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Plato’s Meno offers students in teacher education programs a means through
which to not only investigate the content of Meno, but also a means to construct and
clarify their own philosophical positions.1 This essay argues for a rereading of Meno,
and in the process of highlighting the overall dialogue, attempts to achieve two
specific goals: (1) reviving Plato’s indictment of sophistry as an important and
timely way to investigate what it means to achieve a deeper sensibility of teaching
and learning; and (2) demonstrating that the Socrates/slave-boy “dialectic” is
actually a display of sophistry, for sophists, to demonstrate the flaws of sophistry.
By offering such an interpretation as (2), an argument is made against sophistry and
for authentic dialectic (versus Socratic dialectic) in contemporary schools. To have
authentic dialectic in American schools, teacher-education programs should engage
teachers and prospective teachers in the kind of dialectic for which this essay argues.
Using Meno to achieve dialogue is one way to realize this point, uniquely so as Meno
is a dialogue about dialogue.

OVERVIEW

Accounts of Meno are plentiful, and they attempt clarification “differently.”2

The point of full agreement for these accounts is that the dialogue raises a series of
difficult questions: whether virtue can be taught (hence, what does it mean “to
teach”); whether virtue comes through tangible means (for example, modeling,
experience, innate “unfolding”) or through divine dispensation or luck; and whether
Socrates really means what he says when he claims not to be a teacher. Plato uses
the dialogue to highlight questions of teaching and learning, but is certain to interject
his Theory of Recollection and to reiterate the idealist’s tenet that Forms exist a
priori . Typically given, this essay calls these points into question in order to reveal
the actual purpose of the episode: sophistry and dialectic. What results is a link of
the two topics to an argument for studying Meno in colleges of education.

SOPHISTS AND SOPHISTRY

There are at least two interpretations of sophists. The first interpretation is
generous toward them and sees them as oral dialecticians whose ability to propagate
rhetoric is of great value. Seen in this light, sophists are untainted by the later
Platonic (negative) interpretation of them.3 In fact, a growing number of linguists,
literary theorists, and rhetoricians are mounting a small comeback of sophistry by
calling attention to the oratorical and discursive merits of the tradition established
by sophists.4 They attempt to distance the rhetorical tradition of Homer from the
pecuniary sophists who came after Protagoras.

By arguing for the former, early sophists are seen as altruistic pluralists intent
on honing the oratorical tradition of Homer. Donovan notes, “Long before Socrates
wrangled with the sophists on [the issue of eloquence in rhetoric]….Homeric epic
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had paved the way for both ways of conceiving of eloquence: either as a techné, that
is, a discrete, particular, specialized ability or craft; or as an integral part of areté,
overall human excellence.”5 Both techné and areté are vital, even though Plato
suggests that sophists were primarily concerned with the kind of poetic training that
aided memorization and techné, and that areté had little or nothing to do with their
purposes (both teaching and living in general). Accordingly, sophists were not
interested in achieving excellence or virtue, only the money, fame, and social status
which came with the perfection of their rhetorical craft. Modern thinkers intent on
revising Plato’s “slanted view” highlight the democratic pluralism inherent in
ancient sophistry. For example, Neel suggests that sophistry focuses on language
and language influences status quo notions of opinion and truth. Therefore, the status
quo must engage in sophistry for a public voicing of both sides of an issue to exist,
as sophistry is really the rhetorical tradition of persuasion.6 Similarly, Blair argues
that “a sophistic education enables citizens to make decisions in a realm of
contingency and competing [logics].”7 As a result, sophistry, encapsulated perhaps
by Protagoras’ maxim regarding man being the measure of all things, takes power
from the mantle of the a priori and places it with the particulars. Those arguing for
a kinder historical view of sophists point to the democratic potential embedded in
Protagoras’ notion.8 By placing power with the individual, members of a society are
then made the focus of power and politics. Rhetoric and oratory find their homes
within both notions of power/politics, and Homeric oratory is not only preserved, but
furthered — sophistically.

For those opposed to sophistry, however, the argument for sophistry as a means
for democracy is too contrived to have merit or to be authentic. Because sophists
practiced rhetorical devices and poetic training, they may have increased the amount
of information they memorized, but, for doing so, “diminished cognitive activities
such as analysis, criticism, and the like.”9 Democracy without analysis and criticism
would not be democracy.10 Schooling based on collected information and its
transmission to passive students also goes against democracy. Hence, the second
understanding of sophists and sophistry is less than kind. It views sophists as “for-
hire” consultants who pass on the technical bits of information (through memoriza-
tion and poetic training) for “success in life,” where “success” is measured in terms
of performance, money, and fame. Sophists were more interested in persuasion than
in searching for Truth (Platonic) or truths (socially constructed). Gibson concedes
that sophists practiced what he calls “an adman’s view of language.”11 Persuasion
for the sake of persuasion is what Gibson means, and while the practice of rhetoric
may be a valuable and/or necessary part of democratic life, the emphasis on it
detracts from the kind of practices which provide the real foundation for democratic
life (that is, critique and analysis).

Differently but related, Plato and Aristotle took a uniquely critical view of
sophistry.12 Rankin observes that both “had come to dislike the Sophists and what
they represented; but neither of them…was primarily concerned with belabouring
the intellectual failings of a previous generation. They were concerned by the
continuing prevalence in the fourth century of fallacious arguments eristically aimed
at victory, irrespective of the truth of the subject.”13
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SOPHISTRY IN THE MENO

Because Meno is a student of the sophist Gorgias, his initial questions in the
dialogue are highly significant (70a). By asking questions about virtue, regardless
of the shape in which virtue comes, Meno is seeking answers to his questions. A
question, then, is useful to Meno insofar as it yields a concrete response (to be
practiced, memorized, and mentally stored away for the purpose of transmission at
a later time). Meno has no interest in investigating the questions for the sake of the
investigation or to seek truth/wisdom. Instead, he is sincerely seeking a particular
response. He wants an answer. One should not be surprised by this, as sophists
operate on a plane of existence which highlights least common denominators in that
they seek specifics and answers and particulars. They have to seek such rudimentary
particularity because their livelihood depends upon it. In order to “give” people their
“money’s worth,” sophists commit themselves to a role of provision. They are tellers
in the rhetorical sense and tellers in the clerical/banking sense. Those who come to
sophists as customers expect of sophists, and sophists provide, results.

Meno continues to demonstrate his sophistry in the beginning of the dialogue
when he offers three different definitions of virtue. He first does more than attempt
a definition — he provides an ordered list of what virtue is: for a man, managing the
affairs of his city in such a way that he harms his enemies and helps his friends; for
a woman, managing the affairs of her household and obeying her husband; and there
are other virtues for the likes of children, old men, freed slaves, and slaves (71e-72a).
Importantly, Meno’s list is taken from his teacher, the sophist Gorgias.14 After
Socrates’ discussion about the nature of virtue, Meno offers his second definition of
virtue: the ability to rule (73c-74b). Such a definition is both too broad and too
narrow at the same time. Allen puts it this way: “Too broad, because Meno forgets
that ruling, if it is to qualify as a human excellence, must be just. Too narrow, because
the definition does not apply, for example, to children and slaves.”15 The definition
is also circular, so Meno offers a third and final definition: virtue is the desire for
beautiful things and the ability to attain them (77b-78c). After Socrates refutes Meno
(by reduction), Meno modifies his definition: virtue is the ability to acquire good
things, provided this is done in a just and pious way (78c-80d). Unfortunately, this
position is circular like his second definition because both piety and justice fall under
the category “virtue.” It is at this point in the dialogue that Meno calls Socrates a
stingray (torpedo fish) and suggests that he is numbed by the encounter. What
Socrates was attempting was elenchus or refutation, but was intending for the
refutation to clarify for Meno the problem of “answer-getting.” That is, Socrates’
point was to show the fallibility of Meno’s “list-giving” — as “list-giving” (as
opposed to seeking truth/wisdom) is much of the problem itself, but Meno was too
much of a sophist to overcome his own sophistry.

Throughout Meno, then, sophistry takes its typical forms: persuasion for the
sake of persuasion, answer-getting, the seeking of particulars rather than larger or
deeper meaning (truths). Plato uses the character Anytus to make the value of
sophists clear: “May no one of my household or friends, whether citizen or stranger,
be mad enough to go to these people and be harmed by them, for they clearly cause
the ruin and corruption of their followers” (91c-d).16
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In addition to the sophistry within Meno, the dialogue also includes important
sections like Meno’s paradox17 and the opportunity for Socrates to elucidate the
Theory of Recollection (80d-81e). This interaction is followed by the scene with
Socrates and the slave boy. The scene is widely understood as Socrates’ demonstra-
tion of the Theory of Recollection outlined in 80d-81e. The interaction with the slave
boy, however, is expanded by this essay to offer that the scene is really Socrates’ last
chance to achieve the level of elenchus necessary for Meno to understand the
limitations of his sophistry.

THE POINT: DIALECTIC AS SOPHISTIC PRACTICE

It is traditionally held that the point of the conversation between Socrates and
the slave boy (81e-86c) is Plato’s Theory of Recollection. This essay challenges the
validity of this point by expanding the interpretation of the scene to suggest a very
different position — that Socrates is really demonstrating sophistry, for sophists, to
refute sophistry. Within the framework of what appears on the surface to be Socratic
dialectic (where a questioner questions and an answerer answers and that’s it),
Socrates leads the slave boy on a journey to recall geometric truths. Two points, then,
stand or fall together: Socratic dialectic as non-dialectic, and the Theory of
Recollection.

Socratic dialectic is questioning and answering, definitionally role-oriented
(that is, a questioner questions and answerer answers), but the kinds of responses
Socrates elicits are merely factual and come about from empirical demonstration
rather than from rational means. Further, given that elenchus is the purpose of
psychagogia (leading), a cleared mind does not exist without questions or without
considered thought. The slave boy is only marginally participative and not only is
he not seeking truth/wisdom, he always responds affirmatively and does not indicate
confusion.

These concerns overlap and are better explained by recalling the text of the
Socrates/slave boy scene. In the scene (81e-86c), Socrates draws one of Meno’s
slaves out from the gathered crowd. According to Teloh, Allen, and countless others,
he proceeds to demonstrate the Theory of Recollection by showing that all nature is
suggenes (akin or interconnected) such that if one learns one point, it is possible to
“recover” all of the rest (81d). Yet, if the dialectic is reread in light of sophistic
procedures and the narrowly focused content, the scene offers a new point.
Specifically, if Socrates’ part of the dialectic is edited out (and Meno’s few lines are
also eliminated), the dialectic reveals a different meaning: the dialectic demon-
strates sophistry. Witness the slave boy’s part of the dialectic:

I do.
Of course.
Yes.
Of Course.
Yes.
It does.
Yes.
Four, Socrates.
Yes.
Eight.
Clearly it will be double, Socrates.18

 
10.47925/1996.102



Sophistry, Dialectic, and Teacher Education

P H I L O S O P H Y   O F   E D U C A T I O N   1 9 9 6

106

That questioning and answering are both represented in the Socrates/slave boy
scene is not in dispute. The problem is that the slave boy never says “no.” He is,
instead, the object of Socrates’ leading questions, which, while they superficially
exemplify Socratic dialectic, actually represent sophistry. The questions Socrates
asks are specific. They are data-oriented (“eight,” “fourfold,” “two,” etc.). They are
factual. He seeks dimensions and measurements, and while the example is a
theorem, Socrates reduces theorizing to a practical answer-giving exercise based on
empirical drawings in the sand. As a result, Socrates demonstrates the limits of
sophistry by employing sophistry in front of sophists.

Because the dialectic is now suspect, so too must be the Theory of Recollection.
Recollection is the reminiscence of prior and personal experience. It is a matter of
remembering previous acquaintance such that there is a personal involvement also
present in the world of Forms. When Socrates attempts to demonstrate the Theory
of Recollection, he says to Meno of the slave boy, “do you see the progress in
recollection he’s made so far? At first he didn’t know the side required for an eight-
foot figure — and he still doesn’t. But earlier he supposed he knew and answered
confidently, and did not believe he was in perplexity. But now he does believe it, and
as he doesn’t know, neither does he suppose he knows” (84a-b). A nice dance around
Meno’s Paradox, there is an important irony typically overlooked. The irony of the
section is as comical as it is illustrative of sophistry.

Socrates has as his subject a slave boy. The “confident answer” to which
Socrates refers is the same kind of confidence a 4th grader has when affirmatively
responding to leading questions about geometric proofs. It’s laughable, and that’s
the point. There not only is no personal interest on the part of the boy, hence no
recollection, there is such an emphasis on empirical demonstration of technical
characteristics (symbolically evidenced by drawing in the sand?) that Socrates must
be smirking to himself that those he is “persuading” are too sophistic to see the
problems with their own sophistry.

It is possible that the slave boy realizes he doesn’t know, which clears his mind
of predispositions that would hinder true learning (versus sophism). The state is one
where psychagogia is now possible, such that Socrates, or any interlocutor, can now
“lead” the other to questions which, when repeated and repeated, define the search
for wisdom. Clearing the mind in this way, however, does not mean the slave boy
(or whoever) would be focused on the kinds of specific responses that instrumentalize
the verbal exchange. Indeed, the mark of sophistry is that the Form is present in the
material, not in the boy. It is because the material is already “informed” that the boy
has no chance of being or becoming “informed.” A slave to Meno, the boy is also
a slave to the material. Thus, the boy actually illustrates the limitation of sophistry
because sophists not only do not have cleared minds, what keeps their minds
cluttered is predispositional endpoint inquiry: they ask the kinds of questions which
presuppose specific answers, and they ask those questions in order to get the
answers. It may be the case that a questionless slave boy is better than a questioning
sophist, but given the success of the slave boy in having a clear mind, more is
required from him.
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A LINK TO TEACHER EDUCATION AND AMERICAN SCHOOLS

For schools, the Socrates/slave boy passage is hauntingly appropriate in that
teachers and schools give lip service to student questions and student participation.
Such a truth, however, is not solely the fault of teachers and schools. The culprit is
sophistry and the degree to which sophistry has infected the very social mentality
that expects contemporary teachers and schools to be sophistic. The parallels result
from social influence and include the following: sophists and teachers engage in the
type of authoritarian transmission of data which puts learners in passive rather than
active roles; sophists and teachers use poetic schemes and memorization (by way of
notetaking) as methods for “teaching and learning”; sophists and teachers are intent
on covering material that students “get” and can “utilize”; sophists and teachers are
expected (and therefore expect of themselves) to have answers; sophists and
teachers operate on the assumption that utilization of information (instrumentalism)
is the litmus test for successful teaching and learning. In both cases, societal
expectations inform and/or define the roles just outlined, so blame is a fleeting waste
of time. The point is to ask of society and teachers whether what they are
perpetuating is actually education or mere training. If it is training, confusing
education with training is a disservice to both notions, but this essay argues that
American schools should use Meno as a means to change from sophistic training to
education.

Emphasis on skills and job preparation for international competition is the same
quest for certainty, superiority, and materialism the sophists sought in Athens.
Preparing Athenians to speak well, sophists were much less concerned about the
topic’s depth and importance. The substance of the talk was not as important as the
outcome and the performance. Similarly, contemporary teachers (and society)
expect students to “get” or “have” the kind of information that can be positively (and
competitively) represented on a variety of norm-referenced tests. Performance and
outcomes are publishable in print media, just as performances were publicly seen in
the open forums of Athens. If it is persuasive, it is true.

Yet this essay submits a different point: by understanding another interpretation
of the Socrates/slave boy scene in Meno, the value of authentic dialectic is set against
the illustration of sophistry embedded in the Socrates/slave boy scene. Authentic
dialectic requires the slave boy to be an active questioner with Socrates. Further,
authentic dialectic requires for the slave boy the opportunity to say “no.” Without
authentic dialectic, training institutionalizes itself, and as a result, non-critical
citizenship and political as well as capitalist hegemony flourish. The very people
best poised to counter such a spread are teachers: the very people who currently (and
ironically) reinforce the hegemony of a language of technique (also known as
sophistry). Simon puts it this way, “Where I come from, when we talk about teaching
we usually talk about specific strategies and techniques to use in order to meet
predefined, given objectives. It is talk carried out in the language of technique, and
usually its purpose is to provide doable suggestions that can be tried out in the
classroom the very next day.”19

Teacher education programs, however, offer a means through which to chal-
lenge the status quo. Studying Meno, for example, focuses scrutiny on dialectic —
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what it is and what it is not. Dialectic in a non-sophistic way means rejecting the
language of technique in favor of critical interaction. To be a part of a dialectic about
dialectic, though, requires of prospective and practicing teachers the kind of
elenchus which is rarely comfortable and unable to be fit nicely in traditional
pedagogy courses. Said differently, students in teacher education programs in-
tensely demand the very language of technique that is the antithesis of authentic
Socratic dialectic. Giroux’s concern is that such “students are very comfortable with
defining themselves as technicians and clerks. For them to be all of a sudden exposed
to a line of critical thinking that calls their own experience into question…is very
hard for them. They don’t have a frame of reference [other than sophistry] to
articulate the centrality of what they do.”20 Therein lies the beauty of Meno. It, at one
and the same time, is a dialogue about dialogue which questions what dialogue really
means.

Study of the Meno, moreover, requires deep and wide readings, contemplation,
self-evaluation, and critique. It also requires the abandoning of the pedagogical
predisposition toward sophistry: that is, “tell me about the Meno, tell me what I need
to know, tell me when the paper on it is due, and tell me how many pages it should
be.” Such questions are realistic, not cynical, and those who raise such questions are
not to blame. The questions represent the answer/particular/endpoint/result empha-
sis of sophistry. They are reminiscent of the ethos which informed the slave boy’s
responses of “yes,” “yes,” “yes, Socrates,” “I think so,” “yes,” “yes,” etc. in that they
are result-oriented questions presupposing a result-oriented result. This essay
argues for authentic dialectic which, as such, has no presupposed (or supposed) form
other than the dialectic itself.
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