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         Meno: I have a question for you, Socrates. Can goodness be taught? Or do we acquire it through practice? Or if humans become good neither by teaching nor by practice, then perhaps it comes to us by nature or in some other way.

         Socrates: Meno, there was a time when people from Thessaly were famous among the Greeks only for riches and horseriding. Now, if I’m not mistaken, you are equally famous for wisdom, especially at Larisa, the native city of your friend Aristippus. Gorgias is responsible for this. When Gorgias went there, the best young minds fell in love with his wisdom, including your lover Aristippus and the other leaders of Thessaly. He taught you the habit of answering questions in the grand and bold style of those who know. This is the style in which Gorgias answers all questions; any Greek may ask him anything. My dear Meno, things are quite different here in Athens. Wisdom is a scarce commodity; it seems to have relocated from us to you. [71] I’m sure that if you were to ask the Athenians whether goodness is natural or acquired, they would laugh in your face. They would probably say: “Stranger, you have far too good an opinion of me; if I were inspired I might answer your question, but I don’t even know the meaning of goodness, much less whether or not it is acquired by teaching.”

         Meno, I live in this impoverished land, and I am as poor as the rest of its citizens. I confess with shame that I know nothing about goodness, so if I don’t know what it is, how can I know its qualities? If I knew nothing at all about Meno, how could I tell whether he was handsome, rich and noble, or the opposite of those qualities? Do you think I could?

         Meno: Of course not. But, Socrates, are you serious when you say that you don’t know the meaning of goodness? Do you want me to report that news when I go back home?

         Socrates: My dear Meno, you can tell them that, and you can also say that in my opinion I’ve never known of anyone else who did.

         Meno: Didn’t you meet Gorgias when he was here in Athens?

         Socrates: Yes, I did.

         Meno: And don’t you think that he knew?

         Socrates: I don’t have a good memory, Meno, so I can’t tell what I thought of him at the time. I suppose he did know, and that you know what he said. Remind me of how he put it. Or maybe you would rather tell me your own view; I suspect that you and he agree.

         Meno: We do.

         Socrates: Well, he isn’t here, so let’s forget about him. Meno, please be so kind as to tell me what you think goodness is; I would be delighted to find that I am mistaken and that you and Gorgias really know the meaning of goodness.

         Meno: Socrates, it’s not difficult to answer that question. First consider what’s good in a man. A man is good when he knows how to manage the republic, and to do it in a way that will benefit his friends and harm his enemies, being careful not to suffer harm himself. It’s also easy to describe a woman’s goodness. A good woman brings order to her house, cares for its contents, and obeys her husband.

         What’s good differs with age and every [72] stage of life, depending on whether a person is young or old, male or female, enslaved or free. There are many kinds of goodness; it has many definitions, because it is relative to the actions and ages of each of us in all that we do. And the same may be said of what’s bad, Socrates.

         Socrates: This is my lucky day, Meno! I ask you for one form of goodness, and you present me with a whole swarm of them. So, let’s follow the metaphor of the swarm. If I ask you to tell me what is the nature of a bee, and you answer that there are many kinds of bees, then I would ask you whether bees differ as bees because there are many different kinds of them or because they are distinguished by some other quality such as their size, shape, or beauty. How would you answer that?

         Meno: I would say that bees do not differ from each other as bees.

         Socrates: Suppose that I went on to say: That’s what I want to know, Meno; identify the quality that makes them all alike, not the ones that make them different. Would you be able to answer that?

         Meno: I would.

         Socrates: Similarly, if the forms of goodness, however many there are, all have a common nature that makes them good, then the person who wishes to answer the question “What is goodness” would do well to have that common nature in sight. Are you with me?

         Meno: I’m beginning to get it, but I don’t yet fully grasp the question.

         Socrates: Meno, when you say that there is one form of goodness for a man, another for a woman, another for a child, and so on, does that apply only to goodness, or would you say the same of health, size, and strength? Isn’t the nature of health always the same, whether in a man or a woman?

         Meno: Yes, health is the same, whether in a man or in a woman.

         Socrates: And isn’t this also true of size and strength? If a woman is strong, she is strong because of the same form and the same strength in her that is in the man. I mean, strength, considered as strength, whether of a man or a woman is the same. Do you see any difference?

         Meno: No, I don’t see any difference. [73]

         Socrates: And won’t goodness, as goodness, be the same in a child or an adult, in a woman or a man?

         Meno: Socrates, I can’t help thinking that this case is unlike the others.

         Socrates: Why? Didn’t you say that what’s good in a man is to manage a republic, and what’s good in a woman is to manage a house?

         Meno: Yes, I did say that.

         Socrates: Can either a house or a republic or anything else be properly managed without self-control and justice?

         Meno: Of course not.

         Socrates: Then both men and women, if they are to be good men and women, must have the same qualities of self-control and justice?

         Meno: True.

         Socrates: Can either a young man or an old one be good if they are out of control and unjust?

         Meno: They cannot.

         Socrates: They must be self-controlled and just?

         Meno: Yes.

         Socrates: Then should we say that all people are good in the same way, by participation in the same qualities?

         Meno: That seems to follow.

         Socrates: So, they would not have been good in the same way if the qualities were not the same.

         Meno: They would not.

         Socrates: Since we have established that the quality is the same, please try to remember what you and Gorgias say that goodness is.

         Meno: Do you want a single definition for all of them?

         Socrates: That’s what I want.

         Meno: Then what else could it be other than the power of ruling over people?

         Socrates: Does your definition include all goodness? Is goodness the same in a child and in a slave, Meno? Should a child govern its father? Should the slave rule the master? And if the slave did rule the master, would the slave continue to be a slave?

         Meno: I don’t think so, Socrates.

         Socrates: No, that wouldn’t make much sense. So let’s consider the question again. According to you, goodness is the power of ruling. But shouldn’t we add “ruling justly rather than unjustly”?

         Meno: Yes, Socrates, I agree to that change, because justice is good.

         Socrates: Meno, would you say that justice is good or a good?

         Meno: What do you mean?

         Socrates: I’m asking what I would ask about anything. For example, consider roundness. I would say that it is “a shape,” not simply “shape,” because there are other shapes.

         Meno: That’s right! And that’s what I’m saying about goodness—there are other kinds of good besides justice.

         Socrates: What are they, Meno? Tell me their names, just as I could name the other shapes if you asked me. [74]

         Meno: Courage, self-control, wisdom, excellent character, and many others.

         Socrates: Meno, this brings us right back to where we started. We went looking for one form of goodness, and we have found many—though not in the same way as before. We are still unable to find the common good that runs through all of them.

         Meno: Socrates, that’s because I still can’t conceive of what’s common to goodness, as in the other cases.

         Socrates: That doesn’t surprise me, but I’ll do my best to help us move ahead. You know, of course, that this same question applies to all things. Let’s suppose someone asks you the question I asked before: Meno, what is shape? And if you said “roundness,” that person would reply, as I did, by asking whether you would say that roundness is shape or a shape. You would say a shape.

         Meno: That’s right.

         Socrates: The reason is that there are other shapes.

         Meno: Yes.

         Socrates: And if you were asked, you would name the other shapes.

         Meno: I would.

         Socrates: And if that person asked what color is, and you said “white,” the questioner would ask whether white is color or a color, and you would reply: a color, because there are other colors.

         Meno: Correct.

         Socrates: And if the questioner asked you to name the other colors that are just as much colors as white, you could do so.

         Meno: Yes.

         Socrates: Let’s suppose the questioner were to pursue the matter as I do and say: “Once again we have landed in particulars, but that’s not what I’m seeking. Tell me, since you call them by a common name and say that they are all shapes, even when they differ from each other, what is the common nature you call shape, the one that includes straight as well as round and is no more one than the other? You do say that, don’t you?”

         Meno: Yes.

         Socrates: When you say that, you don’t mean that the round is less round than straight or that straight is less straight than round.

         Meno: Certainly not.

         Socrates: You are only saying that the round shape is not more of a shape than the straight shape, or that the straight shape is not more of a shape than the round shape.

         Meno: That’s right.

         Socrates: Then what is this thing we call shape? See if you can answer. Suppose someone asked you that question either about shape or color, and you replied as follows: “I don’t understand what you want or know what you are asking.” [75] That person would probably look amazed and say: “Don’t you understand that I’m looking for what is common to all of them?” The question could be put in another form: “Meno,” the person might say, “what is the common element you call shape which includes not only round and straight shapes but all of them?” Couldn’t you answer, Meno? I wish you would try. It would give you good practice and prepare you to answer the same question about goodness.

         Meno: Socrates, I’d rather have you answer that question.

         Socrates: You want me to coddle you?

         Meno: I do.

         Socrates: If I agree, then will you tell me about goodness?

         Meno: I will.

         Socrates: Then I’ll do my best, because the prize will be worth it.

         Meno: I agree.

         Socrates: I’ll try to explain to you what shape is. Try this answer: Shape is the only thing that always coexists with color. I hope that satisfies you; I would be happy if you give me a similar definition of goodness.

         Meno: But Socrates, that’s a foolish answer.

         Socrates: Why is it foolish?

         Meno: Because you say that shape is that which always accompanies color, but if a person does not know what color is any more than what shape is, what kind of answer would you have given?

         Socrates: I would have given a true answer. If the person were inclined to be clever and contentious, I would say: “You have my answer, and if I’m wrong, it’s your job to refute me.” But if I were talking as you and I are now—in a friendly way—I would reply more mildly, in a way suited to dialectic. I would not only tell the truth, but I would make use of premises that the person with whom I’m discussing would be willing to accept. This is how I will approach you. You will agree, won’t you, that there is such a thing as an end, or termination, or boundary? I’m using all these words in the same sense, even though I know that Prodicus
         1
       might disagree with us on this point. But I assume that you would speak of a thing as having ended. That’s all I’m saying—nothing complicated.

         Meno: Yes, I would say that a thing has ended or terminated, and I think I understand what you mean.

         [76]

         Socrates: Would you also speak of a surface and of a solid, as in geometry?

         Meno: Yes.

         Socrates: Then you are in a position to understand my definition of shape. I define shape as that in which the solid ends; it is the limit of a solid.

         Meno: Then what is color?

         Socrates: You have a lot of nerve, Meno, pushing an old man to give you answers when you won’t even take the trouble to remember Gorgias’ definition of goodness.

         Meno: When you have answered my question, Socrates, I’ll answer yours.

         Socrates: If a person wearing a blindfold could hear you talking, it would be obvious that you are still handsome and have many lovers.

         Meno: Why do you say that?

         Socrates: Because you always speak in imperatives. Like all spoiled beauties in their prime, you are tyrannical. I suspect that you have discovered my weakness for handsome people, so I must please you and answer.

         Meno: Yes, do!

         Socrates: Would you like me to answer you in the style of Gorgias—you are at home with that way of speaking?
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