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380 BC
LACHES OR COURAGE
by Plato
transl ated by Benjanin Jowett
PERSONS OF THE DI ALOGUE: LYSI MACHUS, son of Aristides; MELESIAS, son
of Thucydi des; THEI R SONS; NI Cl AS; LACHES; SOCRATES.

Lys. You have seen the exhibition of the nman fighting in arnour
Ni ci as and Laches, but we did not tell you at the tine the reason
why ny friend Melesias and | asked you to go with us and see him |
think that we may as well confess what this was, for we certainly
ought not to have any reserve with you. The reason was, that we were
intending to ask your advice. Some |augh at the very notion of
advi sing others, and when they are asked will not say what they think
They guess at the wishes of the person who asks them and answer
according to his, and not according to their own, opinion. But as we
know t hat you are good judges, and will say exactly what you think, we
have taken you into our counsels. The matter about which | am making
all this preface is as follows: Ml esias and | have two sons; that
is his son, and he is nanmed Thucydi des, after his grandfather; and
this is mne, who is also called after his grandfather, Aristides.
Now, we are resolved to take the greatest care of the youths, and
not to let themrun about as they like, which is too often the way
with the young, when they are no longer children, but to begin at once
and do the utnost that we can for them And knowi ng you to have sons
of your own, we thought that you were nost likely to have attended
to their training and inprovenent, and, if perchance you have not
attended to them we may rem nd you that you ought to have done so,
and would invite you to assist us in the fulfillment of a common duty.
I will tell you, Nicias and Laches, even at the risk of being tedious,
how we came to think of this. Melesias and | |ive together, and our
sons live with us; and now, as | was saying at first, we are going
to confess to you. Both of us often talk to the |ads about the many
nobl e deeds which our own fathers did in war and peace-in the
managenent of the allies, and in the adnministration of the city; but
neither of us has any deeds of his own which he can show. The truth is
that we are ashanmed of this contrast being seen by them and we
bl ame our fathers for letting us be spoiled in the days of our
youth, while they were occupied with the concerns of others; and we
urge all this upon the lads, pointing out to themthat they will not
grow up to honour if they are rebellious and take no pains about
t hensel ves; but that if they take pains they nay, perhaps, becone
wort hy of the nanmes which they bear. They, on their part, promise to
comply with our wi shes; and our care is to discover what studies or
pursuits are likely to be nost inproving to them Sonme one conmended
to us the art of fighting in arnmour, which he thought an excell ent
acconpl i shment for a young man to learn; and he praised the man
whose exhi bition you have seen, and told us to go and see him And
we deternined that we would go, and get you to acconpany us; and we
were intending at the sane tine, if you did not object, to take
counsel with you about the education of our sons. That is the matter
which we wanted to talk over with you; and we hope that you will
gi ve us your opinion about this art of fighting in armour, and about
any other studies or pursuits which may or may not be desirable for
a young man to learn. Please to say whether you agree to our proposal
Nic. As far as | am concerned, Lysimachus and Mel esias, | applaud
your purpose, and will gladly assist you; and | believe that you
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Laches, will be equally gl ad.

La. Certainly, Nicias; and | quite approve of the remark which
Lysi machus nmade about his own father and the father of Melesias, and
which is applicable, not only to them but to us, and to every one who
is occupied with public affairs. As he says, such persons are too
apt to be negligent and careless of their own children and their
private concerns. There is nuch truth in that remark of yours,

Lysi machus. But why, instead of consulting us, do you not consult

our friend Socrates about the education of the youths? He is of the
sanme dene with you, and is always passing his tine in places where the
yout h have any noble study or pursuit, such as you are enquiring
after.

Lys. Wy, Laches, has Socrates ever attended to matters of this
sort?

La. Certainly, Lysimachus.

Nic. That | have the neans of knowi ng as well as Laches; for quite
lately he supplied nme with a teacher of nmusic for my sons, - Danon
the disciple of Agathocles, who is a nost acconplished man in every
way, as well as a nusician, and a conpani on of inestimable value for
young nen at their age.

Lys. Those who have reached ny tinme of life, Socrates and N cias and
Laches, fall out of acquaintance with the young, because they are
general ly detained at home by old age; but you, O son of Sophroniscus,
shoul d I et your fell ow demesman have the benefits of any advice
whi ch you are able to give. Mreover | have a clai mupon you as an old
friend of your father; for | and he were al ways conpani ons and
friends, and to the hour of his death there never was a difference
between us; and now it comes back to nme, at the nention of your
nane, that | have heard these lads tal king to one another at home, and
of ten speaking of Socrates in terms of the highest praise; but |
have never thought to ask them whether the son of Sophroni scus was the
person whomthey nmeant. Tell me, ny boys, whether this is the Socrates
of whom you have often spoken?

Son. Certainly, father, this is he.

Lys. | amdelighted to hear, Socrates, that you naintain the name of
your father, who was a nost excellent man; and | further rejoice at
the prospect of our fanmily ties being renewed.

La. I ndeed, Lysinachus, you ought not to give himup; for | can
assure you that | have seen himnmaintaining, not only his father's,
but also his country's nane. He was ny conpanion in the retreat from
Delium and | can tell you that if others had only been Iike him
t he honour of our country would have been upheld, and the great defeat
woul d never have occurred.

Lys. That is very high praise which is accorded to you, Socrates, by
faithful wtnesses and for actions like those which they praise. Let
me tell you the pleasure which | feel in hearing of your fane; and
hope that you will regard ne as one of your warnest friends. You ought
to have visited us |ong ago, and made yourself at honme with us; but
now, fromthis day forward, as we have at |ast found one anot her
out, do as | say-conme and nmake acquai ntance with ne, and with these
young nen, that | may continue your friend, as | was your father's.
| shall expect you to do so, and shall venture at sone future tine
to remnd you of your duty. But what say you of the matter of which we
were beginning to speak-the art of fighting in armour? Is that a
practice in which the lads nmay be advantageously instructed?

Soc. | will endeavour to advise you, Lysinmachus, as far as | can
inthis matter, and also in every way will conply with your w shes;
but as | amyounger and not so experienced, | think that | ought

certainly to hear first what ny elders have to say, and to | earn of
them and if | have anything to add, then | rmay venture to give ny



opinion to themas well as to you. Suppose, N cias, that one or
ot her of you begin.

Nic. | have no objection, Socrates; and my opinion is that the
acquirenent of this art is in nany ways useful to young nen. It is
an advantage to themthat anong the favourite anmusenents of their
| ei sure hours they should have one which tends to i nprove and not to
injure their bodily health. No gymmastics could be better or harder
exercise; and this, and the art of riding, are of all arts nost
befitting to a freeman; for they only who are thus trained in the
use of arms are the athletes of our nmilitary profession, trained in
that on which the conflict turns. Mreover in actual battle, when
you have to fight in a line with a nunber of others, such an
acquirenment will be of some use, and will be of the greatest
whenever the ranks are broken and you have to fight singly, either
in pursuit, when you are attacking some one who is defending
himself, or in flight, when you have to defend yourself against an
assailant. Certainly he who possessed the art could not neet with
any harm at the hands of a single person, or perhaps of several; and
in any case he would have a great advantage. Further, this sort of
skill inclines a man to the | ove of other noble | essons; for every nan
who has | earned how to fight in arnmour will desire to learn the proper
arrangenent of an arny, which is the sequel of the [esson: and when he
has | earned this, and his anbition is once fired, he will go on to
learn the conplete art of the general. There is no difficulty in
seeing that the know edge and practice of other mlitary arts wll
be honourabl e and valuable to a man; and this | esson nmay be the
begi nning of them Let ne add a further advantage, which is by no
nmeans a slight one,-that this science will make any nan a great dea
nore valiant and self-possessed in the field. And | will not disdain
to nention, what by sone may he thought to be a small matter;-he
will nmake a better appearance at the right tinme; that is to say, at
the time when his appearance will strike terror into his enenies. MWy
opi ni on then, Lysinmachus, is, as | say, that the youths should be
instructed in this art, and for the reasons which | have given. But
Laches may take a different view, and | shall be very glad to hear
what he has to say.

La. | should not Iike to maintain, Nicias, that any kind of
know edge is not to be learned; for all know edge appears to be a
good: and if, as Nicias and as the teachers of the art affirm this
use of arms is really a species of know edge, then it ought to be
| earned; but if not, and if those who profess to teach it are
deceivers only; or if it be know edge, but not of a val uable sort,
then what is the use of learning it? | say this, because | think
that if it had been really val uabl e, the Lacedaenoni ans, whose whol e
life is passed in finding out and practising the arts which give
them an advantage over other nations in war, would have discovered
this one. And even if they had not, still these professors of the
art would certainly not have failed to discover that of all the
Hel | enes the Lacedaenoni ans have the greatest interest in such
matters, and that a master of the art who was honoured anong them
woul d be sure to nmake his fortune anong ot her nations, just as a
tragi c poet would who i s honoured anong ourselves; which is the reason
why he who fancies that he can wite a tragedy does not go about
itinerating in the neighbouring states, but rushes straight, and
exhibits at Athens; and this is natural. Wereas | perceive that these
fighters in arnour regard Lacedaenon as a sacred inviolable territory,
whi ch they do not touch with the point of their foot; but they nake
a circuit of the neighbouring states, and would rather exhibit to
any others than to the Spartans; and particularly to those who woul d
t hensel ves acknow edge that they are by no neans first-rate in the



arts of war. Further, Lysinmachus, | have encountered a good many of
these gentlenmen in actual service, and have taken their neasure, which
| can give you at once; for none of these masters of fence have ever
been di stinguished in war,-there has been a sort of fatality about
them while in all other arts the men of note have been always those
who have practised the art, they appear to be a nost unfortunate
exception. For exanple, this very Stesilaus, whomyou and | have
just wtnessed exhibiting in all that crowd and making such great
prof essions of his powers, | have seen at another tine nmaking, in
sober truth, an involuntary exhibition of hinmself, which was a far
better spectacle. He was a marine on board a ship which struck a
transport vessel, and was armed with a weapon, half spear half scythe;
the singularity of this weapon was worthy of the singularity of the
man. To make a long story short, | will only tell you what happened to
this notable invention of the scythe-spear. He was fighting, and the
scythe was caught in the rigging of the other ship, and stuck fast;
and he tugged, but was unable to get his weapon free. The two ships
wer e passing one another. He first ran along his own ship hol ding on
to the spear; but as the other ship passed by and drew him after as he
was hol ding on, he let the spear slip through his hand until he
retained only the end of the handle. The people in the transport
cl apped their hands, and | aughed at his ridiculous figure; and when
sone one threw a stone, which fell on the deck at his feet, and he
quitted of the scythe-spear, the crew of his own trireme al so burst
out | aughing; they could not refrain when they beheld the weapon
waving in the air, suspended fromthe transport. Now | do not deny
that there nmay be something in such an art, as Nicias asserts, but |
tell you ny experience; and, as | said at first, whether this be an
art of which the advantage is so slight, or not an art at all, but
only an inmposition, in either case such an acquirenent is not worth
having. For ny opinion is, that if the professor of this art be a
coward, he will be likely to becone rash, and his character wll be
only nore notorious; or if he be brave, and fail ever so little, other
men will be on the watch, and he will be greatly traduced; for there
is a jeal ousy of such pretenders; and unless a man be preemninent in
val our, he cannot help being ridiculous, if he says that he has this
sort of skill. Such is ny judgnent, Lysimachus, of the desirabl eness
of this art; but, as | said at first, ask Socrates, and do not let him
go until he has given you his opinion of the matter

Lys. | amgoing to ask this favour of you, Socrates; as is the
nore necessary because the two councillors disagree, and sone one is
in a manner still needed who will deci de between them Had they
agreed, no arbiter would have been required. But as Laches has voted
one way and Nicias another, | should like to hear with which of our
two friends you agree.

Soc. Wiat, Lysimachus, are you going to accept the opinion of the
maj ority?

Lys. Wy, yes, Socrates; what else am| to do?

Soc. And woul d you do so too, Melesias? If you were deliberating
about the gymmastic training of your son, would you follow the
advice of the majority of us, or the opinion of the one who had been
trai ned and exercised under a skilful master?

Mel . The latter, Socrates; as would surely be reasonabl e.

Soc. His one vote would be worth nore than the vote of all us four?

Mel. Certainly.

Soc. And for this reason, as | imagine,-because a good decision is
based on know edge and not on nunbers?

Mel. To be sure.

Soc. Must we not then first of all ask, whether there is any one
of us who has know edge of that about which we are deliberating? If



there is, let us take his advice, though he be one only, and not

mnd the rest; if there is not, let us seek further counsel. Is this a
slight matter about which you and Lysi nachus are deliberating? Are you
not risking the greatest of your possessions? For children are your

ri ches; and upon their turning out well or ill depends the whol e order
of their father's house.

Mel . That is true.

Soc. Great care, then, is required in this natter?

Mel. Certainly.

Soc. Suppose, as | was just now saying, that we were considering, or
wanting to consider, who was the best trainer. Should we not select
hi m who knew and had practised the art, and had the best teachers?

Mel . | think that we shoul d.

Soc. But would there not arise a prior question about the nature
of the art of which we want to find the masters?

Mel. | do not understand.

Soc. Let ne try to make ny neaning plainer then. I do not think that
we have as yet decided what that is about which we are consulting,
when we ask which of us is or is not skilled in the art, and has or
has not had a teacher of the art.

Ni c. Wiy, Socrates, is not the question whether young men ought or
ought not to learn the art of fighting in arnour?

Soc. Yes, Nicias; but there is also a prior question, which | nmay
illustrate in this way: Wen a person considers about applying a
nmedi cine to the eyes, would you say that he is consulting about the
nmedi ci ne or about the eyes?

Ni c. About the eyes.

Soc. And when he considers whether he shall set a bridle on a
horse and at what tine, he is thinking of the horse and not of the
bridle?

Ni c. True.

Soc. And in a word, when he considers anything for the sake of
anot her thing, he thinks of the end and not of the neans?

Nic. Certainly.

Soc. And when you call in an adviser, you should see whether he
too is skilful in the acconplishment of the end which you have in
Vi ew?

Nic. Most true

Soc. And at present we have in view sone know edge, of which the end
is the soul of youth?

Ni c. Yes.

Soc. And we are enquiring, Which of us is skilful or successful in
the treatnent of the soul, and which of us has had good teachers?

La. Well but, Socrates; did you never observe that some persons, who
have had no teachers, are nore skilful than those who have, in sone

t hi ngs?

Soc. Yes, Laches, | have observed that; but you would not be very
willing to trust themif they only professed to be nmasters of their
art, unless they could show sone proof of their skill or excellence in

one or nore works.

La. That is true.

Soc. And therefore, Laches and N cias, as Lysinachus and Ml esi as,
in their anxiety to inprove the ninds of their sons, have asked our
advi ce about them we too should tell them who our teachers were, if
we say that we have had any, and prove themto be in the first place
men of nerit and experienced trainers of the nminds of youth and al so
to have been really our teachers. O if any of us says that he has
no teacher, but that he has works of his own to show, then he should
poi nt out to them what Athenians or strangers, bond or free, he is
general Iy acknowl edged to have inproved. But if he can show neither



teachers nor works, then he should tell themto | ook out for others;
and not run the risk of spoiling the children of friends, and

thereby incurring the nost fornidable accusation which can be

brought agai nst any one by those nearest to him As for nyself,

Lysi machus and Melesias, | amthe first to confess that | have never
had a teacher of the art of virtue; although |I have always from ny
earliest youth desired to have one. But | amtoo poor to give nmoney to
t he Sophists, who are the only professors of noral inprovenent; and to
this day | have never been able to discover the art nyself, though I
shoul d not be surprised if Nicias or Laches may have di scovered or
learned it; for they are far wealthier than | am and may therefore
have | earnt of others. And they are older too; so that they have had
nore tine to make the discovery. And | really believe that they are
able to educate a man; for unless they had been confident in their own
know edge, they woul d never have spoken thus decidedly of the pursuits
whi ch are advantageous or hurtful to a young nan. | repose

confidence in both of thenm but | amsurprised to find that they
differ fromone another. And therefore, Lysimachus, as Laches
suggested that you should detain ne, and not let me go until |
answered, | in turn earnestly beseech and advi se you to detain

Laches and Nicias, and question them | would have you say to them
Socrates avers that he has no knowl edge of the matter-he is unable

to decide which of you speaks truly; neither discoverer nor student is
he of anything of the kind. But you, Laches and Nicias, should each of
you tell us who is the nost skilful educator whom you have ever known;
and whet her you invented the art yourselves, or |earned of another

and if you |l earned, who were your respective teachers, and who were
their brothers in the art; and then, if you are too nuch occupied in
politics to teach us yourselves, let us go to them and present them
with gifts, or make interest with them or both, in the hope that they
may be induced to take charge of our children and of yours; and then
they will not grow up inferior, and disgrace their ancestors. But if
you are yourselves original discoverers in that field, give us sone
proof of your skill. Who are they who, having been inferior persons,
have becorme under your care good and noble? For if this is your

first attenpt at education, there is a danger that you may be trying
the experinent, not on the "vile corpus"” of a Carian slave, but on
your own sons, or the sons of your friend, and, as the proverb says,
"break the large vessel in learning to make pots." Tell us then

what qualities you claimor do not claim Mke themtell you that,

Lysi machus, and do not let them off.

Lys. | very nuch approve of the words of Socrates, ny friends; but
you, Nicias and Laches, nust determ ne whether you will be questioned,
and give an expl anati on about nmatters of this sort. Assuredly, | and
Mel esi as woul d be greatly pleased to hear you answer the questions
whi ch Socrates asks, if you will: for | began by saying that we took
you into our counsels because we thought that you would have
attended to the subject, especially as you have children who, |ike our
own, are nearly of an age to be educated. Well, then, if you have no
obj ection, suppose that you take Socrates into partnership; and do you
and he ask and answer one another's questions: for, as he has well
said, we are deliberating about the nost inmportant of our concerns.
| hope that you will see fit to conply with our request.

Nic. | see very clearly, Lysimachus, that you have only known
Socrates' father, and have no acquai ntance with Socrates hinself: at
| east, you can only have known hi m when he was a child, and may have
nmet himanmong his fell ow wardsmen, in conpany with his father, at a
sacrifice, or at sonme other gathering. You clearly show that you
have never known him since he arrived at nanhood.

Lys. Way do you say that, Nicias?



Ni c. Because you seemnot to be aware that any one who has an
intellectual affinity to Socrates and enters into conversation with
himis liable to be drawn into an argunent; and whatever subject he
may start, he will be continually carried round and round by him
until at last he finds that he has to give an account both of his
present and past life; and when he is once entangl ed, Socrates wll
not let himgo until he has conpletely and thoroughly sifted him
Now | amused to his ways; and | know that he will certainly do as
say, and also that | nyself shall be the sufferer; for I amfond of
hi s conversation, Lysimachus. And | think that there is no harmin
bei ng rem nded of any wong thing which we are, or have been, doing:
he who does not fly fromreproof will be sure to take nore heed of his
after-life; as Solon says, he will wish and desire to be |learning so
long as he lives, and will not think that old age of itself brings
wi sdom To ne, to be cross exanined by Socrates is neither unusual nor

unpl easant; indeed, | knew all along that where Socrates was, the
argunent woul d soon pass from our sons to ourselves; and therefore,
| say that for nmy part, | amquite willing to discourse with

Socrates in his own manner; but you had better ask our friend Laches
what his feeling may be.

La. | have but one feeling, Nicias, or (shall | say?) two
feelings, about discussions. Sonme would think that | ama |over, and
to others | may seemto be a hater of discourse; for when | hear a man
di scoursing of virtue, or of any sort of wisdom who is a true nman and
wort hy of his thenme, | am delighted beyond neasure: and | conpare
the man and his words, and note the harnmony and correspondence of
them And such an one | deemto be the true nusician, attuned to a
fairer harnony than that of the lyre, or any pleasant instrunment of
nmusic; for truly he has in his own life a harnmony of words and deeds
arranged, not in the lonian, or in the Phrygi an node, nor yet in the
Lydi an, but in the true Hellenic node, which is the Dorian, and no
other. Such an one makes ne nerry with the sound of his voice; and
when | hear himl| amthought to be a | over of discourse; so eager am|l
indrinking in his words. But a nman whose actions do not agree with
his words is an annoyance to nme; and the better he speaks the nore
hate him and then | seemto be a hater of discourse. As to
Socrates, | have no know edge of his words, but of old, as would seem
| have had experience of his deeds; and his deeds show that free and
nobl e sentinents are natural to him And if his words accord, then
am of one mind with him and shall be delighted to be interrogated
by a man such as he is, and shall not be annoyed at having to | earn of
him for | too agree with Solon, "that | would fain grow old, |earning
many things." But | nust be allowed to add "of the good only."
Socrates nmust be willing to allow that he is a good teacher, or

shall be a dull and uncongenial pupil: but that the teacher is
younger, or not as yet in repute-anything of that sort is of no
account with nme. And therefore, Socrates, | give you notice that you

may teach and confute me as nuch as ever you like, and also | earn of
me anything which | know. So high is the opinion which I have
entertai ned of you ever since the day on which you were ny conpanion
i n danger, and gave a proof of your valour such as only the man of
nmerit can give. Therefore, say whatever you like, and do not nind
about the difference of our ages.

Soc. | cannot say that either of you show any reluctance to take
counsel and advise with ne.

Lys. But this is our proper business; and yours as well as ours, for
I reckon you as one of us. Please then to take ny place, and find
out from N cias and Laches what we want to know, for the sake of the
youths, and talk and consult with them for | amold, and ny nenory is
bad; and | do not renmenber the questions which | amgoing to ask, or



the answers to them and if there is any interruption | amquite |ost.
I will therefore beg of you to carry on the proposed di scussion by
yourselves; and | will listen, and Melesias and | will act upon your
concl usi ons.

Soc. Let us, N cias and Laches, conply with the request of
Lysi machus and Mel esias. There will be no harmin asking ourselves the
guestion which was first proposed to us: "Wio have been our own
instructors in this sort of training, and whom have we nmade better?"
But the other node of carrying on the enquiry will bring us equally to
the same point, and will be nore |ike proceeding fromfirst
principles. For if we knew that the additi on of something woul d
i mprove sone other thing, and were able to make the addition, then
clearly, we nust know how that about which we are advising nay be best
and nost easily attained. Perhaps you do not understand what | nean
Then |l et ne make ny nmeaning plainer in this way. Suppose we knew
that the addition of sight nakes better the eyes which possess this
gift, and also were able to inpart sight to the eyes, then, clearly,
we shoul d know the nature of sight, and should be able to advi se how
this gift of sight may be best and nost easily attained; but if we
knew neither what sight is, nor what hearing is, we should not be very
good nedi cal advisers about the eyes or the ears, or about the best
node of giving sight and hearing to them

La. That is true, Socrates.

Soc. And are not our two friends, Laches, at this very nonent
inviting us to consider in what way the gift of virtue may be inparted
to their sons for the inprovenent of their ninds?

La. Very true

Soc. Then nust we not first know the nature of virtue? For how can
we advi se any one about the best nobde of attaining sonething of
whi ch we are wholly ignorant?

La. I do not think that we can, Socrates

Soc. Then, Laches, we may presune that we know the nature of virtue?

La. Yes.

Soc. And that which we know we nust surely be able to tell?

La. Certainly.

Soc. | would not have us begin, ny friend, with enquiring about
the whole of virtue; for that nay be nore than we can acconplish
let us first consider whether we have a sufficient know edge of a
part; the enquiry will thus probably be nmade easier to us.

La. Let us do as you say, Socrates.

Soc. Then which of the parts of virtue shall we select? Mist we
not select that to which the art of fighting in arnmour is supposed
to conduce? And is not that generally thought to be courage?

La. Yes, certainly.

Soc. Then, Laches, suppose that we first set about determ ning the
nature of courage, and in the second place proceed to enquire how
the young nmen nay attain this quality by the help of studies and
pursuits. Tell ne, if you can, what is courage

La. Indeed, Socrates, | see no difficulty in answering; he is a
man of courage who does not run away, but renmains at his post and
fights against the eneny; there can be no nistake about that.

Soc. Very good, Laches; and yet | fear that | did not express nyself
clearly; and therefore you have answered not the question which
i ntended to ask, but another

La. Wiat do you nean, Socrates?

Soc. | will endeavour to explain; you would call a nman courageous
who remains at his post, and fights with the eneny?

La. Certainly | should.

Soc. And so should I; but what would you say of another nan, who
fights flying, instead of remaining?



La. How flying?

Soc. Wiy, as the Scythians are said to fight, flying as well as
pursui ng; and as Homer says in praise of the horses of Aeneas, that
they knew "how to pursue, and fly quickly hither and thither"; and
he passes an encom um on Aeneas hinself, as having a know edge of fear
or flight, and calls him"an author of fear or flight."

La. Yes, Socrates, and there Homer is right: for he was speaking
of chariots, as you were speaking of the Scythian cavalry, who have
that way of fighting; but the heavy-arned Geek fights, as | say,
remai ning in his rank

Soc. And yet, Laches, you nust except the Lacedaenoni ans at Pl at aea,
who, when they cane upon the light shields of the Persians, are said
not to have been willing to stand and fight, and to have fled; but
when the ranks of the Persians were broken, they turned upon themlike
cavalry, and won the battle of Pl ataea.

La. That is true.

Soc. That was ny neaning when | said that | was to blane in having
put nmy question badly, and that this was the reason of your
answering badly. For | nmeant to ask you not only about the courage
of heavy-arned sol diers, but about the courage of cavalry and every
other style of soldier; and not only who are courageous in war, but
who are courageous in perils by sea, and who in disease, or in
poverty, or again in politics, are courageous; and not only who are
courageous against pain or fear, but mighty to contend agai nst desires
and pl easures, either fixed in their rank or turning upon their eneny.
There is this sort of courage-is there not, Laches?

La. Certainly, Socrates.

Soc. And all these are courageous, but some have courage in
pl easures, and sonme in pains: some in desires, and sonme in fears,
and sone are cowards under the same conditions, as | should imagine.

La. Very true

Soc. Now | was aski ng about courage and cowardice in general. And
I will begin with courage, and once nore ask, Wat is that conmon
quality, which is the same in all these cases, and which is called
courage? Do you now understand what | nean?

La. Not over well.

Soc. | nmean this: As | nmight ask what is that quality which is
cal I ed qui ckness, and which is found in running, in playing the
lyre, in speaking, in learning, and in nany other sinilar actions,
or rather which we possess in nearly every action that is worth
nmentioning of arms, |egs, nouth, voice, mind;-would you not apply
the term qui ckness to all of then?

La. Quite true

Soc. And suppose | were to be asked by sonme one: What is that conmon
quality, Socrates, which, in all these uses of the word, you cal
qui ckness? | should say the quality which acconplishes much in a
little time-whether in running, speaking, or in any other sort of
action.

La. You would be quite correct.

Soc. And now, Laches, do you try and tell nme in |like manner, Wat is
that common quality which is called courage, and which includes al
the various uses of the termwhen applied both to pleasure and pain,
and in all the cases to which | was just now referring?

La. | should say that courage is a sort of endurance of the soul, if
| amto speak of the universal nature which pervades themall.

Soc. But that is what we nust do if we are to answer the question
And yet | cannot say that every kind of endurance is, in my opinion
to be deened courage. Hear ny reason: | am sure, Laches, that you
woul d consi der courage to be a very noble quality.

La. Most noble, certainly.



Soc. And you would say that a wi se endurance is al so good and nobl e?

La. Very nobl e.

Soc. But what would you say of a foolish endurance? Is not that,
on the other hand, to be regarded as evil and hurtful ?

La. True.

Soc. And is anything noble which is evil and hurtful ?

La. | ought not to say that, Socrates.

Soc. Then you would not adnit that sort of endurance to be
courage-for it is not noble, but courage is noble?

La. You are right.

Soc. Then, according to you, only the w se endurance i s courage?

La. True.

Soc. But as to the epithet "wise,"-wise in what? In all things smal
as well as great? For exanple, if a man shows the quality of endurance
i n spending his nmoney wisely, knowi ng that by spending he will acquire
nore in the end, do you call him courageous?

La. Assuredly not.

Soc. O, for exanple, if a man is a physician, and his son, or
sone patient of his, has inflanmmtion of the lungs, and begs that he
may be allowed to eat or drink sonmething, and the other is firmand
refuses; is that courage?

La. No; that is not courage at all, any nore than the |ast.

Soc. Again, take the case of one who endures in war, and is
willing to fight, and w sely cal cul ates and knows that others will
help him and that there will be fewer and inferior nen against him
than there are with him and suppose that he has al so advant ages of
position; would you say of such a one who endures with all this w sdom
and preparation, that he, or some nan in the opposing arnmy who is in
t he opposite circunmstances to these and yet endures and renains at his
post, is the braver?

La. | should say that the latter, Socrates, was the braver

Soc. But, surely, this is a foolish endurance in conparison with the
ot her ?

La. That is true.

Soc. Then you would say that he who in an engagenent of cavalry
endures, having the know edge of horsenmanship, is not so courageous as
he who endures, having no such know edge?

La. So | should say.

Soc. And he who endures, having a know edge of the use of the sling,
or the bow, or of any other art, is not so courageous as he who
endures, not having such a know edge?

La. True.

Soc. And he who descends into a well, and dives, and holds out in
this or any sinmilar action, having no know edge of diving, or the
like, is, as you would say, nore courageous than those who have this
know edge?

La. Wy, Socrates, what else can a man say?

Soc. Nothing, if that be what he thinks.

La. But that is what | do think

Soc. And yet men who thus run risks and endure are foolish
Laches, in conparison of those who do the sane things, having the
skill to do them

La. That is true.

Soc. But foolish boldness and endurance appeared before to be base
and hurtful to us.

La. Quite true

Soc. Whereas courage was acknow edged to be a noble quality.

La. True.

Soc. And now on the contrary we are saying that the foolish
endur ance, which was before held in dishonour, is courage.



La. Very true

Soc. And are we right in saying so?

La. Indeed, Socrates, | amsure that we are not right.

Soc. Then according to your statenent, you and |, Laches, are not
attuned to the Dorian node, which is a harnony of words and deeds; for
our deeds are not in accordance with our words. Any one would say that
we had courage who saw us in action, but not, | inmagine, he who
heard us tal ki ng about courage just now.

La. That is nost true.

Soc. And is this condition of ours satisfactory?

La. Quite the reverse.

Soc. Suppose, however, that we admit the principle of which we are
speaking to a certain extent.

La. To what extent and what principle do you nean?

Soc. The principle of endurance. We too nust endure and persevere in
the enquiry, and then courage will not |augh at our faintheartedness
in searching for courage; which after all may, very likely, be
endur ance.

La. | amready to go on, Socrates; and yet | amunused to
i nvestigations of this sort. But the spirit of controversy has been
aroused in nme by what has been said; and | amreally grieved at
bei ng thus unabl e to-express nmy nmeaning. For | fancy that | do know
the nature of courage; but, sonehow or other, she has slipped away
fromme, and | cannot get hold of her and tell her nature.

Soc. But, my dear friend, should not the good sportsman follow the
track, and not be lazy?

La. Certainly, he should.

Soc. And shall we invite Nicias to join us? he may be better at
the sport than we are. What do you say?

La. | should like that.

Soc. Cone then, N cias, and do what you can to help your friends,
who are tossing on the waves of argunent, and at the | ast gasp: you
see our extremity, and may save us and al so settle your own opinion
if you will tell us what you think about courage.

Nic. | have been thinking, Socrates, that you and Laches are not
defining courage in the right way; for you have forgotten an excell ent
sayi ng which | have heard fromyour own |ips.

Soc. What is it, N cias?

Nic. | have often heard you say that "Every nman is good in that in
which he is wise, and bad in that in which he is unw se."

Soc. That is certainly true, Nicias.

Nic. And therefore if the brave man is good, he is also w se

Soc. Do you hear him Laches?

La. Yes, | hear him but | do not very well understand him

Soc. | think that | understand hinm and he appears to ne to nmean
that courage is a sort of w sdom

La. What can he possibly nmean, Socrates?

Soc. That is a question which you nmust ask of hinself.

La. Yes.

Soc. Tell himthen, N cias, what you nmean by this wi sdony for you
surely do not nean the wi sdom which plays the flute?

Nic. Certainly not.

Soc. Nor the wi sdom which plays the Iyre?

Ni c. No.
Soc. But what is this know edge then, and of what?
La. | think that you put the question to himvery well, Socrates;

and | would like himto say what is the nature of this know edge or
wi sdom

Nic. | mean to say, Laches, that courage is the know edge of that
which inspires fear or confidence in war, or in anything.



La. How strangely he is talking, Socrates.

Soc. Wiy do you say so, Laches?

La. Wy, surely courage is one thing, and w sdom anot her

Soc. That is just what N cias denies.

La. Yes, that is what he denies; but he is so.

Soc. Suppose that we instruct instead of abusing hin?

Ni c. Laches does not want to instruct nme, Socrates; but having
been proved to be tal ki ng nonsense hinself, he wants to prove that |
have been doi ng the sane.

La. Very true, Nicias; and you are tal king nonsense, as | shal
endeavour to show. Let nme ask you a question: Do not physicians know
t he dangers of disease? or do the courageous know then? or are the
physi ci ans the same as the courageous?

Nic. Not at all

La. No nore than the husbandnen who know t he dangers of husbandry,
or than other craftsmen, who have a know edge of that which inspires
themwith fear or confidence in their own arts, and yet they are not
courageous a whit the nore for that.

Soc. What is Laches saying, N cias? He appears to be saying
sonet hi ng of inportance.

Nic. Yes, he is saying sonething, but it is not true.

Soc. How so?

Ni c. Way, because he does not see that the physician's know edge
only extends to the nature of health and di sease: he can tell the sick
man no nore than this. Do you inagi ne, Laches, that the physician
knows whether health or disease is the nore terrible to a man? Had not
many a nman better never get up froma sick bed? | should like to
know whet her you think that life is always better than death. My
not death often be the better of the two?

La. Yes certainly so in ny opinion.

Nic. And do you think that the same things are terrible to those who
had better die, and to those who had better [ive?

La. Certainly not.

Nic. And do you suppose that the physician or any other artist knows
this, or any one indeed, except he who is skilled in the grounds of
fear and hope? And him1 call the courageous.

Soc. Do you understand his meani ng, Laches?

La. Yes; | suppose that, in his way of speaking, the soothsayers are
courageous. For who but one of them can know to whomto die or to live
is better? And yet Nicias, would you allow that you are yourself a
soot hsayer, or are you neither a soothsayer nor courageous?

Nic. What! do you nean to say that the soot hsayer ought to know
the grounds of hope or fear?

La. Indeed | do: who but he?

Nic. Much rather | should say he of whom | speak; for the soothsayer
ought to know only the signs of things that are about to cone to pass,
whet her death or disease, or loss of property, or victory, or defeat
in war, or in any sort of contest; but to whomthe suffering or not
suf fering of these things will be for the best, can no nore be decided
by the soot hsayer than by one who is no soot hsayer

La. | cannot understand what Nicias would be at, Socrates; for he
represents the courageous man as neither a soothsayer, nor a
physi cian, nor in any other character, unless he nmeans to say that
he is a god. My opinion is that he does not |ike honestly to confess
that he is tal king nonsense, but that he shuffles up and down in order
to conceal the difficulty into which he has got hinself. You and I
Socrates, might have practised a simlar shuffle just now, if we had
only wanted to avoid the appearance of inconsistency. And if we had
been arguing in a court of law there nmight have been reason in so
doi ng; but why should a man deck hinmself out with vain words at a



nmeeting of friends such as this?

Soc. | quite agree with you, Laches, that he should not. But perhaps
Nicias is serious, and not nerely talking for the sake of talking. Let
us ask himjust to explain what he neans, and if he has reason on
his side we will agree with him if not, we will instruct him

La. Do you, Socrates, if you like, ask him | think that | have
asked enough.

Soc. | do not see why | should not; and ny question will do for both
of us.

La. Very good.

Soc. Then tell me, Nicias, or rather tell us, for Laches and | are
partners in the argunent: Do you nmean to affirmthat courage is the
know edge of the grounds of hope and fear?

Nic. | do.

Soc. And not every man has this know edge; the physician and the
soot hsayer have it not; and they will not be courageous unless they
acquire it-that is what you were sayi ng?

Nic. | was.

Soc. Then this is certainly not a thing which every pig would
know, as the proverb says, and therefore he could not be courageous.

Nic. I think not.

Soc. Clearly not, N cias; not even such a big pig as the Crommyoni an
sow woul d be called by you courageous. And this |I say not as a joke,
but because | think that he who assents to your doctrine, that courage
is the know edge of the grounds of fear and hope, cannot allow that
any wild beast is courageous, unless he admits that a lion, or a
| eopard, or perhaps a boar, or any other animal, has such a degree
of wi sdom that he knows things which but a few human bei ngs ever
know by reason of their difficulty. He who takes your view of
courage rmust affirmthat a lion, and a stag, and a bull, and a nonkey,
have equally little pretensions to courage.

La. Capital, Socrates; by the gods, that is truly good. And
hope, Nicias, that you will tell us whether these animals, which we
all admit to be courageous, are really w ser than mankind; or
whet her you will have the bol dness, in the face of universa
opi nion, to deny their courage.

Ni c. Way, Laches, | do not call animals or any other things which
have no fear of dangers, because they are ignorant of them
cour ageous, but only fearless and senseless. Do you inagine that |
should call little children courageous, which fear no dangers
because they know none? There is a difference, to ny way of
t hi nki ng, between fearl essness and courage. | am of opinion that
t houghtful courage is a quality possessed by very few, but that
rashness and bol dness, and fearl essness, which has no forethought, are
very common qualities possessed by nany nen, nany wonen, many
children, many aninmals. And you, and nmen in general, call by the
term "courageous” actions which I call rash;-ny courageous actions are
Wi se actions.

La. Behold, Socrates, how admirably, as he thinks, he dresses
hinsel f out in words, while seeking to deprive of the honour of
courage those whomall the world acknowl edges to be courageous.

Ni c. Not so, Laches, but do not be alarned; for | amquite willing
to say of you and al so of Lamachus, and of many other Athenians,
that you are courageous and therefore w se.

La. | could answer that; but | would not have you cast in nmy teeth
that | am a haughty Aexoni an
Soc. Do not answer him Laches; | rather fancy that you are not

aware of the source fromwhich his wisdomis derived. He has got al
this fromny friend Danon, and Danon is always w th Prodi cus, who
of all the Sophists, is considered to be the best puller to pieces



of words of this sort.

La. Yes, Socrates; and the exami nation of such niceties is a nmuch
nore suitable enploynent for a Sophist than for a great statesnman whom
the city chooses to preside over her

Soc. Yes, my sweet friend, but a great statesman is likely to have a
great intelligence. And | think that the view which is inplied in
Ni cias' definition of courage is worthy of examination

La. Then exanine for yourself, Socrates.

Soc. That is what | amgoing to do, my dear friend. Do not, however,

suppose | shall let you out of the partnership; for | shall expect you
to apply your nind, and join with ne in the consideration of the
guesti on.

La. I will if you think that | ought.

Soc. Yes, | do; but | nust beg of you, Nicias, to begin again. You

renenber that we originally considered courage to be a part of virtue.

Nic. Very true

Soc. And you yourself said that it was a part; and there were nany
other parts, all of which taken together are called virtue.

Nic. Certainly.

Soc. Do you agree with nme about the parts? For | say that justice,
tenperance, and the like, are all of themparts of virtue as well as
courage. Wuld you not say the sane?

Nic. Certainly.

Soc. Well then, so far we are agreed. And now | et us proceed a step
and try to arrive at a sinilar agreenment about the fearful and the
hopeful: | do not want you to be thinking one thing and nyself
another. Let me then tell you ny own opinion, and if | amwong you
shall set me in my opinion the terrible and the are the things which
do or do not create fear, and fear is not of the present, nor of the
past, but is of future and expected evil. Do you not agree to that,
Laches?

La. Yes, Socrates, entirely.

Soc. That is nmy view, Nicias; the terrible things, as |I should
say, are the evils which are future; and the hopeful are the good or
not evil things which are future. Do you or do you not agree with ne?

Nic. |I agree.

Soc. And the know edge of these things you call courage?

Ni c. Precisely.

Soc. And now |l et ne see whether you agree with Laches and nyself
as to a third point.

Nic. What is that?

Soc. | will tell you. He and | have a notion that there is not one
know edge or science of the past, another of the present, a third of
what is likely to be best and what will be best in the future; but
that of all three there is one science only: for exanple, there is one
sci ence of nmedicine which is concerned with the inspection of health
equally in all tines, present, past, and future; and one science of
husbandry in |ike manner, which is concerned with the productions of
the earth in all tines. As to the art of the general, you yoursel ves
will be ny witnesses that he has an excellent foreknow edge of the
future, and that he clainms to be the naster and not the servant of the
soot hsayer, because he knows better what is happening or is likely
to happen in war: and accordingly the | aw pl aces the soothsayer
under the general, and not the general under the soothsayer. Am|
not correct in saying so, Laches?

La. Quite correct.

Soc. And do you, Nicias, also acknow edge that the sane science
has understandi ng of the sanme things, whether future, present, or
past ?

Ni c. Yes, indeed Socrates; that is my opinion



Soc. And courage, ny friend, is, as you say, a know edge of the
fearful and of the hopeful ?

Nic. Yes.

Soc. And the fearful, and the hopeful, are admitted to be future
goods and future evils?

Ni c. True.

Soc. And the sanme science has to do with the same things in the
future or at any tinme?

Nic. That is true.

Soc. Then courage is not the science which is concerned with the
fearful and hopeful, for they are future only; courage, |like the other
sciences, is concerned not only with good and evil of the future,
but of the present and past, and of any tine?

Nic. That, as | suppose, is true.

Soc. Then the answer which you have given, Nicias, includes only a
third part of courage; but our question extended to the whole nature
of courage: and according to your view, that is, according to your
present view, courage is not only the know edge of the hopeful and the
fearful, but seems to include nearly every good and evil wi thout
reference to tine. Wiat do you say to that alteration in your
st at enent ?

Nic. | agree, Socrates.

Soc. But then, ny dear friend, if a man knew all good and evil,
and how. they are, and have been, and will be produced, would he not
be perfect, and wanting in no virtue, whether justice, or
t enperance, or holiness? He would possess themall, and he woul d
know whi ch were dangers' and which were not, and guard agai nst them
whet her they were supernatural or natural; and he would provide the
good, as he would know how to deal both with gods or nen

Nic. I think, Socrates, that there is a great deal of truth in
what you say.

Soc. But then, Nicias, courage, according to this new definition
of yours, instead of being a part of virtue only, will be all virtue?

Nic. It would seem so

Soc. But we were saying that courage is one of the parts of virtue?

Ni c. Yes, that was what we were sayi ng.

Soc. And that is in contradiction with our present view?

Nic. That appears to be the case.

Soc. Then, Nicias, we have not discovered what courage is.

Nic. W have not.

La. And yet, friend Nicias,| inmagined that you woul d have made the
di scovery, when you were so contenptuous of the answers which | nade
to Socrates. | had very great hopes that you woul d have been
enl i ghtened by the wi sdom of Danon

Nic. | perceive, Laches, that you think nothing of having

di spl ayed your ignorance of the nature of courage, but you I ook only
to see whether | have not nade a simlar display; and if we are both
equal Iy ignorant of the things which a man who is good for anything

shoul d know, that, | suppose, will be of no consequence. You certainly
appear to nme very like the rest of the world, |ooking at your
nei ghbour and not at yourself. | am of opinion that enough has been

said on the subject which we have been discussing; and if anything has
been inperfectly said, that nmay be hereafter corrected by the help
of Danmon, whom you think to | augh down, although you have never seen
him and with the help of others. And when | am satisfied nyself, |
will freely inpart ny satisfaction to you, for | think that you are
very nuch in want of know edge

La. You are a philosopher, Nicias; of that | am aware:
nevert hel ess | would recomend Lysi machus and Mel esias not to take you
and me as advi sers about the education of their children; but, as



said at first, they should ask Socrates and not let himoff; if my own

sons were old enough, |I would have asked him nysel f.
Nic. To that | quite agree, if Socrates is willing to take them
under his charge. | should not wish for any one else to be the tutor

of Niceratus. But | observe that when | nmention the matter to him he
reconmends to nme sone other tutor and refuses hinsel f. Perhaps he
may be nore ready to listen to you, Lysimachus.

Lys. He ought, Nicias: for certainly I would do things for himwhich
I would not do for many others. Wat do you say, Socrates-will you
conply? And are you ready to give assistance in the inprovenent of the
yout hs?

Soc. |ndeed, Lysimachus, | should be very wong in refusing to aid
in the inprovenent of anybody. And if | had shown in this conversation
that I had a know edge whi ch Ni cias and Laches have not, then |
admt that you would be right in inviting me to performthis duty; but
as we are all in the sanme perplexity, why should one of us be
preferred to another? | certainly think that no one should; and
under these circunstances, let ne offer you a piece of advice (and
this need not go further than ourselves). | maintain, ny friends, that
every one of us should seek out the best teacher whom he can find,
first for ourselves, who are greatly in need of one, and then for
the youth, regardl ess of expense or anything. But | cannot advise that
we remain as we are. And if any one |aughs at us for going to schoo
at our age, | would quote to themthe authority of Honer, who says,

t hat

Modesty is not good for a needy nan

Let us, then, regardl ess of what may be said of us, nake the education
of the youths our own education

Lys. | like your proposal, Socrates; and as | amthe oldest, | am
al so the npst eager to go to school with the boys. Let nme beg a favour
of you: Cone to nmy house to-norrow at dawn, and we will advise about
these natters. For the present, let us make an end of the
conversati on.

Soc. | will cone to you to-norrow, Lysimachus, as you propose, Cod
willing.

- THE END
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