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Chapter 8

Summary of Sections
The Question:
Is Virtue Teachable?

[70a-71d]

Socrates and Meno; Gorgias the sophist; Thessaly vs. Athens. Meno’s question: is virtue teachable? Socrates: first we’d better find out what it is. Meno:
Gorgias knows. Socrates: tell me what you think.

[71e -73c]

The Swarm of Virtues;
Request for a Definition

M: there are many different sorts of virtue. Socrates
demands a definition. Comparison of virtue to strength
and health, to establish the plausibility that all cases share
a common form. Meno is skeptical of the analogy. S: virtue
seems always to involve moderation and justice, suggesting that
the virtue case is not so different than those of strength and health.

[73d-75a]

Virtue & Rule; Color & Shape;
Genus & Species

M: virtue is the ability to rule. S: but some rulers are not just, and for some
people it is just not to rule. M: justice is virtue. S: is justice virtue or is it one
kind of virtue? An analogy to shape and color helps explain the genusspecies problem.
Definitional Detour:
What Is Shape?

[75b- 77b]

M: what is shape? S: shape invariably accompanies color. What if I don’t
know what color is? How such disputes should be handled — and a touch
of geometry: shape is the limit of a solid. M: but what is color? A touch of
Empedoclean physics: color is an ‘effluvium’ off of objects. Socrates discounts
the value of this answer as ‘theatrical’.
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[77b-79e]

To Want the Best, and Get It;
No One Wants What Is Bad

M: virtue is to want the best and to be able to get it. S: no one ever wants
bad things. So it comes down to the getting, by fair means or foul. Meno
admits the good things should be gotten justly. We are back to virtue-asjustice. Meno is guilty, again, of genus-species conflation.

[80a-81e]

The Stingray:
Learning as Recollection

Meno complains that Socrates has numbed him like a stingray. As to virtue:
how can you look for something if you don’t know what it is? Socrates holds
forth on priests, poetry and Persephone: no pain, no gain. Also: learning is
recollection.

[81e-84c]

The Geometry Lesson, I:
The Consolations of Confusion

M: in what sense is learning ‘recollection’? How could one prove it? The slave
boy’s geometry lesson: descent into darkness of perplexity. It is better to be
confused and know it than to be confused and not know it.

[84c-86c]

The Geometry Lesson, II:
Inquiring into Being in Earnest

The slave boy’s geometry lesson, part II: into the light. The lesson from the
lesson: the man who does not know has within him true opinions about what
he does not know. Knowledge is recollection.

[86c-89c]

An Investigation by Hypothesis:
Knowledge Should Be Teachable

Back to the original question: is virtue teachable? An investigation by hypothesis. Q: what would virtue have to be like to be teachable? A: knowledge.
Therefore, if virtue is knowledge, it is teachable. Virtue is good in itself. So: is
there anything good in itself that isn’t knowledge? No. Virtue is mindfulness.
Two sub-arguments: 1) if virtue were innate, it would be recognizable, but it
is not; 2) since virtue is mindfulness, i.e. knowledge, it should be teachable.
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[89c-95a]
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Counter-argument:
No Teachers & Anytus No Help

Counter-argument: if virtue were knowledge, there should be teachers and
students. But there do not appear to be. Anytus appears and is questioned:
who should Meno go to, to learn virtue? The sophists? No. Rather, any
Athenian gentleman. But why, then, have so many of these gentlemen failed
to teach their sons virtue? It seems virtue cannot be taught.

[95a-96d]

Are the Sophists Teachers of Virtue?
Virtue Can & Cannot Be taught

Are the sophists teachers of virtue? M: I don’t think so. Gorgias: you should
turn people into clever speakers. Contradictory hints from the poets: virtue
can, and cannot, be taught. There seem to be no teachers of virtue, therefore
no learners. Virtue cannot be taught. How, then, do good men come to be?

[96d-100b]

Knowledge Vs. True Belief;
A Gift from the Gods

Knowledge versus true belief. The advantage of the former is that it doesn’t
‘run away’, like a statue of Daedalus. The importance of being lucky: success
in public affairs not a matter of wisdom but of divine inspiration. Virtue: a
gift from the gods.
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meno: Can you tell me, Socrates, is virtue the sort of thing you can teach? Or is
it not the sort of thing you can teach, but
you could pick it up by practicing it? Or
maybe it’s neither: virtue is something
that naturally arises in men, or they get
it some other way?
socrates: Thessalians used to be famous
and greatly admired among Greeks, Meno,
for being such good riders and for being so
rich. Nowadays, it seems, they are famous for
wisdom also, particularly your friend Aristippus’
people, the citizens of Larissa. The credit goes to
Gorgias, for when he moved to your city he converted the leading men of the Aleuadae — your
lover Aristippus among them — into lovers of wisdom, and the other
leading Thessalians as well. And in particular, he got all of you into
the habit of answering any chance question put to you in a confident
and magnificent manner — just in the manner of those who truly
know. This is because he himself is always ready to answer any Greek
who chooses to question him, on whatever subject they wish to ask,
and he has an answer for absolutely everyone. On the other hand,
here in Athens, my dear Meno, it’s just the opposite. It’s as though
there were a wisdom drought. Maybe the wisdom has all drained
away from these parts to where you come from. So if you want to ask
this sort of question to one of the folks around here, there isn’t one
of them who won’t laugh and say: Good stranger, maybe I seem to
you to be an especially gifted man, one who knows whether virtue
can be taught or how it comes about. But I’m so far from knowing
whether virtue can be taught or not that I don’t know what the thing
in question — virtue — even is at all. And I myself, Meno, am just
as badly off as all my fellow citizens in this regard, and I blame no
one but myself for my utter ignorance about virtue. And if I don’t
know what something is, how could I know what it’s like? Unless
you think it’s possible that someone who has no idea who Meno is
could know whether he is handsome and rich and a real gentleman,
or rather the complete opposite? Do you think he could?
© John Holbo/Belle Waring 2015. Please do not distribute without permission.
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M: No I don’t. But, Socrates, do you really not know what virtue
is? Should I bring this report about you to everyone back home?
S: Not only that, my friend. Tell everyone back home
that I have never yet met anyone who did know, in
my opinion.
M: What? Didn’t you meet Gorgias when he was here?
S: I did.
M: Didn’t you think then that he knew?

71D

S: My memory is not so good, Meno, so I cannot tell you now what
I thought then. Maybe he did know, and you know what he said. So
you remind me of how he spoke. Or if you wish, you may speak for
yourself, for I’m sure you agree with everything he says.
M: I certainly do.
S: Then let’s leave Gorgias out of it, since he’s not here right now.
Meno, by the gods, what do you yourself say virtue is? Speak up
and don’t spitefully hold out on me, so that when I said that I never
met anyone at all who knew, I will turn out to have told the happiest
lie imaginable — if it should turn out that you and Gorgias do know.

71e

72a

M: It’s really not that hard to say, Socrates. First, if you want the
virtue of a man, it is easy to say that a man’s virtue consists in being
able to manage public affairs and thereby help his friends and harm
his enemies — all the while being careful to come to no harm himself. If you want the virtue of a woman, it’s not difficult to describe:
she must manage the home well, keep the household together, and
be submissive to her husband. The virtue of a child, whether boy or
girl, is another thing altogether, and so is that of an elderly man — if
you want that — or if you want that of a free man or a slave. There
are lots of different virtues, as a result of which it is not at all hard to
say what virtue is. There is virtue for every action and every stage
in life, for every person and every capacity, Socrates. And the same
goes for viciousness.
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S: It must be my lucky day, Meno! Here I was, looking for just one
virtue, and you happen by with a whole swarm! But, Meno, following up on this figurative swarm of mine, if I were to ask you
what is the true nature of the bee, and you said, there
are all sorts of different sorts of bees, what would
you say if I went on to ask: Do you mean that
there are all these bees, of every sort, and that
they differ from one another insofar as they are
bees? Or that they don’t differ from one another,
insofar as they are bees, but they differ in other
respects — in how beautiful they are, for example,
or how big, and so on and so forth? Tell me, what
would you answer if I asked you this?
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72b

M: I would say that one bee doesn’t differ from another insofar as
they are all bees.
S: What if I went on to say: Tell me this further thing, Meno. What
do you call that quality in respect to which they do not differ from
one another, but are all alike? Doubtless you would have some
answer for me?

72c

M: I would.
S: The same goes for all the virtues. Even if they come in all sorts
of different varieties, all of them have one and the same form that
makes them virtues, and it’s this form that a person should keep a
close eye on when, in response to someone’s question, he is giving
a clear answer to the question of what virtue really is. Or do you
not understand what I’m saying?
M: I think I understand, but — then again — I don’t
have as good a handle on the question as I would
like.
S: I am asking, Meno, whether you think it is only
in the case of virtue that there is one for a man,
another for a woman and so on, or whether the
same goes for health and size and strength? Do
you think that there is one health for a man and
© John Holbo/Belle Waring 2015. Please do not distribute without permission.
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another for a woman? Or, if it is health, does it have the same form
everywhere, whether in man or in anything else whatever?
M: The health of a man seems to me the same as
that of a woman.
S: And the same goes for size and strength? If a
woman is strong, will her strength be the same and
have the same form? For by ‘the same’ I mean to
indicate that strength doesn’t differ as strength,
whoever has it — man or woman. But maybe you
think there is a difference.
M: I don’t think so.

73a

S: Virtue, then, will it differ as virtue — whether in a child or an old
person, a woman or a man?
M: I think, Socrates, that somehow this case is a bit different than
the others.
S: How so? Didn’t you say the virtue of a man consists in being able
to manage the city well, whereas that of a woman consists in managing the household well?
M: I did.
S: Is it possible to manage a city well, or
a household, or anything for that matter, while not managing it moderately
and justly?

73b

M: Certainly not.
S: Then if they manage justly and moderately,
they must do so with justice and moderation?
M: Necessarily.
S: So both the man and the woman, if they are
to be good, need the same things: justice and
moderation.
www.reasonandpersuasion.com
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M: So it seems.
S: What about your child and your old man? Surely they couldn’t
ever be good if they are ill-tempered and unjust?
M: Certainly not.
S: But if they are moderate and just?
M: Yes.
S: So all people are good in the same way, for they become good
when they acquire the same qualities.

73c

M: It seems so.
S: And they would surely not be good in the same
way if they did not have the same virtue.
M: They certainly wouldn’t.
S: Therefore, since everyone’s virtue is the
same, try to tell me — and try to remember
what you and Gorgias said — that same thing
is.
M: What else but to be able to rule over men, if you
are seeking one description to fit them all.

73d

S: That’s just what I’m looking for. But Meno, is virtue the same for
a child or a slave — namely, to be able to rule over a master? Do
you think he who ruled would still be a slave?
M: I do not think so at all, Socrates.
S: It doesn’t seem likely, my good man. Consider this
further point. You say virtue is the capacity to rule.
Don’t you think we should add: justly and not
unjustly?
M: I think so, Socrates, for justice is virtue.
S: Is it virtue, Meno, or is it a virtue?
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M: What do you mean?
S: What I would in any other case. Why not take roundness, for
example, about which I would say that it is a shape, not that it is
shape pure and simple. I wouldn’t say it is shape, because there
are other shapes as well.
M: What you say is quite true, since I also say that not only justice,
but many other things as well, are virtues.
74a

S: What are they? Tell me, in the same way, if you asked me to, that
I could name other shapes. So you go on and name other
virtues.
M: I think courage is a virtue, and moderation, wisdom,
and nobility, and very many others.
S: We are running into the same problem, Meno, but
from a different angle. Once again we have found
many virtues while looking for one. But as for that
one, which unites all the others — we still can’t find it.

74b

M: I still can’t even figure out what you’re looking for, Socrates, or
lay hold of one virtue that covers all the others, as in the other cases.
S: It’s no wonder. But I will make every effort, so far as I can, for
us to make progress on this issue. For you do understand that it’s
going to be like this with everything. If someone asked you about
what we were just discussing — what is shape, Meno? and you told
him that it was roundness, and then he asked you what I just asked,
namely, is roundness shape or a shape? — you would surely tell
him it is a shape?
M: I certainly would.

74C

S: That would be because there are other shapes
as well?
M: Yes.
S: And if he went on to ask what they were, you would
tell him?
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M: I would.
S: The same would go for color, if he asked you what it is, and you
said it is white, and he interrupted by asking, is white color or a
color? You would say it is a color, because there are other colors
also?
M: I would.
S: And if he then asked you for a list of other colors, you would list
others, all of which are colors just as much as white is?

74D

M: Yes.
S: Then if he pursued the argument, as I did, and said: We keep on
ending up back at the many. Stop answering me this way. Instead,
since you call all these many things by one name, and since you
say none of them is not a shape — even though none is the same
shape as the others — tell me what one thing applies just as much
to roundness as to straightness. Say what it is you call ‘shape’ — for
example, when you say roundness is just as much shape as straightness is. You do say that, don’t you?

74E

M: I do.
S: And when you say that, do you say roundness is no more round
than straight is, or that straightness is no more straight than round is?
M: Certainly not, Socrates.
S: All the same, you don’t say roundness is more of a shape than
straightness is — or vice versa?
M: That’s true.
S: So what is this one thing to which the term shape generally applies?
Try to tell me. For think what it would be like if you responded in
the following way to the man who asked you all these questions
about color and shape: I don’t at all understand what it is you want,
sir, and I don’t know what you mean either. He would probably find
this incredible and reply: You don’t understand that I want to know
what these cases have in common? Even hearing that, is it true you
© John Holbo/Belle Waring 2015. Please do not distribute without permission.
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would still have nothing to say, Meno, if someone asked: What is
the one thing that applies to roundness and straightness and all the
other things you call shapes, and which is the same in all of them?
Try answering this question. It will be good practice for your answer
to the question about virtue.
75B

M: No! You answer it for me, Socrates.
S: You want me to do this for you as a favor?
M: I certainly do.
S: Then you will be willing to tell me about virtue?
M: I will.
S: Let’s forge on. The subject is worth it.
M: It surely is.
S: Now then, let me try to tell you what shape is. See whether you
will accept the following account. Shape, let’s say, is the one thing
that invariably accompanies color. Does this satisfy you, or do you
want to go about defining the term in some other way? For myself,
I would be satisfied if you defined virtue in some such way as this.

75C

M: But this is a silly sort of definition, Socrates.
S: How so?
M: According to your definition shape is that which always accompanies color. All well and good, but if someone says he doesn’t know
what color is, and that he’s just as much at a loss about color as he
was about shape, what would you answer him then?

75D

S: The truth, for my own part. And if my questioner turned out to
be one of those clever debaters who turns everything into a competition I will say to him: I have given my answer. If it is wrong, it’s up
to you to take up the argument and refute it. On the other hand, if
we are among friends — as you and I are — and if we want to have a
discussion together, we must answer in some gentler way, one better suited to dialectic. By ‘more dialectical’ I mean something like
www.reasonandpersuasion.com
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this: one must give answers which are not only true, but also make
use of terms the questioner acknowledges that he knows. I will try
to converse with you in this way. So tell me this. Is there something
you refer to as ‘the end’? In saying this I mean something like a limit
or boundary — because all these terms are basically synonymous.
Prodicus might want to split hairs at this point, but you surely call
something ‘finished’ or ‘completed’. That is all I am trying to get at,
nothing fancy.
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75E

M: I do refer to such a thing, and I think I understand
what you mean.
S: Additionally, you call a certain something a ‘plane’,
and a certain something else a ‘solid’, as in geometry?
M: I do.
S: Then this is enough to tell you what I mean by ‘shape’.
For I say this of every shape: that which limits a solid, is a shape. In
a word, a shape is the limit of a solid.

76A

M: And what do you say color is, Socrates?
S: You are outrageous, Meno! You trouble an old man to answer
questions, but you yourself are not willing to recollect and tell me
what Gorgias says virtue is.

76B

M: But after you have answered this, Socrates, then I will tell you.
S: Even someone who was blindfolded, Meno, could tell from your
way of discussing things that you are handsome and still have lovers.
M: How is that?
S: Because you always order people around in arguments, as spoiled
lover boys do. They behave like tyrants until one day when the
bloom is off the rose. And you are not completely oblivious, I imagine, to my weakness for handsome men. So, I will do you the favor
of answering.
M: By all means, indulge me.
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S: Do you want me to answer á la Gorgias, this being the mode you
would most easily follow?
S: Of course I want that.
S: Both of you subscribe to Empedocles’ theory of effluences, am
I right?
M: Certainly.
S: And so you believe there are channels into which and through
which the effluences make their way?
M: Definitely.
76D

S: And certain of them fit certain channels, while others are
either too small or too big?
M: That is so.
S: And there is a thing you call ‘sight’?
M: Yes.
S: From this, “comprehend what I state,” as Pindar says: color is an
effluence off of shapes that fits the organ of sight and is perceived.
M: You have answered the question most excellently, Socrates!

76E

S: Perhaps it was delivered in the manner you’re used to. And at
the same time, I imagine, you could offer an analogous definition
for what sound is, and smell, and many other such things.
M: Quite so.
S: This answer is theatrical, Meno. Thus it is more to your taste than
the one about shape.
M: It is.
S: But it is not better, son of Alexidemus. In fact, I myself am convinced the other one is, and I think you would agree, if only you did
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not have to go away before the Mysteries, as you told
me yesterday that you must, but could stay instead
and be initiated.
M: I would stay, Socrates, if you could tell me
many things like these.
S: Then I won’t spare any effort to tell you
these sorts of things, both for your sake and
for my own — though I may not be able to continue in
this vein for long. But come on, you too try to fulfill your
promise to me. Tell me the nature of virtue as a whole
and stop making many things out of one — as jokers
say to people who have shattered something. Please
allow virtue to remain sound and whole, and tell me what
it is. You can use things I have said as examples.

77A

77B

M: I think, Socrates, that virtue is, as the poet says, “to find joy in
beautiful things and have power.” Therefore I say that virtue is to
want the best things in life, and have the power to get them.
S: Do you mean that the man who desires the best things in life
desires good things?
M: That’s certainly right.
S: Do you take it for granted that there are people who desire bad
things, and others who desire good things? Don’t you think, my
good man, that all men desire good things?
M: I certainly don’t.
S: You think some want bad things, then?
M: Yes.
S: Do you mean that they think the bad
things are good, or that they know they are
bad and nevertheless want them anyway?
M: I think there are both kinds.
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S: Do you think, Meno, that anyone, knowing that bad things are
bad, still wants them?
M: I certainly do.
S: Wants in what way? To have for himself?
77D

M: Yes, to have them. What else?
S: Does he think the bad things benefit the one who has them, or
does he perfectly well know they will harm whoever has them?
M: There are some who believe bad things benefit them, others
who know that they harm them.
S: And do you think that those who believe that bad things benefit
them know that they are bad?
M: No, that doesn’t seem right at all.

77E

S: It’s clear, then, that those who do not know
things to be bad do not want what is bad.
What they want are things they think are
good, but which are in fact bad. It follows
that those who have no knowledge about
these things and believe them to be good
clearly want good things. Isn’t that right?
M: In the case of these people, that’s probably so.
S: Well then, those who you say want bad things, while believing
that bad things harm the one who possesses them — do they actually know they will be harmed by them?
M: They must.
S: And don’t they think those who are harmed are wretched to the
extent that they are harmed?
M: That seems unavoidable.

78A

S: And don’t they think those who are wretched are miserable?
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M: I think so.
S: Is there anyone who wants to be wretched and miserable?
M: I don’t think so, Socrates.
S: Then no one wants what is bad, Meno — unless he wants to be
in such a state. For what else is misery, if not wishing for bad things
and having your wish come true?
M: What you are saying is probably true, Socrates. No one really
wants what is bad.

78B

S: Weren’t you saying just now that virtue is the desire for good
things, and the power to acquire them?
M: Yes, I was.
S: It seems everyone satisfies the ‘desire for’ part of this definition,
and no one is better than anyone else in this respect.
M: So it appears.
S: Clearly then, if any man is going to turn
out better than the next, it is going to be
due to superior talent at actually getting
the things.
M: Quite so.
S: So this is what virtue turns out to be, it seems,
according to your argument: the power to
acquire good things.
M: I quite agree, Socrates. Now you have
really hit the nail on the head.
S: Let’s see whether what you have said is true in
another respect — for you may well be right. You
say that the capacity to get good things is virtue?
M: I do.
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S: And by good things you mean, for example, health and wealth?
M: I also mean amassing plenty of gold and silver — and winning
honors and public office.
S: So, by ‘good things’ you don’t mean other sorts of things than
these?
M: No, I mean all things of this kind.
78D

S: Very well. According to Meno — hereditary guest
friend of the Great King — virtue is getting your
hands on the cash. Do you qualify this definition,
Meno, with the words ‘justly’ and ‘piously’? Or
is it all the same to you — virtue either way — if
you make your fortune unjustly?
M: Certainly not, Socrates.
S: You would call it viciousness, then?
M: That I would.

78E

S: It seems, then, that the getting of gold must go along with justice
or moderation or piety or some other element of virtue. If it does
not, it won’t be virtue, no matter what good things are obtained.
M: Yes. How could there be virtue if these elements were missing?
S: Then failing to acquire gold and silver, whether for oneself or for
another, if these other elements were missing from the situation,
would be a case of virtue?
M: So it seems.

79A

S: It follows that getting hold of the goods will not be virtue any
more so than failing to do so is. Apparently it’s the case that whatever is done with justice will be virtue, and whatever is done in the
absence of these good qualities will be vice.
M: I think it has to be as you say.
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S: We said a little while ago that each of these
things was a part of virtue — namely, justice
and moderation and all such things?
M: Yes.
S: Then it seems you have been playing me for a
fool, Meno.
M: How so, Socrates?
S: Because I begged you just now not to break apart or portion
out virtue, and I gave examples of how you should formulate your
answer. You paid no attention, going on to tell me that virtue is being
able to get good things justly; and this, you say, is part of virtue.

79B

M: Yes, I do.
S: It follows then, from what you have agreed to, that doing whatever you do with just one part of virtue, is virtue. For you say that
justice is a part of virtue, and that other, similar qualities are too.
Why do I mention this? Because, although I begged you to tell me
about virtue as a whole, you have fallen very far short of telling me
what it is. Instead you say that every action is virtue if it is performed
with a part of virtue, just as if you had already told me all about
virtue as a whole and I must comprehend it instantly — even as you
mince the thing to bits! I think we have to take it from the top, my
dear Meno, and you must face the same old question again: what
is virtue, if every action that is performed with a part of virtue
is virtue? For that is what you are saying when you say
every action performed justly is virtuous. Or maybe
you don’t think you should have to answer the
same question all over again, because you
think someone could know the nature of
a part of virtue, while remaining ignorant
of the whole?
M: I don’t think so.
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S: If you will recall, when I was answering you concerning shape,
we rejected the sort of answer that tries to proceed in terms that
might still be in need of investigation or haven’t been agreed upon.
M: And we were right to reject them, Socrates.

79E

S: Then surely, my good man, you must not think that while the
nature of virtue as a whole is still under investigation you can make
its nature clear to anyone by replying in terms of its parts, or by
saying anything else along these same lines. The same question will
just be put to you all over again — namely, what is this virtue you
keep going on about? But maybe you think I don’t have a point?
M: I think what you say is right.
S: Then answer me again from the beginning: what do you and your friend say
virtue is?

80A

80B

M: Socrates, even before I met you, I
heard others talk about how you are
always completely perplexed about
everything, and how you drag everyone
else down into the same pit of perplexity. And now here we are. I think you have
been bewitching and enchanting me. You’ve cast
some spell over me, so now I’m completely at a loss. In fact, if you
don’t mind my making a bit of a joke, I think you’re very like a stingray — that strange flat fish that paralyzes anyone who approaches
and touches it — and not just in that way. You look like one, too.
Anyway, now you’ve done something like that to me, and paralyzed
me. Both my mind and my tongue are completely numb, and I really
don’t have any answer to give you. And yet I must have made a thousand speeches about virtue before now on many occasions — in
front of large audiences, too, and at the time I thought I had made
quite a good job of it. But now I cannot even say at all what virtue
is. I think you are well advised not to sail away from Athens or go
traveling, because if you behaved like this as a stranger in a strange
land, you would probably be dragged off to prison as a wizard.
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S: You are an unscrupulous rogue, Meno, and you nearly tricked
me there.
M: How is that, Socrates?
S: I know why you likened me to a stingray.

80C

M: Why do you think?
S: So that I would liken you to something in return. I know that all
handsome men delight in such comparisons, in which they invariably come off well — for things that can be likened to beautiful men
must, I imagine, also be beautiful. But, all the same, I won’t return
your little favor. And as to this stingray — if it paralyzes itself, at the
same time as it paralyzes everyone else, then I do indeed resemble
it; otherwise, not. For it’s not as though I myself have the answer
when I reduce others to perplexity. Rather, I’m more perplexed
than anyone else, and I reduce others to the same state. So, as to
the question of what virtue is, I don’t know now, and you, though
you might well have known in the past before you met me — well,
now you at least resemble a person who has no idea. Nevertheless,
I want to undertake a joint investigation, Meno, so that together we
can figure out what this thing is.

80D

M: How will you look for it, Socrates, when you don’t have the slightest idea what it is? What sort of thing will you select as the object
of your search from the class of things you don’t know? Even if it’s
right in front of your nose, how will you know that’s the thing you
didn’t know?
S: I understand, Meno, but don’t you see what a fighter you’ve
hooked with this line? You are arguing that a man cannot inquire
either about what he knows or about what he does not know. He
cannot inquire about what he knows since he knows it; there isn’t
any need for inquiry. Nor can he inquire about what he does not
know; for then he does not know what to look for.

80E

M: Doesn’t that strike you as a well-formed argument, Socrates?

81A

S: No, it doesn’t.
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M: Can you tell me why not?
S: I can. I have heard wise men and women talk about divine matters —
M: — What did they say?
S: Something true — so it seemed to me — and beautiful.
M: What was it, and who were the speakers?

81B

81C

81D

S: The speakers were some of those priests and priestesses who take
care to be able to give an account of their practices. Pindar says
the same as they did, I might add, and many of the other divinely
inspired poets. What they say is this. See whether you think they
speak truth. They say the human soul is immortal, and at one time
it comes to an end — a thing called dying — and at another time it
is reborn, but it is never utterly destroyed. Therefore one must live
one’s life as piously as possible:
Persephone will accept requital for ancient sin from those
Whose souls she will restore again to the sun above in the ninth year
And from these seeds men will grow,
Noble kings, swift in strength, surpassing in wisdom,
And for the rest of time men will call them sacred heroes.

As the soul is immortal, and has been reborn, time and
again, and has seen both the things of this world and
those of the underworld, and all matters — there
is nothing it has not learned. So it is in no
way surprising that it can recollect that
which it knew before, both about virtue
and about other things. As everything
in Nature is akin, and the soul has
learned all, nothing prevents a man
who has recalled one single thing — a
process men call ‘learning’ — from discovering everything else; nothing, that
is, if he is brave and does not weary of
the search, for searching and learning are
entirely recollection. We must, therefore, not
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to the ears of spineless men, whereas my argument will make them
enthusiastic and keen searchers. I trust that this is true, and so I want
to inquire along with you into the nature of virtue.
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81E

M: Yes, Socrates, but what exactly do you mean when you say we
do not learn — that what we call learning is recollection? Can you
teach me that this is so?
S: As I said just now, Meno, you are unscrupulous. Here you are, asking if I can teach you that what we call ‘learning’ or ‘being taught’ is
in fact recollection. You hope I will be caught contradicting myself
right away.

82A

M: No, by Zeus, Socrates, I had no such intention. I just said it out
of habit. If you can somehow show me things are as you say, please
do so.
S: It’s not so easy, but I am nevertheless willing to do my best for
your sake. Call one of these many servants of yours — whichever
one you like — so that I can prove to you what I say is so.

82B

M: Certainly. You there, step forward.
S: Is he a Greek? Does he speak Greek?
M: Oh certainly — born in my house.
S: Pay attention, then, and see whether you think he is recollecting
or learning from me.
M: I’ll pay close attention.
S: Tell me this, boy. You know that a square figure is like this?
boy: I do.
S: A square, then, is a figure all four of whose sides are equal?
B: Yes, indeed.
S: And it also has equal lines, like so, through the middle?

© John Holbo/Belle Waring 2015. Please do not distribute without permission.

82C

Chapter 8

234

B: Yes.
S: And a figure like this could be bigger or smaller?
B: Certainly.
S: If, say, this side were two feet, and this other side two feet, how
many feet in area would the whole be? Think about it like this: if it
were two feet this way, and only one foot that way, the figure would
be one times two feet?
B: Yes.
82D

S: But if it is two feet also that way, it
would surely be twice two feet?
B: Yes.
S: How many feet is twice two feet?
Work it out and tell me.
B: Four, Socrates.
S: Now let us have another figure with twice the area of this one,
with the four sides equal like this one.
B: Yes.
S: How many feet will that area be?
B: Eight.

82E

S: Come now, try to tell me how long each side of that figure will
be. The side of this one is two feet. What about the side of the one
that is double this one?
B: Obviously, Socrates, it will be twice the length.
S: You see, Meno, I am not teaching the boy anything. All I do is
question him. And now he thinks he knows the length of the line
on which an eight square foot figure is based. Don’t you think so?
M: I do.
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S: And does he know?
M: Absolutely not.
S: He thinks the line will be twice the length?
M: Yes.
S: Watch him now as he recollects things in order — the way one
must recollect. Tell me, boy, do you say that a figure double the
area is based on a line double the length? I have in mind a figure
like this one — not long on one side and short on the other, mind
you — but equal in every direction like this one, only double the
area — eight square feet. See whether you still believe it will be
based on a line double the length.

83A

B: I do.
S: Now the line becomes double the length if we add another of
the same length, like so?
B: Yes indeed.
S: And the eight-foot area square will be based on it, if there are
four lines of that length?
B: Yes.
S: Well, let us draw from it four equal lines. Surely that will be the
thing you say is the eight-foot area square?
B: Certainly.
S: And within this figure we now see four squares, each of which is
equal to the four-foot area square?
B: Yes.
S: How big is it, then? Isn’t it four times as big?
B: Of course.
S: Is this square, then, which is four times as big, twice as big?
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B: No, by Zeus!
S: How many times bigger is it?
B: Four times.
83c

S: Then, my boy, the figure based on a line twice the length is not
double but four times the area?
B: What you say is true.
S: And four times four is sixteen, isn’t it?
B: Yes.
S: On how long a line, then, should the eight-foot area square be
based? This line yields a square four times the area of the original,
doesn’t it?
B: Yes.
S: Whereas this four-foot square is based on a line half the length?
B: Yes.

83D

S: Very well, then. Is the eight-foot area square not double the area
of this one and half of that other?
B: Quite so.
S: Won’t it be based on a line longer than this one, but shorter than
that one?
B: I think so.
S: Excellent. You should say just what you think. So tell me, was this
side not two feet long, and that one four feet?
B: Yes.
S: The line on which the eight-foot area square is based must then
be longer than two feet, and shorter than four feet?
B: It has to be.
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B: Three feet.
S: Then if it is three feet, let us add half of this one to
itself, to make three feet? For this is two feet, and that
is one foot. And here, likewise, we have two feet and one
foot, and so that makes the figure you’re talking about?
B: Yes.
S: Now if it is three feet this way and three feet that way, will the
area of the whole figure be three times three feet?
B: So it seems.
S: How much is three times three feet?
B: Nine feet.
S: And how many feet did the area of the double square have to be?
B: Eight.
S: So the eight-foot area figure can’t be based on the three-foot line?
B: Clearly not.
S: But on how long a line, then? Try to tell us exactly, and if you do
not want to work it out, show me the line we want.
B: By Zeus, Socrates, I really don’t know.
S: You realize now, Meno, the progress
he has made in his recollection to this
point. At first he did not know what
the basic line of the eight-foot area
square was — and he doesn’t know
even now — but he used to think
then that he did know. He answered
confidently, as if he knew, and he did
not think he was perplexed. As it is
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now he does think he’s at a loss, and so, although he doesn’t know,
neither does he think he knows.
M: That is true.
S: So he is better off now with regard to this matter that he doesn’t
understand?
M: It seems that way to me too.
S: Have we done him any harm by making him perplexed and paralyzed, like a couple of stingrays?
M: I don’t think so.

84c

S: At any rate, we have accomplished something useful, it would
seem, with regard to his discovering how things really are. For now
he will happily inquire into the matter, as one who doesn’t know,
whereas before he thought he could easily make many fine speeches
to large audiences concerning the square of double area, and how
it must have a base twice as long.
M: So it seems.
S: Do you think that before now he would have tried to find out
or learn that which he thought he knew, but did not — before he
descended into perplexity and realized he did not know but wanted
to know?
M: I do not think so, Socrates.
S: The paralysis has benefited him, then?
M: I think so.

84d

S: Look, then, at how he will emerge from his perplexity and discover something by searching together with me. I’m only going to
ask questions, not teach. You be on your guard against my teaching
or explaining to him instead of asking for his opinion.
You, then, tell me: is this not a four-foot area figure? You understand what I mean?
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B: I do.
S: We add to it this figure, which is equal in area?
B: Yes.
S: And we add this third figure, equal to each of the other two?
B: Yes.
S: Could we then fill in that space in the corner?
B: Certainly.
S: So we now have four equal figures?
B: Yes.

84e

S: Well then, how many times is the whole figure larger than this
first one?
B: Four times.
S: But we were supposed to have one only twice as large, or don’t
you remember?
B: I certainly do.
S: Doesn’t a line drawn from corner to corner cut each of these figures in two?
B: Yes.
S: So now we have four equal lines
enclosing this new figure here?
B: They do.
S: Consider now: how large is this
new figure?
B: I don’t understand.
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S: Each of these interior lines cuts off half of each of
these four figures making it up, do they not?
B: Yes.
S: How many of this size are there in this figure?
B: Four.
S: And how many in this one?
B: Two.
S: What is the relation of four to two?
B: Double.
85b

S: How many square feet are in this area?
B: Eight.
S: Based on what line?
B: This one.
S: That is, based on the line that stretches from corner to corner of
the four-foot figure?
B: Yes.
S: Wise men call this the diagonal, so if ‘diagonal’ is its name, then
according to you, Meno’s slave, the double figure would be the
one based on the diagonal?
B: Most certainly, Socrates.
S: What do you think, Meno? In giving his answers, has he expressed
any opinion that was not his own?

85c

M: No, they were all his own.
S: And yet, as we said a short time
ago, he did not know?
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M: That is true,
S: So these opinions were in him all along, were
they not?
M: Yes.
S: So the man who is ignorant about some subjects — whatever
these things may be — nonetheless has within himself true opinions about these things he does not know?
M: So it appears.
S: As of now these opinions have just been stirred up in the boy,
as if in a dream, but if he were repeatedly asked these same questions in various ways, you know that in the end his knowledge about
these things would be as perfect as anyone’s.

85d

M: It is likely.
S: And he will know it all without having been taught,
only questioned, by retrieving knowledge from
within himself?
M: Yes.
S: And retrieving knowledge from within oneself — isn’t
that recollection?
M: Certainly.
S: This knowledge that he has now, must he not either have acquired
it at some time or had it always?
M: Yes.
S: If he always had it, he would always have known. But if he acquired
it sometime, he couldn’t have done so in his present life. Unless
someone has been teaching him some geometry. For he will do just
as well with all of geometry, and every other subject. Is there someone who has taught him all this? You really ought to know, especially
as he has been born and brought up in your house.
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M: I know perfectly well that no one has taught him.
S: Yet he does have these opinions, doesn’t he?
M: It seems undeniable, Socrates.
86a

S: If he has not acquired them in his present life, isn’t it clear that he
had them and learned them at some other time?
M: It seems so.
S: Then that must have been the time before he was a human being?
M: Yes.
S: If, then, during both these times — when he was and was not a
human being — he has had true opinions which only need to be
awakened by questioning to become knowledge, won’t it have to
be the case that his soul always had in it all this knowledge? For it’s
clear that throughout all time he either was or was not a human being.
M: So it would seem.

86b

S: And if the truth about reality is
always in our soul, the soul must
be immortal. And therefore you
should take heart and seek out and
recollect what you do not presently
know — or rather, what you cannot
presently remember.
M: I think that what you say is right,
Socrates, but I don’t know how.

86c

S: I think so too, Meno. I wouldn’t want to rely on my argument being
correct down to the last detail, but I would fight to the last breath,
both in word and deed, for this idea: we will be better men — braver
and less helpless — if we will believe we must search for the things
we do not know, and reject the notion that there is no possibility
of finding out what we do not know, nor any duty to search.
M: Here again, I think what you say is right, Socrates.
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S: Since we are of one mind about the duty to search for what one
doesn’t know, shall we try to find out together what virtue is?
M: Certainly. But Socrates, I would still really like to investigate what I
originally asked you about, and hear what you have to say — whether
we should proceed on the assumption that virtue is teachable, or is
an innate gift, or something that accrues to men in some other way.
S: If I could order you about, Meno — and not just myself — we
would not have begun looking into whether virtue can or can’t be
taught before we figured out what it really was. But because you
do not even bother to keep yourself in line — you are so fond of
your freedom — you try to control me, and you do. I must yield to
you. What else can I do? So it seems we must investigate a particular quality of a thing whose general nature is — we know not what!
Well, the least you can do is loosen my collar just one notch, and
consent to examine the question — whether virtue can be taught or
has some other nature — by means of hypothesis. By ‘hypothesis’ I
mean a method geometers often employ. For example, if someone
were to ask them whether a certain area can be inscribed as a triangle in a given circle, one of them might say, I don’t yet know whether
this area has that property, but I think I have a hypothesis that will
move us forward with the problem: namely, if the area in question
is such that when you apply it to the diameter of the circle, you find
it falls short by an area equal to the applied figure, then I think you
have one consequence, and if it is impossible for it to fall short by this much, then
some other consequence results. So I
want to make a hypothesis before telling you my conclusion about whether it is
impossible to inscribe this area in the circle
or not. Let us do the same with virtue, since
we know neither what it is, nor what properties it has. Let us investigate whether it is
teachable or not by means of a hypothesis,
like so: of all the sorts of things existing in the
soul, what sort would virtue have to be, in order
to be teachable or not? First of all, if it is something
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87c

like or unlike knowledge, can it be taught, or not — or
rather, as we have been putting it, can it be
recollected, or not? Let’s not bother to
disagree about which of the two names
we employ. Here’s the thing: can it be
taught? Or isn’t it completely obvious
to everyone that the one and only thing
a man can be taught is knowledge?
M: That would be my view.
S: Then if virtue is a kind of knowledge, it is clear
that it could be taught.
M: Of course.
S: That question was quickly settled, then. If virtue is one sort of
thing, it will be teachable, and if another, not.
M: Yes.
S: The next point to consider, it seems, will be whether virtue is
knowledge, or something other than knowledge.

87d

M: That does seem to be the next question.
S: Well now, do we say virtue is anything other than good in itself?
Does our hypothesis stand, that it is something good?
M: Of course.
S: If, then, there is anything else good that is different and separate
from knowledge, virtue might well not be a kind of knowledge.
On the other hand, if every good thing is to be found under the
general heading of knowledge, we would be right to suspect that
virtue is a kind of knowledge.
M: That is so.
S: Surely virtue makes us good?
M: Yes.
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Isn’t that so?
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M: Yes.
S: So virtue, then, is a useful thing?
M: That’s an inescapable conclusion of our argument.
S: Then let us consider, one by one, the sorts of things that are useful
to us: health, let’s say, and strength, and beauty, and wealth. We say
that these things, and others of the same kind, are useful, don’t we?
M: We do.
S: Yet we say that these same things also sometimes do us harm. Or
maybe you would deny this?

88a

M: No, it’s as you say.
S: Look then, what deciding factor in each case makes them be useful to us at one time, and at another, harm us? Isn’t it the case that
they are useful when they are used rightly, and harmful when not?
M: Certainly.
S: Let us now look at the qualities of the soul. There is a thing you
call moderation, and justice, courage, intelligence, memory, magnanimity, and so on and so forth?
M: There is.
S: Consider any and all items on this list you believe not to be knowledge but something else instead. Don’t they all at times harm us, at
other times do us good? Courage, for example, when not based
on forethought, is mere recklessness. When a man is thoughtlessly
bold, he gets hurt; but when he is mindful of what he does, he benefits, doesn’t he?
M: Yes.
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S: The same is true of patience or mental
quickness. Things that are learned and
coordinated with sense are useful; those
same things, when sense is lacking, are
harmful.
88c

M: Very much so.
S: Therefore, in short, all that the soul does,
and all that it endures, ends in happiness — if
directed with good sense, but if that is lacking, things will go badly?
M: That is likely.

88d

S: If, then, virtue is something in the soul, and necessarily useful, it
must be a matter of mindfulness. For all the other qualities of soul
are in themselves neither useful nor harmful. As accompanied by forethought or thoughtlessness,
they become good or harmful. So,
according to this argument, virtue,
being useful in and of itself, must be
a kind of mindfulness.
M: I agree.

88e

S: Furthermore, those other items we were
considering — wealth and the like — are sometimes good, sometimes harmful. Here again, isn’t
this the same as with the soul: with mindfulness as
a guide, the soul’s properties become beneficial,
but when thoughtlessness leads, it causes them to be
harmful. Isn’t that so in these cases also: if the soul uses and directs
material things rightly, they are made beneficial; if it directs wrongly,
they become harmful?
M: Quite.
S: The mindful soul directs rightly, the thoughtless soul wrongly?
M: That is so.
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depends upon the soul, and the things of the soul itself depend on
mindfulness, if they are going to be good. According to this argument what is beneficial will be mindfulness, and we do say that
virtue is beneficial?
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89a

M: Certainly.
S: Virtue then, as a whole or in part, is a matter of mindfulness?
M: I think that what you say, Socrates, is excellently put.
S: Then, if this is how it is, men can’t be good by nature.
M: I think not.
S: For if they were, I suppose the results
would have been this: if good men were
so by nature, we would probably have
people who recognized those among
the young who were naturally good. We
would take those they pointed out and
guard them in the Acropolis. We would
vault them up there far more carefully
than gold, so that no one could corrupt
them, and so that when they reached
maturity they would be useful to their
cities.

89b

M: Yes, probably so, Socrates.
S: Since the good are not good by nature, does learning make them
so?
M: I now think that must necessarily be so, Socrates. And clearly,
on our hypothesis that virtue is knowledge, it must be teachable.
S: Perhaps, by Zeus. But mightn’t it turn out we were wrong to
agree to this?
M: It seemed to be a correct statement just a minute ago.
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S: We shouldn’t only have thought it correct a minute ago. We should
also think so now, and in the future, if it’s going to be at all sound.
89d

M: What is it? What point are you considering that is giving you
trouble, and making you doubt now whether virtue is knowledge?
S: I will tell you, Meno. I am not retracting as incorrect the statement
that virtue is teachable if it is knowledge, but see whether it isn’t
reasonable for me to have doubts. Tell me this: if any sort of thing
is teachable — not just virtue — won’t there necessarily be those
who teach it and others who learn it?

89e

M: I think so.
S: On the other hand, if the opposite were true, and there weren’t
teachers or students of a given subject, wouldn’t we be right to
assume the subject couldn’t be taught?
M: Quite so, but do you think that there are no teachers of virtue?

90a

90b

S: I have often tried to find out whether there are any teachers of it,
but in spite of my best efforts I cannot find any. This is so even though
I have searched with the help of many people, and particularly those
whom I believed to be best qualified for the job. But as it happens,
Meno, Anytus is by great good fortune sitting here beside us now.
Let us include him in our search party. Doing so makes perfect sense,
for Anytus is, in the first place, the son of Anthemion, a man both
wealthy and wise — and who did not become rich by
sitting on his hands, nor by being handed a gift like
Ismenias the Theban, who recently became
as rich as Polycrates. No, he rose up thanks
to his own wisdom and hard work. What’s
more, he didn’t make a name for himself
as an arrogant member of society, or get
a swelled head and become annoying,
but was regarded as a well-mannered
and well-behaved man. Also, he raised
our friend here well and gave him a
good education — at least according to
the majority of Athenians, for they are
www.reasonandpersuasion.com

Meno

electing him to the highest offices. It is right then to look for teachers of virtue — to see whether there are any and, if so, who — in
the company of such a man as this. Therefore, Anytus, please join
me and your guest-friend Meno here in our inquiry into the identities of teachers of virtue. Look at it in this way: if we wanted Meno
to become a good doctor, to what teachers would we send him?
Wouldn’t we send him to the doctors?
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90c

Anytus: Certainly.
S: And if we wanted him to be a good shoemaker, to shoemakers?
A: Yes.
S: And so with other professions?
A: Certainly.
S: Tell me a little more about this same point, as follows. We say that
we would be right to send him to the doctors if we want to make
a doctor of him. Whenever we say this sort of thing, we mean that
it would be reasonable to send him to those who practice the discipline in question rather than to those who do not, and to those
who charge fees for this very discipline, and who have shown themselves to be teachers of those who wish to come to them and study.
Wouldn’t this be our rationale in sending him off, and wouldn’t we
be right?

90d

A: Yes.
S: And the same goes for flute-playing and the other disciplines? It wouldn’t make a lot of sense if those who
wanted to make someone a flute-player refused to
send him to those who teach the instrument, and
make their living that way, and instead sent our
would-be flutist to pester with requests for
instruction those who neither teach the thing
in question, nor have a single pupil studying
it? Don’t you think that would be a pretty idiotic way to go about it?
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A: By Zeus, that’s right — a stupid thing to do.
91a

91b

S: You’re quite right. However, you can now enter into a little argument with me about our guest-friend Meno here. He has been
telling me for some time, Anytus, that he longs to acquire the understanding and virtue that enables men to manage their households
and their cities well — to care respectfully for their parents, to know
how and when to welcome and send away citizens and strangers
alike, as a worthy man should. Now consider, to whom should one
properly send him to learn this virtue? Or maybe it is obvious, in
light of what has just been said, that we should send him to those
who profess to teach virtue, and have made themselves available
to any Greek who wishes to learn — in return for a fixed fee?
A: Who exactly do you have in mind, Socrates?
S: I am sure you know perfectly well yourself. They are the men
people call ‘sophists’.

91c

91d

A: By Heracles, don’t even say such things, Socrates! May no member of my household — may none of my friends, be they citizens or
strangers — be so overcome with insanity that they willingly submit
to be ruined by these people, who are manifestly a plague and source of corruption
to all who follow them!
S: How do you mean, Anytus? Of all
the people who set themselves up as
professors of useful knowledge, are
only this lot so different from the rest
that they not only fail to improve, as the
others do, the things they are given to
work on, but on the contrary actually
make them worse? And they have the
gall to think they should be paid for it?
I really can’t quite believe you. For I know
that one man, Protagoras, made more money
off his wisdom than Pheidias, who crafted
such remarkably fine works, or any other ten
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sculptors put together. Surely what you say is bizarre, given that no
one who set up to repair old shoes, or old clothes, would be able
to get away with returning all items in a more tattered state than
when he received them. He would be out of business in a month.
Anyone who did business like that would starve to death, and yet
you would have me believe all of Greece neglected to notice — for
more than forty years! — that Protagoras was corrupting those who
follow him, and sending them back out into the world in a worse
condition than when he took them into his care. I think he was
nearly seventy when he died, and he had plied his craft for forty
years. During all that time, down to this very day, his reputation has
remained consistently high. And it isn’t just Protagoras. There are
lots of others, some born before him, some still alive today. Are
we to understand from your charge that they cheat and harm the
young knowingly, or that they themselves are blind to it? Should
we think they’re as crazy as all that, when some people say they’re
the wisest of men?
A: They are far from being crazy, Socrates. It is more a question of
crazy young people being willing to pay their fees, and — even
more so — relatives entrusting the young to such men. Most of all
it is a matter of cities allowing them in and not driving out
any citizen or stranger who tries this kind of fraud.
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92b

S: Has some sophist done you wrong, Anytus? Otherwise,
why would you be so hard on them?
A: No, by Zeus, I have never met a single one of them, and
I wouldn’t let any of my people do so either.
S: So you’re totally unfamiliar with these people?
A: And I’m staying that way.
S: How, my good sir, can you know whether there’s any good in what
they teach or not, if you haven’t experienced it at all?
A: Easily. I’ve got their number, whether I’ve met them or not.
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S: You must be psychic, Anytus, for how else could you know about
these men, given what you say, I really can’t imagine. However, let’s
set aside the question of where to send Meno to turn him rotten; let’s
grant, if you like, that it would be to the sophists. But tell us — and
do your family friend here some good in the process — to whom
in our great city a stranger should go to acquire, to a worthwhile
degree, that virtue I was just talking about.
A: Why haven’t you just told him yourself?

92e

S: I did mention those whom I thought to be teachers of virtue, but
you say I’m talking nonsense, and maybe you’re right. So you tell
him, now that it’s your turn, which Athenian he should turn to. Tell
him the name of anyone you want.
A: Why give him the name of any one man? Any
Athenian gentlemen he runs across could make
a better man out of him than any sophist, if
he’ll just follow their advice.

93a

S: And have these gentlemen — noble men,
and good — become virtuous automatically, without learning from anyone? Can
they nevertheless instruct others in this
thing they themselves never studied?
A: I believe these men have learned at the
feet of the older generation, who were also
fine gentlemen. Don’t you think we have had
many good men in this city of ours?

93b

S: I certainly believe, Anytus, that there are many men here who are
good at handling public affairs, and that there have been many more
just like them in the past. But have they really been good teachers of this virtue of theirs? For that is the point we are discussing
now, not whether or not there are good men here, nor whether
there have been in the past. Instead, we have been investigating
for some time whether virtue can be taught. Pursuing that investigation we ask this question: did the good men of today, and those
of the past, know how to pass on their virtue — the thing that made
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them good — to others; or is virtue not the sort of thing that can
be transmitted or handed down from one man to another? This is
what Meno and I have been investigating for some time. Look at it
this way, from what you yourself have said. Would you not say that
Themistocles was a good man?
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A: Yes. One of the very best.
S: He in particular would have been a good teacher of his virtue,
if anyone was?
A: I think so, if he wanted to be.
S: But can you think he did not want other citizens to be noble
men and good, especially his own son? Can you seriously think he
begrudged this to his son, deliberately not passing on his own virtue?
Haven’t you heard that Themistocles taught his son, Cleophantus,
to be a good horseman? He could stand upright on
horseback and shoot javelins from there and
do many other remarkable things — all skills
his father had taught to him, all requiring
good teachers. Haven’t you heard about
this from your elders?

93d

A: I have.
S: No one could say, then, that the son
lacked natural aptitude altogether?
A: I should say not.
S: But what about this: have you ever heard anyone, young or old,
say that Cleophantus, the son of Themistocles, was good and skilled
at the same pursuits as his father?
A: Never.
S: Are we supposed to believe he wanted to educate his son well,
except when it came to that wisdom he himself possessed, in which
his son was to be no better than his neighbors — still assuming that
virtue can be taught?
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A: Perhaps not, by Zeus.
94a

S: In him you have a fine teacher of virtue, since even you agree that
he was among the best men of the past. Let us consider another man,
Aristides, son of Lysimachus. You will agree he was a good man?
A: I absolutely do, of course.

94b

S: He too gave his own son, Lysimachus, the best Athenian education in all subjects that have teachers, but do you think he made
him a better man than anyone else? You have been in his company
and seen what kind of man he is. Or take the magnificent Pericles.
You know that he brought up two sons, Paralus and Xanthippus?
A: I know.

94c

S: You also know that he taught them to ride horses as well as
any Athenian. He educated them in the arts, in gymnastics, and
generally raised them up to be — in matters of skill — inferior to
none. But didn’t he want to make good men of them?
I think he wanted to, but it was something that
couldn’t be taught. And so you won’t think
that only a few Athenians, the least significant ones, lacked this ability, I remind you
that Thucydides too brought up two sons,
Melesias and Stephanus, whom he educated
well in all other things. They became the best
wrestlers in Athens. He entrusted the one
to Xanthias and the other to Eudorus, who
were thought to be the best wrestlers of
the time, don’t you remember?
A: I remember I have heard that said.

94d

S: It is surely clear that he wouldn’t have had his boys taught these
expensive subjects, but then fail to teach them what would make
them good men — when that would have been free? Maybe
Thucydides was a trifling person, who didn’t have many friends
among the Athenians and their allies? No, he belonged to a great
house. He had great influence in the city and among the Greeks. So
www.reasonandpersuasion.com

Meno

if virtue could be taught he would have found the man to make his
sons good men, be that man a citizen or a foreigner — if he himself
could not spare the time due to his public commitments. No, my
friend Anytus, it looks as if virtue can’t be taught.
A: I think, Socrates, that you’re too quick to speak ill of people.
I would advise you — if you will take my advice — to be careful.
Probably it works this way in other cities, but particularly in this
one. It is easier to do people harm than good. But I think you knew
that already.
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95a

S: I think, Meno, that Anytus is angry, and I am not the least bit surprised. He thinks, first of all, that I am slandering these men; next,
he thinks he is one of them. If it ever occurs to him what slander
really is, his anger will evaporate, but the light hasn’t dawned yet.
So you tell me now, aren’t there good men and true to be found
among your people?
M: Certainly.
S: Well, then, do they make themselves available to the young as
teachers? Do they agree that they are teachers, and that virtue can
be taught?

95b

M: No, by Zeus, Socrates. Sometimes you can hear them say it can
be taught; other times, that it cannot.
S: Should we say that they are teachers of this subject, when they
do not even agree on this point?
M: I do not think so, Socrates.
S: Furthermore, do you think these sophists — who alone profess
to be so crafty and wise — are teachers of virtue?
M: This is what I admire most in Gorgias, Socrates — that you would
never hear him promising such a thing. Indeed, he makes fun of others when he hears them making this claim. He says you should turn
people into clever speakers.
S: You do not think, then, that the sophists are teachers of virtue?
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M: I cannot say, Socrates. Like most people, at times I think they are,
at other times I think they are not.
95d

S: Are you aware that it isn’t just you — and lots of other public figures — who think sometimes that virtue can be taught, sometimes
that it can’t be. The poet Theognis says the very same thing?
M: In which verses?
S: In his elegies, where he says:

95e

And with those men eat, and drink, and with them
go about, and please those whose power is great.
For it is from the good that you will learn good. If you mingle
with wicked men you will lose even what wit you possess.

You see how here he speaks as if virtue can be taught?
M: So it seems.
S: Elsewhere, he changes his tune: “if this could be done,” he says,
“and wit implanted in a man,” those who could do this, “would collect wages great and many.” Furthermore:
96a

Never would come from good father evil son,
for he would be persuaded by wise words. But by teaching
you will never make an evil man good.

You do see that the poet is contradicting himself concerning the
subject at hand?
M: He does seem to be.

96b

S: Can you think of any other subject concerning which those who
set themselves up as teachers are not only unrecognized as teachers
of others, but aren’t even acknowledged to know about the subject themselves? Indeed, they are thought to be poor practitioners
of the very thing they profess to profess, while those agreed to be
excellent men sometimes say the thing can be taught, sometimes
that it cannot? Would you say that people who are so confused
about a subject can be effective teachers of it?
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M: No, by Zeus, I would not.
S: If, then, neither the sophists nor the noble and good are teachers of this subject, clearly there would be no others?
M: I do not think there are.
S: Where there are no teachers, there are no learners?

96c

M: I think it’s as you say.
S: We agreed that a subject boasting neither
teachers nor learners is not teachable?
M: We have so agreed.
S: And there seem to be no teachers of
virtue anywhere to be found?
M: That is so.
S: If there are no teachers, there are no
learners?
M: That seems so.
S: Then virtue cannot be taught?
M: Apparently not, if we have looked into this business correctly. I
am led to wonder, Socrates, whether there are no good men either,
or in what way good men come to be.
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S: We are probably poor specimens, you and I, Meno. Gorgias has
not adequately cultured you, nor Prodicus me. We must then at all
costs make our selves our own concern and find someone who will
in some way make us better. I say this in view of our recent investigation, for it is ridiculous that we quite failed to notice that it is
not only by the light of knowledge that men succeed in their affairs.
That is perhaps why the understanding of how good men come to
be eludes us.
M: How do you mean, Socrates?

97a

S: I mean this: we were right to agree that good men must do good,
and that things cannot be otherwise. Isn’t that so?
M: Yes.
S: And that they will do good if they guide us correctly in conducting our affairs. We did well in agreeing to this?
M: Yes.
S: But that one cannot guide correctly without knowledge: our agreement to this proposition is likely to be incorrect.
M: How do you mean?

97b

S: I will tell you. A man who knew the way to Larissa, or anywhere
else you like, who went there and guided others there would surely
lead them well?
M: Certainly.
S: What if someone had a true opinion about which way was the
right way, but he hadn’t gone there himself and wasn’t acquainted
with the place? Wouldn’t he also lead the way correctly?
M: Certainly.
S: As long as he has the right opinion concerning that which other
people know, he will not be a worse guide than one who knows.
For he has a true opinion, though not knowledge.
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M: In no way worse.
S: So true opinion is in no way an inferior guide to action than knowledge. This is what we overlooked in our investigation of the nature
of virtue, when we said only knowledge can culminate in proper
action. For true opinion can do just as well.

97c

M: So it seems.
S: So correct opinion is no less useful than knowledge?
M: Yes, to an extent, Socrates. But the man with knowledge will
always succeed, whereas he who has true opinion will only succeed at times.
S: How do you mean? Won’t the one with the right opinion always
be right, as long as his opinion is right?
M: That appears to be necessarily the case, and it makes me wonder, Socrates — this being the way of it — why knowledge is rated so
much more highly than correct opinion, and what the difference is.

97d

S: Do you know what is puzzling you, or shall I tell you?
M: Go ahead, tell me.
S: It is because you have paid no attention to
the statues of Daedalus — but perhaps you
don’t have any over in Thessaly.
M: What are you driving at, Socrates?
S: That they too run away and escape if you
forget to tie them down; but they stay put
if properly tethered.
M: So what?
S: Acquiring an untied work of Daedalus is not worth much; it’s like
a runaway slave — for it won’t stay put. A statue that is tied down,
though, is very valuable, because the man’s works are very beautiful. What am I driving at here? True opinions. True opinions, for as
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long as they remain, are fine things and do nothing but good. But
they don’t hang around for long. They escape from a
man’s mind, so that they are not worth much until
one tethers them with chains of reasons why. And
these, Meno my friend, are threads of memory, as
previously agreed. After opinions are tied down,
in the first place they become knowledge; secondly, they remain in place. That is why
knowledge is prized more highly than
correct opinion. Knowledge differs
from correct opinion in being tied
down.
M: Yes, by Zeus, Socrates, it does seem
to go something like that.

98b

S: Indeed, I too speak now like a man offering guesswork in lieu of
knowledge. However, I certainly do not think I am guessing when
I say that true opinion is a different thing from knowledge. If I do
claim to know anything else — and I would make that claim about
few things — I would put this down on the list as one thing I do know.
M: Rightly so, Socrates.
S: Well then, isn’t it the case that when true opinion guides the
course of each action, it comes off no worse
than knowledge?
M: I think you are right here too.

98C

S: True opinion, then, is neither inferior to
knowledge nor does less good in action, nor
does the man who has true opinion in lieu of
knowledge come off the worse.
M: That is so.
S: And we agreed that the good man does
good.
M: Yes.
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S: Since, then, it is not only through knowledge but also through
true opinion that men are good, and do good to their cities; and
since neither knowledge nor true opinion is innate in men, but both
are acquired — unless you think either of these is naturally inborn?
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M: I don’t think so.
S: Then if these things are not innate, men are not naturally good.
M: Surely not.
S: As goodness is not innate, we inquired next whether it could be
taught.
M: Yes.
S: We thought it could be taught if it was knowledge?
M: Yes.
S: And that it was knowledge if it could be taught?
M: Quite so.
S: And that if there were teachers of it, it could be taught, but if
there were not, not?
M: That is so.
S: And then we agreed that there were no teachers of it?
M: We did.
S: So we agreed that it was neither teachable nor knowledge?
M: Quite so.
S: But we certainly agree that virtue is a good thing?
M: Yes.
S: And that which guides correctly is both useful and good?
M: Certainly.
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S: And that only these two things, true belief and knowledge, guide
correctly, and that if a man possesses these he gives correct guidance? The things that turn out right by some chance are not due
to human guidance, but where there is correct human guidance it
is due to two things, true belief or knowledge?
M: I think that is so.
S: Now because it cannot be taught, virtue no longer seems to be
knowledge?
M: It seems not.
S: So one of the two good and useful things has been excluded, and
knowledge is not the guide in public affairs.
M: I don’t think it can be.

99B

S: So it is not through some wisdom, or by being wise, that such men
lead their cities — I mean the likes of Themistocles, and those others mentioned by Anytus just now? Here is the reason they cannot
make others like themselves: it is not knowledge that makes them
what they are.
M: You are probably right, Socrates.

99C

S: Therefore, if it isn’t through knowledge, the only alternative is
that it is through true opinion that statesmen settle on the right
course for their cities. As regards knowledge, they are no different from seers and prophets. They too say many true things
when the divine inspiration strikes them, but they don’t
actually know what they are talking about.
M: That is probably so.
S: Likewise, Meno, don’t these other men deserve
to be called ‘divine’: those who fail to comprehend the true import of what they say and
do, yet say and do much that is
truly important?
M: Certainly.
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S: So we would be right to say the seers and prophets just mentioned are ‘divine’ and ‘inspired’ — likewise, everyone with a knack
for poetry. Likewise, politicians and public figures are nothing less
than divine and possessed when — under some god’s inspiration
and influence — they give speeches that lead to success in important
matters, even though they have no idea what they are talking about.
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M: Quite so.
S: Women are always calling good men ‘god-like’, and the Spartans
do the same when they deliver a eulogy. They say, ‘this man is divine.’
M: And they seem to be, Socrates — though perhaps Anytus here
will be annoyed with you for saying so.
S: I don’t mind about that. We can hash it out with him some other
time. But for now, if we have been right in how we investigated
and what we said, virtue turns out to be neither innate nor earned.
It is something that comes to those who possess it as a free gift
from the gods — with understanding not included; unless, that is,
you can point to some statesmen who could make another man a
statesman. If there were such a one, he could be said to rank among
the living as Homer said Teiresias ranked among the dead: namely,
“he alone kept his wits collected while the others flitted about like
shadows.” In the same way such a man would, as far as virtue is concerned, stand forth as someone of substance — opposed, as it were,
to mere shadows.
M: I think that is an excellent way to put it, Socrates
S: It follows from this whole line of reasoning, Meno, that virtue
appears present in those who have it only as a gift from the gods.
We will only really know about this, however, if and when we try to
investigate what virtue itself is — an investigation that must come
before that of how it comes to be in men. But the time has come
for me to go. Now you persuade your guest friend Anytus here of
all these things you have been persuaded to agree to, in order that
he himself may become more agreeable. If you succeed, you will
also thereby confer a benefit upon the Athenians.
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