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Preface

I think I first encountered the Meno in a Greek class when I was an undergradu-
ate at the University of Michigan. I was immediately enchanted. I continued to
think about it off and on, and discussed part of it briefly in my PhD dissertation.
But it wasn’t until I began teaching at Cornell in 1975 that I became seriously
interested in the dialogue. It seems to me to be one of the best introductions to
epistemology there is. (Another is the Theaetetus.) It raises a number of funda-
mental questions—about, for example, what knowledge is and how it differs
from, and is more valuable than, mere true belief; about how, if at all, knowledge
can be acquired; and about what can be known. And it does so in an elegant,
compact, subtle, and often humorous way. But it lays various traps; and students
and the secondary literature often—or so it seems to me—misunderstand Soc-
rates’ views in just the ways in which Meno does. It became something of a
mission for me to insist on how important the distinction between knowledge
and mere true belief is for Plato, and how it holds the key to many of his views,
including his solution to Meno’s Paradox and his view that one needs knowledge
of what F is, not for inquiry into F, but for knowledge of other features of F.

Though the Meno as a whole fascinates me, I have long been particularly
interested in Meno’s Paradox (though understanding it, as well as Plato’s reply,
requires considering many parts of the dialogue). Meno’s Paradox challenges the
very possibility of inquiry. Yet we tend to take the possibility—indeed the
actuality—of inquiry for granted. Meno’s Paradox forces us to wonder whether
we are right to do so. In deciding about that, we need to consider such funda-
mental questions as: What exactly is inquiry? What conditions must be satisfied if
one is to be able to inquire into something and to find answers to the questions
one is considering? What is knowledge, and is knowledge needed for inquiry? If
knowledge isn’t needed, what alternative cognitive condition will do? In addition
to these general questions, considering Meno’s Paradox in the context of the
Meno also requires one to ask: Why does Meno think Socrates is vulnerable to the
paradox? How exactly do Meno and Socrates understand the paradox? How, and
how well, does Socrates reply to it?

I am not the only one to have worried about Meno’s Paradox. Aristotle also
reflected on it, and so too did the Stoics, Epicureans, and Sextus. It was fun and
illuminating to discover differences and similarities; and I felt that I understood
some of their general epistemological views better by seeing them through this
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lens. At some point I learned of the Plutarch fragment (preserved in Damascius’
commentary on the Phaedo) in which he considers various replies to Meno’s
Paradox (all the ones I consider except for Sextus’). I didn’t want to leave Meno’s
Paradox behind; but here was a way of extending my interest in it to philosophers
other than Plato—and so this project was born. At first I worked in a piecemeal
way on various formulations of and replies to Meno’s Paradox, as I taught one or
another of the philosophers who engaged with it, or as I wrote one or another
article. But then I tried to tie them all together; and this book is the result.

I was partly moved to write this book, not only because of my deep interest in
the questions arising from Meno’s Paradox, but also because there was no full-
length, unified treatment of the various replies considered here. Yet considering
the various formulations of and replies to the paradox provides insight into
ancient epistemology in particular, and into epistemology in general. This book
is by no means a general account of ancient epistemology; its focus is more
limited. But I hope it will be helpful to, among others, anyone interested in
ancient epistemology.

In the spring of 2013, I went to the Pompeii-Herculaneum exhibition at the
British Museum, and saw the delightful and beautiful mosaic of sea creatures that
is reproduced on the dust jacket. The large flat fish in the center of the top of the
mosaic is a torpedo fish. At Meno 80a, just before challenging Socrates’ ability to
inquire about virtue, given that he’s said that he doesn’t know anything at all
about virtue, Meno compares Socrates (not to a sting ray, as some translations
suggest, but) to a torpedo fish. I discuss this image in Chapter 3, section 1.

In working on this project, I have acquired a number of debts that I am pleased to
acknowledge. I am grateful to the faculty and administrative staff at the Sage
School of Philosophy at Cornell University for all their support, of various kinds,
during the many years in which I've been privileged to be there. Many of my ideas
were first formulated—and subjected to criticism and revised—in classes at
Cornell, ranging from introductory survey courses to graduate seminars; I am
pleased to acknowledge my debt to the many students who helped me clarify and
improve my views. Since January 2007, I have been a Visiting Professor of
Ancient Philosophy in Oxford University; and, since January 2008, I have also
been a Senior Research Fellow at Merton College, Oxford. I thank the Faculty of
Philosophy and the members of Merton College for providing a stimulating,
friendly, and collegial atmosphere, in a beautiful setting.

For over 20 years, I have benefitted from numerous insightful, constructive,
and stimulating discussions with Lesley Brown. Many of the ideas developed in
this book were first formulated in, and have been clarified as a result of, these
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conversations. Lesley also provided helpful written comments on some of the
chapters on Plato. For many years I have also benefitted from collegial and
insightful discussions with Dominic Scott. More recently, David Charles and
David Bronstein have been helpful interlocutors; David Bronstein also provided
helpful written comments on Chapter 6. Jessica Moss provided helpful written
comments on an earlier version of Chapter 1. I am also grateful to two anonym-
ous referees for the Press, who provided detailed and constructive comments on
an earlier version of the entire manuscript.

Thanks are due to Peter Momtchiloff of Oxford University Press for his help in
overseeing the project; to Nate Bulthuis for preparing the first version of the Bibliog-
raphy; and to Tan Hensley for his valuable help as a research assistant. Ian helped me to
prepare a revised version of the bibliography, downloaded Greek, checked references,
prepared the index locorum and the index nominum, and filled in page references for
all the indexes. Thanks are also due to my copy editor, Malcolm Todd, for his expert
and efficient help; and to Terry Irwin for help with the general index.

My greatest debt, in this project as in all else, is to my husband, Terry Irwin. He
has endured numerous discussions and read many drafts of this book (as well as
drafts of everything I write); his many oral and written comments, as well as his
faith in my abilities, have been invaluable. Without his help, in every aspect of my
life, from the most mundane to the most important, I would never have finished
this book; and it would be very much worse than it is. Nor, more importantly,
would I have had the wonderful life we've shared.

I also thank my parents, Jean and Sidney Fine, for their love and support, and
for instilling in me a love of education, of reading and writing, and of classical
music. I am sorry that my father did not live to see this book completed.
I dedicate it my mother and to the memory of my father.

A few parts of Chapters 2-5 draw on material from my ‘Inquiry in the Meno’
in R. Kraut (ed.), The Cambridge Companion to Plato (1992). I thank
Cambridge University Press for permission to use a revised version of this
material.

An earlier version of parts of Chapter 5 originally appeared as ‘Enquiry and
Discovery: A Discussion of Dominic Scott, Plato’s Meno’ in Oxford Studies
in Ancient Philosophy 32 (2007), 331-67. I thank Oxford University Press
for permission to use a revised version of this material.

An earlier version of parts of Chapters 2—4 appeared in ‘Signification, Essence,
and Meno’s Paradox: A Reply to David Charles’s “T'ypes of Definition in the
Meno”’ in Phronesis 55 (2010), 125-52. I thank Koninklijke Brill NV for
permission to use a revised version of this material.
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An earlier version of Chapter 6 originally appeared as ‘Aristotle and the
Aporéma of the Meno’ in V. Harte, M. M. McCabe, R. W. Sharples, and
A. Sheppard (eds.), Aristotle and the Stoics Reading Plato, Bulletin of the
Institute of Classical Studies, supplement 107 (2010), 45-71. I thank Wiley
Blackwell for permission to use a revised version of this material.

An earlier version of Chapter 10, and of part of Chapter 8, appeared as
‘Sceptical Enquiry’ in D. Charles (ed.), Definition in Ancient Philosophy
(2010), 493-525. I thank Oxford University Press for permission to use a
revised version of this material.

An earlier version of Chapter 11, and of part of Chapter 7, appeared as
‘Concepts and Inquiry: Sextus and the Epicureans’ in B. Morison and
K. Ierodiakonou (eds.), Episteme, Etc.: Essays in Honour of Jonathan Barnes
(2011), 90-114. I thank Oxford University Press for permission to use a
revised version of this material.
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Introduction

1. Overview

We routinely assume that we can inquire, and that at least some of our inquiries
succeed, that we sometimes find what we are looking for. We inquire how to get
to Larisa, how to solve a geometry problem, what virtue is. And we think we can
find answers to at least the first of these two questions, indeed, that an answer to
the first is readily available and that answers to at least some geometrical
problems have been found. But are we right to assume that we can inquire, and
that our inquiries can be, and often have been, successful? If so, what explains the
possibility of inquiry and of successful inquiry? If, on the other hand, inquiry, or
successful inquiry, is not possible, why is that?

These questions are first systematically explored in Plato’s Meno. The dialogue
begins with Meno and Socrates inquiring what virtue is. Socrates says that neither
of them knows what it is, and that they therefore don’t know anything at all about
virtue. Their inquiry eventually fails, insofar as they don’t find the answer to their
question: they don’t discover what virtue is. This leads Meno to ask whether
inquiry into something is possible if one doesn’t at all know what it is. For, he
asks, which of the things one doesn’t know will one put forward as the thing one
is inquiring into? He also asks whether, if one were to find the thing one was
looking for but didn’t initially know, one would know, or realize, that one had
done so. Socrates reformulates Meno’s questions as a dilemma: whether one does
or doesn’t know that which one is inquiring into, inquiry is impossible. I shall call
the conjunction of Meno’s questions and Socrates’ dilemma Meno’s Paradox.'

Meno’s Paradox challenges the very possibility of inquiry; it therefore chal-
lenges something we routinely take for granted. Though we might think to
dismiss the paradox, Plato doesn’t do so. On the contrary, he offers an elaborate
three-part reply. In the first and third stages, Socrates introduces his celebrated

! What I call ‘Meno’s Paradox’ also has other labels. I consider some of them in the Appendix to
this chapter.
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theory of recollection, according to which we all have immortal souls that knew
some range of things prenatally; inquiry and learning, he says, are recollection.
Since recollection is possible, so too are inquiry and learning. Hence the conclu-
sion of Meno’s Paradox—that inquiry is impossible—is false. The second part of
his reply—which Leibniz calls ‘a very solid doctrine’ (Discourse on Metaphysics
26) is sandwiched in between the two discussions of the theory of recollection.
In it, Socrates cross-examines one of Meno’s slaves about a geometry problem.
He shows how the slave, despite being untutored in geometry, can not only
inquire about but also discover the right answer. This too shows that the
conclusion of Meno’s Paradox is false: contrary to it, inquiry, indeed successful
inquiry, is possible.

If the conclusion of the paradox is false, the paradox is unsound. But where
exactly does it go wrong? Is it valid but unsound? If so, what premise or premises
should we reject? Or is it invalid? If so, what inference should we reject? To
answer these questions, we need to understand the point of the geometrical
discussion and of the theory of recollection, and how they fit together. As we
shall see, this will, among other things, require us to understand Plato’s distinc-
tion between knowledge and true belief.

Plato is not the only philosopher in antiquity to have engaged with Meno’s
Paradox. In Posterior Analytics 1.1, Aristotle considers and replies to what he
calls ‘the puzzle (aporéma) in the Meno’> And in a fascinating but under-
discussed fragment, Plutarch describes Meno’s Paradox, and contrasts Plato’s
reply to it with the replies proposed by the Peripatetics, Epicureans, and Stoics.”
Further, Sextus Empiricus records two arguments that clearly echo Meno’s
Paradox. He ascribes one of them to the Epicureans, the other to the Stoics.*
It’s true that, unlike Aristotle and Plutarch, the Epicureans, Stoics, and Sextus
don’t explicitly mention the Meno.” Nonetheless, it’s reasonable to think that they
knew or knew of it. They at any rate engage with Meno’s Paradox at least in the

> However, as we shall see, it has been argued that his description of it has only a ‘vague
resemblance’ to what Plato says. I discuss this in Ch. 6.

> 1 quote the fragment and discuss it briefly in sect. 4 below. I discuss it in more detail in Ch. 9,
where I also provide the Greek.

* T discuss these arguments in Chs. 10 and 11.

> Aristotle and Plutarch aren’t the only ones in antiquity who explicitly mention it and discuss
parts of it that are relevant to Meno’s Paradox. In Tusculan Disputations 1.57, Cicero mentions the
Meno and describes the geometrical discussion with Meno’s slave, connecting it to the theory of
recollection; the geometrical discussion and theory of recollection are Plato’s reply to Meno’s
Paradox. For discussion of the Meno in antiquity, see H. Tarrant, Recollecting Plato’s Meno (London:
Duckworth, 2005). Curiously, he devotes little attention to Meno’s Paradox. However, he discusses
the theory of recollection, which is part of Plato’s reply, though it is also invoked, by both Plato and
others, for other purposes as well.
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sense that they consider the issues it raises; and they argue, against its conclusion,
that inquiry is possible. Like Plato and Aristotle, they also explain what makes
inquiry possible; and they do so in ways that are sensitive to Meno’s Paradox.

In this book, I consider Meno’s Paradox, along with the replies to it that are
given by Plato, Aristotle, the Stoics, the Epicureans, and Sextus. I also consider
Plutarch’s assessment of the replies given by Plato, Aristotle, the Stoics, and
Epicureans. Presumably for chronological reasons, Plutarch doesn’t mention
Sextus Empiricus, who is the main exponent of Pyrrhonian skepticism.® But, as
I've mentioned, he too discusses these issues. Indeed, skeptikos originally meant
‘inquirer’; and Sextus claims that Pyrrhonists are the only genuine inquirers. Just
as Plutarch argues that the Peripatetics’, Epicureans’, and Stoics’ conditions for
inquiry make inquiry impossible, so Sextus argues that the Epicureans’ and
Stoics’ conditions for inquiry make inquiry impossible. His arguments apply to
Dogmatists quite generally, including Plato and Aristotle. However, as we shall see,
Plutarch and Sextus have very different reasons for their criticisms of the Peripat-
etics, Epicureans, and Stoics. Plutarch thinks they attempt to explain the possibility
of inquiry from too impoverished a starting point: their conditions are too weak to
enable inquiry. Sextus thinks the Dogmatists (including Plato, whose solution
Plutarch favors) require too much: if their conditions were satisfied, inquiry
would be at an end. The Epicureans and Stoics argue that it’s the Skeptics who
can’t inquire. There is, then, an ongoing dialectical debate about how to explain the
possibility of inquiry, and about who is, or isn’t, in a position to inquire.

What are the conditions for the possibility of inquiry? Is Plutarch right to say
that only Plato provides a satisfactory explanation of the possibility of inquiry?
Is Sextus right to say that Dogmatists can’t inquire? Are the Epicureans and Stoics
right to say that Skeptics can’t do so?

My exploration of these questions falls into two parts. In Part I, I focus on
Plato’s Meno. I spend more time on Plato than on the other philosophers to be
considered here, because he devotes more attention to our main concerns than
they do. Further, since, in discussing him, I develop many of the main issues,
I can deal with them more briefly later on. In Part II, I discuss Aristotle, the
Epicureans, and the Stoics, as well as Plutarch’s account of them. I also consider
the Epicureans’ and Stoics’ challenge to the possibility of Skeptical inquiry and
Sextus’ challenge to the possibility of Dogmatic inquiry.

¢ According to the OCD, Plutarch’s dates are approximately AD 50-120. Sextus’ dates are
uncertain, but he is generally thought to have lived in the 2nd c. AD. See D. House, ‘The Life of
Sextus Empiricus’, Classical Quarterly 30 (1980), 227-38. In discussing Skepticism, I restrict my
attention to Pyrrhonism as described by Sextus.
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In the rest of the present chapter, I set the stage by introducing some of the
main issues we’ll be considering; and I give an overview of some of the main
contributions to discussion of them.

The topic is vast, and my discussion is not exhaustive. For one thing, philo-
sophers other than those I concentrate on also discuss Meno’s Paradox.” But the
philosophers I focus on form a natural unity: they consider the same questions;
and they engage with one another, in some cases criticizing one another’s replies
to Meno’s Paradox or, more generally, their various attempts to explain the
possibility of inquiry.

2. What is inquiry?

Before considering challenges to, or defenses of, the possibility of inquiry, it will
be helpful to have a preliminary account of what inquiry is. On one familiar
account, inquiry is a systematic, goal-directed search for knowledge, or informa-
tion, one doesn’t have.® Or perhaps it would be better to say that inquiry is a
systematic, goal-directed search for knowledge, or information, one thinks one
doesn’t have. As Sextus puts it:

7 For a partial anticipation of Meno’s Paradox, see Xenophanes DK B34: ‘And indeed, no man
has known, nor will there be one who knows (eidds) clearly about the gods or about all the other
things I say. For however much one might happen to say what is actually the case, nonetheless one
would still not know, but belief (dokos) covers all things’. (The text, translation, and interpretation of
this passage are much disputed. For one interesting discussion, see E. Hussey, ‘The Beginnings of
Epistemology from Homer to Philolaus’, in S. Everson (ed.), Epistemology, vol. 1 of Companions to
Ancient Thought (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1990), 11-38, at 17-25. My translation is
indebted to his.) Cf. B18: ‘Not indeed from the outset did gods reveal all things to mortals; but, in
time, by inquiring they discover something better.” Cf. Sextus, M 8.324-7, which I discuss in Ch. 11,
sect. 2.

Others who discuss Meno’s Paradox (or a variant of it) include Augustine, in Confessions Books
1 and 10. For discussion, see S. MacDonald, ‘How Can One Search for God?: The Paradox of Inquiry
in Augustine’s Confessions’, Metaphilosophy 39 (2008), 20-38. MacDonald thinks it’s unclear
whether Augustine knew the Meno first hand or merely knew of it. Al-Farabi also discusses
Meno’s Paradox, with explicit reference to the Meno, in both his Philosophy of Plato and his
Harmony. For discussion see D. Black, ‘Al-Farabi on Meno’s Paradox’ in P. Adamson (ed.), In the
Age of Al-Farabi: Arabic Philosophy in the Fourteenth Century, Warburg Institute Colloquia 12
(London: Warburg Institute, 2008), 15-34. Although there’s no evidence that classical Indian
philosophers knew, or even knew of, the Meno, they discuss a paradox that is remarkably like the
one discussed in the Meno. For discussion, see A. Carpenter and J. Ganeri, ‘Can You Seek the
Answer to this Question?’, Australasian Journal of Philosophy 88 (2010), 571-94.

8 Although dictionary definitions aren’t always helpful in explaining philosophical terminology,
in this case I am in broad (but not complete) agreement with Webster’s and the Shorter Oxford
English Dictionary. According to Webster’s, inquiry is ‘a request for information; a systematic
investigation often of a matter of public interest’. According to the Shorter OED, to inquire is ‘to
search into, seek knowledge concerning’; ‘to seek information by questioning’. Inquiry is ‘the action
of seeking, especially (not always) for truth, knowledge, or information concerning something’.
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those who agree that they do not know how objects are in their nature may continue
without inconsistency to inquire about them; those who think they know them accurately
may not. For the latter, the investigation is already at its end, as they suppose, whereas
for the former, the reason why any inquiry is undertaken—that is, the idea that they have
not found the answer—is fully present. (Outlines of Pyrrhonism [= PH] 2.11)°

Thinking one doesn’t know something, and not knowing it, are different.
A modest knower might know something without realizing that she knows it."’
Further, someone might think that she knows something, when she doesn’t.
To be sure, Socrates claims that he has human wisdom, which consists, at least
in part, in not thinking one knows something when one doesn’t know it; he lacks
false pretenses to knowledge. But most of us lack this human wisdom; most of us,
as Socrates often points out, think we know things that we in fact don’t know."'
Be that as it may, most of the philosophers we’ll be looking at tend to speak as
though we inquire into what we don’t know, though sometimes they move
seamlessly between speaking of not knowing and of thinking one doesn’t know;
and I shall for the most part follow suit.

A few sample passages will make it clear that the philosophers at issue here
accept the account of inquiry just described. In the Meno, Socrates proposes to
inquire with Meno into what virtue is, precisely because they don’t know what it
is, but want to find out what it is."* In EN 1142a34-b1, Aristotle says that ‘we do
not inquire for what we already know’, the implication being that we inquire in
order to obtain knowledge we don’t have."> In the Letter to Herodotus 37-8,
Epicurus says that we need prolepses in order to judge matters of belief, inquiry,
and aporia."* The suggestion is that, in these cases, we lack knowledge, and need
prolepses in order to acquire it. In the Academica, Cicero says that, according to
the Stoics, ‘inquiry is an impulse directed towards cognition (cognitio) and the
aim of inquiry is discovery ... Discovery is the opening up of things previously

° My translations of the Outlines of Pyrrhonism generally follow those in J. Annas and J. Barnes,
Sextus Empiricus: Outlines of Scepticism (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1994), though
I have sometimes modified them without comment.

'% This would be disputed by those who accept the so-called KK principle, according to which, if
one knows that p, one knows that one knows that p.

1 Gee esp. Ap. 21d, 23a-e. I discuss Socrates’ human wisdom in ‘Does Socrates Claim to Know
that He Knows Nothing?’, Oxford Studies in Ancient Philosophy 35 (2008), 49-88.

2 Cf. Ch. 165bc.

3 In Met. 982b17-21, he says that ‘one who is puzzled (apordn) and wonders thinks he doesn’t
know’, and that people in this position ‘philosophized in order to escape their lack of knowledge’.
Aristotle first speaks of thinking one doesn’t know, and then simply of not knowing.

T discuss prolepses in Chs. 7 and 8. The Greek is prolépsis (sing.); I shall translate this as
‘prolepsis’. See Ch. 7, sect. 2.
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hidden’ (2.26)."> The implication is that one inquires in order to attain cognition
one doesn’t already have. And Diogenes Laertius explicitly says that Skeptics were
called inquirers (zététikoi) precisely because they were always inquiring for the
truth (zétein tén alétheian) (DL 9.70)—sc. because they took themselves not to
have grasped it.'®

On this account of inquiry, not every way of attempting to acquire knowledge,
or information, counts as inquiry. Rather, one considers a range of possibilities
and seeks to discover which if any of them obtains; or one attempts to answer a
given question, without yet having any answers in mind. In PH 1.28, Sextus tells
the story of the painter Apelles who wanted to represent the foam on a horse’s
mouth. He kept trying, but failing, to do so. He eventually gave up his effort to
paint the desired effect and, in frustration, threw a sponge at the painting. When
it hit the picture, it produced the desired effect. The systematic attempt to
produce the foam—the deliberate painting—is analogous to inquiry, though in
this case, to one that is not successful. When Apelles achieved his goal, he did
so not by inquiry, but by accident. As Plutarch says, someone who happens
upon something makes a discovery: that is, one might discover something by
chance.'”” But one doesn’t, in that case, do so by inquiring. By contrast, the
Socratic elenchus counts as inquiry.'® Although a detailed account of the elen-
chus is beyond my scope here, we can say for present purposes that it generally
takes the form of an inquirer expressing his beliefs (or considering various
claims) and considering their mutual consistency or inconsistency. When incon-
sistencies are uncovered, the typical inquirer, after rational reflection, revises one
or more of his initial beliefs (or rejects a given claim). The hope is that by
repeatedly engaging in elenchus, one will arrive at a belief set whose members

> My translations of the Academica generally follow those in C. Brittain, Cicero: On Academic
Scepticism (Indianapolis: Hackett Publishing Co., 2006), though I have sometimes altered them
without comment. Clement explains the Stoic view of inquiry along similar lines: ‘inquiry is an
impulse towards apprehension (katalépsis), an impulse that discovers the subject through some
signs. Discovery is a limit and cessation when inquiry has arrived at apprehension’ (Strom. 6.14
p- 801 Pott = SVF 2.102). I discuss the Stoics on apprehension in Ch. 8.

'6 I discuss Skeptical inquiry in Chs. 10 and 11. For a brief discussion of whether they inquire for
the truth, see Ch. 10, sect. 2.

'7 Fr. 215e. I quote the passage in its fuller context in sect. 4.

8 In Socratic Epistemology: Explorations of Knowledge-Seeking by Questioning (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 2007), J. Hintikka construes ‘knowledge acquisition as a process of
questioning, not unlike the Socratic elenchus’ (2). This process of questioning is an ‘interrogative
approach to inquiry’ (4). He thinks [t]he interrogative model helps to extend the basic concepts and
insights concerning questions to inquiry in general’ (5). In his view, ‘Socrates was right. All rational
knowledge-seeking can be conceptualized as a questioning process, with question-answer steps
interspersed with logical inference steps. “Rational” here means “capable of epistemological evalu-
ation”’ (83).
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are not only mutually consistent but are also true and that stand in the appro-
priate explanatory relations to one another. This process of rational reflection in
an effort to ascertain the truth counts as inquiry.

3. Meno’s Paradox and the possibility of inquiry

Is inquiry, in the sense described, possible? Meno’s Paradox returns a negative
answer. Let’s look briefly at it."

At the beginning of the Meno, Meno asks Socrates whether virtue is teachable.
Socrates replies that he doesn’t know the answer to that question or, indeed,
anything at all about virtue. For he doesn’t know at all what virtue is (71ab); and,
if one doesn’t know what something is, one doesn’t know anything about it (71b).
Meno agrees (71b9); and, after being questioned by Socrates, he discovers that he
doesn’t know what virtue is either. Hence he concludes that, like Socrates, he
doesn’t know anything about virtue. Frustrated by his failure to explain what
virtue is, he turns to the offensive and asks Socrates three related questions:20

(M1) But how will you inquire into this, Socrates, when you don’t at all know what it is?
(M2) For what sort of thing, from among those you don’t know, will you put forward as
the thing you’re inquiring into? (M3) And even if you really encounter it, how will you
know that this is the thing you didn’t know? (80d5-8)

o2l
Socrates replies:

I understand the sort of thing you want to say, Meno. Do you see what an eristic argument
you're introducing, (S4) that it’s not possible for someone to inquire either into that which
(h0)*? he knows or into that which he doesn’t know? For (S2) he wouldn’t inquire into
that which he knows (for he knows it, and there’s no need for such a person to inquire);

% 1 provide a detailed discussion in Ch. 3.

20 T insert ‘(M1)’, {(M2)’, and ‘(M3)’ for ease of reference. For the Greek of this and the next
passage, see Ch. 3, sects. 2 and 6, respectively.

21 T insert ‘(S4)’, (S2)’, and (S3)’ for ease of reference. I supply the implicit (S1) below.

22 Tn 80e3-5, Plato uses the relative pronoun ho, which I have rendered as ‘that which’. (He also
uses the relative pronoun in 80d5-8.) It would be more natural in English to use ‘what’. However,
‘what’ is ambiguous as between the relative pronoun and the interrogative. I have reserved ‘what’ for
the hoti in 80e5, since hoti, unlike ho, is also ambiguous as between the relative pronoun and the
interrogative. Matthews uses Grube’s translation (which may be found in John M. Cooper and
D. S. Hutchinson (eds.), Plato: Complete Works (Indianapolis: Hackett Publishing Company, 1997)),
which uses ‘what’ for the relative pronoun in Socrates’ formulation. He notes, however, that ‘the
thing which’ (or ‘that which’) ‘would be syntactically closer to Plato’; but he thinks that it is ‘so
artificial in English that it numbs our philosophical intuitions’. But he also has another motive for
favoring ‘what’: he thinks it ‘captures the puzzle better’ (Socratic Perplexity and the Nature of
Philosophy (New York: Oxford University Press, 1999), 57, n. 4 (‘Socratic Perplexity’ hereinafter)).
I discuss this issue in Ch. 3, sect. 10.
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nor (S3) into that which he doesn’t know (for he doesn’t even know what (hoti) he’ll
inquire into). (80el-5)

As T've said, I shall call the conjunction of Meno’s questions and Socrates’
dilemma ‘Meno’s Paradox’.”” The two conjuncts differ from one another in
various ways.”* One difference is that Meno doesn’t challenge the possibility of
all inquiry. He challenges only the possibility of inquiring into something if one
doesn’t at all know what it is. Socrates’ dilemma, by contrast, challenges the
possibility of all inquiry: whether one does, or doesn’t, know that which one is
inquiring into, inquiry is impossible.
For now, let’s focus on Socrates’ dilemma. It can be formulated as follows:

S1. For any x, one either knows, or does not know, x.
S2. If one knows X, one cannot inquire into x.

S3. If one does not know x, one cannot inquire into x.
S4. Therefore, for any x, one cannot inquire into x.

As we shall see in Chapter 3, there are different ways of understanding the logical
structure of this dilemma. There are also different ways of understanding each of
its premises, depending on how knowing and not knowing are understood. For
now, let’s assume that the argument is valid, and that S1 is an instance of the Law
of the Excluded Middle. In that case, it is not a promising candidate for rejection.
Hence one can avoid the conclusion only if at least one of S2 or S3 is false. Yet
both S2 and $3 might seem plausible.”® On behalf of S2, we can note that if one
already knows that which one is inquiring into, one’s inquiry seems to be at an
end. Suppose that one is inquiring what virtue is, and that one already knows
what it is. Inquiry, we’ve said, is a systematic search for knowledge, or informa-
tion, one doesn’t have. If one already knows what virtue is, one already has the
relevant knowledge; and so there’s nothing left to inquire into. On behalf of S3,
we can note that if one doesn’t know that which one is inquiring into, it’s not
clear how one can embark on an inquiry into it. For if one doesn’t know that
which one is inquiring into, it seems that one can’t specify what it is that one
wants to inquire into. But if one can’t specify the target one is aiming at, one isn’t
in a position to inquire. Let’s call this the Targeting Objection.”® Since the

2> As T explain at the end of the Appendix, I also use ‘Meno’s Paradox’ more broadly.

?* 1 discuss some differences in Ch. 3, sect. 6.

> Whether they are plausible in the end is another matter, one that will occupy us at some length
in what follows.

26 T borrow the term from Matthews, Socratic Perplexity, 58. He uses it for Meno’s first two
questions.
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argument is valid, since S1 is guaranteed to be true, and since both S2 and S3
seem plausible, inquiry seems to be impossible.

4. Plutarch’s account

Having looked briefly at Meno’s Paradox, let’s now ask how Plato, Aristotle, the
Epicureans, and the Stoics reply to it.*” In a fragment preserved in Damascius’
Commentary on the Phaedo, Plutarch provides one account of how they do so:

215¢  That only for Plato is there an easy explanation, when he refers knowing (gndsis)
and not knowing (agnoia) to forgetting and recollection.

215d That pieces of knowledge (epistémai) are in us but hidden by other extraneous
things, like the writing tablet (deltos) sent by Demaratus.

215e  That both inquiry and discovery prove recollection. For no one could inquire into
what he had no conception (anennoétos) of, nor could he discover it—at least, not
through inquiry, for we say that someone who comes upon something also
discovers it.

215f That the problem in the Meno, namely, whether it is possible to inquire or to
discover, is genuinely puzzling. For <we cannot inquire into or discover> either
things we know (ismen) (for that would be pointless) or things we do not know (for
even if we come upon them, we do not know (agnooumen) them: they might be any
old thing). The Peripatetics considered the potential intellect (fon dunamei noun)
<to be the solution to the puzzle>. But our puzzle arose from actual knowing
(eidenai) and not knowing. For let it be granted that there is such a thing as the
potential intellect; the puzzle is still the same. For how does this <potential intellect>
think (n0ei)? For <it thinks about> either things it knows or things it does not know.
The Stoics explain <the possibility of inquiry> with natural concepts (phusikas
ennoias). If, then, these are potential, we will ask the same question <about the
Stoics as we asked about the Peripatetics>. But if they are actual, why do we inquire
into things we know? But if we start from them <in order to inquire> into other
things we do not know, how do we <inquire into> things we do not know? The
Epicureans <explain the possibility of inquiry> with prolepses. If they say these are
articulated, inquiry is unnecessary. But if <they say> they are unarticulated, how do
we go beyond prolepses to inquire into what we do not even have a prolepsis of?

According to Plutarch, Plato replies to Meno’s Paradox with the theory of
recollection, which, in his view, is the only satisfactory reply. He thinks the
Peripatetics appeal instead to the potential intellect; the Stoics to natural con-
cepts; the Epicureans to prolepses. He finds fault with these last three replies and
argues against them.

27 1 defer discussion of Sextus until sect. 11.
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Is Plutarch right about how these philosophers reply to Meno’s Paradox? Is he
right to think that only Plato has a satisfactory reply? In Chapters 2-8, we’ll
provide our own account of how these philosophers reply. Then, in Chapter 9,
we’ll look at Plutarch’s account.

5. Plato’s reply to Meno’s Paradox

As I've mentioned, Plato replies in three stages.28 In the first stage, he describes
the theory of recollection, according to which we have some range of prenatal
knowledge; inquiry and learning are recollection of things we knew before.”” In
the second stage, he cross-examines one of Meno’s slaves about a geometry
problem. Initially the slave thinks he knows the answer; but he eventually
discovers that he doesn’t know it after all. However, after being questioned
further by Socrates, he discovers the right answer. Socrates says that he still
doesn’t know the right answer; he just has a true belief about what it is. In the
third stage, Socrates again describes the theory of recollection; he also uses it to
argue for the immortality of the soul, and explains the connection between the
theory of recollection and the geometrical discussion with Meno’s slave.

As we shall see, there are disputes about how to interpret each of these stages
and about precisely how they fit together. There are also disputes about how
exactly the three-stage reply responds to Meno’s Paradox. Here I mention four of
the main interpretative options; their credentials will be assessed later.>

On one view, Socrates takes the dilemma to be sound, and so he concludes that
inquiry is impossible. Thus, Gilbert Ryle, for example, says that, according to
Plato, ‘[o]ur ordinary notions of learning, enquiring and teaching are empty.
There is instead of acquisition just retrieval of what is there but submerged. So
Meno’s dilemma was not a sophism after all, but rather a valid proof of the now
Revealed Truth that enquiry cannot occur’.”!

On a second view, Socrates rejects the conclusion of the dilemma, and so
he takes the dilemma to be unsound. In particular, he rejects S2 and argues

8 1 discuss these in detail in Chs. 4 and 5.

2% Plato also discusses the—or a—theory of recollection in the Phaedo and Phaedrus. However, in
these dialogues it isn’t explicitly linked to Meno’s Paradox; nor is it clear that the precise nature or
point of the theory of recollection is exactly the same there as it is in the Meno. Hence I set them to
one side here, though see Ch. 5, sect. 11 for a brief discussion of the Phaedo on recollection.

3 Not all of the views I go on to describe are mutually exclusive. Nor are they exhaustive.

3G Ryle, ‘Many Things are Odd about our Meno’, Paideia 5 (1976), 1-9, at 4. Cf. G. Vlastos, ‘Is
the “Socratic Fallacy” Socratic?’, Ancient Philosophy 10 (1990), 1-15 (reprinted in Socratic Studies
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1994), 67-86), at 8-9; and R. M. Dancy, Plato’s Intro-
duction of Forms (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2004), 222.
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that there are kinds of knowledge that, so far from precluding inquiry, enable it.**
On the most usual version of this view, he thinks that we have latent innate
knowledge which enables us to inquire. On this view, inquiry exists; and it
consists in recollecting our latent innate knowledge. S2 is therefore false: we
can inquire precisely because we have (latent innate) knowledge. Whereas the
first view takes recollection to be an alternative to inquiry, the second view takes
inquiry to consist in recollection.

It is sufficient for rejecting S2 that one argue that one can inquire into
something even if one knows it (that is, knows what it is). But proponents of
the second view generally think that Socrates holds a stronger view, according
to which one must have knowledge in order to inquire. On this view, he accepts
a foreknowledge principle.”> As we shall see, there are various foreknowledge
principles. We shall need to see which if any of them Socrates accepts, and which
if any of them the other philosophers at issue here accept.

On a third view, Socrates rejects the conclusion of the dilemma, and so he takes
the dilemma to be unsound. In particular, he rejects S3 and argues that there are
ways of not knowing that don’t preclude, but enable, inquiry. If, for example, one
has mere true belief, one lacks knowledge (for mere true belief isn’t sufficient for
knowledge); but if one has and relies on relevant true beliefs, then, even if one
lacks knowledge, one can inquire.34

On a fourth view, the dilemma is unsound because it relies on a misguided ‘all-
or-nothing’ model of knowledge, as it is sometimes called.’® There are various
ways in which this view has been developed, either as Socrates’ own analysis or as
what we should in fact say about the dilemma. On one account, S2 takes knowing
something to be having complete knowledge of it, whereas S3 takes not knowing

% See, for example, N. P. White, Plato on Knowledge and Reality (Indianapolis: Hackett Pub-
lishing Company, 1976), 47-53; J. M. E. Moravcsik, ‘Learning as Recollection’, in G. Vlastos (ed.),
Plato 1: Metaphysics and Epistemology (Notre Dame: University of Notre Dame Press, 1978; orig.
pub. Garden City, N.Y.: Doubleday, 1971), 53-69, at 57; J. Barnes, Aristotle: Posterior Analytics
(Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1975), 95 (‘B1” hereinafter; there is also a second edition, published in
1993; I refer to it as ‘B2’). For Barnes, see Ch. 6, sect. 2.

% The phrase ‘foreknowledge principle’ is due to D. Scott, Plato’s Meno (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 2006), 84 (PM hereinafter).

** 1 defend this view in ‘Inquiry in the Meno’, in R. Kraut (ed.), The Cambridge Companion to
Plato (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1992), 200-26. Cf. T. H. Irwin, Plato’s Moral
Theory: The Early and Middle Dialogues (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1977), 138-40; and his Plato’s
Ethics (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1995), 130-6.

> For versions of this view, see R. W. Sharples, Plato: Meno (Warminster: Aris and Phillips,
1985), 143; Scott, PM, 79; D. Charles, ‘The Paradox in the Meno and Aristotle’s Attempts to Resolve
it', in D. Charles (ed.), Definition in Greek Philosophy (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2010),
115-50, at 116 (‘Paradox’ hereinafter); and D. Bronstein, ‘Meno’s Paradox in Posterior Analytics 1.1°,
Oxford Studies in Ancient Philosophy 38 (2010), 115-41, at 134 (‘Meno’s Paradox’ hereinafter).
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something to be being in a cognitive blank with respect to it. S2 and S3 are true
when they are so read; but, so read, they are not exhaustive options. The solution
to the dilemma is to point out that there are intermediate conditions—such as
partial knowledge and true belief—that permit inquiry. This differs from the
third solution, because whereas the third solution takes true belief to be a way of
not knowing, the fourth solution takes partial knowledge and true belief to be
intermediates between, and so alternatives to, knowing and not knowing. On
one way of understanding this fourth solution, S1 is not an instance of the Law of
the Excluded Middle; rather, it says instead that, for any x, either one has
complete knowledge of x or is in a cognitive blank about x. S2 and S3 then say
that, whichever of these (as it turns out, non-exhaustive) options obtains, inquiry
is impossible. So understood, the argument is still valid, but SI is false.

6. Foreknowledge: stepping-stone
and matching versions

The solutions just canvassed raise various issues that will concern us throughout,
not only in looking at Plato, but also in looking at the other philosophers of
concern to us here. It will help to introduce some of these issues now; in doing so,
I can also introduce the other philosophers we’ll be discussing.

One question is whether inquiry requires foreknowledge. Foreknowledge can
be understood in many different ways. One important distinction is between
what, following Lesley Brown, I'll call a stepping-stone and a matching version of a
foreknowledge principle.”® According to the former, to inquire one needs to have
some relevant knowledge. According to the latter, to inquire one needs to know
the very thing one is inquiring into.

Plato, Aristotle, the Stoics, and Epicureans have all been thought to favor a
matching version of a foreknowledge principle. Thus C. C. W. Taylor, for
example, speaks of ‘Plato’s characterisation of enquiry as the attempt to recover
that very knowledge’.>” And Jonathan Barnes says that, in Posterior Analytics 1.1,
Aristotle first argues that ‘the learner must already know the premises’; but,
according to Barnes, Aristotle eventually ‘adds that in a sense he also knows
the conclusion’*® hence he already knows the very thing he is seeking to learn.

3 See her review of Dominic Scott’s Plato’s Meno, Philosophical Review 117 (2008), 468-71
(‘Review’ hereinafter).

%7 “Aristotle’s Epistemology’, in S. Everson (ed.), Epistemology, 11642, at 119, n. 8; emphasis in
the original.

** B1, 94.
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According to Plutarch, the Epicureans solve Meno’s Paradox by appealing to
prolepses; later I'll agree with him. According to Long and Sedley, the importance
of prolepsis ‘as a criterion lies especially in its guarantee that we know what the
things we are discussing actually are. Our conjectures about them can be directly
tested against that knowledge.”® In saying that we know what the things we are
discussing actually are, Long and Sedley seem to ascribe a matching version of
foreknowledge to the Epicureans, though it’s not entirely clear that they mean to
do $0.*° Dominic Scott, however, seems to do so, for he says that the Epicureans
think that ‘[a]t the end of it all the learner realizes that the knowledge was always
right under his own nose. He did not have to go out in search of obscure or
recondite truths; he had to become aware of what, in a sense, he already knew—
the res apertae that were constantly to hand.”*' On this view, the Epicureans think
we already have the knowledge we are seeking to acquire.

According to Plutarch, the Stoics solve Meno’s Paradox by positing natural
concepts (or notions; the Stoics also call these prolepses); later I'll agree with him.
According to Michael Frede, the Stoics think that ‘if we have a natural notion of
human beings we know that if something is a human being, it is mortal’. He goes
on to say that ‘[p]art of the motivation for such a conception of reason [as
consisting in the having of natural notions which, in turn, involves having
knowledge] clearly is the conviction that we can only come to know something
if, in some sense, we already know what we are coming to know’.*> There’s room
for doubt about whether this passage ascribes a matching version of foreknow-
ledge to the Stoics. For one thing, Frede says that it is only in a sense that we
already know what we are coming to know; perhaps the underlined phrase is
meant to weaken or qualify the operative foreknowledge principle. Be that as it
may, Charles Brittain says that, according to the Stoics, ‘it is notable that there is a
sense in which the inquirer already knows the conclusion: as Plutarch suggested,
it is there potentially in the inquirer’s set of preconceptions’.*” If the inquirer

* A. A. Long and D. N. Sedley (eds.), The Hellenistic Philosophers, 2 vols. (Cambridge: Cam-
bridge University Press, 1987), 1.89 (‘LS hereinafter).

0" And perhaps, if they mean to do so, they have in mind what, below, I call objectual, rather than
propositional, inquiry. Taylor and Barnes clearly have propositional inquiry in mind: if we are
inquiring whether p is true, we already know whether it is true.

41 D, Scott, ‘Epicurean Illusions’, Classical Quarterly 39 (1989), 360-74, at 374.

42 “The Stoic Conception of Reason’ in K. J. Boudouris (ed.), Hellenistic Philosophy (Athens:
International Center for Greek Philosophy and Culture, 1994), 50-63, at 54.

43 C. Brittain, ‘Common Sense: Concepts, Definition and Meaning in and out of the Stoa’, in
D. Frede and B. Inwood (eds.), Language and Learning (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
2005), 164-209, at 182-3.
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already knows the conclusion, a matching version of foreknowledge seems to be
at issue.

Yet it might seem difficult to square a matching version of a foreknowledge
principle with the view that inquiry is a systematic search for knowledge, or
information, one doesn’t have. For a matching version of a foreknowledge
principle seems to make it a necessary condition on inquiry that one already
know the very thing one is inquiring into; but if one already knows that, it seems
there is nothing left to inquire into. Combining a matching version of a fore-
knowledge principle with our account of inquiry seems to imply that a necessary
condition for inquiry precludes inquiry. Yet a matching version is typically
offered to explain how inquiry is possible, not to explain why it is impossible.
We have various options. Perhaps there is this inconsistency, but one or another
philosopher doesn’t detect it. Alternatively, perhaps they are not committed to a
matching version of a foreknowledge principle. Or perhaps there is a version of a
matching version of a foreknowledge principle that is, despite initial appearances,
compatible with inquiry as we have conceived it. We shall need to see which if
any of these options is right.

7. Propositional and objectual inquiry

Another distinction that will prove useful—one that complicates the distinction
between a matching and a stepping-stone version of a foreknowledge principle—
is between what I shall call propositional and objectual inquiry.** One form
propositional inquiry takes is asking whether a given proposition is true or false.
For example, is it true or false that Socrates is virtuous? As I shall use the phrase,
propositional inquiry also includes asking what a given proposition means and
what its grounds are, as well as asking a question, even if no specific answer has
yet been put on the table and so no specific proposition is being evaluated as true
or false. For example, one might ask what virtue is, without yet having any
possible answers in mind, though one will presumably consider possible answers
in the course of one’s inquiry.

“ N. P. White, ‘Inquiry’, Review of Metaphysics 28 (1974-5), 289-310, suggests that Plato
sometimes thinks of inquiry as a search for an object, and sometimes as an effort to say what an
object is, where the latter involves producing a definition or specification of it; and he wonders
whether Plato conflates the two. By contrast, in Plato on Knowledge and Reality (1976), he speaks of
‘one’s ability to recognize the object of an inquiry (whether it be an object in some narrow sense, or
something more like the answer to a question that frames the inquiry)’ (43). According to his earlier
usage, objects contrast with propositions. According to his later usage, objects include both objects
narrowly conceived (e.g. Socrates) and propositions. It’s not always clear which usage various
commentators have in mind.
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We can also speak of objectual inquiry. In objectual inquiry, one inquires
about things, such as Socrates or virtue. Various objectual inquiries are possible:
one can ask whether that’s Socrates over there; who Socrates is; whether he is
virtuous. One can also ask whether virtue is teachable, and what its essence is.

As these examples make clear, the distinction between propositional and
objectual inquiry is not always sharp. In asking whether Socrates is virtuous,
one is asking about an object, Socrates. But one is also asking whether the
proposition ‘Socrates is virtuous’ is true. Indeed, it is tempting to say that
objectual inquiry is just a special case of propositional inquiry: it involves asking
a question about a person, place, or thing; and that, in turn, involves asking either
whether some proposition about that thing is true or what the answer to a
question about it is. When we inquire about a thing, we do so either by asking
whether a given proposition is true of it or by trying to answer a question about it.
We can put this in the material mode: we wonder what properties a given object
has—whether, for example, virtue has the property of being teachable. But this is
not an alternative to propositional inquiry as I am conceiving of it.

Once we introduce the distinction between propositional and objectual inquiry,
the distinction between the stepping-stone and matching versions of a foreknow-
ledge principle becomes more complex. For example, a matching version of a
foreknowledge principle for propositional inquiry says that, to inquire whether p
is true, one must already know whether it is true. By contrast, a matching version
for objectual inquiry says that, to inquire about Socrates, one must already know
Socrates—that is, one must know who he is. However, this is equivalent to a
stepping-stone version of a foreknowledge principle for propositional inquiry:
one must know who Socrates is, to inquire (for example) where he is. The
proposition saying who he is differs from the proposition saying where he is.**
Or suppose I'm inquiring about virtue. A matching version of a foreknowledge
principle for objectual inquiry says that, to be able to do so, I must know virtue—
that is, I must know what it is. Suppose that, to know what virtue is, is to know its
essence. And suppose that the particular inquiry about virtue that 'm engaged in
is whether virtue is teachable. Knowing what virtue is is different from knowing
whether it’s teachable. Once again, a matching version of a foreknowledge
principle for objectual inquiry is equivalent to a stepping-stone version for
propositional inquiry.

Suppose, however, that 'm inquiring what virtue is. A matching version of a
foreknowledge principle says that, to do so, I need to know what it is. But that’s
also what I'm inquiring about. Here, then, a matching version of a foreknowledge

43 Cf. Ps.-Plato, Sisyphus 388b-c.
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principle for objectual inquiry might seem to be equivalent to a matching version
for propositional inquiry. And that is indeed the case if the knowledge one needs
in order to begin an inquiry into what virtue is, is knowledge of its essence; and if
that is also what one is seeking to discover. If, however, one’s initial knowledge
of what virtue is can be different from the knowledge one is seeking to acquire,
then, once again, a matching version for objectual inquiry will be equivalent to a
stepping-stone version for propositional inquiry: one needs to know a propos-
ition stating what virtue is, but the content of that proposition differs from the
content of the proposition one is seeking to discover. The latter states the real
essence of virtue; but perhaps the former need not do so. Perhaps there is a way of
knowing what virtue is that enables one to inquire what its real essence is, even
though it doesn’t specify its real essence. We shall see, however, that this solution
isn’t open to Plato, though it may be open to the other philosophers we’ll discuss.
It’s sometimes thought that the fact that this solution isn’t open to Plato makes
him vulnerable to Meno’s Paradox. We shall need to see whether that is so.

8. Foreknowledge: cognitive level

Another question about foreknowledge concerns cognitive level. If, as is often
held, Plato, Aristotle, the Epicureans, and the Stoics all reply to Meno’s Paradox
by accepting a foreknowledge principle, it might seem that they are in substantial
agreement. However, before concluding that that is so, we should ask what they
take knowledge to be. If each of them thinks that foreknowledge is necessary for
inquiry, but each of them understands knowledge differently, then their seeming
agreement about foreknowledge would in fact mask important differences.

In Meno 98a, Plato defines knowledge (epistémé) as true belief that is tied
down with reasoning about the explanation: one knows that p if and only if
one believes that p, p is true, and one can explain why p is true. On this view, one
knows what virtue is if and only if one has a true belief about what virtue is,
and one can explain why virtue is as it is. In Plato’s view, one can explain what
virtue is and why virtue is as it is only if one knows the real essence of virtue, what
virtue really is.*® Let’s call this P-knowledge, for knowledge as Plato understands
it in the Meno. Those who think that Plato accepts a foreknowledge principle
generally think that the prior knowledge he requires is P-knowledge. It’s

6 1 discuss this account of knowledge in detail in ‘Knowledge and True Belief in the Meno’,
Oxford Studies in Ancient Philosophy 27 (2004), 41-81. To say that Plato thinks that one can know
what virtue is only if one knows what its real essence is, is not to say that he thinks that, in general,
for any x, one can know what it is only if one knows its real essence. See Ch. 2, sect. 2.
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reasonable to think that, if Plato accepts a foreknowledge principle, it involves
P-knowledge. For he thinks that’s the only sort of knowledge there is. If our
cognitive grasp of something falls short of P-knowledge, then, in his view, we
have at best true belief.*”

Aristotle begins the Posterior Analytics by saying that:

All teaching and intellectual learning come from prior gnésis (71al-2).

Gnosis is often thought to be knowledge; so it might seem that, in the passage just
quoted, Aristotle requires prior knowledge for inquiry.** But even if Aristotle
uses gnosis for knowledge here—we shall ask later whether he does so—it might
not follow that he is requiring P-knowledge. For perhaps he thinks knowledge
extends beyond P-knowledge. In that case, even if he requires knowledge as he
conceives of it (A-knowledge), it might not follow that he requires P-knowledge;
and perhaps Plato would think that the relevant sort of A-knowledge is just true
belief. If so, Plato and Aristotle would disagree about what knowledge is; but they
wouldn’t be disagreeing about what sort of cognitive condition (whatever it is
called) is needed for inquiry.

As we'll see, both the Epicureans and Stoics say that we can inquire only if we
have prolepses. And, as we’ve seen, it’s been held that, in doing so, they are
requiring prior knowledge for inquiry. However, even if they require knowledge
as they conceive of it (E-knowledge and S-knowledge)—a question we’ll
explore—it might not follow that they require P-knowledge. For perhaps the
sort of knowledge they take us to have in virtue of having prolepses—if we should
speak of knowledge here at all—falls short of P-knowledge.

If all these philosophers require knowledge—again, we shall ask later whether
they do so—but they all conceive of knowledge differently, then, even if they all
accept something appropriately called a foreknowledge principle, they wouldn’t
all accept the same version of it. For they would in this case disagree about what
sort of knowledge is at issue.

Whatever these philosophers think, the view that knowledge is needed for
inquiry is controversial. The more demanding a condition one takes knowledge
to be, the less reasonable it is to require knowledge for inquiry. Indeed, one might

47 Since Plato thinks that knowledge is a species of true belief, he also thinks that, if we have
knowledge, we have true belief. But if we have knowledge, we don’t have mere true belief. When
I contrast true belief with knowledge, I use ‘true belief” for true beliefs that fall short of knowledge.
Not all of these are on a par; some true beliefs that fall short of knowledge are better justified than
others are. Nonetheless, insofar as they fall short of knowledge, they are all mere true beliefs.

8 More precisely, for teaching and intellectual learning, In Ch. 6, T ask how these are related to

inquiry.
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argue that if knowledge goes beyond true belief, it isn’t necessary for inquiry; true
belief will do. One might also argue that even if true belief is sufficient, it isn’t
necessary; false beliefs will do, so long as they are roughly accurate. Or one might
argue that belief isn’t needed: one can inquire on the basis of nondoxastic appear-
ances. That is, one doesn’t need to believe that the oar is bent in water to inquire
whether it is; one can inquire whether it is on the basis of its seeming that it is.
Similarly, one can inquire whether p is so by entertaining p. One doesn’t need
to know that it is true, or have the true belief that it is true, or even the belief that
it is true; nor does p need to be true. It will do if one considers the possibility that it
is true.

Here, however, we should return to our distinction between a matching and a
stepping-stone version of a foreknowledge principle. According to the first, as we've
seen, one needs to know the very thing being inquired into; according to the second,
one needs to know just something suitably relevant to that which one is inquiring
into. If one argues that one can inquire whether p is true even if one doesn’t already
know or even believe that p is true, one rejects a matching version of a foreknow-
ledge principle, as well as a matching version of what we might call a prior-belief, or
a prior-cognition, principle.*” However, one might think that one must have some
knowledge or beliefs to inquire. So, for example, J. Cook Wilson says that [i]n an
inquiry, first comes this questioning activity when we set a problem to ourselves.
This implies that we know something of a given subject but are ignorant of some
aspect of it which interests us’.” This seems to reject a matching version of a
foreknowledge principle for propositional inquiry, but to endorse a stepping-stone
version. Similarly, it’s one thing to reject a matching version of a prior-true-belief,
or a prior-belief principle, and another to reject even a stepping-stone version.
To do the latter, one must say not only that one doesn’t need to have the true belief,
or even the belief, that p is true, to inquire whether it is; one must also say that
one can inquire without having any true beliefs, or any beliefs, at all.

Inquiry is often thought of as a series of belief revisions. On this conception of
inquiry, one needs to have at least some beliefs in order to inquire. Hintikka,
however, objects to this conception of inquiry. He notes that when Simenon’s
Inspector Maigret is asked what he believes about an investigation, his typical
answer is T don’t believe anything.” As he puts it, ‘The moment for believing or
not believing hasn’t come yet.”' Maigret exaggerates. He may not have any

9 At least, one rejects it for propositional inquiry.

% “The Relation of Knowing to Thinking’, in Statement and Inference, 2 vols. (Oxford: Clarendon
Press, 1926), vol. 1, 36. He doesn’t say, here, what he takes knowledge to be.

>! Hintikka, Socratic Epistemology, 32. For the Simenon, he cites Maigret and the Pickpocket (San
Diego: Harcourt Brace Jovanovich, 1985).
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beliefs about who committed the crime. But he has other relevant beliefs—for
example, about how to go about finding out who committed it. Although he
rejects a matching version of a foreknowledge, and of a prior-belief, principle, he
doesn’t reject a stepping-stone version of some such principle. As we shall see,
however, on one interpretation Pyrrhonian Skeptics claim to inquire even though
they have no beliefs at all. If they argue in this way, they reject even a stepping-
stone version of a prior-belief principle.”

9. Foreknowledge: content

Another question about foreknowledge—or about prior cognition, if knowledge
isn’t needed—concerns its content: what must one know, or have some sort of
grasp of, to be in a position to inquire? Suppose one is inquiring what the real
essence of virtue is. Must one already know what it is? So the matching version of
a foreknowledge principle might seem to imply. But there are other possibilities,
all of which have been advocated either as what one should say or as what one or
another philosopher at issue here thinks. For example, it’s been argued that, to
inquire what virtue is, one must know, or in some way grasp, a feature true of all
and only cases of virtue; or a feature true of all cases of virtue; or a feature that
enables one to distinguish virtue from other things with which it might easily be
confused; or a feature that enables one to represent virtue to oneself in some way.
On yet another view, all one needs to do is to understand what the question being
considered means.>

It’s not plausible to think that we can inquire into something only if we know
its real essence. Scientists were able to inquire about water before they knew, or
even believed, that it is H,O. If we need to know something’s real essence to
inquire into it, the scope of inquiry will be considerably more limited than we
take it to be. Surely knowing, or in some way cognizing, just some sort of
distinguishing mark, where that falls short of knowing something’s essence, will
do? Yet, as we’ve seen, at Meno 71b Socrates says that if one doesn’t know what
something is, one can’t know anything at all about it. He is often taken to mean
that if one doesn’t know what something’s essence is, one doesn’t know anything

2 Even if they argue this, it doesn’t follow that they accept the argument in their own right. They
might offer the argument ad hominem or as an account of how things nondoxastically seem to them
to be.

> Here, however, we can ask what it takes to understand what a question means. Will it do if one
grasps its conventional linguistic meaning? Or must one have a deeper grasp? If I grasp the
dictionary definitions of neutrino and of light, is that sufficient for me to understand the question
‘Can neutrinos travel faster than light?’? Or do I need a more substantial grasp of neutrinos and
light? If so, how substantial must that grasp be?
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else about it either; and it is then inferred that he thinks that if one doesn’t know
what something’s essence is, one can’t inquire into it. For, he is thought to believe,
one needs to know what something is to be able to inquire into it.>* If Plato
reasons in this way, he would reject the view that one can inquire into something
simply on the basis of a distinguishing mark that falls short of essence. We shall
need to see whether he reasons in this way and, if he doesn’t do so, what his
alternative view is.

If, at the outset, we know, or in some way grasp, the essence of x, or a
distinguishing mark of x, we know, or grasp, something that is true of x. But it
seems that, at the beginning of some inquiries, we have a mixture of true and false
beliefs about the things we’re inquiring into. In that case, finding something that
satisfies all of our initial beliefs isn’t going to be finding the right answer. For we
want to know (say) what virtue really is; and we don’t assume that what it really is
satisfies all our initial beliefs about it, for we are open to the possibility that some
of them are false. But beliefs don’t wear their truth and falsity on their faces. So
what’s to stop us relying on the false ones? Yet if we do so, it’s not clear we’ll ever
reach our goal.

Suppose we favor just a stepping-stone version of a foreknowledge, or of a
prior-cognition, principle. We can then ask what related things or propositions
one must know or grasp. Suppose I am inquiring whether virtue is teachable; and
suppose I know, or have a good grasp of, physics. It’s not clear that my grasp of
physics is a suitable stepping stone for enabling me to inquire whether virtue is
teachable. There must, then, be some constraints on the relevant related contents.

10. When must one know or cognize?

Yet another question about foreknowledge or prior cognition asks when one
must have the relevant knowledge or cognition. Commentators who think that
one or another philosopher requires foreknowledge (or prior cognition) generally
suppose that that philosopher thinks one must have knowledge (or cognition)
not just at some time prior to inquiry, but when one is inquiring. To this extent,
these commentators ascribe a current knowledge, or cognition, principle to the
relevant philosopher. But when do we first acquire this knowledge, or cognition?
Did we acquire it for the very first time at some point in this life by, for example,
perceiving and having certain experiences and reasoning in various ways? Or did
we first acquire it prenatally? Or did we not acquire it at all? In this latter case, we

54 See, for example, F. Grgic, ‘Plato’s Meno and the Possibility of Inquiry in the Absence of
Knowledge’, Bochumer Philosophisches Jahrbuch fiir Antike und Mittelalter 4 (1999), 19-40, at 24.
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might have had it for the whole of our prenatal existence, but lose it on being
born; or we might just have been born that way. Of course, these latter two
possibilities are compatible: we might have prior knowledge for the whole of our
prenatal existence and also when we are born. But, as we shall see, one might hold
one of these options without holding the other: one might think we have innate
knowledge or cognition but not prenatal knowledge or cognition; or one might
think we had prenatal knowledge or cognition, but lost it on being born in such a
way that we no longer know at all.

The theory of recollection clearly posits prenatal knowledge. Though it is
generally taken to posit innate knowledge as well, I shall argue that, at least in
the Meno, it doesn’t do so. But deciding whether Plato, or any of the other
philosophers we’ll be considering, posits innate knowledge is complicated by the
fact that innatism has been understood in more than one way. First, various
things have been held to be innate: for example, knowledge, belief, and concepts.
Secondly, each of these things might be held to be innate in various ways. I shall
distinguish three varieties of innatism: cognitive-condition, content, and disposi-
tional innatism.>® Let’s focus for now on what these amount to in the case of
knowledge. According to cognitive-condition innatism about knowledge, from
birth we are in the cognitive condition of knowing. According to content innat-
ism about knowledge, from birth there are contents—mental representations of
some sort—in us that are suitable to serve as the content of knowledge, whether
or not they so serve from birth. According to dispositional innatism about
knowledge, we are, from birth, disposed to acquire knowledge, or to know certain
specific truths, though we don’t actually have knowledge from birth. (Hence, on
this view, knowledge isn’t innate; just the disposition is.) If one favors cognitive-
condition innatism about knowledge, one thereby favors content innatism about
knowledge. But content innatism about knowledge doesn’t imply cognitive-
condition innatism about knowledge. Nor does dispositional innatism imply
either content innatism or cognitive-condition innatism.

>3 1 discuss these varieties of innatism in more detail in Ch. 5, esp. sect. 2. Here I give just a brief
overview, to be refined in due course. For discussion of varieties of innatism, see J. Barnes, ‘Mr.
Locke’s Darling Notion’, Philosophical Quarterly 22 (1972), 193-214; N. Jolley, Leibniz and Locke:
A Study of the New Essays on Human Understanding (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1984) and his The
Light of the Soul: Theories of Ideas in Leibniz, Malebranche, and Descartes (Oxford: Clarendon Press,
1990); S. Stich (ed.), Innate Ideas (Berkeley, Calif.: University of California Press, 1975); G. Hunter
and B. Inwood, ‘Plato, Leibniz, and the Furnished Soul’, Journal of the History of Philosophy 22
(1984), 423-34; Scott, Recollection and Experience: Plato’s Theory of Learning and Its Successors
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1995) (RE hereinafter), PM, and his ‘Tnnatism and the
Stoa’, Proceedings of the Cambridge Philological Society 33 (1988), 123-54 (‘Innatism’ hereinafter);
and J. Miller, ‘Innate Ideas in Stoicism and Grotius’, Grotiana, n.s. 20/1 (1999/2000), 143-62. Many
of the distinctions I draw in what follows are also drawn in one or another of these works.
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Similarly, one might favor cognitive-condition innatism, content innatism, or
dispositional innatism about true beliefs or concepts. Thus, one might think that
we are, from birth, in the cognitive condition of having true beliefs, or concepts;
or that mental contents that are suitable to serve as true beliefs, or that constitute
concepts, are in us from birth, whether or not we are in the cognitive condition of
belief or of having concepts; or that we are, from birth, predisposed to acquire
either some true beliefs or other, or certain specific true beliefs, or some concepts
or other, or certain specific concepts.

Plato, we shall see, is often thought to favor cognitive-condition innatism
about knowledge, though other views have also been held. I explore this issue
in Chapter 5.

Aristotle is generally—but, as we shall see, not always—thought to reject both
content innatism and cognitive-condition innatism. There is more room for
dispute about whether he favors dispositional innatism. I explore this issue in
Chapter 6.

The Epicureans are generally thought not to be innatists. However, it has been
argued that they are innatists, either quite generally or at least for the special case
of the prolepsis of god. I explore this issue in Chapter 7.

There is dispute about whether the Stoics are innatists. I discuss this in
Chapter 8. It has been held that none of them are. But it has also been argued
that either all of them, or at least later Stoics such as Epictetus, are innatists
of some sort, either in general or just for moral notions. Among those who
think that at least some of the Stoics are innatists, there is dispute about whether
their version of innatism is the same as, or different from, Plato’s (if he is an
innatist). Dominic Scott, for example, argues that Plato is a cognitive-condition
innatist about knowledge; but he thinks that the Stoics, both early and late, are
just dispositional innatists, and only for moral notions.’® Leibniz, by contrast,
seems to think that Plato and the Stoics favor the same version of innatism, which
is, arguably, dispositional innatism. In the Preface to the New Essays on Human
Understanding, he says that Locke is closer to Aristotle (who, Leibniz thinks,
rejects innatism), whereas he himself is closer to Plato, though he ‘parts company
at many points’ from him. He goes on to say that:>’

%6 See RE and ‘Innatism’. This is my way of putting Scott’s view; though he uses the phrase
‘dispositional innatism’, he doesn’t use ‘cognitive-condition innatism’. Nor does he use ‘content
innatism’.

" New Essays on Human Understanding, trans. and ed. P. Remnant and J. Bennett (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 1996), 48-9.
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There is the question whether the soul in itself is completely blank like a writing tablet on
which nothing has as yet been written—a tabula rasa—as Aristotle and the author of the
Essay [i.e. Locke] maintain, and whether everything which is inscribed there comes solely
from the senses and experience; or whether the soul inherently contains the sources
(princeps) of various notions and doctrines, which external objects merely rouse up on
suitable occasions, as I believe and as do Plato and even the Schoolmen ... The Stoics call
these sources Prolepses, that is, fundamental assumptions of things taken for granted in
advance.

Though there is dispute about whether Aristotle, the Epicureans, and the Stoics
are innatists of some stripe in at least some cases, it is generally agreed that they
reject prenatal knowledge. At least here, then, Plato is the odd man out.

11. Skeptical inquiry

So far I've largely left the Pyrrhonian Skeptic Sextus Empiricus to one side. In the
last section, I mentioned one way in which Plato is the odd man out: only he,
among the philosophers we’ll be considering, posits prenatal knowledge. Sextus
might seem to be the odd man out in a different way. For, whereas the other
philosophers we’ll discuss are usually thought to accept some version of a
foreknowledge principle, Sextus isn’t usually thought to do so. Indeed, on one
view he disclaims not only all knowledge but also all belief. Yet he claims that
Skeptics can and do inquire. So whereas the Dogmatic philosophers (who,
according to Sextus, include Plato, Aristotle, the Stoics, and Epicureans) are
often thought to say that one can inquire only if one already has some knowledge,
Sextus has been taken to say that one can inquire even if one lacks all knowledge,
and even all beliefs. He also seems to argue that if one has—or rather, if one
thinks one has—knowledge or even belief, that’s an impediment to inquiry.
Skeptics, he suggests, are the only true inquirers, precisely because they don’t
think they have the answers. He claims that the Dogmatists, by contrast, both
think they know the answers and also require knowledge for inquiry. Sextus
argues that, in doing so, they preclude inquiry. Hence, just as Plutarch argues that
Peripatetics, Epicureans, and Stoics can’t inquire, so Sextus argues that Dogma-
tists like the Epicureans and Stoics can’t inquire. However, Plutarch bases his
argument on the claim that they don’t favor recollection. Sextus, by contrast,
bases his argument on the claim that they require knowing, and also thinking one
knows, the answers. The Stoics and Epicureans argue in turn that they, but not
Skeptics, can inquire. For, they argue, if the Skeptics really lack all knowledge and
even all belief, they aren’t in a cognitive condition that is sufficiently robust to
allow inquiry.
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In Chapters 10 and 11, I look at the Stoic and Epicurean challenges to the
possibility of Skeptical inquiry. I also look at Sextus™ attempt to vindicate the
possibility of Skeptical inquiry, and at his argument for the claim that Stoics and
Epicureans, or Dogmatists more generally, can’t inquire. We will continue our
exploration of what cognitive condition one needs to be in, to be in a position to
inquire, as well as our exploration of what the content of that condition needs
to be. Skeptics say that they have concepts and that they use them to inquire.
But they also distance themselves from the accuracy—perhaps even from the
meaningfulness or coherence—of these concepts. Can one inquire into F on the
basis of a concept of F that is far from accurate? How inaccurate can it be,
compatibly with enabling one to use it so as to fix a target to aim at, or so as to
help one realize one has hit the target one was aiming at, should one succeed in
doing so?

12. Conclusion

In what follows, then, we’ll ask whether various philosophers accept a foreknow-
ledge principle and, if they do so, what version of it they accept: the same one or
different ones. If a given philosopher doesn’t accept any version of a foreknow-
ledge principle, we’ll want to know what cognitive condition he thinks one must
be in, in order to inquire: must one have true beliefs? Will it do if one has just
nondoxastic appearances? We'll also ask what sort of content one must grasp
(whether as a matter of knowledge or belief or of some other cognitive condition)
in order to be able to inquire: must one grasp something’s real essence, or will
grasping something less than that do? Must one in some way grasp the very thing
one is inquiring into, or will it do if one grasps something suitably related to it?
We'll also ask when one needs to know or grasp whatever one must know or
grasp if one is to be able to inquire: Must one do so prenatally? Must one have
innate knowledge (or true beliefs or concepts)? Or can one acquire the relevant
knowledge or cognition for the first time later in life, as one matures?

In attempting to answer these questions, we’ll touch on a variety of broader
issues, especially about how each philosopher, or school, understands the nature
of knowledge and of other cognitive conditions such as belief, true belief, and
nondoxastic appearances; and of how they explain our cognitive development.
A full account of these broader issues would require a long book on ancient
epistemology in general. My aim here is more limited. I hope to say just enough
to be able to explain Meno’s Paradox and various replies to it. But I hope that the
reader who is interested enough to wonder about these issues will be tempted to
explore ancient epistemology more extensively than I shall do here.
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Appendix: Meno’s Paradox: what’s in a name?

I've been speaking of Meno’s Paradox; but the label has been criticized. For
example, it has been argued that Meno doesn’t raise a paradox: he asks questions;
but questions aren’t a paradox.”® However, Meno’s questions are easily converted
into an argument—I formulate it in Chapter 3, section 4—and, as we shall see,
that argument is a paradox in the familiar sense that it has seemingly plausible
premises that issue in a startling conclusion.™

It has also been argued that the use of ‘paradox’ is misleading because ‘this
name misrepresents what [Plato] does address. He does not try to explain why
some fact, which according to some seemingly compelling argument is not a fact,
is after all a fact. He answers Meno by simply pointing to a fact whose existence

Meno never doubts’ (viz. recollection).®°

But however Socrates replies, he and
Meno raise a paradox if they provide a seemingly compelling argument that
challenges the truth of a familiar claim; and, on the account I shall suggest, that’s
what they do.

It has also been argued that ‘paradox’, in the singular, is misleading, on the
ground that Meno raises two paradoxes, one about inquiry (M1 and M2) and one
about discovery (M3).°" T address, and attempt to assuage, this worry in
Chapter 3.

The label ‘Meno’s paradox’ has also been criticized on the ground that
Socrates, no less than Meno, raises a paradox; ‘Meno’s paradox” doesn’t capture
that fact. This point is not worrying if Socrates captures Meno’s concerns. It has
been argued that he doesn’t do so. I address, and attempt to assuage, this worry in
Chapter 3.

Whether or not ‘Meno’s Paradox’ is an apt label, it has rival claimants. For
example, the passage is sometimes said to raise ‘the learner’s paradox’.® This

58 1. Moline, “Meno’s Paradox?’, Phronesis 14 (1969), 153-61, at 157.

% According to A. Cantini, ‘By “paradox” one usually means a statement claiming something that
goes beyond (or even against) a “common opinion” (what is usually believed or held)’ (‘Paradoxes and
Contemporary Logic’, in E. N. Zalta (ed.), Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy (Spring, 2013), <http://
www./plato.stanford.edu/archives/spr2013/entries/paradoxes-contemporary-logic>. The OED cites
the following from A. Prior, Formal Logic 1I1i.224: ‘As with Lewis’s paradoxes, these appear less
startling when the definitions of the terms used are considered.” As we shall see, the issue of what
various terms mean in Meno’s Paradox will prove important.

%0 P. Dimas, ‘True Belief in the Meno’, Oxford Studies in Ancient Philosophy 14 (1996), 1-32, at
19, n. 35.

%1 See especially Scott, PM, 82-3. Cf. RE, 24-32; and R. Weiss, Virtue in the Cave: Moral Inquiry
in Plato’s Meno (New York: Oxford University Press, 2001), 53-4.

62 See, for example, Moravcsik, ‘Learning as Recollection’, 63; cf. 64. He also uses ‘the paradox of
inquiry’ (63). These are connected labels, since he thinks Plato presents ‘a paradox of learning taking
the form of inquiry’ (54).


http://www./plato.stanford.edu/archives/spr2013/entries/paradoxes-contemporary-logic
http://www./plato.stanford.edu/archives/spr2013/entries/paradoxes-contemporary-logic
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might seem surprising; for neither Meno’s questions nor Socrates’ dilemma
mentions learning. By contrast, in the Euthydemus Socrates considers similar
puzzles which, however, are phrased in terms of learning rather than in terms of
inquiry (275d-278d).®> Similarly, when, in Posterior Analytics 1.1, Aristotle
describes what he calls the ‘puzzle (aporéma) in the Meno’, he mentions learning,
but not inquiry. However, at 81d4-5 Socrates says that ‘inquiry and learning are,
as a whole, recollection’. Hence, learning, or at least some learning, is in some way
relevant. Nonetheless, the label ‘learner’s paradox’ is sometimes criticized on the
ground that the paradox in the Meno doesn’t concern all learning.®* In Chapter 4,
I ask how Plato connects inquiry and learning.

Sometimes ‘eristic paradox’ is used on the ground that Socrates says that Meno

)65(

has introduced an eristikos logos (80e2).>” ‘Eristic’ can be understood in different

ways, and there’s dispute about how Socrates uses it here. Because the word is so
often used in a way that’s inappropriate here, it’s not the best label. I discuss this
issue in Chapter 3.

Sometimes Meno’s questions and Socrates’ dilemma are collectively called ‘the
Paradox of Inquiry’.® One might also challenge this label. For, like ‘Meno’s
Paradox’, it suggests that there is just one paradox at issue, whereas, as I've
mentioned, it has been argued that there is more than one; and, it’s sometimes
thought, only one of them is properly called a paradox of inquiry. I attempt to
assuage this worry in Chapter 3. As I understand Meno’s questions and Socrates’
dilemma, ‘the Paradox of Inquiry’ is an appropriate label. It also has the advan-
tage, over ‘Meno’s Paradox’, of indicating something about the content of the
paradox. However, it has the disadvantage of not indicating its origin. Though

 There is dispute about the connection between Meno’s Paradox as it is formulated in the Meno
and the related paradoxes in the Eud. For a lucid defense of the view, with which I agree, that the
arguments in the Eud. differ from the argument in the Meno in that the former arguments trade on
an ambiguity whereas the latter argument does not do so, see Matthews, Socratic Perplexity, 54-62.
Aristotle seems to agree. For, as we shall see in Ch. 6, in APo. 1.1 he takes Meno’s Paradox seriously;
but Sophistici Elenchi (= SE) 4 suggests he thinks that the Eud.’s argument equivocates on mantha-
nein, which can refer both to the process of learning and to its product, which in the ideal case is
knowledge or understanding. (Though SE 4 doesn’t explicitly mention the Eud., it plainly recalls it.)

64 See, for example, White, Plato on Knowledge and Reality, 43.

% See e.g. W. Jordan, Ancient Concepts of Philosophy (London: Routledge, 1990), 73. (He also
uses ‘paradox of enquiry’: 72.) Scott uses ‘eristic dilemma’ for Socrates’ dilemma and ‘Meno’s
challenge’ for Meno’s questions: PM, 75. However, I don’t think Socrates means to restrict the
phrase eristikos logos to the dilemma. For he says that Meno has introduced (katagein) it, which
suggests that Meno’s questions fall within its scope.

66 See, for example, Matthews, Socratic Perplexity, ch. 6. By contrast, C. Kahn seems to use
‘paradox of inquiry’ just for M1 and M2: see his ‘Plato on Recollection’, in H. Benson (ed.), A
Companion to Plato (Oxford: Blackwell, 2006), 119-32, at 120. In Plato’s Ethics, sect. 92, Irwin uses
‘paradox of inquiry’, though in his earlier Plato’s Moral Theory, he uses ‘Meno’s Paradox’: 138-40.
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these two labels are equally appropriate, using two labels would be distracting.®’
I chose ‘Meno’s Paradox’ largely because it is so well entrenched, being used not
only in contemporary literature but also (near enough) by Aristotle and Plu-
tarch.%® It also serves the useful purpose of reminding us that the problems it
raises are first seriously discussed in Plato’s Meno.

In addition to using ‘Meno’s Paradox’ for the conjunction of Meno’s questions
and Socrates” dilemma, I shall also use the phrase more broadly for arguments
that challenge the possibility of inquiry by focusing on questions about knowing
and not knowing.®” I shall also sometimes speak of variants of Meno’s Paradox—
for example, in discussing what I call the Paradox of Skeptical Inquiry, which,
according to Sextus, the Stoics and Epicureans level against the Skeptics.

7 Asa waiter in a restaurant in Paris once said to me, when I was dithering about what to order: il
faut choisir.

% More precisely, they speak of the problem, or puzzle, in the Meno. So yet another possible label
is ‘the Meno’s paradox’. This might be misleading too, though, since the dialogue is sometimes
thought to discuss one or another of the so-called Socratic paradoxes, which have nothing to do with
Meno’s Paradox.

% Similarly, sometimes ‘the problem of evil’ is used for a particular determinate argument,
sometimes for a range of related arguments. Thanks here to Sydney Penner.






PART I

Plato’s Meno






2
The Origins of the Problem

1. The priority of knowledge what

Before looking at Meno’s Paradox in detail, we should set the scene. For under-
standing the context in which it first appears will help us understand its force and
point. Further, it’s been argued that Socrates’ commitments at the beginning
of the dialogue make him vulnerable to Meno’s Paradox. We can’t assess whether
that’s so without looking at those commitments. Doing so will prove crucial for
understanding what is, and isn’t, at stake in Meno’s Paradox. In considering the
origins of the problem, two issues will be of central concern. First, well ask
whether Socrates commits himself to any version of a foreknowledge principle.
Secondly, we'll ask what if anything he tells us about the sort of content that must
be available to one, if one is to be able to inquire.
The dialogue begins with Meno asking:

Can you tell me Socrates, whether virtue is teachable? Or is it not teachable, but acquired
by practice? Or is it acquired neither by practice nor by learning, but comes to people by
nature or in some other way? (70a1-4)"

Socrates replies that he doesn’t know whether virtue is teachable. Indeed:*

So far am I from knowing whether it is teachable or not, that I don’t even in fact know at
all (parapan) what virtue is.? (71a5-7)

As he explains:

I blame myself for not knowing at all (parapan) about virtue. But if I don’t know what
something is, how could I know what it’s like? Or do you think someone who doesn’t at all

! )EXELS not Ezﬂi[V, (f) Z(J/JKPG,TES, &pa aLaaK’TO‘V 'f; C;,pGT’T?, ,'3]‘ O'lj SLSG.KTéV C;,/\A) &UK'T]'TéV,' 'f} 0111,7'6
doxnTov olTe palnTdy, dAAa pvoel mapaylyverar Tois avlpmois 7 dAA Twi Tpéme.

*> Though ‘at all’ (parapan) occurs both here and in the first and third sentence of the next passage
that I quote, it is omitted in the second sentence of the next passage that I quote (71b3-4). Elsewhere,
too, ‘at all’ is sometimes used, but sometimes omitted. There is dispute about whether this is
significant. I discuss this in Ch. 3, sect. 6.
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know who Meno is* could know whether he’s handsome,” wealthy, or well born, or the
opposite of these? (71b1-8)°

In the passage just quoted, Socrates says that just as one can’t know whether
Meno is handsome, wealthy, or well born unless one knows who he is, so one
can’t know whether virtue is teachable unless one knows what virtue is. In
general, unless one knows what (ti) x is, one can’t know what x is like (poion)
(71b3-4).” Let’s call this the Priority of Knowledge What (PKW):

(PKW) If one doesn’t know what x is, one can’t know what x is like.

It’s because Socrates accepts PKW and thinks he doesn’t know what virtue is, that
he claims not to know anything about virtue. How exactly should PKW be
understood? The first thing to notice is that Socrates speaks interchangeably of
not knowing what x is like, on the one hand, and not knowing anything about x,
on the other. So we can rewrite PKW as follows:

(PKW1) If one doesn’t know what x is, one can’t know anything about x.

* 8o7is Mévawa i) yryvdiorer. This is standard Greek for ‘not know who Meno is’. In Plato’s
Meno (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1961), however, R. S. Bluck says that Socrates is
talking about knowing Meno, which he takes to be ‘a matter of acquaintance’ (213; cf. 213-14, 32-3).
But knowing Meno in the sense of being acquainted with him is different from knowing who he is. It
would take argument to show that one can know who someone is only by being acquainted with
him. Even if acquaintance is the means by which one comes to know who or what someone or
something is (a view that is controversial), it is not what knowing who or what someone or
something is consists in. I take it that Plato is here concerned just with knowing who or what
someone or something is.

> kalos can be used to mean ‘noble’ or ‘fine’. But 76b4-5 suggests it means ‘handsome’ here.
Contrast A. Nehamas, ‘Socratic Intellectualism’, Proceedings of the Boston Area Colloquium in
Ancient Philosophy 2 (1987), 274-316, reprinted in his Virtues of Authenticity (Princeton, N.J.:
Princeton University Press, 1999), 27-58, at 31 (latter pagination).
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ToUTOV €ldévar elTe KaAos elTe TAoUTLOs €iTe Kal yevvaids éoTw, elTe Kal TavavTia ToUTWY.

7 “In general’ is controversial. Nehamas, for example, thinks that Socrates is making just ‘the
modest claim that there are some features of virtue (those which are as disputable as its definition is
or that are essentially connected with it) about which he can have no knowledge, or any other
cognitive attitude, without first knowing what virtue itself is’ (‘Socratic Intellectualism’, 32; cf. 35-6).
The claim Nehamas takes Socrates to be making is more modest than the claim I take him to be
making insofar as Nehamas thinks it requires knowledge of what something is for knowing just some
of its features, whereas I think Socrates claims that one can’t know any of a thing’s features unless
one knows what that thing is. But in another way, Nehamas ascribes a stronger claim to Socrates
than I do. For he thinks Socrates requires knowledge of what something is for having any other
cognitive attitude (such as belief) about disputable features of that thing, whereas I shall argue that
Socrates thinks one needs knowledge of what something is, not for having beliefs about features of it
(whether those features are, or are not, disputable), but just for having knowledge of them.
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But this still leaves it unclear exactly what the principle amounts to. One
possibility is that it means:®

(PKW2) If one has no idea what x is—if one is in a cognitive blank with
respect to x—one can’t have any ideas about x.

PKW?2 is a plausible claim. So perhaps Meno readily accepts PKW because he
interprets it as PKW2.” However, PKW2 is unlikely to be what Socrates means.
For he thinks that, where virtue is concerned, he satisfies the antecedent of PKW:
he says that he doesn’t at all know what virtue is. If PKW2 captures what he
means, it follows that, in his view, he has no ideas about virtue. But he seems to
have various ideas about virtue. For example, he says that everything that is
virtuous is so because of some one form (72c¢6-8). Nor does he say that he has no
ideas about virtue. He says he doesn’t at all know (eidenai) what it is.'? It is one
thing to lack all knowledge of what something is, another to have no ideas about
what it is. At least, that is so on any view of knowledge according to which
knowledge goes beyond belief. And whatever Meno may think knowledge is,
Socrates thinks it goes beyond not just belief, but also beyond mere true belief.""

He makes this clear later in the dialogue when he says, at 98a, that knowledge is
true belief that is tied down with reasoning about the explanation. That is, one
knows that p is true if and only if one believes that p is true; p is true; and one can
explain why p is true. On this view, one can’t know that p is true unless one
knows why p is true.'” Let’s call this P-knowledge, for knowledge as Plato
understands it at 98a.

8 Cf. A. Nehamas, ‘Meno’s Paradox and Socrates as a Teacher, Oxford Studies in Ancient
Philosophy 3 (1985), 1-30, at 5f.

® 71b9 makes it clear that Meno accepts the principle Socrates enunciates. However, whether he
interprets it as Socrates does is another matter, which I discuss in due course.

10 Unfortunately, some translations obscure this crucial point. For example, W. K. C. Guthrie,
Plato: Protagoras and Meno (Harmondsworth: Penguin Classics, 1956), translates 71a5-7 as: “The
fact is that far from knowing whether it can be taught, I have no idea what virtue itself is.” In place of
T have no idea’, he should have I do not at all know (eidds).” Guthrie translates 71b4-6 as: ‘Do you
suppose that somebody entirely ignorant who Meno is could say whether...’, when he should have:
‘Do you suppose that someone who does not at all know (gigndskei) who Meno is could know
(eidenai) whether....

' That is, he doesn’t think knowledge is identical to true belief: it isn’t mere true belief; it involves
more than true belief. That’s compatible with his thinking that knowledge is a species of true belief
and, in my view, that’s what he thinks in the Meno.

12 T explore the Meno’s account of knowledge more fully in ‘Knowledge and True Belief in the
Meno’. The definition in 98a is of epistémé; in 71, Socrates uses forms of eidenai. One might argue
that the conditions for one to eidenai something are weaker than are the conditions for one to have
epistémé of something. However, 96d5ft. seems to use forms of the verbs eidenai and epistasthai, and
of the noun epistémé, interchangeably. For example, 97a9 has eidos, but b2 has epistamenos; it would
be very awkward and misleading were any difference intended. Similarly, the contrast in 98d1
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Socrates, then, doesn’t say that he has no idea what virtue is; nor is that what he
means to imply. He says, and means, that he doesn’t at all know what virtue is.
Accordingly, let’s consider another interpretation of PKW:"?

(PKW3) If one doesn’t know what x is, one can’t have any ideas about x.

In contrast to PKW2, PKW3’s antecedent is one Socrates thinks he satisfies in
the case of virtue. But PKW3 is deeply problematic. For if one must know what
something is in order to have any ideas about it, and if, as Socrates says, he
doesn’t at all know what virtue is, he can’t have any ideas about it. Yet, as we’ve
seen, he says quite a lot about virtue. Socrates’ claims about his cognitive
condition, coupled with PKW3, conflict with his practice.

Perhaps Socrates nonetheless intends it; or perhaps he is committed to it
without realizing it. But we shouldn’t assume this—at least, not just yet. For
PKW doesn’t say that one must know what something is in order to have any
ideas about it. It says that one must know what something is in order to know
anything else about it: one kind of knowledge—knowledge of what x is—is
needed for further knowledge about x. This suggests the following interpretation
of PKW:'*

(PKW4) If one doesn’t know what x is, one can’t know anything about x.

I shall from now on understand PKW in this way. The crucial point to bear in
mind is that PKW requires one kind of knowledge (not merely having an idea
about something) for another kind of knowledge (not for having ideas). One kind
of knowledge or knowledge of one kind of property depends on another kind of
knowledge or on knowledge of another kind of property.

between epistémé and true belief would be very awkward and misleading if there were also a sort of
knowledge that is less than epistémé. It’s true that Socrates doesn’t define epistémé until late in the
dialogue; and one might argue that, until then, he uses epistemic vocabulary differently. However,
that might seem to violate the Dialectical Requirement, on which see further below. Even if, contrary
to my view, Socrates uses eidenai more broadly earlier in the dialogue than he does later in the
dialogue, it wouldn’t follow that, if one didn’t eidenai something in that allegedly broader way, one
was in a cognitive blank about it — and that is my main point here. According to J. Lyons, Structural
Semantics: An Analysis of Part of the Vocabulary of Plato (Oxford: Blackwell, 1963) (‘Structural
Semantics’ hereinafter), in Plato the verb epistasthai and the noun epistémé are semantically distinct,
in that the verb is more specialized than the noun. Even if that is true in general, Plato doesn’t seem
to intend any difference in 97b2-5; here, to epistasthai something is to have epistémé of it.

13 1n ‘Plato’s Euthyphro: An Analysis and Commentary’, Monist 50 (1966), 369-82, P. T. Geach
assumes something like PKW3 in his account of what he calls ‘the Socratic fallacy’. For he thinks
Socrates is committed to the view that if one doesn’t know what F is, one can’t use or recognize
examples of things that are F in an effort to discover what F is.

4 PKW4 is identical to PKW1. But I hope that consideration of various interpretations has made
its meaning clearer.
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2. Knowing what x is and knowing what x is like

What are these two kinds of knowledge, or two kinds of property? On a familiar
view, the claim is that to know what something is, is to know its essence; and to
know what something is like (or, equivalently, to know anything further about
the thing) is to know its nonessential properties.'” Deciding whether this view is
right is complicated by the fact that there are different interpretations of what it
is to be an essential or a nonessential property. There are also disputes about
which if any properties of a thing are its essential or nonessential properties. So,
for example, on one account Socrates’ essence is or includes his origins; on
another, his essence is just to be human; on another, it is his particular way of
being human. On yet another view, things like Socrates have no essences; only
universals or properties do.'® Without knowing how if at all Plato distinguishes
essential from nonessential properties, and what he takes to be examples of each,
it’s difficult to know whether the distinction he has in mind between what
something is and what it is like is meant to be the distinction between the
essential and the nonessential properties of a thing. Unfortunately, he doesn’t
provide an explicit account of essential or nonessential properties.

But perhaps we can nonetheless make some headway. For Socrates goes on to
suggest that a correct answer to the question “‘What is virtue?’ says what virtue is.
He wants to know the one form (eidos, 72¢7, d8) of virtue by which everything
that is virtuous is so (72c6-d1); this is the essence (ousia, 72b1) of virtue. So it
seems that, at least in the case of virtue, knowing what something is is knowing its
essence, where that, in turn, is revealed by its real definition, which specifies
the one property because of which everything that is virtuous is so.'” One might
infer that, in general, to know what x is, is to know its essence. Accordingly, if
something lacks an essence, it can’t be known.

Socrates may intend that view. But there is an alternative worth considering.
Perhaps he thinks that what it takes to know what something is depends on the

15 See, for example, Scott, PM, 20-2. Contrast White, Plato on Knowledge and Reality, 35-40.

16 For various views about how to draw the distinction between essential and nonessential
properties, see e.g. B. A. Brody, ‘Natural Kinds and Real Essences’, Journal of Philosophy 64
(1967), 431-46 and his ‘Why Settle for Anything Less than Good Old-Fashioned Aristotelian
Essentialism?’, Noils 7 (1973), 351-65; S. Kripke, Naming and Necessity (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard
University Press, 1980); K. Fine, ‘Essence and Modality: The Second Philosophical Perspectives
Lecture’, Philosophical Perspectives 8 (1994), 1-16 and his ‘Senses of Essence’, in W. Sinnott
Armstrong et al. (eds.), Modality, Morality and Belief- Essays in Honor of Ruth Barcan Marcus
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1995), 53-73.

17 For the view that a correct answer to a ‘What is F?” question is the real definition of F, which
specifies F’s real essence, see e.g. T. Irwin, Plato’s Ethics, sects. 90-1. It becomes clear later in the
dialogue that, for Socrates, the essence of virtue is some one property; see sect. 4.
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kind of thing it is. Perhaps, if x has an essence, knowing what x is requires
knowing its essence, whereas, if x lacks an essence, one can know what it is by
being able to identify it without specifying its essence. Alternatively, perhaps
knowing what something is is context relative in the sense that what it takes
to know what something is depends on what else about the thing one wants
to know. Perhaps to know whether virtue is teachable one needs to know what
virtue essentially is; for whether or not it’s teachable is the sort of thing that is
at least partly explained by what it essentially is. But perhaps one can know
whether Meno is handsome without knowing his essence, even if he has one. For
perhaps that’s the sort of property of a thing that isn’t even partly explained by its
essence.'®

If, in every case, knowing who or what something is requires knowing its
essence, it follows that one can know who Meno is only if one knows his essence.
And since one can know whether he’s handsome, wealthy, or well born only
if one knows who he is, it would follow that one couldn’t know whether he’s
handsome, wealthy, or well born unless one knew his essence. If this is Socrates’
view, then he thinks either that (i) Meno has an essence, and one can know what
it is, and so the possibility is left open that one can also know other things about
Meno, such as whether he’s handsome and so on; or else (ii) Meno doesn’t have
an essence, and so one can’t know who he is, and so neither can one know
whether he’s handsome and so on. If, however, Socrates thinks that in some cases
one can know who or what something is without knowing its essence, then he
might think that (iii) one can know whether Meno is handsome, wealthy, or well
born by knowing who he is, where that doesn’t require knowing his essence.

If, in speaking of knowing who Meno is, Socrates is giving a literal example of
something one can know, that favors (i) or (iii). If he is just giving an analogy, in
order to get Meno to understand that knowledge of one sort of property depends
on knowledge of another sort of property, (ii) becomes an option."

One might think that Socrates’ account of knowledge in 98a counts against
(iil). For, as we've seen, 98a says that one can’t know that p is true unless one
knows why p is true. One might think it follows that, to know what something is,

'8 For discussion of what it takes to know who or what something is, see S. Boer and W. Lycan,
Knowing Who (Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press, 1986).

' For the view that Socrates mentions knowing who Meno is just as an analogy, see White, Plato
on Knowledge and Reality, 54 n. 5; Nehamas, ‘Meno’s Paradox and Socrates as a Teacher’, 27; Scott,
PM, 21. At 97aff. Socrates speaks of knowing the way to Larisa. The three options just canvassed in
the text arise here as well: Socrates might think that if one knows the way to Larisa, one knows its
essence; or he might think that one can know the way to Larisa without knowing its essence, either
because it doesn’t have one or because one doesn’t need to know it, to know the way; or he might
mention knowing the way to Larisa merely as an analogy.
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one must know its essence; for essences are explanatory. However, to say that all
knowledge requires an explanation of why what one knows is true is not to say
that it all requires a grasp of essence. To be sure, essences are explanatory. For
example, it’s only by reference to the essence of virtue that one can explain why
virtue is (or is not) teachable. But even if, in some cases, one can explain what x is
like only by reference to its essence, it’s not clear that’s always so. Aristotle, for
example, recognizes various ways of explaining why things are so, not all of which
require reference to the essence of the thing.20 Perhaps, similarly, Socrates thinks
one can explain why Meno is handsome, wealthy, or well born without appealing
to his essence (whether or not he has one).

It might seem implausible to think that to know whether Meno is, for example,
handsome, one needs to know his essence: surely it will do if one can identify him
as the person he is? And surely one can do that without knowing his essence?
However, it’s reasonable to think that one can’t know whether Meno in particular
(as opposed to that person over there, whoever he is) is handsome unless one
knows who he is. Whether it’s plausible to think that one can know who he is
without knowing his essence depends on what one thinks essential properties are.
The more robust the notion of essence is, the less reasonable it is to require
knowledge of Meno’s essence for knowing whether he’s handsome. It also
matters here what the operative notion of knowledge is. Suppose that knowledge
is P-knowledge, and that one can’t P-know who Meno is without knowing his
essence. That leaves open the possibility that one might be able to have a well-
founded true belief about whether he’s handsome without knowing his essence;
for having a well-founded true belief about something falls short of having
P-knowledge about it.>'

Whether or not it’s plausible to think that one can know whether Meno is
handsome only if one knows his essence, it’s plausible to think that one can know
whether virtue is teachable only if one knows its essence. For, again, whether
virtue is teachable depends on what the essence of virtue is; we can explain why
virtue is (or is not) teachable only by reference to its essence. Given Plato’s
conception of knowledge as P-knowledge, PKW is plausible in the sorts of
cases that primarily interest him here, such as that of virtue.

Unfortunately, the text doesn’t say enough to allow us to choose among (i), (ii),
and (iii). Socrates’ main interest is in cases like virtue where, in his view, knowing
what something is does involve knowing its essence. He doesn’t tell us whether, in
every case, one can know what something is like only if one knows its essence, or

20 See e.g. Physics 2.3 and 7.
1 At least, this is so on many conceptions of what it takes to have a well-founded true belief.
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whether that’s true only in the sorts of cases that especially interest him here. Nor
does he tell us what’s involved in knowing the essence of sensible particulars or
whether he thinks they have them. Be that as it may, I shall from now on follow
Socrates and focus on cases like virtue. It’s clear that he thinks that such things
have essences, which are specified in correct answers to ‘What is F?’ questions.

3. The scope of the priority of knowledge what

So far I've suggested two interpretations of what it is to know what something is:
either it’s to know what the thing’s essence is, or else it’s a broader notion that
requires knowledge of essence in some but not all cases. It’s difficult to choose
between these two options. For though Socrates makes it clear that in some cases
knowing what something is is knowing its essence, he doesn’t make it clear
whether he thinks that’s true in all cases.

Let’s now ask what’s involved in knowing what something is like (poion). As
we’ve seen, Socrates seems to think that x’s poion properties are all those
properties x has that don’t constitute what x is. If what x is is what x essentially
is, and if X’s properties are exhausted by its essential and nonessential properties,
then x’s poion properties are equivalent to X’s nonessential properties. If what x is
is a broader notion than what it essentially is, and if X’s essential and nonessential
properties exhaust X’s properties, then x’s poion properties are a subclass of x’s
nonessential properties. If something can be true of x without its being either
an essential or a nonessential property of x—if what’s true of x is a broader
notion—then x’s poion properties will be more extensive than x’s nonessential
properties, though they won’t be so extensive as to include any of x’s essential
properties, since these are, or are among, the properties that constitute what x is,
if x has any essential properties at all.

As before, it’s difficult to decide among these possibilities without knowing
exactly how Socrates conceives of the essential and nonessential properties of
a thing. However, we’ve seen that he takes it to be sufficient for F’s having an
essence that there is a correct answer to the ‘What is F?’ question about it.?
Virtue is among the things that have an essence. Socrates makes it clear that he
thinks that being teachable is not part of it. Rather, it would be a poion property
of virtue, one that would flow from, or be at least partly explained by, the essence
of virtue. Generalizing, it seems that x’s poion properties include all those
properties of x that aren’t essential to it (or that don’t constitute what it is,

*? In speaking of properties like virtue, it’s convenient to use ‘F’ rather than X
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where, as we’ve seen, that might be a broader notion than what something
essentially is).

Socrates may accept a broader principle than that, in order to know whether x
is F, where F is a nonessential property of x, one must know what x is. For at
79c8-€l, he says that one can’t know whether justice is a part of virtue unless one
knows what virtue is. If parts of virtue are nonessential properties of virtue, then
79c8-el is not evidence that a thing’s poion properties include more than its
nonessential properties. However, if parts of virtue like justice are not properties
of virtue, whether essential or nonessential, then either 79c8-el relies on a
different principle from PKW or else what a thing is like is not exhausted by its
nonessential properties but includes some of the parts of a thing.*®

Let’s now ask about another case: does Socrates think that one must know
what virtue is in order to know whether someone or something counts as an
instance of virtue? More generally, does he think that, to know what counts as an
instance of F, one must know what F is?

If Socrates” being virtuous (if he is) is a nonessential property of virtue, then
this would presumably count as a poion-property of virtue. But one might argue
that, though Socrates’ being virtuous isn’t a nonessential property of virtue, it is
nonetheless a poion-property of virtue, since it tells us something about what
virtue is like: virtue is the sort of thing that Socrates instantiates. If so, then a
thing’s poion-properties are more extensive than its nonessential properties are.

But one might think that, though Socrates’ being virtuous (if he is) is a
property of Socrates, it is not a property of virtue. In that case, PKW doesn’t
imply that one can know that Socrates is virtuous (if he is) only if one knows what
virtue is. So perhaps Socrates thinks that one can know whether something is an
instance of virtue without knowing what virtue is.

However, I doubt whether Socrates means to leave this possibility open. For as
we’ve seen, at 72¢7-8 he says he wants to know the one form of virtue by which
all cases of virtue are cases of virtue. He might have just types of virtue (rather
than particular token cases of virtue) in mind. But it seems reasonable to suppose
that he means his point to apply to particulars as well: anything that is virtuous is
virtuous because of the one form of virtue.** So either PKW covers such cases; or

2 As T explain more fully below, there presumably needs to be some restriction on the sort of
parts. Otherwise, Socrates would be committed to the view that to know what water and oats are, one
has to know what porridge is, since they are parts of porridge. I take it that Socrates has in mind parts
that are what they are by being parts of a given whole. Justice is what it is by being a part of virtue,
whereas neither water nor oats are what they are by being parts of porridge.

** Here I agree with Scott, PM, 85-7. Cf. Eu. 5-6, where (in my view) Socrates says that, to know
whether anything is pious, one must know the form of piety. The issue of whether Socrates believes
that one can know whether x is F only if one knows what F is has been much discussed. For detailed
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else Socrates is tacitly relying on a different but related principle, according to
which one can know whether x is F only if one knows not just who or what x is,
but also what F is.

There is, then, some unclarity about the precise scope of PKW as it is stated in
71b: it’s not clear whether it is meant to imply that one can know whether F is a
part of x only if one knows what x is.>* Nor is it clear whether it is meant to imply
that one can know whether x is F only if one knows not only what x is but also
what F is. But whether or not PKW covers these latter two cases, Socrates accepts
them in the Meno. So either they fall under PKW or else Socrates tacitly relies on
different but related principles without explicitly formulating them. If the former
is the case, poion-properties are more extensive than a thing’s nonessential
properties.” If the latter is the case, something’s poion-properties are restricted
to its nonessential properties,”” but Socrates nonetheless, on the basis of different
tacit but related principles, thinks that one can know that F is a part of x, where
F is a certain sort of part of x, only if one knows what x is; and that one can know
whether something is an instance of F only if one knows what F is. We need not
decide between these two options. For us, the crucial point is the extent of his
commitments, whether they are captured by PKW as it is formulated in 71b or
emerge only gradually.

Though it’s not clear whether PKW as it is formulated in 71b includes the
claims about certain sorts of parts and instances, I shall for the sake of conveni-
ence assume that it does. I shall also from now on take PKW to say that, to know
about F, one needs to know its essence, that is, an answer to the Socratic ‘What is
F?’ question, where that asks for the real essence of F. For though Socrates may
think that, in some cases, one can know who or what x is without knowing its
essence, such cases won’t be of concern to us in what follows.

On the reading I've suggested, PKW requires knowledge of what x is for any
other knowledge about x. It is not the weak principle that one can’t have any ideas
about x if one has no idea what x is. Nor is it the self-defeatingly strong principle
that one needs to know what something is in order to have any ideas about it. It is
the defensible but controversial view that one needs to know what something is to
know anything else about it.

discussion, see H. Benson, ‘The Priority of Definition and the Socratic Elenchos’, Oxford Studies in
Ancient Philosophy 8 (1990), 19-65.

25 Where, as we’ve seen (n. 23), there is a restriction on the relevant sorts of parts.

26 Unless one counts such parts of virtue as justice as nonessential properties of virtue, and unless
one counts instances of properties as nonessential properties of those properties.

7 Or to the subclass of them that don’t constitute what a thing is, if what a thing is extends
beyond a thing’s essential properties.
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I've suggested that PKW grounds one kind of knowledge in another, where
knowledge is understood as it is defined in 98a, as P-knowledge. Meno, we've
seen, unhesitatingly accepts PKW. But whether, in doing so, he understands it as
Socrates does remains to be seen. After all, Socrates hasn’t yet said what he takes
knowledge to be. Perhaps Meno has a different view of the nature of knowledge.
We shall need to see.

We shall also need to see whether I'm justified in interpreting PKW as I have
done. For my interpretation assumes that Socrates is clear about the difference
between knowledge, on the one hand, and lower-level cognitive conditions, such
as belief or having ideas about something, on the other hand. It also assumes that
he thinks that lacking knowledge about something doesn’t mean that one is in a
complete cognitive blank about it, that one has no ideas at all about it. It has been
argued that the early dialogues are unclear about the difference between know-
ledge and true belief.?® If that should prove to be true in the Meno, our inter-
pretation of PKW will be open to challenge.

Two further points about PKW should be made before proceeding further.
First, PKW is a principle about epistemological priority: if one doesn’t know what
X is, one can’t know anything about x. If one doesn’t know what virtue is, one
can’t know whether it’s teachable; if one doesn’t know who Meno is, one can’t
know whether he’s handsome, wealthy, or well born. One sort of knowledge is
prior to another, in that one can’t have the latter without having the former.
PKW is not, however, a principle about chronological priority. It doesn’t say that
one needs to know what x is temporally prior to knowing anything else about x.
For all PKW says, one might come to know what x is at the same time as one
comes to know something else about x. Perhaps one can come to know what
virtue is at the same time as one comes to know that it’s teachable.”

Secondly, PKW doesn’t say that, in order to inquire whether (e.g.) virtue is
teachable, one must first know what it is.3° It says that one can’t know whether
virtue is teachable if one doesn’t know what it is. That doesn’t imply that one
can’t inquire whether virtue is teachable unless one knows what it is. It’s true
that Socrates’ preferred method is to begin by ascertaining what virtue is, and
only then to inquire whether it is teachable. That’s why, when Meno asks whether
virtue is teachable, Socrates suggests that, before doing so, they should first
ascertain what virtue is. Presumably he thinks they will be in the best possible

2 See, e.g., J. Beversluis, ‘Socratic Definition’, American Philosophical Quarterly 11 (1974), 331-6.

2% Cf. Scott, PM, 132. However, in RE he says that ‘Socrates insists that we must know what virtue
is before we can discover what it is like’ (27; emphasis added). Even in PM, he at one point describes
Socrates” ‘methodological stance’ as favoring ‘the chronological priority of definition’ (193).

%% Contrast Grgic, ‘Plato’s Meno and the Possibility of Inquiry’, 24.
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position to discover whether virtue is teachable if they first know what it is, since
virtue’s being or not being teachable can only be explained by reference to the
nature of virtue. But, though Socrates’ preferred method is to inquire what F is
before inquiring what F is like, PKW doesn’t commit him to the claim that one
can inquire whether virtue is teachable only if one first knows what it is. Nor does
it commit him to the view that one can discover whether virtue is teachable only
if one first knows what it is. To say that a given method is preferable doesn’t
imply that it’s the only one that’s possible.

4. The oneness assumption

Though Socrates claims not to know what virtue is or, therefore, anything at
all about virtue, he and Meno nonetheless proceed to inquire what virtue is.”'
Meno’s first suggestion is that:

It is not hard to tell you, Socrates [what virtue is]. First, if you want the virtue of a man, it
is easy to say that a man’s virtue consists of being able to manage public affairs and in so
doing to benefit his friends and harm his enemies and to be careful that no harm comes to
himself. If you want the virtue of a woman, it is not difficult to describe: she must manage
the house well, preserve its possessions, and be submissive to her husband. The virtue of a
child, whether male or female, is different again, and so is that of an elderly man, if you
want that, or if you want that of a free man or a slave. And there are very many other
virtues, so that one is not at a loss as to what virtue is. (71e1-72a2)**

Socrates replies:

I seem to be in great luck, Meno: while I am inquiring for one virtue, I have found you
have a whole swarm of them. (72a6-8)>>

31 zéton: 72a7; cf. 74all. It’s not clear that Meno arrives at his first account of what virtue is

(71e-72a) through inquiry, though it’s important to note that, before he gives it, Socrates tells him to
answer as it seems to him; he shouldn’t just say what Gorgias thinks. It’s true that, at 72a7, Socrates
claims that he (Socrates) is inquiring, which doesn’t imply that Meno is also doing so. But the way in
which the Dialectical Requirement is introduced (on which see below) suggests that they are engaged
in a joint inquiry. This is also suggested by Socrates’ claim that he wants to investigate and consider
with Meno what virtue is (80d3-4).
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Socrates doesn’t deny that there are many cases, or kinds, of virtue. But he thinks
that ‘even if they are many and various, all of them have one and the same form
(eidos) which makes them virtues’ (72c6-8); and that’s what the correct account
of virtue should specify. This is the essence (ousia, 72b1) of virtue, what virtue
really is. Let’s call this Oneness Assumption 1.

(OAl): Properties like virtue are some one thing, the same in all cases; and
such properties are forms.**

Further, anything that is F, for some range of cases, is F in virtue of some one and
the same form of F, which is the essence of F, what F-ness really is. A statement of
what F is should capture this one form or essence.

Having mentioned OA1, Socrates proceeds to apply it to bees, then to virtue,
then to health, size, and strength. At 74b3-4, he says that it applies to everything
(peri pantos). He then restates it, applying it to shape, saying that ‘since you call
all these many by one name, and say that no one of them is not a shape even
though they are opposites, tell me what this is which applies as much to the round
as to the straight and which you call shape, as you say the round is as much a
shape as the straight’ (74d5-e2). Let’s call this second formulation Oneness
Assumption 2 (OA2).

OA1 and OA2 are not obviously equivalent. OA1 says that everything, or some
range of things, that are F are F in virtue of some one and the same form or
essence. OA2 says that since many things are called ‘F’, and each of these is F even
though they are opposites, some one thing applies to them all. OA1 but not OA2
mentions form and essence. OA1 but not OA2 says that it’s by, or because of, the
form or essence of F that everything that is F is F. OA2 but not OA1 mentions
names. Despite these differences, I think Socrates means to formulate just one
oneness assumption. But how exactly should we understand it?

One possibility is that Socrates thinks that, for every general term ‘F’, there is
some one property by which all things that are called ‘F’ are so called. So
understood, Socrates would be committed to the view that, since river banks
and financial institutions are called ‘banks’, there is a single property of being a
bank in virtue of which they are called ‘banks’. I doubt, however, that that is what
is meant. For OA2 doesn’t say that, whenever there’s a general term, ‘F’, there’s a
single thing, F. It says that, whenever several things are called by one name, ‘F’,
and those things are all F, even though they are opposites, as round and square are

** In On Ideas: Aristotle’s Criticism of Plato’s Theory of Forms (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1993),
esp. chs. 4 and 8, I discuss one over many assumptions, as well as connections among forms,
essences, and properties.
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both shapes, even though they are opposites, there is something that applies to
them all. This seems designed to exclude cases of ambiguity. Though river banks
and financial banks are called ‘banks’, they are not opposites.*®

Should we then say that Socrates thinks that, whenever ‘F has a single sense, all
Fs are F in virtue of a single property of F? That is also too strong. ‘Grue’, for
example, is not an ambiguous term.’® Yet I doubt that Socrates wants to say
that everything that is grue, or that is called ‘grue’, is grue in virtue of some one
form or essence, grueness. For there is no form or essence of grueness. There is
a form or essence of F only if F ‘carve[s] reality at the joints’ (Phdrs. 265e1-2;
cf. Pol. 262b).

I’m therefore inclined to think that, despite the different formulations, Socrates
has in mind just one Oneness Assumption, which says that, when things are F,
where ‘F ‘carves reality at the joints’, there is some one property of F in virtue
of which all F things are F; and this one thing is a form or essence.’” So, unless
a specific formulation is in mind, I shall from now on just speak of Socrates’
Oneness Assumption. This makes OA1 the basic, or most accurate, statement of
the assumption.

But then why does Socrates mention OA?2 at all? On one view, he is offering a
semantic argument for the existence of forms: he infers from the existence of a
name to the existence of a corresponding property in virtue of which all F things
are F.*® However, we've already seen that this is unlikely to be correct: Socrates
doesn’t think that the fact that river banks and financial banks are called ‘banks’
means that there is a single form of bank in virtue of which all river banks and
financial banks are banks. And there are two more plausible alternatives. First, in
the Cratylus Socrates uses ‘name’ (onoma) in a special sense, such that genuine
names are restricted to those that divide reality at the joints.>® If he uses ‘name’ in
that way here, then he does indeed think that there is a single property corre-
sponding to every name; but the principle nonetheless means that there is a single
property just in case ‘F’ carves reality at the joints, where that is determined by

35 Dancy, Plato’s Introduction of Forms, 213, and Scott, PM, 25, agree.

% “‘Grue’ is a predicate coined by Nelson Goodman, in his Fact, Fiction, and Forecast (Cambridge,
Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1955; 4th ed. 1983). An object is grue just in case it is observed
before t1 and is green or is not so observed and is blue.

%7 On this account, not only is having a single name not sufficient for there being a single form,
but neither is it necessary. There was a single form of horse before there were any names for horses.

38 See, for example, White, Plato on Knowledge and Reality, 9. He cites OA1, rather than OA2, as
evidence of semantic concerns. But OAl doesn’t mention names or anything linguistic. See On
Ideas, 268 n. 23; cf. Scott, PM, 25.

* See e.g. Crat. 432b-433b. I discuss the Cratylus on names in ‘Plato on Naming’, Philosophical
Quarterly 27 (1977), 289-301, reprinted in my Plato on Knowledge and Forms: Selected Essays
(Oxford: Clarendon Press, 2003), 117-31.
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how the world is, not by linguistic considerations. A second possibility is that
Socrates means that, since Meno calls many things shapes, and groups them
together as such, he assumes that there is a single property because of which they
are shapes. That doesn’t imply that the mere existence of a name is sufficient for
the existence of a corresponding form.

Though Meno eventually accepts the Oneness Assumption, he is at first
reluctant to do so. He readily agrees that it applies in the case of bees, health,
size, and strength. But he initially doubts whether it applies in the case of virtue
(73a4-5). In finding the Oneness Assumption controversial, Meno has an ally
in Wittgenstein who, in a famous passage in the Philosophical Investigations
(66), says:40

Consider for example the proceedings we call ‘games’. I mean board-games, card-games,
ball-games, Olympic games, and so on. What is common to them all? Don’t say: “There must
be something common, or they would not be called “games™—but look and see whether
there is anything common at all. —For if you look at them you will not see something that is
common to all, but similarities, relationships, and a whole series of them at that.

On one point, Wittgenstein is closer to Socrates than one might think. For
Wittgenstein cautions against inferring from the fact that we call many things
‘games’, to the claim that they are all games in virtue of some one thing. I've
suggested that, despite OA2, Socrates also resists that inference. However,
Socrates thinks that, if games are a real kind, everything that is a game is so in
virtue of some one property, form, or essence. Wittgenstein resists that inference;
and, though Meno doesn’t discuss the existence of games, he is initially skeptical
about the general claim that everything that is F is so in virtue of some one
property, form, or essence.

5. The first definition of shape and the first
statement of the Dialectical Requirement

Meno’s first definition of virtue fails to satisfy the Oneness Assumption: it doesn’t
specify the one property because of which all cases of virtue are cases of virtues.
Accordingly, he proposes a second definition of virtue. As he eventually agrees, it
too fails to satisfy the Oneness Assumption: ‘I cannot yet find, Socrates, what you
are inquiring for (zéteis), one virtue for them all, as in the other cases’ (74al1-b1).
Socrates then suggests that they interrupt their inquiry into what virtue is and

0 Wittgenstein, L., Philosophical Investigations, trans. G. E. M. Anscombe (London: Macmillan,
1953). The passage is also cited by M. F. Burnyeat, ‘Examples in Epistemology: Socrates, Theaetetus
and G. E. Moore’, Philosophy 52 (1977), 381-98; Scott, PM, 25.
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focus instead on shape and color. For perhaps it will be easier to see how to satisfy
the Oneness Assumption in their case; and perhaps that, in turn, will give them
some guidance about how to satisfy it in the case of virtue. Socrates tells Meno to
‘practice for your answer about virtue’ (75a8-9), by saying what shape is. Meno
demurs, asking Socrates to say what shape is. Socrates obliges, suggesting that
‘shape is that which alone of existing things always follows color’ (75b10-11).

This definition doesn’t seem to satisfy the Oneness Assumption. Various
strategies are possible. David Charles, for example, seems to agree that the
definition doesn’t satisfy the Oneness Assumption, if that requires specifying
the essence of the definiendum. But he thinks that, in addition to raising the
essence question, Socrates also considers a second question, which Charles calls
the signification question. The signification questions asks, not what the essence
of F is, but what ‘F’ signifies; what ‘F’ signifies is a feature true of all and only Fs.
In Charles’s view, though the first definition of shape doesn’t satisfactorily answer
the essence question, it does satisfactorily answer the signification question.*'
Hence we need not say that Socrates gives a bad answer to the essence question;
we can say instead that he gives a good answer to the signification question. This
may seem to be a welcome rescue mission. However, Charles thinks that, though
Socrates fleetingly distinguishes signification from essence, he in the end confuses
them. And this, Charles thinks, plays a role in motivating Meno’s Paradox and
Plato’s reply to it.**

However, not only does the first definition of shape not satisfy the Oneness
Assumption, but neither does it specify what ‘shape’ signifies. For shape isn’t the
only thing that always accompanies color. Taylor, for example, suggests that
visibility, extension, size, and luminosity also always accompany color.*’ But we

! Charles, ‘Paradox’, 123. See also his ‘Types of Definition in the Meno’, in L. Judson and
V. Karasmanis (eds.), Remembering Socrates: Philosophical Essays (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 2006),
110-28 (‘Types’ hereinafter). I discuss ‘Types’ in detail in ‘Signification, Essence, and Meno’s
Paradox: A Reply to David Charles’s “Types of Definition in the Meno”’, Phronesis 55 (2010),
125-52 (‘Signification’ hereinafter). Though Charles thinks that Plato takes ‘F’ to signify a feature
true of all and only Fs, he thinks that Aristotle has a weaker conception of signification, such that ‘F’
signifies a feature true of all, but not necessarily only, Fs. He discusses Aristotle on signification in
‘Paradox’ and, in more detail, in his Aristotle on Meaning and Essence (Oxford: Oxford University
Press, 2000) (AME hereinafter).

42 1 discuss this in Ch. 3, sect. 11.

B c.cow. Taylor, ‘Socratic Ethics’, in B. S. Gower and M. C. Stokes (eds.), Socratic Questions:
New Essays on the Philosophy of Socrates and Its Significance (London: Routledge, 1992), 137-52, at
144. As R. W. Sharples notes (in Plato: Meno (Warminster: Aris and Phillips, 1985), 131-2), it’s not
clear whether the definition says that (a) one can’t have a patch of color that has no shape and/or (b)
anything that has a shape must have some color. If Socrates intends (b), the definition isn’t true of all
shapes, since it isn’t true of abstract geometrical shapes; a fortiori, it doesn’t satisfy the Oneness
Assumption, nor does it specify what ‘shape’ signifies. Scott, PM, 37-42, attempts to avoid this
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need not say that Socrates wrongly takes the definition either to satisfy the
Oneness Assumption or to specify what ‘shape’ signifies. I've argued elsewhere
that Socrates doesn’t raise the signification questions.** He is concerned just with
the essence question; signification isn’t at issue. But, in his view, some answers
come closer to being correct answers to the essence question than others do, even
if, in the end, they are flawed. That’s why he says that he would be satisfied
(agapébéin an, 75b11-cl) if Meno could give an analogous account of virtue. He
doesn’t mean that he thinks a comparable answer would be a correct answer to
the essence question. Nor does he mean that it’s a correct answer to the signifi-
cation question. His point is that, though the proposed definition of shape isn’t
correct, he would be content if Meno could offer a comparably good account
of virtue. For the proposed definition of shape is closer to being correct than any
of Meno’s definitions of virtue were. If Meno could define virtue in a way that is
as good as the proposed definition of shape is, that would be progress, even if they
wouldn’t yet have reached their ultimate goal.

Meno objects that Socrates’ definition of shape would not help someone who
didn’t know what color is. Socrates replies that, for all that, he spoke truly.45 But,
he says: *°

problem by taking schéma to mean ‘perceptible surface’ rather than ‘shape’. For criticism of this
suggestion, see Brown, ‘Review’.

44 Gee ‘Signification’. Cf. T. H. Irwin, ‘Socrates and Euthyphro’, in L. Judson and V. Karasmanis
(eds.), Remembering Socrates’, 58-71, at 64 and n. 7. For a brief reply to Irwin, see Charles, ‘Paradox’,
124, n. 12.

%5 He need not mean that he gave a true definition. He might instead mean that he said
something true about shape. Alternatively, perhaps he is speaking counterfactually: had he given
what he took to be the correct definition, though one that doesn’t satisfy the Dialectical Requirement
(which I go on to discuss), he would say that the definition was true (i.e. it was the correct definition);
but he’d then go on to try to get his interlocutor to grasp it, by going on to satisfy the Dialectical
Requirement, where doing so doesn’t require giving a different definition, but just trying to get the
interlocutor into a position where he would understand it. Thanks to Ralph Wedgwood for this
second suggestion.

46 At 75d6, MSS B, T, and W have proshomologé(i), and F has proshémologei. In either case, the
sense is ‘agree in addition’. Gedike proposed emending to prohomologé(i), ‘agree in advance’; he is
followed by E. S. Thompson, The Meno of Plato (London: Macmillan, 1901), Bluck, Plato’s Meno,
245-6, and Scott, PM, 35-6 n. 6, though not by Sharples, Plato: Meno. The main consideration that
has been adduced in favor of Gedike’s conjecture is that, at least in Plato, proshomologé(i) seems to
mean ‘agree in addition’, i.e. in addition to agreeing to something else. But it’s not clear what else the
one being questioned agrees to. Rather, it has been thought, the force of proshomologé(i) here would
have to be that, in addition to the answer’s being true, it must also be through things that the one
being questioned agrees he knows; but, it has been thought, it’s not clear that Plato uses the word
that way. Sharples thinks this line of argument is insufficient for rejecting the MSS reading, though
he doesn’t say why he thinks this. Bluck, Plato’s Meno, 245-6, suggests that ‘not yet (mépd) agreed’ in
79d3 (a passage that refers back to 75d) may support prohomologé(i), though he doesn’t think that’s
enough, in itself, to justify the emendation. In favor of accepting Gedike’s emendation is the fact
that Socrates proceeds as though prior agreement is needed. (However, on ‘agreement’, see n. 66.)
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And if my questioner were one of the wise and eristic*” and contentious types, I would tell
him: Tve given my answer. If ’'m not correct, it’s your job to take hold of it and refute it.’
But if, like you and me on this occasion, the parties were friends and wanted to have a
dialogue (dialegesthai) with each other, they should answer more gently and dialectically
(dialektikoteron). The more dialectical approach is, presumably (isds), to answer not just
by speaking the truth, but also through things*® that the person being questioned first
agrees he knows (eidenai). (75c¢8-d7; Scott trans. rev.)®

Socrates then says T too will try to speak in this way.” That is, he will try to speak

not only truly but also through things that Meno agrees he knows.

)‘50

This is the first statement of the Dialectical Requirement (DR).”” There is also a

second formulation in 79d1-4, which I discuss in section 9. For now, let’s focus
on the first formulation.

DR is sometimes thought to impose an epistemological constraint on correct
answers to “‘What is F?’ questions: they can’t be answered through things the
interlocutor doesn’t know. As Irwin puts it, if A defines x for B as “yz”, and
B does not know about y and z, A’s definition is a bad one’.”" If this were right, it
would sit uneasily with the metaphysical demand required by the Oneness

Further, it would be easy for a sigma to have been intruded into the text. Hence I have accepted
Gedike’s emendation.

At 75d7, all the MSS have erétdmenos (‘the one being questioned’). Cornarius emended this to
eromenos (‘the one who has asked a question’); Thompson proposed erdton (‘the one asking a
question’). The emendations are motivated by the thought that it is the person asking for a definition
(in this case Meno, who asks Socrates what shape and color are) who must agree that he knows what
the respondent says. However, though Meno asks Socrates what color and shape are, Socrates
questions him in turn, asking him whether he grasps the things through which his answer is phrased;
and it’s at that point that DR kicks in. Hence I have retained erétémenos. Cf. Scott, PM, 35 n. 5.

*7Cf. 80e2. On ‘eristic’, see Ch. 3, sect. 6.

8 There is dispute about whether the things through which an answer is given are linguistic items
(terms or sentences) or the things referred to by them. For a defense of the latter view, see
L. Franklin, ‘The Structure of Dialectic in the Meno’, Phronesis 46 (2001), 413-39, at 417-18; cf.
Scott, PM, 36. I'm inclined to think that both are at issue; we need not choose between them. So, for
example, when Meno objects that the first definition of shape wouldn’t help someone who didn’t
think she knew what color is, Socrates offers a second definition of shape that neither uses the term
‘color’ nor refers to color. When he gives his definition of color, he says that it appeals to Meno
because it is phrased in terms that are familiar to him: here, terms are at issue. Or perhaps we should
say that terms are always at issue, and that sometimes things are as well. If one can inquire whether
e.g. goatstags exist, then it can’t, or shouldn’t, be a constraint on DR that the actual thing being
inquired into exist. However, Socrates doesn’t consider such cases here.

% kal €l pév ye Tdv o Tis el kal epioTikdv Te kal dywvioTikdv & épduevos, eimoys’ dv adTd
élTL “EIMOE IME‘V ei’p‘/]ﬂu- GZ Bé /\LT‘} 6P0d)§ /\e"yw, O'(BV élp’yOV ACLMBOI.VGLV /\O/’yOV KU.E €’)\€/’}/XELV.” GL, 86‘ (230'776,0
éydy Te Kal ov vuvl Ppidot dvres BovAowro dAjlows Sadéyecfai, Sei 87 mpadTepdy Tws Kkal
8L0.)\€KTLK(£’)T€PDV dﬂOKpL/VEUH(lL. E”UTL 86‘ i’a’ws‘ 7'6 SLGAGKTLKU/)TEPOV IJ.'Y\] ‘U,éVOV ‘rd)\‘r]@ﬁ (7’.7TDKPL’VEU'00.L,
aAa kal 8¢ éxelvaw dv av mpoopodoyy eldévar 6 épwTdpevos.

50 The term is due to T. Irwin, Plato’s Moral Theory, 136.

! Irwin, Plato’s Moral Theory, 136.
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Assumption. For there is no reason to think that the one property or form of F in
virtue of which all F things are F will be known to any given interlocutor.”

However, DR is not a constraint on correct definitions. Socrates doesn’t think
the ultimately correct answer to a “What is F? question must be through things
an interlocutor in a given dialectical setting knows or even thinks he knows.
Rather, DR is a constraint on what it is appropriate to say if one is engaged in a
dialectical inquiry—which is the sort of inquiry at issue here. Hence DR, unlike
PKW, imposes a constraint on inquiry. It says that it is dialectically inappropriate
to answer an interlocutor through things the interlocutor doesn’t think she
knows. If an interlocutor doesn’t think she knows the things through which
the ultimately correct answer to a ‘What is F?” question should be given, it would
be dialectically inappropriate to give that answer. Instead, the interlocutor must
be brought, by easy stages, to a point where she thinks she knows the things
through which F is correctly defined. If the interlocutor isn’t yet at that stage, then
the other participant in the discussion should not give the correct answer,
but should say something else that is through things the interlocutor agrees
she knows, and that will help her eventually understand the ultimately correct
answer. Hence DR is not an epistemological demand on definitions that conflicts
with the metaphysical demand imposed by the Oneness Assumption.

According to Myles Burnyeat, in formulating DR Socrates means ‘that a
definition should use terms which the other party agrees he knows; this may
perhaps be taken as some recognition on his part that not everything can be
explained by explicit definition”.>* T don’t think DR suggests this either. Rather, it
says that, in a dialectical discussion, the other party must have an appropriate
degree of familiarity with the things through which any given answer is given.
That doesn’t imply that anything can be fully and accurately explained without
explicit definition in such a way as to confer knowledge. All that follows is that ifa
given interlocutor wouldn’t understand something’s definition, one should, at
that stage, use terms that (or refer to things that), though they don’t explain what
the thing at issue really is, will enable the interlocutor to make progress towards
the goal of understanding the correct explanation.>

2 Cf. Irwin, Plato’s Ethics, sections 14, 107, and 115.

> “Examples in Epistemology’, 389.

>* Similarly, in Top. 6.4, Aristotle says that a correct definition must be in terms of what is prior in
nature. If it were in terms of what is prior to us, there’d be more than one definition of each thing,
but there isn’t; for definitions specify essences, and each thing has just a single essence. But if
someone isn’t in a position to understand something’s definition, one should take steps towards
enabling him to do so by using ‘terms that are prior and more familiar’ to that person (141a26).
I return briefly below to Aristotle’s distinction between what’s prior or more familiar to us and
what’s prior or more familiar by nature.
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DR is not restricted to what it is dialectically appropriate to say when searching
for a definition. It is more general: in any dialectical exchange—and so in any
inquiry of the sort we’re interested in—one should proceed through things one
is familiar with.>> Hence, from now on I shall say that DR imposes a constraint
on inquiry. In this respect, it differs from PKW, which, as we’ve seen, is just about
explanatory priority.

6. The Dialectical Requirement and knowledge

DR is sometimes thought to involve a foreknowledge principle. As we saw in
Chapter 1, there are different foreknowledge principles. What if any sort is
involved here? According to Scott, 75d commits Socrates to the following version
of a foreknowledge principle: ‘in an inquiry we should only proceed in terms of
what we already know’.”® Suppose that’s so, and that the relevant sort of knowl-
edge is P-knowledge: knowledge as Plato defines it in 98a.”” We then seem to face
the following problem. Socrates thinks he’s satisfied DR in offering his sample
definitions of shape and color to Meno.”® But he doesn’t think Meno has
P-knowledge of the things through which they are defined. For example, we've
seen that the first definition of shape mentions color. But, as we shall see, Socrates
doesn’t think Meno has P-knowledge of color.

One might argue that, though DR requires prior knowledge, it doesn’t require
prior P-knowledge, but only knowledge in a different and weaker sense of the
term. When Socrates claims not to know what virtue is, he disclaims P-knowledge.
But lacking (or disclaiming) P-knowledge is compatible with having (or taking
oneself to have) knowledge in the sense required by DR.>

The view that Socrates uses ‘knowledge’ in different senses has been defended
in accounts of the early dialogues, in an effort to render his various remarks about

> As we'll see in the next chapter, in the geometrical discussion, Socrates begins by ascertaining
that the slave is familiar with what squares are. He is ensuring that DR is satisfied, even though the
context is not definitional.

¢ RE, 215; but see 29ff.

7 This is the sort of knowledge that Scott seems to think foreknowledge involves: ‘Knowledge
here should be taken in a strong sense as opposed to, for instance, mere true belief” (RE, 29 n. 5). He
takes this to be implied by 79d1-4. But he seems to think that 75d has the same view: RE, 28-9. In
PM, by contrast, though he thinks 79d1-4 involves an application of DR that requires P-knowledge,
he doesn’t think DR as stated at 75d requires P-knowledge.

%8 It’s true that Socrates offers the first definition of shape before formulating DR. But I assume he
nonetheless took himself to be satisfying DR in offering it; certainly he didn’t offer it eristically.

** One might say that, in this context, Socrates’ disavowal of knowledge isn’t relevant; the
question is whether Meno has knowledge. That’s true. But it’s clear that Socrates doesn’t think
Meno has knowledge either.
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knowledge consistent.®® There are two ways in which one might seek to defend
that view here. First, one might note that 98a defines epistémé, whereas DR uses
eidenai. One might then argue that he uses these terms nonsynonymously,
such that one can eidenai something even if one doesn’t have any epistémé of
it. However, in 96d5ff., Socrates speaks interchangeably of knowing (eidenai)
something and of having epistémé of it.°" So this first strategy is not promising.
Secondly, one might argue that each of these epistemic words is ambiguous:
sometimes, as in 98a, they are used for P-knowledge; but sometimes, as in DR,
eidenai is used in a different sense. However, Socrates certainly doesn’t explicitly
say that his epistemic words are ambiguous; and it would be misleading of him to
define epistémé/eidenai in just one way, if he thinks they are ambiguous and uses
them in a different sense in DR.®® If we can avoid the hypothesis of ambiguity, we
should do so; and I shall suggest that we can avoid it.

One might argue that even if Socrates doesn’t use epistemic terms in different
senses, still, there can be different levels of knowledge in the same sense of the
term. Perhaps Socrates disclaims just high-level knowledge of virtue, whereas DR
requires just lower-level knowledge, where these are all knowledge in the same
sense of the term. However, if ‘knowledge’ is univocal, presumably the relevant
definition is the one given in 98a. That definition allows that, of two people, both
of whom have knowledge, one might have deeper knowledge than the other.
Perhaps, though they can both explain why a given proposition is true, one can
offer a fuller explanation by integrating the proposition known into a fuller body
of truths. Still, all knowledge has to meet the standard imposed by 98a; anything
that doesn’t do so falls short of being knowledge. So if DR requires knowledge,
it has to require P-knowledge. But that’s precisely what Socrates thinks he
and Meno lack in the case of virtue. Hence appealing to different levels of
knowledge is no more promising a solution than is appealing to different senses
of ‘knowledge’.

If, then, DR requires knowledge, it doesn’t seem to be satisfied in practice,
despite the fact that Socrates takes it to be satisfied. However, I shall now
offer two arguments for the view that DR, as stated in 75d, doesn’t require

% See e.g. G. Vlastos, ‘Socrates’ Disavowal of Knowledge’, Philosophical Quarterly 35 (1985),
1-31. I discuss Socrates’ disavowal of knowledge in the Apology in ‘Does Socrates Claim to Know
that He Knows Nothing?’.

o1 Seen. 12.

2 One might think that the Oneness Assumption implies that knowledge’ can’t be defined in
different ways in DR and in 98a. However, as we’ve seen, the Oneness Assumption leaves open the
possibility that ‘knowledge’ is an ambiguous term.
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knowledge.®® If either of these arguments succeeds, that should lessen the temp-
tation to favor the hypothesis of ambiguity.

First, perhaps Socrates uses ‘know’ loosely or colloquially, in a way that’s
familiar to Meno.** Strictly speaking, DR doesn’t require knowledge, as Socrates
eventually explains that notion. But he hasn’t yet said what he takes knowledge to
be; and doing so at this point would be a distraction. For the task at hand is to
give Meno practice in satisfying the Oneness Assumption. Hence Socrates uses
the term in a way that’s familiar to Meno; in doing so, he satisfies DR. Were he to
use the term in a way unfamiliar to Meno, he would violate DR. The point he
wants to make is not that DR requires knowledge, but that it requires an
appropriate degree of familiarity. Meno would willingly call this knowledge;
for, at least initially, he seems to have low standards for knowledge. That’s why
he’s surprised at Socrates’ disclaimer of knowledge, and why he thinks it’s easy to
say what virtue is. Socrates speaks in a way that Meno thinks he understands; he
feels free to do so, even though he’s using ‘know’ incorrectly, since, in the
immediate context, Meno’s failure to understand what knowledge really is
doesn’t matter.

A disadvantage of this suggestion is that, on it, Socrates might seem to violate
DR in mentioning PKW in 71b. For (or so I argued) it uses knowledge’ for
P-knowledge; yet it emerges that Meno doesn’t (at least at this stage of the
dialogue) grasp that notion of knowledge. However, at this early stage, Socrates
has no reason to think that Meno doesn’t grasp what he means by ‘knowledge’;
hence he uses it in his preferred way.®> When Socrates realizes that Meno doesn’t
understand PKW, the time isn’t right for pausing to explain what it is. For, again,
the main task at that stage is to help Meno satisfy the Oneness Assumption in
defining virtue, since doing so is a necessary condition for providing a correct
answer to the question, ‘What is virtue?’, which is their main concern. Hence
Socrates here, though not earlier (and not at various crucial later stages), uses
‘know’ loosely.

A second way of defending the view that, as stated in 75d, DR doesn’t require
knowledge is to note that Socrates doesn’t actually say that it does. He says that it
requires one to agree that one knows. Perhaps the force of ‘agrees that one knows’

 Cf. A. Silverman, The Dialectic of Essence: A Study of Plato’s Metaphysics (Princeton, N.J.:
Princeton University Press, 2002), 41-6; Franklin, “The Structure of Dialectic’.

*4 Cf. Scott, PM, 58.

% As against this, however, one might think that the very fact that Meno thinks knowledge of
what virtue is is easy to come by shows that he doesn’t grasp that genuine knowledge is P-knowledge.
Hence Socrates should, early on, see that Meno doesn’t understand what knowledge is.
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is that one must think that one knows.®® It can’t—or, at any rate, shouldn’t—
mean or imply that one does know. For, again, as Socrates conceives of knowl-
edge, he doesn’t think they have knowledge. But, as he is often at pains to point
out, one can think one knows something that one doesn’t in fact know. One
is, however, unlikely to think one knows something if one has no views on the
topic at all.

7. The Dialectical Requirement and further definitions

That DR doesn’t require P-knowledge also seems clear from the discussion of
shape and color. As we’ve seen, Socrates first defines shape as ‘that which, alone
among existing things, always follows color’ (75b10-11).%” But, as he goes on to
make clear, he doesn’t think Meno knows what color is. Socrates then provides a
second account of shape, one that would be dialectically appropriate for someone
who was in the same difficulty about color as he was in about shape (75c6-7).
Before giving it, he asks Meno whether he calls something a boundary (teleuté)
(75€1).°® He explains that he means ‘something like limit (peras) or end (esch-
aton)’ (el-2), and he says that, though he takes these to be the same, Prodicus
might not do so; in any event, he doesn’t mean anything complicated (poikilon)
(75e1-5). Meno replies: ‘I think I understand (oimai manthanein) what you’re
saying’ (75e6). He doesn’t say that he knows; he says that he thinks he under-
stands. ‘Understanding’ might be less than knowledge. Whatever it means, in
saying that he thinks he understands, Meno falls short of saying that he does
understand.*” The way in which Socrates continues the discussion suggests he
thinks that he’s satisfied DR—even though Meno hasn’t said he knows, and even
though Socrates doesn’t think Meno knows.

% Homologein needn’t imply agreement between two parties, and it doesn’t do so here, since
Socrates doesn’t think Meno knows. All that’s meant is that the interlocutor must think he knows.
For the general point, I am indebted to unpublished work by Lesley Brown.

%7 Meno rephrases this as ‘shape always follows color’ (75c4-5): he omits the claim that shape is
the only thing that does so. And, as we’ve seen, shape isn’t the only thing that always follows color;
hence it doesn’t specify what ‘shape’ signifies or, a fortiori, the essence of shape.

% There’s dispute about whether Socrates is asking Meno whether he thinks there is such a thing
as boundary (an existential question), or whether he calls something ‘boundary’ (a linguistic
question). This dispute doesn’t matter for present purposes, where my concern is whether DR
requires genuine knowledge.

% 1t’s true that Socrates goes on to say that, from what he’s said, Meno may understand (mathois,
76a4) what he says about shape. But this doesn’t mean that Socrates thinks Meno has knowledge.
Rather, the suggestion is that if Meno understands what Socrates goes on to say, he will understand
what Socrates means by ‘shape’. It doesn’t follow that Meno does understand this. Further, as I say in
the text, manthanein needn’t be knowledge. Insofar as Socrates thinks Meno understands in a way
that satisfies DR, it’s not in a way that involves P-knowledge.
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At 76a8, Meno asks Socrates what color is. Socrates says he’ll answer in the
style of Gorgias, since Meno would most easily follow that (76c4-5); the account
is phrased in terms of the Empedoclean view that colors are effluences of things.
This too is meant to satisfy DR. But Socrates doesn’t think that he or Meno knows
what color is. For knowing what color is requires knowing the real essence of
color; but Socrates doesn’t think the Empedoclean account specifies the real
essence of color. On the contrary, he dismisses it as being theatrical (tragiké)
(76e3) and says that Meno likes it because it’s familiar to him (sunétheian, 76d8);
for his part, he thinks the definition of shape is better than the definition of color
(76e6-7),”° which implies that he doesn’t take the definition of color to be
correct, in which case it doesn’t confer knowledge. He then says that Meno
would agree about the relative merits of the definitions if he remained and was
initiated into the mysteries. The clear suggestion is that Meno is wrong about the
relative merits of the sample definitions precisely because he lacks knowledge.
Socrates’ discussion of the sample definitions of shape and color therefore
supports my suggestion that DR doesn’t require prior knowledge. For Socrates
thinks he’s satisfied DR; yet he doesn’t think Meno has knowledge.

I suggest, then, that DR—at least as it is stated at 75d—doesn’t require
knowledge, as Socrates conceives of knowledge in 98a, which is the only concep-
tion of genuine knowledge he admits. Hence, DR doesn’t commit Socrates to a
foreknowledge principle (as he conceives of knowledge). Rather, it commits him
just to a prior-familiarity principle. What degree of familiarity is required
depends on the cognitive level of the inquirer, and on what is being inquired
into. Less is required of a beginning inquirer than of a more advanced one; and
less is required for elementary inquiries than for more advanced ones. Unfortu-
nately, Socrates doesn’t spell out what sort of prior familiarity is necessary for
inquiry, either in general or in particular cases. He makes it clear that Meno and
the slave have it, so far as the particular inquiries they are engaged in are
concerned; but it doesn’t follow that someone with a less good grasp than they
have can’t inquire. Though Socrates, both here and later, adverts to sufficient
conditions for satisfying his prior-familiarity principle, he doesn’t specify neces-
sary conditions for doing so.

7% Socrates doesn’t make it clear which of the two definitions of shape he prefers, but I assume it is
the second. Be that as it may, the key point here is that he isn’t satisfied with the definition of color.
For the view that Socrates prefers the second definition of shape, see V. Karasmanis, ‘Definition in
Plato’s Meno’, in L. Judson and V. Karasmanis (eds.) Remembering Socrates, 129-41, at 139-41.
Contrast Weiss, Virtue in the Cave, 30-2.
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Plato is anticipating Aristotle’s distinction between what’s gnorimon hémin
and what’s gnorimon phusei: what’s familiar to us and what’s familiar by nature.”"
The latter is guaranteed to be true; and, when one grasps in the right way what’s
gnorimon phusei, one has knowledge. But something can be gnérimon to some-
one without that person’s having any knowledge of it. What’s gndrimon to
someone is what’s familiar to the person, where the familiarity can, and often
does, fall short of knowledge. Like Aristotle, Plato suggests that we begin with
what’s gnérimon to us, and then inquire in an effort to grasp what’s gnérimon
phusei.”

It’s important to be clear about the differences between PKW and DR. As
we’ve seen, PKW grounds one kind of knowledge, or knowledge of one kind of
property, in another. It says that one can’t know what something is like unless
one knows what it is. PKW is a claim about explanatory, not chronological,
priority. Further, though PKW says that one can’t know what x is like unless one
knows what x is, it doesn’t say that one can’t inquire what x is like unless one
knows what x is. PKW isn’t a principle about inquiry. DR, by contrast, requires
prior familiarity for dialectical inquiry. But it doesn’t require prior knowledge
for inquiry or for anything else. If we fail to see that DR and PKW differ in these
ways, we might be tempted to think that Socrates is committed to the view that
one can’t inquire what something is like unless one knows what it is. But, at least
so far, he is not committed to this view.

It’s just as well that Socrates hasn’t required knowledge for inquiry. For he
thinks they’ve been inquiring but lack knowledge.” If he required knowledge for
inquiry, he wouldn’t be justified in claiming, as he does, that they’ve been
inquiring. Fortunately, however, his requirements on inquiry haven’t yet been
shown to conflict with his practice.

71 Gee e.g. Top. 6.4; APo. 1.1, 71b33-72a5; Phys. 1.1; Met. 1029b3-12; EN 1095b2-4. These
phrases are often translated as ‘what’s better known to us’ and ‘what’s better known by nature’.
But what’s gndrimon to one needn’t amount to knowledge (as B1, 101 agrees): hence my alternative
translation. I briefly discuss Aristotle’s use of these phrases in Ch. 6.

72 In ‘Aristotle on Understanding Knowledge’, in E. Berti (ed.), Aristotle on Science, the Posterior
Analytics’ (Padua: Editrice Antenore, 1981), 97-139, M. F. Burnyeat argues that Plato lacks
Aristotle’s distinction between what’s gnérimon hémin and what’s gnorimon phusei. His reason
seems to be that what’s gnérimon hémin is knowledge; yet Plato doesn’t allow knowledge of such a
low-level sort. I agree that Plato doesn’t allow knowledge of such a low-level sort; but I don’t think
what’s gndrimon hémin needs to amount to knowledge; it can do so, but the two don’t always
coincide. EN 1.4, 1095a32-b4, suggests that Aristotle thinks Plato distinguished what’s familiar to us
from what’s familiar by nature.

7® In favor of thinking that Socrates thinks they’ve been inquiring, see the occurrences of zétein at
73d1, 2; 74all; cf. 80d3-4. See n. 31.
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Further, if knowledge is P-knowledge, it wouldn’t be reasonable to require
knowledge for inquiry. For that would set too high a bar for inquiry. Most of us
lack P-knowledge of most things; yet it seems reasonable to think that some
people are in a position to inquire into at least some of these things. Scientists
inquired into the nature of water before they knew it was H,O. They didn’t
know its nature, and hence had no P-knowledge of water; and so, given PKW,
they didn’t know anything about water. Nonetheless, they were able to inquire
into, and they eventually discovered, its nature.”* Fortunately, not only do
Socrates’ requirements on inquiry not conflict with his practice, but neither has
he imposed unreasonably demanding conditions on inquiry. At least, he hasn’t
done so yet. But we shall need to see whether he goes on to do so.

As we shall see in the next chapter, Charles thinks that, according to Meno, we
need to know what ‘F’ signifies to inquire into F.”® If this is Meno’s view, he’s
wrong to hold it. For just as one doesn’t need to know something’s essence in
order to inquire into it, so one doesn’t need to know, or even have a true belief
about, what ‘F signifies in order to inquire into F. Scientists inquired into the
nature of gold not only before they knew, or had a true belief about, the real
essence of gold but also before they were able to specify what ‘gold” signifies; for
their initial account of gold didn’t distinguish gold from iron pyrites. Just as the
cognitive condition one needs to be in to inquire can be less than P-knowledge, so
the content one needs to grasp can be less than signification.

And, fortunately, Socrates—at least so far—agrees that we can inquire into
something without knowing, or having a true belief about, what the relevant
terms signify. For he says that he and Meno were inquiring what virtue is.”® Yet
neither of them specifies a feature true of all and only cases of virtue. First Meno
defines virtue in terms of types of virtuous behavior. He then defines it as ruling
over people (73d). These first two attempts at saying what virtue is involve
inquiring into what virtue is. But neither answer specifies what ‘virtue’ signifies;
neither is a feature true of all and only cases of virtue or even of all cases of virtue.
For example, as Socrates points out, one can rule over others unjustly; but doing
so isn’t virtuous. Hence ‘ruling over others” doesn’t specify a feature true of all
and only cases of virtue.

74 This shows that one can inquire into, and discover, something, even if one doesn’t antecedently
have P-knowledge of it. It would take further argument to show that one could inquire
into, or discover, something even if one began with no P-knowledge at all, that is, even if one lacked
P-knowledge not only about what one is inquiring into, but about everything. I discuss this in
Chapter 4.

75 See Ch. 3, sect. 11; ‘Paradox’, 115-16.

76 See nn. 31 and 73. Charles, by contrast, seems to think that, though Meno was talking
meaningfully about virtue, he was not inquiring about it: ‘Paradox’, 118.
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This is not to say that mere linguistic competence is sufficient for enabling one
to inquire.”” Meno, for example, suggests that virtue for a woman involves
managing her household well. This is a substantive belief about virtue, one that
goes beyond mere linguistic competence. He has a roughly accurate grasp of
what’s being talked about, where that includes but goes beyond having linguistic
competence; and that is at least part of what enables him to inquire, even though
he doesn’t grasp what ‘virtue’ signifies.

The only condition Socrates has so far imposed on (dialectical) inquiry is
DR. But DR—at least as it has been described so far—doesn’t require a grasp
of signification. A fortiori, neither does it require a grasp of essence or, therefore,
P-knowledge. Fortunately, then, we need not say that, though Socrates claims
that he and Meno were inquiring, they can’t actually do so given Socrates’
conditions on inquiry.

8. Definitions and circularity

After discussing DR and the sample definitions of shape and color, Socrates
and Meno resume their inquiry into virtue.”® Socrates repeats that he wants just
one account that specifies what virtue as a whole (kata holou,”® 77a6) is. Meno
then suggests that virtue is having the power to acquire good things (kala)
(77b4-5). At 78b9-cl, Socrates restates Meno’s definition;° and Meno says
that Socrates now grasps what he means (78c1-2). Socrates says they’ll next
investigate whether what Meno has said is true.®!

This exchange contrasts interestingly with the discussion of the first definition
of shape. There, Socrates says his answer is true. But he agrees that it wouldn’t
satisfy DR if it were offered to an interlocutor who wasn’t familiar with color.

77 Contrast Franklin, ‘The Structure of Dialectic’. For the view, with which I agree, that more is
both required and available, see also Irwin, Plato’s Moral Theory, 63-4; and Taylor, ‘Socratic Ethics’,
141-2.

78 77a5-7: ‘try and tell me’: zétein isn’t explicitly used. But Socrates thinks that Meno is now in a
better position to answer the question ‘What is virtue?’, since Socrates has given him examples
(paradeigmata, 77a9-bl). Presumably reflecting on them involves inquiry. It’s true that Meno goes
on to say what the poets say; and one might think that involves relying on authority rather than
inquiring. However, perhaps his previous inquiry led him to think that what the poets say, rather
than what he said before, is correct: as a result of inquiry, he modifies his views. Socrates proceeds to
cross-examine him, which likewise involves him in inquiry. Meno isn’t very thoughtful or open-
minded; but that doesn’t mean he isn’t inquiring. He just isn’t very good at it.

7 The phrase anticipates Aristotle’s term for a universal, katholou: see De Int. 7, 17a39.

80 The main differences are that Socrates replaces kala’ with ‘agatha’.

81 He says ‘let’s see’ (idomen) whether what Meno has said is true. I take it that the way in which
they try to see, i.e. ascertain, this is by inquiring. See nn. 71, 73, 78.
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Here, by contrast, Meno first ascertains that his proposed definition of virtue
satisfies DR with respect to Socrates; and then Socrates says they’ll investigate
whether it’s true. In discussing the first definition of shape, truth is mentioned
before DR is; here DR is first satisfied, then truth is investigated.** Further, earlier
it was Socrates who had to satisfy DR in speaking to Meno; now it’s Meno who
has to satisfy DR in speaking to Socrates.

Socrates proceeds to reject Meno’s latest definition of virtue. For, he says,
acquiring good things without justice is not virtuous (78d1-79a1).*’ Hence
Meno’s definition is too broad; it doesn’t cover only cases of virtue.®* When
Meno revises his definition to say that virtue is acquiring good things with justice,
Socrates argues against that too:*”

Doesn’t it follow from what you agree to that this is virtue: doing whatever one does with a
part of virtue? For you say that justice, and each of these things, is a part of virtue. Why do
I say this? Because I asked you to say what virtue as a whole is; but, far from telling me
what virtue is, you just say that an action is virtue if it is performed with a part of virtue, as
if you had told me what virtue as a whole is, and I will thereby know that, even if you cut it
into parts. So I think you must begin again with the same question, my dear Meno: what is
virtue, if every action accompanied with a part of virtue is virtue? For that is what one is
saying when one says that every action accompanied with justice is virtue. Do you not
think you must face the same question again? Or do you think one knows what a part of
virtue is if one does not know what virtue itself is? (79b4-c9)%

Socrates’ argument has been thought to be of the following form:*’

82 1f, as seems to be the case here, it can be ascertained that DR is satisfied before it is known
whether the proposed account is true, DR can’t, in general, require knowledge, since knowledge
implies truth.

83 Socrates says one would need to acquire goods with justice or with temperance or some other
part of virtue (78d7-e2); but in what follows, he focuses just on justice, and I shall follow suit.

8 Hence it doesn’t specify what ‘virtue’ signifies; yet they were inquiring.

8 Though Socrates focuses on the inadequacies of defining virtue in terms of one of its parts, it’s
not as though he’d be satisfied with defining it in terms of all of its parts—if indeed he thinks that’s
possible, which he might not do. For that would violate the Oneness Assumption: it wouldn’t specify
the one property because of which all and only cases of virtue so count.

86 Odrodv quuBaiver é dv od Suodoyeis, 76 perd. poplov dperfis mpdrrew §ru dv mpdrry, TodTo
(;.PGTT‘]V EEV(IL' T?J]V ’yl}.p SLKU.LOO'ISVT]V fLO/PLDV (#'!‘]S‘ (iprﬁS‘ EEV(IL, KU.I: EHKU.O"TU. TOl;’Ta)V. ’TL/ OﬁV 87\] ’TOI}TD )\6”}/0),
o7t e’p.oﬁ 567]0€V7’0§ SAov elmely T")]v (ipeTT;V, aﬁ'r'r‘)v ,M€\V 7m0ANoD Sels elmelv 671 éoriv, maoav O (ﬁﬁs
7TP&.§LV (;.PGTT‘]V €fVaL, €)CiV‘IT€P IU.ETC‘L “OPL’OU dPET‘VA]S‘ 7TPC£TT7]T(1L, (;l)o'ﬂép epr]Kd)S l;lTL (iPGTT? G’O‘TLV T(; (;’AOV
kal 10n yvwoouévov éuod, kal éav ov kataxepparilns adrny kard pdpia. deitar obv oo mAAw €€
apxns, ws éuol dokel, Tis avTis épwTroews, & pide Mévwy, 7{ éoTw dperr), €l pera poplov dperis
maoa mpais dpeTr) dv eln; TobTo Ydp éoTw Aéyew, STav Aéyn Tis, 6TL TAoa 1) peTd Sikatoatvns mpdéis
dpeti) éoTw. 1) oV dorel gou mdAw Seiobar Tis avTis épwTioews, AAN olel Twa eldévar puépiov dpetis
61 éotiv, adrny p1) €ldéTa;

87 See, for example, Burnyeat, ‘Examples in Epistemology’, 390, though he is commenting on a
parallel argument in the Theaetetus. He thinks ‘[w]e should be charitable towards this error. It is
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(1) A doesn’t know what F is.
(2) Gisa part of F.
(3) Therefore A doesn’t know what G is.

It would be unfortunate if this were his argument, since it involves an invalid
substitution into an opaque context. One could caricature this argument as
follows: ‘Socrates doesn’t know what porridge is. Porridge is oats plus water. So
Socrates doesn’t know what oats and water are.’®®

However, the argument needn’t be so understood. First, Plato would presumably
object that, while oats and water are what they are independently of porridge,
justice isn’t what it is independently of virtue. Hence, though the definition of
justice must mention the whole of which it is a part, the definitions of oats and
water don’t need to mention porridge. Socrates’ argument isn’t meant to apply to
all the parts of a thing, but only to those parts that are what they are by being parts
of that thing.*” Secondly, the argument assumes that to know what something is, is
to know its definition.”® We can therefore understand Socrates’ argument as
follows:

(1) Socrates doesn’t know what virtue is.

(2) One can know what something is only if one knows its definition.

(3) Virtue =4 acquiring good things justly. (= proposed definition)

(4) Therefore Socrates knows what virtue is only if he knows what justice is.
(5) Justice =4¢ a part of virtue.

(6) Therefore Socrates knows what justice is only if he knows what virtue is.
(7) Therefore Socrates doesn’t know what justice is. (1, 2, 5)

If Socrates’ argument is so understood, it is valid.”*

from the vantage point of centuries of philosophical experience that we detect Plato having trouble
with the many problems to which opaque contexts give rise’.

88 Cf. L. Brown, ‘Theaetetus: Knowledge and Definition, Parts, Elements and Priority’, Proceed-
ings of the Aristotelian Society 94 (1994), 229-42, at 233 (‘Knowledge and Definition’ hereinafter).
My discussion is indebted to hers.

8 As Brown, ‘Knowledge and Definition’, notes, the claim that justice needs to be defined in
terms of virtue is controversial: it is sometimes thought that ‘thick’ concepts like justice can be
understood independently of ‘thin’ concepts such as virtue. By contrast, as she also notes, in Top. 6.4
Aristotle argues that a genus can be defined without reference to its species, though the converse is
not true. Socrates here seems to side with Aristotle.

% At least, Socrates thinks that to know what something is is to know its definition, if it has one.
As we've seen (this chapter, sect. 2), he may think that, in some cases, one can know what something
is without knowing its definition. But we can leave this possible complication to one side, since
Socrates thinks that, to know what virtue and justice are, one must know their definitions.

1 Which is not to say that it is sound.
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One point of the argument is to show that Meno’s definition is circular: it defines
virtue in terms of justice, and justice in terms of virtue.”” However, Socrates isn’t
arguing that all definitions are circular.”® Suppose, for example, that a bachelor can
be defined as an unmarried man. An unmarried man is someone who has the same
marital status as a bachelor. It might then seem that the original definition can be
rephrased as: ‘a bachelor is a man with the same marital status as a bachelor’. If so,
it seems to follow that all definitions are circular.

But this is not Socrates” argument. His argument is aimed only against any
definition in which the definiens makes essential reference to the definiendum.
Not all definitions do that. The definition of bachelor doesn’t do so, since what it
is to be unmarried, and to be a man, can be explained without reference to what it
is to be a bachelor. Nor does the definition of porridge as water and oats do so,
since what it is to be water and what it is to be oats can be explained without
reference to porridge.

Though Socrates doesn’t argue that all definitions are circular, he rejects Meno’s
definition because it is circular. Since he thinks there is a correct definition of
virtue, he presumably thinks virtue can be defined in a way that isn’t vulnerable to
this objection. So he seems to be committed to the view that, just as one can define
water and oats without reference to porridge, so one can define the things
mentioned in the definition of virtue without reference to virtue.

Irwin argues that, at least in the early dialogues, Socrates thinks that virtue can
be defined in nondisputed terms that don’t involve any reference to virtue.”* If
Socrates holds that view in the Meno, it would explain why he thinks virtue can
be defined in a way that isn’t vulnerable to the circularity objection. However,
while holding that view is sufficient for avoiding the circularity objection, it isn’t
necessary for doing so. To avoid it, all Socrates needs to believe is that virtue can
be defined through things that can be defined independently of virtue; these need
not be things that are undisputed. For example, Socrates seems to think that
virtue is identical to, and is definable (at least in part) as, knowledge of good and
bad.”> What knowledge, good, and bad are are disputed matters. Nonetheless,

2 Tt doesn’t follow that Socrates thinks that all circularity is bad. For example, the present
argument doesn’t preclude him from holding a coherentist view of justification. He’s rejecting just
the view that one can define x in terms of y and y in terms of x. This view is reasonable if definition is
asymmetrical, such that the definiens explains the definiendum, but not conversely.

> The discussion that follows is indebted to Scott, PM, 59, though we come to different
conclusions. See also my ‘Enquiry and Discovery: A Discussion of Dominic Scott, Plato’s Meno’,
Oxford Studies in Ancient Philosophy 32 (2007), 331-67, at 338, 347 (‘Enquiry and Discovery’
hereinafter); and Brown, ‘Knowledge and Definition’.

%% See Plato’s Moral Theory, 72, 91, 137-8. Cf. Plato’s Ethics, sect. 107.

% For the view that Socrates thinks virtue is identical to knowledge of good and bad, see
T. Penner, ‘The Unity of Virtue’, Philosophical Review 82 (1973), 35-68.
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if one can define them without reference to virtue, that definition of virtue
wouldn’t be vulnerable to the circularity objection.

So far, Socrates” argument hasn’t appealed to DR. That’s not surprising. For the
argument concerns the correct definition of virtue. But DR isn’t relevant to that.
It concerns the conditions for engaging in dialectical inquiry: dialectical discus-
sions should be ‘through things’ the interlocutor is familiar with. If the correct
definition is through things the interlocutor isn’t familiar with, one shouldn’t yet
mention the correct definition. Rather, one should help one’s interlocutor get into
a position in which she can understand the correct definition.

It’s true that Socrates says that, in offering his definition, Meno assumes that
Socrates ‘will thereby know’ (79¢2, édé gndsomenou)®® what virtue as a whole is;
and that might seem to imply that Meno is striving, but has failed, to satisfy
DR. And one might think that, if this is so, DR now requires knowledge. I argue
in the next section that Socrates does indeed think that Meno’s definition fails
DR. But he makes that point in 79d1-4, not in 79¢c. Though it’s often assumed
that ‘will thereby know’ in 79¢2 adverts to DR, there is an alternative. As my
translation indicates, I take édé to mean ‘thereby’, not (as it can also mean)
‘already’.97 Socrates’ point is that Meno thinks that, in offering his definition,
Socrates will thereby acquire knowledge of what virtue is. Socrates then points
out that that’s not so; for the definition is incorrect. He also notes, at 79¢8-9, that,
since he doesn’t know what virtue is, he can’t know what a part of virtue is.
As we’ve seen, this is an instance of PKW (or a principle closely related to PKW).
But it isn’t DR.

9. The second statement of the Dialectical
Requirement

Socrates goes on to say:

For, if you remember, when I answered you just now about shape, we rejected, I take it,
the sort of answer that tries to answer through things still being inquired into and not yet
agreed. (79d1-4)"

°¢ Though gigndskein can be used for recognition in a sense that doesn’t imply knowledge, it
seems reasonable to think that genuine knowledge is at issue here. For Socrates is clearly familiar
with virtue and justice; it’s knowledge he thinks he lacks.

%7 That, in the present context, édé¢ means ‘thereby’ rather than ‘already’ is supported by the fact
that gndésomenou is future tense. Grube, however, translates the phrase as ‘would already know’s;
Sedley and Long have T could already be expected to understand.’
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This refers back to DR, which was mentioned in 75d. As we saw, in 75d DR
doesn’t require prior knowledge for inquiry. All it requires is that the interlocutor
have an appropriate degree of familiarity with the things through which a given
question is answered.

It has been argued that, whether or not DR requires knowledge in 75d,
Socrates takes it to require knowledge in 79d1-4. Scott, for example, says that
here ‘Socrates stipulates that one cannot explain anything by appeal to what is
“not yet agreed and still under investigation”, i.e. there must be no unresolved
questions concerning the items that are to figure in the definition. Thus, if one is
to define X by reference to a, b and ¢, one must already have acquired knowledge
of a, b and ¢.”’

However, 79d1-4 doesn’t explicitly mention knowledge. Rather, it says that
one shouldn’t answer a question ‘through things’ that are still being inquired into
and that are not yet agreed. One inquires into something if one thinks one doesn’t
know it. As we've seen, Socrates doesn’t think he knows what virtue is or,
therefore, what justice is since, he’s argued, the definition of justice must mention
virtue. Hence it would be dialectically inappropriate for Meno to offer Socrates a
definition of virtue that is phrased in terms of justice. As before, DR requires only
that if A defines x for B in terms of y and z, A should do so through things
B thinks he knows.

Socrates goes on to say:

Then also, my friend, you should not think that, when you are still inquiring what virtue
as a whole is, you will make it clear to anyone by answering in terms of its parts or by
saying anything else in the same way. (79d6-e1)'*

According to Scott, this too relies on DR. The point, he thinks, is that Meno’s
definition doesn’t satisfy DR in relation to anyone. It’s not just that it fails to
satisfy it in relation to Socrates. For no one knows what virtue is. Yet many people
other than Socrates think they know what virtue is. So doesn’t 74d6-el suggest
that DR requires the interlocutor to have knowledge? Scott then asks why 75d
requires just familiarity, whereas 79d requires knowledge. His answer is that, in
defining shape, all Socrates wanted to do was to give Meno a sense of what a
single definition, covering all and only the right cases, involves. But, Scott thinks,
‘where virtue is concerned, Socrates expects neither of them to be satisfied with a

% PM, 85 n. 15. It’s odd that Scott says that the one defining X needs to know a, b, and c. If DR is
at issue, the crucial question is whether the one who is being offered the definition needs to know, or
to think he knows, a, b, and c.
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definition that fails a strict application of the dialectical requirement. The reason
lies in his insistence that they achieve a philosophical understanding of the nature
of virtue before they investigate how it is acquired.'°" Hence, DR requires
knowledge when one is defining virtue, but not when one is defining shape; the
difference in topic explains the difference in what DR requires.

It’s true that, in discussing shape, Socrates took DR to be satisfied even though
Meno lacks knowledge. But the reason isn’t that they were discussing shape
rather than virtue. The reason is that they were at a preliminary stage of the
discussion. Meno wasn’t yet in a position to grasp the Oneness Assumption. The
main immediate goal, at that stage, wasn’t to provide the correct definition, but
to get Meno to understand the Oneness Assumption; for doing so is a necessary
condition for being in a position to provide the correct definition. DR is satisfied,
for both virtue and shape, indeed for anything whatever, only if the interlocutors
discuss the matter at hand through things they think they know. Meno thinks
he knows the things through which Socrates ‘defines’ shape; so DR is satisfied
in that context. Socrates doesn’t think he knows what justice and virtue are.
Hence Meno’s definition of virtue in terms of justice doesn’t satisfy DR with
respect to Socrates.

It’s also true that 79d6-el makes a point about knowledge. But it doesn’t say
that knowledge is needed for satisfying DR. Socrates’ point is rather that, if one
defines virtue in terms of its parts, one won’t succeed in making its nature clear
to anyone, because doing so won’t confer knowledge of what virtue is. That’s
because such a definition would, as we’ve seen, be incorrect.'®

Neither statement of DR, then, requires knowledge for inquiry.'®> Rather, DR
requires just an appropriate degree of familiarity that can, and often does, fall
short of knowledge. To say that inquirers must have an appropriate degree of
familiarity is vague. It doesn’t make it clear whether they must have true beliefs,

101 pM, 58. Franklin, ‘The Structure of Dialectic’, agrees that DR as stated in 79 but not as stated
in 75d requires knowledge, but he gives a different explanation: that in 75d, they are discussing
beginning an inquiry, whereas in 79d, they are discussing completing one. So whereas Scott appeals
to different domains, Franklin appeals to different stages of inquiry, whatever it is about. In addition
to disagreeing with Franklin on this point, Scott also criticizes Franklin for, as Scott thinks, taking
75d and 79 to state different dialectical requirements; Scott objects that there are instead two
different applications of some one abstract DR. But I think Franklin agrees. For example, he speaks
of ‘the DR’ (417, emphasis added; cf. 419), and of different applications of it (420).

192 There are, however, two difficulties for my interpretation. First, the gar at 79d1 suggests that
79d1-4, which adverts to DR, explains the preceding argument. Yet on my interpretation it doesn’t
do so. (Neither Grube, nor Sedley and Long, translate the gar.) Secondly, toinun at 79d6 suggests
that the ensuing argument follows from 79d1-4. Yet on my interpretation it doesn’t do so; rather,
79d6-el turns from DR to PKW.

1% Neither does either statement require a grasp of signification.
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or whether something less than that—say, roughly-accurate beliefs, none of
which is strictly speaking true—would be sufficient. Nor does it make it clear
what if any constraints there are on what sorts of contents must be familiar to
one. Meno has some true and some false beliefs about virtue; and Socrates thinks
the condition he’s in allows him to inquire. But he doesn’t make it clear whether
being in a condition at least as good as Meno’s is necessary for inquiry or is just
sufficient for it.

10. The problem of discovery

In the previous section, I discussed Scott’s interpretation of DR as it is formulated
in 79d1-4. As we’ve seen, he thinks it requires knowledge. In particular, he thinks
it shows that Socrates accepts a foreknowledge principle according to which

‘knowledge must derive from pre-existent knowledge’.'** As he explains:'®

Recalling the dialectical requirement, Socrates stipulates that one cannot explain anything
by appeal to what is ‘not yet agreed and still under investigation’, i.e. there must be
no unresolved questions concerning the items that are to figure in the definition. Thus,
if one is to define X by reference to a, b and ¢, one must already have acquired knowledge
ofa,bandc

It will be helpful to explore in more detail exactly how Scott understands the
principle that ‘knowledge must derive from pre-existent knowledge’.

First, Scott thinks that the relevant prior knowledge is also current knowledge;
it is not (just) knowledge one had at some prior time in one’s life or prenatally.
Secondly, he thinks that, at this stage of the dialogue, the relevant knowledge is
conscious explicit knowledge.'* Thirdly, there is a question about what the prior
knowledge must be of. Scott suggests that the answer depends on what one is
trying to discover. If one is trying to discover whether virtue is acquired, then,
Scott thinks, all that’s needed is knowledge of what virtue is: one first discovers
what virtue is, and then uses that knowledge in an effort to discover whether it’s
acquired. In this case, the foreknowledge principle doesn’t raise any special
problem, aside from the fact that it’s proved difficult to discover what virtue is.

19 M, 85.

19> pM, 85 n. 15. This passage suggests that Scott thinks that, in Socrates’ view, one needs to know
the terms of the definiens in general, not just in the case of virtue. But that conflicts with his
explanation, explored in the last section, of why DR allegedly requires knowledge in 79d but not in
75d (viz. because the subject is virtue rather than e.g. shape).

196 Scott thinks unconscious latent knowledge is relevant at a later stage of the text; but he doesn’t
think it is at issue here. On the contrary, he thinks that introducing latent knowledge involves
revising what is said here.
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But Scott thinks a special problem arises when one is trying to discover what
virtue is. He calls this the problem of discovery.'”” In the case of definitional
discovery, ‘[t]here is, apparently, no pre-existent knowledge to fall back upon—
except knowledge of the definition itself. But then one will not be discovering
anything, as one already knows the object of inquiry.”'°® The reason the prior
knowledge needs to be of the definition itself is, of course, because of PKW:
it says that we can’t know anything about F unless we know what F is—that is,
unless we know the definition of F.

The problem, then, is this: on the one hand, Socrates thinks one can discover
(i.e. come to know) something only if one has prior (and current) conscious
explicit knowledge: he accepts a foreknowledge principle. At least in the case of
attempting to discover definitions, the foreknowledge principle, coupled with
PKW, requires one to have prior (and current) knowledge of the very definition
one is trying to discover. But in that case, discovery of the definition isn’t possible,
since one can discover only what one doesn’t already know. A necessary condi-
tion for discovering definitions therefore makes it impossible to do so. As Scott
puts it, Socrates ‘seems to have boxed himself into a corner where definitional
discovery is concerned’.'®

On the view I've defended, Socrates has not boxed himself into this corner. For,
on my view, though he accepts PKW, he hasn’t (yet) endorsed a foreknowledge
principle. But suppose I'm wrong. Suppose that, as Scott believes, 79d implies
that one can define X by reference to a, b, and c only if one already knows a, b,
and c. Even so, Socrates would not have boxed himself into a corner. For even if
we combine PKW with foreknowledge, that is not sufficient for the problem
of definitional discovery to arise. In addition, Socrates needs to be committed to
the view that one can define a, b, and ¢ only by reference to X. Scott does not
argue that Socrates thinks that the terms in the definiens of the correct definition
of virtue must themselves be defined in terms of virtue. And I've argued that
Socrates doesn’t seem to think this. For, as we’ve seen, one reason he rejects the
definition of virtue in terms of justice is precisely because it in effect defines

197 pM, 83. Although Scott uses the label ‘problem of discovery’, he sometimes suggests there’s a
problem just in the case of definitional discovery (e.g. 87). However, as Brown points out in ‘Review’,
the main passage Scott relies on comes at the end of the geometrical discussion with the slave, where
the task is to answer a mathematical question, not to discover a definition. This suggests that Scott
thinks, or is committed to thinking, that the problem of discovery goes beyond the problem of
definitional discovery. Scott seems to characterize the problem of discovery in two different ways.
On PM, 87, the problem seems to be about acquiring knowledge of what is in fact the correct
definition. But on 83-4, the problem seems to be about how one can realize, or know (Scott uses
both terms), that one has found the correct answer. I won’t pause over this issue here.

19 M, 87. 19 pM, 87.
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justice in terms of virtue. The implication is that he thinks the correct definition
of virtue won’t require knowledge of what virtue is. The correct definition of
virtue will be like the correct definition of porridge: it will be through things that
one can know without knowing what the definiendum is."'® Scott’s problem of
definitional discovery arises only if Socrates not only requires prior knowledge
of the things through which the definiens is given, but also thinks that one can
know those things only if one first knows the definiendum. Yet Scott doesn’t
argue that Socrates thinks this; and we’ve seen reason to believe that Socrates
doesn’t think this.

Here’s another way of seeing why Scott hasn’t shown that the problem of
definitional discovery arises. In Chapter 1, I distinguished two versions of a
foreknowledge principle: a matching version and a stepping-stone version.
According to the matching version, a prerequisite for acquiring knowledge of x
is prior knowledge of x itself. According to the stepping-stone version, knowledge
of one thing, x, is a prerequisite for acquiring knowledge of another thing, y.
Scott’s problem of definitional discovery arises only if Socrates is committed to a
matching version of foreknowledge, at least in the case of definitions. (In other
cases, Scott thinks a stepping-stone version of foreknowledge will do. For
example, if one wants to discover whether virtue is teachable, then, in his view,
though Socrates thinks that one needs to know what virtue is, he doesn’t think
that one needs to know whether it is teachable.) But 79d doesn’t commit Socrates
to a matching version of foreknowledge, even in the case of definitional discovery.
All it says is that one can’t define x through things that are still being inquired
into and are not yet agreed. Even if that implies that one can define x only
through things that are already known (though I've argued that it doesn’t do so),
it doesn’t imply that one can define x only if one already knows what x is. It leaves
open the possibility that the things through which virtue is to be defined stand to
virtue as water and oats stand to porridge. I conclude that, so far, Socrates doesn’t
face the problem of definitional discovery. First, so far he isn’t committed to any
version of a foreknowledge principle. But, secondly, if, contrary to my view, he is
committed to a foreknowledge principle, it’s just of the stepping-stone variety. So
far, then, he isn’t boxed into a corner.

However, Scott has another argument up his sleeve for the view that Socrates
faces the problem of definitional discovery: he thinks that the best explanation of

19 As we've seen, Scott himself notes that the circularity objection that Socrates raises in 79d
doesn’t impugn all definitions, but only ones in which ‘one of the definientia cannot be understood
prior to the definiendum’ (59). In raising the problem of definitional discovery, he seems to ignore
this point.
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why Socrates posits the theory of recollection is that he is troubled by it. Though
nothing Socrates has said so far makes the problem of definitional discovery
pressing, perhaps he goes on to consider it. In Chapter 5, I ask what motivates the
theory of recollection; in section 10 of that chapter, I discuss the problem of
definitional discovery in connection with the theory of recollection.

11. Conclusion

I've argued that, so far at any rate, Socrates isn’t committed to any version of a
foreknowledge principle. PKW says that, to know anything about x, one needs to
know what x is. But PKW doesn’t say that one needs to know what x is, either to
inquire or to discover what x is. PKW doesn’t say anything about the necessary or
sufficient conditions for inquiry or discovery; hence it doesn’t specify a fore-
knowledge principle for inquiry or discovery. PKW isn’t concerned with inquiry
or discovery. It just grounds one kind of knowledge on another, where the
priority is explanatory, not chronological. Hence it’s not a foreknowledge
principle of any kind. It’s true that Socrates thinks one will be in the best possible
position to discover whether virtue is teachable if one knows what virtue is. But to
say that’s the best way to find out whether virtue is teachable is not to say that it’s
the only possible way in which to do so.

Unlike PKW, DR does say something about the conditions for (dialectical)
inquiry. According to it, one can inquire into something (dialectically) only if one
thinks one knows the ‘things’ through which the discussion proceeds. However,
DR doesn’t require knowledge for dialectical inquiry. Rather, it says that one
needs an appropriate degree of familiarity, which can, and in Meno’s case does,
fall short of knowledge. Unfortunately, it’s not clear how minimal a degree of
familiarity one can have while still being in a position to inquire. Meno is familiar
with color and shape in that he grasps the conventional meaning of the terms and
has some true beliefs about both color and shape. But it’s not clear whether that’s
necessary, or just sufficient, for satisfying DR.

Though DR, unlike PKW, specifies a necessary condition on (dialectical)
inquiry, DR and PKW are alike insofar as neither says anything about conditions
for discovery. PKW just grounds one kind of knowledge on another, where, as
we’ve seen, the priority is explanatory, not chronological. DR just concerns
conditions for (dialectical) inquiry.

Just as Socrates hasn’t committed himself to the view that one needs prior
knowledge in order to inquire or to discover, so he hasn’t committed himself to
the view that one needs a prior grasp of what ‘F signifies in order to inquire
about, or in order to discover something about, F. Just as he allows that being in a
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weaker cognitive condition than knowledge is sufficient for inquiry (and, for all
he’s said so far, for discovery), so he allows that having available a content that is
lower-level than signification is sufficient for inquiry (and, for all he’s said so far,
for discovery). And that’s just as well. For Socrates thinks he and Meno are
inquiring about virtue. Yet he doesn’t think they have any (relevant) knowledge;
nor do they specify what ‘virtue’ signifies. If he were to require knowledge, or a
grasp of essence or even of signification, for inquiry, his theory and his practice
would conflict. Fortunately, so far at least, they don’t do so.

At the same time, it’s easy to see why one might think that Socrates requires
one to know what F is in order to inquire about F. For, though PKW and DR are
initially mentioned separately, 79c—e doesn’t distinguish between them as care-
fully as one would like. It would be easy to assimilate PKW and DR inappropri-
ately, so as to arrive at the conclusion that Socrates thinks that one needs to know
what F is in order to inquire about F, or in order to discover something about
F. He isn’t in fact committed to that view. But he doesn’t do as much as he might
have done to make that clear.
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Meno’s Questions and Socrates’
Dilemma

1. The torpedo fish

Despite his initial confidence, Meno is unable to answer Socrates’ question, ‘What
is virtue?’. Frustrated by his failure, he turns to the offensive. Indicating his
perplexity (aporia, 80al, 4), he compares Socrates to a torpedo fish that numbs
those who touch it." Meno thinks Socrates has numbed him both in mind and
tongue (80b1): not only is he tongue tied, but he no longer has any views about
virtue at all: at least, none he can articulate or, as he thinks, rely on. Though he
used to make many speeches about virtue, ones he thought were good, he can no
longer say at all (parapan, 80b4) what virtue is.

In saying that he used to think his earlier speeches about virtue were good
ones, Meno might mean to suggest that he initially thought he knew about virtue,
whereas he now thinks he doesn’t know about it. Socrates may take him up that
way; for at 80d1-3 he says that perhaps Meno knew what virtue was before he
came into contact with Socrates, even though, ‘at present you are like (homoios)
someone who doesn’t know’ (80d2-3).2 Of course, Socrates doesn’t think Meno

' narké (80a6, 7, bl) means ‘numbness’; the word is used for the fish now called the ‘torpedo fish’,

‘numbfish’, or ‘electric ray’. The latter term is used because the fish emits an electrical charge that can
numb those who come into contact with it. The technical name for this fish is Torpedo marorata,
‘torpor’ being the Latin translation of narké, hence ‘torpedo fish’. Some commentators use ‘sting ray’.
But as Aristotle notes in HA 620Db, the sting ray is a different species of fish, which doesn’t emit an
electrical charge. According to Aristotle, the torpedo fish conceals itself. Perhaps Meno means to
suggest that, similarly, Socrates conceals the source of his sorcery (80a2-3, b6-7). For discussion of
Socrates as a sorcerer, see C. C. W. Taylor, ‘Socrates the Sophist’, in L. Judson and V. Karasmanis
(eds.), Remembering Socrates, 157-68. The torpedo fish was used in antiquity to numb the pains of
childbirth. It’s then interesting to note that in the Theaetetus (though not in the Meno) Socrates
compares himself to a midwife, helping others give birth to their ideas (149a-151d). So perhaps,
even if Socrates is like a torpedo fish in numbing others, it doesn’t follow that his effect on them is
harmful, contrary to what Meno thinks.

2 Scott, PM, 71, n. 4, thinks this anticipates the theory of recollection: externally Meno is like
someone who doesn’t know; but internally he isn’t, since he knows latently. (Cf. 71c7-d8, which
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once knew;’ but his phrasing may suggest that he thinks Meno thought he did. If
s0, he is pointing out that Meno is yet another example of someone who initially
thinks he knows something but, upon being cross-examined by Socrates, realizes
that he doesn’t.* Even if Meno initially thought he had just true beliefs, or beliefs
(rather than knowledge) about virtue, still, he now realizes that he doesn’t have
adequate grounds for his previous beliefs, and so he abandons them, at least
temporarily.

Whatever point Meno intends to make, Socrates says he’ll accept the torpedo-
fish image, but only if it’s understood as saying that the torpedo fish not only
numbs others but is also numb itself; it makes others numb by transmitting its
own numbness to them. For Socrates doesn’t know what virtue is any more than
Meno does; indeed, he is more perplexed (80c8-9) than others are.

Socrates and Meno interpret the torpedo-fish image differently:> Meno takes
himself to be perplexed and numb in the sense that he no longer has any views
about virtue: he takes himself to be in a cognitive blank with respect to virtue.®

Scott thinks also anticipates the theory of recollection.) If there’s an anticipation of the theory of
recollection here, I think it should be understood differently: Meno lacks knowledge now (he is like
one who doesn’t know, precisely because he doesn’t know: nothing so like as eggs); but according to
the theory of recollection, he had prenatal knowledge, and so he knew at a time before he came into
contact with Socrates, viz. prenatally. On this reading, there’s no suggestion that Meno currently has
latent knowledge, only that he had prenatal knowledge. But I think Socrates is simply reiterating his
view that Meno lacks knowledge; he isn’t anticipating the theory of recollection.

> More precisely, he doesn’t think Meno had previous knowledge in this life. As we shall see, he
thinks Meno (like all of us) had prenatal knowledge.

* Of course, Meno is an example of such an interlocutor; the issue is whether Socrates is making
that point here.

5 Cf. V. Politis, ‘Is Socrates Paralyzed by his State of Aporia? Meno 79¢7-80d4’, in M. Erler and
L. Brisson (eds.), Gorgias—Menon: Selected Papers from the Seventh Symposium Platonicum (Sankt
Augustin: Academia Verlag, 2007), 268-72, at 268-9. This is not the first time Meno and Socrates
understand something differently. As we’ve seen, Socrates interprets PKW in terms of P-knowledge;
but it’s not clear that Meno does so, for it’s not clear that he understands Socrates’ conception of
knowledge. Another difference between Meno’s and Socrates’ understanding of the torpedo-fish
image, beyond the one discussed in the text, is that Meno doesn’t say that Socrates is numb, just that
he himself is, whereas Socrates says that they are both numb (though he interprets numbness
differently from Meno). Meno’s understanding of the image, but not Socrates’, leaves open the
possibility that Meno thinks that Socrates knows what virtue is, even though he now thinks that he
himself lacks knowledge, and even belief, about virtue. However, though Meno’s use of the image
leaves this possibility open, the questions he goes on to raise make it clear that he accepts Socrates’
claim that he too is numb.

® This is too quick. For even if Meno lacks not only knowledge but also beliefs about virtue, it
doesn’t follow that he is in a cognitive blank about it. Perhaps he has nondoxastic appearances about
virtue: perhaps it seems to him that virtue is thus and so, though he doesn’t believe that it is (or isn’t)
thus and so, just as it might seem to him that an oar is bent in water without, however, believing or
even being inclined to believe that it is (or isn’t). As we shall see in Chs. 10 and 11, Sextus exploits
this sort of possibility in arguing that the Skeptics can inquire into something about which they have
no beliefs. However, Meno doesn’t seem to avail himself of this option. He thinks no mental contents
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That’s the sort of aporia (80a3) he thinks he’s now in. But whereas Meno says
that he can no longer even say anything about virtue, Socrates says instead that
he doesn’t know what it is. Socrates disavows knowledge; he doesn’t say he has
nothing to say about virtue. Indeed, he professes himself eager to continue
inquiring what it is (80d3-4), which would involve his saying something about
it. So whereas Meno takes numbness to involve having no views about the matter
to hand, Socrates takes it to involve just lacking knowledge.

Though Socrates says that he and Meno are equally numb insofar as neither
knows what virtue is, he suggests there is a difference between them: he is more
perplexed, more at a loss, than Meno is or, more generally, than are those he
numbs. Why so? Meno initially thought he knew the answer. He then decides
he has no views about virtue but is in a cognitive blank with respect to it. Both
conditions are impediments to inquiry. If one thinks one knows the answer, one
has no incentive to inquire. As Sextus puts it:

those who agree that they do not know how objects are in their nature may continue
without inconsistency to inquire into them, whereas those who think they know them
accurately may not. For the latter, the inquiry is already at its end, as they suppose,
whereas for the former, the reason why any inquiry is undertaken—that is, the idea
(nomizein) that they have not found the answer—is fully present. (PH 2.11)

If, on the other hand, one is in a cognitive blank with respect to something, one
isn’t in a position to launch an inquiry; for one has no idea what the inquiry is
about.

Socrates doesn’t take himself to know what virtue is; so, in contrast to various
over-confident interlocutors, he doesn’t face the first impediment to inquiry. But
neither is he in, nor does he take himself to be in, a cognitive blank with respect to
virtue: he has views about it, even though he doesn’t think they constitute
knowledge. The fact that he has these views, but doesn’t think they constitute
knowledge, puts him in a good position to inquire. It also explains why he says
that he is in a greater state of aporia than Meno is. Meno takes himself to be in a
state of aporia in the sense that he takes himself to be in a state of blank
puzzlement. Socrates’ aporia, by contrast, involves being genuinely puzzled on
the basis of having carefully considered various arguments and seeing that they
are unsatisfactory. A physicist can be more puzzled about, say, quantum mech-
anics than a lay person can be, precisely because he has a deeper grasp of the
phenomenon, though one that doesn’t involve knowing, or thinking one knows,

are available to him that would allow him to inquire, or even to say anything, about virtue. So from
his point of view, it’s as though he is in a cognitive blank. The questions he goes on to raise (M1-M3)
also suggest that he thinks that not knowing involves being in a cognitive blank.
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all—or even any of—the answers. Andrew Wiles was once more puzzled about
Fermat’s Last Theorem than I ever was or could be.
This is why Aristotle, in a remarkable passage in Met. 3.1, says that:”

If we want to make progress (euporésai), it is useful to go through the puzzles (diaporésai)
well. For we will be in a position to make progress later on only if we free ourselves from
our earlier puzzles by solving them. But we cannot free ourselves from a bond we do not
recognize (agnountas). But the puzzlement of the mind shows this in the matter at hand.
For insofar as we are puzzled, our condition is similar to those who are in bonds, since in
both cases it is impossible to progress forward. This is why we must have considered all
the difficulties beforehand, both for the reasons mentioned and also because those who
inquire before developing the puzzles are like people who do not realize what direction to
walk in. Moreover, they do not even recognize whether or not they have found what they
were inquiring about. For the goal (telos) is unclear to them, though it is clear to those
who have previously raised the puzzles. Further, one is bound to be better equipped to
judge (krinai) if one has previously listened to all the disputing arguments, like different
sides presenting their cases. (995a27-b4)®

According to Aristotle, merely being aware of puzzles doesn’t put one in a
position to make progress. Perhaps Meno is, or at any rate takes himself to be,
at that stage: he’s aware of puzzles at least in the sense that he’s aware of different
views—his own initial ones, and ones he considers during his discussion with
Socrates.” But he is still captive, and so he can’t yet go forward. For he hasn’t
considered the puzzles carefully enough; yet one must do so in order to make
progress.

Aristotle seems to suggest that considering the puzzles properly is necessary
not just for making progress, but also for inquiry as such. For he says that one
realizes where to go only if one considers the puzzles. In terms introduced
in Chapter 1, section 3, we need to consider the puzzles in order to answer the

7 My translation is indebted to those in T. Irwin and G. Fine, Aristotle: Selections (Indianapolis:
Hackett Publishing Company, 1995); Irwin, Aristotle’s First Principles, sect. 40; A. Laks, in ‘Aporia
Zero’, in M. Crubellier and A. Laks (eds.), Aristotle’s Metaphysics Beta (Oxford: Oxford University
Press, 2009), 25-46, at 27; and V. Politis, Routledge Philosophy Guidebook to Aristotle and the
Metaphysics (London: Routledge, 2004), 64-5. In view of the importance that Aristotle here attaches
to aporiai, it’s interesting to note that he calls Meno’s Paradox an aporéma: see Ch. 6.
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® If so, however, he shouldn’t take himself to be in a cognitive blank. See n. 6.
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Targeting Objection, which says that one can’t inquire into something if one
doesn’t at all know what that thing is since, in that case, one won’t have a target to
aim at, and so one won’t be able to specify what it is one wants to discover, and
so won’t be in a position to inquire. Aristotle also suggests that considering
the puzzles is sufficient for answering the Targeting Objection. For he says that
the goal is clear to those who have considered the puzzles: that is, if we consider
them, we do have a goal, or target, to aim at.

Aristotle also seems to suggest that considering the puzzles is both necessary
and sufficient for answering what we may call the Recognition Objection.'® It
urges that, if one doesn’t initially know the thing one is inquiring into, one won’t
know, or realize, when one has found it, should one do so. Aristotle’s suggestion
is that even if we begin without knowledge of, or even any beliefs about, the
answer, if we survey the puzzles properly we will have enough of a grasp of
the relevant issues to allow us to work our way systematically towards the answer
and to know, or realize, when we’ve found it. Hence Aristotle seems to give
the same answer to both the Targeting Objection and the Recognition Objection;
he doesn’t think the latter objection requires a further, distinct response from the
former. As we shall see, the same is true of Plato.

As our brief look at Meno’s Paradox in Chapter 1 confirms, and as we shall
shortly see in more detail, the passage just quoted from Aristotle echoes the three
questions Meno goes on to raise that, along with Socrates’ dilemma, constitute
Meno’s Paradox.

To return to Socrates and Sextus: they agree that intellectual complacency
hinders inquiry. But Sextus may think that Socrates is nonetheless not in as good
a position to inquire as Skeptics are. For Sextus seems to think that not only is
taking oneself to know the answer an impediment to inquiry, but that so too
is having any beliefs about that which one is inquiring into.'" Whether or not
Socrates takes himself to have beliefs about what virtue is, he certainly takes
himself to have some beliefs about virtue; and he thinks that having them enables
him to inquire about virtue, where that includes inquiring what it is.

The torpedo-fish image contrasts interestingly with Socrates’ comparison of
himself in the Apology (30e) to a gadfly: just as a gadfly might bite a sleeping
horse and thereby rouse him, so Socrates’ cross-examination of the Athenians
rouses them from their slumbers. Just as the gadfly inflicts pain but, in doing so,
rouses others, so Socrates inflicts pain, but doing so serves the useful purpose of

1% The term is due to Matthews, Socratic Perplexity, 58; he uses it for Meno’s third question.
I discuss it further below.
"' T discuss this further in Chs. 10 and 11.
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rousing the Athenians, thereby putting them in a better position to inquire.
The gadfly’s bite doesn’t render its victims numb or mute; it awakens them.
The torpedo fish, by contrast, numbs others, and so it has a stultifying effect: one
can’t inquire if one is numb (at least, not if one is numb in the way Meno thinks
he is). The gadfly image emphasizes the positive, if momentarily painful, benefits
of being cross-examined by Socrates. Meno mentions only the destructive effects
of being cross-examined by Socrates, and he overstates and misinterprets them.
Both Socrates and Meno acknowledge the painful effects of coming into contact
with Socrates; but Socrates emphasizes the positive value this has, whereas Meno
just feels defeated."

But, as we’ve seen, Socrates subtly revises Meno’s account of the torpedo-fish
image, by insisting that he too is numb, though only in the sense that they both
lack knowledge. He thereby suggests that Meno has misinterpreted Socrates’
method and failed to grasp its beneficial effects. As we shall see, Socrates makes
the same point later, in cross-examining Meno’s slave. Meno, it turns out, isn’t as
numb as he thinks he is.

2. Meno’s first two questions

Though Socrates reiterates his eagerness to inquire what virtue is, Meno wonders
whether he’s in a position to do so:'?

(M1) And how will you inquire into this (touto),"* Socrates, when you don’t at all know
what it is? (M2) For what sort of thing,'® from among those you don’t know, will you put

12 For comparison of the two images, see Matthews, Socratic Perplexity, 87-91.

13 Tinsert ‘(M1)’, (M2)’, and (M3)’ for ease of reference. Scott, PM, uses (M1)’ to cover my (M1)
and (M2); and he uses ‘(M2)” where I use ‘(M3)’.

' T take ‘this’ to refer to virtue; so also Bluck (271) and Sharples (143). Dancy, by contrast, noting
that touto is neuter, ‘virtue’ (areté) feminine, suggests that touto is generic, i.e. refers to anything
which is such that Socrates, or one, doesn’t at all know what it is (Plato’s Introduction of Forms, 218
n. 8). However, as he acknowledges, the difference in ending is not decisive.

At 80d3-4, Socrates says that he wants to inquire what virtue is (hoti pote estin); so one might
think touto refers just to what virtue is. However, Meno seems to be asking, more generally, how
Socrates can inquire into virtue, i.e. into anything at all about virtue, if he doesn’t at all know what it
is. He is presumably thinking of PKW, which says that if one doesn’t know what x is, one can’t know
anything at all about x (though, as we’ve seen, that claim should be firmly distinguished from the
view that, if one doesn’t know what x is, one can’t inquire about x). As such, what virtue is falls
within the scope of fouto; but the two aren’t equivalent. Inquiring what virtue is is one case of
inquiring into fouto; but there are other cases as well. That this is so is also supported by the fact that
the geometrical discussion, which constitutes part of the answer to Meno’s questions, does not focus
on the answer to a ‘What is F?” question.

1> poion. As we've seen, in 71b Socrates says that one needs to know what x is to know what x is
like (poion). poion, in Meno’s second question at 80d6, isn’t being used so as to contrast with ti;
rather, it’s an interrogative. However, the interrogative means ‘of what sort’. So Meno is asking not
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forward as the thing you're inquiring into? (M3) And (8)'° even if you really encounter it,
how will you know that this is the thing that you didn’t know? (80d5-8)"”

M1 asks how Socrates can inquire about virtue if he doesn’t at all know what it is.
M2 explains why the attempt to do so is problematic.'® As we saw in Chapter 1,
inquiry is a systematic, goal-directed activity. As such, one needs to be able to
specify the target one is aiming at."” Meno suggests that, if one doesn’t at all know
the thing that one is inquiring into, one can’t specify the target one is aiming at,
and so one can’t give direction to one’s search. Yet, as we’ve seen, Socrates claims
that he doesn’t at all know what virtue is; and so, given PKW, he doesn’t know
anything at all about virtue. How, then, can he inquire about virtue? It seems to
be a necessary condition for inquiring into something that one know what it is.
But Socrates claims not to satisfy that condition. Meno is raising the Targeting
Objection which, as we’ve seen, says that one can’t inquire into something if one
doesn’t at all know what it is since, in that case, one won’t have a target to aim at;
yet one can inquire only if one does have a target to aim at. Since Socrates says he
doesn’t know anything about virtue, he seems vulnerable to the Targeting
Objection.

Meno is right to think that one can inquire into something only if one can
specify the target being aimed at. But is he right to think that one can specify the
target being aimed at only if one knows what the thing one is inquiring about is?
The answer depends on what he means by ‘not know what it is’. Here there are
two relevant issues, one about cognitive condition and one about content. What
cognitive condition does one need to be in, to be in a position to inquire? And

just ‘For which of the things you don’t know...” (for which, with variations, see Dancy, Plato’s
Introduction of Forms, 218; and Day), but ‘For what sort of thing, from among those you don’t
know...”. That is, poion is an interrogative that assumes that some description or other is needed,
where, however, possible descriptions might specify ti rather than poion, as that distinction figures
in 71b.

16 There is dispute about whether M3 introduces a new issue. Sharples, note ad loc.; Scott, PM,
77-8; and Matthews, Socratic Perplexity, 58, think it does. Dancy, Plato’s Introduction of Forms, 219,
denies that it does. Correspondingly, there are different ways of dealing with ‘¢’. Grube doesn’t
translate it. Sharples and Day have ‘and’. Dancy uses ‘otherwise’ (218 n. 10). Sedley and Long, and
Scott, have ‘or’. I discuss the relations among Meno’s three questions below.
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18 This is clear from ‘for’ (gar) which, however, many translators (e.g. Grube, Sharples, Day,
Scott, and Sedley and Long) unfortunately omit, thereby obscuring the logic of Meno’s argument.

' Meno doesn’t explicitly use the word ‘target’ (skopos), though prothemonos in 80d7 adverts to
the notion. For skopos, see Sis. 391a3, 5, 6; 391a6 has keimenos. In their translations, Day, and Sedley
and Long, use ‘target’ to capture the force of prothemenos. In the passage from Met. 3.1 quoted in the
last section, Aristotle uses telos.
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what sort of content must be available to one, if one is to be able to fix a target to
aim at?

As we saw in Chapter 1, some commentators think that, to inquire, we need
knowledge; and that’s what Meno also suggests. For he thinks that Socrates’
failure to know what virtue is implies that he can’t inquire about virtue. We shall
need to see whether Meno is right to require knowledge for inquiry and, if he isn’t,
what alternative cognitive conditions are necessary and/or sufficient for inquiry.

Commentators have suggested a bewildering variety of answers, either in their
own right or as an interpretation of what Meno means, about what sort of
content one must in some sense grasp in order to inquire. Charles, for example,
thinks Meno is suggesting that, in the case of virtue, one needs to grasp what
‘virtue’ signifies, in the sense that one needs to specify a feature true of all and
only cases of virtue.”® According to Matthews, one needs a specification that
distinguishes virtue from things that are easily confused with it.*' Dancy thinks
that what’s needed is ‘an ability somehow to represent’ virtue to oneself; but
he thinks this involves a ‘watered down’ version of what the text actually
says, so as ‘to make it plausible’.*> Another possibility is that Meno thinks one
needs to know the answer to a “What is F? question. After all, that’s what they
were looking for but failed to find; and it’s their failure to find it that prompts
his questions. Further, M1 clearly echoes Socrates’ disclaimer in 71ab; and
that disclaimer, as we’ve seen, involves disclaiming knowledge of the real essence
of virtue.

Meno would be wrong to think that one can inquire into F only if one knows
the essence of F or, failing that, only if one knows what ‘F signifies. As we’ve seen,
both requirements are too demanding. Nor has Socrates imposed either require-
ment on inquiry; if Meno thinks Socrates has done so, he has misunderstood him.
For Socrates has said that one needs to know the essence of F, not for inquiring
into it, but just for knowing anything about it. As to signification, it hasn’t yet
played a role in the dialogue, though, of course, Meno could be introducing a new
concern.

However, Meno doesn’t seem to have any positive view about what sort of
content must be available to one if one is to be able to specify a target to aim at.
His focus is just on cognitive condition. He’s worried that if one doesn’t at all
know what something (e.g. virtue) is—that is, if one is in a cognitive blank about
it and so has no description available at all—one can’t inquire into that thing. It’s
not that he thinks one must grasp what ‘F signifies, or the essence of F, to inquire

20 ‘Types’, 117; ‘Paradox’, 115-16. 21 Socratic Perplexity, 58.
22 Plato’s Introduction of Forms, 220; cf. 219-21.
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into F. His point is that if one is in a cognitive blank about F, and so has no
content available, one isn’t in a position to inquire about F. If he thinks the only
alternative to knowing is being in a cognitive blank, then he thinks not only that
is he in a cognitive blank, but also that Socrates is too: for Socrates claims not to
know at all what virtue is or, therefore, anything about virtue.

But when Socrates says that he doesn’t know at all what virtue is, he means that
he lacks P-knowledge of what virtue is (i.e. of the essence of virtue) and so, given
PKW, he thinks he lacks all P-knowledge about virtue. Meno takes him to mean
that he is in a cognitive blank about virtue. He then reasonably asks how Socrates
can inquire into virtue if he doesn’t at all know what it is—that is, if he is in a
cognitive blank about it. Meno is right to think that one can’t inquire into
something if one is in a cognitive blank about it. His mistake is to think that
they are in that position with respect to virtue. They lack P-knowledge about
virtue; but that doesn’t mean they are in a cognitive blank about it. There are
many cognitive conditions that fall short of P-knowledge that don’t involve being
in a complete cognitive blank. One can, for example, have true beliefs, or roughly-
accurate beliefs.?> These fall short of P-knowledge, but don’t make one clueless.

If Meno thinks Socrates is in a cognitive blank with respect to virtue, there’s a
simple answer to M1 and M2: it’s true that if Socrates were in a cognitive blank
with respect to virtue, he couldn’t specify a target to aim at, and so couldn’t
inquire into virtue. But that’s not his condition with respect to virtue. So, though
M1 and M2 are good questions, Socrates need not be worried by them. For they
assume that he is in a cognitive blank; but he isn’t.

M1 and M2 suggest that Meno accepts a foreknowledge principle. In his view,
one can’t inquire into something unless one knows what it is. Let’s call this
‘Meno’s Foreknowledge Principle’. Is it a matching or a stepping-stone version of
a foreknowledge principle? It’s not a general matching version. For it allows that
one can inquire whether, for example, virtue is teachable so long as one knows
what virtue is, where that needn’t involve already knowing whether it’s teachable.
What, however, if one is inquiring what virtue is, where that means one is
attempting to discover the real definition of virtue, what virtue really is, its
essence? Meno’s Foreknowledge Principle says that one can do so only if one
already knows what virtue is. That might sound like a matching version, but it
need not be. For Meno means just that one can’t inquire what the essence of
virtue is if one is in a cognitive blank about virtue. That leaves open the possibility

> One might think that there is also knowledge that falls short of P-knowledge. But, as we’ve
seen, for Plato P-knowledge is the only sort of knowledge there is. If they lack P-knowledge, then, in
his view, they don’t have any knowledge at all.
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that one can know what virtue is, in a way that allows one to inquire what its
essence is, even if one doesn’t already know what its essence is. Perhaps, in
Meno’s view, one can know what virtue is, without knowing what its essence is.**
If this is right, then Meno is committed to no more than a stepping-stone version
of a foreknowledge principle, at least where propositional inquiry is at issue.

I argued earlier that, so far, Socrates isn’t committed to a foreknowledge
principle, although, in accepting DR, he accepts a prior-familiarity principle for
dialectical inquiry. It now emerges, however, that Meno accepts a foreknowledge
principle for inquiry. It says that, to inquire into something, one must know what
itis, in the sense that one can’t be in a cognitive blank about it. Socrates would be
well advised to accept Meno’s Foreknowledge Principle. However, he wouldn’t
agree that it is a foreknowledge principle. For, in his view, merely failing to be in a
cognitive blank about something isn’t sufficient for having knowledge. If one
has mere beliefs about something, one isn’t in a cognitive blank about it; but
neither does one know it. Meno’s Foreknowledge Principle is, by Socrates’
lights, a stepping-stone version of a prior-cognition principle for propositional
inquiry. That is, Socrates would say that Meno is just requiring that one have
some relevant prior cognition of what one is inquiring into; one can’t be in a
cognitive blank about it. Our discussion of DR shows that Socrates too accepts
some version of a prior-cognition principle for dialectical inquiry, which is the
only sort of inquiry at issue here. But, so far, he hasn’t accepted a foreknowledge
principle.

3. Meno’s third question

Let’s now look at M3. It might initially seem odd that Meno raises it. For it seems
to assume that even if one doesn’t at all know the thing one is inquiring into, one
might find it. But according to M1 and M2, one can’t inquire into something if
one doesn’t at all know that thing. How, then, if Socrates doesn’t at all know what
virtue is, can he find what he was looking for?

At least two answers are possible. First, perhaps Meno is waiving the point that
one can’t inquire into something if one doesn’t at all know what it is. Perhaps he’s
asking: suppose, per impossibile, that Socrates got started. Still, even if he found,
through inquiry, the thing he wanted to inquire into but didn’t initially know,
how would he know that the thing he found is the thing he wanted to inquire into

>* Of course, Socrates doesn’t think one can know what virtue is without knowing what its
essence is. But, as we saw in the last chapter, it’s not clear that Meno understands PKW as Socrates
does for, among other things, he’s not clear that all knowledge is P-knowledge.
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but didn’t know? Secondly, perhaps he found the thing he was looking for by
chance, rather than through inquiry.* Inquiry, after all, is just one way in which
one can discover something.*® Both answers make it reasonable to raise M3.
I don’t see any way of choosing between them.

Suppose, then, that one is looking for an answer to the question, ‘What is
virtue?’. And suppose that one happens upon, or somehow arrives at, the view
that virtue is x, y, and z; and suppose further that ‘virtue is x, y, and 7’ is the
correct answer to the question, ‘What is virtue?’. M3 asks whether, if one didn’t
initially at all know what virtue is, one would know that one had found what one
was looking for.

M3 can be read de re.”’ That is, Meno might be asking whether one now knows
that virtue = x, y, and z. After all, what one was looking for was the answer to the
question, ‘What is virtue?’; and that’s what one has found. On this view, M3 asks
how one can come to know what virtue is if one doesn’t antecedently at all know
what it is. How, if one initially doesn’t at all know what something is, could one
ever emerge from that condition so as to come to know what it is?*®

But it’s more likely that M3 should be read de dicto. On this reading, Meno
asks not just whether one now knows that virtue = x, y, and z (though that’s part
of it); he also asks whether one knows that that’s the thing one didn’t know but
wanted to find.*® His thought is that if one begins with no knowledge at all of

> Matthews writes: “Wouldn’t it be possible, however, one might ask oneself, to have a search
that was successful, not because it was targeted properly, but rather because the search just happened
to hit its target?” (Socratic Perplexity, 58); cf. Scott, PM, 77. However, if one just happens to hit one’s
target, one hasn’t done so through inquiry. One has hit one’s target in the way in which Apelles
eventually managed to create the sort of picture he wanted (see Ch. 1, sect. 2).

26 As Plutarch notes, ‘we say that someone who comes upon something also discovers it’ (215e).
It’s worth noting that Meno doesn’t explicitly mention discovery (heuriskein), though discovery is
plainly at issue.

7 My distinction between the de re and de dicto readings of M3 is indebted to discussion with
Lesley Brown.

28 Scott sometimes seems to interpret M3 this way. He says, for example, that its point is that if
you are in a cognitive blank about some object, you cannot make a discovery about it by means of
inquiry’ (PM, 77). However, what he goes on to say is closer to the de dicto interpretation that I go on
to discuss in the next paragraph.

% Meno uses eidenai (80d8), which is generally translated as ‘to know’. But since Meno hasn’t yet
grasped what Socrates means by knowledge, it’s unlikely that he uses eidenai just for P-knowledge;
and earlier he seems to use it more broadly. The fact that it’s not clear precisely what Meno means by
knowledge leaves it correspondingly unclear whether his concern here is just whether one would
realize, or be aware, that one had succeeded in finding what one was looking for but didn’t initially at
all know; or whether he has in mind knowing that one has done so, in a stronger sense. Either way,
he is not adverting to the KK principle, according to which, if one knows that p, one thereby knows
that one knows that p. He isn’t asking whether, in general, if one knows that p, one knows that one
knows that p. He’s asking the more specific question of how one could know, or realize, one has
found something one was looking for but didn’t antecedently know.
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what one is looking for—which he thinks means one is in a cognitive blank about
it—then, even if one discovers what virtue is (whether by inquiry or by other
means), one won’t know that one has discovered the thing one was looking for.*
Meno is raising the Recognition Objection: if one doesn’t antecedently know the
thing one is inquiring into, one won’t be able to know, or realize, one has found it
if one manages to do so.

If this is how we read M3, it stems from the same worry as gives rise to M1,
which is conveyed by M2: just as one can’t inquire about something if one is in
a cognitive blank with respect to it, so, if one is in a cognitive blank about
something, one won’t know, or realize, that one has found it, even if one does
so. For if one was initially in a cognitive blank about the thing one was looking
for, one had no specification of it at all, and so one wouldn’t be in a position to
know, or realize, one had found it.

If M3 is so understood, it asks a different question from M1.>' M1 asks how
one can get started on, and engage in, an inquiry, if one doesn’t at all know the
thing one is inquiring into. M3 asks how, if one finds that which one was looking
for, one will know, or realize, that one has found it if, at the outset, one didn’t
know it was the thing one was looking for. But, though M1 and M3 raise different
questions, they are both motivated by the same underlying thought, which is
conveyed by M2: that to begin and engage in inquiry, and to know or realize one
has found what one was looking for but didn’t initially know, one has to know the
thing one is inquiring into. So, though M3 raises a different question from M1, it
can be answered in the same way: if one is in a cognitive blank with respect to
virtue, then, even if one discovers what virtue is, one won’t know, or realize, that
that was what one was looking for.>> Indeed, one wouldn’t even have any grounds
for believing that it is the thing one didn’t initially know but was looking for. In
this sense, M3 challenges not just the view that one could know, or realize, that

" Another way to capture the distinction between the two readings of M3 would be to distin-
guish knowing the answer from knowing the answer as such: not just knowing that p is true, but
knowing that p is true and answers the question under consideration. Cf. J. Schaffer, ‘Knowing the
Answer’, Philosophy and Phenomenological Research 75 (2007), 383-403.

31 Contrast Dancy, Plato’s Introduction of Forms, 218-21. He thinks Meno, in M1-3, is arguing
just that one can’t inquire successfully if one lacks knowledge at the outset; whereas I think M1 asks
about the possibility of inquiry, whether or not it’s successful. Nor is it clear that M3 is just about
successful inquiry; for as we’ve seen, Meno might also or instead have in mind discovering what one
was looking for by chance. Others who think Meno and/or Socrates consider just successful inquiry
include White, Plato on Knowledge and Reality, 41; Dimas, ‘True Belief in the Meno’, 10-23.

32 Scott, PM, 77, agrees that this is how Meno intends M3. But he thinks M3 ‘is capable of a
deeper reading’ (77). Though this deeper reading is not a reading Meno intends, it is what the theory
of recollection is designed to respond to. On this deeper reading, M3 raises the problem of
(definitional) discovery, for which see Ch. 2, sect. 10. I discuss this in Ch. 5, sect. 10.
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one had found what one was looking for if one doesn’t antecedently know the
thing one is inquiring into; it also challenges the rationality of believing that one
has done so. But, though Meno is right about that, he need not have been
worried. For, again, Socrates is not in a complete cognitive blank with respect
to virtue. That gives us a reason to hope that the condition he is in is sufficient
for allowing him to specify the target he is aiming at, in such a way that he
can inquire into it, and can, if he finds what he was looking for, realize that he has
done so.

4. Meno’s argument

Though Meno just asks questions, they hint at an argument. It will be helpful to
reformulate his questions so as to make the underlying argument clear:>>

(1) Socrates doesn’t at all know what virtue is.

(2) If one doesn’t at all know what virtue is, one can’t specify it in such a way
that one has a target to aim at.

(3) If one can’t specify the target one is aiming at, one can’t inquire.

(4) If one can’t specify the target one is aiming at, then, even if one finds what
one was looking for but didn’t know, one won’t know, or realize, one has
done so.

(5) Therefore, Socrates can’t inquire into virtue; and even if he finds what he
was looking for, he won’t know, or realize, that he has done so.

If the key terms are used univocally, this argument is valid. We’ve seen that, in
raising his questions, Meno takes not knowing to involve being in a cognitive
blank. If not knowing is so understood, (2) is true. Further, (3) and (4) are
plausible. And, as we’ve seen, Socrates claims not to know at all what virtue is.
However, (1) is false if it means that Socrates is in a cognitive blank about what
virtue is. It is true only if it means that Socrates lacks P-knowledge of what virtue
is. But if we read (1) so that it is true, and continue to read (2) in terms of being in
a cognitive blank, the argument equivocates. If, however, we revise (2) to mean
that if one lacks P-knowledge of what virtue is, one can’t specify the target aimed
at, it is false. Though having P-knowledge of what something is is sufficient for
specifying a target to aim at, it isn’t necessary for doing so. Again, scientists
inquired about the essence of water before they knew it was H,O. They inquired
successfully on the basis of something less than P-knowledge of what water is.

% Cf. Irwin, Plato’s Ethics, 130-2; Dancy, Plato’s Introduction of Forms, 219-21.
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It seems, then, that if the argument is valid, either (1) or (2) is false. Though
there is a reading of (1) on which it is true, Meno understands it in a way that
makes it false. He is right to think that Socrates couldn’t inquire into virtue, or
know he’d found what he was looking for even if he should find it, if he were in
a complete cognitive blank with respect to virtue. His mistake is to think that’s
the condition Socrates is in.

5. Meno’s mistake

I've suggested that Meno raises his three questions because he thinks Socrates is
in a cognitive blank with respect to virtue; and he sees that, if that’s Socrates’
condition, he can’t inquire into virtue and wouldn’t know he’d found it even if
he did so. I've also suggested that Meno is wrong to think that Socrates is in a
cognitive blank with respect to virtue. Though Socrates lacks P-knowledge about
virtue, and so doesn’t know anything at all about virtue, he isn’t in a cognitive
blank about virtue.

Why might Meno have misunderstood Socrates in this way? One possibility
is that he overreacts to their failure to discover what virtue is. He is unduly
despairing, and decides that if they haven’t yet discovered what virtue is, the
reason is that they are in a cognitive blank with respect to virtue. A related
possibility is that Meno is confused about what knowledge is. He doesn’t grasp
that all knowledge is P-knowledge, and that lacking it doesn’t imply that one is in
a complete cognitive blank. There are also true beliefs, and roughly-accurate
beliefs. If Meno is confused in this way, Socrates must share some of the blame.
For one thing, Socrates hasn’t yet explained what he takes knowledge to be.
Nor has he explained that there are ways of not knowing that don’t involve being
in a cognitive blank. Nor, as we've seen, does he do as much as he should
to distinguish PKW from DR. He hasn’t made it sufficiently clear that PKW
involves P-knowledge and is a claim about explanatory rather than chronological
priority, whereas DR is a claim about chronological priority, but one that
requires, not knowledge, but just an appropriate degree of familiarity. Nor has
he made it clear that PKW isn’t about inquiry, but just grounds one kind of
knowledge on another. DR governs (dialectical) inquiry; but it doesn’t require
knowledge for inquiry. Though Socrates has satisfactory replies to Meno’s ques-
tions, he hasn’t done as much as he should have done to explain why Meno
shouldn’t be troubled by them.

But perhaps I'm being too uncharitable to Meno, and too sympathetic to
Socrates. Perhaps we shouldn’t assume that Socrates is clear about the subtle
distinctions I've drawn between explanatory and chronological priority, and



6. SOCRATES’ DILEMMA 83

among different cognitive conditions. To decide about that, let’s look first at
Socrates’ reformulation of Meno’s questions, and then at his reply to both Meno’s
questions and his own reformulation of them.

6. Socrates’ dilemma

Before replying to Meno’s questions, Socrates reformulates them:**

I understand the sort of thing you want to say, Meno. Do you see what an eristic argument
(eristikos logos) you're introducing,’ (S4) that it’s not possible for someone to inquire
either into that which (h0)*® he knows or into that which he doesn’t know? For (S2) he
wouldn’t”” inquire into that which he knows (for he knows it, and there is no need for
such a person to inquire); nor (S3) into that which he doesn’t know (for he doesn’t even
know what (hoti) he’ll inquire into). (80e1-5)%

Let’s first ask what Socrates means in saying that Meno has introduced an eristic
argument. ‘Eristic’ can be used in different ways. In Sisyphus 388d5-7, Ps.-Plato
uses the term for an argument or consideration that is offered not with a view to
discovering the truth, but merely for the sake of discussion. That is also a familiar
contemporary use of the term; and it’s how Socrates uses it in 75¢9, when he
contrasts discussing something dialectically with discussing it eristically.”
Though this use of ‘eristic’ might well capture Meno’s motives in raising his
questions, I don’t think it’s what Socrates means in saying that Meno has
introduced an eristic argument. He isn’t trying to make Meno’s motives clear
to him. He’s saying something about the nature of the considerations Meno
raises. ‘Eristic’ is also sometimes used for a mere sophism; and it has been

>* Tinsert {(S2)’, {(S3)’, and (S4)’ for ease of reference. I supply the implicit (S1) later.

%> katageis. This might be a metaphor for spinning (which is how Sedley and Long translate it), in
which case perhaps the idea is that Socrates is spinning out, i.e. drawing out or developing, Meno’s
questions; or for fishing, in which case it presumably alludes to the torpedo-fish image; or for magic,
in which case it presumably alludes to the fact that Meno compares Socrates not only to a torpedo
fish but also to a magician or sorcerer: 80b7. These options are not mutually exclusive. Cf. Sharples,
Plato: Meno, note ad loc.

36 See Ch. 1, n. 22.

7 Or ‘couldn’t’. Plato uses the optative, which Grube, Day, and Dancy all translate as ‘couldn’t’,
and which Sharples, Scott, and Sedley and Long all translate as ‘wouldn’t’. I discuss its force here in
sect. 9.

38 MO.VHO’.VC{) OLTOV BOI}/\EL )\€/’)/€LV) (I’) Mé’V(A)V. l;p(js TOYJTUV U\r)S‘ G)pLO'TLK(‘)V AO,’)/OV KaTd’yELg, 035‘ Ol}K &pa
otw {nretv avlpimy olite 8 olde oviTe 6 w1 0ide; oliTe yap dv & ye oldev {nToi—oidev ydp, Kal 0vdev
86!: TLZ) Y€ TOLOISTL‘L) gY]TﬁGGwS‘_D?’J’TG (‘)‘ ‘U,?)] 02\861/—01;86‘ ’ydp DESFV l;,TL C‘V]T’Y?O‘GL.

* This is how White, Plato on Knowledge and Reality, 41, understands eristikos here. He
translates it as ‘contentious’ and suggests that Socrates” point is that Meno is raising the argument
just to be ‘obstructionist’.
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thought that Socrates uses the term in that way here.*” However, the fact that
Socrates offers such a long and serious reply suggests that he takes the argument
seriously. And other, more appropriate, uses of the term are available. For
example, in Sophistici Elenchi (SE) 165b Aristotle describes an eristic argument
as one that deduces, or appears to deduce, a conclusion from premises that
appear to be, but in fact are not, plausible (endoxa). If, as I think, that’s how
Socrates uses the term here, then he takes the argument to be either invalid or
unsound; and it’s clear that’s his view, since he says the argument isn’t a good one
(81al-3). But he needn’t be implying that he doesn’t take it seriously. After all, it
can be quite difficult to detect and diagnose the flaw in an argument; and the
attempt to do so can increase our understanding of fundamental issues. Socrates’
reply suggests that he takes the argument seriously; and I hope that what follows
will persuade the reader that we should do so too. For it raises important
questions about the nature of knowledge and inquiry.*'

Before looking at Socrates’ dilemma in detail, we should note some differences
between it and Meno’s questions. There are at least five differences:**

(1) There is a difference in form: Meno asks questions; Socrates formulates a
dilemma.

(2) Meno asks how Socrates can inquire into virtue, if he doesn’t at all know
what it is. Socrates generalizes this worry. He asks how anyone can inquire
about anything, if one doesn’t know that thing.

(3) Meno asks how Socrates can inquire into virtue, if he doesn’t at all know
what it is. Socrates also asks how one can inquire into something if one
does know that thing. He raises a question Meno doesn’t mention.

(4) Meno asks whether, if Socrates found what he wanted to inquire into but
didn’t initially know, he would know, or realize, that he had done so.

0 See e.g. G. Ryle, ‘Many Things are Odd about our Meno’, 4.

1 “Eristic’ can also be used to indicate the destructive nature of a consideration or argument; and
that would also be an appropriate use of the term here. If this is how Socrates uses the term, it doesn’t
imply that the argument is invalid or unsound; for there can be sound arguments that are
destructive. However, even if Socrates’ use of ‘eristic’ doesn’t imply that he takes the argument to
be at least unsound, his reply makes it clear that he thinks this. For discussion of the force of ‘eristic’,
see Thompson, The Meno of Plato, Excursus V, 272-85.

2 A sixth possible difference is that Meno has in mind a relative-clause sense of ‘what one is
inquiring into’ whereas Socrates, at least in supporting S3, has in mind an indirect-question sense.
This may be M. M. McCabe’s view in ‘Escaping One’s Own Notice Knowing: Meno’s Paradox
Again’, Proceedings of the Aristotelian Society 109 (2009), 233-56. She suggests that Meno focuses on
what she calls external conditions for inquiry (the objects of inquiry), whereas Socrates focuses on
what she calls internal conditions (the cognitive condition of the inquirer); she takes these to be
different but complementary. I discuss the distinction between the relative and interrogative uses of
‘what’ in sect. 10.
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Socrates doesn’t explicitly mention this problem. So Socrates not only
raises an issue that Meno doesn’t raise; he also fails to mention an issue
that Meno mentions.

(5) Meno asks how Socrates can inquire into virtue if he doesn’t know at all
(parapan) what it is. Socrates omits ‘at all’.

Let’s consider these differences in turn, to see what if any significance they have.

The first difference is not signiﬁcant.43 For, as we saw in section 4, Meno’s
questions can easily be put into the form of an argument. The crucial question is
how that argument compares with Socrates” dilemma. I explore this issue below.

Nor is the second difference significant. Meno focuses on the case of Socrates
inquiring into virtue, because that’s the case to hand. But presumably he thinks
that anyone who is in a condition relevantly like Socrates’ can’t inquire.** Indeed,
he’s come to think that he can’t inquire about virtue either, precisely because he
now thinks that he, like Socrates, doesn’t at all know what it is. But whether or not
Meno thinks his worry can be generalized, it can in fact be generalized in the way
in which Socrates generalizes it. Doing so is helpful. For it allows us to see that
Meno’s questions aren’t restricted to the special case of Socrates’ ability to inquire
into virtue; it arises for anyone who attempts to inquire into something about
which he lacks all knowledge.

The third difference suggests that there may be a more serious difficulty about
the possibility of inquiry than Meno acknowledges. For all Meno says, it might be
possible to inquire if one knows the thing (e.g. virtue) that one is inquiring into.
Socrates’ formulation blocks this reply, by arguing that even if one knows the
thing one is inquiring into, inquiry is still impossible. As with the second
difference, this one also has the effect of making the possibility of inquiry look,
if anything, more problematical: there is a problem not only about Socrates’
ability to inquire into virtue, given that he doesn’t know what it is; there is also a
problem about anyone’s ability to inquire into anything, whether they do or do
not know the thing they’re inquiring into.

The fourth difference might seem troubling. Isn’t Socrates making things
easier for himself in failing to mention Meno’s third question, M3? Doesn’t M3
raise a serious issue that Socrates should confront? We’ve seen, however, that, as
Meno understands M3, it can be answered in the same way as M1 and M2. So if

*> But see the Appendix to Ch. 1, where I consider the view that it is significant.

44 Contrast Weiss: ‘[t]he paradox is an attack on Socrates. It is no accident that it is phrased in the
second person. Meno has no interest in theoretical questions about how knowledge is acquired; he
knows the answer; one goes to a teacher. But Socrates is no teacher. The paradox challenges Socrates
to defend his practice’ (Virtue in the Cave, 52).
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Socrates answers M1 and M2, he thereby answers M3, whether or not he
mentions it separately.

The fifth difference has been taken to be significant.*> Meno asks how one can
inquire into something if one doesn’t know at all (parapan) what it is; Socrates
doesn’t repeat ‘at all’. Yet one might think it is one thing not to know what
something is, and another not to know at all what it is. If so, and if Socrates
addresses the case of not knowing, but not the case of not knowing at all, he
doesn’t address Meno’s concern. Or perhaps Socrates doesn’t repeat ‘at all’
because he concedes that if one doesn’t know at all what something is, one
can’t inquire into it; but he wants to argue that one can inquire into something if
one doesn’t know what it is, so long as the not knowing doesn’t amount to not
knowing at all. In this case, he doesn’t sweep Meno’s concern under the carpet.
Rather, he tacitly concedes that Meno is right to think that one can’t inquire into
something if one doesn’t at all know what it is, so he focuses instead on the
question of whether one can inquire if one doesn’t know, without its thereby
being the case that one doesn’t know at all.

But it’s not clear that the omission of ‘at all’ is significant. For one thing, it’s not
as though Meno consistently uses it, whereas Socrates consistently omits it.
Rather, both of them sometimes use it and sometimes omit it. Let’s trace the
relevant usages.

In first broaching PKW in 71a5-7, Socrates initially uses, but then omits, ‘at
all’. He begins by saying that he doesn’t know at all what virtue is, and so doesn’t
know at all about virtue. But then he asks how one can know what something
is like, if one doesn’t know what it is. To illustrate why that is so, he says that
someone who doesn’t know at all who Meno is doesn’t know whether he’s
handsome, and so on, either. The casual way in which he moves between
speaking of ‘not knowing’ and ‘not knowing at all’ suggests this is just stylistic
variation; ‘at all’ simply emphasizes that he really, in fact, doesn’t know. Further,
Meno’s initial response, in 71b9-c2, asks Socrates whether he really means to say
that he doesn’t know what virtue is: he doesn’t ask whether Socrates really doesn’t

45> Moravesik, for example, thinks that Meno is asking how one can inquire if one is ‘altogether
ignorant’; and he thinks Socrates omits parapan because ‘the intended solution covers only those
cases in which we in a sense know what we are searching for. The recollection thesis is no answer to a
paradox that assumes that the object of inquiry is not known in any way whatsoever at the start of
the investigation’ (‘Learning as Recollection’, 57). Similarly, Thomas writes that omitting ‘at all’, as
Socrates does in 80el-5, ‘destroys the thrust of the original puzzle for, lacking parapan, the crucial
premise reads “if a man does not have some knowledge” rather than “if a man has no knowledge
whatsoever”” (John E. Thomas, Musings on the Meno (The Hague: Springer, 1980), 123, 128-9; cited
in Nehamas, ‘Meno’s Paradox and Socrates as a Teacher’). However, if ‘at all’ is omitted, the crucial
premise reads, not as Thomas phrases it, but as ‘if one does not have knowledge’, which does not
imply that one has some knowledge. I ask later whether Socrates’ reply suggests that we have some
knowledge after all and whether, if so, he means to hint at that in his occasional omission of parapan.
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know at all. This suggests that Meno doesn’t think that not knowing at all is
somehow worse than merely not knowing.

At 80d1, Socrates again says that he doesn’t know what virtue is; he then
professes himself eager to inquire with Meno what it is. He doesn’t say that he
doesn’t know at all what virtue is. Meno then raises his questions. M1 asks how
one can inquire into something if one doesn’t at all know what it is; M2 and M3
omit ‘at all’. Yet M2 gives Meno’s reason on behalf of M1 and M3. This suggests
that he uses ‘at all’ just for emphasis: he’s wondering whether Socrates really
doesn’t know what virtue is.*®

7. The structure of Socrates’ dilemma
Let’s now look more closely at Socrates’ formulation. Two premises are explicit:*’

(S2) If one knows x, one cannot inquire into x.
(S3) If one does not know x, one cannot™® inquire into x.

The conclusion is also explicit:

(S4) Therefore, for any x, one cannot inquire into x.*

S2 and S3 don’t imply S4. For the inference to S4 to be valid, we need to supply an
unstated, but presumably implicit, premise:

(S1) For any x, one either knows, or does not know, x.

Before asking how Meno or Socrates understands the argument, it will be helpful
to consider it on its own, in the abstract.
On one reading, the argument is a constructive dilemma of the following form:

Formulation I
p or not p.

p implies q.
not-p implies q.
Therefore q.

6 This isn’t to say that Socrates doesn’t reply to Meno’s Paradox by saying that we know in one
way but not in another. It’s just to say that, if he does so, ‘at all’ doesn’t provide a clue. I ask in the
next two chapters whether Socrates does, or doesn’t, reply in this way.

*7 Socrates also supports S2 and S3. I consider their support below.

8 Or: would not. I discuss this in sect. 9.

49 That this is the conclusion is clear from 80e2-3: ‘it isn’t possible for one to inquire either into
that which one knows or into that which one doesn’t know’. Dancy, Plato’s Introduction of Forms,
219, agrees that this is what Socrates says, but he doesn’t think it captures what Socrates means. Cf.
Scott, RE, 29-31.
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On this reading, the argument is valid, and S1 is an instance of the Law of the
Excluded Middle (LEM): p or not p; tertium non datur. S2 and S3 then argue that,
whichever of these exclusive and exhaustive options obtains, inquiry is impos-
sible. If this is how we read the argument, S1 is not a promising candidate for
rejection. So, since the argument is valid, we can avoid its conclusion only if at
least one of S2 and S3 is false.

Let’s assume for now that the argument is of this form, and that SI is
an instance of LEM. To say that S1 is an instance of LEM is not to say how
knowing and not knowing are conceived. It is only to say that, however they are
conceived, they are exclusive and exhaustive options. Yet how they are conceived
is a crucial factor in determining whether the argument is sound; for that
is relevant to determining whether S2 and S3 are true or false. Another relevant
factor is whether the argument concerns inquiring into propositions, things
(broadly construed so as to include domains), or both. Let’s consider some
possibilities, beginning with S3.

Let’s assume, to begin with, that one is inquiring whether a given proposition
p is true. Let’s also assume that not knowing something involves being in
a cognitive blank about it. In that case, not only does one not know whether
p is true; but, also, one doesn’t even have a minimal grasp of what it means. So
read, S3 seems true. For, as we’ve seen, if one is in a cognitive blank with respect
to something, one can’t inquire into it.

What if one is inquiring into a domain such as virtue? Then S3 is still true, if
not knowing something is being in a cognitive blank with respect to it. One can’t
inquire into virtue if one is in a cognitive blank about it.

There are, however, other possible readings of S3. Suppose, for example, that
one is inquiring whether p is true and that not knowing, here, means just that one
doesn’t know whether it’s true. For all that, one might know what it means, and
that might put one in a good position to inquire whether it is true. So understood,
S3 seems false.

Suppose that one is inquiring into a domain such as virtue, and that one
doesn’t know what virtue is, in the sense that one doesn’t have P-knowledge of its
nature. In that case, given PKW, one doesn’t know anything at all about virtue.
So understood, S3 is again false. For lacking all P-knowledge about virtue doesn’t
imply that one can’t inquire into it. For even if one lacks all P-knowledge
about virtue, and so doesn’t know anything at all about virtue, one might have
and rely on relevant true beliefs about virtue; and one might think that doing
so is sufficient for being able to inquire into it. If so, having P-knowledge isn’t
necessary.
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Considered on its own, then, S3 can be read so as to be true; it can also be read
so as to be false. I ask shortly whether there are good reasons to single out any
particular reading, given the overall context. But before doing so, let’s turn to S2.

If ‘not know’, in S3, means ‘being in a cognitive blank’, then, for the argument
to remain an instance of Formulation 1, ‘know’ in S2 has to mean ‘not being in a
cognitive blank’. Suppose that we are inquiring whether p is true and that we are
not in a cognitive blank with respect to p. Perhaps, for example, we grasp what p
means. S2 is then false: it doesn’t follow from the fact that one grasps what
p means that one can’t inquire whether p is true.® As before, knowing what p
means might put one in a good position to inquire whether it’s true. If, on the
other hand, one already knows that p is true, one can’t inquire whether it’s true.
At least, that’s so on the assumption that one can inquire into something only if
one doesn’t already know it. For then, if one knows that p is true, the inquiry into
whether it’s true is already over.”"

If one is inquiring into a domain such as virtue, S2 is false if ‘know’ means ‘not
being in a cognitive blank’. For suppose I am not in a cognitive blank with respect
to virtue, but have some roughly-accurate beliefs, or true beliefs, or some but not
all knowledge, about it. That might put me in a good position to inquire about
virtue.

Suppose that one is inquiring whether p is true, and that to know something is
to know everything there is to know about it: one knows that p is true, what all its
implications are, what its place in logical space is, and so on. Then S2 is true; for if
one is in that condition with respect to p, there’s nothing left about p for one to
inquire into. Similarly, if one is inquiring into a domain such as virtue, and to
know virtue—that is, to know what virtue is—is to know everything there is to
know about virtue, then S2 is again true: if one knows everything there is to know
about virtue, there’s nothing left to inquire into about it.

So just as there are readings of S3 on which it is true and other readings of it on
which it is false, so there are readings of S2 on which it is true and other readings
of it on which it is false. If we read S2 so that it is true—so that, say, knowing
something is knowing everything there is to know about it—then, for the
argument to remain an instance of Formulation 1, S3 would have to say that, if
one doesn’t know everything there is to know about something, one can’t inquire

" At least, this is true in general. But it has been argued that if one grasps what an analytic
proposition means, one knows that it is true; hence inquiry into whether it’s true wouldn’t be
possible.

51 Here and in what follows, I leave the modest knower (who knows something but doesn’t think
she does) to one side: see Ch. 1, sect. 2.
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into it. But that’s false. Even if one lacks complete knowledge about virtue, one
can inquire so as to fill in the gaps in one’s knowledge.

I've considered a variety of readings of S2 and S3. Both premises can be read so
as to be true, and so as to be false. Suppose we read each premise so that it is true.
Suppose, for example, that S2 says that, if one has complete knowledge about
something, one can’t inquire into it; and that S3 says that, if one is in a cognitive
blank about something, one can’t inquire into it. Then S2 and S3 are both true.>
S1 is also true, if it is an instance of the Law of the Excluded Middle. However,
though the argument now has all true premises, it is invalid, since it equivocates
on ‘know’. The argument is now of the following form:

Formulation 2:
p or not-p

p implies q

r implies q
Therefore q.

But perhaps S1 is not an instance of the Law of the Excluded Middle? Perhaps
it says that one either knows (in the sense that one has complete knowledge
of) something or doesn’t know it (in the sense that one is in a cognitive blank
about it)? The argument would then be of the following form:

Formulation 3:
porq

p implies r

q implies r
Therefore r

So read, the argument is valid, but S1 is no longer guaranteed to be true. Indeed,
so far from being guaranteed to be true, it is false. For it is not the case that, for
any x, one either has complete knowledge about it or is in a cognitive blank with
respect to it. There is partial knowledge; there are also beliefs, including true
beliefs. So if we read the argument in this way, it is valid but unsound.

The attempt to make the argument sound is like the attempt to smooth out some
carpets: eliminating one bump just creates another one. If all the premises are true,
the argument is invalid. If the argument is valid, at least one premise is false.

>2 This is so whether the something at issue is a proposition, or a domain such as virtue. If $2 and
S3 are read in this way, they involve what, in Ch. 1, I called an all-or-nothing model of knowledge:
one either has complete knowledge of something or is in a cognitive blank about it. Formulation 3
likewise involves such a reading. Formulation 1, by contrast, does not do so.
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8. Three clues

So far we’ve seen that when Socrates’ dilemma is considered in the abstract, it can
be read in a variety of ways. But how do Meno and Socrates understand it?
Do they have one of the readings we have considered in mind? Or do they
understand the argument in different ways? After all, Meno but not Socrates
thinks it’s a good argument.

There are at least three clues we can pursue that might help us decide
how Meno and Socrates understand the argument. First, Socrates aims to refor-
mulate Meno’s worries. So we can ask which reading of the argument best does
so. Secondly, Socrates supports S2 and S3; we can ask which reading of them he
seems to support. Thirdly, Socrates replies to the argument. We can ask what
argument he seems to reply to. I consider Socrates’ reply in the next two chapters.
But we can pursue the first two clues here.

We've seen that Meno thinks they don’t know what virtue is, in the sense that
they are in a cognitive blank with respect to virtue; and he worries that, if that’s
so, they can’t inquire into virtue. We might think that, if S3 correctly captures
Meno’s worry, it should use ‘not know x’ to mean being in a cognitive blank
about x. However, I think we should resist that thought. Rather, S3 says just that,
if one doesn’t know x, one can’t inquire into x. Meno accepts that premise,
because he thinks that if one doesn’t know x, one is in a cognitive blank about x.
Someone else, with a different understanding of what not knowing involves,
might also accept—or reject—S3. S3 doesn’t itself provide an analysis of what not
knowing is. We need to leave open the possibility that Meno and Socrates
understand it differently. All we should say at this point is that, given how
Meno understands it, we can see why he thinks it is true.

The first clue—Meno’s views as expressed so far—perhaps suggests that he
views S1 as an instance of LEM. At least, he doesn’t suggest that Socrates both
does and doesn’t know what virtue is, or that he neither knows nor doesn’t know
what it is. Rather, initially he seems to assume that Socrates knows what it is:
that’s why he asks him whether it can be taught, and why he’s surprised when
Socrates disclaims knowledge. Faced with Socrates’ disclaimer of knowledge, he
takes him at his word and abandons his initial view that Socrates knows what
virtue is—or, therefore, given PKW, anything at all about virtue.

To say that Meno assumes that Socrates either does, or doesn’t, know
what virtue is doesn’t tell us what he thinks knowing and not knowing consist
in. We've seen, however, that, at least by the time he raises his questions, Meno
takes not knowing something to be being in a cognitive blank about it. So
perhaps—if he thinks that knowing and not knowing are exclusive and
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exhaustive options—he thinks it’s sufficient for knowing something that one have
a clue about it. In that case, he reads the argument so that it is an instance of
Formulation 1, on which S1 and S3 are true, but S2 is false. For if he so
understands S2, it says that if one has a clue about x, one can’t inquire into it;
but that’s false. Perhaps this is why his questions don’t advert to S2: he thinks it’s
false, whereas he thinks S1 and S3 are true.”

But it’s not clear that Meno thinks that having a clue about something is
sufficient for knowing it, or what it is. It’s true that, at the beginning of the
dialogue, he assumes that Gorgias knows what virtue is, and he assumes that
Socrates does so too. And he’s amazed when Socrates says he’s never met anyone
who knows what virtue is. Meno also thinks it’s easy to say what virtue is (71e).
All of this suggests that, at least initially, Meno thinks knowledge is easy to come
by. However, that doesn’t imply that he thinks it’s so easy to come by that having
a clue is sufficient for having knowledge. If he thought that, he wouldn’t need to
ask Socrates whether virtue is teachable. But whatever his initial view was, he may
have abandoned it by the time he poses his questions. For by then he thinks that
neither he nor Socrates knows anything at all about virtue. Perhaps he’s come to
think that, if he and Socrates don’t know anything at all about virtue, knowledge
is difficult to come by. Perhaps he now thinks that knowledge is complete
knowledge. If he thinks S2 involves complete knowledge, it is true. Further,
we’ve seen that he thinks that not knowing involves being in a complete cognitive
blank. So perhaps he reads the argument so that S2 and S3 are both true. He could
still take the argument to be valid, and understand S1 as an instance of LEM, if he
assumes two ancillary premises:

(AP1) For any x, if one knows x, one knows everything there is to know
about it.
(AP2) For any x, if one doesn’t know x, one is in a cognitive blank about it.

Though AP1 and 2 are false, perhaps Meno isn’t sufficiently clear about knowing
and not knowing to see that they are false. Be that as it may, if he accepts them, we
can see why he thinks the overall argument is a good one. For the argument so
understood is valid; and Meno takes its premises to be true.

But Meno doesn’t make it clear exactly why he thinks the argument is a good
one. Perhaps he hasn’t thought much about its logical structure and hasn’t
evaluated all its premises. Or perhaps he thinks it’s a good argument because
he’s focusing on just part of it, S3, which captures his main worry. All that seems

53 He might also or instead fail to mention S2 because he thinks it’s irrelevant to their concerns,
since they don’t know.



9. SOCRATES’ SUPPORT FOR S2 AND S3 93

clear is that he reads S3 so that it is true, such that not knowing involves being in a
complete cognitive blank.

Our first clue, then, is of limited help in adjudicating among the different
formulations (1-3) canvassed above. However, it does suggest that Meno, at any
rate, accepts S3 because in his view, not knowing what x is implies that one is in a
cognitive blank about it. We shall need to see whether this is also how Socrates
understands ‘does not know x’.

9. Socrates’ support for S2 and S3

Let’s turn next to our second clue: Socrates’ support for S2 and S3.

Before Socrates supports S2, he rephrases it. S2 says that one can’t inquire into
something if one knows it. Socrates rephrases S2 so that it says that one wouldn’t
inquire into something if one knows it. Yet it’s one thing to say that one can’t do
something, and another to say that one won’t do it. (Of course, the former implies
the latter; but the converse isn’t true. There are many things I won’t do that
I could do.) If we take S2 to say that one wouldn’t inquire into that which one
knows, then the conclusion of the dilemma isn’t (as I have assumed so far) that
inquiry is impossible. Rather, the conclusion would be that it is either impossible
to inquire (if one doesn’t know) or pointless to do so (if one does know).>*

There is, then, an important question about how to read S2. Perhaps looking at
Socrates’ reason on its behalf will allow us to answer the question. His reason is
that there is no need for such a person to inquire. The fact that someone doesn’t
need to do something doesn’t imply either that he won’t, or that he can’t, do it.
There are many things I don’t need to do that I can and will do. I don’t need
another ice cream cone, but, for all that, I can and will have one. So Socrates’
reason on behalf of S2 doesn’t support either the view that one can’t, or the view
that one won’t, inquire into something one knows.

I'm inclined to think that, despite the use of the optative, S2 should be taken to
mean that, if one knows something, one can’t inquire into it. For 80e2-3
unequivocally says this. Further, though the optative is perhaps most naturally
translated as ‘wouldn’t’, it can have the force of ‘couldn’t’. For now, then, I'll
assume that S2 says that one can’t inquire into something if one knows it. But we

>* Plutarch may interpret the argument this way. For he takes Meno’s Paradox to say that if one
knows, inquiry would be pointless (mataion, 215f). However, it’s not clear whether he means that it
would be pointless though possible to inquire, or that it would be vain to do so, where that means
that it would be impossible to do so. Cf. peritté (odd, superfluous) in his discussion of the
Epicureans. I discuss this in Ch. 9. Barnes (B1, 95) takes the conclusion of Meno’s Paradox to be
that inquiry is either pointless (‘inane’) or impossible.
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should be open to the possibility that we’ll need to revise this view, once we look
at Socrates’ reply.

Socrates supports S3 by saying that ‘he doesn’t even know what (hoti) he’ll
inquire into’. On the interpretation I favor, this adverts to M2. M2, we’ve seen,
asks which of the things that one doesn’t know one will put forward as the thing
one is inquiring into. Similarly, Socrates explains that, if one doesn’t know
something, one can’t inquire into it, because one doesn’t know the thing that
one seeks to inquire into.”

I've now considered our first two clues. I've suggested that Meno accepts S3
because he thinks that not knowing x implies being in a cognitive blank about x;
and he’s right to accept S3 when it is so understood. There is also some (non-
compelling) reason to think that he favors Formulation 1. But perhaps he hasn’t
given much thought to the overall structure of the dilemma. Perhaps he just
focuses on his main concern, which is S3. I've also suggested that, though the
support Socrates gives for S2 is weak, the support he provides for S3 captures M2
which, we’ve seen, motivates both M1 and M3. In this sense, Socrates’ dilemma
captures Meno’s concerns.

We have yet to consider our third clue: Socrates’ reply. I consider it in the next
two chapters. But before doing so, I consider two further interpretations of
Meno’s Paradox, one by Gilbert Ryle and one by David Charles.

10. Ryle on the ambiguity of ‘know what
one is inquiring into’

In ‘Many Things are Odd about our Meno’, Gilbert Ryle argues that there’s a
crucial ambiguity in the phrase ‘know what one is inquiring into’,*® between the
relative-clause and interrogative uses of ‘what’.”” Understood in the first way, the

5 On this interpretation, hoti introduces a relative clause. However, hoti can also introduce an
indirect question. I ask in the next section whether (contrary to the interpretation I've just suggested)
it does so here, and how, if it does so, that would affect our understanding of the argument.

> Ryle speaks of inquiring, looking, and searching; I shall stick with inquiry.

7 Ryle uses both ‘adjectival’ and ‘relative’; T will use ‘relative’. Though Ryle thinks that Meno’s
Paradox equivocates as between the relative-clause and interrogative uses of ‘what’, he notes that
‘Latin and Greek avoided a good deal of this ambiguity’ (7). Although he explains how this is so for
Latin, he doesn’t explain how it is so for Greek.

Though Matthews doesn’t mention Ryle, he draws the same distinction in other terms and says
that ‘this diagnosis of equivocation is an excellent response to the Paradox of Inquiry conceived in its
most general form’. However, he thinks that in the special case of philosophical inquiry, such as the
inquiry into what virtue is, more needs to be said. See Socratic Perplexity, 59-60. Moravcsik makes
essentially the same point in ‘Learning as Recollection’, 54-5. Weiss thinks the argument equivocates
in the way Ryle suggests. Unfortunately, she uses ‘interrogative’ where she should use ‘adjectival’ (or,
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phrase means that one knows the answer to the question under consideration
(RK). Understood in the second way, it means that one knows what question
is being asked—that is, one understands the question, one knows what it
means (IK).

The phrase ‘one doesn’t know what one is inquiring into’ is also ambiguous
as between the relative and interrogative clause. Understood in the first way,
it means not knowing the answer (RnotK). Understood in the second way, it
means that one doesn’t understand the question (InotK).

So, for example, if I say ‘T know what you know’, I might mean (a) I know that
you know (say) physics (interrogative); or I might mean (b) Like you, I too know
physics’ (relative clause). Similarly, if I say ‘T don’t know what you know’, I might
mean (a) I don’t know whether you know physics; or I might mean (b) Though
you know physics, I don’t.

It’s reasonable to think that, to inquire about something, one must understand
the question being considered. But it’s not reasonable to think that one needs to
know the answer. If one doesn’t understand the question, the inquiry can’t begin.
But if one knows the answer, the inquiry is at an end.>®

Though Ryle claims that Meno’s Paradox equivocates between these two ways
of understanding ‘know what one is inquiring into’, he unfortunately doesn’t say
exactly where he thinks it does so. Further, he speaks of ‘Meno’s dilemma’; yet it
is Socrates, not Meno, who raises a dilemma. So it’s not clear whether he thinks
Meno’s questions and/or Socrates’ dilemma equivocates.

On the interpretation I have suggested, Meno doesn’t equivocate. For if one is
in a cognitive blank about virtue, not only does one not know the answer to the
question, but neither does one know what question is being asked. Meno thinks
they are in a cognitive blank about virtue; and he thinks that prevents them from
inquiring into it. So he straightforwardly thinks they don’t know what they are
inquiring into, in either the relative-clause or interrogative sense. And he’s right
to think that, if one is in a cognitive blank about virtue, one lacks both sorts of
knowledge-what about virtue. But what he says is compatible with his thinking

as I prefer, ‘relative’) and ‘adjectival’ where she should use ‘interrogative’. See Virtue in the Cave,
54-5. Ryle’s interpretation is also discussed by M. Canto-Sperber in Platon: Ménon (Paris: Flam-
marion, 1993), 66-74 (‘(2b)” on the bottom of p. 73 should be ‘(2a)’, and (1b)’ should be ‘(1a)’).

In describing Ryle’s view, I have benefitted from D. Scott’s PhD thesis, Recollection and Its Rivals
(Cambridge University, 1988). However, Scott argues that Plato equivocates in the way Ryle
suggests, whereas I shall argue that he doesn’t do so. (Neither RE nor PM discusses Ryle’s charge
one way or the other.) I have also benefitted from many discussions with Lesley Brown.

% 1 again ignore the modest knower.
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they could inquire into virtue if they understood the question, ‘What is virtue?’,
but didn’t know the answer; and that that’s a possible situation to be in.

Nor do Meno’s questions display syntactic ambiguity. They involve three
unambiguous uses of the relative pronoun (fouto ho, at 80d5; poion hoén, at
80d6; and ho, at 80d8). His concern is just how one can single something out
as the thing that one is inquiring into, if one doesn’t know what that thing is, in
the sense that one is in a cognitive blank about it.

Even if Meno doesn’t equivocate, perhaps Socrates” dilemma does so. In that
case, there would be a significant difference between Meno’s questions and
Socrates’ dilemma. So let’s now ask about that.

Here is one possibility: perhaps S2 says that one can’t inquire into something if
one already knows what one is inquiring into, in the sense that one already knows
the answer to the question; and perhaps S3 says that one can’t inquire into what
one doesn’t already know, in the sense that one doesn’t even understand the
question. On this view, S2 should be read as (RK), and S3 as (InotK). We could
then say that each of these premises is true, but that they equivocate on ‘what one
is inquiring into’.

However, both S2 and S3 unambiguously use just the relative pronoun, ho—
that which (or the thing which, or the thing that). S2 says unambiguously that if
one knows the very thing that one is inquiring into, one can’t inquire into it; and
S3 says unambiguously that if one doesn’t know the very thing that one is
inquiring into, one can’t inquire into it. There is no equivocation as between
the relative pronoun and the interrogative uses of ‘what’ as between S2 and S3, for
the simple reason that neither of them uses the interrogative. Like Meno’s
questions, S2 and S3 use just the relative pronoun. That’s what we’'d expect,
given that Socrates aims to reformulate Meno’s questions.”

There is, however, one remaining possibility: perhaps an equivocation arises
as between S3 and its support.®” S3 uses just the relative clause. It says that one
can’t inquire into something if one doesn’t know that very thing. In supporting
S3, however, Socrates uses hoti, which can mean either ‘what’ in the indirect-
question sense or ‘that which’, introducing a relative clause. On the interpretation
I suggested in the last section, Socrates uses hoti just in the second way. So

5% If, like most of the English translations I've seen, one translates ho as ‘what’, it’s all too easy to
think that S2 and S3 equivocate between these two different uses of ‘what’. This is why, in translating
Socrates’ dilemma, I used ‘that which’ for ho. That makes it clear that the interrogative is not used in
S2 or S3. See Ch. 1, n. 22.

% Dancy, Plato’s Introduction of Forms, 220-1, suggests that one might read this passage as
equivocating in the way Ryle suggests; but, like me, he thinks Socrates is being ‘laconic’ and has just
Meno’s concerns in mind. However, he makes things easier for a Rylean interpretation than he needs
to by rendering both ho and hoti as ‘what’, without noting that he’s doing so.
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understood, his reason for S3 captures M2, which is Meno’s reason for M1,
which, in turn, is captured by S3. It is an advantage of this reading that, on it,
Socrates fairly restates Meno’s questions. But it is a consequence of this reading
that the interrogative sense of ‘what’ doesn’t come into the picture.

However, other readings of Socrates’ support for S3 are possible. First, one
might argue that Socrates equivocates, using one and the same occurrence of
hoti in both the relative-clause and interrogative sense. He would confusedly be
suggesting that the reason one can’t inquire into that which one doesn’t know
(ho; S3) is that one doesn’t know what one is inquiring into, where that somehow
at once repeats S3 (or perhaps adverts to M2) but also means that in that case one
wouldn’t even grasp what question is being considered. If we can avoid saying
that Socrates uses one and the same occurrence of hoti in two different ways, we
should do so; and we can do so. Above, I suggested that all it does is to introduce a
relative clause.

But there is a third option (beyond saying that hoti is either confusedly used in
both ways or else just introduces a relative clause): perhaps hoti functions just as
an interrogative. On this interpretation, S3 unambiguously uses just the relative
clause, and its support uses just the interrogative. There is no syntactic equivo-
cation. But one might argue that, even so, the underlying thought is nonetheless
confused. For the basic idea would be that the reason one can’t inquire into that
which one doesn’t know in the relative-clause sense is that one wouldn’t, in that
case, know what question one was considering: a failure to know-what in the
relative-clause sense implies a failure to know-what in the interrogative sense.
But since one must know-what in the latter sense in order to inquire, a failure to
know-what in the relative-clause sense prevents one from inquiring. And one
might think that involves confusion, if not at a syntactic level, then at a semantic
level. For example, surely I can know that the question I'm considering is ‘How
do T get to Larisa? without already knowing how to get there? At least for
empirical inquiries, it seems that one can know-what in the interrogative sense
without knowing-what in the relative-clause sense. If Socrates’ support for S3
suggests otherwise, Socrates is either confused in his own right or is suggesting
that Meno is.

Several replies are possible. First, one might argue that even if there is this clear
distinction in the case of empirical inquiries, the distinction is less clear-cut in
some non-empirical inquiries; and they are Socrates’ main concern.’’ Secondly,

1 This seems to be Moravcsik’s and Matthews view; see n. 57. They seem to think that in the case
of (what Moravcsik calls) a priori inquiries, there is a genuine question about whether one can
understand a question without already knowing that it is true.
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we should remember that Meno thinks that, if one doesn’t at all know what virtue
is in the relative-clause sense, one is in a cognitive blank with respect to virtue.
If one is in a cognitive blank about virtue, one doesn’t know what it is even in the
interrogative sense. If hoti is used in the interrogative sense here, perhaps that’s
the point Socrates is making. In this case, he is still adverting to M2. But he
probes more deeply, explaining that, given Meno’s views about what not knowing
is, inquiry can’t get started because, if they're in a cognitive blank about virtue,
they can’t even frame a question about it to consider. Perhaps Socrates switches
from ho to hoti to make this point.

It’s worth noting that there is a sense in which Socrates thinks that, if one lacks
relative-clause knowledge about virtue, one doesn’t know-what in the interroga-
tive sense either: for that follows from PKW. According to it, if one doesn’t know
what virtue is, in the sense that one lacks P-knowledge of its real essence, one
doesn’t know anything at all about virtue. Hence one lacks P-knowledge-what in
the interrogative sense. However, Socrates doesn’t think it follows that one can’t
inquire into something if one doesn’t know what it is in the interrogative sense;
for he doesn’t think one needs knowledge to inquire. One must understand the
question; but doing so doesn’t require having any P-knowledge.

I conclude that Meno’s questions don’t involve equivocation, at either the
syntactic or semantic level. Nor do S1-S4 do so. If there is an equivocation
or ambiguity, it is between S3 and Socrates’ support for it. But, though this is a
possible reading, better readings are available.

However, we should reserve final judgment on Ryle’s allegation of equivoca-
tion until we look at our third clue, which is Socrates™ reply. If his reply is
confused on this score, it would not be surprising if his reasoning on behalf of
S3 were also confused in this way. Alternatively, if his reply diagnoses the
ambiguity, we might well think that, somewhere or somehow, Meno’s Paradox
involves it. It’s just that, in this case, Socrates duly points that out. In that case, the
Paradox is confused, but Socrates isn’t. Another possibility is that Socrates’ reply,
while not confused on this score, doesn’t focus on the issue either. That would tell
in favor of the interpretation I suggested, on which the alleged ambiguity or
equivocation doesn’t play a role in motivating Meno’s questions, Socrates’
dilemma, or his support for any of the premises of the dilemma. Rather,
the concern throughout is just with knowing-what or not knowing-what in the
relative-clause sense. But we can choose among these options only once we’ve
investigated Socrates’ reply.

Before leaving Ryle, it’s worth noting that he uses ‘know’ loosely or broadly,
such that understanding a question is sufficient for knowledge. However, we’ve
seen that, for Socrates, to know something is to have P-knowledge of it. For



11. CHARLES ON SIGNIFICATION AND MENO’S PARADOX 99

Socrates, understanding a question—if that involves just what an ordinary
competent speaker of a language grasps—falls short of knowledge, since it doesn’t
imply that one has P-knowledge. The sort of ‘knowledge’ Ryle discusses doesn’t
amount to knowledge as Socrates conceives of it.*>

11. Charles on signification and Meno’s Paradox

I now turn to Charles’s interpretation.63 As we saw in Chapter 2, section 5, he
argues that, in asking what shape and color are, Socrates fleetingly distinguishes,
but ultimately confuses, the signification and the essence questions. I suggested,
against this, that rather than adverting to the signification question, Socrates asks
only the essence question. What Charles thinks of as good answers to the
signification question, Socrates views as inadequate answers to the essence
question that are nonetheless good first steps towards a satisfactory answer to
that question, steps he hopes Meno will be able to take in due course in saying
what virtue is.

But even if—as I think—the distinction between the signification and essence
questions doesn’t play a role in the earlier discussion, it might play a role in
motivating Meno’s Paradox; and Charles thinks it does. He suggests that Meno
asks his questions because he thinks that:

if (as Socrates professes) one does not know at all what virtue is, one does not even know
what (in reality) is signified by the term ‘virtue’. However, if one lacks even this amount of
information, one cannot search for the nature of virtue. For without an account of what
the term signifies, one will not know what thing or feature it is whose nature one is
seeking. Indeed, as Meno notes, one would not even know that one had found it if one
came across it (80d6-8). One must know what the term signifies before one can search for
the nature of the thing (or feature) in question. (‘Paradox’, 115-16)

However, Charles thinks that Socrates reformulates Meno’s questions in an ‘all or
nothing’ way, such that:**

either one has a full account of what virtue is or one altogether lacks such an account. In
the former condition, not mentioned by Meno, enquiry is impossible since one already

2 We've seen that Meno also seems to use ‘knowledge” more broadly than just for P-knowledge.

% Charles discusses Meno’s Paradox in both “Types’ and ‘Paradox’. In ‘Signification’, I discuss
‘Types’ (‘Paradox’ wasn’t yet published). Here I focus on ‘Paradox’. I insert page references in
the text.

64 Charles notes that Scott also suggests that Meno’s Paradox involves an all-or-nothing view; but
he thinks Scott takes this as a starting assumption, whereas he tries to explain it by appealing to an
alleged confusion between signification and essence. See ‘Paradox’, 116, n. 2.
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knows what virtue is. But in the latter condition enquiry is also impossible because one
does not know what one is searching for. (‘Paradox’, 116)

It’s true that one either has, or lacks (i.e. doesn’t have), a full account of what
virtue is. If that’s what the first premise of the dilemma says, we should accept it;
and we should go on to argue that one can inquire without a full account of
what virtue is, as Meno and Socrates did. Nor would Meno’s Paradox, in this
case, involve an all-or-nothing model of knowledge. However, Charles makes it
clear that by ‘altogether lacks such an account’, he means that ‘one knows (or
grasps) nothing at all about’ the thing (‘Paradox’, 116, n. 2). And of course it
is controversial—indeed false—to think that one either knows a full account of
what virtue is, or grasps nothing at all about virtue. Perhaps one lacks a full
account, but has some true or roughly-accurate beliefs about virtue. Or perhaps
one doesn’t know what virtue is, but grasps what ‘virtue’ signifies.

Charles thinks this latter possibility is exploited by Aristotle, who uses it to
respond to Meno’s Paradox in a way that is not available to Plato. He argues that
Aristotle distinguishes three stages in scientific inquiry. At Stage 1, one knows
what ‘F signifies. At Stage 2, one knows that Fs exist. At Stage 3, one discovers the
essence of F. One can be in Stage 1 without being in Stage 2; and one can be in
Stage 2 without being in Stage 3. With the help of this three-stage view:*’

Aristotle can avoid Meno’s paradox..., which seems to show that genuine discovery is
impossible. The paradox requires that it be a condition of knowing the signification of the
relevant term that one knows of the existence or nature of the kind signified. And this is
precisely the premiss which the three-stage view rejects.

So whereas Meno at least allows, and Aristotle believes, that one can know, or
grasp, what ‘F’ signifies without knowing, or grasping, the essence of F, Meno’s
Paradox disallows this; so too does Plato in his own right. The reason is that he
confuses signification and essence, or at least thinks one can’t grasp the former
without grasping the latter. Since a grasp of signification is needed for inquiry, so
too is a grasp of essence. But that’s just what they don’t have.

This isn’t quite an all-or-nothing model of knowledge, if that model says that,
for any x, either one knows everything there is to know about x or else is in a
cognitive blank about it. For one can know what something’s essence is without
knowing everything there is to know about that thing. The all-or-nothing model
precludes inquiry; merely requiring a grasp of essence doesn’t do so. If I know the
essence of virtue, I can use that knowledge to inquire whether virtue is teachable.

6> AME, 76. I discuss this three-stage view in a bit more detail in Ch. 6.
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Still, let’s leave this issue to one side, and look at Charles’s account of why
Socrates reformulates Meno’s questions as he does. Charles’s suggestion is that
Plato makes three assumptions’ (‘Paradox’, 117-18):%

[A] One cannot start a successful inquiry into what virtue is without having
an account of what ‘virtue’ signifies.

[B] One cannot possess an account of what ‘virtue’ signifies without grasping
the essence of virtue.

[C] Inquiry is the successful acquisition of information one does not possess.

First we should note that, though sometimes Charles speaks of needing to know
what virtue is, or what ‘virtue’ signifies (as e.g. on ‘Paradox’, 116, cited above),
[A]-[C] speak instead of ‘having’, ‘possessing’, and ‘grasping’ signification or
essence. I agree that Socrates thinks that one can’t know what ‘F signifies without
knowing what F is. But does he also think that one can’t “possess’ an account of
what ‘F signifies without grasping an account of what F is? Mightn’t he think that
one can possess an account of what ‘F signifies as a matter of belief, without
grasping, as either a matter of belief or knowledge, what F is?

Charles rejects this suggestion. He says that the paradox arises even if we revise
[A]-[C] as follows (‘Paradox’, 118):

[A*] One cannot start an inquiry into what virtue is without believing a
complete true account of what ‘virtue’ signifies.

[B*] One cannot believe a complete true account of what ‘virtue’ signifies
without having the complete set of true beliefs about the essence of virtue.
[C] Inquiry is the successful acquisition of information one does not possess.

He goes on to say that ‘[s]ince the paradox arises whether true belief or know-
ledge is involved, it cannot be overcome solely by separating these states. For if
the enquirer begins with the complete set of true beliefs about the essences in
question he cannot acquire any more information about what virtue is in the
course of the enquiry’ (‘Paradox’, 119).

The last sentence just quoted may well be true. But it doesn’t follow that one
can’t inquire further about virtue at all. One couldn’t inquire further about its
essence. But, as noted above, one could inquire whether it is teachable. Nor does
Charles say why he thinks Socrates is committed to [A*] and [B*]. Be that as it
may, I've in effect argued that Socrates rejects both [A] and [A*]. For he and

% Charles thinks not just that the dilemma involves these assumptions, but also that Plato accepts
them in his own right.
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Meno inquired into virtue even though they didn’t say what ‘virtue’ signifies. Not
only do they not know what it signifies; but neither do they have a true belief
about what it signifies. At least, neither of them expressed such a belief. For
example, some of Meno’s accounts of virtue were too narrow; others were too
broad.

Since, in my view, Socrates doesn’t discuss signification, it’s difficult to assess
whether he’s committed to [B] or [B*]. But it seems unlikely to me that he is
committed to either of them. For he thinks he and Meno have some true beliefs
about virtue: for example, they agree that virtue is good; and they can identify
some examples of virtuous behavior. As the first part of the dialogue suggests, and
as we shall see in more detail in the next chapter, he also thinks that having and
relying on these true beliefs enables them to inquire. He doesn’t suggest that these
beliefs provide a complete true account of what virtue is or of what ‘virtue’
signifies; and they don’t do so. They fall short of that.

Nor should we accept [C]: alas, not all inquiries are successful; nor does
Socrates think they are. He does, however, accept [C*]:

[C*] Successful inquiry involves acquiring information one didn’t previously
possess.

[C*] doesn’t require a successful inquiry to terminate in knowledge. If, through
inquiry, one acquires new true beliefs, one has inquired successfully even though,
at the same time, there is room for further inquiry, in an effort to convert one’s
true beliefs into knowledge.

Of course, one might agree that Meno’s Paradox involves these assumptions,
without thinking that Socrates, or Plato, believes, or is committed to, them. After
all, Socrates proceeds to reply to the Paradox; perhaps his reply will show that he
thinks it involves confusions, which he duly uncovers. So even if Socrates, earlier
in the dialogue, doesn’t confuse signification and essence, it doesn’t follow that
Meno’s Paradox doesn’t do so. But if signification doesn’t play a role earlier in the
dialogue, it’s not clear what would motivate Plato to introduce it at this stage. One
might argue that he does so to make it clear that one needs to distinguish
signification and essence; if so, one would expect him to go on to do so, though
Charles thinks that Plato’s reply, no less than Meno’s Paradox, confuses them.
But on the view I've suggested, that distinction doesn’t come into the Paradox.
Meno is worried by the thought that if they don’t know what virtue is, they are in
a cognitive blank about virtue. His confusion rests on a failure to understand the
nature of knowledge. Nor does Meno use the language that Charles thinks is
associated with signification as opposed to essence. Rather, he uses the language
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Charles thinks is associated with essence.”” Nor does Socrates’ dilemma advert
to signification. So just as I don’t think the earlier stages of the dialogue advert to
signification, so I don’t think signification plays a role in Meno’s Paradox. Further,
though we’ve seen that Socrates’ dilemma can be understood in terms of an all-or-
nothing model of knowledge, I've also considered other readings, such as Formu-
lation 1; and I've argued that, so far, we have some reason to favor it.

Still, we have yet to look at our third clue, Socrates’ reply. Perhaps it will lead us
to change our minds.

12. Conclusion

We've now looked at both Meno’s questions and Socrates’ dilemma. We’ve seen
that Meno’s worry is how one can inquire into something if one is in a cognitive
blank about it, and how one could know, or realize, one has discovered what one
was inquiring about if, at the outset, one was in a cognitive blank about it. He’s
right to think one can’t inquire into something, or know or realize one has found
what one was inquiring into, if one is in a cognitive blank about it. His mistake it
to think they’re in that position with respect to virtue. That mistake rests on
misunderstanding of the nature of knowledge.

Socrates reformulates Meno’s questions. On the interpretation I suggested, S3
restates M1; and Socrates supports it as Meno did, by adverting to M2. This
interpretation assumes that hoti introduces a relative clause. It also assumes that
‘not knowing at all’ and ‘not knowing’ are equivalent. But a full decision on this
must wait until we’ve looked at Socrates’ reply.

Socrates doesn’t mention M3 explicitly. But that need not be an attempt to
ignore an important question. For, as we’ve seen, though M3 raises a different
question from M1, it stems from the same worry, which is expressed in M2. If
Socrates answers M2, he thereby answers both M1 and M3.

Though Socrates captures Meno’s concerns—and so can lay fair claim to
restating them—he also extends them, by arguing that just as there’s a problem
about inquiry if one doesn’t know, so there’s also a problem about inquiry if one
does know.

Socrates’ reformulation of Meno’s questions can be understood in various
ways. On one of them (Formulation 1), the argument is valid and S1 is guaran-
teed to be true. If this is how we understand the argument, Socrates can reject the
conclusion only if he rejects at least one of S2 and S3. We might expect him to
reject S3. For he claims that he is inquiring into virtue even though he doesn’t

%7 See ‘Types’, 112-15; ‘Paradox’, 117. I discuss the relevant language in ‘Signification’.
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know anything at all about it. Perhaps he goes on to explain how he can do so,
contrary to what Meno now supposes. But perhaps the argument shouldn’t be
understood in terms of Formulation 1. Whether or not it should be so under-
stood, Socrates might not reply by rejecting S3. In the next two chapters, I explore
Socrates’ reply, to see whether we can decide about these issues.

I noted in the Appendix to Chapter1 that there is dispute about whether
‘Meno’s Paradox’ is a misleading label for the conjunction of Meno’s questions
and Socrates’” dilemma. I noted that it has been argued that the label is misleading
because Meno raises more than one paradox (so that the singular is misleading).
It has also been argued that the label is misleading because Meno and Socrates
raise different paradoxes (in which case not only is the singular misleading, but so
too is ‘Meno’). There is room for discussion about what the appropriate criteria
are for individuating paradoxes; the finer-grained they are, the more likely it is
that more than one paradox is at issue. But I've suggested that it’s reasonable to
think that Meno raises a single (if complex) paradox, captured in the argument
laid out in section 4. I've also suggested that it’s also reasonable to think that
Socrates captures Meno’s concerns, even if, at the same time, he extends them by
arguing that just as there’s a problem about inquiring if one doesn’t know, so
there’s a problem about inquiring if one does know. Nor does he ignore an
allegedly separate worry about discovery. Rather, insofar as Meno raises a worry
about discovery, it is motivated by M2; and Socrates’ dilemma captures M2. If the
interpretation suggested so far is correct, the label ‘Meno’s Paradox’ is apt, insofar
as it’s reasonable to think that Meno introduces a single, if complex, paradox that
Socrates then amplifies and clarifies. But the important issue is not how many
paradoxes we find here, but how to understand Meno’s and Socrates’ concerns.
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Socrates’ Three-Stage Reply:
The First and Second Stages

1. Socrates’ three-stage reply

Now that we've looked at Meno’s questions and Socrates’ dilemma, let’s look at
Socrates’ reply. How, and how well, does he respond to M1-M3? Does he decide,
as the dilemma would have it, that inquiry is impossible? Or does he defend its
possibility and, if so, exactly how? Does he reject any premise or inference of the
dilemma? How exactly does he understand its premises and conclusion? Which,
if any, of the three formulations we’ve looked at does he favor?

Though Meno thinks that Socrates’ dilemmatic argument is a good one
(kalds, 81al), Socrates demurs (81a3). His reply comes in three stages. In the
first stage, he describes a theory of recollection.'” When Meno professes not
to understand, Socrates says he’ll explain (epideixémai, 82b2; cf. endeixai,
82a6). This leads to the second stage of his reply: he cross-examines one of
Meno’s slaves about a geometrical problem. In the third stage, he restates the—or
a—theory of recollection.” How do these three stages fit together? How, and how
well, does the three-stage reply respond to Meno’s questions and to Socrates’
dilemma?

In this chapter, I consider the first and second stages; in the next chapter, I turn
to the third stage.

! This suggests that, pace Scott (PM, 79-83), the theory of recollection is supposed to disarm the
dilemma. To be sure, it is also supposed to answer Meno’s questions. That’s not surprising. For, as
we’ve seen, Socrates thinks Meno’s questions introduce the dilemma; the dilemma formulates more
precisely what Meno had in mind.

2 The two statements of the, or of a, theory of recollection differ in various ways. For discussion of
some differences, see Dancy, Plato’s Introduction of Forms, 234-5.
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2. The first stage: the initial statement
of the theory of recollection

Socrates first mentions a view he ascribes to priests and priestesses, which, among
other things, posits the immortality of the soul and reincarnation. He then infers:

So, since the soul is immortal, has been born many times, and has seen all things both here
and in the underworld, there is nothing it has not learned (memathéken). So it is not at all
surprising that it can recollect the things it knew before (épistato), both about virtue and
other things. For since the whole of nature is akin, and the soul has learned (memathé-
kuias) everything, nothing prevents one, having recalled just one thing—which people call
learning—from discovering (aneurein) everything else for oneself, if one is brave and does
not tire of inquiring. For inquiring and learning are, as a whole, recollection. So one
shouldn’t be persuaded by that eristic argument; for it would make us lazy, and it is
pleasant for fainthearted people to hear. But this one [sc. the argument just described]
makes them hard working and eager to inquire. Being convinced that it is true, I want to
inquire with you into what virtue is. (81c5-€2)?

The first statement of the theory of recollection raises several interesting issues.

First, as we saw in Chapter 1, Socrates is sometimes thought to reply by
conceding that we can’t inquire; rather, we recollect instead. According to Gilbert
Ryle, for example, Socrates thinks that ‘[o]ur ordinary notions of learning,
enquiring and teaching are empty. There is instead of acquisition just retrieval
of what is there but submerged. So Meno’s dilemma was not a sophism after
all, but rather a valid proof of the now Revealed Truth that enquiry cannot
occur.® On this view, recollection is an alternative to inquiry, not an account of
what it consists in or essentially involves; and though inquiry isn’t possible,
recollection is.

The first stage of Socrates’ reply counts against this view. For he says he is eager
to inquire because the theory of recollection is true. This suggests that

3 ;47'6 Ol’jV 'T} (ﬁUX'Y‘] (iG(iVCLTO/S TE 01’50'11 Kal: WOA/\dKls ’}/G'}/OVU[(I, Kai éwpqufa KCU: Td €’V00{8€ KCU: T(i E’V
Adov kai mdvTa ypripara, otk €oTw 6Ti 00 pendinker- dore 0vdev BavpaoTov kal mepl dpeTis Kal
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(()‘ 87‘] IJ,CI’.G'Y)O'LV KU.AOI;D‘LV &Vﬂpw‘”DL_T&A)\a 770/.1)7'(1 al}’T(‘)V linUpf[V, 6’(]’.1/ TLS &VSPE{O; 'ﬁ KCLI: ,U,'Y\] (i‘lTDKC”.‘LV'LT]
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* ‘Many Things are Odd about our Meno’, 4. Cf. Dancy, Plato’s Introduction of Forms, 209. As we
saw in the last chapter, it is misleading of Ryle to speak of ‘Meno’s dilemma’ and of a ‘sophism’.
I take it that in saying that Socrates thinks the argument is valid, Ryle means that he thinks it is
sound. For if Socrates thought it was valid but unsound, he wouldn’t need to accept its conclusion;
he could reject a premise or inference instead.
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recollection enables inquiry; it explains how it is possible. It’s true that Socrates
says that ‘inquiring and learning are, as a whole, recollection’ (81d4-5). But that’s
not to say that there is no such thing as inquiry or learning, but only recollection
instead. Rather, inquiry and learning consist in recollection.” Once we under-
stand the true nature of inquiry and learning—that they consist in recollection—
we will see that and how they are possible. To say that inquiry and learning
are recollection is like saying that water is H,O, not like saying that witches are
hysterical women. Socrates is not offering an eliminative account, dispensing
with inquiry and replacing it with something else; he is telling us what inquiry
and learning really are.®

But if that’s so, why does Socrates say that we shouldn’t accept the eristic
argument because doing so would make us idle, and that we should instead
believe the theory of recollection because it would make us hardworking and
eager to inquire? Doesn’t this mean that we should believe that we can inquire,
not because it’s true that we can do so, but just for pragmatic reasons? That, in
turn, might suggest that Socrates thinks the dilemma is sound; he nonetheless
doesn’t accept it for other reasons.”

However, Socrates says that he is convinced that the theory of recollection is
true (81el-2): that’s why we should believe it.® Further, its truth shows how
inquiry is possible. If inquiry is possible, the dilemma is unsound. If the theory of

> Or, at least, learning through inquiry does so: see further below.

® One might argue that if one recollects something, one knew it previously, whereas, if one learns
something, one comes to know it for the very first time; hence learning can’t consist in recollection.
This may be Aristotle’s view; for in De Mem. 451b7-10 he insists that not even learning for a second
time counts as recollection. (However, Aristotle thinks that recollection is a type of inquiry: De Mem.
453al2. It’s just that, in his view, it’s a different type of inquiry from learning.) Perhaps Aristotle is
criticizing Plato: the point would be that what Plato views as learning that consists in recollection is
better described as learning for a second time. I discuss this a bit further in the next chapter.

7 For the view that recollection has only an incentive function, see D. Scott, ‘Socrate prend-il au
sérieux le paradoxe de Ménon? Revue philosophique 181 (1991), 627-41. However, he rejects this
view in RE, 32, and in PM, 79-83. For the view that Socrates doesn’t accept the theory of recollection,
but just offers it as something that will persuade Meno, see T. Ebert, ‘The Theory of Recollection in
Plato’s Meno: Against a Myth of Platonic Scholarship’, in M. Erler and L. Brisson (eds.), Gorgias—
Menon: Selected Papers from the Seventh Symposium Platonicum (Santk Augustin: Akadamie Verlag,
2007), 184-98.

% In 86b6-c2 Socrates says: ‘T wouldn’t altogether take a stand on the argument. But that we will
be better and more manly and less idle if we think one should inquire into what one doesn’t know
than if we think it isn’t possible to discover what we don’t know and that we don’t need to inquire
into it—that is something I would certainly fight for to the end, if I could, in both word and deed’.
One might think this suggests that he doesn’t accept the argument. However, I take him to mean
that, though he isn’t entirely convinced of its details, he is convinced that we can and should inquire,
and that the theory of recollection is the best explanation he can think of as to why that is so. He
leaves open the possibility that there is a better explanation, or that the precise way in which he’s
explained recollection is open to challenge. He is not qualifying his belief that inquiry is possible.
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recollection is meant to explain how inquiry is possible, then Socrates doesn’t
introduce recollection as an alternative to inquiry. In saying that the eristic
argument isn’t a good one, he doesn’t mean that the dilemma is a bad argument
for a true conclusion. He means that it fails to establish its false conclusion. Hence
he thinks it is either unsound or invalid.

Secondly, in the first stage of his reply Socrates says that the theory of
recollection explains not only how inquiry is possible but also how discovery is
possible. For he says that once one recalls one thing, one can discover (aneurein,
81d3) other things as well. We noted in the last chapter that Socrates’ dilemma
doesn’t mention M3, which asks how, if one finds what one was looking for, one
would know, or realize, one had done so if, at the outset, one didn’t at all know
what one was looking for; and we wondered whether, in failing to mention M3,
he was quietly shelving it. The fact that Socrates says that the theory of recollec-
tion explains how discovery is possible suggests he hasn’t forgotten about M3.”

Thirdly, Socrates mentions not only inquiry and discovery but also learning.
As we saw in the Appendix to Chapter 1, Meno’s questions and Socrates’
dilemma are sometimes called ‘the learner’s paradox’; yet that seems odd, given
that neither mentions learning. Here, however, Socrates links inquiry and learn-
ing. How exactly does he do so? I take it that when Socrates says that ‘inquiry and
learning are, as a whole, recollection’, ‘and’ is epexegetic. Socrates’ claim is that
inquiry—or, more precisely, successful inquiry—is a type of learning, one that
consists in recollection. This leaves open the possibility (though it doesn’t imply)
that not all inquiry consists in recollection: perhaps completely failed inquiries, in
which one doesn’t learn anything at all, don’t do so. It also leaves open the
possibility (though it doesn’t imply) that not all learning comes through inquiry
and that such learning doesn’t involve recollection.'” Be that as it may, if we can

° However, as we’ve noted, M3 doesn’t explicitly use the term ‘discovery’ (heuriskein). Further,
‘discovery’ is ambiguous as between simply finding something, on the one hand, and knowing, or
realizing, that one has found what one was looking for, on the other hand. If, in speaking of
discovery, Socrates merely has in mind finding something, even if one doesn’t know or realize
that one has done so, he would be thinking of at most part of M3. We also saw that M3 is unclear
about whether one has found what one was looking for by chance or through inquiry. The present
passage suggests that, whatever Meno might have meant, Socrates, at any rate, is concerned with
discovery through inquiry.

19 For the view that not all learning involves recollection, see G. Grote, Plato and the Other
Companions of Sokrates, 4 vols. (New York: Burt Franklin Reprints, 1973), vol. 2, 249; G. Vlastos,
‘Anamnesis in the Meno’, Dialogue 4 (1965), 143-67, at 143 n. 1; Moravcsik, ‘Learning as Recollec-
tion’, 53—4; Dancy, Plato’s Introduction of Forms, 222-3. For the view that Socrates restricts genuine
learning to learning that comes through inquiry, see Nehamas, ‘Meno’s Paradox and Socrates as
Teacher’, 10-11. Moravcsik’s reason for thinking that not all learning involves recollection is that he
thinks that only learning that takes the form of inquiry is at issue; learning non-intellectual skills, or
learning by being told, are not at issue. Nehamas thinks that all learning is at issue, not because he
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recollect—as Socrates thinks we can—we can inquire; indeed, we can inquire
successfully. As we've seen, Meno’s Paradox challenges the possibility of inquiry
as such. If Socrates explains how successful inquiry is possible, he does more than
enough to overturn the conclusion of Meno’s Paradox. I shall use the phrase
‘zetetic learning’ for learning that comes through inquiry (or, equivalently, for
successful inquiry, that is, for inquiry in which one learns something).""

One can learn something through inquiry without finding what one was
looking for and without acquiring knowledge. One might, for example, acquire
new true beliefs that don’t involve finding what one was looking for but that put
one in a better position to do so than one was previously in. This would involve
learning something, though it would fall short of achieving one’s ultimate goal; it
would be an intermediate discovery. Meno inquires and learns in this way. He
doesn’t discover the answer to the question, ‘What is virtue?’. But he makes
progress in understanding the Oneness Assumption; and in that sense he learns
something. The only sort of inquiry that doesn’t involve learning is inquiry that
completely fails, inquiry in which one learns absolutely nothing, not even that
one doesn’t know what one thought one knew. Though Meno’s Paradox aims to
rule out the very possibility of inquiry, inquiries that completely fail aren’t of as
much interest as successful inquiries are; so Socrates focuses on the latter. He also
focuses on them because he thinks they are not only possible but also actual.

We saw earlier that Scott thinks Plato considers two paradoxes, one about
inquiry and one about discovery, which he sharply opposes to one another. He
says, for example, that ‘Socrates is really concerned with a problem of discovery
rather than inquiry.'” But Socrates doesn’t oppose inquiry and discovery in
this way. He is concerned with successful inquiry, inquiry in which one improves
one’s cognitive condition, where that includes not just coming to know (and
knowing, or realizing, that one knows) the answer to the question under consid-
eration, but also acquiring new true beliefs that put one in a better position to
reach one’s ultimate goal. Inquiry is a process. Discovery, in the sense of realizing
or knowing that one has found what one was looking for, is its end point; but

thinks that learning non-intellectual skills and learning by being told are at issue, but because he
thinks that Socrates wouldn’t count these as cases of learning. Dancy’s reason for thinking that not
all learning is recollection is that, if it were, there’d be a regress (Plato’s Introduction of Forms, 223).
Below, I suggest that Socrates would not be bothered by that regress. But even if he wouldn’t be, he
might have other reasons for thinking that not all learning comes through inquiry or involves
recollection.

' For the phrase ‘zetetic learning’, see S. LaBarge, ‘Aristotle on “Simultaneous Learning” in
Posterior analytics 1.1 and Prior analytics 2.21°, Oxford Studies in Ancient Philosophy 27 (2004),
177-215, at 190 n. 13, though I'm not sure we use it in exactly the same way.

12 PM, 83; emphasis added.
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there are intermediate stages along the way that also count as learning and
discovering, and they fall within the scope of Socrates’ concern. Socrates is
interested in the whole process, not just in the achievement of the ultimate
goal. Indeed, as we shall see, he devotes more attention to the earlier stages of
inquiry than to its final stages. Recollection is meant to explain the whole process,
not just the final stage; in this sense, it explains not just discovery but also inquiry.
Socrates thinks that each stage can be explained in the same way, as involving a
further application of recollection. We shall see later how this works.

Fourthly, we should ask how the soul acquired, or had, its prenatal knowledge.
There are two possibilities. First, the soul might have had its prenatal knowledge
for the whole of its prenatal existence, without ever having acquired it. In
this case, it didn’t learn, in the sense that it didn’t go through a process of
learning. Rather, the soul, for the whole of its prenatal existence, was in a learned
condition; that is, it was in the condition of being learned, i.e. of knowing.
Secondly, the soul might have acquired its prenatal knowledge at some time
during its prenatal existence, having not had it prior to that. If Socrates favors
this second view, we need to ask how the soul acquired its prenatal knowledge.
Did it do so by inquiry or in some other way? If it did so in some other way, then
it seems that we can inquire and discover in this life only because we acquired
knowledge prenatally in some other way.'? This might seem to make recollection
otiose: if we once acquired knowledge without it, why can’t we do so again?'* If,
on the other hand, the soul acquired its prenatal knowledge by inquiring,
and if those inquiries required or consisted in recollection, then it seems that at
any prenatal time t1 at which I successfully inquired whether something is true,
there must be a prior time, t-1, at which I already had some knowledge; for one
can recollect something only if one once knew it.'> As Leibniz points out, we then
seem launched on an infinite regress:'®

> What might this other way be? At 81c6, Socrates says that we ‘saw’ (hedrakuia) everything,
both here and in Hades. I don’t think he means that we had either sense perception or some special
sort of intellectual acquaintance with everything (or with some range of things) that conferred
knowledge. Rather, ‘see’ just means ‘know’. If so, the claim that the soul saw all things before doesn’t
give a reason for the claim that ‘there is nothing it has not learned’. If Socrates thinks we acquired
our prenatal knowledge in some way other than through inquiring and so through recollecting, he
doesn’t tell us what it is.

' One possible answer is that our incarnate state prevents us from doing so.

"> In fact, it seems that one can recollect something that one has only a prior true belief about. But
since, according to the theory of recollection, we knew prenatally, I set this point to one side.

16 New Essays on Human Understanding, 79 (trans. and ed. Remnant and Bennett). The passage
is also cited by Scott, PM, 116; he also notes that Plato wouldn’t view the regress as vicious. Cf.
Hunter and Inwood, ‘Plato, Leibniz, and the Furnished Soul’, 430-1.



2. THE INITIAL STATEMENT OF THE THEORY OF RECOLLECTION 111

The Platonists thought that all our knowledge is recollection, and thus that the truths
which the soul brought with it when the man was born—the ones called innate—must be
the remains of an earlier explicit knowledge. But there is no foundation for that opinion;
and it is obvious that if there was an earlier state, however far back, it too must have
involved some innate knowledge, just as our present state does: such knowledge must then
either have come from a still earlier state or else have been innate or at least created with
[the soul]; or else we must go to infinity and make souls eternal.

Leibniz is right to say that if all knowledge is recollection, the regress he
describes arises. One might think that Socrates wants to avoid this regress and
that, to do so, he denies that all knowledge is recollection. Rather, only knowledge
that we acquire through inquiry is recollection; we acquire some knowledge in
other ways, without recollecting. Or perhaps we always had knowledge or were
created with it. An alternative is that Socrates thinks that all knowledge involves
recollection; he happily accepts the consequence that our souls have existed for
an infinitely long time in the past. For him, the regress would be virtuous, not
vicious.

So far as I can see, the first statement of the theory of recollection is not
committed to any of these options. It posits prenatal knowledge. But it doesn’t
say whether this prenatal knowledge was acquired (let alone how) or whether
it was had for an infinitely long time in the past."” I return to this issue in the
next chapter, since it arises acutely in the second statement of the theory of
recollection.

Fifthly, we should ask what the first stage of Socrates’ reply tells us about
the nature and scope of our prenatal knowledge. Though Plato doesn’t say so
explicitly, it seems reasonable to think that he takes it to have been conscious and
explicit. For he thinks we recollect our prenatal knowledge; and it seems reason-
able to think that one can recollect previous knowledge only if, at some previous
time, it was known consciously and explicitly.'®

It’s less clear what the range of our prenatal knowledge is. At 81c6 and dl,
Socrates says that, according to the theory of recollection, we once knew

17 1t’s often assumed that the first statement of the theory of recollection says that we acquired
our prenatal knowledge. See, for example, Sharples, note on 81c6; Scott, PM, 96-7; Dancy, Plato’s
Introduction of Forms, 222-3. Presumably their idea is that ‘saw’ (81c6) indicates past episodes of
learning that conferred knowledge. However, the perfect participle ‘saw’ need not indicate episodes
of ‘seeing’; it might indicate that we were in the state of having seen, i.e. of knowing, for the whole of
our prenatal existence. See n. 13.

'8 See Hunter and Inwood, ‘Plato, Leibniz, and the Furnished Soul’, 425. As the passage cited
above from Leibniz makes clear, he also thinks that Plato takes our prenatal knowledge to have been
explicit. For the view that Socrates does not assume that our prenatal knowledge was conscious and
explicit, see L. Brown, ‘Connaissance et réminiscence dans le Ménon’, Revue Philosophique 181
(1991), 603-19.
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everything. It is sometimes inferred that, according to the theory of recollection,
we are or were omniscient.'® If so, we knew prenatally not only, say, what virtue is
but also whether it will rain on December 20, 2501 and what the 65th President of
the United States will wear on his tenth day in office. However, Socrates goes on
to say that our prenatal knowledge enables us to recollect ‘virtue and other things’
(81c7-9). Of course, if we once literally knew everything, we once knew virtue
and other things. But perhaps the latter remark is meant to restrict the former: we
didn’t literally know everything, but just virtue and things relevantly like it.*°

Suppose our prenatal knowledge is restricted to virtue and things relevantly
like it: say, to organized, systematic disciplines or bodies of knowledge. What did
this knowledge consist in? Did we once know every truth about virtue and other
things? An alternative is that we once knew what virtue and things relevantly like
it are: we knew the answers to ‘What is F?” questions but not everything there is to
know about every F; we knew what virtue is, and so had P-knowledge of what it
is, but didn’t know every truth about virtue. Perhaps we didn’t know whether it is
teachable, or whether the third person born in 2140 will be virtuous. Rather, our
knowledge of what virtue is puts us in a good position to inquire and discover
whether it is teachable, or instantiated by a given person.

% See Grote, Plato and the Other Companions of Sokrates, vol. 2, 246-8; Ryle, ‘Many Things are
0Odd about our Meno’, 4; G. Vlastos, ‘The Socratic Elenchus’, Oxford Studies in Ancient Philosophy 1
(1983), 27-58, reprinted in G. Fine (ed.), Plato I: Metaphysics and Epistemology (Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 1999), 36-63, at 61 (latter pagination); R. Kraut, Socrates and the State (Princeton,
N.J.: Princeton University Press, 1984), 298 n. 79. Eud. 293c-294a argues that if one knows even one
thing, one knows everything; and that if there is anything one doesn’t know, one doesn’t know
anything at all. So one either knows everything there is to know or else lacks knowledge altogether.
The first part of this claim might be thought parallel to the claim that, if one recollects just one thing,
one can recollect everything. Be that as it may, the Meno doesn’t defend its claim in the way in which
the seemingly similar claim in the Eud. is defended.

%% See Irwin, Plato’s Moral Theory, Ch. 6, n. 17. If this is right, then even if one can inquire about
how to get to Larisa, and even if doing so involves recollecting, it doesn’t involve recollecting how to
get to Larisa; rather, it would involve recollecting something else that is suitably relevant to learning
the way to Larisa. Plato doesn’t say what this might involve. Nor does he say precisely what the scope
of recollection is. Moravcsik agrees that Plato puts no explicit restriction on the scope of recollection,
but he thinks that it is ‘reasonable to assume that both the paradox and its proposed solution are
interpreted by Plato to apply to a priori contexts only’ (‘Learning as Recollection’, 57). He goes on to
say that the paradox ‘calls into question any inquiry into those subjects for which the senses can
furnish no relevant evidence’ (64). I am reluctant to say that Plato thinks that all moral truths are
wholly a priori, though, admittedly, the notion of the a priori has been explained in many different
ways and, on some of them, the scope of the a priori is quite extensive. But if Moravcsik takes a truth
to be a priori just in case the senses provide no evidence for it at all, then I would say that Plato
doesn’t restrict the scope of recollection to a priori truths. He doesn’t think the senses are sufficient
for knowledge of moral truths; but neither does he take them to be wholly irrelevant. If, as T am
inclined to think, he takes the scope of recollection to be rather broad, then his view is not that
(successful) inquiry consists wholly in recollection, but that it all essentially involves recollection.
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Be that as it may, Socrates clearly thinks that our having had some range of
prenatal knowledge plays a crucial role in explaining our ability to inquire and
discover in this life. He doesn’t tell us here why he thinks this; but he does so in
the transition from the second to the third stage of his reply. I discuss this in the
next chapter.

If Socrates thinks that we can inquire and discover in this life only because we
had some range of prenatal knowledge, he accepts a foreknowledge principle,
which I shall call Prenatal Foreknowledge: We can inquire and discover in this life
only if we had prenatal knowledge.*' Is Prenatal Foreknowledge a matching or a
stepping-stone version of a foreknowledge principle? If the range of our prenatal
knowledge is as limited as I suggested, then Prenatal Foreknowledge is not
an unrestricted matching version; it doesn’t commit Plato to the view that, in
general, one can inquire into or discover something only if one already knows
that very thing. But does Prenatal Foreknowledge commit Plato to a restricted
version of a foreknowledge principle? Does it commit him to the view that there
are some things that we can inquire into or discover only if we know or knew
those very things? For example, does it commit him to the view that we can
inquire and discover what virtue is only if we had prenatal knowledge of what it
is? That depends on exactly how we understand Prenatal Foreknowledge. If it
says just that we need to have had some range of prenatal knowledge in order to
inquire and discover in this life, then it does not commit him even to a restricted
matching version of a foreknowledge principle. He would in this case be com-
mitted just to a stepping-stone version of a foreknowledge principle. If, however,
Prenatal Foreknowledge says that we need to have had prenatal knowledge of
definitions in order to inquire about and discover definitions, then it would seem
to involve a restricted matching version of foreknowledge: one can inquire into
and discover definitions only if one had prenatal knowledge of them.

Whatever we decide about this issue, it’s important to be clear that to say that
we can inquire and discover in this life only if we had some range of prenatal
knowledge is not to say that we can inquire and discover in this life only if we
currently have knowledge or only if we have innate knowledge. For all the first
statement of the theory of recollection says, we might have entirely forgotten our
prenatal knowledge in such a way that we no longer know at all. I return to this
issue in the next chapter.

! Thanks to Dominic Scott for getting me to see that, despite our differences, I too think Socrates
accepts a foreknowledge principle. However, the foreknowledge principles that Scott attributes to
Socrates go beyond Prenatal Foreknowledge.
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Prenatal Foreknowledge is quite different from the sort of foreknowledge
principle that has sometimes been thought to be at issue in 79d. Scott, for
example, thinks that 79d posits a foreknowledge principle that requires us to
have conscious, explicit knowledge in this life, and not just at any old time in this
life, but when we inquire. On his view, 79d assumes not just a foreknowledge
principle but also a current-knowledge principle. I argued, however, that 79d
doesn’t assume any version of a foreknowledge (or current-knowledge) principle;
nor does Socrates assume any version of a foreknowledge principle in any other
passage prior to the first statement of the theory of recollection.”” Accepting
Prenatal Foreknowledge is a new move in the dialogue; prior to it, no version of a
foreknowledge or current-knowledge principle has been endorsed.”® Even now,
no version of a current-knowledge principle has been endorsed, just a version of a
foreknowledge principle. Though endorsing Prenatal Foreknowledge is a new
move, it doesn’t require Socrates to revise or abandon any of his earlier claims.
For prenatal knowledge wasn’t previously at issue one way or the other; it was
neither endorsed nor precluded.

We’ve now looked at the first stage of Socrates’ reply. According to it, we can
inquire, and discover through inquiry, because we can recollect some range of
things that we knew prenatally; hence Socrates accepts Prenatal Foreknowledge.
Since we can inquire, the dilemmatic argument is unsound; since we can find
what we were looking for and realize we’ve done so, M3 is also answered.** But
Socrates hasn’t yet said what premise or inference of the dilemma he wishes to
challenge. Let’s now turn to the second stage of Socrates’ reply—the geometrical
discussion—to see whether we can make any headway here.

3. Teaching, learning, and recollection

Meno professes not to understand what Socrates means in saying that (as Meno
but not Socrates puts it) ‘we do not learn, but what we call learning is recollection’

2 Scott, PM, 84, says that for the clearest statement of a foreknowledge principle, we have to turn
to 85d (in the transition from the second to the third stage of Socrates’ reply). But he thinks 79d1-4
also has a foreknowledge principle (85 n. 15). He thinks the two foreknowledge principles differ in
that 79d involves conscious explicit knowledge, whereas 85d posits just latent knowledge. In the last
chapter, I argued that 79d1-4 is not committed to a foreknowledge principle. I've now argued that
one is at issue in the first statement of the theory of recollection—though a different one from the
one Scott thinks is at issue. I discuss 85d in the next chapter.

> We saw in the last chapter that Meno accepts what I called Meno’s Foreknowledge Principle;
and I suggested that Socrates presumably accepts it too. However, I also said that, by his lights, it is
not a genuine foreknowledge principle.

** However, see n. 9.
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(81e3-4); he asks Socrates to ‘teach’ him that this is so (81e5). Socrates replies: ‘You
now ask me if I can teach you, though I say there is no teaching, but recollection, in
order to be seen to be contradicting myself straightaway’ (82a1-3). Meno demurs,
saying he spoke that way from habit. He willingly rephrases his request, asking
Socrates to ‘somehow show’ (pds endeixesthai) him what he means (82a5-6).
Socrates says he will try to show this (epideixémai, 82b2). He does so by cross-
examining one of Meno’s slaves® about a geometry problem. So the discussion
with the slave is (among other things) supposed to show that and how the theory of
recollection is true.

I argued in the last section that the first statement of the theory of recollection
doesn’t say that learning is impossible; rather, it says that learning consists in
recollection.”® In saying that what we call ‘learning’ is recollection, Socrates
means to offer a reductive account (learning consists in recollection), not an
eliminative account (what people take to be learning isn’t learning but, rather,
recollection; for there is no such thing as learning, but only recollection instead,
which people mistake for learning.) One might think that 82al-3 counts against
that interpretation. For doesn’t it say that there is no such thing as teaching,
but only recollection instead? And if there’s no such thing as teaching, then, one
might think, there’s no such thing as learning either; for, one might think,
teaching and learning are co-relatives.”” One might seek to support the view
that Socrates thinks there is no such thing as teaching by noting that, during the
course of his cross-examination of the slave, he insists that he isn’t teaching the
slave (82e4-5); rather, he just asks him questions. If Socrates doesn’t think there
is such a thing as teaching, it would be clear why he denies that he is teaching the
slave; for no one can teach anyone anything.

However, I think we should resist this conclusion. For one thing, when, in 87a,
they resume their discussion of whether virtue is teachable, Socrates doesn’t say:
‘Of course it isn’t! We've already seen that teaching isn’t possible.” To be sure, he
goes on to argue that virtue isn’t teachable (89e-96d). But he also argues that it is
teachable (87¢c-89c); and there is dispute about which if either argument he
accepts.”® Be that as it may, if he’s already argued that there is no such thing as

%5 pais. This is often translated as ‘slave boy’ or ‘boy’; but the word can be used for a slave of any
age. There is no evidence that the slave is young.

%6 At least, zetetic learning does so. And the claim may be that it essentially involves recollection,
rather than that it consists wholly in recollection.

7 Cf. Philoponus, in Aristotelis Analytica Posteriora Commentaria cum Anonymo in Librum II,
4.16-22, in M. Wallies (ed.), Commentaria in Aristotelem Graeca 13.3 (Berlin: Reimer, 1909).

8 For the view that he thinks virtue is teachable and that he does not accept the argument for the
claim that isn’t, see Irwin, Plato’s Moral Theory, 317 n. 22; Plato’s Ethics, 140-1. For the view that he
accepts the argument for the claim that virtue is not teachable, see Kraut, Socrates and the State,
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teaching, it’s not clear why he would go on to discuss at such length the question
of whether virtue is teachable; for the answer would already be clear. Further,
Socrates says that another way to ask whether virtue is teachable is to ask whether
‘as we were just saying, it is recollectable: let it make no difference to us which of
the two names we use’ (87b7-cl). Since he clearly thinks that some things are
recollectable, it seems that he thinks some things are teachable after all.

There are at least two ways of avoiding contradiction. According to one popular
view, Socrates uses ‘teach’ in two different ways or senses. On one version of this
view,?’ the two senses of ‘teach’, or kinds of teaching, are (a) a ‘Socratic’ sense or
kind, according to which A teaches B that p if A causes B to recollect that p; and (b)
a ‘sophistic’ sense or kind, according to which A can teach B that p merely by
telling B that p is so: B can passively absorb the information that p is true, in such a
way as to count as having learned, or as having come to know, it; B need not reason
it out for herself (in contrast to recollection, which involves working things out for
oneself). For Socrates, (a) is genuine teaching, but (b) is not, though it captures a
conventional account of teaching, and one Meno is tempted by. Armed with this
distinction, we can say that at 82al-3 Socrates means that there is no such thing as
teaching, if we understand teaching in the second, sophistic, way. Similarly, when
he says at 82e4-5 that he doesn’t teach the slave, but merely asks him questions, he
means that he doesn’t teach him in the second way: he asks questions; but he
doesn’t impart information, assuming that the slave will thereby, simply on that
basis, passively acquire knowledge. When, however, he says at 87b7-cl that it

297-8, n. 79. In my view, Socrates doesn’t accept the argument for the claim that virtue is not
teachable. Hence we need not search, as is sometimes done, for a special sense of ‘teach’, or kind of
teaching, such that Socrates believes there is no such thing as teaching.

%% This is essentially D. Devereux’s account, in ‘Nature and Teaching in Plato’s Meno’, Phronesis
23 (1978), 118-26. Similarly, Bluck, Plato’s Meno, 296-7, says that Socrates doesn’t teach the slave if
teaching is understood in a narrow, sophistic way, though he does teach him ‘in the best modern
way’; cf. Sharples, Plato: Meno, 150. Moravcsik argues that Plato employs two different senses of
‘learn’ (‘Learning as Recollection’, 62). Devereux’s view is endorsed by Scott, PM, 142-4, but rejected
by Kraut, Socrates and the State, 297-8, n. 79. The view that there are two senses of ‘teach’, or two
kinds of teaching, has ancient credentials. Proclus, for example says that ‘“to teach” is two-fold. The
one consists of as much as of a person who speaks from without instils in the person who is
learning—for example, in dancing or painting. The other consists of as much as is summoned to
knowledge through recollection in the soul which is purified. For the soul is not like a writing tablet
without writing, and it has the things [i.e. forms] not potentially, but actually, though they are
obscured’ (in Crat. 61.5-9, trans. Duvick, modified; Proclus is commenting, not on the Meno, but on
Crat. 391a). The Proclus passage is quoted by C. Helmig, in Forms and Concepts: Concept Formation
in the Platonic Tradition (Berlin: de Gruyter, 2012), 267. For the view that Plato doesn’t think the
soul is a blank writing tablet, but has hidden writing in it, see also the Anonymous Prolegomena to
Platonic Philosophy 10.20 Westerink. If one thinks the soul isn’t, from birth, like a blank writing
tablet then, it would seem, one accepts some form of innatism. For Plato on innatism, see Ch. 5. For
more on the soul compared to a writing tablet, see Ch. 6, sect. 18.
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doesn’t matter whether they speak of something’s being ‘teachable’ or ‘recollect-
able’, he is using ‘teachable’ in his favored way.

I am tempted by an alternative solution, according to which Socrates uses
‘teaching’ just in his favored way, which I take to be: A teaches B that p only if (i)
A knows that p; and (ii) A causes B, in the appropriate way, to recollect that p.*
One might think that it is an obstacle to this solution that Socrates denies that he
teaches the slave: for doesn’t he cause the slave—and in an appropriate way, by
systematically questioning him—to recollect? Yes. But he doesn’t think he has the
knowledge necessary for teaching. Though (ii) is satisfied, (i) is not; hence he isn’t
teaching the slave. To be sure, it is often assumed that Socrates has knowledge (or
takes himself to have knowledge) in the geometrical case.”* But he never says that
he does; and given his demanding standards for knowledge, it’s not clear that he
takes himself to have geometrical knowledge even of the answer to the question
he asks the slave. He has, and takes himself to have, a well-founded true belief
about the answer; but that doesn’t mean he takes himself to know it. Further, if he
did, the geometrical case would be disanalogous to the moral inquiry, where
Socrates explicitly disavows knowledge; yet it is desirable that the two cases be
analogous. On this view, when Socrates denies that he is teaching the slave, he is
using ‘teaching’ in his favored way. He doesn’t mean that he doesn’t teach, if we
understand teaching in the ‘sophistic’ way, as (a) above. He means that he doesn’t
teach, because he lacks the knowledge necessary for doing so.

What, however, about 82a1-3? Doesn’t Socrates say here that there is no such
thing as teaching, but only recollection instead? To explain this claim, don’t
we need to assume that there’s a second sense of ‘teaching’, or kind of teaching
that doesn’t involve recollection? I think the passage does say that there is no
such thing as teaching, but only recollection instead.”> However, we need to

% For (i), see e.g. the Apology: when Socrates is accused of teaching, part of his defense is a
disclaimer of knowledge. Meno 96b likewise assumes that A can teach B that p only if A knows that
p. It’s true that Socrates proceeds to argue that true belief is as good a guide to correct action as
knowledge is. But he doesn’t say that someone with mere true belief can teach. The ability to teach
requires more than the ability to act correctly. As to (ii), not every way of causing B to
recollect counts as teaching; if one accidentally causes B to recollect, one doesn’t teach (hence
‘appropriate way’).

! See, for example, Devereux, ‘Nature and Teaching’, 119; Kraut, Socrates and the State, 297
Grgic, ‘Plato’s Meno and the Possibility of Inquiry’, 21-2, 30. Perhaps Socrates doesn’t take himself
to know the answer to the geometrical question he poses because he thinks that knowledge is
synoptic, such that one can’t know one thing in isolation from others; and that, in the case of
geometry, knowing requires proving. Perhaps he thinks he can’t prove enough in the geometrical
case, and doesn’t have a synoptic enough grasp of geometry, to count as having any geometrical
knowledge.

32 Joseph Barnes, in ‘Knowledge is Teachable’ (unpub.), suggests that in 82a1-3 Socrates means—
not that there is no teaching, but only recollection instead, but—that there is no teaching except for
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understand the remark in its context. In 81e3-5, Meno asks Socrates to teach him
what he means in saying that we do not learn, but recollect. In asking this, Meno
shows that he has misunderstood Socrates’ claim, in 81d2-3, that what people
call learning is recollection. Socrates meant that learning consists in, or essentially
involves, recollection. Meno’s remark in 81e3-5 shows that he wrongly took
Socrates to mean that there is no learning, but only recollection instead. In
82al-3, Socrates rephrases what Meno says. Rather than saying, as Meno does,
that there is no learning, but only recollection instead, he says that, according to
Meno, he said that there is no teaching, but only recollection instead. He doesn’t
affirm this in his own right; he is explaining how Meno has understood him. He
then teases Meno for asking him to teach him that there is no such thing as
teaching. He doesn’t mean to endorse the view that there is no such thing as
teaching, but only recollection instead. Nor does he mean that there’s a second
sense of ‘teaching’ on which teaching is opposed to recollection. Rather, he is, in a
light-hearted way, teasing Meno, perhaps in an effort to bring home to him his
misunderstanding. This isn’t the first time Meno has misunderstood Socrates.
We've seen that he also misunderstands PKW, DR, and Socrates’ disclaimer of
knowledge; that’s what leads him to introduce Meno’s Paradox. He mistakenly
thinks that, in disclaiming knowledge, Socrates takes himself to be in a cognitive
blank; he also mistakenly thinks that PKW and DR imply that one needs
knowledge for inquiry. In the present case, he mistakenly takes a reductive or
explanatory claim to be an eliminative one instead. These mistakes are quite
natural; Meno isn’t the only one to have made them. But in having Meno make
them, Plato seeks to warn us against doing so ourselves.

But how can the slave recollect, if he isn’t taught? For aren’t teaching and
learning co-relatives? If they are, and if Socrates doesn’t teach the slave, we might
be tempted to say that the slave teaches himself. However, that won’t do, since the
slave doesn’t have knowledge either, and so he isn’t in a position to teach himself.
Rather, we should say that (contrary to what Meno thinks), teaching and learning
aren’t co-relatives. Since the slave recollects, he learns (for learning, or at least
zetetic learning, consists in, or essentially involves, recollection). But he learns
without teaching himself and without Socrates or anyone else teaching him. Not
all learning requires a teacher.

recollection. Though we disagree about how to interpret this passage, our general interpretations of
Socrates on teaching in the Meno are in other respects very similar. Thanks to Barnes for letting me
refer to his paper, which I have benefitted from reading.
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4. The second stage: the geometrical discussion

Let’s now turn to the second stage of Socrates’ reply: his discussion with the slave
which, according to Leibniz, is ‘a fine experiment’.”” Socrates first asks Meno
whether his slave speaks Greek (hellénizei, 82b4). Having ascertained that he
does, he asks the slave whether he realizes (gigndskeis, 82b9) that a square is like
this, or is this sort of thing; presumably Socrates has drawn a square and is
pointing at it. He then asks the slave whether squares have four equal sides
(82b9-c2); the slave correctly says they do. The square Socrates has drawn has
sides that are two-feet long. Socrates asks the slave what, in that case, its area is;
the slave correctly says it has an area of four square feet (82b—d).>* Socrates then
asks the slave to determine the size of a square whose area is double that of the
original square (82d—e).” The slave initially thinks he knows the answer; but he
gives the wrong answer. Upon being questioned further, he realizes that he
doesn’t know the answer after all: he doesn’t know what he thought he knew.
He has acquired an instance of what, in the Apology, Socrates calls human
wisdom, which consists, at least in part, in not thinking one knows what one
doesn’t know.”® In ridding himself of a false belief and in coming to realize that
he doesn’t know something he thought he knew, the slave is benefitted, not
harmed. For he is now able to inquire better.

And indeed, upon being questioned further, the slave arrives at the right
answer. Socrates says that the slave still doesn’t know the right answer; he just
has a true belief about it (85b—d). However, Socrates also says that, if the slave
were questioned further, he could acquire the knowledge he lacks:

and now these beliefs have just been stirred up in him®” as if in a dream. But if someone
asks him these same things many times and in many ways, you know that eventually he
will know about these things no less accurately than anyone. (85c¢9-d1)**

** Discourse on Metaphysics 26. For the passage in which this remark occurs, see Ch. 5, sect. 1.

** The slave just says ‘four feet’; but see Sharples, note ad loc.

> This square seems not to be drawn. Perhaps this suggests that, in just the same way, we can
inquire and discover in the moral sphere even if there are no literal examples. Of course, the drawn
square in a way isn’t a literal example either, insofar as it isn’t perfectly square. Perhaps this suggests
that relying on roughly-accurate initial beliefs will do.

% 1 discuss human wisdom in the Apology in ‘Does Socrates Claim to Know that He Knows
Nothing?’. It’s important to be clear that Socrates doesn’t say that the slave knows that he lacks
knowledge. Nor, in the Apology, is human wisdom characterized as knowing that one doesn’t know
(at least, not in any sense that involves contradiction).

7 Alt.: “for him’.
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Before turning to the details of how the geometrical discussion replies to Meno’s
questions and Socrates’ dilemma, four related points are worth noting.

First, at the beginning of the inquiry, Socrates ensures that the slave under-
stands the question being asked. He also ascertains that the slave has some
relevant true beliefs; for example, the slave realizes that squares have four equal
sides. However, he doesn’t yet know the answer to the question. Does the slave
then ‘know what he is inquiring into’ in the interrogative sense, without knowing
it in the relative-clause sense? Yes and no. Yes, in that he understands the
question and has enough relevant true beliefs to enable him to inquire into the
answer to the question. But no, in that he lacks P-knowledge and so, by Plato’s
lights, lacks knowledge, period (he doesn’t have what Plato views as genuine
knowledge though of a lower-level sort). Ryle focuses on a potential ambiguity in
‘what’ in the phrase ‘know what one is inquiring into’. But we should also ask
how knowledge is being understood. If we understand it as P-knowledge, the
slave doesn’t know what he is inquiring into, even in the interrogative sense. He
grasps what he is inquiring into in the interrogative sense; but his grasp falls short
of P-knowledge.*

Still, the fact that Socrates ascertains that the slave understands the question
but doesn’t know the answer suggests that he isn’t seduced by the ambiguity that
Ryle thinks infects Meno’s Paradox.*” Ryle notes that Plato lacked the technical
terminology that would enable him to explain the ambiguity in technical terms.
But he adds that Plato could nonetheless ‘show’ the relevant distinction, though
he doesn’t think Plato does so. However, Socrates does do so, insofar as the
geometrical discussion makes it clear that the slave understands the question well
enough to inquire about and discover the right answer without yet knowing the
answer. This isn’t to say that the dilemma involves the ambiguity, which Socrates
now duly dispels.*' The point is rather that he is unlikely to be taken in by the
ambiguity. That doesn’t imply that the dilemma involves it. And, as we saw in the
last chapter, though the dilemma can be so understood, it doesn’t have to be and

* Ryle suggests that, in the phrase ‘know what one is inquiring into’, ‘know’ is ambiguous as
between connaitre and savoir, though he thinks this ambiguity is far less important than the
ambiguity in ‘what’. By contrast, I think that for Socrates the crucial issue is about the nature of
knowledge. However, the crucial distinction isn’t between connaitre and savoir, but between having
P-knowledge and knowing in some weaker way—which we, or Meno, might allow but that Socrates
disallows; for in his view, such allegedly weaker knowledge is at best true belief. Of course, not all
true beliefs are equal; some are better justified than others. But they can still be mere true beliefs; they
can still fail to pass the bar required for being knowledge.

40 Cf. Weiss, Virtue in the Cave, 54-5.

*!' Nor is it to say that understanding the question is sufficient for inquiry. We’ve seen that the
slave also has some substantive true beliefs. For example, he has the true belief that squares have four
equal sides. These substantive true beliefs play a crucial role in his ability to inquire.



4. THE GEOMETRICAL DISCUSSION 121

isn’t best so understood, since, if it is so understood, it doesn’t capture Meno’s
concerns.

Secondly, in showing how the slave can improve his cognitive condition
through inquiry, Plato is defending the use of the elenchus in earlier dialogues,
as well as earlier in the Meno.** In earlier dialogues, and earlier in the Meno,
Socrates cross-examines an interlocutor and gets him to realize that he doesn’t
know what he thought he knew. The exposure of ignorance is sometimes thought
to be negative and destructive. As we’ve seen, that’s Meno’s view: that’s why he
compares Socrates to a torpedo fish. Socrates now points out that discovering that
one doesn’t know what one thought one knew is beneficial, not harmful. Indeed,
it’s so beneficial that, in the Apology, Socrates claims that the fact that he, in
contrast to others, has human wisdom—that is, that he differs from others in that
he is free from false pretenses to knowledge, either in general or at least about the
most important things (such as virtue)—means that he is closer to having
genuine wisdom, and so genuine virtue, than anyone else is.*’

Thirdly, the early dialogues typically end at this stage, with an interlocutor
realizing that he doesn’t know what he thought he knew. That’s also where the
inquiry with Meno about the nature of virtue ended earlier. But Socrates ques-
tions the slave further; and the slave eventually discovers the right answer.** This
shows that using the elenchus enables one to do more than expose inconsistency
and reveal a lack of knowledge. It also enables one to acquire new, conscious,
explicit true beliefs, as the slave does.*” Indeed, as we’ve seen, Socrates claims that

2 As we've seen, the elenchus is a prime example of inquiry. Hence a defense of the elenchus is a
defense of the possibility of inquiry.

*3 See Ap. 20d-24a.

44 The correct answer is an irrational number (the square root of 8 =2.8284...), which, however,
is not explicitly mentioned. At 83e11-84al, Socrates says that if the slave can’t give the answer as a
number (arithmein, 84al; Grube has ‘if you do not want to work it out’), he could point to a line that
would give the desired area. At first the slave says that he doesn’t know how to do this. But he
eventually realizes that the side of a square double the area of a given square is the diagonal of the
given square. (See Dancy, Plato’s Introduction of Forms, 228.) Though he can point to this line,
Socrates has to tell him that it is called ‘the diagonal’. The correct answer is therefore indicated in
geometrical rather than in numerical terms. M. Brown, ‘Plato Disapproves of the Slave-Boy’s
Answer’, in M. Brown (ed.), Plato’s Meno (New York: Bobbs Merrill, 1971; originally published in
Review of Metaphysics 29 (1967), 57-93), 198-242, thinks this explains why the slave has just a true
belief rather than knowledge (which, in his view, would require a numerical answer). Contrast
Sharples, notes ad loc. Another possibility, compatible with Brown’s suggestion but not requiring it,
is that the slave couldn’t on his own explain why the answer he now believes is correct; nor could he
defend it against objections or relate it to a wider body of truths.

5 The logical form of the elenchus doesn’t by itself enable one to do so. But if one uses the
elenchus, and is in a cognitive condition at least as good as the slave is initially in, one can get beyond
the exposure of contradiction and ignorance. I consider the slave’s cognitive condition more fully in
what follows.
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relying on the elenchus—and hence inquiry—can get one all the way to
knowledge.*®

Fourthly, it is sometimes objected that the slave can inquire even though he
lacks knowledge only because Socrates has the relevant knowledge.*” That would
be cold comfort to Meno, who wants to know how moral inquiry is possible,
given that no one has the relevant knowledge. However, I've suggested that
Socrates doesn’t take himself to have geometrical knowledge. He never says he
has it; and given his demanding standards for having knowledge, it’s reasonable
to think that he doesn’t take himself to have it. Nor is it clear how crucial a role
Socrates thinks he plays in the slave’s progress in inquiry. To be sure, he asks the
slave leading questions. But he doesn’t feed him the answers. On the contrary, he
emphasizes that the slave should not rely on anyone’s say-so, but should say what
he himself believes (83d). This point is brought home by the fact that the slave
twice gives the wrong answer by relying uncritically on Socrates: Socrates mis-
leads the slave, to emphasize that he needs to work things out for himself.** The
slave’s progress ultimately depends on his own independent reflection. At each
stage, he resolves a conflict in his views—or in claims that are put on the table—
by discarding the beliefs, or claims, that seem less reasonable to him, or that are
less well entrenched—just as the interlocutors engaged in moral inquiry do.
Socrates’ grasp of geometry enables the elenchus—the inquiry—to proceed
more smoothly and quickly; but it isn’t essential to the main point, which is
that one can inquire and discover even if one lacks all knowledge (and isn’t aided
by someone who has it).

A similar reply may be made to a related objection: that the slave can make
progress in the geometrical case because geometry is a deductively closed system,
consisting of necessary, a priori truths. But morality isn’t like that. So even if
Socrates shows how geometrical inquiry is possible—and thereby disarms the
dilemma, which challenges the possibility of inquiry—he doesn’t respond to
Meno’s worry, which is how Socrates can inquire into virtue in particular if, as
he claims, he doesn’t know what it is. But here we can reply that it’s not clear that
the geometrical and moral cases are as dissimilar, in the relevant respects, as the
objection assumes. Even if geometry but not morality is reasonably described as

6 For the view that the ‘positive’ phase of the discussion doesn’t involve the elenchus, see
G. Vlastos, Socrates: Ironist and Moral Philosopher (Ithaca, N.Y.: Cornell University Press, 1991),
118-26. For a convincing reply, see J. Gentzler, ‘Recollection and “The Problem of the Socratic
Elenchus™’, Proceedings of the Boston Area Colloquium in Ancient Philosophy 10 (1994), 257-95
(‘Recollection’ hereinafter).

47 See n. 31.

8 See 82e1-2 and 83d4-el. This point is made by Vlastos, ‘Anamnesis’, 159.
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above, that’s not what Socrates emphasizes about it.*” He describes geometrical
and moral inquiry in similar terms. In both cases, we begin with a variety of
beliefs (or consider a variety of claims), some true, some false. When confronted
with a conflict among our beliefs (or among the claims considered), we tend to
reject the false ones and retain the true ones; and, if we do so, we make progress in
inquiry. It’s the fact that we have and tend to rely on true beliefs that explains our
ability to inquire and to make progress in inquiry; and this fact is common to
moral and geometrical inquiry as Socrates conceives of them.

According to this reply, it’s the fact that we have and tend to rely on true beliefs
(or claims) that explains our ability to inquire and to make progress in doing so.
It’s sometimes objected that we don’t know which of our beliefs (or which claims)
are true, which are false: beliefs don’t wear their truth or falsity on their faces. So
what’s to stop us from relying on the false ones? Having true beliefs doesn’t
guarantee progress in inquiry, if we aren’t aware of which of our beliefs are true.”

That’s true. However, all Socrates argues is that one can inquire and discover if
one in fact has and relies on relevant true beliefs. He doesn’t say that one must
know (or have a true belief about) which of one’s beliefs are true. We make
progress if we in fact rely on relevant true beliefs; we don’t need to be aware that
we are doing so. Nor does Socrates think it’s guaranteed that everyone will always
rely on true beliefs; not everyone is guaranteed to make progress in every inquiry.
But if even the untutored slave can inquire successfully in geometry, it’s reason-
able to think that we can do so in moral inquiry as well. As in science, one can
follow a false lead; an element of luck may sometimes be involved. But Socrates
assumes that everyone—or everyone rational—has the ability to inquire and to
make progress in doing so. We will in fact make progress if we inquire in a
sufficiently reflective way, on the basis of true beliefs; and he seems to think
everyone has some true beliefs.”" This is an optimistic and substantial claim
about human nature—one that, as we shall see in the next chapter, the theory of
recollection is designed to explain and defend.

*? One might also challenge the claim that geometry should be viewed in this way. See e.g.
T. Williamson, The Philosophy of Philosophy (Oxford: Blackwell, 2007).

% For this objection, see Nehamas, ‘Meno’s Paradox and Socrates as Teacher’, 15-17.

>! Which is not to say how or when we acquire such beliefs. In the next chapter, I ask whether
Socrates posits innate true beliefs. Nor is it to say that we have true beliefs about everything. The
point isn’t that each of us is currently in a position to inquire about everything that can be inquired
into; the point is rather that, given that each of us has some true beliefs, each of us is in a position to
do some inquiring.
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5. How has Socrates replied?

Inquiry and discovery are possible, then: just as Socrates said they were in his first
statement of the theory of recollection. For (like Meno) the slave inquires. He also
(unlike Meno) discovers the right answer, at least in the sense that he reaches a
true belief about it; and he does so through inquiry, not by chance.’* And, though
this isn’t explicitly said, it seems reasonable to assume that he realizes he’s given
the right answer. This is suggested by the quick and confident way in which he
asserts the right answer. It’s true that he answered quickly, but sometimes
wrongly, earlier. But he has since been jolted out of his easy self-confidence.
Once he realizes that he doesn’t know what he thought he knew, he is more
careful; and all the answers he goes on to give are true. At this stage, when he isn’t
sure of the answer, he says so; when he does answer, he answers correctly. The
slave doesn’t P-know that he has a true belief about the answer; but he knows that
he has a true belief, as Meno intended ‘know’ in M3: the slave realizes, in a sense
that falls short of P-knowing, that he has found the right answer. Though the
slave doesn’t yet have P-knowledge of the answer, Socrates says he could acquire
it if he were questioned further; and it’s reasonable to think he would realize
when he’s done so.

So, contrary to the conclusion of the dilemmatic argument, inquiry is possible;
for we have just witnessed a case of it. Discovery through inquiry is also possible.
For, again, we have just seen a case of it: the slave finds the right answer, if only as
a matter of true belief; and he realizes that he’s done so. Socrates says that further
inquiry would convert the true belief into knowledge. Hence, even if one doesn’t
initially know what one is looking for, one can find what one was looking for and
can realize that one has done so; for, again, the slave does just that.

Since Socrates thinks that inquiry is possible, he rejects the conclusion of the
dilemmatic argument. So he must think that the argument is either invalid or has
at least one false premise. And he has in fact rejected one of the dilemma’s
premises, namely, S3. For the slave was inquiring even though he lacked know-
ledge.>® The geometrical discussion doesn’t, however, reject any other premise of
the argument.>* Nor does Socrates suggest that the argument is invalid. If he

> This is not to say that one can discover only through inquiry. But that’s how the slave
discovered the right answer.

53 In the next section, I ask how extensive his lack of knowledge is.

>* Which is not to say that Socrates couldn’t or doesn’t do so. And we’ve seen that he rejects S2 in
the sense that he thinks that even if one knows what virtue is, one can inquire about virtue; one can
inquire, for example, whether it’s teachable. But he doesn’t appeal to this point in replying to the
paradox, presumably because Meno is worried about how one can inquire if one doesn’t know.
Saying how one can inquire if one does know wouldn’t address that worry.
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thought it was invalid, we might expect him to say so; and if that were his view, he
would not need to reject any of its premises—though, of course, he might think
the argument is not only invalid but also has at least one false premise, and he
might want to point that out. Still, the fact that he rejects a premise as false and
doesn’t say that the argument is invalid suggests that he thinks it is valid but
unsound. Coupled with the fact that he rejects just S3, it seems reasonable to
think that he favors Formulation 1.°° I return to this point later.

However, when Socrates says that the slave inquires even though he lacks
knowledge, he doesn’t mean that one can inquire into something even if one is in
a cognitive blank. For even at the outset, the slave isn’t in a cognitive blank. As
we've seen, he understands the question and has the true belief that squares have
four equal sides. He also has views about the answer and, though they are wrong,
they are not wildly off base.”® So, on the one hand, the slave isn’t in a cognitive
blank; but, on the other hand, he doesn’t have knowledge. Socrates is pointing out
that there are ways of not knowing that permit inquiry, but that don’t involve
being in a cognitive blank. The slave doesn’t know the answer, because he lacks
P-knowledge of it; indeed, initially he doesn’t even have a true belief about the
answer. But he isn’t in a cognitive blank.

Socrates is pointing out that, though Meno was right to accept S3, as he, Meno,
understands ‘not knowing’, there is another way of understanding the phrase on
which S3 is false, and Socrates plumps for it: one can inquire into something even
if one lacks P-knowledge of what it is. The reason he does so, of course, is that
he’s said that he doesn’t at all know what virtue is; yet he claimed to be inquiring
into it. He’s pointing out that he didn’t mean he could inquire about virtue even
though he was in a cognitive blank about it. He meant he could inquire about
virtue even though he has no P-knowledge about virtue, not about what it is or
about anything else about virtue either. Similarly, the slave doesn’t at all know the
answer to Socrates’ question. Nor, as we shall see shortly, does he have other
relevant knowledge; he lacks all relevant P-knowledge. Yet he could inquire.

If not knowing involves being in a cognitive blank, one can’t inquire if one
doesn’t know. If, however, not knowing is merely not having P-knowledge,
inquiry is not thereby precluded. Socrates and Meno, it emerges, understand

> The way in which he rejects S2 (though not in replying to the paradox) doesn’t undermine this
view. See previous note.

56 For the correct numerical answer, see n. 44. Dancy (Plato’s Introduction of Forms, 227, n. 43)
remarks that for Greek mathematicians of the period, the only number between two and four was
three; so when the slave answers ‘three’, he gives the best available numerical answer, even though it
turns out to be false.
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‘not know’ differently. Meno thinks one can’t inquire if one doesn’t know,
because he rightly thinks one can’t inquire if one is in a cognitive blank. Socrates
points out that one can inquire if one doesn’t know, because he takes knowledge
to be P-knowledge; and he rightly thinks that lacking it doesn’t preclude inquiry.
Meno raised his questions because he misunderstood Socrates’ disavowal of
knowledge. Once we are clear about what it involves, we can see that lacking
knowledge doesn’t prevent inquiry.

We noted earlier that Meno asks how one can inquire if one doesn’t at all
know what one is inquiring into, whereas Socrates’ dilemma omits ‘at all’; and we
wondered whether that was significant. Might Socrates be tacitly conceding that
one can’t inquire if one doesn’t know at all, but also be suggesting that one can
inquire into what one doesn’t know, where that falls short of not knowing at all?
Whatever may be true elsewhere in the dialogue—and I ask about further
passages later—that is not what he is saying here. He has not argued or suggested
that the slave knows in one way but not in another, or that he knows to some
extent. Rather, the slave doesn’t know, period; he doesn’t know at all—for all
Socrates has said so far. His point is that one can entirely fail to know something
without being in a cognitive blank about it; for, like the slave, one might have
beliefs instead. In that case, one doesn’t have any knowledge—one doesn’t know
at all. But neither is one in a cognitive blank. So far, then, there’s no reason to
think that the dilemma’s omission of ‘at all’ is significant.

We also noted earlier that Meno’s Paradox is sometimes said to involve an all-
or-nothing model of knowledge, according to which one either has complete
knowledge (S2) or is in a cognitive blank (S3). We’ve seen that the bare statement
of Meno’s Paradox is abstract; it can be read that way, and Meno might read it
that way, though I've suggested that it’s not clear that he does so. All that’s clear is
that he takes S3 to mean that one can’t inquire if one is in a cognitive blank. Be
that as it may, Socrates doesn’t seem to be concerned with an all-or-nothing
model of knowledge. If he were concerned with it, one might expect him to point
out that there are intermediate conditions between knowing and not knowing
which permit inquiry. But that is not what he does. Rather, he distinguishes two
ways of understanding S3. Read one way—such that not knowing involves being
in a cognitive blank—it’s true that one can’t inquire if one doesn’t know. Read
another way—as lacking P-knowledge—it’s false to say that one can’t inquire if
one doesn’t know. Meno thinks they can’t inquire if they don’t know, because he
reads S3 in the first way. Socrates thinks they can inquire even though they don’t
know, because he reads S3 in the second way. Distinguishing these two ways of
not knowing is quite different from saying that there are intermediate conditions
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between knowing and not knowing. Socrates follows the first strategy, not the
second one.”’

To say that S3 is true as Meno understands it but not as Socrates understands it
is not to say that it, or the paradox, equivocates on ‘know’. Rather, the point is
that ‘know’ can be understood in different ways; and how we read it affects our
understanding of the argument. Meno is persuaded by it because he understands
‘know’ in one way. Socrates is not persuaded by it because he understands ‘know’
in a different way. Neither of them takes the argument to equivocate; nor do we
need to do so. ‘Know’ is used univocally; it’s just that we will assess the overall
argument differently, depending on what univocal reading we supply.

In addition to rejecting the dilemma as unsound by rejecting S3, Socrates has
also answered all of M1-M3. M1 asks how one can inquire into something if one
doesn’t at all know what it is. M2 explains why it is problematical to think that
one can do so: if one doesn’t know that which one is inquiring into, one won’t be
able to fix the target one is aiming at. Socrates shows that it is possible to fix a
target to aim at, even if one lacks all relevant knowledge. For, though the slave
doesn’t at all know the thing he is inquiring into, in the sense that he lacks all P-
knowledge of it, he can nonetheless inquire on the basis of his beliefs. Knowledge
isn’t necessary, since beliefs are sufficient.

But exactly what beliefs are either necessary or sufficient for fixing the target?
As we've seen, commentators have a variety of views about what is in fact
necessary or sufficient for doing so, and about what Socrates thinks is necessary
or sufficient for doing so. Unfortunately, Socrates isn’t very precise about this. He
argues just that one doesn’t need to know what F is (or, therefore, have any
knowledge about F at all), in the sense of having P-knowledge, to fix the target,
that is, to inquire about F; for he thinks one can inquire on the basis of beliefs. If
the Targeting Objection urges that one can’t inquire if one lacks knowledge,
Socrates will say that, as he understands knowledge, the objection rests on a false
assumption.

Though Socrates isn’t precise about what sorts of beliefs are necessary or
sufficient for fixing a target, if we think about what beliefs Meno has about virtue,
and what beliefs the slave has in the geometry discussion, we can make some
reasonable inferences about what sorts of beliefs Socrates thinks are at any rate
sufficient for inquiring into something. I discuss this in the next section. For now,
it will do to say that he has argued that one can fix the target one is aiming at even
if one lacks all P-knowledge about it.

7" As we shall see in Ch. 6, this contrasts interestingly with Aristotle, who replies by distinguish-
ing ways of knowing.
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M3 asks how, if one doesn’t at all know the thing one is inquiring into, one can
know, or realize, one has found it, if one manages to do so. Socrates replies by
showing that even though the slave didn’t initially know that which he was
inquiring into, he nonetheless realizes he’s found what he was looking for when
he does so. To be sure, he couldn’t have done so if he were initially in a cognitive
blank. But Socrates points out that that’s not the only way of not knowing. The
slave didn’t know; but he had and relied on his beliefs (or on various claims put
forward). These were a mixture of true and false beliefs; but even the false beliefs
were roughly accurate. He also tended to favor his true over his false beliefs when
contradictions among his beliefs (or among various claims) were uncovered. His
ability to reason well, and his tendency to rely on true over false beliefs, explain
how he is able to realize when he’s found the right answer. This answers the
Recognition Objection. As we saw in Chapter 3, Aristotle, in Met. 3.1, offers a
similar reply: if one is aware enough of the various puzzles in a given area, one
will be able to realize when one has reached one’s goal.

Socrates doesn’t suggest that one method, or set of conditions, explains how
inquiry is possible, and that another method, or set of conditions, explains how,
when one finds what one was looking for but doesn’t initially know, one will realize
one has done so. On the contrary, he says that if the slave is questioned further in
the same way, he will acquire knowledge: the same method that enables him to
engage in inquiry also enables him to complete his inquiry.”® In both cases, it’s
sufficient if one begins with, and relies on, a stock of true and roughly-accurate
beliefs. These beliefs need not be about what the answer is; one doesn’t need to start
off with any beliefs, let alone with a true belief or knowledge, about the answer in
order to fix a target to aim at. One just needs suitably relevant beliefs. Here it’s
important to emphasize that inquiry is a process. If one inquires successfully, one
increases one’s stock of true beliefs. That, in turn, allows one to make further
progress towards one’s goal, in such a way that it’s reasonable to think that one will
realize when one has reached it, though there are no guarantees here.

6. The slave’s cognitive condition and its content

To say that Socrates thinks one can inquire whether p is true (or for the answer to
a question) even if one doesn’t already know whether it is true (or what the

% It’s true that Socrates doesn’t describe the final stage of the inquiry, in which we acquire
knowledge. But he says clearly that the same method will enable us to do so. Presumably he doesn’t
focus on this last stage because it’s so far in the future. Meno’s primary worry is how he can engage in
inquiry at all; hence Socrates focuses on that. Nonetheless, he indicates that he doesn’t think there is
a further, different, problem of discovery.
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answer is) shows that he rejects a general matching version of a foreknowledge
principle for propositions. At least, that’s so if the knowledge at issue is conscious
explicit P-knowledge and is restricted to current knowledge. But that’s compat-
ible with Socrates thinking the slave could inquire about, and discover, the
answer only because he (consciously and explicitly, and in this life) knows
other things. If that is his view, he accepts a stepping-stone version of a fore-
knowledge principle for propositions: one can inquire, and discover, whether p is
true (or what the answer to a given question is) only if one relies on other, related
propositions that one knows, e.g. propositions that imply p (or the answer).”
In the last section, I suggested that Socrates doesn’t think the slave has any
relevant knowledge; but I didn’t defend the view in any detail. And it has been
argued that Socrates takes the slave to have some relevant knowledge. David
Charles, for example, says that, at the beginning of the geometrical inquiry,
Socrates ascertains that the slave knows (gigndskei) what a square is (82b9-10)
and ‘understands what “diagonal” signifies (85b5-6)’.°° He also says that
‘[bleginning with these bits of knowledge he shows how the slave can come to
possess (occurrently) other bits of knowledge. In both cases, his knowledge of
Greek seems to be enough to get the discussion going.”®' On this view, the slave
begins with some knowledge—he knows how to speak Greek, and he knows what
a square is and what ‘diagonal’ signifies. This favors a stepping-stone version of a
foreknowledge principle: though the slave doesn’t initially know the answer, he
knows other things that enable him to inquire into, and to discover, the answer.
It would be unfortunate if Charles were right. For, as he says:**

% Prenatal Foreknowledge doesn’t show that Socrates is committed to this view, for it doesn’t
posit current knowledge.

%0 “Types’, 119. By contrast, in ‘Paradox’, 129, he translates gigndskeis as ‘grasps’; and he doesn’t
press the suggestion that the slave has knowledge.

1 “Types’, 119. Charles says that the slave knows what a square is and what ‘diagonal’ signifies. If
knowing what a square is involves knowing the real essence of square, then the slave knows the
answer to an essence question. But I assume that by ‘knows what a square is’, Charles means knows
what “square” signifies’. However, Socrates doesn’t here use the language that Charles associates
with the signification question. Charles also says that the slave’s knowledge of Greek is enough to get
the discussion going. Yet Charles seems to think one can know Greek without knowing what a term
signifies. If knowledge of Greek is enough to get the discussion going, but falls short of knowing what
a term signifies, then it seems that Plato thinks one can inquire on the basis of less than grasping
what the relevant terms signify: contrary to what Charles argues. (However, perhaps Charles would
reply that the discussion doesn’t amount to an inquiry: see Ch. 3, sect. 11.) Further, if Socrates says
that one can inquire on the basis of less than grasping what the relevant terms signify, then, contrary
to Charles, Socrates does reply appropriately to Meno, as Charles understands him. The reply would
be that, contrary to Meno, one doesn’t need to know what a term signifies in order to inquire;
linguistic competence will do.

2 “Types’, 119.
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While this way of proceeding may point to an answer to Socrates’ own puzzle, it cannot
address Meno’s question, since he was focusing on the cases where one does not know an
account of what the term ‘virtue’ signifies (and so lacks an answer of the desired form to
[the signification question]) even though one knows Greek and can make fluent and well-
received speeches about virtue (80b4-6). His puzzle (how one can enquire into virtue
without knowing an identificatory account of what the term ‘virtue’ signifies) seems to
have been dropped at this point in this discussion.

I've already argued that Meno doesn’t ask how one can inquire into F if one
doesn’t know what ‘F’ signifies. His concern is broader or more general; he wants
to know how one can inquire into F if one is in a cognitive blank about F. If Meno
isn’t asking how one can inquire into F if one doesn’t know what ‘F signifies,
Socrates need not answer that question. Nonetheless, Charles raises an important
point. Meno asks how one can inquire into virtue if one doesn’t at all know what
itis, and so has no knowledge of virtue at all. If, as Charles thinks, Socrates replies
by arguing that one can inquire if one knows Greek and what the relevant terms
signify, he doesn’t address Meno’s worry. He’d be explaining how one can inquire
if one has some knowledge, not how one can inquire if one lacks knowledge.*®
But is Charles right to say that Socrates takes the slave to have some know-
ledge? As we’ve seen, one of Charles’s reasons for thinking this is that Socrates
says that the slave hellénizei, which Charles translates as ‘knows how to speak
Greek’ (119).%* But I doubt that Socrates means to attribute knowledge of Greek
to the slave. Here it may be significant that he uses hellénizei (82b4) rather than
epistasthai hellénizein.®® The slave speaks Greek: there’s something he can do. But
it’s unlikely that Socrates thinks that having this ability involves anything he
would call knowledge. For, again, in his view knowledge requires being able to
explain why what one knows is true. The slave has linguistic competence. It
doesn’t follow, and Socrates doesn’t say, that this involves knowledge, as he

% Earlier I mentioned the view that the geometrical discussion doesn’t show that inquiry is
possible without knowledge, since Socrates has knowledge, even if the slave doesn’t. The present
suggestion is that the slave does, after all, have some relevant knowledge.

' M. Frede, by contrast, may suggest that speaking Greek involves having (not knowledge, but)
true belief: see his ‘Introduction’ in M. Frede and G. Striker (eds.), Rationality in Greek Thought
(Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1996), 1-28, at 10.

% See Lyons, Structural Semantics, 184-5. It’'s worth mentioning that the -izein ending in
hellénizein indicates action: there is something the slave does (he speaks Greek). Cf. médizein, to
go over to the Persians. Thanks to David Sedley for this point. Proclus distinguishes three ways of
understanding hellénizein: observing customary usage; being accurate in the use of the Greek
language and pronouncing it correctly; and assigning the legitimate usage of terms that are naturally
appropriate to their subjects. He says that many people can hellénizein in the first way; the second is
characteristic of the person who knows (eidenai) grammar; the third is the philosopher. See Proclus,
in Alc. 258.21-259.12, quoted in Helmig, Forms and Concepts, 325. I take it that the slave speaks
Greek just in the first way.
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understands that notion. We often speak of knowing a language. And it’s often
thought that the ability to speak a language presupposes, consists in, or confers
knowledge. But these views are controversial.°® Be that as it may, given Socrates’
views about knowledge in the Meno, it’s unlikely that he thinks that the slave’s
ability to speak Greek involves his having any knowledge.®”’

Charles also notes the use of gigndskein at 82b9. However, though this word
can be, and often is, used for knowledge, it can also be used for recognition that
falls short of knowledge.68 And I think that’s how it’s used here. For, as we've
seen, at 98a Socrates defines epistémé as true belief that is tied down with
reasoning about the explanation (aitias logismos): one has epistémé that p if
and only if one believes that p, p is true, and one can explain why p is true.
He uses various cognitive words interchangeably with epistasthai®®—e.g. eidenai
and phronein—and contrasts them all with mere true belief. (Significantly,
gignoskein is not used interchangeably with these words. This reinforces my
suggestion that its use isn’t restricted to knowledge here.”’) The clear suggestion
is that all genuine knowledge requires an explanatory account of why what one
knows is true. Any cognitive condition that falls short of that demanding
standard is at best true belief. Whatever may be true in other dialogues, the
Meno leaves no room for a weaker sort of knowledge than the one described in
98a.”! Hence, if the slave knows what a square is like, he can explain why it is true
that a square is that sort of thing; to do that, he must be able to explain what the
real nature of a square is.”” But it seems unlikely that the slave can do this. He’s

% For the view that being able to speak a language doesn’t involve knowledge of the language, see
e.g. M. Devitt, Ignorance of Language (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2006); S. Stich, ‘What Every
Speaker Knows’, Philosophical Review 80 (1971), 476-96.

%7 Charles also suggests that the Dialectical Requirement supports the view that the slave and
Meno have knowledge. I argued against that view in Ch. 3.

% According to Lyons (Structural Semantics, 177), Plato frequently uses gigndskein interchange-
ably with eidenai (though not with epistasthai)—and so, I take it (or, at any rate, shall allow here), for
knowledge. I agree about that. My claim is not that Plato never uses gigndskein for knowledge. It is
that he doesn’t always do so; sometimes he uses it more broadly. So, for example, at Meno 76b4 and
cl, gigndskein need not mean anything more than recognition or true belief. For passages outside the
Meno where gigndskein seems to be used for less than knowledge, see Ap. 25d9, 33d2. Cf. Rep. 375¢3
(gnorimous) and 376a6 (gnérimon). On Plato’s use of gndrizein and the cognate noun, see Lyons,
Structural Semantics, 200; cf. 177 (d). Here I draw on my ‘Does Socrates Claim to Know that He
Knows Nothing?’, esp. 83.

% See Ch. 2, sect. 6.

7 to gnonai is used at 96e4, but not interchangeably with epistasthai; here too it need not mean
more than ‘recognize’ or ‘realize’. However, I suggested in Ch. 2, sect. 8, that gnésomenou in 79c2
means ‘know’.

71 See my ‘Knowledge and True Belief in the Meno’.

72 As we've seen, 71b says that one needs to know what F is, to know anything else about F. So, to
know what a square is like, the slave must know what a square is. To know what a square is requires
knowing its real essence. To be sure, I suggested earlier that Socrates might think that one can know
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familiar with squares; he can identify them; he has some true beliefs about them.
But he doesn’t know what a square is or, therefore, anything at all about squares.
To be sure, he may know what a square is on some conceptions of knowledge. But
the issue here is whether Socrates thinks the slave has knowledge, as Socrates
conceives of knowledge in the Meno. And the answer to that question is ‘No’.

So I don’t think Socrates ascribes any knowledge to the slave.”” The slave not
only doesn’t know the answer to the question under consideration, but neither
does he have any other relevant knowledge. So far as the geometrical discussion
considered on its own goes, what enables the slave to inquire and discover isn’t
the fact that he has knowledge—he isn’t said to have any—but the fact that he has
and relies on relevant true beliefs. His initial true beliefs are not about the answer
(initially he has a false belief about it, though, as we’ve seen, it’s not wildly false);
rather, they are about other, related propositions. The geometrical discussion
therefore doesn’t commit Socrates to either a matching or a stepping-stone
version of a foreknowledge principle. That this is so is also supported by the
fact that, at 85c6-7 (cf. c4), Socrates says: ‘So one who doesn’t know has within
himself true beliefs about the things he doesn’t know’. The use of the plural
suggests that it’s not just the answer that the slave doesn’t know; his lack of
knowledge is more extensive than that.

Charles thinks that if the slave isn’t accorded knowledge, there is a difficulty:"*

Either the slave knows an account of what ‘diagonal’ signifies or he does not. If he does
not, it seems that he can use the term and carry out an enquiry without possessing an
account. But, if so, his procedure runs contrary to the assumption which drives the earlier
part of the dialogue and is made explicit by Meno in 80d5-8. If one can proceed in this
way, there can be no objection to Meno’s seeking the essence of virtue without grasping an
answer to [the signification question]. This possibility would mark a major volte-face in
the dialogue. (‘Types’, 120)

That is, earlier it was assumed that one can inquire what virtue is only if
one knows what ‘virtue’ signifies. If Socrates now abandons that assumption,
that would be a significant development. It has been argued that, in the light of

who Meno is, in a way that allows one to know whether he’s wealthy or well born, without knowing
his real essence. But we’ve seen that Socrates thinks that to know what virtue is is to know its real
essence. It’s reasonable to think that in just the same way, one can know what a square is only if one
knows its real essence. For otherwise, the geometrical and moral inquiries aren’t parallel; yet they are
meant to be.

7> Hence, though the slave understands the question, he doesn’t know what he is inquiring into,
even in the interrogative sense.

7* Charles speaks interchangeably of knowing, possessing, and grasping, an account. As we saw in
Ch. 3, sect. 11, in ‘Paradox’ (though not in ‘Types’) Charles argues that the difference is unimportant;
but I took issue with that view.
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Meno’s questions, Socrates revises his views in roughly this way.”” However,
we’ve seen that, before Meno raises his questions, Socrates isn’t committed to the
view that one needs to know, or grasp, what ‘virtue’ signifies in order to inquire;
Socrates and Meno inquired into virtue on the basis of less than that.

But does Socrates ascribe a higher-level content to the slave than he ascribes to
Meno? If so, the slave’s ability to inquire about the answer to the geometrical
question wouldn’t show that Meno was able to inquire about virtue. Maybe the
slave can inquire because he specifies what ‘shape’ signifies, and that’s sufficient
for the inquiry he’s engaged in. But since Meno didn’t get that far with respect
to virtue, showing that the slave could inquire wouldn’t help buttress the claim
that Meno was inquiring.

However, just as neither Meno nor Socrates specifies what ‘virtue’ signifies, so
neither the slave nor Socrates specifies what ‘square’ or ‘diagonal’ signifies.
As we've seen, Socrates first ascertains that the slave speaks Greek. He then
asks him whether ‘a square is like this’; he is presumably pointing at a particular
square. These first stages of the geometrical discussion don’t involve grasping
what ‘square’ signifies: they don’t specify a feature true of all and only squares.
Rather, the slave’s linguistic competence gives him some understanding of the
relevant terms, where ‘understanding’ is used for ordinary linguistic competence.
There is no suggestion that such understanding gets as far as a grasp of signifi-
cation. Nor does the fact that the slave can identify examples of the phenomenon
in question show that he grasps signification either.

Socrates then asks whether a square is a figure that has four equal sides. This
doesn’t specify a feature true of all and only squares either, since rhombi also have
four equal sides.”® Hence there’s still no reason to think the slave grasps what
‘square’ signifies. But he inquires. So Socrates still doesn’t seem to think that
inquiring requires a grasp of signification. Just as neither Meno nor his slave has
knowledge of that which they are inquiring into, so neither of them grasps what the
terms at issue signify. Just as the slave inquires, and makes progress in doing so,
without grasping what ‘square’ signifies, so Meno inquires, and makes progress in
doing so, without grasping what ‘virtue’ signifies. Both Meno and his slave can
inquire, not because they know, or even grasp, what the relevant terms signify (they
don’t do s0), but because they have linguistic competence; because they can identify
relevant examples (of virtuous actions, of squares); and because they can make

7> In PM, for example, Scott argues that Socrates initially favors one version of a foreknowledge
principle, but abandons it in favor of a different one. I discuss this in ‘Enquiry and Discovery’.

76 Cf. Bluck, Plato’s Meno, 293, though he adds that the drawn square would make it clear that
Socrates was talking about a square. Cf. Vlastos, ‘Anampnesis’, n. 8.
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some general statements that perhaps come close to specifying what the terms at
issue signify, though they don’t succeed in specifying what they signify, since they
don’t specify a feature true of all and only the relevant phenomenon.

Socrates, then, rejects Meno’s suggestion that, to inquire, one has to know the
thing one is inquiring into. In his view, the Targeting Objection rests on a false
assumption, since, to inquire, one doesn’t need any knowledge at all. Nor does one
even need to have a true belief, or indeed any belief, about the answer to the
question one is considering. It’s sufficient for answering the Targeting Objection
that one have relevant true beliefs. (This might satisfy Meno: he thought knowledge
was required because he thought that the only alternative to knowing was being in
a cognitive blank. Once he understands the nature of knowledge, perhaps he will
abandon the suggestion that knowledge is needed for inquiry.) Nor does one need
to grasp what the relevant terms signify, even as a matter of belief. Socrates’
conditions on the contents one must grasp, in order to inquire, are weaker than
that. So too are his conditions for answering the Recognition Objection; for he
answers it in the same way as he answers the Targeting Objection.

Charles therefore attributes to the slave not only a higher-level cognitive
condition than is warranted (knowledge rather than mere true belief), but also
a higher-level content than is warranted (signification, rather than something
that falls short of that). This makes Socrates’ reply to Meno stronger than it
would otherwise be. For, in his view, just as one doesn’t need knowledge for
inquiry (since true belief is sufficient), so one doesn’t need to grasp signification
for inquiry (since grasping a lower-level content will do).”” Even if one ‘grasps’
just lower-level contents, one can still inquire and make progress in doing so. It’s
good that this is Socrates” view. For just as knowledge is difficult to achieve (if
knowledge is understood as Socrates understands it), so signification (as Charles
thinks Socrates understands it) is difficult to grasp (whether as a matter of
knowledge or belief). Fortunately, we don’t need either to inquire. Having
linguistic competence, and some relevant true beliefs, including the ability to
identify some salient examples, will do: just as Socrates argues.

7. Conclusion

The geometrical discussion shows that one can inquire and discover whether p is
true (or what the answer to a question is) even if one has no knowledge; for one

77 There is, however, an important asymmetry between the two cases. For Socrates explicitly
emphasizes the difference between knowledge and true belief; but he doesn’t explicitly focus on the
difference between signification and essence. In my view, that’s because the latter distinction doesn’t
play a role either in generating or solving Meno’s Paradox.
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can inquire and discover on the basis of one’s true beliefs. If having and relying
on relevant true beliefs is sufficient for inquiry and discovery, knowledge isn’t
necessary. This rejects S3 by saying that one can inquire without knowing that
which one is inquiring into, indeed without knowing anything at all. Socrates has
also replied to all of M1-3. He replies to M1 and M2 by saying that even if one
doesn’t know the target one is aiming at, one can aim at it; for one can fix the
target with relevant true beliefs. Since relying on such beliefs is sufficient,
knowledge isn’t needed. He replies to M3 by showing that one can realize one
has found what one was looking for but didn’t initially know, if one initially has
and relies on relevant beliefs; hence, again, knowledge isn’t needed.

To say that Socrates rejects S3 is not to say that he accepts S2. The geometrical
reply doesn’t discuss S2. Nonetheless, we can see from elsewhere in the dialogue
that he rejects it. At least, that’s so if we read S2 with P-knowledge. For S2 then
says that, if one has P-knowledge of x, one can’t inquire into x. We’ve seen that
Socrates rejects that view. To be sure, if one knows what F is, one can’t inquire
what F is; for one can inquire only into what one doesn’t know (or thinks one
doesn’t know). But one could know what F is, and still inquire about F: one might
know what virtue is and inquire whether it’s teachable. Indeed, Socrates would
prefer that they inquire whether virtue is teachable only once they know what it
is. That’s why, when Meno asks whether virtue is teachable, Socrates turns
instead to a discussion of what virtue is. So he thinks S2 is false if it says that, if
one has P-knowledge of what something is, one can’t inquire further about it (if a
domain, such as virtue, is what one is inquiring into). But that point isn’t relevant
here. For they lack P-knowledge, and Socrates wants to explain to Meno how they
can nonetheless inquire and discover. He is not concerned with the argument in
the abstract, so much as with its relevance to their condition.

We can now see that, at least in the geometrical discussion, Socrates takes his
dilemma to be an instance of Formulation 1: S1 is an instance of the Law of the
Excluded Middle, according to which, for any x, one either does or doesn’t know
x; that is, one either does or doesn’t have P-knowledge of x. S2 and S3 then say
that, whichever of these options obtains, inquiry is impossible. So read, the
argument is valid, and S1 is true; but Socrates rejects both S2 and S3, though in
the geometrical discussion he explains only why he rejects S3. If we read the
argument this way, it doesn’t equivocate. Nor does it rely on the false premise
that, for any x, one either knows everything there is to know about x or else is in a
cognitive blank about x.

Socrates’ reasons for rejecting S3 in the geometrical discussion are good ones.
P-knowledge isn’t needed for inquiry or discovery; having and relying on relevant
true beliefs is sufficient for both. His reply is also complete, in the sense that it
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exposes the dilemma as unsound and identifies a false premise.”® It also replies
satisfactorily to Meno’s three questions. What, then, is the role of the theory of
recollection? We considered this briefly in looking at the first statement of the
theory of recollection. But we haven’t yet considered this issue in sufficient detail.
Nor have we asked exactly how the theory of recollection fits with the geometrical
discussion. In the next chapter, I consider these issues, among others.

78 Tt is, however, incomplete insofar as it is not as precise or detailed as one might like it to be
about exactly what beliefs one must have in order to be in a position to inquire or discover.



5
The Third Stage:

The Second Statement of the Theory
of Recollection

1. Preliminaries

We've now looked at the first two stages of Socrates’ three-stage reply: the initial
statement of the theory of recollection and the geometrical discussion. We've
seen that the geometrical discussion not only answers all of M1-M3 but also
responds to Socrates’ dilemma by rejecting S3: we can inquire even if we have no
knowledge at all. For even if we don’t have any knowledge, we might have and
rely on relevant true beliefs; and that’s sufficient for us to set a target to aim at,
and to be able to inquire. It’s also sufficient for enabling us to discover, through
inquiry, the answers to our questions and to realize that we’ve done so.

It’s not yet clear, however, exactly what role the theory of recollection plays in
answering either Meno’s questions or Socrates” dilemma. Though Socrates begins
his reply by mentioning recollection, Meno professes not to understand, where-
upon Socrates embarks on the geometrical discussion. It’s only in the third stage
of his reply that he relates the geometrical discussion to the theory of recollection,
which now also receives a fuller account. Before exploring this account, it will be
helpful to make some preliminary points.

First, the theory of recollection is generally thought to posit both prenatal
and innate knowledge. Both statements of the theory of recollection clearly
posit prenatal knowledge: we’ve seen that the first statement does so, and we
shall shortly see that the second statement does so as well. By contrast, the first
statement of the theory of recollection doesn’t posit innate knowledge, though
neither does it say anything incompatible with positing it; the issue isn’t
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broached. We shall have to see whether the second statement of the theory of
recollection differs from the first one in positing innate knowledge.

Prenatal knowledge and innate knowledge are in principle independent of one
another: one could posit one without being committed to positing the other.
Leibniz, for example, famously posits innate knowledge (or, at least, innate ideas)
but rejects prenatal knowledge (or ideas)." In Discourse on Metaphysics 26 for
example, he says that we have certain:*

forms in our mind; we even have forms from all time, for the mind always expresses all its
future thought and already thinks confusedly about everything it will ever think about
distinctly. And nothing can be taught to us whose idea we do not already have in our
mind, an idea which is like the matter of which that thought is formed. This is what Plato
so excellently recognized when he proposed his doctrine of reminiscence, a very solid
doctrine, provided that it is taken rightly and purged of the error of preexistence and
provided that we do not imagine that at some earlier time the soul must already have
known and thought distinctly what it learns and thinks now. Plato also strengthened his
view by way of a fine experiment, introducing a little boy, whom he leads insensibly to
extremely difficult truths concerning incommensurables without teaching him anything,
merely by asking appropriate questions in proper order. This demonstrates that our soul

' By contrast, in Tusculan Disputations 1.57 Cicero, in discussing the geometrical discussion in
the Meno, says that we couldn’t have the insitae notiones (= ennoiai) that we have unless, before
being incarnate, our souls were active in acquiring knowledge (cognitio). Though insitae need not
mean ‘innate’, it probably means that here; if it does, Cicero infers from innate to prenatal
knowledge. Unfortunately, he doesn’t spell out precisely why he thinks this inference is justified.
Scott agrees that innate knowledge doesn’t on its own imply prenatal knowledge. But he thinks Plato
makes the inference with the aid of what he calls Assumption (A): ‘if knowledge is in someone, then
he must either be aware of that knowledge or have been aware of it’ (‘Innatism’, 127). He thinks
Plato takes us to have latent innate knowledge, and so he accepts the antecedent of this conditional;
he then infers that we must have had conscious, explicit prenatal knowledge. For an anticipation of
principle (A), see Hunter and Inwood, ‘Plato, Leibniz, and the Furnished Soul’, 425. Below I suggest
a different motivation Plato might have for positing prenatal knowledge, one that, so far from
positing latent innate knowledge, relies on not doing so.

> G. W. Leibniz, Philosophical Essays, ed. and trans. R. Ariew and D. Garber (Indianapolis:
Hackett, 1989). Several points about the passage are worth noting: (1) Leibniz, like many others,
assumes that the slave is a little boy’. But, as I've mentioned (Ch. 4, n. 25), pais can be used for a slave
of any age; there is no reason to think the slave is young. (2) Leibniz assumes that Plato takes
prenatal knowledge to be conscious and explicit. (3) By contrast, he takes innate knowledge to be
latent or ‘virtual’. (4) Though he says that the geometrical demonstration shows that our soul knows
‘all these things’ (i.e. all the geometrical truths the slave learns), he also speaks of the soul’s having
various ideas on which those truths depend; this suggests innate knowledge is less extensive. (5)
Though he says that we know ‘virtually’, he also speaks of innate ideas; yet having innate ideas might
fall short of having innate knowledge.

Though Leibniz eschews pre-existence in the passage just cited, Grote, Plato and the Other
Companions of Sokrates, cites a passage in which Leibniz accepts it; see vol. 2, 248, n. 1, Letter to
Bourguet, p. 731. Grote doesn’t say what edition he is using, but the letter may be found in vol. 3 of
Die Philosophischen Schriften von Gottfried Wilhelm Leibniz, 7 vols., ed. C. 1. Gerhardt (Berlin:
Weidmann, 1875-90; reprinted Hildesheim: Georg Olms, 1966), 578-83 (Hanover; 5 August, 1715).
Thanks to Paul Lodge for tracking down the Gerhardt reference.
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knows all these things virtually and requires only attention to recognize truths and that,
consequently, it has, at the very least, the ideas upon which these truths depend. One can
even say that it already possesses these truths, if they are taken as relations of ideas.

Just as having innate knowledge does not imply having prenatal knowledge,
so having prenatal knowledge does not imply having innate knowledge. One
might lose knowledge one once had in such a way that one no longer knows at
all. Perhaps we entirely forget our prenatal knowledge on being born, with
the result that we no longer know at all. However, though prenatal knowledge
doesn’t on its own imply innate knowledge, one might argue that it does so given
the additional assumption that, when we inquire, we are recollecting prenatal
knowledge. We shall see below that Plato argues that we do recollect prenatal
knowledge when we inquire.” I ask below whether he thinks that implies that we
have innate knowledge.

Secondly, the theory of recollection might seem to conflict with the main moral
of the geometrical discussion, which is that one can inquire and discover even if
one lacks knowledge, if one has and relies on relevant true beliefs. For, as we’ve
seen, the theory of recollection is usually thought to posit innate knowledge. If the
geometrical discussion claims that we don’t know, whereas the theory of recol-
lection claims that we do know, they seem to conflict.

There are at least three ways of attempting to disarm the seeming contradic-
tion. First, one might argue that in saying that we lack knowledge, Socrates is
speaking loosely; the ensuing discussion makes it clear that he thinks we all have
knowledge.* Secondly, one might argue that Socrates means that we lack con-
scious explicit knowledge, but have latent innate knowledge; we lack one sort of
knowledge but have another.” Thirdly, one might argue that Socrates thinks that
we lack knowledge now; by contrast, when he speaks of knowledge, he sometimes
has in mind prenatal knowledge, at other times the knowledge we can in due
course acquire.’ The first view discounts Socrates’ claim that the slave lacks
knowledge. The second and third views accept that Socrates both posits and
disclaims knowledge, but they seek to make these claims consistent. The second
view does so by invoking different kinds of knowledge (latent vs. explicit); the

3 Or, at least, when we inquire successfully: see Ch. 4, sect. 2.

* See White, Plato on Knowledge and Reality, 47.

5 See, among many others, Moravscik, ‘Learning as Recollection’, 63; Scott, PM, ch. 9; Matthews,
Socratic Perplexity, ch. 6. To say that Plato thinks that we know in one way but not in another need
not be to say that he takes S1 to be false; and it’s not clear that any of these authors means to say that
he takes S1 to be false.

® 1 defend this view briefly in ‘Inquiry in the Meno’ and ‘Enquiry and Discovery’, and in more
detail below.
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third view does so by emphasizing different times (lack of current knowledge vs.
actual prenatal and possible future knowledge). On the first and second views,
Socrates posits innate knowledge; on the third view, he doesn’t do so.

Thirdly, Meno asks how, if one lacks knowledge, one can either inquire or
realize one has found what one was looking for should one do so. If the theory of
recollection aims to explain how we can inquire and discover because we do
know, it doesn’t address Meno’s worry.”

Fourthly, we've seen that the geometrical discussion seems to be a good, and
complete, reply to Meno’s questions and Socrates’ dilemma. Why, then, does
Socrates introduce the theory of recollection? It seems unnecessary, since the
geometrical discussion seems sufficient.®

2. Varieties of innatism

One crucial question is whether the second statement of the theory of recollection
posits not only prenatal but also innate knowledge. For if it doesn’t do so, some of
the problems discussed in the last section are solved. Further, the issue of whether
Socrates posits innate knowledge is relevant to understanding his full reply to
Meno’s questions and Socrates’ dilemma. But before we can profitably ask
whether Socrates posits innate knowledge, we need a clearer account of what
innatism amounts to. For, as I mentioned in Chapter 1, there are varieties of
innatism.” This is so in two ways. First, there are different accounts of what it is
for something to be innate. Secondly, different things have been taken to be
innate. Before looking at what Socrates says, it will be helpful to disentangle these
issues. The distinctions I draw in this section will also be relevant when we ask
whether Aristotle, the Epicureans, and/or the Stoics are innatists.

Various things have been held to be innate: for example, knowledge, belief, and
concepts. If one takes knowledge to be innate, presumably one also takes beliefs
and concepts to be innate. But one might take beliefs and concepts to be innate

7 As we've seen, the same problem confronts the geometrical discussion if (unlike me) one
thinks Socrates takes the slave to have some knowledge.

% In ‘Inquiry in the Meno’, 214, T suggest that neither does the theory of recollection seem
sufficient for dissolving the paradox. Cf. Scott, PM, 80.

° In what follows, I expand on the briefer account given in Ch. 1, sect. 10.

' This is too quick. For example, one might think that knowledge and belief are exclusive, and so
think that having innate knowledge doesn’t imply having innate beliefs. (However, I don’t know of
anyone who argues that Plato posits innate knowledge but not innate true belief; and those who
think he posits innate true beliefs but not innate knowledge do not defend this view by arguing that
he thinks knowledge and belief are exclusive.) Or again, though it is common to think that one can
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without thinking that knowledge is innate. By contrast, innate beliefs and innate
concepts go hand in hand."’

But what does it mean to say that knowledge, beliefs, or concepts are innate?
I shall distinguish three varieties of innatism: cognitive-condition innatism, content
innatism, and dispositional innatism. Let’s ask first what it means for knowledge to
be innate in these ways. It will be useful, to begin with, to distinguish the cognitive
condition of knowledge from its content: there is both the cognitive condition of the
knowing person, and the content of that condition. When we ask whether Socrates
took himself to have knowledge, we are speaking of knowledge in the first way.
When we speak of the sum of human knowledge, we are speaking of it in
the second way. If someone knows in the cognitive-condition sense, she has
knowledge in the content sense. As Plato says in Republic 5, if one knows, one
knows something: the cognitive condition has content (476e7). However, a given
content that is suitable for being the content of knowledge could be in one, without
one’s being in the cognitive condition of knowing it. We might put this somewhat
paradoxically by saying that knowledge can be in one without one’s knowing, "'

How, one might ask, could something suitable as the content of knowledge be
in one without being the content of knowledge? One possibility is that it is in one
as the content of true belief. Another possibility is that, though it is suitable as the
content of both knowledge and true belief, it doesn’t actually so function since
one isn’t in either of these cognitive conditions with respect to it. Leibniz, for
example, posits petites perceptions, which are actual perceptions of monads; but
most monads lack knowledge and even belief. Petites perceptions accurately
express or represent features of the universe and (at least in certain monads)
are the contents of psychological or mental states; but these states can fall short of
knowledge and even of belief."?

Of course, one might hold, for various philosophical reasons, that if a given
content is in one and is suitable as the content of knowledge, one thereby has
knowledge. But there is philosophical room for resisting that inference.

have concepts if and only if one has beliefs, it has been held that one can have concepts without
having beliefs. (As we shall see, the Skeptics might mention this view.) Such a person might posit
innate concepts without positing innate beliefs. (However, I don’t know of anyone who argues that
Plato does so or that the Skeptics do so.) However, if one posits innate beliefs, presumably one would
also posit innate concepts.

11 Gee Dancy, Plato’s Introduction of Forms, 228-36.

12 See e.g. the Preface to the New Essays on Human Understanding, 53ff. It's not always clear
whether petites perceptions are contents or states, though they generally seem to be the former. Be
that as it may, the crucial point is that they often fail to be or constitute knowledge or belief.
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We can now distinguish cognitive-condition from content innatism about
knowledge. According to the first, we are, from birth, in the cognitive condition
of knowing (where the knowing could be either explicit or latent, that is, either
conscious or unconscious)."> According to the second, from birth we have contents
in our minds that are suitable as the contents of knowledge, whether or not we are
actually in the cognitive condition of knowing them. If one is a cognitive-condition
innatist about knowledge, one is also thereby a content innatist about knowledge.
However, one could in principle be a content innatist about knowledge without
thereby being a cognitive-condition innatist about knowledge.

Just as we speak of knowledge in both the content and cognitive-condition
sense, so we speak of belief in these same two ways: we say both that I believe that
thus and so and also that these are my beliefs. Hence, just as we can distinguish
cognitive-condition innatism from content innatism about knowledge, so we can
distinguish cognitive-condition innatism from content innatism about belief.
One might argue that, from birth, we are in the cognitive condition of true
belief. Or one might argue that, from birth, there are truths in us that are suitable
for serving as the content of the cognitive condition of belief, whether or not we
actually believe them from birth.'*

In addition to cognitive-condition and content innatism, there is also disposi-
tional innatism. It has been understood in different ways; hence, someone might
be a dispositional innatist on one understanding of it, but not on another way of
understanding it. On one account, the view maintains that we have ‘pre-disposi-
tions or potentialities to form certain beliefs rather than others...the mind is
innately disposed to form a certain set of ideas whatever its experience’.'” On this

13 ‘Latent knowledge’ is used in different ways. Scott, for example, uses it in two different ways in

PM. Sometimes he uses it for unconscious knowledge, whether or not it is innate (129). But
sometimes he uses it for innate knowledge (e.g. 108). By contrast, in ‘Innatism’ and in RE he uses
it for the view that we have innate knowledge which, however, we’ve never been aware of. Since Scott
thinks Plato holds that we were aware of our innate knowledge prenatally, he says in ‘Innatism’ and
RE that Plato doesn’t favor a theory of latent or implicit innate knowledge. In PM, by contrast, he
says that Plato posits latent knowledge. This is a change in Scott’s terminology, not in his view. In all
these works, he thinks Plato posits the existence of innate knowledge that we’re not aware of in this
life but were aware of prenatally. I shall use ‘latent knowledge’ for actual but unconscious knowledge,
whether or not it is innate. We have latent innate knowledge if we have actual but unconscious
knowledge from birth.

' Those who posit innate beliefs take those beliefs to be true; so in speaking about innatism about
beliefs I shall focus on innate true beliefs.

!> Scott, ‘Innatism’, 130; cf. PM, 108-9. In the passage quoted in the text, Scott mentions belief
and ideas; but there is also dispositional innatism about knowledge. I shall focus on knowledge and
belief, without discussing ideas separately. ‘Whatever its experience’ might indicate (a) any con-
ceivable experience; or (b) any experiences one has, given human nature as it is. I assume Scott
intends (b); and I'll understand dispositional innatism accordingly.
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view, we don’t literally have innate knowledge or belief. It’s the disposition to
acquire knowledge or belief of certain specific items rather than others that is
innate. (Hence I shall say that, on this view, knowledge and belief are not innate;
only the disposition is.) Those who favor dispositional innatism sometimes speak
of knowledge or belief being in one. But, on this version of dispositional innatism,
that is shorthand for the view that we are predisposed to know or believe certain
specific truths.'®

To say that we are innately disposed to know or believe certain specific truths is
not to say merely that we can know or believe them. The disposition at issue is a
determinate disposition, not a bare capacity. Locke famously argues that innate
knowledge is either conscious explicit knowledge or else amounts to no more
than having a bare capacity to learn whatever we do learn. In the first case, it’s
obvious that we lack innate knowledge. In the second case, we have it, but the
claim is trivial. Leibniz, however, appeals to innate dispositions as a third option
that avoids (or at any rate is meant to avoid) the horns of Locke’s dilemma:'”

I have also used the analogy of a veined block of marble, as opposed to an entirely
homogeneous block of marble or to a blank tablet—what the philosophers call a tabula
rasa. For if the soul were like such a blank tablet then truths would be in us as the shape of
Hercules is in a piece of marble when the marble is entirely neutral as to whether it
assumes this shape or some other. However, if there were veins in the block which marked
out the shape of Hercules rather than other shapes, then that block would be more
determined to that shape and Hercules would be innate in it, in a way, even though
labour would be required to expose the veins and to polish them into clarity, removing
everything that prevents their being seen. This is how ideas and truths are innate to us—as
inclinations, dispositions, tendencies, or natural potentialities, not as actions.

16 However, Leibniz, for example, may identify ideas with dispositions; and, as we shall see in
Ch. 8, it is sometime suggested that for the Stoics, or for some of the Stoics, prolepses (a subset of
concepts) are innate because they are dispositions and the dispositions are innate. On this version of
dispositional innatism, ideas are literally innate—but they are nothing over and above dispositions.

7 New Essays, 52. For Locke, see his An Essay concerning Human Understanding, ed.
P. H. Nidditch (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1975), Bk. 1.1. In Met. 1048a32-3, Aristotle says
that ‘we call potentially, for example, Hermes in the wood’; but his point is different from Leibniz’s.
Aristotle seems to mean just that Hermes can be carved from the wood, whereas Leibniz’s point is
that there are specific veins that make it more likely that a statue of Hercules will result than a statue
of someone else. Descartes says that ‘the true triangle is contained in the figure only in the way in
which a statue of Mercury is contained in a rough block of wood’ (Fifth Replies, AT 7.381-2/ CSM
2.262). The similarity between his metaphor and Aristotle’s perhaps suggests that he has Aristotle’s
rather than Leibniz’s point in mind.

'8 1t’s not clear whether Descartes identifies innate ideas and truths with dispositions or thinks
that an innate idea is one that is suitably caused by an innate disposition (and that is neither
adventitious nor made up). See Jolley, The Light of the Soul, 50.
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Similarly, Descartes says that in speaking of innate ideas, he means no more than
that we have the power of thinking, and that some of our thoughts are neither
adventitious (derived from sense experience) nor made up by us, but ‘come solely
from the power of thinking within’ us (CSM I 303/AT VIIIB 357-8)."® To explain
this view, Descartes sometimes uses the analogy of diseases that might be said to
be innate. He explains that he doesn’t mean that babies actually have the disease
when in their mother’s womb, ‘but simply that they are born with a certain
faculty or tendency to contract them’ (CSM I 303/AT VIIIB 358). And in a Letter
to Voetius (CSM III 222/AT VIIIB 166-7), in replying to the objection that his
arguments for the existence of God ‘have force only for those who already know
that he exists, since they depend simply on notions that are innate within us’,
Descartes says:19

It is to be noted that all those things of which the knowledge is said to be implanted in us
by nature, are not thereby expressly known by us; but are only such that we can know
them without any sense-experience through the powers of our own mind. All geometrical
truths are of this sort, not only the very obvious ones but also the rest, however abstruse
they may seem. And thus Socrates in Plato, by questioning a boy about the elements of
geometry and by thus bringing it about that the boy drew out truths from his own mind,
which he had not previously noticed to be in it, tried to prove his doctrine of recollection.
And the knowledge of God is of this kind; and when you infer that there is no one who is
speculatively an Atheist, you were not less silly than if from the fact that all Geometrical
truths are in the same way innate in us, you had said that there is no one in the world who
does not know Euclid’s elements.

So according to Descartes, some truths are innate in the sense that ‘we come to
know them by the power of our own native intelligence’.

' Translation by Jolley, The Light of the Soul, 50, but substituting ‘recollection’ for ‘reminiscence’.
Descartes speaks both about knowing something through the power of one’s mind and also about
drawing out truths already in the mind. The first suggests dispositional innatism, but the second
might be taken to imply that the truths are already there. However, perhaps, in speaking of drawing
out truths from one’s own mind, Descartes means no more than that one has the power to believe or
know them. It’s debated whether Descartes has a single, consistent view of innatism and, if he does,
what it is. Whether or not he always intends just dispositional innatism, that seems to me to be one
strand of his thought.

In the Fifth Meditation Descartes says that ‘there are countless particular figures regarding shape,
number, motion and so on, which I perceive when I give them my attention. And the truth of these
matters is so open and so much in harmony with my nature, that on first discovering them it seems
(videar) that I am not so much learning something new as recollecting (reminisci) what I knew
before; or it seems like noticing for the first time things which were long present within me although
I had never turned my mental gaze on them before’. (AT 7.63-4/CSM 2.44). Descartes doesn’t think
we are recollecting in such cases; rather, he says just that it seems to him that he is doing so. Perhaps
he is alluding to what is sometimes called quasi-recollection, the feeling that one knew something
before. As we shall see (in Ch. 6, sect. 16), Aristotle seems to allude to this phenomenon in APr. 2.21.
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Just as one can be innately disposed to acquire a disease without ever actually
contracting it, so, one might think, one can be innately disposed to know or
believe something without ever actually knowing or believing it. However, those
who discuss dispositional innatism sometimes characterize it as the view that we
will inevitably come to know or believe whatever we are innately disposed to
know or believe. So, for example, Dominic Scott says that, according to disposi-
tional innatism, we do form certain notions, whatever our experience.zo It’s not
merely that we are predisposed to do so, though we may fail to do so; rather, we
will in fact acquire certain ‘notions’, whatever experiences we have. Similarly, Jon
Miller takes dispositional innatism to be the view that ‘innate properties are not
items of knowledge or belief or concepts or behaviour but dispositions to form
certain knowledge or beliefs or concepts or behaviour. On this view, the soul is
structured in such a way that it will inevitably come to possess certain properties
although it does not have them at birth’.*!

Let’s call the view that we are innately disposed to acquire knowledge or belief
of certain specific truths, whatever our experience, where that doesn’t guarantee
that we will acquire that knowledge or those beliefs, weak dispositional innatism.
And let’s call the view that we will inevitably, whatever our experience, acquire
the knowledge or beliefs we are innately disposed to acquire strong dispositional
innatism. Presumably, even on strong dispositional innatism, someone might fail
to acquire the knowledge or beliefs we are innately disposed to acquire if, for
example, they die soon after being born. So we should take strong dispositional
innatism to be the view that we will inevitably acquire the knowledge or beliefs we
are innately disposed to acquire, if we have any experiences at all and also reach a
certain age. For the Stoics, this would be the age of reason, which is either seven
or fourteen.”?

Three further issues about dispositional innatism should be mentioned. First,
though it is often formulated as the view that we are innately disposed to know or
believe certain specific truths, according to a weaker version it is sufficient for
being an innate dispositionalist that one be innately inclined to have some
knowledge or true beliefs or other, without its being implied that one is innately
inclined to know or believe certain specific truths.

%% “Innatism’, 139. Scott speaks of an innate predisposition to acquire beliefs or ideas; this is
dispositional innatism about beliefs and ideas. But it’s clear he (also) means to describe dispositional
innatism about knowledge.

2! ‘Innate Ideas in Stoicism and Grotius’, 144.

% See Ch. 8, sect. 2.

2 See, for example, M. Fara, Dispositions’, in Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy (Spring, 2013),
ed. E. N. Zalta, <http://plato.stanford.edu/archives/spr2013/entries/dispositions/>.
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Secondly, there is room for debate about what exactly a disposition is, and what
it takes to have a disposition to F in particular. Dispositions have been explained
in different ways.”> In a passage quoted above, Scott explains them in terms of
potentiality. But there are different sorts of potentialities. Aristotle, for example,
distinguishes first from second potentiality. So, for example, an infant has a first
potentiality to know language, in that she can do so, where this means, not just
that it is possible for her to do so, but that there is some permanent, or relatively
permanent, state of her that explains how she can do so.>* Someone who knows
French but is not attending to it at a time has a second potentiality (or what is also
called a first actuality) to speak French.”® Though infants have a first potentiality
to know language, they don’t have a first potentiality to know French in particu-
lar. Similarly, even if we have an innate disposition to know language, we don’t
have an innate disposition to know French. Further, whether someone acquires
a second potentiality to know French depends on contingent facts about the
environment they grow up in.

Thirdly, it is sometimes held that it is not sufficient for being a dispositional
innatist that one posit one or more innate dispositions. Rather, in addition, they
must play a sufficiently robust explanatory role. Scott, for example, thinks that
Aristotle posits some innate dispositions, but he declines to call him a disposi-
tional innatist since, in Scott’s view, when Aristotle explains our cognitive
development, he focuses not on innate dispositions but on perception, memory,
and experience.”® This restriction on what it takes to be an innate dispositionalist
has the advantage that, with it, the view isn’t so broad that everyone who thinks
the mind has some structure at birth that inclines it in various ways counts as a
dispositional innatist. On the other hand, the restriction as phrased leaves room
for dispute about how robust an explanatory role innate dispositions must play
before someone counts as a dispositional innatist.

Dispositional innatism can, then, be understood in different ways. Merely
saying that someone is a dispositional innatist therefore leaves it indeterminate
what sort of dispositional innatist he is.

** Here and in what follows, in discussing potentiality I am indebted to T. H. Trwin, Aristotle’s
First Principles (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1988), 225-37.

25 For the distinction between first and second potentiality, see, for example, De Anima 2.5. In
2.1, Aristotle also distinguishes two sorts of actuality. In addition to first actuality (which is the same
as second potentiality), there is also second actuality, which consists in my exercising my first
actuality: if e.g. I know how to speak French, and then speak it on a given occasion.

*% RE, 100.

27 Miller, ‘Innate Ideas in Stoicism and Grotius’, 144.



Plato is generally held to be an innatist in the Meno. Indeed, according to one
recent commentator, he is ‘in many respects an arch innatist.”” On what is
probably the most common version of this view, he is a cognitive-condition
innatist about knowledge. Scott, for example, says that ‘we have latent knowledge
of these principles’ [i.e. of answers to ‘What is F?’ questions], that is, we stand in
the cognitive condition of knowing them.*® Because this is the most prominent
view, I shall focus on it.*’ But other positions have also been held. Dancy, for
example, thinks that Plato in the Meno is a dispositional innatist about both true
belief and knowledge.”® Vlastos sometimes suggests that Plato thinks that true
belief, but not knowledge, is innate.”’ Gentzler thinks that Plato in the Meno is
either a content or a dispositional innatist about true beliefs; she doesn’t say he
posits innate knowledge.*® Descartes and Leibniz may take Plato to be a disposi-

tional innatist.”> But according to Scott, dispositional innatism is ‘a very un-

Platonic kind of innateness’.>*

28 PM, 108. See 110 and 111 for what seem to be further statements of cognitive-condition
innatism about knowledge.

2% However, we shall have occasion to explore dispositional innatism further later, when we
consider Aristotle, the Epicureans, and the Stoics. I shall also touch on it later in this chapter.

% Plato’s Introduction of Forms, 228-36.

31 At least, this is one possible reading of what he says in ‘Anamnesis’, 153 n. 14, though not
everything he says in that note is congenial to that view. Be that as it may, this may be the view he
thinks Plato holds in the Gorgias: see his ‘The Socratic Elenchus’, Oxford Studies in Ancient
Philosophy 1 (1983), 25-58, reprinted in his Socratic Studies (Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 1994), 23 (latter pagination). (However, though he says there that, according to Plato, anyone
who has any beliefs is guaranteed to have ‘covert’ true beliefs, he doesn’t commit himself to saying
that Plato thinks we have any innate beliefs.) In ‘Is the “Socratic Fallacy” Socratic?’, however, he may
ascribe content innatism about knowledge to Plato in the Meno (Socratic Studies, 79). In ‘Socrates
“contra” Socrates in Plato’, in his Socrates, he takes the Meno to say that ‘all knowledge is innate’ (54;
emphasis in the original), though he doesn’t say what sort of knowledge innatism he thinks Plato
holds.

2 See ‘Recollection’. She doesn’t choose between content and dispositional innatism about true
belief, but thinks he is committed to one of these positions. Nor does she take a stand on weak as
opposed to strong dispositional innatism. I discuss Gentzler below.

%> For Descartes, see the passage quoted above from the Letter to Voetius. In New Essays, 47,
Leibniz says that he and Plato both believe that ‘the soul inherently contains the sources (princeps) of
various notions and doctrines which external objects merely rouse up on suitable occasions’. There’s
room for dispute about what these ‘sources’ are. But if, as is possible, they are dispositions, then,
since Leibniz says that Plato holds the same view as he does, he takes Plato to be a dispositional
innatist. Though 47 doesn’t mention knowledge, in Discourse 26 Leibniz says that we knew all these
things virtually; and here he mentions the geometrical discussion in the Meno. So perhaps he takes
Plato to be an innate dispositionalist about knowledge (not just ideas).

** RE, 162.
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3. Plato’s argument for the immortality
of the soul, and steps 1-2

The main passage in the Meno in which Socrates has been thought to be
committed to some form of innatism is 85d3-86¢2. Before considering it, it
will be useful to recall the conclusion of the geometrical discussion, which will
be of concern to us later:

What do you think, Meno? Is there any belief he gave in reply that wasn’t his own?

No, they were his own.

And yet he did not know, as we said awhile ago.

That’s true.

But these beliefs were in him (enésan, imperfect), weren’t they?

Yes.

So someone who doesn’t know, whatever the things may be which he doesn’t know, has
in him (eneisin, present) true beliefs about things he doesn’t know?

Apparently.

At present, these beliefs have just been stirred up in him, like in a dream. But if
someone questions him about these same things often and in many ways, you know that
in the end he will know about these things no less accurately than anyone. (85b8-d1)*®

In the last chapter, we saw that in the geometrical discussion Socrates argues that
one can inquire into, and discover, something one doesn’t know. For the slave
lacks knowledge, yet he inquires; he also discovers the right answer and realizes
he’s done so. If Socrates replies to the paradox by explaining how one can inquire
and discover even if one lacks knowledge, then, we might be tempted to infer, he
doesn’t posit innate knowledge.*®

However, this argument is too quick. For one might say that Socrates means
only that the slave can inquire and discover even though he lacks conscious
explicit knowledge. For all that, the slave might have latent innate knowledge; and
perhaps it explains how he can inquire and discover. Though neither the first
statement of the theory of recollection nor the geometrical discussion says this,
it’s often thought that the second statement of the theory of recollection does so.

35 {2QR.} T! oot Sokei, & Mévwv; éotw fyTva 36¢av oy adTod odTos dmexpivato; {MEN.} Odk,
AN éavrod. {20.} Kai p.'r‘)V 0Dk ﬁSEL Y€, ws e”q,')ap.ev SA{yov ﬂpéTepov. {MEN.} "4/\7](91} Aéyes. {20}
Evijoav 8¢ ye adtd adrar al 86¢ar 1 ob; {MEN.} Nal. {20} T odk €lddTi dpa mepl dv dv un €ldh
éverow aAnbels 86faw mepl TobTwy v ok olde; {MEN.} Palverar. {ZQ.} Kal viv uév ye adrd domep
5vap &ID’TL C;,VO.KEKL’V‘/]VTU.L ll[ 8650.!, al’j\TaL' GL, 86‘ al;TO/V TLS dVGID'T}UéTCLL 7TO)\A(1’,KLS‘ Td al}‘rd ’TO.I;’TU. Kai
modaxg, ofcl 87t TeXevrdv 0d8evds frTov drpiPds émoTriceTal mepl TobTwWY.

36 However, he might, for all that, posit innate true beliefs; and he is sometimes thought to do so
in the passage just cited. I discuss this in sect. 6.

37 Trans. Sedley and Long, revised. I insert numbers for ease of reference.

3 Cf. ex hautou, Aristotle, De Mem. 452a11. Thanks to David Bronstein for this reference.
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So let’s turn next to it. It constitutes the third and final stage of Socrates’ three-
stage reply to Meno’s Paradox.
Socrates proceeds to say:’’

(1) Won’t he know without having been taught by anyone, but <only by> being
questioned, taking up (analabén) the knowledge himself from himself (autos ex
hautou)**? (85d3-4) Yes.

(2) Isn’tit the case that to take up (analambanein) knowledge oneself in oneself (auton
en hauto(i)) is to recollect (anamimnéskesthai)? (85d6-7) Certainly.

(3) Isn’t it the case that he either acquired the knowledge which he now has at some
time, or else always had (aei eichen) it? (85d9-10). Yes.

(4) If, then, he always had it, he was always a knower. (5) But if he acquired it at some
time, it wasn’t in this life. (6) Or has someone taught him geometry? For he will
achieve the same results in every branch of geometry and in all the other branches
of knowledge (mathémata). So is there anyone who has taught him everything? For
I suppose you ought to know, since he was born and brought up in your house-
hold.—I certainly know that no one ever taught him.—(7) But does he have these
beliefs, or not?—It’s apparent that he must have them, Socrates.—(8) But if he
didn’t acquire them in this life, isn’t it then clear that he had (eiche) them and
learned them (ememathékei) at some other time?—So it appears.—Then isn’t this
the time when he was not a human being?—Yes.—(9) If, then, these true beliefs are
in him both at the time when he was a human being, and at the time when he was
not, a human being, beliefs that, when stirred by questioning, will become know-
ledge, will not his soul for all time be in the condition of having learned (ar’oun ton
aei chronon memathékuia estai hé psuché autou)? (10) For it’s clear that for the
whole of time (fon panta chronon), he either is or is not a human being.—So it
appears.—(11) Then if the truth about beings is always in the soul, won’t the soul
be immortal, (12) so that you must confidently try to inquire into, and recollect,
what you don’t happen to know now: that is, what you don’t remember?—1It seems
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to me that you're right, Socrates; but I don’t know how.—(13) And I think so too,
Meno. As far as the other points (ta alla) are concerned, I wouldn’t altogether take
a stand on the argument. But that we will be better and more manly and less idle if
we think one should inquire into that which one doesn’t know than if we think it
isn’t possible to discover what we don’t know and that we don’t need to inquire
into it: that is something I would certainly fight for to the end, if I could, in both
word and deed. (85d12-86¢2)*°

Let’s ask first about the force of analambanein, which occurs at both 85d4 (= (1))
and 85d6 (= (2)). It can mean ‘to recover’. But it can also mean, and is sometimes
used by Plato to mean, ‘to take up’, in a sense that is compatible with, though it
doesn’t imply, learning for the first time.** In 85d3-4 (= (1)), Plato contrasts
the slave’s analambanein knowledge with his being taught by someone. If he
means that the slave is not being taught by anyone but is taking the answer up for
himself—that is, he is working the answer out for himself, using his own
resources—then Plato is just emphasizing one of the main morals of the cross-
examination of the slave. He is thinking of what he’s just said, namely, that if the
slave is questioned further, he will in the end acquire knowledge. On this reading,
(1) says that the slave will acquire this knowledge, not by being taught, but by
working things out for himself. So read, (1) follows on quite naturally from the
preceding discussion. If, however, Socrates means that the slave is recovering
knowledge he already has or once had, the remark comes out of the blue and is
wholly unjustified.*' This gives us a reason to suppose that analambanein, in
85d4, means ‘to take up’.

In 85d6-7 (= (2)), Plato says that to analambanein knowledge in the way the
slave has done is to recollect. If this means that to recover knowledge is to
recollect, the remark is a near tautology. An alternative is that, in 85d6-7, Plato
is saying that the slave’s ability to work things out for himself is best explained on
the assumption that he is recollecting. Plato doesn’t provide an argument for this
highly controversial claim. But if we read 85d3-4 and 85d6-7 as just suggested,
they fit better with the preceding discussion than they would do if 85d3-4 just
announced that the slave is recovering knowledge he has or once had.

(;/’TL 8) Ol.’é,LLEVOL SE[V C'OTSEV & ,L’n, TLS OZ\SEV IBE/\’TL/OUS’ &V El?/l,GV KG,E G,,VSPLKL(,)’TEPOL KO.E ’I:'}\T’TOV (;.p’yOE ’;]‘ €L’
ololpela & wiy émorduebo pundé Svwvatov elvar edpeiv undé deiv {nreiv, mepl TobTOU WAVL AV
SLO./J.(IXDL//_L’I]V, €L’ OfO/S' TE GI’.,’T]V, KCLI: Aé’y{y KO.L‘ E’,P’yq)

40 18], sv. analambané. This point is made by Irwin, Plato’s Ethics, 132-6, and 372, n. 15. As
examples of the second use, he cites Ap. 22b2; Symp. 185el; Rep. 606e4; Tht. 203al; So. 255€9; and
Pol. 261c5. Cf. also M. 87e5, where analambanontes doesn’t imply prior knowledge.

*I' It doesn’t come out of the blue, insofar as the theory of recollection has already been
mentioned. However, the point is that here Socrates is trying to prove that the theory of recollection
is true; hence it shouldn’t simply be assumed.
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This is the place where Plato connects the geometrical discussion to the theory
of recollection. He claims that the slave’s ability to inquire as he does is best
explained on the assumption that he is recollecting. This, then, is how the
geometrical discussion ‘shows’ the truth of the theory of recollection: the theory
of recollection is the best explanation of the facts made clear in the geometrical
discussion. The geometrical discussion shows that inquiry and discovery are
possible, by providing an example of both. The theory of recollection explains
how they are possible.**

AsIread (1) and (2), then, one thing they say is that the slave has the ability to
work things out for himself in such a way that, if all goes well, he will eventually
acquire knowledge. At this point, what’s said to be in the slave isn’t knowledge,
but his analambanein knowledge: the process of working things out for himself
in a way that can eventuate in knowledge. (2) then makes the highly-controver-
sial claim that the slave’s ability to work things out for himself is best explained by
saying that he is recollecting. It follows that the slave once knew. For one can
recollect only what one once knew. But, as we’ve seen, to say that one once knew
doesn’t imply that one now knows: one can forget what one once knew in such a
way that one no longer knows it at all. We’ve also seen that the first statement of
the theory of recollection posits prenatal but not innate knowledge. So far, then,
there is no reason to import innate knowledge here either.*’

This might be challenged. For, it might be thought, if we recollect what we
once knew, surely there must be a persisting entity that causally relates our
prior knowledge to our recollection of it? Otherwise, it would seem that, rather
than recollecting, we are learning for a second time.** Yet, as Aristotle says in
De Memoria, even learning for a second time differs from recollection: ‘the same

2 Similarly, in the Phaedo, when Cebes mentions the theory of recollection, Simmias defends it
by saying that ‘when people are questioned, provided someone questions them well, they themselves
come up with true statements about everything. And yet, they wouldn’t be able to do this, if
knowledge and a correct account were not in them’ (73a7-10; trans. Sedley and Long, somewhat
revised). Here too, the fact that people can work things out for themselves is explained by
recollection. I discuss this passage briefly below, in sect. 11.

*3 For a different interpretation of (1) and (2), see Scott, PM, 110; for my reply, see ‘Enquiry and
Discovery’, 356-8. Socrates says that ‘to analambanein knowledge oneself in oneself is recollection’.
I take this to mean, not that knowledge is in one, but that taking things up oneself in a way that (if all
goes well) eventuates in knowledge is recollection. The knowledge that is mentioned in 85d4 and 6 is
the future knowledge that 85c¢9-d1 says the slave will have if he is questioned further. I take ‘oneself
in oneself” in 85d6 to have the same force as ‘himself from himself” in 85d4, which I interpret to
mean that the slave himself works things out by, or for, himself. (The first passage mentions just the
slave; the second generalizes.)

44 This is what Moravcsik calls ‘the entitative feature of remembering’ (‘Learning as Recollection’, 58).
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person can learn and discover the same thing twice. Hence recollecting must
differ from these cases; and it must be that people recollect because of a principle
(arché) that is in them, one that goes beyond that from which they learn’
(451b9-12, Sorabji trans., somewhat modified). This principle, it might be
thought, must be some sort of persisting entity; and surely the persisting entity
must be knowledge? If it persists, surely we have innate knowledge?

Let’s grant that recollection requires something to persist, something that
plays a suitable causal role linking our prior knowledge to our recollection.
Even so, the persisting entity doesn’t need to be knowledge, in either the cogni-
tive-condition or content sense. Perhaps the persisting entity is a disposition to
reacquire the knowledge we once had, or a disposition to favor truths over
falsehoods; or perhaps it is something about the structure of the mind, which
grounds, or gives rise to, a disposition. If, as I think, that’s sufficient for satisfying
the entitative feature, then recollection doesn’t require content or cognitive-
condition innatism about knowledge. Nor does it require strong dispositional
innatism about knowledge; for weak dispositional innatism about knowledge is
sufficient for satisfying the entitative feature. Indeed, perhaps it will do if our
minds are structured in a way that allows us to acquire appropriate dispositions.

Be all that as it may, whatever we think is implied in saying that we recollect,
it’s another thing to say what Plato thinks is implied. We need to see whether he
accepts the entitative feature and, if he does so, what sort of persisting entity
he posits: something about the structure of the mind that grounds a disposition
(and if so, what disposition it grounds), knowledge in the content or cognitive-
condition sense, or something else again. But perhaps he doesn’t accept the
entitative feature. If recollection requires the entitative feature, but Plato doesn’t
think it does, and if that’s Aristotle’s view, then perhaps Aristotle distinguishes
learning for a second time from recollecting precisely because he thinks Plato
doesn’t do so. Yet another possibility is that Plato doesn’t commit himself one
way or the other about the entitative feature; perhaps he doesn’t say enough for us
to be able to know whether he accepts it or, if he does, what he posits to satisfy it.
We shall need to see. So far, all Plato has said is that, in working things out for
ourselves in the way the slave has done, we recollect. He hasn’t told us what is
involved in recollecting.

> For this view, see e.g. Sharples, note ad loc.; Scott, PM, 110-13. Sharples thinks the view that
Socrates is positing latent knowledge here fits best with (4) (= 85d12). That is not so on my
interpretation of (4), for which see below.
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4. Steps 3-6

In (3), Socrates speaks of ‘the knowledge which he [the slave] now has’ (85d9).
Socrates has been emphasizing the fact that the slave lacks knowledge. Why, then,
does he say that the slave now has knowledge? One possibility is that he means
that, though the slave doesn’t have explicit knowledge, he has latent knowledge.*
However, Socrates doesn’t explicitly mention latent or explicit knowledge. He
simply says that the slave lacks knowledge and then, at 85d9, that he has it.*° We
need not infer either that Socrates contradicts himself or that, in saying earlier
that the slave lacks knowledge, he was speaking loosely. Nor do we need to invoke
both explicit and latent knowledge to avoid contradiction. For the context makes
it clear that ‘now’ (nun) is forward-referring, to the time when the slave will
acquire the knowledge he has just been said to lack.*” The slave doesn’t have
knowledge in the present; but he will acquire it in the future, if all goes well 48
(3) mentions two options. They are usually taken to be:

(3a) the slave acquired his knowledge at some time
and:

(3bl) the slave has knowledge for all time.*’

Plato is then thought to eliminate (3a) and to infer that the soul is immortal. If the
soul has knowledge for the whole of time, it has it now and so it has it innately.™

If Socrates argues for immortality in this way, we should be disappointed. For
(3a) and (3bl) are not exhaustive options; hence disproving (3a) would not
entitle us to infer that the soul is immortal. Another possibility, in addition to
(3a) and (3b1), is that the slave neither acquired his knowledge at some time nor
exists for the whole of time, but has knowledge for as long as he exists. And in

46 Cf. Vlastos, ‘Anamnesis’, n. 14; Dancy, Plato’s Introduction of Forms, 226.

47 See, for example, the future tense at 85d4-5. For the suggestion that ‘now’ is future tense, see
my ‘Inquiry in the Meno’, 223, n. 40; Plato on Knowledge and Forms, 5 n. 9; Irwin, Plato’s Ethics, 372
n. 14. For criticism of this suggestion, see Scott, PM, 109-12. I reply in ‘Enquiry and Discovery’,
358-61. In ‘Plato’s Epistemology’, in G. Fine (ed.), The Oxford Handbook of Plato (Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 2008), 165-190, C. C. W. Taylor grants that ‘now’ ‘may be’ future referring; but he
thinks that the overall argument ‘still requires that the slave has never acquired knowledge but has
always possessed it’ (172, n. 8). I ask in what follows whether that is so.

8 Even if Socrates says that the slave presently has latent (i.e. unconscious) knowledge, it would
take further argument to show that he also thinks the slave has innate knowledge. Perhaps he
acquired his latent knowledge at some time after he was born. This is rightly noted by Scott, PM,
110-12; contrast RE, 16.

49 1 use ‘(3b)’ for the second option, whatever it turns out to be. (3bl), (3b2), and (3b3) are three
interpretations of the second option.

50 Gee, with variations, Bluck, Plato’s Meno, 313; Scott, PM, 105-20; and Dancy, Plato’s Intro-
duction of Forms, 233.
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fact, we need not take ‘always had’ (aei eichen) in 85d10 to mean that the soul
knows for the whole of time. We can take it to mean that:

(3b2) the slave always has knowledge for as long as he exists.

Of course, (3b2) also posits innate knowledge. The point, for now, is just that we
shouldn’t be too quick to assume that (3b1) correctly states the second option
Socrates has in mind; for (3b2) is also possible.

There is also a third possible interpretation of (3), which is the one I favor.
Socrates has said that, if the slave acquires knowledge in the future, he will do so
by recollecting. It follows that he previously had knowledge; for one can recollect
knowledge only if one once had that knowledge but has since forgotten it."
Perhaps (3) is asking about the slave’s prior knowledge: did he acquire it, or
did he have it for the whole of that previous time, until he forgot it? On this
interpretation, (3b) should be read as:

(3b3) the slave had knowledge for the whole of his prior existence (until he
forgot it).

If the slave had knowledge for the whole of his prior existence (until he forgot it),
then either he was created that way or else he was not created but had his prior
knowledge for an infinitely long time in the past (until he forgot it).

If we understand (3) as (3b3), it mentions exhaustive options: the slave either
acquired his prior knowledge or always had it (until he forgot it). That is an

>! In the Meno, Socrates doesn’t explicitly say that we lost our prior knowledge, but I think he
assumes this. In Phd. 75c4-76d4, Socrates explicitly says that we lose our prenatal knowledge when
we are born. (3), however, isn’t explicitly about our prenatal knowledge; it’s just about our prior
knowledge. It emerges only later that the prior knowledge Socrates has in mind is prenatal. For the
assumption that one can recollect only what one has forgotten, see e.g. Damascius, Commentary on
the Phaedo, 253, 262, 267 (Westerink).

52 Wwith (3b2), (3) also mentions exhaustive options. To say that (3b3) fits well with the rest of the
argument is not to say that, with it, the argument is sound or even valid. A third consideration in
favor of (3b3), beyond the two mentioned in the text, is the use of the imperfect (eichen) in 85d10. If
Plato meant that the slave always has knowledge for all time, or for as long as he exists, one might
have expected him to use the present or perfect. At 81c9, Socrates speaks of recalling what one
previously knew (proteron épistato). The use of the aorist would be odd if he thinks we still have
knowledge. The implication again seems to be that the slave once had knowledge, but no longer has
it. One might argue that what he once had was conscious explicit knowledge and that, though he no
longer has that, he has unconscious latent knowledge. But Plato doesn’t mention or imply this. In
section 9, I shall suggest he doesn’t intend it.

> Nonetheless, some interpretations are worth mentioning. Weiss thinks that (4) is part of a
reductio of (3b): Socrates has told us that the slave doesn’t currently know (85c2); hence he isn’t
always a knower; hence he doesn’t always have knowledge. See Virtue in the Cave, 114. However,
Weiss assumes that (3b) is either (3bl) or (3b2) whereas, on my view, it is (3b3). (4), coupled with
85c2, is not a reductio of (3b3). Rather, it just says that the slave was always a knower (until he forgot
the knowledge he had).
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advantage of so reading (3). Another advantage of this reading is that, as we shall
see, it fits quite well with the rest of the argument.>>

Step 4 says that (3b) (however we in the end interpret it) implies that the slave
was always a knower. It’s not entirely clear how we should interpret this under-
discussed premise. But so far as I can tell, nothing in what follows hangs on a
precise interpretation, so I shall pass it by.”

Steps 5-6 turn to (3a). They say that if the slave acquired his knowledge, he
didn’t do so in this life. So if he acquired his knowledge, he did so prenatally—
though this isn’t explicitly said at this point.>* At first this seems odd: we might
have expected Socrates to say that the slave acquires his knowledge for the first
time at that future time when, after further questioning, he converts his true beliefs
into knowledge. However, as we've seen, (2) says that the slave was recollecting
knowledge. If he was recollecting knowledge, he must have had that knowledge
at some previous time. So perhaps (5)-(6) ask when the slave acquired his prior
knowledge, if he acquired it at all. If that’s what (5)-(6) are asking, it would be
natural to interpret (3b) as (3b3). Socrates wants to know whether the slave
acquired his prior knowledge or had it all along (until he forgot it).

5. Steps 7-10

In the just-preceding steps, Socrates asked whether the slave acquired, or always
had, his prior knowledge. (7) turns abruptly to belief. Its phrasing reinforces the
point that the slave doesn’t currently have knowledge: but (de) he has beliefs.

Dancy thinks Socrates accepts not just the conditional in (4) but also its antecedent and so its
consequent. But he seems to think the slave is always a knower just in the sense that ‘once he has
answered these questions, put in different ways, a number of times, he will know’ (Plato’s Introduc-
tion of Forms, 232).

Thompson, The Meno of Plato, note ad loc., says that ‘he was always a knower’ ‘may be going too
far. The knowledge may be there but latent or potential’ (141). This suggests that he thinks that if
one is always a knower, one always has conscious explicit knowledge; since the slave doesn’t always
have that sort of knowledge, Thompson infers that Socrates exaggerates. In fact, I argue below that
Socrates does seem to be skeptical about latent knowledge. But with (3b3), we need not say that he is
exaggerating. For Socrates seems to think that our prenatal knowledge was conscious and explicit.
Here I agree with Scott in e.g. ‘Innatism’, 128-33, though I do not agree with his argument for the
claim, which involves his Assumption (A), for which see above, n. 1. Brown agrees with me that the
Meno doesn’t use Assumption (A). However, unlike me, she doesn’t think the dialogue takes our
prenatal knowledge to have been conscious and explicit: see ‘Connaissance et réminiscence dans le
Ménon’, 616-19.

>* Weiss thinks Socrates overlooks the possibility that if the slave acquired his prior knowledge,
he did so prenatally; and she uses that view to argue that (5)-(6) are a reductio of (3a). See Virtue in
the Cave, 114, n. 80. If, as I think, Socrates does not overlook that possibility, then he is not offering a
reductio of (3a).
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Step 8 says that if the slave didn’t acquire these beliefs in this life, he had them
(eiche, imperfect, 86al) and had learned them (ememathékei, pluperfect, 86al) at
some other time—hence prenatally. We might accept this conditional but reject
its antecedent. Why not say that the slave first acquired these beliefs at various
times in this life? Perhaps he learned for the first time earlier in this life that
squares have four equal sides; and perhaps he first acquired other beliefs during
his discussion with Socrates. The fact that he wasn’t formally instructed in
geometry doesn’t imply that he didn’t learn for the first time in this life that
all squares have four equal sides. Yet Socrates seems to assume that, just as the
slave’s future knowledge would need to be explained in terms of recollection, so
his current beliefs need to be explained in terms of recollection of what he knew
in a prior life. Probably the best way to explain this is to note that Socrates says
that ‘he will achieve the same results in every branch of geometry and in all the
other branches of knowledge (mathémata)’ (85e1-3): what’s true of the beliefs
Socrates has elicited from the slave is true of a large variety of propositions. So
the slave would have had to have acquired all such beliefs earlier in this life; yet
it’s not reasonable to think that he did so0.”

Step 8 can be understood in two ways. It might mean:>®

(8a) If the slave didn’t acquire his beliefs in this life, he acquired them at
some other time, viz. prenatally.

Or it might mean:

(8b) If the slave didn’t acquire his beliefs in this life, he had them for the
whole of some other time, viz. for the whole of his prenatal existence.

That is, just as (4)-(6) don’t choose between the always-had-prenatally vs. the
acquired-prenatally options for knowledge, so (8) isn’t clear about which of these

%% So Scott, PM, 113. Notice that if this is right, then the theory of recollection explains more than
how we move from belief to knowledge. It also explains how we acquire some of our beliefs. It
doesn’t follow that recollection is involved in all concept formation; nor does Socrates commit
himself to that view in the Meno.

¢ Where I have ‘prenatally’, Socrates has ‘when he was not a human being’.

7 And it is perhaps suggested by the use of the pluperfect, ‘had learned’ (ememathékei), and by
the mention of ‘at some other time’ (86al), which perhaps picks up ‘at some time’ (pote) in (3a).

> Here it’s worth noting a difference between the way in which (3b) is formulated and the way in
which the consequent of (8) is expressed: (3b) has aei (always), whereas the consequent of (8) has ‘at
some other time’. If the consequent of (8) is considering (3b), this change in phrasing reinforces the
suggestion that (3b) is (3b3): the ‘other time’ in (8) is the slave’s prenatal existence. If (8) is so read, it
might seem to conflict with 81c-e, which is often taken to imply that the soul acquired its prenatal
knowledge (and so beliefs, since knowledge implies belief). However, for all the first statement of the
theory of recollection says, the soul might have had knowledge for the whole of its prenatal existence:
see Ch. 4, sect. 2.
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two options it intends in the case of belief. (8a) is a natural reading.57 But it is far
from secure. For one thing, in 86al Socrates uses the imperfect (eiche), which he
also uses in 85d10 to express the second option in (3), which contrasts with
acquiring prior knowledge at some time. So perhaps he means that the slave
didn’t acquire these beliefs prenatally but, rather, had them for the whole of his
prenatal existence. That would favor (8b).”®

Or perhaps Socrates just wants to stress the fact that the slave had beliefs
prenatally, without committing himself as to whether the slave acquired them or
had them all along prenatally.”® In support of this suggestion is the fact that he
hasn’t given any argument in favor of either option, either for knowledge or for
belief.

Step 9 seems to be inferred from both (8) and (10).°° We've looked at (8); let’s
now look at (10). If ‘the whole of time’ in (10) means ‘all time’, then (10) assumes
that the soul always exists. It then begs the question in favor of immortality. An
alternative is that it means that, for as long as the slave exists (i.e. whenever
he exists), he either is or is not a human being. That this is all (10) means is
suggested by the antecedent of (9), which says (among other things) that true
beliefs are in him both when he is and when he is not a human being. Given the
context, this implies that he, or his soul, exists prenatally; but it doesn’t imply that
he, or his soul, is immortal.®!

Let’s now turn to (9). It is a complex conditional. Let’s look at its antecedent
first. One thing it says is that the slave has true beliefs both when he is and when
he is not a human being. This is ambiguous. It might mean that, at every time at
which he exists, both when he is and when he is not a human being, he has beliefs.
This is the usual reading.®> But an alternative is that all that's meant is that the
slave has beliefs both when he is and when he is not a human being—though not
necessarily for the whole of the time when he exists. That is, there is a time when

> Thanks to Lesley Brown for this suggestion and for helpful discussion of the argument as a
whole.

€0 That (10) is part of the support for (9) is suggested by for’ (gar) in 86a9.

1 Contrast Scott, PM, 113ff;; Dancy, Plato’s Introduction of Forms, 233ff. If, as I've suggested, aei
in (3) refers just to the soul’s prenatal existence, but ton panta chronon in (10) refers either to the
whole of time or to the whole of the slave’s existence, then the two phrases are used differently.
See n. 67.

2 See, for example, Sharples, note ad loc.

% These two options are compatible: it might be true both that the slave acquired his beliefs
prenatally and that he doesn’t have them for the whole of his human existence. Dancy would reject
the second option, since he thinks that 85c4 and 6 imply that the slave has true beliefs ‘all along’
(Plato’s Introduction of Forms, 231). However, though 85c4 and 6 say that various beliefs were in
him, it’s not clear that means that they were in him for as long as he exists. They might have been in
him prenatally, then forgotten, then reacquired during the conversation with Socrates. I return to
this issue below.
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he is human and has these beliefs; and there is a time when he is not human and
has these beliefs. That leaves open the possibility that he does not have these
beliefs at every moment of his existence. Perhaps he didn’t have them for part of
his prenatal existence, but acquired them at some point during it. Or perhaps he
didn’t have them for part of his human existence: perhaps he lost them on being
born but at some point reacquired them.®” On the first reading, the antecedent of
(9) commits Socrates to the existence of innate true beliefs, in some sense of
‘innate’. On the second reading, there is no such commitment. I return to this
point later.

In addition to saying that the slave has true beliefs both when he is and is not a
human being, the antecedent of (9) also says that these beliefs can become
knowledge.* To say that they can become knowledge implies that they are not
yet knowledge. So this part of (9) repeats what we’ve been told several times: the
slave has true beliefs, but he doesn’t yet have knowledge, though he can acquire it.

The consequent of the conditional in (9) is one of the main passages that have
been thought to show that Plato posits innate knowledge. For it is usually taken to
say that the slave’s soul knows for the whole of time. If the slave’s soul knows for
the whole of time, it has innate knowledge.

However, it would be odd if Socrates were to say this. For in the antecedent of
the conditional, he implies that the slave doesn’t know, but just has true beliefs.
On the usual reading of 86a8-9, Socrates seems to infer from the fact that the
slave has true beliefs that can become, but are not, knowledge, that he always
knows. That would be an odd argument.

One might attempt to mitigate the oddness by saying that Plato means that,
given that the slave lacks conscious explicit knowledge, his ability to transform
his true beliefs into conscious explicit knowledge can be explained only on the
assumption that he always has implicit or latent knowledge. If this were what
Plato meant, it would have been clearer if he had done something to indicate that
two different sorts of knowledge are at issue. He could have said that the slave
potentially knows, or latently or implicitly knows, or knows in one way but not in
another. But he says none of these things.®> Moreover, in (2) he says that the

%% The text at 86a6-7 is vexed. I accept Burnet’s reading. For discussion, see Bluck, Plato’s Meno,
note ad loc.

% By contrast, we shall see in the next chapter that Aristotle explicitly discusses different ways in
which one can know and not know the same thing; he also explicitly discusses knowing something
potentially (which is not to say that he posits innate knowledge).

6 Even if we say that not only does the slave have prenatal knowledge but, also, he recollects, it
still doesn’t follow that he has innate knowledge. The most that follows (if we accept the entitative
feature) is that there is some trace of the prenatal knowledge; but the trace doesn’t need to be
knowledge.
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slave can work things out for himself—not because he has innate or latent
knowledge, but—because he is recollecting. If he is recollecting, he once knew;
as Plato goes on to argue, he knew prenatally (though this knowledge has since
been forgotten). But, as we’ve seen, having prenatal knowledge doesn’t imply
having innate knowledge; and so it doesn’t follow from the fact that the slave has
prenatal knowledge that he knows now.*

There is an alternative to the view that ton aei chronon in (9) refers either to the
whole of time or to the whole of the soul’s existence: perhaps it refers just to the
whole of the soul’s prenatal existence.®” On this reading, 86a8-9 says that the soul
‘had learned’—that is, presumably, knew—for the whole of its prenatal existence.
Socrates would then be endorsing (3b3) over (3a).%8

So read, (9) fits well with the argument so far: Socrates is again telling us that
the fact that the slave can convert his true beliefs into knowledge means that he
knew before, in particular, he knew prenatally. He now tells us that the slave’s
ability to convert his true beliefs into knowledge can be explained only on

%7 Plato uses aei in both 86a8 and 85d10. In 86a8, but not in 85d10, it occurs as part of the phrase
ton aei chronon. I've suggested that in 85d10 Plato might be speaking just about the slave’s prenatal
existence. 'm now suggesting that the phrase ton aei chronon at 86a8 does so as well—in contrast to
ton panta chronon in 86a9, which clearly refers both to the time when the slave is, and to the time
when he is not, a human being, and so not just to his prenatal existence. See n. 61.

%8 As we've seen, Plato points out in Eud. 277¢3-278a5 that manthanein is ambiguous as between
‘to learn’ and ‘to understand’ or ‘to know’, that is, as between the process of learning and its product
(which in the ideal case is knowledge). It probably means ‘to know’ here. For it’s not clear what it
would mean to say that, for the whole of time (whether that’s the whole of the soul’s prenatal
existence, the whole of its existence, or the whole of time as such), the soul acquired knowledge. For
if the soul acquired knowledge, it didn’t always have it. Yet Vlastos, in ‘Anamnesis’, 153 n. 14,
translates as follows: the soul ‘has been for ever in the condition of having [once] acquired
knowledge’ (emphasis and brackets in the original). It’s not clear how the soul could forever be in
the condition of having once acquired knowledge. If it acquired knowledge, there is a time when it
didn’t have it, in which case it didn’t have it forever. My translation is, however, a variant of Vlastos™
‘will not his soul for all time be in the condition of having learned?’ I take this to mean that, for the
whole of his prenatal existence, he had knowledge (hence he didn’t acquire it prenatally). One might
object that memathékuia is a perfect participle, and so it indicates a present state, in which case the
slave now knows. See, for example, Sharples, note ad loc. However, the present state need not be one
of currently knowing. Perhaps the slave’s present state is that it is now true of him that he knew for
the whole of his prenatal existence. The thought would be that it’s that fact about his current state
that enables him to (re)acquire knowledge.

A related possibility (helpfully suggested to me by a referee) would be to say that memathékuia
indicates that the soul (for as long as it exists) is in a condition that reflects either knowledge or prior
learning. In its prenatal existence, this is reflected in the possession of actual knowledge (whether it
was at some point acquired or had all along). In its postnatal state, it is reflected in the slave’s soul
being in a condition that enables it to acquire knowledge. So understood, memathékuia doesn’t refer
just to the soul’s prenatal knowledge; but neither does it imply that the soul has innate knowledge.

% Perhaps he is tacitly relying on an indifference argument: there is no reason why he would have
acquired his prenatal knowledge 2,000 rather than 4,000 years ago; so, given that he had it for at least
some of his prenatal existence, he had it for the whole of his prenatal existence. Alternatively,
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the assumption that the slave had knowledge for the whole of his prenatal
existence. In (3), Socrates said that the soul either acquired or always had its
prenatal knowledge; he didn’t choose between these options. In (9), he endorses
the second option (= (3b3)). He seems to think that it is implied by the slave’s
ability to convert his true beliefs into knowledge. Unfortunately, it’s not clear why
he thinks this.®”

If we read (9) as I've suggested, it does not posit innate knowledge. Rather, the
consequent of (9) says only that the slave knew for the whole of his prenatal
existence.

6. Innate true belief?

One might argue that even if Socrates hasn’t posited innate knowledge, he has
posited innate true belief. Let’s now ask about this. We've seen that Socrates
denies that the slave has knowledge. However, he says that various beliefs were,

and are, in him (85c4, 6).”° According to Dancy, Socrates means that the beliefs

were ‘“in him” all along.. .. ; this is unavoidable; it is simply what Socrates says”.”"

Gentzler also thinks that this passage posits innate true beliefs.”

What sort of innatism do Dancy and Gentzler think Plato favors for true
belief? Gentzler mentions two options, which she doesn’t choose between: ‘Soc-
rates is claiming that there are literally true beliefs within the slave’s soul of which
he is not conscious prior to recollection. However, these beliefs might be explicit,
in the sense that there is an actual mental representation of a particular state of
affairs within one’s soul... Alternatively, these true beliefs may be merely impli-
cit, in the sense that they are mere propensities to give mental assent to true
propositions.””* So Gentzler thinks that the slave has innate true beliefs either in
the sense that there are true mental representations in him from birth or else in

perhaps we should endorse the suggestion mentioned in the last paragraph of the previous note.
Either way, (9) doesn’t posit innate knowledge.

70" At 85c4 he uses the imperfect; at 85c6 he uses the present tense.

Introduction of Forms, 231. Dancy thinks that Socrates also posits innate knowledge.
‘Recollection’, 293. She doesn’t say (or deny) that he posits innate knowledge.

7> “Recollection’, 281, n. 49. Cf. 293.

7* See ‘Recollection’, 291-3 for further discussion of the sort of innatism Socrates allegedly
accepts. So far as I can see, this further discussion doesn’t choose between the two interpretations
I mention in the text. It’s worth noting that Gentzler formulates dispositional innatism differently
from me. As I formulated it, it says that the disposition to form beliefs (or to form specific beliefs) is
innate, though the beliefs themselves are not innate. Gentzler, by contrast, identifies the beliefs with
innate propensities, in which case the beliefs are literally innate. Similarly, we shall see that (some of)
the Stoics are sometimes taken to think that certain beliefs are innate because they are identical to
innate propensities.

71
72
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the sense that he has innate propensities. 'm not sure whether the first option is
just content innatism about true belief (we have true mental representations in us
from birth, whether or not we are in the cognitive condition of belief with respect
to them) or cognitive-condition innatism about true belief (we are in the cogni-
tive condition of true belief, though these beliefs are unconscious). Her second
option is dispositional innatism about true belief.”*

Though Gentzler is undecided as between these two options, Dancy seems to
think that Socrates takes true beliefs to be innate just dispositionally. For he says
that the beliefs were ““in him” all along. .. [but] it cannot be that they were in him
as things that he believed. They come from him only in the sense that, once he
considers the questions they answer, he has no need of anyone else’s help: he can
see, by himself, the truth of the matter.””

Should we agree with Dancy and Gentzler that Socrates posits innate true
beliefs?

Dancy, we’ve seen, thinks that 85c4 and 6 say that the beliefs were in the slave
all along (i.e. either for all time or for the whole of the slave’s existence).”®
However, these two passages are compatible with the view that the beliefs were
in the slave prenatally and are in him now—because he has reacquired them
while conversing with Socrates. The passages need not be taken to say that the
beliefs are in him all along and so are innate.

The antecedent of (9) might be taken to say that the slave has beliefs in him for
the whole of his existence. On this reading, it implies that the slave has innate true
beliefs. But I suggested that all that’s meant is that the slave has true beliefs both
when he is, and when he is not, a human being, in the sense that at some time
during his current existence, and at some time during his prenatal existence, he
has true beliefs. If we read the antecedent of (9) in this way, it does not imply that
the slave has innate true beliefs.

75 Plato’s Introduction of Forms, 231.

76 According to Ebert, conceding that these beliefs are in the slave is Meno’s ‘first and fatal
mistake’ (‘The Theory of Recollection in Plato’s Meno’, 193). He takes the point to be ‘that the
specific proposition about the square’s diagonal was somehow in’ the slave, when all that’s true is
that he ‘brings along some capabilities’ (ibid.). That is, he thinks Meno wrongly accepts the view that
there are specific contents in the slave, when he should accept just the view that the slave has certain
capacities.

’7 Dancy, Plato’s Introduction of Forms, 231, agrees. So, though he thinks that that 85c4 and 6
posit innate true beliefs, he doesn’t think that 85¢9-d1 does so.

78 Scott, PM, 118, suggests that ‘it would be very strange if [Socrates] were to claim that the soul
possesses true beliefs (rather than knowledge) on all subjects for all eternity: for at 97e2-98a8 he will
insist that true belief is by its nature unstable’. Scott’s thought seems to be that if the soul always has
true beliefs, they are thereby stable, and hence constitute knowledge rather than mere true belief.
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Socrates also says that the slave has beliefs that were ‘stirred up’ in him as ifin a
dream. This needn’t imply that the beliefs were there all along. It might mean that
the slave has only just (re)acquired the beliefs.””

The passages just discussed are the ones that are thought to show that Socrates
posits innate true beliefs. I've suggested a different reading of them on which they
do not do so.”® Nor, I've suggested, has Socrates said anything so far that commits
him to positing innate knowledge.

7. Step 11

In (11) Socrates says that if the truth”® about beings (ta onta) is always in our
soul, the soul is immortal; and he plainly thinks he has established that the truth
is always in the soul. Hence he now infers that the soul is immortal. Up to now,
Socrates has focused on the slave in particular; he now generalizes to all humans.

Before asking precisely how to interpret (11), we should note that the argu-
ment for immortality begins by speaking about knowledge; it then turns to true
beliefs; now it mentions just truth. Knowledge implies true belief and truth; and
true belief implies truth. But true belief doesn’t imply knowledge. Nor does truth
imply either knowledge or true belief: there are truths that are neither known nor
believed. I return to the possible significance of this below.

But first let’s ask what Socrates means in saying that the truth is always in the
soul. There are at least three possibilities:

(11a) the truth is in the soul for the whole of time;
(11b) the truth is in the soul for as long as the soul exists;
(11c) the truth is in the soul for the whole of its prenatal existence.

Each option has something to be said in its favor—though, equally, each is also
problematic.

With (11a), the inference to immortality is valid. Further, we’ve seen that on
the usual interpretation of the argument, (3) says that either the soul acquired its
knowledge or had it for all time; Socrates is then thought to eliminate the first
option in favor of the second. If one reads the argument that way, one might well
favor (11a). That pushes the problem back a step; for as we’ve seen, if we read (3)

Hence, Socrates couldn’t hold that we always have mere true beliefs; if we always have true beliefs,
they are true beliefs that constitute knowledge. However, the sort of stability that Socrates thinks is
necessary for knowledge isn’t (just) longevity; hence even if we have true beliefs in us forever, that
wouldn’t by itself imply that they are knowledge. See my ‘Knowledge and True Belief in the Meno’.

7% Earlier Socrates spoke about true beliefs (in the plural). Here he uses the singular, ‘truth’, and
he doesn’t repeat ‘belief’.
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in that way it doesn’t state exhaustive options; and so inferring (3b) from the
falsity of (3a) would not be warranted. Be that as it may, I've argued that Socrates
hasn’t argued that the soul has knowledge for the whole of time. He has argued
only that the soul had knowledge for the whole of its prenatal existence. If that’s
all he’s argued, we should be reluctant to read (11) as (11a).

With (11b), the inference to immortality is invalid: it doesn’t follow from the fact
that the truth is in the soul for as long as it exists, that the soul exists for all time.
Perhaps the soul exists for just thirty years, and so the truth is in it for just thirty
years. But perhaps this invalidity shouldn’t stop us from reading (11) in way
(b).2° For Plato makes the same fallacious inference in the final argument for
immortality in the Phaedo.®' As against this reading, however, there is the fact
that, just as Socrates hasn’t defended (a), so he hasn’t defended (b).

With (11c¢), the inference to immortality also fails. Indeed it so obviously fails
that one might doubt that Plato could intend (c): how could anyone infer from
‘for all of the soul’s prenatal existence’ to ‘for all time’? Yet in the Phaedo, Plato
says that appealing to recollection doesn’t prove the immortality of the soul, but
only its pre-existence (76e-77c). He is presumably correcting what he says in the
Meno, which suggests that (c) may be the right reading after all, since it involves
an error that the Phaedo detects.®? Moreover, if (11) is read in way (c), it fits very
well into the preceding argument as I have been reading it.

I favor (11c). However, it doesn’t posit any sort of innatism. It just says that the
truth was in the soul for the whole of its prenatal existence.

Though I don’t favor (11a) or (11b), it’s worth asking whether they commit
Plato to some sort of innatism. They don’t commit him to any form of cognitive-
condition innatism; for they say only that truth is in the soul. Nor, I think, do they
commit him to content innatism. For (11) doesn’t say how the truth is in the soul:

80 Sharples, Plato: Meno, note ad loc., favors (11b).

81 See Phd. 105¢2-107al. The fallacy is neatly diagnosed in Eud. 296a-297a. As Socrates says, ‘T'm
afraid that this word “always” may trip us up’. For a more sympathetic account of the Phaedo
argument see N. Denyer, ‘The Phaedo’s Final Argument’, in D. Scott (ed.), Maieusis: Essays in
Ancient Philosophy in Honour of Myles Burnyeat (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2007), 86-96.

82 At 73a2-3 Cebes says that recollection would seem to prove immortality (or perhaps that it
makes immortality likely: eikos). Perhaps he intends to express some hesitation about whether it
does so. Whatever he initially thinks, Socrates goes on to argue that recollection doesn’t prove
immortality. By contrast, in his DidaskalikosI (= Handbook), Alcinous says that ‘If, again, acts of
learning are instances of recollecting, then the soul is immortal’ (177.45-178.1; Dillon trans., but
substituting ‘recollecting’ for ‘remembering’). This seems to make the same fallacious inference
I take (11) to make. The fact that Alcinous does so supports the suggestion that so too does Plato.
I discuss Alcinous briefly in Ch. 9, sect. 2.
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as a mental content or just as a disposition. I would be reluctant to say that (11a)
and (11b) imply strong dispositional innatism. For Plato doesn’t think that we
will inevitably come to know or believe all the truths we knew prenatally. He
thinks that we can do so; but he also thinks that most of us will never in fact do so.
Perhaps, however, (11a) and (11b) commit Plato to some form of weak disposi-
tional innatism. Be that as it may, on the reading of (11) that I prefer—(11c)—it
doesn’t commit him to any form of innatism.

8. Summary of the argument

Let’s now summarize some of the key points. The argument for immortality is
unclear in at least three ways.®® First, it’s not clear whether Plato means to say
that the slave acquired, or always has or had knowledge, true belief, or the truth.
Secondly, it’s not clear whether ‘always’ means ‘always for all time’, or ‘always
for as long as the soul exists’, or ‘always for the whole of the soul’s prenatal
existence’. Thirdly, it’s not clear whether Plato wants to say that the slave, or
his soul, acquired, or always has (or always had) (for all time, or for as long as he
or it exists, or prenatally), knowledge, true belief, or the truth.

On the view I've suggested, Plato argues as follows: the slave’s ability to work
things out for himself implies, or is best explained by saying, that he is recollect-
ing, in which case he once knew. For one can recollect only what one once knew.
Since the slave doesn’t know now, and didn’t know earlier in this life, either, he,
or his soul, must have known prenatally; indeed, he, or his soul, knew for the
whole of his, or its, prenatal existence; and so he, or his soul, is immortal.

The argument, so read, can be challenged in various places. One key place to
jib is premise (2), the controversial claim that working things out for oneself
implies, or is best explained by, recollection, in particular, by positing prenatal
knowledge. As we shall see, Aristotle, the Stoics, and the Epicureans all reject (2):
they think we can fully explain how we can inquire and discover, without positing
prenatal knowledge. We should also resist the inference in (9), to the conclusion
that the slave, or his soul, knew for the whole of his, or its, prenatal existence. And
of course, even if he, or it, did so, it doesn’t follow that he or his soul is immortal.

For our purposes, however, the main point is that, though the argument posits
prenatal knowledge, it doesn’t posit any form of innatism. I mentioned earlier
that recollection requires a persisting entity; otherwise, recollection can’t be
distinguished from learning for a second time. On the interpretation I've sug-
gested, the argument doesn’t posit one. That’s not to say that Plato rejects the

8 Cf. White, Plato on Knowledge and Reality, ch. 2, sect. 5.



9. WHY POSIT PRENATAL BUT NOT INNATE KNOWLEDGE? 165

entitative feature. It’s just that he doesn’t discuss it. What he says is compatible
with his accepting the entitative requirement (though not with every way of
satisfying it); but he doesn’t explicitly commit himself to doing so.

In a way, that’s not surprising. His main concern is to show that we can
inquire, and can make progress in inquiry. To show this, he focuses on Meno’s
slave, whose condition is supposed to be relevantly analogous to Meno’s condi-
tion, and to ours, with respect to virtue. He doesn’t ask what the slave is like
at birth. He takes the slave as he is, and explains how, given his beliefs and his
reasoning ability, he can inquire in a fruitful way. He argues that he can do so
only if he recollects; hence he recollects. But Plato doesn’t spell out the details of
how recollection plays this explanatory role. In particular, he doesn’t commit
himself to the view that doing so requires satisfying the entitative feature. All we
can say is that either Plato rejects the entitative feature and so can’t explain
why we are recollecting rather than learning for a second time or he accepts it but
leaves a serious lacuna in his argument by not explaining what it is.>*

It’s worth noting that in (12) Plato tells us that he remains committed to the
view that one can inquire into things one doesn’t know, whereas in (13) he
distances himself from all the other points he’s just made.®> He’s clear that
the conclusion of Meno’s Paradox is false, and that the culprit is S3: contrary
to it, we can and do inquire into things we don’t know. But, though he offers what
he takes to be the best explanation of that ability, he’s less clear about its success
than he is about the ability itself. Perhaps he fails to say how recollection works
because he’s even less sure about that.

84 Perhaps Plato aims to fill this lacuna in the Phaedo, where, in contrast to the Meno, he lays out
specific conditions for recollecting. It’s then interesting to note that one of the central objections to
his argument there is that what he trumpets as a sufficient condition for recollection isn’t sufficient:
one could satisfy the antecedent of the relevant conditional, yet be learning for the first time rather
than recollecting. For discussion of the Phaedo’s conditions on recollection, see e.g. J. L. Ackrill,
‘Anamnesis in the Phaedo: Remarks on 73c-75¢” in E. N. Lee et al. (eds.), Exegeis and Argument:
Studies in Greek Philosophy Presented to Gregory Vlastos, Phronesis, suppl. vol. 1 (Assen: Van
Gorcum, 1973), 175-95; D. Gallop, Plato: Phaedo (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1975), notes ad loc.

8 He seems to distance himself from everything he’s just said, except for the claim that one can
inquire into things one doesn’t know. For he contrasts that claim with ‘the other things’ (ta alla,
86b6); perhaps the force of the definite article is to indicate that he distances himself from all the
other points he’s made. In distancing himself from them, however, I take him to mean just that he’s
more tentative about them,; it’s not that he doesn’t take them seriously. See Ch. 4, n. 8.

86 Chomsky himself compares his views with Plato’s. He describes what he calls ‘Plato’s problem’
as follows: ‘How was the slave boy able to find truths of geometry without instruction or informa-
tion?’ (Language and Problems of Knowledge: The Managua Lectures (Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press,
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9. Why posit prenatal but not innate knowledge?

Why might Plato posit prenatal but not innate knowledge? I shall now suggest an
explanation on which the answer is that he doesn’t think we have innate
knowledge—at least, not in the cognitive-condition or content sense. That
would explain why he doesn’t mention either of them. Heretofore, I've argued
only that he isn’t committed to them; I haven’t argued that what he says is
incompatible with them. Now I'll suggest that he may reject them.

Here a comparison with Chomsky will prove helpful.*® Chomsky argues that
our remarkable ability to acquire language, and to understand sentences we
haven’t previously heard, can’t be a brute fact and can’t be wholly explained by
ordinary processes of learning, such as induction and experience. Rather, he
thinks, it can only be explained, or is best explained, by innate knowledge of the
rules of grammar.

Like Chomsky, Plato thinks that certain abilities we have can’t be brute facts
and can’t be wholly explained by ‘ordinary’ learning. Also like Chomsky, he
thinks they must be explained, or are best explained, in terms of knowledge. But

1988), 4. He thinks an analogous question arises for understanding how we acquire linguistic
competence. He takes Plato’s solution to be that ‘[tJhe knowledge was remembered from an earlier
existence and was reawakened in the slave boy’s mind through the questions Socrates posed to him’
(4). He goes on to say that ‘[a] modern variant would be that certain aspects of our knowledge and
understanding are innate, part of our biological endowment, genetically determined, on a par with
the elements of our common nature that cause us to grow arms and legs rather than wings’ (4).

87 A further, and important, difference between Chomsky and Plato is that Plato thinks we had
prenatal P-knowledge, whereas the sort of innate knowledge Chomsky posits is not P-knowledge.
Indeed, he sometimes says that it would be better to say that we have innate cognition than to say
that we have innate knowledge. Thanks here to Matti Eklund. For the view that we have innate
knowledge, see e.g. N. Chomsky, Aspects of the Theory of Syntax (Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press,
1965), 27, where he says that children have tacit knowledge of linguistic universals. For his
suggestion that it would be better to speak of innate cognition, see Rules and Representations
(New York: Columbia University Press, 1980), 92. Even in Aspects, he sometimes seems to hold a
weaker view than that we literally have innate knowledge; on 25, for example, he speaks of a child’s
innate predisposition. He also uses ‘knowledge’ in Language and Problems of Knowledge.

8 For discussion of one version of an accessibility condition on knowledge, see T. Nagel,
‘Linguistics and Epistemology’ in G. Harman (ed.), On Noam Chomsky: Critical Essays (Garden
City, N.J.: Anchor Books, 1974), 219-28; originally published in S. Hook (ed.), Language and
Philosophy (New York: New York University Press, 1969), 171-82. Nagel appeals to it in order to
argue against Chomsky’s view that we have innate knowledge of the rules of grammar. M. Wilson,
Descartes (London: Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1978), 163, argues that Descartes sometimes seems to
suggest that one doesn’t really know something unless one explicitly knows it. In ‘What Every
Speaker Knows’, Stich argues that we don’t have innate knowledge of the rules of grammar. Indeed,
he argues, more strongly and in a way that I think Plato would find congenial, that even most
competent speakers lack knowledge of the rules of grammar: not only is such knowledge not innate,
but most people don’t ever have it.



9. WHY POSIT PRENATAL BUT NOT INNATE KNOWLEDGE? 167

unlike Chomsky, Plato thinks we lack innate knowledge, at least in the cognitive-
condition sense. Hence he is forced to posit prenatal knowledge.®”

Perhaps Plato reasons as follows. It’s clear that we don’t have conscious explicit
innate knowledge. For, according to the Meno, one knows something only if one
can explain why it is so. In the cases that primarily interest Plato, such as that of
virtue, this involves being able to answer a relevant “What is F?’ question. Since
we can’t do this from birth, we don’t have conscious explicit innate knowledge. So
if we have innate knowledge, it would have to be latent. But Plato seems to accept
an accessibility condition on knowledge: if A knows that p, A can relatively easily
explain why p is true.*® To be sure, he presumably doesn’t think that one must
be able to explain straightaway why what one knows is true. At the very least, he
presumably thinks that one can know something even if one isn’t currently
attending to it. But he seems to think that if one can’t explain, relatively easily,
why something is so, one doesn’t know it at all. That’s why he says, in 85b-d, that
the slave doesn’t yet know: the slave lacks knowledge because he can’t easily
explain why his correct answer is correct.®” He means just what he says: the slave

If, as I think, Plato accepts an accessibility condition on knowledge, then he presumably thinks that
content innatism about knowledge implies cognitive-condition innatism about knowledge. How-
ever, since it’s not clear that he accepts an accessibility condition on belief, he could, so far as that
sort of consideration goes, accept content innatism about belief without being committed to
cognitive-condition innatism about belief. However, as I've understood Plato’s argument, it isn’t
committed to that view.

8 Brown, ‘Connaissance et Réminiscence dans le Ménon’, 618, agrees that the slave doesn’t
satisfy Plato’s criteria for knowledge; but she nonetheless thinks that Plato takes the slave to have
innate knowledge. In Know How (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2011), Jason Stanley asks: ‘What
theory of knowledge imposes the...condition that one has an accurate and informative verbal
description of the proposition that p, in order to know that p? What puzzles in epistemology would
this. .. condition on knowledge solve?’ (163). In answer to his first question, I'd say that Plato
imposes such a condition. In answer to his second question, Id say that Plato does so partly to make
it clear why he finds fault with the idea of latent knowledge, and partly to draw a sharp distinction
between knowledge and mere true belief. As we’ve seen, Chomsky is also sometimes reluctant to
speak of innate knowledge, as opposed to cognition; Plato’s condition on knowledge helps us to see
why the notion of innate knowledge is problematic. It also helps to make it clear why he says he lacks
knowledge.

* If this is right, it supports my earlier claim that parapan is used just for emphasis, not to
indicate a difference between not knowing, on the one hand, and not knowing at all, on the other. If
one thought Plato posited innate knowledge, one might also take him to think that we know in one
way, but not in another, or know to some extent, insofar as we know latently. But, on my view, he
doesn’t think this. He thinks we once knew, and can come to know again; but he doesn’t think we
(generally) know now. We don’t both know and not know; nor do we know to some extent.

°1 Contrast Scott, who says that ‘the existence of latent knowledge in the soul. .. points to a prior
state of awareness’ (PM, 116). He doesn’t say why that is so, but perhaps he is thinking of what, in
‘Innatism’, he calls Principle (A), for which see n. 1.
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doesn’t know, period. Hence he doesn’t have latent innate knowledge any more
than he has conscious explicit innate knowledge.”® So, since inquiry and discov-
ery require prior knowledge, that knowledge must be prenatal. So far from
inferring from latent innate knowledge to prenatal knowledge, Plato posits
prenatal knowledge, in part, precisely because he rejects the existence of innate
knowledge, at least in the cognitive-condition and content senses.”’ Hence, if he
thinks recollection requires a persisting entity, he presumably favors some form
of dispositional innatism, or something even weaker than that.

Chomsky and Plato are not alone in thinking that our ability to inquire, or
learn, either in general or in certain domains, must be rooted in (for Chomsky)
innate or (for Plato) prenatal knowledge. As we shall see in Chapter 9, Plutarch
shares this sort of view; it explains why he thinks the theory of recollection is the
only satisfactory reply to Meno’s Paradox.”?

10. The problem of discovery and the theory
of recollection

In Chapter 2, section 10, we looked at what Scott calls the problem of discovery.
According to it, at least in the case of definitional discovery, Socrates is commit-
ted to a matching version of a foreknowledge principle: we can discover what
virtue is only if we already know what it is. But if we already know what it is, we
can’t discover what it is; for we can discover only what we don’t already know.
A necessary condition for definitional discovery—satisfying the matching version
of foreknowledge, where the knowledge is conscious, explicit, and current—
makes definitional discovery impossible. Scott thinks that what Socrates says in
79a-e makes him vulnerable to this problem. I argued that he is not vulnerable to
it in 79a—e. For, I argued, he isn’t there committed to any version of foreknowl-
edge. I also argued that if, contrary to my view, the passage does commit him to a
foreknowledge principle, it commits him only to a stepping-stone version. The
most the passage implies is that, in order to be able to discover what F is, one
must know the things through which F is defined—say, G and H. If one can know
what G and H are without knowing what F is, the problem of definitional
discovery doesn’t arise. And, I suggested, Socrates indicates that he doesn’t
think that, to know the things through which virtue is defined, one must know
what virtue is. Similarly, one can know what porridge is only if one knows what

2 Various other Platonists also think that recollection is needed to explain our cognitive
development, though, in contrast to Plutarch, their defense of this view isn’t tied specifically to
Meno’s Paradox. See Ch. 9.
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oats and water are; but one doesn’t need to know what porridge is to know what
oats and water are.

However, I noted that even if 79a—e doesn’t make Socrates vulnerable to the
problem of discovery, Scott has another reason for thinking that Socrates is
concerned with it: he thinks the theory of recollection is designed to solve it.
The solution is as follows: Socrates retains a foreknowledge principle; and, at least
in the case of definitional discovery, he accepts a matching version of it. However,
whereas he initially thinks the relevant foreknowledge has to be conscious and
explicit, he now concedes that, at the conscious level, all we have are beliefs.
Foreknowledge is still required, and we have the relevant foreknowledge. But,
according to the theory of recollection, our current (as opposed to prenatal)
foreknowledge is latent, not explicit. We can now solve the problem of discovery:
we have the foreknowledge that is needed for discovery; but since it is latent,
discovery is possible after all. It consists in making explicit what is now merely
latent, though it was once explicit.”

One might be tempted to follow Scott if one could find no other role for the
theory of recollection to play. And indeed, one of his reasons for his view is
that he thinks the theory of recollection is neither necessary nor sufficient for
disarming Socrates’ dilemma;”* hence he wants to find ‘an epistemological
problem commensurate with recollection’.”> However, on the interpretation
I've suggested, the theory of recollection plays a crucial role both in disarming
the dilemma and in answering M1-M3. To be sure, Socrates also relies on his
distinction between knowledge and true belief to do this. But, as we’ve seen, he
doesn’t think that the fact that we have and tend to rely on relevant true beliefs
can be a brute fact; it requires further explanation. Nor does he think that all of
our cognitive progress can be wholly explained in terms of our experiences in this
life. The theory of recollection is brought in as the deep explanation of what

> PM, 87.

°* Interestingly, whereas Scott thinks that the theory of recollection plays no role in disarming the
dilemma (or in disarming Meno’s questions as Meno understands them), Grgic, in ‘Plato’s Meno
and the Possibility of Inquiry’, 21 (though see 23: ‘primarily’) and 31-9, argues that the theory of
recollection disarms the dilemma but doesn’t answer Meno’s questions; he thinks the hypothetical
method, mentioned later in the dialogue, does that. He takes Meno’s questions and Socrates’
dilemma to be substantially different such that they ‘cannot be resolved by the same argument’
(21). T've already argued for a closer connection between Meno’s questions and Socrates’ dilemma;
and, on my view, the theory of recollection responds to both of them.

%> PM, 83.

% Scott says ‘[u]ltimately, Socrates concludes that any act of learning must be explained by the
existence of conscious knowledge in a previous life’ (PM, 85). I agree. But it doesn’t follow that we
also need to invoke innate knowledge; and I've explained why Plato doesn’t do so. In this life, we
(generally) have no knowledge—as Socrates conceives of knowledge.
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makes this possible. It says that it is best explained, or can only be explained, by
the fact that (successful) inquiry involves recollecting prenatal knowledge.
Though we no longer have knowledge, the fact that we are recalling our prenatal
knowledge explains how we are able to reason in the ways we do.”®

Scott, however, thinks that the theory of recollection is brought in, not to
disarm the dilemma or to answer Meno’s questions (in the sense in which Meno
intends them), but to answer a version of M3 that Meno didn’t have in mind. As
we’ve seen, when Meno raises M3, he is asking how, if one finds what one was
looking for (or what one was claiming to look for), one would know, or realize,
that one had done so if, at the outset, one was in a cognitive blank about the thing
one is inquiring into. So understood, M3 can be answered by saying that if one is
in a cognitive blank, one couldn’t know, or realize, that one had found the thing
one was looking for but didn’t initially know. However, if one lacks knowledge,
but has and relies on relevant true beliefs, one can do so.

Although Scott agrees that this is a satisfactory answer to M3 as Meno
understands it, he thinks it isn’t a satisfactory answer to a different reading of
M3; and it’s this alternative understanding of it that Scott thinks the theory of
recollection is designed to respond to. This new reading of M3 allows that, if we
begin with mere true beliefs, we might find the right answer. But it asks: ‘unless
you already know that the specification [of your target] is correct, how can you
know that this proposed answer is the right one, even if it happens to be?’®’
Distinguishing knowledge from true belief doesn’t answer this question. If
Socrates and Meno have just relevant true beliefs at the outset, ‘all they can
claim is that this answer matches their beliefs about virtue. But why should this
amount to knowing that the definition is true of virtue?”® If we start with mere
true beliefs, we ‘will always be trapped within a circle of belief’.”” We can escape
this circle only if we already have knowledge: ‘discovery or learning is a process of
realising that one thing matches something that one already knows’.'® Notice
the present tense: the knowledge must be current, not merely prenatal.

°7 PM, 84. ** PM, 84. * PM, 84.

190 pp, 84. Notice that Scott seems to suggest that all discovery, not just definitional discovery,
requires a matching version of foreknowledge. Just as Scott argues that Socrates thinks we could
never emerge from a circle of beliefs to knowledge and so we must have knowledge at the outset, so
Frede argues that the Stoics hold this, or a related view: see ‘Stoic Epistemology’, in K. Algra et al.
(eds.), The Cambridge History of Hellenistic Philosophy (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
1999), 295-322, at 296-8. (I refer to this volume hereinafter as CHHP.) However, whereas Scott
thinks Socrates posits innate P-knowledge, Frede thinks the Stoics posit just katalépsis, which is
weaker than P-knowledge (and than epistémé as the Stoics conceive of it). If one is impressed by the
circle-of-beliefs objections—though I don’t think one should be—it’s not clear why one would think
katalépsis is any better than mere true belief in enabling us to acquire epistémé.
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We should be disappointed if the role of the theory of recollection is to answer
a question that Meno doesn’t ask and that isn’t captured in Socrates’ dilemma
either. Further, we’ve seen that the theory of recollection is trumpeted as explain-
ing not only discovery (in some sense of the term) but also the possibility of
(successful) inquiry (81de, 86bc), where that includes finding, and realizing one’s
found, the answer to the question under consideration. On my interpretation, the
theory of recollection has a broader, and more relevant, role to play than it does
on Scott’s reading: it explains how we are able to inquire and discover as we do. It
does so by appealing to prenatal, but not to innate, knowledge. If we restrict our
attention to us as we are in this life, Socrates would be unmoved by the circle-of-
beliefs objection; that is, he doesn’t think we need to have knowledge, in this life,
in order to escape the circle of beliefs. Rather, he thinks that, even though we lack
knowledge in this life, we can successfully inquire, and realize when we’ve found
what we were looking for but didn’t antecedently know, because we have and
tend to rely on relevant true beliefs. We can move from beliefs to knowledge by
practicing the elenchus well, over a sufficiently long period of time. That’s why he
says that the slave will acquire knowledge if he continues to inquire in the same
way he’s been doing; doing so will enable him to move from his mere true beliefs
to knowledge. It’s true that he supplements this argument by insisting that the
remarkable fact that we can move from belief to knowledge in this way can only
be explained, or is best explained, by positing prenatal knowledge. To that extent,
he thinks we can emerge from the circle of beliefs only if we once had knowledge.
But he doesn’t think we need to have knowledge in this life, in order to escape the
circle of beliefs.

Here it’s important to remember that inquiring, and zetetic learning, are
processes. The slave’s initial beliefs, and his ability to reason as he does, are
sufficient to enable him to engage in them. Once launched on the journey, he is
able, by rational reflection, to acquire further beliefs, which enable him to
improve his cognitive condition. His initial true beliefs, and his ability to reason
as he does, enable him to begin the process, and to make progress along the way.
They do so partly by enabling him to discard his false beliefs and to acquire new
true beliefs; these new true beliefs, coupled with his ability to reason as he does,
will eventually, if all goes well, enable him to find what he was looking for and to

1% For a recent explanation of how we can move from rudimentary initial beliefs to a full grasp of
a concept, and to the realization that we’ve acquired it, see E. Margolis and S. Laurence, ‘Learning
Matters: The Role of Learning in Concept Acquisition’, Mind and Language 26 (2011), 507-39. For
an earlier argument along similar lines, see R. M. Hare, ‘Philosophical Discoveries’, Mind 69 (1960),
145-62.

192 For this argument, see Brown, ‘Connaissance et Réminiscence dans le Ménon’.
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realize when he’s done so.'°" It’s just that Plato thinks that we can do all this only
because we had prenatal knowledge.

11. Evidence outside the Meno: two passages

I've argued that the Meno doesn’t posit innate knowledge. But it has been argued
that two passages from outside the Meno—one from the Phaedo and one from
the Theaetetus—allude to, or recall, the Meno in a way that suggests that it does
after all posit innate knowledge.'°* Perhaps looking at these passages will cause us
to reconsider our views about the Meno.

The first passage is Phaedo 73a, which clearly refers back to the Meno. Cebes
says that:

when people are questioned, provided someone questions them well, they give the right
answer about everything. And yet they wouldn’t be able to do this unless knowledge
(epistémé) and a correct account were in them (enousa). (73a7-10)

Surely this shows that Plato thinks the slave currently has knowledge and indeed
has innate knowledge?'®

However, Cebes doesn’t say when the knowledge was in us. Perhaps he means
only that it was in us prenatally.'®* That this is all he means is suggested both by
what precedes and by what follows the remark. Just before it, Cebes mentions

Socrates’ view that learning is recollection, and he says:

Besides, Socrates, also according to that theory (logos) that you yourself habitually
propound, that learning, for us, is in fact nothing but recollection, according to it too, if
it’s true, we must presumably have learned in some previous time what we recollect now.
And that would be impossible if our soul did not exist somewhere before it was born in
this human form. So in this way, too, the soul seems to be something immortal.
(72e3-73a3; Sedley and Long trans., rev.)

That is, if learning is recollection, we must have prenatal knowledge. The passage
doesn’t posit any sort of innate, but only prenatal, knowledge. Simmias then asks
for a proof of the view that learning is recollection, and Cebes replies with the
disputed passage from 73a. If it is to explain what was just said, it should mean
that we couldn’t give the right answers unless we had prenatal knowledge.

193 See Brown, ‘Connaissance’, 615; Scott, RE, 16 n. 2.

104 Gee my Plato on Knowledge and Forms, 5 n. 9; and Irwin, Plato’s Ethics, 372 n. 14. Enousa is
the present participle of einai. Einai lacks both an aorist and a perfect participle. This makes it
difficult to know what time enousa is being used to indicate. We can decide when the relevant
knowledge is in us only by considering the surrounding text.
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Just as the passage preceding 73a doesn’t posit any sort of innate knowledge, so
the argument that follows it doesn’t do so. Socrates tells Simmias that if the
consideration just adduced—that giving the right answers is possible only if we
had prenatal knowledge—doesn’t convince him of the truth of the view that
learning is recollection, he has another argument to offer in its favor. He proceeds
to give a complicated argument, many of whose details will not concern us here.
But, beginning at 73b, Socrates lays down various conditions on recollection, one
of which is that, if one recollects something, one must have known it before.
Socrates proceeds to argue that an experience we have—thinking that sensible
equals are inferior to equality itself—shows that we had knowledge of equality
before birth (74a-75¢). Hence a necessary condition for recollection is satisfied.
Then, at 75d7-11, Socrates says:

If, after getting [knowledge], we have not forgotten it each time, we must always be born
knowing and must always know throughout our life. For this is knowing: having got
knowledge of something, to have it and not have lost it. Or isn’t it loss of knowledge that
we call forgetting? (Sedley and Long trans., rev.)

He then says that we did forget it. For someone who knows can give an account;
but that’s precisely what we can’t do. Here Plato appeals to his accessibility
condition on knowledge. Since it isn’t satisfied at birth, we lack knowledge at
birth. Hence we don’t have innate knowledge. One might say he means only that
we don’t have conscious innate knowledge, which is compatible with our having
latent innate knowledge. Or one might say that he means that, though we aren’t
in the cognitive condition of knowing, we have innate knowledge in the content
sense. But he doesn’t say that we have any sort of knowledge. He just says that we
don’t know. We should take him at his word. He proceeds to emphasize again
that we don’t have knowledge at birth (see e.g. 75cd), and he repeats that we had
prenatal knowledge. These passages would be misleading if he meant to posit
some sort of innate knowledge; but they are quite straightforward if he posits
prenatal, but not any sort of innate, knowledge.'®

The only reason to think that the Phaedo posits innate knowledge is 73a. But as
I read the passage, it posits just prenatal knowledge; and that reading fits better
with what precedes and follows the remark than it would do if it posited innate
knowledge.

19 This is compatible with dispositional innatism. For, on it, we don’t have innate knowledge;
rather, we are innately disposed to acquire knowledge we don’t have. Though what Plato says is
compatible with dispositional innatism, he doesn’t mention it or say anything that commits
him to it.

1% See Brown, ‘Connaissance’, 615.
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The second passage is from the Theaetetus, where Plato famously compares the
mind to an aviary. And he uses analambanein (198d6), a word he also uses in
steps 1 and 2 of the argument for recollection and the immortality of the soul
(discussed in section 3 above). Yet in the Theaetetus he uses it to mean recovering
knowledge one has, not just knowledge one once had. Given the parallel between
this passage and the Meno, shouldn’t we suppose that, contrary to what I have
argued, that is how Plato uses analambanein in the Meno too?'*®

Before answering that question, we should note that Plato compares the mind
to an aviary that is empty at birth, though it is eventually stocked with various
birds. These represent items of knowledge. It’s usually said that the aviary
therefore differs from the Meno since, in the Meno, the mind is not empty at
birth but is stocked with innate knowledge. On my view, however, the Meno
doesn’t say that we have innate knowledge. If this is right, then in this respect the
aviary is closer to the Meno than it is sometimes thought to be.

Plato goes on to distinguish two senses of ‘having’, or two ways of having, a
bird in one’s aviary."”” One might have a bird in one’s hand; or one might have it
somewhere in one’s aviary without having it ready to hand. In the second case,
one must analambanein to get the piece of knowledge—the bird—in one’s hand
again. As in Meno 85d, Plato uses analambanein. Yet, as just noted, in the
Theaetetus he makes it clear that the bird is in one’s aviary; to analambanein it
is to recover knowledge one has, not just knowledge one once had; nor does it just
mean working things out for oneself.

I agree that that is how analambanein is used here.'”® But I don’t think we
should infer that that’s how it’s used in the Meno. For there are various differ-
ences between the two contexts that make it reasonable to think that they use
analambanein differently. Here are some of them.

197 1t’s sometimes said that he distinguishes two senses of ‘knowledge’ or two kinds of knowledge.
Against this, see M. F. Burnyeat, The Theaetetus of Plato (Indianapolis: Hackett Publishing Co.,
1990), 106 and n. 41.

1% However, if Burnyeat is right to say that the aviary says that to possess knowledge is just to
have a capacity, and that Plato’s distinction is between having a capacity and exercising it, then it is
not so clear that I should concede this. Having a capacity isn’t the same as having specific items of
knowledge in one’s mind; nor is it clear that it requires or implies having such knowledge. However,
though I am tempted by Burnyeat’s suggestion, Plato seems to view the birds as items of knowledge
(epistémai), the having of which confers a capacity. This is not to say that Plato thinks one can have
an innate disposition to know only if it is grounded in items one actually knows innately. The point
is rather that if one has acquired knowledge of, for example, French or mathematics, there are
specific sentences of French, or specific mathematical claims, that one knows, whether or not one is
currently considering them at a given time.

199 In APr. 2.21, Aristotle also asks how someone with knowledge can make mistakes; and he
refers to the Meno’s view that learning is recollection. I discuss this passage in Ch. 6, sect. 16.
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(1) The Meno focuses on a slave and his ability to inquire; and it emphasizes
that he has not learned geometry in this life. The Theaetetus, by contrast,
focuses on an expert mathematician who has learned mathematics in this
life.

(2) Not surprisingly, then, the Meno asks how one can inquire when one lacks
knowledge. The Theaetetus asks instead how someone who has expert
knowledge can make mistakes.'*”

(3) The Meno emphasizes the distinction between knowledge and true belief.
The aviary, by contrast, is part of Plato’s discussion of how false belief is
possible. That discussion is predicated on the assumption that knowledge
is true belief. Hence the aviary has no room for the Meno’s crucial
distinction between knowledge and true belief. Not surprisingly, then, it
doesn’t mention true belief.'"

(4) The mathematician can easily access the birds in his aviary; the slave
cannot do so. I've suggested that Plato imposes an accessibility condition
on knowledge. If he does so, that would explain why he says that the
mathematician has knowledge, whereas the slave lacks it. For the mathe-
matician’s knowledge is readily accessible to him, whereas the slave can’t
readily articulate what he allegedly knows—and so he doesn’t know it."""

(5) The mathematical mistake at issue in the aviary is elementary, whereas the
geometrical problem discussed in the Meno is more complex. All the more
reason, then, to think the expert mathematician has the relevant mathe-

matical knowledge, whereas the inexpert slave does not.

In view of these important differences, we should be reluctant to use the
Theaetetus to interpret the Meno. In the Meno, the slave recollects knowledge he
once had but no longer has. In the Theaetetus, the expert mathematician tries to
recover knowledge he has but fails, for a time, to access, though he can readily
access it. Given the differences between the expert mathematician and the unedu-
cated slave, it’s not surprising that Plato takes the first but not the second to know.

Neither the passage from the Phaedo nor the one from the Theaetetus, then,
should cause us to reconsider the view that the Meno doesn’t posit innate
knowledge (or true belief).

110 gee my ‘False Belief in the Theaetetus’, Phronesis 24 (1979), 70-80; reprinted, with minor
modifications, in Plato on Knowledge and Forms, 213-24.

"1 D Bostock, Plato’s Theaetetus (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1988), 190-2, also suggests that the
expert mathematician discussed in the aviary passage can readily access his knowledge, whereas the
slave cannot. Unlike me, however, he thinks the slave has unconscious innate knowledge.
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12. Conclusion

We've now seen how the geometrical discussion and the theory of recollection fit
together, and how they respond to M1-M3 and to Socrates’ dilemma. In the
geometrical discussion, Socrates shows that S3 of the dilemma is false. Contrary
to it, one can inquire about that which one doesn’t know, indeed, even if one has
no knowledge of anything at all. For the slave inquires into that which he doesn’t
know; nor does he have other relevant knowledge. He can inquire because,
though he lacks knowledge, he has linguistic competence as well as conscious
explicit true beliefs (e.g. that squares have four equal sides). He also has the ability
to work things out for himself; and he tends to favor truths over falsehoods.

In addition to rejecting S3, the geometrical discussion also responds to M1-
M2. We can inquire even if we don’t at all know that which we are inquiring into;
for having and relying on relevant true beliefs is sufficient. If we were in a
cognitive blank, we couldn’t inquire; but being in a cognitive blank isn’t the
only way to lack all knowledge. If one has just true beliefs, one lacks all knowledge
(one doesn’t know at all); and that’s the way in which we lack knowledge, at least
in many spheres.

The geometrical discussion also answers M3: it shows that we can discover
what we were looking for, and realize we’ve done so, even if we lack all knowledge
at the outset. For, again, this is what the slave does, so far as true belief is
concerned. Socrates also says that if the slave reasons further, in the same sort
of way, he will eventually come to know the right answer; and it’s reasonable to
think he will realize he’s done so.

Though the geometrical discussion shows that S3 is false, and that inquiry, and
discovery through inquiry, are possible even if one doesn’t initially (in this life)
have any knowledge at all, it doesn’t show how they are possible. Ultimately,
Socrates thinks, we can explain our remarkable ability to inquire and discover
only by positing knowledge. Since we don’t (typically) know in this life, we must
have known prenatally. The fact that we had prenatal knowledge of some range of
things that we can recollect explains, or grounds, our ability to inquire and
discover in this life.

The theory of recollection replies to the dilemma by rejecting its conclusion:
inquiry is in fact possible, because inquiry (more precisely, successful inquiry)
consists in, or essentially involves, recollection, which is possible. It also but-
tresses the geometrical discussion’s rejection of S3, by showing how it is possible
to inquire and discover even if one doesn’t have any knowledge in this life. This
isn’t to say that we know in one way but not in another; nor is it to invoke a
condition intermediate between knowing and not knowing. Rather, we don’t at
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Aristotelian Inquiry

1. Introduction

Although Aristotle often seems to have Meno’s Paradox in mind," he explicitly
mentions the Meno just twice: once in the Posterior Analytics (APo. 1.1) and once
in the Prior Analytics (APr. 2.21); and I'll largely restrict my attention to these two
passages. In the first, Aristotle describes what he calls the aporéma (puzzle) of the
Meno and provides his own solution. In the second, he provides a similar solution
in different terms; he also mentions recollection.

2. The implicit and explicit replies

I begin with APo. 1.1. The chapter may be divided into two parts. From the
beginning to 71al7, Aristotle offers what TI'll call his implicit reply. In the rest of
the chapter, he offers what I'll call his explicit reply. I begin with the implicit

reply.
Aristotle begins 1.1 by saying that:*

All teaching and intellectual learning come from prior gndsis. (71a1-2)

According to Christopher Taylor, this is:*

! Among many passages that might be mentioned, see esp. APo. 2.1-2, 8-10; 19; Met. 1.9,
992b18-993a10; Met. 3.1, 995a27-b4 (discussed briefly in Ch. 3, sect. 1). For an illuminating
discussion of APo. 2 that recalls, but doesn’t explicitly mention, the Meno, see J. L. Ackrill,
‘Aristotle’s Theory of Definition: Some Questions on Posterior Analytics II 8-10 in E. Berti (ed.),
Aristotle on Science, 359-84. For a penetrating account of how APo. 2 replies to the Paradox, see
Charles, AME, esp. Ch. 3, and ‘Paradox’.

? My translations from the APo. generally rely on those in B1 and B2, and on those in Irwin and
Fine, Aristotle: Selections, though I have sometimes altered them without comment. I leave gndsis
untranslated for now; I discuss the word below. Cf. Plato, Phd. 74e3, proeidota; 74€9, proeidenais
73c2, proteron epistasthai; and Aristotle, APr. 67a22, proepistasthai.

3 H&Ga SLSO.G'KU.)\LIO. Kai 77&0’0. MdenGLS SLG.VD'Y]TLK‘V‘] E’K 7TPOI37T(1PXD1J/U77§ ’}/L,VGTO.L ’)/V(,(’)O‘EUJS‘.

* “Aristotle’s Epistemology’, 119, n. 8. (He adds: ‘But for a complication see Barnes’. He doesn’t
say what the complication is. But presumably he is thinking of the passage that leads Barnes to say
that Aristotle thinks learning requires prior knowledge of the very thing being learned. See further
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a response to the difficulty about the possibility of enquiry raised in Plato’s Meno 80d-e,
to the effect that either you know the object of your enquiry already, in which case you
can’t look for it, or you don’t, in which case you can’t look for it either, as you don’t know
what you are looking for. Plato’s response is to accept the first horn of the dilemma, and to
reconstrue enquiry as the attempt to revive pre-existing knowledge. Aristotle’s alternative
is to accept the valid point underlying the difficulty, that enquiry starts from pre-existing
knowledge, while rejecting Plato’s characterization of enquiry as the attempt to recover
that very knowledge.

So according to Taylor, both Plato and Aristotle think that knowledge, so far
from precluding inquiry, is necessary for it: they both accept a foreknowledge
principle for inquiry. But Taylor thinks they accept different versions of such a
principle. Plato, in his view, accepts a matching version (one needs to know the
very thing one is inquiring into); Aristotle accepts just a stepping-stone version.
In particular:’

when one learns by deduction, one must know (the truth of ) the premises from which the
conclusion one learns is deduced, and when one learns by induction one must know
the truth of the particular instances from which one derives the inductive generalisation.

Like Taylor, Jonathan Barnes thinks that in his implicit reply at the beginning
of APo. 1.1, Aristotle accepts just a stepping-stone version of a foreknowledge
principle, according to which ‘if a teaches b at t that P, then before t b had
knowledge of something other than P on which his learning that P depends’.® But
he thinks that in his explicit reply later in the chapter, Aristotle, allegedly like
Plato, defends a matching version: ‘Having explained that the learner must
already know the premisses, Aristotle now adds that he in a sense also knows
the conclusion.”” He then relates this to Meno’s Paradox:®

below.) Cf. D. W. Hamlyn, ‘Aristotelian Epagoge’, Phronesis 21 (1976) 167-84, at 174. Taylor seems
to believe in propria persona that knowledge is needed for inquiry. Whether he’s right to think this
depends on how we conceive of knowledge, an issue I discuss below.

> “Aristotle’s Epistemology’, 119. As the quotation makes clear, Taylor has propositional inquiry
or learning in mind.

% BI1, 89 = B2, 81. As the quotation makes clear, Barnes has in mind learning that a proposition is
true. Interestingly, Barnes says only that the learner must have prior knowledge; he doesn’t say that
the teacher must have it. In looking at teaching and learning in the Meno, we saw that Socrates
thinks the teacher must have knowledge, but he doesn’t think the learner has to have it. At least, he
doesn’t need to have P-knowledge.

7 B1, 94.

8 B1, 95 = B2, 98. I'm not sure whether Barnes means that Aristotle thinks that in every case of
learning, the learner must know (or in fact knows) what he is learning, or whether he means that
Aristotle thinks this is so only in the particular case under discussion. On the one hand, Barnes
writes as though Aristotle’s claim is continuous with his earlier discussion, which (as Barnes agrees)
is about all intellectual learning. B2, 83, also makes it sound as though he thinks Aristotle believes
that in every case of learning, the learner knows the conclusion in advance. See also his synopsis of
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Plato’s problem is this: if someone wants to know what X is, then either (a) he already
knows what X is—in which case he will learn only what he already knows and his search is
inane; or else (b) he does not yet know what X is—in which case he cannot seek
successfully, for he will know neither what he is looking for nor whether he has found
it. Plato in effect accepts the bad argument in limb (b) of the dilemma and rejects the good
argument in (a) ... And Aristotle follows him, maintaining that the seeker does in a sense
already know what he is looking for.

Taylor and Barnes agree, then, that Plato accepts a matching version of a
foreknowledge principle for inquiry or learning. They also agree that Aristotle,
in his implicit reply at the beginning of 1.1, accepts just a stepping-stone version.
But Barnes thinks that, in his explicit reply later in the chapter, Aristotle endorses
a matching version.

I've already disagreed with Taylor’s and Barnes’s account of Plato: in my view,
Plato is not committed to either a matching or a stepping-stone version of a
foreknowledge principle for inquiry—at least, not for us as we are in this life, and
not if knowledge is P-knowledge, which is how Plato conceives of knowledge in
the Meno. For he doesn’t think that inquiry requires us to have any prior
knowledge (as he conceives of knowledge) in this life; we can inquire on the
basis of true beliefs.” But what about Aristotle? Does he accept either a stepping-
stone or a matching version of a foreknowledge principle?

1.1 (B1, 89). On the other hand, he says that Aristotle is here concerned with ‘a special case of the
celebrated dispute over “petitio principii and the syllogism”’ (B1, 94; B2, 87).

Barnes says that the learner knows the conclusion in advance: not that he must do so. However, he
also says that the learner must know the premises in advance, and that knowing them implies (at
least in the case under discussion) knowing the conclusion in advance. So at least in this sense, he
commits Aristotle to the view that the learner must know the conclusion in advance. The way in
which he compares Aristotle’s solution to Plato’s also suggests that’s what he means. For he says that
Aristotle follows Plato in accepting ‘the bad argument’ (B1, 95; B2, 88), according to which if one
doesn’t already know that which one is inquiring into, one can’t inquire into it. But then, if one can
inquire—and Barnes thinks Aristotle thinks one can—one must have knowledge; and here it’s
knowledge of the conclusion that’s at issue. Hence Barnes seems to think that Aristotle requires
prior knowledge of the very thing one is inquiring into; one doesn’t just happen to have it.
Unfortunately, Barnes doesn’t say why he takes (a) to be a good argument, (b) a bad argument.

Three points about Barnes’ account of ‘Plato’s problem’ are worth noting. First, he takes the first
limb (if one knows) to show that inquiry is ‘inane’, which perhaps means ‘pointless’ rather than
‘impossible’. As we’ve seen, there is dispute about whether the conclusion of Socrates’ dilemma is
that inquiry is impossible, or that it is either pointless or impossible. Secondly, he takes the second
limb (if one doesn’t know) to concern just successful inquiry, whereas I argued that it concerns
inquiry as such. Thirdly, he thinks M2 and M3 both support M1, whereas I argued that M2 supports
M1 and M3, each of which raises a different question.

® As we've seen, Plato accepts a prenatal foreknowledge principle. But in discussing Plato in this
chapter, I focus on his views about us as we are in this life, leaving aside his view that what’s true of
us in this life is best explained by positing prenatal knowledge. When Barnes and Taylor say that
Plato accepts a foreknowledge principle, I take it that they mean that Plato thinks we must have not
only prenatal knowledge, but also current knowledge in this life.
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3. Teaching, intellectual learning, and inquiry

Before attempting to answer that question, we should note that whereas Meno’s
Paradox asks about the possibility of inquiry, in the opening sentence of APo. 1.1
Aristotle mentions—not inquiry, but—teaching and intellectual learning.'® We
need to know how these are related to the sort of inquiry at issue in the Meno.
For if they are sufficiently different, it may prove difficult to say how Aristotle
replies to Meno’s Paradox.'’ So before asking whether Aristotle endorses a
foreknowledge principle for intellectual learning,'* we should ask what if any
connection it has to inquiry as it is conceived of in the Meno.

Though Meno’s Paradox mentions inquiry but not learning, we’ve seen that at
81d4-5 Socrates says that ‘inquiry and learning are, as a whole, recollection’.
I suggested he has zetetic learning in mind: zetetic learning is learning through
inquiry, where learning involves improving one’s cognitive condition, even if
doing so falls short of acquiring knowledge of the answer to the question one is
considering. Socrates’ claim is that that sort of inquiry—i.e. zetetic learning—
consists in, or is best explained by, recollection. That’s the sort of learning Meno
and his slave engaged in. Meno rid himself of some false beliefs and became
clearer about the Oneness Assumption; the slave acquired a new true belief, about
the answer to a geometrical question.

Though Plato is therefore interested in a kind of learning, one might none-
theless think that the fact that Aristotle links intellectual learning with teaching
shows that his concerns are different from Plato’s. For, as we’ve seen, Socrates
denies that he teaches the slave. However, when Socrates denies that he teaches
the slave, he is not denying that he teaches in the sense of teaching that Aristotle
has in mind. When Socrates denies that he teaches the slave, he means that he
lacks the knowledge that is necessary for teaching. But the sort of teaching that
Aristotle has in mind doesn’t require a teacher with P-knowledge. Rather, as he
conceives of teaching here, it includes the sort of ‘teaching’ Socrates engages in

1% Not only does Aristotle not mention inquiry in the opening sentence of 1.1, but neither does he
do so anywhere else in 1.1. However, he mentions inquiry elsewhere in the APo. at e.g. 89b24, 90a24.
Similarly, though he doesn’t explicitly mention discovery in 1.1, he does so elsewhere in the APo. at
e.g. 89b27, 93a25.

"' Even if intellectual learning and inquiry are different, Aristotle might impose the same
conditions on both of them. This is Philoponus’ view: see his in Aristotelis Analytica Posteriora
Commentaria, 12.1-15. Unless otherwise noted, all references to Philoponus in this chapter are to
this commentary.

12" Aristotle might accept a foreknowledge principle for teaching, in the sense that he might
believe that A can teach B that p only if A knows that p. I've suggested that Plato accepts that view.
But the crucial question here is whether Aristotle thinks the learner or inquirer must have prior
knowledge.
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(asking pertinent questions), even if Socrates doesn’t count what he does as
teaching. For example, as we shall see, Aristotle says that dialectic teaches. But
one can engage in dialectical teaching without having P-knowledge; and it’s
reasonable to count what Socrates does as dialectical teaching. Further, even
if Socrates doesn’t teach the slave, the slave learns: as Socrates conceives of
learning in the Meno, one can learn without being taught by someone who has
P-knowledge. The same seems true here. For dialectical teaching doesn’t require a
teacher with P-knowledge. Aristotle also says that deductive and inductive
arguments teach; he means that one can learn by considering such arguments,
just as the slave learns by considering Socrates’ questions.

So far, then, it seems reasonable to say that zetetic learning, as it is conceived of
in the Meno, falls within the scope of the sort of learning that Aristotle has in mind.

4. APo. 71a2-11 and Plato’s conditions on inquiry

Let’s now look at Aristotle’s conditions on intellectual learning and at how
they compare with Plato’s conditions on inquiry—or, more precisely, on zetetic
learning—in the Meno. Aristotle explains the opening sentence of APo. 1.1 as follows:

This is clear if we examine all the cases. For this is how the mathematical sciences
(epistémai) and all the other crafts (technai) are acquired. Similarly too with both
deductive and inductive arguments (logoi). For they both effect their teaching by relying
on progindskomena: the former assuming <premises> as from those who grasp them
(lambanontes hos para sunienton), the latter proving the universal through the particulars
being clear. Rhetorical arguments also persuade in the same way, since they rely either on
examples (which is induction) or on enthymemes (which is deduction). (71a2-11)"3

In speaking of deductive and inductive arguments, Aristotle seems to have in
mind either dialectic in particular,14 or else (as I'm inclined to think) deductive

13 pavepov 8¢ ToiTo fewpotow éml macdv- al Te yap pabnuarikal TV émoTyudv Sid TovTOV TOD
Tpdmov mapayivovtar kal TGV 4wy ékdoTn Texvdv. duolws O kal mepl Tods Adyouvs ol Te Sid
(TU)\/\O’}/LO"M(I)V KU.L‘ D[ SL) é#ayw'yﬁs‘- &#¢676POL ’ydp SL(;. 7TPO’yLVu)O'KO‘LE/VLUV ﬂOLOl;V’T(lL ’T")]V SLSO.D'KCL/\L/CLV,
of wev dapBdvovres ws mapa fuviévtwv, of 8¢ Sewkvivres To kabddov dua Tod SHAov elvar 76 kald
€”KCLO‘TOV. (;)S‘ 8’ al’)’TwS‘ KO.L\ O{ P(’T]TOPLKoi O'U‘,L‘ITGL’HOUO'LV' '72]‘ ’ydp Std ﬁapaEsL'y,u.o/L‘rwv, (;’ 6’0'7'“) 6’770.’}/(,()’)/7?, 7:]\ SL’
&bvunudrwy, Smep ol cuAdoyiouds.

14 This is the interpretation favored by, among others, Aquinas, in Lecture 1 on Book 1 of his
commentary on the Analytics. (Unless otherwise noted, all references to Aquinas in this chapter are
to his commentary on the APo.) It is also favored by W. D. Ross, Aristotle’s Prior and Posterior
Analytics (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1949), 504. Cf. M. Mignucci, L’Argomentazione dimostrativa in
Aristotele (Padua: Antenore, 1975), 1-7. G. R. G. Mure actually translates as follows: ‘and so are the
two forms of dialectical reasoning, syllogistic and inductive’; but ‘dialectical’ is not explicit in the
text. Mure’s translation may be found in W. D. Ross (ed.), The Works of Aristotle (Oxford:
Clarendon Press, 1928), vol. 1.
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and inductive argumentation in general (which includes but isn’t limited to
dialectic).'® Either way, dialectic is included within its scope; and dialectic, as
Aristotle conceives of it, includes Socratic inquiry.'® We still have reason to think,
then, that zetetic learning—the sort of inquiry Plato is primarily concerned with
in the Meno—counts as a kind of learning, as Aristotle conceives of learning here.

One might object that even if some zetetic learning is included within
the scope of Aristotle’s concerns, Meno’s and the slave’s zetetic learning isn’t,
because Aristotle is concerned only with learners at a higher cognitive level.
M. F. Burnyeat, for example, says that ‘to the extent that Aristotle is moved by an
educational interest [in the APo.], one should think of this not in terms of a
teacher imparting new information to virgin minds but in terms of an advanced
university course in mathematics or biology’."” If Burnyeat is right, neither
Meno’s nor the slave’s learning is relevant here.

But if my interpretation of what Aristotle means in saying that deductive and
inductive arguments teach is right, it suggests that, at least at this point in the
APo., he has more than advanced university courses in mind. For deductive and
inductive argumentation is used outside such courses. Further, as I've mentioned

15 Philoponus, 5, favors this interpretation. B1, 89 = B2, 81 seems to favor a third interpretation,
on which the reference to deduction and induction doesn’t include dialectic. For, he says, ‘dialectic
and rhetoric are more properly contrasted with teaching than taken as species of it’. However,
dialectic seems to count as a kind of teaching here. First, as Barnes agrees (B1, 91), Aristotle uses the
language of dialectic. Secondly, the fact that he mentions deductive and inductive arguments at least
doesn’t imply that he doesn’t have dialectic in mind. For example, at APr. 68b13-14, he says that
everything we are convinced of (pisteuomen) comes through either deduction or induction; so
clearly induction and deduction can have quite a broad scope. At APr. 24a22ff,, he says there are
both demonstrative and dialectical deductions. Top. 105a10£f. makes it clear that dialectic uses both
deduction and induction; cf. Top. 157al8ff. Nor are demonstration and questioning necessarily
opposed. APo. 1.12, for example, mentions demonstrative questioning. Further, at the beginning of
EN 2 Aristotle says that the virtues of thought (dianoia)—which include not only epistémé but also
techné, phronésis, sophia, and sunesis: EN 6.3—are acquired mainly through teaching. I take it that
the relevant sort of teaching is not demonstrative. Indeed, if (as has been plausibly argued) the EN is
itself a dialectical work, and if reading and studying it contribute to one’s acquiring phronésis, then
dialectic teaches in the sense EN 2 has in mind.

Though I think Aristotle counts dialectic as a kind of teaching here, it’s less clear whether he
thinks rhetoric teaches. On the one hand, it would not be unprecedented were he to say this: see SE
183b39ff. (And if rhetoric teaches, that gives us another reason to think that so too does dialectic.
Whether or not rhetoric teaches, it seems to require prior gnésis; I return to this point below.) On the
other hand, in saying that rhetoric aims to persuade or convince (sumpeithousin), Aristotle may
intend to distinguish it from the preceding cases, all of which involve genuine teaching. Cf.
M. F. Burnyeat, ‘Enthymeme: Aristotle on the Logic of Persuasion’, in D. Furley and A. Nehamas
(eds.), Aristotle’s Rhetoric (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press, 1994), 3-55. Philoponus,
7.1-5, seems to think Aristotle doesn’t here count rhetoric as a kind of teaching.

16 See R. Bolton, ‘Aristotle’s Account of the Socratic Elenchus’ Oxford Studies in Ancient
Philosophy 11 (1993), 121-52.

'7 “Aristotle on Understanding Knowledge’, 118.
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and as we'll see more fully below, later in 1.1 Aristotle considers a learner who
need not be so advanced (a22). This is the same passage I mentioned above,
the one that sets the stage for Aristotle’s discussion of the aporéma in the Meno.
Moreover, in 2.19 he discusses the process by which, beginning at birth, we
eventually learn (99b29) first principles as such.'® Though not every stage along
this journey counts as intellectual learning, I think the slave’s learning so counts.
At least, it’s reasonable to think this on the account of intellectual learning that
I go on to suggest. This is not to say that the level of learning engaged in by Meno
and his slave is a dominant concern in the APo. It is only to say that it is included
in Aristotle’s opening remarks and occasionally adverted to.

If, however, Aristotle is concerned only with a more advanced level of learning
than Meno and his slave engage in, then Aristotle’s concerns are included within
Plato’s concerns (rather than, as I have been arguing, the other way round). For
even if Meno and his slave engage in a more elementary level of learning than
Aristotle is concerned with, Plato’s notion of zetetic learning extends beyond the
learning that Meno and his slave engage in. For Socrates assumes that if the slave
were to move from his true beliefs to knowledge, he would do so by engaging
in yet more zetetic learning. Aristotle’s notion of intellectual learning would be a
case of doing just that."”

5. What is intellectual learning?

There are disputes about the force of the adjective ‘intellectual’ (dianoétiké).
Zabarella, among others, thinks Aristotle is distinguishing discursive (dianoia)
from non-discursive thought (noésis), to indicate that he is interested only in
learning the conclusions of demonstrations, and not in learning definitions,
which Aristotle, according to Zabarella, thinks one grasps non-discursively.*

'® Or so I think. But Scott, RE, 107-17, thinks 2.19 considers only higher-level learning. At the
other extreme, D. Bronstein ‘The Origin and Aim of Posterior Analytics 11.19°, Phronesis 57 (2012),
29-62, argues that the first three-quarters of the chapter discusses just how we get to preliminary
accounts (not first principles). I discuss 2.19 briefly in section 17.

' According to McKirahan, nothing Aristotle says here or elsewhere makes it clear how broad or
narrow the scope of intellectual teaching and learning are meant to be: Principles and Proofs:
Aristotle’s Theory of Demonstrative Science (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press, 1992), 22.
Whether it’s broad or narrow, it’s reasonable to link it to inquiry as it is conceived of in the Meno,
though there is room for dispute about precisely how to do so.

207, Zabarella, in Duos Aristotelis libros Posteriorum Analyticorum Commentaria in Opera Logica
(Hildesheim: Georg Olms, 1966 = reprint of Cologne edition of 1597), 620ff. Though Barnes doesn’t
endorse everything Zabarella says, he thinks the opening principle of the APo. concerns learning
only ‘derived propositions™ see B1, 251 and B2, 262. Cf. S. LaBarge, ‘Aristotle on “Simultaneous
Learning” in Posterior Analytics 1.1 and Prior Analytics 2.21°, Oxford Studies in Ancient Philosophy
27 (2004), 177-215, at 190, 200-1 (‘Simultaneous Learning’ hereinafter).
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One might think that, if this were right, it would differentiate Plato’s concerns
from Aristotle’s, since Plato is interested in learning what virtue is: he wants to
know the definition of virtue (though, in my view, he does not think that learning
this is non-discursive). If Zabarella is right, intellectual learning is more restricted
than I have suggested.

However, as we’ve seen, Plato is interested in inquiring into, and learning,
more than definitions. He wants to know not only what virtue is but also whether
it is teachable. Nor does the discussion with the slave involve searching for a
definition. And Zabarella’s interpretation of Aristotle is anyway too narrow. For
Aristotle doesn’t restrict intellectual learning to learning the conclusions of
demonstrations. Rather, it covers all the cases of learning that the APo. considers;
and the APo. considers learning not only the conclusions of demonstrations but
also definitions, and yet further things as well. For example, as we shall see, at
71al7ff. Aristotle considers a case of learning (a22) something that is neither a
definition nor the conclusion of a demonstration; this is in the context of replying
to Meno’s Paradox. Further, APo. 2 discusses four sorts of inquiries (zétéseis), one
of which is inquiring what something is. In 2.3, Aristotle says that ‘a definition
seems to be of what a thing is’. Inquiring into what something is is a way of trying
to learn what it is; if one inquires successfully, one has engaged in zetetic learning.
And in 2.19, 99b28-9, Aristotle asks how we learn ‘primitive, immediate prin-
ciples’ (99b21); these are, or at least include, definitions. I don’t think he means
that we learn them noetically rather than dianoetically. For at 100b5-6, he says
that both epistémé and nous are truth-entailing intellectual (dianoia) states:
dianoia is a broad condition, and nous falls within its scope. Moreover, 2.19
says that one comes to know first principles (and so definitions) through induc-
tion. (This is not to say that induction is sufficient for acquiring knowledge of first
principles; but it is necessary for doing so.) Since 1.1 says that induction
teaches—which implies that one can learn through induction—it follows that
we come to know definitions, at least in part, by learning them. Though much of
the APo. focuses on demonstration, not all of it does so. In particular, we shall see
that the passages of primary concern to us here don’t do so.

It therefore seems reasonable to think that dianoétiké means something like
reasoning in a broad sense, perhaps as opposed to perceiving.*' On this account,

21 For this interpretation, see Philoponus, 5; Aquinas, in Lecture 1 on Book 1 of his commentary
on the Analytics; and Ross, Analytics, 504. Cf. Mignucci, L’Argomentazione dimostrativa, 1-3; and
B2, note ad loc. According to Vlastos, Plato is concerned with learning that involves ‘rational
thought in contrast to sense-perception’ (‘Anamnesis’, 154); if he is right, Plato is concerned with
the sort of learning Aristotle mentions. It’s true that the triangle case I discuss below seems to involve
perception (one identifies the figure in the semi-circle by seeing it as a triangle, or by seeing that it is
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Meno’s slave engages in a sort of zetetic learning that falls within the scope of
dianoétiké mathésis.

If Plato’s and Aristotle’s concerns overlap in the ways I've suggested, it’s
reasonable to think that the opening sentence of 1.1 mentions a necessary
condition for inquiry as Plato conceives of it. And, as we've seen, Taylor and
Barnes both think it states a stepping-stone version of a foreknowledge principle.
Let’s now ask about that.

6. Prior gnosis

When I translated the opening sentence of 1.1. above, I left a crucial term, gndsis,
untranslated. B2 translates it as ‘knowledge’:**

All teaching and all learning of an intellectual kind proceed from pre-existing knowledge
(gnésis). (71al-2)

This makes it sound as though Aristotle says flat-out that all learning® requires
prior knowledge. One might then conclude, as Barnes and Taylor do, that
Aristotle accepts a foreknowledge principle. If he does so, he might seem to
disagree with Plato, as I've interpreted Plato.**

However, matters are not so simple. When commentators say that Plato
requires knowledge for inquiry, I take it they mean that he requires knowledge
as he conceives of it: what I've called P-knowledge. This, at any rate, is what they
should mean. For given the importance the Meno places on the distinction
between knowledge and true belief, it would be very misleading to say that
Plato requires knowledge for inquiry unless ‘knowledge’ were being used for
P-knowledge. It would, in particular, be very misleading to say that Plato requires

a triangle); however, it doesn’t involve only perception. Nor does Aristotle explicitly mention
perception here, though he may do so in the parallel passage in the APr. (Whether he does so
depends on whether we read idémen or eidomen at 67a25: see sect. 16.) Similarly, the slave in the
Meno presumably uses perception to identify the diagrams Socrates seems to draw for him, though
he doesn’t acquire the right answer simply on the basis of perception. Be that as it may, in both cases
the crucial factor is the way in which the learner or inquirer reasons. Dianoétiké learning doesn’t
have to be entirely nonperceptual; but it must centrally include the appropriate sort of reasoning.

* So too does B1, though in other respects the translation of the sentence as a whole differs from
that in B2.

> That is, all intellectual learning. But I shall from now on generally speak simply of learning, by
which I mean the sort of intellectual learning that Aristotle has in mind. I leave to one side the
question of whether he countenances further sorts of learning; if he does, they aren’t relevant here.
As we saw in Ch. 4, a similar question arises about Plato.

% Again, we’ve seen that Plato thinks we must have had knowledge about some range of things in
a prior life. But he doesn’t think we need to have prior knowledge in this life, in order to learn; and
that is my concern here.
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knowledge for inquiry, if ‘knowledge’ is being used so as to include true beliefs
that fall short of knowledge as he conceives of it. And, when I argued that
Plato doesn’t require knowledge for inquiry, I meant that he doesn’t require
P-knowledge for inquiry.

We can now ask the following question: when Aristotle says that learning
requires prior gndsis, is he rejecting Plato’s view that having and relying on
relevant true beliefs is sufficient for inquiry? Is he saying that, in order to learn
(and so in order to inquire successfully), one needs to be in a cognitive condition
that is superior to, more demanding than, what Plato considers to be mere true
belief? For want of a better label, let’s ask whether Aristotle differs from Plato in
requiring ‘superior cognition’. By ‘superior cognition’ I mean any cognitive
condition that is cognitively superior to what Plato takes to be mere true belief.**

Even if Aristotle doesn’t require superior cognition for inquiry, he might
require knowledge as he conceives of it; for he might take knowledge to be
more extensive than P-knowledge. That is, perhaps Plato and Aristotle draw
the line between knowledge and mere true belief differently. Perhaps Aristotle
thinks that some of the cases that Plato would say are mere true belief count
as knowledge as he, Aristotle, conceives of it; perhaps he expands the scope of
knowledge beyond its Platonic bounds. In fact, I think this is the case. For
example, Aristotle but not Plato allows one to know that something is so without
knowing why it is so. However, he seems to think that one knows that p is so
only if one has a good argument for the claim that p is true (where, however, the
argument can fall short of showing why p is true).”® The issue of whether
Plato and Aristotle distinguish knowledge from mere true belief in the same
way is a different issue from whether Aristotle requires superior cognition for
inquiry. My focus here is on whether, in requiring prior gndsis for intellectual
learning, Aristotle requires superior cognition. However, I shall also occasionally
ask whether the prior gndsis at issue here counts as knowledge as Aristotle
conceives of it, even if he doesn’t count it as superior cognition. Let’s call
knowledge as Aristotle conceives of it ‘A-knowledge’. A-knowledge includes,
but is not restricted to, superior cognition.

> Why not just ask whether Aristotle requires P-knowledge for zetetic learning, that is, for
successful inquiry? The answer is that P-knowledge doesn’t correspond exactly to any Aristotelian
notion of knowledge, and so there is a sense in which he doesn’t require it for anything. The crucial
question for my purposes is whether Aristotle requires one to be in a more demanding cognitive
condition, to inquire, than Plato does. Speaking of superior cognition allows me to focus on this
question.

26 Gee my ‘Aristotle on Knowledge’, Elenchos 14 (2010), 121-56, where I provide a more detailed
defense of my account of how Aristotle conceives of knowledge.



6. PRIOR GNOSIS 189

It’s difficult to know how Aristotle uses gndsis, and related words such as
gignoskein and gnorizein, in 1.1. For one thing, as Barnes remarks, though
Aristotle explicitly defines epistasthai in 1.2, his definition ‘carries with it the
implication that gigndskein has a different sense...[Yet] there is never any

attempt to define gignoskein’.*” For another, as Aristotle uses gignoskein and

the cognate noun, they have, as Burnyeat puts it, an ‘implicitly graded sense’.*®

Sometimes the verb is used interchangeably with epistasthai; but it ranges con-
siderably more widely. Indeed, Aristotle uses it in cases that he does not count as
knowledge. For example, he says that aisthésis, even of the sort had by animals, is
a type of gnosis. But he emphasizes that this gnésis doesn’t amount to epistémé.*
Nor does all perception even amount to knowledge in the broader sense of being
a truth-entailing cognitive condition that implies but goes beyond mere true
belief.’® For, in Aristotle’s view, animals lack belief (doxa) and supposition
(hupolépsis).>* One might argue that he thinks animals have knowledge even
though they lack belief and supposition. But the reason he thinks animals lack
belief and supposition is that they are not cognitively well enough equipped to
have it. Whether or not knowledge is a species of or implies belief, it is cogni-
tively more difficult to attain. If a creature can’t have belief, neither can it have
knowledge.

Since Aristotle uses gndsis to range beyond knowledge, I shall from now
on translate gnosis as ‘cognition’.”> Though the scope of cognition as Aristotle
understands it is unclear, I shall assume that it is factive: if one cognizes x,

*7 B2, 82. Barnes nonetheless takes it to be genuine knowledge, though he doesn’t say exactly
what he takes that to be.

28 <Aristotle on Understanding Knowledge’, 106; cf. 106-8, 114, 127-33. However, Burnyeat
thinks it is always some sort of knowledge (whether low- or high-level), whereas I think it is used
more extensively.

? See e.g. GA 731a30; De Mem. 449b12-14; Met. 981b11-13. Burnyeat, ‘Aristotle on Under-
standing Knowledge’, 114, cites further passages as well.

3 This conception of knowledge is weaker than A-knowledge, according to which one can know
that p is true only if one has a good argument for p’s being true. Epistémé as defined in 1.2 is a species
of A-knowledge. See my ‘Aristotle on Knowledge’. My focus here is on propositional knowledge;
I leave to one side the question of whether Aristotle thinks there are other kinds of knowledge.

1 See e.g. DA 3.3.

2 The usual Latin translation of gnésis is cognitio, and at least Aquinas recognizes false cognitio:
‘hac tamen differentia servata, quae supra circa veritatem dicta est, quod falsitas in intellecti esse
potest, non solum quia cognitio intellectus falsa est, sed quia intellectus eam cognoscit, sicut et
veritatem, in sensu autem falsitas non est ut cognita, ut dictum est’ (Summa Theologiae 1a.17.3;
emphasis added). Thanks to Terry Irwin and Scott MacDonald for calling this passage to my
attention. However, though medieval Latin uses cognitio such that it need not be truth-entailing,
it is not clear that classical Latin does so; at least, Cicero doesn’t do so. (Thanks here to Charles
Brittain and Walter Cavini.) In ‘Aristotle on Knowledge’, I argue that Aristotle uses gnésis so that it
need not be truth-entailing; but I won’t press that claim here. S. LaBarge, ‘Aristotle on Empeiria’,
Ancient Philosophy 26 (2006), 23-44, at 38, also translates gndsis as ‘cognition’.
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X exists; if one cognizes that p, p is true. However, one can cognize x, or that p,
without having A-knowledge; one might have mere true belief instead—or indeed
even less than that, since animals have gndsis but lack belief.

Because Aristotle uses gigndskein and the cognate noun so broadly, it’s difficult
to know whether, in saying that learning requires prior cognition, he means that
it requires superior cognition, or A-knowledge, or just cognition in an even
broader sense. However, though the mere use of the words doesn’t allow us to
answer that question, Aristotle proceeds to describe the sort of prior cognition
that is required for learning. So let’s look at that. All we know so far is that we
shouldn’t infer from the mere fact that he requires gndsis that he’s requiring
superior cognition, or even A-knowledge.

7. Prior cognition

In a passage quoted above, Aristotle says that deductive arguments involve prior
cognition in that they assume their premises ‘as from those who grasp (sunien-
ton) them’,”” and that inductive arguments involve prior cognition in that the
particulars from which the universal is reached are clear. The sort of grasp one
has of particulars prior to grasping universals certainly isn’t epistémé as Aristotle
defines it in 1.2; for that is restricted to what is universal and necessary.** Nor is it
superior cognition or, 'm inclined to think, even A-knowledge. Nor does getting
the premises of deductive arguments ‘as from those who grasp them’ necessarily
involve superior cognition or even A-knowledge. For, at this point, Aristotle
seems to have in mind all deductive arguments, including dialectical ones; but not
all of these even have all true premises. A fortiori, he wouldn’t be requiring us
even to A-know that the premises are true. Even if he has in mind just sound
deductive arguments, it’s not clear that, in each case, a learner must antecedently
know, rather than merely believe or assume for the sake of argument, that the
premises are true.’® Further, Aristotle goes on to speak of ‘grasping what the

** Philoponus, 6.19-23, thinks Aristotle has in mind the dialectical method of getting one’s
premises from one’s interlocutors. Ross, Analytics, 504, also favors this interpretation. Ross also says
that Aristotle is here requiring prior knowledge. But interlocutors engaged in dialectic don’t need to
have knowledge, whether that is superior cognition or just A-knowledge. (Contrast R. Bolton,
‘Aristotle: Epistemology and Metaphysics’ in C. Shields (ed.), The Blackwell Guide to Ancient
Philosophy (Oxford: Blackwell, 2003), 151-62.) As we’ve seen, Barnes acknowledges that Aristotle
here uses the language of dialectic; but he doesn’t think Aristotle is discussing dialectic (B1, 91). My
own view is that Aristotle has in mind deduction in general; as such, some dialectic falls within its
scope (I say ‘some’ because dialectic isn’t purely deductive).

** However, later in 1.1 Aristotle speaks of having unqualified epistémé of a particular. T discuss
this below.

> Similarly, one can lambanein that something is so without knowing that it is. Cf. Charles,
AME, 751, n. 26.
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thing said is’; and he explains this in terms of signification. But, as we shall see,
to grasp what something signifies can fall short of superior cognition and even of
A-knowledge. Aristotle’s claim that rhetoric requires prior cognition also sup-
ports the view that the cognition at issue here needn’t be A-knowledge, let alone
superior cognition. For the typical audience listening to an orator doesn’t have
that, at least, not on all the matters rhetoricians speak about.

I suggest, then, that the prior-cognition principle mentioned at the beginning
of 1.1 doesn’t require superior cognition or even A-knowledge. So far, then,
Aristotle hasn’t endorsed any version of a foreknowledge principle. Rather, he’s
endorsed a prior-cognition principle, where the cognition need not be knowledge.
Further, his prior-cognition principle is a stepping-stone version, since what one
is attempting to learn is different from what one needs prior cognition of. In
deduction, one needs to cognize, or grasp, the premises; in induction, one needs
to cognize, or grasp, certain particulars; and these are different from what one is
trying to learn.

8. Two types of prior cognition

In 71al1-17, Aristotle proceeds to say that:*®

There are two ways in which we must already have cognition (progindskein). In some
cases, we must presuppose (prohupolambanein) that something is; in other cases, we must
grasp (sunienai) what the thing spoken of is; and in other cases we must do both. E.g. of
the fact that everything is either asserted or denied truly, we must presuppose that it is the
case; of the triangle, that it signifies (sémainei) this; and of the unit both (both what it
signifies and that it is). For something different is needed to make each of these things
clear to us.”’

3 1 have used B2’s translation, except that where I have ‘already have cognition’, it has ‘already
have knowledge’. Barnes’s translation has the disadvantage of making belief a species of knowledge.
Yet knowledge but not belief is truth-entailing. Hence we need to repair his translation. There are
two (compatible) ways of doing so: either progindskein should not be translated as ‘we must already
have knowledge’, or else prohupolambanein should not be translated as ‘we must already believe’.
I favor the first option since, as I've argued, as Aristotle uses gndsis (gignoskein) it doesn’t always
amount even to A-knowledge. (B1 may agree. At least, it translates progindskein as ‘to be already
aware’; and, at least as I use the term, awareness can fall short of knowledge. But I'm not sure this was
Barnes’s intention; he may just have wanted to use different English words to render different Greek
words. See B1, 90 with B2, 82.) I also favor the second solution, since I prefer to use ‘belief” for doxa,
and ‘supposition’ for hupolépsis.

37 duxds & dvaykaiov mpoywdokew: T wev ydp, 67i €T, mpoimolaufdvew dvaykaiov, Ta 8¢, T{ TO
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We've seen that in the immediately preceding lines Aristotle says that deductive
and inductive reasoning requires prior cognition. He also says what sort of prior
cognition is required: in deductive reasoning, for example, one gets one’s prem-
ises ‘as from those who grasp them’. How are the types of prior cognition that he
now mentions related to his immediately preceding remarks?*®

Philoponus (7.8ff.) and Aquinas (Lecture 2 on Book 1) think Aristotle is
narrowing his focus: rather than considering all deduction and induction, he
is now considering just demonstration, which is a species of deduction. Though
I agree that Aristotle is narrowing his focus, I'm not sure he is now discussing just
demonstration. Rather, he seems to intend a restriction to deduction as such,
leaving induction to one side.”® He is explaining in more detail what sort of
prior cognition is needed in deduction. That this is so is suggested by the fact
that his initial description of deductive reasoning uses forms of both lambanein
and sunienai; and forms of both words recur in his more detailed discussion.
Aristotle describes two sorts of prior cognition that are involved in deductive
reasoning: the supposition (hupolépsis) that something is so, and grasping
(sunienai) what the thing said is or signifies. Let’s look at these two sorts of
prior cognition more closely.

Aristotle typically uses ‘supposition’ as a generic term that includes epistémé
and doxa as species.*® As such, not all suppositions are true, though the examples
of suppositions that Aristotle gives here are true. Nonetheless, one can suppose
that they are so without having superior cognition or even A-knowledge that they
are. For example, Aristotle says that, in attempting to learn about units, one must
suppose that they are. This seems to mean that, to learn about units, one must
assume, or perhaps believe, that units exist; and, in his view, they do exist, so the

% Though Aristotle says that there are two types of prior cognition, it has been argued that he in
fact countenances three of them. See e.g. Ross, Analytics, 504-5. By contrast, B1, 91, and Aquinas
(Lecture 2 on Book 1) speak of two types of prior cognition. Those who say that Aristotle mentions
three types think that grasping that something is covers two types of prior cognition: cognition that
certain things exist and cognition that certain propositions are true. Thanks to David Bronstein for
helpful discussion of this point.

* However, see epagomenos at 71a21; epachthénai, 71a24. But there is dispute about whether
those passages discuss induction in Aristotle’s technical sense (whatever that is); see n. 57. David
Bronstein has suggested to me that perhaps Aristotle means to include not only deduction but also
what, in Met. 1.9, 992b30-2, he calls learning by definition, which need not be strictly or entirely
deductive. Whatever the precise scope of his concern here is, I take it to extend beyond demonstra-
tion, though I doubt that it includes induction.

0 See APo. 89a3-4, 89a39; DA 427b25. In EN 1139b15-18, Aristotle distinguishes hupolépsis
from various other cognitive conditions by saying that the former but not the latter can be false. Cf.
APo. 79b28.
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supposition that they exist is a true supposition. But one can assume or believe
that something exists without A-knowing that it does.*'

Nor does Aristotle’s second type of prior cognition require even A-knowledge.
For in this second type, what’s needed is a grasp (sunesis) of what the items
spoken about are or, as he also puts it, of what they, or the corresponding terms,
signify (sémainei).*> It seems that, for Aristotle, what the term ‘F’ signifies is a
feature true of all (but not necessarily of only) Fs. ‘Eclipse’, for example, signifies
some kind of deprivation of light, and ‘man’ signifies some kind of animal (2.8,
93a22-4), where the exact kind is not initially specified.*> One can grasp that
‘man’ signifies some kind of animal, without having superior cognition (or,
I think, even A-knowledge) about what man, or anything else, is.

That Aristotle doesn’t require superior cognition for intellectual learning is
well defended by David Charles, in Aristotle on Meaning and Essence.** As we
saw in Chapter 3, section 11, Charles argues that Aristotle has a three-stage view
of scientific inquiry. At Stage 1, one knows, or grasps, what ‘F signifies. At Stage
2, one knows, or grasps, that there are Fs. It’s only at Stage 3 that one knows the

*! One can also assume or believe that something exists, even if it doesn’t; people used to believe
that phlogiston exists. But Aristotle doesn’t seem to have such cases in mind here. Another of his
examples of something one must (sometimes or always) have a hupolépsis of is, roughly, the Law of
the Excluded Middle. Insofar as most learners can’t explain why the Law of the Excluded Middle is
true, they lack P-knowledge, or superior cognition, of it. Barnes writes in another context that
‘although it is false that learners must have explicit knowledge of some logical laws, it may be that in
some weak sense of “know” all learners must “know” some logical laws (e.g. they must order their
beliefs in accordance with them)’ (B1, 103/B2, 100). He isn’t here explicating hupolépsis. But one
might argue that this weak sense of ‘know’ (if Barnes is right to say that is what it is) is what Aristotle
has in mind by hupolépsis, at least in the case of the Law of the Excluded Middle. I doubt, however,
whether Aristotle thinks that is sufficient for knowledge. But even if he does, still, it doesn’t amount
to superior cognition. Even if it counts as A-knowledge (though I don’t think it does), this would
show at most that some cases of supposition involve A-knowledge; it wouldn’t show that all do.

42 Aristotle seems to speak interchangeably of grasping what the thing spoken of is (71a13) and of
grasping what it, or of what the corresponding term, signifies (71a15-6).

43 For this account of Aristotle on signification, see Charles, AME and ‘Paradox’. As he notes,
however, though Aristotle ‘makes a number of claims about names, their signification, and accounts
of what names signify, he does not develop a full or unified account of these issues’ (AME, 79).
Fortunately, for our purposes the details don’t matter; for us, the crucial point is that one can grasp
what ‘F signifies without grasping the essence of F. Aristotle’s account of signification is weaker than
the one Charles thinks Plato holds, which requires grasping a feature true of all and only Fs.

44 However, 'm not sure whether he thinks it requires A-knowledge. On the one hand, he
sometimes seems to suggest that being at Stages 1 and 2 requires one to have knowledge; see e.g.
‘Paradox’, 137. But sometimes he speaks instead of grasping (‘Paradox’, 137) or recognizing
(‘Paradox’, 143). If he thinks that being at Stages 1 and 2 requires A-knowledge, then we disagree
on that point. Here, though, I should note that 1.1 presents the three-stage view in an abstract or
generic way, which Book 2 then applies to the case of scientific inquiry. I take no stand here on
whether the three-stage view requires A-knowledge in Book 2. My claim is just that it doesn’t do so
in 1.1.
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real essence of F—and so, in my terminology, has superior cognition about Fs.**
One can be in an earlier stage without being in a later stage, though being in an
earlier stage puts one in a good position to advance to the next stage. As we’ve
seen, Charles thinks this three-stage view allows Aristotle to avoid Meno’s
Paradox. It does so by insisting that, and explaining how, one can be in Stage 1
without being in Stage 2, and in Stage 2 without being in Stage 3. Being in Stages 1
and 2 are robust enough to allow one to inquire; but they aren’t so robust that
there’s nothing left to inquire into.

Although 1 disagree with Charles on some details,*® we agree on one crucial
point: neither grasping what a term signifies nor grasping that something
is requires superior cognition.47 Yet Aristotle says that sometimes grasping what
a term signifies is sufficient for satisfying the prior-cognition principle. Hence,
that principle doesn’t require superior cognition. Nor, I've suggested, does it
require A-knowledge. Hence, Aristotle hasn’t yet disagreed with what Plato
means in saying that one doesn’t need knowledge for inquiry. For even if (contrary
to my view) he requires A-knowledge, he doesn’t require superior cognition.

I suspect that at least many of those who say that, in the opening sentences of
APo. 1.1, Aristotle requires knowledge for learning would agree that at least
superior cognition isn’t at issue. It’s just that they use ‘knowledge’ more broadly
than that. But doing so creates the misleading impression that Aristotle but not
Plato requires knowledge for learning.*® In fact, Aristotle hasn’t yet disagreed
with Plato about what cognitive level one needs to be in for inquiry. For when
he requires prior cognition, he isn’t requiring superior cognition; and so he isn’t
disagreeing with Plato’s claim that having and relying on relevant (mere)
true beliefs is sufficient for inquiry. So far, then, Aristotle hasn’t accepted a
foreknowledge principle for intellectual learning. Rather, he has endorsed just a
stepping-stone version of a prior-cognition principle, where cognition need not
be superior cognition or even, I've suggested, A-knowledge.

4> This is because, as we've seen, Plato requires knowledge of real essence in order to have
knowledge, as he conceives of knowledge (at least in the case of virtue and of things relevantly
like it).

6 For example, if he thinks that, even in 1.1, being in Stages 1 and 2 requires A-knowledge, we
disagree on that point. See n. 44.

7 This is so whether or not these two types of prior cognition map neatly onto the three-stage
view as it is developed in Book 2.

*8 Of course, as we've seen, many think Plato requires P-knowledge. Were he to do so, it would
still be misleading to say that Plato and Aristotle both require knowledge, since even if Aristotle
requires A-knowledge, he doesn’t require P-knowledge or superior cognition.
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9. Plato and Aristotle on prior cognition

We have now looked at what cognitive level Aristotle requires us to be in, in order
to engage in intellectual learning, as well as at what sorts of contents he requires
us to grasp. Let’s briefly compare his views with Plato’s. Plato, I argued, doesn’t
require foreknowledge, in this life, for inquiry or discovery. In his view, having
and relying on relevant true beliefs is sufficient. He doesn’t commit himself to the
view that having and relying on relevant true beliefs is necessary. However, he
says that dialectical inquiry requires satisfying the Dialectical Requirement; and it
requires us to have an appropriate degree of familiarity with the things through
which the discussion proceeds, though this needn’t amount to knowledge. But it’s
not clear whether the appropriate degree of familiarity requires true beliefs
or whether something less than that (such as roughly-accurate beliefs) will do.
Be that as it may, Aristotle agrees with Plato insofar as he doesn’t require superior
cognition for inquiry or learning. However, he requires prior cognition, which
seems to involve what Plato would view as mere true belief. In requiring true
beliefs, Aristotle goes beyond what Plato is clearly committed to.

Plato and Aristotle agree, however, that one can inquire, or learn, on the basis
of (what Plato views as) mere true belief; knowledge (in the sense of P-knowledge
or superior cognition) isn’t needed.*” If this is right, Aristotle’s implicit reply to
Meno’s Paradox, like Plato’s reply in the geometrical discussion, rejects S3:
contrary to it, one can inquire even if one doesn’t know that which one is
inquiring into; for having and relying on relevant true beliefs will do.*

What about content, as opposed to cognitive condition? Aristotle, we’ve seen,
requires one to grasp what ‘F signifies and/or that Fs exist, where the former
involves grasping a feature true of all, but not necessarily true of only, Fs. Do
Meno and his slave do so? If not, Aristotle would think they aren’t in a position to
learn, as he conceives of learning here. If that’s so, then either he imposes more
stringent conditions on zetetic learning than Plato does or else, contrary to what
I've suggested, Aristotle is concerned just with learning of a more advanced sort
than Plato is, if not in terms of cognitive condition, then in terms of content.

9 Nor, T've suggested, is A-knowledge needed. But for the purpose of comparing Plato with
Aristotle, the crucial question concerns superior cognition.

** One might argue that so far Aristotle has said only that having and relying on true beliefs is
necessary. That leaves open the possibility that he doesn’t think it’s sufficient. However, even if this is
a theoretical possibility, his development of the three-stage view in the rest of the APo. suggests it’s
not actual. He continues to believe that it’s sufficient for inquiring that one be in Stage 1 (or, more
accurately, that puts one in the best possible position for advancing to Stage 2). For a good defense of
this view, see Charles, AME.
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In fact, however, the slave seems to grasp both that squares and diagonals are,
and also what ‘square’ and ‘diagonal’ signify, as Aristotle conceives of significa-
tion.”' He is able to point to and recognize examples of squares and diagonals:
that suggests he thinks they exist. Further, he grasps that squares have four equal
sides; that is a feature true of all squares. Hence he grasps what ‘square’ signifies
in Aristotle’s sense of ‘signify’; he grasps a feature true of all squares, though it is
not a feature true only of squares, since rhombi also have four equal sides.

Meno also seems to satisfy Aristotle’s conditions on learning, with respect

2 and he mentions what he takes to

to virtue. He thinks that virtue exists,
be examples of it (or of types of it). For example, he says that, for a man, virtue
is managing the city. He also readily agrees that virtue is good (73b6); so he
mentions a feature true of all cases of virtue, and in that sense grasps what ‘virtue’
signifies, as Aristotle conceives of signification.

We've now looked at Aristotle’s implicit reply to Meno’s Paradox: implicit,
because he hasn’t yet mentioned the aporéma; but a reply nonetheless since what
he says is in fact a solution to it, and indeed one that recalls the Meno’s, which
Aristotle explicitly mentions later in 1.1. Aristotle says that, in order to engage
in intellectual learning (which includes zetetic learning, even of the sort engaged
in by Meno and his slave), one must have prior cognition. In particular, one
must grasp what the terms at issue signify and/or that the phenomenon at
issue exists.”> Though this isn’t clear from 1.1, it emerges later that these
necessary conditions are also sufficient. This solves Meno’s Paradox by showing
that there are cognitive conditions that are robust enough to permit inquiry, but
that are also weak enough to allow there to be something one doesn’t yet
know that one can inquire into. For one can use one’s grasp of what a term
signifies, or that something is, as a ‘springboard’ for inquiring what something’s

! We've seen that Meno and his slave don’t specify what ‘F signifies, as Charles thinks Plato
conceives of signification, which requires specifying a feature true of all and only Fs. The question
here is whether they specify what ‘F’ signifies, as Aristotle conceives of signification, which requires
specifying a feature true of all Fs, though not one true only of Fs.

*2 Tnitially he doesn’t take it to be a real kind or a form; but he thinks there is such a thing as
virtue, even if he doesn’t have a clear conception of what sort of thing it is. Whatever Meno’s initial
views about virtue are, we've seen that Socrates explains the Oneness Assumption to him; according
to it, virtue is some one form or essence, the same in all cases. So during the course of the
conversation with Socrates, Meno becomes clearer about what sort of thing virtue is, and he looks
for an account of it in the light of that deeper understanding. Of course, neither Meno nor his slave is
on a par with practicing scientists. Nonetheless, they are able to inquire in a way that satisfies
Aristotle’s prior-cognition principle as it is described in 1.1, even if they don’t satisfy it in the more
determinate way in which it is developed for ‘scientific’ inquiry in Book 2. Thanks to David Charles
for helpful discussion of this issue.

3 At least, this is so for learning by deduction (or for that as well as learning by definition: see
n. 39).
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real essence is.”* The strategy is the same as Plato’s. Like Plato, Aristotle describes
a cognitive condition that permits inquiry but falls short of superior cognition.
And like Plato, he suggests that the content of that cognitive condition need not
be identical with what one is seeking to learn: a stepping-stone version of a prior-
cognition principle will do.

Aristotle’s implicit reply, like Plato’s reply in the geometrical discussion, rejects
S3: one can inquire into something even if one doesn’t know what it is (that is, even
if one doesn’t have P-knowledge, or superior cognition, of its real essence). If one is
inquiring about F, it will do if one grasps what ‘F’ signifies and/or that Fs exist,
where this grasp need not amount to P-knowledge or superior cognition. Not only
has Aristotle not required P-knowledge or superior cognition of that which one is
inquiring into; but neither has he required us to have any P-knowledge or superior
cognition (or indeed any A-knowledge) of anything at all. So he hasn’t yet endorsed
even a stepping-stone version of a foreknowledge principle; he’s endorsed only a
stepping-stone version of a prior-cognition principle.

10. A particular case

Aristotle began by speaking in general terms about the sort of prior cognition that
is needed for intellectual learning as such. He then narrowed his scope to

deduction in particular. Now he narrows his scope even further, by focusing on

a particular case (enia: 71a21):>>

I. It is possible to gnérizein <that q> by previously gndrizein <that p> and acquiring
gnosis <that q> at the same time (hama)>® <as one acquires cognition of r>—for example,
in the cases that fall under the universal of which one has cognition.

54 1 take the term ‘springboard’ from Charles, AME, 35; ‘Paradox’, 147.

> T have inserted ‘T, IT', and ‘IIT’ for ease of reference.

%% There’s dispute about whether hama indicates a partial exception to the prior-cognition
principle. On one view, Aristotle’s point is that, contrary to it, one doesn’t always need prior
cognition of the ‘minor’ premise (in quotation marks, since the argument at issue isn’t a demon-
stration in the strict sense); one can acquire cognition of it at the same time as one acquires cognition
of the conclusion. For this interpretation, see R. McKirahan, Principles and Proofs, 183. B2, 85, by
contrast, thinks Aristotle’s point is that the learner must know the universal premise before coming
to class, but can learn the minor premise in class, in the course of being taught the conclusion, but
before one actually learns it. Hence, in Barnes’s view, there is no exception to the prior-cognition
principle, since one cognizes the minor premise as one is being led to the conclusion, but before one
reaches it.

Presumably one doesn’t learn the conclusion literally instantaneously; there’s at least an uncon-
scious inference, which takes some time. In this sense, Barnes is right. However, the time involved is
very short; there’s not a long learning process. In this sense, McKirahan is right. It’s worth noting
that in the parallel passage in APr. 2.21, Aristotle uses not just hama but also euthus (67a24-5). On
euthus in this connection, see LaBarge, ‘Simultaneous Learning’, 196-7. For further discussion, see
D. Bronstein, ‘Meno’s Paradox’.
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II. For one previously knew (proédei) that every triangle has angles equal to two right
angles. But one gnorizei that this figure in the semicircle is a triangle at the same time as
performing the induction.”” For in some cases one learns in this way, rather than
gnorizein the last term through the middle. This is true when one reaches the particulars,
i.e. things not said of any subject.

III. Before the induction, or (&) before getting a deduction, one should perhaps be said to
know (epistasthai) <the conclusion> in one way (tropon tina) but not in another. For if
one did not know (eidenai) without qualification (haplés) whether <a given triangle> is,
how could one know (eidenai) without qualification that it has two right angles? But it’s
clear that one knows (epistasthai) it insofar as one knows (epistasthai) it universally; but
one does not know (epistasthai) it without qualification. Otherwise the puzzle (aporéma)
in the Meno will result: for one will learn either nothing or that which (ha) one <already>
knows. (71a17-30)°®

In I, Aristotle says that there are some arguments whose conclusions one can
cognize (that is, one can cognize that their conclusions are true) even if one
doesn’t have prior cognition of all the premises (that is, even if one doesn’t grasp
that all of them are true). This occurs ‘in the cases that fall under the universal of

One might argue that the prior cognition rule isn’t violated, even if the minor premise isn’t
antecedently cognized, on the ground that the prior-cognition principle doesn’t always require that
both premises be antecedently cognized in the sense of grasping that they are true (which is what is
at issue here). Perhaps, in the case Aristotle describes, the prior-cognition principle is satisfied even if
only the major premise is antecedently cognized. For earlier Aristotle said that sometimes all one
needs prior cognition of is of what the relevant terms signify; and he gives triangle as an example.
Since the learner in his example grasps what ‘triangle’ signifies, he satisfies the prior-cognition
principle. Philoponus, 8.6-11, gives a different argument for the same conclusion. He also suggests
that perhaps the minor premise is contained potentially in the major premise, and so in that sense it
is antecedently cognized (8.11-19).

7 epagomenos; cf. 71a24, epachthénai. There is dispute about whether Aristotle is using these

words nontechnically, to mean ‘being led on’, sc. to knowledge, sc. through deduction; or whether he
is using them for induction in his technical sense (the nature of which is also disputed). The first
view is favored by Ross, Analytics, 506; and Barnes. (Barnes favors this interpretation in his
commentary in both B1 and B2, but B1 translates as ‘induction’, whereas B2 translates as ‘led to
the conclusion’.) For versions of the second view, see Hamlyn, ‘Aristotelian Epagoge’; R. McKirahan,
‘Aristotelian Epagoge in Prior Analytics, 2.21 and Posterior Analytics 1.1, Journal of the History of
Philosophy 21 (1983), 1-13; M. Gifford, ‘Aristotle on Platonic Recollection and the Paradox of
Knowing Universals: Prior Analytics B.21 67a8-30°, Phronesis 44 (1999), 1-29; and LaBarge,
‘Simultaneous Learning’. Since this issue doesn’t affect my main concerns, I shall not discuss it
here. Whatever epagomenos means here, Aristotle is considering, if only inter alia, a deductive
argument; and I shall focus on it.

58 ,:EC'TL 86‘ ’)/prl,/géll/ TU\. /LG‘V Tpr,TEPOV ’}/V(UPLIUU.VT(I, TL:)V 86‘ Kﬂ.l‘, (;:‘u,a )\a‘LLB(iVDVTU. T'Y‘]V ’}/V(I)ULV, OfDV
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which one has gndsis’. In II, he gives an example. In III, he summarizes his main
point and relates it to the Meno.

In [, the only cognitive terms Aristotle uses are forms of gndrizein and gndsis
(gignoskein). In II, he also uses forms of eidenai and epistasthai. Eidenai and
epistasthai are generally thought to indicate knowledge.”® One might then infer
that, earlier in the chapter, gndsis is knowledge and so superior cognition.

However, this line of reasoning should be resisted. First, when Aristotle makes
his general point in I, he uses forms just of gnésis and gnorizein. It’s only in II and
III, when he turns to a particular case, that he uses forms of eidenai and
epistasthai. Even if genuine knowledge that the premises are true is required in
this special case, it doesn’t follow that it is needed for learning in general.
Secondly, the point Aristotle makes in I applies not only to a learner who already
has knowledge of the ‘major’ premise but also to a learner who has just true belief
about it. For, as we shall see in more detail shortly, he considers a case in which
one knows that a universal premise is true; and he claims that this implies that
one in a way knows that a given conclusion is true. But it is equally true that if one
merely has a true belief that the universal premise is true, one thereby in a way
has a true belief that the conclusion is true. Though he illustrates his point in II
and III with a knower, his point is not special to knowledge as opposed to true
belief. Thirdly, even if, in IT and III, Aristotle has A-knowledge in mind, it does
not follow that he has superior cognition in mind. And I suggest below that, when
Aristotle mentions knowledge in IT and III, we need not take him to have superior
cognition in mind.

Let’s now look at the case Aristotle discusses. He considers the following
argument:*’

(A) Every triangle has interior angles whose sum is equal to the sum of two
right angles (= 2R).

(B) This figure in the semicircle is a triangle.

(C) Therefore this figure has 2R.

He then considers someone who knows that (A) is true, but who doesn’t
know that this particular triangle exists and who therefore hasn’t explicitly
entertained (C).

% However, Ackrill, ‘Aristotle’s Theory of Definition’, 366, interestingly suggests that in the APo.,
Aristotle sometimes uses eidenai for true belief (or, Ackrill also suggests, for what he calls ‘weak
knowledge’).

%0 The discussion that follows is indebted to the lucid account in B2, 87-8. For a different account
of what argument Aristotle has in mind, see Ross, Analytics, 505-6.
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Before looking at how Aristotle explains this case, let’s return to the issue of
what level of cognition is at issue. One might think Aristotle has in mind an
expert geometrician; if so, it would be reasonable to think he has superior
cognition in mind or, at least, a higher level of cognition than the one the slave
has in the geometrical inquiry in the Meno. One might then argue that Aristotle’s
concern in this passage is quite different from the sort of case Plato focuses on in
the geometry discussion: Aristotle is concerned just with an advanced learner;
Plato is concerned with someone at a lower cognitive level.*!

But I don’t think Aristotle has in mind an especially sophisticated learner. He
doesn’t, for example, say or imply that the learner he is interested in must have
proven that (A) is true in order to ‘know’ it in the way at issue here. For all he
says, perhaps I ‘know’ that (A) is true, not because I've proven that it is, but
because I've taken Aristotle’s word for it and have good reason to believe that he’s
reliable on this point. That certainly wouldn’t amount to superior cognition.®?
Even if he has A-knowledge in mind, his point doesn’t seem to turn on that. For,
as I suggested above and as we shall see in more detail below, his point works just
as well (or badly) if the learner has mere true belief. Anyone who grasps that
every triangle has 2R will do for his purposes. But whatever level of cognition is at
issue, Aristotle is considering just a special case, not intellectual learning as such.

11. Analysis of the case
Aristotle suggests that, in the case he describes, the following seems to be true:

(1) A knows that every triangle has 2R.

(2) A doesn’t know that this triangle exists.

(3) Unless one knows that x exists, one can’t know anything about x
(71226-7).

Therefore
(4) A doesn’t know that this triangle has 2R.
But Aristotle also seems tempted by the following argument:

(1) A knows that every triangle has 2R.

81 For this view, see Bronstein, ‘Meno’s Paradox’, 121-3; 126-7. Here again, though, we should
recall that even though the slave starts off without any knowledge, Socrates indicates that he could in
the end acquire knowledge ‘as accurate as anyone’s’, by following the same method.

%2 Nor would it clearly even amount to A-knowledge. If it doesn’t, then Aristotle uses epistemic
terms loosely here, as he seems to do in any case in speaking of epistémé of the conclusion. See n. 64.
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(5) This is a triangle.
Therefore
(6) A knows that this triangle has 2R.

Steps (4) and (6) seem to contradict one another. Various solutions are in
principle possible. For example, one might argue that (1) and (5) do not imply
(6)—which, given the intensional context, seems the most obvious strategy.
Aristotle, however, favors a different solution. He suggests that the seeming
contradiction is not genuine, since different types of knowledge are at issue. We
don’t both know and not know, with the same kind of knowledge, that this
triangle has 2R; hence (4) and (6) are compatible. I take it that he favors this
strategy, not because he is unaware of, or is confused about, the nature of
intensional contexts, but because he is sympathetic to the view that, in learning
by deduction, when one knows the universal premise one in some way also
thereby knows the conclusion, even if one isn’t in a position to entertain it
explicitly; and he is trying to explain what way that is. To do so, he reads (4) as:

(4") A doesn’t know without qualification (haplds) that this triangle has 2R.
And he reads (6) as:
(6") A knows universally (katholou) that this triangle has 2R.

He then argues that (4') and (6') are compatible: one can simultaneously know
and not know that this triangle has 2R, if one knows this universally but not
without qualification.®®

To know without qualification that this triangle has 2R is to have de dicto
knowledge that (C) is true.®* This is the sort of knowledge one initially doesn’t

63 Aristotle is contrasting two ways of knowing (or grasping) that (C) is true: one can know it
without qualification or universally. Contrast M. Ferejohn, ‘Meno’s Paradox and De Re Knowledge
in Aristotle’s Theory of Demonstration’, History of Philosophy Quarterly 5 (1988), 97-117 at e.g. 106;
cf. his The Origins of Aristotelian Science (New Haven, Conn.: Yale University Press, 1991). He
thinks that to know something universally is to know a universal, and that to know something
without qualification is to know a particular, so that Aristotle is contrasting knowing different
things, not two ways of knowing the same proposition.

64 As various commentators have noted, it’s odd that Aristotle speaks as though one can
epistasthai haplés that this triangle has 2R. For on his technical account of that notion in 1.2, one
cannot do so. However, Aristotle hasn’t yet introduced that account; so perhaps he feels free not to
speak in accordance with it. B2, 87 plausibly suggests that Aristotle uses the phrase here just to
express ‘an ordinary knowledge claim’, in contrast to knowing (C) with some sort of qualification; in
the present context, the relevant qualification is knowing the conclusion merely universally. This fits
well with my suggestion above that Aristotle doesn’t have superior cognition in mind here, even
though he uses forms of eidenai and epistasthai. For an extreme reaction to the occurrence of haplés



202 ARISTOTELIAN INQUIRY

have of (C), in the case Aristotle is considering. What, however, is it to know
something universally?®> Aristotle answers this question in 1.24:%

It is especially clear that the universal demonstration is more important from the fact that
in having (echontes) the prior of the propositions, we in a way know (ismen pos) the
posterior one too: we have it potentially. For example, if someone knows that every
triangle has two right angles, he in a way also knows (oide pds) that the isosceles has two
right angles—he knows it potentially—even if he does not know that the isosceles is a
triangle. But one who has <only> the latter proposition does not know the universal in
any way, neither potentially nor actually. (86a22-9)%

What sort of potentiality is at issue here? A natural first thought is that Aristotle
has in mind either first or second potentiality.®® As we’ve seen,®® a first potenti-
ality is the sort of potentiality a child has to (e.g.) know language, in that she can
do so in due course. A second potentiality is the sort of potentiality had by
someone who (e.g.) knows French, though she isn’t exercising her knowledge at
the time; this is also called first actuality, in distinction from second actuality,
which I have when I exercise my knowledge of French by, for example, speaking
or reading it on an occasion. Though it would be natural to think that Aristotle
has in mind his distinction between first and second potentiality, I'm not sure he

epistatai in 1.1., see M. Gifford, ‘Lexical Anomalies in the Introduction to the Posterior Analytics,
Part I, Oxford Studies in Ancient Philosophy 19 (2000), 163-223.

% Since knowing something unqualifiedly (as it is explained here) is knowing it de dicto, it is
tempting to think that knowing something universally is knowing it de re; and B2, 88, may succumb
to this temptation. Cf. Ferejohn, ‘Meno’s Paradox and De Re Knowledge in Aristotle’s Theory of
Demonstration’, 116 n. 12; and his Origins of Aristotelian Science, 42-3 (both passages are cited in
B2). For a challenge to this view, see B. Morison, ‘An Aristotelian Distinction between Two Types of
Knowledge’, Proceedings of the Boston Area Colloquium in Ancient Philosophy 27 (2012), 29-57, at
40-2. The issue is complicated by the fact that the de re/de dicto distinction is drawn in different
ways. Whatever one in the end decides about this, it is important to bear in mind that what one
knows only universally is not, or is not only, a thing (a res), such as this triangle, but the proposition
that this triangle has 2R.

% Neither the examples nor the terminology are exactly the same in 1.1 and 1.24. For example, in

1.1 Aristotle focuses on a particular triangle; in 1.24 he focuses on types of triangles. Further, 1.24
discusses types of demonstration; but strict demonstration isn’t at issue in the triangle example in
1.1. Nonetheless, the two discussions are close enough for it to be reasonable to use 1.24 to interpret
1.1, as B1, 95, also does. Philoponus, 8.12, and Aquinas, Lecture 3 on Book 1, also explain what
Aristotle says here in terms of potential knowledge. I take it that pds, in 1.24, corresponds to tropon
tina in the parallel passage in 1.1. Cf. APr. 2.21, which I discuss below.
7 uddiora 8¢ S5dov 811 % kabBélov kupwtépa, ST TG mpoTdoewy Tv pév mporépav Exovres {opev
TWS Kai T‘;]V l;O'TG,PCLV KCLI: €”XO,M€V SUVCi/LGL, OLTOV Ei’ TLS OI?BGV gTL 7T(iV TPL/’}/(,UVOV BUU‘I‘.V 6P6a[§, OFBGI TWS
Kkal 76 {oookeés 87i Vo dpfals, Suvduel, kal €l 1) 0i8e 76 [GooKeAEs L Tplywrov- 6 8¢ TadTnY éxwy
TT‘]V ﬁPéTaULV 7'6 Ka@é/\ov 01380.;1.&)5‘ OfSEV, Ol’)’TG SUVU/.I.LEL Ol’)’T’ G)Vﬁp’yﬁl./q..

8 However, first and second potentiality do not exhaust the types of potentiality that Aristotle
recognizes: see e.g. Met. 5.12 and Book 10.

%" Ch. 5, sect. 2.
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does so. For what the learner potentially knows is a singular proposition, that
this triangle has 2R; but we don’t have a first or second potentiality to know
singular propositions. First and second potentialities are more generic: we have
a first potentiality to know language, but not to know a specific language, let
alone a particular proposition. Similarly, a geometrician, for example, has a
second-potentiality knowledge, or grasp, of geometry, since he knows or grasps
geometry. But no one has a second-potentiality grasp of a specific geometrical
proposition. Even if that’s wrong,”” still, the learner in Aristotle’s example doesn’t
seem to have second-potentiality knowledge that this triangle has 2R; for she
has never even entertained that proposition. Perhaps Aristotle means that the
learner in his example potentially knows that this triangle has 2R in virtue of her
second-potentiality knowledge, or grasp, of geometry. But however we explain
the relevant sort of potentiality, Aristotle is right to say that (4') and (6') do not
conflict.”!

12. The aporéma of the Meno

Aristotle next says that if we don’t accept the distinction he’s just drawn (between
knowing the conclusion universally and knowing it without qualification):

the puzzle (aporéma) in the Meno will result: for one will learn either nothing or that
which one <already> knows. (71a29-30)"2

Aristotle’s distinction between knowing something universally and knowing it
without qualification is therefore his explicit solution to the aporéma. Before
asking exactly how that distinction is meant to solve the aporéma, let’s look
at Aristotle’s formulation of the aporéma. For it has been argued that it has only
‘a vague resemblance’ to the Meno’s.”” There are certainly differences between
Plato’s and Aristotle’s formulations. What we need to know is how significant
they are.

First it’s worth noting that, whereas Socrates claims that Meno has introduced
an eristikos logos, Aristotle mentions an aporéma, a puzzle. As we've seen, it
might—but shouldn’t—be thought that Plato uses eristikos in order to suggest

7 David Bronstein has suggested to me that the use of the plural hexeis in 2.19, 99b25, suggests
that Aristotle thinks we can have second-potentiality knowledge of particular propositions.

! However, whether we should say that he has specified a way in which the learner already
genuinely knows that (C) is true is another matter. Barnes, for example, thinks that the sense in
which the learner is said to know (C) already is ‘utterly unnatural’ (B1, 95); contrast Morison, ‘An
Aristotelian Distinction between Two Types of Knowledge’, 37-8.

72 ’T(B 6)1/ T({T) MéVu)VL C;.ﬂ'O,PT]IJ.(l O"UIU.B’Y?O'ETU.L’ ’Y‘]\ ’)/dp Dl}SE‘V /_L(IG’T?O'G’TO.L 7:]\ (‘J‘. OfSEV.
7> LaBarge, ‘Simultaneous Learning’, 201; cf. 200.
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that Meno’s Paradox is merely sophistical and so not to be taken seriously.
Perhaps Aristotle uses aporéma to make it clear that he, at any rate, takes the
argument he has in mind seriously.

Another difference is that Aristotle mentions learning, whereas Plato mentions
inquiry. However, we’ve seen that Plato is interested in zetetic learning—in
learning that takes the form of inquiry—and it falls within the scope of Aristotle’s
concerns here.

It’s been suggested that another difference is that, whereas Plato is interested
just in discovering definitions, and tries to do so by reasoning from particulars to
universals, Aristotle, in the present context, moves from universals to particulars:
from knowing that a universal premise is true to knowing that a particular
instance is.”* However, we've seen that Plato’s interest is not confined to dis-
covering definitions. The geometrical discussion doesn’t aim to discover a defin-
ition. Indeed, one might argue that, in a way, it involves reasoning from
universals to particulars or, at least, from the more to the less universal. For
Socrates gives a general account of what a square is and of what a diagonal is; the
slave uses his grasp of what these are to find the solution to a particular
geometrical problem. But even if Plato and Aristotle defend the possibility of
different cases of learning or inquiry, it doesn’t follow that they aren’t considering
the same paradox. Meno’s Paradox isn’t restricted to a particular case of inquiry;
it challenges the possibility of inquiry as such.

Another alleged difference, suggested by LaBarge, is that, whereas Socrates
describes a dilemma, Aristotle doesn’t do so; rather, he mentions only the alleged
impossibility of learning that which one already knows, which is just one horn of
Socrates’ dilemma (though phrased, as we’ve seen, in terms of learning rather
than inquiry).” If LaBarge were right, there would be the following interesting
result: Meno asks only how one can inquire (and realize one has found what one
was looking for, should one do so) if one doesn’t at all know that which one is
inquiring into; Aristotle asks only how one can learn if one knows that which one
is learning; Socrates asks how one can inquire whether one does or doesn’t know
that which one is inquiring into.

In support of his claim that Aristotle mentions just one horn of Socrates’
dilemma, LaBarge says that, in the immediate context, Aristotle considers a
learner who has some knowledge, which is relevant to just one horn of the
dilemma. But it’s equally true that Socrates considers just inquirers who lack
knowledge. Nonetheless, he plainly mentions a dilemma that also challenges the

74 Gifford, LaBarge, and Bronstein all mention this alleged difference.
7> LaBarge, ‘Simultaneous Learning’, 191-2.
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possibility of inquiring if one has knowledge. Similarly, even if Aristotle focuses
on a learner who has knowledge, it doesn’t follow that he doesn’t formulate the
aporéma as a dilemma that also mentions the alleged impossibility of learning if
one lacks knowledge.

And I think Aristotle does formulate the aporéma as a dilemma. This is partly
for textual reasons.”® But it is also because we can see how the dilemma is meant
to go. The first horn (‘you will learn nothing’) corresponds to S3 in Socrates’
formulation (‘If one does not know x, one cannot inquire into x’). The implied
reason, in Aristotle’s formulation, is that if you don’t already know that which
you are learning, you aren’t in a position to learn it, and so you can’t learn it; and
so you will learn nothing. The second horn in Aristotle’s formulation is ‘you will
learn that which (ha; plural relative pronoun) you <already> know’. This corre-
sponds to S2 in Socrates’ formulation (‘If one knows x, one cannot inquire into
x’). The implied reason is that if you already know that which you are learning,
you can’t genuinely learn it; for genuine learning involves acquiring new knowl-
edge or true beliefs. Though Aristotle’s formulation is terser than Plato’s, he
presents a dilemma, which we may formulate as follows:””

(A1) One either knows, or does not know, that which one is learning.

(A2) If one knows that which one is learning, one can’t learn it (‘one will learn
only that which one knows’).

(A3) If one doesn’t know that which one is learning, one can’t learn it (‘one
will learn nothing’).

(A4) Therefore, whether one knows, or does not know, that which one is
learning, one can’t learn it.

This dilemma is recognizably the same as Socrates’. However, as we’ve seen,
Socrates’ dilemma can be understood in different ways. For example, Meno

76 LaBarge, ‘Simultaneous Learning’ takes ‘or’ (é) to be epexegetic rather than genuinely dis-
junctive: see 191, 201. However, even if a single occurrence of é could be so understood, it’s not clear
that the double occurrence (é...é€) can be so understood. Thanks here to Verity Harte and
M. M. McCabe; see also Bronstein, ‘Meno’s Paradox’, 130, n. 44.

77 Aristotle mentions what T have labelled A3 before he mentions what T have labelled A2.
I transpose them for the sake of parallelism with Socrates’ dilemma. In thinking about how to
formulate the argument I take Aristotle to have in mind (both here and below), I am indebted to
comments from David Bronstein and Paolo Crivelli. Note that Aristotle, like Plato in formulating
both Meno’s questions and Socrates’ dilemma, uses the relative pronoun. We saw that Plato also uses
hoti, which can be used both as a relative pronoun and as an interrogative; but he does so in
supporting S3, not in the dilemma proper. As we’ve seen, it’s been thought that, in using hoti, he in
some way equivocates, though I argued that he doesn’t do so. Be that as it may, it’s clear that
Aristotle doesn’t do so. Not only does he not equivocate in his own right; but neither does he suggest
that Meno’s Paradox rests on an equivocation over what-clauses.
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thinks that not knowing involves being in a cognitive blank; Socrates explains
that it can instead be lacking P-knowledge, which is compatible with having true
beliefs and so not being in a cognitive blank. This leads them to render different
verdicts on S3: Meno thinks it is true; Socrates thinks it is false. Both of them are
right—given how each understands what’s involved in not knowing. Further, in
Chapter 3, section 7, I considered three different formulations of the underlying
logical structure of the dilemma.

Of the three formulations described in Chapter 3, Aristotle favors Formulation
1.7% On this reading, he takes the aporéma of the Meno to be a dilemma whose
first premise is an instance of the Law of the Excluded Middle. A2 and A3 then
say that, whichever of its exclusive and exhaustive options obtains, learning is
impossible. So read, the argument is valid and the first premise is true. Hence the
conclusion can be avoided only by rejecting the second or third premise. But we
can know which of these two premises to reject only once we know what knowing
and not knowing amount to. I ask about that in the next section.

Notice that, though Aristotle says he is discussing the aporéma of the Meno, he
focuses on Socrates’ dilemma. Unlike Meno, he doesn’t ask just how one can
inquire into something if one doesn’t at all know what it is; rather, like Socrates,
he considers difficulties with learning, or inquiring, whether one knows or
doesn’t know. Further, like Socrates, he doesn’t explicitly mention M3.

13. Aristotle’s reply

Having looked at how Aristotle understands Meno’s Paradox, we can now ask how
he replies to it. Like Plato, he replies by specifying precise ways of knowing and not
knowing, which he then uses to disarm the dilemma. But whereas Plato replies
by explaining that knowledge is P-knowledge and that not knowing is just lacking
P-knowledge (which need not amount to being in a cognitive blank), Aristotle
replies by distinguishing knowing something universally from knowing it without
qualification: whereas Plato distinguishes ways of not knowing, Aristotle distin-
guishes ways of knowing. He then argues that one can learn, or come to know,
something, even if one already knows it. For even if one has universal knowledge
that something is so, one can come to know without qualification that it is so.
Aristotle writes tersely, as though the distinction allows one to avoid both
horns of the dilemma, and as though failure to draw the distinction is sufficient
for generating the dilemma. But I think he means only that the distinction allows
one to avoid the conclusion by rejecting A2 (which corresponds to S2). His point

78 Contrast Bronstein, ‘Meno’s Paradox’, 132.
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is that even if, as in the case he describes, one already knows that which one is
learning, or inquiring into, one can nonetheless learn, or inquire into, it—so
long as one knows it only universally. For that leaves room for one to come to
know it without qualification.”” Presumably he offers this reply because he wants
to explain how, even though, in the case he considers, one already knows the
conclusion in a way, one can learn it, by coming to know it in a different way.*’
This suggests that Aristotle is focusing on the following, more determinate,
version, or instance, of Meno’s Paradox:

(Ala) Either the learner knows the conclusion (that this triangle has 2R) or he
does not.

(A2a) If he knows the conclusion, he can’t learn it.

(A3a) If he doesn’t know the conclusion, he can’t learn it.

(A4) Therefore, he can’t learn the conclusion.

Aristotle then notes that we can understand each of A2a and A3a in two different
ways:

(A2al) If the learner knows the conclusion without qualification, he can’t
learn it.

(A2a2) If the learner knows the conclusion universally, he can’t learn it.

(A3al) If the learner doesn’t know the conclusion without qualification, he
can’t learn it.

(A3a2) Ifthelearner doesn’t know the conclusion universally, he can’t learn it.

Aristotle accepts A2al; but he rejects A2a2. He also rejects A3al: one might fail to
know the conclusion without qualification, but still be able to learn it. For one
might know it universally; and that would put one in a good position to learn the
conclusion without qualification. There’s also a sense in which he rejects A3a2.
For he thinks one can learn the conclusion even if one doesn’t initially know it
even universally: someone who is untutored in geometry can learn the conclusion
both universally and unqualifiedly, in the sense that she is capable of doing so. It’s

79 LaBarge, ‘Simultaneous Learning’, 191, thinks Aristotle intends his distinction between two
kinds of knowledge to avoid ‘both” horns; since LaBarge sees that it doesn’t provide a way of avoiding
the second horn, he concludes that Aristotle really mentions just one horn of Socrates” dilemma. My
alternative is to say that Aristotle means that his distinction allows us to avoid the aporéma by
showing that it is unsound, because A2 is false. Here I am indebted to discussion with Lesley Brown.

80 To say that Aristotle’s reply involves rejecting A2 is not to say that he accepts A3. Below I note
a way in which he rejects A3. Similarly, though Plato’s reply focuses on rejecting S3, there’s a reading
of S2 on which he rejects it. He focuses on rejecting S3, because that’s the salient case, since he and
Meno don’t know but inquire. Aristotle focuses on rejecting A2, because his main concern is to
explain how one can learn something even if one knows it (in a way).
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just that she can’t do so immediately; she needs to learn enough geometry first.
However, Aristotle is considering just the case of someone who already knows (or
believes) the conclusion universally.

Whereas Plato distinguishes two ways of not knowing that which one is
inquiring into (being in a cognitive blank and lacking P-knowledge) and argues
that one but not the other precludes inquiring into it, Aristotle distinguishes two
ways of knowing (knowing unqualifiedly and knowing universally) that which
one is learning and argues that one but not the other precludes learning it. Hence,
though Aristotle has the aporéma in the Meno in mind, he focuses on a different
case than Plato focuses on; and he suggests a different reply. Plato focuses on
someone who lacks P-knowledge; and he then rejects S3. Aristotle focuses on
someone who knows the universal premise without qualification but who doesn’t
know the conclusion without qualification; and he then rejects A2, which cor-
responds to S2. Though Plato and Aristotle consider different cases and offer
different replies, they consider the same paradox and their replies to it are
compatible. Plato explains how one can inquire into something even if one
doesn’t have any P-knowledge, either about that which one is inquiring into or
about anything else (since relying on relevant true beliefs will do). Aristotle
explains how one can learn something even if one already knows it; for one
can learn it unqualifiedly even if one already knows it merely universally.®'

Here, however, we must be careful. When Plato says that we can inquire into
something even if we lack all knowledge, he means that we can do so even if we
lack all P-knowledge. When Aristotle says that we can learn something even if we
already know it, he doesn’t mean that we can learn something even if we already
have P-knowledge or superior cognition of it. He means that we can learn that a
given proposition is true even if we already know that proposition universally.
But knowing a conclusion merely universally falls short of having superior
cognition of it.** Neither Plato nor Aristotle requires having P-knowledge or
superior cognition (or, I think, even A-knowledge) to inquire or learn.

14. Must one know that which one is learning?

We noted earlier that, according to Barnes, Aristotle endorses a matching version
of a foreknowledge principle at the end of APo. 1.1. So far I've suggested that

81 Tve said that Plato rejects S2 (though not in replying to the paradox) by arguing that even if
one has P-knowledge of what, e.g. virtue is, one can still inquire about virtue. Aristotle’s rejection of
A2 is quite different.

82 S0 also McKirahan, Principles and Proofs , 183.
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Aristotle replies by saying that one can learn something even if one already
knows it in a way. That falls short of accepting a matching version of a fore-
knowledge principle. To do that, one must say that, to learn, or inquire into,
something, one must already know it. To say that one can learn, or inquire into,
something even if one knows it (in a way) is not to say, as the matching version
requires, that one can learn, or inquire into, something only if one knows it. Has
Aristotle committed himself to this latter claim?

He certainly hasn’t endorsed a general, or unrestricted, matching version of a
foreknowledge principle; he hasn’t argued that, in general, one can learn that p
only if one already knows that p. But has he endorsed a restricted matching
version, according to which there are some cases—those that are relevantly like
the triangle case®>—in which one can learn that p only if one already knows that
p? Yes and no. Yes, in the sense that, in the triangle example as he describes it,
one can learn the conclusion (without qualification) only if one already knows it
(universally). For one knows the universal premise; and Aristotle thinks that
implies knowing the conclusion (universally). So someone who knows that the
universal premise is true can learn that the conclusion is true only if they already
know universally that it is. For it follows from the fact that one knows that the
universal premise is true, that one also in a way knows that the conclusion is true.

But no, in the following sense. First, Aristotle allows that someone untutored
in geometry can learn that this triangle has 2R. It’s just that such a person has to
learn a lot of other things first, which the person in Aristotle’s example already
knows or in some way grasps. Secondly, the prior knowledge one has of the
conclusion is just universal or potential knowledge; one doesn’t antecedently
know without qualification that the conclusion is true. Yet knowing a conclusion
merely potentially or universally is, at best, a low-grade way of knowing it.>*
Indeed, one point of his argument is that one doesn’t need superior cognition, or
even A-knowledge, that something is true, to learn that it is; it will do if one
knows it merely universally. That’s a robust enough condition to allow one to
learn the conclusion without qualification; but it’s not so robust that having it
precludes learning it without qualification. Aristotle hasn’t endorsed any version
of a foreknowledge principle, even in the special case at issue here, if knowledge is
taken to be P-knowledge or superior cognition. Nor has Aristotle said that, to
inquire about or discover a definition, one needs antecedent knowledge of that

8 1t’s an interesting question how many cases of learning are relevantly like the triangle example.
For an interesting discussion (though with reference to Plato rather than Aristotle), see L. Powers,
‘Knowledge by Deduction’, Philosophical Review 87 (1978), 337-71.

81 Perhaps the potential knowledge mentioned in 1.24 is higher grade than the potential
knowledge at issue in 1.1. But neither amounts to superior cognition.
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very definition. In his example, what one has antecedent ‘knowledge’ of is the
conclusion that this triangle has 2R. Yet when people say that Plato accepts a
matching version of foreknowledge, they generally mean that he believes that one
has to have P-knowledge of the very thing one is learning or inquiring into (at
least in the case of definitions, but perhaps more generally). If Aristotle accepts a
restricted matching version of some sort, it is at any rate very different from the
one that Plato has (in my view wrongly) been thought to hold. Nor is it motivated
by the sorts of considerations that have been (though again, in my view wrongly)
thought to motivate Plato. For example, Aristotle isn’t here concerned with the
‘circle of beliefs” objection.

Nor does Aristotle emphasize the point that if one knows the universal premise
without qualification, one can’t learn the conclusion unless one already knows it
universally. The point he emphasizes is that one can learn what one already
knows (in a way): not that one must know something in order to learn it. That’s
all he says in I above. It’s also the point he emphasizes at the end of the chapter:

But, I think, nothing prevents one from knowing (epistasthai) in one way that which one
is learning, while not knowing (agnoein) it in another way. For what is absurd is not that
one <already> knows (oide) in a way (pds) that which one is learning, but that <one
already knows it> in this way, that is, to the precise extent and in the precise way in which
one is learning it. (71b5-8)%

Here Aristotle says only that there are ways in which one can learn something
one already knows. He does not say that one can learn something only if one
already knows it. Nor does he say that one can learn something only if one has
some relevant knowledge or other. Interestingly, he also generalizes the point that
he makes in discussing the triangle example. This suggests that he thinks that
knowing something merely universally is not the only sort of prior knowledge of
something that allows one to come to know it without qualification.*

Allin all, then, it’s not clear that Aristotle accepts even a limited matching version
of foreknowledge. But even if Aristotle in the end accepts a limited matching
version of foreknowledge, we shouldn’t allow that to obscure the fact that Plato
and Aristotle agree that, in this life, one doesn’t need to have P-knowledge, or
superior cognition, of that which one is inquiring into—or of anything else—in
order to inquire.
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8 Philoponus suggests another case: ‘it is possible for a person who knows something directly not
to know it by reductio ad impossibile, and vice versa’ (16.20-5, in part; trans. McKirahan).
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15. A rival solution

Having presented his own solution, Aristotle contrasts it with another one that he
rejects (71a30-71b5). Consider again the argument we looked at above, (1)-(6) in
section 11. According to some people, if one doesn’t know that this triangle exists,
one doesn’t know that every triangle has 2R. One knows only that every triangle
whose existence one is aware of has 2R. In that case, we are not entitled to (1); and
so the problem of trying to explain how we both do and don’t know that this
triangle has 2R doesn’t arise. Aristotle brusquely rejects this solution as not worth
taking seriously, on the ground that it is incompatible with scientific practice,
which, in his view, requires genuinely universal premises.®”

This is meant to be a solution not just to the puzzle raised by (1)-(6) but also to
the aporéma of the Meno.*® The solution is that, even if one doesn’t know
something at all, one can learn it. Even if one doesn’t at all know that this triangle
has 2R, one can learn that it has 2R by learning that it exists and then seeing that
it is relevantly like the triangles whose existence one is aware of and that one
knows have 2R. Of course, if, at t1, one doesn’t know that this triangle exists,
then, at t1, one can’t learn immediately that it has 2R. But one can begin a process
that will eventually allow one to learn that it has 2R.*’

% S0 B1, 96. % Contrast B1, 96.

89 Aquinas (Lecture 3 on Book 1) has a nice discussion of how this passage is meant to provide a
different solution to Meno’s Paradox from the ones he thinks Plato and Aristotle offer. In his view,
Plato thinks we already need to know the conclusion without qualification (so he seems to ascribe
a matching version of foreknowledge to Plato). According to the solution that Aristotle here
rejects, we can learn the conclusion even if we don’t foreknow it in any way at all, not even
universally. Aristotle steers a middle course, saying that if we know the universal premise, we
potentially know the conclusion; yet we can still learn that it is true, since we can come to know it
without qualification. I've rejected Aquinas’ account of Plato’s solution. But what should we say
about his account of Aristotle? I agree with him that Aristotle is contrasting his own solution,
which allows us to learn something we already know in a way, with an alternative according to
which we can learn something even if we initially lack all knowledge of it. However, Aquinas seems
to suggest that Aristotle thinks that in every case of learning, we already in some way know the
conclusion in one way, though we come to know it in a different way. In my view, by contrast,
though Aristotle thinks that, in the triangle case, we in one way foreknow the conclusion, he allows
that there are other cases in which we can learn what we initially don’t at all know. For on the
account of our cognitive development that he provides in 2.19, there’s quite a lot that we initially
don’t at all know (or even have beliefs about) that we eventually learn. I discuss 2.19 briefly in sect.
17. But perhaps Aquinas agrees. For, having said that Aristotle thinks we always foreknow the
conclusion in a way, he goes on to say: ‘But if we understand knowledge in its proper sense, as
actual knowledge, then what we learn was not foreknown.” However, he then says: ‘To learn,
therefore, is to be brought from potential or virtual or universal knowledge to knowledge which is
proper and actual.’
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16. Prior Analytics 2.21

So far we've focused on APo. 1.1. But Aristotle also mentions the Meno in APr.
2.21, where he again considers the triangle example. Let’s now consider it. Since
we've discussed APo. 1.1 in some detail, we can be briefer in discussing APr. 2.21.

Aristotle’s general concern in this chapter is to explain how someone can
both know and not know the same thing at the same time. He begins the chapter
by describing various ways in which it is not possible to know and not know
the same thing at the same time. But he thinks there are also ways in which it is
possible to do so. To explain this, he again discusses the example of someone
who knows that every triangle has 2R (and so, in Aristotle’s view, knows in a way
that this triangle has 2R), but who doesn’t know that this triangle exists (and so,
in another way, doesn’t know that it has 2R).

Aristotle’s explanation of this case differs verbally from the one he gives in
APo. 1.1, but his basic point is the same. In APo. 1.1, as we've seen, he distin-
guishes two ways of knowing the conclusion: one can know it universally and/or
without qualification. We know it merely universally when we know that every
triangle has 2R but don’t know that this triangle exists; hence we lack de dicto
knowledge that it has 2R. We know without qualification that it has 2R when we
have that de dicto knowledge. In APr. 2.21, by contrast, Aristotle distinguishes
two ways of knowing (not the conclusion, but) the universal premise: we can
know it ‘in virtue of having universal knowledge’ or ‘in virtue of having particular
knowledge’. We have the first when we have de dicto knowledge that the universal
or general premise, that every triangle has 2R, is true. We have the second when
we have de dicto knowledge that this triangle has 2R, that this one does so, and so
on for every triangle there (timelessly?) is.”

It’s not clear one could have the latter sort of knowledge. But if one were to
have it, one would also thereby know without qualification that this triangle has

% 1t’s interesting to compare this sort of knowledge with the rival solution to the aporéma that we
looked at in the last section. According to it, we foreknow that every triangle whose existence we are
aware of has 2R; but we don’t foreknow that every triangle has 2R, since there are some triangles
whose existence we aren’t aware of. This seems to assume that the only way to know that every
triangle has 2R is to have particular knowledge that this is so—that is, to know that this triangle has
2R, and so on for every triangle there is. And, of course, if one already knew that, one couldn’t come
to know that this triangle has 2R, since one would already know it without qualification. Those
proposing the rival solution see that we don’t have particular knowledge; hence they conclude that
we don’t foreknow that every triangle has 2R. Aristotle provides a different account of what it is to
know that every triangle has 2R, according to which we don’t need to know without qualification
that this triangle has 2R and so on for every triangle there is. On this account, we can know without
qualification that every triangle has 2R, without knowing without qualification that this particular
triangle has 2R.
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2R. If, however, one has just the former sort of knowledge, one doesn’t thereby
know without qualification that this triangle (whose existence one is unaware of)
has 2R. Hence Aristotle rightly says that one can’t have particular knowledge that
every triangle has 2R compatibly with not knowing that this triangle does so. But
he thinks that one can know and not know that this triangle has 2R if one knows
the universal premise with universal but not with particular knowledge.

So far, this is just a different way of making the same point that he makes in
APo. 1.1: that there is a way in which one can know and not know that a given
triangle, whose existence (as a triangle) one is unaware of, has 2R. In APo. 1.1, as
we’ve seen, Aristotle explains how this distinction allows us to solve the aporéma
of the Meno. Here too he relates his point to the Meno. But rather than
mentioning the aporéma, he mentions recollection:

And likewise (homoids) the argument (logos) in the Meno, that learning is recollection.
For (gar) it never happens that one has prior knowledge (proepistasthai) of the particular;
rather, one gets knowledge (epistémé) of the particulars at the same time as one makes the
induction, like those who recognize something (hdsper anagndrizontas). For there are
some things we know immediately (euthus)—for example, that <the angles> are equal to
two right angles, if we know (eidomen)®" that it is a triangle; and similarly also in the other
cases (67a21-26).2

There’s dispute about how to interpret this passage. In particular, it’s not clear
whether Aristotle is criticizing Plato or is in some way agreeing with him. Let’s
call the first interpretation the critical interpretation, and the second the positive
interpretation. The critical interpretation is assumed in Jenkinson’s translation:*?
‘the argument in the Meno that learning is recollection may be criticized in a
similar way’.

Even if Jenkinson is right to think that Aristotle is criticizing Plato, we should
not infer that from Aristotle’s use of homoids (‘likewise’). The word doesn’t make
it clear whether Aristotle is saying that Plato’s view is similar to the one he is
criticizing or to the one he himself endorses. To decide whether Aristotle is

°1 Or ‘see’: idomen. Both readings have manuscript warrant. Ross prints idémen; but in his note
ad loc (471) he has ‘know’. B2, 86, seems to favor idémen. If seeing is at issue, it would, of course,
have to be seeing-as or seeing-that. Whether this would be tantamount to knowing depends on how
demanding one’s conception of knowledge is.

2 l;‘U.OL/(,US 86‘ KO.E 6 €’V ’T(g) ME/V(,UVL AO"}’OS‘, (;/TL 7; ,U,d@‘/]ms &Vll’,/LV'T]O'Ls. 0158(1/401:' ’ydP UUIJ,ﬁaL/VEL
mpoeniorachar 70 kal éxactov, AAN dua T émaywy) Aaufdvew Ty TGV katd pépos émoTiuny
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%3 This translation can be found in J. Barnes (ed.), The Complete Works of Aristotle: The Revised
Oxford Translation, 2 vols. (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press, 1984).
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criticizing or in some way agreeing with Plato, we need to look at the gar-clause
that follows (‘For it never happens. ..recognize something’).

On the critical interpretation, Aristotle is saying that Plato wrongly thinks
we always have prior knowledge of whatever we learn; hence, since this is a case
of learning, Plato is committed to the view that we have prior knowledge of
particulars. Aristotle then objects that, in the case he describes, we don’t have
prior knowledge of particulars. Rather, we come to know them for the first time
when we realize that (for example) this figure before us is a triangle.

This interpretation can’t be quite right as it stands. For, as we’ve seen, Aristotle
thinks that if we know that every triangle has 2R, there’s a way in which we do
have prior knowledge of the relevant particulars: we know them universally. So
presumably the critical interpretation takes Aristotle to be saying that Plato
wrongly takes us to have prior knowledge without qualification that this triangle
(whose existence we are unaware of) has 2R. To say only so much leaves it
unclear whether, on the critical interpretation, the prior knowledge is prenatal
and/or innate, and whether it is conscious or latent. The critical interpretation
could in principle, then, be developed in different ways.

Ross suggests one version of a critical interpretation:**

This reminds A. (a21-30) of a famous argument on the subject of implicit knowledge, viz.
the argument in the Meno (81b-86b) where a boy who does not know geometry is led to
see the truth of a geometrical proposition as involved in certain simple facts which he does
know, and Plato concludes that learning is merely remembering something known in a
previous existence. A. does not draw Plato’s conclusion; no previous actual knowledge, he
says, but only implicit knowledge, is required; that being given, mere confrontation with a
particular case enables us to draw a particular conclusion.

As we’ve seen, there’s dispute about what Plato takes the range of our
prenatal knowledge to be. If Ross is right, Aristotle thinks Plato takes it to be
very extensive indeed: it extends even to the fact that this triangle has
2R. Presumably Aristotle’s thought, on this interpretation, is that Plato accepts
a matching version of foreknowledge, according to which one can learn that p is
true only if one had prenatal knowledge that it is. In Chapter 4, I argued that we
need not take Plato to posit such an extensive range of prenatal knowledge.
Perhaps Aristotle thinks otherwise. Yet elsewhere he says that Plato denies that

%' Analytics, 474. Interestingly, Ross doesn’t explicitly advert to innate knowledge. LaBarge,
however, first says that Ross adverts to prenatal knowledge, but he then goes on to say that Ross
adverts to innate knowledge (‘Simultaneous Learning’, 182). Bronstein takes the critical interpret-
ation to say that Aristotle ‘is criticizing Plato’s view that learning x consists in recollecting prior
innate knowledge of X’ (‘Meno’s Paradox’, 138).
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particulars can be known.”® So it would be odd if he were to claim here that Plato
takes us to have prenatal knowledge about particular triangles.”®

Nor do we need to take Aristotle to be ascribing that view to Plato. On an
alternative I prefer, the first part of what Aristotle says (‘it never happens...
induction’) isn’t a criticism of Plato. Rather, Aristotle is stating his own view,
without saying whether Plato accepts or rejects it. The comparison comes next,
when he says: ‘like those who recognize something’. This indicates a point on
which he thinks he and Plato agree: both are impressed with the immediacy with
which we sometimes learn. In some cases, we learn so immediately that it’s as
though we are re-cognizing—that is, recollecting.”” Aristotle and Plato disagree
in that Plato thinks there is real recollection here, whereas Aristotle thinks it’s
just as though we are re-cognizing: there is quasi-recollection, but not the real
thing.”® Nonetheless, he credits Plato with noticing the phenomenon of quasi-
recollection. He thinks Plato is wrong to believe that zetetic learning involves
genuine recollection. But he doesn’t explicitly say that here. Rather, he contents
himself with acknowledging a point of similarity between himself and Plato.”

17. Posterior Analytics 2.19

In this much-discussed chapter, Aristotle provides an account of how we learn,
one that supplements, and sometimes summarizes, what he says earlier in the

% See e.g. Met. 1.6.

% However, one might argue that Aristotle thinks Plato is inconsistent on this score. On the one
hand, he denies that particulars can be known. On the other hand, he thinks we need prior
knowledge of whatever we can learn; since he thinks we can learn about particulars, he is committed
to the view that we had prenatal knowledge of them. It would be easy for Plato to avoid this
argument. First, I've argued that he doesn’t think one needs prior knowledge that p is true, in order
to learn that p is true. We need to have had some prenatal knowledge, but not of every proposition
we can learn. Secondly, I don’t think Plato denies that we can know particulars. But if, contrary to
my view, he does deny that, then he would also presumably deny that we can learn about them, if
that implies coming to know them. In that case, he could favor a matching version of foreknowledge
without being committed to positing prenatal knowledge of particulars.

97 See, with variations, Gifford, ‘Aristotle on Platonic Recollection’, 22—4; LaBarge, ‘Simultaneous
Learning’, 208-9; and Bronstein, ‘Meno’s Paradox’, 138-9. Despite advocating a version of the critical
interpretation, Ross also takes Aristotle to say that his own view ‘is like the doctrine of the Meno that
learning is recollecting. We do not know the particular fact beforehand; we acquire the knowledge at
the same moment as we are led on, and this is like an act of recognition” (Analytics, 471).

8 Cf. Vlastos, ‘Anamnesis’, who distinguishes a minimal from a full-strength version of the
doctrine of recollection, only the latter of which involves literal recollection. Cf. Irwin, Plato’s Moral
Theory, 315 n. 12. For Descartes on quasi-recollection, see the passage quoted in Ch. 5, n. 19.

% One might be tempted to think that Plato is also impressed by the phenomenon of quasi-
recollection, and wrongly takes it to imply genuine recollection. However, I suggested in Ch. 5, sect.
9, that Plato has a different motivation for the theory of recollection. Even if he is impressed by the
phenomenon of quasi-recollection, he doesn’t simply infer from it to genuine recollection.
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APo."” For example, Aristotle has already explained how we can advance from
Stage 1 to Stage 2, and how we can make progress to Stage 3. But he hasn’t yet
said how we get to Stage 1; nor has he fully explained how we can attain the

highest level of cognition. APo. 2.19 addresses these issues, among others.

Early in the chapter, Aristotle says that one might be puzzled both about:'"!

whether there is or is not knowledge (epistémé) of each <of the immediates> (or rather
knowledge of the one and some other kind of thing of the other) and also about whether
the states are not present in us <innately> but come about in us, or whether they are
present in us <innately> without our noticing them. It would be absurd if we had them
<innately>. For then we would have cognitions (gndseis) that are more exact than
demonstration, but without noticing it. If, on the other hand, we acquire them without
having them earlier, how could we come to cognize them and learn them from no prior
cognition? For that is impossible, as we also said in the case of demonstration. Evidently,
then, we can neither possess them <innately> nor acquire them if we are ignorant and

possess no such state at all (médemian). Hence we must have some potentiality (duna-

mis), but not one that is superior to these in respect of exactness. (99b23-34)"">

Aristotle describes a dilemma whose first horn is that we have innate knowledge
of immediates (i.e. of first principles); he then proceeds to reject this horn,
arguing that it would be absurd to suppose that we had such knowledge without
our noticing it. Like Plato, Aristotle imposes an accessibility condition on know-
ledge; and he argues that since it isn’t satisfied, we don’t have innate knowledge—
at least not of immediates.'” Though Aristotle is often thought to be criticizing

190 There is an enormous literature on this chapter. For a variety of views, see B1 and 2; Scott, RE,
Ch. 5 and 152-6; Charles, AME, 149-51, 265-72; Irwin, Aristotle’s First Principles, sections 74 and
169; Burnyeat, ‘Aristotle on Understanding Knowledge’; M. Frede, ‘Aristotle on Thinking’, Rhizai
V.2 (2008), 287-301; and his ‘Aristotle’s Rationalism’, in Frede and Striker (eds.), Rationality in
Greek Thought, 157-74; Bronstein, ‘Origin and Aim of Posterior Analytics I1.19’. Here I provide just
a brief discussion of a central issue of concern to us here.

1% With this passage, cf. Met. 1.9, 992b18-993a10.
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10> Barnes thinks Aristotle means that ‘“it could not escape others’ notice that we have such
knowledge”. Aristotle is making the correct and pertinent point that infants evidently do not have
the strong abstract knowledge which the innateness hypothesis ascribes to them’ (B1, 250). That is,
we (adults) don’t notice infants having such knowledge; hence they don’t have it. As Barnes
acknowledges, however, ‘[tlhe commentators all take Aristotle to mean that we could not be
unconscious of having such knowledge; and it is true that Aristotle supposes knowledge, like
perception, to be a self-conscious state’ (B1, 250). It’s not clear whether Aristotle means that infants
aren’t aware of having innate knowledge; or that adults would be aware of having innate knowledge,

cc
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Plato here,'”* on my view he is agreeing with him.'® Nor, when he explicitly
mentions the Meno in APo. 1.1 and APr. 2.21, does he say or imply that Plato
posits innate knowledge.

In the passage just quoted, Aristotle rejects innate knowledge just of immedi-
ates. But it’s reasonable to think he rejects innate knowledge across the board, at
least in the content and cognitive-condition sense. For he proceeds to give an
account of our cognitive development that doesn’t mention or imply it; yet if he
thought we had it, it would surely be relevant to mention it or to say something
that implies it. To be sure, he doesn’t endorse the second horn of his dilemma,
according to which we acquire knowledge of immediates from nothing. Rather,
he thinks we are born with ‘a connate discriminatory capacity (dunamin sum-
phuton kritikén), which is called perception’ (99b35).'%°

One might argue that the fact that Aristotle posits a ‘connate discriminatory
capacity’ of perception makes him a dispositional innatist about perception. To
be sure, we've seen that it’s been argued that it’s not sufficient for being a
dispositional innatist that one posit an innate disposition; in addition, one
must accord it a sufficiently robust explanatory role. But since Aristotle posits
the connate discriminatory capacity of perception precisely in order to explain
how we can learn, one might argue that he does accord it a sufficiently robust
explanatory role. But even if Aristotle is a dispositional innatist about perception,
it would take further argument to show that he is a dispositional innatist about
knowledge. I ask shortly whether 2.19 supports the view that he is.

Aristotle proceeds to explain how, beginning from perception, we can even-
tually acquire knowledge of first principles as such:

if they had it. Both options lead to various (perhaps surmountable) difficulties; but I won’t pursue
that issue here. For our purposes, the point is just that, for whatever reason, Aristotle doesn’t
countenance innate knowledge. Or so I think; but as we shall see in sect.18, the claim is not entirely
uncontroversial.

104 Gee e.g. Bronstein, ‘Meno’s Paradox’, 137.

19% Cf. P. Adamson, ‘Posterior Analytics 2.19: a Dialogue with Plato?” in V. Harte, M. M. McCabe,
R. W. Sharples, and A. D. R. Sheppard (eds.), Aristotle and the Stoics Reading Plato, Bulletin of the
Institute of Classical Studies, suppl. 107 (London: Wiley-Blackwell, 2010), 1-19, though he focuses
on the Phaedo rather than on the Meno.

196 This is evidently meant to satisfy 1.1’s prior-cognition principle, though it’s not entirely clear
that it does so: see B1, 251. Perhaps Aristotle means that exercises of the capacity of perception are
sufficient for initiating a process that, if all goes well, gives rise to a sort of gndsis that enables us to
engage in intellectual learning. Whether or not he thinks perception satisfies 1.1’s prior-cognition
principle, he thinks we first acquire gndsis of a sort that enables us to engage in intellectual learning
by means other than intellectual learning; hence he avoids an infinite regress of states of prior
learning. As we saw in Ch. 4, sect. 2, Plato wouldn’t mind this regress; but Aristotle would.
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From perception, then, as we say, memory arises. And from memory, when it occurs often
of the same thing, experience arises; for memories that are many in number make up one
experience. From experience, or (é) from the whole universal that has settled in the soul
(the one apart from the many, whatever is present as one and the same in all of them)
there arises a principle of skill (if it is about what comes to be) or of knowledge (epistémé)
(if it is about what is). (100a3-9)'%”

From perception, then, we advance to memory, then to experience—or, Aristotle
says, to the whole universal that has settled in the soul. There is dispute about
whether this is a further stage beyond experience or whether it explains what
experience (or some experience) involves. In the first case, ‘or’ is corrective; in the
second case, it is epexegetic.'”®

It seems that, in Aristotle’s view, our initial perceptions are nonconceptual.'®’

But when we have experience, we have concepts of some sort (cf. ennoémata in

) 110

the parallel passage in Met. 1.1, 981a6 What sort of concepts we can have

at this level depends partly on whether ‘or’ is epexegetic or corrective. If it is
epexegetic, then, at the level of experience the whole universal is settled in the
soul and we have genuinely universal concepts at this stage. If it is corrective,
then, at the level of experience, the whole universal isn’t settled in the soul.
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198 For the view that ‘or’ is epexegetic, see B1, 253; Ross, Analytics, 674; and LaBarge, ‘Aristotle on
Empeiria’, 38. For the view that it is corrective, see Charles, AME, 149-51; Irwin and Fine, note ad
loc.; and Bronstein, ‘Origin and Aim of Posterior Analytics 11.19°, 44. According to Philoponus(?),
““or” should be taken as having the sense of “and”’. (Though the commentary on Book 1 is agreed to
be by Philoponus, there is dispute about whether the commentary on Book 2 is also by him. Wallies,
who edited the CAG volume, argues that it is not. O. Goldin, Philoponus(?), On Aristotle Posterior
Analytics 2 (London: Duckworth, 2009), 4, thinks it may be a paraphrase of a lost commentary by
Philoponus or of another commentary that derives from Ammonius. I have followed Goldin in
putting a question mark in parentheses after the purported author’s name.) If ‘or’ is corrective, then,
at the level of experience, the whole universal isn’t settled in the soul. It doesn’t follow that no
universals are there at all. However, that no universals are in the soul at the level of experience would
seem to follow if we think that 100a16 says ‘for the first time there is a universal in the soul’. And B2,
266 suggests that this translation might be preferable to the one he actually gives (‘there is a primitive
universal in the soul’). For reasons that will emerge, I favor the sort of translation B2 actually gives.

19 However, they have content that can be conceptualized. If the sort of perception we have at
birth is nonconceptual, it doesn’t count as knowledge, even if it is a sort of gndsis; see sect. 6. In
Theaetetus 184-6, Plato arguably defends the view that all perception, not just the perception we
have at birth, is nonconceptual. On this view of perception, we never, strictly speaking, perceive that
the cat is on the mat, for we can do that only if we have the concepts of cat and mat; rather, in such
cases, we acquire a belief on the basis of perception.

119 1 leave discussion of memory to one side. Experience covers a broad spectrum of cases, from
some animals to some doctors: see Met. 1.1. In considering experience, I focus on the higher end of
the spectrum.
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It doesn’t follow that the universal isn’t in the soul at all. And there is a sense
in which universals are there from birth. For Aristotle says that ‘though one
perceives the particular, perception is of the universal, e.g. of man but not of
Callias the man’ (100a16-b1; cf. 87b28-30; DA 420a2-5, 424a21-4). However,
even though we perceive universals from birth, we don’t, at birth, have concepts
of them or of anything else.

But can one grasp a universal, as a universal, at the level of experience? I'm
tempted to think that there is a way in which one can do so, if one is at the higher
end of the spectrum of cases that count as experience. An empirical doctor, for
example, grasps that this medicine cured several patients. That involves a uni-
versal judgment in the sense defined in De Int. 7, according to which a universal is
by nature predicated of many things. I can’t, at the level of experience, say what
makes a cow a cow; indeed, I don’t even apply ‘cow’ to all cows, as opposed to just
those I have encountered and identified as such. But I can identify examples of
cows as cows; and I can make some true general statements at least about the
cows I've encountered. That gives me enough of a grasp of what cows are to
enable me to investigate further until eventually, if all goes well, I learn what it is
to be a cow, and apply the term to all cows, not just to those I've encountered. The
experiential judgment isn’t fully universal, insofar as it is tied to particulars and
indeed to just some particulars. Nonetheless, at the level of experience, one can
group together a variety of things as all being cows; and one can say that they are
all animals that go ‘moo’ and that some of them yield milk."'"*

I'm inclined to think that Meno and his slave are at the level of experience,
though at a lower level of it than empirical doctors are (but at a higher level of
it than are those animals that are capable of having some experience). For
Meno specifies types of virtue (virtue for a man, for a woman, and so on);
these are low-level universals. Socrates then tells him that he doesn’t want a
swarm of virtues, but an account of what virtue as a whole is: kata holou (77a6;
here Plato anticipates Aristotle’s word for ‘universal’, katholou), and Meno

11 For a defense of the view that we don’t grasp universals at the level of experience, see Charles,
AME, 149-61. Cf. R. J. Hankinson, ‘Avant nous le déluge: Aristotle’s Notion of Intellectual Grasp’, in
B. Morison and K. Ierodiakonou (eds.), Episteme, Etc.: Essays in Honour of Jonathan Barnes
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2011), 30-59. He argues that, at the level of experience, we
don’t grasp universals ‘in the strict sense...since it merely involves a retrospective tally of a finite
number of past instances’ (47). However, he allows that ‘the content of the experience may still be
expressed by a suitably restricted universally quantified proposition, although it is far from clear
whether it need be’ (47, n. 44). Aquinas (Lecture 20 on Book 2) seems to suggest that, at the level of
experience, one can have universal concepts of a sort, though the whole universal isn’t yet settled in
the soul. He thinks Aristotle speaks of a universal being settled in the soul to indicate that it is
considered apart from particulars, and is more firmly entrenched. The view I suggest in the text is
close to his.
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eventually attains some understanding of the sort of universal account Socrates
wants. Similarly, the slave grasps that squares have four-equal sides; he isn’t
thinking just of this or that square, but of squares in general. Further, Meno
grasps what ‘virtue’ signifies, and the slave grasps what ‘square’ signifies (as
Aristotle understands signification). So there’s a sense in which Meno and his
slave grasp universals, though it’s a sense that falls short of conferring knowledge.

From experience, we eventually (if all goes well) advance to knowledge (epis-
témé). The vexed question of exactly how we do so need not concern us here.
But we should ask whether anything in Aristotle’s account suggests that he’s
a dispositional innatist about knowledge.''> One might argue that 100a13-14
suggests that he is. For here he says that ‘the soul is such as to be capable
of undergoing (paschein) this’.!"> “This’ includes coming to have knowledge:
Aristotle thinks that the mind is naturally structured so as to be able to acquire
knowledge. He is spelling out his account of how we do in fact acquire know-
ledge; 100a13-14 emphasizes that we are, in fact, capable of undergoing the

g 114
process he’s been describing.

If Aristotle thinks we are innately structured so
as to be able to acquire knowledge, then, one might think, he is an innate
dispositionalist about knowledge.

That seems right, if it’s sufficient for being a dispositional innatist about
knowledge that one posit an innate disposition to acquire knowledge. However,
as we’ve seen, dispositional innatism has been understood in different ways; and,
on some understandings of the view, Aristotle is not committed to it. If, for
example, it’s necessary for being a dispositional innatist about knowledge that
one posit an innate disposition to know certain specific truths, then Aristotle
doesn’t count. Further, one might argue that he doesn’t accord the innate
disposition to know a sufficiently robust explanatory role for him to count as a
dispositional innatist about knowledge.'"?

The same seems true of two other passages. In Met. 980a21 Aristotle famously
says that everyone by nature desires to know; and in Rhet. 1355a15-17 he says
that ‘men have a sufficient natural instinct for what is true, and usually do arrive

at the truth’. These passages seem to posit an innate disposition to know. But they

"2 We've seen that he isn’t a cognitive-condition or content innatist about knowledge—or about
belief or concepts. But that leaves open the possibility that he is a dispositional innatist about
knowledge (or beliefs or concepts).
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% For this interpretation, see also Philoponus(?), 437.5-6. In contrast to this ‘minimalist’
interpretation of the passage, Aquinas (Lecture 20 on Book 2) thinks Aristotle is adverting to the
potential intellect. I discuss the potential intellect briefly in the next section. See also Ch. 9, sect. 3.

15 This last point is pressed by Scott, RE, 91-106, esp. 100-1. He also discusses the next two

passages I go on to discuss.
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don’t posit an innate disposition to know certain specific truths. Further, when
Aristotle explains in more detail how we acquire knowledge (as he does in APo.
2.19 and Met. 1.1), the weight of the explanatory work falls on how we move from
perception, to memory, to experience, and eventually, if all goes well, to knowl-
edge. If it’s sufficient for being a dispositional innatist about knowledge that one
posit an innate disposition to know, then Aristotle counts. But if one must accord
that disposition a central explanatory role, ignoring or downplaying factors like
perception, memory, and experience, then he doesn’t.

Just as Aristotle doesn’t posit innate knowledge (but, at best, an innate
disposition to acquire knowledge), so he doesn’t posit prenatal knowledge.
Indeed his theory of the soul doesn’t seem to allow for prenatal existence; a
fortiori, it doesn’t allow for prenatal knowledge. To be sure, though it’s generally
agreed that Aristotle doesn’t think the soul as a whole pre-exists, it has been
argued that he thinks a part of the soul (intellect, or active intellect) is immortal.
However, that doesn’t imply that it pre-exists. Nor does he ever appeal to prenatal
knowledge to explain how we can inquire and learn in this life.

Plato might well agree with Aristotle that, in this life, we advance from
perception, to memory, to experience, and then to full knowledge. However,
whereas, at least in the Meno and Phaedo, Plato thinks we need to explain our
ability to progress in this way by appealing to prenatal knowledge, Aristotle
doesn’t think we need to do so; indeed, he thinks we shouldn’t do so. But in
a way, Aristotle agrees with Plato that his account, as I've described it so far, is
not sufficient to explain how we can make the epistemic progress we do make.
For example, Aristotle also assumes that the world is teleologically structured in a
way that allows us, given how we are, to tend to the truth. He also has a reply
to those philosophers who argue that we couldn’t progress as we do unless we
start off with knowledge of universals. For, as we’ve seen, though he denies that
we have knowledge of universals from birth, he thinks we have gnésis of them
from birth. For we perceive them from birth, and perception counts as gndsis.
This gnosis doesn’t constitute or confer knowledge or even belief; for initially,
the relevant content is nonconceptual. But Aristotle thinks that the account he
provides shows how that content can be conceptualized in such a way that, if all
goes well, it eventually constitutes or confers knowledge. I return to this point in
Chapter 9, section 3.

18. Sleeping geometers and writing tablets

I've argued that Aristotle rejects both innate knowledge (at least in the content and
cognitive-condition senses) and prenatal knowledge. While this interpretation is
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hardly novel, it is not entirely uncontroversial. So let’s look briefly at an alternative.
First we need to look briefly at De Anima 3.4, where Aristotle, among other things,
mentions the potential intellect—which, as we shall see in Chapter 9, Plutarch
thinks Aristotle appeals to in solving Meno’s Paradox. Aristotle says:

the intellect is in a way potentially the objects of intellect, but before it understands them,
it is none of them actually. Its potentiality is that of a writing tablet (grammateion) with
nothing actually written on it—which is also true of the intellect. (429b30-430a2)"'

This passage might seem to support the view that Aristotle rejects innate know-
ledge. In the Preface to the New Essays, for example, Leibniz says that: “There is
the question whether the soul is completely blank like a writing tablet on which
nothing has as yet been written—a tabula rasa—as Aristotle and [Locke] main-
tain’ (48)."'” However, Aristotle doesn’t use the writing-tablet metaphor to
describe us as we, or our souls, are at birth. Rather, he uses it to describe the
intellect, which we don’t have at birth. His point is that even once we have
acquired intellect, it is in a way potential. From birth, we have the potential for

intellect: that is, we can acquire it. But we don’t, at birth, have potential

intellect.''®

Philoponus anticipates Leibniz’s interpretation of the writing-tablet metaphor.
As he puts it:'"®

He [Aristotle] likens it [i.e. intellect] to a writing tablet with nothing written on it. Just as
on an uninscribed sheet all those things which can be written on it are present in
potentiality, on account of its suitability, but none of the things to be written is present
in actuality before it is written, so too the intellect, he says, is no intelligible thing in
actuality but all in potentiality . . . in likening the rational soul to an uninscribed thing you
write on, Aristotle places the forms of intelligible things in the soul according to the first
sort of potentiality—I mean by virtue of a suitability [to receive them]—not, as Plato does,
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"7 Leibniz doesn’t say that he has this passage in mind. However, he clearly takes the writing-
tablet metaphor to be incompatible with innatism, and he says that it describes Aristotle’s view.
Indeed, he seems to think that the metaphor is incompatible even with dispositional innatism. For
having rejected the tabula rasa view of the mind, he proceeds to defend his own view, which is,
arguably, dispositional innatism. See Ch. 5, sect. 2; and Ch. 8, n. 61.

"8 For this view, see, for example, Frede, ‘Aristotle’s Rationalism’ and ‘Aristotle on Thinking’.

119 iy De Intellectu 36.70-37.80, trans. Charlton (in his Philoponus, On Aristotle on the Intellect
(de Anima 3.4-8)), with minor revisions. Part of this passage may be found in R. Sorabji (ed.), The
Philosophy of the Commentators, 200-600 AD, 3 vols. (Ithaca, N.Y.: Cornell University Press, 2005),
vol. 1, 3(i)1. For the Latin (the work does not survive in Greek), see G. Verbeke (ed.), Philoponus:
Commentaire Sur Le De Anima d’Aristote, Edition critique (Louvain: Publications universitaires de
Louvain, 1966). For a fascinating discussion, see F. de Haas, ‘Recollection and Potentiality in
Philoponus’, in M. Karaus and J. Spruyt (eds.), The Winged Chariot: Collected Essays on Plato and
Platonism in Honour of L.M. De Rijk (Leiden: Brill, 2000), 165-84.
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by way of disposition. That being so he does not, like Plato, think the soul pre-exists
[birth], for if it is pre-existent it should possess accounts dispositionally.

As Philoponus describes this sort of view, Aristotle is talking just about the intellect,
not about the soul as such. Nonetheless, he sees that the metaphor can be taken to
imply that Aristotle rejects innate knowledge in the content or cognitive-condition
senses. On this interpretation, intellect is potentially its objects, not in the sense of
second potentiality (which would involve the intellect having actual knowledge),
but only in the sense of first potentiality: it can know them; but it doesn’t actually
know them. Though Philoponus describes this interpretation, he doesn’t in the end
endorse it. For he goes on to say that:'*°

we ought to interpret what Aristotle says here carefully and thoughtfully with regard to his
whole thought and to what he says everywhere about the intellect. If we have shown a
thousand times over, quoting Aristotelian texts, that he wants the rational soul to be
separate and immortal, it is plain that even if he here likens it to an uninscribed thing we
write on, he does not mean that it has forms in potentiality in the first sense (the sense in
which semen is a man in potentiality). But a certain latitude (platos) must be recognized in
both meanings of ‘potentiality’. For we say that prime matter is in potentiality a man, and
also the elements and semen and all the things which are in potentiality in the first sense,
that is, by virtue of suitability; but they are not in potentiality in the same way but some
are closer to the thing and some are more remote. A similar latitude (latitudo), then, must
be recognized in connection with potentiality in the second sense, i.e. by way of dispos-
ition. Both the sleeping geometer and the one who is aware are said to be [one who
knows] in potentiality, but the waking geometer is closer to the actuality; and the
geometer who is asleep or drunk because he is held down by sleep or intoxication,
resembles the man who does not have the disposition at all. So in the same way even if
he says the soul resembles an uninscribed thing you write on, he calls it this because of
the holding down of cognition by the passions, which makes it seem as if it did not have
forms at all.

Philoponus’ considered view, then, is that Aristotle thinks that we do, after all, have
innate dispositional knowledge (that is, what Aristotle calls a second potentiality or
a first actuality), though of the sort that a sleeping, as opposed to a waking,
geometer has. So in the end, Philoponus thinks that both Plato and Aristotle take
us, from birth, to be like sleeping geometers. As we’ve seen, Philoponus also says
that, if the soul pre-exists, it should have accounts dispositionally. He endorses the
view that Aristotle thinks we do have accounts dispositionally. That removes an

20 in De Intellectu 39, trans. Charlton. Part of this passage may be found in Sorabji, The

Philosophy of the Commentators, vol. 1, 3(j)6. Cf. in De Intellectu 33.82-9, 39.27-40.43,
62.6-63.18. De Haas, ‘Recollection and Potentiality in Philoponus’, 175, thinks Philoponus is
introducing a third kind of potentiality. However, he seems instead to be emphasizing degrees of
potentiality within first and second potentiality.
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impediment to thinking that Aristotle doesn’t countenance the pre-existence or
immortality of the soul—an interpretation that, he notes, some accept. But he
proceeds to argue, against that interpretation, that Aristotle takes the rational soul
not only to have innate knowledge but also to pre-exist and to be immortal.'*"

Philoponus is not alone in his interpretation of Aristotle. According to ‘Phi-
122

loponus’, for example:
[Plutarch] applies to Aristotle what belongs to Plato. Plato is the person who thinks the
intellect of children is dispositional and has rational accounts of things, not Aristotle. But
Plutarch thinks that Aristotle too says this. How can he not be speaking falsely when
Aristotle refutes him? He says that the intellect of children is like a writing tablet on which
nothing is written, because it is suitable for receiving the rational accounts of things but
has not already actually received them.

The question ‘Philoponus’ poses in the foregoing passage was apparently answered
123

by Iamblichus:
Tamblichus says: ‘And see that he says “writing tablet” (grammateion) and not “sheet of
papyrus” (chartés). For it is not called a “writing tablet” if it does not have written letters
on it. He says this meaning that the souls of children, which are potential intellect, have
the accounts of things. So if he likens it to a writing tablet, clearly it has accounts (logoi) of
things, just as the writing tablet has written letters. If he calls it “on which nothing is
written”, it stands for “ill written”, because it has faint, non-evident written letters, as also
we say of a tragic actor with a bad voice “He has no voice”. So Aristotle too (says he), like
Plato, is of the opinion that objects of intellect are in the soul and accounts of all things,
and that there is recollection, not learning.” He says this to show that Aristotle too is of the
same opinion as he is.

So whereas Leibniz takes the writing-tablet metaphor to show that the soul lacks
innate knowledge, Tamblichus takes it to imply that the intellect has innate
knowledge. Whereas I've argued that Plato and Aristotle agree in rejecting innate
knowledge in the content and cognitive-condition senses, lamblichus thinks they

2 in De Intellectu 16. Though he presents a dilemma without here choosing between its horns,

it’s clear that, in the end, he favors the pre-existence immortality option. For discussion, see de Haas,
‘Recollection and Potentiality in Philoponus’, 172-7.

122 ‘Philoponus’, in DA 520.1-12, CAG 15, ed. M. Hayduck; trans. Charlton. (I follow Charlton in
referring to the author as ‘Philoponus’. There is dispute about who the author is.) The passage may
also be found in Sorabji (ed.), The Philosophy of the Commentators, vol. 1, 5(c)1. The Plutarch whom
‘Philoponus’ mentions is Plutarch of Athens, not ‘our’ Plutarch, who is Plutarch of Chaeronea. Later
he says that ‘Aristotle likens the soul to a writing tablet on which nothing is written, and calls
“learning” what is genuine learning; whereas Plato likens it to a writing table which is already
inscribed and calls learning “recollection”’ (524.13-16; trans. Charlton). He goes on to say that,
according to Aristotle, ‘before learning, the intellect is in potentiality by virtue of suitability; after
learning, it is in potentiality by virtue of having the disposition’.

123 ‘Philoponus’, in DA 3, 533.25-35, trans. Charlton. The passage may also be found in Sorabji
(ed.), The Philosophy of the Commentators, vol. 1, 3(i)3.
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agree in positing it. Though we are both harmonizers on this point, we sing
different tunes.

Philoponus’ and Iamblichus” views are interesting and ingenious; but I think
they are mistaken. First, though Philoponus says that we need to interpret DA 3.4’s
writing-tablet metaphor in the light of Aristotle’s views as a whole, he doesn’t say
how to square his interpretation with APo. 2.19. Secondly, as I've mentioned,
Aristotle uses the writing-tablet metaphor to describe, not our condition at birth,
but our condition once we have acquired intellect. His point is that even when it is
acquired, it is potential in the way that a writing tablet has the potential to be
written on. If Aristotle doesn’t think we have intellect at birth, he doesn’t think we
have innate dispositional knowledge (in Philoponus’ sense: we don’t have second
potentiality knowledge). All we have at birth is a first potentiality for knowledge;
but that falls short of having potential intellect at birth.



7

Epicurean Inquiry

1. Introduction

As we've seen, Plutarch says that the Epicureans reply to Meno’s Paradox by
invoking prolepses. Though the Epicureans (unlike Plutarch and Aristotle) don’t
explicitly mention the Meno, they engage with the issues that motivate Meno’s
Paradox and so they know, or know of, Meno’s Paradox in that sense." So, for
example, we’ll see in Chapter 11 that Sextus ascribes an argument to them—
which I shall call the Paradox of Skeptical Inquiry—that is a variant of Meno’s
Paradox. Further, in the Letter to Herodotus (= Hdt.) Epicurus says:

First, then, Herodotus, we must grasp the things which underlie words, so that we
may have them as a reference point against which to judge matters of belief, inquiry
and puzzlement, and not have everything undiscriminated for ourselves as we attempt
infinite chains of proof, or have words which are empty. For the primary concept
(ennoéma) corresponding to each word must be seen and need no additional proof,
if we are going to have a reference point for matters of inquiry, puzzlement, and belief.
(Hdt. 37-8 = LS 17C)?

In saying that we need a ‘reference point for matters of inquiry’, Epicurus adverts
to the Targeting Objection. He agrees with Meno that we must in some way
‘grasp’ the things we are inquiring into. To explain how we can do so, he appeals

! See the end of the Appendix to Ch. 1, where I distinguish using ‘Meno’s Paradox’ for the
conjunction of Meno’s questions and Socrates’ dilemma from using it more broadly for a philo-
sophical puzzle that challenges the possibility of inquiry based on considerations about knowing and
not knowing. Plutarch has no qualms about suggesting that the Epicureans reply to Meno’s Paradox
when the term is used in the first way; but even if we want to be extra cautious about agreeing with
him about that (though I'm not sure we need to be), it’s reasonable to agree with him if we use the
term in the second way.
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to primary concepts. As we shall see, these are prolepses. Similarly, in a key text
that we’ll explore in more detail below, Diogenes says:

(1) Prolepsis, they [the Epicureans] say, is, as it were (hoionei), apprehension (katalépsis),
or correct belief, or concept (ennoia), or universal stored thought (noésis) (i.e. memory),3
of what has frequently become evident externally, e.g. ‘such and such a kind of thing is a
man’. (2) For as soon as the word ‘man’ is uttered, immediately its outline (tupos) also
comes to mind by means of prolepsis, since the senses give the lead. (3) Thus what
primarily underlies each name is something evident (enarges). (4) And what we inquired
about we would not have inquired about if we had not had prior cognition (egndkeimen)
of it. For example: ‘Is what’s standing over there a horse or a cow?’ For one must at some
time have cognized (egndkenai) the shape (morphé) of a horse and that of a cow by means
of prolepsis. (5) Nor would we have named something if we had not previously learnt
its outline by means of prolepsis. (6) Thus prolepses are evident. (7) And what is believed
(to doxaston) depends on something prior and evident, which is our point of reference
when we say, e.g., ‘How do we know (ismen) if this is a man?’ (10.33 = LS 17E, somewhat
modified)*

In (4), Diogenes says that, according to the Epicureans, we must have cognized
something in order to inquire into it: this too answers the Targeting Objection. In
asking ‘Is what’s standing over there a horse or a cow?’, Epicurus asks a “What is
F?’ question, and he tells us how to go about answering it: we rely on prolepses.

Further, Cicero says that, according to Epicurus, without prolepses ‘under-
standing (intellegi), inquiry (quaeri), and discussion (disputari) are impossible’
(On the Nature of the Gods (= De Natura Deorum = ND) 1.43-9 = LS 23E2;
I discuss the fuller context below). And at M 11.21, Sextus says that ‘according to
the wise Epicurus, it is not possible either to inquire (zétein) or to be puzzled
(aporein) without a prolepsis’.”

Plutarch therefore seems right to say that the Epicureans appeal to prolepses to
reply to Meno’s Paradox. Hence, to assess their reply, we need to understand

* 1 follow the punctuation in LS 2.92-3.

* Tiw 8¢ mpédppw AMyovow ofovel rarddpbw 7 86Eav Spfijy % woiar B kabolucy vénow
€’V(17TDK€L/L€/V7]V, TOU’TS’O”TL /_LV?'},U.?TV ’TDlj WOA)\GI.KLS' e”fw@sv ¢0.V€/V’TO§, OfOV T(‘) TOLDIJTO,V E’O'TLV &VBPLUWOS"
dpa yap 16 pnbijvar dvlpwmos €00vs kata mpdAppw kal 6 TUTOs avTod voeiTal mponyoupuévwy THY
(IL)O'G'Y}UGOUV. 77(7.1/7'2 Dl’jV O’Vé,U,U.TL Tl‘) 7Tp(£/)7'w§ 757707'67'0.’}/,(1.6’]/01/ G’V(lp'}/f,s G’O'TL’ K(li DYJK &V e’g‘r]‘rﬁualu.ev T(‘?
Z?’]TOIS’MEVOV Ez [J.‘l"] WpéTEPOV €"}/V(J{)K€LIM€V U.TjTO/‘ OL?OV T(} ﬂépp(l) éUTd)S il77770§ E’UT;V 7‘]‘ BO&S' 86[ '}/dp KU.T&
ﬂpéhnlp“/ gwaKE/VU.L 7TOT€‘ Z,7T7TOU KU.I: ﬁO(‘)S‘ IU.Op(#'Y?V 0135’ &V L(’)VO;LOI.U‘O.‘U,G,V TL ‘U,?)] 77PO,T€POV CL'IJTOI; KU.Td
mpSAppw Tov TUmov pabdvres. dvapyeis oby elow al mpohjifers: kal 70 SofacTov dmwd wpoTépov TwoS
évap’yoﬁs ';],PT'Y]TIIL, G’(ﬁ, (‘)\ dVa¢éPOVT€S Aé”yOIJ,GV, OEOV “HéeGV E,O'Iu,éV GL) TUI:'Té G)O'TLV &’v@pwﬂos‘;”.

> Cf. Clement of Alexandria, Stromateis 2.4, p. 155, 44 Sylb (= U 255): ‘Indeed, Epicurus, who
more than anyone prefers pleasure to truth, supposes that a prolepsis is the intellect’s conviction
(pistis). He defines a prolepsis as an application [of the intellect] to something clear and to the clear
conception of the thing, and [holds] that no one can either inquire or puzzle over, or even hold a
belief or refute [someone] without a prolepsis.’
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what prolepses are. In doing so, we face some by-now-familiar questions. First, in
saying that we need prolepses to inquire, what cognitive condition does Epicurus
require us to be in? Is he suggesting that we can inquire into something only if we
have knowledge? Or does he think that we can inquire even if we lack knowledge,
either of the things we are inquiring into or more generally? Secondly, what sort
of content does he think inquiry requires: a grasp of a real essence, or something
less than that? Thirdly, when and how does he think we acquire prolepses? Are
they innate or acquired by experience?

2. Prolepses: introduction

Before we can answer these questions, we need to know what prolepses are.
Unfortunately, however, it’s difficult to say what they are: the evidence is sparse;
and it often underdetermines any particular account. I shall focus just on the
issues relevant to our main concerns, leaving other issues largely to one side.

According to Cicero, Epicurus was the first to use the term prolépsis as he did
(ND 1.43-5 = LS 23E3).° The usual English translation is ‘preconception’, but
sometimes ‘anticipation’ is used instead.” I shall use ‘prolepsis’; for it is an English
word, and the OED cites relevant uses of it.* The term literally means ‘grasping
before’, so a prolepsis is something one must, for some purpose or other, grasp
before one grasps something else. According to DL 10.33, as we’ve seen, Epicurus
thinks we must grasp prolepses in order to inquire. That said, it’s not clear exactly
what prolepses are, what sort of grasp one must have of them, or why we must
grasp them in order to inquire.

Nor is Epicurus himself as much help here as one would like. For one thing, he
doesn’t use the term very often.” Our principal source is Diogenes Laertius 10.33

® The passage is quoted and discussed below.

7 In ND 1.43-5, Cicero uses anticipatio, as well as notio, informatio, and praenotio. He also seems
to use opinio and cognitio for prolepses, though perhaps he thinks we acquire opinio and cognitio as a
result of having prolépses. LS use ‘preconception’. So too does G. Striker, in ‘Kritérion tés alétheias’, in
her Essays on Hellenistic Epistemology and Ethics (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1996),
22-76, and ‘The Problem of the Criterion’, also in her Essays, 150-65. (The former article was
originally published in Nachrichten der Akademie der Wissenschaften in Gottingen, Phil-hist. Klasse
2 (1974), 48-110. The latter was originally published in S. Everson (ed.), Epistemology, vol. 1 of
Companions to Ancient Thought, 181-202. Throughout, in citing Striker I use the pagination from
her Essays.) In Epicurus’ Scientific Method (Ithaca, N.Y.: Cornell University Press, 1984), E. Asmis
tends to use ‘presumption’; but in her ‘Epicurean Epistemology’, CHHP, 260-94, she uses ‘precon-
ception’. In ‘Stoic Epistemology’, CHHP, 295-322, M. Frede uses ‘anticipation’ in talking about the
Stoics on prolepsis.

¥ Cf. Scott, RE, 165 n. 15.

o According to G. Arrighetti’s index (in Epicuro: Opere (Turin: Einaudi, 1960; 2nd ed., 1973)), he
uses it just once in Hdt., at 72; just once in the Letter to Menoeceus (Men.), at 124; and just twice in
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(quoted in the last section); so I begin with it. Unfortunately, the passage is
obscure in a number of ways.'® For example, Diogenes doesn’t make it clear
whether prolepses are all the things he mentions in (1)—apprehension and
correct belief and a concept and a universal stored thought (i.e. a memory)—or
whether some of the options he mentions are mutually exclusive, and the task is
to choose among them. Yet another possibility is that Diogenes doesn’t think
prolepses are exactly any of the things he mentions; rather, they are similar to, or
sort of like, some or all of them. Perhaps ‘as it were’ is meant to distance his
account from any particular technical interpretation of the items he mentions.
This possibility is attractive if, as is possible, Diogenes uses at least some of the
terms as the Stoics do. For his point might then be that, though prolepses are (for
example) something like Stoic apprehension, they don’t exactly conform to the
Stoic definition of apprehension.'’

Whatever Diogenes” (or Epicurus’) view on the matter is, it’s not clear that
prolepses could in fact be all the things he mentions, though that depends on
exactly how we understand the various items on his list. So, for example, the Stoics
use ‘belief” (doxa) for mere belief, and ‘apprehension’ (katalépsis) for a cognitive
condition superior to mere belief.'* If that's how ‘belief’ and ‘apprehension’” are
used here, then prolepses couldn't be both correct belief and apprehension. Or
again, concepts are sometimes taken to be abstract entities."” If prolepses are
concepts so conceived, they aren’t the same as apprehension or memory, if the
latter are taken to be mental states.

However, there are also ways of understanding the various items on Diogenes’
list that bring them closer together. Let’s take concept (ennoia) first. If concepts are
viewed as abstract entities, prolepses aren’t concepts.'* For prolepses are mental
particulars. So, for example, Diogenes tells us that prolepses are acquired as a result

the Kuriai Doxai (KD) (## 37 and 38). There are also a handful of occurrences in the surviving
fragments of Book 28 of On Nature, for which see D. Sedley, ‘Epicurus: On Nature book XXVIIT,
Cronache Ercolanesi 3 (1973), 5-83. On Nature 34.26-30 (= LS 20C8) seems to mention a prolepsis
of responsibility or agency.

10 This leads Striker to say that ‘D.L. X offers too many different versions to be of help here’ (‘The
Problem of the Criterion’, 154 n. 9.)

' However, Sextus’ account, at M 7.205, of what the Epicureans mean by true appearances is very
close to his account of the Stoic notion of apprehensive appearances, for which see e.g. M 7.248.
I discuss the Stoics on apprehensive appearances, as well as some further aspects of Stoic epistem-
ology, in the next chapter.

'2 See, for example, the passages collected in LS 41.

13 For discussion of different accounts of concepts, see e.g. E. Margolis and S. Laurence (eds.),
Concepts: Core Readings (Cambridge, Mass: MIT Press, 1999).

' Indeed, the Epicureans may reject the existence of abstract objects. This may be why Plutarch
says they deny that there are sayables (lekta) (Adv. Col. 1119f = LS 19K).
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of repeated experience: after I have repeated experiences of horses, I acquire a
mental representation of a horse, which enables me to think of horses."” That
prolepses are mental particulars is also suggested by Cicero’s claim that nature
imprints them on our minds (ND 1.43-4, in part = LS 23E; see 23E2 for the
present point):

(1) Anyone who reflects how ungrounded and rash these [non-Epicurean theological]
doctrines are ought to revere Epicurus and place him among the very beings whom this
investigation concerns. (2) For he alone saw, first, that the gods existed, because nature
herself had imprinted the concept (notionem) of them in all men’s minds. For what
human nation or race does not have, without instruction, some preconception (antici-
pationem) of the gods? Epicurus’ word for this is prolépsis, that is, what we may call a
delineation (informationem) of a thing, preconceived by the mind, without which under-
standing (intelligi), inquiry (quaeri), and discussion (disputari) are impossible. The power
and value of this reasoning we have learnt from Epicurus’ heaven-sent book on the
yardstick and criterion. Thus you see the foundation of this inquiry admirably laid. For
since the belief (opinio) has not been established by any convention, custom, or law,
and retains unanimous consent, it must necessarily be understood that there are gods,
given that we have ingrained, or rather innate, cognitions of them (quoniam insitas eorum
vel potius innatas cognitiones habemus). But that on which all men’s nature agrees must
necessarily be true. Therefore it must be conceded that there are gods. (3) Since this is
agreed among virtually all—the uneducated as well as philosophers—Ilet us also allow the
following to be agreed: that what I called our preconception (anticipationem), or preno-
tion (praenotionem), of the gods (for new things require new names, just as Epicurus
himself gave prolépsis its name, a name which no one had previously applied to it) is such
that we think the gods blessed and imperishable. For as well as giving us a delineation of
the gods themselves, nature has also engraved (insculpsit) on our minds the view of them
as imperishable and blessed. (ND 1.43-5 = LS 23E1-3, trans. somewhat modified)'®

!> To say that prolepses are mental representations is not to say that they are mental images.
A. A. Long, however, takes prolepses to be ‘fine aggregates of moving atoms which present themselves
to consciousness as images’ (‘Aisthesis, Prolepsis, and Linguistic Theory in Epicurus’, Bulletin of the
Institute of Classical Studies 18 (1971), 114-33, at 120). Striker says that ‘[i]t is presumably incorrect to
postulate a clear distinction between “true” images and true propositions.. . Insofar as prolépseis are
“seen”, it is natural to conceive of them as images; but insofar as they can be described as demonstrated
or indemonstrable, we have to understand them as propositions’ (‘Kritérion tés alétheias’, 41). But
‘seen’ doesn’t imply that prolepses are images. When Plato, for example, speaks of looking to forms
(Eu. 66; cf. Meno 72c6-d1), all he means is considering them; and one does that by thinking about
what’s true of them. One considers what the nature of piety is (which is expressed propositionally, as
an answer to the question ‘What is piety?’), and relies on that in determining whether something is or
is not pious.

16 Ea qui consideret quam inconsulte ac temere dicantur, venerari Epicurum et in eorum ipsorum
numero de quibus haec quaestio est habere debeat. Solus enim vidit primum esse deos, quod in
omnium animis eorum notionem inpressisset ipsa natura. quae est enim gens aut quod genus
hominum quod non habeat sine doctrina anticipationem quandam deorum, quam appellat
mpéAppw Epicurus id est anteceptam animo rei quandam informationem, sine qua nec intellegi
quicquam nec quaeri nec disputari potest. quoius rationis vim atque utilitatem ex illo caelesti Epicuri
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However, though prolepses aren’t concepts when concepts are taken to be
abstract entities, there are other ways of understanding concepts. On one view,
for example, concepts are mental representations that enable us to think of
things. Prolepses are concepts in this sense.

Insofar as prolepses are mental representations that enable us to think of
things, they seem to be the contents of certain mental states. Sometimes, however,
they seem to be mental states. Even if prolepses are mental states, they at any rate
have content; and that will be my focus here.'”

3. Prolepses and belief

Let’s now turn to further items in Diogenes’ list. Prolepses are reasonably
identified with stored thoughts which, in turn, are memories.'® For once prolep-
ses are acquired, we retain them; they are stored in our minds as memories, as
mental representations we can recall. Next we can note that Diogenes also says
that prolepses are ‘evident’ (enarges; 10.33; cf. Hdt. 82) and a criterion of truth.*
It is tempting to infer that prolepses are themselves true. Each can, at least, be
represented as a true proposition.?’ So, for example, the Epicureans think there is

de regula et iudicio volumine accepimus. quod igitur fundamentum huius quaestionis est, id
praeclare jactum videtis. cum enim non instituto aliquo aut more aut lege sit opinio constituta
maneatque ad unum omnium firma consensio, intellegi necesse est esse deos, quoniam insitas
eorum vel potius innatas cognitiones habemus; de quo autem omnium natura consentit, id verum
esse necesse est; esse igitur deos confitendum est. Quod quoniam fere constat inter omnis non
philosophos solum sed etiam indoctos, fatemur constare illud etiam, hanc nos habere sive antici-
pationem, ut ante dixi, sive praenotionem deorum (sunt enim rebus novis nova ponenda nomina, ut
Epicurus ipse mpéAnypw appellavit, quam antea nemo eo verbo nominarat)—hanc igitur habemus, ut
deos beatos et inmortales putemus. quae enim nobis natura informationem ipsorum deorum dedit,
eadem insculpsit in mentibus ut eos aeternos et beatos haberemus.

7 P. Morel, ‘Method and Evidence: On Epicurean Preconception’, Proceedings of the Boston Area
Colloquium in Ancient Philosophy 23 (2007), 25-48, argues that prolepses are both mental acts and
contents. In ‘Response to Morel’ (ibid. 49-54, at 53-4), D. Konstan argues that they are just contents.
D. Glidden, ‘Epicurean Prolépsis’, Oxford Studies in Ancient Philosophy 3 (1985), 175-215, seems to
think prolepses are just acts. According to Asmis, ‘since the attitude and the effect [i.e. content] are
coextensive, this distinction is unimportant, and indeed often seems to be ignored by the Epicureans’
(Epicurus’ Scientific Method, 63).

'8 Plutarch, in Common Conceptions 1085a-b, may distinguish stored thoughts from memories,
though he might be offering different descriptions of some one thing rather than different descrip-
tions of different things. Be that as it may, he is discussing the Stoics; even if they distinguish stored
thoughts from memories, it wouldn’t follow that the Epicureans do so. DL 10.33 makes it clear that
the stored thoughts at issue there are memories.

% ‘Epicurus, in the Kanon, says that perceptions, prolepses, and affections (pathé) are the criteria
of truth. The Epicureans add the “focusings of thought into an appearance”” (DL 10.31).

%% See Striker, “The Problem of the Criterion’, 151; M. Schofield, ‘Preconception, Argument, and
God’, in M. Schofield, M. Burnyeat, and J. Barnes (eds.), Doubt and Dogmatism: Studies in Hellenistic
Epistemology (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1980), 283-308, at 291; and J. Barnes, ‘Epicurus: Meaning
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a prolepsis of god, which says, or which can be expressed as saying, that gods are
blessed and imperishable (Cicero, ND 1.45 = LS 23E3; quoted above); hence there
are gods that are blessed and imperishable. Here it is important to note that the
Epicureans mean, not just that the conditional—if there are gods, they are blessed
and imperishable—is true, but also that, since there is a prolepsis of god that says
that gods are blessed and imperishable, blessed and imperishable gods exist. If
there is a prolepsis of x, x exists and is as the prolepsis says it is.>'

If prolepses can be expressed as true propositions, it is reasonable to think that
they are true beliefs in the content sense and confer true belief in the cognitive-
condition sense. To be sure, I can entertain a proposition without taking it to be
true, and so without believing it.>* So the mere fact that prolepses are true, or are
accurate representations of things, doesn’t by itself imply that they are true beliefs.
However, the Epicureans seem to think that we all accept our prolepses as true,
even though we are not always aware of doing so. To take p to be true is to believe
p- So if I take a prolepsis to be true, I thereby have a true belief, whether or not I'm
aware that I do.

That prolepses are true beliefs is also suggested by the fact that the Epicureans
think one can confuse a prolepsis with a false belief or supposition.”> Prolepses
must, then, be similar enough to beliefs to be able to be confused with false
beliefs. Prolepses certainly aren’t false beliefs; hence it’s reasonable to infer that

and Thinking’, in G. Giannantoni and M. Gigante (eds.), Epicureismo greco e romano (Naples:
Bibliopolis, 1996), vol. 1, 197-220, at 209. To say that prolepses can be expressed as true propositions
is not to say that they are sayables as conceived of by the Stoics: see n. 14. It is, however, to say that
they have what we would describe as propositional structure.

! Here I agree with e.g. Asmis, Epicurus’ Scientific Method, 29-30. But the view might be rejected
by Long and Sedley. For they think that, though the Epicureans posit a prolepsis of god, they don’t
think that gods objectively exist: see LS 1.145-9. For criticism of their view, see Scott, RE, 191-201,
and D. Konstan, ‘Epicurus on the Gods’, in J. Fish and K. Sanders (eds.), Epicurus and the Epicurean
Tradition (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2011), 53-71. For a reply to Scott, see D. Sedley,
‘Epicurus’ Theological Innatism’, in Fish and Sanders (eds.), Epicurus and the Epicurean Tradition,
29-52.

22 Tassume the (or a) familiar account of belief, according to which to believe that p is to take p to
be true. Perhaps we should add: with the aim of its being true. For when I entertain a hypothesis, or
daydream, there’s a sense in which I take a given proposition to be true; but, in these cases, I don’t
necessarily have the aim of those propositions being true. See D. Velleman, ‘On the Aim of Belief’, in
his The Possibility of Practical Reason (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 2000), 244-81. Nonetheless, for
convenience I shall generally speak just of taking p to be true, where that is meant to capture belief in
particular.

23 DL 10.34 (= LS 18B); cf. Men. 123-4 (= LS 23B). It’s true that Epicurus sometimes seems to
oppose, or contrast, prolepses and beliefs. He says, for example, that we test beliefs against prolepses
(Hdt. 37-8 = LS 18C). And according to DL 10.33, belief (or what is believed) depends on something
prior (namely, prolepses); this might be taken to suggest that prolepses are not themselves beliefs.
Cf. Hdt. 37-8 = LS 18C. But perhaps Epicurus means that mere beliefs need to be tested
against prolepses.
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they are true beliefs.** It’s just that we can’t immediately tell which of our beliefs
are prolepses. Prolepses are objectively, not subjectively, evident.”® Though it’s
not immediately evident to us which of our beliefs is a prolepsis, prolepses are
nonetheless evident in virtue of their nature. Similarly, we've seen that Plato
thinks that we all have some true and some false beliefs, though our beliefs don’t
wear their truth and falsity on their faces.

4. Prolepses and apprehension

What, finally, of apprehension? Diogenes doesn’t say how he uses the term; and it
is used in different ways.”® But to say that someone apprehends that p would
normally imply that the person takes p to be true, and that p is nonaccidentally
true and is guaranteed to be true. If we so understand apprehension, then
prolepses are or confer apprehension. We've already seen that they are true
and are taken to be true. They are also nonaccidentally true and are guaranteed
to be true. That this is so is implied by the fact that nature imprints them on us
and that we get them as a result of experience. It’s also implied by the fact that
prolepses are evident and a criterion of truth.

Should we then say that prolepses are or confer knowledge? That depends on
what we take knowledge to be. Apprehension, as just explained, falls short of
knowledge as Plato understands it: it falls short of P-knowledge and so of superior
cognition. Further, as we shall see below, their contents aren’t sufficiently rich
to confer P-knowledge. It also falls short of A-knowledge. For, I suggested in
the last chapter, Aristotle thinks that one knows that p is true only if one has a
good argument for the claim that p is true; but one can apprehend something

** In On Nature 28 (fr. 13 col. VII, lines 4-5 in Sedley, ‘Epicurus: On Nature Book XXVIIT, at 50),
Epicurus speaks of false belief as subordinate to words (pseudés hupotetachthai tais lexesin ekeinais
doxa); in Hdt. 37 he implies that prolepses are subordinate to words (or sounds: phthongoi). It’s
reasonable to infer that beliefs as such are subordinate to words. So, again, since prolepses are not
false beliefs, they are presumably (a subclass of ) true beliefs. See S. Everson, ‘Epicurus on Mind and
Language’ in S. Everson (ed.), Language, vol. 3 of Companions to Ancient Thought (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 1994), 74-108, at 83, 103; Barnes, ‘Epicurus: Meaning and Thinking’,
213 with n. 14. That prolepses are beliefs is also suggested by the passage from Clement quoted in
n. 5. See also Theodoret, Graecorum Affectionum Curatio I 90, ed. P. Canivet (Paris: Cerf, 1958):
‘Epicurus calls this conviction (pistis) of the intellect “prolepsis™’.

%5 See D. Scott, ‘Epicurean Illusions’, 368; RE, 173.

%6 For the Stoics on apprehension, see the passages collected in LS 40. But the Cyrenaics and Philo
of Larisa don’t use ‘apprehension’ as the Stoics do. For the Cyrenaics, see Sextus, PH 1.215. For Philo,
see Sextus, PH 1.235. For detailed discussion of Philo’s epistemology, see C. Brittain, Philo of Larissa:
The Last of the Academic Sceptics (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2001), chs. 2-3. See also Striker,
‘Academics Fighting Academics’, in B. Inwood and J. Mansfeld (eds.), Assent and Argument (Leiden:
Brill, 1997), 257-76, esp. 258-60.
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without being able to produce a good argument for its being the case. If, however,
knowledge is taken to be nonaccidentally true belief, then apprehension, as just
explained, is sufficient for knowledge.

One might argue that even if there are some views of knowledge on which
prolepses are or confer knowledge, Epicurus himself doesn’t think prolepses are
or confer knowledge. This seems to be Asmis’ view. For she thinks that Epicurus
doesn’t acknowledge any condition superior to mere true belief.”” However, in
the Letter to Menoeceus (= Men.) (DL 10.123) he speaks of clear gndsis. As we saw
in the last chapter, gndsis can be used more extensively than for knowledge. But
clear gnosis seems to be knowledge. The foundational role that Epicurus ascribes
to prolepses and the fact that they function as a criterion of truth by which we
decide the truth or falsity of (other) beliefs also suggest that he takes them to be or
confer knowledge rather than mere true belief. I'm inclined to think, then, that
Epicurus thinks that having prolepses amounts to having knowledge, as he
conceives of knowledge, though the sort of ‘knowledge’ at issue falls short of
what Plato and Aristotle count as knowledge. Let’s call knowledge as Epicurus
conceives of it ‘E-knowledge’. Just as Aristotle expands the scope of knowledge
beyond its Platonic boundaries, so Epicurus extends it even beyond its Aristo-
telian boundaries. The lower the criteria for having knowledge are, the easier it is
to have knowledge.*®

A further point about E- knowledge is worth making. As I've mentioned,
Epicurus seems to think we can have a prolepsis without being aware that we
have it; prolepses are objectively, not subjectively, evident. If this is right, then, in
contrast to Plato, he seems to reject an accessibility condition on knowledge: we
can have E-knowledge without being aware that we have it.” However, Epicurus

%7 Epicurus’ Scientific Method, 38. Her reason is that ‘the Epicureans did not recognize any truths
that are not verified either directly or indirectly by empirical observation’ (38). However, though this
might preclude knowledge on some accounts of knowledge, it doesn’t preclude it on all accounts of
knowledge.

8 Though Epicurus seems to think that everyone has some apprehension (and so some
E-knowledge) in virtue of having prolepses, he also seems to acknowledge knowledge of a higher-
level sort. So, for example, according to Plutarch Epicurus thinks that ‘no one except the wise man is
unshakably persuaded of anything’ (adv. Col. 1117f = U 222). This suggests that only some are wise;
since we all have prolepses, being wise involves more than that. A further reason to think that
Epicurus countenances knowledge that goes beyond mere true belief is that he seems to think one
can acquire knowledge by memorizing the Kuriai Doxai (often translated as Principal Doctrines or
Key Doctrines); not everyone does so, hence doing so confers a sort of knowledge that goes beyond
merely having prolepses.

° However, according to Striker, ‘Epicurus, like many philosophers before and after him,
thought that knowing that p implies knowing that one is justified in claiming that p, and hence
that we could not know that anything was the case on the basis of a sense-impression unless we knew
that the impression was true’ (‘The Problem of the Criterion’, 153 n. 7).
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may think it is relatively easy to uncover which of our beliefs are prolepses; if so,
to that extent he doesn’t reject an accessibility condition.

We've now looked at all the items on Diogenes’ list. Although it may initially
seem that we need to choose among them, I've suggested that we do not need to
do so; prolepses can reasonably be identified with all of them. They are true
thoughts or concepts, in the sense that they are true or accurate mental repre-
sentations that enable us to think about things. Since they are stored over time,
they are also memories. They are also true beliefs; for not only are they in fact true
but, also, at some level we take them to be true, though we may not be aware of
doing so. They are also, or also confer, apprehension, since they are not only true
beliefs but are also nonaccidentally true and are guaranteed to be true. As such,
they are or confer not only true belief but also knowledge, on one account of
knowledge and as Epicurus conceives of knowledge.”® However, prolepses don’t
confer either P-knowledge (superior cognition) or A-knowledge.

5. The range of prolepses

Let’s now consider the range of prolepses. Some evidence might seem to suggest
that there is a prolepsis corresponding to every word. Diogenes, for example,
describes prolepses as ‘what primarily underlies each name (onoma)’ (DL 10.33).
And Epicurus speaks of ‘the primary concept (ennoéma) corresponding to every
word (tois phthongois)’ (Hdt. 37 = LS 17C1).>! But other evidence suggests that
the range of prolepses is more limited. We’ve seen, for example, that Diogenes
says that prolepses are of what has ‘frequently become evident externally’ (10.33).
It seems to follow that there are prolepses only of what objectively exists. There is
a prolepsis of horse, but not of centaur.’” Further, Cicero tells us that prolepses
are natural (ND 1.43-4; cited above). As he explains, they are natural in the sense

** On the account I've suggested, Epicurus takes knowledge to be a species of belief. This agrees
with Plato in the Meno, but contrasts with the Stoics (whom I discuss in the next chapter). The fact
that Epicurus wrote a work called Kuriai Doxai supports this view of Epicurus. For when we
memorize the Kuriai Doxai, we have E-knowledge; but what we are memorizing are doxai.

1 Although the term “prolepsis’ doesn’t occur in this passage, I agree with the generally-held view
that prolepses are the primary concepts underlying words. See e.g. LS 1.89. Epicurus does use
eiléphenai, ‘to have grasped’, which is etymologically connected to prolepsis. (For this point, see
Asmis, Epicurus’ Scientific Method, 22 n. 9.) Epicurus uses ennoéma, whereas DL 10.33 uses ennoia.
The Stoics sometimes distinguish ennoémata from ennoiai; for some sample passages, see LS 31.
However, the Epicureans don’t seem to do so.

2 However, as 've noted (n. 21), LS (1.145) think that, though there is a prolepsis of god, gods
don’t objectively exist. Despite saying this, they also say that Epicurus may accept ‘a lingering
Platonist assumption, so common in Greek thought, that if I succeed in thinking of x then x must
objectively exist for me to think of” (LS 1.78; cf. 1.147). I myself don’t think Plato assumes this; see
On Ideas, esp. ch. 9.
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that nature imprints them in us; further, we don’t acquire them through teaching,
custom, convention, or law. It’s not clear what range of things this is meant to
include. It seems clear that if x is imprinted by nature, x objectively exists. But it’s
not clear whether nature is meant to contrast with what’s artificial; if it does, there
are no prolepses of artifacts, such as tables or shoes. In favor of thinking there are
no prolepses of artifacts is that fact that Epicurus doesn’t mention any such
prolepses; nor do Diogenes or Cicero do so in describing Epicurean views.>?

Be that as it may, not everything that objectively exists has its own prolepsis.
First, we’ve seen that, according to Diogenes, Epicurean prolepses are universal
stored thoughts. This suggests that there are prolepses only of universals; there
are no prolepses of particulars. There is a prolepsis of horse, but not of my friend
Flicka.** Secondly, in Hdt. 72 (= LS 7B6) Epicurus implies that there is no
prolepsis of time. Yet he seems to think that time objectively exists and is not
conventional. The reason there is nonetheless no prolepsis of time seems to be
that time is not suitably basic: it is an accident of an accident (Sextus, M
10.219-27 = LS 7C). Nor does there seem to be a prolepsis of atoms; for, though
they too objectively exist and are suitably basic, they aren’t the sorts of things we
can have experience of.>

> E. Asmis, ‘Epicurean Empiricism’, in J. Warren (ed.), The Cambridge Companion to Epicur-
eanism (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2009), 84-104, at 87 n. 5, thinks that Philodemus
posits a prolepsis of good household manager (On Household Management = De Oec. 20.8-32
Jensen) and of good poem (De poem. 5. 33.32-6 Mangoni). For a brief discussion, see V. Tsouna, The
Ethics of Philodemus (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2007), 68-73. (See also her Philodemus, On
Property Management (Greek text, translation, introduction and notes) (Atlanta, Ga.: Society of
Biblical Literature, 2012).) She notes that it’s not entirely clear whether, in De Oec., the relevant
prolepsis is just of (a) good (areté); or also or instead of (b) money-maker (or household manager) or
of (c) good money-maker (or household manager). She thinks the similarity to De poem. 5. 33.34-6
Mangoni favors (c). So far as I can tell, De poem. is as unclear on this point as De Oec. is. Mangoni,
313, seems to think that Philodemus posits a prolepsis of good poem (not just of good) because he
thinks that what constitutes a good poem is natural, not conventional. If this is right, then, so far as
this passage goes, Philodemus restricts prolepses to what is natural (excluding what is conventional),
but takes the range of what’s natural to be rather extensive, though it’s not clear exactly how
extensive he takes it to be.

** Cf. DL 7.54: ‘prolepsis is a natural concept of universals’ (hé prolépsis ennoia phusiké ton
katholou). Admittedly, the grammar is different here, and the passage is about the Stoics, not the
Epicureans. For a different interpretation of katholiké in the present context, one that allows for
prolepses of particulars, see Asmis, Epicurus’ Scientific Method, 63. See also her ‘Epicurean Epis-
temology’, 277-8. In ‘Epicurean Empiricism’, 87 n. 5, she suggests that Sextus, M 7.208-15,
mentions a prolepsis of Plato. But Sextus seems to have appearances more broadly construed in
mind.

> That there is no prolepsis of atoms is also suggested by Sedley, ‘Epicurus’ Theological
Innatism’, 42.
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There therefore seem to be prolepses only for some general features of reality.>®
As such, they are a subclass of concepts (and of memories, true beliefs, and
apprehension) rather than being coextensive with them. There are, however,
concepts of things that don’t have a proprietary prolepsis. According to Dioge-
nes, the Epicureans think ‘all concepts (epinoiai) arise from the senses by means
of confrontation, analogy, and similarity and combination, with some contribu-
tion from reasoning as well’ (DL 10.32). The suggestion is that we combine our
prolepses, and extrapolate from them, in various ways; we thereby acquire
concepts of things that don’t have their own prolepses and even of things that
don’t exist.”

6. The contents of prolepses

Let’s now look more closely at the contents of prolepses. One issue is whether
prolepses are definitions. The evidence here is unclear. According to Cicero:*®

In the other branch of philosophy, logic, which concerns inquiry and argument,
your master [Epicurus] seems to me unarmed and naked. He abolishes definitions. (On
Ends (= De Finibus = Fin.) 1.22=U 243=1S 19H).

If Cicero is right, then of course prolepses aren’t definitions. For Epicurus plainly
thinks there are prolepses; yet, according to Cicero, he abolishes definitions.
Other commentators, however, more plausibly ascribe a weaker view to Epicurus.
For example, according to the anonymous commentator on Plato’s Theaetetus
(22.39-47 =LS 19F):*°

% For the view that the range of prolepses is more extensive than I take it to be, see (in addition to
Asmis, discussed above), V. Goldschmidt, ‘Remarques sur l'origine épicurienne de la “prénotion™’,
in J. Brunschwig (ed.), Les Stoiciens et leur logique (Paris: Vrin, 2nd ed., 2006), 41-60; he thinks that
Epicurean prolepses are concepts as such, rather than, as I have argued, a subclass of concepts. The
issue of the range of prolepses is interestingly related to questions about the range of Platonic forms.
On one view, forms are the meanings of general terms and there is, correspondingly, a form for every
meaningful general term. On another view, forms are (a subclass of ) properties, where properties
carve reality at the joints; as such, there are not forms corresponding to every general term, since not
every general term picks out a genuine property. I discuss this issue in connection with Plato in On
Ideas, esp. chs. 4 and 8. See also Ch. 2, sect. 4. In section 7 below, I consider prolepses in connection
with the meanings of terms.

37 For how this works 