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Abstract

At the end of the Meno, Socrates suggests that genuine virtue is knowledge. This is surprising
because he has recently concluded that virtue is (mere) true opinion. I show that Socrates’ new
position is motivated by two commitments. First, that being virtuous requires being responsible
for the correctness of one’s actions. Second, that only a knower has this kind of ownership of
action. An implication of my argument is that, despite his emphasis on virtuous action in the Meno,
Socrates endorses an agent-centred ethics. He thinks the epistemic status of the agent is essential

to the assessment of her goodness.
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1 Introduction

There is a major plot twist at the end of Plato’s Meno. Socrates has just concluded that virtue is
true opinion (6O 86&a) and not knowledge (motiun, 99a1-b11).! This enables him to finally
answer the overarching question of the dialogue. If virtue is true opinion, then it must be acquired
through divine lot and not by nature or teaching. However, Socrates immediately qualifies his

conclusion. He says the conclusion holds,

unless one of the statesmen is also capable of making another person a statesman. If there
were such a person, he could almost be said to be among the living as Homer says

Teiresias is among the dead. For Homer says that, of those in Hades, Teiresias “alone is

1 In the Meno Socrates sometimes uses the phrase “true opinion” (dAn07g 36&a) and sometimes “correct opinion”
(0pBn 60&n). The two phrases are used interchangeably. Similarly, Socrates uses a range of knowledge words
throughout the dialogue (including ppdévnoig, émotun, and cogia). In the context of the Meno, nothing turns on the

semantic differences between the words.

Here and throughout I shall translate 66&a as “opinion” in order to better emphasize that when Socrates considers
true 86&n as a candidate for virtue, he is investigating the possibility that virtue might be a cognitive state that is
different from (and incompatible with) that of knowledge. This is a point that is obscured if one translates 66&a as
“belief.” For if one thinks (as some commentators do) that Socrates takes knowledge to be a form of true belief, then
there will be a sense in which a virtue that is knowledge will also be true belief. But this is clearly not what Socrates
has in mind when he considers true 56&a as an alternative candidate for virtue. For the purposes of this paper, | shall
remain neutral on the question of whether knowledge is a form of 86&a (see also n.34 below), but see Moss and
Schwab 2019, 4-11 (esp. 9) for a compelling argument in support of the translation of 86&a as “opinion” and against

the view that knowledge is a form of 86&a.
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fully conscious, but the others dart about as shades.” The same would be true here on
earth for a person of this sort. He would be, in respect of virtue, like the genuine article

next to shades. (100a1-7, emphasis mine)?

This is not a benign qualification. Statesmen have been the main examples of virtuous people in
the dialogue, and a statesman (or virtuous person) who could make another like himself would
have to have knowledge, since it was earlier agreed (99b5-9) that only a person with knowledge
could pass his virtue to another. Moreover, Socrates’ comparison between the knowledgeable
statesman and Teiresias implies that only a virtue that is knowledge is genuine; a virtue that
consists in true opinion is, at best, merely a pale imitation of the real thing. Thus, in the final
moments of the dialogue, Socrates upends the conclusion he and Meno have been at such pains to
reach.®

It is no secret that Socrates is enticed by the thesis that virtue is knowledge.* However,
Socrates’ last-minute reversal in the Meno is surprising, both because it is immediately preceded

by an argument for the claim that virtue is actually true opinion and because the argument Socrates

2 gl pn Tig £in To10dT0g TV TOMTIK®Y AvOp®V 0lo¢ Koi AoV motfjoan mohTucdv. i 8¢ £in, oyeddv &v 11 00TOg Aéyolto
to10010¢ £V T0ig {Motv olov E@n "Ounpog &v Toic 1ebvedoty tov Teipesiav givar, Aéywv mepl anvtod, 11 “olog mémvutar”
TV €v A1dov, “tol 8¢ okial Gicoovst.” TovTOV Av Kal EvBdde 6 TolodTog Momep Tapd oKlig AANOES dv mpdypa €in

npoc dpetnv. Translations are my own, based on the Burnet OCT 1903 text.

3 For a similar assessment of the dialogue’s conclusion, see Perin 2012, 27-28 and Scott 1995, 44-45.

4 See, e.g., Charmides 164d, Laches 194d, and Protagoras 329d. That Socrates is interested in (and perhaps committed
to) the thesis is a commonplace in overviews of the philosophy of Socrates. See, e.g., Grube 1964, 216; Guthrie 1960,

104-105; Rowe 2010, 206-207; Taylor 1971, 28; and Woodruff 2018, sec. 8.
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deploys for that conclusion undermines one familiar argument for why virtue is knowledge. In
other dialogues, Socrates considers the possibility that knowledge is uniquely eligible to be virtue
because of its special relationship to correct action. He frequently observes that knowledge reliably
(and perhaps infallibly) yields correct action. Knowledge is able to do this, at least in part, because
it ensures that any decisions the knower makes are themselves correct and entrenched in such a
way that the agent’s commitment to acting on them cannot be undermined.® This kind of argument
for why virtue is knowledge is undermined by the arguments of the Meno. Although Socrates
acknowledges that there is a link between knowledge and correct decision and action that makes
it a candidate for virtue, he also argues that true opinion is just as capable of securing correct
decision and action as knowledge is (96e-97c and 98c). As a result, appealing to knowledge’s
relation to the practical sphere provides no special reason to identify virtue with knowledge rather
than true opinion.®

The primary aim of this paper is to show that Socrates’ unexpected reversal is well-motivated,
given assumptions and claims that he makes over the course of his discussion with Meno and
Anytus. My argument hinges on two central claims. First, | will show that, for Socrates in the
Meno, a person does not count as genuinely virtuous unless that person is the source of the
correctness of her actions. More precisely, the fact that her actions are correct must ultimately be

due to the person’s exercise of her own capacities. Second, I will argue that, given Socrates’

® The idea that knowledge reliably yields correct decision and action is prominent in a number of dialogues, including
Euthyphro 6e and 15d, Euthydemus 280a-281c, and Laches 184d-185b. Protagoras 357a suggests that knowledge
always results in correct decisions. For the purported invulnerability of knowledge to any kind of undermining, see

Protagoras 356¢c—357e.

6 Cf. Irwin 1977, 143 (cf. 92) for a similar observation about the implications of the Meno s arguments.
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account of the nature of knowledge and true opinion in the Meno, only a person with knowledge
can meet this requirement. When a person acts on the basis of true opinion, the correctness of her
actions is always ultimately due to something beyond herself (e.g., the influence of fortune).
According to one interpretation of Socratic ethics, Socrates (at least in Plato’s early dialogues)
holds that virtue has merely instrumental value.” This account locates non-instrumental value in
certain states of affairs that are distinct from virtue. One implication of this view is that the virtuous
person’s role in securing the relevant states of affairs is not in itself a source of value.? It does not
matter whether the person herself brings about those states of affairs or whether they are brought
about for her through luck or the agency of someone else; all that matters is that the relevant states
of affairs obtain. Socrates’ focus in the Meno on the results of virtue, and in particular on the
correct actions that virtue guides, lends itself to the instrumentalist interpretation. As a result, one
might conclude that, for Socrates, the ultimate source of value lies, not in the possession of virtue
(e.g. knowledge or true opinion), but in the performance of the correct actions that virtue is
supposed to guide.® However, the argument of this paper shows that we should reject this
conclusion. If I am right, Socrates is committed to the view that a person’s role in bringing about
good states of affairs is a source of value. It is important not just that good states of affairs be
brought about—i.e. that correct actions be performed—but that the virtuous agent herself be

responsible for the fact that those states of affairs obtain. That is why it is crucial that we be able

" Irwin 1995, 65-77 makes the case for this interpretation.
8 See McCabe 2015b, 258-259 for a recent discussion of this implication.
® Alternatively, one might conclude that the ultimate source of value lies in the material goods that are themselves the

products of correct action. In either case, the de-centralization of the person is clear.
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to locate the source of the correctness of a person’s actions in the person herself. Moreover,
Socrates recognizes that only a virtue that is knowledge can ensure that the person is a locus of
responsibility. This suggests that Socrates’ interest in the thesis that virtue is knowledge may be
part of a broader project that seeks to secure for the person a place at the center of his ethical
theory.

In section 2, | present two requirements for virtue that Socrates commits himself to in the
Meno: the virtuous person must act correctly (when she acts), and she must be the ultimate source
of the correctness of her actions. In section 3, I turn to true opinion and knowledge, arguing that
true opinion does not meet the second condition and that knowledge does. In section 4, | discuss
evaluate my interpretation of the Meno relative to two alternatives.’® | return to the broader

implications of my argument in section 5.

2 Virtue and correct action

Over the course of the Meno, Socrates makes two important assumptions about virtue.!! The first
is that when a virtuous person acts she does so correctly. This assumption emerges especially

clearly in an exchange between Socrates and Meno toward the end of the dialogue:

10 One alternative has been proposed to me by Alex Long in correspondence; the other is defended in Perin 2012, 32.

11 am not claiming that Socrates takes himself to know that these assumptions are true. The question of what, if
anything, Socrates knows is a fraught one (see Matthews 2008, 114-123 for a good overview of some prominent

positions).
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—Soc. Weren’t we right in agreeing that it was necessary for good men to be beneficial and
that it couldn’t be any other way? —Men. Yes. —Soc. And didn’t we also rightly agree that

they are beneficial if they guide our affairs correctly? —~Men. Yes. (96e7-97a5)*?

Socrates’ backreference is to the earlier discussion of the thesis that virtue is knowledge. In that
discussion, the interlocutors agree to assume that virtue is good (&ya06v, 87d2—3) and therefore
beneficial (o@élyov, 87e3), and they also agree that virtue is the source of the goodness and
beneficialness of persons (87el-2). Socrates then claims that correctness is a condition of
beneficialness: “The soul makes things beneficial when it uses and guides [them] correctly, but it
makes them harmful when it does not use and guide correctly [f yoyn 0pB&dC pev ypopévn kai
Nyovuévn deEALO avTa Tolel, un 0pOdg o0& PraPepd]” (88e1-2). At this point, Socrates’ focus is
on the beneficialness of things (e.g. wealth). However, the implication for persons is clear. If a
person is to count as being beneficial (and hence as good), the things she does—her actions—must
be done correctly. If she acts incorrectly, then she is harmful (i.e. not beneficial), and thus she no

longer qualifies as good.™

L _Sokpang. ®de- 6Tt pév tovg dyadodg dvdpag d&l meshipovg sivar, opOdc dpoloyrkausy TodTo ye Tt 00K GV
SAAwG Exor- 1| Yap; —Mévav. vai. —Zokpdtnc. kai 6Tt ye deédpor Esovtol, v opOdS UV NYBVTOL TV TPOYLATMY,

Kol ToUTO oL KOADG ®poA0YoDpeEY; —MEvamv. vai.

13 It is unclear whether Socrates is making the strong claim that the virtuous person is only beneficial when she acts
(and acts correctly) or whether he is making the weaker claim that if a virtuous person acts correctly, she is beneficial.
The latter leaves open the possibility that a virtuous person who doesn’t act all but instead spends her life, e.g.,
contemplating the Form of the Good is nonetheless good and beneficial; the former precludes this possibility. The

Meno emphasizes the relation between virtue and action, so perhaps Socrates is genuinely attracted to the idea that
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The second—and for my purposes more important—assumption that Socrates makes has to
do with the source of the correctness of the virtuous person’s actions. He assumes that the virtuous
person herself is the source of that correctness, in the sense that it is something in her that makes
her actions correct; the correctness of her actions cannot be traced to the intervention of any person
or thing beyond the person herself. This idea is already implicit in the passages just discussed. As
we have seen, Socrates holds that virtue is the source of the goodness and beneficialness of persons.
When Socrates eventually identifies wisdom as a candidate for virtue, he takes care to locate it in
the soul and also to establish a link between the soul’s wisdom and the correctness of the actions
the soul undertakes. He claims that “the wise soul guides correctly, while the unwise soul guides
erroneously [0pBdc 6¢ ye N Euepov Tfyeltatr, Muaptnuéveog & 1N depov]” (88¢3-4), and he
concludes from this that the goodness of everything that belongs to a person (including her actions
and possessions) ultimately depends on the soul’s wisdom: “for man, the things that belong to the
soul itself depend on wisdom, and everything else depends on the soul, if they’re going to be good
[t avOpdT® T pEV Bl ThvTa €ig TV Yoy dvnptiioBat, Ta 6 TG Yuyiig avTig i ppovNnoLY,
el uélder ayodd etvon]” (88e5-89al).

Socrates also relies on this assumption about the relation between the person and her correct
actions towards the end of the dialogue. At this point, Socrates and Meno are investigating the
source of the virtuous actions of good people, focusing on the correct guidance given by rulers and

statesmen. Socrates claims that only two things can be responsible for correct guidance:

only the person who acts can be beneficial. However, the text does not require this strong reading, and the difference
between these two interpretations of Socrates’ claim does not matter for the purposes of my argument. In either case,

Socrates is assuming that the actions of the virtuous person are always correct.
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These two things alone, knowledge and true opinion, guide correctly, and when a man has
them he guides correctly—for what happens correctly through fortune does not happen by
human guidance, but where a man is a guide to what is correct, there are these two things,

true opinion and knowledge. (99a1-5)

Along the way to identifying the source of the statesmen’s correct guidance, Socrates takes the
time to explicitly rule out fortune (toyn) as a candidate.® The reason he gives for his rejection of
fortune is that fortune’s intervention precludes specifically human (&vbpwmivn) guidance.
Socrates’ focus is on who, or what, should be identified as the real source of something’s being
done well. His claim is that in cases where fortune intervenes for the better, it would be a mistake
to identify the human as the source of the good thing that happens. This is an intuitive point.
Imagine, for a moment, a caravan on its way to Larissa. The party comes to a crossroad, and its
leader must decide whether the group should go left or right. To make his decision, the leader

consults the heavens for a sign, and one obligingly appears to indicate the left-hand fork.

14 5p0ddc 88 ve MyeicBou Svo dvta tadto pdva, d6Eav te dANOT kol Emotuny, & Exov Evopamog OpOdS fysitar— T
YOp AT TOYNG TIVOC OpOGHC YyvOHEVE 0VK GvOpmiviy iyspovig Yiyvetor—av 8& 8vOpnmog ysudv oty i 10 dpHdv,

dvo tadta, 06&a AANONG Kai EmoTun.

15 In Greek, toyn can refer to chance (i.e. the random), but can also refer to divine providence (see McPherran 2005,
56-57 (esp. nn. 24 and 27) for helpful discussion of the issue and primary sources). Socrates does not disambiguate
the sense of the word in this passage, but divine intervention into human affairs is thematized throughout the Meno,
while there is no discussion of randomness. Thus, it seems likely that Socrates has divine providence in mind here. |
will say more about this in the following section. However, for the time being, the precise meaning of the word does
not matter. The general point Socrates is trying to make will be the same whether toyn refers to chance or divine

providence.
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Accordingly, the leader gives the order that the party should go left, and, as it turns out, the left-
hand road does indeed lead to Larissa. In this case, correct guidance was given (it was even voiced
by the leader of the caravan), but the leader of the caravan is not responsible for the correctness of
the guidance. He made the right decision because he was privy to a heavenly sign.'® Thus, it would
be misleading to say that the leader gave correct guidance.’ This in turn sheds light on how
Socrates is conceptualizing virtue. The fact that Socrates denies that fortune is relevant to the cases
they are considering (i.e. the cases of virtuous people) suggests that in these cases the person
herself is assumed to be the source of her good actions. That is to say, the fact that she “gets it
right” is due to the virtuous person herself. If it turned out that a statesman’s good decisions and
recommendations were actually due to fortune, then they would no longer count as instantiations

of his beneficialness and goodness at all.

16 One might reasonably think that the proximate cause of the caravan leader’s decision is a true opinion caused by
his interpretation of the heavenly sign. In that case, it is extremely puzzling why Socrates aligns true opinion with
knowledge (and not with fortune) at 99a1-5. At the beginning of Section 3, | explain why Socrates places true opinion
on the side of knowledge in this argument. However, I shall also go on to argue that Socrates’ considered view is that

true opinion actually belongs on the side of fortune.

7 The identification of the human being and fortune as competing sources of actions and outcomes would have been
familiar to Socrates’ audience. In the ancient Greek world, the workings of fortune and the capacities of human beings
are frequently pitted against one another. For example, in Euripides’ Alcestis, Heracles advises a servant that the
results of fortune are unclear (10 tfig TOYMC Yop dpavic ol mpoPrcetar, 785) and recommends, “[clount this day’s life
as yours, but count the rest as belonging to fortune” (tov ka8’ Nuépav / Biov Aoyifov cdv, Ta & Al THg TOYNG, 788—
89). Underlying the advice is the idea that where fortune is in control, humans are not (and cannot be). It would be
foolish to try to assert authority over what does not belong to one. Cf. Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics 1112a30, where

human agency is distinguished from the workings of nature, necessity, and fortune (toyn).
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The same assumption emerges, though less directly, when Socrates introduces Anytus as a
candidate co-investigator of virtue. Socrates says that one of Anytus’s qualifications for this role
is the fact he “has a wealthy and wise [tAovoiov 1€ kai coeov] father, Anthemion, who did not get
his wealth automatically or as a gift [ém0 ToD avtoudtov ovde ddvtog Tivag]. . .but who acquired
it through his own wisdom and effort [6ALd 1] adTOD coiq kTnoduevog kol Empeieia]” (90al—
5). The fact that Anthemion is wise suggests that he is virtuous, according to the conclusion
reached at 89al. The fact that Anthemion is wealthy shows that he has also been successful in a
conventional way that both Meno and Anytus would acknowledge. But Socrates does not leave it
at that. He also shows that Anthemion is the source of his material success. Anthemion’s wealth
did not just appear. He used his wisdom to make sound financial decisions that ultimately led to
his becoming rich. It is unlikely that Socrates actually means to attribute genuine virtue to
Anthemion.'® However, even if the description of Anthemion is not supposed to be completely
accurate, it nevertheless presupposes that the virtuous person is responsible for the good outcomes
she attains and (a fortiori) for the correct actions that lead to those outcomes.

Together Socrates’ two assumptions suggest two conditions that a person must meet in order
to count as being virtuous. First, if and when the person acts, she must act correctly. Second, the
person must be the source of the correctness of her actions. I will call this second condition “the
source requirement,” and it is our key to understanding why Socrates ultimately concludes that

genuine virtue is knowledge rather than true opinion.

18 Cf. Bluck 1961, ad 90a2-3.
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3 True opinion, knowledge, and the source requirement

The central claims of this section are that (a) a person whose actions are based on true opinion
cannot meet the source requirement, while (b) a person whose actions are based on knowledge
does meet that requirement. It will be relatively easy to show that the second claim is true, and |
will turn to a discussion of knowledge toward the end of this section. However, the first claim
requires more defence, so | will devote the bulk of this section to my argument for it.

At first glance, the claim that true opinion fails the source requirement might strike the reader
as simply confused, given the argument of the previous section. At the end of section 2, | discussed
a passage in which Socrates contrasts human guidance with the guidance of fortune, and | argued
that in drawing this contrast Socrates is distinguishing between cases in which humans are the
source of their correct actions and cases in which something beyond the human is ultimately
responsible for those correct actions. However, in the same passage, Socrates explicitly identifies
both knowledge and true opinion as sources of human guidance. This suggests that a person who
acts on the basis of true opinion is the source of the correctness of her actions after all.

A closer look at the context of this passage shows that Socrates is not committed to this view.
The passage contrasting human guidance with the guidance of fortune is part of Socrates’ broader
argument for the conclusion that virtue is true opinion.® Allying true opinion with knowledge (and
against fortune) accomplishes two important things for Socrates, relative to the broader argument.

First, it ensures that true opinion is included on the initial exhaustive list of candidates for virtue.

19 The overall argument runs from 96e1, when Socrates remarks that knowledge is not the only thing whose guidance
enables humans to act correctly, to 99b11, when Socrates finally eliminates knowledge as a contender for virtue,

leaving true opinion as the only remaining candidate.
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This is what enables Socrates to use an argument from elimination to show that only true opinion
is the source of virtuous action. Second, if | am right that Socrates holds the source requirement
for virtue, then part of what he needs to show is precisely that a person whose virtue is true opinion
meets the requirement. Since (as we have seen) actions based on fortune fail the source
requirement, it will be important that true opinion be distinguished from fortune if virtue is indeed
true opinion. Thus, we should not be surprised that in the context of this argument Socrates
identifies true opinion as a source of correct (and distinctively human) action.

However, although the alignment of true opinion with knowledge has a clear role to play in
Socrates’ argument for Vvirtue as true opinion, it does not follow that this is Socrates’ final take on
the matter. The fact that Socrates changes his mind about the nature of virtue in the final moments
of the dialogue suggests that we should be wary about accepting his argument for virtue as true
opinion wholesale. If genuine virtue is knowledge after all, then there must be something wrong
with the argument for virtue as true opinion. The challenge for Plato’s reader is to find where the
argument has gone wrong. One of the advantages of the view | develop in this section is that it
yields a diagnosis of the problem with the final main argument of the Meno. Socrates’ mistake is
precisely that he includes true opinion as a source of distinctively human action.

The first piece of evidence for my claim that the person with true opinion fails the source
requirement comes from a passage that immediately follows the one in which Socrates contrasts
fortune and human guidance. Socrates has concluded that the goodness and beneficialness of
statesmen is not a result of knowledge, on the grounds that statesmen did not acquire their ability

to guide correctly through learning (99a7-b9). This leaves only one option:
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—Soc. Thus, if it is not by means of knowledge [that they guide the citizens], the only other
option is that they do so by means of good opinion.?° Statesmen set their cities straight
using this, and when it comes to being wise they’re no different than soothsayers and
prophets. For the latter also say many true things when they are inspired, but they don’t
know what they say. -Men. That’s likely so. —Soc. Well, Meno, is it appropriate to call
such men divine, who, although they lack comprehension, succeed in doing and saying
many great things? —Men. Absolutely. —-Soc. So it would be correct to call divine all those
to whom we just now referred—soothsayers, prophets, and all poets—and it would be
especially appropriate to say that statesmen are divine and inspired, since they are inspired
and possessed by god whenever they succeed in saying many great things, despite not

knowing what they say. —Men. Absolutely. (99b11-d6)?*

20 Socrates’ choice of the word evdo&ia here is odd. Roslyn Weiss 2001, 164-167 argues that the word here means
“good reputation,” so that Socrates’ conclusion is actually that virtue is good reputation. It is true that gvdo&ia can
refer to a good reputation, but it would be extremely odd if that is how Socrates uses the word in this passage, given
that the overall focus of the discussion has been on true opinion; cf. Bluck 1961, ad 99b9. | take it that the word is
being used as a synonym for true opinion, but in order to convey the peculiarity of the expression, | translate it more

literally as “good opinion.” I discuss why Socrates might choose such a peculiar word later in this section.

A __Yoxphtne. ovkodv i ui émotiun, evdofig & 1O Aowmdv yiyvetol: i oi TOMTIKOL VSpEC YPMUEVOL TS TOAEIC
dpBodotv, oVdEV SlapepdvTHg Exoviec TPOC TO Ppovelv fi ol ypnoumdoi Te kol oi Bsopdvisic- kai yap ovTot
gvBovc1®vTeg Aéyovoty pdv dAndfj kol moArd, ioact 8¢ 00dEv dv Aéyovoty. —Mévmv. kvduvedetl obtwg Exev. —
TokpdTng. ovkodv, ® Mévav, 8Elov Tovtovg Osiovg KaAsiv Tovg 8vopag, oltveg vodv um Exovteg moALd kol peydia
KatopBodotv GV TPATTOVGL Kai Aéyovot; —MEvmv. Thvy Ye. —Zokpdng. 0pddc &p” &v kaloipey Ogiovg Te 0Dg vuvdn

EAEYOLEV YPNOUMIOVG Kol LAVTELG KOl TOVG TOMTIKOVG Emavtag: Kol ToVG TOAITIKOVG ovY, fKIoTa TOVT®™V Qaiuey v
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In the course of establishing true opinion as the source of the virtuous action of statesmen, Socrates
draws a connection between statesmen and the divine. A statesman succeeds in speaking true
things and doing what is right because he has true opinions, but he only has true opinions because
he is inspired by god. Socrates reiterates the point a few lines later, claiming that virtue (understood
as true opinion) “comes to those who have it by divine lot [0<iq poipa] and without comprehension
[Gvev voD]” (99¢6-100al). The example makes it clear that the fact that the statesman has a grasp
of the truth is not due to his exercise of his own cognitive capacity for opinion, but rather to the
intervention of something (or someone) external to that capacity. This already suggests that the
statesman fails the source requirement, but it is important to specify what, precisely, occasions this
failure.

One possibility is that the statesman fails the source requirement because he would never have
acquired his true opinions, and so would never have acted correctly, without the intervention of
something external. This requires us to read the passage as identifying god as the origin of the
statesman’s true opinions. Divine intervention consists in instilling true opinions in the statesman.
This is a common way of understanding Socrates’ reference to divine inspiration, especially for
those who think that Socrates does not actually intend to attribute the statesmen’s true opinions to

divine intervention.?? Unfortunately, this interpretation has a serious flaw. It requires us to hold

Beiovg e elvan kai £vBovoialety, émimvoug dvtag kol koTexopévoug &k Tod Beod, dtav koTopddot Aéyovieg ToAAY Kol

HEYGAD TPEYHOTO, UNSEV £id0TEC BV Aéyovoty. —MEvav. TavL Y.

22 Seott 1995, 43 suggests that the references to divine intervention are ironic but that the deeper point is that the

statesmen “hit upon the truth only in spite of themselves.” Bluck 1961, ad 100al also reads the passage this way:
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that Socrates simply ignores the possibility that the statesmen were born with true opinions, which
they became aware of through a process of recollection. This possibility is salient in the context of
the Meno because it was made available by Socrates’ illustration of recollection in the geometry
lesson. Over the course of that lesson, Meno’s slave becomes aware of some true opinions that he
has, but Socrates also heavily emphasizes the fact that those opinions were already in the slave
prior to beginning the process of recollection (see esp. 85¢4 and 85¢6).2% If Meno’s slave has latent
true opinions about abstract geometrical principles that he is capable of uncovering through
recollection, then surely it is possible that the statesmen’s true opinions about how best to run their
cities had a similar origin. The fact that Socrates fails to consider this possibility demonstrates

either careless reasoning or (more darkly) deliberate obfuscation.?

“Anyone who, without knowledge and without instruction. . ., managed to hit upon true opinions about virtue might

well be said to have succeeded through divine inspiration or through some sort of miracle.”

2 For an illuminating defense of the view that (according to Socrates) we are born in possession of truths that are

capable of becoming the contents of the cognitive states of either opining or knowing, see Bronstein and Schwab 2019.

24 Recognition of this difficulty has led some scholars to distinguish between true opinions that are acquired through
recollection and those that are not (cf. Scott 1995, 42). However, this distinction alone does not solve the problem.
Even if we grant a distinction between true opinions that are recollected and true opinions that are not, it remains
unclear why Socrates thinks he is entitled to assume that the true opinions of the statesmen belong to the latter rather
than the former class. Panos Dimas’s interpretation of the passage avoids the problem entirely by arguing that the
statesmen have been divinely inspired in the sense that they are more likely than others to recollect the latent true
opinions required for virtue (2007, 19-20). This is an ingenious solution, but it seems a clear strike against this reading
that Socrates makes no reference to recollection in his description of the statesmen. Although | think we need an
interpretation of the passage that allows for the possibility that the statesmen might have recollected their true opinions,

I also think (given the paucity of evidence) that we should be wary of a reading that requires their opinions to have
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Fortunately for us, however, a different interpretation of divine intervention is available, one
that has (to my knowledge) gone entirely unnoticed by commentators. Socrates says of the
statesmen’s counterparts that “when they are inspired [évOovci@vtec] they say many true things”
and that the statesmen themselves “are inspired and possessed by god whenever [6tav] they
succeed in saying many great things.” This description of the statesmen’s condition suggests that
divine intervention is ongoing. The god does not merely intervene once, at the beginning of an
episode of correct acting, to instill true opinions in the statesman (winding him up, as it were, and
then letting the true opinions play out on their own). Rather, the god is acting on the statesman for
the duration of the time that the statesman acts and speaks correctly. This supports a new
interpretation of divine intervention. The god is not being identified as the origin of the statesman’s
true opinions but as the sustainer of those true opinions. Socrates is drawing our attention to the
fact that the statesman’s continued possession of true opinion is dependent on factors that are
external to him. When divine intervention ceases, the statesman will cease to have the relevant true
opinion and will, accordingly, cease to speak and act correctly. Since the issue of how the true
opinions have been acquired is distinct from the issue of how they are sustained, this interpretation
of divine intervention allows for the possibility that the statemen have acquired their true opinions
through recollection. Thus, it avoids the problem faced by the first interpretation. However, it
resembles its predecessor in one important respect: it has clear implications for the statesman’s
ability to meet the source requirement. Regardless of how he has acquired his true opinions, the

divinely inspired statesman will fail the source requirement. This is because something external to

been recollected. The interpretation I am about to propose meets both these desiderata and draws directly on Socrates’

characterization of the statesmen.
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him (a god) is responsible for the fact that, at this very moment, he continues to possess the true
opinion that guides his correct action.

In the previous section, we saw that Socrates initially aligns true opinion with knowledge and
opposes both knowledge and true opinion to fortune (toyn). Knowledge and true opinion are
compatible with human guidance while fortune is not. One result of Socrates’ vivid depiction of
the inspired statesmen is that it suggests that this initial squaring off is mistaken. It turns out that
fortune and the statesmen’s true opinions are fundamentally alike in that both are sources of correct
action that are not under a person’s control. A person does not get to decide when to have fortune
intervene on her behalf and, similarly, the statesman does not get to decide whether god continues
to sustain his true opinions. The conceptual alignment of true opinion with fortune is underscored
by two additional features of the passage. First, as | noted above (n. 15), the ancient Greek
conception of fortune includes the notion of divine providence.?® Thus, someone who has
benefitted from divine providence can be said to have experienced a kind of good fortune.?® It
follows that by attributing the statesmen’s good actions and true opinions to divine intervention,
Socrates can also be understood as attributing those actions and opinions to good fortune. Second,
| earlier pointed out (n. 20) that Socrates uses a peculiar word for the true opinions of the statesmen.
He initially says that they act by means of evdo&ig or good opinion. This word choice is a striking
departure from the phrases that Socrates has been using for true opinion (&\n6ng 66&a and 6pO1y

d6&a). However, the selection is less puzzling when we realize that the word gvdo&ia bears a strong

% Some examples of fortune being used in this sense (also cited by McPherran 2005, 57 n. 27) appear in Pindar’s
Olympian 12.1-2, where Fortune is identified as a child of Zeus, and Aeschylus’ Agamemnon 663-680, where “saving

fortune” (thym cwtp) is linked with Zeus and divine power.

% |n the Eudemian Ethics, Avristotle argues that good fortune (edtvyia) is divine providence (1248b5).
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linguistic similarity to the Greek word for good luck or good fortune, gotvyia. Given Socrates’
recent reference to a toyn that is responsible for things turning out well, and given the references
to divine providence (themselves linked to good fortune) which will shortly follow, it may be that
Socrates intends the use of gbdo&ia to remind his audience of gvtvyio and to prime them to
appreciate that there is a fundamental similarity between good (true) opinion and good fortune.
Additional support for my overall interpretation of the implications of the discussion of the
inspired statesmen also comes from the lon’s discussion of poets. In the Meno, Socrates eventually
includes poets (ot momtikoi, Meno 99d1) among the class of those whom we correctly call divine
(together with soothsayers, prophets, and statesmen). This inclusion is puzzling in the context of
the Meno, where poets have not been directly discussed. But a look at the lon explains why
Socrates thinks they deserve this classification. Socrates’ characterization of the poets in the lon
is remarkably similar to his characterization of the statesmen in the Meno. Socrates repeatedly says
that the poets say fine and true things (lon 533e7; 534b3, b7-cl, d2-3), despite lacking
comprehension (vobc: lon 534b5-6, ¢8, d3). He claims that they are possessed (kateydpevot: lon
533e7; 534e5), and he compares them to soothsayers (ypnopmooi: lon 534d1) and prophets (ot
Beopavteig: lon 534d1). Most striking of all is Socrates’ explanation of why the poets lack

comprehension:

God removes the comprehension of these people and uses them as servants, just as he

uses soothsayers and divine prophets, for this reason: that we who hear them may know

that they are not the ones who say these worthy things, since they lack comprehension,
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but rather it is god himself who speaks and addresses us through them. (lon 534c7-d4,

emphasis mine)?’

By removing the comprehension of a person, the god makes that person a mere conduit of divine
power. As a result, the person himself is not responsible for the fact that he says worthy things; the
responsible party is the god who acts through him. Given the broad similarities between the
statesmen of the Meno and the poets of the lon, it seems likely that in linking the statesmen to the
divine, Socrates also means to be suggesting that these statesmen are not the source of their good
actions. Whatever good they do cannot be credited to them but should instead be attributed to the
god who has possessed them.

The description of the statesmen as under the heady influence of the divine is clearly designed
to be provocative. When Socrates finishes, Meno remarks that Anytus will likely be annoyed
(GrxOnron, 99e2) by this depiction, and, as | noted above, it is unclear whether Socrates himself
really thinks that there are any Athenian statesmen who have been divinely inspired.? Despite this
uncertainty, the passage is significant because it highlights a feature of the statesmen’s true opinion
that actually belongs to all true opinion. As | argued above, the statesmen run afoul of the source
requirement because their continued possession of true opinion depends on something external to
them. What | will now show is that in the Meno the continued possession of true opinion always

depends on something external to the person, regardless of whether that person is divinely inspired.

27 §160 Tadta 88 O 0£0¢ EEaPoVEVOC TOVTOV TOV VOV TOVTOLS YpfiTon HInpétoic kai Toig ¥pnoumdoic kol Toic pévtest
10ic Belotg, Tvo MUElC ol dxovovTeg sidduey 8Tt ovy ovTol gioty ol TodTo Adyovteg obTm moALoD &Eia, ol Voic um

TAPESTV, GAL" O Be0G aTOG 0TV O Aéymv, S10 TOVTMV O POEYYETAL TPOG TUAG.

28 See n. 22.
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My evidence for these claims comes from one of the most notorious passages in the Meno:
Socrates’ discussion of the statues of Daedalus.

Socrates’ introduction of the statues of Daedalus is sparked by a challenge from Meno. If, as
Socrates has just argued, true opinion and knowledge are equally valuable when it comes to
guiding our actions correctly, then, asks Meno, why is knowledge considered to be more
honourable (tywtépa) than true opinion and why should we think that they are two different

things at all (97¢11-d3)? Socrates responds:

[A]-Socrates. You haven’t paid attention to the statues of Daedalus—or perhaps you
don’t have them. —-Meno. What’s your point? —Socrates. I’'m talking about the fact that
those [statues] escape and run away, unless they are bound, but if they are bound, they
remain. —Meno. And? —Socrates. It is not worth a whole lot to possess one of that man’s
[Daedalus’s] creations when it has been let loose, as is the case with a runaway slave, for
it doesn’t stay. But it is worth a lot when it has been bound; for they are very fine works.
[B] To what does this relate? To true opinions. For true opinions are also a fine possession
and produce all good things, as long as they stay. But they don’t like to stay for long, and
instead run away from the soul of man, so that they are not worth much, until one binds
them with explanatory reasoning.?® And this, dear Meno, is recollection, as we earlier

agreed. [C] Once they are bound, first they become knowledge and then stable. And it is

2 The translation of this phrase is difficult. aitiag Aoyicpog might also be translated as “causal reasoning.” I have
opted for the translation “explanatory reasoning,” since in the Meno Socrates seems more interested in developing
accounts that are properly explanatory than he is in reasoning about causes or first principles. Cf. Fine 2004, 55-61

for detailed discussion of this issue.
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because of these things that knowledge is more honourable than true opinion and

surpasses true opinion by its bond. (97d9-98a8)*

Socrates’ response to Meno’s question unfolds in three parts (labelled (A), (B), and (C) above). In
order to see how the problem with the true opinions of the statesmen generalizes to all true
opinions, it will be helpful to begin by reflecting on what the statues of Daedalus analogy tells us
about true opinion. This is covered in parts (A) and (B) of the analogy. In (A), Socrates describes
some salient features of the statues of Daedalus: they are fine works and for this reason are worth
possessing, but their worth is diminished by the fact that, unless they are bound, they run away.
(B) shows that true opinions share these properties: they are fine works and worth possessing, and,
like the statues, their worth is diminished by the fact that they run away unless they are bound.
Most interpreters take Socrates’ claim about the nature of the statues and true opinions to be a

modal one.®! It would be extremely surprising if Socrates holds that each true opinion always

30 [A]—Zwxpdtg. 611 10ig AadéAov dydAuacty 0 Tpocicynkac TOV vodv- iomg 8¢ 00d” Eotty map” Duiv. —Mévav
TpOC Ti 8¢ &1 ToDTo Aéyeic; —Zwkpdtne. 8Tt kol TodTo, &0y PEV pTy dedepéva 1, Amodidpackel kol SpameTevst, Sdv 8¢
dedepéva, mapapével. —Mévov. Tl oDV §1); —ZoKpaTnG. TV EKeivov momudTmY AsAvpéVoY PV EKTHCOML 00 TOAATC
Twvog GE0V ot Tipdic, domep dpamétnv avOp@TOV —OoV Yap TaPAUEVEL—OESEUEVOV OE TOALOD BELoV: ThVL Yap KOAX
16 Epya dotiv. [B] mpog i ovv 81 Ay tadta; mpog Tag S6Eag Tag dANOEic. 860V piv av ¥pOVoV TaPALEVOGLY, KOADY
70 ¥pRpa Koi wavt” dyada épyalovior oAy 8¢ xpdvov ovK 0EA0Vot mapapéEveELY, GALY SPATETEVOVGLY €K THG WOYTG
10D AvBpmdmov, BGote ov ToAoD dE0i sicty, Ewg v Tic odTac dor aitiag Aoyioud. Tobto 8 €oTiv, d Mévav taips,
avapvnotlg, ag &v toig mpodchev Nuiv dpordyntat. [C] énedav 6¢ debdoty, mpdTov pev émotiual yiyvovtol, Ensito

puévor: kol 010 tadta 1 TLOTEPOV EMoTIUN 0pBTic S0ENC €otiv, Kal Stupépel deopd Emothun opOTg 60N,

31 Examples of those who hold the modal interpretation include Fine 2004, 72; Perin 2012, 17-18; Scott 2006, 133;

Taylor 2009, 172; Williams 1978, 38; and Williamson 2000, 78-79.
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leaves the soul at some point, since there are clearly cases in which a cognizer might cling to a true
opinion throughout his life. For example, if the cognizer has a dogmatic character, he may manage
to hold onto a true opinion despite pressure from countervailing evidence. A more plausible
interpretation of Socrates’ claim is that, in certain cases (e.g. when one encounters a powerful but
misleading argument), true opinion can be lost. In what follows, | assume this standard (modal)
interpretation of Socrates’ claim.®? Together, (A) and (B) identify a problem with both true opinion
and the statues: when they are not bound, they are unstable, i.e. in certain situations they can be
lost. In the case of true opinion, this is problematic because it means that the cognizer’s grasp of
truth is unstable.

(A) and (B) also identify a solution to the problem. In (A) Socrates claims that “if they [the
statues] are bound, they remain [¢éav 8¢ dedepéva, mapauével].” In (B) Socrates states that true
opinions “don’t like to stay for long, and instead run away from the soul of man, so that they are
not worth much, until one binds them with explanatory reasoning [Ew¢ &v Tig avtag dnon aitiog
Loywou®].” Bondage is supposed to be the general solution to the instability of both the statues and
the true opinions. However, it is important to notice that (A) and (B) differ in the specifics of what
they propose. (A) does not specify how the statues should be bound. This suggests that any kind
of bondage will do, as long as it makes the statue secure. By contrast, in (B) Socrates states that
true opinion requires a particular kind of bondage: they must be bound with explanatory reasoning.
That is to say, not just any kind of bond will do. On the face of it, this is surprising. So far, we

have been operating on the assumption that the problem with true opinion is simply that true

32 However, the point that | aim to defend (that the continued possession of all true opinion depends on something
external to the cognizer) does not depend on the modal interpretation. This point holds even if one thinks that Socrates

is making the categorical claim that all true opinion will in fact leave the soul at some point.
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opinion can depart from the human soul, taking with it the cognizer’s grasp of the truth. But if that
is right, then Socrates’ claim that the bond of explanatory reason is necessary to secure true opinion
seems false. For binding true opinions with explanatory reasoning is surely not the only way in
which true opinions can be secured for an agent. In fact, the divinely inspired statesmen from the
end of the dialogue offer a prime example of an alternative kind of bond: their true opinions are
secured for them by god. A statesman in the grips of divine inspiration cannot lose his true
opinions, even if he is confronted by misleading arguments, since those opinions are guaranteed
to remain as long as divine inspiration persists.

The fact that Socrates insists on a particular kind of bondage for true opinion suggests that the
problem with true opinion goes deeper than its instability. In order to make sense of the specific
solution that Socrates proposes, we need to think more carefully about what true opinion’s
instability implies. One thing that the instability of true opinion indicates is the corresponding lack
of control that the cognizer has over her retention of that opinion (and, in consequence, over her
retention of the truth). This feature of the relationship between the cognizer and true opinion is
made especially clear by the way that Socrates develops his account of the value of an unbound
statue in (A). Socrates compares the value of possessing (éxtfjcbat) an unbound statue to the value
of a runaway slave (dpamétng GvOpomog). The emphasis on possession invites the audience to
evaluate the worth of the statue, and of the runaway, from the perspective of a possessor. From
this perspective the issue of lack of control is readily apparent. What the possessor of an unbound
statue and the possessor of a runaway slave have in common is precisely that both are unable to

prevent the departure of their possessions.® The same applies to someone who merely believes a

33 There is an ambiguity in the case of the runaway. It is unclear whether Socrates is imagining a case in which the

legal owner of a slave loses the slave or a case in which someone (not the legal owner) comes into possession of a
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truth. Even if a true opiner would prefer to retain her grasp of the truth, she cannot prevent its loss
should her true opinion “decide” to leave (e.g., in the face of a persuasive but misleading
argument).

Importantly, this lack of control cannot be remedied through just any kind of binding of the
true opinion. Consider a statesman whose true opinions are sustained for the duration of his life by
means of divine inspiration. In this case, the statesman’s opinions are modally stable: they cannot
be lost, given the fact of divine inspiration. Despite this stability, however, the statesman is
manifestly not in control of whether he continues to believe what is true. It is a god who ensures
his continued grasp of the truth by ensuring his continued possession of true opinion. Thus, if the
deeper problem with true opinion is that it places the grasp of the truth beyond the opiner’s control,
then it is clear that not every kind of binding will provide an adequate solution to the problem.
What is required is a specific kind of binding, one that places the cognizer in charge of the
continued possession of the truth.

The bond of explanatory reasoning meets this condition. The precise nature of this bond is
unclear, but there are two points that | think scholars would agree on. First, at the very least, the
bond of explanatory reasoning ensures that the cognizer retains her grasp of the truth, even when
she is placed in situations where a true opiner might lose that grasp. In (C), Socrates puts this point

in terms of the stability of knowledge: “Once they [true opinions] are bound, first they become

runaway slave. In either case, however, the possessor lacks control over the slave, either because the slave has run
away against the possessor’s wishes or because the possessor will eventually be obliged by law to return the slave to

his legal owner.
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knowledge and then stable [pévipnot].”* The stability of knowledge is the result of explanatory
reasoning and is clearly supposed to contrast with the instability of the true opinions that is
emphasized in (A) and (B). Thus, the bond of explanatory reasoning addresses the surface problem
with true opinions by ensuring that the cognizer has a stable grasp of the truth. Second, and
crucially, the bond of explanatory reasoning secures the cognizer’s grasp of the truth in a way that
locates that security in the cognizer herself and specifically in an epistemic capacity. Again, the
details of how exactly the bond of explanatory reasoning ensures stability are contentious. One
popular view is that the bond of explanatory reasoning provides the agent with an understanding
of why some fact obtains.3® This understanding, in turn, enables the agent to withstand arguments
that are persuasive but misleading and ultimately to avoid succumbing to falsehood. However,
even if someone rejects the claim that explanatory reasoning gives rise to understanding (as
opposed to some other cognitive state), they should still agree that the focus of the passage is on
the cognizer’s internal transformation from being an opiner to being a knower. The bond of

explanatory reasoning is not something external to the cognizer, imposed on her by (e.g.) a god.

34 There is a debate about what happens to true opinions once they have been bound. The central point of contention
is whether the resulting knowledge is itself a form of belief (see Fine 2004 for an argument in favor of treating
knowledge as a form of belief in the Meno; for a counter-argument see Moss and Schwab 2019, 9). However, the issue
need not concern us. My focus is not, in the first instance, on the relationship between the agent and her true opinion
but between the agent and the truth. Regardless of whether knowledge turns out to be a form of true belief, all parties

to the dispute should agree that it ensures a stable connection to the truth.

% This way of fleshing out understanding comes from Schwab 2015, esp. 17-20, but the idea that Socrates has
something like understanding in mind in this passage is widespread. See, e.g., Bluck 1961, ad 98a3; Dimas 2007, 17;

Ebrey 2014, 19-20; Moravcsik 1970, 65-67; Nehamas 1985, 20; and Wedgwood 2018, 34.
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Rather, it is something she forges for herself, by engaging in a process that places her in a new
relation to whatever truth or truths she grasps. This implies that the cognizer’s subsequent ability
to retain the truth, even in adverse circumstances, is genuinely her ability, the direct result of her
exercise of her capacity for knowledge.*

My analysis of the statues of Daedalus analogy shows that true opinion suffers from a very
specific problem. Its problem is not merely that its instability makes the cognizer’s grasp of the
truth unstable. The deeper problem—the one that only a bond of explanatory reasoning can solve—
is that the continued possession of true opinion is not up to the cognizer. As a result, when a
cognizer does end up retaining a true opinion, it would be a mistake to identify her as the source
of this cognitive success. The fundamental source of this success will always be due to something
beyond her exercise of her capacity to believe: e.g. the fact that (as luck would have it) she was
never exposed to powerful persuasion or, perhaps, the fact that divine inspiration prevented her

from succumbing to the persuasion she encountered.

% | have deliberately avoided substantive discussion of the implications of my analysis for the value of knowledge
and true opinion. Defending a view on this issue is beyond the scope of the paper. However, | do think that my analysis
suggests a distinctive account of what makes knowledge more valuable (tyuuwtépa) than true opinion. Socrates’ point
is that it is better to be the source of one’s own cognitive success than to be at the mercy of fate or chance. The value
of this kind of mastery might be partly due to the fact that it ensures practical success, but that needn’t be the whole
story. Another possibility is that—as in the case of virtue—we reserve a special regard for those whose success
(practical or cognitive) is truly their own. We admire the master craftsman more than we admire her apprentices, even
if the apprentices reliably produce excellent shoes by following the master craftsman’s orders. On this reading,
knowledge is more honorable than true opinion precisely because it makes one the master of one’s own success. | plan
to develop this view in future work. Thanks to a referee for encouraging me to address this point. For the defense of

a similar view in contemporary philosophy, see Greco 2003; thanks to Juan S. Pifieros Glasscock for the citation.
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At the beginning of the previous section, | sketched two conditions a person must meet in
order to count as virtuous. First, if and when she acts, she must act correctly. Second, she must be
the source of the correctness of her actions. Although it is difficult to meet the first condition
without having knowledge, it is not impossible (as we have seen). It is implied that the inspired
statesmen manage to consistently act correctly for a long period of time, despite the fact that they
have only true opinions. However, someone whose correct action is based on (mere) true opinion
fails to meet the second condition. This is because the fact that she continues to possess the true
opinions on which her actions are based is due to something external to her. Thus, when she does
and says the right things, it is not appropriate to say that she is responsible for her correct actions.
The real source of the correctness of her actions is whatever external force is securing her true
opinions, whether it be luck, divine providence, or the workings of nature. This shows that the
statesmen at the end of the Meno are not anomalies. They offer an especially vivid example of how
the retention of true opinion is due to something that lies outside the agent and his own cognitive
abilities, but they are not the only true opiners who require intervention in order to maintain their
true opinions. According to the statues of Daedalus analogy, anyone who possesses true opinion
is in the same position.

By contrast, an agent who acts correctly out of knowledge meets both the conditions for
virtue. The knower meets the first condition because knowledge (like true opinion) provides the
agent with a grasp of the truth. In the Meno, it is assumed that the agent’s grasp of the truth always
guides action well. So, the knower will always act correctly, whenever she acts. Moreover, and
more importantly, | have argued that the knower’s continued possession of truth is due to her own
cognitive ability as a knower. Part of what it is to be a knower is to be able to retain one’s grasp of

the truth even when (e.g.) one is under the influence of persuasive speech. Thus, the source of the
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correctness of the knower’s actions is located in the knower herself; it cannot be traced to some
further thing external to her cognitive abilities. This is why, in the last moments of the dialogue,
Socrates changes his mind about the nature of virtue. A statesman who acts correctly out of
knowledge “would be, in respect of virtue, like the genuine article [dAn0&c...mpayua] next to

shadows” because he alone would meet both conditions for virtue.

4 Two competitors to the source requirement

| have argued that the source requirement for virtue motivates Socrates’ final position in the Meno.
We are now in a position to evaluate my proposal relative to two alternatives. First, it has been
suggested to me that the problem with those who succeed without knowledge is not that they fail
to meet the source requirement but that they fail to meet a different requirement for virtue, namely,
that the virtuous person must be able to make others virtuous like herself. The lines that
immediately precede the reference to Teiresias might be thought to support this interpretation. For
there, the main difference between the statesman with knowledge and the statesman with true
opinion is that the knower—but not the true opiner—can pass his virtue on to others.3” However,
| think this reading of the Meno s final passage misses its argumentative point. The transmission
of virtue is presented as potential evidence for the claim that virtue is knowledge. Socrates’ point
is not that being able to make other people virtuous is a condition of virtue, but that being able to
make others like oneself is a condition of knowledge. If a virtuous person were to meet this

condition, then that would show that their virtue is knowledge and not true opinion. Other passages

371 am grateful to Alex Long for raising this objection.
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in which the possibility of transmitting virtue is discussed show a similar focus. The question is
what the transmission of virtue (or lack thereof) means for the claim that virtue is knowledge.*® Of
course, on the view I have defended here (and given Socrates’ assumption that knowledge is
teachable), it will be the case that all genuinely virtuous people will be able to transmit their virtue
to others, since all such people will be knowers. But their ability to transmit their virtue is merely
evidence that they possess knowledge; it is not the explanation for why they count as virtuous to
begin with. Moreover, even if one were to show that Socrates thinks the ability to transmit one’s
virtue is a condition of virtue, that would not undermine the source requirement. Indeed, the source
requirement offers a natural explanation for why one would want to count as a condition of virtue
the ability to transmit it: the inability to transmit one’s virtue to others might demonstrate that one
is not actually responsible for one’s cognitive and practical success and so is not truly virtuous
after all.

The second alternative has recently been defended by Casey Perin. Perin argues that Socrates
ultimately denies that true opinion is virtue because a person whose actions are based on true
opinion fails to meet what Perin calls “the counterfactual requirement on virtue.” The
counterfactual requirement is the requirement that “if things had been different in certain ways—
if one had found oneself in circumstances different in certain ways from those in which one does
find oneself—one’s behavior would have been no less consistently virtuous.”*® Given that a
person’s opinions guide his actions, Perin concludes that in the context of the Meno the

counterfactual requirement “is the requirement that if the virtuous person were exposed to any

38 See 89d4-e3, the discussion that immediately follows, and its conclusion 96a6-d4; cf. 98d4-13.

%9 Perin 2012, 32, emphasis Perin's.
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argument designed to lead him to abandon any of his true beliefs about virtue, he would not
abandon any of these beliefs.”*°A person who acts on the basis of true opinion fails the
counterfactual requirement because true opinion is modally unstable. Since there are situations in
which a person would be led to abandon his true opinions about virtue, there are situations in which
such a person would fail to act correctly. Perin’s interpretation invites two questions about my
own. First, what is the difference between Perin’s counterfactual requirement on virtue and my
source requirement? Second, if there is a difference, why prefer my view to Perin’s? I will take
these questions in turn.

Regarding the first question, it is important to acknowledge that my view and Perin’s will
yield the same verdict about the virtuousness of a person across a wide range of cases. A person
who meets the source requirement will meet Perin’s counterfactual requirement since it is true that
if her circumstances were to change in the ways Perin discusses (e.g. if she were to encounter a
sophist), she would not lose her grasp of the truth. However, although there is broad agreement in
the verdicts of the two requirements, the verdicts are not coextensive. To see this, simply recall
Socrates’ divinely inspired statesman. Imagine now that this statesman is fortunate enough to have
his true opinions secured by a divinity for his entire life. It would be true of this agent that, if he
were exposed to an argument designed to lead him to abandon one or more of his true opinions,
he would not abandon any of these opinions. Thus, the divinely inspired statesman would meet
Perin’s counterfactual requirement. However, he would not meet the source requirement. That is
because we can trace the correctness of the agent’s actions back through his true opinions to the

divinity that sustains them. Moreover, even if Perin could show that the two requirements yield

40 Perin 2012, 33, emphasis Perin's.
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the same verdict in every case, there would still be an important difference between the two
requirements. The counterfactual requirement is silent about the reason why the relevant
counterfactuals are true of the virtuous agent. By contrast, the source requirement tells us that if
the relevant counterfactuals are indeed true of the virtuous agent, it is because the agent is
exercising her own cognitive ability.

Second, Perin does not provide any direct textual evidence in support of attributing the
counterfactual requirement to Socrates. His main argument for the attribution seems to be that if
someone holds the counterfactual requirement, then they also have good reason to think that
genuine virtue is knowledge and not true opinion, given the modal instability of true opinion. Thus,
attributing the counterfactual requirement to Socrates would explain why he ultimately rejects the
view that virtue is true opinion. My source requirement is an improvement on the counterfactual
requirement because it does not rely on an inference to best explanation. As we saw in section 2,
there is strong textual support in favour of attributing the source requirement to Socrates. It is
supported by Socrates’ defence of the thesis that virtue is knowledge, by the contrast he draws
between human guidance and fortune, and by his explanation of why Anytus is qualified to give

advice about the teachability of virtue.

5 Conclusion

My interpretation of the Meno offers a solution to the puzzle posed by the end of the dialogue. 1
have argued that Socrates’ assumption of the source requirement for virtue, together with his

account of the nature of true opinion and knowledge, explains why only knowledge can be genuine

32 /37



virtue. As | suggested in the introduction, the interpretation | have developed also has broader
implications. The source requirement places the person squarely at the heart of Socrates’ ethical
theory. It tells us that, despite Socrates’ emphasis on the results of virtue (i.e. correct actions and
their outcomes) in the Meno, we should not assume that he thinks the person’s role in bringing
about those actions and outcomes is ethically irrelevant.** On the contrary, according to the source
requirement, the fact that a person is responsible for the correctness of her actions is crucial to our
assessment of her goodness.

Moreover, focusing on the source requirement reveals an important point of agreement
between Socrates and his interlocutors. Despite the deep disagreements that arise over which
actions count as good and what virtue itself consists in, the idea that virtuous agents are themselves
responsible for their good actions appears to unite many of Socrates’ interlocutors, from Meno in
the present dialogue to Lysimachus and Melesias in the Laches to Callicles and Thrasymachus in
the Gorgias and Republic (respectively).*? For all of these figures, part of what it is to be virtuous

is to possess within oneself the ability to act effectively in the world, and this inner strength is, at

41 Here | disagree with McCabe 2015a, 239, who claims that the arguments of the Meno suggest that Socrates “should
be indifferent. . .to whether [good] states of affairs are brought about by the agent who enjoys them, or not brought
about by him but merely enjoyed by him.” McCabe 2015b, 260 n.13 also says that it is only in dialogues like the
Euthydemus that Socrates first turns toward an agent-centered ethics. However, if I am right, he evinces an interest in

an agent-centered ethics in the Meno as well.

42 Meno defines virtue in terms of the capacities of the agent at 71e1-72a5 and 77b2-5. Callicles argues that the truly
admirable man is the person who is naturally powerful and who is able to overturn conventional norms in favor of
natural justice (Gorgias 483a7-484c3). Thrasymachus makes a similar case for the virtue of the naturally powerful at
Republic 338c2-4. Lysimachus also presupposes that the accomplishments of virtuous men will be the result of their

own efforts (Laches 178a1-180a5).

33/37



least in part, what makes the virtuous person an appropriate object of praise and admiration.
Socrates’ defence of the thesis that virtue is knowledge is sometimes portrayed as part of a radically
revisionist ethical program. However, if I am right, there is at least one respect in which the thesis
is actually motivated by a conventional—or at least widely-shared—assumption about the nature
of virtue. Socrates, like his interlocutors, is committed to the source requirement. But he also
realizes that, given the nature of knowledge and true opinion, only a virtue that is knowledge can
satisfy that requirement. Unlike the true opiner, the knower does not rely on the support of
something external in order to retain the truth he currently possesses and, ultimately, to act well.
The knower makes his own luck and is, as it were, his own inspiration.*® As a result, his success

is his own.**

43 This thought may be behind Socrates’ notorious claim, in the Euthydemus, that wisdom is good fortune (279d6),

though the issue is fraught. See Jones 2013, 3-8 and McPherran 2005 for helpful discussion (and contrasting views).

4 | am grateful to Juan S. Pifieros Glasscock for encouraging the early brainstorming for this paper and then
commenting on its drafts; to a referee for suggestions that helped me make my argument clearer and (I hope) more

persuasive; and to Alex Long for pressing a number of insightful objections.
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