Master in Teaching 2011-13

Fall Quarter, 2011

Seminar Workshop – Meno

Workshop on the Meno: What is learning? What is teaching? Can anything be “taught”? 

(A revision by Thad Curtz and Sherry Walton of Don Finkel's Meno Workshop) 

Directions: Divide into groups of five. Select one member of your group to be a scribe and another member to be a timekeeper. Each question below should be discussed as a group; the group should try to agree on an answer to each in the time allotted, and the scribe should write it down for possible later report. The timekeeper's job is to keep an eye on the time and keep the group from getting behind in the sequence (please work through the steps sequentially). Scribes and timekeepers also participate fully in the discussion. In addition, everyone should take notes for their own use. 

I. Some Key Moments in the Dialogue (60 minutes total)

1. (10 min.) Here is a reasonable account of Meno's motivation at the very start of the dialogue. Meno is a stranger in town, a guest, and he is a great admirer, perhaps even a student, of the sophist, Gorgias. (Check and see if everyone in the group agrees on the definition of "sophist"). He seeks out the man he has heard is one of the most famous sophists in Athens in order to see how he measures up to Gorgias. In order to make the comparison, he poses a typical "debater's question" of the day, expecting Socrates to respond to it with a fancy speech, well crafted, persuasive, and eloquent. He will then be able to compare Socrates with Gorgias, and report the results home to his friends who have perhaps heard rumors of the Athenian, Socrates. The results will either enhance Gorgias' reputation or Socrates'. 

Take turns and read lines 1-12, up to where Meno defines virtue. Then discuss each of the following questions. Remember, your scribe will write down the conclusions the group arrives at. 

a. What has happened? How has Socrates responded to Meno's straightforward request? 

b. Find and describe three specific "ploys" that Socrates uses in order to turn the conversation in a direction (or toward a purpose) different from the one Meno had in mind. 

2. (10 min.) Once Meno agrees to try to define virtue, he gives Socrates a list of virtues (12). This list is basically a list of cultural values; it represents the common sense of the culture. 

a. Why is Socrates not satisfied with a list (any list) for an answer? 

b. How does the image of the swarm of bees (13) help Socrates get his objection across to Meno? 

c. Aside from the logical point Socrates is making, what else is suggested by a swarm of bees? What are the connotations (suggestive associations) of this image and what might they suggest to an astute listener? 

d. How about the responses all of you wrote to, "Learning is . . . ." Share your responses with each other. Would Socrates be as equally dissatisfied with your collective responses as he was with Meno's list? Do his logical objection and whatever you think the other objections implied by the image of the swarm of bees may be, apply to your collective lists as well as to Meno's? 

3. (5 min.) After Meno persists in not grasping the distinction between "a virtue" and "virtue," Socrates shifts to the example of figure to try to make the issue more concrete. (lines 51-92) he asks Meno the same question about shape that he had previously asked about virtue. Meno then employs a typical student strategy. He tries to get the teacher to answer his own question ("No, Socrates, but you tell me"). 

a. How does Socrates respond to this request? 

b. Why do you think Socrates agrees to define figure and color, rather than pressing Meno to do the hard work? 

4. (15 min.) Socrates gets Meno to stick to his end of the deal and define virtue. Meno gives a poet's answer (118) and Socrates proceeds to show him in a step-by-step fashion the illogical consequences of his definition. He ends this sequence with a typical Socratic request: "Answer me again then from the beginning: What do you and your friend say that virtue is?"(182) This work is getting too hard for Meno and he wants to quit. First he compares Socrates to a sting ray (a "torpedo fish") and then he presents as an objection to the inquiry, or to any inquiry, a debater's paradox (189): " And how will you enquire, Socrates, into that which you do not know? " This is a crucial point in the dialogue, since Meno wants to quit, and, from Socrates' point of view, they are still at the beginning. Socrates responds in two ways: 

a. The first is that he tells Meno a myth ("I have heard from certain wise men and women who spoke of things divine that ..." (194) 

i) What is the myth? 

ii) What is the point of the myth? 

iii) Find and cite the exact sentences of Socrates that explain the point of the myth and his reason for "trusting" that it is true. 

b. The second response (200) Socrates gives is to arrange a dramatic enactment of the myth of recollection. This is the famous episode where Socrates supposedly elicits mathematical knowledge from the slave boy. Remembering where and why this incident occurs in the conversation with Meno, what would you say is the point of this demonstration? What does Socrates accomplish by going through this dramatic enactment of the myth of recollection? 

5. (10 min.) On (362) Meno agrees to go on, but employs another student tactic to make his work easier: He suggests substituting a different question for the one under consideration, one that is likely to be easier. He wishes to pursue questions in the wrong order, trying to determine whether virtue can be taught even before he knows what virtue is. What is Socrates response to this request? Does this surprise you? Why do you suppose Socrates proceeds as he does at this moment? 

6. (10 min.) Finally, Meno and Socrates seem to have gotten somewhere. Reasoning "from a hypothesis," they have arrived together at the conclusion, which Meno states: " There appears to be no other alternative, Socrates. On the supposition that virtue is knowledge, there can be no doubt that virtue is taught." (410) 

a. What is Socrates' immediate response to this happy moment? 

b. Why does he take the hard-won conclusion that Meno states away from him? 

c. Why do you think he went through the difficult argument to establish the conclusion Meno states above, when he could have, from the beginning, brought out the easy argument that good men' s obvious inability to make their sons good shows that virtue is not teachable, hence not knowledge? 
III. Conclusions (30 minutes)

1. What kind of a learner is Meno? Write a brief summarizing description. What “theory” or personal beliefs are you using to characterize Meno? 

2. What kind of a teacher is Socrates? Write a brief summarizing description.  What “theory” or personal beliefs are you using to characterize Socrates? 

3. List 7 specific strategies Socrates uses to try to get Meno to pursue a genuine intellectual inquiry. (Do this by going back to the moments we have examined, and naming or describing each specific " ploy," "move" or "strategy" Socrates employs.) 

4. What, if anything, did Meno learn from his conversation with Socrates? 

5. Did Meno learn anything about virtue from the conversation? 

6. Was learning about virtue the point of the exchange or did Socrates have something else in mind that he hoped Meno would learn? 

7. Do you think one can learn to be good? Do you think one can learn how to be a good learner or a good teacher? Do you think someone can teach someone else to be a good learner or teacher? Relate your answer to Socrates’ and Meno’s experience with teaching and learning? 

II. Group Discussion

Come back to the whole seminar. Be prepared to tell us the most illuminating moment for you (as an individual) from your group's discussion this morning.  

