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will come under the second conjunct. So - alas! - reflexive knowledge 
would be either impossible or of no benefit after all. To begin to make [C) 
acceptable, Plato would need to argue that reflexive knowledge is a single 
kind of knowledge, not a compound of two independent kinds of knowl-
edge, and this knowledge is such that it is at once of one's knowledge and 
lack of knowledge, on the one hand, and of other things, including, in 
particular, the good and bad, on the other. But this is a large and difficult 
task, and it is perhaps not surprising that, in the Charmides, he does not 
touch on it.26 

26) For helpful comments on various drafts of this paper, I am grateful to: Peter Adamson, 
Dominic Bailey (to whom special thanks also for the extended discussion per electronic 
mail), Lesley Brown, Benoit Castelnerac, Rafael Ferber, Christopher Gill, Verity Harte, 
Vassilis Karasmanis, Mary Margaret McCabe, Gerhard Seel, Frisbee Sheffield and James 
Wilberding. I am grateful also to the participants of the reading group held in various 
Dublin cafes from the summer of 2004 to the spring of 2005: in particular, Peter Dudley, 
Brian Garvey, Richard Hamilton, Brendan O'Byrne, Scott O'Connor, Damien Storey, Ste-
fan Storrie, Daniel Watts and Gry Wester. And not least to John Dillon, and the Dublin 
Centre for the Study of the Platonic Tradition, and especially our seminar on the Ch4rmides 
in Michaelmas Term 2004. I am especially grateful to Terry Penner for penetrating critical 
comments and to the editors of Phronesis for helpful final comments and suggestions. Above 
all, to Daniel Watts for countless discussions and constructive criticisms. 
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Abstract 
Scholars ubiquitously refer to the method   introduced at Meno 86e1-87d8, 
as a method of hypothesis. In contrast, this paper argues that the method   in 
Meno is not a hypothetical method. On the contrary, in the Meno passage,  means 
"postulate", that is, cognitively secure proposition. Furthermore, the method   
is derived from the method of geometrical analysis. More precisely, it is derived from the 
use of geometrical analysis to achieve reduction, that is, reduction of a less tractable prob-
lem to a more tractable problem. As such, the method   does not by itselfserve 
to solve problems. 
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I. Introduction 

At Meno 86el-87b2, Socrates introduces Meno to a method of reasoning, 
which he derives from geometry and calls  il1to8eoEO><;. Socrates' illustra-
tion of the method employs a geometrical construction problem: to inscribe 
a given area as a triangle in a given circle. Having introduced the method, 
Socrates applies it to the ethical problem governing his and Meno's discus-
sion, the teachability of excellence. The application of the method to the 
ethical problem proceeds in two steps of uneven length. The gist of the 
first, brief step is the claim that if excellence is a kind of knowledge, then 
it is teachable. The second, lengthier step examines whether excellence in 
fact is a kind of knowledge. This step itself has two parts. The gist of the 
first, brief part is that if knowledge is the only psychological good, then 
excellence is a kind of knowledge. The second, lengthier part argues that 
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knowledge in fact is the only psychological good. Thus, Socrates concludes 
that excellence is a kind of knowledge and therefore teachable. In short, 
the structure of this stretch of the dialogue is as follows: 

86e1-87b2: Geometrical problem 
87bZ-eIO: First step ofethical problem 
87eIl-87d8: First part of second step of ethical problem 
87d8-89c4: Second part of second step of ethical problem 

This paper focuses on the method el; \m08eoEO><; exemplified in the treat-
ment of the geometrical problem, the first step of the ethical problem, and 
the first part of the second step of the ethical problem. 

Scholars ubiquitously refer to the method el; \m08eoEO><; as the method 
ofhypothesis. By this they mean that the fundamental propositions on the 
basis ofwhich Socrates reasons have the epistemological status of hypoth-
eses. In other words, they are cognitively insecure. Accordingly, conclusions 
reached on the basis of arguments employing the hypothetical method are 
themselves insecure. Granted the insecurity of their foundations, hypo-
thetical arguments may, nonetheless, be constructive. So long as Socrates 
and his interlocutors agree to use the hypotheses as provisional points of 
departure, they can reason from these to positive conclusions. Indeed, it is 
widely believed that this is how Socrates employs hypotheses and, there-
fore, that the hypothetical method is a constructive method, albeit, again, 
provisionally so. In particular, the hypothetical method is generally con-
trasted with the so-called elenctic method, whose function is understood 
as being to refute Socrates' interlocutor's theses. Thus, Richard Robinson 
expresses a common view when he writes: "With the introduction of this 
method [of hypothesis, Socrates] is passing from destructive to construc-
tive thinking, from elenchus and the refutation of other men's views to an 
elaboration of positive views of his own."l 

In contrast to this standard conception of \m08EOt<; and the hypotheti-
cal method, this paper argues that the method el; \m08eoEO><; in Meno is 
not a hypothetical method or method of hypothesis. On the contrary, in 
the Meno passage, \m08Ecrt<; means "postulate." Thus, a \m08Ecrt<; is a cog-
nitively secure proposition. Furthermore, the method £1; tm08eoEO><; derives 

I) Robinson (1941). 
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from the method of geometrical analysis. More precisely, it derives from 
the use of geometrical analysis to achieve reduction, that is, reduction of a 
less tractable problem to a more tractable problem. 

The discussion will be structured as follows. Section II presents an 
account of the meaning of the word \m08Ecrt<; in fourth century Attic and 
in Greek intellectual contexts relevant to the Meno passage. This discussion 
is used to clarify the meaning of\m08EOt<; in the Meno passage. Sections III 
and IV clarify the specific \m08eOEt<; employed in the ethical sections 
of the Meno passage. Sections V-VII clarify the geometrical problem, pro-
vide a brief account of the method of geometrical analysis, explain the 
geometrical UX08Ecrt<; in the Meno passage, and finally explain the method 
£1; uxo8eoEO><; as a method of reduction by analysis in both the geometrical 
and ethical problems. 

II. imo9£ou; 

The semantic root of the word UX08Ecrt<; is "something laid down." But 
instances of the word typically have the more specific sense of "something 
underlying." The distinction of the latter sense is that the thing laid down 
stands in a relation of priority or fundamentality to something else. So, 
physically, a UX08EOt<; may be an object, but, qua underlying thing, more 
precisely a base or foundation. Conceptually, it may be a proposition, pro-
posal, or subject matter, but, again, more precisely a postulate, plan of 
action and thus source or point of departure, or the topic about which 
discussion is oriented. 

UX08Ecrt<; does not occur in Andocides, Antiphon, Lysias, Dinarchus, 
Demades, Lycurgus, Isaeus, Hyperides, Aeschylus, Sophocles, Euripides, 
Aristophanes, or Thucydides.2 The word does occur three times in Xeno-
phon and Aeschines, seven times in Demosthenes, and thirty-one times in 
Isocrates. Among these, the most common sense (occurring twenty-nine 
times) is "subject matter" and hence "theme" or "topic."3 For example, 
authors speak of returning to and trying not to stray from their given 

2) There are three instances in the hupothesis sections ofIsaeus 7, 8, 10, and one in Lycurgus 
1, but these of course are later additions. 
3) Dem. 3.1, 19.242; [Dem.] 60.9; Isoc. 5.10, 83, 138,7.63,77,8.18, 145, 11.9,49, 12.4, 
35,74,88,96,108,161,175,15.57,60,68, 138, 177,277;Aesch.3.76, 176, 190. 
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imogeoEti;. Nine occurrences mean "foundation."4 For example, in the 
Second Olynthiac Demosthenes insists that "in affairs of the state, the prin-
ciples (apxac;) and foundations (imogeoEroc;) must be true and just." Like-
wise, in the oration To Archidamos Isocrates writes: " ... but each must 
follow the principles which from the beginning  apxf\c;) they have made 
the foundation (imo9EOtv) of their lives." Another notable instance occurs 
in Xenophon's Memorabilia, book IV: 

Whenever anyone argued with him on any point without being able to make himself 
clear, asserting but not proving, that so and so was wiser or an abler politician or 
braver or what not, he would lead the whole discussion back to the imo6catv. 

Xenophon proceeds to give an illustration. An anonymous interlocutor 
claims that one man is a better citizen than another. To resolve the ques-
tion, Socrates proposes first to consider the function (EPYOV) of a good 
citizen.s In the light of the example, the word imo9EOtc; seems to mean the 
basic principle or concept upon which the debate turns.6 

Finally, four instances of imo9EOtC; have the sense of "proposal."? 
Indeed, one might propose something as a foundational principle, but 

this is not required by the use of imo9Ecrtc;. Rather, like "subject matter" or 
"topic," what is proposed may simply be a point of orientation in a discus-
sion or inquiry.8 

imo9EOtc; occurs thirty-four times in Plato, excluding several instances 
in Meno. 9 The three instances among the early dialogues, again excluding 

 Oem. 2.10; 10.46; [Oem.] 44.7,60.27; Isoc. 1.48,4.23,6.90,7.28; Xen. Mem. 4.6.13. 
The instance at Isoc. 15.276 seems akin to these, though more in the sense of "support" 
than "foundation." 
5) Xen. Mem. 4.6.14. 
6) It is perhaps also noteworthy that all instances of imo6eat<;, except two from Isocrates' 
Busiris (composed c. 390-85) with the meaning of "subject matter," "topic," or "theme" 
occur after c. 355. In contrast, four of the nine instances meaning "foundation" occur 
before c. 355: Isoc. 4.23 (c. 380), 1.48 (c. 374-2),6.90 (c. 366); Xen. Mem. 4.6.13. 
7) Xen. Dec. 21.1, Cyr. 5.5.13; Isoc. 2.7, 13.19. 
8) The instance at Dec. 21.1 makes it clear that here a imo6ecn<; can itself be supported or 
rejected by argumentation. (The four instances with the sense of "proposal," that is, some-
thing submitted as a point of departure or orientation, whether or not a solid one, occur 
before c. 355.) 
9) Grg. 454c4; Euthphr. llc5; Hp. Ma. 302e12; Phd 92d6, 94b1, 101d2, 3, 7, 107b5; 
R. 510b5, 7, c6, 511a3, 5, d1, 533c1, 550c6 (twice); Prm. 127d7, 128d5, 136a1, 4, b2, 
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Meno, all mean "proposal" or "thesis."10 In Euthyphro Socrates refers to 
Euthyphro's proposed definitions of holiness as im0geoEtc;. Similarly, in 
Gorgias Socrates refers to Gorgias' definition of rhetoric as a imo9Ecrtc;. 
And, once again, in Hippias Major Socrates refers to the definition of 
beauty as pleasure through sight and hearing as a imo9Ecrtc;. 

These Platonic instances, taken with the range ofuses in other canonical 
Attic authors of the fourth century, indicate that U1t09EOtc; does not imply 
hypotheticality. Consider Webster's primary definition of "hypothesis": "a 
tentative assumption made in order to draw out and test its logical or empir-
ical consequences." Thus, a hypothesis is a proposition abour the truth of 
which the hypothesizer is unsure. But, for instance, Socrates' interlocutors 
assert their definitions confident ofknowing their subject matters. 

Carl Huffman has recently discussed the verb u1to'ti9E09at and noun 
U1t09Ecrt<; in pre-Platonic intellectual contexts, specifically in Philolaus and 
in the Hippocratic corpus. 11 Huffman claims that here the concept of 
U1t08EOt<; is linked to the concept of apXlJ so that to make, literally lay 
down, a U1t08Ecrt<; (imo'ti8E08at) is equivalent to positing apxat. For exam-
ple, the author of On Ancient Medicine criticizes medical theorists for the 
use of U1t08eoEt<; in their theories. He decries as naIvely reductive the use 
of such postulates as the existence of the hot and the cold to explain the 
complexities of disease. Likewise, Huffman writes: 

... the author [of Fushes] asserts that a common starting-point (KOtv!]V apmv) must 
be postulated (im06ea6at), by which he means a starting-point common to the opin-
ions of men. This sounds very much like the call for an indisputable initial premise 
which was seen in the texts above [On Ancient Medicine, On the Art, and Diseases]. 12 

In these contexts, U1t08EOt<; evidently has the sense of"foundational principle." 
No instance ofU1t08Ecrtc; in a mathematical context predates Meno - even 

though the way in which Socrates introduces the method makes it clear 
that mathematicians used the word or at least the concept. Arpad Szabo 

137b3, 142b1, 142c2, c9, 160b7, 161b8; Tim. 61d3; Tht. 183b3; Sph. 244c4; Lg. 743c5, 
812a4. See also Amat. 134c3; Def 415b10. 
10) Consider Robinson's review of the verb ulto'ti6EllUt in Plato (l941, 95), and compare 
Robinson's remarks on the noun ult06eat<; (99). 
11) (1993) 78-92. 
12) Ibid. 82. 
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proposes that Eudemus' discussion ofHippocrates ofChios' quadrature of 
lunes suggests that Greek mathematicians were already using \>7toSElJtc; in 
the fifth century. The passage in question runs: 

[Hippocrates] set down an apXfJv and established as the first (ltpmov EeE"tO) thing 
useful for his proof. that ... 13 

And Szab6 comments: 

Although the word  does not occur in this sentence, the presence of such 
expressions as apxf1, ltpro'tov, and £9E'tO, which are either synonymous with it or 
related to it, seems to suggest that Eudemus is talking about a  ...14 

The mathematical use of \>7toSeotC; closest in time to Meno is the much 
discussed passage in Republic VI where Socrates distinguishes the method 
of geometry and other mathematical sciences from that of dialectic. 
Socrates describes the mathematicians as \moSelleVOt, that is, laying down 
as il1toSeoEtC;, the odd and the even, the basic geometrical figures, the acute, 
right, and obtuse angles, and "other things akin to these according to each 
form of inquiry."15 He then claims that the mathematicians have the fol-
lowing attitude toward these mathematical entities: 

... they treat these as things they know  and as  they do not think 
it fit to give any explanation of them either to themselves or to others because they 
believe that they [the mathematicals] are evident to everyone."16 

Possibly, as in case of the author of On Ancient Medicine who criticizes the 
uses of the hot and the cold to explain the complexities ofdisease, Socrates 
means that in laying down the odd and even and so forth, the mathemati-
cians lay them down as fundamental beings, that is, fundamental to the 
given subdiscipline of mathematics that they study. I? But the main point 
is that the mathematicians' \l1toSeoetc; are not tentative or provisional. 

13) Eudem. fro 140.59 ap. Simp. In phys. 9.61.5.  
14) Szab6 (1978) 245-6. See also von Fritz (1955) 37-42 and Mueller (1991).  
IS) R. SlOeS.  
16) R. 51 Oc6-d 1.  
17) There is considerable debate over this question. See Robinson (1941) 103-4, von Fritz  
(1955), and Mueller (1991); in particular, consider R. 533c.  

D. Wolfidorfl Phronesis 53 (2008) 35-64 

Rather, the existence, or nature, of the mathematical entities is taken to be 
obvious and beyond dispute: "evident to everyone." Consequently, the 
sense of u1tM)eatc; that here emerges is "a solid foundation."18 

Socrates proceeds to contrast the mathematicians' treatment of\l1toSeoetc; 
with that of dialecticians: 

[Dialectic] treats the illtOeEOElC; not as foundational principles (apxac;), but really 
('til> OV'tl) as under-Iyings  that is, as footholds  and spring-
boards  ...19 

Plato is here punning on the literal sense of the word imo-6eatc; (layings 
under). His idea is that putative u1toSeoetC; are merely provisional anchors 
or bearings in the process of inquiry. On the one hand, Socrates' epistemic 
degradation of iJ1toSeonc; in Republic indicates an important methodolog-
ical and epistemological moment in Plato's intellectual career. On the other 
hand, the dialectician's rejection of mathematical u1toSeoetc; as apxul. pre-
cisely confirms Huffman's claim that laying down a {JltOeElJtc; (\mo'tl.eeoeut) 
was understood in intellectual and more specifically methodological con-
texts as positing an apxil. 

In sum, the evidence presented strongly suggests that the introduction 
in Meno of the method  u1toSeoeooc;, which is explicitly said to derive 
from geometry, is not a hypothetical method, but rather a method of 
reasoning from a postulate or cognitively secure proposition. In the follow-
ing sections I will argue below that the evidence from the Meno passage 
confirms this interpretation of imoeecnc;. 

The interpretation of U1toSElJtc; in the Meno passage as postulate or cog-
nitively secure proposition requires one further point ofclarification. Else-
where in Meno Socrates distinguishes knowledge from true belief. How, 
then, do the u1toSeoetC; at Meno 86e1-87d8 relate to known and merely 
truly believed propositions? Cognitively secure propositions differ from 
merely truly believed propositions in that merely truly believed proposi-
tions are unstable. Merely cognitively secure propositions differ from known 
propositions in that known propositions imply a "reasoning of the cause." 
Merely cognitively secure propositions, at least those at Meno 86el-87d8, 
are treated as self-evident. 

18) It is also worth noting that both of the instances of in Euclid's E/nnents (10.44, 
47) have the sense of "postulate" rather than "hypothesis." 
19) R.5UbS-6. 
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III. The imo6EO'll; at Meno 87ell-d8 

I will begin with the postulate (tl1t08EGt<;) in the second step of the ethical 
problem. The reason for this peculiar order is both expository and exegeti-
cal. I will use what I take to be a less controversial claim (concerning the 
postulate in the first ethical section) to clarify a more controversial one 
(concerning the postulate in the second ethical section), and I will use a 
less controversial claim to support a more controversial one. I will argue 
that the postulate is: 

(P) Excellence is good. 

(P) is explicitly described as a tl1t08ECl't<;: 

We agree rhat this thing, that is, excellence is good; and this postulate (o:U'tTJ i] 
{J1t06e<H<;) stands (I!£Vet) for us, that it is good. ° ' 

All commentators I have consulted agree that (P) is a tl1t08Ecrt<;.21 Indeed, 
Lynn Rose writes that although there is controversy over the identity of the 
other tl1to8£uEt<;, [excellence] is good' is definitely considered to be a 
[tl1t08Ecrt<;].22 But although this is uncontroversial, since many commenta-
tors conceive oftmo8£UEt<; as hypotheses, they are obliged to explain (P) as 
hypothetical. The reason is obvious. The proposition that excellence is 
good is as conspicuously true as any. As such, there appears to be nothing 
hypothetical about it. For instance, Bluck observes: 

It might indeed be suggested that apeti] is the noun corresponding in meaning to 
b:yo:96v in Greek, so that to say that it is uyo:90v is to state a truism; and hence, it 
might be argued, the premise here is not hypotheticaJ.23 

In defense of the hypotheticality of (P), Bluck argues as follows. "Beneficial" 
is the normal meaning of the adjective o:yu8o<; when used in the neuter, as 
in the Meno passage; therefore: 

10) Mm. 87d2-3. 
11) Robinson (1941), Bluck (1961), Rose (1970), Zyskind and Sternfeld (1976), Bedu-Addo 
(1984), Sharples (1985), Weiss (2001), Menn (2002). Klein (1965) is insufficiently clear.  
11) Rose (1970) 3.  
13) (1961) 88.  
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(i) rep)] is making an assumption about the meaning of the unknown quantity apet1], 
inasmuch as it attributes to it a quality, or identifies it with a quality, which is not 
known to be contained in the meaning ofape,,,. The result is that this premise [is] ... 
in the strict sense, hypothetical... (ii) Moreover, [PlatoJ calls 'ape'" is o:ya90v' a 
\m68ECH<;.'4 

The claim in (ii) is question-begging. I include it to illustrate the influence 
exerted by the assumption that tmo8Eut<; means "hypothesis." The claim in 
(i) is unpersuasive. It is-of course true that at this stage in the investigation 
the interlocutors are unclear about the identity of apE'tTJ. However, this 
need not disturb their grasp of the logical relation between ap£'tTJ and 
ayu66v. In comparison, consider that one may not know what knowledge 
is, but still be certain that knowledge is knowable. Surely Socrates would 
reject any account of apE'tiJ according to which apE'tTJ was not good or 
beneficial.25 

R. W Sharples also explicitly argues for the hypotheticality of (P). He 
rejects Bluck's proposal and defends the following: 

... it seems simpler to suppose that 'excellence is good' is an assumption because it is 
asserted with a specific purpose in mind in the context of the present argument. In 
fact, Bluck himself says, 'assumption' combines two ideas, the general one of some-
thing assumed for the sake of an argument, a starting point, and the more particular 
sense to which Plato draws attention at 86e-87b, of something assumed for the sake 
of argument even though one is not certain of its truth.26 

Sharples, then, attempts to resolve the problem by resorting to two distinct 
senses of tm68EUt<;: (i) something assumed for the sake of an argument, a 
starting point, and (ii) something assumed for the sake of argument even 
though one is not certain of its truth. So Sharples is claiming that while 
Plato has Socrates use the noun (and verb) in sense (ii) in regard to the 
tmo8EOt<; in geometrical illustration and in regard to the tmo8£ut<; in 
the first step of the ethical problem, he has Socrates use it in sense (i) in 
regard to (P). Clearly this is ad hoc and unsatisfactory. Beyond the prima 
facie implausibility that the same term is, without explanation, used in 
multiple senses in a passage whose specific purpose is to demonstrate its 
use, Sharples's interpretation strains the coherence of the method. Indeed, 

14) Ibid. I have added the Roman numerals to facilitate exegesis.  
25) Compare Sharples (1985,163).  
16) (1985) 163.  
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Sharples's solution exposes and underscores the difficulty of explaining (P) 
as a hypothesis on the assumption that  means "hypothesis." 

In short, I maintain that (P) is not hypothetical. Rather, it is introduced 
and employed as a stable proposition, assumed by the interlocutors to be 
self-evidently trueY 

Iv. The int66EOU; at Meno 87b2-d0 

We turn now to the  in the first step of the ethical problem. I will 
maintain that the  in the first step of the ethical problem is: 

(Q) Knowledge is teachable. 

In contrast, many commentators maintain that the \:m08EtHC; in the first 
step of the ethical problem is: 

(H) Excellence is knowledge.28 

The principal reason for thinking that (Q) is the U1t08EcrLC; in the first step of 
the ethical problem is simply that, as we have seen,  here means "pos-
tulate" and that (Q) is such a proposition. Like (P), (Q) is manifestly true. 

In contrast, the common view that (H) is the  is largely based 
on the assumption that u7to8£<JtC; means "hypothesis." 

Indeed, at this stage of the argument the proposition that excellence is 
knowledge is treated hypothetically. But a number of commentators also 
draw attention to the follOWing passage that occurs at the end of the stretch 
ofargumentation from 86el-89c4: 

(M) [Me.] And it is clear, Socrates, (i) according to the \lltOeH'HV, (ii) ifindeed (Et1tEp) 
excellence is knowledge, (iii) that it is teachable.29 

27) Compare Sternfeld and Zyskind (1977).  
28) So Cherniss (1951), Bluck (1961), Rose (1970), Thomas (1980), Sharples (1985), Menn  
(2002). Note mat for some commentators, the hypothesis is the conditional or biconditional:  
if excellence is knowledge, it is teachable (Robinson, 1941); or if excellence is knowledge,  
it is teachable, and if not, not (Weiss, 2001). Bedu-Addo (1984) claims that the hypothesis  
is bom mat virtue is knowledge and mat if virtue is knowledge, it is teachable.  
29) Mm. 89c2-4. 
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On the mistaken assumption that U7t08EcrtC; means "hypothesis," the U7t08Ecrt<; 
referred to in (i) is widely taken to be (H). But in that case, Meno's state-
ment is to be understood as follows: 

And it is clear, Socrates, according to the hypothesis that excellence is knowledge, if 
indeed excellence is knowledge, that excellence is teachable. 

Yet this very re-phrasing of Meno's statement suggests that \l1t08E<H<; in (i) 
does not refer to (H). In particular, the protasis in (ii) now makes little 
sense. On the assumption that excellence is knowledge, it is intelligible to 
claim that it is clear that (iii) excellence is teachable. But then one would 
expect (ii) to inform that this is because knowledge is teachable, viz.: 

And it is clear, Socrates, according to the hypothesis that excellence is knowledge, 
since knowledge is teachable, that excellence is teachable. 

Commentators avoid this problem by taking (ii) as standing in apposition 
to (i), viz.: 

(M2) And it is clear, Socrates, according to the hypothesis - [namely,] if excellence is 
knowledge - that excellence is teachable. 

But (M2) is unsatisfactory on two accounts. First, why should the alleged 
hypothesis be expressed as a protasis rather than a Simple assertion? Consider: 

And it is clear, Socrates, according to the hypothesis, excellence is knowledge, that 
excellence is teachable. 

Second, (M2) ignores the emphatic force ofenclitic particle 7tEp. Consider 
it again in my original rendition of Meno's statement (M): 

And it is clear, Socrates, according to the hypothesis, if indudexcellence is knowledge, 
that excellence is teachable. 

In short, according to (M2), where (ii) stands in apposition to \:m08EtHV, 
Meno's statement simply makes no sense. 

Let us, therefore, dismiss the common reading. Instead, given that 
u1to8EO't<; here means "postulate," (M) must be interpreted as follows: 
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And it is clear, Socrates, according ro the postulate [that knowledge is teachable], if 
indeed excellence is knowledge, that excellence is teachable. 

The proposition whose status is expressed hypothetically here is that excel-
lence is knowledge. And this is as it should be. Socrates has just argued that 
knowledge is the only psychological good. Thus, in expressing (ii) in (M) 
Meno is acknowledging that the teachability of excellence depends upon 
the uncontroversial postulate (Q) that knowledge is teachable and the con-
troversial claim that excellence is knowledge. 

V. The Problems of the Geometrical Illustration at Meno 86el-87b2 

We come now to the postulate in the geometrical illustration. As I have 
said, the basic character of rhe geometrical problem is straightforward: to 
inscribe an area as a triangle within a circle. But Socrates' description is 
vague and ambiguous at several points and has generated a vast literature.3o 

The text runs as follows: 

By 'out of a postulate' (,0  lm09EoElOl;) 1 mean the following - the way the geome-
ters often inquire whenever someone puts a question to them; for example, concern-
ing area (xroptov), whether this area (,00£ ,0 XlOptOV) can be extended in this circle as 
a triangle. One of them would say, 'I do not yet know ifit [the area] is of that sort [that 
is, can be so extended]; but I have, as it were, a certain postulate (>tva lmo9EOLv) use-
ful for the task, the following one (,ora.vO£). If this area (,OU,O ,0 XroplOV) is of such 
a kind that when one extends (1tapo.,elvo.v,o.) it along its given line (1tapa ,ilv 
009£t<Jo.v a:ino\) ypa/l/lilv), it can fall short (EAAEl7tEtv) by an area (xropicp) that is of 
such a kind as (,oro{ncp ... otov) the extended [area] (,0 1tapa,£,a/lEVov) itself (o.'no), 
then one consequence follows; and on the other hand, ifit is impossible for it to expe-
rience these things, then another consequence follows. Therefore, laying down a pos-
tulate (lmo6E/lEVOl;), I want to tell you what follows in the case of the extension of it 
[the area] (till; ev,a.<J£lOl; alJ,ou) into a circle, whether it is impossible or possible.'31 

30) Heijboer (1955) notes that in 1832 Patze had collected twenty-two interpretations and 
that by 1861 Blass had collected about thirty. A century after Blass, Bluck (1961, 441-61) 
discusses five "among the most interesting explanations" of his predecessors: Benecke 
(1867), Butcher (1888), Cook Wilson (1903), Farquharson (1923), and Heijboer (1955). 
Note that Heath's interpretation (1921) is the same as Cook Wilson's. Since then, at least 
four more have been published: Gaiser (1964), Sternfeld and Zyskind (1977), Meyers 
(1988), and lloyd (1992). See also the comments of Sharples (1985) 158-60. Note also 
that the Cook Wilson interpretation is preferred by Knorr (1986) 71-6, maintained in 
Grube's translation in Cooper (1997), and assumed by Menn (2002). 
31) Mm. 86e4-87b2. 
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The passage involves numerous geometrical and philological difficulties. Let 
us hereafter call the figure to be inscribed in the circle X X, which is described 
as "this area" (tOOE to xwpiov and 'tOUtO to xwpiov), can be conceived in 
terms ofits area or its shape. We can assume that the shape ofX is rectilinear, 
but it is unclear whether X is regular or how many sides X has. 

Typically these obscurities are taken to be insignificant, for, following 
Euclid 1.45, any rectilinear figure can be converted into a parallelogram in 
a given angle. Let us refer to any such converted parallelogram as Y. 

It is unclear whether Socrates has a specific kind of triangle in mind. 
Interpreters often assume that the triangle is isosceles.32 

It is unclear whether in presenting the problem, Socrates is seeking an 
actual solution or rather the determination of the possibility of a solution.33 

Xis said to be extended 1tapa TI,V oOeEtcrav auto\)  literally "along 
the given line ofit." The pronoun autou has variously been interpreted to 
refer to the circle, to X, or to Y. Related to this is the question of the mean-
ing of "given". For example, if the line refers to the base of Y, then "given" 
means "resulting" from the conversion ofX into Y. But if the line refers to 
the diameter of the circle, then "given" means "produced before" X is 
applied to the circle. Furthermore, whatever figure is applied to the circle, 
the success of the inscription requires that it fall short by another figure 
Z of such a kind (tow{mp ... OlOV) as the figure applied. It is unclear 
whether the correlatives here mean that the area ofZ is equal to the area of 
X or Yor whether the shape ofZ is similar to that ofX or Y. 

Finally, there is a problem of the relation between 1tapa1:Elvav1:a and 
EAAEi1telv. The participle is masculine accusative singular. As such, it appears 
to refer to the agent extending and thus applying the rectilinear figure X 
However, the subject of the infinitive must be the extended and converted 
figure Y, for it is Y, relative to the line given for the extension ofX, that falls 
short, not the agent extending X Accordingly, there appears to be an anac-
olouthon between 1tapa'tEivav'ta and EAAd1tEtv. 34 

32) Compare Menn (2002) 209. 
33) See Knorr (1986) 73. 
34) I think 1taplX1;elvo.V,o. must be corrupt. It is attested in manuscripts BTW Manuscript 
F has 1tapo.,elvov,a, but this is no better. Those who retain it, argue that it is an accusative 
absolute. (See Sharples, 1985, 161.) But with a personal construction, this is extremely 
rare. Since the sense is not really in doubt, a simple emendation to 1tapa,elvo.vn may be 
the obvious solution, viz.: "it can fall short for one who extends it along its given line." 
Alternatively, we may have the aorist neuter participle 1tapo.'Elvo.V or the infinitive 
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No interpretation is both compelling in itself and wholly free from 
problems. The so-called Cook Wilson interpretation appears to be the 
most widely accepted. Subsequent to Cook Wilson himself, it has been 
endorsed by Heath, Mahoney, Knorr, and Menn. Heijboer, Bluck, Gaiser, 
Sternfeld and Zyksind, and Meyers all reject it; and Lloyd emphasizes the 
gravity of its defects. Moreover, no one who has endorsed the Cook Wil-
son interpretation since Heath has actually defended it against its critics.35 

But the defects in the interpretations ofHeijboer, Bluck, Gaiser, Sternfeld 
and Zyksind, and Meyers are graver than those of the Cook Wilson inter-
pretation; and it is possible to allay a number of criticisms that they have 
made against the Cook Wilson interpretation. 

According to the Cook Wilson interpretation, Socrates offers a reduc-
tion of the problem by mean ofgeometrical analysis, rather than an actual 
solution to the problem. Precisely, the problem reduces to the problem of 
applying X to the diameter of the circle (AB) so that the applied figure 
BDCE (= Y) falls short by a similar figure DAFC (= Z). 

c 
F E 

A B 

[Cook Wilson diagram]36 

ltIXpatdvElV (used intransitively as at R. 527a8) perhaps followed by Kat; viz.: "extending 
along its given line it [also] falls short" or "it extends along its given line and falls short." 
For alternatives, see Bluek (1961) 324. 
35) The most incisive criticisms of the Cook Wilson interpretation can be found in Bluek 
(1961) 449-51, who largely follows Heijboer (1955), and Lloyd (1992) 171-3. 
36) This diagram is based on the one in Cook Wilson (I903). 
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Note that in theory any area can be extended along any line (segment) 
such that it equals, exceeds, or falls short of that line. Accordingly, the 
application of a figure to a line on what we would call the X-axis requires 
a correlative line on the Y-axis. Compare Euclid 1.42, the first problem to 
employ techniques for the application ofareas in Elements. The problem is 
to construct a parallelogram - the result here is EFGC - equal to a given 
triangle ABC in a given rectilinear angle D. Note that in the figure below 
LD= LB= LE. 

A F G 

D 

Here the altitude of the triangle, specifically the vertex A, determines 
the correlative points that constitute a straight line parallel to the line 
to which the figure is applied. In the case of the Cook Wilson interpreta-
tion, X's application to the diameter of the circle is correlative to a point 
on the circumference of the circle, for example, point C in the Cook 
Wilson diagram. 

The equilateral triangle is the triangle of maximum area that can be 
inscribed within a circle. In other words, this constitutes the limiting con-
dition or diorism of the problem. Therefore, if the area ofXis equal to the 
area of the equilateral triangle, there is only one solution to the problem. 
However, if the area of X is less than the area of the equilateral triangle, 

37) This diagram is based on the one in Heath (1908). 

B E c 
[Euclid 1.42]37 
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there will be two solutions. In that case, the problem is equivalent to that 
of finding two mean proportionals between two given lengths. The point 
or points (H and I in the figure below) on the circumference of the circle 
determining the length and height of the possible solutions will lie in a 
hyperbola whose asymptotes are the diameter of the circle and tangent at 
its endpoint. 

[Hyperbola]38 

Accordingly, the actual solution cannot be achieved by ruler and compass, 
but requires the use of conics. In the second half of the fifth century Hip-
pocrates of Chios had reduced the problem of cube duplication to the 
problem of finding two mean proportionals between two given lengths. 
And c. 370 or later Menaechmus, a mathematician working within the 
Academy, had solved the problem of finding two mean proportionals 
through the use of conic sections. Menaechmus' solution, then, postdates 
the composition ofMeno. 39 Accordingly, Knorr concludes: "Plato's empha-
sis on the possibility of the inscription might be taken to signify that 
geometers had then discovered the diorism, but not the actual solution of 
this problem."40 

38) This diagram is based on the one in Mahoney (1968/9).  
39) Pace Menn (2002) 214.  

 (1986) 73.  
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So much for the Cook Wilson interpretation. Now for its defects. 
'tOtOt)'t(p ... olov means that Yand Z are geometrically similar, not equal. 
But Heijboer writes: "the text itselfmay be said to contradict the supposed 
geometrical meaning [of similar] on account of the addition of uu'to [to 
the phrase 'the extended [space]' ('to mx.pu'tE'tUIlEVOV)]. Of a figure similar 
to another figure we might vaguely say that it is like the other, but we 
could not possibly say that it is 'like the other figure itself'. The word 
'itself' far more suggests identity than similarity."41 Note in addition that 
Socrates would be using the same word xcopiov to refer first to the equal 
areas ofX and Y, but then to the similar shapes of Yand Z 

Second, according to the Cook Wilson interpretation, "its given line" 
refers to the diameter of the circle. But Bluck insists that the  of a 
circle is its circumference. In support of this view, he cites Euclid I deE 15: 
"a circle is a figure encompassed by one line (illto   1tEPlEX0J.1EVov)." 
Moreover, as Bluck notes, since Socrates has already spoken of this circle,42 
the circle is given. So why speak of its given line? "Surely 1tapa 'trw ypallllllV 
uu'tou [its line] ought to be enough?" In addition, note that there is no 
instance in Euclid where the ypalllll) of a circle refers to the diameter of 
a circle. 

I do not see that there is a solution to the first problem. Ifwe accept the 
Cook Wilson interpretation, we must accept that Plato is using the cor-
relatives inconsistently.43 I do, however, see a solution to the second prob-
lem. The genitive here is possessive; thus, the more fluid translation "its 
given line," compared to "the given line of it." But possession may be vari-
ously conceived. I suggest that the sense here is equivalent to the sense that 
we have when, for example, with regard to driving on the highway, we 
criticize a driver for not sticking to his lane. Here we mean that the lane 
belongs to him in the sense that it is for the driver to drive on. Accordingly, 
X's given line is the line for X to be extended along, in other words, the line 
to which X is to be applied.44 This line may well be the diameter of the 

41) (1955) 120.  
42) 'tOVOE'tOV KUKAov at 86e6.  
43) I do not find Heijboer's point about the emphatic a:u'ta compelling.  
44) The same idea, perhaps more obviously, could be captured by twO other constructions:  
if, instead ofml'tou, we had a:u'tcp (the line given to or for it), or ifwe could understand an  
elliptical noun like ev'to.an, viz.: [ev'to.oEl] au'tou (the line given for  inscription ofit)."  
In the second case, compare the phrase 7tEpt Til.; eno.aEco,; au'to\) Et<; 'tOY KUKAoV at 87b 1-2  
in the immediately following sentence. 
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circle. Consequently, there is no need for supporters of the Cook Wilson 
interpretation to maintain that"ai>'tou" is masculine and refers to the cir-
cle ('tov IC'6KA.ov) at 86e6, two lines above. That is clearly unacceptable. 

Lloyd, who regards these problems for the Cook Wilson interpretation 
as "perhaps, of minor importance," emphasizes three that he takes to be 
"more serious."45 First, there is no explanation of "how the problem as 
reduced is equivalent to the one started with." By this Lloyd means that 
while the Cook Wilson interpretation explains the crucial conditional,46 
this explanation actually exposes the obscurity of Socrates' statement. Sec-
ond, it is unclear how to tackle the problem once it has been reduced. In 
other words, according to the Cook Wilson interpretation, no actual solu-
tion to the problem was available to Plato. Third, "nothing is said ... con-
cerning ... the [diorism] of the problem." That is, Socrates does not specifY 
that the equilateral triangle is the triangle of maximum area that can be 
inscribed within a circle. Like his first objection, Lloyd's second and third 
underscore the obscurity in the way the illustration is presented. 

Indeed, Lloyd's emphasis on the obscurity consequent upon the Cook 
Wilson interpretation serves Lloyd's thesis: "the very obscurities [of the 
geometrical illustration] ... provide the point [that Plato is trying to impress 
upon his readers], namely that we stand in need ofinitiation [into the sci-
ence of mathematics]."47 And others who have defended the Cook Wilson 
interpretation emphasize that, as far as mathematical details are concerned, 
Plato is being intentionally cryptic. For example, Heath: "Plato was fond 
of dark hints in things mathematical."48 

Yet these are not necessarily problems of the Cook Wilson interpreta-
tion. lfindeed Plato is being cryptic, then an accurate interpretation should 
reflect this. Of course, those who favor a mathematically simpler solution 
observe that Meno accepts Socrates' statements without question. As such, 
supporters of the Cook Wilson interpretation may claim that Meno grasps 
the general form of reasoning that Socrates uses the geometrical illustra-
tion to convey; however, he does not grasp the mathematical details. 

45) (1992) 172-3. 
46) If X is of such a kind that when one extends it along its given line, it can fall short by 
figure Z that is similar to the extended figure Y, then one consequence follows; and on the 
other hand, if it is impossible for it to experience these things, then another consequence 
follows. 
47) (1992) 181. 
48) (1921) 302. 
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So much then for the problems as well as the admittedly imperfect 
defense of the Cook Wilson interpretation. In conclusion, let us now state 
the geometrical 1l1to8ecrt<;. First, recall Socrates words: 

I have, as it were, a certain postulate (imo6EClw) useful for the task, the follOWing one. 
If this area is of such a kind that when one extends it along its given line, it can fall 
shorr by an area that is of such a kind as the extended [area] itself, then one conse-
quence follows; and on the other hand, if it is impossible for it to experience these 
things, then another consequence follows. 

In accordance with the Cook Wilson interpretation, this 1l1to8eO't<; is inter-
preted as: 

(R) IfX can be applied to the diameter of the circle so that the application yields Yand 
Z, then X can be inscribed as the triangle; and if not, not. 

Observe that (R), like (P) and (Q), is true and regarded by Socrates as 
such. In other words, (R) is not a hypothetical proposition. I emphasize 
that this is so, even though (R) is a conditional proposition. Hypothetical-
ity is an epistemic attitude; conditionality is a syntactic form. While a 
conditional sentence may also be hypothetical, it need not be. For exam-
ple, the sentence "ifA=B and B=C, then A=C" is conditional, but neces-
sarily true. In short, (R) shares with (P) and (Q) the characteristic of being 
non-hypothetical. 

What is distinctive about (R) qua 1l1togeO't<; relative to (P) and (Q), 
then, is that (R) is a conditional, whereas (P) and (Q) are atomic proposi-
tions. Evidently, for Socrates and so Plato lHt09Eou<; may assume either 
form. It is not hard to see the reason for this. Let us call the property of 
being able to be applied to the diameter of a circIe so that the resulting 
applied figure falls short of the diameter by a figure similar to the applied 
figure the "elliptic-property"; and let us call the property of being able to 
be inscribed as a triangle in a circle the "inscription-property." Observe, 
then, that (R) depends upon the following atomic proposition: an area 
that has the elliptic-property has the inscription-property. From this it fol-
lows that ifX has the elliptic-property, then X has the inscription-property. 
In other words, the 1>1to8EO't<; in the geometrical illustration simply involves 
the application of the principle to the given figure X Conversely, turning 
to the ethical problem, it would have been reasonable for Socrates to have 
expressed the 1>1to9Ecret<; as the following conditionals: if excellence is 
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knowledge, then excellence is teachable, and if knowledge is the only psy-
chological good, then knowledge is excellence. 

VI. Socrates' Geometrical illustration and the Method ofGeometrical 
Analysis 

Indeed, it has been suggested that the method  which Socrates 
of course says he is deriving from geometry, is specifically indebted to the 
method of geometrical analysis.49 I believe that this is correct, although 
precisely how the method  U1t08EcrEro<; is indebted to geometrical analysis 
requires clarification.50 

Analysis is a method ofdiscovery. The analyst seeks to determine whether 
a theorem is true (theoretical analysis) or whether a construction is possible 
(problematic analysis).51 The theorem or construct is called the thing-
sought ('to  The analysis begins by assuming the truth of the 
theorem or the existence of the construct. 52 The nature of the next step 
in the procedure is controversial. Hintikka and Remes well articulate the 
problem: 

49) Heath (1921) 300-1, Mahoney (1968/9) 334-6, Knorr (1986) 72, Faller (2000) passim 
and Faller (unpublished), and most recendy Menn (2002). 
50) Menn (2002, 197) claims that "there is no real doubt about what analysis was." The 
remark is rather amazing. Admittedly, Menn is contrasting the "unclear" and "sometimes 
misleading" descriptions of analysis that have survived, particularly in Pappus, but also 
[Euclid] and Heron,with the practice ofanalysis in Archimedes, Apollonius, and elsewhere. 
Even so, Menn ignores the discussion of Behboud, which rejects the basic position of Hin-
tikka and Remes that Menn accepts. The point is simply that the debate persists. The principle 
English contributions are as follows: Heath (1921) 137-42, Cornford (1930), Robinson 
(1935), Cherniss (1951), Gulley (1958), Mahoney (1968/9), Hintikka and Remes (1974), 
Knorr (1986) 354-60, Behboud (1994). Consider also Faller (2000). At the beginning of his 
paper, Mahoney has helpful historical remarks on the status quaestionis before the twentieth 
century. Behboud also helpfully summarizes the debate and its limitations. 
51) There is a further distinction to be noted between poristic and problematic analysis. In 
the former case, the objective is not ro construct, but to find something such as a point, 
abstract magnitude, or number, "none of which are properly constructed." See Menn 
(2002, n.14). 
52) As Behboud (1994, 58) and Menn (2002, 200) emphasize, the proper logical descrip-
tion of the geometrical practice ofanalysis requires the assumption of the conjunction of the 
thing-sought and its antecedent condition. 
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Does analysis consist of (i) drawing logical conclusions from the desired theorem, or 
(ii) in looking for the premises from which such conclusions (ultimately leading ro the 
theorem) can be drawn?5l 

(i) suggests that the analyst draws logical consequences from the assumed 
thing-sought. The drawing of consequences stops when the analyst hits 
upon something independently known to be true. In this case, the direc-
tion ofanalysis is conceived as "downward," that is, by deduction from the 
thing-sought to its consequences. 

In contrast, (ii) suggests that the analyst seeks the premises from which 
the thing-sought is deducible, the premises from which those premises are 
deducible, and so on, until one hits upon a first principle or proven theo-
rem. In this case, the direction of analysis is conceived as being "upward," 
from the thing-sought through its antecedents. The idea is that axioms, 
definitions, first principles, or more fundamental theorems preside  
govern, or control the rest. 

Adjudication between the upward and downward interpretations of 
analysis involves consideration of the relation of analysis to the comple-
mentary method ofsynthesis. The basic question is what synthesis contrib-
utes to analysis. For instance, assume the downward interpretation of 
analysis where one begins with the assumption of the thing-sought and 
deduces to something independently known. In that case, synthesis reverses 
the procedure and reasons from the thing independently known to the 
thing-sought. The problem here is the reversibility or convertibility of the 
deductions from the thing-sought to the thing independently known; P's 
implication of Q does not assure Q's implication of P. Successful analysis, 
therefore, requires convertible implications, in other words, equivalences. 
In contrast, according to the upward interpretation of analysis, where one 
reasons from the assumed thing-sought through premises from which the 
thing-sought can be deduced to more fundamental theorems or first prin-
ciples, synthesis is simply the natural deduction of the thing-sought from 
premises. Accordingly, here where analysis involves the logic of discovery, 
synthesis involves the logic of demonstration. 

I follow those scholars, most recently Menn, who favor the downward 
interpretation of analysis.54 Menn, who also endorses the Cook Wilson 

53) Hintikka and Remes (1974) 11; I have inserted Roman numerals to facilita.te discussion. 
54) Hankel (1874) 137-50, Zeuthen (1896) 92-104, Heath (1921) 291, Robinson (1935) 
464-5, Cherniss (1951) 417, Mahoney (1968/9) 321, Knorr (1986) 354-7, Behboud 
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interpretation of the geometrical problem in Meno, proposes the following 
analysis to explain Socrates' articulation of the geometrical tl1to9f:<n;: 

cF E 

A B 

[Menu's Analysis]55 

So let BCG be an isosceles triangle, BC = BG, inscribed in the circle; rhe diameter BA 
perpendicularly bisects the chord CG at a point D. Connect AC. The angle ACB is 
inscribed in a semicircle, and is therefore a right angle. So rhe triangles ADC and CDB 
are similar, to each orher and to the triangle ACB. So, completing rhe rectangles 
ADCF and CDBE, we see rhat rhese rectangles are similar, and rherefore the rectangle 
CDBE falls short of rhe line AB by a figure similar to itself Since the rectangle CDBE 
is double the triangle CDB, which is half the triangle BCG, it follows rhat CDBE = 
BCG; but BCG = X, so CDBE =X So rhe given area Xhas been applied to a diameter 
of the given circle in rhe form of a rectangle. in such a way rhat it falls short of the 
diameter by a figure similar to rhe applied area. 56 

Recall that, according to the Cook Wilson interpretation, analysis is 
employed in Socrates' geometrical problem not to solve the problem, but 

(I994) 53, and Menn (2002) 198-9. The upward interpretation has been endorsed by Corn- 
ford (1930) 43-50 and Hintikka and Remes (1974) 7-21 - but consider also Behboud's  
criticism (1994,65 and n.13) of Hintikka and Remes for vagueness. Additional propo- 
nents are cited by Gulley (1958) n.1. Gulley himself (1958,4) suggests that rhe upward  
and downward interpretations accurately reflect two forms of analysis. See also Faller  
(2000) 7-22.  
55) This diagram is based on the one in Menn (2002).  
56) (2002) 212. 

G 
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to reduce one problem (the triangle inscription of an area into a circle) to 
another (the application of areas). Indeed, it has been suggested that the 
method of analysis was originally employed to reduce less tractable prob-
lems to more tractable ones.57 For example, we mentioned that Hippocrates. 
of Chios reduced the problem of cube duplication to the problem of 
finding two mean proportionals. There is also a remarkable passage in Prior 
Analytics where Aristotle illustrates reduction (u1tayOYY'1) using an example 
strongly reminiscent of the ethical section of our Meno passage: 

By reduction we mean an argument in which rhe first term clearly belongs to rhe 
middle, but rhe relation of the middle to the last term is uncertain, though equally or 
more convincing rhan the conclusion ... For example, let A stand for what can be 
taught, B for knowledge, and C for justice. Now it is clear rhat knowledge can be 
taught; but it is uncertain whether excellence is knowledge. Now if BC (justice is 
knowledge] is equally or more convincing than AC [justice is teachable], we have a 
reduction ...58 

•  This passage lends support to the Cook Wilson interpretation of the geo-
metrical passage in Meno, to the view that the tl1tOef:<n; in the passage 
alludes to geometrical analysis, and to the view that the analysis alluded to 
was used to reduce one problem to another. 

VII. The Method  ll1tOO£Ot:WI:; in Meno 

The preceding results provoke several related questions. What is the rele-
vance of geometrical analysis to the ethical problem that immediately fol-
lows the geometrical problem in Meno? If the geometrical problem that 
Socrates uses to illustrate reasoning  tl1tOe£<JEO>; involves analysis, we 
would expect the ethical problem to do so as well. Indeed, we have just 
seen independent evidence from Aristotle's Prior Analytics that suggests 
that the examination of the ethical problem relates to reduction. But it is a 
question precisely how geometrical analysis relates to the ethical problem. 
Indeed, it is a question precisely how geometrical analysis relates to the 
geometrical problem. More specifically, it is a question precisely how geo-
metrical analysis relates to the tl1t09£<JEl<; employed in the examination of 

57) See Mahoney (1968/9) 331-7.  
58) 11.25.  
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the geometrical and ethical problems. Finally, it is a question what role the 
1mogeow; in both the geometrical and ethical problems play. 

Let's begin with the geometrical problem. In this case, Socrates' examina-
tion does not actually deploy analysis to reduce the problem of inscribing X 
as a triangle in a circle. Rather, the geometrical 1>1t08£ot<; depends upon 
reduction yielded by prior analysis. To be more precise, we should distin-
guish two aspects of the 1>7t08£01<;, the principle itself (that which has the 
elliptic-property has the inscription-property), and the application of the 
principle to a given figure X The principle is the result of analysis that has 
occurred prior to and independently of the geometrical illustration. The 
actual \m08£01<; involves the application of the given figure X to the prin-
ciple. Accordingly, reasoning  1>1t08eo£ro<; here means using something 
cognitively secure - in this case achieved by the method of geometrical 
analysis - to advance inquiry into something unknown. In other words, 
one reasons from the postulate toward the goal of inquiry. 

In the case of the first step of the ethical problem, it appears that analy-
sis - or, if you will, a method analogous to analysis - occurs. Socrates rea-
sons as follows: 

(i) What sort ofbeing pertaining to the soul would excellence be, if it were to be teach-
able or not teachable? (ii) Firstly, if it were different from or such as knowledge, rhen 
it would be teachable or not reachable ... (iii) Or is this at least clear to everyone, that 
there is nothing else that a person learns except for knowledge? ... (iv) Then if excel-
lence is a sort ofknowledge, it is clear that it is teachable.59 

The question governing the inquiry is whether excellence is teachable. 
Strictly, then, we would expect the analysis to begin with the assumption 
that excellence is teachable and to proceed with deduction from the 
assumption. Indeed, Socrates begins in a comparable way; (i) is similar to 
the following question: "If we were to assume that excellence were teach-
able, what would this imply about excellence?" 

Step (ii), then, begins the deduction from being teachable to being a 
sort ofknowledge. This step in the argument is clearly based on the propo-
sition that knowledge is teachable, whose cognitive security is independent 
of the argument. As such, the proposition is akin to a geometrical proposi-
tion that a mathematician would know independently of and prior to the 
analysis and thus one that he could confidently deploy in the analysis. The 

59) Men. 87b5-c6. I have inserted Roman numerals to facilitate exegesis. 
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striking difference, of course, is that such propositions of geometry were 
not only already to some extent formalized and systematized, but, in com-
parison with the range of propositions that might be deployed in the anal-
ysis of an ethical problem, extremely limited in number. 

Step (iii) adds important information to the deduction. As we empha-
sized in our brief account of analysis, the success of analysis depends upon 
deductions that are convertible, in other words, equivalences. In the case 
of the geometrical illustration, the elliptic- and inscription-properties are 
equivalent. Here too in the first step of the ethical problem, specifically 
in (iii), Socrates is careful to deduce not merely that being teachable implies 
being a kind of knowledge, but that since a person learns nothing except 
knowledge, the two are equivalent. 

It is the convertibility of the deduction that explains what would other-
wise be a puzzling conclusion to the first step of the ethical problem. Hav-
ing used the postulate that knowledge (alone)60 is teachable to complete 
the deduction, Socrates now draws the inference in (iv) that if excellence is 
knowledge, then it is teachable. If Socrates were analyzing the assumption 
that excellence is teachable, we would instead expect him to conclude with 
the following inference: if excellence is teachable, then excellence is knowl-
edge. Strictly speaking, then, what we have in (iv) is not the conclusion of 
the analysis, but what would in fact be the first step in the synthesis of the 
problem. Observe that the 1>7t68£01<; in the geometrical problem has the 
same form. The conditional is not: ifX has the inscription-property, then 
X has the elliptic-property; rather, it is: ifX has the elliptic-property, then 
X has the inscription-property. Of course, in both cases, the conditional 
does not mark the actual first step in the synthesis of the problem. Instead, 
the conditional expresses the reduction of the problem as the result of 
analysis. In other words, the conditional states that if it were the case that 
X or excellence had the elliptic-property or were a sort of knowledge, then 

60) There is a serious problem with Socrates' argument here. Postulate (Q) is originally 
introduced as "knowledge is teachable." It does not follow from this, however, that what is 
teachable is knowledge. In other words, knowledge and what is teachable are not equiva-
lent. Instead, Socrates needs the stronger claim (Q2); Only knowledge is teachable. Bur this 
presents a problem for Socrates. One might charitably, originally interpret (Q) as (Q2). But 
then it is questionable whether (Q2) can be admitted as a  for it is questionable 
whether (Q2) is self-evident and uncontroversial. (I am grateful to an anonymous referee 
for pressing me to state this difficulty with Socrates' argument.) 
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the problem would be solved. So, in short, the analysis in the first step of 
the ethical problem serves to reduce one problem, the teachability ofexcel-
lence, to another, the epistemic character of excellence. 

Finally, as in the case of the geometrical problem, here in the first step 
ofthe ethical problem the il1to9E<Tt<;, which is something cognitively secure, 
serves to advance inquiry into that which is unknown. More precisely, we 
can say that the il7to9EOt\; serves as such in the analysis of the problem 
which results in the reduction of the original problem to a different prob-
lem. In contrast, in the geometrical problem, the il1to9E<H<;, which includes 
the principle as well its application to the given figure X under examina-
tion, does not serve in the analysis, but in the expression of the reduction 
itself resulting from the analysis. 

As we noted in the introductory section of the paper, the second step of 
the ethical problem has two parts. The first (87c11-d8), akin to the first 
step of the ethical problem, involves the reduction of one problem to 
another. The second part (87d8-89c4) involves an argument that knowl-
edge is the only psychological good. It is the first part that concerns us. It 
runs as follows: 

(i) Mter this, it seems, we ought to inquire whether excellence is knowledge or different 
from knowledge ... (ii) What then? Do we affirm that excellence is a good thing. And 
does this postulate stand firm for us? .. , (iii) Then if there is something that is borh 
good and separate from knowledge, perhaps excellence would not be a sort of knowl-
edge. But if there is nothing good that knowledge fails to encompass, then our suspi-
cion that it is a sort of knowledge is a good suspicion."61 

Having employed analysis to reduce the problem of the teachability of 
excellence to the problem of the epistemic nature ofexcellence, the second 
step of the ethical problem begins in (i) with the statement of this prob-
lem: to determine whether excellence is a sort of knowledge. Here too 
analysis of the problem follows. This is confirmed by comparison with the 
analysis in the first step of the ethical problem. However, here in the sec-
ond step, the order of reasoning differs. If the reasoning in the (first part of 
the) second step paralleled that in the first step, we would begin with an 
expression of the assumption that excellence is a sort ofknowledge. But we 
get no question such as: "What sort of being would excellence be if it were 
to be a sort of knowledge?" Next, we would expect the claim that knowl-

61) Men. B7e1l-dB. 
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edge alone is good and the deduction that ifexcellence is good, then excel-
lence is a kind of knowledge. The reason why Socrates does not proceed in 
this way is as follows. It is controversial whether knowledge is the only 
(psychological) good. In contrast, it is uncontroversial that excellence is 
psychological goodness, in other words, that excellence is the only psycho-
logical good. Indeed, this, like the proposition that knowledge is teachable, 
is cognitively secure. Accordingly, instead of seeking to identify excellence 
with a sort of knowledge, Socrates attempts to identify knowledge with 
excellence. 

We must, then, assume that the second step in the ethical problem pro-
ceeds upon the implicit question: "What sort of thing would knowledge 
be, if it were excellence?" Accordingly, (ii) states the cognitively secure 
il1to9£at<; regarding excellence; and (iii) deduces that if knowledge is the 
only psychological good, then excellence is a kind of knowledge. 

There are two points to observe about the deduction in (iii). First, 
Socrates clearly recognizes the significance of the distinction between 
equivalence and mere implication: "if there is something that is both good 
and separate from knowledge, perhaps ('tax') excellence would not be a 
sort of knowledge." That is, Socrates recognizes that the identification of 
knowledge with excellence requires that knowledge be the only psycho-
logical good. In other words, successfUl analytic deduction requires an 
equivalence: "if there is nothing good that knowledge fails to encompass, 
then our suspicion that it is a sort of knowledge is a good suspicion."62 

Second, as in the first step of the ethical problem, the conditional in 
(iii) does not state the deduction we would expect from analysis. We would 
expect the following: if excellence is a sort ofknowledge (= the assumption 
of the thing-sought), then knowledge is (the only psychological) good. 
Instead, in (iii) we get what appears to be the first step in the synthesis of 
the problem. But here again, (iii) does not actually serve as the first step in 
the synthesis; instead, it is a statement of the reduction resulting from 
analysis. That is, the problem of determining whether excellence is a sort 
of knowledge has been reduced to the problem of determining whether 
knowledge is the only psychological good. And, finally, as in the first step 
in the ethical problem, the \m08EOt<;, as something known, serves in the 
analytic process to reduce one problem to another. 

62) Incidentally, note that what is hypothetical here, the identification of knowledge with 
excellence, is described as a suspicion. 
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In sum, it emerges that Socrates' method of reasoning  U1t0geoEl<; 
at Meno 8Gel-87d8 derives from the method of geometrical analysis. 
More precisely, it derives from the particular use of geometrical analysis to 
reduce one less tractable problem to another more tractable one. U1t0geoEl<; 
themselves, which are employed in the process, are not hypotheses, but 
cognitively secure propositions useful for those employing the method 
for purposes of reduction. Generally speaking, Socrates' presentation of 
the method  U1t0geoEO><; suggests that when seeking whether x has a 
property P, something that we do not know, we attempt to identifY another 
property Q possessed by all things that have P, something that is cogni-
tively secure. In that case, instead of inquiring whether x has P, we can 
inquire whether x has Q. The procedure is valuable precisely insofar the 
question whether x has Q may be more tractable than the question whether 
x has P. 

Finally, it is worth reiterating that at Meno 8Gel-87d8 analysis is not 
used to solve a problem. Having reduced the problem of the epistemic 
character of excellence to the problem of the (psychological) goodness of 
knowledge, Socrates proceeds to argue (87d8-89c4), by non-analytic means-
indeed, by means familiar from among the early dialogues - that knowl-
edge is the only psychological good and thereby to solve the problem. 
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Abstract 
Aristotle holds that individual substances are ontologically independent fcom non-
substances and universal substances but that non-substances and universal substances are 
ontologically dependent on substances. There is then an asymmetry between individual 
substances and other kinds of beings with respect to ontological dependence. Under what 
could plausibly be called the standard interpretation, the ontological independence ascribed 
co individual substances and denied of non-substances and universal substances is a capac-
ity for independent existence. There is, however, a tension between this interpretation and 
the asymmetry between individual substances and the other kinds of entities with respect 
co ontological independence. I will propose an alternative interpretation: to weaken the 
relevant notion of ontological independence from a capaciry for independent existence to 
the independent possession of a certain oncological status. 

Keywords 
Aristotle, substance, property, universal 

In the Categories, Aristotle classifies beings into four kinds: individual sub-
stances such as you and me, universal substances such as humanity, and 
also individuals and universals in the various categories other than sub-
stance, such as quality and quantity, which I will lump together under the 
label 'non-substances'. Aristotle holds that individual substances are onto-
logically independent from non-substances and universal substances but 
that non-substances and universal substances are ontologically dependent 
on substances. There is then an asymmetry between individual substances 
and other kinds of beings with respect to ontological dependence. Such 
asymmetry is widely and rightly thought to be a lynchpin of Aristotelian 
metaphysics. What is really real for Aristotle are such ordinary mid-sized 
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