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1. Introduction

The question of how people acquire knowledge has intrigued philosophers for over two
millennia. It is an issue that preoccupied Plato in several of his own works. In the modern
era, linguists like Noam Chomsky present their own theories on knowledge acquisition,
theories which they claim have been influenced by Plato. In this thesis I shall address the
reception of Plato’s theories on the origin of knowledge by modern linguists. The type of
knowledge that linguists are dealing with is specifically the knowledge of language. I will be
talking about Plato’s Meno, since the ideas contained in this have received the most
attention from linguists. I am speaking of the concept of ‘Plato’s Problem’, a paradox
developed by Noam Chomsky and purportedly based on the dialogue between Socrates and
the slave-boy in the Meno. Not only will I discuss how Chomsky treats the Meno, but I will
briefly discuss the response of a certain group of linguists to ‘Plato’s Problem’. This group,
led by the late Jerrold Katz, called themselves linguistic Platonists and objected to ‘Plato’s
Problem’ while claiming that language is a Platonic object.

Considering these two groups, it is easy for one to wonder what the precise
relationship is between the various theories of Plato that are referenced by the researchers,
and the modern linguistic theories that are influenced by them. In other words, can
Chomsky and Katz (and their respective followers) truly lay claim to the term ‘Platonist’ to
describe their theories? To find out, I shall take a closer look at the Greek text in the Meno,
which features an extensive dialogue concerning recollection. I shall compare Plato’s own
words on the origins of knowledge and knowledge transmission with the theories of
Chomsky and Katz, and analyse how well the UG and Katzian theories hold up against what
is said in the Meno. In doing this, I shall give much more prominence to Chomsky, as his
invocation of Plato (and the Meno in particular) is much more extensive and better
documented. Another reason that Chomsky weighs more heavily in this thesis is simply the
fact that he is an intellectual heavyweight, not only in linguistics but in the entire field of
humanities. Compared to Chomsky, the linguistic Platonists are less prominent and
extensive in this scholarship.

I hypothesize that the knowledge paradox discussed in the Meno is of a very different
nature than ‘Plato’s Problem’. This is because Plato’s theories on the origins of knowledge
must necessarily involve the Forms as originators of knowledge in people. Hence,
Chomsky’s concept of innate knowledge can never be the same as Plato’s. Similarly, Katz’s

Platonism relegates language to the category of abstract objects, but without the
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involvements of the Forms, his conceptualisation of his language theories as ‘Platonist’
becomes problematic.

The structure of this thesis will be as follows. I shall first describe several linguistic
concepts to the reader, namely Universal Grammar and Katz’s Platonism. These concepts
need to be understood if we wish to understand the context in which Plato is invoked by
Chomsky (and Katz, to a lesser extent). I will then introduce the Meno and describe how the
Meno is represented by Chomsky in his own words. Next, I will analyse arguments for and
against the Meno’s similarity to ‘Plato’s Problem’. I will first look at the text of the exchange
between Socrates and the slave-boy, and then address three different issues that are
related to this exchange: namely Meno’s paradox, the theory of recollection, and innatism
in the Meno. After that, I will talk more briefly about the linguistic Platonists and the Meno.
Finally, I will discuss the reception of Plato by these groups of linguists in general, and what

would motivate them to reference his works.

1.1 Noam Chomsky and Universal Grammar
Linguist Noam Chomsky is generally considered to be one of the great thinkers of the 20™
century, and also one of the most controversial. Chomsky’s fame rests greatly on his
postulation of the existence of a universal language system in the human mind which
allows the generation of language through a fixed set of parameters. He presents this
universal language faculty, called ‘universal grammar’ (UG) as a solution to what he called
‘Plato’s Problem’, which he bases on a section of dialogue from Plato’s Meno regarding the
origins of knowledge. In this dialogue, Socrates extracts the principles of geometry from an
uneducated slave-boy, thereby attempting to prove that knowledge has existed in the
immortal soul all along. Chomsky’s interpretation of the problem of the Meno involves
primary language acquisition in children. According to him, there is a discrepancy between
the linguistic information that is supplied to children in speech, and the speech produced
by children, which is far more complex than can be accounted for by the information that
the receive. This problem is also termed ‘poverty of the stimulus’ by Chomsky. Any theory
which needs to solve the paradox must also be able to do so for all languages. Chomsky
suggests Universal Grammar (UG) as a solution for this problem.

The issue for us as classicists lies with Chomsky’s appropriation of the ideas
presented in Meno to support his own theories regarding generative grammar. Chomsky
has positioned himself as though he were continuing a conversation on the subject of

innateness of knowledge, a conversation that goes all the way back to antiquity and has
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involved such illustrious minds as Plato and Descartes. It is clear that Chomsky sees himself
as amodern heir to a very old philosophical tradition, yet his presentation of his specific
linguistic paradox does not reflect the dilemma presented in the Meno. By analysing certain
passages from the Meno and comparing them to Chomsky’s various pronouncements on
‘Plato’s problem’, I shall demonstrate that Plato does not figure in Chomsky’s writings
because of similarities between Meno’s problem and Chomsky’s own linguistic paradox.
Insetad, he figures for reasons that are related to Chomsky’s desire to frame himself in a
particular way in a philosophical conversation. Additionally, I shall briefly address the
concept of ‘linguistic Platonism’. The idea was pioneered by the late Jerrold J. Katz, who
vehemently disagreed with Chomsky. He and his followers argued that language is an
abstract concept, akin to the Platonic Form, and that it is external to humans (unlike
Chomsky’s proposed structure). One of his followers, Thomas G. Bever, proposed a process
for language acquisition that was concordant with Katz’s Platonism. I shall analyse how
Katz’s Platonism holds up against the theories of Forms and learning that are proposed in
the Meno.

The ‘poverty of the stimulus’ argument can be described as follows. A child must, by
learning, be equipped with rules to sort out grammatical sentences from strings of words,
both during language comprehension and language production. Auditory input encoded as
sound waves must be deciphered by the brain into discrete, meaningful units. Yet only
some of those sound waves make up linguistic information. How does the child’s brain sort
meaningful sounds from meaningless? Moreover, certain linguists contend children are
able to reproduce and generate a far greater, more complex grammar than the one taught
to them by the simple sentences which adults tend to repeat to children.' This means that
the auditory input from the environment cannot be sufficient to learn a language; there
must be language structures encoded already in the brain.” Chomsky’s solution to this
problem is to hypothesize the presence of a genetically determined structure in the human
brain which governs certain abstract rules, or rather, innate parameters, underlying all

human languages. As mentioned in the first paragraph of the introduction, this system is

! Lightfoot (2005: 42-43). Lightfoot attempts to explain the issue at the core of the ‘poverty of stimulus’
argument using the example of the reduced ‘is’ in English. (Meaning, the stressed ‘is’ versus unstressed ‘is’,
such as in ‘Katie is’ versus ‘Katie’s’. The term ‘Plato’s paradox’ itself and its connection to the Meno is
described by Chomsky in several works, among others Language and Problems of Knowledge: The Managua
Lectures (1988: 4) and The Science of Language. Interviews with James McGilvray (2012). The original quotes
by Chomsky from these works will be discussed in more detail later in this thesis.

2 Garnham, A. (2013: 679) and Freidin (2013: 454)
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termed ‘Universal Grammar’ (UG). These rules are termed ‘principles and parameters’. > An
example of such a parameter would be the notion of ‘head-directionality’- the notion that a
language is head-initial (such as English), head-final (such as Japanese) or a mixture of both
(such as German). Examples of a principle would be ‘Binding’ and ‘Government.’ An infant’s
status in terms of L1 language acquisition is termed S, or ‘initial state’, since it does not
have any command over language and its language centre is not fully developed.’ The
parameters are set to certain ‘values’ depending on input from the environment.®

The grammar in this sense is much more than an abstract structural entity; it is
deeply psychological in nature. It is described by Chomsky himself as a mental state
(Chomsky, 1986: 3). That is to say, that natural language is not primarily physical
phenomenon, but a system present in the mind.” Chomsky and his followers thus
hypothesize that language generation is mostly internal and intuitive. ®* The language that
is produced by the internal set of rules in a person’s mind has been termed ‘I-language’ by
Chomsky (Chomsky, 1986: 21-22). Chomsky posits the presence of both an ‘E-language’ to
contrast with I-language. The E-language refers to all external manifestations of language,
which are grammar rules and the conventions decided by a people’s general knowledge of a

language.’ In this way Chomskyian linguistics has become a part of fields such as

3 Chomsky, N. (1986) Knowledge of Language: Its Nature, Origin, and Use. New York: Praeger Publishing
McGilvray describes the concept of principles and parameters briefly: “Intuitively, the child is provided through
UG at birth with a set of principles — grammatical universals or rules common to all languages. Among these
principles are some that allow for options. The options are parameters. The parameters — conceived originally
as options ‘internal’ to a principle — can be ‘set’” with minimal experience (or at least, with the amount of
experience actually afforded children in the relevant developmental window).” Chomsky, N. (2012). The
Science of Language. Interviews with James McGilvray. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, p. 245

4 Cook, V.J. (1988: 57)

5 See: Cook, 55.

6So if a child grows up hearing Japanese spoken at home, the parameter for head-directionality is set towards
‘head-final’.

7 Stainton, R. J. (2014). Philosophy of Linguistics. Oxford Handbooks Online, p. 2. Stainton says that these
mental states are “like belief states, pain, hallucinations”.

8 Koster, J. (2006). Is Linguistics a Natural Science? In H. Broekhuis, N. Corver, R. Huybregts, U. Kleinhenz and J.
Koster (eds). Organizing Grammar: Linguistic Studies in Honor of Henk van Riemsdijk. Mouton De Gruyter,
Berlin, pp. 350-358.

% Besides I-language and E-language, Chomsky distinguishes a couple of other opposing pairs of terms:
competence vs. performance, and more recently, ‘language faculty in the broad sense’ (FLB), and ‘language
faculty in the narrow sense’ (FLN). The latter pair was introduced in collaborative article with Hauser and Fitch
in 2002. (2.3; see also: Hauser, M.D., N. Chomsky and W. Tecumseh Fitch (2002). The Faculty of Language:
What Is It, Who Has It and How Did It Evolve? Science, Vol. 298, 1570-1578). While FLB includes systems of
communication which can be found in species besides humans, FLN is restricted to language systems in
humans. In Hauser et al.’s own words, “FLN is the abstract linguistic computational system alone, independent
of the other systems with which it interacts and interfaces. FLN is a component of FLB, and the mechanisms
underlying it are some subset of those underlying FLB.” (1571) ‘Linguistic performance’ is the use of language
in communication, while ‘linguistic competence’ is the knowledge of language possessed by L1 speakers of a
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neuropsychology and cognitive neuroscience, since the theory that language is a
phenomenon of the mind may allow for an actual physical language faculty in the brain. In
fact, the link with biolinguistics is something that has been promoted by Chomsky himself;
see Hauser, Chomsky & Fitch (2002) and Chomsky (2013)."

1.2 Platonism in Linguistics

Chomskyism and generative grammar are, however, not the only approaches in theoretical
linguistics. Some opponents of Chomsky and generative grammar argue that language has a
mostly external dimension, and disagree with the conflation of linguistics and psychology."
A prominent member of these opponents was the late Jerrold Katz, who insisted that
languages were abstract and timeless entities, outside the physical/mental dichotomy."
Unlike Chomsky, Katz placed languages outside of the physical and temporal restrictions of
the human brain. He and his followers also describe themselves as ‘linguistic Platonists’.
But what does this linguistic Platonism encompass? As described above, Katz saw language
as an abstract entity outside the physical confines of the human brain - indeed, one could
not use the word ‘knowledge’ to describe mastery of language, as knowledge is internal.
According to the view espoused by Katz and his followers such as Terence Langedoen and
Paul Postal, the child ‘discovers’ language on his own in the manner of a Platonist

realization.” Katz distinguished between people’s ‘knowledge’ (or mastery) of language and

language. Generative grammarians only study the ‘internal’ aspects of language, which are I-language and
competence.

10 Chomsky, N. (2011). Language and Other Cognitive Systems: What Is Special About Language? Language
Learning and Development, no. 7.4, pp 263-278

11 Other researchers, loosely termed ‘Emergentists’ by the Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy, are of the
opinion that language should be primarily investigated as a tool of communication, which means the research
focus should be on language-usage. As the Encyclopedia says, “Emergentists aim to explain the capacity for
language in terms of non-linguistic human capacities: thinking, communicating, and interacting.” From: Scholz,
B.C., F.J. Pelletier, and G.K. Pullum (2015). Philosophy of Linguistics. In Edward N. Zalta (ed.), The Stanford
Encyclopedia of Philosophy, <http://plato.stanford.edu/archives/spr2015/entries/linguistics/>. Par. 1.2:
Emergentists. The generative grammarians are termed Essentialists by the Encyclopedia — in fact, Chomsky is
described as the “intellectual ancestor” of this group (Par. 1.3). The authors go on to stress, however, that
many research approaches are a mix of different schools of thought. (Par. 1.0)

12 B.C. Scholz, et al. Par. 2.4: Katzian Platonism

13 Bever (2009), Biolinguistics Today and Platonism Yesterday. In W.D. Lewis, S. Karimi, H. Harley and S.O.
Farrar (eds.), Time and Again: Theoretical perspectives on formal linguistics. Philadelpha: John Benjamins
Press, 2009, pp. 227-232. Katzian theories concerning language generation are modelled on Platonist
mathematics, which states that “natural language has formal properties independent of us, it is abstract, and
we come to know it via intuition”. (p. 228) The idea being that mathematical relationships, similarly, transcend
human understanding: as Bever puts it, the relationships between numbers have no physical cause (e.g. the
difference between 4 and 2 is the same as 2 and 0, to use Bever’s example) and the number of numbers is
uncountable, exceeding human imagination. (227)
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language itself, describing the process of language acquisition and evolution as follows in
his book Language and Other Abstract Objects, in which he attempted to supply a doctrine for

linguistic Platonism:

“Language change can be understood in the Platonist conception as taking place when
speakers within a certain line of linguistic development come to have a system of
grammatical knowledge so different from the system of their predecessors that these two
systems constitute knowledge of two different sets of abstract objects...language
acquisition and language change thus involve changes in people’s knowledge of languages,
with concomitant changes in their relationship to the linguistic structures in this infinite

range. The study of languages is the study of these linguistic structures.”*

So, change causes one dialect to drift from another, resulting in the end in two different
languages. For Katz, these languages are two different abstract objects. Yet, Katz does not
make it clear whether these linguistic structures he talks about are abstract or not, and

how people gain mental representations of these abstract objects.

1.3 Problems with Platonism and language acquisition

Katz rejects that linguistics should be in any way associated with psychology, claiming that
it is “directly...about sentences and languages.” (Katz, 1981: 76) These, he claims, are
abstract objects, thus linguistics is also a study of abstract objects. Of course, there are
epistemological problems with this theory. The first question would be, how does a child
access knowledge which exists outside of its mental state, and secondly does it gain mental
representations of this knowledge, as Platonic objects cannot interact with mental states?"
After all, decades of neurological research have made it clear that dedicated language areas
exist in the brain (such as Broca’s area and Wernicke’s area). This fact does not seem
compatible with the argument that there is no psychological or neurological aspect to
languages. T.G. Bever has suggests a solution for these problems, namely that the child

learns language by the testing and subsequent adoption or rejections of various

1 Katz, J.J. (1981). Language and Other Abstract Objects., Totowa, NJ: Rowan & Littlefield, p. 76

15 Katz had some words on the question of mental states: “Psychological reality conditions in linguistics

do not concern the grammatical structure of sentences but concern particulars of subjective experience or
human biology.” (J.J. Katz, An Outline of Platonist Grammar. In: T.G. Bever, J.M. Carrol and L.A. Miller (eds.),
Talking Minds: The Study of Language in Cognitive Sciences. MIT Press, 1984, p. 36) He claimed that the details
of the way people process language, and hence language acquisition, had very little to do with language as a
concept, and he drew a distinction between “knowledge of language” and “languages that people know”. See
also: Auroux, S. (ed., 2006) History of the Language Sciences. Walter de Gruyter GmbH, Berlin, pp. 2571-2573.
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combinations of grammatical elements. He calls this method of language acquisition
‘hypothesis testing’. Rather than certain mental parameters being ‘triggered’, as is the case
with generative grammar, the child would discover language on their own and thus
discover the “true essence of language because it is real and external to the child”. (Bever,
229) Bever accepts biolinguistics to a certain extent, agreeing that language could arise
from the interactions between different structures for learning: not simply arising from the
auditory cortex but involving interactions between such abstract and diffuse processes as
thought, perception and memory (230). He refers to Hauser et al.’s 2002 article on language
evolution, and opines that hypothesis-testing would fit more plausibly with Hauser’s the
recursive language-building mechanism than innate parameters.'. Bever agrees that there
are specific language areas in the brain, but it is unclear for him whether there are also
specific structure devoted to language acquisition, or whether language acquisition arises
from general learning mechanisms such as his proposed hypothesis-testing structure. (229)
Returning to Katz, it is clear that he does not really address the problem of language
acquisition in Platonism, referring instead to his colleague Bever for a proposed solution to
this issue (Katz, 1981: note 31). Perhaps this is because Katz’s goals are different. His
disagreement with Chomsky appears to centre on their different ideals regarding the
purpose of linguistics as a field of research. While Chomsky involves mental states and even
brain physiology in his work on generative grammar, Katz rejects the involvement of
psychology and cognitive science in linguistics. For this reason, he appears to be fairly

disinterested in detailing the mechanisms of how language acquisition.

1.4 Research proposal: summary and addendum

I have described the research question in brief right at the beginning of the introduction. I
shall go over it here in a little more detail. As we have seen, multiple linguists lay claim to
the labels ‘Platonism’ or ‘Platonist’ as descriptive terms for their theories. Chomsky uses
Plato’s name to describe a specific problem in language acquisition, for which the proposed
solution is the existence of innate, psychobiological parameters for language production.
On the other hand, Katz (and Postal, Bever, etc.) use the term ‘Platonist’ to indicate that
according to their theories, language is an abstract entity that exists outside of human
beings, akin to mathematics or logic. The former researcher appears to reference Plato’s

theories on recollection and the origins of knowledge, while the latter references his

16 Hauser et al.”s problem is that they would require a single set of parameters that would be able to generate
an infinite amount of expressions. Scholz. et al. (2015,2.3) say that Hauser et al.’s biggest challenge would be
to provide empirical data to substantiate this claim, which
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theories on Forms."” One could also consider Katzian theories to share similarities with the
theory of recollection - the way the child is theorized to ‘discover’ language rules by
testing hypotheses may be considered similar to the slave-boy’s method of recollection in
the Meno. By analysing the context in which Chomsky and Katz mention Plato and
comparing their own words to passages from the Meno, I hope to be able to gain a better
understanding of the relationships between these texts.

Another salient question arises, namely what purpose the invocation of Plato serves
in these academic arguments. Katz and Chomsky are not the only linguists to refer ancient
philosophers; in an interview with the Guardian, linguist Daniel Everett (another scholar
who disagrees quite strongly with Chomsky) claims that his language theories are rooted in
antiquity: “The roots of these theories go back, Chomsky's to Plato and mine goes back to
Aristotle. That's incredible isn't it? I mean how many good ideas were had by the Greeks
thousands of years ago?”*® It could be argued that both Chomsky and Katz (and Everett)
wish to place themselves in a certain discourse by terming their theories after a giant of the

European intellectual tradition, and perhaps also to legitimize their arguments in this way.

71t is important to note that the Meno does not contain a theory of Forms as such. See: Franklin (2001: 414,
note 4). Also see Gail Fine (2013: 44, note 1). For this reason Franklin does not speak of ‘Forms’, preferring
‘essence’ instead. | myself opt to speak of ‘Forms’ because of ease; for | will not be discussing their
representation in the Meno in detail.

18 McCrum, R. (March 25%, 2012). 'There is no such thing as universal grammar’. Interview with Daniel Everett
in The Guardian
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2. Introduction to the Meno

Plato’s dialogue Meno centres on the issue whether virtue can be taught. The main question
is introduced right in the first line of the dialogue; there is no narrative build-up
beforehand. The question is posed by the titular character, a nobleman from Thessalia, and
it is rebuffed by Socrates, who professes his ignorance on the matter. Moreover, Socrates
tells him that he has to date not found anybody who actually knows what virtue is. The next

sections are devoted to the search for a definition of virtue.
2.1 The Three Definitions

Socrates asks Meno to provide his own definition of virtue (71D5); Meno’s answer is to list
different kinds of virtues for men, women, children, freedmen, the elderly, and so forth.
This answer is found to be insufficient, as Socrates shows Meno that what they really seek
is the nature (g180¢) common to all these virtues. Meno then provides a second definition,
which was taught to him by Gorgias, which is that virtue is to rule over all men (73C7-8).
This definition turns out to be unworkable when Socrates points out that slaves and
children cannot govern. Meno wishes for Socrates to tell him what the nature of virtue is,
but Socrates answers that his method of teaching requires the knowledge of the questioner
as well to arrive at the answer; thereby drawing a line between his own method and that of
the Sophists (£o11 8¢ Towg T dadekTIKWOTEPOV W) MOVOV TAANOT drokpivesOat, GAAG kal O
éxelvwv OV v mpocouoloyf eidévat 6 épwtwuevog).” Finally, Meno attempts to provide a
third definition, namely that virtue means to “enjoy good things and having the power [to
procure them]” (77B3).” This definition, too, fails to be all-encompassing, and the rejection
of the definition leads to dmopia on Meno’s end, and it is rejected, while Socrates professes
once again to be ignorant of what virtue is. Meno in turn accuses Socrates of casting spells
to reduce him to perplexity, and also compares him to a vapkn (torpedo-fish), which stuns

anyone who touches it.*.

1% “The more dialectical way is perhaps that not only the truth answers but also [that it is answered] by those
things which the questioned person concedes that he knows.” It is épwtwpevoc, according to Burnet’s critical
edition (Oxford, 1909), which corresponds to the manuscripts. It was, however, emended to épwt@®v by E.
Seymer Thompson, and to £€popevocg by Cornarius. These changes are an interesting focal point in the question
of whose knowledge is really required, and what that says about the process of the transfer of knowledge. In
my opinion, this particular quote represents the process of recollection as described by Socrates later in the
dialogue: the truth is answered by true beliefs already present in the épwtwpevoc.

20 All translations from the Meno are mine. Where | have cited other works of Plato, | have used translations in
some cases.

21 The vépkn or torpedo-fish in question is probably the marbled electric ray (Torpedo marmorata Risso, 1810),
which is found in coastal waters around the Eastern Atlantic and the Mediterranean. It can stun and disorient
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2.2 Meno’s Paradox

Meno’s question is then, how one is to recognise what one does not know - this is termed
‘Meno’s paradox’ (or ‘Plato’s Problem’ by Chomsky).” This is where Socrates introduces the
notion of a soul that is immortal and being reborn again and again. Immortality means that
the soul has learned everything there is to learn in previous lives - hence, there is no act of
learning, rather the act of recollection. The origin of this knowledge are the Forms, though
these are not elaborated on in the Meno (see also note 19). Naturally, Meno requires proof of
this recollection, which is the entire purpose of the geometry class. The central dilemma in
the dialogue, which Socrates purports to answer by demonstrating recollection, is how one
can one seek something of which one knows altogether nothing (xali tiva tpénov {ntroeig,
& ZOKPATEG, ToUTO O ur| 0ioOa T Tapdmav 811 éotiv; - “And how will you look for this if you
do not know anything at all concerning its nature?”, 80D). And, if one happens to arrive on
it, how one would recognise it if one does not know it (f] €l kal 11 pdAiota évroxoig avT®,
Q¢ €lon 6t1 To0Td €0TIv 0 6L 00K fidNoba; - “And if you well and truly happen to stumble

upon it, how will you know that it is, what you did not know?”).
2.3 The Geometry Lesson

Socrates has Meno bring one of his young slaves forward, and requests Meno to observe
whether the slave-boy is learning, or recollecting. It is generally agreed that the geometry
is a stand-in for virtue, and Socrates’ purpose of teaching geometry to the boy is to show
Meno how virtue is taught (or in actual fact, realized). He begins by drawing the shape of a
square in the sand (see Bluck, 292). He builds up his line of questioning, beginning from
asking the boy to work out the surface of the square by providing him the length of the
sides. He progresses to providing the boy with a square the size of eight square feet, and
asking him to work out the sides. All the while, Socrates claims that he is not teaching, but
allowing the boy to recollect the correct answer, the answer that is ‘known’ to him all
along. The boy answers in three stages: he provides a first, confident, wrong answer; the
second time he provides an answer which is clearly a guess, and then admits that he does
not know the answer (84A1-2); and the third time he realizes the correct answer. Alongside
Socrates’s engagement with the slave-boy, a meta-dialogue takes place between Socrates

and Meno, discussing the slave-boy’s progress. This discussion, however, has a double layer,

in defense, with jolts of up to 200 V. Scott calls it a ‘stingray’, but this is incorrect, as it uses electrical charge
rather than venomous barbs.

22| have capitalized Chomsky’s interpretation of this problem, to distinguish it from generic references to the
problem of knowledge in this passage.
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in that Meno is actually being instructed in the process of elenchus.” The slave-boy initially
thinks he knows the right answer; then the realization comes to him that he does not
actually know. This &mopia is not a bad thing, as Socrates says; the boy has received the jolt
from the torpedo-fish and is now aware of his lack of knowledge, and will now exert

himself to gain that knowledge.
2.4 Section 86 and beyond

I will try to briefly summarize the final third of the Meno, partly to contextualize the main
issues of the dialogue, and partly because I refer to certain sections of it in my analysis. The
final part of the dialogue concerns itself with the difference between true opinion and
virtue, and how true belief can still lead to good guidance. In section 86C7-9, Meno
expresses once again the wish to find an answer to his initial question, the one that opened
the dialogue - namely, whether virtue is teachable or not. The hypothesis being that if
virtue is a kind of knowledge (¢miotfiun) it is teachable (818aktdv), since knowledge is the
only thing taught to men (87C5). They conclude virtue is that good men become good
through education, not by nature, since if they were good by nature, they would sure have
been able to pick out the good among the young and safeguard them from bad influences
(89B2-4). And since men are good through virtue (87E1), virtue must also be taught instead
of being transmitted by nature. However, this conclusion proves to be rash as Socrates
points out that for virtue to be teachable, there need to be teachers of that subject (89D3-8).
If learning is recollection, then there are no teachers of virtue. Since there can be no
teachers of virtue, and if virtue cannot be taught, there cannot be any pupils either. This
means that virtue is not knowledge. Socrates says, however, that true beliefs can be just as
good a guide as knowledge (97C4). In order to become knowledge, true beliefs must be
fastened by recollection, which makes them abiding (98A6). As such, a man will be guide
well, and thus be useful in the absence of knowledge. Since this is true, knowledge cannot
be a guide in political conduct (99B2). The dialogue ends with the conclusion that
statesmen are like soothsayers or prophets, for though they say true things, they have no

knowledge of what they speak (99C1-4).

2 There is some disagreement here among researchers: Lee Franklin (2001: 414) thinks that Meno is being
instructed in dialectic, not elenchus. According to Franklin, the process of elenchus involves Socrates leading
an interlocutor to dnoplia, as he demonstrates the contradictions in the interlocutor’s opinions on a particular
topic (in this case, virtue). Whereas dialectic, as least according to Franklin, involves the essence of a particular
property. A statement is made about this property, such as “virtue is justice”. This statement is then tested
against other statements that are generally made about this property. This is supposed to enhance the
participants’ understanding about property X, with the goal to formulate newer and better accounts of it.
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3. The Problem of Chomsky and the Meno

As we have seen in the introduction, it is Chomsky himself who refers to the dialogue of the
Meno as the inspiration for his own ‘Plato’s Problem’. He offers ‘Plato’s Problem’ as an
interpretation of Meno’s paradox “in modern terms”.* One could question the reasons for a
reinterpretation, the need for deriving one’s theory from an ancient author firmly
established in the philosophical canon.” We have also seen in the introduction that ‘Plato’s
Problem’ can be described as a problem regarding the origins of knowledge. Chomsky
explicitly references the slave-boy exchange when describing ‘Plato’s Problem’ and the
reason for its terminology. The exchange is initiated on part of Socrates only because
Meno wishes to see a demonstration of recollection. So how does the dialogue between the
slave-boy and Socrates (and consequently Meno and Socrates) resolve the issue of the
origin of knowledge? And what is the relationship between it and ‘Plato’s Problem’?
Because Meno is the originator of the knowledge paradox, we must ask ourselves how
‘Plato’s Problem’ measures up to the actual questions on knowledge transmission set forth
in the Meno. To answer these questions, we must first look at how Chomsky renders Plato’s

knowledge paradox in his work. For that, I will to cite him in his own words.

3.1 The Meno according to Chomsky
In the Managua lectures, Chomsky formulates his inquiry regarding the origins of
knowledge in the following steps:

“1. What is the system of knowledge [of language]? What is in the mind/brain of the

speaker of English or Spanish or Japanese?
2. How does this system of knowledge arise in the mind/brain?

3. How is this knowledge put to use in speech (or secondary systems such as

writing)?

4. What are the physical mechanisms that serve as the material basis for this system

of knowledge and for the use of this knowledge?”*

24 Chomsky (1988: 4)

%5 |t’s notable that this is not the first time Chomsky has referenced heavyweights of the philosophical tradition
in connection to his work on linguistics. His Cartesian Linguistics references René Descartes and certain
linguistic theories developed by him and his followers.

26 Chomsky (1988: 3)
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Point two refers to ‘Plato’s Problem’, in Chomsky’s own words (1988: 3). He says that “A
modern variant [of ‘Plato’s Problem’] would be that certain aspects of our knowledge and
understanding are innate, part of our biological endowment, genetically determined, on a
par with the elements of our common nature that cause us to grow arms and legs rather
than wings. This version of classical doctrine is, I think, essentially correct. It is quite
remote from the empiricist assumptions that have dominated much of Western thought for
the past several centuries...”. (1988: 3) He claims that Plato’s problem was “rephrased” by
Bertrand Russell in the following quote: “How comes it that human beings, whose contacts
with the world are brief and personal and limited, are nevertheless able to know as much as
they do know?”. Chomsky’s arguments in The Managua Lectures are based on particular
grammatical constructions that he claims children know without ever being clearly taught.
According Chomsky, the dialogue between Socrates and the boy in the Meno is a “thought
experiment” which “raises a problem that is still with us: How was the slave boy able to
find truths of geometry without instruction or information?”

James McGilvray, in the appendix to his 2012 series of interviews with Chomsky,
explains ‘Plato’s Problem’ as follows:
“’Plato’s Problem’ labels an issue that any linguist constructing a science of language must
speak to: saying (by offering a theory that constrains language growth and thus explains
the relevant poverty of the stimulus phenomenon) how any child given minimal input can
acquire a natural language (or several) quickly, going through approximately the same
developmental stages as other children acquiring a language, and without apparent
training or ‘negative evidence’. It is called ‘Plato’s Problem’ because it is a bit like that faced
by Plato/Socrates in Plato’s dialogue Meno: a slave boy without training and given only
prompting (not being told what the answers are) manages to come up in short order with

the basic principles of the Pythagorean Theorem.”

McGilvray goes on to say that just like Chomsky’s hypothetical children, the slave-boy

cannot articulate “the formula”, because “he does not have the tools”.”

27 “So too the child with language: the child gets no training and is exposed to a limited data set, but has no
difficulty displaying adult linguistic competence by around 4. The child cannot state the principles by which he
or she speaks either, of course; that would require the child to have a science of language available. But lack of
an articulate way to say what he or she knows by no means gives a reason to hold that therefore language
must be a kind of know-how, gained by intensive training and familiarization.” (Chomsky, 2012: 266) McGilvray
goes on to acknowledge that while Plato’s explanation for the paradox involves knowledge already present in
the soul, “Chomsky’s explanation is, of course, a quite different naturalistic one that appeals to efforts to
understand how automatic and ‘channeled’ development proceeds.” Though the quotes from the appendices
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Chomsky and other linguists were concerned with providing a single unifying
theory behind natural language production. For this, they needed to necessarily take into
account the origins of natural language. Any theory developed to explain the human
language faculty must work for all existing natural languages and also adequately explain
the acquisition of said languages in children.” Universal Grammar was postulated by
Chomsky as ticking these boxes: it is said by generative grammarians to explain how
children become proficient with “minimal input”, and its parameters are said to work with

the grammatical features of all existent languages.”

and the commentaries are written by McGilvray, since the publication was a collaboration between McGilvray
and Chomsky, we can reasonably assume that information contained in the quotes has Chomsky’s stamp of
approval.

28 “The focus of early work (e.g. Aspects of the Theory of Syntax) was to find a theory of language that would
be descriptively adequate — that is, provide a way to describe (with a theory/grammar) any possible natural
language — while also answering the question of how a child could acquire a given natural language in a short
time, given minimal input which is often corrupt and without any recourse to training or ‘negative evidence’.
The acquisition issue — called in more recent work ‘Plato’s Problem’ because it was the problem that
confronted Plato in his Meno — was seen as the task of providing an explanatorily adequate theory. Taking a
solution to the acquisition problem as the criterion of explanatory adequacy may seem odd, but it is plausible:
if a theory shows how an arbitrary child can acquire an arbitrary language under the relevant poverty of the
stimulus conditions, we can be reasonably confident that the theory tracks the nature of the relevant system
and the means by which is grows in the organism.” (Chomsky, 2012: 243-244)

2 These claims are assumptions in themselves — in fact, one can critique the entire concept of ‘poverty of
stimulus’ itself. Perhaps the linguistic input is not “minimal” or “corrupt” like Chomskyites believe it is.
Universal Grammar may not work for all languages either — Chomsky provides his examples of ‘Plato’s
Problem’ from English or Spanish, which are both Indo-European languages. One can easily say that UG is not
at all parsimonious because there are too many prior assumptions to be made for it to be true. These
criticisms, however, go beyond the scope of this thesis and indeed beyond Classics, as they are criticisms of the
validity of Chomsky’s ideas.
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4. Analysis: a comparison of ‘Plato’s Problem’ and Universal Grammar with the Meno

To get across the commonalities and differences between ‘Plato’s Problem’ and the Meno in
the best way possible, I will lay out the arguments for and against commonality in a
structured way. Central to ‘Plato’s Problem’ is the geometry exercise. Noam Chomsky
explicitly cites the slave-boy dialogue in the Meno as an example (perhaps the original
example) of his knowledge paradox. (Chomsky, 1988: 3) However, the exercise was
ultimately only commenced because of Meno’s challenge to Socrates. Because of this, we
cannot look at the exchange with the slave-boy in isolation, but must also address Meno’s

knowledge paradox in our analysis.

Meno’s paradox itself is distinct from ‘Plato’s Problem’. As we have seen, the
question posed by Meno is one of priority: it concerns the search for knowledge of
something of which one has no previous knowledge. Meno wishes to know how one could
search for this knowledge, and how one would recognise it as the right knowledge, if one
could find it at all. ‘Plato’s Problem’, meanwhile, purports to represent the problem of
language production, namely that the richness of language produced by children cannot be
explained simply by the linguistic information they receive from their surroundings. Both
paradoxes deal with the origins of knowledge, and the answer to both problems is the
existence of knowledge that was present before birth. Before we delve deeper into
comparisons between the two paradoxes, we ought to take a brief look at the progression of

this part of the dialogue, since this is where Plato purports to prove recollection.

4.1 The textual evidence from the geometry exercise

If we wish to draw conclusions regarding how Plato’s paradox of inquiry relates to ‘Plato’s
Problem, we cannot avoid taking a look at the dialogue between Socrates and the slave-boy,
especially since it is name-checked by Chomsky as well. The occasion for the dialogue is
Socrates’ pronunciation to Meno that “there is no teaching, only recollection” (o0 @nut
S1daxnv eivat &AN &vduvnowv - 82A). This prompts Meno to request Socrates to
demonstrate recollection. In turn, Socrates asks Meno to produce one of his servants,
making sure that he is born of the house and knows Greek (82B3-4). He tells Meno to “pay
attention, whether he seems to you to be recollecting or learning from me” (npdoexe 31| tov
voOV Ométep’ &v oot eaivrrat, i dvapiuvnokduevog i uavBdvwy nap’ éuod, 82B6-7).

However, he does not yet announce by what method he is about to demonstrate this
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process. Socrates first makes sure the slave-boy is familiar with the shape he will be
discussing. He demonstrates a shape with four angles and sides all equal, which would be a

square (one can fairly deduce, see note 30).

82B8 - 82C1

¥: eing 8] pot, @ mad, yryvWokelc Tetpdywvov xwpiov 8Tt to100tév éotiv; ™
Tell me then, boy, do you know the figure with four angles that is like this?

IT: éywye.
I do.

%: €oT1v 00V TETpdywvov xwpiov Toag £xov Tag ypapuds tavtag tdoag, TéTtapag o0oag;
Then, does a four-angled figure have all these lines, which are four, as equal length?

I1: mavv ye.
Absolutely.

%: 00 Kol tavtact Tag d1a Yécov €otiv 1oag Exov;
And is it not also to these [lines] that these [drawn] through the middle are equal?*'

30 tololtog seems to indicate that Socrates shows the figure in some manner in the sand in front of them,
which is in accordance with Bluck: “We must imagine Socrates drawing a square in the sand (Bluck, 292). In the
same paragraph Bluck points out that a tetpaywvov “is commonly a square”; we do not actually know for sure
from this description that it is necessarily a square — as Bluck says, a tetpaywvov can be any figure with four
angles, and a rhombus (with equal sides) would fall under this category as well. The role of the diagrams in the
dialogue is contested (Bluck, 292). However, a rhombus would be incompatible with the Pythagorean
calculations that are presented as the solution to the problem from 84D to 85A. Socrates does much of his
exposition verbally or by indicating with his finger. The usage of the deictic iota (such as in Tavtact) in multiple
places in the dialogue gives us some clues as to the visualisation of the proceedings. We can reasonably
conclude from its presence that the character of Socrates is indicating with his finger whatever it is that’s
marked by the deictic iota. For the use of geometry in recollection, see also Phaedo 73A-B and Bluck (292-293):
“When people are questioned, if someone asks a question properly, they themselves will tell all things the way
they are — and yet, if the knowledge and the right reason had not happened to be within them, it would not
have been possible for them to do this. Subsequently when someone takes up geometrical diagrams or
something else of those types of things, there they will declare the wisest words, that this is so.”

31 R.S. Bluck states that the lines drawn through the middle are not diagonals but transversals (Bluck, 294), but
Gerard Boter contests this view (1988, 209), saying that they are diagonals. This appears unlikely, as in the
next question Socrates asks whether such a square can be larger or smaller. The drawing of transversal lines is
a logical lead into the next question. In this particular line of thinking, | am in agreement with Bluck (294). On
the other hand, diagonal lines serve no purpose in this series of questions. Since slave-boy clearly has trouble
even working out the length and surface of a square when its size is multiplied, it seems like a step too early to
include diagonals as well. | think on the basis of this alone, one can assume the lines to be transversal.
Diagonals appear for the first time in section 84-85. There, Socrates says explicitly £k ywviag eic ywviav
telvouoa (“stretching from corner to corner”, 85A1). All in all it seems unlikely that the lines in 82C2 are
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IT: vai.
Yes.
%: oUKoDV €in av totodtov Xwpiov kai peifov kai EAattov; 8

Could a figure of this shape not be larger or smaller?

I1: mavv ye.

Certainly.

Fig. 1: A rough representation
of the different squares drawn

Y g . . , . by Socrates throughout the
ovv gin adtn 1 mAevpa dvoiv odoiv kai altn dvoiv, méowv &v €in exercise, with the numbers

Socrates introduces the geometric problem with an example (i

Tod&V 6 SAov; Oe 8¢ ordmet: el Av TavTy Svoiv Tmodoiv, tadtn 8¢ representing their size in square
feet. The starting square is 2x2,
and Socrates asks the boy the
He asks the boy to work out “twice two feet”, which the boy is able  length of a square double that,
which is 8 feet. The boy’s first

answer is double the length,
asks the boy to work out the length of the sides. The progression which would make 16 ft. His

£vd¢ oddG uévov, dAAo T dra av fv Svoiv modoiv Td xwpiov;).”

to do. Socrates then extrapolates to a figure twice that large and

of the first part of the dialogue (82B-82E) could be summarized in second answer is 3 feet.

this way:”

diagonals instead of transversals. But, as Sharples (1989; p. 221) points out, Boter appears to overlook that it is
not merely the slave-boy engaging with the problem, but that the reader itself must clearly understand and
visualize the nature of the problem. Which also reinforces the importance of the diagrams in the boy’s
understanding of the proof.

32 “Suppose that this side were two feet and this two, how many feet would the whole be? Look at it this way:
if in this way it were two feet, and in this way it were only one foot, would the figure not be two feet taken
once?”

33 The usage of oUv, oukoOv and d&pa can indicate the progression of the dialogue. In Sicking & Van Ophuijsen
(1993), the authors mostly discuss oOv in narrative stretches of the Phaedo. Still, there may be information
pertinent to our passage of text: the description of o0v as a “signpost” (Sicking & Van Ophuijsen, 1993: 91) of
sorts from a “detour” which leads away from the original question, could well be applicable to dialogue. The
authors note repetition of constituents as an important guide to understanding the meaning of o0v. We see
the tetpdywvov xwpiov of B8-9 repeated and marked by obv, leading us closer to the “point” of questioning,
as Van Ophuijsen puts it. Or, in his own words: “o0v indicates, then, that what follows comes nearer to the
point than what precedes; that what precedes owes its relevance to what follows”. Sicking’s analysis of
particles in questions in Gorgias (1997: 166) demonstrated that in Plato, &pa appears in yes/no-questions. As
for oOkoOv, according to a survey by Rijksbaron (2012: 144), oUkoUv in questions invites an affirmative answer.
He says that repetition of elements of the question in the answer is partly an indicator that the question is
requires an affirmative answer. According to Sicking, oUkoUv questions are bound up with Socrates’
characteristic way of offering his interlocutors a sequence of interconnected questions, and, in doing so,
making it clear how each subsequent move relates to the demonstration it is part of” (Sicking, 1997: 161).
Unlike oOko0v, the use of Gpa can conveys that the question may be answered in the negative or the positive.
However, Sicking also postulates, while referring to Van Ophuijsen, that the use of Gpa may indicate that
certain assumptions are agreed on by the interlocutor and his conversation partner. (Sicking, 167) What is
marked by @pa follows from those assumptions — Sicking translates this particle in English variously as “if this is

» u

so”, “it appears”, and in other ways along those lines.
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Soc.: If you have a figure with four angles and each side is two feet, how big would that
figure be?

Boy: Four feet.

Soc.: And if you had a similar figure but twice the size, how large would it be?

Boy: Eight.

Soc: And how long would each side of such a figure be?

Boy: Double the size.

“Double the size” is clearly wrong, and it is obvious (using the Pythagorean theorem) that
the length of a side would be V8. Socrates continues questioning the boy, who provides
another wrong answer (three feet), and then gives up, telling Socrates that he does not

know. The question-and-answer session takes the following format:

83A4 - 83B4

3: o0koOV dimhaocio avth a0ty yiyvetatl, av £T€pav Tooa0TV TPocBOUEV EVOEVIE;
Well then, is this line not twice the size of this one, if we place another one of such a size
here?

IT: Tavv Ye.
Absolutely.

% &m0 tavTng 81, PG, £0TAL TO OKTWTOLY XWpLov, &V TETTAPEG TOCADTAL YEVWVTAL
Then do you indeed say that the figure of 8 square feet shall be from this side, and four of

such lines may originate from this point?

I: vat.
Yes.

T avaypapwueda 0n & adtiic oag téttapag. &AAo T | TouTl Av €in O PG TO OKTWTOLV
ElVaL

Let us draw then four equal lines from here. This here is what you say is the eight-foot
tigure, is it not?

IT: T&vv Ye.
Indeed.
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%: 00koDV év adTE 0TIV TauTi TETTApA, WV EKacToV 160V ToUTw éoTiv T¢) TeETpdmodt;
And are there not these four here in here, of which each side is equal to this one of four
feet?

IT: vad.
Yes.

We can see from the style of questioning that there is some reason to doubt Plato’s
(through the voice of Socrates) claim “You see, Meno, how I teach him nothing, but ask
everything?” (6pdg, ® Mévwv, 0¢ éyw TodTov 008Ev §18dokw, dAN ¢pwTd mdvTa;, 82E4-6 —
coming in response to the boy’s answer that a square of eight feet has sides double the
size). Though Plato emphasises that Socrates is not teaching the boy anything, it would
seem at least to the casual reader that his leading questions contradict his claim. Socrates’
questions to the boy can be considered ‘leading’ questions, which already contain the
answer within (“[X] is so, is it not?”), and make it difficult for the slave-boy to answer in the
negative. In fact, as pointed out in note 33, the particle o0ko0v indicates the (linguistic)
preference for an affirmative answer. However, Scott makes the point that such questions
could have another implication, referring to 82E12-13, in which Socrates tells Meno “0e®
On adTOV dvapiuvnokduevov €Qeig, wg del dvapipviokesbar” (“See now that he recalls in
order, like he is supposed to recall”). According to Scott, this hints towards the fact that
Socrates is following a series of steps in a proof. The slave-boy (and consequently, Meno)
does not simply need to be told the steps in a proof or argument - he has to make the final
jump (or “click”, as Scott calls it) to true understanding, which can only be possible if he
follows the argument through himself.** Unlike Meno, who repeats Gorgias’s teachings and
cites poets for his three definitions, Socrates’ questioning helps the boy discover the
answers in stages by a proof.

After the boy gives a second wrong answer, he is shown (through dialectic) why it is
incorrect. The third time he is questioned, he replies dejectedly that he does not know. The
boy has been administered the ‘torpedo-fish’s shock’, however the admittance of ignorance

is progress in his search for knowledge; as Socrates says:

34 See: D. Scott, Plato’s Meno. Cambridge, 2006, p. 101
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EVVOETG av, W Mévwv, ov €ottv 110N Padilwv 68 Tod avautpviokesbat; 6TL TO Hev
p&TOV NOEL eV 0U, 1Tig €0TLV 1) TOD OKTWTOd0G Xwplov ypauun, Momep 00de vOV mw oidev,
GAN 00V QeTd Y adTnV TdTE €1dévat, Kal Bappadéwg Anekpiveto w¢ €18, Kal ovY Nyeito

amopeiv: vV 8¢ Myeital armopeiv 1dn, kai KoTep ovK 0idev, 00d ofetan idévat.
(84A3-8)

“Do you consider again, Meno, at what point of recollection he is, in making his
journey? That at first he did not know, what is the line of the eight foot space, just as he
does not know even now, but thought he knew once, and he bravely answered as if he
know, and he did not believe that he was in difficulty: now he is of the opinion that he is

already in trouble, and as he does not know, he does not think he knows.”

For the boy would have earlier wrongly believed himself to be right, but now knowing of

his ignorance, he will push himself for the right answer:

TpoUpyov YoV Tt TEMOINKAUEV, WG £01KE, TPOG TO EEVPETV Omn €xeL: VOV UEV Yap Kal
(ntriceiev &v 118éwg oVk e18wg, TéTe 8¢ padiwg av kai mpdg ToAAovG kai TOAAAKIG T’ v €D

Aéyerv mept To0 SimAaciov xwpiov, WG el SimAaciav TNV ypauunVv EXelv UnKeL.
(84B9-C2)

“At all events we have done something serviceable, it seems, to further the search
for the state of the matter: for now he may indeed search gladly, not knowing, when once
he would have easily thought that he spoke well about many things and often regarding the
twofold space, that is must have double the line for the length. “

It appears that Socrates’ (and thus Plato’s) primary goal prior to the ‘torpedo-fish’s shock’
was not so much eliciting the correct answer as following the steps in the proof to purely
demonstrate the boy’s ignorance. Since Meno’s inquiry in virtue is parallel to the boy’s
inquiry in geometry, the beneficial aspects of the shock are demonstrated to Meno, and are
in fact discussed with him in the meta-dialogue (as Socrates says, “Then having put him in
a state of confusion, and having administered a shock like the torpedo-fish, we have surely
not done him any harm?”, 84B).” After the boy has been reduced to dnopia, Socrates picks

up the questioning again, but with a different geometric method to illustrate the same

35 &ropeiv oUV alTdV MOLAoAVTEC Kal vapkdy WOTtep 1) VApKN, LAV Tt EBAGPapey;
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principle. This time, he draws four squares of equal size (of
four square feet each) to form a larger square, and draws
diagonals corner to corner to form a smaller square inside the

bigger square. This drawing demonstrates the Pythagorean

principle to the boy, as it clearly shows each line cutting each
square in two halves, each of which is now two square feet. The

proof that the boy finally understands the underlying

geometric principles of the problem are the lines 85B1-2:

Z: dmo motag ypappfic; Fig. 2: The second diagram of
From what kind of line? 4x4 feet, which makes it easy to
work out the sides, for the

y o . inner square is 8 square feet.
IT: ano Ttavtng.

From this.

: o TG €K Ywviag £1¢ ywviav tetvovong To0 TeTpdnodog;
From the one stretching from corner to corner of the four-foot figure?

I1: vod.
Yes.

and tavtng refers to one of the diagonal lines drawn by Socrates (see also Bluck, 310). The
character of Socrates wishes the boy to understand that the length of a square can be
calculated by the diagonal. If one knows the surface of the square, one can, similarly to
Socrates, use a tool to calculate the length of the square by dividing the square in quarters
and drawing diagonals through their corners. The fact that the boy is able to indicate the
type of line demonstrates that he has actually understood the solution to the problem, not
that he is merely reproducing a number.

Socrates has now managed to elicit the correct answer from the boy in 85B1-B2,
marking the ending of the geometry exercise. Initially, the boy answers confidently with a
wrong answer; then, again, with a wrong answer that is merely a guess (smaller than four
feet but larger than the original two); and gives up finally, having been stunned into
anopia. After discussing the boy’s (and thus Meno’s) situation with Meno, Socrates
demonstrates the problem again through diagonals, at which point the boy supplies the
correct answer. Socrates explains that the boy does this because of recollection. However,

that is not quite clear from the progress and resolution of the geometry exercise. I shall
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discuss the matter of recollection and give my own ideas regarding the role that
recollection plays in the exercise, and how this ties into ‘Plato’s Problem’. Before that, I
shall look closely at the problem of inquiry in the Meno, and how it compares to ‘Plato’s
Problem’. But first, I will point out some similarities between the geometry exercise and

‘Plato’s Problem’.

4.1.1 The exchange between Socrates and the slave versus ‘Plato’s Problem’

‘Plato’s Problem’ shows some similarities with the geometrical problem and
Socrates’ clarification of the recollection process in sections 85 to 86. In both cases, we have
purported “minimal input” from the surroundings and a person in the knowledge state of
‘initial state’ or S, (see note 4). In both cases, the person produces a greater amount of
knowledge compared to the “minimal input” they receive. This is explained in both cases
by pre-existing knowledge: for Meno’s slave-boy, it’s knowledge acquired by the soul
during the time that it was not corporeal, and for the child, it is knowledge present from
birth, encoded genetically, in the form of ‘principles and parameters’. Those principles and
parameters, just like the slave-boy’s ‘latent knowledge’ (if you will) are triggered by
external input, in the form of correct questioning or linguistic information. However, going
by the geometry exercise itself, one cannot derive any comparisons with principles and
parameters or UG. This is because all of the boy’s replies can be explained by Socratic
elenchus. I shall delve into this more deeply in chapter 4.4. One can leave out the theory of
recollection while analysing the conversation between the slave-boy and Meno, and still
conclude that any progress the slave was making could be explained by Socrates’ style of
questioning, and the diagrams. As we cannot conclude anything simply from examining the
dialogue, we have to consider the concepts underlying the dialogue. There is the theory of
recollection, which I mentioned in 4.1. Recollection assumes innate knowledge, which is
another topic that I will look at. But first, there is the matter of Socratic inquiry and Meno’s

challenge to Socrates, in the form of the knowledge paradox.

4.2 Inquiry in the Meno vs. ‘Plato’s Problem’

Earlier in the dialogue Socrates says right off the bat that he does not know at all what
virtue is, in 71A6 and then again in 71B3-4 (®ot’ 008¢ adto & T1 TOT’ €0T1 TO TAPETAV GPETH,
Toyxavw 16w¢ - “that I do not happen to know at all what the thing itself, virtue, even is”

and ka1 EUauTOV Katapéueouatl wg ovk e10w¢ Tept dpethic TO mapdmav - “and I reproach
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myself that I do not know anything at all concerning virtue”). *

Moreover, he says in 71B4
that if one does not know what (t1) a thing is, he cannot know what its nature (6moiov) it is
(or in full: & 8¢ un oida tf £ot1, TMG v 6moTdV Y€ T1 €ideinv; - “If I do not know what a thing
is, how can I know what its nature is?”). It raises the question what is meant by “knowing”
what a thing is. It is important to observe that Socrates uses oida here to denote ‘to know’,
as opposed to a word like yryvdokw (like he does in the sense of “knowing Meno” in 71B4).
Gail Fine (47) offers that t1 eidévau is knowing in the sense of knowing “the inner
constitution” of virtue, such as an atomic number of an element, rather than its observable
features.” This notion that one must know what [X] is, to know anything about [X], is what
Gail Fine calls ‘The Priority of Knowledge What’ principle (or PKW: Fine, 28). As we have

already seen in the introduction, the PKW results in a problem which is articulated by

Meno, which is how one can inquire into something, if one does not at all know what it is.
4.2.1 Meno’s paradox investigated

Meno is annoyed that his definitions are rejected by Socrates, and he challenges Socrates as
an interlocutor; after all, how can Socrates lead an inquiry on virtue when he says himself
that he lacks knowledge of virtue? Let us examine Meno’s paradox first. It consists of three
questions:
1. In what manner can you conduct an inquiry into something, if you do not know
(o160a) at all (t6 mapdmnav) what (t1) that thing is?
2. What sort of object of inquiry (moiov) will you search for from the things that you
do not know?
3. Even if you chance upon it (évtixoig abt®), how do you know that it is that which

you did not know?**

Though this paradox appears relatively straightforward, there are still questions to be

asked concerning its contents. For instance, one can wonder what “do not know at all”

36 There is some discussion on the correct translation of to mapdmav — Bluck (209) suggests it might be taken
with o0&€ to mean “I do not even know at all”, but cites other scholars who go with the German “Gberhaupt”.
Liddell, Scott & Jones give “altogether” and combined with a negative “not at all”. Gail Fine goes with the
former meaning, which | have used as well. It is important to know whether Socrates disclaims knowledge of
only some aspects of virtue, or virtue in its entirety.

37 Fine, G. (2003). Plato on Knowledge and Forms: Selected Essays. Oxford: Oxford University Press. For
reference, the atomic number is the number of protons found in an atom of an element (which, in an
uncharged atom, is equal to the number of electrons). Hydrogen, for instance, has an atomic number of one.

38 Kal tiva TpoTov INTACELS, M SWKPATES, TOUTO & pr) 0loBa TO mapdmay & TL £0Tiv; otov yap WV oUK 0loBa
npoBépevog INTHoeLg; A €l kal 6Tl pdAtota évtiyolg alt®, mi¢ elon ot todto €0ty 6 oU oUK dnoBa; (80D5-8)
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means. Meno obviously thinks that we don’t know anything at all about an object, meaning
that we are not even aware of its name or existence, we cannot inquire into it. If we
interpret ‘knowing’ in this way, then point 1) presents a problem for Socrates. However,
there are other ways we can interpret ‘knowing’. If we take the object of knowledge to be
[X], does this mean that one does not even have beliefs about [X]? As Fine (2003: 45) points
out, Socrates is able to examine Meno on his beliefs on virtue, which means he surely must
have beliefs of his own on the topic [X]. So the interpretation that one cannot even have
beliefs about virtue seems unlikely. We can conclude that someone can talk about [X], based
on their beliefs, even if they don’t know anything about [X]. This also allows for the type of
philosophical inquiry that Socrates conducts, for it allows both parties to find out [X] even
if they have no knowledge of [X].

In point 2), Meno asks “what sort of thing” (roiov) Socrates will npo6éuevog
{ntrioeig (“having put forward, will you inquire into”).” It seems to be a callback to
Socrates’ own words in 71B4 that you cannot know what (t1) something is if you do not
know what sort of thing (or of what nature, 6moi6v) it is. Fine (2003: 52) words Meno’s
second question as “which of the things one doesn’t know is one inquiring into?” which
strikes me as dubious.”’ The question is not about “what thing” (t1) but “what sort of thing”
(roiov). I interpret it as ‘what category of thing, having put forward will you look for, from
the things that you did not know’. Bluck, however, interprets it as: “What sort of a thing,
among the things you don’t know, will you take this to be, when you set it up as the object
of your search?” (272) Bluck claims that “Meno ironically suggests that Socrates would
have to know the qualities of all the things that he does not know” to be able to categorize
his object of inquiry. Yet if we consider that it is possible to have beliefs about [X] without
having knowledge on it, point 2) is resolved as well. As long as we are not complete blanks
on subjects [X], [Y] and [Z], and have some opinions on their qualities and essences, we are
able to categorize them as well.

Point 3) follows from Meno’s assumption in point 1) that one does not know
anything at all about [X], [Y], or [Z]. If the happy chance occurs that you would stumble on
them, which seems like an infinitesimally small possibility, there is still the problem that
you would have to be able to recognise what you were looking for (which you had no

knowledge of in any way in the first place). The use of évtoxoig shows that Meno thinks

39 Bluck (272), too, interprets 2) as: “What sort of a thing, among the things you don’t know, will you take this
to be, when you set it up as the object of your search?”

40 Though in The Possibility of Inquiry: Meno's Paradox from Socrates to Sextus (2014, p. 75) she translates it as
“what sort of thing”.
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that inquiry into a thing that you do not know is impossible, and the only way you could
tind your answer is through chance. However, there is an explanation for this, and it comes
later in the dialogue - for it is because of the knowledge already present in our soul that we

are able to recognise what we were inquiring after, even if we did not know it.
4.2.2 Socrates’ eristic dilemma

Socrates reformulates Meno’s paradox in 80E1-5 as 0pd¢ to0Tov WG £PIoTIKOV AdyoV
Katdyels, WG 0Ok dpa #otiv {ntelv dvOpwmw olte & 01de olte 6 ur) 0ide; ote yap &v 8 ye
018ev {ntoi—oideVv ydp, kai 008&v Jel T® ye Tol00Tw {NTricews—obte O ur) 010ev—0o08¢ ydp
0idev 811 {ntroet (“Do you see that you are spinning this eristic argument, that it is not
possible for a man to search either for what he knows nor for what he does not know; for
he cannot search for what he knows - because he knows it, and in such a situation there is
no need for an inquiry - and neither [can he search] for what he does not know - for he
does not know what to search for.”). Socrates’ own reformulation can be divided up in the
following way:

1. Itis not possible to search for what one knows, or does not know;

2. Because if one knows it already, one does not need to inquire into it;

3. And if one does not know it, he cannot search for it.

As Fine (2003: 52) says, it is fairly weak to say that one cannot search for what one does not
already knows. It could be argued that one can search again for what one already knows
not for the pursuit of knowledge, but other reasons - perhaps even the sheer pleasure of
the inquiry itself.* Nor does such a statement allow for the possibility that one’s knowledge
might not be complete - either one knows everything about a certain subject, or nothing at
all. The same goes for point 3) - the assumption is that one must be ignorant of the very
existence of a certain thing, if one cannot inquire into it. The term to0 napdmnav is not used
in Socrates’ eristic dilemma. To clarify the problems with the dilemma, I shall provide an
example. To continue on the theme of chemical elements (see note 37), I may know nothing
about the element aluminium. But I do know its name and existence, which can lead me to
inquire about it. Yet simply knowing the name is not equivalent to ‘knowledge’, as I am
ignorant of any other properties of the element. To summarize in simpler terms, the

dichotomy is that if we have concept [X], one either knows or does not know [X]. It appears

41 Fine (2003:52) compares it to dining at Lutéce — if one has dined there, does not mean that one can never
dine there again.
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to be that if one knows a property of [X], one knows all [X]. For these reasons, the eristic
paradox (point 1)) seems invalid, which Socrates agrees with - in fact, he appears to be
criticizing Meno for making this argument (0pd¢ todtov w¢ €p1oTikOV Adyov KaTAyelg,
80E1-2). In the text the argument is portrayed as invalid for a different reason, namely the
existence of recollection, which allows a person to inquire into what he does not know. The
dilemma does not take Meno’s point 3) into account at all, though it is clarified later in the

dialogue.

4.2.3 Plato’s Problem’ and Meno’s paradox

So, Plato’s problem is how to search for a particular knowledge if one does not know it, and
how to recognise it as the correct knowledge. This is not the same as questioning how ‘we’,
as people in general, know so much while experiencing so little, which is the essence of
Chomsky’s reformulation of Meno’s paradox. Though Chomsky and Plato superficially
appear to both deal with a problem regarding the origins of knowledge, their emphasis is
on vastly different aspects. If we compare the points listed by Chomsky that I have cited in
the introduction, it is immediately apparent that the concerns of both authors are
divergent. Chomsky is concerned with the question “how does this system of knowledge [in
other words, the language faculty] arise in the mind/brain”, which he terms ‘Plato’s
problem’. In his 1986 work Knowledge of Language he claims that ‘Plato’s Problem’ is “the
problem of explaining how we can know what we do know” (1986: 263). For Chomsky, the
knowledge problem is caused not only by the very exacting ways in which children can
imitate their language models (older children, adults) but also by the sheer amount of
creativity involved in language production. Words and linguistic constructions totally new
to the language may be produced by grace of our language faculty (Chomsky, 1988: 5). For
Chomsky, the solution to this issue is the existence of ‘principles and parameters’ in the
human brain which allow for the type of language production that we see in humans. This
faculty would be the result of evolution, rather than explained through immortality of the
soul.

As we have seen, Chomsky’s own summarization of the dialogue with the slave-boy
goes as follows: “How was the slave boy able to find truths of geometry without instruction
or information?” In a sense this is correct, for Socrates emphasizes that the boy has never

been taught (85D3-4). It is however Meno who prompts the geometry exercise, asking in
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81E:

Nai, 0 Zokpateg GAAX TdOG Aéyelg To0To, 6Tt 00 pavO&vouev, AAAX v KaAoDuev uadnotv
Gvauvnoig €otiv; €xelg e To0to dNd&at we oUTw G EXEL;

(81E3-5)

“Yes, Socrates - but how do you say that, that we do not learn, but what we call learning is

recollection? Can you teach me that this is so?”

Meno is unconvinced by Socrates’ assertion that learning is recollection, and asks him to
demonstrate this. The exercise is supposed to dismantle Meno’s circular dilemma, which
was that one cannot inquire into what one already knows, because one knows it; and one
cannot inquire into what one does not know, because one does not know it. Recollection is
supposed to be the answer to all three steps of Meno’s knowledge paradox - not only how
to inquire after something that one does not know, but also how to recognise what one
does not know. It also solves the eristic dilemma by removing the barrier to investigating
something one does not know - one can intuitively recognise truths already known to the
soul. To reiterate, ‘Plato’s Problem’ revolves around “how we can know what we do know”.
Yet Chomsky does not substantiate what the term “what we do know” means, and though
he provides many supposed examples of ‘Plato’s Problem’, he does not elaborate with data
on children’s supposed speedy competence in natural languages.”” We must also wonder
how linguistic competence in first language acquisition can even be measured. Chomsky
does not make this clear - since he and his followers only study I-language and competence
(see note 9). These considerations make it difficult to, say, measure the supposed progress
of Chomsky’s children compared to the slave.

So we know now that though both authors are concerned with the origin and
transmission of knowledge, the focus of their inquiry is very different. Plato concerns
himself with a paradox of inquiry: how people can search for knowledge of something of
which they don’t know anything, and how they will recognize what they were searching for
if they did not know it in the first place. Chomsky, on the other hand, is concerned with an

epistemological problem: where does knowledge of language come from, and how do

%2 In Language and Problems of Knowledge: The Managua Lectures (1988), he provides several examples of
rules in the Spanish language, some of which occur in English as well (such as embedded clauses as
complements to certain types of verbs), some only in Spanish and Italian, and some are peculiar to Spanish. All
these are examples of ‘Plato’s Problem’, according to Chomsky, for they are rules to be mastered. (14)
However, there is no data to back them up. Of course, consider that such data would fall under the umbrella of
‘E-language’ (external manifestations of language, i.e. language as a tool of communication)
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people acquire it? As the quote by McGilvray in 3.1 shows, the problem for Chomskyites is
how all children are able to acquire adult competence by an early age with “minimal input”
and “without apparent training” (Chomsky, 2012: 266). The knowledge is not being
awakened by questioning, but the child receives auditory input, and then produces a
greater amount of knowledge than what can be accounted for solely by the information
that is transmitted to him.”

This makes Chomsky’s appropriation of Plato’s paradox of inquiry problematic.
Chomsky and McGilvray present the basis of ‘Plato’s Problem’ as the slave-boy producing
answers in geometry without training. This is, however, not the same as Meno’s paradox.
The geometrical problem arises because Meno asks Socrates to demonstrate the solution to
his paradox. Whereas ‘Plato’s Problem’ does not appear to have much to do with the search
for knowledge as much as with a gap between the knowledge input and knowledge output.
Chomsky presents the geometry exercise as if it is the originator of the knowledge
problem, when it is in fact the opposite: the geometry exercise was introduced because
Meno asked Socrates to demonstrate recollection. In turn, recollection was introduced to as
a response to the paradox of inquiry posed by Meno. There are also other aspects to
consider. For Chomsky’s paradox to be commensurate with Plato’s paradox, other issues
surrounding the paradox should be in concordance as well. There is the problem of
learning and recollection, then, the question of innateness. All these concepts are deeply
tied into Plato’s paradox of inquiry and cannot be ignored when discussing the reception of

Plato’s paradox in Chomsky’s works.

4.3 The process of recollection in the Meno

Recollection is supplied as the answer to Plato’s paradox of inquiry. So, what exactly is
Platonic recollection, and how does it play a role in solving the geometric problem? The
outcome of the geometric problem can simply be explained by the dialectical method,
which may also be the answer to Meno’s paradox. After all, it proves that lack of knowledge
is no obstruction to inquiry. So it is unclear what part is given to recollection. To answer
this, we need to look more closely at certain details concerning recollection as described in
the Meno. When we understand what role recollection plays in the geometric problem, we

can understand how the dialogue with the slave and Meno’s paradox compare to ‘Plato’s

43 Of course, here we also run into a problem inherent in the Meno itself, which is that the slave-boy dialogue
does not really answer Meno’s questions. We will have to deal with the role of that dialogue with respect to
the paradox, while attempting to answer the main research question.
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Problem’. Chomsky presents ‘Plato’s Problem’ as a problem of knowing how we know what
we know, so in this context it is useful to first look at how people know what they know in

the Meno.

4.3.1 Learning in the Meno

Socrates offers recollection as a solution to Meno’s paradox, and in fact states that to yop
{nreiv dpa kai to pavOdvely dvauvnoic 6Aov €otiv (“For recollection is wholly inquiry and
learning.” - 81D). However, this simply appears to be saying that inquiry and learning are
the parts that make up recollection - not that there is no such thing as recollection. Again,
this does not provide an explanation for the origin of knowledge - for even if the soul has
acquired it at some point in the past, Meno’s paradox would still be relevant. If we take a
look at the way this knowledge of the soul is said to be acquired by Plato, we get the

following quote:

“Ate oDV 1] Yoy &Bdvatdg te oboa kai ToAAGKIG yeyovuia, kai Ewpakvia kai T
£vOade kal T €v “A1dou Kal TAVTA XPHUATA, OUK £0TLV OTL 00 UEUAONKEV: DoTE 0VJEVY
Bavpactdv kal mepl dpethig kal mepi FAAWV 01dv T elvar adTiv dvauvnodijva, & ye kai
npdtepPOV NIioTATO. ATE YAP TAG PUGEWS ATAGHG GLYYEVODG 0UONG, KAl pepadnkuiag thg
PuxAg dravta, o0dev KwAVeL Ev udvov dvapuvnodévra—o on puabnotv kahobotv dvOpwmor—

TéAAa TdvTa a0TOV AVELPETV, 24V TIG dvSpeiog A kai ur| dmokduvn (nTév-
(81C5-D4)

“Then, because the soul is immortal and has been reborn often, and has seen things
here and things in the nether world, and in fact, everything, it is not possible that she has
not learned. So that it’s no wonder that it is possible that she recollects both regarding
virtue and regarding other things, which she in fact has become acquainted with before.
For since all nature is of like kind, and the soul has been in a state of knowing regarding all
things, nothing prevents a person, while recollecting in a single matter - which men call
the act of learning - from finding out all other things, if someone is brave and seeks

without growing weary.”

Since soul is described as “immortal” and as having “seen things here and things in the
nether world”, it seems to follow naturally that it would have picked up a thing or two

along the way. In fact, this process has been framed by Plato explicitly as “learning”
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(uadnoig) and in fact is presented as being inevitable, phrased with double negatives - it’s
not possible that the soul has not learned (through the ages). The soul not learning in the
time before it is born in a human body is presented as an impossibility. There is doubt
about the interpretation of “seeing” things - though e.g. Scott (2006; 96) thinks the seeing

involves experience, Fine (2003; 63) interprets it as “understanding” the nature of things.

4.3.2 The problem of the origin of knowledge

Obviously, saying that the soul has never experienced learning is a problem if we start
thinking about the origins of knowledge. It does not present a problem for Meno’s paradox
as such, as it does not deal with the origins of knowledge - this was my argument in chapter
4.2. Yet the idea that knowledge has been in us all along does not appear to reconcile with
the notion of uddnoig. In the Phaedo (76A), Plato suggests two options, either that people
are either born with knowledge and have knowledge all their lives, or they acquire

knowledge from before their birth and learn by recollection:

wote, 6mep Aéyw, dvoiv Odtepa, fitol Emotduevol ye abTd yeyovapev kai émotdpeda did
piov mévteg, 1) Uotepov, o0 @apev uavOdverv, o0dev dAN f dvaiuviiokovtal oUTot, Kai 1)

uadnoig avapvnoig &v in.

“So that, as I say, one of two things is true, either verily we are born knowing and we know
all things throughout our life, or later, those who we say learn, these people do not but

recall, and learning would be recollection.”
Phaedo 76A4-7

uadnoig is dvapvnoig according to Plato here in the Phaedo, at least if we assume that

knowledge is forgotten at time for birth and recalled. The two options either seem to be:

1) Knowledge is present at birth, and therefore people know “all things” (have explicit
knowledge) their whole lives.
2) Knowledge has been acquired before birth but is forgotten at time of birth; learning

is merely recollection of latent knowledge.

Either people know all things all their life (814 fiov), that is to say from birth, or they know
things later (Gotepov), and they are actually recollecting when they are learning. This still
leaves us with the epistemological problem. For the Meno at least, I prefer Bluck’s more

plausible interpretation that the soul has existed for so many years and learned so long ago
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that it may as well have had knowledge “for the entire time”. (Bluck, 316) Plato emphasises
the lack of traditional learning, and thus lack of teaching in 85D3, when Socrates asks Meno
regarding the slave-boy whether “without anyone having taught him, but only asking him
questions will he learn, taking up knowledge himself, from himself?” (o0koGv 008evoc
dda&avtog GAN’ Epwtricavtog Emothoetat, avalaPwv avtog €€ abtod v émotruny;). The
line Be® &1 adTOV dvapuvnokduevov £Qe€ig, wg Ol avauipviokeotat in 82E suggests that
there are certain steps that have to be followed in a certain order (£¢e&fic) for knowledge
by recollection to take place. According to Scott’s interpretation, though, the idea that the
boy is not being taught, but is actually recollecting, means that the steps of a proof cannot
be demonstrated - and what can easily be explained by that (such as the boy’s sudden
progress in 84D-85B) is actually caused by recollection. (Scott, 115) This appears to
contradict Scott’s earlier claim (Scott, 101 and chapter 4.1) that Socrates is merely enacting
a series of steps in a proof for the boy to follow. However, Scott does say that the notion
that recollection is not the same as following logical proofs is his own interpretation of
Plato’s “thesis” (Scott, 115-116). In 81D23-4, Plato claims that 008ev kwAVe1 €v udvov
dvauvnofévta—o &) uddnorv kahodoty &vOpwmor—tdAAa tdvta avtodv dvevpeiv (“Nothing
prevents a person, while recollecting in a single matter - which men call the act of learning
- from finding out all other things.”) He says tha tév pdvov dvauvnoedévta (81D2), recalling
a single topic, is termed padnoig by men. From what we have argued until now, it appears
that he means that the act of dvapipvrokerv is uddnoig. He appears to be saying that
recalling one piece of information can lead to “finding out all other things”. As Scott says,
while these are normal logical associations made during a proof, for Plato they are evidence
of recollection.

In 85C to 86B, Plato returns to recollection once again, with Socrates eliciting
answers from Meno while following through on an argument concerning the nature of
recollection in the boy. He argues in 86A8 that the soul of the slave-boy (and by extension,
Meno) “has been in a state of knowing” (uepadnkuia) for eternity (tov det xpévov).* The
implication here is that knowledge has been acquired at some point during the long years of
the soul’s existence; though Fine (2003; 63) translates uepadnkuvia as “a state of once having

been in a learned condition”, claiming that the perfect aspect allows for the “possibility

4 pnepodnkuia is a difficult term to translate. Fine (2014: 159, note 59) points out that pavBdvelv has
meanings varying from ‘to learn’, ‘to know’ and ‘to understand’. | have translated it as “a state of knowing”
instead of learning, partly because if we take the meaning to be ‘learning’, tov del xpovov would not make
sense; if the soul has learned, there was obviously a point before it learned. As Bluck (316) says (see next
page), the soul may have learned so long ago that it may as well be “eternity”. The use of ‘learning’ instead of
‘knowledge’ makes the ‘learning’ seem more recent on the timeline than it was.
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that there was no process of learning”.* Scott translates pepadnkuia as a “state of ‘having
learnt™. (Scott, 112) Plato talks about “the time when he [the boy] is a human being” and
when he isn’t (86A6-10), yet he says in 86A10 that the boy either is or isn’t a human being
“the whole time”, which we can take to mean that either he is or he isn’t human, and if he
is a human being, he is human the entire time until his death. If the boy has not been
taught (o0koOv 00devocg Si1daéavtog, 85D3) during the time that he was human, he surely
acquired the knowledge before. However, Scott (112) reasons that since “not human” and
“human” are only two of the existential categories that Plato offers, we must conclude that
knowledge has been in him forever, and he is forever in yepadnkvia. We could consider
that the existence of the soul before its human incarnation is presented as atemporal and
aspacial, and thus perhaps we cannot speak of acts such as ‘acquiring’ something in this
context, as this would mean that there was a time before acquisition and a time after. The
existence of the soul is only presented in terms of prior to and during its existence as a
human. Therefore, I am inclined to agree with Scott that we can only conclude that
knowledge has been in the soul forever, i.e. there can be no question of when that

knowledge was acquired, because it has always been in the soul.

4.3.3 Recollection and the Platonic elenchus

The theory of recollection purports to explain how one can inquire without having
knowledge. I will argue that recollection in the Meno does not explain the slave-boy’s
answers to the geometric problem as such. These can simply be explained by elenchus, and
thus elenchus provides an adequate reply to the first part of Meno’s paradox, explaining

how one can inquire even in the absence of knowledge. Rather, it explains a certain aspect

4 |n the Phaedrus (248E-249B), for instance, Plato (speaking through Socrates) claims that the soul is reborn
every thousand years, and those particularly enlightened souls such as those of philosophers may “attain
wings” and return to where they were born after a briefer time than others, while others may be reborn every
thousand years into a new body, whether beast or man — though a soul can never become human if it has
never seen daAnBeta. The full quote, see the translation below by Harold N. Fowler (1925):

“Now in all these states, whoever lives justly obtains a better lot, and whoever lives unjustly, a worse. For each
soul returns to the place whence it came in ten thousand years; for it does not regain its wings before that
time has elapsed, except the soul of him who has been a guileless philosopher or a philosophical lover; these,
when for three successive periods of a thousand years they have chosen such a life, after the third period of a
thousand years become winged in the three thousandth year and go their way; but the rest, when they have
finished their first life, receive judgment, and after the judgment some go to the places of correction under the
earth and pay their penalty, while the others, made light and raised up into a heavenly place by justice, live in
a manner worthy of the life they led in human form. But in the thousandth year both come to draw lots and
choose their second life, each choosing whatever it wishes. Then a human soul may pass into the life of a
beast, and a soul which was once human, may pass again from a beast into a man. For the soul which has
never seen the truth can never pass into human form.”
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of Platonic elenchus, namely how true opinions can lead to knowledge. Consider, for one,
how Socrates tells the slave-boy in 83D to t0 ydp oot dokodv todto dnokpivov (“For you
must answer what you think.”). When Socrates and Meno are discussing the slave-boy’s
progress in 85C-D, Socrates gets Meno to agree that the boy had opinions (évfjcav 8¢ ye
abTd abtat ai §8€at, 85C4 - “Yet these opinions were indeed in him.”) while knowing
nothing (kai prv o0k idet ye, 85C2 - “But he did not know.”). So knowledge of a certain
subject is not a prerequisite for a person to have opinions on that topic. Inquiry by Socrates
has stirred these opinions: “And now these opinions have been just awakened in him like a
dream.” - kai vOv pév ye a0t® Gomep Svap &ptt dvakexivnvral ai §6&at avta, 85C9).*
Going back to the line “And without anyone having taught him, but only asking him
questions will he learn, taking up knowledge from his own accord?” mentioned in the
above paragraph makes it clear that knowledge can be recollected through the opinions
which are stirred by questioning. Similarly, in 86A6-9, Plato claims that the boy has “true

opinions” which need to be “awakened” by questioning:

Ei o0v 8v T’ av ] xpdvov Kai 6v &v un f dvBpwmog, évésovtatl abt® GAndeic 86&at, al
¢pwthoet EneyepBeioat Emotfual yiyvovral, &p’ obv TOV el xpdvov uepadnkuia otat 1)

Yoxn adtod; dfAov yap 6Tt TOV dvta Xpdvov €TV 1] oUK 0TIV AvOpwmog.
(86A6-9)

“Accordingly if at the time when he is a human being and at the time he isn’t, these true
opinions will be in him, which awakened by interrogation become knowledge, his soul will
then for the entire time be in a state of learning? For it is clear that he either is or is not a

human the whole time.”

Yet how does one distinguish true beliefs from false ones? Socrates says in 97A9-10 that
even a man who has a true belief in absence of knowledge may give right guidance.” First
of all, it is clear that dmopia plays a major role in shedding false beliefs. In 84B, Socrates
asks Meno: oUkoDV vV PéATiov Exel iepi TO Tpaypa 6 ovk Tidet; (“Is he then not better off
regarding the matter which he did not know?”, 84B3). The boy has just admitted to
Socrates that he does not know the answer to the geometry problem. Yet far from being

destructive, the torpedo-fish’s shock has only done the boy good; he is open to true inquiry,

46 According to Bluck (312), this line indicates that the opinions are vague and don’t yet carry the weight of
true knowledge.

47 He uses knowing the road to Larisa as an example, saying that someone could give good guidance on how to
get there, even if he had never been there himself.
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and his realization of his lack of knowledge has impelled him to the search for the truth
(84B8-9). dmopia is entirely absent from Chomsky’s language model, because the nature of
the model is different. There is no need for belief in Chomsky’s model the principles and
parameters are fixed entities which are in all likelihood genetically encoded. We are not
talking about the discarding of false belief because there is no such thing in this model -
the child does not have any values set for its parameters and therefore there are no false
beliefs to reject.

Perhaps we can say that for Plato, a system of prenatally acquired knowledge tends
to favour true beliefs over false ones. Fine notes (2014: 142, note 14) that those who posit
innate beliefs generally regard those beliefs to be true. She also suggests that there is an
underlying assumption that when self-reflecting, people will tend to reject false beliefs
over true ones. (Fine, 2003: 61) This is because those true beliefs were acquired in a prior
existence. Since these true beliefs are in the boy, both during and before the time he was
human, his soul has always been in yepadnkuvia. Perhaps the use of this term then, also
indicates the preliminary state before those ‘true beliefs” are crystallized into actual
knowledge by recollection. This leads us back to the position that recollection explains a
certain aspect of the elenchus. In 97E-98A, Socrates tells Meno why knowledge is valued

over true beliefs:

mpd¢ i 00V 81 Aéyw tadta; mpdg Tac d6Eac Tag dANOeis. kal yap ai d6&at ai dAn0eic, Soov
UEV AV XpOVOV TAPAPEVWOLY, KAAOV TO Xpiua Kal mdvt ayaba épydalovtar moAvv d¢ xpdvov
ok €0€éAovot tapapévely, GAAa dpametevovoty €k Thi¢ Puxfig Tod avOpwdmov, Mote 0
moA\oD &&raf giory, wg &v Tic avTdg Sfon aitiag Aoyioud. Toito & éotiv, K Mévwy £taipe,
GVAUVNO1G, WG &V TOI¢ TPdobev MUTV WuoAdyntat. énedav 8¢ debdotv, TpOTOV UEV
gmotipat yiyvovrat, €netta pdvipor kai did tadta O Tipiwtepov émotrun 0pOfic §6&ng

£0Tiv, Kal da@épet deou® Emothun 0pOfic 86&Eng.

“Of what things do I then speak? Of true opinions. For these true opinions, for how much
time they stay beside us, they make a fine possession and all good things; they do now wish
to stay for a long time, but run away from the soul of a man, so that they are not of much
value, until someone binds these by a working out of cause. This is recollection, friend
Meno, as it was agreed by us in these before. But whenever they are bound, they first
become pieces of knowledge, secondly they become lasting. And because of this knowledge

is more valued than right opinion, and knowledge surpasses right opinion by its fetters.”
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(97E5-98A7)

Here, Plato claims that true opinions don’t stay but “run away” from the soul. It is the most
direct evidence of from the text that recollection explains the transition from true opinions
to knowledge. Plato suggests that true opinions need to be “bound” by aitiag Aoyioudg or
they will run away. This appears to contradict with the claim of pepadnxvia of the soul.
However, both claims can be consilient if we regard knowledge in the Meno as prenatal, not
innate. I shall discuss this idea in a more detailed manner in the chapter ‘Innatism in Plato
and Chomsky’. Though the boy may not have knowledge, he will still have opinions.
However, these opinions do not yet have the weight and certainty of knowledge, thus they
need to be metaphorically bound with self-inquiry. Socrates says that todto & €otiv
avauvnoig, with totto referring to the process of ‘binding’” with aitiac Aoyioudg. What
could aitiag Aoyioudg mean? Bluck offers that it means “calculating, in the case of every
such 86&q, the facts that justify it and make it true.” (412) It again involves following the
steps of the proof we discussed earlier, but it is not enough for the slave to repeat those
steps - he must work out the reason for each of them and understand the causal
relationships between them. The slave doesn’t have knowledge until he knows why he
knows. Since Socrates calls this process dvauvnoig, we can imagine that the act of self-

inquiry stirs deeper truths from a previous, discarnate existence.

4.3.4 Recollection in Plato versus Chomsky’s language model

Yet holding the thought for a minute that recollection is the explanation for the slave-boy’s
answers, there is a certain amount of commonality between it and UG. The notion is there
that there is not just ‘innate knowledge’, but that this knowledge needs an external trigger
in the form of a quality interlocutor - that is, someone who asks the right questions.* In the
case of language, a child needs external auditory input in the form of verbal interaction
with adults and peers for language acquisition. This input allows the child’s mind to set the
parameters of the language faculty at certain values. On the flip side, children who are not

exposed to linguistic input before a certain age may never develop full linguistic

8 In fact, Scott (2006: 61) goes so far as to say that Meno is lacking as an interlocutor — for one, he does not
provide his own definitions of virtue, but is strongly influenced by Gorgias. Moreover, the fact of the matter is
that rejection of the first definition should have spurred him to find the all-encompassing definition that was
sought after. Yet, after Meno agrees that virtue should be the same for slaves and free-born men equally, he
provides a definition (73C) that clearly only applies to free-born men (namely the ability to wield power), as if
the rejection of the first definition never happened.
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competence, even when exposed to language at a later age. For instance, deaf children who
are not raised by parents competent in sign language, and who do not go to special schools,
may never acquire spoken language.”

Yet there are differences between the system of learning (which is recollection, as
we've seen) proposed by Plato and Chomsky’s language acquisition model. First of all, for
Plato’s model, an essential part of inquiry is ‘receiving the torpedo-fish’s shock’. In other
words, a person has to come to the realization that they did not really know, even though
they thought they knew. Meno’s false beliefs are discarded when questioning by Socrates
proves them to have fundamental inconsistences. Having been stunned, they realize their
former opinions were wrong and are open to search for true beliefs with renewed vigour.
These beliefs can only turned into knowledge by aitiag Aoyiopdc. aitiag Aoyioudc is
recollection, says Plato. In other words, recollection can only take place after anopiq,
which means that recollection requires Socratic inquiry.” This means that the conditions
for Platonic knowledge retrieval are fairly limited. On the other hand, language learning is
guaranteed to happen as long as the child is in full possession of their physical and mental
faculties. The initial state of the child is S, and the parameters are not yet set. This is in
effect a tabula rasa in some ways. Therefore, there is no question of discarding false
information for true information, because there is no information present in the
parameters the first place. The parameters merely govern, for example, whether the verb
phrase comes in the initial or final position. And since the parameters are innate, they are
necessarily true, as we shall see in the next chapter.

Secondly, language acquisition is triggered by any linguistic input because of the
principles and parameters - in fact, generative grammarians emphasize that this linguistic

information is, in their view, corrupt and minimal. So we are dealing with a low quality

4 Unlike earlier assumptions, the common consensus nowadays appears to be that there is no such thing as a
‘critical period’ during which children need to acquire language. Evidence from children and adults with brain
trauma show varying results of recovery, with young children not recovering at all and adults regaining most of
their previous abilities. Similarly, though data on children who have been deprived of human language until
adolescence is deficient, what little there is does show that some adolescents are able to acquire human
language. There may, however, be a ‘sensitive period’, during which language is acquired more easily than
outside of it. The evidence for this may lie in second language acquisition, with adults struggling to acquire a
native accent while children acquire it with ease. See for information: Cowie, F. (2010). Innateness and
Language. In Edward N. Zalta (ed.), The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy,
<http://plato.stanford.edu/archives/sum2010/entries/innateness-language/>, Par. 3.3: ‘The Critical Period for
Language Acquisition’. For the anecdote about deaf children, see Par. 3.3.2: ‘Wild Children’.

50 |n the Theaetetus, Socrates presents himself as a midwife who delivers the intellectual children of his
discourse partners, though he himself is infertile. According to David Sedley (2004: 29), the topic of midwifery
shows up in the Theaetetus when the interlocutor is reduced to dmnopia. This corresponds to the point where
the theory of recollection makes its appearance in the Meno. Sedley points out that the Socrates of the
Theaetetus claims that children are devoid of knowledge at birth.
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input, which results somehow in adult competence of grammar within a few years. This is
pretty much the opposite of the Platonic inquiry, which requires a high quality interlocutor
to awaken true beliefs. Not only that, it seems to me also that the active effort of
recollection is emphasized. In 84B9, Socrates says that dmopia does the boy no harm, since
“he may indeed search gladly, not knowing”, having discarded his false beliefs. The boy is not
merely a passive recipient of information, but is actively involved in working out the truth of the
matter for himself. This is also seen in the phrases a0t0¢ €€ a0T0D of 85D3 and avToOV €v AT in
85D6 - both lines emphasize that the boy will work out the true answer on his own accord,
which is why teaching does not lead to learning. Parameter-setting, on the other hand,
happens automatically. If the child only hears sentences in a head-final setting, then their
head-directionality parameter will be set to head-final. It does not require active

participation on part of the child.

In conclusion, we have first seen that there is a paradox of learning in the Meno. Though it
is made clear that the boy has not been taught geometry, Socrates says that his soul had
knowledge of it. The question becomes then when the soul acquired that knowledge.
According to commentators such as Fine and Scott, it never did - it always had that
knowledge. I prefer Bluck’s similar view that knowledge acquisition happened so long ago
that it may as well be ‘forever’. Secondly, we found that recollection is used to explain a
certain aspect of the Socratic elenchus: namely, how knowledge arises from true beliefs. As
we have seen, these beliefs are true because they are prenatal. They can be awakened by
inquiry, but since they are opinions, they do not have the weight of knowledge and need to
be ‘fastened’ through aitiag Aoyioudg. Recollection bears some resemblance to UG because
in both cases, a person receives an external trigger (inquiry in Plato, auditory input for
Chomsky) which ‘recalls’ information that is either innate or prenatal - at the very least,
present already in the person’s soul or mind. Yet, the similarities end there. For one,
Platonic recollection requires a condition of dmopia. Recollection cannot take place before a
person understands the incommensurability of their beliefs, and is therefore able to discard
them and search afresh. Therefore, Socratic inquiry is a precondition for recollection.
anopia does not figure in UG, however, since there is no question of rejecting false beliefs
in favour true beliefs. Secondly, recollection requires an active stance on the one who is
learning, while a child acquiring language is merely a passive recipient of linguistic input.
There is a third aspect of the geometry exercise to consider, and that is the question

of innatism. Here is where we find the most commonality with Chomsky’s UG system,
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which too posits that knowledge is already present in a person at birth. I shall discuss

innatism in Plato and its similarities with UG in the next chapter.

4.4 Innatism in Plato and Chomsky

Both Plato and Chomsky appear to agree on the existence of knowledge before birth. As we
have seen in the previous paragraph, Plato appears to posit that knowledge has always
existed in the soul, though this appears to contradict the line “because the soul... has seen
things here and things in the nether world, and in fact, everything, it is not possible that
she has not learned”, which implies that the soul has picked up different kinds of
knowledge along the way. One could easily state that in this way, Chomsky has interpreted
Plato in a modern way, using evolution and genetics as a way of explaining the presence of
the hypothetic universal language faculty. To understand Chomsky’s stance on innatism

versus Plato, it is useful to first define the term.
4.4.1 Types of innatism

Gail Fine (2014: 141) distinguishes between cognitive condition innatism and content innatism,
the former being defined as having knowledge or knowing itself, the second as the object of
that knowledge.”* According to Fine, having knowledge in the cognitive condition sense
necessarily means having knowledge in the content sense, for knowing automatically
means knowing something. Conversely, we can have knowledge of something (content)
without actually being in the cognitive condition of knowing what we know. One could,
however, have knowledge of content without being in the cognitive condition of knowing
it. This distinction appears to me to be one of implicit and explicit knowledge. To make a
parallel with modern linguistics, a person may not explicitly know that they are creating
sentences of the SVO-word order type, but they do have implicit knowledge of it (as they
are producing these sentences). They have content knowledge of word order without having
cognitive condition knowledge of it.

A third type of innatism also exists, called dispositional innatism (Fine, 2014: 142-143).

This generally means that a person has a disposition to acquire certain abilities or kinds of

51 Fine, G. (2014). The Possibility of Inquiry: Meno's Paradox from Socrates to Sextus. Oxford: Oxford University
Press
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knowledge. But it is not innate knowledge in itself, merely a predisposition to acquire a

type of knowledge.”

4.4.2 Prenatal vs. innate knowledge

Meanwhile, there is some discussion over whether the innatist label can be applied to Plato.
Fine suggests that Plato does not posit innate knowledge at all, merely prenatal, and claims
that the two terms are not one and the same (2014: 138). One can argue that ‘prenatal’
obviously implies something that is present before birth, while innate knowledge, being the
opposite of acquired, is not necessary prenatal - it could be present from the moment of
birth, for instance. Fine claims that previous knowledge can be forgotten or lost, whether
prenatal or not (“One might lose knowledge one once had in such a way that one no longer
knows at all. Perhaps we entirely forget our prenatal knowledge on being born, with the
result that we no longer know at all.” - 138). She appears to be saying that knowledge that
can be lost cannot be innate knowledge, and since prenatal knowledge can be forgotten
entirely, it cannot be the same as innate knowledge. This is the interpretation she favours
with regard to the Meno - that the boy had prenatal knowledge but somehow lost it. Fine
focuses on the use of dvaAauPdvw, when Plato is making the connection between the
geometry problem and the boy’s recollection: “Without anyone having taught him, but
only asking him questions will he learn, taking up knowledge himself, from himself?”
(oUKkoOV 008evOG S1ddavtog GAN Epwtrioavtog mtotoetatl, dvadaPfawv adtog €€ avtol v
gmotruny;, 85D3). He follows up with to 8¢ dvalauPdvelv adtov €v adT® Emothuny ovk
avappviokeodai éotiv; (“And the act of taking up knowledge, in himself, from himself, is it
not recollection?”, 85D6). Fine claims that avaAaufdvelv not only means ‘recovering’ or
‘taking up’ but that it has the additional connotation of ‘for the first time'. Yet on first sight
this account is not wholly convincing. For one, the distinction between prenatal knowledge
(that has been forgotten), and innate knowledge is still not very clear. It would be more
straightforward to say that the slave-boy had latent innate knowledge, which is the view
most often propagated, particularly by Scott (Fine, 2014: 146-147, Scott: 108-111). What
muddies the waters of the ‘latest knowledge’ viewpoint is the “true opinions” of which
Plato speaks, which are awakened and become knowledge (86A7). It is clear that true

opinions and knowledge are then mutually exclusive. So the boy has once acquired

52 Fine furthermore distinguishes between weak and strong dispositional innatism. With the former, the
person with the disposition may not necessarily acquire the abilities he/she is predisposed to. With the
second, they will necessarily acquire those abilities. (2014: 144)
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knowledge, forgotten it, and is now recovering (dvaAaupdverv) it. As Socrates says, the boy
must have either have acquired (explicit) knowledge at some point, or always had the
knowledge he now has. (&p’ 00V 00 v émictriuny, fiv viv o0tog &xet, fitol EAafév mote
del eixev;, 85D9-10). Since Meno confirms that he was never taught geometry, he must have
acquired it before he was a human being (85E5-86A4). However, Scott disagrees that
explicit knowledge can ever be formed from true opinions, only from latent knowledge
(Scott, 110). He provides little to support this belief. Based on textual evidence, I therefore
have reason to agree with Fine that Plato does not posit innate knowledge, merely prenatal
knowledge that has been forgotten after birth. What is left to the boy are opinions, which
are true because they are imprints of the Forms which have been acquired in the long ages

that the soul has been discarnate.
4.4.3 A comparison with Chomsky’s paradox

We have now concluded that Plato cannot be regarded as a true innatist, at least in the
Meno, since he appears to say that recollection is the recovering of knowledge forgotten at
birth. So where does that leave us with regard to ‘Plato’s Problem’? As we have seen,
Chomsky claims that “certain aspects of our knowledge and understanding are innate, part
of our biological endowment, genetically determined” (see chapter 3.1). We have seen that
Plato and Chomsky share a common view since they both think that certain types of
knowledge go beyond common learning. For Chomsky, this difference is explained by
Universal Grammar; for Plato, it is prenatal knowledge present in the soul.

It becomes clear from the context of Chomsky’s writings that he is referring to
implicit knowledge rather than explicit knowledge of parameters. Young children do not
consciously or explicitly know anything about abstract parameters such as head-
directionality, but assuming principles and parameters are real, they have latent knowledge
of it. Their knowledge of these rules only becomes explicit if they are taught about it later
in life, and it may never become explicit at all - after all, plenty of people go through their
lives without ever explicitly knowing why Dutch has the word order subject-verb-object,
for instance. They just reproduce that word order unconsciously. In that sense, if we accept
Plato’s position that ‘knowing’ requires you to explain why we know, Chomsky’s children
(and adults) would fail to fulfil that criterion. It could also be argued that the language
faculty system that he proposes, and indeed a person’s propensity for language itself, is
prenatal, since it is encoded in our DNA. Then why do I say that Chomsky posits innate

knowledge and not prenatal? First of all, as Fine points out in her own comparison (2014:
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167, see note 87 in Fine as well), Chomsky rejects the existence of the ‘P-languages’ that
Plato proposes.” Without the condition of P-languages, any other aspects of prenatal
knowledge will fail to materialize. But the strongest evidence in favour of innatism in
Chomsky is simply that there is no recollection mechanism and subsequent dnopia. There
is no need for them because Chomsky’s language faculty is a property of the human brain.
There’s the fact that Chomsky sees language as “part of our biological endowment”. It is
what makes us human beings, like bipedalism. The terminology from Chomsky’s quote,
with its references to growing limbs instead of wings, appears to be derived from the field
of ‘evo-devo’.” Unlike Plato’s true beliefs, the information present in the language faculty
does not need to be ‘bound’ by reasoning or aitiag Aoyioudg - it is not fleeting, but always

present, even outside of the so-called ‘sensitive period’.”

53 Where ‘P’ of course stands for ‘Platonic. The P-languages are described by Chomsky as languages “existing in
a Platonic heaven alongside of arithmetic and (perhaps) set theory, and that a person who we say knows
English may not, in fact, have complete knowledge of P-English, or, indeed, may not know it at all.” (1986: 33)
This is a direct response to the Platonists’ claim that such P-languages do exist, and that humans can never
really know such abstract objects. Chomsky’s objection is that there is not the slightest reason to suppose that
languages are like arithmetic.

54 An informal term that stands for ‘evolutionary developmental biology’.

55 According to the distinctions made by Fine, Chomsky may perhaps be considered a dispositional innatist, if
we consider the language faculty a specific type of knowledge. Perhaps we can even consider him a strong
dispositional innatist, since virtually everybody except perhaps those who have had no exposure to language
during the sensitive develop full linguistic competence. Chomsky himself disavows that language faculty is a
question of “dispositions, skills or habits”. (Chomsky, 1988: 10) What he is talking about is a complex cognitive
system of knowledge of the mind. Regarding the ‘critical age’, see note 49 for more information on the
‘sensitive period’.
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5. The linguistic Platonists and the Meno

Like Chomsky, Katz too quotes the Meno, but from section 81C5-7, which precedes the
dialogue with the slave-boy. (Katz, 1981: 200). The content of the quote has been discussed
in detail in the previous chapters. The context in which Katz cites the Meno is precisely the
epistemological problem I discussed in the introduction with regarding to Platonism. The
subject of that particular section. The question that arises is how people can get to know
objects which are “atemporal and aspacial and hence not particular”, in Katz's words. Katz,
however, disclaims that linguistic Platonism has any relationship to the traditional
Platonism with regard to intuitive knowledge. To put it simply, he does not believe that
abstract objects can be mentally represented through perception, or really known’ at all.
(Katz, 1981: 201) This is because perception, or aicOnoi¢ in Plato, necessitates a causal
relationship between the perceiver and the perceived, which is not possible for the kind of
abstract objects he is talking about because of their specific characteristics (aspacial and
atemporal, among others). The difference between Katz and Chomsky with regard to their
reception of Plato, lies in the fact that Katz rejects certain facets of traditional Platonism,
which he makes clear. He disagrees with Plato’s tenet that the immortal soul has learned all
in its long existence, and that therefore we are able to recollect the truths that have been in
our souls since before our births. This is because for Katz, there can be no relationship
between Platonic Forms and human perception. Though Katz incorporates Platonic forms
in his theories, his school of linguistic thought cannot truly be called Platonist if it rejects
that Platonic Forms are represented in our souls.

As for Bever and his hypothesis of language acquisition, there appears to be some
similarity between his ‘hypothesis-testing’ model and the slave-boy’s (and Meno’s)
adoption and rejection of various solutions to Socrates’ question. Certainly, the
resemblance between both theories is that both the slave and Bever’s hypothetical child
discover truths on their own by some version of aitiag Aoyioudg. This is reminiscent of But
ultimately, it diverges from Plato’s account simply for the reason that learning in the Meno
bears much more similarity to Chomsky’s ‘trigger’ model than that of Bever; for Plato,
learning is actually recollection and recollection is a type of associative thinking, in which
facts can be recalled through other facts. These facts are then ‘bound’ by aitiag Aoyioudc.
Recollection can be said to be ‘triggered’ by input in the form of inquiry. There is “minimal
input” and there an output which cannot be explained by input alone. Bever does appear to
believe in a form of innatism, though he thinks that the structures involved in language

acquisition are not specific but are general structures involved in other forms of cognition
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as well, such as memory. Yet he does not make the role of external input clear, unlike in
Plato, where inquiry can lead to recollection. If the child is testing and rejecting language
hypotheses on his own, what is the role of external language input? After all, we can
assume that all linguistic input has the basic features of that language (e.g. head-final
versus head-initial). So, there is not very much more to Bever’s Platonism either than
simply the name. Though he accepts a form of innatism, unlike Plato, he does not have a

solution for how language can be represented in a person.
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6. The relevance of Plato to modern language research

If we conclude from analysing the dialogue that there is very little connection between the
Meno and Chomsky’s formulation ‘Plato’s Problem’, it raises the question why 20" century
linguist would make an explicit connection, repeated many times, with a work that was
written 2,500 years ago.”® After all, one could easily say that the advent of the modern
scientific method, and a deeper understanding of human biology, and the increased
secularization od society made ancient natural philosophy obsolete. The Meno does not
appear to be directly relevant towards the issue of L1 language acquisition, as it deals with
the question of whether virtue is teachable. It is difficult to read into any researcher’s
motivations, but we can hypothesize nevertheless. My hypothesis is that Chomsky wishes
to place himself in a certain intellectual tradition not only by referencing Plato, but by
claiming that ‘Plato’s Problem’ is a reinterpretation of the slave-boy exchange. This
tradition is philosophical rather than empirical, more concerned with abstract mental
states rather than observation and data. Generative grammarians are after all only
concerned with I-language - meaning that they are not as concerned with language as a
tool of communication, a point which their opponents would claim is what the study of
language should actually be about. However, the classical canon still deeply influences
Western culture, and perhaps even modern scientists could be tempted to see themselves
associated with Aristotle and Plato. Chomsky claims that the geometry exercise “raises a
problem that is still with us”. This implies that Chomsky’s paradox is rooted in the Meno.
The claim legitimises Chomsky by association with Plato. The underlying assumption seems
to be that Chomsky’s paradox must be good and correct, because it appears in the Meno.
McGilvray furthers this legitimisation in his appendices, particularly in the quote in
chapter 3.1. The quote by Daniel Everett from 1.4 (“The roots of these theories go back,
Chomsky's to Plato and mine goes back to Aristotle. That's incredible isn't it? I mean how
many good ideas were had by the Greeks thousands of years ago?”) only furthers this
suspicion. It appears to be a circle of affirmation: the Greek ideas were ‘good’ because they
were had by Chomsky and Everett (though Everett is an opponent of Chomsky), and the
latter pair’s ideas are good because they are rooted in the Greeks. Chomsky never goes as
far as Everett as to say that the Plato’s ideas were good, but the fact that he named his

paradox after Plato is an affirmation of the association between Chomsky and Plato, and

6 Though Noam Chomsky is obviously still very much alive, | refer to him as a ‘20" century linguist’ here
because the bulk of his work, including the greater part of the quotes which contained references to the Meno,
was published in the 20" century.
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thus Chomsky is the latest avatar in a history of philosophers concerned with the inner
workings of the mind.

Similarly, Katz claims that language is a Platonic object. If this is true, it obviously
presents a problem regarding language acquisition, because people cannot gain mental
representations of abstract objects. For Katz, this does not appear to be important - he
appears to be invested rather in the nature of linguistics research itself. Linguistic research
becomes a research about abstract objects (see 1.3). In other words, Katz is not concerned
with empiricism either, but with a philosophical question regarding the nature of language
research. Katz’s interests, as with Chomsky, do not lie in, for example, phonetic recordings,
or eye-tracking research of the kind that is common in the field of cognitive linguistics. His
focus is on the abstract, but the external, not the internal. When Katz positions himself as a
Platonist, it is perhaps also because of Chomsky’s attempts to associate himself with Plato. I
would say that Katz both positions himself in the long intellectual tradition of Platonism,
and associates himself with Platonism because he positions himself as an opponent to
Chomsky. Perhaps we could hypothesize that Katz seems himself as a more legitimate heir
to Plato than Chomsky, for he does reference one of the more basic components of Plato’s
philosophy (Forms, in claiming that language is a Platonic Form) while Chomsky’s paradox
is merely a modern interpretation (in Chomsky’s own words) of the Meno. I do not claim
that either Katz or Chomsky see themselves as “the new Plato” or any such thing, only that
they wish to place themselves in a longstanding philosophical tradition concerning the

origins of knowledge.
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7. Conclusion

In conclusion, we can say that though both Chomsky’s and Katz’s theories bear some
resemblance to respectively the geometry exercise in the Meno and Plato’s theory of Forms,
these similarities do not justify actual associations with Plato. With regard to Chomsky, we
have looked at both the geometry exercise itself and at three different aspects associated
with it, namely Meno’s knowledge paradox, the theory of recollection and innatism. Let us
look at the geometry exercise first.

Chomsky cites Socrates’ exchange with the slave as the original ‘Plato’s Problem’ -
hence the name. Therefore, investigating this exchange is the first step. As we have seen,
this exchange was supposed to be a demonstration of recollection in action. The boy gives
the wrong answer twice to the geometry problem, then gives up, having been reduced to
anopia. According to Plato, this actually allows him to discard his previous false beliefs and
reinvigorates him in his search for the truth, since he now knows that he does not know,
and that his previous beliefs were wrong. Now as we have seen, the exchange with the slave
was simply a demonstration of the Socratic elenchus. Recollection is not apparent from the
dialogue itself. Socrates asks questions which seem leading: they are often phrased in the
manner of “[X] is so, is it not?”, with particles such as o0ko0v, which indicates that an
affirmative answer is expected. Scott (101) argues that Socrates is allowing the boy to
follow steps in a proof instead of merely teaching him.

The similarity between ‘Plato’s Problem’ and the dialogue lies mainly in the idea that
the boy receives “minimal” input, yet is able to answer correctly and to full capacity. The
input ‘triggers’ certain beliefs, or parameters in the case of ‘Plato’s Problem’. However, the
fact that the boy’s answers can be clarified through elenchus means that comparing ‘Plato’s
Problem’ to the dialogue from which it derives its name is problematic. It then becomes
important to consider the underlying concepts of the dialogue as well: Meno’s paradox of
inquiry, recollection and innatism.

It is Meno’s paradox that leads to the geometry exercise, so we cannot ignore it
when we talk about the exercise. Meno is embarrassed after his definitions of virtue are
shown to be unworkable, and challenges Socrates’ qualities as an interlocutor. Since
Socrates claims that he does not know anything at all about virtue, Meno doubts that he
can inquire into virtue well. Meno asks in what way one can inquire into something of
which one does not know anything at all, and how one can recognise that which one was
seeking, if one does not know it. As we have seen, not knowing something does not

preclude a person from having beliefs on the subject. This is what Socrates says in the end,
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as true beliefs can lead to knowledge via recollection. However, true beliefs can only be had
through inquiry. In that sense, we still see the similarity between the Meno and ‘Plato’s
Problem’. Yet Meno’s paradox itself and ‘Plato’s Problem’ are quite dissimilar. ‘Plato’s
Problem’, at its most basic level, concerns the origin of knowledge. Meno’s paradox is not a
problem of the origin of knowledge. Those origins are ultimately alluded to in the Meno, but
never fully explained - Plato says that the soul in its long years of existence has seen all
things in the worlds above and below. Yet several commentators debate whether the soul
has really gone through acquisition of knowledge, presumably by acquaintance, or whether
it has somehow always possessed this knowledge. In the end, the epistemological problem
is not the main point of the Meno. Though recollection purportedly explains the boy’s
answers, the actual question of the origin of knowledge is pushed back to the soul’s
discarnate existence. As such, it is disingenuous to for Chomsky to pretend that that the
geometry exercise revolves around “how we can know what we do know”, when the actual
issue is how to inquire in the absence of knowledge. Socrates wishes to show Meno through
the exercise that he does not teach, but that the boy recollects all by himself.

Moving on to the theory of recollection, we see that Plato makes clear that all
learning is recollection. The knowledge we recollect is already present in our souls. But
how is that knowledge acquired? As we have seen, that question is not answered in the
Meno - although it is implied that knowledge was acquired by the soul during its long years
of existence, many commentators believe that this knowledge has always been present.
Plato does not speak of the soul’s acquaintance with the Forms in the Meno. The argument
for knowledge having always been in the soul ultimately rests with the two types of
existence offered: human, or discarnate. Since the soul is immortal and its existence before
birth is not corporeal, knowledge has always been in the soul. Knowledge, however, is not a
prerequisite to inquiry, as someone can have beliefs on a topic without knowing anything
about it.

This is where elenchus comes in. We have seen that the boy’s answers can be
explained by elenchus, as Socrates’ questions all require affirmative answers. So
recollection does not explain his answers, but instead provides an explanation for an aspect
of elenchus - namely, how beliefs can become knowledge. The beliefs need to be bound
with aitiag Aoyiopdg, or they will be fleeting. Recollection thus requires a lot of active
effort on the part of the learner/inquirer. Language acquisition in the early years of
childhood is on the other hand a passive affair in comparison - though obviously the child

is communicating actively with adults and peers, this does not require conscious effort on
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their part. And in their earliest months, when they do not have speech at all, they
nevertheless hear language, and we can presume perhaps that parameter-setting happens
even at that stage (though this is not made entirely clear by Chomsky). The act of setting
values for parameters appears to be entirely automatic. Therefore, we cannot compare the
slave-boy’s progress in the Meno to the progress of children in language acquisition,
presuming recollection plays a role in the exercise. Socratic inquiry plays a key role in
recollection, administering the torpedo-fish’s shock, and allowing one to discard one’s false
beliefs in favour of true ones. These are then other points of difference with ‘Plato’s
Problem’.

Lastly there is the issue of innatism. There is much discussion among scholars
whether Plato posits innate knowledge or not. Fine argues that he posits prenatal
knowledge that is forgotten after birth, which is not the same as innate knowledge. The
emphasis in the Meno is on how the boy didn’t have knowledge and that he was guided by
true opinions. If we say the boy has only opinions, not knowledge, we cannot take him to
have latent knowledge, but only prenatal. The boy has content knowledge of geometry, but
he is not in the cognitive condition of knowing. This is similar to Chomsky’s children, who
have knowledge of principles and parameters, but who are not aware of knowing them.
However, for Plato, this implicit knowledge of geometry can become explicit. For Chomsky,
this does not happen - knowledge of principles and parameters can never become explicit.
Moreover, Chomsky posits latent innate knowledge, not prenatal - he sees language as
“part of our biological endowment”, meaning it is developed by evolution and genetically
encoded in the mind. It does not need to be bound with reasoning as it is always with us.

Finally we come to Katz and his followers. We can be briefer in this regard. Though
Katz cites the Meno, he does so to point out to his readers that he is not a traditional
Platonist in the sense of the Meno - he does not believe that the soul can acquire knowledge
through perception. He does not adequately explain how the soul can acquire it, but that is
beside the point - though he thinks that language is a Platonic Form, he does not believe in
immortal souls which gain knowledge through perceiving the Forms. That seems to
invalidate his claim of being a linguistic Platonist. Though he believes language is a Platonic
Form, he does not have an aetiology for people’s mental representations of knowledge. As
for Bever, his hypothesis-testing model does bear a resemblance to Plato’s working out of
beliefs through aitiag Aoyioudg. However, he does not indicate the role of external input in
language acquisition, and so his theory bears less similarity to the Meno than ‘Plato’s

Problem’.
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It therefore seems clear to me that the reason both linguists reference Plato is for reasons
other than a passing resemblance between their theories and Plato’s. It appears to me that
both wish to position themselves in a certain intellectual tradition. Neither are empiricists,
and perhaps see themselves as heirs to a long-standing tradition of Platonism. By saying
that their ideas are rooted in Plato, instead of validating their hypotheses through
experiments, they are perhaps legitimizing their own ideas.

All in all, though we can see some resemblance between the Meno and Chomsky’s
knowledge paradox, we cannot say that Chomsky justifiably named his paradox after Plato,
and we cannot say that it was correct of him to suggest that his paradox is a modern
interpretation of the Meno. Likewise, Katz is not justified describing language as a Platonic
object, as related concepts to his linguistic Platonism bear no resemblance to Plato’s theory

of Forms and recollection.

50| Page



8. Bibliography

Primary Sources

Burnet, J. (1903). Platonis opera, Vol. 3. Oxford: Clarendon Press

H.N. Fowler (tr., 1925). Plato in Twelve Volumes, Vol. 1. Euthyphro, Apology, Crito, Phaedo,
Phaedrus. Cambridge, MA: Loeb Classical Library

W.R.M. Lamb. (tr., 1924). Plato in Twelve Volumes, Vol. 2. Laches, Protagoras, Meno, Euthydemus.
Cambridge, MA: Loeb Classical Library

Secondary literature

Auroux, S. (ed., 2006) History of the Language Sciences. Walter de Gruyter GmbH, Berlin, pp.
2571-2573

Bever, T.G. (2009). Biolinguistics Today and Platonism Yesterday. In W.D. Lewis, S. Karimi, H.
Harley and S.O. Farrar (eds.), Time and Again: Theoretical perspectives on formal linguistics.
Philadelphia: John Benjamins Press

Bluck, R.S. (1961) Plato’s Meno. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press

Boter, G. (1988) Plato, Meno 82C2-3. Phronesis, Vol 33.2

Chomsky, N. (1986). Knowledge of Language: Its Nature, Origin, and Use. New York: Praeger
Publishing,

Chomsky, N. (1986) Language and Problems of Knowledge: The Managua Lectures. Cambridge,
MA: MIT Press

Chomsky, N. (2011) Language and Other Cognitive Systems: What Is Special About
Language? Language Learning and Development, Vol. 7.4, pp 263-278

Chomsky, N. (2012), The Science of Language. Interviews with James McGilvray. Cambridge: MIT

Press

51|Page



Cook, V.J. (1988). Chomsky’s Universal Grammar: an Introduction. Oxford, Blackwell Publishers

Cowie, F. (2010). Innateness and Language. In Edward N. Zalta (ed.), The Stanford Encyclopedia
of Philosophy, <http://plato.stanford.edu/archives/sum2010/entries/innateness-language/>

Fine, G. (2003). Plato on Knowledge and Forms: Selected Essays. Oxford: Oxford University Press

Fine, G. (2014). The Possibility of Inquiry: Meno's Paradox from Socrates to Sextus. Oxford: Oxford

University Press

Franklin, L. (2001). The Structure of Dialectic in the Meno. Phronesis, Vol. 46, No. 4, pp. 413-
439

Freidin, R. (2013). Noam Chomsky’s Contribution to Linguistics. In K. Allen (ed.), The Oxford
Handbook of the History of Linguistics. Oxford, pp. 439-468

Garnham, A. (2013). Language, the Mind, and the Brain. In: K. Allen (ed.), The Oxford Handbook of
the History of Linguistics. K. Allen, ed. Oxford, pp. 675-690

Hauser, M.D., N. Chomsky and W. Tecumseh Fitch (2002). The Faculty of Language: What Is
It, Who Has It and How Did It Evolve? Science, Vol. 298, 1570-1578

Lightfoot, D. (2005). Plato’s Problem, UG, and the language organ. In J. McGilvray (ed.), The
Cambridge Companion to Chomsky, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press

Katz,].J. (1981). Language and Other Abstract Objects., Totowa, NJ: Rowan & Littlefield

Katz,].J. (1984). An Outline of Platonist Grammar. In T.G. Bever, J.M. Carrol and L.A. Miller
(eds.), Talking Minds: The Study of Language in Cognitive Sciences. Cambridge, MA: MIT Press

Koster, J. (2006) Is Linguistics a Natural Science? In H. Broekhuis, N. Corver, R. Huybregts, U.
Kleinhenz and J. Koster (eds). Organizing Grammar: Linguistic Studies in Honor of Henk van

Riemsdijk. Mouton De Gruyter, Berlin, pp. 350-358.

52 |Page


http://plato.stanford.edu/archives/sum2010/entries/innateness-language/

McCrum, R. (March 25th, 2012). 'There is no such thing as universal grammar'. Interview with

Daniel Everett in The Guardian

Scholz, B.C., FJ. Pelletier, and G.K. Pullum. (2015). Philosophy of Linguistics. In Edward N.
Zalta (ed.), The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy,
<http://plato.stanford.edu/archives/spr2015/entries/linguistics/>

Scott, D. (2006). Plato’s Meno. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press

Sedley, D. (2004) The Midwife of Platonism. Text and Subtext in Plato’s Theaetetus. Oxford:

Clarendon Press
Sicking, C.M.J. (1997) Particles in Questions in Plato. In A. Rijksbaron (ed.), New Approaches to
Greek Particles. Proceedings of the Colloquium Held in Amsterdam, January 4-6, 1996, to Honour C.].

Ruijgh on the Occasion of his Retirement, Amsterdam Studies in Classical Philology, Vol. 7

Sicking C.M.J. & J.M. van Ophuijsen (1993). Two Studies in Attic Particle Usage: Lysias and Plato.
Leiden: Brill

Sharples, R. W. (1965). Meno. Chicago, Aris & Phillips

Stainton, R.]J. (2014). Philosophy of Linguistics. Oxford: Oxford Handbooks Online, pp. 1-17

53 |Page



