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Hypotheses in Plato’s Meno
Lindsay Judson, Christ Church, Oxford

I investigate the epistemic status of the hypotheses and other premises used in Socrates’
‘arguments from a hypothesis’ in the Meno, and of the conclusions drawn from them, and
argue that, while they are taken by Socrates to fall short of knowledge, he takes them all to

have a positive epistemic status, and is not committed to advancing them only tentatively.
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It is a great pleasure to present this paper in honour of my friend Vassilis Karasmanis. I hope
he will not think it impertinent that I have chosen to write on a subject which he made his

own when we were graduate students together. !

The question I wish to pursue concerns the ‘arguments from a hypothesis’ in the Meno,? and
in particular the epistemic status of the hypotheses and other premises Socrates uses in them
and of the conclusions he draws. As it stands this question is somewhat ill-formed. Among

other things, we must distinguish the question of what status Socrates is presented in the

I See Karasmanis 1987, chs 2-4, and 2011.

2 Tt is controversial whether the investigation ‘from a hypothesis’ ends at 89¢3, or includes
the subsequent argument that virtue is true belief (for discussion of this issue see Robinson
1953, pp. 116-17; Rose 1970, pp. 5-6; Karasmanis 1987, p. 85; Kahn 1996, pp. 311-13;
Benson 2003, pp. 118ff.; Scott 2006, p. 139). For reasons which I shall give later, it does not
matter to my argument what view we take of this.
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dialogue as giving to the hypotheses and other premises, and to the results based on them,
and the question of what Plato invites the reader to think about their status. I shall focus
principally on the first of these questions, but will say something about the second at the end.
The question about how Socrates is presented in this section of the Meno also calls for a
distinction. As I shall argue, there is good reason to think that the reader is supposed to take
Socrates as being disingenuous—as not meaning all of his premises and arguments seriously.
If this is right, we have to be careful to distinguish the view which Socrates is presented as
taking of the particular premises he deploys and the particular results he arrives at (perhaps
he is presented as not really endorsing all of these) from the view which he is presented as
taking about the general kind of epistemic assessment appropriate for successful arguments
based on hypotheses: his disingenuousness about the former does not mean that he is not

serious about the latter.>

The context in which Socrates introduces the idea of arguing from a hypothesis is very
familiar. Following the apparent resolution of the paradox of enquiry, Socrates says that

Meno and he should enquire once more as to what virtue is:

Socrates: Then since we agree that it is what one does not know that one should
inquire into, would you like us to set about inquiring together into whatever virtue is?
Meno: Very much so. But no, Socrates, what I would investigate and hear about with

most pleasure is what I asked first of all: should we set about virtue as being a thing

3 Bedo-Addo thinks that Socrates’ talk about a new method is itself disingenuous, since (he
claims) Socrates in fact reverts to examining the nature of virtue, and it thus a matter of
Socratic business as usual; in this sense Socrates’ talk of hypotheses and relaxing (Meno’s)
authority are simply a ‘ruse’ (1984; cf. Sharples 1985, p. 163). But none of Socrates’
premises purports to offer a (full) definition of virtue, nor are they examined as attempted
definitions; indeed, Socrates does not examine any of his premises in his standard elenctic
way, so that the argument is very much not Socratic business as usual (see p. 4 and n. 7
below).
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that can be taught, or as coming to people by nature or in some other way?

Socrates: Well, Meno, if I had authority not only over myself but over you as well, we
would not investigate whether or not virtue can be taught before first inquiring what it
is itself. But since it is you who, while not even trying to have authority over
yourself—to be free, no doubt—try to have authority over me instead, and have it too, |
shall give way to you—for what else must I do? So it seems that we have to
investigate what something is like when we do not yet know what it is. Then please
relax your authority just a little, at least, and consent to investigate whether virtue can

be taught or comes in whatever way, firom a hypothesis.*

Socrates wishes to return to the enquiry into the nature of virtue because Meno wants to know
whether it is teachable, and as he hints here, Socrates thinks that they cannot know that—or
anything else at all about virtue—until they first know what it is. This is a reference back to
71b1-8.° My view is that this position makes much more sense if (with Burnyeat and
Schwab) we take Socrates to be presented as construing knowledge as understanding; but

nothing in this paper hinges on this (see pp. 12-14 below). So Socrates’ view, clearly, must

4 86cd-e4: TQ. Bovlhet oDV, &ne1dn) dpovoodpey dti {nnréov mepi o0 P TIC 0idey,
gmryelpiompey kot {ntetv i mot’ €o6Tiv ApeTn;

MEN. IIévv pgv odv. od pEvTot, @ ZdKpPoTeS, GAL” Eymye ékelvo dv fidiota, Smep NPOUNV TO
TPDOTOV, Kol GKEYOUUNV Kol AKOVG UL, TOTEPOV O SOUKTW OVTL ADTW OEL EMLYEPELV, T| OG
@VoEL T} G TiVL TOTE TPOTW TOPAyLYVOUEVG TO1G AVOPOTOIS TNS APETTC.

TQUAM gl pgv yd pyov, ® Mévav, pr povov éuantod Al kol oD, ovk dv Eokeydusda
TPOTEPOV €(TE S100KTOV EITE 0V SOOKTOV 1] APETN, TPLV OTL E6TIV TP TOV E{NTHGAUEY ADTO"
gme1dn 8 o cawtod pév 008’ dmyeipeic dpyety, tvo 81 éheVBepog NG, &1od 88 dmiyelpelc e
Bpyev Kod 8pyELS, CLYX®PYGOUAL GOI—Ti Yap YpT) TOETV;—EOIKEV OVV GKEMTEOV ELVOL TOTOV
i é0Tv O PNmo iopev 8Tt dotiv. €l U TL 0OV GAAYL GLIKPIV VE pot THC aPyTS YEAacov, Kol
ocvyympnoov £€ vmobécews avTod okomeloal, site S10aKTOV 0TIV €ite OTMGOUV.

> For discussion see, ¢ .g., Geach 1966, 370-2, Burnyeat 1977 and 1980, Fine 1992, 2002,
and 2014, pp. 31-42, and Schwab 2015.
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be that the enquiry which follows—the enquiry ‘from a hypothesis’—cannot lead to knowledge.
If he thought it could, he would not describe what they are about to do as involving a relaxing
of ‘Meno’s authority’.® So it is natural to expect that, in Socrates’ view, the investigation
from a hypothesis will not—because it cannot—lead to knowledge. At the same time there is,
apparently, some point to engaging in enquiry from a hypothesis. So we can predict that in
Socrates’ view, the method of using hypotheses to arrive at answers about virtue is a second
best, compared to Socratic enquiry into the nature of virtue, and that the results of the method
using hypotheses have some positive epistemic status—they are plausible, say—but that they
fall short of knowledge.” What consequences does this have for the epistemic status of the
arguments’ premises—whether they are hypotheses or not? (Nothing hinges, for these
purposes, on which propositions we identify as the hypotheses.®) Clearly they must all have

some positive epistemic status—they must all be to some degree plausible. If some premises

6 Of course, it is really Socrates’ authority which is being relaxed, as it was he who insisted
that they defer the investigation of whether virtue comes from teaching until they had arrived
at knowledge of what virtue is.

7 Hugh Benson claims that Socrates is not presented as regarding arguments from a
hypothesis as a second best. This not because they are a ‘business as usual’ ruse (see n. 3
above), but because they are appropriate in a different investigative context from that in
which (according to Benson) Socrates deploys his elenchus, namely a context in which none
of the investigators knows the answer (2003, pp. 97-8). But whatever Plato’s position (see
pp.16-17 below), Socrates clearly maintains his view that the present enquiry into what virtue
is like cannot yield knowledge because it will not first arrive at knowledge of what virtue is
(and note that Benson concedes that, on his interpretation, ‘it must be admitted that the
difference between the method of hypothesis and elenchos may appear rather slight’ [p.
100]).

8 For discussion of this somewhat vexed issue see Robinson 1953, pp. 116-20; Bluck 1961,
pp- 85-91; Crombie 1963, pp. 533-5; Stokes 1963, pp. 297-8; Rose 1970, pp. 1-5; Zyskind
and Sternfeld 1976; Wilkes 1979, p. 143-4; Bedu-Addo 1984, p. 9; Sharples 1985, p. 167;
Karasmanis 1987, pp. 74-81; Weiss, 2001, pp. 131-2; Menn 2002, pp. 211-12; Benson 2003,
pp. 112-13; Scott 2006, pp. 138-9 and 221-4; Wolfsdorf 2008, pp. 42-6.
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are chosen at random, or only for the sake of argument, then the conclusion they yield will
not be in any better state.’ That the conclusions fall short of knowledge does not, of course,
mean that any or even all of the premises must also fall short of knowledge. But given
Socrates’ commitment to the epistemological priority of knowing what X is, it would be
surprising if he did claim to know any of these premises, and indeed he does not; on the

contrary, in passage we shall come back to, he goes out of his way to say how little he knows:

Well of course I myself am not speaking from knowledge, but from supposition.
However, that true belief and knowledge are different things —I do not at all seem to
me to suppose this. Rather if there is anything else I would say I know—and I would

say that these are few—this is one thing I would include among those I know.!°

That Socrates thinks that the premises of the arguments ‘from a hypothesis’ have to be
plausible, even if they and the conclusions of the arguments fall short of knowledge, seems to
be exactly what we should expect. For what it is worth, it also how Aristotle understands the
procedure (with a clear reference to the Meno’s argument that virtue is knowledge and hence
teachable) at Prior Analytics 11.25 69a20-37. Nonetheless it is denied by many
commentators. Robinson offers a striking instance of this denial. In relation to what he takes
to be the general pattern of Plato’s conception of arguments from a hypothesis he says

something close to what I have said about the position in the Meno.!! On his account, Plato

% So, at least as far as the use Socrates puts the ‘hypothetical method’ to goes, it will not do
to say, as Wilkes does, that ‘even a falsehood would serve quite as well [in the hypothetical
method] as a genuine ‘hypothesis’ (1979, p. 143, n. 2).

10°-98b1-5: Kai unv kai £€yem mg 00K £100¢ AEYm, AAA gikdlwv: dT1 8¢ éoTiv TL dALoTov OpOT)
d0&a kal EmoTnun, 0O TAVL Hot SoK® ToUTO ikdlev, AL’ eimep TL GAAO Qainv av gidévor—
OMya & av painv—=ev 8 oDV kai ToDT0 Eketvv Osinv v MV oida.

111953, pp. 107-22.
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thinks that ‘the hypothetical method consists in holding one’s opinions provisionally and not
dogmatically’ (p. 107), but ‘[b]y this provisionality, however, Plato does not understand a
timidity or weakness in maintaining one’s opinions’ (p. 108). So far, so good; but for no
clear reason Robinson thinks that the Meno’s hypothetical section does not conform to this
general pattern and its conclusions are ‘tentative’ (p. 122). The term ‘tentative’ is also
adopted in Rose 1970 and Scott 2006.!2 Ebrey thinks that Socrates can have no confidence in
the results of these arguments—he cannot endorse them even provisionally— because
‘[a]ccording to strong PKW [i.e. the epistemological primacy of definition], we cannot be
confident about whether something is true until we know the appropriate definition.”'* Bluck
apparently allows that hypotheses might have some epistemological support, and takes over
Robinson’s term ‘provisional’” without taking over his ‘tentative’; but he generally speaks of
their being ‘only provisional’, and describes hypotheses as ‘conjectures’, as does Scott.'*

Sharples and Scott both characterise the hypotheses as ‘assumptions’.'

12 Rose 1970, p. 2; Scott 2006, pp. 138 and 224.

132103, p. 81 (cf. pp. 77-8). The Meno give us no reason, however, to suppose that in the
absence of knowledge of what X is we can have no grounds for any degree of confidence at
all in a belief about what X is like: all that Socrates denies is that we can know what it is like
without knowing what it is. Ebrey also argues that the ‘hypothetical technique’ is not aimed
any providing any sort of answer to the question (e.g.) ‘is virtue teachable?’, but only to show
the equivalence of this question to another (‘is virtue knowledge?’). This is at best a
terminological move: both the geometer and Socrates appeal to equivalences of this sort as a
means to making progress with answering the original question. Allen claims that arguments
from hypotheses (including geometrical ones) can get nowhere, as they are at best circular
(1984, pp. 144-7). Whatever the difficulties posed by the geometrical example, however,
there is no reason to see the geometer as mired in circularity (see Karasmanis 1987, chs 2-4,
and 2011; Menn 2002); nor, for that matter, for seeing Socrates’ method as circular. Of
course, something seems to go amiss in the arguments which Socrates actually advances (see
pp. 10-12 below), but this does not mean that the method is bound to get nowhere.

4 Bluck 1961, pp. 88-92; Scott 2006, p. 133.

15 Sharples 1985, p 163; Scott (‘provisional assumption’) 2006, p. 142.
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How could we resolve this issue? The natural place to look is the epistemic status which
Plato presents Socrates as ascribing to the results of the arguments from hypotheses. In fact
Socrates uses two very striking terms to describe his acceptance of the conclusions of his
various arguments in this part of the diaologue: vVmomtevewy in the second argument from a
hypothesis, at 87d6-8, and gikdlewv in connection with his later arguments that virtue is not
knowledge but true belief. In ordinary usage vmomtevev has the same two senses as ‘to
suspect’, i.e. ‘to be suspicious of” and ‘to have some reason to believe.” Socrates clearly uses

it in the latter sense:

Then if there is also something else that is good, separate from knowledge, virtue might
perhaps not be a form of knowledge. If, on the other hand, there is nothing good which is not
included within knowledge, then if we suspected that it was a form of knowledge we would

be right to suspect that.!¢

Socrates is indicating that the conclusion they will reach falls short of knowledge in some
way—though it does not follow from this that it is not reasonable or that it is just guess-work.
The same point holds for gixélewv. It can mean ‘portray, or represent by means of a likeness’,

and hence to see a resemblance between things, to compare them.!” It has this sort of

16-87d4-8: OvkoDV &l pév ti Eotv ayadov kai dAlo yopilopevov Emotnung, Ty’ av €in 1
GPETN OVK EMGTAUN TIG €1 6& UNdEV £0Tv AyaBov O 00K EmGTAUN TEPIEXEL, EMGTAHUNY GV TV’
aOTO VTOTTEVOVTEC ELvaL OPODC HITOTTEVOLUEY.

17" See, for example, Herodotus I1.69 on crocodiles: ‘[In the Egyptian language] they are not
called ‘crocodiles’ but ‘khampsai’; they were called crocodiles [which means a type of
lizard] by the Ionians, seeing a resemblance in their form to the lizards commonly found on
stone walls in their own country (kaA&ovtat 6& 00 KPOKOSEIAOL AAAL YA OL KPOKOSEIAOVG
0¢ "loveg wvouacay, eikalovteg adTOV Ta £10€0 TOTGL TAPH GPIGL YIVOUEVOLGT KPOKOJEIAOIOL
70101 &V T1\O1 ALaGoL).
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meaning earlier in the Meno, at 80c1-6: Meno compares Socrates to the sting-ray, and
Socrates says ‘I know why you drew a resemblance between me and something—so that I
would draw a resemblance between you and something in return.’!® But gixdlewv can also
mean something like ‘to infer what something is like on the basis of an image or portrayal’,!
and then more generally to infer something. In this usage it is often translated as
‘conjecture’, or ‘guess’;?’ but the idea is not that one has no basis for the inference—it is not a
guess—but that the basis is indirect, a basis which is not as good as (for instance) seeing the
thing for oneself, or talking to the person concerned. eixdlewv in this sense indicates a
reservation about the thing inferred—it does not amount to knowledge, though it can still be
plausible or likely. Examples from Herodotus, again, include plausible inferences about such
things as: whether there will be good harbours for Xerxes’ huge fleet along the as-yet
unexplored coast; what an enemy’s reasons are for doing something; when the enemy army

211

will arrive. shall translate eikalew in this sense as ‘suppose’, as ‘guess’, ‘conjecture’ and

B 3Q. T1yvdokm oL Evekd [e KOG,

MEN. Tivog on ofet;

Q. “Iva og AVTEIKAGm. Y0 8& T00TO 0180 TEPL TAVTOV TOV KOADV, 8Tt YoipovstY
gikalOpevor—AvGitedel yap avTolc: Kool yop olpar TV KaAQVY Kod ai eikdvec—aAL’ odk

GVTEIKAGONOL OE.

1 This usage is found in Herodotus: for decoding (successfully and unsuccessfully) what the
oracle about the bones of Orestes signifies, on the basis of what resembles what (1.68; cf. the
Persians trying to decode the meaning of the Skythians’ gift of a bird, a mouse, a frog, and
five arrows at IV.132); the Skythians think that falling snow is falling feathers (or they call
snow ‘feathers’) because of the resemblance between them (IV.31); the tyrant Gelon
compares Greece without his support to a year bereft of its spring (VII.162).

20 In translations of the Meno: ‘conjecture’: Jowett 1953 ad 98b2-5, Allen 1984, Sharples
1985 ad 98b2-5; ‘guess’: Guthrie 1956 ad 98b2-5, Grube 1981 ad 98b2-5, Day 1994b ad
89¢e1-3, Weiss 2001, p. 140 and n. 26; ‘assume’: Grube 1981 ad 89¢1-3.

21 VIL.49, VIIL.239, VIII.144, 1X.17, IX.45.
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so on seem too close to the idea of mere guesswork. Socrates uses gikaletv in this second

sense at 89¢e1-3 and 98b2-5: at 89e1-3 he says:

Conversely, therefore, in the case of something of which there were neither teachers
nor learners, would we not suppose well [kaA®g eikalovteg] if we were to suppose

[eixalopev] that it cannot be taught???

At 98b1-5 (quoted above) Socrates explicitly contrasts gikaletv with fo know (gidévar):

Well of course I myself am not speaking from knowledge [oVk €id®dg], but from
supposition [eikdlmv]. However, that true belief and knowledge are different things—I
do not at all seem to me to suppose this [gikdletv]. Rather if there is anything else I
would say I know [gidévar]—and I would say that these are few—this is one thing I

would include among those I know [018a].

Finally, Socrates also uses terms which indicate falling short of knowledge when he

expresses his doubts about his initial conclusion that virtue is knowledge at 89d3-6:

For that [virtue] can be taught, if it is knowledge, that I do not retract as not well said;
but as to whether it is knowledge, consider whether I seem to you to be reasonable in

disbelieving it.?}

As I have said, it is controversial whether these later arguments are part of the enquiry ‘from

2 OvKodv TovvavTtiov ab, ol pfte Siddokoiot puite podntoi elev, KoA&g dv odTd eikdlovTec
gixaloev pny S1doxtov sivar;

3 1 pév yap S18akTov anTd givar, einep Smotipn éotiv, 00K Gvortifepon Py 00 KOADG
AéyecOat: 6Tt 8€ 0K 0TIV EMGTHUN, OKEYOL EAV GOl SOK® EIKOTOC AMIGTELVY.
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a hypothesis’:?* but this does not matter for my purposes. The issue of disingenuousness
aside, Socrates is presented as giving his conclusions here at least as strong an epistemic
status as his earlier conclusions from hypotheses: if he claims to take the earlier conclusions
to be plausible (while falling short of knowledge), he must claim to take these later
conclusions as even more plausible—while still falling short of knowledge, as 98b1-5 makes
explicit. Socrates is plainly committed to the possibility of a belief’s being plausible or
reasonable while not amounting to knowledge, and if this is for Socrates a possibility for the
later conclusions, there is no reason to deny (what he in any case made clear) that it could be

true for the conclusion of the earlier arguments ‘from a hypothesis’.

The same point holds if we take Socrates (as I myself think we should) to be presented as
being disingenuous in all or some of the arguments in question. I cannot discuss this at
length here,? but it is worth noting how many things seem to go wrong in the enquiry. (i)
The claim that true belief cannot be taught or learnt simply contradicts what Socrates claims
to happen in the episode with the slave—namely that the slave has arrived at true beliefs,
which, Socrates claims at the time, could be converted into knowledge by further questioning
and testing of the same general sort (85¢10-d1). (ii) In the course of the argument that good
people do not always bring up good children, Socrates brushes aside the objection that
success in teaching depends on the ability of the teacher and on the aptitude of the learner,
when he ought to take the objection very seriously (not least because we have already

encountered it as a serious objection in the Protagoras (323-8)).2¢ (iii) The equation of

2 See n. 2 above.
25 For further discussion see Stokes 1963, pp. 295-6, Wilkes 1979, Day 1994a, pp. 27-33.
26 At 93d9-10 Socrates appears to try to forestall this objection—so no one would have

blamed [Themistokles’] son’s nature, at any rate, as being bad’—on the lamentable grounds
that the son in question, Kleophantos, was good at horsemanship.
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learning with recollection at 87b-c means that ‘learning’ in this argument is a matter of
recollection, and not just being taught in the ordinary, everyday sense. This puts real
pressure on the plausibility of the list of candidates for teachers of virtue,?’ as does the point
that it seems unlikely that Socrates really thinks that the ‘fine and good men’ are virtuous (or
that if they are, no one else is). (iv) What Socrates says at the end of the dialogue entirely

undercuts his conclusion that virtue is cannot be taught:

If in this whole discussion we have done well in our inquiry and in what we have said,
then virtue could not come either by nature or from teaching, but would come to
people to whom it does come by divine dispensation and without thought—unless there
were to be a statesman of a kind that could make someone else a statesman too. If
there were, he could almost be described as being, among the living, as Homer says
Teiresias is among the dead when he says of him, ‘He alone’—of those in Hades—‘had
life and mind; the rest were shadows.” That is just what such a man would be like in

this world—in relation to virtue something real among shadows.?3

In raising the possibility that someone might appear in future who could after all teach virtue,

Socrates ought to remember the point he made earlier that a conclusion ‘needs to be finely

27 See also Wilkes 1979, p. 152, who links the possibility that Socrates himself'is a candidate
teacher of virtue with the passage at 99e4-100a7 quoted below.

% 99e4-100a7: OVSEV pédet Epotys. TOVTO PéV, ® Mévav, kol ad0ig Stadeéoueda: i 8¢ viv
NUETS €V TavTi TO AOY® TOVTO KOADG ElnTHoauéy Te Kol EAEyopev, apetn av €in obte evoEL
obte S180xTdv, dALG Osio poipa mapoyryvopévn dvev vod olg dv mopoyiyvita, €l p Tic £
T0100T0G TV TOMTIKQV AvSp&V 010¢ Kkoi dALoV Torficat ToOATIOV. €1 88 £in), oyeddv &v Tt
oUTog Aéyotto T0100T0G &v Toic {Wotv olov &pn “Ounpog &v toig tefve®doty tov Tepeaioy
givat, Aéymv mepi oto0, 8Tt 0log TETVLTAL TOV &v “A150V, Tl 8¢ oKloi AiGGOVGL. TODTOV av
Kol €vOade 6 to100T0g dhomep mopd oKLAG AANOES av mparyua €in Tpog dpetnv. Note that at
Protagoras 315b9 and ¢8 Socrates represents himself meeting Hippias, Prodicus, and so on,
as Odysseus in Hades—alive, but meeting the dead. See Taylor 2006, p. 167.
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said not just a short while ago but also in the present and in the future if there is to be

anything sound about it’*’

—and of course he ought to remember that, according to his earlier
claims, the teachability of virtue depends on its nature, so that if a teacher of virtue is even

possible, virtue must (by his premises) be knowledge after all.

If Socrates is being disingenuous he is of course not really committed to the success of his
argument(s). As I have said, however, this is no reason to suppose he doubts that arguments
of these general types could be successful; nor is it a reason to doubt his commitment to the

possibility of beliefs which are plausible while falling short of knowledge.

As Plato presents it, then, Socrates’ official position is very clear: the conclusions of
arguments ‘from a hypothesis’—and indeed the premises of these arguments—do not amount to
knowledge. But he is represented as taking them as nonetheless reasonable or plausible, and
even if he is being disingenuous, he is committed to the coherence of the claim that beliefs
which fall short of knowledge can at least be plausible. What does this difference amount to?
To some extent this depends on what conception of knowledge we take Socrates to be
presented as having, but some—largely negative—claims can be made in any case. (i) The
hypothesis and other premises need not be held tentatively or provisionally. The point is very
clear if we take Socrates to conceive of knowledge as understanding: there need be nothing
tentative or provisional about one’s endorsement of p even if one does not suppose that one
understands it in the way required for knowledge (I have no hesitation in affirming the
existence of the Large Hadron Collider at CERN even though I have little clear idea what it
is; likewise with a geometrical theorem which I believe on excellent authority but cannot
myself prove). If we take Socrates’ conception of knowledge to be the everyday one of

(something like) justified true belief, the situation is not, essentially, different. There need be

2 89¢8-10: ’AMAG pn) OVK €V T( GpTL HOVOV dEN a0TO dOKELV KAADG AéyeoBat, GAAL Kol &V TG
VOV koi 8v TQ Enetta, £ pédAet Tt odTod Hy1eg elvo.



Lindsay Judson: Hypotheses in Plato’s Meno 13

nothing tentative about a belief which one takes to lack the degree or kind of justification
which would make it knowledge —indeed, one might be very confident about it (I am very
confident indeed that the Laches was among the earliest of Plato’s dialogues, but I do not
think I know it). As for being provisional, things are, in a way, reversed. Unless we ratchet
up the notion of justification required for knowledge so as to eliminate the possibility of error
(so abandoning the everyday conception for something philosophically rarefied), all claims to
knowledge will themselves be provisional in the sense that we must acknowledge that
anything we claim to know might turn out to be false; so being provisional is not a
distinguishing mark of beliefs which are taken to be plausible while falling short of
knowledge. Of course, one might say that the beliefs which seem to fall short of knowledge
(construed in the everyday way) are more likely to turn out to be false—but this is just to say
that we take them to fall short of knowledge. (ii) Socrates characterises one premise (‘that a
person is not taught anything but knowledge’) as ‘clear to everyone’ (movti fAov);*® and he
says of another (the hypothesis that virtue is good) that ‘it endures for us’.*! These
expressions of conviction should also rid us of the idea that hypotheses must be tentative.
Equally, their strength should not trouble us: as I have said, one can think that something is
very clear, or even hard to doubt seriously, without supposing that one has knowledge. For
this reason, that a proposition is qualified in this way is not a reason to suppose that it is not a

hypothesis.** The worries of some commentators>? that ‘virtue is good’, which Socrates

30 87b6-c7. Note, however, that in the light of the slave’s acquiring true beliefs through
teaching (see p. 10 above), Socrates’ next remark, ‘so we have quickly dealt with the first
point, how, if it is of one kind, virtue would come from teaching, but if it is of another kind, it
would not’ (87c8-9), may be highly disingenuous: their dealing with the point is all too quick.

3187d2-3: Ao TLR dyafOV ot Qapey sivar TV apeThv, kai abt 1) vrddeoic pével Huiv,
ayo0ov ovto eivoy; It is a little unclear what this means: it might mean ‘it stands firm’, i.e. ‘is
very solid’, or it might mean ‘it has never been refuted.’

32 So, e.g., Karasmanis 1987, p.77; Scott 2006, pp. 222-3. Of course, there may be other
grounds for thinking that this proposition is not a hypothesis.
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unquestionably calls a hypothesis, is too obviously true to be a hypothesis, are likewise
misplaced-recall that, for Socrates, one cannot know that virtue is good unless one first
knows what virtue is. (iii) We are told nothing further about the epistemic situation, as
Socrates is presented as seeing it, and should not, I think, attempt to flesh it out in any more
specific way. An example of going beyond the evidence in this way is Wolfsdorf’s account.
He claims that hypotheses are intended as ‘cognitively secure propositions’ which, ‘at least
those at Meno 86e1-87d8, are treated as self-evident.”* They ‘differ from merely truly
believed propositions in that merely truly believed propositions are unstable,” while they
‘differ from known propositions in that known propositions imply a “reasoning of the
cause”’. Part of Wolfsdorf’s argument appeals to the geometrical example; as I shall suggest
below, the uncertainties surrounding this example mean that we should be reluctant to argue
from its supposed specifics to the specifics of Socrates’s position.>> In any case, there is a lot
of epistemic room between ‘unstable’ and ‘known’-room which covers all the degrees of
plausibility compatible with not knowing, and there is no good reason to exclude the lesser
degrees. Wolfsdorf also appeals to Socrates’ remarks discussed in (ii) above, but for the
reasons I gave there I do not think that calling the propositions in question ‘self-evident’

marks out the relevant kind-nor do I think it has any explanatory pay-off.*¢

3 See, e.g. Bluck 1961, p. 88; Wilkes 1979, p, 143, n. 2; Sharples 1985, p 163.
342008, p. 41.

35 Though it is worth noting that even if Wolfsdorf is correct is associating the term
‘hypothesis’ with the idea of an apyn (pp. 39-41), it does not follow that it must be associated
with an unassailable or first dpyn rather than with either a first apyr or what Menn calls a
‘relative’ apyn (Menn 2002, pp. 219-20).

3¢ In an earlier discussion Wolfsdorf floats ‘the possibility that Socrates may accept [ ‘virtue
is good’] on the grounds that it is logically self-evident—although of course his commitment
would be pre-theoretical and not conceived as such. If this is correct, it would explain why

Socrates regards [ ‘virtue is good’] as secure, and so it would provide at least the beginnings
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So far I have paid no attention to the geometrical parallel with which Socrates introduces his
arguments from a hypothesis. This is because its indeterminacies are sufficient to prevent our
learning anything relevant to my present purposes from it. Broadly speaking, Socrates might
be deploying one of two strategies: on the first, the only point of analogy between how the
geometer in question proceeds and how Socrates does is the method of reducing one question
to another; on the second, the epistemic position of the geometer in question is also meant to
be analogous to that of Socrates and Meno. In the latter case, when the geometer says ‘I do
not yet know’, he means—in the context of geometry—that he cannot prove it from acceptable
starting points.>” If his epistemic position is to be analogous to that of Socrates and Meno,
his argument using the hypothesis must also fall short of being a proof: since it appears to be
valid, at least one of its premises—the biconditional and the assertion that the relevant
condition is (or: is not) satisified—must be plausible, but must lack proof from acceptable
starting points (and must fail itself or themselves to be acceptable starting point(s)). If, on the
other hand, Socrates’ strategy is the former one, the geometer’s argument he envisages might
or might not constitute a proof. In the case of the most widely accepted interpretation of the
geometrical problem—the Cook Wilson / Heath interpretation—we simply do not know

whether the general solution, using conics, had been discovered by the time Plato wrote the

of an explanation of Socrates’ conception of stable or secure propositions’ (2003, p. 140).
Menn thinks that reaching the proposition ‘virtue is good’ successfully terminates the
procedure of reduction, because it is a proposition ‘which presumably we can immediately
grasp to be true’ (2002, p. 211): but we cannot, by Socrates’ lights, know it to be true.

37 Tuse ‘proof” here to cover both the demonstration of a given theorem and the
demonstration of how to construct a given figure. Note that we do not have to take—or even
ascribe to the geometer—any precise view as to what the criteria of acceptability are, beyond
the modest condition that these criteria must allow some starting points which fail to satisfy
them to be nonetheless more plausible than others: see below.
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Meno:*8 so for Plato the geometer’s argument might, or might not, have constituted a proof
by the lights of contemporary geometry. There are of course other plausible interpretations
according to which the argument would certainly have constituted a proof by the lights of
contemporary geometry.>® We are simply not in a position to argue either from Socrates’s
strategy to what the geometrical problem must have been, or from what the geometrical
problem must have been to Socrates’ strategy. For this reason I do not think that we can use
the geometry example to throw any light on the epistemic status of Socrates’ own premises

and conclusions.

Finally, what does Plato intend us to take to be the status of any results arrived at by the new

240 This too is to some extent indeterminate, since we do not

procedure involving hypotheses
know how much of the now-famous philosophical afterlife of argument from hypotheses*!
Plato already has in mind—let alone how much of that he might expect even his immediate
audience to know about. I shall just make one point. As we have seen, things go very badly

wrong in the final section of the dialogue: what is Plato trying to get us to see by presenting

the arguments in this way? What Socrates and Meno plainly fail to do is examine their

% See Sternfeld and Zyskind 1977; Karasmanis 1987, ch. 4; Lloyd 1992, pp. 166-75 and
n. 13; Menn 2002, pp. 209-14; Scott 2006, pp. 133-7.

¥ See Sternfeld and Zyskind, Karasmanis, and Lloyd cited in the previous note.

40 For discussion, see, e.g., Vlastos 1991, p. 123 (‘to adopt this procedure ... is to scuttle the
elenchus’: but note that Plato has just presented Socrates as helping the slave make progress
towards knowledge by using what we are clearly meant to understand as elenctic methods,
given the parallels drawn between Meno’s earlier ‘progress’ and the slave’s (compare 80a4-7
with 84b6-7 and 80b1-2 with 84b9-c1)); Menn 2002, pp. 215-23; Benson 2003, pp. 97-100
(but see n. 7 above).

4 For hypotheses in the Phaedo and the Republic see, e.g., Robinson 1953, chs 9 and 10;
Karasmanis 1987, chs 5 and 6; Benson 2015, chs 7 and 8.
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premises and their arguments: they do not subject them to the sort of rigorous probing and
criticism which we are used to in Socratic enquiry. Clearly, enquiring by using hypotheses
requires just as much rigour and just as steadfast a refusal to take things for granted as a
standard Socratic enquiry into what X is. And this is exactly what we should expect, since in
both cases the enquirers do not—yet—know what the right answer is. Although Socrates is
very much ‘the guilty party’ in this section, in the wider context of the Meno as a whole we
can see that the essential problem is Meno: he does not want to engage in rigorous enquiry,
and does not want Socrates to engage in it either. So Plato might well think that the method
is a good one, but that it requires the same scrupulous and relentless care.** In the Republic
Plato writes about how to gain—and how to fail to gain— knowledge of the form of the good.
Although the context is thus a very special one, the general attitude towards philosophical
enquiry which it expresses is one which Plato held throughout his life, and what he says

could stand as a commentary on the end of the Meno:

The same thing, then, holds for the form of the good. Only if someone can
distinguish the form of the good in an account and separate it from everything else,
can survive as if in a battle all examinations, striving to examine things not in
accordance with belief but in accordance with reality, and can make his way through
all these without his account falling, will you say that he knows the good itself, or any
other good. And if he gets hold of some image, will you not say that he gets hold of it
through belief, not through knowledge, and that he is dreaming and sleeping in his
present life, and before he wakes up here, he will arrive in Hades and fall asleep

completely?*

42 Cf. (in a slightly different connection) Lloyd 1992, p. 181: ‘But it is one thing to
understand the method, another to use it to get the right results. Even if the procedures are
clear enough from the philosophical example, that does not entitle anyone (Meno, or us) to
feel confident that we can apply them correctly.’

# VII 534b8-d1: Odkobv kai mepl To0 dyabod doadtmg: d¢g av pn £xn dopicachot T AOY®
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4o TOV IAA®V TAVIOV APEADV TNV TOL ayabol idéav, Kol domep v Layn ot TavImv
ENEYY®V O1e&lmv, pn Kot 06Eav AALL Kat® ovcioy TpoBupovduevog ELEYYELY, £V TAGL TOVTOLG
ATTOTL TQ AOY® Stamopeimtal, o¥Te avTO TO Ayadov PNoelg eidévan TOV oVTmG ExovTa oVTe
Ao dyaBov 00dEv, AAL’ &1 11 €ld®AOV TIVOG EpdmTeTal, 0OEN, oVK Mot Epantectal, Kol
OV VOV Biov dvelpomorovTa Kol VTvdTTovTa, TPiv EvOAd’ é€gypéabat, ig “Atdov mpdtepov
AQIKOUEVOV TEAEMG EmKaTadpOAvVELV;
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