
a commentary on platos meno

a commentary on platos meno offers a comprehensive insight into one of Plato’s most intriguing

dialogues, exploring themes of knowledge, virtue, and the process of inquiry. This article delves into

the philosophical underpinnings of the Meno, discussing its central questions, such as "Can virtue be

taught?" and the nature of anamnesis or recollection. Through a detailed examination of the dialogue’s

characters, arguments, and Socratic method, the commentary elucidates the complexities of Plato’s

thought. It also highlights the historical and intellectual context in which Meno was written, enriching

the understanding of its philosophical significance. Readers will gain a thorough grasp of the

dialogue’s structure, key concepts, and lasting impact on epistemology and ethics. The following

sections will guide the exploration from the dialogue’s introduction to its concluding reflections,

providing clarity on Plato’s approach to knowledge and virtue.

Overview of Plato’s Meno

The Nature of Virtue in Meno

The Socratic Method and Inquiry

Anamnesis and the Theory of Recollection

Philosophical Implications and Legacy

Overview of Plato’s Meno

Plato’s Meno is a seminal philosophical dialogue that investigates whether virtue can be taught,

acquired by practice, or is innate. The dialogue features Socrates and Meno engaging in a dialectical



exchange where fundamental questions about knowledge and ethics are raised. The conversation

begins with Meno asking Socrates if virtue can be taught, setting the stage for a profound inquiry into

the essence and origin of virtue. Plato uses this dialogue not only to explore ethical concepts but also

to introduce epistemological ideas, particularly through the use of questioning and refutation. This

section outlines the structure, main characters, and key themes that define the Meno.

Context and Characters

The dialogue is set in ancient Athens and features two primary interlocutors: Socrates, the famed

philosopher known for his method of questioning, and Meno, a young aristocrat eager to understand

virtue. Their interaction exemplifies the Socratic method and serves as a vehicle for Plato’s

philosophical investigations. The historical context reflects the intellectual atmosphere of classical

Greece, where questions about morality and knowledge were central to philosophical discourse.

Structure of the Dialogue

Meno unfolds in several stages, starting with the initial question about the teachability of virtue. It

progresses through Socratic elenchus (cross-examination), the introduction of the theory of

recollection, and concludes with reflections on the nature of knowledge and virtue. The dialogue’s

structure is carefully designed to guide readers through a process of conceptual analysis and

philosophical discovery.

The Nature of Virtue in Meno

The central theme of the Meno is the exploration of virtue, specifically whether virtue is a form of

knowledge that can be taught or something else entirely. Plato, through Socrates, challenges common

assumptions about virtue’s nature and origin. This section examines the various perspectives on virtue

presented in the dialogue and the philosophical problems they raise.



Definitions and Challenges

Meno initially attempts to define virtue by listing different types corresponding to various social roles,

such as the virtue of a man, woman, or child. Socrates critiques these attempts for lacking a unifying

essence. The search for a universal definition of virtue highlights the difficulty of pinning down ethical

concepts and sets the stage for deeper inquiry.

Virtue as Knowledge

One of the key propositions in the dialogue is the hypothesis that virtue might be a kind of knowledge.

If virtue is knowledge, it should be teachable. However, Socrates points out the lack of clear teachers

of virtue, leading to questions about whether virtue is a form of innate knowledge or something else.

This raises fundamental issues about the relationship between knowledge, morality, and education.

The Socratic Method and Inquiry

The Meno exemplifies the Socratic method, a form of cooperative argumentative dialogue aimed at

stimulating critical thinking and illuminating ideas. This method involves asking probing questions,

exposing contradictions, and refining definitions. It is central to understanding how Plato approaches

philosophical problems in the Meno.

Elenchus and Dialectic

Socrates employs elenchus to examine Meno’s beliefs, systematically revealing inconsistencies and

encouraging reconsideration. This dialectical approach facilitates a deeper exploration of virtue and

knowledge. The method is not merely destructive but constructive, as it leads participants closer to

philosophical truths through iterative questioning.



Role in Philosophical Development

The dialogue demonstrates how the Socratic method functions as a pedagogical tool, fostering

intellectual humility and openness. It serves as a model for philosophical inquiry, emphasizing the

importance of questioning assumptions and seeking precise definitions. This method is integral to the

epistemological investigations that follow in the Meno.

Anamnesis and the Theory of Recollection

One of the most significant philosophical contributions in the Meno is the theory of anamnesis, or

recollection. Plato introduces the idea that learning is a process of remembering knowledge that the

soul possessed before birth. This concept addresses the paradox of inquiry and underpins the

dialogue’s approach to epistemology.

The Paradox of Inquiry

The paradox, as presented by Meno, questions how one can search for knowledge of something

entirely unknown. If one does not know what one is looking for, how will one recognize it upon

discovery? The theory of recollection offers a solution by suggesting that knowledge is latent within the

soul and can be recalled through proper questioning.

Demonstration through the Slave Boy

Plato illustrates the theory of recollection through Socrates’ interaction with an uneducated slave boy.

By posing a series of questions, Socrates helps the boy “recollect” geometric knowledge,

demonstrating that learning can be viewed as the recovery of innate ideas. This episode supports the

argument that knowledge is non-empirical and innate rather than acquired solely through experience.



Philosophical Implications and Legacy

The Meno’s exploration of virtue, knowledge, and inquiry has had a profound influence on Western

philosophy, particularly in epistemology and ethics. This section discusses the broader implications of

the dialogue and its continuing relevance.

Impact on Epistemology

The dialogue’s treatment of knowledge challenges empiricist notions by emphasizing innate ideas and

the soul’s immortality. The theory of recollection anticipates later philosophical discussions about

innate knowledge and cognitive development. Meno thus contributes foundational concepts to the

philosophy of knowledge.

Contributions to Ethical Theory

By interrogating the nature of virtue and its relation to knowledge, Plato advances ethical theory

beyond mere conventionalism. The Meno raises questions about moral education, the possibility of

teaching virtue, and the connection between knowing good and doing good. These inquiries remain

central to moral philosophy.

Key Takeaways

The dialogue introduces the question of whether virtue is teachable.

It highlights the difficulties in defining abstract ethical concepts.

The Socratic method is presented as a critical tool for philosophical inquiry.

The theory of recollection offers an innovative solution to the paradox of inquiry.



Meno’s themes have enduring significance for epistemology and ethics.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the central theme of Plato's Meno?

The central theme of Plato's Meno is the nature of virtue and whether it can be taught, acquired by

practice, or is innate.

How does the commentary on Plato's Meno interpret the concept of

recollection?

The commentary explains recollection as the soul's innate knowledge that is 'remembered' through

proper questioning, suggesting that learning is essentially an act of recollecting eternal truths.

What role does Socratic questioning play in the Meno according to the

commentary?

Socratic questioning is portrayed as a method to stimulate critical thinking and uncover latent

knowledge, demonstrating that knowledge is not simply transmitted but elicited through dialogue.

How does the commentary address the paradox of inquiry presented in

Meno?

It clarifies that the paradox—how one can search for knowledge of something unknown—is resolved

through the theory of recollection, where the soul already possesses knowledge and inquiry is a

process of rediscovery.



What insights does the commentary provide on the definition of virtue

in Meno?

The commentary highlights that Meno struggles to define virtue concretely, illustrating the complexity of

virtue as a concept and emphasizing the philosophical inquiry into its essence rather than accepting

superficial definitions.

According to the commentary, what is the significance of the slave

boy's mathematical demonstration in Meno?

The demonstration serves as evidence for innate knowledge and the theory of recollection, showing

that through guided questioning, one can arrive at knowledge independently of direct teaching.

How does the commentary interpret the conclusion of Plato's Meno

regarding the teachability of virtue?

The commentary suggests that while the dialogue does not provide a definitive answer, it implies that

virtue may not be teachable in a traditional sense but can be developed through habituation and divine

inspiration.

Additional Resources

1. Plato's Meno: A Commentary

This book offers a comprehensive analysis of Plato's Meno, focusing on the dialogue's exploration of

virtue and knowledge. The author provides detailed exegesis, tracing the philosophical arguments and

their implications for epistemology. It serves as an essential guide for students and scholars interested

in Platonic philosophy.

2. Understanding Plato's Meno: Virtue, Knowledge, and Recollection

This commentary delves into the central themes of the Meno, such as the nature of virtue and the



theory of recollection. The text breaks down the complex arguments and situates them within the

broader context of Plato’s work. It is particularly valuable for readers seeking to grasp the dialogue's

method and philosophical significance.

3. The Philosophical Significance of Plato's Meno

Focusing on the Meno’s contribution to epistemology and ethics, this book examines the dialogue’s

key concepts and their development. The author highlights the interplay between Socratic questioning

and Platonic doctrine. This commentary is suitable for readers interested in the historical and

philosophical impact of the Meno.

4. Plato Meno: Text, Translation, and Commentary

This volume provides the original Greek text alongside a modern English translation and an extensive

commentary. It addresses linguistic nuances and philosophical subtleties, making the Meno accessible

to both classicists and philosophers. The detailed notes aid in understanding the dialogue's arguments

and context.

5. Recollection and Learning in Plato's Meno

This book focuses on the doctrine of anamnesis (recollection) as presented in the Meno, analyzing its

role in Plato’s theory of knowledge. The author discusses how recollection functions within the

dialogue and its implications for education and epistemology. It is a valuable resource for those

interested in Platonic psychology and pedagogy.

6. Virtue and Knowledge in Plato's Meno: A Critical Commentary

Examining the intricate relationship between virtue and knowledge, this commentary critiques

traditional interpretations of the Meno. The author offers fresh perspectives on Socratic irony and the

paradox of inquiry. This work is ideal for readers seeking a critical and nuanced understanding of the

dialogue.

7. The Socratic Method in Plato's Meno

This book investigates the use of the Socratic method within the Meno, emphasizing its pedagogical

and philosophical functions. It explores how questioning leads to deeper insights about virtue and



knowledge. The commentary sheds light on the dialogue’s structure and Socratic pedagogy.

8. Plato's Meno and the Problem of Inquiry

Focusing on the paradox of inquiry introduced in the Meno, this book analyzes how Plato addresses

the challenge of acquiring new knowledge. The author situates the dialogue within the broader context

of ancient epistemology. It is a key text for understanding the foundations of Platonic thought on

learning.

9. Ethics and Epistemology in Plato's Meno

This commentary explores the intersection of ethical inquiry and epistemological questions in the

Meno. The author discusses how the dialogue navigates the definition of virtue and the possibility of its

teachability. The book offers insight into the enduring philosophical questions raised by Plato.
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