfaces of liquids or on surfaces 
of compact, smooth, and shining bodies, and so on. T h e other 
subsection of the visible domain encompasses all those objects 
which the objects of the last subsection resemble (eoucev - 5 1 0 
a 5 ) . T h a t is to say it encompasses all the "originals" the 
images of which constitute the objects of the last sect ion-
encompasses all the "originals" which the objects of the last 
section "image" or mirror. T h e latter objects depend, there-
fore, for their appearing as images before our eyes on all the 
primary visible objects around us, such as animals and plants 
and man-made things. Th is relation of dependency deter-
mines the degree of clarity (aa^veta) and lack of clarity 
(aaa<t>6ia) with which we perceive the two kinds of objects 
within the visible domain: image and original (TO BJIOICOOEV— 

TO c5 cb/xouMty) are related to each other in the same way in 
which what is merely conjectural or "imagined" or opined 
(TO do^aarbv) is related to what is actually cognized (TO 
7vwarbv) ,14 T h e relation of dependency between "image" and 
"original" determines the degree of genuineness, the degree of 

11. The context makes the version av, l<ra (509 d 6) in one of the codices 
improbable. 

12. Cf. TQ ducordrco—TQ TeXevraicp (511 d 8, e 2 ) . 
13. They are called later on (532 c 1) ^avT&afiara Beta. 
14. These terms take up the distinction made in book V, 476 d 5 ff., 

especially 478 a 10 ff., and anticipate what is said later in book VII , 
534 a 3 - 8 , about the two main segments of the line. 

There is an ironic ambiguity in the term t6 ho^aarov itself: it may 
also mean "what is held in honor" (cl. bebo%a<rnkvoi$ - 5 1 1 a 8 ) . 



114 " t ruth" (ah-qdua) in each of them. T h e relation between their 
respective shares in truth is mirrored in the ratio between the 
sizes of the two subsections, the very same ratio that obtains 
between the two main segments of the line. 

Now, the two subsections of the visible domain also cor-
respond to the two ways in which the two kinds of visible 
objects affect us. 

Our relation to all the animate and inanimate things 
around us is one of unfathomable familiarity. Even things 
and surroundings with which we happen to be, as we say, 
"unfamiliar," have an index of familiarity on them that does 
not make it too difficult for us to deal with them, to respond 
to them. We are indeed "at home" among all the familiar 
and unfamiliar things and faces of the visible world. Our basic 
attitude towards them is one of unquestionable trust (irians) 
which extends far beyond any distrust or suspicion we might 
feel on occasion. Overwhelmingly, we trust that all the fa-
miliar features of the visible world are here to stay, that 
things are as we see them. T h e usual and the unusual, the 
expected and the unexpected, routine and novelty, are labels 
put on things and events within the frame of our all-em-
bracing, all-familiar common experience. 

T h e second kind of visible object, the various "images" of 
visible objects of the first kind, are no less familiar15 to us, 
but they affect us in a peculiar way. Although, on occasion, 
we might not differentiate between them and the primary visi-
ble objects, we do not, as a rule, confuse an "image" with an 
"original." On the contrary, we are able to see, and do see, 
images as images. It is this TraOrjiia of the soul, this faculty16 

of ours, to see an image as an image that Socrates calls ekaala. 
There is the temptation to overlook the crucial importance 

of eUaaia in Socrates' account because it is assigned to the 
lowest section of the line.17 We are warned by Socrates that 
his account leaves quite a few things unsaid (509 c 5-11; 
cf. also 534 a 5 - 8 ) . But this much is clear from his description 
of the divided line: the pattern of eUaaia on the lowest level 
anticipates similar patterns on higher levels of the line. Is not, 
indeed, the ability to exert the faculty of eUaaia a prerogative 

15. No less 5o£aara (cf. 534 a 1 - 2 ; 6 - 7 ) . 
16. T h e meaning of "faculty" or "power" (dbvajMs) is explained in 

477 c - d . 
17. H. J . Paton ("Plato's Theory of E 1 K A S I A , " in Proceedings of 

the Aristotelian Society [1922] , pp. 69 - 104) sees the importance 
of eUaaia but it can hardly be said that he treats the subject ade-
quately. 



of human beings? Although some animals may possess the U S 
faculty of that special kind of ekaala which is intimately con-
nected with their ability to remember,18 no animal, so far as 
we can observe, is capable of seeing an outward image as an 
image. 

T h e "state of the soul" called ekaala necessarily presup-
poses the other one which consists in our responding to the 
familiar visible things around us with trust. For we see 
"through" an image, as it were, its trustworthy original. See-
ing an image as an image is a kind of "double seeing." Our 
response to an image cannot help reproducing the very mode 
of being of what we call "image" (e'uc&v) : " image" is uniquely 
that which is not what it *s.19 

Thus, while irlans can be had without ekaala, ekaala cannot 
come into play without irlans. T h e prisoners in the cave, 
described in Book V I I of the Republic, do not manifest any 
ekaala before they are able to turn their heads. Ekaala has a 
doubleness which irlans has not. T h e subsection which cor-
responds to the ekoves and to ekaala cannot be taken by it-
self: it is characterized by its dependency on, and its relation 
to, the subsection which corresponds to the primary visible 
objects and to our trust in them. 

3 . THE DIANOETIC EXTENSION OF ekaala 

T h e two subsections of the domain of the intelligible cor-
respond to two possible ways of our being engaged in thought. 
T o one of them, the lower one, Socrates assigns the name of 
htavoia, " thinking," to the other, the name of porjais, "intellec-
tion" (511 d 8 f . ) , which later, in Book VI I (533 e 8) , is 
changed to eiriarfifxr}, "knowledge,"20 while vor)ais is then (534 
a 2) referred to the entire segment of the intelligible. Again, 
Socrates takes up the lower section first. Before considering 
what he says let us turn to a later passage (523 a - 525 a) in 
which the "natural" functioning of our thinking, the primary 
and "simple" business of our havoia, is carefully described. 
This business consists in comparing, that is, in separating and 
relating. 

a) T h e texture of our common experience in which we im-
plicitly trust is woven out of a variety of perceptions. I f we 

18. See p. 110 and p. 112, note 10. 
19. Cf. Soph. 240 b 1 2 - c 2 (also Rep. V, 477 a -b , 478 e and context). 
20. More precisely: rj rod diaXeyeadai kwtcrTTjfjL'q (511 c 5 ) ; cf, dtaXeKTLKr} 

€TTLcrrTiiJL7j (Soph. 253 d 2 ff.). 



116 try to look at them in their nascent state, as it were, we can 
follow Socrates' exposition. 

There are perceptions of visible things, says Socrates, which 
give us enough clarity about the things perceived (the per-
ception of single fingers, for example) so that most of us do 
not feel compelled to raise any question about them (in par-
ticular, not to raise the question, "what is finger?") ; there are 
other perceptions which must seem at first perplexing and 
confusing (a finger appears both big and small, thick and 
thin, hard and soft) because "opposite" qualities (ravavrla) 
have been somehow "mixed up" (avyKexvpeva) in them—as 
our reflecting about this "mix-up" at once, and with little ef-
fort on our part, informs us. Indeed, the very fact that we 
feel perplexed about such perceptions manifests the presence 
of biavoia " in " them. For to apprehend "opposition" or "con-
tradiction" is within the province of StaVOLCL, not of the senses. 
In such perplexing cases we cannot help weighing in our 
thinking what our sensing presents to us so as to be able to 
gain more clarity about it: we summon our slumbering think-
ing to come to the rescue and to survey what we perceive. 
This surveying removes the confusion, the contradiction or 
obstacle (evavrl^pa) arising in our perceptions, by distinguish-
ing the relations in which a finger stands with regard (wpos) 
to its neighbor. A finger may be big in relation to its left 
neighbor and small in relation to its right neighbor. Or, as 
we read in the Phaedo (102 b - c ) , Simmias is tall not by 
virtue of being Simmias but by virtue of being taller than 
Socrates; and again Simmias is short not in virtue of being 
Simmias but in virtue of being shorter than Phaedo. Sim-
mias is tall and short in different respects.21 

In distinguishing those respects, our thinking, our biavoia, 
both discriminates between and relates the things under con-
sideration. In the case of a finger, the btavoia has, first of all, 
to explore whether its being both big and small means that 
we are facing something which is "one" or whether it means 
that we are, for example, facing something which is "two." T h e 
conclusion is inescapable that "big" and "small" are, each of 
t h e m , one, b u t a r e t o g e t h e r two (ev enarepov, ap^drepa 81 Svo22). 
Our sense of sight, by itself, without the help of our 5td*>ot<x, 

21. Cf. Theaet. 154 c 1 - 155 c 5 ; 186 b 2 - 1 0 ; Statesman 283 d 11 - e 2. 
22. 5 2 4 b 10. Cf. Theaet. 185 b 2 ; Hipp. Ma). 301 d 5 - 3 0 2 b 3. (Cf. 

also Theaet. 203 d 4 - 1 0 ; Rep. 475 e 9 - 4 7 6 a 8 ; 479 a 5 - b 8 ; 602 
d 6 - 6 0 3 a 9 ; Phaedo 97 a 2 - 5 ; Parmen. 143 c 1 - d 5 ; Soph. 243 
d 8 - e 2 ; 250 a - d.) 



seems unable to make this distinction. Our thinking activity, H J 
which Socrates at this point (524 c 7) calls by its generic 
name - vorjats, fulfills the task. It can do this because its basic 
function consists indeed in discriminating and relating, that 
is to say, in counting or numbering. For in the act of counting 
we both separate and combine the things we count. It can be 
rightly said, therefore, that the act of counting (Koyiafxos) un-
derlies any act of our havoia. Moreover, whenever we are en-
gaged in counting, we substitute—as a matter of course, even 
if we are not aware of what we are doing—for the varied and 
always "unequal" visible things to be counted "pure" invisible 
units (fxovddes) which in no way differ from each other and 
which constitute the only proper medium of counting.23 

Continued reflection on that act of counting leads to the es-
tablishment of r'exvai which supply us with a precise knowl-
edge of all things numerable insofar as they are numerable 
and of their properties as well as their mutual relations which 
are rooted in their numerability. These rkxvai are Arithmetic 
and Logistic. They give us the knowledge of numbers and of 
the relations between them, whatever the things numbered 
might be.2 4 

Having been engaged in removing the confusion and con-
tradiction inherent in some of our perceptions by separating 
and relating the things perceived and having thus distin-
guished the different, and "opposite," relations in which one 
and the same thing may stand to other things, especially with 
regard to their size, our Siavoia proceeds still further in deal-
ing with those relations themselves, the "bigger than . . . " 
and the "smaller than . . .," the "taller than . . . " and the 
"shorter than. . . . " It faces the problem of measuring. And 
it solves this problem by discovering a medium in which those 
relations acquire a precise meaning. T h a t medium belongs to 
another rexvy, that of Geometry. I t is here, then, among geo-
metrical entities, that strict equality, for example, can be 
found when certain conditions are fulfilled. 

b) W e now turn back to what Socrates has to say about the 
lower subsection of the domain of the intelligible (510 b -
511b) . 

"Technicians" who deal with numbers and geometrical en-
tities, while looking at visible things, be they natural things 
or man-made models or diagrams, use these visible things as 
if they were "images" (<hs ekoat - 510 b 4; e 3; 511 a 6) , that 
23. Cf. Phileb. 5 6 d - e. 
24. Cf. Jacob Klein, op. ext., Part I, Sections 3-7. 



118 *s> transform them in thought into "images" of those in-
visible objects, numbers and geometrical entities, which are 
usually called "mathematicals" (^ad^ara) because their struc-
ture can be precisely investigated, understood, learned and, 
therefore, also easily remembered.25 

T o begin thinking means—in any conceivable case and for 
any conceivable purpose—to begin searching for some clarity 
about the matter we are dealing with. Since visible things, as 
far as they are perceived, may lack clarity (cra^veia) and our 
response to them lacks precision (aKplfieia), our thinking is 
bound to search for objects which would not suffer from lack 
of clarity and would lend themselves to being more precisely 
apprehended. Our thinking discovers, in its acts of thinking, 
such objects to be its very own. They are "objects of thought," 
"intelligible objects," vo-qra. It is these intelligible objects, 
with their more truthful clarity, that cast light on the obscurity 
of visible things, an obscurity which the rays of the Sun can-
not remove. They present themselves, in their clarity, as models 
or originals of the visible things. T h e process of clarification, 
achieved in discriminating between and relating visible 
things, is the proper, ordinary, and "natural" business of 
thinking. In it and through it we have constant access to the 
domain of the intelligible. Our daily speech bears witness to 
that. 

Out of such ordinary, matter-of-course thinking activity 
grow all the disciplines, all the arts and sciences, in which the 
"natural" ways of our diavoia acquire the character of artful 
and "methodical" procedures. This is particularly true of the 
rkxvat which deal with numerical and geometrical entities and 
relations. T h e methods of those basic (and kindred) disci-
plines can well serve as paradigms of what our biavoia always 
practices, quite independently of, and prior to, its scientific, 
"technical" performance. T h a t is why in the passage of the 
Republic under consideration those disciplines are singled out 
to describe the way in which our havoia operates, although 
the range of its activity by far transcends the limits of those 
disciplines. 

In our thinking, then, be it "technical" or "natural," all the 
things and properties of the visible world with which we deal 
are taken to "resemble" (eot/ce-510 d 7) the invisible, yet 

25. We have to note that the term fiaO-qixa is studiously avoided in this 
passage, while it was used previously (504 d ff.) with regard to the 
"Good" and is used extensively later on (521 c ff.) in the outline of 
the education of the guardians. 



more precise, objects of thought. I t is clearly Socrates' conten- 119 
tion that our diavoia makes us interpret those things and prop-
erties as images of invisible vorjra. T h e best evidence for this 
contention is precisely the paradigmatic way in which arith-
meticians and geometricians use pebbles and visible diagrams 
or models for their demonstrations, while they do not have, 
and do not want us to have, those visible figures and bodies 
" in mind" (5iavooviievoi). T h e proper objects of their reason-
ing are " p u r e " objects of thought, the "odd" and the "even," 
the "square" and other "figures," the "diagonal," the "three 
kinds of angles," and so on, of which the visible diagrams or 
models are but artful "images" (510 d 5 - 5 1 1 a 2 ) . 

T h u s it appears that in our thinking wre exercise a kind of 
eUacria which is different from the one we exercise in the do-
main of visible things and their images. T h i s new kind of 
ekaala could be rightly called dianoetic eikasia. Let us not 
overlook that later, in the seventh book (534 a 1 - 2 ) , the do-
main of ekaala and that of irlans are together called the 
domain of "opinion" (So£a), which domain thus corresponds 
to the entire segment of the visible. Now, according to what has 
been said in the fifth book (477 a - b; 478 e ) , the object of 
"opin ion" (TO So^aarop) lies "between" what is and what is 
not, partaking of both and thus exhibiting the character of 
what we call " image." 2 6 Our diavoia, therefore, cannot help in-
terpreting all that is visible as having the character of an 
" image." Its work indeed appears to be based on dianoetic 
eikasia. 

c) T h i s work of our <5ikvoia is intended to remedy the in-
sufficiency of our perceptions. I t is, therefore, of necessity 
turned towards the visible things. Its field is coextensive with 
the territory of the visible world.27 T o accomplish its task of 

26. See p. 115. 
27. The geometrical proof, in the Greek manner, is as follows: 

Let there be given a line subdivided into four sections. 
Let these sections be designated by the letters A, B, C, D re-
spectively. 
Let the division be made according to the prescription: 
(A + B) : (G + D) : : A : B : : G : D. 
From (A + B) : (G + D) : : G : D follows alternando (Euclid 

V, 16) 
(1) (A - + B) : G : : (G + D) : D. 

From A :B : : C : D follows componendo (Euclid V. 18) 
(2) (A + B) : B : : (G + D) : D. 

Therefore (Euclid V, 11) 
(3) (A + B) : G : : (A + B) :B 

and consequently (Euclid V, 9) 
(4) G ~ B. 

B 

C 

D 



120 clarification, our foavoia, according to Socrates' account, is 
compelled (avayKa^erai-510 b 5; cf. 511 a 4, c 7) to use 
(XPW®at-511 a 4) the intelligible objects, the "originals" of 
visible things, as "foundations" or "sup-positions" (virodeaeis -
510 b 5, c 3, 6; 511 a 3 ) , and to do that in a way not quite 
suited to the nature of foundations or "sup-positions": the 
dtavoia, instead of ascending from the foundations upwards 
(tcjp virodeaewp avurkpu eK^alveiv - 5 1 1 a 5 f . ) , t o w a r d s its 
"source" (eir' apxw), moves downwards, towards the final re-
sult (eirl reXevrrjv — 510 b 6 ) , that is to say, towards the visible 
things. 

Not surprisingly,28 Plato is playing with the meaning of the 
term virodecris. There are accepted "technical" usages of this 
term, especially apparent from the treatise on Ancient Medi-
cine (I, X I I I , X V ) , attributed to Hippocrates, from "analyti-
cal" mathematical procedures, alluded to later in the Meno,29 

from the discussion in the Parmenides and also from its fre-
quent, and varied, occurence in Aristotle.30 Whatever the 
range of the "technical" meanings of vTodecris, they all imply 
something without which something else cannot be or cannot 
be conceived. As against that which depends, for its being or 
its being conceived, on a foundation or "supposition" (not 
necessarily a merely conjectural one), the foundation takes 
precedence. T h e nature of this precedence is in question. 

In the passage under consideration Socrates puts an am-
biguous emphasis on the preposition (and prefix) viro vying 
with the preposition (and prefix) a wo. T h e foundation under-
lies that of which it is the foundation. Our diavoia, in dis-
criminating between and relating visible things, is indeed 
perpetually engaged in the business of providing "sup-
positions" or foundations (vworideadai) for what has to be 
clarified, is perpetually engaged in the business of understand-
ing. T h e dianoetic eikasia it exercises consists in understanding 
visible things in terms of their intelligible foundations. It is 
thus that our foavoia makes the visible things depend on intel-
ligible "originals." But to make this dependency manifest, the 
various rkxvai must show that the wanted clarity about visi-
ble things can be deduced from the suppositions (e£ vwodkaeoov 
- 5 1 0 b 5 ) . T h a t is to say, the rkxvai are out to prove or to 
"demonstrate" ( a x o deiKvvvai) that the properties of the visi-

28. Cf. pp. 49 f. 
29. Cf. pp. 83 and 207. 
30. Cf. the account of birSdecns and virorlOeaBac (mostly in their colloquial 

use) given by R. Robinson, Plato's Earlier Dialectic, 1941, pp. 97-117. 
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ble world do indeed follow from something intelligible be- V2TL 
longing to a "higher" level.31 T h i s has always been the en-
deavor of whatever arts and sciences of the visible world have 
come into existence. T h e strict deductive procedures in an-
cient mathematics are a purified, and immensely fascinating, 

; version of that endeavor, inasmuch as here the final result 
(reXevrr)) reached in the conclusion of an airodet&s belongs it-
self to the domain of the intelligible.3 2 T h a t is why the mathe-
matical disciplines—in their purity—are indispensable for the 
education of the guardians of the city. B u t the "downward" 
motion of a mathematical airoSei&s still repeats the pattern of 
all " technical" as well as of all "natura l " thinking. 

T h e "downward" path of the various rex^cu, and especially 
of the mathematical ones, tends thus, of necessity, to transform 
(511 b 5; c 7) the "suppositions," the viro deaets, into "sources" 
(apxai). Yet these sources, the intelligible entities from which 
the diavoia derives its "demonstrations," are themselves in want 
of greater clarity. 

T h e technicians proceed in their deductions as if such clarity 
has been secured because of the agreement about the terms 
or names which denote those suppositions. In the Sophist 
(218 c 4 - 5 ) , the Stranger, whose home is neither Athens nor 

the visible world, has this to say about "agreement": " I t is al-
ways necessary, with regard to everything, to have come to an 
agreement about the thing itself through arguments rather 
than about the mere name without argument" {del Se ael 
TTCLVTOS irepi TO Tpaypa avro paXXov dia \byo)v rj ro'vpop,a povov 
avvoopoXoyrjadai x^pis X070U) . A t e c h n i c a l opoXoyia—with re-
gard to entities "defined" in Geometry, for example—is not an 
agreement about "things themselves."33 Socrates, in the Re-
public (533 b 6 - d 7 ) , is quite explicit on that point. T h e 
various re%vat, following the ordinary path and the usual con-
cern of our biavoia, remain turned toward the mire of that 
" jumbled jungle" (f3opf3opos fiapfiapiKos TLS) which the visible 
world around us presents;34 they are, therefore, by themselves, 
not capable of dealing with the obscurity of their own "be-
ginnings"; they are not sufficiently awake to give a reasonable 

31. It is not unimportant to observe that the terms &7r65«{is and 
6,iro8eiKPvvaL are not used in this passage. 

32. Cf. 533 b 3-7 . 
33. Cf. pp. 63 and 66. (Cf. also in Rep. V, 454 a 6 -7 , the opposition 

between "/car' elS-r]" and "/car' avro TO OVOFIA" and in Euthyd. 278 b 
5-7 the opposition between 'Vd -wpaynara IRFJ c'xei" and TOOP ovoiiarwv 
dia(f)opd'\ ) 

34. Cf. Phaedo 69 c 5-7 . 



122 account (Xoyop 5L56PCLL) of their own sources. And thus, in Soc-
rates' view, they do not deserve the name of "knowledges" 
(eTTLaTTjfjLcu) which we so often, from sheer habit, bestow upon 
them. 

T h e kind of clarity they can reach is somewhere between 
the manifest clarity of knowledge and the pretended clarity of 
a mere opinion (533 d 5-6; 511 d 4 - 5 ) . This limited clarity is 
the result of the peculiarly limited activity of our natural and 
technical biapota, an activity which consists in making the vast 
and diffuse jungle of the visible world depend on a plurality 
of more "precise" porjra, an activity, however, which is not able 
to give an intelligible account of those vorjra themselves. In 
this, the clarity and precision attainable by our Seavoia is com-
parable to the clarity and precision sometimes achieved in our 
dreams, in which perhaps a somewhat similar activity of "sup-
position" takes place, followed by an ultimate identification 
of "image" and "original."3 5 T h e power to clarify fully the 
suppositions of our biavoia may not be given to mortal men.36 

But if an attempt is to be made—and the very activity of our 
thinking invites us to make it—it can be made only by revers-
ing the direction of our search, by turning our attention away 
from the visible things towards the source or sources from 
which our dtavota derives its clarifying function.37 

d) This attempt—amounting, in Glaucon's appraisal, to a 
long and difficult task (CTVXPOP epyop- 511 c 3 f.) —is made to 
correspond to the uppermost subsection of the divided line 
(511 b 3 - c 2 ) . Here our biapoia, our faculty of thinking, 

tackles the intelligible without any recourse to the visible and 
without transforming its "suppositions" into "sources": the 
suppositions from which, on the lower level, the airobei&Ls take 
off on their downward motion, are here truly suppositions 
(rw OPTL vTrodeaeis), bases, as it were, on which the biavota steps 
to r e b o u n d u p w a r d s (olop kmPacreis re Kai opjucu38), so as to try 

35. Cf. 476 c 5 - 8 . 
36. Cf. Phaedo 107 b 1: rj dvOpcoTriprj acrdeveia, and the context (cf. pp. 

146 f.) . 
37. It is pertinent to quote Aristotle (Nic. Eth. I, 4, 1095 a 30 -33 ) in 

this connection: "Let us not fail to observe the difference between 
arguments which proceed from the beginnings and those which lead 
towards them. Rightly indeed did Plato, too, [presented with an ar-
gument] raise this question and inquire whether the way leads from 
the beginnings or towards the beginnings. . . (JUT) \avdavkro> 8' rn*as 
OTL biafykpovcriv oi aird rcov apx&v A0701 Kai ol kirl ras apxds. ev 7dp /cat 
6 JJXdrcop rjiropei TOVTO Kai TTFREI,, irorepov aird TOOV apx&v R\ eirl ras &px&$ 
kcfTLV i) 666s . . . .) 

38. Cf. 532 a 7 : bP»av. 



to reach, step by step (if virodeaeus low a - 5 1 0 b 7) the truly 2 2 3 
"First ." T h e "First" is self-sufficient in itself: it does not de-
pend on a "higher" source nor is it in need of any "sup-
port"; it is in every sense "supposition-free" (apxv aw-jroderos -
510 b 7; TO avvwodeTov —511 b 6 ) ; it is the all-embracing 
"whole" as such (FJ TOV TTCLVTOS apx??39 - 5 1 1 b 7 ) . 

T h e task set for the Siavota in this section is indeed enor-
mous, far more so than Glaucon seems to realize. It taxes to 
the utmost our power of discoursing, our "dialectical" power 
u TOV diaXeyecrdcu dbva/JUS40 - 511 b 4; 532 d 8; 533 a 8 ) , that is, 
the skill to consider in close argument, in question and an-
swer,41 what presents itself as having genuine being and in-
telligibility (511 c 5 f.; cf. 533 a 3: AVRD TO aXtjdes), without any 
"illustrations" from the domain of the visible (510 b 7-9 ; 511 
c 1) . But even here, on the highest level of its activity, on its 
"dialectical march" (SiaAe/criK?) iropeia - 5 3 2 b 4 4 2 ) , the biavoia 
must proceed from supposition to supposition, by distinguish-
ing between, and relating, the intelligible objects it is dealing 
with, by separating them into "parts" if they are susceptible of 
being thus separated, and by collecting them into "wholes" if 
they are susceptible of being thus collected. It is in such 
haipkaeis and avvaywyal that the dialectical art indeed con-
sists.43 And, therefore, this art demands not only motions 
upwards, from multiplicity toward higher and more com-
prehensive unity, but also motions downwards, from unity to-
ward lower and more dispersed multiplicity, down to the 
"last" intelligible objects (511 b 7 - c 2 ) . 

T h e difference between the two subsections of the intel-
ligible, then, does not simply lie in the directions which the 
biavoia takes. T h e difference is rather again—and this time de-
fying our common experience—one between "original" and 
"image." T h e counting and numbering, to which, on the 
lower level, the natural activity of our dtavota with regard to 
the visible aspects (rd dpdofxeva eidrj - 5 1 0 d 5) of our familiar 
and trusted world can be reduced, can also be understood as 

39. "rod TavTds" seems to be both an objective genitive and a genitive of 
content, the latter more than the former - cf. rj rod byaOov ISea ( 508 
e 3 ) - "the beginning of the whole" and "the beginning which is the 
whole." 

40 . Cf. p. 114, note 16. 
41. Cf. Cratyl. 390 c 10-12. 
42. As so often in the Republic, Socrates, in talking to Glaucon, uses 

terms with military connotations. 
43. Gf. Phaedr. 266 b 3 - c 1; Soph. 253 c 6 - e 7 ; Statesman 285 a 

7 - b 6. 



124 "imitating" the "dialectical" dividing and collecting which 
the biavoia undertakes on the higher level. T h e objects, on 
that higher level, are collections or assemblages* of intelligible 
units; these units, however, are not "indifferent" mathemati-
cal fiovabes which can be counted and indifferently "thrown 
together" (avp^K-qral^) , but are both invisible and uncount-
able eWrj (511 c 1 -2 ) . 4 5 Those assemblages of eldrj constitute 
the domain of the intelligible. Their noetic "shadows" are the 
pure numbers scrutinized and dealt with in the re%vat of 
Arithmetic and Logistic, which r'exvat not only provide the 
foundation for all other disciplines but also reflect the activity 
of our natural foavoia in its most basic mode. 

This means that in the segment of the intelligible, too, the 
lower subsection is characterized by its dependency on, and its 
relation to, the higher one. Even the precision that may reign 
in the lower seems but a "shadow" of the precision to be se-
cured in the higher.46 Thus, indeed, as Socrates says (534 a 
4 - 5 ) , comparing the analogous subsections of the two main 
segments, dialectical vorjats (or eincrTrjin]) is to ttLvtls as natural 
and technical hiavoia is to eUaaLa. In its surge upwards the fac-
ulty of dianoetic eikasia, which our natural biavoia exercises 
with regard to the visible world, is changed into the power of 
dialectical insight.47 This change is a radical one, involving a 
total turnabout, a total conversion (wepLayooyrj - 5 1 8 c 8-9 , d 4; 
521 c 6; peraarpoipr} — 518 d 5; 525 c 5; 532 b 7) of the entire soul 
(eri>i> o\rj rfj \pvxy — 518 c 8) . It marks the beginning of a new 
life, a life of <t>i\oaô la (cf. 521 c 6-8; 527 b 10), tolerable only 
to a few (494 a 4-7) . ^tXoao^la is perpetually, and inevitably, 
in conflict with the tendency of our natural and technical 
biavota to be turned toward the familiar visible world and to 
be immersed in it. Still, let us not fail to observe that the dia-
lectical journey resumes the initial impulse of the htavoia to 
which we owe our admittance to the domain of the intelligible. 
T h e various rkxvai enhanced by their expertness tend to 

44. See Aristotle, Met. X I I I , 7, 1081 a 5 -7 . 
45. Cf. Jacob Klein, op. cit., Section 7 C. 
46. Cf. Statesman 284 d 1-2 and the context. 
47. Since (p. 119, note 27) C = B, the inequality in length of the "intel-

ligible" and "visible" subsections depends only on the sizes of A and 
D. 

If, then, 
A : B : : B : D or A : C : : C : D, 

A : D is in the duplicate ratio of either A : B or C : D (Euclid V, 
Def. 9 ) . This expresses in mathematical terms the relation of the 
power of "dialectic" to the power of eUaaia. 



thwart that impulse. A great effort is needed to reactivate it. 125 
And this effort could not be undertaken but for an intense 
desire to embark upon, and to stay on, the new path. 

In looking at the divided line, whether it be drawn in the 
dust or just "imagined," Socrates and Glaucon themselves 
show, by their very action of conversing and reasoning about 
it, the twofold possibility open to our diavota. 

First, there is the line that Glaucon is invited to consider 
(509 d 6-8) in connection with what had just been said by 

Socrates and understood by Glaucon. This line is drawn and 
divided up expertly as if skilled mathematicians had been 
putting down "suppositions" so as to be able to derive from 
them certain conclusions.48 But this is not what Socrates 
wants Glaucon—and us—to do. 

For, secondly, the intelligible geometrical features of the 
line serve Socrates as bases, as "suppositions" in the strict 
sense (TOO OVTL VIrodeaeis), for leading Glaucon—and us—to an 
understanding of the difference between the intelligible and 
the visible and of the different levels within each of them. T h e 
use made of the geometrical model by Socrates is wholly un-
geometrical. 

Immediate ly afterwards (pera ravra 5rj . . . - 5 1 4 a 1) the 
pseudo-geometry is dispensed with and a strange "image" 
(eka^-515 a 4; 517 a 8) of a cave is presented to Glaucon and 
to us in words. This " image" gives us an opportunity to exer-
cise our fundamental power of eUaaia (cf. aweUaaov — 514 a 1), 
so as to enable us to refer the "imagined" cave back to a 
"real" one. But at the same time our faculty of dianoetic 
eikasia makes us understand that this "real" cave images our 
natural and civic life within the familiar world around us. 

W e note that Socrates takes us, in the story of the cave as 
well as in that of the divided line, on a predominantly as-
cending path (avapaats - 515 e 7; 517 b 4; avoSos — 517 b 5; 
ewavodos — 5 2 1 c 7 ) . 

4 . 'kvaiivriais, eUaaia, AND biavoia IN THE Phaedo 

There is some justification for isolating the consideration 
of the divided line from that of the rest of the Republic. 
There is hardly any for treating certain parts of the Phaedo 
while ignoring the whole of the dialogue. 

48. As was done, for example, p. 119, note 27, and p. 124, note 47. 



126 T h e least we can do is to keep in mind that the Socratic 
dialogue, entitled Phaedo, is from beginning to end a mytho-
logical mime.49 T h e central event presented in it is not the 
death of Socrates. What is shown to us is the struggle between 
Fear of Death, the old and true Minotaurus, and Socrates, the 
new and true Theseus. We would not know about that event 
and its outcome but for Phaedo's telling the story to Eche-
crates and his friends. T h e thread of Phaedo's account retraces 
all the labyrinthine \6yoi which lead to the rebirth of So-
crates. 

Phaedo tells the story in Phlius, a city linked to the name of 
Pythagoras and to names of his followers.50 Echecrates is one 
of them. Philolaos, with whom the young Thebans, Cebes and 
Simmias, have been personally connected,51 is known as a 
"Pythagorean." Doctrines attributed to Pythagorean teaching 
keep reappearing throughout the dialogue.52 T h e very use of 

49. Cf. p. 18. 
Schleiermacher, in the Introduction to his translation of the 

Phaedo (op. cit., II, 3, p. 9 ) , says: . . probably every one notices 
that no other dialogue—least of all the earliest ones, the Phaedrus 
and the Protagoras—fuses the mimic element with its subject-matter 
and unites both as much as the Phaedo does; nowhere else, therefore, 
was that element more justified in manifesting itself in its full 
splendor" (. . . sieht wol Jeder, dass das mimische auch in keinem 
anderen Gesprache, am wenigsten in den friihesten, dem Phaidros und 
dem Protagoras, so ganz in den Gegenstand verwachsen und inning 
mit ihm eines ist als hier [im Phaidon], und es also auch nirgends ein 
grosseres Recht hatte, sich in vollem Glanze zu zeigen). 

Friedlander, Platon II, Die platonischen Schriften, 1930, p. 321, 
quotes Schleiermacher's statement and says: "In this dialogue [the 
Phaedo] it is even less permissible than anywhere else to separate 
the Event from the Theorem (if we may use this word in this con-
text), taking the Event as the frame and the Theorem as the pic-
ture." 

Robin, in the Notice to his translation of the Phaedo, Platon, 
CEuvres completes, Coll. d. Univ. de France, 1934, pp. X X I - X X I I , 
mentions—referring to Aristotle's Poetics, Fragment 61 (cf. p. 3, 
note 1) , and Rhet. 1417 a 1 8 - 21—the "genre litteraire auquel 
appartient le dialogue philosophique" and characterizes the Phaedo 
as a "mime," but ends up by saying: ". . . what we have to study 
in the Phaedo is above all Plato's thought" (ce que nous avons a 
etudier dans le Phedon, c'est avant tout la pensee de Platon). 

50. Diogenes Laertius I (Prooem.), 12; VIII , 4 6 ; Iamblichus, De vita 
Pythagorica, 267 (Diels-Kranz, 7th ed., I, 53, 2, p. 443, or 58, A, 
pp. 4 4 7 - 4 8 ) . 

51. 61 d 6 — e 9. 
52. Above all that of rebirth, ira\iyyepe<rla (70 c - 7 2 d; 80 d - 84 b; 112 

e 7 - 1 1 3 a 5 ) . Cf. Servius, In Vergilii carmina commentarii (Thilo-
Hagen), ad Aen. I l l , 68 (Liddell-Scott, s.v. utrefMipOx^cns) and 
Xenophanes in Diog. Laert. VII I , 36 (Diels-Kranz, 7th ed., I, 21 B, 
7, p. 131, cf. also Empedocles, I, 31 B, 129, pp. 3 6 3 - 6 4 ) . Further-
more, the doctrines of initiation and "purification," K&Oapais (67 a, 



the term <j)i\ocro(j)La points back to Pythagoras—and to Phlius;53 1 2 7 
and Phaedo's report conveys, above anything else, the image 
of a "philosophical" communion among friends gathered at a 
place peculiarly suited to such an occasion: the jail in Athens, 
where Socrates is going to die. It is here that the "Pythagorean 
mode of l ife" (o UvOaybpeios rpowos rod (ilov) 5 4 is conjured up 
for a short stretch of time to mark a moment of supreme 
significance. 

Some of the Xoyot in the dialogue take up the theme of 
"recollection." 

a) It is first brought up by Cebes (72 e 3) who refers, 
cautiously, to a customary saying of Socrates himself: " . . . 
according to that very same saying, Socrates, if it be true, 
which you are wont to repeat so often, that namely our learn-
ing is nothing but recollection" (/car* eKelvov ye rbv \oyov, & 
2compares, el aXrjdrjs eariv, ov crv e'Lcodas Oafia \eyeiv, OTI rjpiv fj 
FJ,A9R](TLS OVK aXAo rt rj AVAJJLV7]<NS rvyxavec ovcra—72 e 3—6) . Sim-
mias intervenes. He claims not to remember how this asser-
tion—and its corollary about the undying nature of the s o u l -
c a n b e " d e m o n s t r a t e d " (voiai rovrcov at airodei^eLS - 7 3 a 4 f.) . 
Cebes reminds him of the questioning and answering, not un-
like the exchange we have been witnessing between Socrates 
and the young slave,55 which provide excellent evidence for 
Socrates' thesis. Upon Socrates' prodding, Simmias asserts 
that he is not distrustful of Socrates' saying, but that he stands 

69 b and passim—cf. Robin, op. cit., p. 17, note 2; Hackforth, Plato's 
Phaedo, 1955, p. 5, note 1), the doctrine of a spherical earth (cf. 
Hackforth, op. cit., p. 173, note 5 ) , the "musical" themes (60 e - 61 
a ; 85 b — 86 d; 88 d) , the examples taken from the rkx^n of Arith-
metic (101 b - 106 c ; cf. p. 139, note 98, and p. 145, note 115), and 
the coupling of ethical terms with terms indicating "magnitudes" of 
various kinds as well as their relations (cf. pp. 141 f., notes 104, 105, 
106, and Diels-Kranz, 7th ed., I, 58 B, 4 and 5, p. 452, and B, 21 p. 
456) . Cf. also Olympiodorus in Phaedonem (Norvin), p. 205, 15-20 ; 
p. 244, 9 ff., and Iamblichus De vita pythag., 257 — Robin, op. cit., 
p. 102, note 1 to 117 e 1 -2 : kv eixfrrjfxla XP^I reXevrav. The question 
whether these various doctrines and themes are genuinely "Pythago-
rean" is irrelevant in the context of the dialogue. These doctrines 
and themes appear, at any rate, associated—directly or indirectly—• 
with the Pythagorean legend. Hardly separable from some of these 
doctrines and themes are those which underlie "orphic" rituals and 
mysteries. Nor can the element of playfulness ever be divorced from 
the seriousness with which the various arguments are being ad-
vanced and refuted. 

53. Diog. Laert. I (Prooem.), 12; VIII, 8 ; Heraclides of Pontus in 
Cicero, Tusc. Disp. V, 3 (Hackforth, op. cit., p. 29 ) . 

54. Plato, Rep. X , 600 b 3-4 . 
55. But why should the words of Cebes (73 a 7 - b 2) imply an allusion 

to the episode in the Meno? 



128 i n need of learning56 what the saying is about, stands in need 
of learning to "recollect"; that Cebes' attempt to explain the 
matter to him has already refreshed his memory and con-
vinced him to a degree; but that, nevertheless, he would like 
to hear how Socrates himself went about explaining i t (73 b 
6 - 1 0 ) . Whereupon Socrates proceeds as follows (73 c 1 ff.) . 

" W e agree, don't we, that if any one is to recollect some-
thing he must have known that something at some previous 
time" (deep avrop rovro irporepop irore eiriaTaadcu). Simmias agrees. 
Socrates gives playfully simple examples of how recollection 
may come about through consequential association (lyre or 
cloak beloved youth; Simmias —> Cebes) and makes Simmias 
confirm that "that sort of thing is some kind of recollection" 
( T O TOLOVTOP apapprjaLs TLS kart), "especially when some one ex-
periences (iradjj) it with regard to things which he had already 
forgotten through time and inattention" (73 e 1—4). Up to this 
point the emphasis is on sequences of things not resembling 
each other, which can all be perceived through our senses and 
either are or were so perceived at some moment of time. So-
crates then (73 e 5) changes the pattern of these sequences 
slightly, but significantly, by introducing "images" of things: 
picture of a horse or picture of a lyre man; picture of Sim-
mias —> Cebes. Implied in these examples—and made explicit 
immediately afterwards—is the sequence "image of a thing 
—> the thing of which the image is an image" (picture of Sim-
mias —> Simmias). This kind of sequence, involving visible 
images of visible things, belongs altogether to the domain of 
the visible in which our fundamental faculty of eUacrla exerts 
itself. We have to note that in the sequences mentioned by 
Socrates the original (Simmias, lyre, horse) is, in each case, 
supposed to have been encountered before. With regard to 
those sequences we can indeed say that we are "reminded" of 
the original by the image and the term avapvrjtns is perfectly 
applicable here. 

In what follows (74 a ff.) a new kind of sequence is 
brought up by Socrates, although the pattern "image -> orig-
inal" seems to remain unchanged. T h e sequence now given as 
an example is "equal things —> the equal itself" (avro TO laov). 
T h e terms of this sequence are not comprehended within the 
confines of the visible domain: "equal things" are perceived 

56. Heindorf's correction of fxaddv into iraQtlv (73 b 7) is as ingenious 
as it is unnecessary (in spite of TTaQy - e 2 ) . It disregards the deliberate 
playfulness of Simmias' remark (cf. p. 97 and Rep. I l l , 392 d 7 and 
413 a 3 ) . 



through our senses, " the equal itself" or "equali ty" (laor-qs) is 129 
not. T h e r e can be only knowledge {eirKxr^jiif]) of the latter, ac-
quired by means of our senses "out of" (e/c) our perceiving 
equal visible things and out of nowhere else (M oXKoOev - 75 
a 5 - 7 ) . 5 7 

How can this acquisition of knowledge be called "recollec-
tion"? T h e answer to that question, in the Phaedo, is made 
dependent on our realizing that the equality of apparently 
equal visible things is a deficient one, is tainted with "in-
equality": we realize that two visibly equal things are not 
quite equal, since sometimes they appear to one man equal 
and to another unequal, although each of these things re-
mains the same.58 T o be able to recognize this deficiency, so 
the argument runs, means that we must have previously 
known (npotibevai — 74 e 3, 9) perfect equality, which can 
never be found in visible things. And it is this previous, but 
forgotten, knowledge that we recollect when, in perceiving 
visibly equal things, we realize that their equality is merely 
an approximation, a copy, an "image" of perfect equality, of 
"the equal itself." 

T h e act of "recollecting," then, enables us to "relate" 
(avolcreiv - 75 b 7; cf. ava^epofxev - 76 d/e) the apparently 
equal visible things to an intelligible "original ." This act of 
relating is performed by our diavota^ in the exercise of its 
faculty of dianoetic eikasia: as in so many other cases, we 
" l iken" (aireLKa^oidev - 76 e 2) here properties of visible things 
to invisible, yet more precise, objects of thought. 

In the X07os presented by Socrates to Simmias, the familiar 
experiences of forgetting and recollecting are used to describe 
the working of our foavoia. But these experiences are taken on 
an immeasurably enlarged scale. 

W e must have acquired (e£X??$emi60) that knowledge of per-
fect equality, Socrates submits (75 c 4 - 5 ) , before we were 
born (itplv yeveadai). Simmias agrees. T h a t applies not only 
to equality but to any intelligible object on which, in our 
questioning and answering, we put the seal of "its being 

57. Cf. 75 e 3 : rats alcrOrjcrea-1 XP&NEVOI, 76 d 9 : CK TWV alcrOrjaecov . . . . 
58. Disregarding the version r6re . . . r6re (74 b 8 - 9 ) . Cf. R. S. Bluck, 

Plato's Phaedo, 1955, p. 178, note 1; Robin, Platon, CEuvres com-
pletes (Pleiade) I, 790. 

59. Constantly used in this passage is the verb kvvoetv (and the noun 
twoia once) : 73 c 8, 9, 74 a 6, b 6, c 8, d 1, 9, e 2, 75 a 1, 5 f., 
11, 76 a 3. (Cf. Cicero, Tusc. Disp. I, 24.) Cf. 73 d 7 f.: kv rg 
havoiq., 6 6 a 2 : rg dtavolq., 6 5 e 7 : afrrg rg SLavolq,. 

60. The perfect is used 75 b 5, c 2, 4 f., d 5, 76 b 2, the aorist participle 
75 c 7, d 7, 9, e 2. 



2 3 0 w h a t it if' (afiri 6 ?<m - 75 d 2; cf. 65 d 13 f., 78 d 3-9, 92 
d 9) .6 1 "And if, after acquiring (kaftovres) [such knowledges], 
we did not indeed, on each occasion (haarore) ,62 forget them, 
we must always be born with knowledge and always have 
knowledge (eidevai) throughout life. For 'to know' (eidevat) 
means just this: having acquired knowledge of something to 
keep it (ex€t*>) and not to have lost it. 'Loss of knowledge' 
(eTriaTrjjjLrjs airofioK-q), that is what we mean by forgetting 
(\r)dr]), don't we, Simmias?" Simmias is in complete agree-
ment (75 d 7 - e 1 ) . 

It appears, however,63 Socrates concludes, that we do lose 
those previously acquired knowledges when we are being 
born and that, later on, using our sense perceptions, we re-
cover (ava\ap$avopev - 7 5 e 4) them, those same knowledges 
which we at some former time (irore) already had. What we 
call learning would thus be the recovery of knowledge which 
is a l r e a d y ours (ap' ovx o KaXovpev pavdaveiv oUeLav av 
kiri<jTrin7)v ava\apfiaveiv ely])# " A n d should we not b e r ight in 
calling this 'recollecting'?" (75 e 6 -7 ) .6 4 Simmias seems satis-
fied. But it takes some additional arguing to convince Sim-
mias completely that learning is recollecting (76 a 1 - c 5) and 
that our souls existed without our bodies before we were born 
(76 c 6 - 77 a 5 ) . With regard to the pre-existence of our 

souls, what is most convincing to Simmias is that, necessarily 
(76 e 2 ) , the soul, even before our birth, has being (thai -

76 e 3; 77 a 1) just as the intelligible objects have being 
(ecrrt - 7 6 d 7; e 3; 77 a 1 - 2 ) . T h e point is stressed: there is 
an "equal necessity," there is "the same necessity" (tarj 
avayKT) - 76 e 5; n ^rr j avayKrj - e 8-9) for our soul to exist 
before our birth and for all the intelligible objects to have 
being. Still, the necessity of asserting the soul's pre-existence 
is understood to depend on the presupposed being of the in-
telligible objects. If they had no being, Socrates says, there 
would be no point in arguing the pre-existence of our souls 
(76 e 4; cf. e 7 ) . And nothing is more clear to Simmias than 

that all those objects are in the strictest possible sense (iravra 
r a roLavr' el v a i <hs olov re paki era — 77 a 3 f.) . T h e b e i n g of 
the soul in its prenatal state—a state characterized by ^povrjats 

61. Cf. Rep. VI, 507 b 7 ; VII, 532 a 7. 
62. Robin, Phedon, 1934, p. 31, note 2, and Platon (Pleiade) I, 

1327, note 57, understands l/cdcrrore as referring not to the ac-
quisition of each particular knowledge but to each of our rebirths. 

63. Cf. Hackforth, op. cit., p. 71, note 1. 
64. This last sentence seems to refer directly back to Simmias' request 

in 73 b 6-10 . 



(76 c 12; cf. 79 d 6 f.) 65—appears to follow from the exalted 131 
status of the intelligible. I t is this dependence which provides 
Simmias, and also Cebes (87 a 3 - 4 ) , with a sufficient proof 
(kav&s airodedeiKTai - 77 a 5) of the pre-existence of the soul. 

Throughout the preceding Xoyos the emphasis is on the 
existence of the soul in time, regardless of whether it is con-
nected with, or separated from, a body. Accordingly, here 
again, as in the myth of the Meno, the knowledge that the 
soul possesses is knowledge acquired at some moment of time. 
Those of us who, in this life, pass from the state of ignorance 
to that of knowledge are said to "recollect" what they "once 
l e a r n e d " (avafxi^fjaKovraL . . . a wore e/iadov - 7 6 c 4 ) , 6 6 I n spi te 
of the recollection thesis the soul itself is thus understood to 
be capable of, and at some period of time actually to have 
been engaged in, learning. 

T h e immediately following Xoyos, which deals with Cebes' 
concern about the status of the soul after death, has a very dif-
ferent pattern. T h e persistence of the soul in time is men-
tioned only in connection with certain mystery rites (81 a 
8 - 9 ) . T h e emphasis is on the soul's unchanging nature which 
suggests a timeless order of being (especially 79 d - e ) . 

b) T h e recollection thesis reappears for the second time 
in the wake of Simmias' and Cebes' final objections concern-
ing the soul's indestructibility, in the very middle of the dia-
logue, when the battle against Fear of Death is joined in 
earnest. Socrates begins the discussion by asking how Simmias 
and Cebes regard the argument which maintains that learn-
ing is recollecting and that consequently (TOVTOV OVTCOS exovros) 
the soul must exist "somewhere else" (aXXodi) before being 
bound to the body (91 e 5 - 92 a 1 ) . Both, Simmias and 
Cebes, emphatically endorse the argument (92 a 2 - 5 ) . 

Socrates then proceeds to eliminate Simmias' objection 
first. T h i s objection consists in bringing up the widely held 
(cf. 92 d 2 and 86 b 6 - c 2 ) , and possibly also "Pythago-

rean," thesis that the soul might well be something like 
an appropriate arrangement or attunement (dp/wla)67 of bod-
ily characteristics. Socrates makes Simmias see that this the-

65. ^p6vt](TLs is stressed throughout: 65 a 9; 66 a 6; c 5; e 3; 68 a 2, 7; 
b 4; 69 a 4; b 3, 6; c 2; 70 b 4; 79 d 6; 80 d 7; 81 a 5; 94 b 5; 118 a 17. 

6 6 . C f . 7 2 e 6 - 7 ( C e b e s speaking) : . . . kvaytcq wov rj^as kv irporkpcp 
TLVI xpopcf) fiefxaOyjKkvai & vvv AVA/j.LP.PXIAK6FJ,E6A and p. 129, note 60. 

67. Cf. Hackforth, op. cit., p. 97, note 1, and p. 98, note 1, Robin, 
Phedon, 1934, p. 49, note 2, also Platon (Pleiade) I, 1328, note 
76. Augustine, De trinitate, IV, 2, and De civitate Dei, X X I I , 24, 
translates apuavla with "coaptatio." 



132 s i s cannot be reconciled with the one about recollection. 
Whereupon Simmias decides to abandon the former in favor 
of the latter. What prompts him to do that? T h e attunement 
thesis occurred to him, he says (92 c 1 1 - e 3) "without dem-
onstration" (avev a7ro5et£ecos), being somewhat plausible and 
decorous, while the recollection thesis has been argued on the 
basis of a supposition worthy of acceptance (5t' virodeaeus a^las 
arrode^aadai).68 Simmias refers back to the relation of de-
pendence between the being of the soul which is ours69 even 
before it enters the body and the kind of being (ovcrla) the 
soul by itself attends to as to its proper70 domain, the kind of 
being characterized by the appellation of "that which is" 
(92 d 7 - 9 ) . T h a t is the starting point which Simmias con-

fidently accepts; and that is why he feels compelled to abandon 
the attunement thesis (92 e 1 - 3 ) . 

W e note that Simmias does not quite follow Socrates: he 
does not base the pre-existence of the soul on the recollection 
thesis. It is the other way around: he accepts the recollection 
thesis because it seems to follow from the soul's pre-existence, 
and the soul's pre-existence, in turn, seems to follow from the 
kinship between the soul and its intelligible objects.71 

c) It is now Cebes' turn (95 a 4 ) . His objection is the 
crucial one. In warding it off, Socrates does not make any 
use of the recollection thesis. And yet, what Socrates has to 
say on this occasion bears heavily on the problem of learning. 

According to Cebes, no convincing arguments have been 
advanced by Socrates so far to show that the soul will ever-
lastingly exist after death. From the mere pre-existence of the 
soul we can certainly not infer that it will keep its existence 
forever. T h e Xoyos which stressed the kinship (crvyyeveia) be-
tween the soul and the unchanging character of the intelligi-
ble (78 b 4 - 8 0 c 1) had indeed ended with the conclusion 
that it is proper for the soul to be either altogether indis-
soluble or nearly so (r) eyyvs TI TOVTOV) . Cebes now enlarges 
upon this "nearly so": the soul may well outlast the body for 
quite a while and yet finally cease to exist (86 e 6 - 88 b 8) . 
Cebes' objection, we note, presupposes that a soul which lasts 
forever never ceases to exist in time. 

68. As opposed to 8ia rcov eUoroov — 92 d 3. 
69. Gf. rifierkpap - 76 e 1, 3 ; ww - 77 a 1. 
70. Keeping airrrjs (92 d 8) as against Mudge, Hirschig, Wohlrab, 

Schanz, Archer-Hind (p. 117), and Hackforth, op. cit.} p. 114, 
note 2. Cf. Heindorf (with reference to 76 e) : ad mentem nostram 
pertinere; Robin, Phedon, 1934, p. 60, note 3 ; Bluck, op. ext., 
p. 99, note 2. Avrrjs (d 8) and w&v (d 7 ) are parallel. 

71. Cf. 79 d 3 ; 80 b 1 - 3 ; also Rep. VI, 490 b 1-4. 



T o meet this objection, Socrates—after looking back into 133 
himself for quite a while72—reaches far back into his own 
youth. He wanted very much, he reports, to find out, with 
regard to any single thing or occurrence (enacrrov), what was 
responsible for its coming into being, its passing away, its be-
ing the way it was (96 a 9-10; cf. 97 c 6 - 7 ) . But he could not 
find any satisfactory answers. Nor could he learn them from 
anybody else, not even from Anaxagoras. T h e main difficulty 
lay in the very meaning of the question Socrates and so many 
others were asking. 

What does it mean to raise the question of "responsibility," 
to ask what the reason (atria) for something is? What does it 
mean to ask: "why is this so"? T h e question "why" or "where-
fore" (Sea ri) 73 comes up whenever we are unable to under-
stand what presents itself in our immediate experience. T h e 
raising of this question indicates that our biavoia has been 
aroused and called upon to disentangle the difficulty. Out of 
such natural questioning grows, among others, that special 
wisdom known by the name of the "story of nature" (wepl 
(fivarecos laropia- 96 a 8) . This story, variously told, persists in re-
sponding to that very question without discriminating be-
tween its possible meanings. 

T h a t is how Socrates decided, as he further reports, to em-
bark upon a different journey, his "next best try,"74 to find out 
" w h y " th ings are as t h e y are (Sevrepos irkovs Inl rrjv rrjs atria? 
£r}Trj(TLv - 99 c 9 f . ) . This is the presentation (e7uSei£is - 9 9 d 2; 
cf. 100 b 3, 8) he makes of his new endeavor. 

By looking directly at whatever presents itself in our famil-
iar world, at things and their properties, at human affairs and 
actions, we run the risk of being blinded as people do who 
observe the sun during an eclipse if they do not look at its 
image on some watery surface. T h a t may well have happened 
to those investigators of nature. T o avoid being "blinded," 
Socrates thought that he had to "take refuge in the spoken 
w o r d " (eis rovs Xoyovs Kara^vyovra - 9 9 e 5) , i n e x c h a n g i n g 
questions and answers with himself and with others,75 and 
in them search for the truth of things. 

Any speaking, any \eyav, is but the audible manifestation 
o f t h e a c t i v i t y o f o u r havoia. I n t h e Sophist ( 2 6 3 e 3 - 5 ) the 
Stranger asks: "Well, then, is not thinking (biavoia) and 

72. Cf. pp. 92 f. 
73. Cur, pourquoi, perche, warum (cf. the dialectical play between evena 

rov and n in Lysis 218 d - 221 d, esp. 220 d 4 - e 6 ) . 
74. Cf. Aristotle, Nic. Eth. II, 9, 1109 a 34 f. 
7 5 . C f . 1 0 0 d 9 — e 2 : Kai ejmavrco airoKpivaadai Kai aXXw, and Kai ejuol 

Kai orqiovv &AXa> kiroKplvacrdai. 



134 speech (Xoyos) the same thing, except that the former, the 
silent inner discoursing of the soul with itself (o pev evros rrjs 
^vxys wpos avrrjv dicikoyos avev <f>cxwijs ytyvopevos) , h a s b e e n g i v e n 
the name of 'thinking'?" Theaetetus answers: "Quite so."76 

T h e stepping stories in thinking as well as in speaking are 
the single silent or audible words, the ovopara?1 which seem 
to designate, more often than not, visible things as well as 
their properties and relations. But, in truth, these ovopara 
signify the suppositions which the foavoia makes and which 
help us understand what we perceive. T h a t is to say, they 
signify the objects of thought, the vo-qra, and the connections 
that seem to prevail or do necessarily prevail between them.78 

Socrates' "next best try," then, consists in following the 
path which the biavoia traces: the reasons for things being as 
they are and the truth about those things are to be found in 
the spoken, or silent, words and the vor\ra they signify. T h a t 
is not to say, Socrates warns, that the example of the sun, at 
which we can only look by looking at its image, is applicable 
here: if one compares a man who investigates things in words 
with one who investigates them directly, the former can hardly 
be said to be more concerned with images than the latter 
(100 a 1 - 3 ) . On the contrary, we surmise, the former, in the 

exercise of dianoetic eikasia, sees things as images of their in-
telligible originals, in spite of the widespread opinion that 
"mere" words and their meanings do nothing but reflect, and 
possibly distort, "reality."7 9 

Socrates gives the following outline of the way he proceeds. 
On each occasion (eKaarore) he chooses as supposition the 
most reliable statement80 which, in his judgment, would make 
us understand what remains obscure and concealed in our im-
mediate experience. Such a statement, a connection of words, 
would render manifest the connection of vo^ra which underlie 
that experience. Whatever appears to be consonant with that 

76. Cf. 264 a 9 and Theaet. 189 e 4 - 190 a 2, also Phileb. 38 e 1-8. 
77. Cf. p. 57 and p. 136, note 88. 
78. Cf. Theaet. 147 a 1 - c 2 ; Laws X , 895 d - 896 a. 

On the final level of insight, on that of kTnaTrjprjy the \byos might 
fail, for the underlying vor}Ta, the eWr), might not be numerically re-
lated as the corresponding bvbuara are: the counting of the ovofiara 
might be misleading. Cf. Soph. 217 a - 237 c - 254 c - 257 a ; also 
Statesman 257 a - b and 261 e (see Jacob Klein, op. cit., Sect. 7 C). Not 
to be overlooked is the doubt cast on the "truthfulness" of dvo/iara in 
Cratyl. 439 a - b and context; cf. also above p. 121, note 33. 

79 . Cf . Tim. 5 1 c 4 f . : . . . fxdrTjp kKaarore elval rl (fia/iev elBos eKaarou porjrbp, 
rb 8* ov8h ap' rjv TTX^P \oyos} 

80. Cf. Crito 46 b 4 - 6 . 



statement is to be posited as genuinely true, whether it con- 135 
cern the curia of something or anything else, and whatever 
does not conform to the statement is to be taken as untrue 
(100 a 3 - 7 ) . 

Cebes does not quite follow. He is not saying anything new, 
Socrates explains, but rather what he has never stopped say-
ing, at other times as well as in the preceding discussion.81 

And now again he is going to revert to those much babbled-
about words and make them his starting point, his initial sup-
position being that there is something named, itself by itself 
(avTo Had' avro), "beauti ful" and also something itself by it-
self "good" and something itself by itself "b ig" and all the 
rest.82 Each of these vorjra is understood to be precisely what it 
is, and nothing but that. And the most reliable statement 
chosen by Socrates on each occasion points to the necessary 
connection between any of those vorjra and Being itself (100 
a 7 - b 7 ) . 

Consonant with any such statement is a further one of the 
following type: if there be anything else beautiful besides 
Beauty itself, it will be beautiful for no other reason than 
that it shares in, or partakes of (/ierexei - 100 c 5 ) , Beauty 
itself. I t is this kind of reason (rrjs alrias TO eidos - 100 b 4) 
which is responsible for things being beautiful, which 
"makes" (iroiel - 100 d 5) 8 3 them beautiful. Statements of this 
type provide the safest (acr<fia\eaTaTov ~ 100 d 8) answer to the 
question: "why" are things as they are? 

Inasmuch as Socrates' "next best try" is a deliberate attempt 
to follow up the ordinary, "natural ," path of our havoiar So-
crates can characterize (100 d 3 - 4 ) , ironically and truthfully, 
his way of understanding why things are as they are as "sim-
ple" (a/rrAcos), "artless" ( a r e x ^ s ) , and "perhaps foolish" (icrcos 
evTjOus). His answer, with all its safety, is a simple-minded, 
"unlearned" one (a^ta^s), as he later (105 c 1) —again 
ironically and truthfully—adds. Its safety is based entirely on 
the reliability of the underlying statement that the intelligi-
ble objects, the VOTJTCL, have being. Socrates is not ready "as 
yet" (100 d 6) to state with any confidence how the "sharing" 
in a vorjTov is to be understood: Does the sharing in Beauty 
"make" things beautiful on account of Beauty's "presence" 

81. 65 d f., 74 a ff., 75 c~d, 76 d - 7 7 a, 78 d ff. 
82. Of the three named, Beauty and Bigness are chosen for further 

elaboration, the Good is left out. 
8 3 . Cf . Phileb. 2 6 e 6—9 : SO. Obnovv rj rod TTOLOVVTOS (frvcns obbtv wXfjv bvbfian rrjs 

alrias 5ia<£epei, rd TTOLOVV Kai TO atrwv opOws av etrj Xeyd/ievov tv; IIPQ. 
'Opd&s. See also Symp. 205 b 8 - c 3. 



136 (irapovcTLa) in those things? Or on account of its establishing 
a ' 'community'' (KOLVUVLCL) among those things? Or on account 
of something else? In the exercise of dianoetic eikasia we 
understand, at any rate, that things beautiful look like the 
invisible porjrop Beauty itself. Here, too, the seeing is dou-
bled, as it were.84 T h a t is, indeed, how the word eUos or Idea, 
applied in common speech to the looks or "aspects" of visible 
things can be—paradoxically—used to signify the invisible ob-
jects of the SIOLWHCL.86 In the Parmenides (132 d 1 -4 ) , Plato 
makes the very young Socrates declare with great confidence 
that "these eWrj stand by themselves86 like [unchangeable] 
models (coawep irapadelypara), while the other [visible and 
changeable] things resemble them (TOVTOLS eoinkvai) and are 
[their] copies (opoioopara) ; as to the sharing in the eldrj, 
which is the lot of those other things, it is nothing but their 
being cast in the image of those eldi]." T h e very old Par-
menides, "venerable and dreadful, too," like Priam,87 points 
to the grave difficulties which arise from such an understand-
ing and which demand for their solution a well disposed soul 
and an immensely laborious effort. But he also concludes 
(135 b-c) that, if one were to deny those eUrj, "he will have 

nothing toward which his dtavoia may turn" and "will thus 
utterly destroy the power of discoursing" (rrjp rod SiaXeyeadcu 
Svpapip). 

T o meet Cebes' objection Socrates has to show why the 
soul can never "die." T h a t is what he hopes to accomplish 
(100 b 7-9) and that is what makes it necessary to consider 

the very meaning of the question "why?" 
T h e "demonstration" he offers resembles indeed a most in-

tricate maze. I t is ultimately based (1) on the underlying, and 
most reliable, statement that each of the ddrj is something 
which has being (elpcu TL 'haarov TGOP eldcop — 102 b 1) ; (2) on 
its corollary that everything else, by "sharing" in those etdrj 
derives its name from them (TOVTOJP [SC. TOOP eidcop] raXXa 
peTaXapfiapoPTCL aVTOOP TOVTCQP rrjp kirojpvpLap lax^v — 102 b 1-28 8) ; 
and (3) on the kindred corollary that this sharing in the vari-

84. Cf. p. 115. See also Anaxagoras, fr. 21a (Diels-Kranz, 7th ed.} II, 
59 B, 21 a, p. 43 ) : "what is seen is the sight of the invisible" 
(oxf/is Y&p r&v dS^Xwp r& <f>aLp6jj.eva). 

85. Cf. pp. 49 f. and pp. 6 5 - 6 6 (the case of arepe6i>). Cf. Symp. 210 b 
2 - 3 . 

86. kv r§ - cf. Phaedo 103 b 5. 
87. Cf. Theaet. 183 e 5 f. and Iliad III , 172 (also Soph. 217 c 4 - 7 ) . 
8 8 . Cf . 1 0 3 b 7 f . : . . . irepi eiceLpuv avr&v u>v k v 6 P T co p €%€t TTJP 

kTrcopvjJLLap ra 6pojjLa£6nepa. (Cf. also Rep. X , 596 a 6 - 7 , Tim. 52 a 
4 - 5 . ) 



ous eUrj can be safely understood as the reason (atria) for 137 
everything being as it is. 

But, in addition, there are two prescriptions which have to 
guide the havoia on its new journey and therefore also in the 
pursuance of the task Socrates has now set himself. 

T h e first is: consequences which, in a given case, spring 
from one of those safe suppositions concerning the reason for 
something being as it is must be scrutinized as to their mu-
tual compatibility or incompatibility (101 d 4 - 5 ) . T h e second 
is: the safe supposition itself must, in the case under considera-
tion, be accounted for in the same manner (cbaavrcos), that is, 
by recourse to another—"higher" (avcodev) —supposition chosen 
as the best one (^eXrlarrj), and this process must be continued 
until something sufficient (ri Uavov) is finally reached (101 
d 5 - e 1) . 

These two ways of proceeding, Socrates takes care to re-
mark,89 the one towards consequences which spring from the 
safe s u p p o s i t i o n ( r a air' eKeivrjs [viroOeaecos] opfJLrjdevra — d 4 ; ra 
eKeivrjs copixrjixeva - e 2 - 3 ) , 9 0 the other concerning its source (irepl 
rrjs apxys - e 2 ) , should not be "mixed up," if one wants to 
find something genuinely true.91 We cannot fail to observe, 
however, that Socrates, in the very choice of his words 
(dpnaadai aiTO o r e/c . . . — viroOeaiv viroOefievos . . . roov avwQev 
. . . ) , does not separate clearly the downward and the up-
ward motion of the diavoia and merges the meaning of "sup-
position" with that of "source" in his use of the term 
mrodeais.92 These ambiguities are tied to the general mythical 
character of the dialogue. Throughout the dialogue the in-
visibility of the vorjra is related by way of a pun to Hades (TO 
aides—o "Aides') ,93 but the pun is more than a play on words. 
All the familiar connotations that Hades has as the dwelling-
place of souls after death are conjured up. But whether going 
to that "other" place, "the true Hades" (eis "Ai8ov cos a\rjdojs -

89. Gf. p. 122, note 37. 
90. Cf. with opfxai — Rep. VI, 511 b 6. 
91. Cf. 101 e 1-3. 
92. Cf. pp. 121-23. 
93. Especially 79 a - 8 5 b; 107 a 1. Cf. Gorg. 493 b 4 - 5 and Cratyl. 

403 a 3 — 404 b 4. In the Cratylus, Socrates playfully replaces that 
pun by another. But in deriving "AISTJS from wavra ra Ka\a dbkvai 
(404 b 3)—or, as Hermann suggests, ad ddhat (k'Uibkvai—Robin, 
Platon [Pl^iade] I, 640 and 1305, note 47)—Socrates, in effect incor-
porates the first into the second. 

The Platonic pun is but a variant of the pun implied in the 
Homeric phrase "At80s Kvperj (Iliad V, 845)—cf. Rep. X , 612 b 5. 
Cf. also Diels-Kranz, 7th ed., I, 28 B, p. 243, 14-15 (Simplicius 
about Parmenides). 



138 80 d 5 - 7 ) , means going "downwards" or "upwards" must 
perforce remain shrouded in darkness.94 

T w o main examples of the way to proceed are adduced by 
Socrates. T h e one is the case of bodies which are hot or cold 
(103 c 10 - e 5) . T h e other is the case of things the number 

of which is either odd or even (103 e 5 - 104 c 10; 104 c 11 -
105 a 5 ) . 

T h e first example is supported by a discussion of the case of 
men who are big and small (102 b 3 - 103 a 3) , which discus-
sion is but an extension of a preceding argument on the same 
subject (100 e 5 - 1 0 1 b 3 ) . 

T h e second example is related to a discussion of unity and 
duality (101 b 9 - c 9 ) . 

There are, in addition, seemingly marginal examples about 
"multitude" and "magnitude" (101 b 4 - 8 ) , about "sickness" 
(105 c 2 - 4 ) , and also about fractional "parts" and the cor-

responding "whole" (105 a 6 - b 4 ) . 
In every one of these cases the "safe" and simple-minded 

supposition concerning the atria can be made: a man is big 
and is called big, and not small, by reason of his sharing in 
"Bigness" or, as we may say, by reason of "Bigness" being 
" i n " him; a body is hot and is called hot, and not cold, by 
reason of its containing " H e a t " (105 b 8 - c 2 ) ; a body is sick 
and is called sick (and not healthy) by reason of "Sickness" 
inherent " i n " it; a number of things is odd and is called odd, 
and not even, by reason of its sharing in "Oddness." 

There is an important difference between the first main ex-
ample and the second one. 

Something is hot or cold only in relation to (irpos) some-
thing else: thus a body is both hot and cold, hot in relation to 
a colder body, cold in relation to a hotter one. T h e case of 
Simmias' being big and small was brought up by Socrates to 
point to this very circumstance (102 b ff.). And, as we learn 
from the Republic,95 the apparent contradiction in our per-
ceptions of big and small is resolved by the havoia, which 
separates and relates Bigness and Smallness as the two in-
telligible objects involved in the confusion of our senses. In-
deed, Heat (depfxoTTjs - 105 c 2, 106 b 6/7) and Cold are, just 
as Bigness and Smallness, intelligible objects, objects appre-
hended through the basic activity of our thinking (T<£ rrjs 
hiavolas XoyianQ - 7 9 a 3 ) . B u t t h e y a r e i n v i s i b l e etdrj o f a pe -

94. Cf. Iliad X X I I I , 103—4: TTSTTOL, rj pa TLS cart /cat eiv *AL8ao SSfwiai \PVXH 

Kai el5u)\ov, drap cfrpeves OVK 6VL iranwav. 
95. Cf. pp. 116-17 . 



culiar type: they are eidetic poles of infinitely extended sensi- 139 
ble ranges; and these ranges, on their part, are held together 
by the sliding band of the "more and less."96 

A number of things, on the other hand, can in no sense be 
odd and even at the same time: it is either odd or even. I t is 
odd not in relation to an even number only but, primarily, in 
itself. Here the foavoia is not called upon to clear up any con-
fusion, but is active on its own grounds, as it were, expanding 
the suppositions to be made in the face of anything countable 
and numerable to "higher," to "technical" levels.97 T h e dis-
tinction between the "odd" and the "even" yields the first set 
of et8rj that the rexvrj of Arithmetic has to deal with. These 
two eUr] divide the domain of everything numerable into two 
clearly recognizable "halves" (104 a 7 - b 4) . 9 8 T h e "more and 
less" does in no way affect that domain.99 T h a t is presumably 
why the second example is clearer (aa^earepov — 103 e 6) than 
the first. 

Nevertheless, the first prescription, the one regarding the 
compatibility or incompatibility of consequences, is applicable 
to both examples. 

A hot body may cool off and then again become hot, but the 
Heat " i n " it can never become cold nor the Cold " i n " it 
ever become hot (cf. 103 a 4 - c 9 ) . For Heat and Cold, just 
as Bigness and Smallness, are by themselves (ev rfj </>u<m -
103 b 5) incompatible with each other. 

In a similar way, an odd number of things can be increased 
or decreased so as to turn into an even number of those 
things, but the Oddness " i n " a given odd number, in three 
apples, for example, cannot coexist with Evenness, since Odd-
ness by itself is incompatible with Evenness by itself. 

Consequent on, but quite distinct from, the pair of op-
posites "Heat - Cold" is another pair: "fire - snow." Now, 
"fire" and " H e a t " are of necessity compatible, for fire is hot, 

96. Cf. Phileb. 24 b 4 - 5 (and context). 
97. Cf. pp. 118-22 . 
98. Cf. Philolaos, Diels-Kranz, 7th ed., I, 44 B, 5, p. 408, also Jacob 

Klein op. cit., pp. 56 f. In the "Pythagorean" table of opposites 
(Aristotle, Met. I, 5, 986 a 2 2 - 2 6 ) the "odd" appears on the 
"positive" side, the "even" on the "negative" side. This reversal of 
the colloquial meaning of irepirrov may well be labelled the "Pytha-
gorean revolution." Cf. Plutarch, De animae procreatione in Timaeo, 
Moralia VI , 155 f. (Bernardakis)—see Diels-Kranz, 7th ed., I, 14, 
11, p. 102, 6 and p. 489, 27-34 , also II, 217, 5 and 218, 9 as 
well as J . Bidez et F. Cumont, Les mages hellenises, 1938, I, 37 f., 
II, 35, 63 -66 , 80. (Cf., by way of contrast, Critias 119 d 2 -4 . ) 

99. Cf. Aristotle, Cat. 6, 6 a 19-25. 



140 but "fire" and "Cold" cannot—in "fact" and in "thought"— 
possibly coexist. Nor can "snow" coexist with "Heat" (103 c 
1 0 - e 5 ) . 

In a parallel way, the three-ness of any three things is of 
necessity compatible with Oddness, for three things are an odd 
number of things, but their being "three" precludes Evenness 
in them (104 d 5 - e 6) . Nor is it possible that four things 
be an odd number of things. 

So far, the two examples show the following parallelism: 
to the pair of opposites " H e a t - C o l d " corresponds the pair of 
opposites "Odd - Even"; to the pair "fire - snow" corresponds 
the pair "a given odd number - a given even number" (for 
example, three things - two things, five things - four things, 
and so on) . 

It is stressed by Socrates, we note, that "three" and "two" of 
something are not opposites (104 c 5; cf. b 8 ) , while the re-
lation of "fire" to "snow" is left undetermined. I t can be said, 
however, that just as an odd number and Evenness or an even 
number and Oddness are not opposites, fire and Cold or snow 
and Heat are not opposites either (104 e 7 - 105 a 5 ) . For fire 
and snow, on the one hand, and Cold and Heat, on the other, 
belong to different levels of being. 

Beside or beyond (wapa - 105 b 6) that safe and simple-
minded answer concerning the atrial of things there has thus 
come into sight another safe way of answering. Socrates gives 
the following examples: a body will be hot not only on account 
of Heat (Oeppor-qs) entering into it but also, we may say, on 
account of "fire" (jvp) ; a body will be sick not only on ac-
count of Sickness entering into it but may become sick also on 
account of fever; a number of things will be an odd number 
not only on account of Oddness (wepiTTOTijs) entering into it 
but also on account of "uni t " (povas) ! It is from this kind of 
answer, a "more ingenious" one (Kopxporepav100 - 105 c 2 ) , that 
the deathlessness of the soul is to be inferred (105 b 5 ff.) : soul 
(ipvxh) is going to join the rank of those new entities to ac-
count for Life.101 

Let us look closely at the similarity and the difference be-
tween the old and the new answers. 

100. Gf. 101 c 8 : ras roiavras Ko^eias and the context. (Gf. also Rep. 
VI, 499 a 6 f.: rd 5k Ko^a re Kai kpto-riKa . . . ; Gorg. 521 e 1 f.: 
Koy.\pa ravra, which turns Callicles5 quotation from Euripides, 486 
c 6, upside down.) 

101. It is not unimportant to note that the opposition between Life and 
Death resembles more that between Odd and Even than that 
between Heat and Gold (cf. pp. 138 f . ) . 



1. In none of the new answers does the newly introduced 141 
e n t i t y (irvp, irvperbs, povas, \pvxv) s u p p l y t h e a p p e l l a t i o n o f 

w h a t is i n q u e s t i o n (deppov, voaetv, wepirroVj £r}v) . 

2. In both the new and the old answers the level on which 
a hot body and a sick body—also a big man—present themselves 
to our senses, to the sense of sight and the sense of touch, is, 
of course, the same. This is also true of any odd number of 
things, three apples, for example, inasmuch as numbers of vis-
ible things have "visible or touchable bodies/'102 namely the 
bodies of the numbered things. 

3. In the old answers, "Heat , " "Sickness," and also "Big-
ness," belong to the same level of intelligibility, "Oddness," 
however, to a higher one. What Socrates calls at one point 
( 1 0 4 d 5 f .) v rcov rpi&v idea ( three -ness ) m a y b e l o n g to t h e 

level of " H e a t " and "Sickness." But Oddness and Evenness 
are more comprehensive than either three-ness or four-ness. 

4. But to what level shall we assign fire, fever, unit, and— 
soul? 

T h i s is not a marginal question. Socrates himself, after 
pointing to that "something else" (a\\o TI - 103 e 4, 9 £.; aXV 
OTTO, - 1 0 4 c 8) which does not "accept" (Sexerai) one o£ the 
two opposites, even though, by itself, i t is not "opposed" to it, 
proposes to Gebes twice that .they determine (opLaaaOat) what 
sort of entities (oiroia - 1 0 4 c 11; iroTa - e 7) those new ones 
are. This determination is finally given in a rather involved 
anacoluthon (1D4 e 7 - 1 0 5 a 5 ) . I t restates what was said be-
fore in a significantly descriptive way: the new entities, while 
not "accepting" one of the two opposites, "bring up" the other 
opposite and impose it on what they approach.103 But what 
their mode of being is remains undetermined. Let us attempt 
some clarification. 

Fire and snow are perceived by our senses. They may be 
somewhat elusive, but they have more of the character of 
"things" than hot and cold: "hot" and "cold" are adjectives, 
the substantive bases of which our diavota has to find in the 
eidetic domain; "fire" and "snow" are by themselves nouns. 
But fire and snow are not ei'5r;.104 Nor are they sensible quali-

102. Rep. VII , 525 d 7 f . ; cf. Epinomis 990 c 6 ; also Jacob Klein, 
op. cit., pp. 23, 46-49, 91. 

103. Cf. Hackforth, op. cit., p. 152, notes 4 and 5. 
104. The examples of voTjrd given repeatedly throughout the Phaedo are, 

as has been often enough remarked, most significant: 5kcuox>, KOKOV, 
ayaQov ( 6 5 d 4 — 8 ) , KCLKOV, hyadbv, bluaiov Kai oaiov ( 7 5 c / d ) , 
KaXop and byaOov (76 d 8 ; 77 a 4; 100 b 6 ) . In every case there 
is an addition analogous to 'Vcii raXXa wavra" which follows the 



142 t i e s like hot and cold, or big and small. They are conspicuous 
denizens of the visible world. They are met with, such as they 
are, again and again. Each part of them is like any other part. 
They have elemental character. 

Fever, akin to fire, is yet subject to the "more and less": be-
ing feverish is like being hot. Fever is not perceived directly 
but indicated by symptoms. Whenever it occurs it seems to be 
based on some elemental disturbance.105 

What about "uni t " (novas) which is introduced by Socrates 
quite casually at the end of his enumeration of the "more in-
genious" answers (105 c 6) ? 

Is the novas the one thing which defies division whenever 
one tries to halve any odd number of things and which is thus, 
as a part of such a number, responsible for its oddness?106 

Or is the novas, as Socrates had intimated before (101 c 
2 - 7 ) , a voTjTov} the sharing in which makes anything be one 
and be called one?107 T h e sharing in it would be also respon-
sible for the one-ness of that one "odd" thing which puts a 
limit to the halving of any odd number. T h e sharing in it 
would, therefore, be the ultimate atria of the oddness of an 
odd number. 

Or is perhaps the novas the "source of everything," as Philo-
laos taught,108 the apxv which keeps the "boundless" (aweipia) 
in bounds?1 0 9 And, if so, is it not close to the vovs which, ac-

e x a m p l e of fieya ( 1 0 0 b 6 — 7 ) — 6 5 d 12 f . : . . . wept iravrcov olov 
fieykdovs irept, vyuias, tcrxbos, /cat tojv clWojv . . . aw&vTCjJv (fikyeOoSj 
vyieia, laxvs b e i n g responsible for the i-rrcvpvjula of jueya, vyirjs, Icrxvpos 
—cf. Meno 7 2 d — e ) ; 7 5 c 9 - 1 0 : ov \xbvov rd tcrov /cat rd nelfov 
Kai rd e\arrov &XXa Kai avfirrapra ra rotavra . . . ; 76 d 8—9: 
/cat waaa rj roiavrr) ova La; 77 a 4 : /cat r a X X a iravra; in 7 8 d 3 aOrd 
rd Icrov is linked with avrd rd Ka\oi>. How far the meaning of 
r&XXa 7rai>Ta, or of av/jLiravra ra roiavra, o r of wdaa ij roiavnj obala, 
can be stretched becomes a crucial question in the last argument 
provoked by Cebes5 objection. As to fire and snow, in particular, 
the question whether we have to assume an et§os Fire and an etSos 
Snow (and beyond that, an elSos 2w/xa and an etSos KIPTJCTLS)—and 
if so, how their manner of being ought to be understood—is, at any 
rate, one of the most difficult questions our foavoia faces. Cf. Farm. 
130 c 2 and context, Tim. 51 b 6 - e 6, Soph. 248 d 10 ff. 

105. See Tim. 86 a 2 - 8 . 
106. Cf. Aristotle, Top. VI, 4, 142 b 8; Met. XIII, 8, 1083 b 29 I; 

Nicornachus, I, 7, 2 (also Jacob Klein, op. cit., pp. 39 f., 57). 
1 0 7 . C f . E u c l i d , Elements V I I , D e f . 1 : Mo^as ecrriv, KaO' fjv eKacrrov r&v ovrajv 

ev \kyerai. 
108. See Diels-Kranz, 7th ed., I, 4 4 B, 8, p. 410 (from Iamblichus). 
109. Cf. Phileb. 16 c 7 - 1 0 ; Aristotle, Phys. I l l , 4, 203 a 1 0 - 1 5 ; Met. 

X I V , 3, 1091 a 1 3 - 1 8 . (Cf. also Plutarch, Lives, Numa XI, where 
irvp is equated with 'Eorrta and with fxovds.) 



cording to Anaxagoras, "orders everything and is responsible 143 
f o r e v e r y t h i n g " (piaKoaii&v re Kai iravrwv alrios — 9 7 c 2 ) , 1 1 0 

presumably with a view to what is best in every single instance 
(97 c 4 - 9 8 b 6 ) ? 

How, then, does Cebes, and how do we, understand what 
the word novas stands for in the sequence presented by So-
crates? Is fxovas subordinated to Oddness, as fire to Heat and 
fever to Sickness, or is it "higher," more comprehensive, than 
Oddness? Are we guided by the first or the second prescription 
in going from TrepLrrorrjs to novas} Is the meaning of irapa (105 
b 6) the same in all the examples cited by Socrates? 

Finally, what about ypvxh} I t is Cebes who, in this case, an-
swers the question: what, entering into a body, will make it a 
living body (fco*>) ? He answers this question not safely and 
simple-mindedly by pointing to Life (fcoy), but in a more in-
genious way, by invoking "soul" (105 c 9 - 1 1 ) . Cebes does that 
upon Socrates' prodding and warning not to answer his, 
Socrates', question except1 1 1 by imitating Socrates' own "more 
ingenious" answers (/cat JJLTJ /xot o av epcoru awoKpivov aXXa 
fxifjiovjjLevos h\i,k - 105 b 5 - 6 ) . I t is true, Cebes' answer follows the 
pattern set by Socrates: the opposite of Life is Death (105 d 
6 -9 ) ; ypvxn, by itself not "opposed" to Death, "brings up" 
Death's opposite, Life (105 d 10-11) , brings Life to whatever 
i t " o c c u p i e s " 1 1 2 (on av avrrj Karaaxv) (d 3 - 5 ) ; and since, in 
analogy to Socrates' examples, "soul" does not "accept" Life's 
opposite, does not "accept" Death, "soul" cannot be touched 
by Death: the soul, therefore, will never "die." T h e demon-
stration seems to have reached its end (105 e 8 - 9 ) . 

W e have to ask: does Cebes, in imitating Socrates' answers, 

110. Gf. Diels-Kranz, 7th ed., II, 59 B, pp. 3 7 - 3 9 (from Simplicius). 
111. For the use of dXXd in the sense of TX^V cf. the references to Laws 

IV, 710 c 7 - 8 and Symp. 181 d 1 -2 in Ast, Lexic. Platon., s.v. 
AXXd, I, 102. Ast himself, taking into account the version cj> av epwru 
. . . AXXd aXXy, paraphrases the sentence (s.v. &iroKphca): cave ita 
respondeas ut eo utare quod interrogans posui. (Ficino translates: 
nec tamen per id quod nunc interrogo, sed per aliud quiddam 
mihi respondeas, me imitans.) 

Denniston, The Greek Particles, 2nd ed., pp. 3 - 4 , asserts that he 
can find no examples for the use of dXXd in the sense of wXrjv out-
side Aristotle, except in Sophocles, Oed. Tyr. 1332. Jebb, in his 
note to this verse, mentions Odyssey 8, 3 1 1 - 1 2 and Iliad 21, 
2 7 5 - 7 6 . Denniston observes that in these cases "&XXos makes the 
&XX& normal, 'no one else, but.' " Does it? Gf. also Kiihner-Gerth, 
Ausfiihrliche Grammatik der griechischen Sprache, 1904, II 2, pp. 
283 f. (I am grateful to Seth Benardete for his assistance in this 
matter.) 

112. Gf. Hackforth, op. cit., p. 156. 



144 P u t on the level of wvp and Tvperos} And also of povds? But 
may not povas belong to a "higher" level? Is the motion from 

to ipvxv a downward or an upward motion? No light is 
shed on this point in what either Cebes or Socrates says. I t is 
up to the other witnesses of the conversation—and, thanks to 
Phaedo, we are now among them, together with Echecrates 
and his friends (cf. 102 a 8)—to decide this issue. T h e de-
cision will depend on the very meaning we shall attribute to 
tvxv-

Socrates himself raises the problem in a different, oblique, 
and "more ingenious" manner. 

T h e entities the "sharing" in which is responsible for certain 
features of the visible world (according to the old answers or 
the new ones) - a s well as those sensible features themselves-
carry, by virtue of their not "accepting" one of the opposites 
in question, a negative appellation, for instance, "not-even" 
(avdpTLov - 105 d 15; cf. 104 e 5 ) , "not-just," "not-musical" 
(aSLKOV, apovaov — 105 e 1), "deathless" (adavarov — 105 e 6 f . ) . 
But these negatives do not tell whether that which they signify 
"departs" or vanishes altogether whenever the negated oppo-
site approaches. T h e alternative is mentioned repeatedly and 
well in advance113 of the final conclusion: "Bigness" "in 

113. And is already anticipated in 88 b 5 - 6 as well as in 95 b / c . 
In a larger sense, the alternative is anticipated in the contrast 

between the early avrairohoeis argument (70 c — 7 2 d) and the final 
assertion of the incompatibility of opposites (102 d ff.). This con-
trast is underscored by the intervention of the unnamed listener 
who is amazed to discover that the latter assertion seems to contra-
dict what the previous argument had advanced (103 a 4—10). 

Socrates carefully disentangles the difficulty (103 b 2 - c 2 ) : on 
the level of our common experience, which extends even to regions 
only heard of or imagined, we are dealing with things and states 
of things opposite to one another and yet capable of gradually 
changing into one another (a hot body into a cold body, and vice 
versa, a living thing into a dead thing, and—conceivably—vice 
versa); but when we turn our attention to what is responsible 
for that opposition, namely the sharing in the various pairs of op-
posites understood in their "purity" by our 5td*>oia, we also under-
stand that, within each set, these opposites could not possibly gradu-
ally "change" into one another, each being nothing but what it is 
( H e a t - Gold, L i f e - D e a t h ) . These opposites are not subject to 
transmutation, whether they are taken as being "shared in" by 
things and thus as determining the character and the name of those 
things, or whether they are taken "by themselves" (cf. 103 b 5 : 
ovre rd [kvavrlov] kv rjfxiv oftre rd kv rfj <f>b(rei). 

It is conceivable, however, that the "sharing" in one of the op-
posites ceases and is "replaced" by the "sharing" in the other: that 
is how an avTa-nroboais (72 a 12; b 8 ; also 71 e 8) may come 
about (cf. 106 b 7 — c 1, especially the expression X%6.VT' kKeivov"). 
Cf. Hackforth, op. cit., pp. 153-54. 



us" (ev r}fuv~ 102 d 7)11/4 either escapes, retires, goes away 145 
(<j>evyeiv Kai vireKxupelv - 102 d 9; airepxerai - 103 a 1) or per-
ishes at the approach of Smallness; snow will either give 
place to Heat (inreKxupyvew aura) [sc. rep deppep] — 103 d 8) or 
perish; fire either withdraws (vTe&evai - 103 d 11) before the 
Cold or perishes; and so in every case (104 b 6 - c 1) . 

Now, three things, inasmuch as they are three, are an odd 
number of things and the "not-even" " i n " this assemblage of 
things may be said to be responsible for their being conjointly 
odd. If, then, the "not-even" in this number of things were al-
together indestructible, their being odd could not be destroyed. 
But that is far from being the case since three things can, 
through addition or subtraction, turn into four or two of those 
things. T h e "not-even" " i n " an odd number of things is not 
"indestructible" (106 c 3) ,1 1 5 If it were, we could indeed main-
tain without difficulty, that, at the approach of the "Even," 
the " O d d " and the "three," too, would simply go away (olx^rac 
awiovra — 106 c 5) . 

Similarly, if the "not-hot" in a cold body or in a cold me-
dium were altogether indestructible, snow, at the approach of 
Heat, would withdraw "safe and unmelted" (106 a 3-6) . But, 
as we know, that is not the case. Nor can fire in a hot body 
safely "depart" (aireXSov w x ^ o - a 10) when approached by 
Cold. Neither the "not-cold" in a hot body nor the "not-hot" 
in a cold body is indestructible. 

Could not the same be true of "soul"? T h a t is Socrates' 
query. As something to which the appellation "deathless" 

114. kv rjfuv — 102 e 6 ; 103 b 5 ; hpoprcop — 103 b 8 ; rfj hp avrols oixry 
— 104 b 10; kyyevrjTaL — 105 b 9 ; c 3 ; 5 ; rj hp rcJ5 wvpl OepfiOTTjs — 
106 b 6. The preposition (or prefix) & embodies the problem of 
"sharing/' left "unsolved" by Socrates (see pp. 135 f. and 138) . 

115. The addition (or subtraction) of one thing to (or from) an as-
semblage of things is not the "reason" for this assemblage becoming 
an odd or even number of those things (cf. 96 e 6 - 9 7 b 7) ; the 
reason for its being either odd or even is its "sharing" in either 
"Oddness" or "Evenness" (p. 135) . The asserted destructibility 
of either Oddness or Evenness does not contradict the impossibility 
of their being transmuted into their opposites (note 113) . But does 
it not contradict what their eidetic character implies, namely their 
intrinsic immutability and indestructibility ? 

The answer to this question seems to be: the etdrj have un-
changing and indestructible being only "by themselves" (hp rfj 
06<rei), not when "shared in" by what pertains to the visible world. 
It is this distinction which Aristotle attacks and erases. In the con-
text of the Phaedo this distinction appears directly tied to the 
"Pythagorean" understanding of numbers (see Aristotle, Phys. I l l , 
4, 203 a 6 - 7 ; Met. X I I I , 6, 1080 b 16 -20 ; X I V , 3, 1090 a 
2 2 - 2 3 ; I, 6, 987 b 2 7 - 2 9 ) . Cf. Hackforth, op. cit., pp. 162-63. 



146 (adavarop) applies, it might nevertheless share the fate of 
"three" and of " O d d " and of snow and of fire. I t also could be 
"extinguished" (aweaidepvvro — 106 a 9) and perish at the ap-
proach of Death. I t would be a "living" soul only as long as it 
exists in a body (cf. 103 e 5: oravirep §116) and no longer. T h e 
demonstration, with which Cebes was so much satisfied (105 
e 9 ) , amounts to nothing if one considers that possibility. An-
other X070S seems to be needed (106 c 9 - d 1 ) . 

I t is again Cebes who dismisses that possibility. Does not the 
"deathless" mean that which never dies? And must not that 
which never dies exist forever (a 18LOP OP - 106 d 3) ? If the 
"deathless" were subject to destruction (<$>dopa), Cebes ex-
claims in an "orphic" vein, could there be anything else 
( n aXXo) that would escape it! Whereupon Socrates: "Deity, at 
least, and Life itself by itself (avro TO rrj$ fcoijs eUos), and if 
there be anything else (TI aXXo) 'deathless'—that these never 
perish might, I think, be agreed upon by all (irapa TTCLPTCOP HP 
opioXoyyddr]1 1 1)There is as much ambiguity as solemnity in 
these words. Cebes catches the irony and chimes in: "By all 
men, to be sure, Zeus knows, and even more so by the gods, as 
I, for my part, suppose" (106 d 5-9) . But Socrates and Cebes 
do agree (106 e 1 - 107 a 1) : since "soul" does not "accept" 
Death, as has been shown, and if thus the "soul" is indeed 
deathless, there could be no alternative to its being inde-
structible, once it is granted (OTTOTC S?? . . . ianv) that the 
"deathless" is also indestructible (aha^dopop). I t seems, there-
fore, that when Death approaches man, what is mortal about 
him dies, while the "deathless," retiring before Death, departs 
safe and unimpaired (<T&P Kai abia (frdopop oi'xerai amop, 
vireKxupyvap TQ> daparu - 1 0 6 e 7 ) . "Soul, then, Cebes," So-
crates concludes, "is most certainly (-wapros fxaXKov) some-
thing deathless and indestructible, and our own souls will 
truly (TO) OPTL) be in Hades." But, most certainly, what the 
"deathless" part of man is and what kind of place "Hades" 
is, remain unstated. 

Both Cebes and Simmias declare that they are satisfied with 
what has been said. But Simmias feels bound to make a reser-
vation: considering the weakness of man as against the mag-

116. Strato of Lampsacus* criticism in Olympiodorus, p. 183 (Norvin), 
quoted by Hackforth, op. cit., p. 163 and p. 196 (m), does not 
add anything to what Socrates says in the dialogue. The mis-
understanding of Platonic dialogues begins early. (Gf. also Hack-
forth, Plato's Phaedrus, p. 68.) 

117. Gf. Symp. 202 b 6 : . . . b^okoydraL ye irapa 1ravrcov . . . and the 
context. 



nitude of the subject under discussion, he, for one, cannot 1 4 7 
completely trust the argument. Socrates fully approves of Sim-
mias' stand and even extends the distrust (amaHa:) to the very 
first suppositions underlying the entire argument (ras ye 
viroOecreLs ras 7rpdbras - 107 b 5) : however trustworthy they may 
appear, they ought to be looked into more thoroughly. T h e r e 
is a final stage, Socrates intimates, at which no further search 
will be needed. T o reach that stage, the first suppositions must 
be sufficiently (kavoos) articulated and then the consequences 
have to be followed up in argument as much as might be 
humanly possible (107 b 6 - 9 ) . Wi th this rather darkly phrased 
prospect Socrates seems to come back to the prescriptions 
which were to guide his course, reversing the order originally 
indicated (101 d 3 - 1 0 2 a 2 1 1 8 ) . I t is not hard to see: what 
happened between that beginning and the end now reached 
lacks clarity. 

T h e inconclusiveness of the "demonstration" hinges on 
Cebes' imitating Socrates' "more ingenious" answers. T h e as-
sertion that sharing in ^vxh is responsible for fco?; in a body, 
that "soul" is thus "l ife-bringing," is rooted in the common 
identification of " l iving be ing" and "animate being" (of 
and e^vxov). T h e emphasis in the preceding discussions lay 
on the kinship between ^vxv and the intelligible. W h a t char-
acterized p̂vxv was <f)p6prjcns.in Cebes' " imitated" answer gives 
faxv a radically different meaning, relating it not to 4>pbv7)<jis 
but to " l iving" (fr?*>). Moreover, this answer implies that shar-
ing in \pvxv amounts to the existence of a soul " i n " the body of 
an animate being: this soul is understood to "occupy" 1 2 0 that 
body and to dwell " i n " 1 2 1 it. T h e indestructibility of this soul, 
as the exchange between Cebes and Socrates shows, and as 
Simmias confirms, is far from certain. 

Does all this mean that the A070S, intended to meet Cebes' 
decisive objection and buil t up with so much care and cir-
cumspection, does not fulfill its task? Taken by itself, it fails 
indeed: even though Cebes seems satisfied with it, it does not 
quite dispel the fear that " the child in us" has, and cannot 
help having, the fear of that "bugbear" ( ra nopfxoXvKeta) — 
Death (77 e 4 - 7 ) . B u t had not Socrates said (77 e 8 - 9 ) , play-
fully and truthfully, that daily incantations1 2 2 are required for 

118. Cf. p. 137. 
119. Cf. p. 131, note 65. 
120. Cf. p. 143. 
121. Cf. p. 145, note 114. 
1 2 2 . Cf . Charm. 157 b. 



1 4 8 that child until that fear is charmed away? Are not the Aoyot 
of the dialogue a series of such "incantations," including the 
very last tale (114 d 6-7) ? But will they not, and necessarily 
so, remain ineffective unless supported by evidence more 
powerful than the evidence they by themselves are able to 
supply? 

This supporting evidence is there, in the very 5papa pre-
sented by Phaedo.123 We witness Socrates' behavior during the 
long hours before he drinks the draught. For it is not only the 
content of the Aoyoi, their cogency and insufficiency, that mark 
the struggle with Fear of Death, it is also, and more so, the 
adult sobriety, the serenity in gravity and jest, imposed by 
Socrates on the conversation. $iXoo-o</>ia is present. We witness 
its epyov. And it is the final scene that illuminates the wording, 
and failing, of that Aoyos we were concerned about, the one 
prompted by Cebes' gravest objection. 

T h e friends surrounding Socrates are made to apprehend 
directly the slow and gradual approach124 of Death bringing 
cold and rigor in its wake: they watch1 2 5 the hands of the exec-
utioner follow its path and so do we. When that cold and rigor 
come close to the heart, says the man, " T h e n he will have de-
parted" (oixycrtraL - 118 a 4) . 

T h e common euphemism echoes the words with which the 
X070S abounds.126 T h e imagery of "approach" and "departure" 
draws its strength from the world of visible and tangible 
things. I t cannot do justice to what, of necessity, must remain 
invisible and intangible. It matches Socrates' exalted topo-
graphy wThich assigns various dwelling-places (oinrjaets) on, 
above, and inside the Earth to the souls of men (107 c 1 - 1 1 5 
a 8) . This final tale and incantation competes with stories told 
about nature. In telling his own story, Socrates reverts to 
the kind of journey he claims to have undertaken in his youth. 

123. Cf. Rep. X , 604 e. 
124. The verb kmkvat (with hostile overtone) was used throughout in 

the X670S: 104 b 10, c 7, 106 a 9, b 8, c 4 (kireXddpTos), and 
finally e 5 : einopros . . . Oaparov kiri TOP apOpuirop . . . (irpocriepa 1 
is used 103 d 7, d 10; 106 a 4 : dware TLS EIRL x^opa Oepjidp 
€7rayoi . . .). 

125. Burnet's interpretation (in his edition of the Phaedo, pp. 117 f., 
note to 118 a 2) of avros ( 1 1 8 a 3 ) might be quite right. (See 
also Bluck, op. cit., p. 142, note 2 . ) 

126. 115 d 9 f.: oixwecrda 1 inribpra; 115 d 4 : oixwonai airtiov . . . ; 
106 e 7 : oix*rai &7TI6J>, vweKX^prjaap rcJ5 Bapdrcp; 106 C 5 : otxerai 
a-jTLOPra; 106 a 10: bireXedp $x*ro. Further back (102 d 9 - 106 a 4 ) 
the expressions vary (cf. p. 145) in striking contrast to the constant 
repetition of the verb &Tr6X\var0ai (except for 106 a 9 : &.7rt<rpbpvTo). 
Early in the dialogue Socrates uses hrnkpai (61 a 8 ) , kKuae 6.irohK]p.eip 
( e l ) , and rod fiLov awaKkdrreadai (85 b 7 ) . 



But what he has to tell is not a new version of irepi $1mcos J 49 
iaropia b u t a p a r t o f t h e iaropia irepi \pvxy$: i t is a t o p o g r a p h y o r , 

more exactly, an oecography of the soul. 
Not that this irp&ros irXovs, this first and last journey of So-

crates, is safer than any other: it does not befit a man of sense 
to assert with confidence that things are as the tale depicts 
them (114 d 1-2) . But once the indestructibility of the soul, 
with which the Aoyos concluded, is accepted, it is also fitting to 
accept the content of this tale or of one like it: it is worthy of 
a man to run the risk of such acceptance, for it is a noble risk 
(KCLXOS yap o dvdvvos - 114 d 6) ,127 T h e conclusion of the Aoyos 

was uncertain. T h e Aoyos failed because its motion took, un-
expectedly, a turn downwards, towards the level on which 
Death can be even perceived to "approach" a man. On this 
level the brave assertion of the soul's "departure" becomes a 
manifestation of human excellence. T h a t is what the action 
presented in the dialogue shows.128 

But there the matter cannot rest. Human excellence itself 
demands that the effort of the biavoia be kept up, that the Aoyos 
continue. Immediately after Simmias and Cebes raise their 
gravest objections (89 c 1 1 - 9 1 c 5 ) 1 2 9 Socrates enjoins his 
hearers forcefully to forgo forever any "misology." T h e pre-
scriptions laid down by Socrates must remain the guiding 
beacons in the search for a "sufficient" answer. This is well 
understood by the men surrounding Socrates and no less so by 
Echecrates and his friends (102 a 2 - 8 ) . T h e indestructible 
"part" of Socrates, in whatever guise (cf. 78 a 1 - 9 ) , may well 
be "present" whenever the search is undertaken. This "pres-
ence" may not even require any visible manifestation at all. 
Is it not secured by the very effort to keep the Aoyos alive? 

d) T o continue the Aoyos means to be earnest about the 
pleasures of learning (TO pavQaveiv - 114 e 4 and context) . This 
learning, if Socrates' prescriptions are to be followed, demands 
a determined effort on our part, demands lengthy and labori-
ous study.130 W e still have to ask: what light does the theme 
of "recollection" shed on that effort? 

T h e theme came into play when the discussion dealt with 
the pre-existence of the soul: "recollection" was then mythi-
cally, and "naturally," understood as having its place within 
the temporal texture of our common experience. Accordingly, 
Cebes' doubt concerning the status of the soul after a man's 

127. Cf. aKivduvdrepov (85 d 3 ) and the context. 
128. Cf. Rep. V I , 4 8 6 a 1 - b 5. 
129. Cf. Hackforth, op. cit., p. 109. 
130. Cf. Theaet. 186 c 2 - 5 . 



1 5 0 death could not be removed by invoking recollection which 
refers to the forgotten past. I t is perhaps significant that in the 
midst of the conversation with Cebes Socrates takes the op-
portunity to remark (105 a 5-6) : "Do recollect once more; for 

This remark invites Cebes to recollect what he presumably had 
already learned from previously given examples. But Socrates 
does not imply that Cebes' previous learning had been an act 
of recollection. 

I t could be argued that the enterprise of learning presup-
poses, of necessity, a state of knowledge in which the truth of 
things is manifest. T h e recollection thesis would thus point to 
that "pre-existent" Truth, perhaps not to be grasped in the 
lifetime of a man, but enabling him to search for it. T h e proc-
ess of "recollecting" would mean nothing but the very process 
of learning guided by Socrates' prescriptions. Later in the 
Meno, Socrates himself interprets "recollection" in that fash-

its meaning as implied in the recollection thesis itself and as 
supported by the mythical frame in which that thesis is pro-
pounded. 

No doubt, there is a profound discrepancy between the "nat-
ural" phenomenon of recollection, even if we enlarge it to a 
mythical scale, and the work of the Sikvoia, the aim of which 
is understanding and learning. T h e effort of recollection, when 
directed toward the recovery of an insight, tends to reach a 
moment of time in the past at which that insight was first 
gained,132 while learning, that is, the acquisition of knowledge, 
is in no way concerned with any past moment of time but is 
uniquely interested in the content of the knowledge to be ac-
quired. T h e object of knowledge is, as such, independent of 
any time. T o try to recover a lost insight means to try to repeat 
what happened at least once before. T h e effort to learn some-
thing is an effort to grasp something that is always true. 

T h e gulf between the learning effort of the hhvoia and the 
effort to recollect a forgotten insight seems to become less 
deep, however, if either effort is seen as the continuous exer-
cise of our faculty of dianoetic eikasia.1** No explicit attempt 
is made by Socrates, or Plato, to take up that point. Instead, 
it is a v a ^ w ^ which is singled out to throw light on nMriais. 
Why do we need this mythical light? 

131. Cf. Hackforth, op. cit, p. 75. 
132. Cf. pp. 109-11. 
133. Cf. pp. 119, 129. 
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5. 'Avajjivrjcris and nvrjfxT] in t h e Phaedrus, t h e Phi le bus, and 151 
t h e Symposium 

a) T h e dithyrambic words in the palinode of the Phaedrus 
mention twice (249 b 5-6 ; e 4 - 2 5 0 a 1) that no soul can be-
come a human soul unless it has seen the truth in the region 
"above heaven" (247 c 3 ) . It follows that we all had knowl-
edge once, and that is why we can try to recollect (249 d 6; 
250 a 1) that knowledge now. It is also said (248 a 2-6) that 
the human souls, unlike those of the gods, are not quite able 
to see all the truth: whatever knowledge they might have 
gained and regained must, of necessity, be incomplete and 
must, therefore, always be tainted with ignorance. No man 
can be wise (cf. 278 d 3-6) and only in a few is remembrance 
of what was once seen sufficiently present (250 a 5 ) . 

T o become a human soul, the soul has to acquire the power 
of speaking and of perceiving the meaning of the spoken 
word. T o perceive the meaning of whatever may be spoken 
is to grasp the intelligible content of the spoken words, to 
grasp the el8rj and their connections, which the words signify 
and to which they "refer." Whatever may be spoken is spoken 
with reference to those el8rj, described as "located" in the no-
where "outside" of heaven (cf. 247 c 2; 248 a 2 - 3 ) . Whatever 
may be spoken "refers" to the invisible domain of the intelli-
gible. Man as man, therefore, cannot help following the lead 
of his havoia: "For man must needs perceive the meaning 
(avvievai) of whatever is being spoken, [spoken necessarily] 
with reference to the intelligible (/car' el 80s \eyb}ievovlu) , by 
going [in every case] from many perceptions (k1 3 5 TTOXKOOV 

lovrnu aladrjaew) to the unity (els ev) comprehended in a 
reasoned account (XoyiapQ avvaipovfxevov) ; in this consists the 
recollection (avapvrjGris) of those [eUrj] which this soul of ours, 
in its upward surge towards that which truly is, once beheld 
while journeying with a god and looking down upon what 

134. T h e interpretation of avviiva 1 KOLT eldos \eyofxevov by Stallbaum, 
Ast, Robin seems hardly tenable. On the other hand, to insert, 
as Heindorf, von Arnim, Hack forth do, in accordance with common 
usage, TO before KOLT eldos means—or could, at least, mean—to take 
KOLT eldos in a restrictive sense, as if there could be some other kind 
or kinds of Xeyb/aepa- Is not that the reason why the article is 
omitted before the somewhat disturbingly—and pleonastically—inter-
polated KOLT eldos? 

135. Cf. 250 a 1 and Phaedo 74 b 4, 6, c 7 ; 75 a 5 - 7 (p. 129 ) . 
136. To read lovr instead of lov—with Badham and H. W. Thompson— 

seems indeed necessary (cf. Hackforth, Plato's Phaedrus, p. 86, 
note 1 ) . 



152 w e n o w claim has 'being* (dvat) " (249 b 6 - c 4 ) . This claim 
is possible because things down here look "l ike" those invisi-
ble d8rj "outside" of heaven (cf. opoicopa - 250 a 6, b 3; ekovas 
and ekaadkvTos - b 4, 5) . T o "comprehend" an eldos is an exer-
cise in dianoetic eikasia. 

Later in the dialogue (275 a 2 - 5 ) , in a context far re-
moved from the "divine madness" (256 b 6) of the "mythic 
hymn" (cf. 265 b 6 - c 1) , but still tied to an "Egyptian" 
tale about the invention of writing, the god-king Thamus is 
made to criticize that invention. Far from being a help to 
memory and craftmanship (pvr)pir]s re . . . Kai crocfrlas (frappaKov -
274 e 6 ) , writing will promote forgetfulness in the souls of 
men engaged in learning (roou padovruv) by making them 
neglect the use of their own memory (pvrjpfjs apeXerrjala) : re-
lying on what is written, they will be led to their recollec-
tions from without, from imprints not their own (vir' aWorpicov 
TV7rcop), instead of recollecting by themselves, from "within."1 3 7 

Writing does not help memory: it can only remind those "who 
know" of what the written words are about (275 a 5; d 1; 
278 a 1) . T h e written word could be justly called a sort of 
image (EUUXOP TI) of the one which is alive Kai epypvxos) 
and authentic (yprjortos), of the one "which is being written 
with knowledge in the soul of the learner" (o per' kirtarrjprjs 
ypaterae ep rfj rod pavdavovros vxv) > w h i l e t h e p r o c e s s o f 

examining and teaching (apaKpuats Kai dtdaxv) what is true 
(276 a; 277 e 9; 276 c 9) goes on. 

Learning is thus again identified with recollecting. We 
gather, however, that learning consists in reviving, as it were, 
the imprints left on our memory "within" the soul and—for 
the most part (250 a 1 — b 1) —"forgotten" after our journey 
to the virepovpdvLos ROTTOS. Thus, in the Phaedrus, not only the 
activity of recollecting but also memory acquires mythical di-
mensions. T h e soul of the "philosopher" is close, as close as it 
can be, to the highest region, the region of the divine, by 
virtue of its memory (ppypy - 249 c 5-6; cf. 252 e 5 - 253 a 5, 
also 254 b 5 ) . It is to memory, more than to recollection, 
that Socrates, somewhat apologetically, it seems (cf. 250 c 
7 - 8 ) , pays tribute in his dithyramb. 

b) In the Philebus, Socrates introduces (33 c 8 ff.) the 
theme of memory and recollection by clarifying the meaning 
of "sense perception." He does this in the larger context of 
an investigation of pleasure (jibovrj). 

Our body is exposed to all kinds of encroachments from the 
137. For the text cf. Hackforth, op. cit., p. 157, note 1. 



outside, which make it "shake" to a greater or lesser degree. 153 
Sometimes, perhaps most of the time, the "shock" (aeiafxos) 
is absorbed and "quenched" by the body before reaching the 
soul, that is to say, it remains "imperceptible." But whenever 
the "shock" reaches the soul so as to make the soul shake, too, 
though in its own peculiar way, we say that we "perceive." 
"Sense perception" (aladrjais), then, is the name we give, not 
improperly, to the simultaneous agitation of body and soul, 
which are jointly affected (cf. 34 a 3 - 5 ) . 

Now, to "remember" means to "preserve a sense percep-
tion" (crcorepLa aiadrjaeus - 34 a 10), to preserve, that is, a 
certain agitation affecting body and soul. This power of "re-
tention," which the soul seems to exercise only in conjunction 
with the body, we call memory (/jLvrjnv). But the retentive 
power may weaken its grip: memories may fade and "go out." 
T h e "outgoing of memory" (nvrjnrjs e£o<5os) is what we call 
(33 e 3) "forgetting" (XijOrj). 

"Imperceptible" shocks suffered by the body alone and 
"quenched" in it cannot be said to have been "forgotten." 
For, as Socrates takes care to remark to Protarchus, " i t is 
absurd to say that something which does not exist or has not 
yet come into being can be somehow 'lost' " (33 e 4-7) . If 
nothing has been "retained" or "kept," there is nothing that 
can have been "lost." T h e term "forgetting" is altogether in-
applicable in this case. 

Socrates proceeds to describe "recollecting" by contrasting 
it with "memory" (34 b 2 ) . In so doing (34 b 6 - c 3) , he 
manages to enlarge the scope and the meaning of "memory" 
vastly. 

T h a t which the soul once experienced conjointly with the 
body (fiera rod adoparos) may become lost or forgotten. But 
the soul has the power to recover (ava\aixf3aveiv) that loss, 
though not completely, all by itself, "without the body" (avev 
rod adcnaros). When the soul is engaged, to the best of its 
ability («ort /iaAicrra), in this kind of recovery, engaged "by 
itself within itself" (avrrj kv iavrfj), it is fair to say that it is 
engaged in "recollecting" (am/xi/ĵ <nc€<r0ar). 

What does the soul thus recover? Not the original agita-
tion (Kiprjats) of the body since the body is not involved in 
the act of recollection. T h e soul recovers the peculiar (Ibiov ~ 
33 d 5) state it itself was in when it "shook" conjointly with 
the body. T h a t state of the soul, once restored, is once more 
made available for "retention": a "memory" of that state can 
be re-established. 



154 Such a "memory" belongs altogether to the soul.1 3 8 This 
becomes especially clear when one considers that acts of re-
collection need not only apply to previous sense perceptions. 
They may also apply to previous learning which has led to 
knowledge without the body being involved in the process. 
T h i s knowledge may have been "kept" for quite a while, but 
it, too, was subject to forgetfulness. It, too, can be recovered 
and then again be kept or retained in our memory. Thus 
Socrates "adds" (34 b 10 - c 2) : " . . . when [the soul), having 
lost (diroKkcraaw) the memory of either a sense perception or, 
for that matter (av), of something [once] learned (pa-
OripaTos), turns it up again and anew (aides ravri]v [sc. ftprjinjv] 
avaTToXrjaj}139 TTCLKLV) [ and does this] by itself within itself, 
we do call all such happenings, don't we, recollections140 

and memories."1 4 1 What is regained by avapvqais is the content 
of the lost fî wVy but the reconstituted fivwrj itself is a new 
one. As Aristotle says,142 avapvyais is not an ava\rj\f/is of a lost 
memory as such. Diotima, in the Symposium, confirms this. 

Our memory thus not only preserves sense perceptions, it 
can also retain something once learned and function as the 
repository of knowledge. Correspondingly, "forgetting" can be 
described not only as the "outgoing of memory" (pvrjiirjs e£o8os), 
but also as "loss of knowledge" (cTricr-n^s diro^okr}') —the 
phrase Socrates uses in the Phaedo (75 d 10-11) , 1 4 3 or as the 
"outgoing of knowledge" (exiarrjjjLrjs e£o8os) —the phrase Dio-
tima uses in the Symposium (208 a 5 ) . 

T h u s far, the functioning of our memory seems to have been 
restricted to a man's lifetime. But Socrates pushes the enlarge-
ment of the meaning of pv-qjir] still further. Memory is finally 
located, as in the Phaedrus, within mythical horizons. 

T h e example which leads to that most comprehensive mean-

138. Cf. also Rep. X , 604 d 8-11 . 
139. Cf. R. G. Bury's edition of the Philebus, 1897, p. 68. 

It is noteworthy that Plato does not use avaXaiifiavuv with regard 
to \ivr)\xy). 

140. Cf. Laws V, 732 b 8 f.: kviipLvqcns 8' karrlv imppofi tfrpovfiaeus 
cnco\enroi)<JY)s. 

141. There is no reason to delete Kai vvrmas, as Gloel, Burnet, and Hack-
forth do, or to correct the phrase (cf. Bury, loc. cit.). See also 
Charm. 159 e 9, 176 b 1-4. 

142. De memoria 451 a 20-21 (see p. 110) ; Freudenthal, op. cit., p. 404; 
H.-G. Gadamer, Plato's dialektische Ethik, Phanomenologische In-
terpretationen zum 'Philebos', 1931, p. 125. (In "recollecting" we 
are aware of our "having forgotten" - cf. p. 112. This awareness is 
an essential element in the phenomenon of recollection. Gadamer's 
analysis seems to neglect that element.) 

143. See p. 130. 



ing of memory is a specific case of desire (ewidvnia), to wit, 155 
the desire experienced in thirst (34 e 9 - 3 5 d 7 ) . T h e ex-
perience of being thirsty is in itself a double one: it comprises 
(a) the painful feeling of depletion (Kevucris) and simulta-

neously (b) the longing for replenishment (7rX^pcocrts) and 
for the satisfaction which accompanies the feeling of being 
"fi l led" again.144 Socrates raises a teasing question (35 a 
6-9) : how can a man who suffers from thirst for the first 
time (TO TTP&TOV) , that is to say, is being "emptied" for the 
first time, have any inkling (ecfrairTeadcu) of the opposite proc-
ess, of that of replenishment? And how can he be longing for 
something which has never before been part of his experience, 
either through direct sensing (aladrjaeC) or through memory 
{livwv) ? At first glance the impossibility of desiring replenish-
ment in such a case seems perfectly clear. But we should not 
forget: to be thirsty means in any case to need the opposite 
of what produces the suffering. I f no direct experience of be-
ing filled again has ever occurred before, the conclusion is 
inescapable that there must be something else in man which 
makes him desire replenishment. I t is also clear that the 
source of this desire cannot have anything to do with man's 
body, which merely undergoes the process of being emptied, 
but must belong to his soul and account for his anticipating 
the satisfaction to be derived from his being replenished 
again. I t is obvious, Socrates claims, that this not ignorant, 
and hopeful (cf. 35 e 9 - 36 b 7 and 32 b 9 - c 6 ) , anticipa-
tion in man's soul must be due to the Memory which is the 
soul's very own (35 b 11 - c 2 ) . 

T h e memory Socrates is talking about at this point (35 c 1; 
c 13; d 2; cf. 33 c 5 -6 ) is not the memory mentioned before 
(33 c 8 ff. including 35 a 7 ) , the one which arises from sensing 

or even from learning in one's lifetime. I t has a mythical 
character. I t hints at something experienced and retained not 
in this life. I t is not something ever renewable by recollection, 
like the memories commonly at our disposal, but something 
forever abiding, like the memory of the "philosopher" in the 
Phaedrus.1^ 

A little later in the dialogue (38 b 1 2 - 39 c 6 ) , Socrates 
reverts to the understanding of memory with which he began. 
Our attempts to reach and to state definite opinions on vari-
ous matters, our very ability to have any opinion (5o£a) at 
all, are rooted both in memory and sense perception. It is as if 

144. Cf. Lysis 221 d 6 - e 5; Symp. 204 a 6-7. 
145. See p. 152. 



156 our sensing, our memories and our feelings (ra Tradrjnara -
39 a 2) about what we sense and remember were acting con-
jointly on our soul1 4 6 like a scribe covering a scroll with writ-
ten characters, sometimes truthfully, sometimes falsely. But, 
in addition, when we are detached from any direct sensing 
and feeling, we are capable of seeing in ourselves copies of 
what was once written in our soul, as if a painter (forypac^os -
39 b 6) ,1 4 7 succeeding the scribe, had provided us with images 
(ehoves - 39 c 1, 4) of what was previously opined and stated 

in spoken or silent words.148 These images are, correspond-
ingly, either truthful or deceptive. They are ever-renewable 
memory imprints. In "reading" them we exercise our faculty 
of dianoetic eikasia.149 

c) Thus, considering what is said in the Philebus and the 
Phaedrus, memory has a triple aspect. I t is understood (1) as 
capable of retaining our immediate experience, which is based 
on our outer and inner sensing; (2) as the repository of knowl-
edge acquired in one's lifetime or even before that, on one's 
journey with the gods to the region "above heaven"; (3) as 
the source of our desires which depend, once more, on some 
mythically conceived previous fulfilment and insight. With re-
gard to the first two aspects, our memories are not persistent 
but may be newly re-established by a process of "natural" or 
mythical recollection. With regard to the third aspect, memory 
is enduring and does not need the help of any kind of re-
collection: it seems, in the Philebus, to play itself the role as-
signed elsewhere to avanvrjais. 

There is a genuine tension between these various aspects 
of memory. Diotima, in the Symposium, reveals the main root 
of that tension. 

Diotima had just enumerated everything in man that, 
strangely enough, is constantly changing. She then goes on to 
say (207 e 5 - 208 a 7) : "And still much stranger than all 
those things [mentioned before] is what happens to our 
knowledges: not that some of them arise and some vanish in 
us and that we are never the same even with regard to our 
knowledges, but [the point is] that each single knowledge 
also suffers the same [predicament]. Indeed, what is called 

146. Cf. Hackforth, Plato's Examination of Pleasure, A translation of the 
Philebus, with Introduction and Commentary, 1945, p. 75, note 1; 
Robin, Platon (Pleiade), II, 1490, note 108. 

147. Cf. p. 110. 
148. Cf. Theaet. 190 a 4 - 6 ; c 5 ; Soph. 264 a (see also pp. 104 f. (4) 

and 133 f . ) . 
149. Cf. p. 109 f. 



studying (pekerav) carries the implication that knowledge 2 5 7 
has gone out (<bs k^ioba^s karl TTJS kwtdTrjpTjs) ; for forgetting 
(\y6ii) is the outgoing of knowledge (eTrtcrri^s l£o5os), while 

study (fjLeXerav) replaces the outgoing memory (axLovatj 
/it v 7} fjLTj) [of something once learned] by producing afresh a 
new one (TTCIAI v k a LV rj v kyuroiovaa) and thus preserves 
(crcifet) the knowledge so as to make it appear the same 
(ware rrjv avrfjv doKetv elvcu,)MeXerfj h e r e m e a n s t h e s t u d i o u s 
effort of learning and is at the same time clearly a pun on 
pTj-Xrjdrj: the effort of learning is interpreted as removal of 
forgetfulness.150 What is being lost and renewed are memories, 
memory "imprints." I t is of old and new pv îxai that Diotima 
speaks as of old and new "knowledges," that is, of knowledges 
committed to memory. A vanished image, a memory imprint, 
of something "known" is replaced by a new image, a new 
memory imprint, of that very same thing, again as a "known" 
one. T h e two images, the two "memories," are two remem-
bered knowledges and are thus subjected to the vicissitudes of 
time, but they give the appearance of being one and the same 
knowledge because their content is the same, unchanging 
arid timeless.1*1 T h a t is why this exchange of "knowledge" for 
"knowledge" is so much "stranger" (aroirurepov) than any 
other change or exchange in man. 

6. T H E AVOIDANCE OF THE AVDFJIVTJALS THESIS IN OTHER DIALOGUES, 

AND ESPECIALLY IN THE Theaetetus 

In the Symposium, Diotima does not revert to the recollec-
tion thesis at all. Nor is it mentioned in the sixth and 
seventh books of the Republic, in the Theaetetus, or else-
where. Yet in these dialogues the theme of learning either 
is or seems to be eminently present. 

T h e "divided l ine" in the sixth book of the Republic points 
to an ascent in the domain of the intelligible and implies a 
way of genuine learning.152 So does the image of the "cave" 
at the beginning of the seventh book. But neither the one nor 
the other brings up the theme of recollection. 

150. Thus not only bXriOeta but also neXcrrj appears to carry the conno-
tation of the "un-forgotten." This kind of punning, in its playful-
ness and its seriousness, is hardly a matter for etymological considera-
tions (cf. P. Friedlander, Plato I, English version, 1958, pp 221 ff.). 
In Rep. X , 621 a, the river 'AfieXrjs borders on the plain of ArjOy. 

151. Cf. Phaedr. 247 d 6 - e 2. 
152. Cf. pp. 117-25. 



158 T h e bulk of the seventh book of the,Republic deals with 
the education of the future guardians of the City. Socrates is 
explicit about what they have to learn so as to be led up-
wards into the light, "as some are said to have ascended from 
Hades to the gods" (521 c 2 - 3 ) . T h e various juad^ara those 
men have to master are thoroughly surveyed (521 c ff.) but 
nadrjens itself is nowhere linked with a v ^ v i s . 

I t has often been remarked that, before Socrates begins 
speaking about the course of studies to be followed by the 
future guardians, he seems to allude to the anamnesis thesis. 
Rejecting an ever-present view concerning the nature of edu-
cation, he criticizes those who claim to " p u t " knowledge " into" 
a soul in which that knowledge is absent (518 b 6 - c 2) . In 
Socrates' view, to which Glaucon adheres, there is within the 
soul of each one of us the power of learning and the 
ment" by means of which each one of us 
by himself so as to be able to reach up to the highest level of 
being and to endure the sight of what is most luminous (cf. 
518 c 4 - d 2 ) . Still, there is no mention of "recollection" in 
this passage. 

Instead, the seventh book of the Republic again conjoins 
M&ftyw and »ektmi (526 c 1-2; 535 c 3) ,1 5 3 

So does the Theaetetus. Here (153 b 9 - c 1) Socrates 
asks: "Is not the condition of the soul (v . . . kv rfj x/svxv tys) 
[in analogy to that of the body (b 5-8) ] such that it ac-
quires ar 
[thereby] 
through 

5 ) , while it 
by 

ing no effort and [therefore] staying 

be 
of the 

lis capable of (dXXoSotfa-189 b 12; iXXofiofcl* 
- 1 8 9 d 5 , 1 9 0 e 1; bepoSo&p- 1 9 0 e 2 ; irepoSo^ia - 193 d 2 ) . 1 B 6 

T h i s problem is part of the more general one: what does it 

153. Cf. Tim. 88 a 2-3: 
154. Cf. Phaedr. 275 a 3: 
155. Cf. p. 28. 



mean to "have in mind" something which is false, to "opine" 159 
something untrue (TO 8o£a£eiv riva \pev8rj - 187 d 6) ? And in 
the background looms the even more comprehensive prob-
lem: what is "opining" (8o%a£et,v) ?1 5 6 T h e discussion of this 
skein of problems is introduced by Socrates with the words: 
" I t is better, I suppose, to bring to an end a small task 
(aniKpov) well than a big one poorly" (187 e 2 - 3 ) . T o 
bring to an end their "small" 1 5 7 task, Socrates and Theaetetus 
cannot avoid taking into account Memory, that marvelous— 
and, on occasion, perilous—gift of Mnemosyne, the mother of 
the Muses (191 d 3 - 4 ) . For Opinion (<5o£a) and Memory 
(nvwy) appear closely and inextricably related.158 It is this 
relation which is emphasized in the second part of the Theae-
tetus. MvTjfjLTj is seen here in its common, ubiquitous, role, with-
out any mythical magnification. 

We have to put the discussion which goes on in this second 
part of the doxological mime 1 5 9 into its own proper perspec-
tive. 

T h e discussion is based on Theaetetus' second tentative an-
swer to the question, "What is knowledge?" T h e first, by now 
refuted, answer was: T o know is to perceive. T h e second is 
(187 b 5 - 6 ) : Holding a "true opinion" (a\rj6f}s 8o%a) means 

to be in the state of "knowing." 
T h e second answer is no less tentative than the first one 

was. In fact, the tentative character of his contributions is 
stressed by Theaetetus himself and acknowledged by Socrates 
(151 e 1-5; 187 b 5 - c 6; cf. also 201 c 8 - d 3 ) . Each time 

Theaetetus' tentative answer brings out a particular 8oy(ia 
championed by others.160 T h e discussion shows that all these 
opinions are faulty ones. 

As to his second answer, Theaetetus from the very begin-
ning (187 b 4-5) brings into play not only "true opinion" 
but also "false opinion" (\f/ev8̂  86%a) : for the entire domain 
of opinions (waaa 8o%a - 1 8 7 b 4 ) , Socrates and Theaetetus 
agree, is divided into two areas, one "truthful," the other 
"deceptive" (8vo?v ovroiv tSeaw rod jib aXydtvov, \pev8ovs 
81 rod erepov - c 3 - 4 ) . Instead of directing their attention 
to the character of "true opinion," as Theaetetus' answer seems 

156. This last problem, in all its comprehensiveness, is raised in the 
fifth book of the Republic (esp. 476 e 4 ff.) and dealt with in the 
sixth and seventh books (cf. pp. 1 1 2 - 2 5 ) . 

157. Cf. 145 d 6. 
158. Cf. Gadamer, op. cit., p. 135. 
159. Cf. p. 18. 
160. Gf. 157 c 9 - d 2. 



while 

1 6 0 t o demand, Theaetetus and 
way (187 c 7 - e 2 ) - s e e m to 
trate on the area of the '.'false." T h i s 
again (&va\afclv wa\iv-c 7) a 
viously (167 a - d ; 179 c 1 -2) and to 
anew (187 e 1 - 2 ) . I t is thus that 
following up the identification of 
opinion," happen to be talking in the 
lem that "false opining" poses. 

W e cannot fail to see that Theaeteti 

thing else, are themselves enacting this kind of error. They 
are able to do this because of the tentativeness of the answer 

lively cannot help being a pretended answer. Thus Theae-
tetus and Socrates enact an AXXo5of£o, present a case of 
So^etv, in "mistaking" S6£a for krurrim: the 
they are engaged in treats knowledge explicitly as 
"known" known as true opinion, while it implicitly appeals to 
some possible other, albeit unknown, meaning of 
differing from that of "true 
purity" of such an argument, duly recorded by Socrates (196 
d 2 - 197 a 7) , 1 6 1 stems from that hidden appeal. 

I t is in this context of "mistaking" - ipyV - knowledge for 
and of accounting-\6yV - f o r the possibility of 

that Memc 
T h e possibility of "mistaking" something for 

is rooted in our, on the face of it, " incredible" (cf. 188 c 4 ) , 
ability not to know what we know and to know what we do 
not know (188 a 10-11; c 2 f. - 191 a 8 - b 1; b 7 -8 ; 196 c 1-2; 
198 c 7 -8 ; 199 c 5 - 6 ) . I t is " incredible" because, as is 
piratically clear (188 a 1 0 - b 2 ) , it 
that one who knows should not know and one who 

this ability becomes credible as soon 
two ways of "knowing" (197 a 

8 - 1 9 8 a 4) : we may have stored up knowledge in our mem-
ory and in this sense "possess" (KtKTrjodai - 197 b 8) it and may 
yet not have the known "present" before us; we may, on the 
other hand, have direct insight into something by 
and holding" (Xa/3elv Kai aXetv - 197 c 9; 198 a 2; d 3) it 

" i n our hands." as it were (cf. 198 d 3 - 4 ) . T h e 
(imcrinxvs ktvw) in the 

161. See pp. 84 f. 



first sense and "having knowledge" ( h m o r ^ s ^ts) in the sec- 161 
ond sense162 may amount to "nothing," as Socrates does not 
fail to remark (tcrcos . . . ovUv [5ict</>€pa] - 1 9 7 b 6 ) , but it seems 
to account, at any rate, for our "mistaking" something for 
something else. I t seems to account for our opining "falsely" 
instead of "rightly." 

W e may have direct insights in a twofold way. W e either 
perceive something clearly enough by means of our senses 
(aiadaveadai) or grasp something solely by thinking (diavoeiadai 
novov) without making use of our senses (cf. 195 d 6 - 1 0 ) . Both 
kinds of insight can be recorded on our memory, which So-
crates describes by using two similes. 

In one of them memory is compared (191 c 8 - e 1) with a 
" lump of wax" (tdipivov kKfiayeiov)163 on which sense percep-
tions (alcrdrjcreis) and also thoughts (evvoiai)164 can "stamp im-
pressions" (hiroTvirovaOai). Our memory is thus the receptacle 
of " imprints" the quality of which varies depending on the 
quality of the wax, that is, of the particular memory in ques-
tion. In terms of this simile we are said "both to remember 
and to know" (fJLvrjfioveveiv re Kai ewiaraaOav) that which suc-
ceeds in being effectively imprinted, as long as the imprinted 
" image" (eWu\ov) of whatever produced the imprint persists. 
We are said "both to have forgotten and not to know" 
(eTriKeXrjadaL re Kai fiV ewLaraaOat) that which is wiped out 
through the disappearance of its image, or else that which was 
not able to leave an imprint at all (191 d 7 - e 1 ) . T h e "know-
ing" and the "not knowing" refer here respectively to the 
"possession of k n o w l e d g e " (eTLarTjnrjs Krrjcris) a n d to its op-
posite, not to the "having of knowledge" (€7̂ 0-7-77/1775 e^is) and 
to its opposite. 

Throughout (192 b 3 - 194 d 4 ) , Socrates calls a "memory 
imprint" a "mark , " a arHitiov—in analogy to the mark left by 
the signet of a seal r ing, 1 6 5 also a T W O S (192 a 4; 194 b 5) or 
airoTvirujjLa (194 b 5 ) , a cr$payis (192 a 6 ) , an eKfiayelov (194 
e 6 ) , and, most pregnantly, a nvrjneiov h rfj \pvxy (192 a 2 f . ; b 
6; cf . 196 a 3 : nvrj pela kv r<£ kicnayeiu). T h e " m e m o r y i m p r i n t s , " 

162. Cf. the twofold meaning of kvrtXtxua in Aristotle, as exemplified 
by the distinction of "possessing knowledge," kTnarrjfjLTjv 
(hreXexeia ij xpcorr;), and of "exercising" it, T6 Oewpeiv: De 
anima II, 1, 412 a 10 -11 ; 2 2 - 2 8 ; 412 b 2 7 - 4 1 3 a 1; II, 5, 
417 a 22 - b 2. Cf. also Nic. Eth. I, 8, 1098 b 31 -33 and the use 
of in Phaedo 75 d 9 (p. 130). Cf., on the other hand, 
Aristotle, Phys. VII I , 4, 255 a 33 - b 5. 

163. Cf. 194 c - d . 
164. Cf. pp. 153 ff., also p. 129, note 59. 
165. Cf. p. 110. 



162 the nvyfitia, the "memorials," do not belong to the domain of 
the visible and tangible. They belong to the medium in which 
our Siavoia does its work, to the stuff out of which what we call 

taking one for another and thus opining falsely, we fail to cor-
relate properly our perceptions and our memory imprints; we 
fail "in the adjustment of perception to thinking" (ev rfj 
avvtyei aiadfaeus wpds Si&votav - 195 d 1 - 2 ) . O n t h e o t h e r 
hand, whenever the adjustment is made in the proper way, we 
opine rightly. 

But we can also make "mistakes" which have nothing to do 
with sense perceptions. We can be mistaken in our thinking. 
T h e theme of "opining" (Sofrfav) came up, in fact, after it 
had become clear that knowledge could not be found in what 
we call cuo-fVis, but had to be sought in that state of the soul, 
whatever its name, of which the soul becomes aware "when 
engaged all by itself ( « M KOB' *Mn>) in considering what there 
is" (187 a 3 - 8 ) . I t was Theaetetus who ventured to submit 
that such a state of the soul is the one we are wont to call 
"opining." 1 6 6 

T h e possibility of mistakes in our thinking makes Socrates 

memory in every soul with an aviary ^197 c ff.) in which birds 
of all kinds and habits are kept. T h e birds are supposed to 
represent "knowledges"-"kept" knowledges. T h e very phras-
ing of the distinction between "possessing knowledge" and 
"having knowledge" was chosen to fit this new simile. T h e 
birds, or knowledges, are there; we own them, but we "have" 
them, strictly speaking, only if, after putting our hands into 
the cage, or applying our thinking in earnest, we "catch" them 

- 197 c 3; d 1; 198 a 2; a 7; d 2; 199 b 2) for the sec-
ond time (dirrii. . . v di)pa); we can indeed do this whenever 
we so desire; we can also let them go again and repeat this op-
eration at will (197 c 7 - d 2; 198 a 1 - 2 ) . But it may well hap-
pen that, in performing this operation, we catch the "wrong" 
bird, a knowledge we were not after, that is to say, we make a 
"mistake" and thus obtain a i M f c «6fa (199 a 9 - b 3 ) . 

This simile, then, helps us to imagine vividly the possibility 
of "mistakes" which our thinking makes all by itself. If, how-
ever, catching the wrong bird is equivalent to gaining a "false 

1 6 6 ' (WmM^f'oflhe souh it W l t ^ ' b y melm of w h k h ' w e ^ r ^ e 
to opine" ($ . . . «o{Afcr hwaM. What we opine is the 
Sotaariv (cf. p. 113) . 



opinion, catcmng tne ngnt Diru 
a "right opinion." This is the 

self draws (199 b 7 - 8 ) : "When, on the other hand, [a man] 
really gets hold of what he is trying to get hold of, he [can be 
said] not to be mistaken (tyevMv) and [therefore] to opine 
what truly is (rA 6vra So^eiv)." I t thus indeed appears 
possible for a man not to know what he knows (199 c 5) and 
to go on relearning from, himself what he already knows 
(xAXw ipxtrai fiaO^dfievos nap' iavrov a ^iararai - 1 9 8 e 4 - 5 ) , as 
Socrates had suggested previously (198 d 4-8) in a rather 
involved phrase: " I t is thus possible for a man to learn anew 
(xiXw etrrt Karafiavdavav) the very things the knowledge of 
which was long before in him, after he had learned them so 
that he knew them; [it is possible for him to relearn them] 
by recovering the knowledge (LvaXa^kvovra rr,v W T ^ ) of 
each of them and holding fast (Uxovra) to it, which knowl-
edge he had possessed long ago but did not have at hand in 
h i s t h i n k i n g " (Tcpdxetpov 8> »{,K elXe rr) havol. 

At this point (199 c 7 ) , however, a grave difficulty arises: if 
the "wrong" bird which, in any 

is it conceivable that such a 

163 

and in taking the T^xvy of 
us in no doubt as to what hi 

167. Gf. 199 d 1 - 2 ; also 189 c 5 - d 1. 



1 6 4 w h o i s proficient in the art of Arithmetic, Socrates intimates, 
"possesses" all the "knowledges" about numbers and is able to 
pass them on (TrapadcSdvcu) to someone else (198 a 1 0 - b 2 ) . 
This now is how Socrates continues: "And we proclaim168 the 
man who passes them on to be teaching (5ibaanav) and the 
one who takes them over [from the first] to be learning 
(pavekveiv) and him who has them, in the sense of keeping 
them in that aviary, to be knowing (kwiaraadat,) " (198 b 4 - 6 ) . 
We do indeed. Such "teaching" and "learning," however, can 
only be understood as a passing on and a receiving of "opin-
ions," at best of " t rue" ones, at worst of "false" ones. Such 
"teaching" and "learning" is constantly going on. W e cannot 
dispense with it. T h e acquisition of a variety of skills, the 
gathering of information of all kinds, the convictions and 
practices which govern the conduct of our lives, all depend on 
it. For we live, and cannot help living, from childhood on, in 
the medium of accepted opinions. Our memory is to an over- f 
whelming degree the repository of those opinions. When we 
are children, this receptacle, the aviary, must be considered 
empty (Kevdv - 197 e 2 f . ) . Gradually we fill it up, we claim to 
be "learning" or to be "finding out" and finally to be "know-
ing" (cf. 197 e 2 - 6 ) . What this means is that, all the while, we 
are "receiving" other peoples' opinions. Theaetetus' second 
answer and the discussion it provokes rest altogether on this 

standing of teaching and learning derived from it.1 6 9 

T h a t discussion led to an impasse, says Socrates (200 c 8 -
d 2 ) , because it concerned itself with the problem of "false 
opinion" before dealing with that of "knowledge": it is impos-
sible to understand "false opinion" without having sufficiently 
grasped what "knowledge" is. Since the underlying assump-
tion in all that discussion was the identity of "knowledge" and 
"true opinion," we understand Socrates to be saying that prior 
to investigating how false opinions come about one ought to 
try to investigate what is meant by "true opinion." In making 
Theaetetus' second tentative answer to the question "what is 
knowledge?" the basis for their discussion of "false opinion," 
Socrates and Theaetetus had left the most difficult problem of 
"true opinion" itself untouched, had not considered the rela-
tion of opinion to truth. In what sense can an opinion be 
" true" and still remain an "opinion"? 

168. KaXovnev is rather emphatic (cf. 189 c 3 ) . 
169. Cf. p. 106. See also Cornford, Plato's Theory of Knowledge, 

1935, pp. 135 f. 



As to our memory being to an overwhelming degree the 165 
repository of opinions, it is hard to deny that our memory also 
preserves genuine knowledge which we once acquired. T h e 
question of how this first acquisition, this initial learning, 
comes about is not even raised in the Theaetetus. In the 
Meno as well as in the Phaedo, in the Phaedrus as well as in 
the Philebus, the tale of mythical recollection or of mythical 
memory at least hints at, or takes into account, in a more 
or less elaborate way, the problem of initial learning, but 
the Theaetetus ignores that problem altogether. Instead, the 
Theaetetus takes up, in connection with the aviary simile, the 
theme of relearning. T h e possibility of relearning seems to be 
asserted: we are indeed able to catch the right bird. But this 
ability is matched by our ability to catch the wrong one. Is it, 
then, a matter of chance whether we succeed or fail in our 
catching? If it were, how could we reconcile the serious effort 
of learning with such haphazard catching? T h e phrase padrjcris 
Kai peXkrt] seems to preclude an acquisition of knowledge based 
on anything but deliberate search. 

In fact, the Theaetetus does not try to account for learning 
of any kind. For, although the dialogue raises the question of 
knowledge, it deals with the ways we err: its immediate con-
cern are "false opinions/' notably false opinions about knowl-
edge and learning. T o bring those false opinions into the light 
of day is the primary purpose of Socrates' "maieutic" art, so 
much talked about in this dialogue (cf. esp. 157 c 7 - d 3; 210 
b 4 - d 1 ) . 

I t is tempting to consider Socrates' ironic insistence on his 
being a "midwife" for young men (149 a 1 - 1 5 1 d 3; 157 c 
7 - d 3; 160 e 2 - 1 6 1 a 6; 161 b 1-6; 184 a 8 - b 2; 210 b 4 -
d 1) as complementing his recollection story from the point of 
view of the one who assists others in their effort to "recol-
lect ."1 7 0 But as far as the Theaetetus is concerned, and it is 
only in this dialogue that Plato makes Socrates characterize 
his own dialectical art as "maieutic," Theaetetus is delivered 
not of any insights but of false opinions spread over his mem-
ory.171 I t is true, this kind of deliverance is indispensable for 

170. This is the view of the Anonymous Commentator (quoted with ap-
proval by Cornford, op. cit., p. 2 8 ) . Because it appears strongly 
supported by the passage 150 d 6 - e 1, it has remained ever since 
the prevalent view. 

171. Cf. Aristophanes, Clouds 137 (and 139) , where a pupil of Socrates 
says to Strepsiades, who knocks violently at the door: "you have 
made a thought, just excogitated, miscarry," (fypovrid' QrjufiXuKas 
k̂ r)vprffxiv7)v (quoted by Cornford, loc. cit.). 



2 6 6 future "positive" learning.172 T h e Theaetetus, however, does 
not show such learning and, if for no other reason than this, 
need not invoke the apaiivrjats thesis. Not k-Kiar^m but her 
bastard sister 8o£a dominates the scene. T h a t is why opin-
ion's faithful nurse, memory, is also constantly in sight.173 

T h e avafjLvrjais story presupposes, on the face of it, that there 
is knowledge " i n " us, which proper questioning on the part of 
the "teacher" might bring to light. This knowledge " i n " us is 
not supposed to be "fathered." But the false opinions, of 
which Theaetetus is unburdened by Socrates* maieutic skill, 
all have their "fathers": they are all "begotten." T h a t is why 
they can be compared to infants whose birth needs the assist-
ance of a iaata. Th i s crucial circumstance seems to lie at the 
basis of the "midwifery" image. 

7. 

From what is said in the Phaedo, the Phaedrus, the Phi-
lebus, the Symposium, the Republic, and the T) 
about learning, forgetting, recollecting, and 
can infer: 

1. T h e nature of the tie between the thesis of the soul's in-
destructibility and the thesis of recollection is by no means 
clear. This unclearness is not unrelated to the ambiguous use 
of the term *vXii itself, the connotations of which range from 
0P6^<m to Wn-

2. T h e central difficulty of the recollection thesis lies in the 
discrepancy between the timeless target of all learning and the 
temporal character of any recollection. 

3. Memory, on its part, is curiously " in touch" with what 
happens to the body, on the one end, and no less curiously " in 
touch" with the domain of the intelligible, on the other end. 
Thus memory can be understood as preserver of sense per-
ceptions, as repository of knowledge, and, most importantly, 

4. Whenever learning is identified with recollecting, or re-
the problem of initial learning is held in 

the first beholding of the el&y on the part of the 
as described in the Phaedrus, be taken as indicating initial 

172. Cf. p. 173. 
173. The theme of was first brought up in 163 d 1 - 1 6 4 d 6, 



5. T h e link between learning and "studious effort" ( M M 167 

is conspicuously emphasized. 
With regard to the second and fifth points, we may well ask: 

does not the studious effort involved in learning, does not 
learning itself take time, occur in time? And is not the char-
ing? P 7 

f T h e effort of learning, however, does not aim at some point 
back in time, it rather anticipates the acquisition of knowledge 
at some future point of time. Does, then, the repetition in-
volved in avaixvrjcns and peUrrj, with their contrary motions, 
tend toward the same goal? At the moment of insight, after a 
period of learning, we cognize that what we have learned is 
true. Can this cognition be anything but re-cognition? Does 
not thus learning ultimately indeed merge with recollecting? 
And must not then, conversely, the "yet unknown" and "un-

f learned" be equated with the "forgotten" (as Diotima's pun 
intimates) and the state of ignorance with that of forget-
fulness? 

I n the Sophist (229 b - c ) the Stranger distinguishes differ-
ent aspects o£ ignorance (ayvota). One kind of ignorance, how-
ever, outweighs all the others. I t consists in thinking that one 
knows something while not knowing it (TO M KARABORA N 

boKtlv eibevai) . Th is kind o£ ignorance is properly called apaOLa. 
Th is word points to the state men are in when they have not 
learned what they are supposed to have learned. When we 
blame a man for being ignorant we do so, indeed, not simply 
because he does not know but because he has not exerted his 
faculty of learning. W e call him therefore d M a % - " u n -
learned." On the other hand, having forgotten what we once 
learned and knew, we also find ourselves in a state of igno-
rance, which could be removed by an effort of recollection. I f 
"being ignorant" and "not knowing" were altogether identical 
with "having forgotten,"1 7 4 any process of learning would in-
deed be a process of recollection, as the recollection thesis 

* maintains. 
B u t does not Socrates claim in the Philebus (33 e 4 - 7 ) 1 T 5 : 

I t is absurd to say that something which does not exist or 
has not yet come into being can be somehow 'lost '"? T h a t 
means: knowledge not yet acquired cannot be "forgotten." 
Again, does not Socrates, in the Theaetetus (188 a 2 - 4 ) , 
mention, in passing, that learning (navdaveiv) and forgetting 
174. Cf. Theaet. 191 e 1: re Kai rf M^raeda,. (see p. 161). 
175. See p. 153. 



168 (emXavdapeadat) have their place 
(elfifrai) and not knowing (M eldbac) 

does not appear to be equated with "forgetfulness." T h e 
discussion of learning and forgetting does not belong to the 
argument he and Theaetetus are pursuing at this point,1 7 6 

Socrates remarks. Conceivably, 
tigation of learning and forgetting could throw more light 
their "intermediate" position and therefore also on the re 
tion of "forgetfulness" to the state of "not knowing." I 
this investigation is nowhere to be found. I t would 
at any rate, to an argumentative examination of the 

Are we not led to the conclusion: we have to withhold 
assent to the thesis that learning is recollecting? 

But would not such a conclusion miss a 
point? 

Does not the thesis itself of necessity preclude any didactic 
about its validity? Was not that the reason why So-

from telling Meno more about it? What Meno 
and we are asking now, is: how can we ascertain that 

what the thesis claims is true? 
Socrates introduced the anamnesis story as stemming from 

people conversant with the highest order of things and capable 
of speaking about it. How adequate can this speaking be? Must 
not any telling about the highest, that is, the 
sive, levels of things be marred by opaqueness and 
not because on those levels "things" are necessarily "dark" in 

but rather because their integrity and 
tot help being broken in the 

i the most precise "technical" way of 
this situation, because speech, like knowledge, 

plurality of a "world" subjected to the 
rule of " T h e Other." 1 7 7 

Speech is not quite capable of coping with "wholeness."178 

This theme of "wholeness" was reached in the dialogue, we 
remember, just before Meno refused to continue the search179 

and was present in the myth told by Socrates. In that myth, it 
actually provided the link between the theme of the soul's un-
dying nature and the theme of learning." 0 But like any other 

176. Cf. p. 165. 
177. Cf. p. 86. 
178. Cf. Epist. VII, 343 a 1: rd T€>» Myw taOwis (also pp. 17, 122, Cf. Epist. 

146 f.) . 
179. P. 80. 
180. P. 



kind of speaking, mythical speech detracts from the clarity of 169 
what is "whole," it cannot tell the whole truth. 

There is a tendency to interpret a myth told in a Platonic 
dialogue, especially one told by Socrates, as a lever of per-
suasion more potent than any other way of speaking, appeal-
ing to less and yet to more than our understanding, a unique 
means of conveying the incommunicable. Is that what Alci-

V biades means in the Symposium (215 d 3-6) when he ex-
claims: "Listening to you [Socrates] or to your words spoken 

^ by somebody else, even though that one be a very poor speaker, 
we are overwhelmed and captivated, whoever be the listener, 
a woman, a man, a boy"? Does he refer to Socrates' sometimes 
exasperatingly ironic and mocking inquiries and never dis-
guised dialectical power that may induce "torpor" in the one 
Socrates questions, but may also engender an unquenchable 
desire to search for the truth?1 8 1 Or does Alcibiades have in 

I mind Socratic myths of the kind we find in Platonic dialogues? 
I f the latter be the case, is it true that the primary purpose of 

I such myth-telling and mythmaking is the conveying of the in-
communicable? T o deal with that question properly we can-
not refrain from reflecting, as Plato seems to be constantly 
doing, on the nature of myths the origins of which are un-
known and which are passed on to us through innumerable 
generations of men. 

Are not myths of that kind exalted opinions, human 
So£acrjuara182 of a most impressive and unforgettable stature? 
Do they not serve as an insufficiently or too brightly illumi-
nated background for all the opinions in which and by which 
we live? 

What ought to be stressed is that myths never stand by 
themselves. T h a t is their weakness and their strength. I t is not 
a matter of chance or of some particular historical develop-
ment that myths, at all times and in all lands, are found trans-
posed into, or embodied by, or enacted in rituals, ceremonies, 
customs, institutions, presentations, tragedies, all of which 
cannot exist unless we have a stake and a share in them. Con-
versely, the fragmented and mute actions of man find a lan-

' guage of their own in myths. 
In the Phaedrus (229 c 4 - 230 a 6) there is a brief conver-

sation about the truth of familiar myths. Socrates dismisses 
as a sort of "boorish wisdom" (aypoinos ris <ro<t>ia - e 3) the 
attempts to reduce their respective content to some "natural" 

181. Cf. pp. 92-95 , 106 f., and VI, 1. 
182. Cf. Phaedr. 274 c 3. 



270 a n d trivial event magnified out of all proportion. It would 
be difficult, at any rate, says Socrates, to "set straight" 
('eiravopdovcrdai - d 6) mythical monsters like Centaurs and the 
Chimaera and the Gorgons and Pegasus in a similar way, ac-
cording to what is "probable" (nara TO eUos - e 2 ) . He, Socra-
tes, has no time to spare for this sort of guessing game: he is 
preoccupied with the all-absorbing task of "knowing himself," 
of finding out whether he is a beast even more complex, more 
inflated and fiercer than the monster Typhon or else a gentler 
and simpler living being to whose lot has fallen something of 
a lofty and serene nature. 

Socrates is not interested in that "boorish wisdom" about 
mythical stories, but he is quite evidently interested in those 
stories themselves and in everything connected with them. 
Phaedrus asks him (229 b 4-9) whether a particular spot on 
the Ilissus is the site of the alleged seizure of Oreithyia by 
Boreas. " N o " (oik), Socrates replies with remarkable definite-
ness, and he also indicates with equally remarkable precision 
where the event is said to have taken place and where the altar 
dedicated to Boreas is located (c 1 - 4 ) ,1 8 3 This is the same 
Socrates who is supposed never to have set foot outside the 
walls of the City (230 c 6 - d 2) ,1 8 4 at least in time of peace, 
because, so says Socrates, the countryside and the trees will 
not teach him anything (d 4 ) . T h e list of monsters given by 
Socrates suggests the reason for his profound interest in myths. 
In the ninth book of the Republic (588 b 10 - e 2) Socrates 
fashions such a monster as an image of the soul (ELU&v TT)S 

\pvxys), Glaucon listening all the while in a somewhat amused 
mood of disbelief. Here, Scylla and Cerberus are added to the 
list. Are not myths, in Socrates' understanding, great luminous 
mirrors which throw reflected light on the condition and the 
predicament of human life and are not mythical monsters al-
ways images of the soul itself? Even though the ultimate source 
of that reflected light remains hidden, to "know oneself" 
means, among other things, to look at oneself and at one's ac-
tions in the mirrors with which those familiar, and mostly 
dreadful, myths have surrounded us. 

A myth provides some measure for our actions. Platonic dia-
logues are set to measure that measure. T o try to find the right 
yardstick for this task, to try to find the source of that reflected 
light, means to be engaged in Philosophy. T o combat the 

183. Gf. Herodotus VII , 189. 
184. Phaedrus exaggerates slightly: cf. Crito 52 b and Robin, Platon 

(Pleiade), II, 1408, note 22. 



pernicious effect of a false yardstick, to combat the distortion 171 
which those mirrors produce, requires the setting up and tell-
ing of new myths. Myth-telling is indeed the paradigm of all 
rhetorical art: it tends to initiate an effort in the soul of men 
and to beget action. I t is in actions that human excellence and 
its opposite reveal themselves. 

A new myth, a Socratic-Platonic myth, will always speak of 
the Soul and will always be concerned about the undistorted 
Whole. But its truth will not be found in its words. 

In the case of the myth of recollection, the very fact of tell-
ing it as a means of conveying its "teaching" clearly defeats its 
purpose. In this sense the myth of recollection is the prototype 
of all myths. More than any other myth it requires trans-
position into a medium in which our own action or reaction 
may embody its content. 

In the Republic, after having almost completed the drawing 
of the outline of the best TTOXLS, Socrates faces the question 
(V, 471 c ff.) : how can this best TTOXLS be instituted on earth; 

is it something at all possible? T h e answer to this question— 
an "incredible" answer (472 a 6; 473 e 4) —is the "third wave" 
which threatens, according to Socrates himself, to drown him 
in laughter and contempt (472 a 4; 473 c 6 - 8 ) and, in 
Glaucon's version, to subject him to capital punishment (473 
e 6 - 4 7 4 a 4 ) . T h e answer itself deviates "slightly" from the 
path which the speaking about the most desirable iroXis had 
pursued up to this moment: it entrusts the power to rule, here 
on earth ( 5 V V A P I S TTOXLTLKTI) ? to men engaged, here on earth, in 
philosophizing. T h e anticipated result of such a merger of po-
litical might and ^tXocro^ta is but an "approximation" of the 
"model" of the truly good state ('wapadeiypa ayadrjs iroKeus 
- 4 7 2 d 9-10 ; c 4) which perhaps resides in heaven ( IX, 592 
b 2) and which was dealt with all along in speech the way one 
tells a myth (fi woXireia fiv pvOoXoyovpev Xoyw — VI, 501 e 4; 
cf. I I , 376 d 9 ) . T h e anticipated result is but an "approxima-
tion" because actions of men can, at best, only approximate 
what the spoken words intend. Socrates, before rushing into 
his "third wave," seeks Glaucon's agreement about this re-
lation of action to speech. He asks (473 a 1-3) : " Is it possible 
that anything be done the way it is spoken of? Or is it rather 
in the nature of things that acting be less in touch with truth 
than speaking, even if someone disagrees on that?" Glaucon 
does not disagree. Yet there might be—well or ill founded— 
reasons for disagreement. 

In the case of learning, at any rate, speaking about it, telling 



172 w h a t i t : consists in and how it may be achieved, cannot live up 
to its actual exercise. It is the action of learning which conveys 
the truth about it. T h e answer to the question about the pos-
sibility of learning is not a "theory of knowledge" or an "epis-
temology" but the very effort to learn. T h e answer is the deed, 
the epyov, the fxe\irri of learning, which, in turn, may lead to 
the e£ts of knowing. Is not that the significance of Socrates' 
repeated injunction addressed both to Meno and to the young 
slave: Tretpco, "make an attempt . . ."?1 8 5 And is not that the 
weight of the conditional clause at the end of the myth about 
the necessity of having courage and of not growing tired of 
searching, as well as of the renewed emphasis on that very 
point in Socrates' final prodding of Meno to join with him in 
the search for human excellence?186 Meno is now offered the 
opportunity to "verify" the myth by his own action, and cor-
respondingly, so are we. 

W e shall have to see whether the exhibition of Meno's way 
of learning will bear out what we have been trying to learn 
about "recollection"—and also about memory. 

185. Cf. pp. 54, 58, 59, 63, 71, 92, 100-101. 
186. Cf. pp. 94, 96-97. 



VI 
1. 

Twice during the conversation with the young slave So- [82 e 4-13; 
crates turns to Meno for a comment: the first time, after 84 a 3 - d 2] 

the boy's first attempt to answer the question about the side 
of the double square; the second time, after the refutation of 
the boy's second answer. 

On the first occasion, Socrates, who had just elicited the first 
false answer from the boy, wants Meno to notice that he, So-
crates, is not teaching the boy anything but just keeps asking 
questions; also, that the boy, at this very moment, thinks he 
knows the answer to the question about the double square, 
while he clearly does not know it and is merely misled by the 
aspect of "doubleness." Meno agrees (nai). And Socrates ex-
horts1 Meno to observe how the boy will continue recollecting 
"in orderly succession" (ephexes), "as one ought to recollect" 
(hos dei anamimneiskesthai) ? 

On the second occasion, the young slave having just em-
phatically asserted his ignorance, Socrates points out to Meno 
how much better off the boy is at this stage of his "recollect-
ing": he is now genuinely disturbed and perplexed and does 
not think that he knows the right answer of which he is in 
fact ignorant. Meno agrees. T h e torpor induced by Socrates' 
questioning, similar to the effect produced by the numbfish, 
has apparently done no harm to the young man. " I t does not 
seem that it did," says Meno. On the contrary, it could help 
him to find the right answer, Socrates suggests: for now, aware 
of his own ignorance, he may, because of, and in addition to, 
that awareness, be glad to take on the burden of the search, 
since the successful completion of that search promises to re-
lieve him of his perplexity. Meno, we remember, felt merely 
the sting of ridicule3 when his second attempt to answer the 
question about human excellence had failed. Instead of trying 

1. Cf. p. 98. 
2. Cf. Aristotle, De memoria 451 b 16 ff. 
3. In a similar situation, in the Char raid es (169 c 6 - d 1), Critias 

felt "ashamed" (#crxbvero) and tried to conceal his perplexity. Cf. 
above p. 25, also pp. 29, 88, 89, 105 f., and Soph, 230 c 3 - d 5. 



174 t o solve the difficulty by continuing the search, he tried to 
extricate himself from the ridiculous position he judged him-
self to be in by mocking, and even threatening, Socrates. Not 
so the young slave, it seems. And Socrates, discounting the fact 
that he was talking to a slave, and to a young and inexperi-
enced one at that, sarcastically underscores the contrast be-
tween the slave and Meno by attributing to the boy an initial 
confidence in his own ability to speak easily (rhaidios) and 
well (eu) and often (pollakis) and to many people (pros 
pollous) about the double square as requiring a side double 
in length. Socrates is quoting Meno's own words,4 but Meno 
does not seem to mind. Has he forgotten what he himself said? 

Socrates insists on the importance the induced torpor has to 
the boy. Could the boy have tried to search for or to learn 
(zetein e manthanein) what he believed he knew? Could he 

have tried to search or to learn as long as he persisted in that 
erroneous belief? Could he be ready to engage in the search 
before he had reached a dead end (aporia), fallen into a state 
of perplexity, become aware of his ignorance and thus experi-
enced a craving for knowledge? " I do not think so," says Meno, 
who is now willing to admit that the young slave not only was 
not harmed by, but may even have profited from, the state of 
torpor Socrates induced in him. 

Socrates invites Meno to observe how, out of and because of 
that perplexity, the boy will, in addition,5 discover something, 
when searching jointly with him, Socrates (met'emou) ,6 while 
he, Socrates, will merely ask questions and not "teach." So-
crates' statement, we note, is quite categorical: T h e boy will 
discover (aneuresei) an answer. And, once more, Meno is 
urged to watch Socrates' behavior closely so as to catch him if 
he ever tries to "teach" and to instruct the boy instead of elic-
iting the boy's own "opinions" by mere questioning. It is the 
first time, we note, that the noun doxa appears in the dialogue, 
although the verb dokein was often used before, most signifi-
cantly perhaps in Socrates' very first attempt to make Meno 
repeat what Gorgias had said about human excellence7 and 
also in Socrates' marginal "pedagogic" remark during his con-
versation with the young slave.8 This word doxa will hence-
forth keep reappearing all the time. 

4. Cf. pp. 46 and 88. 
5. Kai in 84 c 10 = Kai in 84 b 10. Thompson (p. 137) seems to miss the 

point entirely. 
6. Cf. 81 e 2 : /xerd cou. 
7. Cf. pp. 43 and 45. 
8. Cf. pp. 102 and 104 f. 



2. 175 

Immediately after the epideixis of the boy's learning has [85 b 8 - c 8] 
reached its end, Socrates turns to Meno again. I t is up to us 
now to be especially watchful. For the conversation which fol-
lows will presumably mark the completion of the third stage 
in the epideixis of Meno himself.9 

Socrates wants to know Meno's opinion on what had just 
happened before his eyes and ears (ti soi dokei, o Menon?). 
Could Meno notice, in the boy's answers, any opinion (doxa) 
but the boy's own? 

If that question were put to us, what should we say? Should 
we not have first to counter Socrates' question by asking him: 
what do you mean by the boy's "opinions"?1 0 

Do you mean the "propositions" which were contained im-
plicitly or explicitly in the questions you put before the boy and 
which required either some simple computations on his part, 
or his assent, or his denial? If that is what you mean by the 
boy's opinions, then our answer will be: they were not his own. 

Or do you mean by the boy's opinions the results of the 
boy's own computations or his assent to, or his rejection of, 
those propositions, that is, the completion of his thinking 
about them (dianoias apoteleutesis) ? I f that is what you 
mean, our answer will be: they were indeed his own. For the 
correct arithmetical answer as well as the "yes" or the "no" he 
arrived at in each case seemed to us the result of his bowing to 
the necessity revealed in his own thinking, since wre ourselves, 
keeping up with your questioning, had to confirm in each case, 
silently, under the compulsion of our own thinking, the boy's 
correct arithmetical answer as well as his "yes" or his "no . " 

We had to do this notwithstanding the possibility, which we 
did envisage, that the boy's replies might have been given 
somewhat haphazardly or with the purpose of pleasing you. 

Or do you mean by the boy's opinions the false numerical 
answers he arrived at and uttered? In that case our answer will 
be: those opinions were not his own for, in giving them, he 
did not "look into himself" at all—as we clearly saw by looking 
into ourselves—but simply succumbed to the superficial plausi-
bility suggested by the manner of your questioning. 

Meno's reply is simply that the opinions manifested in the 
boy's answers were his own. 

A while ago, Socrates reminds Meno, they were both agreed 

9. Gf. p. 99. 
10. Gf. pp. 104 f. ( 4 ) . 



176 that the boy did not know the right answer to the question 
about the side of the double square (82 e 8-9) . n But now, says 
Socrates, it turns out that those opinions were "in h im" 
(enesan . . . autoi), meaning, we presume, those opinions 

which finally led the boy to the right answer. Again, without 
asking Socrates for greater precision in the matter of the boy's 
opinions, Meno agrees. His answer is a straight "yes." 

Socrates' next question offers to Meno a generalized con-
clusion: does not, therefore, he who may lack knowledge of 
certain things have "true opinions" (aletheis doxai) about 
those very things he does not know? Meno has no objections 
to that conclusion. 

We note that the term aletheis doxai may have the connota-
tion of opinions not subject to forgetfulness, of "unforgotten" 
or even "unforgettable" opinions.12 T h e paradoxical nature of 
what is called "true opinion" is not even alluded to by So-
crates.13 

[85 c 9 - d 2] Going back to the case of the young slave, Socrates remarks 
that, as of now, those true (or unforgotten) opinions have 
been merely stirred up in him, like in a dream; but, asked the 
same things more than once (pollakis) and in more than one 
way (pollachei), the boy will end up knowing (epistesetai)14 

those things with no less precision than anyone else. Socrates 
expects Meno to know that this is so and Meno again raises 
no objection. 

We, on our part, can readily agree to Socrates' description 
of the event as consistent with our understanding of the nature 
of the boy's opinions. For the clarity and precision with which 
the boy assented to, or rejected, the propositions offered to him 
by Socrates must indeed have had a dreamlike quality. Beyond 
being affected by the intrinsic limitation imposed upon the 
activity of the dianoia which comprehends its noeta as under-
lying visible things—a limitation that, by itself, makes the ac-
tivity of the dianoia akin to dreaming15—the boy was given 
only a fleeting opportunity to submit himself to the compel-
ling impact of his dianoia. T h e level of clarity and precision 
his own thinking could thus reach had to fall short even of the 
level of lucidity usually provided by the techne of Geometry: 
facing the visible lines drawn in the dust before him, he did 

11. Cf. p. 173. 
12. Cf. p. 157, note 150. 
13. Cf. p. 164. 
14. Cf. p. 178, note 19. 
15. Cf. p. 122. 



not ascend to those more comprehensive suppositions from 1 7 7 
which he would have been able to demonstrate, step by step, 
in a strictly regulated and transparent manner, the construc-
tion presented to him by Socrates. At best, we may say, he has 
gone through an initial "analytical" exercise in mathemat-
ics.16 At best, he has thus formed no more, indeed, than a not 
very stable, although "true," "opinion." Only repeated and 
varied further practicing could help him win the clarity and 
precision required by Geometry as a techne, could make him 

' look more persistently "into himself" and bow with more 
awareness to the necessity inherent in his thinking. It is in that 
sense that he may end up "knowing," as Socrates had said. 

Socrates presses his main point: nobody having taught the [85 d 3-8] 
boy, he will acquire knowledge (epistesetai) merely by being 
questioned, recovering (analabon) that knowledge (episte-
men) himself out of himself (autos ex hautou) . "Yes," says 
Meno. He does not seem to be bothered by Socrates' pro-
jecting the boy's state of "knowing" into the future, beyond 
what Meno could have observed during the exhibition he 
witnessed, nor does he seem to pay any attention to the shift 
from "opinions" to "true opinions" and now to "knowledge," 
successively described by Socrates as residing " i n " the boy. In 
simply assenting to Socrates' last proposition he has, however, 
assented to much more. For it is hard for anyone to deny that 
recovering something within oneself by oneself is just what 
we commonly call "recollecting." T h a t holds for recollecting 
knowledge (knowledge once had, that is) , too, as Socrates 
does not fail to point out by asking: "And is not recovering 
knowledge within oneself by oneself—recollecting [that knowl-
edge]?" (To de analambanein auton en hautoi epistemen 
ouk anamimneiskesthai estin?) Meno cannot help answering in 
the affirmative. Socrates thus seems to have "shown" in a way 
satisfactory to Meno what the exhibition performed "on" the 
boy17 intended to show him. 

3. 

Yet Socrates continues the questioning of Meno. He begins [85 d 9 - 86 a 
with the assumption, which Meno has just accepted, that the 
boy recovers "knowledge" which resides " i n " him "now" 

16. Gf. pp. 83 f., 85. 
17. Cf. p. 98. 



178 (nyn- d 9 ) . In what follows, Socrates shifts back from the 
term "knowledge" to that of "opinions" (e 7) and then again 
to "true opinions" (86 a 7 ) . 

There can be only this alternative,18 Socrates suggests, 
with regard to that "knowledge" which the boy "now" has: 
either he acquired it at some time (pole) or he always (aei) 
had it. "Yes," says Meno. If the latter is true, the boy always 
"knew." If the former is true, he could not have acquired that 
knowledge in his present lifetime (en . . . toi nyn bidi) for, 
as Meno confirms, nobody had ever taught (dedidaehe) him 
any Geometry or, for that matter, anything else that can be 
learned (kai ton allon mathematon hapanton), Socrates tak-
ing this opportunity to point to the universal applicability of 
his questioning procedure. But since the boy, as Meno agrees, 
undoubtedly "has these opinions" now (here the shift from 
"knowledge" to "opinions" is made) and since he has not ac-
quired them in his present life time, he, obviously, says So-
crates, had them and had learned them (eiche kai emerna-
thekei) at some other time (en alloi tini chronoi), at a time 
when he was not a living human being (hot' ouk en an-
thropos). "Yes," says Meno. 

"All t ime" (ho pas chronos- 86 a 9) can be divided into 
the period when the boy is a living human being and the 
period when he is not a living human being. If, then, dur-
ing both those periods of time, "true opinions" (here the shift 
from "opinions" to "true opinions" is made) are to exist19 " in 
h i m " (enesontai autoi) - w h i c h true (or "unforgotten") opin-

does it not follow, Socrates asks, that his soul (he psyche 
autou) must be in possession of all that can be learned 
(memathekyia estai) 2 0 always at all time (ton aei chronon) ? 

Meno agrees. 
W e observe that Socrates, in his continued questioning of 

Meno, keeps avoiding the precision which he displayed in the 
questioning of the young slave. In fact, Socrates is merely ex-
panding on the myth of recollection previously reported by 
him. T h e mythical way of speaking prevails throughout. 

a) T h e meaning of "opinion" remains obscure. This ob-

18. Cf. Thompson, pp. 140 f. 



terms "opinion," "true opinion," and "knowledge," inter- 179 
changeably. 

b) T h e phrasing of Socrates' questions seems to assume 
that a human being exists "individually" even before he is 
born. This assumption amounts to the—mythical—assertion 
that the soul of a man exists before his birth. 

c) T h e alternative that the boy's soul must either have ac-
quired knowledge at some time or always have had it turns 
out to be no alternative at all or, at least, a highly ambiguous 
one. As previously in the myth itself,21 the verb manthanein 
is again used ambiguously in the perfect tense. And to 
heighten the ambiguity, it is now explicitly intimated that 
the awakening of slumbering " t rue" (or "unforgotten") opin-
ions through questioning may occur even in the prenatal 
past. Thus, the assumption that the boy acquired knowledge 
"at some time" (pote), that is, at some time before his birth, 
is made ambiguously equivalent to the assumption that the 
boy's soul possesses that knowledge throughout all time (ton 
aei chronon). Does, then, the alternative suggested by Socra-
tes reduce itself to the alternative of possessing knowledge al-
ways "throughout all time" (ton aei chronon) or possessing 
it always (aei) in a way which is not susceptible of any tem-
poral measure, that is, strictly speaking, possessing it at "no 
time"?22 But is that latter possibility compatible with the 
mythical identity of the boy's soul before and after his birth? 

J> 

Socrates proceeds to draw four conclusions from what has [86 b 1-6] 
been agreed between him and Meno so far. T w o of those con-
clusions are stated explicitly by Socrates, the other two are 
contained implicitly in what he says. These latter ones are: 
(1) since the young slave's soul is always (aei) in possession 

of true (or "unforgotten") opinions about all that can be 
learned, it is always in possession of the truth (he aletheia) of 
things; (2) since this can be said of the young slave's soul, it 
can also be said of any soul, more properly, of the soul 
in anyone of us (he aletheia hemin ton onton estin en tei 
psychei). Wi th these two implicit conclusions as premises, 
Socrates draws the following two explicit conclusions, the 
second being derived as a consequence of the first: (1) since 
the soul is always in possession of the truth of things, the 
soul can be assumed to be deathless (athanatos an he psyche 
eie); (2) it is, therefore (hoste . . . ) , incumbent upon (chre) 

21. Cf. p. 95. 
22. Cf. pp. 131, 150, 156, 157. 



180 Meno to attempt confidently to search for what he happens 
not to know now (nyn), that is to say, for what is not now 

searching (zetein) will amount to recollecting (anamimneis-

T h e formulation of the first explicit conclusion (about the 
undying nature of the soul) marks it as a hypothetical one. 
It has a general character, and that is also the character of 
the two implicit conclusions. T h e second explicit conclusion 
is addressed directly to Meno. We note in particular that it 
distinguishes clearly between the state of "remembrance" and 
the action of "recollecting";2 3 and that, while "recollecting" is 
equated to "searching," "knowing" is identified with "remem-
bering." 

I t thus seems that Meno, in being urged to search for what 
he does not now know (it happens to be arete), is invited to 
try to revive in his soul a mnemeion of one of those "un-
forgotten" opinions, in other words, to replace a worn-out im-
print on his memory by a fresh one.2 4 

T h e point at which we find Socrates and Meno at this mo-
ment is the same that Socrates had reached when he was 
finishing telling, and commenting on, the myth of recollec-
t ion.^ There is this difference, though: while in the original 
myth the identification of searching and learning with rec-
ollecting was derived from the undying nature of the soul, it 
now appears that the postulation of the latter follows2® from 
our ability to learn, an ability exhibited by the young slave 
and interpreted as the ability to recollect the truth "within" 
us. T h e final conclusion is the same in both cases: it is pos-
sible to search for that truth and, with special reference to 
Meno, one ought to make the effort to do so. 

Meno's reaction to what Socrates has just said is this: " I 
think you are right, Socrates, I know not how" (eu moi 
dokeis lege in, o Sdkrates, ouk oid'hopos). Socrates seconds 
him: "7 think so too, Meno" (kai gar ego emoi, o Menon) .27 

Let us turn our attention to Meno's general, if 
qualified, acceptance of Socrates' comment on the young 

23. Cf. pp. 109 ff. 
24. Cf. pp. 156 f., 161 f. 
25. Cf. pp. 94 f., 97. 
26. As in the Phaedo (91 e - 9 2 a ) . 
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slave's performance under questioning, a comment which 1 8 1 
amounted to a restatement or an expansion of the original 
myth of recollection on the level of the myth itself. Meno 
had asked for a clarification of the meaning of that myth. 
And his demand seemed quite justified, considering the ob-
scurity and ambiguity of the myth's terms as well as of its 
content. But now, in the face of the same—and even height-
ened—obscurity and ambiguity, Meno seems to be satisfied. 
(It is worth noting that, in his conversation with Socrates 

about what happened to the young slave, Meno uttered a sim-
ple and straight "yes" almost as many times as he had done 
in all the preceding and much more extended conversation.) 
Has Meno understood what went on during the "exhibition" 
of the slave? Has Meno learned his lesson as the slave has 
learned his? 

Meno, we remember, had raised a strong objection to the 
very possibility of searching and learning. T o counter that 
objection Socrates told or retold a myth which purported to 
justify the effort of learning. T h e exhibition of the young 
slave's acquiring geometrical knowledge in the process of be-
ing questioned by Socrates was meant to support the myth, 
was meant to show that "learning" is "recollecting" and that 
recollecting had actually taken place " i n " the boy. If we were 
to assent to Socrates' comment on that event and to accept 
his interpretation of it, disregarding all the obscurities and 
ambiguities in his account, as Meno had done, we would have 
to agree to at least this much: 

1. only that can be taught and learned which is somehow 
"within" the learner himself; 

2. the process of learning appears as a process of recovery 
or recapture or repetition of what either has been learned 
once before or was always in some way "known" to us and 
slumbers "within" us as a true or "unforgotten" opinion; 

3. to lift this slumbering opinion to the level of actual 
"knowledge," more than one effort of repetition is required, 
the effort itself must be repeated or "practiced"; 

4. above anything else, learning requires a serious and con-
tinued effort on our part. 

In agreeing with Socrates now, must not Meno, too, even 
without understanding all the implications of Socrates' ac-
count, have understood at least those listed corollaries of the 
mythical proposition that "learning is recollecting"? Must he 
not have learned the lesson that "teaching and learning" is 
not opposed to "being given by nature," nor, for that matter, 
to "acquisition by practice"; that rather only what is given 



,182 "within" us and thus constitutes our "natural" possession can 
be taught and learned and practiced, while, on the other hand, 
without the effort of learning and practicing that natural pos-
session of ours will remain submerged and inaccessible? Are 
we entitled to take Meno's last utterance as a sign of his—it is 
true, somewhat hesitant—willingness to accept those conse-
quences? What he said was: " I think you are right, Socrates, 
I know not how." 

W e cannot be surprised at Meno's imperviousness to the 
lack of clarity and consistency in Socrates' way of presenting 
the story of recollection. Reasoned discourse, we remember, 
could not move him, and Socrates had to fall back upon ha-
bitually accepted opinions to be able to continue the conversa-
tion.2 8 T h e mythical way of speaking, whatever obscurities it 
may contain and however much it may be removed from the 
immediate intentions of ordinary speech, is still close enough 
to our common experience and to the views habitually and 
hazily derived from it. We need not be surprised, therefore, 
if this way of speaking should have had some effect on Meno, 
even to the extent that he might now be willing to accept 
views not commonly held; we need not be surprised if So-
crates' art of persuasion, of which the epideixis of the young 
slave was a part, were to bear fruit. This art is not maieutic; 
it may rather "beget" in the soul of the one who listens to 
Socrates' words the willingness or even eagerness to follow, 
with little reason perhaps, the path of reason; it does not 
necessarily make the listener learn a great deal, yet it may 
prepare him for a genuine effort of learning.29 Are we wit-
nessing an example of such persuasion, such "begetting" now, 
in the case of Meno? Meno might indeed have "learned" what 
consequences the mythical proposition about "recollection" 
entails; but, beyond that modicum of learning, might he not 
be willing now to engage actively in searching for something 
he does not know, abandoning his claim that any such search, 
any attempt to learn, is inherently impossible? Is not the main 
purpose of Socrates' telling, and expanding, the myth of rec-
ollection this: to induce Meno to "verify" that myth by his 
own action, by his own effort to search and to learn?30 

[86 b 6 - d 2] This , at any rate, is what Socrates quite clearly indicates 
immediately after agreeing with Meno that what he, Socrates, 

28. Cf. pp. 5 2 - 5 3 , 73, 79 
29. Cf. pp. 106 f. 
30. Cf. pp. 171 f. 



has just said seems to have been well said.31 For he goes on 183 

asserting, forcefully and without any ambiguity, that in all 
that was said there was only one point (81 d 5 - e 1; 86 b 
2 - 4) 3 2 for which he would fight strenuously, in word and 
deed (kai logdi kai ergoi), whenever he was able to do so. 
Th is one point is the clear advantage of his anamnesis story 
over Meno's argument about the impossibility of learning: 
the thought that one ought to search out (dein zetein) what 
one does not know would make us better men, more manly 
and less slothful, than the thought that it is neither possible 
for us to find what we do not know nor necessary to search 
(dein zetein) for it. As for the rest, Socrates says—sweepingly, 

if not surprisingly—he would not, in defense of what was 
said, uphold any other point with any confidence (kai ta men 
ge alia ouk an pany hyper tou logon diischyrisaimen . . .). 

May not the courage and the eagerness to engage in a tire-
less search (81 d 3 - 4) 3 3 have now been infused into Meno 
directly by Socrates' words, which thus would have played the 
role that the torpor and perplexity, induced by Socrates' 
questioning, had played in the case of the young slave?34 

Judging from Meno's reaction to Socrates' words, this may 
indeed have happened. For Meno says: "There again I think 
you are right, Socrates" (kai touto men ge dokeis moi eu 
legein, o Sdkrates) . 

Socrates' words, moreover, have brought back to the fore 
the theme of arete, which, in the myth, as told by Socrates, 
appeared "enveloped" by the theme of learning35 and was 
mentioned only once again, somewhat marginally (81 d 6 -
e 1 ) , just before Socrates' renewed prodding of Meno to 
join with him in the search for human excellence.36 I t , indeed, 
the main and only defensible point oi the anamnesis story is 
that the acceptance o£ the truth of that story and its conse-
quences makes us better men, then the theme of arete was 
ever-present, though on the surface somewhat forgotten, in all 
the talk about learning and recollecting.37 And as to Socrates' 
avowed resolve to fight, in word and deed, whenever he can 
do so, for the proposition that searching and learning improves 
us, that is, brings us closer to what we ought to be, does it not 

31. Cf. p. 180, note 27. 
32. Cf. pp. 94, 97. 
33. Cf. pp. 96 f. ( 6 ) . 
34. Cf. pp. 173 f. 
35. Cf. p. 95. 
36. Cf. p. 97. 
37. Cf. p. 99. 



1 8 4 reveal the peculiar excellence of Socrates himself? Does it not 
perhaps even contain the "whole" of human excellence? 

Is Meno, then, ready to follow Socrates now? T h e query is 
put to Meno by Socrates himself: "Since, then, we are agreed 
that what one does not know ought to be searched out (hoti 
zeteteon peri hou me lis oiden), would you have us try, in 
common, to search for [the answer to the question]: what 

Meno was asked to jo in in that search before; he did not 
refuse, but preferred to be instructed more fully about the 
anamnesis story. Th is wish has now been fulfilled, apparently 
to Meno's satisfaction. T h e situation seems quite changed: 
Meno has given up his objection to the possibility of learning. 
Socrates' words appear to have had some effect upon him. 
W e might expect him now to embark upon that common 
search proposed by Socrates. 

Indeed, we hear him say, in answer to Socrates: "By all 
means" (pany men oun). But then we hear him make this 
addition which indicates -again-a "preference": "Still , so far 
as I am concerned, it would please me best to examine the 
very question I asked first and also to hear [that is, to be told] 
about it (kai skepsaimen kai akousaimi), [namely,] whether 
human excellence should be dealt with as a thing that can be 
taught or as something accruing to men by nature or in some 
other way." 

5. 

No, Meno has not budged.3 8 His continued assent has been 
a spurious one. He may have committed the story told by 
Socrates, as so many other logoi, to his memory,39 but he has J 
not learned his lesson, and his failure is a double one: (1) he 
is by no means ready to follow Socrates; (2) he has not under-
stood at all what he heard, in spite of his assenting to Socrates' 
words. These two failures are interrelated in a manner com-
parable to the way in which the slave boy learned two inter-
connected geometrical theorems at once.40 

Meno simply reverts to his original question with which the 
dialogue so abruptly began and which now, had he under-
stood what he assented to, should have lost its meaning. He 

38. Cf. pp.44 f. 
39. Cf. pp. 69-73 . 
40. Cf. p. 107. 



changes the wording of the question only to the extent that 185 
he omits any reference to "learning" and to "practicing." A 
rather significant omission! 

We, on our part, need not go back on the impressions we 
received of him earlier in the dialogue.41 They have been 
confirmed—and amplified—by Meno himself. T h e third stage 
of the epideixis, in which Meno is the main participant, has 
come to an end.42 T h i s end parallels the end of the third 
stage in the exhibition of the young slave's learning. There 
Socrates had drawn lines which represent the diagonals of 
squares and which provide the solution of the problem posed 
by Socrates to the slave. This solution cannot be expressed 
numerically: the length of each of those lines is "unspeak-
able," is an arreton. I t can only be pointed at. But we compre-
hend, as the slave does, that this inexpressible length is the 
length of the sides of the double square. 

Here, in the exhibition of Meno's learning, Socrates' ex-
hortation and Meno's response to it correspond to the mute 
language of the lines drawn by Socrates in the previous ex-
hibition: Meno's unspeakable soul has been finally unveiled. 
We see Meno now as he is, in the nakedness of his soul.43 

And we comprehend who he is in relation to learning: a man 
unwilling to learn and incapable of learning, although en-
dowed with a peculiarly powerful memory. Does he not 
resemble a bee?44 W e can also discern now what is wrong with 
that memory of his, what is "deranged" about it.45 

Meno shifts his "opinions" or positions with the greatest of 
ease without realizing that, when one of them supplants an-
other, it might contradict or repudiate that other.46 This hap-
pens to him because, as we have had enough occasion to 
observe, either somebody else's utterances or commonly ex-
pressed views have left "imprints" on his memory, which he 
has no difficulty in translating into words, regardless of 
whether those utterances and views are consistent or incon-
sistent with each other. Thus, each of his professed opinions, 
taken separately, may well have some "reason" behind it,47 

but it is precisely that reason, and certainly the relations 

41. Pp. 45, 69, 71 f., 78 f., 80, 91, 97. 
42. Cf. pp. 99, 175. 
43. Cf. p. 90. Cf. also R. G. Hoerber, "Plato's Meno," Phronesis, 5 

(1960), 89, 91. 
44. See p. 48, note 40. 
45. Cf. pp. 45, 73. 
46. Cf. pp. 67 f., 73 f., 75 f., 78 f. 
47. Cf. pp. 4 7 , 5 1 , 52, 54, 73. 



186 which those opinions of his may have to each other, that 
escape him. But now, at last, we have seen him giving his 
assent to Socrates' mythical account of the reason that made 
it possible for the ignorant young slave to learn his lesson. 
T h a t assent, as we have also seen, did not reflect any under-
standing on Meno's part, contrary to what we were led to 
believe for a while. What, then, did it indicate? 

Since Socrates merely restated and expanded, though in a 
somewhat modified manner, the anamnesis story he had told 
before, he gave Meno the renewed opportunity to flatter his 
own memory, to flatter himself.48 Socrates' comment on the 
slave's learning served, like the—not too reliable—quotation 
from Empedocles,49 as an echo of the words Meno had al-
ready heard and, not quite distinctly, recorded " o n " his mem-
ory. In this case, we actually witnessed the recording as well 
as the re-echoing of Socrates' words in Meno's soul. What 
Meno assented to were his own memory "imprints." No effort 
of understanding and learning, no "looking into oneself," was 
needed for that assent. Understanding and learning require 
more than an echo can provide and must, of necessity, de-
scend beneath the "surface" of those imprints to get to their 
underlying "reasons" or "suppositions." Meno is not capable 
of such a descent. 

We have to conclude that Meno's soul lacks the dimension 
which makes learning and the effort of learning possible.50 T h e 
"derangement" of his memory consists in its being unsup-
ported by a "third dimension" of his soul. No learning can 
occur without memory, but no memory fulfills its proper func-
tion unless related to some learning. Meno's soul is indeed 
nothing but "memory," an isolated and autonomous mem-
ory, similar to a sheet or to a scroll covered with innumerable 
and intermingled characters,51 something of a two-dimen-
sional and shadow-like being: it is a repository of opinions 
but it cannot become a repository of knowledge.52 It has no 
"depth" and no "solidity" at all.53 Plato has a name for this 
kind of soul. It is a " l i t t le" or "shrunken" soul, - a psycharion. 

T h e word appears in the Theaetetus (195 a 3) in the con-
text of the description which likens our memory to a lump of 

48. Gf. p. 69. 
49. P. 68. 
50. Cf. pp. 59, 62, 66. f., 92, 97, 98, 171 f., 181. 
51. Gf. pp. 71 f. 
52. Rep. VI, 486 c 7 -9 . 

' 53. Cf. pp. 6 5 - 6 6 and also the peculiar irony in the use of the word 
crrepe&repop in Rep. I, 348 e 5. 



wax (191 c 9 ) . 5 4 Depending on the quality of the wax in 
their souls, men are wise or foolish, slow or quick to learn, in 
possession of a good or a bad memory (194 c ff.). For the 
quality of the wax accounts for the character of the "im-
prints" made on it. Thus, the memories of some men carry 
imprints that are dim and unclear (asaphe). This happens 
when the purity of the wax is contaminated by some un-
desirable admixture, or when the wax is too hard, or when 
the wax is too wet and soft. T h e hardness of the wax, in par-
ticular, causes the imprints to be indistinct because, in this 
case, "there is no depth in them" (bathos gar ouk eni -
194 e 7; cf. c 5, d 1) . And if, in addition, on account of the 
too narrow space available (hypo stenochorias - 195 a 3) , the 
imprints impinge one upon another, they become even more 
indistinct. Such is the condition of a soul that lacks the proper 
"dimensions,"5 5 the condition of a psycharion. 

In the seventh book of the Republic (535 a - 536 b) there 
is a discussion of the criteria that should govern the selection 
of young men who might later become rulers in the p o l i s h 
With a view to the studies they would have to undertake and 
which would demand from thern a great deal of learning and 
practicing (mathesis kai askesis), a whole list of requirements 
is given. And next to keenness of mind (drimytes) with regard 
to what is to be learned, to facility in learning itself (me 
chalepos manthanein), to the possession of a good memory and 
stubborn tirelessness (rnnemon kai arratos), the heaviest em-
phasis is on the necessity of being laborious (philoponos), 
of being inclined towards learning (philomathes) and towards 
attentive listening (philekoos), of being disposed to search 
(zetitikos), and of hating all falsehood, be it deliberate or in-

voluntary,57 because of a zealous concern about truth. By con-
trast, a man who hates any laborious effort (misoponei) and 
wallows in ignorance, that is, in a state brought about by 
neglect of learning (amathia) ,5 8 should not, and cannot, be 
among the selected ones. He is characterized as defective or 
" lame" (cholos) and his soul as a mutilated soul (anaperos 
psyche) . Not only the lameness and spuriousness of such a 
soul with respect to the effort of learning have to be con-
sidered in the selection, but also the same kind of defective-

54. P. 161. (Cf. also Aristotle3 De memoria, 450 a 32 - b 11.) 
55. Cf. also 173 a 3 and 175 d 1. 
56. Cf. Rep. II, 374 e 6 -9 . 
57. Cf. Hipp. min. 370 e 5 ff. 
58. Cf. p. 167. 



188 n e s s with respect to "all parts of excellence" (panta ta tes 
aretes mere) . T h e "parts" explicitly referred to or listed in 
this connection (535 a 10 - b 1; 536 a 2-3) are: steadfastness 
(bebaiotes), courage (andreia) , also, as much as possible, good 

looks (eueideia) , and furthermore soundness of mind (sophro-
syne) and loftiness (megaloprepeia) .5 9 A special type of soul, 
that of men called "base, yet clever" (ton legomenon poneron 
men, sophon de), is mentioned earlier in the seventh book of 
the Republic (518 e - 519 a ) . It has sharp eyes for what it is 
interested in; it shares, therefore, to some extent at least, in 
the excellence of wise thinking (he arete tou phronesai). No 
wonder, for this excellence, compared to any other human 
excellence, seems to come from an altogether more divine 
source whose power is never completely lost. T h a t is why even 
"base cleverness" (pariourgia) can be called a kind of thought-
fulness (phronesis tis) .6 0 But the "base, yet clever" soul per-
verts the excellence of thoughtfulness to serve evil ends, the 
more so the keener its eyesight. And here again psycharion is 
the name attached to this type of mutilated soul (519 a 3 ) . 

Meno's soul seems to be the prototype of all those mutilated 
and shrunken souls. Any thoughtful judgment Meno is capa-
ble of exercising is part of his panourgia.61 What characterizes 
him most is his insuperable reluctance to engage in any 
learning effort (misoponia) and the ensuing state of igno-
rance (amathia) he is in. In the dialogue these traits of 
Meno's soul are intimately connected with the character of 
his memory. While the slave exhibits a genuine learning 
ability, mythically called the power of "recollection," Meno 
exhibits a peculiar mnemonic skill which, in accordance with 
the jingle in the beginning of the dialogue,62 could be properly 
called "menonic." (And do not all of us have a share in this 
menonic memory?) 

There is another aspect to Meno's deficiency. Just as his 
answers are not his answers, his judgments, but merely repro-
duce opinions of others,63 his questions are not really ques-
tions since they do not stem from any desire to know. Nor 
do they grow out of a background of continued exploration 
which may give rise to problems and alternative solutions. If 
they have any "background" at all, it is provided either by 

59. Cf. Rep. VI, 486 a - 487 a ; 490 c 9 -11 . 
60. Cf. Hipp. min. 365 e 2 - 5 ; Menex. 246 e 7 - 247 a 2 (also Aristotle, 

Nic. Eth., VI, 12, 1144 a 2 3 - 2 9 ) . 
61. Cf. pp. 89 f., 97 f. 
62. Cf. pp. 44 f. 
63. Cf. pp. 104 f. ( 4 ) . 



Meno's desire to avoid such exploration and search64 or by 2 8 9 
his habit of bringing his memories into play.65 His questions 
reflect the "surface" character of his being. They cannot help 
being "abrupt." 6 6 

6. 

Can we understand more precisely now the insistence on 
"recollection" in the exhibitions we have witnessed? Why the 
theme is taken up by Socrates in a myth is perhaps sufficiently 
clear, considering the myth's main purpose, the enticement 
of Meno into the effort of learning.67 But is there not another 
reason for making anamnesis the explicit theme of Socrates' 
endeavor to teach Meno and us? Whatever the role of the 
anamnesis theme in the Phaedo or the Phaedrus, the context 
of the drama played out in the Meno seems to link that 
theme directly with the character of Meno himself. 

Whatever else anamnesis might imply, it certainly con-
notes a looking back, not only back into the past, but also 
back into oneself. It means a recovering or recapturing (ana-
lambanein) of something "within" or "inside" us, and this 
was stressed by Socrates throughout the dialogue.68 T h e repe-
tition invoked by the term anamnesis was contrasted, through-
out the dialogue, with the verbal repetition of somebody 
else's utterances, the kind of repetition Meno, the pupil of 
Gorgias, so skillfully indulges in. As to the other kind of 
"repetit ion," the one suggested by the myth of recollection, 
it is, as we have seen, out of Meno's reach. For to be able to 
look back into oneself, one has to possess something "within" 
oneself susceptible of being looked into: there must be present 
a dimension of "depth," a "third dimension" (trite auxe), 
and it is precisely this dimension, this "augment" that Meno 
lacks. Meno's soul has no "inside." I t is a mutilated or 
shrunken soul, a "dead" soul, we should perhaps say, akin to 
those phantoms in Hades when they emerge from the floods 
of total forgetfulness.69 

But does not that similarity mean that Socrates has, after 
all, presented us with an image of Meno, reciprocating Meno's 

64. Cf. pp. 62, 65, 66 f. 
65. Cf. pp. 41, 67, 69, 71 f., 91, 97. 
66. Cf. p. 38. 
67. Cf. pp. 97, 106 f., 172, 182. 
68. Cf. pp. 96, 104, 105, 175, 179 f. 
69. Cf. the "plane" number representing the tyrant's shadowy pleasure 

in Rep. I X , 587 d 6 - 7 and context. 



190 drawing of Socrates in the image of a numbfish?70 T h a t is not 
what Socrates has clone.71 He has made us see Meno as Meno 
is, and has thus put us in the position to draw a picture of 
Meno's soul. T h e "description" of a "soul" cannot escape the 
use of imagery. Socrates did not describe Meno's soul. T h e 
action presented in the dialogue revealed that soul in its 
whole emptiness without any imagery. 

Yet an image of the soul (not Meno's soul) is suggested by 
the anamnesis myth. It is not as elaborate an image as we 
find in other Socratic myths, but seems to furnish the founda-
tion for all the others. It shows the soul as having a "third 
dimension"—an indispensable condition for its learning, that 
is, for its growth—as having "depth" (bathos) and, therefore, 
the character of what is called in technical geometrical lan-
guage a "solid." For it is not only the mythical way of speak-
ing that provides us with "images"—technical speech can do 
that as well. 

I t is necessary, and possible, to find support for this implied 
image of the soul in other Platonic dialogues. 

70. Pp. 88 -90 . 
71. Cf. Rep. VI, 487 e 6. Adeimantus5 remark (2i> he ye [<& Sw/cpares] . . . 

ol/jLcu OVK etcodas 8l' UKOVCOV \eyeiv) is meant to be gently ironic. But 
another gentle irony, unsuspected by Adeimantus, is that his remark 
reflects in all truth a genuine Socratic "habit" at crucial moments 
of a conversation. (Cf. p. 90.) 



VII 

1. THE re%vr\ OF SOLIDS IN THE Republic 

In discussing with Glaucon (in the seventh book of the 
Republic) the sequence of studies in which the future 

guardians of the 7roXis would have to engage, Socrates deals 
with the science of "solids" in a most peculiar way. Socrates 
himself introduces (527 d 1) astronomy as the third kind of 
discipline to be taken up after (plane) geometry and the sci-
ences of numbers. Glaucon immediately launches into a 
praise of astronomy because of its utility in agriculture, navi-
gation, and warfare, but is rebuked by Socrates who reminds 
him of the more important purpose of all those contemplated 
studies. Glaucon himself is supposed to explore the matter 
under discussion not for anybody else's sake but for his own 
sake (cravTov e W a - 5 2 8 . a 2) , that is, for his soul's sake, 
and Glaucon agrees {efiavrov evena - a 4) . "Retreat then" 
("Avaye rolvvv els rou7rt(rco - a 6 ) , says Socrates, for it was not 
right to let astronomy, which deals with the revolution of 
"solids" (the heavenly spheres), follow geometry without 
having taken up first the subject of "solid" by itself: after 
plane geometry, which had brought in the second dimension, 
one ought to consider the third dimension (av£rj Tplrrj - 528 
b 2 ) , the dimension of depth (fiadovs av^rj - d 8 ) . Glaucon 
objects: the matter has not been found out yet. Socrates 
agrees that the investigation in this field has barely, though 
promisingly, begun and gives two reasons for that fact. One, 
in no political community, in no woXis (b 6 ) , is this difficult 
matter held in esteem; two, there is nobody to supervise and 
direct the investigation, and even if such a one could be 
found, the experts would not be willing to follow his lead. If, 
however, Socrates adds, an "entire political community" 
(TTOXLS O A ?7 - C 2) were to direct those studies in a common 
resolve (avveTnararol), the situation would change. Finally, 
about to resume the discussion of astronomy, Socrates men-
tions (e 4) once more (for the third time, in fact) the politi-



192 c a l community's interest in pursuing the investigation of the 
"dimension of depth," that is, of the field of the "solid," in 
contrast to that of the "plane" (rj rod ewaredov irpayixarela -
d 3) , as a precondition for its flourishing. 

T o assume that this episode, with its curious double step of 
premature advance and subsequent withdrawal (avayetp els 
roviriao) - 528 a 6; avax^pelv - d 6 1 ) , is merely meant to pro-
mote stereometric studies is to overlook the emphasis that 
binds the theme of the "solid" to the theme of the TTOXIS. In 
the case of the other disciplines discussed in the context, we 
do not find a corresponding emphasis. T h e study of all the 
subject matters mentioned by Socrates is, of course, insepara-
bly linked to the main purpose of the construction of the 
best possible iroKis in Books I I to V I I of the Republic. T h e 
link is explicitly stated in the case of the sciences of numbers 
(525 b 11 f . ) , of plane geometry (527 c I f . ) , of astronomy 
(530 c 5 ) , and is perhaps also referred to when the TTOXIS is 

mentioned for the third time in connection with the study of 
solid geometry (528 e 4 - 5 ) . But in the case of the "solids," 
the references to the 7roXis, especially the first two, seem to be 
much more meaningful. We cannot forget that the theme of 
the TTOXLS in the Republic includes the theme of the "soul" as 
well as that of the "whole." T h e assigning of stereometry, in-
stead of astronomy, to the third place in the sequence of re-
quired studies necessitates a regress in the enumeration of 
those studies. Is not this regress comparable to the reflexive 
motion of the soul looking into itself? T h e emphasis on the 
neglect of the "dimension of depth" so far as studies are con-
cerned seems to imply a similar neglect with regard to the soul 
on the part of both city and citizens. What people do, what 
cities do, manifests what they are. A TT6\LS can shrink too. T h e 
life of a city may become a surface phenomenon: its soul, the 
TroXcreca, may lose its "depth." 

T h e dimension of "depth" is usually understood as an at-
tribute of a body (crcofia). T h e question of what constitutes a 
"body" is the theme of the Tirnaeus, where Timaeus gives an 
answer to this question in the context of a mythical account 
of the "whole" and the "soul," which account, in turn, is tied, 
at both ends, to the theme of the iroXis. I t seems that Timaeus' 
answer elucidates what was only hinted at in the stereometric 
episode of the Republic. 

1. These are again military terms (cf. p. 123, note 4 2 ) . For avaxupw 
cf. Crito 51 b 8, Symp. 221 a 2, Menex. 246 b 5 ; for avayuv see 
Lidd.-Scott, s.v. II. 10: "perhaps nautical." 



2. THE PROBLEM OF "SOLIDITY" IN THE Timaeus 193 

T h e Timaeus, no less, and perhaps more, than any other 
Platonic dialogue, combines seriousness with playfulness, ut-
ter solemnity with fanciful mocking. T h e point is not that 
quite a few passages in Timaeus' account, as, for example, the 
mention of the traditional gods (40 d - 4 1 a; cf. 27 b - d ) , the 
description of the liver in its relation to divination (71 a -
72 c ) , the reference to the birds (91 d - e ) , are highly amusing 
or sarcastic; the dialogue as a whole, the character of the 
personages involved in it, the nature of the feast offered by 
Timaeus, Critias, and Hermocrates to Socrates in return for 
the latter's hospitality the day before, are altogether both 
soberly weighty and comically ambiguous.2 We must be aware, 
therefore, that we again3 run a great risk in dealing with the 
text in a fragmentary fashion. 

Timaeus sets out to describe mythically the "generation" of 
the visible world around us. For this purpose a threefold dis-
tinction has to be made in thought (Xp?) yepr] diavodrjvaL rpirra 
- 50 c 7 ) , the distinction between father, mother, and off-
spring. 

T h e role of " father" is given to the "source" of what is 
g e n e r a t e d i n i t s l i k e n e s s (TO . . . odep acfropoiovpepop (frverai TO 

yiypopepop — 5 0 d 1 f . ) , t o t h e " m o d e l " (irapabeiypa) o f a l l t h e 

things that either live or sustain life. T h e model comprises 
all that is (27 d - 2 8 a; 52 a 1 - 4 ) , that is to say, all that re-
mains always unchangeably the same, ungenerated and in-
destructible, accessible only to intellect and thought (vorjaei 
pera \oyov). 

T h e role of "mother" is assigned to something the nature 
of which is extremely difficult to catch (SvaaXuroTarop - 5 1 b 1; 
cf. 49 a 3 f . ) . I t is of the kind that cannot be seen at all 
(avoparov - 51 a 7 ) , can hardly be trusted to exist (poyis 
TTUJTOP - 52 b 2 ) , can only barely be "touched," without the 
aid of any sense perception, by "some spurious reasoning" 
(XoyiapQ TLPI voOcp - 52 b 2 ) , because it has no shape whatso-
ever (apQp<j)op — 50 d 7, 51 a 7 ) , is in no way determined, and, 
therefore, not determinable at all. We understand, however, 
that for this very reason it is able to "receive" all possible 

2. A. E. Taylor (A Commentary on Plato's Timaeus, 1928) and 
F. M. Cornford {Plato's Cosmology, 1 9 3 7 ) , not to mention other 
commentators, strangely—though traditionally—ignore this aspect 
of the dialogue completely. 

3. Cf. p. 125. 



194 shapes or determinations (iravdexes - 5 1 a 7) . It can indeed be 
named the "receptacle" of all generation and decay (wdarjs 
yeveaew i)7rodoxv - 49 a 5 f.) , the "room" (x^Pa) "in" which 
all change "takes place" (cf. 49 e 7, 50 c/d, 52 c 4 ) , that is to 
say, "in" which all the "copies" (pip^para - 5 0 c 4-5, 48 e 6 f.; 
cf. 30 c 3 - 31 a 1, 29 b 1-2) of the model's content can 
emerge and disappear. T h e preposition " i n " carries the en-
tire weight of the problem we are confronted with. Lacking 
any shape or determination of its own and perpetually under-
going change, the "receptacle" still remains the indestructible 
matrix (eKpayelov - 50 c 2) for everything (cf. 52 a/b) and 
must, therefore, be called "always the same" {ravrov . .. del -
50 b 6 -7 ) . T h a t is why it can be faintly reached in our think-
ing and thus,4 as Timaeus says (51 a/b), "partakes in some 
very perplexing way of the intelligible" (peraXapPdvov 8e 
dTTopcbrard 717/ rod vorjrov), not too differently perhaps from 
the dpxv of " T h e Other." 

Neither the "model" by itself, the "father," nor the "re-
ceptacle" by itself, the "mother," have either "body" or 
"soul."5 I t is only "between" (pera^v - 50 d 3) these two 
"extremes" that Soul and Body make their appearance. Soul 
and Body characterize the "offspring" (enyovov - 50 d 4 ) , the 
visible world around us, the domain of perpetual change 
(27 d 2 - 28 a; 52 d 3 f . ) , the domain of everything we sense, 

the subject matter of Timaeus' "likely story" (29 d 2; 30 b 7; 
48 d 2; 53 d 5 £.; 56 a 1; 59 c 6; 68 d 2; 72 d 7 ) . In the main, 
the story narrates the "making" of the visible gods (the 
Stars, the Planets, the Earth, and the Whole) and the "mak-
ing" of men with their bodies, powers, and faculties, the 
healthy ones as well as the diseased ones. Thus, Timaeus, a 
stranger who, unlike the Stranger in the Sophist and the 
Statesman, and the one in the Laws, has a name, acts in the 
dialogue—though "in words" only—as the "father of gods and 
men." His contribution to the feast that Socrates is to enjoy 
is the ever-changing "offspring," the sum total of the "copies" 
of the Intelligible (cf. 59 c 9 - d 2 ) . A rather strange and de-
batable treat! How can Socrates enjoy it? 

T a k i n g his starting point from the "source" of the "off-
spring," Timaeus builds the Soul out of incompatible in-
gredients which can be brought together only by compulsion, 

4. Cf. Cornford, op. cit., p. 187 f. 
5. The expressions alhov and if . . . rod £coov 4>b<iis (37 d) which 

refer to the "model" are disturbing. But they cannot, at any rate, 
imply the "soul" as Timaeus' story describes it. 



"by force" (/3ig, - 35 a 8 ) . Taking his starting point from the 195 
"receptacle" of generation, Timaeus frames the Body by let-
ting that over which the intellect has no control (and the 
name of which is Necessity) be at least "persuaded" by the 
intellect to follow, as much as possible, the direction towards 
the "best" (48 a 2-5) . Persuasion is but a milder form of 
compulsion.6 I t is indeed simpler to deal with the body, which, 
at worst, is unruly, than with the soul, which, by its very con-
stitution, is truly "monstrous." 

Timaeus begins (31 b 4) with the Body, then (34 b 3) 
shifts to the building of the Soul and its distribution through-
out the "Whole , " and then (47 e 3) resumes and completes 
his account of the Body. Thus, the story of the Soul finds 
itself "enveloped" by the story of the Body.7 Timaeus takes 
care, however, to stress (34 b 10 - c 5) that the sequence of 
the narrative, tainted as it is by human insufficiency, and, we 
should add, the very character of the subject matter (cf. 29 
c - d ) , ought not to obscure the higher rank of the soul which, 
both in birth and in excellence (Kai yeveaei Kai apery), is prior 
and more venerable (irporepa Kai irpeafivrepa) than the body 
and is destined to rule over the latter. At the point of the 
narrative when the description of the building of the soul 
has been completed it is stated (36 d 8 - e 1) , with some 
emphasis, that "after this" (fxera rovro) the framing of all 
that is "bodily" (ao^iiaroeides) was taken up, and, what seems 
even more important, that this framing went on "within" the 
soul (evrds avrrjs [sc. rrjs \pvxys]) .8 We also note that twice in 
the narrative (34 b 3 -4 and 36 e 2-3) the soul is described 
as wrapped around the body of the Whole "on the outside" 
(e&dev), in spite of the inconsistency this image seems to 
entail.9 I t does not seem clear whether the soul is " i n " the 
body (kv a&txart - 30 b 4-5; cf. 43 a 5, 44 b 1, 69 c 5-8) or the 
body " i n " the soul.10 

T h e building of the Soul involves the ultimate "begin-
nings" (apxat) of all that is and comes to be (35 a -b ; 37 a 
2 - 3 ) . T h e stretching of the Soul across the Whole, which 

6. Cf. 56 c 5 f. : . . . 6 w y TT e p i) rrjs iavayKrjs k K o v <r a TraaOzicra re 
<f){j(TLS V7T€IK€P . . . . 

7. Cf. p. 95. 
8. Cf. 37 c 3 - 5 : " h referring (indirectly) to ^vxh-
9. Cf. Taylor, op. cit., pp. 58, 93. 

10. There is a curious parallelism in the verbal expressions rd v&f±a ahry 
[sc. rg \pvxfi ] TrepieKahinj/ev ( 34 b 4 ) and rd . . . aco/xa <16777 [JC. ry 
ipvxy] irepuTdpvevcrav ( 6 9 c 6 ) , although their meaning is quite dif-
ferent (cf. 73 e 6 - 7 ) . 



196 stretching amounts to the very constitution of the Universe as 
a "whole/' is achieved by means of numbers and ratios of num-
bers (35 b - 36 d) , the subject matter of the rexvai of arithme-
tic and logistic (and harmonics) . So is the distribution, within 
the Whole, of earth, water, air, and fire, the so-called "ele-
ments," taken as bodies (46 d 6-7 ; 53 c 4-5) already available. 
But the construction of those bodies is done with the help of 
geometrical plane surfaces, more precisely, with the help of 
two types of triangles (53 c - 54 b ) . This construction is iden-
tical with the framing of Body in general, since all tangible 
and visible bodies are diversified compounds of those very 
small, and therefore not perceptible (56 b 7 - c 3 ) , elementary 
bodies (58 c - 6 1 c; 73 b - e ; 81 c 2 -3 ; 81 e/82a). 

T h e framing of the Body, then, is done according to geo-
metrical and stereometrical patterns. T h e rexvat of geometry 
and stereometry know indeed how to construct "solids," no-
tably regular solids "contained by equilateral and equiangular 
figures equal to one another."1 1 Here, in the Timaeus, how-
ever, this technical construction (54 d - 55 c) is used, mythi-
cally, to bring about bodily solidity (55 d - 56 c) of varying 
degree and of an altogether transient nature.12 

Even before the "elements" with their uncontrollably dis-
ordered motions could be "persuaded" (56 c 3-7) to be 
properly and wholly balanced and distributed throughout the 
Whole (30 a; 31 b - 3 2 c; 34 b 2; 57 c 1-6; 58 a - c ) , a more 
profound disorder, which characterized the primordial state of 
the "receptacle," had to be cleared away. At this—only mythi-
cally conceivable and describable—stage the "receptacle" was 
"filled" (€/x7rt/i7rXacj0cu) with dissimilar and unbalanced 
"traces" (tx^v) and "powers" (5wd/xets) ,13 not bodies, of the 
not yet existing four "elements" (53 b 1 - 4 ) , and, swaying un-
evenly back and forth, it added to the agitation of those "pow-
ers" and "traces" and distributed them roughly in different 
places (52 d - 5 3 b ) . T h e decisive "persuasion of necessity by 
the intellect" consisted in just this: "limits" were provided by 
varying combinations of each of those two kinds of plane sur-
faces, of each of the two kinds of triangles. These limits were 
regularly shaped boundaries, of different size (57 d 1 - 2 ) , 
which brought a certain regularity, if not constancy, to the 
chaotic condition of the "receptacle," for they made the "ele-
ments," in spite of their transient nature, be complete bodies 

11. Euclid, Elements, X I I I , Prop. 18. 
12. Gf. pp. 65-66 . 
13. Gf. Gornford, op. cit., p. 199. 



(cf. 34 b 2 ) , which they were not before. There is nothing 1 9 7 
stable about these bodies either, because of the shifting nature 
of the boundaries which keep combining, dissolving, and re-
combining all the time (54 b-d; 57 b) ,14 Timaeus insists (48 
b-c; 49 b - 50 a) that the so-called "elements" have no per-
manence whatever, that the nouns we use to designate them 
should not mislead us to think of each of them as being "some-
thing" (TL) . We should not point at them by saying "this" or 
"this here" (rode Kai rovro) . By far the safest way would be to 
use expressions of the type "such and such" (TOLOVTOV), namely 
"earthy" or "watery" or "airy" or "fiery."15 These words carry 
the implication that there is something else which we perceive 
now as "watery," and now as "fiery," and so on. This "some-
thing else" is the "receptacle" (51 b 2 - 6 ) . What distinguishes 
the "civilized" state of the "receptacle" from its primordial 
chaotic state is nothing but the presence of complete, if tran-
sient, bodies. 

Thus "persuasion" (ireidco) brought about Body, as "force" 
(0 ta ) brought about Soul. Persuasion and force initiated the 
two opposite, yet converging, "generating" processes which led 
to the emergence of the visible Whole. These processes came 
to an end when the visible body of the whole (TO TOU wavrds 
<r<fym-31 b 7, 32 a 8; cf, 32 c 1, 36 e 5 1 6) was fused with the 
invisible soul (30 b 4-5 ; 34 b; 46 d 6) . T h e fusion was possible 
because of the similarity in the composition of both. Both de-
pend on factors of invariableness and on factors of change: 
the soul lastly on "Sameness" and "Otherness" (35 a-b; 37 
a 2 - 3 ) , the body lastly on the equality of its constituent sur-
faces and its perpetual variability.17 In this manner the world 
became both "bodily" (crcojtiaToetdes - 31 b 4, 36 d 9) and 
"living" ({Qov - 30 b 8, d 3; 32 d 1) . 

In Timaeus' account, then, the regularly shaped (mathe-
matical) surfaces mediate between the uncontrollable disorder 
of the "receptacle" and a planned order conceived as the 
"best," mediate, in other words, between Necessity (apaytaj) 
and Intellect (POVS) (cf. 48 a 1 -2 ) , as numbers do in the case 
of the Soul. T h e result of that mediation is the appearance of 
Body. T h e "elements" and, therefore, all tangible bodies, as 
well as the body of the Whole, owe their bodily status, their 

14. Gf. Cornford, op. cit., pp. 230-39. 
15. Gf., on the other hand, 51 b 6 - e 6 and above pp. 141 f., note 104. 
16. Also Phileb. 30 a 6. 
17. Cf. in particular the references to awfiara in the description of the 

composition of the soul (35 a 2 and a 6 ) . 



198 bodily "solidity/' to a regular configuration of plane surfaces, 
a configuration of two-dimensional entities. So does the "di-
mension of depth." 

Timaeus introduces the discussion of this subject by saying 
(53 c 4-7) : " I t is clear first of all, I suppose, to everyone that 

fire, and earth, and water, and air, are indeed bodies. Now, 
any kind of body has also depth. Depth, in turn—it is surface 
that encompasses it, and necessarily so" (TO de 13ados av iraaa 
dvdjKri rrjv eirLwedop irepieikrifyepai 4>vcrip18) . T h e las t s e n t e n c e is 
not without ambiguity. 

A body and its surface or surfaces are always conceived as 
inseparable from each other. We are inclined to think of a 
"surface" as a necessary attribute of a "body," not the other 
way around. I t is peculiar, and essential, to Timaeus' account, 
however, that a body—and, consequently, the dimension of 
depth—is to be understood as an outgrowth (av£rj) of a regular 
configuration of plane surfaces. In this view, the bodily solidity 
of visible things is not their primary character. It is rather 
derived from an orderly combination of two-dimensional en-
tities. This combination is done intelligently and artfully. I t 
has a purpose. "Body" with its "third dimension" is a device 
to "receive" and to "carry" the "Soul,"1 9 a device to let the 
"body of the Whole" be permeated by the soul in its original 
"arithmetical" and "logistical" composition, to let the body of 
man "house" that "part" of the soul which is not subject to 
death and destruction, and "contains" its intellectual powers 
(30 b 1-4; 37 c 1-5; 44 d 3-6; 46 d 5-6) as well as the soul's 

somewhat deteriorated "mortal parts" (41 d - 4 2 a; 43 c-e; 
61 c 7 - 8 ; 69 c -e ; 72 d 4 - 5 ; 73 b - d ) . It is only from this "re-
ceiving" function of the body that we are at all able to come 
closer to the meaning of the preposition " i n " of which 
Timaeus' account makes such ambiguous use. 

T h e main difficulty that Timaeus' "likely story" encounters 
in describing the "generation" of the visible world around us 
(a difficulty shared in one form or another by any myth) is 

that it cannot help using speech attuned to this world as one 
already "generated." For our diapota, manifested in our speech, 
is indeed turned towards this familiar world of ours, turned in 
the main, that is, towards visible bodies, which our diapota, in 

18. Even if the phrase MireSos #<ns, as it is used here, may have a 
generic meaning (cf. Taylor, op. cit., p. 362 ; Cornford, op. cit., 
p. 212 ; also above pp. 5 9 - 6 0 ) so as to be applicable to a spherical or 
any other curved surface as well, the emphasis in the construction of 
Body is on straight surfaces, the "faces" of regular "solids." 

19. It is a "vehicle," an 6 X w * (69 c 7 ; 44 e 2 ; also 41 e 2 ) . 



the exercise of its power of dianoetic eikasia, understands as 199 
"copies" of what is intelligible only.20 Accordingly, the prepo-
sition " i n " cannot help referring primarily to the "inside" of 
bodily things. T h e pristine role of the bodiless "receptacle" 
can, therefore, be only conceived ("spuriously") in the image 
of the "receiving" function of the body. T h a t is how the "re-
ceptacle" is spoken of as the "room" " i n " which the copies of 
the intelligible appear and disappear again. 

On the other hand, while the preposition " i n " cannot help 
referring primarily to the "inside" of bodily things, to their 
dimension of depth, this very dimension of depth is required 
by the complex nature of the soul. It is required, above all, by 
the "capacity" of the soul to learn, which is its capacity to 
grow on proper nourishment (44 b-c ; 47 b-c ; 87 a-b; 90 d) .2 1 

Hence it is possible to attribute a "dimension of depth" to the 
soul itself, to make the soul "contain" intellect. T h a t is why, 
when using the expression "looking into ourselves," we un-
hesitatingly mean to refer to the "inside" of our soul and not 
to the inside of our body. What we do, and hardly can avoid 
doing,22 is to speak of the invisible soul, too, in the image of 
the visible body.23 Timaeus' account justifies this way of speak-
ing. 

Socrates might, after all, find some enjoyment in the feast 
offered to him, not only in Critias', the old Athenian's, story 
out of the "good old days," but also in the "likely story" of 
Timaeus, the Locrian. Timaeus' narrative is an laropla wept 
\f/vxys in the guise of a irepi (frvaeus laropia.24 What Timaeus 
presents to Socrates in this story is a disembodied body hous-
ing a soul capable of learning the truth. 

I t does not seem inappropriate for us, then, to draw an 
image of Meno's soul as one lacking the dimension of depth. 

3. 

T h e title of the dialogue prompted us to raise the question: 
who is Meno? T h e dialogue has now answered this question. 
Meno in the dialogue is a clever man totally incapable of 
learning. Is there any relation between this unique personage 

20. Cf. 51 b 7 - c 5 and above pp. 110-19, 120, 129, 134, 152. 
21. Cf. also p. 60. 
22. Cf. p. 104. 
23. Cf. Xenophon, Memorab. I l l , 10, 8. 
24. Cf. 27 a 4, 47 a 7 (and Taylor, op. cit., pp. 58 and 294), also 

above, p. 149. 



200 a n d Meno the Thessalian, the darling of Aristippus, the 
"hereditary friend of the Great King," the lover of wealth,25 

known to us, and presumably to his contemporaries, from 
other sources as well?26 Is there any relation between the image 
we have just drawn of Meno's soul, as revealed in the dialogue, 
and the image of the "historical" Meno as that of an arch-
villain? 

Unwillingness and inability to learn lead to amathia, to 
ignorance. This defect is called in the Timaeus (88 b 5) the 
greatest disease (he megiste nosos) of the soul.27 A disease of 
the soul is "badness" or "depravity" or "viciousness" (kakia, 
poneria) ,28 I t is hardly possible not to draw the conclusion that 
the reputed villainy of Meno the Thessalian is but an out-
ward manifestation of his now revealed amathia. In truth, his 
amathia is his villainy. His lack of the "dimension of depth" 
is directly related to his lack of arete. If his soul can be said to 
be "filled" with anything, it is "full of both forgetfulness and 
vice" (lethes te kai kakias plestheisa) .29 

Early in the dialogue, Meno, expressing surprise at Socrates' 
of ignorance in the matter of human excellence, 

for a moment, at least, to assume tacitly the truth of 
the proposition that "human excellence is knowledge" and, by 
the very fact of making this assumption, to put his detractors 
to shame.30 W e understand now that, if, indeed, this Socratic 
thesis can be supposed to have underlain Meno's expression of 
surprise at all, Meno could not have 

hension with which this thesis is so often tacitly implied in 

bound together in a very 
example, a paradigm,31 for the assertion that 
(amathia), the opposite of knowledge (episteme) 3 2 is deprav-

ity (kakia) ™ the opposite of excellence (arete) . And it is up 
to us to "convert" this assertion, by "contraposition," into the 
Socratic one. In fact, we have been led to this very point, we 

25. Cf. pp. 40, 41, 78. 
26. Cf. pp. 36-37 . 
27. Cf. Tim. 86 b 2 - 4 and Laws III , 691 d 1; also Hipp. min, 373 a 1-2. 
28. Cf. p. 46 and Rep. IV, 444 e 1 f., Gorg. 477 b 3 - 8 , Soph. 228 

b 8 -10 , d 4 - 1 1 , 229 c 1-10 . 
29. Phaedr. 248 c 7. 
30. P. 43. 
31. Cf. Statesman 277 d. 
32. As well as of wisdoir 

33. Cf. 
ton**)—Symp. 202 a 
Soph. 228 d 6 - 1 1 and: 



have been led to "recognize" the Socratic dictum "human ex- 201 
cellence is knowledge" by recognizing who Meno is. Our 
anagnorisis is a two-fold one.34 

Socrates seemed to intimate, in a sober vein, that he would 
be satisfied to hear excellence described as something always 
"accompanied" by knowledge, in the same way in which color 
can be said to be always "accompanied" by surface.35 This 
sober description could now be matched by the "simple" state-
ment that ignorance is, of necessity, a "companion" of vice. 
But the "simplicity" of this statement would be deceptive. For 
Meno's case shows that ignorance is not a "vacuum": what 
provides "color" to Meno's depravity and "fills" his ignorance 
are all the doxai accumulated on his "surface" memory.36 

Throughout the preceding conversation, Socrates and Meno 
counter-image each other, Socrates putting the effort of learn-
ing above everything else,37 Meno never relenting in his un-
willingness to make that effort, an unwillingness compensated 
by his readiness to rely on his memory, Socrates justifying his 
stand by recourse to a myth, Meno justifying his by bringing 
up an argument. But while it remained doubtful whether the 
anamnesis thesis was part of the myth about the undying soul 
told by other people or Socrates' own contribution to it ,3 8 it 
could be safely assumed that Meno's argument was not his 
own.39 What was at stake, we remember, in the peculiar ex-
change of threats, which preceded Socrates' and Meno's re-
spective justifications, was each one's arete.40 W e see now the 
outcome of that uneven competition: Socrates' excellence 
shines in his declared resolve to fight, in word and deed, at 
every opportunity, for the proposition that searching and 
learning improve us,41 on which resolve he has acted through-
out the dialogue; Meno's depravity, of which we previously 
had had only glimpses,42 has, through his own words, come 
into full light. 

Since we perceive Meno now as he is, we can also tell 
whether he is "beautiful, or wealthy, or again highborn, or 
else the reverse of these."43 

34. Cf. pp. 107, 184, also pp. 115, 136. 
35. Pp. 5 9 - 6 0 . 
36. Cf. pp. 71-72 . 
37. See pp. 94, 97, 183. 
38. P. 97. 
39. P. 91. 
40. P. 90. 
41. Pp. 182-84. 
42. Pp. 62, 66 f., 78, 88 f., 91, 97 f. 
43. P. 38. Cf. also Rep. IX , 577 a-b. 



202 Beautiful as Meno's body might appear,44 the deficiency of 
his soul makes him ugly. Timaeus, for one, goes into detail 
to explain (87 c - 88 b) that the due relation (syrnmetria) of 
soul to body is all-important and that too imposing a body 
which carries but a small and feeble mind (dianoia) robs the 
"whole living being" (hoIon to zoiori) of all beauty,45 makes 
what pertains to the soul dull (kophon), slow at learning 
(dysmathes), forgetful (amnemon), and thus brings about the 

greatest disease, ignorance (amathia). 
However much wealth Meno might already have acquired 

and however much more he might still desire, he cannot have 
gained, and will not gain, any wisdom because of his unwill-
ingness and inability to learn. He is truly poor.46 

In Thessaly as well as in Attica he may be thought of as 
highborn and high-minded. T h a t might well be, therefore, his 
own opinion of himself. Indeed, he does not think it possible 
that a slave could be a ruler and still remain a slave.47 We 
now understand the sarcasm of Socrates' response: " I t is not 
likely [that you do], my excellent man." T h e boy who learned 
his first lesson in geometry, though a slave, has shown an ex-
cellence that Meno does not possess. Which of the two, then, 
has a slavish soul?48 

T h e dialogue about human excellence will continue, with 
Meno still a participant; but his role in the conversation, we 
suspect, will be henceforth different from the one he has 
played so far. 

44. Pp. 58, 67, 89. • 
45. Gf. Charm. 154 c 8 - e 1 (and Rep. IX , 591 c 1 - d 5 ) . 
46. Cf. Phaedr. 279 c 1-3 (and Rep. VII , 521 a 3 - 4 ; I X , 578 a 1 - 2 ; 

579 e 2 - 3 ; 591 d 6 - e 5 ) . 
47. P. 55. 
48. Cf. Clitophon 408 a 4 - b 5. 



1 

PART TWO 

DOXA 





VIII 

1. 

Meno had indicated that he preferred to go back to his [86 d 3 - e 1] 
. original question rather than to join Socrates in the 

search for an answer to the question: what is human excel-
lence? Socrates pretends to be compelled to comply with 
Meno's wish and, in so doing, rebukes Meno for the last time. 
He contrasts his own power to "rule" (archein) with that of 
Meno. He, Socrates, is able to rule over himself but not over 
Meno; Meno, on the contrary, is trying to rule, and actually 
succeeds in ruling, over him, Socrates,1 but is not even trying 
to exert any rule over himself. And Socrates suggests that 
Meno adopts this attitude to assert his noble "freedom" (hina 
de eleutheros eis) .2 This is the way of tyrants who imagine 
that to do as they like3 is to be happy and free: they do not 
know that they are in truth nothing but slaves.4 In point of 
fact, which escapes Meno, it is Socrates who has power over 
Meno, more so, presumably, than the Great King will ever 
have: has not Socrates compelled Meno to reveal himself as 
he truly is? 

If only he could control Meno, says Socrates, the examina-
tion of whether excellence is teachable or not would not take 
precedence over the examination of what excellence is. But he 
has no choice in the matter: it seems that they just cannot 
avoid considering5 "how" something is without first knowing 
"what" it is (poion ti estin ho mepo ismen hoti estin). As we 
have seen,6 there are good reasons to assume that this proce-
dure is not at all objectionable to Socrates; it was rather 
Meno who did not favor it. 

1. Cf. pp. 58, 67. 
2. Cf. Rep. VII I , 562 e 9 : Iva IXeWepov g, also Gorg. 491 d 4 - e 1, 

and Thompson, pp. 145 f. 
3. Gorg. 473 c 6 - 7 . 
4. Rep. IX , 579 d - e ; 577 d (cf. Xenophon, Memorab. IV, 5, 5 ) . 
5. Cf. p. 42. 
6. P. 85. 



Given Me no's reluctance to follow Socrates, Meno is asked 
to relax the reins of his rule just "a little" so as to allow them 
to explore the question whether excellence is achieved by 
teaching or in some other way "from a supposition" (ex hy-
potheseos) . Meno seemed well acquainted with the ways of 
geometry,7 and Socrates need not expect him to object to any 
accepted procedure and, above all, to any terminology of that 
techne. Indeed, there is no objection on Meno's part. Neverthe-
less, Socrates explains what he means by an exploration "from 
a supposition." 

Geometricians do often adopt the following kind of proce-
dure. If, for example, one of them has to answer the question 
whether a certain amount of space (whatever its—rectilinear-
boundaries) is capable of being fitted as a triangle8 into a 
given circular area (so that the three vertices will touch the 
circumference of that circular area), he may say: while I do 
not know whether this particular amount of space has that 
capability I believe I have something of a supposition (hosper 
. . . tina hypothesin) at hand which might be useful for the 
purpose. It is this: if that amount of space (which can always 
be transformed into a triangular or rectangular area) were to 
be such that he who "stretches it along" (parateinanta) its 
(an ton) given line "runs short" (elleipein) of a space like the 

very one which had been "stretched along" (the given l ine) , 
then, it seems to me, one thing would be the result, and an-
other again, if it were impossible for him to go through this 
experience. And so I am disposed to tell you what will happen 
with regard to the inscription of your amount of space (autou) 
into the circle, whether it is impossible or not impossible, by 
way of "hypothesizing" (hypothemenos). 

T h e geometrician whom Socrates conjures up is a very 
cautious one; but the precision of his speech does not quite 
reach technical lucidity. He is made to use terms which So-
crates elsewhere9 criticizes. Moreover, he is made to use them 
in a way which seems to interfere with their "technical" rele-
vance. Above all, it may be asked, are we really presented here 
with something resembling a geometrical "hypothesis"? 

Recent commentators,10 who do not seem to be aware of 

7. Pp. 64 -66 , 99. 
8. See Thompson, p. 149 (25) ; A. Heijboer, "Plato, 'Meno' 8 6 E -

87A," Mnemosyne, 4th series, V I I I ( 1 9 5 5 ) , 101, 103. 
9. Cf. pp. 121 f. and Rep. VII , 527 a 66 ff., where the term irapardvav 

is explicitly mentioned (cf. also Heijboer, op. ext., p. 109) . 
10. Heijboer, op. cit., pp. 89 f., surveys the literature on the subject. 

Bluck gives a summary and critical appraisal of this literature in his 



the gentle hoax perpetrated by Socrates at this point, have 207 

tried to throw some light on the geometrical problem that 
might possibly be hinted at here. T h e problem mentioned by 
Socrates may perhaps, as some of the commentators11 think, 
amount to the problem of finding out whether one of the 
branches (or conjugate branches) of a rectangular hyperbolic 
curve with a given transverse axis12 will or will not intersect, 
or at least touch, the circumference of a given circle, the diam-
eter of which is taken as the line of "application," i.e., the line 
along which the given area is "stretched." Other interpreta-
tions which have been proposed are no more plausible. Only 
this much seems clear, the problem hinted at must be solved 
by "analysis":1 3 the "inscription," the possibility of which is in 
question, has to be considered as "done" so that a sufficient 
condition for its being feasible can be inferred as a conse-
quence. I t turns out that one way to formulate such a condi-
tion is precisely this: two rectangular areas, the applied one 
and the other one by which the first is "deficient," must be 
" l ike" each other, must be "similar." In fact, to know that the 
"inscription" is feasible means to recognize the "similarity" of 
those two areas. 

T h e lack of precision in Socrates' presentation of this geo-
metrical problem is hardly due to the unsettled character of 
mathematical terminology in Plato's time.14 T h e problem and 
its "indeterminate" solution15 are not presented here by So-
crates for their" own sake. They are meant to provide, as once 
before the examples of schema and chroma had done, a pat-

Appendix, pp. 4 4 1 - 6 1 . Bluck acknowledges (pp. 75 f., 322 f , 441, 
4 6 0 ) the obscurity and ambiguity of the text as well as the relative 
unimportance of whatever specific solution the text may hint at, as 
others have done before him (notably R. Robinson, op. cit., p. 126, 
Heijboer, op. cit., p. 1 2 1 ) ; nevertheless, he pays special attention 
to the interpretations given by A. S. L. Farquharson, "Socrates' Dia-
gram in the Meno of Plato, pp. 86E - 87A," Classical Quarterly, 
X V I I ( 1 9 2 3 ) , 21 ff., and by A. Heijboer, op. cit., pp. 89 ff. 

11. E. F. August, Zur Kenntnis der geschichtlichen Methode der Alten 
in besonderer Beziehung auf die platonische Stelle in Meno, 1844 ; 
S. H. Butcher, Journ. of Philol., X V I I (1888 ) , 2 0 9 - 2 5 (cf. Thomp-
son, pp. 148 ff.); J . Cook Wilson, Journ. of Philol., X X V I I I ( 1 9 0 3 ) , 
222 -40 , esp. 235 f.; Th. L. Heath, A History of Greek Mathematics, 
1921, I, 2 9 8 - 3 0 3 . 

12. The square on the semi-transverse axis will cover double the amount 
of the given space. 

13. Cf. A. S. L . Farquharson, op. cit., p. 21. 
14. As Heath, op. cit., p. 300, note (and also p. 303, note), intimates. 

But Heath adds: "and he [Plato] allows himself some latitude of ex-
pression." 

15. Cf. Jacob Klein, op. cit., pp. 133 f. 



208 tern for the discussion of the problem of human excellence. 
Accordingly, the main emphasis is on the "similarity" of two 
areas, the precise shape of which is unknown.16 (It is perhaps 
not without significance that the word hoion stands out in the 
passage; from 86 d 5 to 87 a 5 it is used four times, each time 
with a totally different meaning, to be sure, only the last of 
which has an affinity to the technical term homoion as it ap-
pears later in Euclid. 1 7) T h e emphasis on the term "supposi-
tion," on the other hand, which term, in this case, points to a 
sufficient condition for the feasibility of the "inscription," does 
not lack ambiguity, as the analytical procedure teaches, as the 
seventh book of the Republic and the Phaedo show, and as 
will become even clearer in a short while. 

86 e 1 - 87 b 2] Socrates proceeds immediately to draw the analogy with the 
case of arete. Since we know neither "what" it is (outh' hoti 
estin) nor what it is " l ike" or "how" it is (outh' hopoion 
ti) ,1 8 we have to make use of a "supposition" (hypothemenoi) 
in this case, too, in exploring the question whether excellence 
is teachable or not. 

Does the co-ordination of "what" and "how" in the last sen-
tence mean that the ignorance of the latter follows necessarily 
on the ignorance of the former, as was ambiguously asserted 
all along by Socrates? Or does it not rather mean that this 
distinction, at this moment, is not at all what matters? For the 
analogy to be drawn is as follows: the given space is (or is not) 
"inscribable" into the given circle, if the area which is equal 
to the given space has (or has not) the relation of "similarity" 
to another area; excellence is (or is not) "teachable"—inscrib-
able into the soul, as it were—if it has (or has not) the rela-
tion of "similarity" or "likeness" to something else in the 
soul. What is this "something else"? I t is playfully treated by 
Socrates as an unknown "fourth proportional" in his next 

16. This, above all, militates against Heijboer's interpretation. Heijboer 
reduces (op. cit., p. 120) the ambiguous meaning of the crucial 
word "olov" to simple "identity" (or rather "equality")—mainly by 
unduly stretching the meaning of AV T 6 RD iraparerankvov (87 a 5—6). 
See also R. Gatesby Taliaferro's review of Robert S. Brumbaugh, 
Plato's Mathematical Imagination, 1954, in The New Scholasticism, 
X X X I , 2 (1957) : . . the problem of application presented here 
reflects within itself the problem of the Meno: how to find a rec-
tangle deficient by a rectangle similar to the rectangle to be found, 
how to wish for and to recognize something we do not know," and 
the context. 

17. Elements VI, Def. 1 and Heath's comment, The Thirteen Books of 
Euclid's Elements, 2nd ed., 1926, II, 188. 

18. Gf. p. 42. 



sentence. This analogically hypothetical statement about ex- 209 
cellence, embodying the "supposition," could read: " I f ex-
cellence is (or is not) like something within the soul, then it 
is (or is not) teachable." But Socrates chooses to give an 
interrogative twist to the protasis of that sentence. He says: 
"Excellence would be teachable or not teachable, if it is like 
what (poion ti) among the things pertaining to the soul (ton 
peri ten psych en onton) ?" And the formulation of Socrates' 
immediately following question brings the emphatic, if 
oblique, answer: " T o begin with, if it is unlike (alloion) or 
like (hoion) knowledge (episterne), is it teachable or 
not . . . ?" 

T h e interrogative twist (poion ti) underscores that what is 
being considered "from a supposition" is the "likeness," not 
identity, of arete and epist erne. Not only the apodoses of the 
preceding sentences speak about "how" excellence may be, 
namely teachable or not teachable, the protases speak about 
that too, namely about excellence being " l ike" or "unlike" 
knowledge. T h e "how" and the "what" in this case, however, 
might well turn out to be hardly distinguishable. 

We have to note, furthermore, that excellence is classed suc-
cinctly, if again obliquely, among "the things pertaining to the 
soul," which was implied in the myth of recollection and per-
haps elsewhere in the dialogue, but was certainly not stated 
explicitly before. 

For the first time also we see the link between excellence 
and knowledge emerging as an explicit theme, not hidden in 
the background of an exchange between Meno and Socrates,19 

not merely hinted at, as in the examples of "bounded surface" 
and "color,"2 0 not dramatically mirrored in Meno's ignorant 
and depraved soul,21 but introduced as the positive side of a 
two-pronged "supposition." 

T h e myth of recollection, on the other hand, with its im-
plications regarding both knowledge and excellence, recedes 
into the background. T h e myth has fulfilled its function, not 
that it had any effect on Meno, but it has helped us to under-
stand Meno's soul. Socrates mentions "recollection" only 
briefly and parenthetically in continuing the sentence, in 
which he explicitly introduces the link between excellence and 
knowledge: ". . . is it [excellence] teachable or not, or, as 
we were just saying, recollectable—but which of the two words 

19. P. 43. 
20. P. 60. 
21. Pp. 200 f. 



210 w e u s e should not make any difference to us—so then, is it 
teachable?" 

What does Socrates mean by his parenthetical remark that 
it should not make any difference to him and to Meno 
whether they refer in speaking to "recollecting" or to "teach-
ing"? T h e "teachable" is what is learned or can be learned. 
Does Socrates then imply that he still upholds the identity of 
"learning" and "recollecting"? Does he mean that, since any-
thing which is to be learned has, at any rate, to be understood, 
mythically or otherwise, as something to be recollected, the 
words we choose do not matter? Or is he implying that for the 
present purpose, the answer to Meno's question, the rec-
ollection thesis is irrelevant and could even be abandoned 
altogether? This retraction would in a rather large way 
counterbalance Meno's "small" concession about the use of a 
"hypothesis." I t would, among other things, make Socrates 
willing to consider the benefits of teaching and learning as 
quite divorced from what is given to us "by nature."2 2 T h e 
commonly accepted view of teaching would dominate the dis-
cussion to follow. According to this view, teaching means 
putting knowledge into somebody's soul,23 an operation com-
parable to inscribing a triangle into a circle. 

Omitting any further, apparently unnecessary, enumeration 
of "things pertaining to the soul," Socrates himself answers his 
question with the rhetorical query: "Or is not this indeed 
obvious to anyone, that man is taught nothing but knowl-
edge?" So it seems indeed, replies Meno. But is it altogether 
clear that this is so? 

Socrates concludes his "hypothesizing" with the statement: 
" I f then [we were to assume that] excellence is knowledge of 
some kind (epist eme lis), it is obvious that it would be teach-
able." Meno: "How else?" 

T h e way is cleared for the next step. Socrates remarks, and 
Meno agrees with him, that they have thus quickly disposed 
of this point, to wit, that excellence is teachable if it is of 
"such" a nature (toionde), namely "l ike" knowledge, and not 
teachable if it is of "such" a nature, namely "unlike" knowl-
edge. We can now turn our attention to the very content of 
the "supposition," the relation of excellence to knowledge. 

[87 c 11 - d 1] "So what one has to investigate after this (meta touto)," 
says Socrates, "is, it seems, whether excellence is knowledge or 

22. Pp. 181 f. 
23. Pp. 97, 106. 



different (alloion) from knowledge/' And Meno agrees that 211 

after this that (tonto meta touto) has to be considered. 
What has actually happened in this exchange? Socrates has 

brushed aside Meno's question (for the time being at least) 
and returned to his own, for which he had claimed priority. 
He has done that obliquely and rather playfully, however 
serious the intent, by means of mathematical devices and—not 
quite transparent—mathematical language, the authority of 
which Meno is not wont to challenge. 

T h e crucial theme, the nature of human excellence, is finally 
before us—in words. T h e logos embedded in the conversation 
to be held now will reflect what the drama we have been wit-
nessing, the mimetic ergon of the dialogue, had presented to 
us directly. T h e conversation, we should not forget, proceeds 
now in the shadow of Meno's amathia, and that means in the 
shadow of the innumerable accepted opinions which crowd his 
memory. 

What ought to be investigated now, "it seems/' Socrates has 
just said, is "whether excellence is knowledge or different 
from knowledge." On the affirmative side of this alternative 
"knowledge" is not qualified at all. Tis, for example, used 
only a short while ago (87 c 5 ) , is omitted. Nor is it sug-
gested that excellence may be " l ike" (hoion) knowledge. T h e 
negative side of the alternative, on the other hand, which 
envisages the possibility of excellence being "different" from 
knowledge, does this ambiguously. T h e word alloion was used 
previously (87 b 7) in opposition to hoion, "unlike" con-
trasting with "l ike." T h e same word seems now to be used to 
contrast the possibility of excellence being—simply—"knowl-
edge" with the possibility of excellence being—simply—"not 
knowledge." T h e phrasing of the alternative, in other words, 
blurs the distinction between the "how" and the "what." 
This haziness will persist in different guises throughout the 
logos Socrates is about to present. 

As for Meno, comically unaware of Socrates' lead, he will 
serve reliably as a sounding board for Socrates' words. 

2. 

Socrates begins oddly as follows: "Let's see then, do we say [87 d 2 -8] 
that this thing 'excellence' is anything but a good thing, and 
do we abide by this supposition, that it is a good thing?" "We 
certainly do," is Meno's reply. And so is ours, and it cannot 



212 help being everybody's. For difficult as it may be to determine 
the nature of human excellence, whenever we attribute excel-
lence to a man, we mean to praise him, we mean to praise his 
"goodness." An affirmative answer to Socrates' question 
amounts to an approval of a tautology. No supposition under-
lies either the question or the answer. No "supposition" of 
this kind was ever stated in the preceding conversation, nor 
did it need to be stated. 

It seems, however, that the use of the term "supposition" in 
this tautological frame has a double purpose: it casts a de-
cidedly ironic light on the previous, ambiguous, use of that 
very term24 and it prepares us for an exercise of our "hy-
pothesizing" power which will imply a more genuine, and 
colloquial, meaning of hypotithesthai, namely, the act of 
"supposing" in the sense of "suspecting" (hypopteuein) .2 5 For 
Socrates continues: I f there also were some other good sev-
ered (chorizomenon) from all knowledge, excellence might 
perhaps not be knowledge of any kind (episteme tis) ; but if 
there is no good which is not encompassed by knowledge, 
our suspicion (hypopteuontes) that this thing (auto), ex-
cellence, consists in knowledge of some kind (episteme tis) 
would be a justifiable suspicion (orthos hypopteuomen). 

While previously, in analogy to the geometrical example, 
the question whether excellence is teachable or not was re-
duced, "hypothetically," to the problem of the relation be-
tween excellence and knowledge, the solution of that very 
problem is now made dependent on whether there is any-
thing "good" outside the domain of knowledge. T h e genuine 
supposition (or "suspicion"), which is to be tested now, is that 
the domain of knowledge completely encompasses (periechei) 
the domain of "goodness," and therefore human excellence, 
the alternatives being that these two domains are completely 
separate or only partially overlapping spheres or circles. 

[87 d 8 - 89 a 5] T h e testing and verifying of this supposition or "suspicion" 
proceeds in six main steps, Meno's continuous approval pro-
viding the echoing accompaniment. 

Step one. Excellent men are good men (agathoi) by vir-
tue of their excellence. And their being good men makes them 
"beneficial" (pphelimoi), for everything that is good (panta 

24. P. 206 (cf. pp. 120 f .) . 
25. The relationship between VTrorldeadai, vwoirrebeiv and etna few seems 

to be a close one—cf. pp. 114 f., 120, 129, 156. 



tagatha) does us good. It follows, necessarily, from what has 213 
been agreed on (ek ton homologemenon), says Meno, who does 
not want to shame his memory, that excellence, too, is a 
beneficial thing. 

Step two. Surveying the things that do us good (ha 
hemas ophelei), taking them up one by one, we find them to 
be things such as health and strength,26 and beauty,27 and, of 
course,28 wealth,29 and their like.30 But we also say that these 
very things are sometimes definitely31 harmful to us (Meno 
fully agreeing). T h e "things" mentioned so far (including 
beauty) are understood to relate to our bodily existence. If 
we ask ourselves on what their being beneficial or harmful in 
various circumstances depends, we have to answer: on the way 
we use them. If we use them in the right way, they do us 
good; if we do not use them in the right way, they do us 
harm. T h e "right use" (orthe chresis) provides the "right 
lead." 

Step three. If we turn to what pertains to the soul (ta kata 
ten psychen), we can enumerate what is known, and praised, as 
moderation or exercise of self-control, justice, courage, docility 
(eumathia), memory (mneme), loftiness,32 and everything else 

of that kind. We are asked to distinguish among these quali-
ties those that can be equated with knowledge (episteme) and 
those that are different from knowledge (alio epistemes) . T h e 
latter sometimes harm us and sometimes benefit us. Take 
"courage": "if courage is not the exercise of wise judgment 
(phronesis) but is like (hoion) some kind of blind boldness 
(tharros ti)," a man who is senselessly "courageous" without 

any insight (anen nou), is going to be hurt, but if he is 
sensibly courageous, realizing what he is up against (syn noi), 
it will be to his benefit. And so it is with self-control (sophro-
syne) and docility (eumathia) : depending 011 whether some-
thing is being learned or brought under control33 with or 
without insight (meta nou—aneu nou), it is beneficial or 
harmful. In short, all that the soul attempts or endures, when 

26. Cf. pp. 51, 78. 
27. P. 67. 
28. Thompson, p. 156 ( 3 ) . 
29. P. 78. 
30. Cf. Rep. VI, 491 c 2 -4 . 
31. Thompson, p. 156 ( 7 ) . 
32. Pp. 41, 56 (cf. Rep. VI, 487 a 4 - 5 , 490 c 5, 10-11, 491 b 9 f.). 
33. About the inversion see Thompson, pp. 159 and 244 f. (Thompson's 

insertion of TvLvra seems wholly unnecessary.) 



214 by wise judgment (phronesis), ends in happiness (eis 
eudaimonian), when misled by lack of judgment (aphrosyne), 
in the opposite (eis tounantion), in misery.34 

Step four. I f then excellence is of necessity a thing bene-
ficial (step one) and one belonging to the soul (tori en tei 
psychei ti),'66 that what it is must be the exercise of wise 
judgment (phronesis). For it cannot be any of those qualities 
of the soul which by themselves are neither beneficial nor 
harmful but are made so when either wise judgment or lack 
of judgment accompanies them (prosgenomenes . . . phrone-
seos e aphrosynes) . With respect to those "indifferent" quali-
ties of the soul everything depends again on how we use 
them: the exercise of wise or unwise judgment is therefore 
decisive. T h e argument thus shows: since excellence is bene-
ficial, it must be some exercise of wise judgment (phronesis 
tis) . 

Step five. What holds for "wise judgment" or "lack of 
judgment" in relation to the rest of the soul, namely that 
their respective lead makes all that pertains to the soul either 
beneficial or harmful, holds also for the soul in relation to 
all the other things, wealth and the like, of which it was said 
that they are sometimes good and sometimes harmful; de-
pending on whether or not the soul uses those other things 
rightly and asserts its right lead, it makes them beneficial or 
harmful. And it is the sensible, intelligent (emphron), soul 
which leads in the right way, while the senseless, foolish 
(aphron) one leads in a faulty way. 

Step six. T h e following comprehensive (kata pant on) state-
ment can, therefore, be made: as far as man is concerned 
(toi anthropoi), all other things depend, for their being good, 

on the soul that makes use of them, and all the qualities of 
the soul itself depend in turn, for their being good, on the 
exercise of wise judgment (phronesis). 

According to this argument then, the beneficial would be 
ultimately "the exercise of wise judgment." And, since ex-
cellence is a thing beneficial, we finally have to say that ex-
cellence is the "exercise of wise judgment," either all that 
there is of such exercise or "some part" of it (etoi sympasan 
e meros ti) . 

Here the Socratic logos36 ends. Meno is inclined to approve 

34. Cf. pp. 75-77. 
35. P. 209. 
36.' Cf. Aristotle, Nic. Eth. VI, 13, especially 1144 b 17-32 and 1145 

a 1-2. 



of it wholeheartedly (Dokei moi kalos leges thai, o Solirates, ta 215 
legomena) ! Let us consider it in some detail. 

3. 

1. T h e argument is presented in "simple" colloquial terms. 
T h e relevant ones cover a range of related meanings which 
permit a shifting of the terms themselves without, however, 
affecting the argument's broad persuasiveness. There are two 
striking examples of such shifting of terms. 

a) Step one of the argument consists in nothing but the 
exchange of the term "beneficial" (ophelimon) for the term 
"good" (agathon). This exchange is based on the common 
understanding that "everything that is good does us good" 
(panta . . . tagatha ophelima - 87 e 2) : in saying that some-
thing is "good," we usually do mean that it is "good for some-
thing else" and mostly and ultimately that it is good for us or 
for others or for all men. T h e words "good," "good for . . . 
and "beneficial" are indeed synonymous in common speech.37 

What any of them implies or what all of them imply is a mat-
ter of "philosophical" reflection in which we may engage, if 
we are ready to follow Socrates' lead. 

b) Step three of the argument brings a rather decisive 
shift from episteme to phronesis; phronesis in turn is linked 
with ?ious. Now, phronesis, the exercise of wise judgment, al-
though not identical with episteme, knowledge, always appears 
linked with "knowledge." A man who judges people, situa-
tions, things wisely, so as to be able to counsel, to behave, 
or to act well, is a man not without "knowledge." In this 
sense, phronesis may be said to be "knowledge of some kind" 
(episteme tis). Nor is phronesis (and not only in common un-

derstanding) far away from sophrosyne with its range of mean-
ings.38 

37. This is especially clear in 88 d 5, where ay ad a is used for cb$eA ijxa 
in opposition to fiXafiepa. Something "good for one thing" may not 
be good "for another thing," something beneficial for one man may 
not be good for another, but that does not alter the general synony-
mity of the terms (cf. Protag. 333 d - 334 c, also Charm. 169 b 4 
and Symp. 204 e - 205 a ) . 

38. Cf. for instance Critias' tentative definition of (ru^poavvrj, Charm. 
1 6 3 e 10, as rj r&v kyaBwv irpa^is and Socrates ' c o m m e n t : nal ovdev 
ye <re taais nooXbei &\r)6rj Xkyuv. Cf. also, taking into account all the 
satirical playfulness of the passage, Cratyl. 411 e 4 f.: aox̂ pocrvvi7 
8k crairepla . . . (frpovrja-ecos, and Aristotle, Nic. Eth. V I , 5, 1 1 4 0 b 
1 1 - 1 2 ; furthermore, Symp. 209 a 5 - 8 , Laws IV, 712 a 1: . . . re? 
<f)povetv re nal crutfrpoveTv . . . . 



2 1 6 2. T h e argument shows that whenever something beneficial 
comes into being, this is ultimately due to the exercise of wise 
judgment. Phronesis is the source of all possible benefits. The 
foremost benefit, therefore, is phronesis.™ The supposition 
or suspicion, which Socrates' logos undertook to test and to 
verify, was that the domain of knowledge (episterne) com-
pletely encompasses the domain of goodness (agathon). T h e 
argument maintains that the domain of wise judgment (phro-
nesis) completely encompasses the domain of the beneficial 
(ophelimon). And hence the final conclusion is reached that 

excellence, a good and beneficial thing in itself, is either the 
exercise of wise judgment in its fullness or, at least, " in part." 

3. This last distinction between the "whole" (sympasa) of 

Wi th regard to the underlying supposition, we may picture 

possible Neither both circles coincide8 or the circle of "knowl-
edge" merely contains the circle of "goodness." In the latter 
case there is knowledge severed from goodness. These two 
cases correspond to the two predicates episterne and episterne tis 
which, in turn, reflect the distinction, hazily preserved 
throughout the argument, between the "what" and the 
"how." For the first case stipulates an identity between "good-
ness" and "knowledge" and amounts to a definition, while the 
second case merely describes what "goodness" is like or what 
"property" it has. 

But it is not clear whether both cases are possible in the 
relation of the circle of phronesis to either the circle of the 
ophelimon or the circle of arete. How can only "some part" of 
phronesis be involved here? T h e exercise of wise judgment 

(which does^not preclude the possibility of his beinggocca-
sionally mistaken) or he does not have it (which does not 
preclude the possibility of his proving occasionally right). 
And the exercise of wise judgment can never be detached from 
the consideration of the beneficial. 

It seems that the shift from episterne to phronesis permits 
Socrates to circumvent the problem of the "whole" that 

Met. V, 11, 1019 a 2 - 4 . Cf. 
and Protag. 352 b 1 - d 4, when 
(c 6 - 7 ) and decisively: . . . dXV 

(In the next sentenc 
. see above pp. 130 f. 

I, 631 c 5 - 6 



knowledge poses.40 T h e wisdom underlying the exercise of 217 
wise judgment is always present—although not manifestly so 
—as a "whole." 

In the exuberant Palinode of the Phaedrus*1 it is said that 
Beauty as it is in itself (auto to hallos), somewhere in the 
nowhere "above heaven," alone among the intelligible models 
can be seen by us, its splendor shining, rarely enough, we 
must add, through a clearly visible phantom (enarges ei-
dolon) down here on our earth. Not so Justice or Moderation 
(sophrosyne) or Knowledge.42 But it is neither dikaiosyne nor 

sophrosyne nor episteme, it is phronesis^ which is suddenly 
conjured up to provide a vivid contrast to Beauty: there are 
no shining images of phronesis nor of those others that 
can be perceived through our senses; if such images could 
ever be seen, the desires they would arouse in us would be 
dreadful.44 But why is phronesis singled out for that con-
trasting role? Is it just an arbitrary choice of words? Does 
phronesis simply stand here for sophrosyne, which in the Phae-
drus is of paramount importance? (Or is the mention of 
sophrosyne avoided because its very nature seems to preclude 
the arousing of dreadful desires?) Is not the choice of phro-
nesis rather made because, like beauty, it can be found, rarely 
enough, amongst us, with this difference that beauty, when we 
see it, has lost its wholeness though it never loses its splendor, 
while the wisdom of phronesis, when it affects us, lacks splen-
dor though never wholeness? Phronesis is what makes men ex-
cel, but it itself remains inconspicuous. Its splendor, its color, 
is a beauty "within," as Alcibiades once at least, in a wild 
moment of insight, without distinguishing phronesis from 
sophrosyne, clearly saw.45 

4. Before shifting from episteme to phronesis, step three of 
the argument enumerates certain qualities of the soul and 
asks us to distinguish between those that are "knowledge" 
and those that are "different" (alio46) from knowledge. T h e 
examples given of the latter are courage, self-control (sophro-
syne) , docility, all of which may not be accompanied by phro-
nesis. (It is at this point that the shift from episteme to phro-
nesis occurs.) Memory and loftiness could presumably serve 

40. P. 86. 
41. 250 c 8 ff. 
42. 250 b 1 - 5 ; 247 d 5 - e 2. 
43. 250 d 4. 
44. 250 d 3 -6 . 
45. Symp. 216 d 1-7 (cf. Phaedr. 279 b 8 - 9 ) . 
46. Cf. AXhoLov — p. 211. 



218 a s other examples, considering the kind of "memory" and 
"loftiness" Meno exhibits. (They seem to be listed, in fact, 
along with docility, to underscore the lack of phronesis in 
Meno, the docile pupil of Gorgias.) Justice, too, is con-
ceivable without the exercise of phronesis.*7 As to "everything 
else of that kind," we may take as examples the qualities 
listed in the seventh book of the Republic They seem to be 
undoubtedly "good" qualities, oriented, on their own, to-
wards knowledge (episteme) and guided by phronesis. But 
they "are" not knowledge, nor for that matter wisdom (so-
phici). I t is indeed questionable, in terms of the argument 
itself, whether there are any qualities of the soul which are 
not in need of being led by phronesis: step five of the argu-
ment contrasts phronesis with "the rest of the soul" (tei allei 
psychei). 

T h e initial supposition about the relation of "knowledge" 
to "goodness" is left in suspense. T h e logos cannot quite 
cope with it.49 And this holds also for the "simple" statement 
that human excellence is knowledge, although it may be safe 
to say that it is "some kind" of knowledge, namely phronesis. 
Was not that precisely50 what Socrates "suspected"? In any 
event, the supremely beneficial role of phronesis, of the exer-
cise of wise judgment, has been asserted and made plausible. 

W e have to note that phronesis has one advantage over 
episteme: we do forget knowledge once acquired, but wise judg-
ment, once we are able to exercise it, is a "whole" that can 
hardly be lost or "forgotten."5 1 

5. Step three of the argument tells us in what happiness 
(eudaimonia) and its "opposite" consist or, at least, what their 

respective sources are: the exercise of wise judgment in the 
conduct of our lives makes these lives happy ones, the lack of 
that exercise brings misery. This telling is as inconspicuous as 
the appearance of phronesis itself. 

4. 

[89 a 5 - c 5] Socrates' logos had reached the conclusion that human ex-
cellence is phronesis, either "a l l " of it or "some part" of it. I t 

47. As, for instance, in the story told about Xerxes' justice, reported by 
Herodotus (VIII , 1 1 8 - 1 9 ) , who does not believe it, and, above all, 
in the case of Socrates' own trial. 

48. See p. 187. 
49. Pp. 86, 168 f. 
50. P. 212. 
51. Cf. Aristotle, Nic. Eth. VI, 5, 1140 b 28-30 . 



is at this point that Socrates takes up Meno's original, and 219 
repeated, question about the way excellence accrues to man. 

Socrates makes Meno accept a consequence that apparently 
flows directly from the conclusion reached: if what has been 
said stands, then men who possess excellence—that is, as we 
understand, are able to exercise wise judgment—could not be 
born with it, "good men" could not be "good" "by birth." " I t 
does not seem to me [that they could]," says Meno. And to 
show the absurdity of the opposite view, namely that good 
men are born "good," that is, endowed from birth with the 
ability to exercise wise judgment, Socrates goes on to describe 
the wonderful prospect that, with this view, would open to 
mankind.52 Citizens everywhere would in that case be able, 
wouldn't they, to find people capable of discerning who 
among the young ones are "good by nature"; we, the citizens, 
would take over all the excellent youths designated by those 
experts, would have them sealed up in our treasuries and 
watch over them far more carefully than over our gold, lest 
anyone corrupt them; and thus, when they came of age, they 
could become useful to their respective cities. "Very likely so, 
Socrates," says Meno. Whereupon Socrates leaps to what 
seems to follow as the only possible alternative, by asking: 
Since, then, good men are not good men "by nature," do 
they not become "good" through learning (mathesei) ? T h e 
implication is that not only knowledge (episterne) but also 
phronesis can be learned and taught. (This implication need 
not contradict Socrates' previous intimation5 3 that nothing 
but knowledge is taught to man, since phronesis can be un-
derstood as episterne tis.) Meno replies: " I t seems to me that 
follows of necessity, and it is also obvious, Socrates, from the 
supposition that, if indeed excellence is knowledge, it is some-
thing teachable (didakton) . " 5 4 "Perhaps so, by Zeus," says 
Socrates. 

This exchange requires some scrutiny. 
1. T h e wonderful state of affairs, envisaged on the assump-

tion that phronesis might be a natural gift and playfully pre-
sented to our consideration, poses problems of a most serious 
kind. 

a) T h e two implicit assumptions, one, that, under the 
given circumstances, people could be found capable of dis-

52. For the grammar of this passage see Thompson, pp. 162-63 (28, 
32, 3 3 ) . 

53. P. 210. 
54. Ibid. 



220 cerning excellence in youths, that is, of discerning youths 
possessing the gift of phronesis, and, two, that the rest of the 
citizens would be willing to appoint those people for that pur-
pose and to accept their judgment, presuppose not only a great 
deal of perspicacity55 on the part of the experts but also, and 
what is more, a predominance of phronesis among the citizens 
themselves. T h e question how such a predominance could be 
secured is not touched upon.5 6 

b) T h a t the excellent youths confined to a special spot 
should be guarded against corruption, seems to presuppose, 
on the other hand, that phronesis itself can be deprived of its 
integrity, something rather difficult to reconcile with the main 
assumption about phronesis. 

2. Socrates' leap from the absurd alternative to the "posi-
tive" one, that "good men" (men possessing phronesis) be-
come "good (acquire phronesis) through "learning," seems to 
confirm that he has abandoned his recollection thesis and is 
now considering the benefits of teaching and learning as di-
vorced from what is given to us "by nature."5 7 For the leap 
becomes necessary only on the further, unstated, assumption 
that the selected and isolated young men need not " learn" 
anything to emerge fully prepared for their future tasks. 
Meno, from habit, we suppose, makes that assumption. Must 
we follow him? Should we not rather assume that, like knowl-
edge, phronesis must still be acquired through a laborious 
process of "learning,"5 8 not restricted to any special science or 
sciences, but can only be acquired if the learner is predisposed 
"by nature" towards this kind of learning.59 Such a predispo-
sition is indeed susceptible of corruption, the more so the 
richer the natural endowment of the learner.60 

3. From Meno's positive reaction to the final consequence 
to which Socrates' logos has led we gather (without surprise) 
that he has not quite kept pace with the argument. He does 
not seem aware of the shift from episteme to phronesis, or is 
perhaps not used to differentiating between them. But, on the 
other hand, he well remembers (not surprisingly either) the 

55. Theodorus, in the Theaetetus, seems to have it. Can that also be said 
of Critias in the Charmides? 

56. A large part of the Republic is required to deal with it (cf. Thomp-
son, p. 162) . 

57. P. 210. 
58. Cf. Rep. VI, 488 b 7 f., 489 e 4 f., 492 a 1 -3 and the respective 

contexts. 
59. Cf. pp. 93 f., 187 f. 
60. Cf. Rep. VI, 491 d 7 - e 7. Who would not think of Alcibiades and 

Charmides as most pertinent examples? 



"supposition" introduced by Socrates and he repeats it in its 221 
"simplest" form: if excellence is knowledge, it is teachable.61 

W e note Socrates' ironically emphatic and qualified endorse-
ment of this formula. As to Meno, he is clearly satisfied that 
the truth of the protasis~"excellence is knowledge"—has now 
been established. 

5. 

Meno's original and persistent question has thus also been [89 c 5 - e 9] 
answered to his satisfaction: human excellence, be it wholly or 
partly either knowledge or the exercise of sound judgment, 
comes into being through teaching. Yet Socrates has his 
doubts: what if they were wrong in agreeing about this 
answer? Meno refers to the impression he has just had: it 
seemed (edokei) to him a beautiful answer. Socrates corrects 
Meno: if anything is to be sound (hygies) about it, a past, and 
perhaps fleeting, impression cannot decide the matter; the im-
pression, and the opinion based on it, must persist, now and 
hereafter. Th is correction foreshadows more extensive discus-
sions of the way in which a true statement can be made and 
accepted. T h e word "sound" takes us back to the link between 
its meaning and that of "whole."6 2 

But Meno seems genuinely puzzled: what is it that makes 
Socrates feel qualms about what was said, makes him have 
misgivings lest excellence not be knowledge?63 Socrates ex-
plains: he does not retract and claim that there is something 
wrong about the proposition " i f excellence is knowledge, it is 
a thing teachable"; but what he is apprehensive about is that 
excellence may not be knowledge, and he invites Meno, and 
us, to consider whether his apprehension might not be well 
founded. 

We have to observe: 
1. Socrates has shifted from phronesis back to episteme. 

Moreover, he now uses, following Meno, the "simple" way of 
identifying excellence with knowledge to bring up his doubts. 

2. Socrates' explanation is somewhat incomplete. He 
reaches the point of doubt by "inverting" the hypothetical 
proposition " i f excellence is knowledge, excellence is teach-
able," the validity of which he does not deny;64 he changes 

61. Pp. 210, 219. 
62. Pp. 71, 80. 
63. See Thompson, p. 167 ( 1 4 ) . 
64. Cf. Protag. 361 a 6 - b 7. 



222 that proposition into this new one: "if excellence is teachable, 
excellence is knowledge," and he is going to question whether 
the condition stated in the new protasis is realizable. Were 
the apodosis now to read "excellence is phronesis/' the con-
tent of the protasis could still be called in question in the 
same way. Socrates' being apprehensive lest excellence not be 
knowledge, or phronesis for that matter, that is, Socrates' con-
cern about the truth of the new apodosis, arises from his mis-
givings about the truth of the new protasis. 

His question is: if there is anything teachable in the world, 
not just excellence, must there not be teachers and learners 
of it? Meno agrees. And conversely (tounantion), if there are 
neither teachers nor learners of a subject matter, would not 
the guess that it cannot be taught be a fair guess? I f the 
subject matter is human excellence, this guess, this new suspi-
cion,65 has a shattering effect. Meno, accepting Socrates' infer-
ence, feels compelled to ask: "Is it really your opinion that 
there are no teachers of human excellence?" Can we avoid 
asking the same question? 

Socrates' reply is that he often tries and does everything he 
can to find out whether there are such teachers, but that he 
is unable to come upon one; and this in spite of his under-
taking the search not alone, but together with many other 
people, and especially with those who, he would think, are 
most experienced in the matter. 

At this point the searching, hypothesizing, and guessing 
comes to an end. T h e dialogue takes a new turn: a new 
personage, one of authority, appears on the scene. 

65. Cf. pp. 212 ff. 



IX 

1. 

It is Anytus. Just as Meno's, Anytus' name must have been [89 e 9 - 90 b 4 
rather well-known to Plato's contemporaries, as we can in-

fer from the writings of Plato himself,1 as well as from remarks 
made by Xenophon,2-3 Lysias, 4»5 Isocrates,6 Andocides.7 Aris-
totle8-9 is a witness to this too. Anytus is mentioned as being 
in the tanning business2 (not highly regarded in Athens), as 
responsible for the poor upbringing of his son who later be-
came a drunkard,2 as a versatile political leader, 2"~8 chosen 
(by lot) to be grain-superintendent, and entrusted with 

military command,8 whose otherwise solid reputation9 seems 
to have been tarnished by his being considered the first 
Athenian citizen to have bribed a court,8 and, above all, as 
one of the accusers in Socrates' trial.1-2 '6 Some of these data 
are also preserved in later authors.10"21 Diodorus11 reports, in 
addition, that Anytus, together with Meletus, was put to death 
by the Athenians, while according to Plutarch,17 the accusers 

1. Plato, Apology, passim, esp. 29 c 1 -5 , 36 a 7 - b 2. 
2. Xenophon, Apology of Socrates, 29 -31 . 
3. Xenophon, Hellenica II, 3, 42 and 44. 
4. Lysias, X I I I , 78, 82. 
5. Lysias, X X I I , 8, 9. 
6. Isocrates, VIII , 23 (and X I , Hypothesis). 
7. Andocides, I, 150. 
8. Aristotle, Athenian Constitution, 27, 5. 
9. Aristotle, Athenian Constitution, 34, 3. 

10. Diodorus Siculus, X I I I , 64, 6. 
11. Diodorus Siculus, X I V , 37, 7. 
12. Harpocration, s.v. deK&fav. 
13. Dio Chrysostomus, LV, 22. 
14. Plutarch, Life of Alcibiades, IV, 4. 
15. Plutarch, Life of Coriolanus, X I V , 4. 
16. Plutarch, M or alia, Amatorius, 17, 762 c - d. 
17. Plutarch, Moralia, De invidia et odio, 6, 538 a. 
18. Maximus Tyrius, III , I f f . ; X I I , 8 a ; X V I I I , 6 d - e (Hobein). 
19. Athenaeus, X I I , 534 e - f (quoting Satyrus). 
20. Diogenes Laertius, II, 38 -39 , 4 3 ; VI , 9. 
21. Themistius, Orationes, X X , 239 c. 



224 of Socrates (Anytus is not specifically named) were driven to 
hang themselves. Diogenes Laertius,20 on the other hand, in-
forms us that, after Socrates' trial and death, Anytus was 
exiled from Athens and also from Heraclea (on the Pontus) 
where he had sought refuge. Themistius2 1 has the story that 
Anytus was stoned in Heraclea. Furthermore, Plutarch14-16 

as well as Athenaeus,19 quoting Satyrus (3rd century B.C.) , 
and the scholium on Plato's Apolo^i 18 b 2 2 speak of Anytus 

the point of Anytus' death, if they mention it^at all. 
Who Anytus in the present Platonic dialogue is, can, of 

course, not be derived from all that information, which gives 
us, at best, only an image of his character in accordance with 

Socrates introduces him a s - t o begin with (proton) - t h e 
son of a wealthy and able father, who acquired his fortune 
by his own skill and diligence, not just by chance or because 
somebody else presented him with a gift (like, for example, 
quite recently, that Theban Ismenias who became so r ich 2 3 ) ; 
a citizen, furthermore (epeita)-we expect Socrates to add 
some description of Anytus, but he continues to speak about 
Anytus' father-who, in other respects, is reputed (dokon) 
not to have been arrogant or inflated and offensive but to 
have been, on the contrary, an orderly and restrained man; 
one, furthermore (epeita), who, in the opinion of the ma-
jority of the Athenians, gave his son, Anytus, a good up-
bringing and education, for they do choose that son, this 

This introduction, we see, does not say anything about 
Anytus himself. I t says a great deal about his father and also 
about the reputation Anytus, at the present moment, enjoys 
among his fellow citizens. Besides, Anytus and his father can-
not be total strangers to Meno who is characterized as Any-
tus' "guest" (ho sautou xenos- 90 b 5) and "family friend" 
(patrikos hetairos— 92 d 3 2 4 ) ; presumably, therefore, Anytus 

need not be introduced to Meno. T h e introduction is in-



tended for our ears: the anacoluthon2 5 hints, we discern, at a 225 
great disparity between father and son, and this hint seems 
only to be amplified by the mention of the favorable opinion 
current in Athens concerning the latter. T h e irony of this in-
troduction matches the irony of Socrates' words in which he 
informs Anytus a little later on (91 a 1-6) about Meno's 
longing for that wisdom and excellence which makes men 
take good care of their houses and cities, do honor to their 
parents, know how to receive citizens and strangers and how 
to bid them farewell in a manner worthy of a good man, a 
longing that Meno has been talking about to him, Socrates, 
for quite a while now (palai). But the irony reaches far be-
yond both Anytus and Meno. 

Anytus' appearance is as sudden and unexpected as Meno's 
original question at the very beginning of the dialogue. Any-
tus has just sat down26 close by, at an opportune moment: 
he2 7 may be given a share, Socrates says, in the search in 
which he, Socrates, as he has just confessed, is thoroughly 
failing. And Socrates adds the remark that it would be ap-
propriate (eikotos) for him and Meno to let Anytus share in 
that search. In support of this remark, Socrates gives Anytus 
that ironic "introduction," which he concludes by saying: " I t 
is fitting to search with men like him for teachers in the mat-
ter of excellence, [and to see] whether they exist or do not 
exist, and [if they exist] who they are." Indeed, Anytus might 
be able to untie the knot, like a god in a tragedy who, at the 
opportune moment, is suddenly made visible to the audience 
and is then made to disappear suddenly again (epi mecha-
nes tragi kes theos28). And with the appearance of Anytus, the 
city of Athens, spoken about by Socrates in the earliest ex-
change of the dialogue,29 the city of Athens in all its glory and 
splendor and wealth, in all its pettiness and depravity and 
corruption, makes its entry, too. 

2. 

I t is Anytus, then, an Athenian citizen, whom Socrates, an-
other Athenian citizen, addresses now. Meno and his crowd 

25. Is it enough to say, as Thompson, p. 172 (42) does, that "the 
structure of the whole sentence is loose" and leave it at that? Cf. 
Robin, Platon (Pleiade), I, 1293, note 63. 

26. See Thompson, p. 170 (34 ) ; Friedlander, Platon II, 1957, p 324, 
note 1; Bluck, p. 343, note to 89 e 8 - 9 . 

27. Cf. Liddell-Scott, s.v. 5s B, III , 1. 
28. Clitophon 407 a 8 ; cf. CratyL 425 d 6. 
29. Pp. 40 -41 . 



226 listen to the ensuing conversation—and so do we, trying to 
understand how the preceding exchanges relate to the present 
one. I t is not much of a conversation, Socrates doing most of 
the talking and Anytus replying to Socrates' questions, on 
the whole, in a brief and summary manner, with some re-
luctance, it seems, and some condescension. 

T h e theme is not, as before, the search for human excel-
lence but the search for "teachers" (didaskaloi) of human 
excellence. T h e entire conversation between Socrates and 
Anytus, together with the exchange between Socrates and 
Meno, which concludes the Anytus episode, can be divided 
into five parts as follows: (1) a prologue dealing with "tech-
nicians" as teachers, (2) the crafty ones, the "knowledgeable 
ones" (the "sophists") as teachers, (3) the distinguished citi-
zens (hoi kaloi kagathoi) as teachers, (4) the great states-
men as teachers,30 (5) an epilogue summarizing what has 
been said and also touching on opinions of a poet concerning 
the teachability of human excellence. 

[90 b 4 - e 10] Part 2. Socrates asks Anytus to join with him and Anytus' 
own guest Meno in the search they are engaged in, the search 
for an answer to the question, who the teachers of human 
excellence might be. A quick succession of rather lengthy 
questions on Socrates' part and short answers on Anytus' 
part makes it certain that, if they both wanted Meno to be-
come a good physician or cobbler or flute-player, they would 
send him to be taught by physicians or cobblers or flute-
players respectively. And the same would hold in all other 
cases of this nature. In saying this, they would imply that the 
teachers in question claim and declare themselves to be com-
petent in their particular skills and ready to teach, for a fee, 
anyone who wants to learn from them. I t would be folly 
(anoia), it would be absurd (alogia) to refuse to send a man 

who wants to learn a certain art to those who undertake to 
teach it for a fee and instead to trouble other people by ask-
ing them to do the teaching, people who neither pretend to 
be teachers of that art nor, in fact, have any pupils at all 
desirous of learning it. Anytus, at this point, agrees emphati-
cally and even makes a "weighty" contribution on his own: 
it would be stupidly ignorant to boot (kai amathia ge pros). 
"Right you are" (kalds lege is), says Socrates, with some sar-

30. Cf. Apol. 23 e 5 f.: . . . "Avvros 8k [axOofiepos ] virkp r&v Srifuovpy&v Kai 
T&V TTOKLTUCGOV . . . . 



casm,31 we presume. Agreement is thus reached as to how to 2 2 7 
go about making a man acquire all sorts of skills (technai) 
which involve some knowledge and experience: recognized 
"teachers" are always available to whom one can turn for that 
purpose. 

Part 2. Socrates now calls Anytus' attention to the alleged [90 e 10 - 92 
case of Meno. "There is the opportunity for you now," he 
says, " to deliberate jointly with me about this stranger here, 
Meno." And he goes on describing Meno as someone desirous 
of becoming a "good man. . . , " 3 2 T h e "wisdom and excel-
lence" (sophia kai arete) Meno is supposed to be longing for 
are understood as the means of behaving properly with re-
gard to one's own house and city, one's parents, fellow citi-
zens, and strangers. T h e acquisition of wisdom and excellence 
seems thus to mean the acquisition of a techne, the possession 
of which makes a man a "good man." T o whom, then, 
should Meno be sent to learn such excellence? Is it not obvi-
ous, from what has just been said and agreed on, that he 
should be sent to those who profess to be teachers of ex-
cellence and declare themselves impartially33 available to 
anyone among the Greeks who wants to learn, provided he 
pays in return a fixed fee?34 "But whom do you mean, Socra-
tes?" asks Anytus. And Socrates replies: "Surely you know as 
well as I do that they are the men whom people call [the 
'crafty ones', the 'knowledgeable ones', the 'sophists',] the 
'teachers'." Anytus erupts: "O no, Socrates, not that! Hold 
your tongue! May no one who is close to me,35 kinsman or 
friend, citizen or stranger, be ever seized with such madness 
as to be disgraced by frequenting these fellows; for they 
are patently the disgrace and the corruption of those who 
keep company with them." 

Socrates expresses some surprise at Anytus' outburst. Why 
should these men be an exception? Why, among all the others 
who claim to know how to be of good service to us, should 
they alone not only not live up to their claim but, on the 
contrary, have an injurious effect on us? And how can they, 
on top of that, dare demand openly to be paid for what they 
are doing to us? Socrates, for one, cannot quite believe 

31. Which Buttmann and Thompson, in the best Prodican manner, seem 
to miss: Thompson, p. 178 ( 3 4 ) . 

32. P. 225. 
33. Koivobs — 91 b 4. 
34. Thompson, p. 179 ( 1 5 ) . 
35. Burnet: y' kjjiccv. 



228 that. He conjures up the memory of that grand old man, 
Protagoras, the wise, who amassed more money by this 
"sophistical" craft (apo tantes tes sophias) than did the illus-
trious Phidias with his splendid works (of "imitation") and 
ten other statue-makers. How can one believe that for forty 
years all Greece failed to see that Protagoras, being in this 
business of practicing his art (en tei technei on) ,36 was cor-
rupting those who listened to him and that his pupils when 
leaving him were worse off than when they first approached 
him, while no mender of old shoes or clothes could stay in 
business for thirty days and escape death from starvation if 
he had a similarly deteriorating effect on the things he was 
supposed to repair! T h e reputation Protagoras enjoyed in his 
lifetime is intact even today, and the same can be said of 
many, many others like him, who preceded him or are still 
living. 

Now, if Anytus is right, must we not conclude that these 
men either deceive and corrupt the youth deliberately or do 
so remaining themselves, too, completely unaware of what 
they are doing? And, in the latter case, must we not regard 
them, whom some call the wisest of men, as plain mad? 

Anytus is adamant: it is not they who are mad, far from it; 
it would be much more correct to say that the young men 
who pay them money are mad, and still more, that the fami-
lies which entrust their sons to the care of such people are 
mad, and most of all, that the cities are mad which allow 
those fellows to come in and do not expel anyone, stranger 
or citizen, who attempts this kind of business. 

Socrates asks: "Come now, Anytus, has any one of the 
sophists wronged you? Or what makes you so bitter about 
them?" Anytus swears that he has never had any dealings with 
any of them, nor would he permit anyone close to him to 
have anything to do with them. Socrates asks: "So you are 
altogether unacquainted with these men?" Anytus: "And may 
I remain so forever!" But how could Anytus possibly know, 
Socrates inquires, whether there is anything good or bad in 
a matter which is totally outside Anytus' experience? "No 
difficulty about that (rhaidios)," Anytus replies, " I just know 
what these people are, whether I am acquainted with them 
or not." Socrates concludes: "Perhaps you are a diviner 
(mantis), Anytus, for how else do you know about them, I 

wonder, considering what you yourself are saying." 

36. Cf. Protag. 317 c 1-2. 



Part 3. Be that as it may, Socrates is willing to grant that 229 
the sophists are not the teachers of excellence whom Meno 
needs. He is willing to assume, with Anytus, that they would 
convert Meno into a knave. (Has not perhaps Gorgias done [92 c 8 - 9o a i 
just that?) But the point is not to find teachers of knavishness. 
T h e service Anytus is requested to render Meno, his family-
friend, is to tell him to whom he should turn in this great 
city of Athens in order to achieve distinction and acquire ex-
cellence, the kind of excellence Socrates has just been de-
scribing. Socrates invites Anytus to tell Meno that. Where-
upon Anytus says rather rudely: "Why don't you tell him 
yourself?"37 

Socrates replies that he already mentioned those whom he 
thought to be the appropriate teachers, the sophists, that is. 
But there was apparently nothing in that, if Anytus is to be 
believed. "And perhaps there is something in what you are 
saying (kai isos ti lege is)," Socrates adds. Now it is Anytus' 
turn: he ought to tell to whom of the Athenians Meno should 
go. "Name him, anyone you please." There is no need to 
name just one man, Anytus retorts. No one among the dis-
tinguished Athenians (Athenaion ton kalon kagathon) whom 
Meno may happen to meet and to whose care he might be 
willing to entrust himself would fail to make him a better 
man than the sophists ever could. 

Socrates wants to know whether these distinguished men 
(houtoi hoi kaloi khgathoi) became what they are just by 
themselves, unaccountably so, and whether, not having learned 
their excellence from anyone, they are, nevertheless, able to 
teach others what they themselves did not learn. 

Anytus' answer is: " I imagine, don't you, that they, too, 
learned from other older, also distinguished, people." And 
then comes something of a challenge: "Or don't you think 
that there have been good people, and many of them, in 
this city of ours?" 

" I do, Anytus," is Socrates' reply, " I do think that there 
exist here people good at dealing with matters of public con-
cern (ta politika) and, moreover, that such people have ex-
isted in the past in no less a degree than now." But Anytus' 
challenge is met by a much graver challenge on Socrates' 
part. 

Part 4. Those distinguished men who possessed excellence, [93 a 6 - b 6] 
were they also good teachers of their own excellence? That 

37. Cf. Thompson, p. 189 ( 3 1 ) . 



230 *s question. What has been under consideration for quite 
a while now (palai) is not whether good men exist or do not 
exist here, in Athens, or whether they have existed in the 
past, but whether excellence is teachable. And thus we have 
to examine, Socrates insistently and elaborately repeats, 
whether good men, in addition to being good men, know 
now and have known in the past how to transmit excellence 
to another man, to transmit their particular excellence with 
regard to which they were (or are) good (that is, respected 
as good men) , or whether this kind of thing is not transfer-
able at all nor susceptible of being received by one man from 
another. T h a t is what Socrates and Meno have been trying 
to find out for quite a while now (palai). 

93 b 6 - 95 a 6] Socrates sharpens this question to the utmost, taking his 
clue from what Anytus has just said (ek tou sautou logou). 
Some of the best known men among the distinguished Athe-
nians are introduced by him into the discussion, famous states-
men, whose names helped shape Athens' glory and have not 
been forgotten to this very day: Themistocles and Aristides, 
Pericles and Thucydides. And it is about these men specifi-
cally that Socrates asks his question. 

Each of them was a man of excellence. Anytus agrees heart-
ily as far as Themistocles and Aristides are concerned. As to 
Pericles and Thucydides, Socrates apparently does not en-
visage the possibility that Anytus might question their merits. 
Anytus, at any rate, is not given an opportunity to disagree. 

If ever there were excellent men who were also good teach-
ers of their own excellence, those great men must have been 
that. T h e case is argued only with regard to Themistocles, 
but the outcome of the argument is clearly meant to be ap-
plicable to all of them. 

Asked whether Themistocles was a good teacher of his own 
excellence, Anytus replies: " I think he was, provided he 
wanted to be one." How could he not have wanted some 
other people, above all—presumably—his own son, to become 
distinguished men (kaloi kagathoi), is Socrates' rejoinder. Is it 
conceivable that he could have been jealous of his own son 
and could have deliberately decided not to transmit his excel-
lence to him, that excellence which made him himself, The-
mistocles, a good man? Anytus does not seem to conceive of 
that as a possibility, and- Socrates proceeds to describe, in 
some detail, and with an inordinate amount of sarcasm, the 
kind of education all these great men provided for their sons. 



Themistocles saw to it that his son had good teachers in 231 

horsemanship who made him amazingly proficient in that art. 
Thus, as far as his native qualifications, his "nature," were 
concerned, nobody could have alleged that there was some-
thing wrong with the young man, Socrates intimates, rather 
maliciously, we suspect. Anytus does not notice the irony; he 
is inclined to agree. But, Socrates continues, did Anytus ever 
hear anybody, young or old, say that Themistocles' son ac-
quired that excellence and skill which his father had? No, 
Anytus did not. 

Aristides gave his son the best possible education available 
in Athens, letting him be taught whatever could be taught, 
but this young man, as Anytus, having known him per-
sonally, can see for himself, has not turned out a better man 
than anyone else. 

Pericles, a man "so loftily wise," had his two sons taught 
horsemanship and had them also educated in music and in 
athletic exercises and in everything else that pertains to art 
(talla . . . Zioja technes echetai). And in the exercise of all 
these arts they were, indeed, not worse than any other Athe-
nian, as Anytus knows. But did not Pericles want to make his 
sons good men? Socrates implies that, as far as that goes, he 
did not succeed,38 and there is no objection on Anytus' part. 

Finally Thucydides! He also brought up two sons and, in 
addition to giving them a good education in other things, 
he made them the best wrestlers39 in Athens, employing, as 
one hears, the best known practitioners and teachers of the 
art of wrestling. Yes, Anytus did hear about that. But ap-
parently the sons of Thucydides did not become "good men" 
either. 

In this survey of paternal accomplishments and failures 
Socrates gives special attention to the last of the four. He 
introduces Thucydides and his sons for Anytus' consideration 
"so that you [Anytus] may not think only a few Athenians 
and those of meanest stature (kai tous phaulotatous) proved 
incapable in the matter."4 0 And a little later on again: "But 
perhaps Thucydides was of mean stature (phaulos) ! and did 
not have the greatest number of friends among the Athenians 

38. Cf. Thompson, pp. 184 f. 
39. See H. T. Wade-Gery, "Thucydides, the Son of Melesias: A Study of 

Periklean Policy," The Journal of Hellenic Studies, L I I (1932) , 
205-27 (Bluck, p. 3 7 8 ) . 

40. Considering the way Socrates speaks of Aristides in the Gorgias 
(526 a - b ) , these words must refer, at least, both to Themistocles 
(which is not too surprising) and to Pericles (which seems "shock-



232 a n d t h e i r allies! Of a great family he was and of mighty in-
fluence in this city of Athens as well as everywhere else in 
Greece. . . . " « 

What is to be deduced from all these extraordinary case 
histories? 

I t is hardly to be believed that Themistocles intended to ed-
ucate his son the way he did and yet did not intend to 
make him a better man than his neighbors with regard to 
the craftiness (sophia) in which his father, Themistocles him-
self, excelled, if indeed excellence is a thing teachable. Anytus 
is compelled to admit that, even with some emphasis on his 
part. So much for Themistocles. one of the outstanding men 
of the past, as a teacher of excellence. 

Aristides does not fare better in this respect, but the conclu-
sion about excellence being perhaps not a teachable thing is 
not stated explicitly in his case. 

Pericles did not succeed in making; good men out of his 
sons. T h a t he wanted to achieve this result appears likely, but 
he could not achieve it, and this failure again gives Socrates 
the opportunity to weigh, apprehensively, the possibility that 
excellence may not be a thing teachable. 

As for Thucydides, Socrates argues, it is clearly unlikely 
that he should have made his children learn things, the 
teaching of which involved expenditure of money, and should 
not have made them learn how to become good men, which 
would not have cost him anything, if that sort of thing were 
at all teachable. For, if it is teachable, given the stature of the 
man, he could have done the teaching himself; or, lacking 
leisure to undertake such teaching because of his preoccupa-
tion with affairs of state, he could have found a man among 
his fellow-countrymen or among foreigners who was likely to 

be that Thucydides, luckily enough, would^not have needed 

In summing up all the evidence, Socrates concludes: we 
really cannot help facing seriously, friend Anytus, the likeli-
hood that human excellence may not be a teachable thing. 

Anytus is incensed. He issues a warning. " T o speak evil of 
people- that is something which seems to come easily (<thai-

Dig. Laert. I l l , 63 . ) 
41. Cf. Aristotle, Athen. Const. X X V I I I , 5. 



dios) to you, Socrates. Now, if you will listen to me, I should 233 
like to advise you—be careful. Elsewhere, too, it may be easy 
(rhaidion)42 to do evil to people or [for that matter] to 

do them good, but in this city of ours this is very definitely so, 
and I believe you know that yourself." 

With these words Anytus seems to disappear, as suddenly 
as he had come in. 

W e hear Socrates speak to Meno: "Anytus appears to be 
angry, Meno. I am not at all surprised. For he thinks, in the 
first place, that I am speaking evil of those men, and, further-
more, that he himself is one of them. Well, some day Anytus 
will know what 'speaking evil' means, and when that day 
comes he will stop being angry—but now he does not 
know."4 3 

Part 5. With Meno substituting for the apparently departed [95 a 6 - 96 d 
Anytus, Socrates continues the discussion concerning the 
teachability of human excellence. 

He is assured by Meno that in Thessaly, too, there are dis-
tinguished men (kaloi kagathoi). But asked whether these 
men are willing to offer themselves as teachers of the young 
and whether they agree among themselves that human excel-
lence has its teachers and is, in fact, something teachable, 
Meno demurs: sometimes one may hear them affirm that it is 
and sometimes that it is not. Socrates draws the inference: if 
they themselves are in disagreement about no less an issue 
than that one, it is hardly possible to acknowledge them as 
teachers of the matter in question. Meno accepts the infer-
ence. 

Next, what does Meno think of the sophists, the only ones 
who profess to be teachers of human excellence? Does Meno 
think that they are? Meno confides to Socrates that he is filled 
with wonder—very much so—at never hearing Gorgias promise 
anything of the kind; when Gorgias hears others making such 
promises, he just laughs at them. (Apparently, he never made 
such a promise to Meno.) His task is, Gorgias thinks, to make 
people expert orators. Does that mean then, Socrates insists, 
that in Meno's opinion the sophists are not teachers of excel-
lence? Meno confesses that he cannot tell: sometimes he thinks 
that they are, sometimes that they are not; he is wavering 
about that, he says, just like everybody else. 

42. Burnet's text has t>$ov, according to Buttmann's conjecture (cf. 
Thompson's judgment pp. 247 f .) . Bluck, pp. 385-88 , argues for re-
taining f>$.8iov. 

43. Cf. Diog. Laert. II 35, Thompson, pp. 203 f., Bluck, p. 388. 



234 Tacitly, Socrates interprets this wavering as uncertainty 
about the main question, the teachability of human excellence. 
He wants Meno to realize that this uncertainty is shared not 
only by other people in public life, but also by a poet, the poet 
Theognis. This man, too, sometimes regards human excellence 
as teachable and sometimes as not teachable. Socrates refers 
to some of his verses. I t appears that Theognis at one point 
says: "From the good ones you will win lessons about the 
good"4 4 (the "good ones" are identified with those who have 
"great power") ; and then again: " I f understanding (noema) 
could be fashioned and put into a man," those who are able to 
achieve that "would have received much in high re-
compense" (the implication being that this feat cannot be 
done) ; and again: "Never would a bad son have sprung from 
a good father, for he would have listened to wise words: but 
not by teaching will you ever make the bad man good." Meno 
can see that the poet, too, in these passages, contradicts himself 
on one and the same subject. 

I t is a remarkable situation. On the one hand, those who 
claim to be teachers of excellence (the "crafty ones," the 
sophists) are not universally acknowledged (homologountai) 
to be what they claim to be, as the teachers of any other sub-
ject matter are; the consensus is rather that they themselves 
do not even have the knowledge they allege they have (oude 
autoi epistasthai) and thus are corruptive (poneroi) with 
regard to the very matter, human excellence, of which they 
claim to be teachers. (This was said by Anytus, not by Meno. 
As to Gorgias, he does not claim to be teaching human excel-
lence.) On the other hand, those who by common consent are 
acknowledged (homologoumenoi) to be themselves distin-
guished and excellent men (kaloi kagathoi) sometimes say 
that excellence is a teachable thing and sometimes that it is 
not. (This was said by Meno, not by Anytus. T h e poet 
Theognis, a distinguished man himself, can be cited as an 
example.) People so confused about a subject matter could, 
strictly speaking, not be called its teachers, Socrates suggests, 
and Meno emphatically agrees. And that would hold, we un-
derstand, specifically, if the subject matter were "human ex-
cellence." 

T h e situation thus described prevails, we gather, in Attica 
no less than in Thessaly, and presumably everywhere at all 
times. Socrates and Meno are about to reach a most disturb-
ing conclusion. 
44. Cf. Thompson, p. 248. 



I f neither the sophists nor the men who possess excellence 235 
themselves (kaloi kagathoi ontes) are teachers of that subject 
"excellence," obviously no others, as far as one can see, are. 
And if there are no teachers, there can be no learners either. 
And it has been already45 agreed—it was a fair guess at that 
time—that a subject matter of which, for any reason, there are 
neither teachers nor learners would not be a teachable matter. 

T h e sequence is repeated: nowhere are teachers of excel-
lence in sight; if no teachers, no learners either; human ex-
cellence, therefore, is hardly a teachable thing. 

Meno closes the discussion: " I t does not seem to be, if in-
deed we examined the question properly. And now I cannot 
help wondering, Socrates, are there ever any good men at all? 
Or, if so, in what possible way can they come to exist?" 

3. 

W e have to remind ourselves of the "inverted" hypothetical 
proposition on which the entire preceding discussion with 
Anytus and Meno rests: " I f excellence is teachable, excellence 
is knowledge."46 Socrates had misgivings about the protasis 
of that sentence, but he had them only because of his concern 
about the content of the apodosis, to wit, that human excel-
lence is knowledge (be it in the sense of episteme or of 
phronesis) .47 Since those misgivings appear to have proved 
justified, since therefore human excellence can apparently not 
be identified, either wholly or partly, with "knowledge" (al-
though this conclusion is not stated explicitly either by So-
crates or by Meno) , the question about the nature of human 
excellence, which has, in fact, been answered before,48 must, 
so it seems, be faced again. 

How does Meno face it? Since human excellence appears 
not to be teachable, for the good reason that no teacher of it 
can be found, Meno is led to wonder how men of excellence 
could ever come or have come to exist. T w o additional and 
crucial premises underlie this wondering. They need not be 
stated because one was agreed on before4 9 and the other was 
implicitly50 kept as a premise all along. One is: men of excel-
lence do not possess their excellence as a "natural" gift; the 

45. P. 222. 
46. Pp. 221 f. 
47. Ibid. 
48. Pp. 214, 218. 
49. P. 219. 
50. P. 220. 



236 other is: the benefits of teaching and learning are divorced 
from what is given to us "by nature." Meno's aporia is thus 
based on the commonly accepted view of teaching and learn-
ing, which Socrates, too, seems to have adopted.51 If, indeed, 
men, on the one hand, cannot acquire excellence by "learn-
ing" it from a teacher and, on the other hand, do not possess it 
"from birth," there is no way for a man to be an excellent 
man. 

But the reliance on common and familiar views is not con-
fined to Meno's concluding remark. T h e shadow of Meno's 
amathia provides the background for the entire Anytus epi-
sode.52 W e shall have to look at it carefully from that point of 
view. 

1. Part one of the episode ends with Anytus' remark that to 
ask people who are not recognized as competent teachers of a 
given subject to instruct somebody in that subject would be 
a sign of stupid ignorance, of amathia, in addition to being an 
act of folly (anoia) and absurdity (alogia), as Socrates had 
said.53 T h e comical character of this remark is put in full re-
lief by Anytus' subsequent behavior (end of part two) with 
regard to the sophists, more exactly, with regard to the ap-
pellation "sophist" that labels certain people. He has never 
met anyone of this class; yet he claims ferociously that he 
knows what sort of people they are and that there is no diffi-
culty about his knowing them.54 Socrates likens this kind of 
knowledge to the clairvoyance of a diviner, a playfully polite 
but far from flattering comparison. For the power of divina-
tion is a divine gift to human thoughtlessness (aphrosynei 
anthrdpinei) ; no one in his senses (ennous) can have a share 
in it.5 5 I f Anytus is a "diviner," he cannot be a sensible man, 
cannot exercise wise judgment, cannot have phronesis. What 
is more, the very lack of judgment manifested in Anytus' con-
tention that he knows the sophists without ever having had 
the opportunity to learn anything about them, shows his own 
amathia, his own "ignorant" way of looking at things. But still, 
how is it that he can claim with such certainty to know them? 

2. Although he has to admit everything that is said by So-
crates about the sons of Athens' great statesmen (part four), he 
is angry with Socrates and accuses him of reviling the famous 

51. Pp. 209 f., 220. 
52. Cf. p. 211. 
53. P. 226. 
54. Cf. fahius in 92 c 4 with frq.8i.ov, ob xaXeir6^ and obn biropla in 71 e f. 

(p. 4 6 ; cf. p. 88 ) and with fitfUos in 84 b 11 (p. 174) . 
55. Tim. 71 e 2 - 4 (cf., on the other hand, p. 13 and note 32 ) . 



fathers of those insignificant sons. T h a t is how Socrates in- 2 3 7 
terprets Anytus' accusation. But why should Anytus feel so 
strongly about Socrates' words? Socrates gives at least one 
reason for Anytus' feeling: Anytus thinks that he himself is 
one of those men (hegeitai kai autos einai heis ton ton). T h a t 
is to say, Anytus, in Socrates' understanding, regards himself 
not only as one of the distinguished men, the kaloi kagathoi, 
of Athens (part three), but also as one of its foremost leaders. 
I f that is the case, there is good reason for Anytus to suspect 
that he himself may also be a target of Socrates' abusive way 
of speaking. Is not the upbringing of his own son, if Xeno-
phon's account56 is to be believed, liable to being added to 
Socrates' list of educational failures? 

Anytus' anger, inasmuch as it is based on his own high opin-
ion of himself, points again to his amathia. For, in Diotima's 
words,57 ignorance, stupid ignorance (amathia), is precisely 
this irksome thing which strikes us when a man who is neither 
distinguished nor capable of the exercise of wise judgment 
thinks of himself as quite self-sufficient. Does not this descrip-
tion fit Anytus? His father, according to Socrates' "introduc-
tion," was an orderly and restrained man, not arrogant, not 
inflated and offensive.58 Are we not supposed to infer, by way 
of contrast,59 that the son, * Anytus, has all those undesirable 
qualities and none of the paternal good ones? Is not his in-
temperate outburst against the "sophists" a case in point? Are 
we not thus shown, even before the great examples have been 
brought up, that one good father gave his son a good up-
bringing and education,60 and yet was not able to transmit his 
own moderation to his offspring? Anytus surely does not see 
himself in this light. According to Socrates' verdict,61 Anytus 
considers himself a man of worth, on a level with Athens' 
greatest. This is just what constitutes his lack of sophrosyne 
as well as of phronesis, his amathia*2 But Anytus has some-
thing important to fall back on to bolster his self-appreciation: 
his fellow citizens hold him in high esteem.63 

3. Still, do Socrates' words warrant so acute an anger on 
Anytus' part? 

56. P. 223. 
57. Symp. 204 a 4—6: abrb yap TOVT6 kari xa^irdv afiaOLa, rd fxif Svra na\ov 

K&yafidv PIR]8k 4>P6VIFWV 8OKUV avrQ elpai inavov. 
58. P. 224. 
59. P. 225. 
60. P. 224. 
61. P. 233. 
62. Cf. Phileb. 48 c - 49 c. 
63. P. 224. 



238 Socrates pointed out that excellent men do not seem to be 
able to transmit their own excellence to their sons. T h a t in 
itself is hardly an abusive statement. I t might be offensive to 
Anytus because he could well understand it as applying also 
to himself in relation to his own son. He might have been 
more shocked by Socrates' characterizing as phanlotatoiQ* 
those famous Athenians whom Anytus chooses to regard as his 
peers. He might also have felt insulted by Socrates' reminding 
him of Thucydides' high stature and, by implication, of his, 
Anytus', own low origin. But is not the primary source of his 
anger the impression, which neither he nor we can avoid 
having, of Socrates' hardly disguised contempt for all the 
celebrated political figures that made Athens the great city it 
is in the eyes of the world? 

In the Gorgias the condemnation of Miltiades and of his 
son Cimon, of Themistocles, and above all of Pericles, is made 
explicit,65 while Aristides and other unnamed men are treated 
as exceptions.66 T h e Athenian statesmen to whose reputation 
Callicles appeals67 are condemned by Socrates because they 
did not live up to the only proper task of a good citizen 
(monon ergon agathou politou) 6 8 : they did not improve their 

fellow citizens but rather contributed to their corruption. In 
Socrates' conversation with Anytus on this very subject, the 
focal point is, however, not just the sweeping condemnation 
of Athenian statesmen and of political practices in Athens, 
but precisely Anytus' anger. We have to understand the mean-
ing of this anger as provoked by Socrates' expression of con-
tempt for Athens' famous statesmen. 

A human community, and especially a political community, 
has to protect its members in one way or another; it has, at 
least, to provide the minimal conditions under which the im-
mediate needs of its members can be met. But it must also pro-
vide the conditions under which it itself may be preserved. I t 
cannot dispense with institutions, customs, traditions. What-
ever changes it may undergo, whatever "innovations" it may 
originate or accept, it lives by memories. Cities with their sanc-
tuaries, public buildings, monuments, memorials, burial 
grounds, harbor memories of all kinds. Those of us who share, 
to whatever degree, in the community's memories are "at 

64. P. 231. 
65. 515 c ff. 
66. 526 a - b . 
67. 503 c 1 -3 . 
68. 517 c 1 f. 



home" in it; those who do not, are "strangers" regardless of 239 
their legal status. One might well live in a city unaware of 
the intangible links between its present and its past and thus 
be merely its guest. On the other hand, the sharing of the 
community's memories may be quite "superficial," a habitual 
reliance on a shadowy past. This, in fact, is what happens to 
be the case more often than not. 

Those memories include the names of men considered re-
sponsible, in one way or another, for the conditions which de-
termine the life and the acknowledged status of the political 
community in question. T h e reputations of those men are 
among the most cherished mnemeia of the polls. This, at any 
rate, is how Anytus seems to regard such reputations.69 T o 
question the validity of those monumental mnemeia means 
to attack the very existence of the polis. T o hold them in con-
tempt means to deny the ultimate authority of the polis. 

Of such a denial the "sophists," who travel from city to city 
and are nowhere "at home," can be found guilty—that Anytus 
(and not only Anytus) indeed "knows." T o know that, one 

does not need to be acquainted with any one of them: their 
reputation is well-established. And has not Socrates, although 
an Athenian citizen and one who almost never leaves Athens, 
just given ample evidence of his sharing the sophists' nefarious 
attitude? 

Anytus' anger is rooted in his firm reliance on the prevail-
ing opinion (doxa) concerning the respectability (the 
kalokagathia) or the unworthiness of people, that is to say, 
in his firm reliance on the good or ill repute (doxa) of those 
people. T h e mnemeia of the polis fill his amathia. He is the 
counterpart of Meno. But in this role he represents above all 
the polis of Athens itself, where it is easy to do evil to people 
or, for that matter, to do them good, as he himself says.70 

Anytus' anger and menacing warning parallel Meno's anger 
and veiled threat.71 But Anytus, unlike Meno, can rely on 
Athens powerful popular support. T h e unveiling of Anytus' 
amathia amounts to an indictment of an entire polis. T h e 
polis of Athens is on trial. T h e soul of Athens is Anytus'— 
and thus also Meno's—soul in large script. 

4. W e can thus understand the full significance of the in-
version which transformed the hypothetical sentence " I f ex-
cellence is knowledge, excellence is teachable" into the one 

69. Cf. Rep. IV, 426 d 1-6 . 
70. Pp. 232 f. 
71. P. 89. 



240 under consideration: " I f excellence is teachable, excellence is 
knowledge." T h e new protasis poses a political problem. In 
Socrates' understanding, it poses the ultimate political prob-
lem. For it can well be denied that the presence or absence of 
"teachers" of excellence decides the question whether excel-
lence is or is not teachable. But in the absence of genuine 
teaching—and learning—of excellence the polis is bound to 
shrink7 2 : the mingled and mangled mnemeia of the polis will 
become its ghostly heroes.73 

T h e problem of "teachers" is not confined to Athens, just 
as the phenomenon of amathia is not restricted to Meno and 
to Anytus, though, in the dialogue, Meno as well as Anytus 
and Athens play paradigmatic roles. Three times during his 
conversation with Anytus Socrates refers to the clearly imag-
inary fact that Meno "for quite a while now" (palai) 7 4 has 
been talking about his desire to learn excellence and about 
the problem whether there are teachers from whom excellence 
can be learned. No, Meno has not been doing that, but the 
problem is indeed an ancient and ever new one, one which is 
applicable to any political community and one which Meno 
could not ignore had his phronesis not been perverted into 
panourgia.75 

5. Bl ind as Anytus is in his raging against the "sophists," 
his point that these men do not qualify as teachers of human 
excellence provokes Socrates' remark: "And perhaps there is 
something in what you are saying."76 Gorgias, according to 
Meno's testimony, considered the claim of others to teach ex-
cellence a laughable matter.77 In what sense might Anytus be 
right? Human excellence is not a techne which can be taught 
and learned like medicine, shoemaking, or flute-playing. But 
even if it were, the teachers of excellence would have to be 
"experts" concerning arete in the same manner in which the 
teachers of medicine, shoemaking, and flute-playing must be 
themselves expert physicians, cobblers, and flute-players. T h a t 
is to say, the teachers of human excellence would have to be 
themselves excellent men. Anytus and Socrates seem to agree 
that the professed teachers of arete do not possess any genuine 
kalokagathia. But Anytus assumes as self-evident that if that 
one condition for being able to teach excellence obtains—the 

72. P. 192. 
73. Cf. Gorg. 518 e - 519 a. 
74. 91 a 2 ; 93 b 1; b 6 (cf. pp. 225, 230 ) . 
75. P. 188. 
76. P. 229. 
77. P. 233. 



condition that the teachers themselves possess excellence—the 241 
teaching will be done and done successfully, as past experience 
has shown. T h a t is why he regards any one reputed to be a 
kalos kagathos as a potential teacher of arete.18 He thus clings 
to the view that the teaching of arete is comparable to the 
teaching of any art. He does not notice that this view puts the 
reputed kaloi kagathoi on the level of the "sophists."79 Nor 
does he notice, in his state of amathia, that Socrates' argument 
about the inability of excellent fathers to transmit their ex-
cellence to their sons is a spurious one, intended, at best, to 
stir up his, Anytus', anger: the ability to learn depends, in the 
case of arete as in any other case, decisively on the quality of 
the learner's soul,80 as Socrates, with some malice,81 implied 
in the case of Themistocles' offspring. 

I t is noteworthy that Socrates does not make any use of the 
"father" argument in his concluding conversation with Meno. 

78. P. 229. 
79. Cf. Gorg. 519 c 2 - 3 and the context, also Rep. VII , 492 a 5 ff. 
80. Cf. pp. 106, 187 f., 220. 
81. 93 c 9 - 1 0 (cf. p. 2 3 1 ) . 



X 
I 

L 

This time Meno appeared to have reached a state of per-
plexity: he was wondering (thaurnazo-96 d 2) whether 

good men can exist at all and, if they did, how they could 
possibly have come to exist. For excellence turned out to be 
something not teachable, and it had been "agreed" quite a 
while ago that no man possesses excellence "from birth." So 
much was Meno puzzled by this outcome that he was not even 
certain whether the question had been properly examined. 
Was Meno finally "learning"? 

[96 d 5 - e 6] But in all that wondering Meno seemed to have forgotten 
the apoclosis of the hypothetical proposition under consid-
eration. If excellence is not teachable, excellence cannot be 
knowledge of any kind. I t is Socrates who leads him back to 
this conclusion. 

T h e conversation with Anytus, however, has brought the 
theme of doxa, of opinion and reputation, to the fore and 
with it the problem of statesmanship. Socrates takes up both 
this theme and Meno's new problem. 

Human excellence cannot be knowledge of any kind because 
no teachers of excellence can be found. T h e lack of such 
teachers and the resulting lack of good men seem to be con-
firmed by what Socrates now, comically enough, claims to 
realize. Both he and Meno, Socrates discovers, also find them-
selves among people lacking any excellence (phauloi) and this 
must be the fault of their respective teachers, Prodicus and 
Gorgias. For their teaching has turned out to have fallen short 
of what it ought to have been (ouch hikands pepaideakenai) ; 
otherwise he, Socrates, and Meno would not have ridiculously 
failed to notice in their preceding search that men conduct 
their affairs well and in the right way (orthos te kai eu) not 
merely under the leadership of knowledge (ou morion 
epistemes hegoumenes) ; and that is probably also why he, 



Socrates, as well as Meno, being "no good" themselves, are 243 
unable to discern in what possible way good men come to 
exist. Above all, then, they will now have to attend to them-
selves and look for the right teacher who would find some 
way of making them better men. Meno does not understand 
what Socrates is talking about and what is supposed to have 
escaped their notice. Socrates explains. 

He reminds Meno of what had been "agreed" on, and [96 e 7 - 97 c £ 
agreed on "rightly" (orthos- 97 a 1) , while they were dis-
cussing Socrates' logos concerning arete and phronesis1: good 
men must do us good for it could not be otherwise.2 Socrates 
and Meno were also agreed with good reason (kalds), weren't 
they, that these good men will do us good if they lead us "in 
the right way" (orthos) in the conduct of our affairs.3 But 
Socrates' and Meno's agreement on the point that it is not 
possible to give the right (orthos) lead when one does not 
exercise wise judgment (ean me phronimos ei) 4 looks like 
an agreement which was not right (ouk orthos). Meno asks: 
" W h a t do you mean by 'right'?"5 Socrates goes on explaining. 

I f a man, knowing (eidos) the road to Larisa or to any 
other place he may want to reach, should take that road and 
lead others along, he would certainly lead them well and in 
the right way (orthos kai eu). But what about another man 
who had never taken that road and does not know it (med! 
epistamenos), yet has a right opinion (orthos doxazon) as to 
which one it is? Would he not also lead others along that road 
in the right way (orthos) ? Meno cannot deny that. 

T h a t second man, then, it appears, will not be a worse 
leader than the first, "as long, at any rate, one would think, 
as he keeps his right opinion" (heds gfan pon orthen doxan 
echei) about that of which the first man has knowledge 
(epistemen) ; while the first man knows, in this case, the 
truth and is fully aware of this (phronountos), the second 

1. Pp. 211 -14 . 
2. Pp. 212 f. (step one) and p. 215 (1 a ) . 
3. d)/jLo\oyr]Kafji€v (97 a 1) - (hjioXoyodfiev (a 4 ) - cf. Thompson, p. 215 f. 

( 7 ) and Bluck, p. 403. 
4. Pp. 2 1 3 - 1 4 (steps three, four, five) and p. 215 ( l b ) . 
5. There seems to be no compelling reason to bracket 6p0ws, as Schanz 

has done. Burnet in the text, Thompson, p. 250 ( 1 2 ) , and Bluck, 
p. 404, uphold Schanz. Compare, on the other hand, Robin, Platon 
(Pleiade). I, 1294, note 85 : " Y a-t-il lieu, avec la plupart des 
editeurs, de suspecter le mot «droitement»?" 

It is precisely its "frequency" in the passage (cf. Thompson, loc. 
cit.) which prompts Meno to ask his question. 



244 m a n i s n o t : h e only believes something which happens to be 
true without knowing that it is true (oiomenos men alethe, 
phronon de me). I t follows that " true" opinion (doxa 
alethes) is not a worse leader with regard to the right way of 
conducting our affairs (pros orthoteta praxeos) than the exer-
cise of wise judgment (phronesis). T h a t is what Socrates 
thinks he and Meno had neglected to take into account when 
they were considering what sort of thing (hopoion ti) 6 human 
excellence might be and were saying that only the exercise of 
wise judgment provides the lead for acting rightly (tou orthos 
prattein) : they had overlooked "true opinion" (doxa alethes). 
"So it seems," says Meno. Socrates concludes: Right opinion 
(orthe doxa) does us no less good than knowledge (episteme). 

We observe: 
1. In the example of the road, the man who has a right 

opinion about it, without ever having traversed it, will have 
that right opinion presumably because somebody else had in-
structed him reliably on the subject. (That also holds if he 
has gained his information from a drawing or from a map.) 
Whether he himself had walked that road or had been told 
about it, he must have committed what he had learned to his 

he had been on that road before, he knows it now at "first 
hand"; if he relies on what he had been reliably told, he has 
a right opinion "from hearsay."? 

2. There is an abundant use of the term orthos in Socrates' 
explanation leading to the expression orthe doxa. At the same 
time "right opinion" is used synonymously with "true opin-
ion" (alethes doxa) .8 T h e term orthos seems to be attuned to 
the world of human affairs (tdn pragmaton - 97 a 4 ) , to the 
right way of conducting them (pros 'orthoteta praxeos - b 9 ) , 
to the right way of acting (orthos prattein - c 1 ) . An orthe 
doxa is primarily an opinion which is responsible for a right 
action, that is to say, for an action beneficial to us, to others, 
or to the community as a whole.. Its "rightness" is its " truth." 
By the same token, the exercise of wise judgment, phronesis or 
phronein (97 b 7; b 10; c 1) , is now understood without any 
qualification as a state of knowing, of eidenai, epistasthai, 
or episteme (96 e 2; 97 a 9; b 2; b 6; c 4 f.) : the man who 
exercises wise judgment (phronimos esti-cl. 97 a 6 f.) is a 

6. Cf. 208-11. 
7. Cf. p. 45. 
8. d X ^ s 5<J{a is 

also V, 6 . ) 
in 85 c 7 : cf. pp. 174-79. (See 



man who is "knowledgeable" (epistamenos - cf. b 2) about 245 
the affairs of the world. 

In the logos, in which Socrates identified human excellence 
with the exercise of wise judgment, we already saw the shift 
from episterne to phronesis taking place.9 And the compre-
hensive conclusion reached there10 was one centering on man 
(toi anthropoi - 88 e 5 ) . But that logos spoke in the main of 

phronesis as providing the right " lead" in a man's soul. There 
was actually no explicit agreement11 as to the role "good men" 
play in the polis, no explicit agreement about the role of good 
statesmanship. Now, after the intervention of Anytus, the 
emphasis is on this very point, on the way the "right" kind of 
leadership can be exerted among men. "Right opinion"—no 
more—seems to be required for the purpose. 

3. T h e question arises whether Socrates, in his logos about 
phronesis, had really neglected to take "right opinion" into 
account. Does not a man who exercises wise judgment in 
various situations which require some decision on his part 
assent to, or reject, a variety of "propositions" correctly?12 Is 
not, therefore, a man who is phronimos a man who on the 
whole13 opines rightly (orthos doxazei) ? 

Meno has a reservation to make about the conclusion So- [97 c 6 - 11] 
crates has just reached, to wit, that right opinion does us no 
less good than knowledge. T h e man who is in possession of 
knowledge, he submits, has the advantage of always hitting 
the mark, while the man who has but a right opinion will 
sometimes hit it and sometimes not. Socrates disagrees: How 
could a man who is always (aei) in possession of a right opin-
ion ever (aei) miss the mark, "as long indeed as he opines 
the right thing" (hedsper ortha doxazoi) ? Meno concedes the 
point, too rashly, though. 

Where was he wrong? He did not see that a "right opinion" 
is not simply an "opinion" which, no doubt, can be either 
right or false.14 We note in passing that "false opinion" 
(pseudes doxa) is nowhere mentioned in the argument.15 I t 

9. Cf. p. 215. 
10. P. 214 (step six). 
11. Cf. p. 243, note 3. 
12. Cf. p. 105. 
13. Cf, p. 216. 
14. Cf. pp. 159 ff. 
15. The connotation of "unforgotten" (cf. p. 176) is no longer asso-

ciated with "bXrjOrjs" in this entire passage either. There is no 
&p&fivr}(Tis myth at this juncture to help preserve it (cf. pp. 208 ff.). 



246 l s r a t h e r amusing to observe that Meno, in keeping with his 
character, lumps "right" and "false" opinions together. Yet 
Meno seems to have a point, too, although he does not know 
how to make it. 

Since right opinions depend, for the most part, on hearsay, 
it is indeed a matter of chance whether one is told the right 
thing or not. I t is conceivable, furthermore, that one might 
even hit the mark without being told about the right thing at 
all: one might just happen to take the right road on the 
strength of a "hunch" or of a lucky guess. Could not such a 
correct, if haphazard, guess be also called a right opinion? 
Socrates himself limits the infallibility of a man who has a 
right opinion about something by the phrase: "as long indeed 
as he opines the right thing." This phrase repeats the condi-
tion mentioned before (97 b 5) : "as long, at any rate, one 
would think, as he keeps his right opinion. . . . " T h e condi-
tion is now put in a more definite way. Does not this con-
ditional phrase take care of all possible cases of correct 
opining? And does it not, by implication, make the point 
Meno was trying to make? 

2. 

c 11 - 98 a 9] Meno, to be sure, does not pay any attention to that con-
ditional phrase. He is wondering again. He is wondering why, 
granted the truth of what Socrates just said, knowledge is 
held in so much higher esteem than right opinion and why 
they should be distinguished at all. For, in Meno's under-
standing, Socrates had just shown that right opinion cannot, 
of necessity (ananke moi phainetai), differ from knowledge. 
Socrates adds to Meno's bewilderment by asking him whether 
he, Meno, knows why he is in this state of wonder. Or would 
Meno prefer to be told by Socrates the reason why he, Meno, 
is in this state (e ego soi eipo?) ? Meno definitely does. He 
prefers, as we shall see in a moment, to be merely opining 
about his own wondering. 

T h e reason is, says Socrates, that Meno has not paid enough 
attention to Daedalus' statuary!16 "But perhaps there is none 
of it in your country," Socrates adds, as if any of the kind 
Socrates means existed in Athens. Meno's bewilderment must 
be complete. Socrates proceeds to explain what he means. 

16. Cf. Euthyphro 11 b - c , 15 b (also Hipp. maj. 282 a and Laws III, 
677 d) . 



He likens "right opinions" to the statues built by the leg- 247 
endary Cunning Worker, because these statues, too, have to be 
fastened with chains to make them stay; otherwise they run 
away and escape. Meno does not understand. Socrates goes on 
with the simile. 

T o own a work of Daedalus in its unchained state is not 
worth very much; it is like owning a slave inclined to run 
away, for a statue wrought by Daedalus does not stay put. But 
in its chained state it is worth a great deal, for Daedalus' 
products are most excellent works. 

All that is applicable to "true opinions." For they, too, are 
a possession to be highly treasured as long as they stay put: 
they make for all that is good and beneficent (panta tagatha 
ergazontai) . Unfortunately, they by themselves do not want 
to stay for any length of time but run out of the human soul. 
Thus they are not worth very much until one "binds" them. 
This binding consists in finding reasons for them in one's own 
thinking (aitias logismoi). "And this, Meno, my friend, is 
'recollection', as was agreed between us in what was said 
before." 

Whenever true or right opinions are thus "bound" they 
become "knowledges," first of all, and furthermore they be-
come stable and lasting (monimoi) . T h a t is why knowledge 
is held in higher esteem than right opinion: it differs from 
right opinion by its being bound fast (desmoi) . 

T h e questions Meno raised appear to have been answered 
now. Meno need not wonder any longer. Meno is indeed im-
pressed. It really must be something like that, he opines. It is 
doubtful, however, whether Meno understands the complexity 
of the picture presented by Socrates. 

Let us consider Socrates' words. 
1. T h e right opinions Socrates is talking about are primar-

ily those which determine praiseworthy actions of men. So-
crates' new contention arose out of his conversation with 
Anytus about the teaching of human excellence and the role 
the great Athenian statesmen have, or have not, played in 
this teaching. T h e right opinions are also those which we 
entertain with regard to the men responsible for the conduct 
of human affairs on a larger scale. T h e good reputation of 
these men is a matter of our opinion and, if our opinion about 
them is right, their good reputation, their doxa,11 is deserved. 

17. It is worth noting that this is the sense of 5o£a throughout the 
speeches of Glaucon and of Adeimantus (especially of the latter) in 
the second book of the Republic. 



248 good only if 

2. In "right opinion" with "knowledge," So-

latter. In what sense can a right opinion be said to be un-
stable? Opinions of men do change; they seem by their very 
nature fickle, easily reversed. A man who has a right opinion 

still have a right opinion? Is not that the point of the con-
ditional clause: "as long indeed as he opines the right 
thing . . ."? I f it is, "knowledge" provides the proper counter-
balance to "right opinion." For to know something means to 
know what and why this something unchangeably is what it 
is and, therefore, this knowledge itself cannot be subject to 
change. But knowledge, like right opinion, can be lost, can 

knowledge is no less unstable than right opinion. Only knowl-
edge of the kind phronesis is seems immune to forgetfulness. 
T h e exercise of wise judgment can hardly be "forgotten."1* 
Is not a man who keeps opining rightly, relying on what he 
was reliably told, a man known for 
simply because his wisdom consists in recognizing the 
of others? Does not such a man, too, 
and is he not indeed able to guide us in 

3. T h e theme of recollection reappears stripped of all 

"binding" of right opinions to which we subscribed "from 

one's own thinking. T h e process is described in the crucial 

to find the reason for tfie deathlessness of the soul.2° T h e 

goal is knowledge (episteme). Should this goal be attained, 

be something "known" (Ipistiton) T h e kifown itself by 
itself is removed from the vicissitudes of time.22 The term 

18. Cf. p. 157. 
19. Cf. p. 218. 
20. Cf. pp. 136-37, 147. 
21. Cf. Theaet. 201 c 9 - d 4. 
22. Cf. pp. 150, 157. 



"recollection" refers now directly to the effort (melete) of 249 
understanding and learning, an effort which anticipates the 
final, perhaps unattainable, stage of knowledge.23 Again, does 
not this effort embody all excellence man can attain?24 

4. T h e simile of Daedalus' statuary does not dissolve the 
difference, and perhaps tension, between phronesis and 
episteme. A Daedalic statue which stands fast can serve as an 
image of "knowledge" as well as of phronesis, both of which 
are constant and lasting, though in a different sense, compared 
with "right opinion" which lacks firmness and stability. But 
the decisive feature of the image is that it presents to our sight 
statues, and statues which can move. 

A statue, an agalma (97 d 6 ) , is a monument erected to 
honor a god or a man. I t is a lasting "memorial," a mnemeion, 
a visible manifestation of somebody's glory or "reputation" 
which we venerate or cherish in our opinions and memories. 
Such a statue is human doxa and mneme made visible and 
tangible. T h e legend of Daedalic statues capable of "running 
away" seems, in Socrates' understanding, to mirror the in-
constancy of both human opinions and human reputations. 
T o eliminate our false opinions and to find a firm, a "suffi-
cient" foundation for our "r ight" opinions is the task of 
learning. And should not the reputation of a man be meas-
ured by more than an opinion, even a "right" one, about 
what constitutes human excellence? 

Meno has not taken Socrates' words literally. He has not, [98 b 1-6] 
we presume, noticed the implications these words carried, but 
he certainly has understood that Daedalus' statuary was no 
more than a simile. Socrates, on his part, assures Meno, once 
more, that he, Socrates, is not speaking as one who possesses 
knowledge: he too, like Meno, Socrates claims, does not know 
what the difference between "right opinion" and "knowledge" 
is (kai ego hos ouk eidos lego); he is just groping for the 
truth about this difference by using images (eikazon). But 
that "right opinion" is something different (ti alloion) from 
"knowledge" is not at all a matter of imagery for him: " I f 
there is anything else I should claim to know (eidenai), and 
there are few things of that sort, one thing, this one, I would 
certainly put among those I do know." "And right (orthos) 
you are, Socrates," says Meno with touching innocence. 

I t is the second time in the dialogue that Socrates so force-

23. Cf. pp. 86 f., 124, 149, 168, 171 f. 
24. Cf. pp. 183 f., 201. 



250 fully takes a definite stand. Just before Meno expressed his 
preference for going back to the problem he had raised at the 
very beginning of the dialogue rather than for considering 
the question "what is human excellence," Socrates had stated 
that he was not prepared to maintain anything he said about 
"recollection" except one thing only: that it was better to rely 
on his recollection story and to make an attempt to learn (or 
to "recollect") than to give credence to Meno's contention 
concerning the impossibility of any learning and thus to be-
come slothful. As far as this one point was concerned, Socrates 
was willing to fight for it, in word and deed, as much as he 
could.25 What he asserts now is the fundamental and "suffi-
cient" supposition on which that first forceful statement rests. 
T h e effort of learning is meaningful only if there be possible 
a state of knowledge different from the state of right opinion. 
For the "rightness" of any opinion presupposes the existence 
of truth which only episteme—or phronesis—can reach. 

3. 

What follows is a quick and yet strangely involved summary 
of almost all that has been said after, and even before, Anytus 
had appeared on the scene. This summary is given by Socrates 
with a view to a new and better understanding of human 
excellence. But what he says is completely overshadowed by 
Meno's and Anytus' amathia. Accordingly, no more light is 
brought to bear on the subject. Episteme, phronesis and 
sophia are used interchangeably. Opinion, and mostly false 
opinion, reigns supreme. Only occasionally does Socrates 
pierce that curtain. And in the wake of this cursory and, in 
part even incoherent, recapitulation the argument made 
about "right opinion" appears curiously modified. 

[98 b 7 - e 13] Let's see (ti de?), says Socrates, this is still right (orthos), 
isn't it, that "true opinion," in guiding the performance of 
any action, is no less efficacious than knowledge? In Meno's 
opinion Socrates is still saying something true. "Right opin-
ion," therefore, is by no means worse than knowledge and 
will do us no less good with regard to our actions; nor is a 
man who has a "right opinion" worse off than a man who 
possesses knowledge. Meno agrees. Furthermore, it had been 
agreed that the good man is beneficial to us. "And since men 

25. P. 183. 



would thus be good men and beneficial to their cities, should 251 
such men happen to exist, not by virtue of their knowledge 
only but by virtue of their having right opinion as well" 
—Socrates does not finish the sentence; instead of supplying 
the consequence, he adds another preliminary clause—"and 
since neither of these, knowledge and true opinion, belongs 
to men by nature, and since they aren't acquired either 
. . Z'26—Socrates still does not state the consequence; he in-
terrupts the sentence altogether, and never finishes it, seek-
ing to assertain whether Meno agrees with the first part of 
that second clause. " O r do you think that either of them 
[knowledge or true opinion] is [given to us] by nature?" 
Meno does not. Socrates presses the point: if neither is given 
by nature, good men cannot be good from birth. Meno 
fully agrees. 

As far as knowledge (episteme), or phronesis, is concerned, 
this has been Meno's premise all along.27 What is remarkable, 
and new, is that this premise is now, with Socrates' help, ex-
tended to include "true opinion." Why should it not indeed? 
Does not Meno cling to the correlative assumption that one 
acquires both knowledge and true opinion by being told 
about the truth?28 Socrates' example of the road to Larisa 
supports that assumption. T h e case of correct guessing29 is 
not brought up. 

What would the end of the sentence have been, had So-
crates finished it after the first causal clause? Presumably this: 
there is nothing to prevent those good men from being good 
by virtue of their right opinions. T h e second clause, however, 
does not permit this conclusion. Socrates has to continue his 
"summary" in a different vein. 

"Since, then, [knowledge as well as right opinion are] not 
[given] by nature"—as we see, Socrates does not care to 
state explicitly that either may account for excellence in man 
—"we considered after that (meta touto) whether it is some-
thing that can be taught" (we have to understand that " i t " 

26. 98 d 1: oW kwlKrrjra. Thompson, p. 252 ( 2 3 ) , and Bluck, pp. 416-17 , 
discuss the various views advanced with regard to these words. Bluck 
mentions Verdenius' reference to Kiihner-Gerth, Ausf. Gramm. d. 
griech. Sprache II, 228 -29 , and Denniston, The Greek Particles, pp. 
509 -10 , in favor of ovre (as against Bekker's conjectural obde). Why, 
then, as Robin, Platon (Pleiade), I, 1294-95, note 90, points out, 
alter or remove the phrase ? It anticipates the conversation with 
Meno up to 99 b 10, but not beyond that. 

27. Cf. pp. 219, 235. 
28. Cf. pp. 40, 58, 65, 67, 93 f., 97, 184. 
29. P. 246. 



252 refers to human excellence). I f now human excellence con-
sists in phronesis (episterne is abandoned), it appeared to us as 
something teachable, didn't it? Meno agrees.30 And should it 
be something teachable, excellence would be, so it seemed to 
us, didn't it, phronesis. Meno agrees. This "inversion" of a 
hypothetical sentence repeats the inversion made some while 
ago.31 This time it is made more explicit, with phronesis sub-
stituting for episterne. T h e legitimacy, or illegitimacy, of this 
inversion does not bother Meno. Socrates continues his "sum-

"And if there were really teachers [of human excellence], 
it would be teachable, if not, not, so it seemed to us, didn't 
it?" "But we had definitely come to agree that there are no 

of it?" " W e had thus agreed that it is 
[therefore identifiable with] phronesis?" Meno 

what Socrates says. "And we do definitely 
that this thing, human excellence, is a good thing?" Mt 
"Yes." 3 2 "And that which leads us in a right way (to orthos 

J) is something good and does us good?" 

[99 a 1 - b 10] About this much there is agreement, so far: only 
two things, true opinion (doxa alethes) and 
(episterne), lead us in a right way (orthos), and a man who 

has either of them provides the right lead. What comes about 
by chance (apo tyches) is not the result of huma 
(anthropine hegemonia). (This definitely appears to 

haphazard, if correct, guessing as a case of right opinion.33) 
Socrates repeats: a man is a leader towards that which is 
right (epi to orthon) by virtue of these two, true opinion 
and knowledge. T h a t seems right to Meno. Now, since hu-
man excellence (as has been found) is something which is 
actually not teachable, it cannot be taken any longer to be 
knowledge (episterne). I t does not appear to be possible, says 
Meno. (This conclusion was not stated explicitly before.34) 
One of the two things which is good and beneficent having 
thus been discarded, namely knowledge, it could hardly be 
the leader in the affairs of a city. I t does not seem to be 
that to Meno, either. Men like Themistocles and those 

30. Pp. 209-10 , 219. 
31. Pp. 221 f. 
32. Gf. pp. 21 I f . 
33. Pp. 246, 251. 
34. Pp. 234-35 . 



"whom Anytus here has just mentioned" (hous arti Anytos 253 

hode elege) were therefore leaders in their cities not by virtue 
of any wisdom (sophia), not because they were wise (sophoi). 
And that is why such men, being what they are not through 
knowledge (di* epistemen), are unable to make others their 
peers. Meno: "That ' s how it is, it seems, Socrates, as you 
say." 

We note: 
1. I t was not Anytus, it was Socrates who first mentioned 

those men and spoke about them rather extensively. 
2. Anytus has reappeared! He is perhaps listening to the 

conversation, fearful perhaps lest his guest Meno be cor-
rupted by Socrates. There is something phantom-like about 
his presence now. We wonder, however, whether his first, 
seemingly god-like appearance had not been rather phantom-
like, too. 

3. T h e sons of those famous leaders are not referred to any 
longer. T h e reputedly great statesmen are said now to be un-
able to make simply "others" (allous) resemble themselves. 
But do they not set examples emulated by others, by Anytus, 
for instance? 

4. Since knowledge has been discarded as a source of 
leadership, we can expect "true opinion" to fill its place. 

Socrates, however, continues as follows: since those leaders [99 b 11 - c 6] 
are not what they are through knowledge (epistemei), the only 
remaining possibility is that they are what they are through 
"good opinion," through eudoxia. 

Does Socrates mean that statesmen are guided by sound 
and good opinions in their counsels and actions? Or does he 
mean that statesmen are reputed to be thus guided in the 
opinion of their fellow citizens? T h e term eudoxia is chosen 
with care. I t is strikingly not synonymous with either "true 
opinion" or "right opinion," in spite of its affinity to both of 
them.35 I t means "good repute." It points indeed to the kind of 
"opinion" generally opined to be " true" or "right," because 
those who hold or utter an opinion of that kind are them-
selves held in high esteem and said to be "true and good." It 
points to the all-pervasive medium of trust and belief in 

35. It is hard to understand why Thompson, p. 225 ( 1 5 ) , writes: " I do 
not think Plato intended any play on the ordinary meaning of the 
word 'good repute,' " and it is amazing to see Liddell-Scott, s.v., 
eCdo&a ignore the context. (Cf. Bluck, p. 424 . ) See also Apol. 22 
a 3, Rep. II, 363 a and IV, 426 b-d. 



254 which we live and cannot help living, to the habitually ac-
cepted and acknowledged opinions and reputations by which, 
to a more or less high degree, all of us, and, in a most con-
spicuous and decisive way, Meno and Anytus are swayed. 

Socrates proceeds to clarify what he means by eudoxia. Men 
whose business is the affairs of public concern (politikoi 
andres) and who guide their cities in the right manner 
(orthousin) are related to wise judgment (pros to p krone in) 

in no other way than soothsayers and diviners are: these peo-
ple, too, "speak true" and do so often enough, but they know 
not what they say. T h a t may well be the case, says Meno. 

We observe that there are many ways of interpreting sooth-
saying: if soothsayers or prophets happen to say or to predict 
the truth, divinity itself may speak through their mouths; or 
they may be told by divinity to say what they say; or they may 
be told, and bribed, to say what they say by clever men; or 
they may just guess correctly. In the latter case "chance" 
(tyche) would be involved. This case was eliminated by So-

crates a short while ago: "Human leadership" (anthrdpine 
hegernonia) cannot be equated to the intervention of 
"chance."3 6 But "divine leadership" could. Whatever the 
ways of soothsayers and diviners, it is their "reputation," de-
served or undeserved, which makes others listen and accept 
what they say. W e remember that Socrates had rather ma-
liciously likened Anytus to a diviner.37 T h e occasion had 
been provided by Anytus himself, when he based his harsh 
opinion of the sophists on nothing but the reputation these 
fellows enjoyed among the reputable citizens of Athens.38 In 
this particular case, Socrates intimated, Anytus might well 
have hit the mark.3 9 

[99 c 7 - e 4] Socrates suggests, and Meno agrees, that men who ac-
complish successfully many great things in deed and in speech 
while lacking sense (noun me echontes) are worthy of being 
called "divine." I t would be right, too, to call the soothsayers 
and diviners just mentioned as well as the entire "creative" 
tribe (tons poietikous hapantas*0) "divine." And why should 
we claim that statesmen are less divine and less possessed by a 
god than those other people? They are breathed upon and 

36. P. 252. 
37. Pp. 228, 236. 
38. P. 239. 
39. P. 229. 
40. Cf. Symp. 205 b 8 - c 3 ; Laws III, 682 a 3. 



held from on high (ek tou the on) whenever they bring many 
great affairs of state to a successful end by making speeches 
without knowing what they are talking about. Quite so, says 
Meno imperturbably. Socrates has a last trump to play. He 
can adduce excellent authorities to justify the epithet "divine" 
bestowed upon such men: women certainly, too, as Meno must 
know, call good men "divine"; and Spartans, too, when they 
praise some good man, are wont to say (in their sibilant man-
ner41) : "This is a man divine." Meno approves of this way 
of speaking: " A n d clearly, Socrates, they are r ight," he says. 
He does not seem to be aware at all of the extreme sarcasm 
which flavors Socrates' words. But Anytus is still about, pre-
sumably listening, and Socrates42 takes the opportunity to re-
mark: " Y o u are perhaps offending Anytus here (Anytos 
hode), though, by what you are saying." " I t does not matter 
to me," is Meno's 4 3 rather contemptuous reply. Socrates: 
" W i t h that man we shall converse again at some future time, 
Meno . " 

Socrates restates briefly the conclusion just reached and [99 e 4 - 100 c 2] 
presents it as the result of the entire dialogue we have been 
witnessing. L e t us not forget: he is talking to Meno. 

If, says Socrates to Meno, if their manner of searching and 
speaking4 4 had been faultless throughout this entire con-
versation, human excellence would appear to be something 
neither given "by nature" nor capable of being taught; it 
seems rather to accrue to men, whenever that happens, by 
"divine a l lotment" (theiai moirai) ,4 5 good sense being absent 
(aneu nou) in such cases, unless, Socrates adds, unless among 
the statesmen, among the men concerned with public affairs, 
there should be one capable of making a statesman of another 
man. Should there be such a one—in the course of the con-
versation with Anytus and Meno on that subject none was 
found-should there be such a one, he could well be said to 
be among the living what Homer says Teiresias is among the 
dead. This is what Homer says46: among those in Hades, 
Teiresias alone is in his senses, the others are flitting phan-

41. <mos instead of fletos-see Bluck, pp. 142 -43 , 4 3 0 - 3 1 , and esp Aris-
totle, Nic. Eth. V I I , 1, 1145 a 28 -29 . 

42. Cf Friedlander, Platon II, 1957, p. 324, note 2, and Bluck, pp. 431 f 
4V5. Ibid. 
44. For the grammar cf. Thompson, pp. 77 f. ( 2 2 ) . 
45. Gf. Aristotle, Nic. Eth. I, 9, 1099 b 10 and the context. 
4 6 . Odyss. X , 4 9 4 - 9 5 : r<? jcaI r^vrjurt voov x6pe Ilepae^oveia, otw 7T€7nw0cu 

rot 51 a-Kial klaaovaiv. (Cf . Rep. I l l , 3 8 6 d 7 . ) ' ' 



256 toms. As far as excellence is concerned, such a man would in-
deed be among us here like a true being surrounded by 
phantoms.47 Meno appears highly pleased by Socrates' words. 

Socrates repeats once more, this time categorically: I t 
manifestly follows from all this figuring that human excel-
lence accrues to men, whenever that happens, by "divine allot-
ment" (theiai moirai). This time, after the mention of Tei-
resias, the phrase theia moira may not imply any sarcasm at 
all.4 8 We shall know the clear truth (to sap he s), however, 
about all that has been said, Socrates continues, when, and 
only when, we shall have attempted to find what excellence 
all by itself is before searching out the way it might accrue 
to men. I t is doubtful whether Meno understands the sim-
plicity and immensity of the task set before him. Socrates 
urges him, and us, to embark upon the enterprise of learning. 

Socrates has to leave now. By way of parting, he has a 
suggestion to make: Meno should persuade his host Anytus 
(ton xenon tonde Any ton) of the very same things of which 
he, Meno, has been persuaded in the course of the preceding 
conversation. T h e purpose of this persuasion, Socrates indi-
cates, is to make Anytus less angry, more amenable to 
reason (hina praioteros ei) . 

We note: Anytus is apparently still there, phantom-like. We 
wonder: has Meno been persuaded of anything? 

There is a last "addition" on Socrates' part: should Meno 
succeed in persuading Anytus, the polis of the Athenians also 
might derive some profit from it. 

Here the dialogue ends. T h e prospect of a conversation 
between Meno and Anytus has its charms. But we, the readers 
and witnesses of the dialogue, have to continue the search for 
human excellence on our own. 

47. See Gorg. 521 d 6 - 8 . 
48. Cf. Rep. VI, 493 a 1 - 2 ; 499 c 1; IX , 592 a 8 - 9 ; and also Aristotle, 

Nic. Eth. X , 9, 1179 b 21-23 and the context. It seems fair to assume 
that the range of meaning of Beta not pa is coextensive with the range 
of meaning of KaXoK&yadia. (Cf. also Leo Strauss, On Tyranny. An 
Interpretation of Xenophon's Hiero, 1948, pp. 22, 90.) 






