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Abstract 
Beginning from the finding that conternporary liberalism offers little in response to 

the probing but ultimately flawed critique of traditional courage that feminist poiitical 

theonsts advance, 1 argue that there exists an urgent need today to reexamine courage. 

For despite its undeniably dangerous excesses, 1 show that courage is critical to both the 

survival and hedth even of peaceable IiberaI dernocracies and that we therefore need to 

explore both its rkks and its rewards. 1 turn to Plato because he provides a bdanced but 

richly complex treatment of courage. While it is alive and sympathetic to the multi- 

dimensional phenornenon of courage as ordinarily understood, Le., as the virtue that 

enables one to act well in the face of dangers, Plato's treatrnent yields the paradoxical 

thesis that courage is both the cause and the consequence of wisdom- The Laches and the 

Republic together illuminate what courase is and why courage is needed to understand 

what it is. Carefully following the development of Socrates' conversation in the Laches 

with two Athenian generaIs who disagree with each other and even with themselves 

about courage, I argue that the generals' confusion stems from their deep-seated hopes 

about it, namely, that courage be both noble in itseif and also good for the courageous 

individual- Their unwillingness or inability to examine these hopes is evidence, 1 argue, 

of a certain cowardice. Socrates' exploration in the Reoublic of spiritedness, which he 

charactenzes as the psychological substr2tum of courage, shows why it takes (an 

incompletely developed) courage to examine the opinions that underlie its ordinary 



manifestations. By cornparhg the courage of the Republic's guardians with that of its 

future philosophers, 1 argue that a failure to confront such opinions produces a courage 

that is confiised and hence deficient; genuine courage requires at the very least 

knowledge of why it is worth possessing and exercising. But however much the refined 

spiritedness that underlies the guardians' courage falls short of the highest kind of 

courage, 1 argue that it still deserves respect as both politicaily reliable and suited for 

acquiring the wisdom that is the source of genuine courage. 
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Introduction: the Problem of Courage 

Courage is an essential political virtue and should thus be of serious interest to 

anyone concerned wi th politics. Indeed, at least because the courage of its citizenry is 

crucial to the very survival of any nation, courage is aguably the virtue that nations 

celebrate more than any other, including justice. Consider the lyrics of the national 

anthems even of liberai democracies, whose peaceable inclinations are remarkabre from a 

histoncal perspective. Citizens singing the Canadian anthem repeatedly profess that they 

"stand on guard" for their country. Similady, bravery is tbe one virtue extolled by the 

American anthem; the Stars and Stripes wave over the home of "the brave" rather than of 

the just. Courage may thus reasonabty daim a certain primacy over justice because 

however important the latter is to citizenship, citizenship depends upon a nation's 

existence, which in turn depends upon the willingness of citizens to risk their Iives for it. 

The reason, however, that courage is so highly ranked arnong civic virtues is not 

merely the fact that it is useful. For nations do not conceive of their soidiers as mere 

tools of war, as materiel to be expended when national ernergencies arise, no different 

from bombs md builets. Rather, nations are keenly aware that the courageous individual 

often pays a high price for his courage, and so they regard courage less as useful than as 

laudable, indeed, as worthy of the highest civic honors. Whereas justice means 

respecting and contributing to the comrnon good, Le., a good in which the just individual 

shares, courage means the willingness to endanger one's own good and even one's own 

Iife for others' sake. Nations especially celebrate courage because it signifies one's 

devotion to the country above dl else. The highest honor bestowed by the American 

govemment is the Congressiona. Medai of Honor, which is awarded to someone "who 



distinguishes himself conspicuously by gaIlantry and intrepidity at the nsk of his life 

above and beyond the cal1 of duty."l 

To honor such gallantry and intrepidity, moreover, is not merely to go through the 

motion of an old practice that has no place in Our modem worid. Examples of 

outstanding courage stir and uplift modem hearts and souls. We are naturally moved 

upon Zeaming such stories as that of one recent posthumous recipient of  the Medal of 

Honor, First Lieutenant John Robert Fox, who during World War II ordered artillery 

strikes on his own position as it was being o v e m n  by the German army.2 The popular 

imagination seems no less stirred today than it was in the past by depictions of noble 

deeds in battle. Films that rnemorialize soldiers' heroic actions, such as the recent 

"Saving Private Ryan," continue to hold us  powerfully in their grip. And these 

sentiments are not confined to the darkness of the theatre; they are expressed in public 

and powerful ways. Consider, for example, the advantage that war heroes such as Bob 

Kerry and John McCain have in politics. Voters view their heroism in war as evidence of 

their good character; having risked their lives for their country, they seem to have 

demonstrated that they are more concerned with the nation's good than for their own 

personal advancernent and enrichment. Bill Clinton's deficiencies in this area support the 

point. During his bid for the Dernocratic Presidential nomination in 1992, the most 

serious doubts about Clinton's tmstworthiness were raised when it became known that he 

first attempted to avoid the draft dtogether and then oniy made himself available for it, 

according to his own statements, to maintain his future political viability. 

l Above and beyond, that is, even the cd1 of justice. 

Ringle 1997. 



Our admiration for heroic courage is complex, however. Aithough strong evidence 

suggests that w e  naturally admire it, problems attend heroic courage and our admiration 

for it, and thoughtful human beings cannot help but be perplexed by them. Much as we 

admire the courageous individual who confronts death nobiy, we do not know quite how 

to think of his actions. On the one hand, while heroic action often costs the hero his 

happiness, we admire rather than  pi^ him; we view his action not as a pure sacrifice but 

as an example of bis having ascended to a higher plane of human existence. On the other 

hand, if we do not pity the courageous hero, neither do we simply congratulate him for 

his achievement; instead, we offer tears, monuments, and mernorials both in recognition 

of his excellence and as a kind of compensation for his willingness to sacrifice it. 

Parades on Veterans' or Mernorial Day are usually very solemn affairs where citizens 

remember with a mixture of awe and sadness both great virtue and terrible losses. We 

recognize that many of those who have nsked their lives on the battlefield have sacrificed 

for the rest of us in a way for which they can never be adequately compensated. 

This complex response to courage compels us to raise searching questions about 

courage, for upon reflection, this response reveals a difficulty with courage's status as a 

virtue, let alone as _the virtue. We normally think of virtues as qualities worth having for 

Our own sake, on the ground that they contribute to and even constitute Our true well- 

being and flourishing. Courage, however, receives high praise because, as one 

contemporary wrïter puts it, "to freely permit one's own destruction in lonely and temble 

circumstances ... seems a uniquely difficult type of acty' (Walton 1986, 9). Insofar as the 

reason for which courage is praised conflicts with the view that virtue is an integral 

component of human flourishing, one may legitimately wonder to what degree or in what 



way courage can be called a virtue. This question emerges particularly vividly in 

Aristotle's illuminating treatment of courage in his Nicomachean Ethics (henceforth NE). 

Having argued that virtue is a constitutive element of happiness I098a7-17), 

Aristotle begins his discussion of specific virtues by considering courage. His treatment 

bnngs out with particular force the tension just mentioned. Aristotle does not shrink 

from presenting the wiliing sacrifice involved in courage, observing that, although "death 

and wounds wiil be painful for a courageous man and he will suffer them unwillingly," 

such a man will nonetheless endure them because "it is noble to do so or base to do 

otherwise" (NE 1 1 1 7b7-9).3 Indeed, he ernphasizes the greatness of the sacrifice that 

courageous individuals must sometimes make: 

The doser  a man is to having virtue in its entirety and the happier he is, 

the more pain will death bnng him. Life is more worth living for such a 

man than for anyone else, and he stands to lose the greatest goods, and 

realizes that fact, and this is painful. 11 17b9-13) 

Precisely because virtue is constitutive of happiness, the losses that courage can entail for 

a courageous individual are al1 the greater according to Aristotle. Yet, the fact that 

courage c m  Iead to the loss of one's life, and therewith of the happiness that exercising 

the virtues is supposed to sustain, does not lead Anstotle to conclude that courage is not a 

virtue. That a tension exists between courage and happiness is not a fatal blow to 

courage because the view that virtue is somehow part of happiness is not the only 

relevant perspective. 

3 All quotations from the Nicomachean Ethics are from Ostwald's translation, 

modified where appropnate. 



Taking his cues from respectable opinion (see NE 1095b4-9), Anstotle affirms that 

the end of virtue is "acting nobly" (NJ 11 15b l3), and it is  at least arguabte that acting 

nobly requires a certain disregard for one's own happiness. Indeed, Arïstotle says more 

than that courageous individuals endure death and wounds because doing so is noble; of 

the courageous man who fully realizes how much bis deeds may cost him, he says that 

"he is no less courageous for that, and perhaps rather more so, since he chooses noble 

deeds in war in return for suffenne; pain" (NE 11 17b13-14). As disturbing as it is to 

entertain the possibility that suffering pain is the lot of those who choose noble deeds, 

people's comrnon reaction to witnessing or learning about someone's courageous acts 

seems to confirm it. We shed tears because we suspect that the courageous individuai 

has suffered sornething terrible for his noble deeds. Anstotle's treatment of courage 

starkly presents a problem inherent in the human longing for happiness: we want to be 

happy, yet we think that me happiness rneans Ieading a virtuous rather than a mereIy 

long and pleasant life, but insofar as it is noble, virtue seems to conflict with the 

happiness we seek. It is perhaps partly in order to inspire reflection on this conundrum 

that Anstotle insists that courage has its place above al1 on the battlefield, where "a man 

is faced by the greatest and noblest of dangers" ('iVJ 1 I 15a29-30; cf. 1095b9-T 3 ,  

1099a22-30). Batdefield or heroic courage is, thus, not only a virtue worthy of 

examination in its own right. It may well be the virtue that most raises the question of 

virtue. This may explain why Aristotle leads off his discussion of the virtues in the 

Ethics with courage. 

It has become difficult, however, to explore the pressing issues at the heart of 

battlefield or heroic courage, because there is a presumption held by many today that it is 



not a virtue at d l .  Put simply, heroic courage has itseif come under fire. Many 

contemporary scholars and writers argue that it and the admiration for it are in fact 

manifestations of unhealthy iongings. And because they maintain that heroic courage is a 

vice instead of a virtue, its critics focus on means to eradicate Et rather than on its 

character. Demis Walton exgesses the core of the serious reservations about traditional 

courage. 

To many of us ... courage as a virtue may seem but a tattered remnant of 

outdated ideals of chivalry - a macho-military quality that has outgrown 

its usefihess in civilized society. To some, courage is not a virtue but 

only an indelicate rerninder of violence, wu ,  domination, or other 

unpleasant conditions. (1986, 18). 

As Wdton's remarks suggest, the critique of heroic courage is not limited to a 

cntique of its extremes or perverted foms; it is a critique both of old-fashioned courage 

and of al1 of its attendant qudities, such as toughness, love of honor, single-minded 

devotion to a cause, and, most of all, the willingness to sacrifice one's life for that cause. 

At the same time, however, none of its critics denies the importance of some form of 

courage. What they wish to do is to separate their preferred mode1 of courage from the 

traditional one. But if courage - of some kind - is a virtue, can we be sure that such a 

virtue would be free of the qualities listed above? Can courage be  severed from heroic 

courage? And should it be? Most importantly, have these critics fùlly come to terms 

with the admiration most people have for heroic courage? A brief look at the cntique of 

heroic courage and at way in which its critics would rid us of the admiration for it 

suggests that they have not sufficiendy thought through either the nature of courage or 



the full meaning and implication of human responses to it. If this is m e ,  then the value 

of heroic courage and its attendant qualities is stilI at issue- And since many are presently 

cdling for its demise, heroic courage now more than ever needs a thorough exploration. 

Feminist political theorists, psychologists, sociologists and students of gender have 

raised doubts about the high estimation in which citizens continue to hold heroic courage. 

Many among their ranks argue that heroic courage is an ideal that breeds various kinds of 

violence - from toughness and aggressiveness in the schoolyard to violence towards 

women and even murder. Arnong contemporary educators, for example, it is a 

cornmonplace view that images of superheroes and macho toys encourage violent 

aggressiveness in young boys (Sornmers 2000,48,84-86). Others focus on the way in 

which the military ideal, which embodies traditional heroic courage, breeds violence that 

spills over into civilian life, particularly towards wornen.4 By far the most comrnon form 

of violence that critics daim admiration for heroic courage breeds, however, is war itself. 

Leading feminist psychologist Carol Gilligan claims that the mode1 of manhood 

embodied by the military man, which represents qualities such as heroism, 

competitiveness, love of honor and aggressiveness, makes men enarnored of war and 

eager to embrace it (1 996, 25 1). Nancy Hartsock goes further, arguing that intoxication 

They argue that because military personnel - in war simulation as well as in actual 

combat- demean their enemies by referring to them as wornen and speak of their 

military objective as "ovenvhelming and penetrating" the enerny, military culture 

inevitably creates a climate in which men see and treat women in the degrading ways in 

which they become accustorned to thinking of the enemy (McBride 1995,40, 55,67-70; 

see atso Held, 1993 144- 148). 



with ideals of manty courage is the reason why for many men, "[r-jather than war being 

poIitics by other means, political action. .. is simply war by other means" (1989, 147). 

And this "war by other means" threatens to unleash war in the pnmary sense. According 
O 

to Hartsock, if a leader is attracted to war, this attraction can distort hi s (or ber) view of ' 

the appropriate use of the military. As evidence for this she points to the effect that the 

cd1 to honor and gïory has on foreign policy. She maintains that Amencan foreign policy 

positions from the decision to withdraw forces from Vietnam slowly, because of the need 

for "peace \ . t h  honor," to a tough stand against terrorism can be attributed to the 

influence of the heroic ideal on politics (1989, 147). j To add further proof to the clairn 

that such calls persist, Hartsock cites Ernest Becker's exhortation that "our central 

caliing, Our main task on this planet is the heroic" and that "society as a whole should be 

understood as a vehicle for heroism" (1 46). 

Wendy Brown offers a similar assessrnent of the effect that celebrating heroic 

courage has on politics. She argues that traditional manly ideals have "saturated" al1 

male-dominated political institutions, Le., "al1 past political constructions," with "highly 

problematic, often dangerous, ideals and practices" (1985, 12; see also Held 1993, 138 

and Elshtain 198 1, 346-48). According to Brown, we are presently facing nothing less 

than "a crisis," as these ideals and practices have brought us "to the bnnk of geopolitical 

and ecological disaster" (1988, 6). Although she concedes that liberai regimes are 

In support of Hartsock's claim, an American rnilitary official has suggested that the 

American stealth bomber that was recently shot down by Yugoslav forces was rendered 

more vulnerable than necessary by the military's insistence that it be painted a manly, but 

more visible, black (Vistica 1999). 



generally less warlike than their predecessors, she maintains that they are stili driven by a 

dangerously hi& regard for honor, giory and heroism. She cites as evidence for her 

clairn the fact that such ideals distort even the liberai state's priorities, for despite claims 

to the contrary, Brown maintains that "it is for 'national honor' that the state sacrifices 

its youth in foreign military interventions." And while conceding that "[o]urs may not be 

a polity that cultivates the pursuit of heroic deeds and honor," she adds that "to the extent 

that public figures still invoke the language of heroism, it is usually to rationalize and 

glorify the sacrifice of life for empty causes, whether it be marines in Lebanon or 

schoolteachers hitched to the project of conquering yet another 'frontier' - the domain 

beyond planet Earth" (1 8 9 6  

While critics of heroic courage take issue with it from a variety of different 

perspectives, they agree that it is unnaturai, or at Ieast unhealthy, to see heroic courage as 

a virtue. They argue that the traditional view of heroic courage is a distortion of genuine 

human concems, which distortion has been fostered by certain male  pathologie^.^ Many 

To the objection that the US. Marines were in Lebanon to serve the national interest 

rather than for "empq" honor, Brown could respond that a desire for honor distorted 

American leaders' understanding of the national interest. 

The characterization of heroic courage as a primarily male phenomenon is not 

confined to its contemporary crïtics- The best translation of the Greek word andreia, 

which is normally translated simply as "courage," might well be "manliness" (insofar as 

the word refers to the virtue, rather than merely the characteristics, of a man), for the root 

of the word is anêr, or "man"; this etymology implies that, at least according to the 

ancient Greeks, courage is above al1 the virtue of a man, Le., that the courageous 



feminist critics of heroic courage take as the starting point for their analysis Simone de 

Beauvoir, whose account of men's pursuit of "transcendence" suggests why heroic 

courage is so attractive to men. In de Beauvoir's portrait, meri pursue transcendence 

because, free frorn the burdens of pregnancy and childbirth and thus the confines of the 

worid of "natural functions," they seek "activity" or "creativity" in their lives (1989, 63-  

64). Ultimately, she axgues, through the process of subduing nature, man encounters a 

redm beyond necessity, a realm, de Beauvoir implies, in which he can satisQ his desire 

to affiirm his human existence? And man particularly finds dignity, or transcends his 

animal nature, through his encounters with danger. Discovering in himself a capacity to 

take on great risks, man finds proof that he cares for more than mere life, and he cornes to 

see this as the sign of his superiority to al1 other beings (including woman), who seem to 

care only for survivai and preservation. Brown and Hartsock agree with de Beauvoir's 

depiction of men's relationship to the activities of o r d i n q  iife. Brown daims that men 

see those aspects of "maintaining and sustaining life" such as feeding, clothing, cleaning, 

and reproduction as mirnalistic and thinli that to be human rneans to strive for something 

other than survival(1988, 1 92). Heroic courage becomes the most important and 

attractive virtue for men because "the wiilingness to risk death is the proof that Iife has 

been discarded as a fundamental value. To be willing to & for something is considered 

more glorïous than to be willing to & for something.-.. A real man lays his life on the 

line" (1 82; emphasis in original). Hartsock also emphasizes the powerfil connection 

individuai is not merely an excellent human being: he is a manly or macho man (cf. 

Salkever 1991, 167)- 

8 For a similar account, see Arendt 1958, 19, 3 1, 36-7, 199; 1968, 15 1-56. 



between heroic action and disregard for the activities of mundane life- She maintains that 

men believe they become worthy of the title "hero" only if they are able to transcend their 

concern with mere iife (1989, 137-44). As a result, she says, "heroic action must be 

disconnected from necessity, especially from concem with daily subsistence and thus 

from bodily , mord existence" (1 44). 

Unli ke de Beauvoir, however, who glorifies the pursuit of heroic courage (see 1953, 

65, 684, 719), most contemporary feminists who write about it criticize not only the 

actuai effects of pursuing heroic courage but also the opinions that both drive and 

accompany such a pursuit. According to Brown, men's attempts to distinguish 

themselves as human beings through displays of heroic courage inevitably make them 

despise the things connected with survival, which they have ccideologically and 

practically divided off from the activity of creating history and rneaning" (1 988, 192). 

Men, she argues, do not merely seek activities that transcend mere survival; they have 

contempt for everything concerned with it. This means that when risking one's life is 

esteemed so highly, attempting to preserve and nurture life, a concern ordinarily crucial 

to wornen, will necessarily appear as weak and trivial. According to this argument, 

where heroic courage is prized. women's traditionai concerns, such as compassion for the 

weak and cornmitment to nonviolent means of resolving disputes, will be marginalized, if 

not actively despised. And these are not merely women's traditionai concerns; many 

contemporary feminists argue that they f o m  the only possible basis for a humane and 

just politics (see Elshtain 198 1, 346; Held 1993, 149-59; Ruddick 1990, 232-34). 

If being concemed with the pain and suffering of particular individuals is associated 

with women, however, then a man is not a "real man" if he embraces such concems. 



Men who are raised in a world that depreciates the concerns voiced by women learn to 

accept the effects of war in an abstract and impersonal way (Held 1993, I46), and this 

capacity to ignore how war or other harsh actions affects particular h e s  makes it easier 

for men to risk themselves and others for intangible ends, such as honor, glory. We have 

seen above what cntics argue are the deletenous politicai effects that result from the 

contemporary attraction to heroic courage. History and literature, they suggest, are 

littered with similar examples. Jean Bethke Elshtain focuses on exampIes of such intense 

dedication to a cause that ordinasr human life and especially family life is ignored (1 98 1, 

30). She cites PIato's Re~ublic, in which d l  other concems are subordinated to the 

establishment of a fully just city, as an instance of such a blind fixation on noble ideals. 

The Republic, she saYs, "exemplifies a purely abstract vision of a future condition ... 

[where] the traditional web of socid ties and relations has been cast aside in order to 

sewe a larger purpose" (39-40). Carol Gilligan points out that the BiblicaI story of 

Abraham's near-sacrifice of Isaac perîectly illustrates this kind of male extremism: only a 

man, she says, could have such "blind willingness to sacrifice people to the truth" (1982, 

63). 

Critics of heroic courage, however, are not concemed onIy about the harrn that the 

mentality associated with i t  wreaks upon others. Many emphasize the harm that this 

mindset causes men themselves, suggesting that to strive for heroic courage is to sacrifice 

individual happiness. To treat heroic courage as a vimie is, according to many critics, to 

treat detachment, harshness and tough-mindedness as virtues and thus to fail to see the 

way in which these qualities distance men from themseives and their own humanity. 

According to Held, this effect is exemplified by military training, because teaching a 



soldier to be able to "dehumanize other people and niake them into targets" also teaches 

him to "cut himseIf off from his own feelings of ca.rïng and connectedness" (1 993, 14 1). 

Carol Gilligan warns that what she cdIs this "culture of manhood" encourages boys to 

"hide their humanity and sensitivity" and thereby "impedes [their] capacity to feel their 

own and 0th- people's hurt, to know their own and other people's sadness"; as a result, 

she claims, men are "psychologically and moralIy" diminished (1 996,ZS 1). This view is 

widespread among contemporary psychologists. William Pollack argues that men are 

"emotionally holiowed out" because they "cover their need for dependency and hide their 

naturd feelings of love and cariag behind the mask of masculine autonomy and strength" 

(1998, 1 1-1 3; see also Kindlon, 143-49). He decries the fact that men think that they 

have to be "sturdy oaks," and he insists that for a man to be psychically hedthly, he 

should not be  "called upon to be the tough one.. .to be hardened in this way" (50). 

These critics of heroic courage helpfuIIy elucidate how destructive the infatuation 

with it can be both to political life and to men themselves. But they airn to do more. 

Critics of heroic courage see it as irredeemably probiematic and seek to eliminate the 

admiration for it altogether. This goal, however, reveds most clearly the limitations of 

their critique- Since for many critics, the admiration for heroic courage is a male 

phenomenon, their solution to the probIem consists of turning men away from the 

transcendent to the immanent or natural world. This way to accomplish this task, it is 

argued, is to make childbirth and rearing the focus of both private and political life. Sara 

Ruddick argues that motherhood provides the answer. According to Ruddick, 

motherhood (or jüst the c a p a c i ~  for it) entails a way of thinking and acting that makes 

heroic action much less attractive to wornen. "Maternd thinking," she argues, is 



"incompatible with military strategy"; it is instead "consonant with pacifist cornmitment 

to non-violence7' (Ruddick 1984,233)- Its core is a unique appreciation for life that 

cornes from giving birth to and rearing a child. This appreciation, she argues, has been 

histoi-icall y muted in Western thought, which treats the body as a "recalci trant adversary7? 

and a "distraction from worthier 'transcendental' pursuits" (1 989, 188). Motherhood thus 

offers a mode1 for how to dirninish men's reverence for courage. For rnotherhood 

emphasizes life and therefore the preservation rather than the risk of life. Ruddick argues 

that if men were to take an equal role in early child care, they would develop the sarne 

priorities and concerns that women have. And men would be fundamentaily changed by 

the experience. The would corne to appreciate more, and perhaps to prefer, life in this 

world to the possibility of transcendence (1 86). 

That "mothering," or immersion in the natural or immanent world c m  be an adequate 

antidote to the longings that inspire heroic action is hardly obvious. Can mothering, for 

exampIe, satisfy the aim to [ive a distinctly human life? Ruddick places at the center of 

human life preserving the young, fostering their physical, emotionai and intellectuai 

growth, and shaping them so that they are acceptable to society as a whoie (1984, 21 5; 

see also Held 1993, 159). Can a concern for the young suppIant the longing for a 

humanly fulfilling life for oneseif'? After dl ,  we care for the young not only so they can 

in turn care for the young of the future but most importandy so that they can thernselves 

find and enjoy intrinsically joyfùl and satisfYing activities. 

Manlyn French's proposai for a new vision of human life is sirnilarly incomplete. 

She insists that only through developing a more intimate connection with their progeny 

will men no longer see the natural world as hostile and threatening (1 985, 67). 



According to her, a ferninist vision of human life involves focusing on our earliest 

experience of being cared for; if we can learn from our satisfaction at being "fed, held, 

warmed, and protected," we will, she argues, "continue to seek out such experiences in 

later life" and Iearn "how to do the same for others" (536, see also 541). But c m  such 

objectives constitute a tmly human happiness? This vision does not seem to address fully 

the human Ionging to accomplish more in Iife than the satisfaction of our needs, the 

longing to find some humanly fulfilling activity. For dl her cnticisms of the manly 

attraction to heroic courage, Brown rebels at the notion that a satiseing human Iife can 

be found within the functions of rnotherhood- Mothenng cannot satisfi the aching desire 

to have a meaning in our mortal lives that is significant and lasting, for child-rearing 

affords insufficient scope for the fuII operation of our capacities (1 988, 202). She 

maintains that being a mother "no matter how freely arranged or how deeply valued by 

others is not enough for any of us."' 

Even if men could be taught to "mother" in the same way as women, would this 

extinguish the admiration and respect that human beings have for those who display 

traditional heroic courage? In other words, in a world in which the highest goals are 

creating and preserving life, what would be the posture towards the courage that requires 

risking one's Iife (see Held, 1993, 159)? It might be easy to dismiss the impressiveness 

9 Feminists as diverse as Elizabeth Fox-Genovese, who says that "[wlork previously 

undertaken out of economic necessity has become central to identity" (1 995, Z 20; see 

also 1 13, 12 l), and S hulamith Firestone, who advocates freeing women "from the 

tyranny of their biology by any and every means necessary" (l971,206), echo this 

sentiment. 



of the courage of an Achilles, who wi1dIy hungers for a noble confrontation with death. 

But what about the courage of a Martin Luther King? in King's famous 1968 speech, 

"I've Been to the Mountaintop," he says that he, like anybody, wants to live a long life. 

But he goes on to say that, "longevity has its place. But I'm not concerned about that 

now. I just want to do God's will." He proceeds to Say that although he suspects that he 

will not live to see "the promised land," he is "happy tonight" and "not fearing any man" 

(1 986, 244). l0 These words illuminate some commondity between his and the more 

extreme and problematic courage of Achilles. Does not King reveal a willingness to face 

death in his struggle? King's courage is quieter and more thoughtful than that of 

Achilles. But his example suggests that the dedication to a noble cause even at the risk of 

his life is a crucial part of courage and our admiration for i t  Consider how citizens feel 

about veterans on Veterans' or Memonal Day. Their sentiments suggest an underlying 

belief that battlefield courage - which even King, different though he was from 

Achilles, may be  said to have exhibited - is still the core of courage because it is here 

that one consciously faces the greatest fear and risks the most for a cause.I1 Ruddickys 

Io This Iast statement was portentous, as King was assassinated the day after he 

u ttered i t. 

Indeed, evidence that this is a genuinely human admiration is the fact that many 

tvomeo are moved and inspired by, dthough perhaps not as eager to demonstrate, acts of 

heroic courage. The desire arnong some contemporary women to serve in the military is 

usually downplayed by critics of heroic courage. In spite of the encouragement they 

offer wornen to pursue careers formerly dominated by men, many feminist critics are 

dubious about the military, doubting in this one instance that women could truly be 



and French's high praise f o r  motherhood and other natural, as opposed to transcendent, 

endeavors does not adequately account for the inherent respect human beings feel for 

those who are willing to r i s k  their lives. 

Even Wendy Brown, w h o  explicitly emphasizes her respect for courage, fails to deal 

adequately with the deep and  abiding admiration human beings feel for those who 

courageously rkk their lives. While Brown argues that we need a "post-masculinist 

politics," she does not think that this politics must deny a place for courage, which she 

maintains is "one of the m a s t  important and inspiring elements of human and political 

existence" (205). But whattever she may find salutary in courage, she gives short shnft  to 

what is ordinarily held to b e  "most important and inspiring" about courage. Put simply, 

Brown never mentions those instances of courage where individuais risk their lives and 

tvhy such courage is inspiri ng. Rather than explore these questions, she takes issue with 

what she calls the "traditional view" in which courage "has been the willingness to risk 

death for an abstract aim a n d  the effort to defy rnortality through placing the body in 

peril." hdeed, she maintaiins that in contrast to the kind of courage that she sketches, the 

"traditionai formulation of acourage as risking life can be  seen as very crude and 

simplistic" (206). Brown, however, devotes only one paragaph to sketching a "post- 

masculinist courage." She says simply that such a courage "alters boundarïes" and that it 

attracted to a career that h a s  long held great appeal for men. Ruddick, for example, 

seems to try to explain this attraction away by suggesting that women seek militaty 

careers only because "[fJor women confined in dornestic life, war offers real education, 

new training and job experience" (1 984, 257). 



does so not by "simply smashing or denying them" but by setting "identity and security at 

risk in order to bring forth new possibility" (W.). 

Brown does not, however, appear to mean that risking "identity and security" in 

order to "alter boundarîes," "engage with nature," or "relinquish individual control in 

both public and intimate settings" means risking one's life (206). Rather, she maintains 

that a "post-masculinist courage" would be -'the courage to sustain life, to fight for 

freedom as bearers of life and hence of possibility" (ibid.). What the posture of those 

who display this "post-masculinist courage" would be towards risking their lives for their 

country is unclear. When Brown conchdes her bnef discussion of a "post-masculinist 

courage" by saying that a human courage must Iie in "distinctively human things - 

inteIIectual and ernotionai life, building collective existence, inventing new possibility, 

stretching horizons" (206-207), she may speak of a part of or sornething like courage. 

But she misconstrues the nature of courage by obscuring the fact that it inspires precisely 

because its exercise requires human beings to risk everything The reason that Brown 

finds courage "inspiring" is because the cornmitment to "alter boundaries," "engage with 

nature" and "fight for freedom and possibility" reveals that an individual cares about 

more than his own life and well-being. But the very fact that human beings appear to 

admire a life that cares more about sumivai and well-being suggests that the traditionai 

kind of courage has a more powerful and persistent allure than Brown acknowledges. 

Brown's account suffers from yet a fürther problem. She tries to depreciate that part 

of courage that longs for sacrifice. But since sacrifice or the willingness to sacrifice is 

aiways a part of courage, her account has the effect of merely slighting the fact that this 

longing usually manifests itself as a ionging for noble sacrifice. Brown maintains that the 



longing for heroic courage is really a longing for something that "fully taps creative 

capacities.. . [and] our impulse to exert power and to distinguish ourselves" (205). She is 

criticai not of these longings themselves but only of the belief that heroic courage is an 

adequate way to satisfy them. If Brown's account of the longings that inspire one to 

courageous action is correct, courage becomes a more dangerous phenornenon. Those 

who are seeking simply to fulfill their desire for creativity, power and distinction might 

legitimately wonder why courage should be Iimited by a concem "to sustain Iife"? But 

has Brown adequately and accurately depicted these longings? 

Brown's account, like those of the other critics we have discussed, abstracts from an 

important element in the reverence for traditionai, heroic courage. In miscasting this 

reverence as the desire to escape necessity, these cntics fail to recognize a crucial aspect 

of its character. However tme it may be that human beings wish to be creative, to exert 

power and to distinguish themselves, this wish seems to be govemed by another, more 

crucial consideration, namely, by a concem for the kind of mark left on the world as a 

sign of their creativity, power or distinction (cf. Brown 1988, 202); it is hardly 

insignificant whether one is remembered as a hero or a villain. By arguing that the 

pursuit of creativity, power and distinction can supplant the desire for heroism and glory, 

Brown slights the most saiutary aspect of the longing for transcendence, namely, the 

longing not for distinctiveness but for excellence. Those who aspire to heroic or noble 

deeds demonstrate a willingness to sacrifice their lives for a noble cause, not because to 

do so is a mark of creativity or power but rather because it is the action of an excellent or 

noble soul, Le., a soul with the capacity to face a tembly frightening thing, death, for a 

noble cause. Heroic courage thus Iooks to a standard beyond itself. Brown herself 



acknowledges this in her discussion of the ancient Greeks, which suggests that they 

wanted to be  more than creative; they wanted to be excellent: "fighting, denying, or 

transcending necessity and nature in order to realize man's 'nature' as a politicai being ... 

is at the heart of the Greek glorification of excellence in action known as arete" (193). 

This example suggests that men want to be remembered for the good that they have 

accomplished rather than merely for a creation or distinction of any kind whatsoever. 

Indeed, the fact that men do care about the kind of mark they leave behind is what rnakes 

the longing for transcendence/heroic courage open to education. Whereas creativity, for 

exarnpIe, is its own standard, the concern for excellence that is part of the longing to 

sacrifice for a noble cause is inherentiy philosophic, or at least open to philosophy; it 

cannot help but prompt the question of whether what one takes to be excellence or a 

noble cause reaily is. And addressing this question can lead to the revision of one's 

goals, Le., to education. 

Downplaying or ignoring the aspiration toward noble sacrifice, critics of heroic 

courage propose remedies for a condition that they have not adequately diagnosed. This 

. fact hamstrings legitimate efforts to restrain its excesses. On a practical level, to the 

extent that critics' proposals misunderstand the phenornenon, their proposals are in vain; 

it is hard to imagine how the suggestion that a man focus his ambitions more on parenting 

or on a vague kind of creative political action can impress someone who is moved by and 

who aspires to battlefield courage. More fundamentally, the critics' misunderstanding 

prevents them from explorhg suficiently die untutored human attitude towards courage 

and the tensions within it. Because they treat it from the outset as a sickness, they do not 

attempt to investigate its many facets. They do not, for exarnple, confront the p u d e  that 



we mentioned at  the outset, namely, that human beings seem to admire heroic courage as 

a display of excellence but are most profoundly moved and inspired by it to the extent to 

which it seems to be a sacrifice and hence not simply an aspect of one's own happiness 

and flourishing. As a result of their inadequate analysis of courage, contemporary critics 

miss the possibility that a dialectical investigation of courage and what kind of virtue it is 

can not only uncover a heaithy conception of a courage but also shed greater light on a 

senuine human excellence. 

We might expect to find such an investigation in the work of those contemporary 

liberal theorists who seek to clarify and elaborate liberal virtues. Curiously, no such 

investigation exists there. Their inattention to courage is especialIy surprising because 

the very premise of the project undertaken by theorists like William Galston and Stephen 

Macedo seems to demand an investigation of courage. For these theorists mount a 

defense of Iiberalism against those who claim either that liberalism has no substantive 

notion of hurnan flounshing or that liberalism lacks the resources to produce those virtues 

that its citizens must have for liberal institutions to suniive much less thrive. By 

articulating Iiberal virtues, they aim to show that liberalism can indeed foster virtues that 

contribute both to the preservation of s o c i e ~  and to the development of the individual. 

Since, as we have noted, courage at least seerns both politically useful and an individual 

exceiience, it is surprising to find that it is not explicitiy identified as a virtue in four 

prominent attempts to catalogue and describe the liberal virtues (see Berkowitz 1999, xi; 

Galston 1982, 628-29; Macedo 1990, 129,25 1 ; Spragens 1999,229 ) . 1 2  

'2 Ln a more recent work, Galston includes courage among the liberal viitues as a 

"means to the preservation of liberal societies and institutions" (1 99 1, 220-21 ). But what 



It may be the case that courage is implied or included in other virtues that need 

courage to be properly executed- "Responsible self-reliance" and a "public-spirited 

willingness to participate in civil senrice" (1 999,229), according to S pragens, and 

"autonomy7' (1 990, 2 16, 225) and "active self-control" (25 l), according to Macedo, are 

examples of liberal virtues. Perhaps Spragens and Macedo mean to refer to courage 

when they speak of these qualities. Such qualities do seem to require at least a certain 

toughness. The autonomous individual, for example, must be able to stand against public 

opinion. 1s this toughness, however, courage? If so, courage of what sort? 1s it a 

courage in some way akin to old-fashioned battlefield or heroic courage, or is it a 

disappoints anyone interested in liberd virtues is that Galston prompts crucial questions 

about the liberal incarnation of courage which he fails to explore. He begins his 

discussion of the liberai virtues by asserting that they "are not simply the classicai virtues 

justified on a different basis. They are in important respects different virtues" (220). 

But how, one may wonder, is this difference reflected in courage? Galston claims that 

"[tlhe liberai virtues demand less self-discipline and sacrifice than do the virtues of 

classical antiquity.. . [or] civic republicanism," but he also notes that not al1 sociaily 

usehl virtues (including liberal ones) are "individually advantageous" and that courage 

requires "the willingness to fight and even die on behaif of one's country" (M.). Does it 

then turn out that Iiberdism needs something of the classical virtues? If so, how does a 

liberai polity foster such a virtue? 1s this courage, moreover, good only as a means to 

social ends, or, is it also somehow good in itself! Galston does not address such 

questions. 



different kind? Or, rather, is it courage at ail? Spragens explains what he means by 

"public-spirited willingness to participate in civic service" as foiiows: 

[lliberalism. -. does not expect its citizens to subordinate or sacrifice 

themselves to the larger society in the rnanner that the enthusiasts of 

republican virtue at times have done ... Civic liberaiism does not ask too 

much. It asks only that liberai citizens be willing to do their part. - . that 

they understand that if they and their fellows are not willing to make some 

sacrifices and bend some efforts on behalf of the comrnon good then it 

will not be achieved. (1 999, 229) 

But that citizens be willing to contribute their fair share seems closer to the virtue of 

justice than courage. Indeed, Spragens explains citizensy duty to bear the dangers of 

battle in terms of faimess; "if affluent," he says, "citizens should not insist that the 

children of the less well-off bear al1 the dangers of mutuai defense." A citizens' duty, 

moreover, to "bear the dangers of mutuai defense" is just one in a Iist of many that 

includes serving in the PTA, supporting public education, and coaching the youth Ieague 

(ibid.). By virtue of its inclusion in this list of civic duties, courage is eclipsed: here 

courage is simp!y treated as a form of justice, Le., as a willingness to contribute to a 

common good rather than a willingness to risk one's own for the good of others. While 

this argument may well capture a part of the character of courage, whether it captures the 

full nature of courage and our approbation of it is questionable. 

Simllar questions arise in Macedo's treatment of the liberal virtues. As we have 

suggested, Macedo emphasizes the liberal virtue of "autonomy," which Macedo defines 

as "the capacity to reflect cntically and to act on the basis of these reflections." And he 



rnay mean for autonomy to represent a liberal version of courage. Autonomy certainIy 

requires qualities such as initiative, independence, resolve, perseverance and diligence, 

which qualities often seem to accompany courage (1990, 269; see also 275)- Indeed, 

these are the qualities Macedo singles out as needed by citizens "to rally to the defense of 

the regime and to act themselves to correct sustained injustices within the regime" (276). 

But does this list of qualities exhaust those needed for courage, particularly batdefield 

courage? Are these the qualities the ones that most inspire the admiration and gratitude 

that is typicaliy feIt for veterans? While these "executive virtues" are impressive and 

important qualities, they do not add up to that willingness to risk life and limb that is the 

haIlmark of battlefield courage. The virtue that reveals this willingness is missing from 

Macedo' s discussion. 

The absence of any discussion of a courage that, as Aristotle said, "chooses noble 

deeds in return for suffering pain" tempts one to think that Macedo implicitly denies that 

such courage is part of the consteIlation of liberal virtues. Curiously, however, Macedo's 

bid to defend the liberal regirne as worthy of respect because of the virtues it inculcates 

begins by highlighting the old-fashioned courage displayed by ordinary liberal citizens. 

At the outset of his book, Macedo maintains that "[flree govemment needs its heroes, 

individuals prepared to make great sacrifices on behalf of liberal values" (2). He defends 

this statement and prepares the way for a defense of liberai principles by offering two 

inspirationai examples of courageous individuals who were prepared to risk whatever 

h m  may corne from holding firmly to those principles. If Macedo makes recourse to 

examples of old-fashioned, heroic courage in order to prove the worth of liberal regimes 



and their principles, than an exploration of that kind of courage deserves attention.13 

Moreover, insofar as Macedo indicates how important courage is to the d u e  - and not 

just the survival- of Liberal regirnes, an investigation into how liberal institutions and 

policies affect it and c m  promote Is needed. For as Macedo acknowledges, insofar as a 

"Iikely consequence of recognizing the plurality and conflict arnong ultimate values.. .is a 

detachment or moderation of cornmitment" (240) even "a degree of dienation" (250), the 

successful cultivation of liberal virtues may tend to corrode courage. Attention to the 

issue of courage is thus perhaps especially needed in liberal regimes if their citizens are 

to continue to display such inspirational acts of heroic courage. 

If contemporary liberal theorists have placed old-fashioned, traditionai courage into a 

closet, tmsting that it's there, to be hauled out in the case of emergencies, but othenvise 

ignoring it, it may b e  because military virtue fits uneasily with the theory underlying 

liberalism. Liberalism has always treated the cultivation of the virtues needed to sustain 

it with some ambivalence. As Peter Berkowitz notes, "[fJor liberalism today, the care for 

virtue is both awkward and necessary"14 But this rnay be especially tme of courage. For 

an education in courage may also breed qualities, such as an aggressiveness and 

inflexibility that are inimical to the peacehlness and cooperativeness that are the 

hallmarks of liberal politics. Indeed, a bnef glance at a range of liberai theorists reveals a 

certain tension between qualiûes that seem to accompany heroic courage and those that 

l 3  Although Macedo offers thoughtful and sustained treatrnents of the liberal versions 

of reasonableness (44), moderation (69-73) and justice (77ff), he provides no sirniiar 

treatment of courage. 

l 4  Berkowitz 1999, xiv. 



are needed for liberal political life. While Adam Smith speaks admix-ingly of the heroic 

actions displayed by those men, particularly of ancient times, who embody not only the 

"amiable and gentle virtues" but also the "awfùl and respectable" ones (Smith 1982, 23- 

25 ~ i .5 .1 ,  51; 152 [lII1.3.353), he also indicates that the price of the liberal regime's 

greater security and humanity will be the demise of the harsher virtues and the 

ascendancy of softness and effeminacy (m-, 152-53 FIL3 -36-371; 190-1 9 1 [W.2.1 O]; 

204-21 1 [V.2.8-9, 15 1). l 5  Kant's account of the liberal political sphere does not proclaim 

the demise of the "awfi.ul and respectable" virtues, but it does emphasize above al1 the 

need for citizens to be willing to cooperate with each other, to respect each others' rights 

and to remain fundamentally committed to liberal institutions.16 Rawls and Dworkin 

both insist that for liberal society to flourish, citizens must not only cooperate for mutual 

advantage but treat each other with mutual respect.I7 

Ln other words, the grease that turns liberaiism's wheels seems to be (as Hobbes 

indicates [1994, 95 { 15.17) 1) a willingness to accommodate oneself to others, to meet 

them halfway. Insofar as the prime liberal political concem is to foster the cooperation 

that enables citizens to enjoy their personal lives, it is not hard to see that virtues that 

incline us to harmony and Giendliness are more important than a virtue like courage.18 

While some partisans of liberal politics find courage valuable in private affairs,lg their 

lS For a similar view, see Mill 1988, 92-94. 

l6 See Kant 1991,473-74,477-84. See also the discussion at Shell 1990,265. 

l7 See Rawls l97lY467-72,497-98; 1996, 156-7, 301; Dworkin 1978, 1 Tï"736. 

'8 On this understanding of liberalism, see especially Rawls 1996, xli, 179. 

l9 Kant, for exarnple, does exhort men to have the courage to be guided by only their 



commitments make them wary of its public expression. Such partisans may think that the 

cuttivation or promotion of patriotic courage, which necessarily entails a willingness to 

risk dl ,  threatens intemal peace.20 This potentially corrosive effect of cultivating a 

vigorous courage in citizens may in part explain the hope present in much liberal theory 

that, as liberal regimes proliferate, nations' interests will preclude war and hence the need 

for such courage at al1 (see especidly Kant 1985, 1 14). 

The notion that individuals who pnze courage are at odds with a regime whose public 

sphere looks above di to securing the pnvate sphere has a distirguished ancestry. 

Hobbes and Locke recognized that individuals who are enamored of courage and who 

therefore long for battle as the opportiinity to display it pose serious threats to security, 

material prosperity and freedom.21 Indeed, they strive to keep such men in check, if not 

to eliminate them altogether, by reorienting their soals, Le., turning them away from a 

fascination with war. Thus, Hobbes and Locke do not speak of war as sphere of 

courage, much less of the individuds who exemplify courage as choosing noble deeds in 

war in return for suffering pain. Hobbes attempts this in part by calling into question the 

own understanding (1 985, 54). Ke does not, however, explore the precise character of 

this courage, e.g., whether it is sirnilar to or different from the courage that men exhibit in 

their willingness to sacrifice their lives for their country. 

20 Cultivating in citizens the willingness to risk their lives for the pnnciples of the 

regime may make them more willing to risk their lives for other principIes, such as 

religious ones, that liberalism prefers to treat as matters of private concern. 

2l Hobbes 1994, 74-80, 100, 138, 219 (13.1-14.4, 15.40-41, 21.5, 30.1); Locke 1980, 

8, 17, 46-48, 52, 65-66, 68 ($53, 22, 87-89, 95, 123-24, 13 1). 



qualities that constituted their appeal for pnor generations. Insofar as Hobbes, for 

example, recognizes the existence of these types of humm beings, he treats them as 

petulantly ccncerned with honor (or, rather, pseudo-honor), as willing to undertake 

violence "for trifles" (1994,76 [13.7]). For his part, Locke speaks highly of courage 

itself, calling it the "guard and support of the other virtues," but the courage he 

emphasizes is that displayed not on the battlefield but rather wherever men face "pain, 

disgrace, and poverty" (1 996, 86 [§ 1 151). While Locke is certainly aware of the 

attraction that noble deeds hold for men, he seems to think that it can be effectively 

muted if men's energies are channeled towards commerce and industry. Irnmersed in the 

Iatter pursuits, men will be too preoccupied to care much for the farne that cornes from 

noble actions on the battlefield.22 A liberal citizen's courage, therefore, must be 

moderate in character - a sort of resolve that can confront evils when they arise but that 

does not wish for the opportunities they pr0vide.~3 

There is also a more troubling tension between courage and the strand of liberal 

theory whose father is Hobbes. For to the question, Why one should one be willing to 

sacrifice one's life in the service of one's country?, ancient political theov could repIy - 

though hardly without prompting further questions - that this willingness is noble. This 

answer, however, is difficult for a thinker such as Hobbes who claims that political life 

aims at ensuring security and material prosperity for citizens rather than at enabling them 

22 On this point, see the helpful discussion in Rahe 1992, 3 13-3 15. 

23 See Locke 1996,30-38, 75-90 ($541 -62, 103-1 17); Smith 1982 237-246 m. i i i .  1- 

20); Franklin 1964, 148- 1 50 (where Franklin includes "resolve" rather than courage in 

his list of virtues); Publius 1987, Nos. 1, 3, 11. Cf. also the discussion at Shklar 1984,4. 



to accompIish noble deeds* Lf these are the chief politicai ends, according to Hobbes, 

then how can the question just raised be a n ~ w e r e d ? ~ ~  It simply makes no sense to die for 

the sake of one's life. It rnay be true, as Rousseau puts it, that those who will the end will 

the means, Le., that those who wish to preserve their lives in a civil society rnust wish for 

its defense (1978, 64 [II.5]). But especidly where individuals have not undergone the 

rigorous civic education that Rousseau favors as the mems of forging a community 

whose members are wholeheartedly devoted to it, what arguments c m  explain to each 

individual why he himself rather than his neighbor should leap to his country's defense? 

A particularly vivid illustration-of this diEculty c m  been seen in Hobbes's discussion 

of the behavior of those who are drafted into rnilitary service (1 994, 142-43 [2 1.1 5- 1 61). 

The sovereign political authority, Hcbbes argues, has the nght to demand service from a 

citizen and "to punish his refusal with death," for othenvise the cornmonweaith would 

collapse. But Hobbes adds that a draftee may "substitut[e] a sufficient soldier in his 

place," thereby indicating that what matters is that the commonweaith be defended, not 

that one defend it oneself; money (to hire substitutes) c m  take the place of courage. He 

then offers what might seem to be an excuse for those whose fears lead them to flee from 

battIe, for he says that "to avoid bade  is not injustice, but cowardice." According to 

24 If Hobbes is unusually bold in his emphasis on the individual's welfare, this does 

not render him of trivial import. It is perfectly sensible for the individual who is asked to 

risk death for his country to ask why he should. That other liber4 theonsts may 

arhculate a broader range of politicai goals does not necessarily mean that they c m  

answer this question satisfactonly and certainly does not render the question itself 

insignificant. 



Hobbesian theory, though, a coward does not seem to need an excuse. To excuse 

someone is to cite his faiiings as a reason not to blame him, but in Iight of the primacy 

that Hobbes accords to Iife, how can hurnan beings be blamed for treating their lives as 

primasr? Indeed, insofar as fleeing frorn battie can preserve one's life, it is questionable 

to what degree cowardice can on Hobbes's pnnciples be deemed a defect of character. 

The concern for life that occupies the center of Hobbes's political theory makes it hard to 

. treat the courage to risk one's life as a virtue for which everyone should strïve. NG less 

than their predecessors, liberal regimes need citizens who are willins to risk their lives 

for the commonwealth. 

How much this line of thinking has seeped into liberal souk remains unclear. On 

the one hand, we liberals at times speak of courage in contexts that ancient citizens, for 

exarnple, would have deemed highly inappropriate. A recent best-sel1 er, for exarnple 

exhorts its readers to have The Couraee to be ~ i c h . 2 ~  This title capitalizes on the 

indination, typical of liberals, to try to connect courage to the courageous individual's 

own good.26 On the other hand, as we have seen, liberal citizens not only are willing to 

risk their lives for Our country but are powerfùlly moved by examples of traditionai 

courage, as is evident in the high honor that the Congressional Medal of Honor represents 

and in citizens' natural reaction to the stones of its recipients. As a resuk of this tension 

25 This example is chosen less lightiy than may appear to be the case. We shall see in 

Our analysis of Plato's dialogue the Laches that Laches scoffs at attributing courage to the 

man who knows how to spend his rnoney so as to increase it. 

26 On the tendency of liberal citizens to explain away acts of selflessness, see 

Tocqueville 1969, 525-528. 



within liberal political thought, the defauit position with respect to courage is usualiy 

simply to downplay or even ignore it, as we have seen is the tendency of contemporary 

liberal theorists; courage is simply not an issue for them. 

This dissertation tums to Plato's examination of courage because h e  offers the 

dialectical investigation into courage that we need in order best to assess the worth of 

courage. On the one hand, he shares some of the concerns that the critics of heroic 

courage articulate. Although Plato takes courage with the utrnost seriousness, he, like 

Brown. Hartsock, and French, has S ~ ~ O U S  reservations about its traditional f o r ~ n . ~ ~  In the 

Re~ubtic, as we shall see, his Socrates sharply criticizes certain f o m s  of courage; in 

Book III, for example, Socrates proposes a dramatic reform of the heroic version 

embodied by Achilles, arguing in part that it is politicaily unreliable. But as much as 

Plato may syrnpathize with concerns for political stability, he aIso sympathizes with the 

noble aspirations that express themselves in the greatest displays of courage- His 

examination of these aspirations is richly complex, dive to the various dimensions of the 

phenornenon. In the Laches, Socrates explores the question of what makes courage 

noble. He and his interlocutors wonder whether the nobiIity of courage lies more in what 

the courageous man risks himself or in what good his courage yields. Moreover, since 

the interlocutors agree that the courageous man is noble and therefore no fool, they are 

led to consider the role that wisdom plays in courage. Indeed, the relationship between 

courage and wisdom is a central theme for Plato's Socrates. For although Socrates 

indicates that there is something irrational about courage, particularly in the heroic form 

27 Elshtain, who is criticai of Plato in many respects, notes that he challenges "the 

Homeric wanior ethos as a vision of male honor" (1988, 52). 



that most excites the imagination of certain of his interlocutors, in the Republic he treats 

it as essential to a philosophic soul, and he devotes considerabIe thought to the ways in 

which education can cultivate courage so as to render the sou1 as good as possible. The 

respect that he shows for courage and for the aspirations wrapped up in it suggests that, 

as problematic as he may think ail these are, they must be exarnined in a sympathetic and 

sustained manner in order for us to discover genuine courage and the life which 

exemplifies it. We shall attempt to conduct such an examination by focusing on the two 

Platonic dialogues just rnentioned: the Laches, in which Socrates investigates courage 

together with two Athenian generds, and the Republic, in which Socrates discusses the 

psychological quality that he there contends underlies courage - thumos or spiritedness 

- as well as ways in which i t  might be educated so as to cultivate the best forrns of 

courage. 

As wilI soon become evident, rny dissertation is premised on the daim that Plato's 

teachings cannot be understood simply by studying the arguments that are presented in 

his dialogues. To Lifi them out of their context and study them as simple propositions for 

the disinterested observer to consider is to slight the fact that PLato chose to wnte 

dialogues rather than treatises. One cannot understood his dialogues properly unless one 

attends to the dramatic interplay in them between arglirnents and characters because Plato 

aims to instruct us iiot only as to the character of philosophic truths but aiso as to 

something else that is every bit as important: the obstacles that prevent human beings 

from recognizing them. Many of the arguments contained in every dialogue, including 

those presented by Socrates, are flawed. This fact does not render them uninteresting 

because what the reader must seek to understand, among other things, is the function of 



each argument in the dialogue, one of which is to shed light on which human beings are 

persuaded by which bad arguments. The reader of Plato's dialogues must inquire into 

such things as what leads the characters to Say what they do, what Socrates might want to 

learn from his interlocutors, and how this goal might affect his arguments28 

28 For sustained discussions on how to read Plato, see Ahrensdorf 1996, 4-6; Arieti 

199 1, 1-1 7; Bloom 199 1, preface; Craig 1994, prologue; O'Brien 1967, 3-1 5; Strauss 

1946,348-52; Strauss 1964, 50-62. 



Chapter 1 

Education and Virtue: The Opening of the Laches 

Two Notions of Couraqe 

Plato7s Laches, which is subtitled, "On Courage,"' is his most explicit treatment of 

courage. In it, two highly esteemed Athenian generals, Laches and Nicias, offer different 

definitions of courage. Both men would seem worth consulting on the subject. At the 

time in which the action of the dialogue occurs, Nicias is not only a leading Athenian 

general but perhaps the most powefil  man in Athens; for he either is about to conclude 

or has recently concIuded a peace treaty wïth Sparta, albeit a short-lived one, after ten 

years of the Peloponnesian War? Laches, Nicias' fellow general, has by the time of the 

Contrary to the daims of Grote, who attributes the "double tities" of Plato's 

dialogues to Thrasylus (1 875, I.l6O), Hoerber finds in ancient sources proof that these 

titles are much older than Thrasylus (ci. A. D. 36) and strong evidence that they may well 

have been Plato's own (1 957, 1 5, 18-20). 

Although it is impossible tu deduce the precise dramatic date of the dialogue, we 

can tell that the action occurred roughly around the time the so-called Peace of Nicias 

was conchded, in 421 B.C.E. The historical events that frame the dialogue are the battle 

of Delium (424), where, as we learn in the dialogue, Laches and Socrates retreated 

together, and the battle of Mantinea (4 18), in which Laches was killed. (Nicias7 own 

death in Syracuse occurred in 41 3 .) Schmid argues for 423, on the ground that if the 

dialogue occurred later, "it would be arnazing even for Lysimachus not to have heard of 

Socrates, whose name Aristophanes that year made a household word in Athens" through 



dialogue ably Ied the Athenians in several battles (see Thucydides III.90, 99, 103, 1 15), 

and he is Nicias' chief colleague in the negotiations with Sparta Ieading up to the peace 

(Thucydides V.43). Their common experience as prominent generds, however, does not 

lead Laches and Nicias to agree about the meaning of courage. Laches claims that 

courage is "steadfastness of soul" (192b9), whereas Nicias defines it as "knowledge of 

the temble and emboldening things" (1 %al)? It is not only the case, however, that they 

disagree with each other about courage. Each general in fact turns out to disagree with 

himself; in seeking to defend his initial claims, each winds u p  contradicting his own 

account of courage. By bringing to Iight each man's inner conflict, Socrates fleshes out 

the grave tensions at the heart of the ordinary understanding of courage, at the very least 

preparing the way for efforts to resolve them. 

The conflict over courage between Laches and Nicias - and within each of them - 

turns in large part on their different views of what makes courage a virtue. Laches is 

most impressed by  the courageous man's capacity to endure pains and fears: an essential 

toughness or steadfastness is the core of the virtue according to him. Socrates' questions 

to him, however, reveal an extrerne and troubling position buried in Laches' view of 

courage. Socrates uitimately leads Laches to agree that the more ignorant or foolish the 

steadfastness, the more courageous it is. Laches is fmstrated by this conclusion but does 

not see how to avoid it. Nicias, by contrast, takes up what is in effect the opinion 

opposite to Laches'. Latching on to what he considers the Socratic view of virtue, i.e., 

his play, the Clouds (1 992, 183 n. 1 ; cf. Hoerber 1968, 95-96; Taylor 1949, 58). 

1 have used Burnet's Oxford edition of the text of the Laches and relied pnmarily 

upon NichoIs' translation, while occasionally modifying it (1 987a). 



that it is knowledge (194d), Nicias argues that the courageous man is distinguished by his 

prudence. Indeed, when pressed by Socrates, he reveals that he thinks the courageous 

man is so distinguished by his prudence that he possesses complete knowledge of good 

and evil. As we have just noted, Laches and Nicias turn out to be uncornfortable with the 

extreme versions of their views of courage that Socrates compels them to articulate. 

Nicias draws up short, as we shall see, when he realizes that cornplete knowledge of good 

and evil is the whole of virtue rather than a part of it; unabIe to imagine that human 

beings can possess the complete virtue entaiied by his understanding of courage, he is at a 

Ioss to explain how they can possess any courage. The chief aim of our inquiry into the 

Laches will be to understand why Socrates' two main interlocutors are tempted by but 

unable to defend the rival theses that courage is, on the one hand, utterly devoid of 

prudence or, on the other hand, utterIy determined by it. 

The fact that Laches' and Nicias' disagreement over courage ends in a staiemate, with 

neither general able to offer a coherent account of courage, has led a number of 

commentators to conclude that the Laches is of Little philosophic interest.4 Other 

commentators disagree, arguing that if a definition of courage is not simply offered in the 

dialogue, one can in fact be deduced from it that incorporates aspects of both Laches' and 

Nicias' definitions. Since courage is needed in the face of fearful or dangerous 

circumstances, it seems to require a kind of endurance or steadfastness; however, it aiso 

h o n g  those wbo argue that the Laches offers no real account of courage are 

Taylor (1949, 58) and FriedIander (1964,49). Croiset dismisses it as "une simple 

exposition de méthode" (1 92 1, 88). 



requires knowledge, at least of the circumstances that demand steadfastness frorn us. The 

Laches. then, does seem to offer a correct definition of courage: "wise perseverance.'?j 

While this surely seems a sensibie definition of courage, it possesses a deceptive 

clarity. Indeed, by failing to unpack the phrase "wise perseverance," the scholars who 

offer it as the definition to which the Laches points wind up undermining, if unwittingly, 

the philosophic interest of the dialogue almost as much as do those who dismiss it as 

aporetic. One reason for doubting the sufficiency of this definition is a simple question: 

if courage is simpty wise perseverance, why does not Socrates suggest this? We may 

offer a more compelling reason for doubt, as well as provide the likely answer to the 

question just raised, by observing that this definition, however sensible it may be, 

obscures the most interesting and urgent questions regarding courage. The difficulty with 

simply putîing the pieces of the Laches together as though they were parts of a puzzle is 

that doing so fiattens the dialogue; it suppresses what is at stake in the generals' opinions 

about courage. To speak of "wise perseverance," for exarnple, is to leave open the 

character of the wisdom involved, which is thus to obscure the central issue dividing 

Laches from Nicias (and, in a way, each from himself): the degree to which courage must 

involve prudence if it is to be a virtue, Le., something admirable or choiceworthy. 

Laches7 discornfort with the notion that courage is foolish steadfastness does indicate 

that he thinks courage is admirable only when its exercise is governed by some 

Bonitz suggests this definition, claiming that it salvages the correct elements in  

Laches7 and Nicias7 definitions. (1 886,216). For similar arguments, see Grote 1875, 

1.480; O'Brien 1963, 147; Devereux 1974, 136; and Dobbs 1986, 846. For a 

comprehensive list of scholarly opinions on the Laches, see O'Brien 1967, 1 17 n.8. 



knowledge or wisdom. But what is the knowledge that makes courage admirable? 

Laches turns out to be unabIe to pinpoint the substance of a knowledge that contributes to 

the nobility of courage. As for Nicias, he forthrightly associates courage with the prudent 

pursuit of one's own good, but he ultimately balks, as we said, at the implications of this 

association; we shai1 see it d a m  on him that his wiew is incornpahbte with the piety he 

thinks human beings need in light of their inability to grasp the knowledge that he thinks 

constitutes complete virtue. What is it about the view of courage as a virtue that makes it 

so difficult for Laches and Nicias to settle on the sole of wisdom, or prudence, in virtue? 

Can we ourselves answer this question? On the ozne hand, virtue seems to be a quality 

that contributes to a human being's own flourishing. On the other hand, the fact that we 

speak of virtue as noble implies that it is more than something that enables one to secure 

a narrow or low good. The reason we speak of vixtue as something noble is because we 

think of it as something splendid. Ifwe know thas, Say, jumping out of a burning house is 

the only way to Save ourselves, doing so may be s-ensible and even impressive in a certain 

sense, but is it noble? It is only by addressing suc-h questions, which the Laches 

powerfùily raises, that we c m  find the genuine phïlosophic interest of the dialogue. Our 

task in the next three chapters wilI be to explore t h e  different notions of virtue expressed 

in Laches' and Nicias' definitions of courage, to c-larifi the obstacles that prevent the 

generals from arriving at a coherent notion of couoage, and to try to identify what such a 

notion might be. 

A Paternal Perspective on Education in Virtue 

Although we are rnost interested in what the Laches can teach us about courage, it is 

not immediately obvious that the dialogue concerms this subject; indeed, the 



conversations in which Socrates examines Laches and Nicias about courage do not begin 

until the dialogue is half over. The Laches in fact has a broader theme: education or, 

more preciseiy, the education of the young in virtue. What happens in the course of its 

action is that Socrates, who is at this tirne relatively unknown (see l8Oe- 18 1 a and 189b l), 

makes at least one of his interlocutors - Lysimachus - believe that he is an expert in 

this fieid (see 20 2 c). Socrates, amazingly, even instiIls the beiief that he knows more 

about courage than two esteemed generals, whose accounts of courage he refutes without 

- equally amazingly - incumng their hostility 

En the Laches' opening scene, two fathers, Lysimachus and Melesias, invite Laches 

and Nicias to consult with them about whether a new kind of spear-fighting 

(hoplomnchia), akin to fencing, 6 would be an appropnate shidy for their young sons, 

Aristeides and Thucydides; the four men have just finished watching a demonstration of 

the new art to which the fathers have brought the generals (1 79e). The fathers' interest in 

the new spear-fighting reflects a deeper concern that their sons - "the greatest of our 

things" (187d) - become not just skilled but virtuous men. They are investigating this 

new practice, Lysimachus says, because unlike "the many" who ailow their children 

simply to live as they wish, they seek a practice that will help their sons "become best." 

Hoplornachia, which is composed from the words mache (fight) and hoplon (the 

heavy shield used by the hoplite, or infants, soldier), was the study of how to fight with 

heavy arrns in hand-to-hand combat of the sort that might occur after the closely b i t  

phalanx formation, wbich placed a premium on coordinate fighting in lines and columns, 

broke down in battle. See Adcock 1957, 3-14; Schmid 1992,4; and Tatham in Plato 

193 8,42. See ais0 Plato, Euthvdemus 27 1 d, and Xenophon, Memorabilia III. 1. 



They are soliciting advice from the generals, he continues, because the latter have sons of 

their o w  about whose education they must be similarty concerned. But if, Lysimachus 

adds, the generals have not yet thought enough about educating their sons, they ought to 

join him and Melesias in a comrnon quest for the right education (179a-b; cf. 187d). 

Aithough the specific topic of the first part of the Laches is hoplornachia, then, the deeper 

theme is the education of young men in virtue. 

Lysimachus' concern for education denotes a certain senousness about virtue, but that 

seriousness is limited. He asks whether the new kind of fighting will incuIcate virtue; h e  

does not ask what the virtue is that should be inculcated. This larger question is not at 

issue because, while Lysimachus and Melesias are serious enough about education to 

want the best for their sons, they are confident that they know the purpose of education; 

they believe that they know what the virtue of a man is. This becomes clear when 

Lysimachus explains to the generals that he and Melesias hold up their own illustrious 

fathers as modeis for their sons to emulate. Now their fathers, the boys' narnesakes - 

the famous Aristeides and Thucydides7 - were not praiseworthy in al1 respects. In 

Because of his surpassing reputation for justice, Lysimachus' father Aristeides was 

given the honorific "the Just." Along with Pausanias, he commanded the combined 

Athenian and Spartan armies in their defeat of the Persians at Plataea. See Plutarch 19 1 6 ,  

39 1 ; Plato, Gornias 526b. Meiesias' father Thucydides was a well respected and very 

influentid Athenian nobleman. According to Schmid, he was a prominent member of the 

Athenian conservative party, dub bed "the Few," and he opposed Pericles' building up of 

Athens (1 992,3). Cf. Plato, Meno 94a-d, where Socrates describes both men as 

exemplars of virtue. 



particular, Lysimachus blarnes them for negiecting his and Melesias' education, which 

neglect Lysimachus considers a Ieading reason why both he and Melesias, unlike their 

fathers, Iack noble deeds of their own to recount. Their deficiencies as educators 

notwithstanding, Ansteides and Thucydides were great political men who, Lysimachus 

says, managed very success£Ùlly "the affairs both of the allies and of this city." They 

earned the fame that he and Melesias, to their great shame, lack (1 79c-d). For 

Lysimachus, virtue thus seems to mean acting nobly in the city and winning farne for 

one's actions; someone whose noble actions enabie hirn to live on in the city's memory is 

a good man, even if he shows neither the concem nor the ability to educate others in 

virtue. It is the capacity to perform laudable noble deeds that Lysimachus and Melesias 

wish their sons to learn. 

But why, we may ask, have the fathers only now become so interested in their sons' 

education and in spear-fighting as a pedagogic device? The reason may be that they 

perceive that their sons are insufficiently concerned with virtue as they understand it. 

For, it appears, the young Ansteides and Thucydides have become involved in, or at least 

auditors of, conversations with one "Socrates." We learn this because Laches begs off 

Lysirnachus' request for assistance, expressing arnazement at the fact that the fathers are 

consulting him and Nicias about the education of their sons rather than Socrates, who 

seems to know something about teaching virtue to young men; Socrates, he says, "is 

always spending his time wherever there is any noble study or practice of the kind you 

are seeking for the youths" (1 80b-c). The reason it did not occur to Lysimachus to 

consult Socrates is not that he is utterly unaware of the latter's existence. When Laches 

directs Lysimachus' attention to Socrates, Lysimachus addresses him as "chiId of 



Sophroniscus"; he knew Socrates' father (l80d-e). And, as we have said, he knows that 

the young Aristeides and Thucydides have of late been frequently and vehemently 

praising someone named Socrates. He just never imagined that this Socrates and the one 

whose father he knew are one and the same. 

Even if Lysirnachus had known this, however, there is no reason to think that he 

would have sought Socrates' advice. On  the contrary, Lysimachus may be womed about 

the infll~ence of "Socrates" on his and Melesias' sons. When the boys, in their one 

sentence in the dialogue, c o n f m  that the son of Sophroniscus is indeed the Socrates 

whom they have been praising, Lysimachus swears by Hera and congratulates Socrates 

for honoring well the memory of bis father, "the best of men" (18 la). While Lysimachus 

certainly praises Socrates, this does not necessarily mean that he has a high opinion of 

what the boys are learning from the person he now knows is the son of his old friend. For 

despite his fiattering words, Lysimachus does not invite Socrates to join the discussion 

about hoplornachin. That he does not suggests that Lysimachus has doubts about what 

the boys are learning from Socrates. But what is the character of those doubts? 

Manliness or its lack thereof is, as we have seen, prominent in Lysimachus' mind. 

Indeed, the oath he makes to Hera when he praises Socrates aiso points to its prominence. 

His oath is noteworthy because women rather than men usually swear by goddesses.8 By 

invoking the goddess Hera, Lysimachus seems to reveal how much he sees his own lack 

of noble deeds as a sign of unmanliness. And his own unmanliness may be particularly 

8 See, e.g., Aristophanes, Ecciesiazusae 1 35-56 and 1 89-90, where women disguised 

as men accidentally reveal their sex by swearing by Hera (Bonnette 1994, 158, n. 1 16). 

9 If1 am not mistaken, Lysimachus is the only man other than Socrates in Plato's 



on his mind at this moment, when he rneets the man whom he learns is responsible for his 

and Melesias' sons flirtation with unmanly pursuits. Indeed, it may be precisely the 

boys' involvement with Socrates that has roused the fathers' interest in their sons' 

education. They know the Socrates about whom they have heard not as a man of noble 

deeds but rather as one who spends his time conversing with young men and teaching 

them to converse with each other. lnsofar as Socrates prefers speaking to acting, he is 

neither the ideal example nor the ideal teacher of Greek rnanliness. The fathers rnay be 

concemed that their sons are acting more like women than like the action-oriented men 

their fathers want them to be. As we have indicated, the hallmark of a real man and the 

full expression of his virtue, according to Lysimachus and Melesias, is not engaging in 

long, private conversations but acting well and perforrning noble deeds, as their fathers 

did. The boys' infatuation with Socrates and their imitation of bis activity may well be 

why the fathers have latched onto hopIomachia as potentially able to instill manly virtue 

in their sons. 

That Lysimachus is worried about Socrates' influence on the boys is confinned by 

his reaction when Laches, urging him again to consult Socrates rather than himself and 

Nicias, notes how courageously he saw Socrates act in the battle at Delium. Upon 

Iearning this, Lysimachus "rejoices" with apparent relief to hear that Socrates "enjoys a 

good reputation." The strength of his reaction underlines how lukewarm his initial praise 

was. Indeed, only after Laches' cornmendation of Socrates' courage on the battlefield 

does Lysimachus in fact invite him to join the common inquiry about spear-fighting 

dialoges to use the feminine oath. For Socrates' use of îhis oath, see Apoloq 24e; 

Theaetetus 154D; Phaedrus 230b; Gorsias 449d; Hi pias Maior 287% 297 1 e. 



(1 8 la-b), which is not surprising in light of the importance that Lysimachus places on 

noble deeds. For while h e  initially thought of Socrates as a mere talker, he cannot help 

but think much more highly of hirn after the lavish praise that Laches bestows on him. 

Socrates, Laches claims, displayed such steadfastness as he and Laches withdrew 

together in the Athenian flight at Delium that had the other Athenian soldiers behaved as 

he did, the city would have been saved.10 Socrates' laudable rnilitary experience seems 

to quaLi@ him in Lysirnachus' mind as a worthy consultant about educating young men in 

virtue. 

The sequence of events leading up to Socrates' being invited to join the conversation 

shows that Lysimachus, Laches, and Nicias d l  agree that only men who have performed 

noble, manly deeds can give good advice on noble, manly pursuits. That Laches and 

Lysirnachus believe this is clear enough from the fact that the former offers, and the latter 

accepts, Socrates' battiefield courage as evidence of his pedagogic credentials. That 

Nicias shares their view appears from the fact that he, before Laches speaks up about 

Socrates, agrees to "become a partnef' in the inquiry Lysimachus proposes without 

suggesting that they consult Socrates (1 80a). Indeed, Nicias fails to suggest this despite 

his intimate knowledge of Socrates' involvement with the question of education - not 

only, as we leam, has Socrates recommended a music teacher for Nicias7 son (l80d), but 

Nicias himseIf has engaged in long, extended conversations with Socrates about how tu 

live nobly (187e-188b). Nicias thus does not appear to have considered Socrates, 

whatever his virtues, quaiified to give advice about such manly pursuits as spear-fightiog. 

Io Indeed, according to Aicibiades, Socrates' conduct at Delium was more 

impressive than Laches'. See Plato, Svmposiurn 220e-22lb. Cf. Plato, Apolow 28e. 



Socrates' skill at dialectical exchange seems, then, not to f i g r e  in his interlocutors' 

minds as an independent qualification for participation in the conversation. This is 

perfectly understandable in light of the apparent initial agreement among the fathers and 

the generds that virtue means accornplishing noble actions for the city. 

If his interlocutors outflank Socrates on one side in their regard for action, they seem 

paradoxically to outflank him on the other side in their regard for education. Neither 

Laches nor Nicias challenges Lysimachus' apparent certainty that virtue, including 

courage, c m  be learned, through either a "study" or "practice" of some kind (179d7, 

1 SOa4). This belief is of course far from ridiculous. Were there nothing to be said for it, 

we could dismiss out of hand the daim of institutions I j k e  West Point to teach courage as 

well as strategy. Lysimachus, however, may think that virtue is teachable more because 

he has great hopes than because he has real evidence to support his belief. We should not 

forget that he blames Melesias' and his failure to accomplish noble deeds on the fact that 

their fathers, too busy with affairs of state, failed to provide for their education. Ifvirhie 

can or, rather, must be learned, then Lysimachus and Melesias are absoived of 

responsibility for their unremarkable lives. If, moreover, virtue depends only on the right 

education, then with suficient and well-infomed effort on their part, Lysimachus and 

Melesias c m  ensure success and fame for their sons - and paternal pride for themsehes. 

The combination of an excuse for their own situation and the prospective enjoyment of 

their sons' success may render Lysimachus' and Melesias' belief that virtue c m  be taught 

very difficult to question. 

If, however, certain things can be taught, it is not obvious to what degree virtue is 

among them. Indeed, Socrates quietly suggests in another context, whether or not virtue 



can be taught is a rather m u r e  question (see 19Oe). There are sensible reasons to doubt 

that virtue is teachable. =rtue may well depend on a proper education, but the extent to 

which education can make a difference may aiso depend on an individual's nature or 

"raw materiai." Excellence in gymnastics, for example, requires natural flexibility; 

excellence in geometry, good spatial reasoning and a quick mind. Even, moreover, in 

cases where individuals are bIessed with the sorts of natures that easily receive 

instruction, one's ultirnate success at any study seems to depend on more than the ability 

to receive instruction. When, for example, Lysimachus and Melesias warn their sons that 

if they fail to look afier themselves and obey their fathers they will be without fame 

(179d), the fathers point to the naturai drive that is required for success: the sons must 

want fame enough to heed their fathers' advice. Even, then, if there is a study that c m  

teach young men the virtue they need in order to accomplish noble deeds, they still need 

at least the drive to undertake and make progress in that study. l l 

Lysimachus does not seem to have wrestled with the possible limits of educôtion; as 

we have suggested, he may not wish to recognize any. IF so, this would hardly be 

surprising. Lysimachus would merely be displaying an dl-too-human wish to think that 

the qualities he most esteems are not beyond his or his son's natural capacities. Lf 

Lysimachus' belief that v i . e  is teachable consoles him for his own lack of virtue and 

fills him with hopes for his son, this may explain why Socrates broaches only delicately 

the possible limits of education; when Socrates suggests that the men examine how 

Cf. Plato, Meno 93e-94q where Socrates contradicts Lysimachus' claims that his 

and Melesias' lack of noble deeds stems frorn their fathers' inattention to their education; 

cf. Plato, Prota~oras 3 19a-320a. 



courage can be cultivated in young men, he adds only in passing, "to the extent that it can 

be present from practices and studies" (1 90e; rny emphasis). Socrates will not pointedly 

raise the question of the teachability of virtue in this dialogue. 

We may, however, doubt whether tact fiilly accounts for Socrates' behavior here. 

Although a general reluctance to upset fathers who wish to educate their sons in virtue 

could suffice to explain his delicacy, so could an agenda of his own. Socrates, after dl, 

has been conversing with Aisteides and Thucydides; he rnay well wish to continue doing 

so, and upsetting the boys' fathers would surely impede the satisfaction of this wish. By 

the end of the dialogue, as we initially observed, Socrates has grown so much in 

Lysimachus7 estimation that Lysimachus views him as an expert on education in virtue; 

in effect, the man whom Lysimachus initially suspects of corrupting, by feminizing, the 

young gives himself an image make-over, one that alleviates fathers' concerns about his 

influence on their sons. 

That Socrates may use the dialogue to improve his reputation does not mean that he 

fails to raise troubling questions about virtue and about courage in particular. Mter dl,  

he could hardly induce belief in his expertise without at least identifying complexities in 

virtue and in courage. The fact that Laches and Nicias disagree about spear-fighting 

affords him the opportunity to do so. By drawing out the tensions in their accounts, 

Socrates shows that he understands a thing or two about virtue and even that he 

understands courage better than the generais, who Lysimachus and Melesias naturally 

expect to be expert in it. In this demonstration, Socrates proceeds with great care. Not 

only rnight he wish to avoid upsetting the fathers of boys in whose company he has 

shown some interest. He may also be more concemed to avoid offendïng powerful 



generais, whose opinions of him will carry weight not just with Lysimachus and Melesias 

but with ail of Athens. 

The Goodness of Spear-Fichting 

After learning from Laches of Socrates' bravery and thus of his credentiais for 

speaking about teaching young men the capacity to accomplish noble deeds, Lysimachus 

asks Socrates for his opinion on the innovative kind of spear-fighting. Socrates, however, 

proposes that they hear the bvo generais7 opinions first, and he adds that if he then has 

anything else to Say, he WU in tum "teach and persuade" them ai1 (1 8 1 d). Whatever 

other reasons Socrates mi& have for holding back, it may have appeared presurnptuous 

of him to pre-empt the generals' own statements about spear-fighting. The generais' 

ensuing speeches will reveai different evaiuations of the new ait and, more importantly, a 

profound disagreement over the nature and purpose of virtue: whether virtue is a capacity 

to secure some & d e r  good or whether it is something simply good in itself, i-e., 

something whose goodness consists only in its exercise. This disagreement enables 

Socrates to steer the conversation toward an investigation of how one ought to understand 

the virtue whose intrinsic goodness may be hardest to see: courage. 

Having deferred to the generals' expertise, Socrates directs Nicias to speak first 

(1 8 ld7). Nicias rises ably to Socrates' challenge. Although he is unfarniliar with this 

new technique of spear-fighting, l2 he extemporaneously offers seven plausible benefits 

that one rnight obtain from studying it. He thus appears to have deliberated before, if not 

l2  Lysimachus and Melesias have brought the generals to see this new kind of 

hoplornachia for the first time (1 78d; cf 183d 1-3). 



about this particular study, about what constitutes a good education. It may thus well be 

t h e  case that Socrates turns to Nicias first - with whom, as we noted, he has associated 

in the past (see 188a-b) - because he thinks that Nicias will have something useful, and 

perhaps even controversial, to Say about the study. 

From the outset, Nicias praises the new fonn of spear-fighting for the benefits it 

confers upon an individual rather than upon the city as a whole. The initial benefits he 

cites, how-ever, are not especiaily impressive. He begins by stressing low, rnundane, 

benefits. Hoplornachia is useful, he claims, for keeping young men busy and for 

improving their physical condition. The third benefit he lists, however, appears to be of a 

higher order; like gymnastics and horsemanship, he claims, this new kind of spear- 

fighting is a practice befitting a "free man" (eletrrheros, 182al). The free man, according 

to Nicias, is well trained in "the tools of war"; he is thus prepared "for that contest in 

which we are cornpetitors and in those things for which the contest lies ahead for us" 

(1 82a). Exactly what Nicias means by a free man and what the contest is for which 

hoplornachin prepares him remains unclear. Insofar as the contests to which Nicias refers 

are contests other than war, such as gentlemanly and leisurely sports, Nicias rnay mean to 

praise hoplornachia as something noble, namely, as part of the activity of a free man's 

soul. But Nicias' emphasis on the importance of the free man's training "in the tools of 

war" and on being prepared for "the contest that lies ahead," suggests instead that he 

praises hoplornachia more simply for helping a man to prepare for war. 

The fourth and central benefit that Nicias attributes to the study continues Nicias' 

emphasis on the study's usefulness for war. Nicias claims that the study "will be of some 

benefit even in the battle itself, whea one must fight in the ranks with many others" 



(1 82a). But it is hard to see how this study is of much use at al1 when one is fighting in 

the ranks, since there would be no room in the hoplite formation to engage in the feints 

and withdrawals that are part of fencing and which this study apparently teaches. Even 

the front-rank fighters would have great diff~culty practicing this maneuver insofar as it 

requires taking a Pace back. Indeed to maneuver in this way would be strategically 

unsound both because of the mass of troops pushing at front-rank fighters7 backs, and 

because fighting in this way risks opening up gaps in the line uiereby exposing the ranks 

behind them to charges from the opposing hopIites and to missiles or javelins from the 

auxiiiary light armed troops known as peltasts.13 That Nicias is not concerned with good 

strategy or the soldiers' common good becomes clear when he admits that the "greatest 

benefit" the study provides is the ski11 to fight one-on-one, afier the ranks break (1 82a), 

for it is at this point that a hoplite faces the gravest danger to himself in banle, since he 

then no longer has the defensive support of his cornrades. Nicias claims that once a 

soldier is lefi to fight one-on-one, knowing the art of hoplornachia would both improve 

his capacity to pursue and attack an enemy and decrease his likelihood of suffering defeat 

(182b3, cf. 188a5). 

To enable the soldier to pursue and attack the enemy would seem to encourage 

fierce~ess and daring and thus to be both impressive in itself and good for the army as a 

whole. But there is reason to think that the potential for daring engagements is not 

Nicias' prime interest in the study. To appeal as much as possible to his listeners and 

perhaps aIso because it seems nobler, Nicias may want to ernphasize this aspect as much 

as possible. But even if the study could make men more capable of pursuit and attack, it 

l3  Anderson 199 1, 26'33-3 5; see also Hanson 1989, 165-68. 



is unclear whether this capacity is at al1 usefùl for hoplite fighting. Pursuing and 

attacking the enemy one-on-one was not a prominent part of hoplite warfare (see 

Thucydides N. 126. 4-5) With their heavy =or and shields, hoplites were ill-equipped 

to pursue the enemy in this way. When the ranks broke, it was because one side could no 

longer withstand the force of the opposing formation moving against it; the losing ranks 

were the ones that broke. For their part, the victors would hesitate to break ranks, as 

doing so could expose them to a counterattack.13 A hoplite who left the ranks in hot 

pursuit of the enemy might even be reprimanded by his general (see Herodotus 9.7 1). 

The new technique of spear-fighting would, therefore, be  most useful in a defensive 

rather than an offensive capacity, when a hoplite has lost the defensive shield of the 

phalanx (see Thucydides lV.96.3). The fact that this primady defensive ski11 impresses 

Nicias as the study's "greatest benefit" suggests that he is very much dive to rnatters of 

safety (cf. Blitz 1975, 193, and Schrnid 1992, 65-67). But safety is only one objective; 

Nicias claims that the study does more. According to Nicias' summary of the study's 

"greatest benefit," one "who knows this would not suffer anything frorn one man nor 

perhaps from several, but in this way would gain the advantage evervwhere" (1 826, my 

emphasis). According to Nicias' description of its "greatest benefit," this study not only 

keeps a man safe, it also makes hirn capable of accomplishing al1 his objectives. 

Perhaps because of this last benefit, Nicias proceeds to defend the study as noble. He 

claims that such a study will inspire evervone who learns it with the desire for "other 

noble studies," in particular, al1 those studies associated with generalship (1 82b-c, my 

emphasis). He assumes that "everyone" who learns how to fight in armor, evev foot 

'"ee Lazenby 199 1, 100-1 0 1. 



soldier, desires to acquire the knowIedge that comprises generalship (1 82b). This is 

surely an exaggeration. Nicias' claim seems instead to reveal more about what he thinks 

is the essence of nobility than what he thinks about the study itself. O n e  might think that 

a general's nobility is revealed more through his conduct in the line, where he faces the 

enemy head-on, than through his strategic ~on t r ibu t ion .~~  For Nicias, however, the 

general's nobility derives not primarily from his position in the front lines and his 

toughness in standing his ground but from his knowledge and thereby his  ability to 

execute a successfùl charge or safe retreat. Thus, Nicias' fifth praise of the study 

confirms that what makes a study noble in Nicias' mind is the degree to which that study 

is usefùl for accomplishing some further task - either success or safety in battle. 

In Nicias' final arguments in support of studying hoplomachia, we see  more clearly 

why Nicias places such a hi& vdue on the knowledge that it can provide: according to 

Nicias, knowledge is the foundation not only of success and safety but o f  virtue itself. 

Nicias daims that "this knowledge would make every man in war not a little bolder and 

more courageous than himself' (1 WC). This enigmatic sentence suggests two ways in 

which the study inculcates virtue. First, this new technique of fighting in armor can give 

men the courage to face dangers on the battiefield that they may lack by nature. By 

teaching them what to do when the ranks break, it can give them the confidence that they 

can survive that pedous moment, thereby increasing their bravery in battle. Second, 

even those students of hoplomachia whose confidence is not sufficientiy strengthened by 

it can benefit from it. Nicias adds that the study will make a man "appear more graceful" 

I5 On the instances of generds standing and dying with their armies s ee  Hanson 1989, 

113-15. 



and thus "more terrible to his enemies," which is no small thing (182c-d). He thereby 

implies that hoplomnchicz can give those who lack sufficient courage the appearance of it, 

enabling thern to fool their enemies into thinking that they are more menacing than they 

in fact are. But is the appearance of virtue, virtue? 

According to Nicias, the appearance of virtue c m  be virtue if the appearance 

produces the desired result. If knowledge makes one "more courageous than himself," 

then knowledge, according to Nicias' formuIation, is a sufficient cause of courage. 

Nicias' premise is that knowledge can replace what nature does not provide. Indeed, 

Nicias' high praise for the new study may indicate in Nicias himself an underlying 

cowardice that leads him to hope to find techniques and information to bolster hirn. But 

there is a sign that Nicias senses that by indicating that knowledge is the foundation for 

courage, he has reveded something shameful about himself; he points out to his 

interlocutors that the benefit of appearing courageous must not be considered 

"dishonorable" (182c-d). Nicias seems to feel the need to justi& his emphasis on the 

ability to project a fraudulent appearance. It is as though he is reminding his listeners 

that such concerns are not relevant only for base reasons, e.g, if one Iacks courage, 

thereby tacitly reveaiing that such reasons had been prominent in his own mind. This 

conforms with the bulk of Nicias' speech, which suggests that his main concern is 

obtaining a knowledge that will ensure an individual "gains the advantage everywhere" 

when the battle is most petilous for him. 

At the conclusion of his praise of  hoplornachia, Nicias urbanely announces that "if 

Laches says something besides these things, 1 would hear him with pleasure" (182d). 

Perhaps he does not suspect that his colleague will disagree with him. Laches takes him 



by surprise. Whereas Nicias praised the new spear-fighting above al1 for supplying 

knowledge needed for self-defense in warfare, Laches treats it very suspiciously; as we 

will see, he doubts that the study can inculcate real virtue or, more precisely, reai 

courage. Laches evaluates the study primarily on the basis of the regard paid to it by the 

exemplars of excellence in w a r f e  and courage, narnely, the Spartans! Unlike the 

teachers of the new kind of hoplornachia, who may, Laches says, be "deceivers" (1 82e5), 

the Spartans are "the most serious of the Greeks about such things" (1 83 a); i t  is weil 

known that they do everything they can to excel in war. They do not, how-ever, practice 

this kind of spear-fighting. This fact aione means for Laches that it is not a genuine skill. 

It is possible, Laches acknowledges, that the Spartans might simply be unaware of the 

new practice, but even if this is the case, it does not affect his opinion of spear-fighting. 

For, he says, if the teachers of the new study believed that their practice contributed to 

excellence in war, then surely they would take it to Sparta, where it would be especially 

valued if it were genuine. The fact that they instead treat Sparta as "inaccessible sacred 

ground" (1 83b) constitutes strong evidence for Laches that they and their studies are 

fraudulent. 

Laches thus purports to use the mere fact that teachers of the new study do not 

approach Sparta as proof not only that it is useless but aiso that its teachers know it is, so 

intent is he on discrediting it. The fact, however, that he appeds to an authority to 

discredit the new technique suggests that he does not himself know it to be useless. 

Indeed, how could he? Surely it is at least possible that this new art of spear-fighting 

~ - 

I6 Cf. 188d. Laches' claim that the Dorian (Spartan) is the sole Greek hannonia 

underscores how much he admires the Spartans. 



enhances self-defense, as Nicias asserts, when the ranks break. Surely it is also possible 

that those who teach this art steer clear of Sparta not because they fear being unmasked as 

frauds but because of the Spartans' famous conservatism, Le., resistance to change. We 

soon learn, it is true, that Laches has independent evidence of deficiencies in the teachers 

of spear-fighting; he previously witnessed the teacher whom they have ail just seen 

putting on a disptay of the skill, one Stesilaus, make a fool of himsdf using this technique 

(183d-184a). But that a practice reveais a fool to be a fool is not grounds for dismissing 

it altogether. Given the limits of the criticisms that Laches levels at spear-fighting, we 

may doubt that his contempt for it reaily stems from open-minded skepticism about its 

militaq utility. We may wonder, that is, whether Laches' efforts to discredit it have 

another source. Perhaps his expressed doubts about the usefulness of spear-fighting are in 

fact a stalking horse for deeper concerns, of which he may not be fully aware. 

We may approach these by asking why Laches is so confident that the Spartans would 

reject spear-fighting were the art's practitioners to atternpt to export it there. Afier ail, if 

he does not himself know that the study is useless and if his claim about why its teachers 

avoid Sparta is far from compelling, how cm he be sure that the Spartans, who are 

interested in anything that will help them "gain the advantage over others in wai' 

(1 83a2), would not welcome whatever military advantages spear-fighting might give 

them? Perhaps Laches thinks that the Spartans would reject it not because it is useless 

but because of the particular way in which it might conceivably be useful. Laches rnay 

suspect what Nicias' defense of the study suggests: it teaches a ski11 usehil mostly for 

individual self-defense. Teaching it may well encourage each soldier to focus on his own 



individual ~ a l v a t i o n . ~ ~  This would greatly undermine the Spartan virtue that Laches so 

admires. The Spartans were not known for their individualism, for each individual's 

putting hirnself and his own safety first. The virtue for which they were famed was 

arguably most on display during the Persian Wars at the battle of Thermopylae, where 

three hundred Spartans, fully aware that their actions would cost them their lives, stood 

their ground against a vastly superior Persian army trying to buy time for the cities to the 

south to prepare to fight the massive Persian force.Is If Thermopylae teaches anything 

about the Spartans, it shows their great capacity to rise in moments of crisis above 

concerns for their own safety. 

Spear-fighting, then, rnay repel Laches because it undermines "Spartan" virtue even 

or precisely if Nicias is right about its contributions to self-defense. More simply, it may 

repel him because it appeds to and indulges cowards. When Laches describes the 

l7 These considerations rnay explain Blitz's argument that Laches' objection to 

Iioplomachia reveals his "horizon.. . to be the public, the common good, what is useful 

for the city" (1 975, 195). 1 disagree, however, that this accurately captures Laches' 

horizon. Although Laches is clearly impressed with the Spartans' devotion to war, he 

does not praise their ski11 in war for benefiting the  ci^. Indeed, as we will see, Laches 

excoriates hoplornachia because it undermines men's ability to prove their own virtue 

(184b-c). Cf. Dobbs 1986, 832. For an interpretation closer to my own, see Schrnid 

18 Herodotus VII.206-228. That Laches' high opinion of Sparta rests on her nobility 

in precisely such cases as Thermopylae is suggested by the fact that he first defines 

courage as "remaining in the ranks" and not fleeing (1 90e4-7). 



display that he wïtnessed Stesilaus, the instmctor of the new technique, perfonn on a 

previous occasion, he describes Stesilaus as having used "a sic kle-spear" (donrdrepmzon. 

183e1-2), Le., a Iong spear crowned by a curved blade.19 On that occasion Stesilaus 

conveyed the impression that he was a ridiculous coward. While he was engaged in 

fighting with his "sickle-spear" aboard a ship, it became entangIed in the lines of the 

opposing ship, which dragged him down the lena& of his own. His ridiculous plight 

caused a great deal of laughter from both friend and foe. Stesilaus rnay not onIy have 

appeared foolish to  Laches, he  may also have appeared cowardly. As soon as someone 

threw a stone at his feet, Stesilaus dropped his spear ( 1  83e-l84b). Moreover, if his 

"sickle-spear" performance is any indication, Stesilaus' new techniques are not really 

designed for warfare, much less the hoplite kind. A "sickle-spear" that could be used to 

tear the opposing ship's masts by cutting its rigging would be  useless in war, since Greek 

fleets did not sail into battle with their masts standing.20 Laches may suspect that if such 

skills are not useful in war, they are pursued only by unsenous and cowardly men. If 

Stesilaus represents for Laches the sort of man who employs these new techniques of 

hoplornachia, its practitioners must strike him as exceedingly base in cornparison to the 

Spartans and their amazing toughness in the face of terrible fears and pains (cf. Plato, 

Laws 633a-c; Adcock 1957, 8-1 0). Ln the contempt he expresses for spear-fighting, 

Laches seems to be  defending good old-fashioned virtue against new-fangled leaming. 

For Laches the former, cultivated as in Sparta through years o f  habituation, greatly 

19 Plato 1938, 55; Plato 1985, 12; Anderson 1991, 24. 

2* PIato 1938, 55; Anderson 1991, 24. 



surpasses the latter, which tearhes men innovative techniques and strategies but does not 

reach the crucial thing: their souls. 

Indeed, Nicias' praise of hoplomnchia for enabling men to appear virtuous when they 

are not cannot but strengthen Laches' reservations about it. Not only does it, by Nicias7 

admission, mask the lack of virtue in certain individuds, but precisely insofar as it 

enables these individuds to intimidate others and thus to get by despite their deficiencies, 

it lulls them into thinking they do not need genuine virtue. They therefore remain 

vulnerable to the consequences of their deficiencies, such as Stesilaus' dropping his 

weapon in fright. ffuplomachza c m  therefore be indicted for being not merely useless 

but corrupting. 

It turns out, though, that even genuinely courageous men could suffer for knowing the 

art. For those reputed to know hoplomcrchia attract especially great scmtiny from others, 

who are eager to detect signs of cowardice in them. Laches seems particularly concerned 

about the possibility of being reveaied as a fraud. Virtue, for h m ,  is not merely 

sornething useful in a particuIar situation; it is a sign of one's dignity; it is a sisn that one 

is a real man. And courage, he implies, is a virtue whose exercise can be so difficult that 

only one who has virtue "to an amazing degree" could know hoplomachia and escape 

becoming ridiculuus in others' overly watchful eyes (184b-c). We must wonder what he 

thinks it means to possess virtue to an amazing degree. If the knowledge of hoplomachia 

does not contribute to its possession, does some other form of knowledge? 

Socrates' Rhetoricd Strateg 

As we have seen, Laches' and Nicias' speeches concerning spear-fighting implicitIy 

raise the question of what virtue is. Nicias praised the study for enabling men to secure 



their objectives, especiaily their safety, while Laches condemned it for failing to instill 

qualities of sou1 that lead men to despise piacing a primacy on their own individual good. 

But if a dispute over the nature of virtue is implicit in their accounts, it is only implicit; 

neither they nor the fathers seem to be alive to the dispute about virtue in general, and 

about courage in particular, to which their conflicting accounts point. It is Socrates who 

awakens them to it. Upon entenng the conversation, though, Socrates does not directly 

raise the issue of their dispute. Instead, he initiates a discussion on the dif33culty of 

finding experts to educate the Young. 

The fact that Socrates does not immediately press the most serious question raised by 

Laches' and Nicias' speeches is surprising, however, in light of the self-portrait he gives 

in the Apoloq. The Laches is, in fact, one of the few Platonic dialogues that depicts 

Socrates as doing what he claims in the A p o l o a  he often did: converse with leading 

Athenian statesmen, examining their opinions about noble and good things (Apolow, 

2 1 b-d). His behavior here, though, does not strictly conform to his account of his 

behavior there. In the A p o l o ~ ~  Socrates presents himself as investigating what the 

statesmen think is "noble and good" (21d5), ultimately incurring their hatred by showing 

them that they are not as wise as they think. Here, though, Socrates proceeds delicately. 

He does not enter the conversation until he is invited to do so, and when he does enter it, 

he displays great finesse in questioning the generds about virtue. Indeed, as we noted, he 

manages to refùte their accounts without incumng their hostility, and without upsetting 

the fathers' deeply held conviction that virtue is teachable. 

Socrates' performance in the dialogue appears al1 the more impressive when one 

considers its subject matter and the context in which it occurs. The initial inquiry into the 



suitability of using spear-fighting to teach virtue yields to an inquiry into courage, the 

virtue at which spear-fighting seems to aim. Not only does Socrates manage, without 

giving offense, to bring out deficiencies in the generds views of courage, about whose 

meaning they have a professional interest, so to speak, but he does this in the middle of 

the Peloponnesian War, when the whole city of Athens rnay be presumed to have a great 

deai at stake in the status of courage- When citizens are fighting and dying on the city's 

behalf, it is perhaps not the easiest hme to raise questions about their courage and to 

wonder whether the city, as represented by two leading generds, has good grounds for 

honoring them. 

We should not forget that Socrates faces certain personal risks in this conversation. If 

he is not careful, he could, by raising questions especiaiiy at this time about courage, 

undermine the good reputation he obtained as a result of the brave actions at Delium for 

which Lysimachus has just congratulated him. Lysimachus' and the other interlocutors' 

opinions of him, as we suggested, may be of some consequence to Socrates. Socrates is 

about forty-five years old at the time of the dialogue and thus in the prime of his life. 

Plato's dialogues indicate that Socrates' pursuit of philosophy very much involves 

vigorous conversations with young friends. Thus wishing access to the young, he would 

not want to hinder it by incurring the animosity of civic leaders in the way that he daims 

he does in the Apolow. Lysimachus' and Melesias' sons, we have seen, already know 

and have spoken with or at least Listened to Socrates. As we learn fiom other dialogues, 

Aristeides and Thucydides go on to study with Socrates (see Theaees 130a-e), and 

Aristeides makes irnpressive progress for a while (see Theaetetus 15 1 a). These future 

developments would be imperiled were Socrates to do anything here to incur the bad 



opinion of the boys' fathers or of the generals to whom the fathers look up. His tactfil 

conduct in the Laches helps to protect his ability to converse with the young men of 

Athens. 

At any rate, after hearing Laches and Nicias quarrel about the worth of hoplomachza, 

Lysimachus asks Socrates to "cast his vote" with one of the generals (184d6). Having 

deferred to the generals when Lysimachus first solicited his opinion about spear-fighting, 

Socrates this time objects to the character of Lysimachus' request. For Lysimachus 

merely wants Socrates to side with either Laches or Nicias, as though a majority vote 

sufficed to determine the rnerits of spear-fighting. Socrates responds to his request in a 

way that suggests that Lysimachus is not thoughtful enough about what a good education 

is. Turning to Melesias, Socrates gains the latter's agreement that, precisely because 

education is so important, the fathers cannot let numbers decide the case.21 Knowledge is 

what counts, Socrates says, reminding the fathers that "their greatest possessions" 

(1 85a6) are at stake. 

The question, however, is, who has the knowledge they require. Thinking that al1 

they need to know now is the educative value of hoplornachia, Lysimachus and Melesias 

surely think they have corne to the right people. Who better to consult about this art than 

accomplished generais like Nicias and Laches? The exchange between the two generals, 

though, has revealed a difficulty in the fathers' plan: what are they to do when the 

purported experts disagree? Can they be confident, moreover, that the generals are expert 

, 21 According to Schmid, Socrates probably relies on Melesias to make this point 

because Melesias is of aristocratie stock and hence less likely to respect majority opinion 

(1 992,73-74). 



in the right field? It is this last question that Socrates forces upon their attention as he 

assumes direction of the dialogue. The men cannot assess the value of spear-fighting 

until they determine the end to which it might be a means. This requires them first to 

find an expert in education, someone who knows what the finished product of a proper 

education looks like. This tum in the conversation rnay benefit Socrates in two ways. 

First, when his interlocutors see how senously Socrates takes education and virtue, they 

rnay excuse him for raising difficulties with their own notions. Second, by thus exhorting 

the fathers to take this inquiry with the utrnost seriousness and by turning the 

conversation to the question of who the true experts in education really are, Socrates 

encourages the fathers to begin considering the possibility that he himself is the best 

educator for their sons- 

The reai issue, Socrates persuades them, is not spear-fighting per se but the condition 

of their sons' sou1 s (1 8Se). He does this by means of a series of analogies. Socrates 

compares the inquiry into spear-fighting that the fathers began to inquiries into the proper 

drug for healing eyes and into whether a bridle should be used on a horse (185d). Just as 

in the case of deliberations about the drug or the bridle, one is really deliberating about 

what is best for the eye and the horse, so in examining spear-fighting one is examining 

what is best for young men. Socrates' analogies raise questions concerning the nature 

and purpose of education. If education is like a drug that restores sight to an eye, it 

restores health to the soul, enabling it to flourish. But if education is Iike putting a bndle 

on horse, it curbs natural inclinations and freedom so as to make one usefùl to others 

(190a; cf. 2 1 106 15-25). Zt is of course possible that both kinds of education are 



desirable. But which should be primary? Which should fathers be most concerned to 

give their sons? 

Through another analogy Socrates raises a fllrther question about education, one that 

we have already broached: how much c m  education do for a soul? Socrates suggests that 

in order to determine whether any of them are experts in teaching virtue, they follow the 

same procedure they would follow in order to determine who is expert in athletics (1 85b). 

This analogy raises an obvious difficulty: the athletic trainer is limited by the naturd 

talent of his charge. The best he  can do for an individual is bnng hirn to the best 

condition of which he is capable; no trainer can make everyone into an exceptional 

athlete. hsofar as this is a relevant analogy for education, it implies that a soul's 

excellence is limited by its natural composition. A soul may need to be naturally robust 

in order to reap the full benefits of education. 

However this may be, Socrates says that anyone who would give Lysimachus and 

Melesias the advice they seek should show that he has expertise in teaching virtue; in 

light of the fact that Nicias and Laches have just offered advice, this is a not-so-subtle 

challenge to them. Making the requisite demonstration means showing that one has 

either been a good student or a good teacher. Either one must identiSr the expert, 

"manifestly good" teachers from whom one has learned how to teach virtuel or, because 

Laches objects that not al1 experts have teachers, one m u t  identify the students whom 

one has made good oneself (1  85e-186b). This demand that would-be advisors show their 

credentials seems reasonable enough, but it seems to beg a fundamental question: what 

does Socrates mean by goodness? Here he indicates that he bas nothing sophisticated in 

mind; of him who would choose the second method of demonstrating his pedagogic 



expertise, Socrates asks only that fie show someone who has by "general agreement" 

become good through associating with him. At least for the moment Socrates sets what 

seems an attainable standard for the generais to meet, namely, the ability to teach virtue 

as the city understands it. 

As for himself, Socrates denies that he can meet even this standard. His poverty, he 

claims, prevents him fiom hiring the sophists who d a i m  to be able to make him "noble 

and good," and he has not been able to acquire "the art" hirnself? He therefore 

encourages Lysimachus to question Laches and Nicias to see whether or not they have 

the requisite expertise, restating the ways in which the  generals c m  prove their capacities. 

Apparently sensing his own deficiencies, Lysimachus asks Socrates to examine the 

generals in his stead; Lysimachus has not concluded from Socrates' profession that he 

does not know how to teach virtue that Socrates cannot examine others' teaching abiIities 

(cf. I89c-d). Lysimachus has clearly changed his views as a result of this discussion 

about expertise. Whereas before he took for granted Laches' and Nicias' expertise, he 

now wants them to demonstrate proof of it, saying that it would please hirn and Melesias 

if they would be willing to do what Socrates has asked (1 87c). His respect for the 

generais has diminished; he is unsure of their expertise. This is evident as well from his 

restatement of the reason why he and Melesias have sought the generals' advice about 

spear-fighting. Whereas he earlier said that they have done so because they believed the 

generais were "capable of knowing" such things, and because the generals had sons about 

the same age as theirs, now Lysimachus mentions only the latter reason (187~5-6; cf. 

178b3-4, 179a8-b 1). At the same time, he has become more impressed with Socrates, 

22 Note here that Socrates does not deny that the sophists possess this art. 



whom he now has enlisted as his agent for finding an expert. Socrates has moved from 

the periphery of the dialogue to its helm. 

Nicias readily agrees to the conversation, although he suspects that it will in fact 

focus on the generals themselves rather than on their teaching credentials (1 87e-18Sb). 

Based on his prior experience of conversations with Socrates, he knows that Socrates will 

question anyone with whom he speaks until his interlocutor "falls into cjving an account 

of hirnself, the way he now lives, and the way he has lived his past life." But since in 

Niciasy rnind "it is no bad thing to be reminded of what we have done or are doing that is 

not noble," he agrees to "pass time with Socrates however he  wishes." Laches joins 

Nicias in consenting to Lysimachus' request, but on the basis of his familiarity with 

Socrates' deeds rather than with his speeches (189a). Indeed, Laches is w q  of anyone 

who speaks about "virtue or some wisdom" if he is not "truly a man and worthy of rhe 

speeches that he is uttering" (1 89~6-d2). Laches is certain that Socrates' speeches will be 

acceptable because, he says, Socrates' action on the battlefield sufficientiy proved his 

virtue and thus his worthiness to speak about it. Whereas Socrates' pnor speeches iead 

Nicias to consent to be "tested" by him, Socrates' pnor deeds are what make Laches 

eager to take part in the  e ~ a m i n a t i o n . ~  

Nici as' suspicion that Socrates wiIl tum the conversation around to an investigation 

of the generals themselves (189b7-9) is soon confirmed. Once the generals agree to have 

-- 

O'Brien provides a useful beginning point for analysis by observing that Laches is 

a man of deeds and Nicias a man of speeches or arguments; from this he argues that their 

respective deficiencies with respect to courage indicate that genuine courage will be  

manifest in both deeds and speeches (1963, 136, 146-7). Cf. Hoerber 1968, 99. 



their teaching credentids examined, Socrates immediately raises the question of whether 

or not they in fact know what goodness or virtue is. He turns to this question by claiming 

that while it is perhaps not bad to inquire about either the generals7 teachers or their 

students (189d), another inquiry would "lead to the same thing and would be sornewhat 

more from the beginning" (1 89e). This other inquiry proves to investigate what virtue is. 

It is not difficult to see why it is "more from the beginning"; one must first know the 

virtue of the sou1 in order to know who is qualified to cultivate it in another, if indeed 

doing so is possible. But if this inquiry will "lead to the same thing" as one into who is 

qualified to teach virtue, then what follows is not entirely a shift away from the problem 

of teaching virtue- 

Rather than focus on virtue in general, Socrates proposes that they limit their inquiry 

to the part of virtue that spear-fighting aims to cultivate, which is "presurnably" courage 

(190d3-5). In context, his proposal is, for the generals, an offer they cannot refuse. 

Lysimachus and Melesias have appealed to them out of concern for their sons; they have 

already offered some advice, which the dialogue to this point has made cIear they could 

not have responsibIy done if they thought they lacked expertise; how can they refuse 

Lysimachus7 plea that they help him further by submitting to Socrates' questions? 

Because the pIea issues from Lysimachus, the generaIs wiIl be less likely to blame 

Socrates if, as in fact happens, they prove not to have expert knowIedge of courage; after 

al), he is only doing Lysimachus' bidding (see 189d5). The fact of the matter is that 

Nicias at least is not eager to be examined by Socrates. He describes, rather 

unenthusiastically, submitting to Socrates' questions as "no bad thing"; he speaks of 

himself as having "suffered" Socrates' examinations, to which he submits because one 



"must not flee these things" (1 88a). Ultimately he explains his heeding Lysimachus' 

request by saying that "nothing prevents" him from passing time with Socrates "however 

[Socrates] wishes" (1 88c). Laches is more eager to converse with Socrates, encouraging 

Socrates to Say "whatever is dear to him" (189b7) without taking account of their 

different ages. He, though, has no experïence of Socrates' conversations. 

What appears to be a long introduction to the discussion of courage thus not only 

hints at many of the cornpiexities surrounding courage but also demonstrates Socrates' 

artfulness. Contrary to his self-portrait in the Apoloev, Socrates can press the most 

serious questions about virtue with important statesrnen without incumng their hatred. 

Indeed, his examination of their views c m  even improve his prospects for talking to 

young men; here Socrates shows the fathers that he is at least more qualified than the 

leading statesmen of Athens regarding virtue. Moreover, having secured the fathers' 

request to direct the dialogue, Socrates is largely absolved of responsibility for whatever 

troubling revelations emerge in the course of their dialogue, above al1 the revelation that 

these generals cannot gïve coherent accounts of what courage is. 



Chapter 2 

Socrates' Exchange with Laches 

Laches 

The fact that this dialogue is named f i e r  Laches suggests that understanding him and 

his opinion of courage is somehow integral to understanding the dialogue. We have seen 

thus far that he cares a great deal about courage. He is willing to be examined by 

Socrates regarding it because he witnessed Socrates' courage on the battiefield. Indeed, 

not only has Socrates' courage so impressed Laches that he defers to him when asked 

about what constitutes a noble snidy or practice (1 80c; also see 18 1 a-b, 184~) '  but he 

even maintains that he submits to Socrates' scrutiny "with great pleasure." 

Despite his stated willingness to have Socrates teach and refute him (1 89b), Laches 

does not seem to think he has much to learn from Socrates. From the outset, he appears 

confident that he sufficiently understands virtue in general and courage in particulm. 

More precisely, if he does not think he understands these perfectly, he thinks he 

understands them sufficiently not to shy away from the challenge into which Socrates, 

relying on his earlier statements, leads him. This challenge is made possible by Laches' 

argument that spear-fighting was not worth learning because, not only did it not cultivate 

virtue, it even corrupted it. As we just noted, he could not have responsibly made this 

argument unless he had at least a solid grasp of what virtue is. So, when Socrates asks 

him how "we" could counsel anyone about virtue "if we did not at al1 know even what 

virtue happens to be" (190b-c), he is not merely identifying the conditions the generais 

must meet if they are to be deemed worthy to dispense advice; he is also implying that 

Laches must either understand virtue or admit that he behaved shamefblly. Whether or 
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not this consideration affects Laches7 response, he emphatically agrees with Socrates that 

"we7' know what virtue is (1 90c).I Socrates, however, does not ask him about virtue 

se; it would be a lot of work to "examine the whole of virtue straightaway" (I90c). - 

Rather, he says that they should more modestly focus on a part of virtue, the part at which 

"the many" think "learning about armor" seems to aim: courage (190d). Laches is 

confident that he understands courage. He swears "by Zeus" that courage is "not hard to 

state" (19ûe4)- His swearïng underlines both how much h e  cares about courage and, at 

the same time, how certain he is of its meaning2 

His certainty will be shattered when Socrates reveals the deep confusion in his view 

of courage- What may explain why the dialope is named after him is the character of 

this confusion. Laches &es to an extreme the position of those who rnost esteem 

courage, those who believe, as he does, that courage is not only noble but "arnong the 

noblest things" (1 92c). The problem with this position is that it tums out to be very hard 

for Laches to reconcile the admiration for courage as surpassingly noble with the view 

that it is also a means to some further good. Laches initially accepts the view that 

courage accompanied by prudence is "noble and good." On its face, this claim is 

unremarkable; it merely implies that courage is most a virtue when one accomplishes 

through its exercise sometfiing that one apprehends to be good for oneself, for others, or 

for both. 

To be fair to Laches, he may not suspect that & rather than "we" will have to 

explain virtue or, rather, courage; he may think that Socrates wiil coIIaborate with him. 

This is only the second oath in the dialogue, Lysimachus' oath by Hera being the 

first. 
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But as the conversation proceeds, Laches retreats from this view. When Socrates 

indicates the skillfulness with which the prudently courageous man behaves, Laches 

begins to think less well of prudent courage. He winds up arguing that what is tmly 

admirable is not prudent but foolish courage, Le., the courage of the man who lacks both 

knowledge and skiIl. As Laches listens to Socrates' examples of prudent courage, he 

reveals that in fact he thinks that the nobility of courage is independent of its goal. But 

Laches never quite renounces his initial agreement with Socrates that courage 

accompanied by prudence i s  noble and good. He is tom between the two perspectives. 

His confusion represents a quintessentially human confusion, the exploration of which 

will illuminate the reasons why we are uncertain about the essence of courage. 

Standinq One's Ground 

Laches' confident first attempt to define courage seerns promising: if someone were 

"willing to remain in the ranks and defend himself (munesthaz) against the enemies and 

should not flee," he would, according to Laches, be courageous (1 9Oe). It is hardly 

surprising that Laches defines courage in terms of battie; not only is he a general, but the 

battlefield seems to be the greatest test of courage, since one faces the most temble 

dangers there. Or, perhaps we should Say, it is the greatest test of courage for anyone 

who considers courage to be  "among the noblest" things, for unlike those who behave 

bravely when disasters befall them, those who confront dangers in battle choose 

voluntarily to face them. Socrates, however, is dissatisfied with Laches' definition and 

blames himself for its insufficiency. He claims that Laches has "spoken well" but adds 

politely that because he, Socrates, has failed to "speak distinctly" in his question, Laches 

has not fùlly addressed it. To clarify Laches' meaning Socrates asks him if he means to 



Say that the man who "remains in the ranks and fiahts (macheitaz) the enemies" is 

courageous (1 9 1 a2-3). Laches agrees that he does without seeming to notice that 

Socrates has changed the focus from defending oneself against enemies to fighting them. 

To be sure, that courage involves fighting the enemy is implicit in his original definition. 

But if so, why does Socrates reformulate Laches' definition to make fighting against the 

enemies more prominentiy the focus than defending oneseif? 

Laches' initial definition contains an ambigui~ .  A man could "remain in the ranks" 

and "not fiee" in two very different situations. One could remain in the ranks and not flee 

by holding fast in formation and absorbing the enemy onsIaught either until one exhausts 

the enemy, forcing it to retreat or, if the enemy proves stronger, until one dies.3 But one 

also remains in the ranks and does not flee when one executes a cdm and orderly retreat. 

Indeed, it is in the latter case that one better defends oneself, even if one does so in order 

to fight another day."aches' initial definition thus evokes two different types of 

conduct and leaves unclear which for him exemplifies courage. That Laches does not 

object to - or notice -Socrates' revision of his definition cIarifies the fact that for 

Laches, the man who rernains in the ranks is not courageous pnmarily because he is able 

to extricate himself safely from the banle but because he fights the enemy. 

A fùrther question remains, however, about Laches' initial definition: if he believes 

that courage means fighting the enemy, why does he not Say so? Fightiog the enemy 

3 For examples of such conduct, see Herodotus W. 220-228; Thucydides 5.10.9; 

Xenophon 4.8.38-9, 

For examples of such retreats, see Thucydides 3.108, 4.44, 4.76, 6.70; Plato, 

Svmposium 22 1 a-b. 
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seems to be an obvious part at least of any civic definition of courage; it is the duty of a 

good citizen to be willing to fight the enemy. Indeed, from the civic perspective, courage 

cannot be properly understood as a virtue without reference to the purpose it serves in 

defending the city. Thus, it is peculiar that a general like Laches would define the 

activity of remainïng in the ranks as defending oneself rather than in a more civic-spirited 

way as fighting the enemy. The fact that he instinctiveiy chooses the former rather than 

the latter formulation hints at what we have seen in his critique of the new kind of 

hoplornachia: in his heart, Laches does not understand courage primarily as a means to 

accompIishing some other task, even victory. When Laches suggests that courage is 

rernaining in the ranks, defending oneself and not fleeing, he is not thinking that courage 

is exemplified by the capaciv to retreat safely. But he may instinctiveIy focus on 

"defending oneself' as opposed to "fighting the enemy," because he is less concerned 

with what courage c m  accomplish than with displaying it, Le., he thinks that the act of 

standing up to the enemy constitutes the essence of courage. To put it somewhat 

differently, what counts for Laches seems to be the "moment of truth," the moment when 

one could run away but instead stands firm and faces down one's fears. His definition 

raises the possibility, which subsequent developrnents will confirm, that for him courage 

is very much an end in itself. But this view, as we will see, is not unproblematic. To 

argue that remaining in the ranks is an end in itself means that the virtue of courage can 

only corne into its own in the midst of dire circumstances. And insofar as courage is 

"arnong the noblest" things, such a view implies that only at the worst of times do we 

become Our best selves. 
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We see the fûlt import of Socrates' reformulation only &ter Socrates asks his next 

question. Having gained Laches' agreement that the courageous man rernains in the 

ranks and fights the enemies, Socrates wonders about the man who fights the enemies not 

whiie remaining in the ranks but while "fleeing" @heugon). Socrates' reformulation of 

Laches' original defrnition has thus introduced a cmcidly important addition Laches' 

reaction to which wiIl reveal whether he really thinks that courage is an end in itself, for 

the extent to which he agrees that fleeing counts as courageous is the extent to which he 

concedes that courage cano t  simply be an end in itself but must be guided by a higher 

purpose. Socrates seizes on Laches' agreement that the courageous man "fights the 

enemy" in order first, to brïng out the degree to which Laches think that the courageous 

man must always have an objective, e.g., to fight the enemy, and, second, to force Laches 

to question whether, in Light of this fact, remaining in the ranks and not fleeing is an 

adequate definition of courage. For if courage is a means to an end, it could include a 

variety of conduct; conceivably, courage could be anything that achieves that end. 

Socrates' reformulation of Laches' original definition is thus necessary for  Socrates to 

elicit the full scope of Laches' view of courage. For Laches' initial definition is not as 

vulnerable to an interpretation of courage as a means and thus not subject to the 

difficulties to which Socrates now draws Laches' attention. As we have said, insofar as 

Laches means by courage defending oneself in the face of a temble onslaught until one 

conquers or is conquered, he does not articulate a fùrther end to which courage is a 

means; on this account, a man reveals his courage simply by standing his ground, and 

even dying. But Socrates' slight revision to Laches' defmition and his subsequent 

questions reveal that Laches' initial definition does not exhaust his view of courage. 
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Indeed, Laches' agreement with Socrates' revision allows Socrates to refüte Laches' 

original definition. Not surprisingiy, Laches is very puzzled by Socrates' suggestion that 

one could fight the enemy while fleeing (19 la), for this suggestion implies that fleeing 

the enemy can be courageous. Nothing could be further from Laches' apparent view that 

courage is hoIding one's position at the moment of truth. In support of his contention, 

Socrates cites the Scythian horsemen, whose battle strategy includes intervals of both 

pursuit and flight, and he also cites Homer's praise for the Trojan Aeneas' horses, who 

"knew how to pursue and to flee," and for Aeneas himself, who Socrates says is called a 

cccounselor of flight" (19 lb  l)? Laches concedes that this kind of fighting may indeed 

characterize some, but he denies that "the heavy-armed soldiery of the Greeks" (19 1 b) 

fight in this way. Laches rnay have to grant that flight is part of the strategy of certain 

fighters, but he seems not to hoId these in very high esteem. Given his earlier appeal to 

them as the standard for warfare, we know that he greatly admires the Spartans; he is 

quite certain that flight is not part of the tactics of the masters of hoplite wadare. It is one 

thing, Laches seems to think, if cavalry and charioteers do not stand their ground, 

especially if they are barbarians like the Scythians and the Trojans; what else can one 

expect from men who need assistance from horses and chariots (cf. Thucydides IV. 126- 

* As Nichols (1987a7 255 n.27) observes, Socrates skews the rneaning of Homer's 

text to support his daim that flight is a noble battle strategy. Socrates' interpretation of 

the term c'counselor of flight" as one who advises his friends to flee is by no means the 

most plausible one. Homer seems ratlier to be describing the terror that Aeneas and his 

horses inspire in his enemies (see IIiad V.272 and W. 107). For a somewhat different 

interpretation of Socrates' reference to these Homeric passages, see Schmïd 1992, 1 03. 
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27)? The situation is very different for those arnong the Greeks who have the courage to 

put on heavy arrns and fight man-to-man - they do not flee. 

The problem with this position, however, is that according to Socrates it is wrong. In 

fact, Socrates points out to Laches that at Plataea, the Spartans "were not willing to 

remain in the ranks and fight" against their enemies, the Persians, but "fled" only to turn 

around later to fight and win when the Persian ranks were broken (19 I c ) . ~  Laches agrees 

simply and even tepidly by saying only, "What you Say is tme" (19 1~6 ) .  It is not fully 

clear what Laches' response means. On the one hand, Laches could be merely admitting 

that the Spartans did flee at Plataea, not that in doing so they acted courageousIy. Or, he 

could be admitting the latter. Indeed, insofar as h e  takes the Spartans as his mode1 of 

courage, he may find it very difficult to deny that they behaved in a mode1 fashion at 

Plataea, especially because of the magnitude of their victory there. Obscuring the h l 1  

meaning of Laches' agreement, however, is the fact that Socrates' interpretation of the 

Spartan action at Plataea is highly u n ~ s u a l . ~  The Spartans did not simply flee the battle 

but, under pressure from the Persian cavalry, had to retreat to a position from which they 

could have access to a new, unpolluted water source (their previous one had been ruined 

by the Persians) and replenish their dwindling provisions (Herodotus K. 49-53). Thus, 

Herodotus calls Plataea, where the Greeks put an end to the Persian threats of 

invasion under which they had long labored, "the fairest v i c t o ~ ~  of any we have known" 

(E.64). But he explicitly praises the Persians' courage (IX. 62) 

7 Many editors of Greek edihons of Plato note that Socrates' account of the batde 

differs from the accounts of Herodotus and Plutarch. See, for example, Plato 193 8, 73, 

and Plato 1985, 25. 
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not only was their "flight" not a flight, but their retreat was not for the reasons that 

Socrates presents it, namely, for purely tactical purposes. According to other accounts of 

the battle, only after the Spartans were pursued by the Persians did the former turn around 

to fight. Even then, the Spartans did so only after sustaining many casualties as they 

hunkered down waiting for the omens to prove favorable to thern! Why, we are thus led 

to wonder, does Socrates present the Spartans both as fleeing the battle and as having 

used the appearmce of flight as part of their ~ t ra tegy?~ 

The answer seems to lie in Laches' reaction to Socrates' portrait of the events at 

Plataea. For perhaps what is most stnking about Socrates' depiction of the battie is the 

fact that Laches does not dispute it. To be sure, Laches' agreement with Socrates' 

characterization of the Spartan conduct is far from enthusiastic. Laches' Iack of 

enthusiasm is not surprising; he defined courage as standing one's ground and was 

baffled at Socrates' first suggestion that fleeing couId be deemed courageous. But why 

does he not moünt a stronger defense of the Spartans? Why does he fail to challenge 

Socrates' description of the Spartans as "fleeing" (phezrgein), rather than as retreating1° in 

For these accounts of the battle, see Herodotus IX. 5 1-65 and Plutarch 1864 ("Life 

of Aristeides"), 40 1-405. 

This is not to Say that such tactics were never used, even by the Spartans. See 

Herodotus VII. 2 1 1. 

10 Socrates might have used the word "anastrepho," for example, which he uses to 

descnbe a cairn retreat at 19 1e2, or other words, such as "apochero" (cf. Thucydides II .  

89, 94, m. 13) that seem more consistent with his interpretation of the events than 

"pheugo" does. 



an orderly fashion, the latter being more consistent with Socrates' interpretation of 

Spartan strategy as having empioyed a tactical ruse? With respect to whether or not the 

Spartans c m  be understood to have fled the battle, Laches may not dispute Socrates' 

choice of words because he fears that the word is appropriate.'' Although the Spartans 

may have quit the field for eminently sensible reasons, that they quit the field at al1 could 

raise questions about their courage. Socrates' example hits upon and exploits an 

uneasiness in Laches with any kind of retreat. For if courage is displayed in  the moment 

of truth, the moment one faces the greatest challenge, how does one know - even about 

oneself - that when retreating, one is not merely succumbing to one's fears, Le., fleeing? 

Leaving the scene of a fearful confrontation raises the possibility that one Iacked the 

courage to face it. If indeed this is Laches' view of the Spartan action, he would not be 

alone. According to Herodotus. the Persian commander Mardonius in fact ndiculed the 

Spartans when he learned about their retreat; he, at least, interpreted it as a flight, taunting 

the Spartans that despite their reputation as the %est of warrïors," their "flight" proved 

them to be "the most complete nobodies in a nation of Greek nobodies" (IX. 58).12 

'1 One indication that Laches thinks of the Spartans as at first having fled at Piataea 

that he earlier praised Socrates for his brave retreat at Delium (1 8 1 b 1-4). Cf. Tessitore 

1994, 126; Arieti 199 1, 58. Laches would have not been so uncornfortable with the 

direction Socrates is taking if he understood Socrates to be talking about a retreat, which 

required, as Laches himself earlier notes, great courage. 

It was not only the Persims who took the Spartan action to be  a cowardly flight. 

As Herodotus (TX. 53-55) and PIutarch (1 864,403) report, Amompharetus, a Spartan 

soldier, refused to retreat with the rest of the Spartans because he believed that to do so 
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Even if Laches is easily lured into calling the Spartan retreat a "flight," he still might 

have seized upon Socrates' explanation of that "flight," namely, that it was a tactical ruse 

to secure victory, in order to defend it as courageous. Laches' failure to do so 

underscores what we have thus far deduced is his understanding of courage. To offer a 

defense of the Spartans because they employed tactics would be to subordinate courage 

to the tactical objective, namely, victory. And if courage were subordinate to something 

else, its claim to be "among the noblest" things would be diminished; for it wouid be a 

means to what is noble instead of noble itself. Insofar as Laches' great admiration for 

courage is an admiration for a man's conduct at the moment of tnith, he cannot hoId the 

view that victory is more important than standing one's ground. If he did, he would have 

to concede that courage cannot always means standing one's ground, particularly if to do 

so is not the best means to victory. Because the nobility of courage for Laches lies in the 

manner in which one behaves in the direst circumstances, however prudent a tactical 

would disgrace Sparta. In fact, Herodotus fails to inchde Pausanias, the Spartan generai 

who cdled for the retreat, in a list of the bravest Spartans at Plataea (IX.71). (For a 

different assessment of Pausanias' strategy, see Adcock 1957, 12). The view of the 

Spartan conduct as shameful is not confined to antiquity. Because he himself seems to 

see the Spartan flight at Plataea as shamefiil, Schmid denies that Socrates means to 

identi@ it as a counter-example of Laches' initial definition of courage; Schmid is thus 

forced into making the awkward c l a h  that Socrates uses this example not to question 

Laches' definition but to undermine his own suggestion that one can fight while fleeing 

and to offer quiet support to Laches' orignal definition (1 992, 105). 
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flight may be, it wouId not reveal the greatest courage. l3  The fact that Laches does not 

take advantage of the opportunity to defend the Spartan action as a tactical ruse every bit 

as courageous as standing one's ground, may be because Laches suspects that when they 

are employing a tactical ruse, the Spartans do not exemplify the courage he most admires. 

Laches, however, holds more than one view about courage. While Laches does not 

explicitly agree that in "fleeing," the Spartans acted courageously at Plataea, neither does 

he deny that they did. If he is in fact uneasy with the thought that flight could be 

considered courageous, why does he not simply and forthrightiy deny that the Spartan 

action at Plataea constitutes an example of courage? Laches' failure to Say this, i-e., the 

l 3  Laches' view is neither idiosyncratic nor a mere artifact of Greek notions of 

courage. Having succumbed as a pnsoner of war to brutal torture and signed a 

"confession of crimes" against the North Vietnamese, Senator John McCain describes his 

subsequent tirne in solitaqr confinement as follows: "They were the worst weeks of my 

life. 1 couldn't rationalize away my confession. 1 was ashamed. 1 felt faithless and 

couldn't control my despair ... Al1 my pride was lost and 1 doubted that 1 would ever be 

able to stand up to any man again" (McCain 1999, 244). Even many years later, during 

which time he learned that many others, including those he himself considered brave, had 

broken, McCain has said that "he feels no less shame" and that, although he did the best 

he could, he continues to beIieve that "the best 1 couId was not enough" (Timberg 1995, 

95). Like the motto of the U.S. Marines, "Semper Fi," McCainYs intense and persistent 

shame at signing a militarily inconsequential confession underscores the power of the 

belief that there are some things a courageous individual simply does not do, no matter 

what. For a particularly powerfûl account of this belief, see Gray 1959, 1 16, 125. 



fact that he is drawn up short by Plataea, suggests that he cannot wholly discount the 

importance of strategy, even the predominance of strategy over courage as he conceives 

it. We should not forget that his condemnation o f  the new kind of spear-fighting was 

partly based on the chim that the Spartans would adopt it if it actually conferred a 

military advantage. The end of victory, Laches seems to recognize, may make the means, 

however ignoble they seem in themseIves, worthwhile. Yet, as we have seen, Laches is 

reluctant to follow through on this thought. Were he to concede that victory alone should 

dictate how soldiers should fight, he would be admitting that strategic knowledge is more 

important than the toughness shown by the hoplite. Moreover, were he to gant  that 

courage could be displayed fùlly on a strategic retreat, he would also be granting that 

strategic knowledge is at least as important as, if not central to, courage.14 This 

centrality, however, threatens to crowd out the nobility of courage. To place too much 

importance on knowledge may be to attribute greater courage to the soldier with 

experience and ski11 than to the ordinary soldier, whose lack of special skills or 

knowledge does not render him unwilling to stand his ground in the face of an enemy 

onslaught (cf. 1 1 1 6b5-25).15 Put simply, to subordinate the dictates of courage to 

military prudence may not, in Laches' mind, be to give courage its due. 

- -- 

l4 Socrate~ seems to emphasize the necessity of knowledge for warfare by suggesting 

that even Aeneas7 horses had some knowledge (1 9 1 b). 

l5 According to the Israeli commando Jonathan Netanyahu, the principle underlying 

paratroopers' training is "practice, practice, practice, until the fear that is present in the 

initial exercises disappears, and you discover there's not much to it" (Netanyahu 1980, 

62). Laches, as we will see, would deny that these paratroopers display as much courage 



Steadfastness of Sou1 

However adequate is Socrates' refutation of Laches' first definition of courage, 

Laches' concession that when the Spartans fight their enemies while fleeing, they are 

acting courageously has revealed that definition to be too narrow. Socrates has thus 

broadened Laches7 first definition of courage to cover conduct beyond standing fim. 

Now he  aims to broaden Laches' horizon further. He teIIs Laches that he wants to know 

about those who are courageous not just in hoplite warfare but dso  in other forms of 

warfare, in dangers at sea, in sickness and poverty, in politics, in the face of pains and 

feus, and even in the face of desires and pleasures - whether, he adds, they stand firm 

against these things or retreat from them (1 9 1 d-e). Now one rnay wonder whetfier 

courage is involved in al1 the situations Socrates mentions or, at least, whether Laches 

will think it is involved- M e r  all, Laches originally described courage as standing firm 

in battle. Dangers at sea, sickness, and poverty rnay be evils, but facing them well rnay 

seem to be less noble than facing down one's enemy on the battlefield. Precisely because 

the quality Socrates now describes abstracts from the particular dangers one faces on the 

battlefield, we rnay wonder whether Laches will agree to cal1 it courage. 

Laches at first emphatically agrees that courage is present in al1 these examples 

(1 91e4).16 But Socrates suspects that Laches rnay not understand what he asks and rnay 

as those who jump despite the fact that they are fûll of fear 

l 6  Socrates' list has occasioned much debate in the literature over whether or not he 

means, by citing al1 these various kinds of courage, to broaden the notion of courage so as 

to equate courage with the whole of virtue (Santas 1980, 186-88, argues that he does; 



therefore not actually agree with this broad notion of courage. For despite Laches' 

enthusiastic agreement, Socrates clairns that Laches has not really understood hirn and 

thus repeats himself, asking Laches a second time whether sorneone can possess courage 

or cowardice in pleasures, pains, desires and fears. When Laches once again agrees with 

Socrates' claim about the various manifestations of courage (19 1e8), Socrates, apparently 

convinced that Laches does not in fact agree with him, now simply asks Laches whether 

he understands what Socrates means, and Laches confesses, "Not altogethe? (1 9 1 e 12), 

thus confirming Socrates' suspicion. Confronted with the very different exarnples of 

battlefieid courage on the one hand and bravery in the face of pteasures on the other, 

Laches is unabie to think of what they might have in common. In order to help Laches 

find the common element in these examples, Socrates offers the analogy of swiftness. He 

says that swiftness, Iike courage, manifests itself in many different ways; it exists, for 

example, in mnning, in playing a musical instrument, in speaking and in learning. If he 

were asked what the thing called swiftness is that is present in al1 these examples, 

Socrates says that he would cal1 it "the power of accomplishing much in a short time" 

(1 92a-b). 

Socrates' example succeeds in sparking Laches to offer a new, more comprehensive 

definition of courage. He says that if one must Say what courage is "by nature in al1 

cases," then it is a "certain steadfastness of soul" (192b-c)." Socrates praises this 

Schmid 1992, 107-8, argues that he does not). Whatever Socrates himself has in mind, 

both sides of the controversy fail to note that Laches agrees with Socrates that al1 the 

examples he cites count as courage. 

l7 Kartaria c m  mean endurance or steadfastness (see also S~mposium 219d6). It 



response very highly and agrees that this is indeed what one must say "if we are to 

answer for ourselves what is asked" (192~2-3). His praise of the definition makes sense: 

courage does seem to involve steadfastness in the face of fearfül circumstances. 

Socrates, however, now explicitly reveals his doubt that Laches fülly endorses his own 

definition, for he tells Laches that he suspects that 'hot quite dl steadfastness appears to 

you to be courage" (192~3-5); the "to you" suggests a divergence between him and 

Laches over what f o m s  of steadfastness qualify as courage. Socrates' suspicion stems 

from the fact that, as he  tells Laches, he "prew much knows" that the general holds 

courage "to be arnong the altogether noble things." In fact, Laches corrects him, he holds 

courage to be "among the noblest things" (1 92c5-6).18 This belief, however, exposes 

Laches' new definition to diEcuIties. Socrates' high praise of it suggests that he thinks 

the definition either is or points to a perfectly coherent notion of courage. But the daim 

that courage is both a "certain steadfastness of soul" sornething noble leads Laches to 

be confused over whether courage is prudent (1 Wd 10- 12) or foolish steadfastness 

(1 93d6-8). The details of the exchange between Laches and Socrates that follows reveal 

the reason for Laches' confision- 

Having obtained confirmation that Laches thinks courage is "among the noblest" 

things, Socrates next tries to determine what kind of steadfastness would be noble and 

hence qualify as courage. He asks Laches whether steadfastness is both noble and good 

derives from the word hrteros, which means strength or sturdiness. 

l8 Many cornmentators have concluded from this passage that bodi Socrates and 

Laches think that courage is "arnong the noble things." This goes too far, since al1 we 

l e m  here is Laches' view. Cf. Santas 1980, 188, and Devereux 1977, 133. 
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(kuié kagathê) when it is accompanied by prudence. Laches agrees readily to this, saying 

"certainly" (1 92c 1 O). When, however, Socrates asks him whether steadfastness 

accompanied not by prudence but by folly is both wicked (knkourgon) and harmfûI 

(blaberon), Laches says only "yes" (192d3), which is in Greek a much less emphatic 

agreement. He seems uneasy with the direction of Socrates' questions, which suggest 

that courage is not noble unless it is accornpanied by prudence. Or, at least, Socrates' 

questions suggest this conclusion insofar as what is wicked and harrnfui is not noble. 

And it is about this last issue that Socrates next inquires. He asks Laches whether he 

would assert that something that "is wicked and harmful is noble." To this Laches says 

onty that "it would certaïnly not be just, at any rate" to Say so (192d3-6); he does not Say 

that this assertion would be false. 

Why does Laches answer as he does? Why does he hesitate to agree that foolish 

steadfastness is, first, "harmful and wicked" and, second, necessariiy ignoble? Regarding 

the first issue, he may think that foolish steadfastness could be harmfül without being 

wicked. To be wicked or to do evil is to do more than cause harrn; it is to cause hann 

intentionally and without justification. Foolish steadfastness may cause h m  but onIy 

unintentionally and therefore not be wicked. Take the well-intentioned passer-by who, 

upon finding a man drowning in freezing water, jumps in to Save hirn rather than cal1 for 

help. If the would-be rescuer is overcome by the shock of the cold water and both he and 

the drowning man die, he could well be said to have acted foolishly. He could even be 

said to have caused harm insofar as his failure to cal1 for help prevented assistance from 

coming that would have led to a successfil rescue. But he could not plausibly be said to 

have acted wickedly. 
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If, however, fooIish steadfastness is not always both hannfui and wicked, what of 

those cases where it is? Why does Laches show reluctance to g a n t  that such 

steadfastness is ignoble, saying only that to do so "would certainiy not be just"? In 

entertaining, at least, the possibility that h m f ü l  and wicked steadfastness is noble, 

Laches seems unwilling to conclude that clearly unjust acts are clearly ignoble. Perhaps 

he is thinking of an example like that of the daring criminal who takes enormous risks - 

even putting his life on the line - in order to accomplish some injustice. Laches seems 

tempted to think that even a morally repugnant act might be noble to the extent that it 

involves an impressive display of steadfastness. Such a view would hardly be pecuIiar to 

Laches; we are inclined to speak of soldiers, such as Generai Erwin Rommel, as brave 

and even as having acted nobly despite the fact that their courage was exercised in the 

service of injustice. We cal1 them brave precisely because we have a sense that no matter 

how it is executed, the simple capacity for steadfastness of soui is impressive and thus 

somehow noble. Laches exemplifies this inclination by his reluctance to cal1 harmful and 

wicked steadfastness ignoble; he is not wholly prepared to dismiss the impressiveness of 

steadfastness itself. 

Nor, however, is he whoiiy prepared to defend courage as noble without reference to 

its goals and effects. Whatever Laches' ultimate thoughts about whether a wicked action 

can still be noble, he refrains from agreeing that foolish steadfastness is courage. 

Because Laches will not forthrightly cal1 harmfùl and wicked steadfastness noble, 

Socrates concludes that he "will therefore not agree that steadfastness of this sort, at any 

rate, is courage, since it is not noble and courage is a noble thing" (192d7-8). Laches 

responds by saying, "what you Say is tme." While he is thus unwilling to deny firmly 
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that foolish steadfastness - insofar as it is harmful and wicked - is ignoble, Laches 

cannot bring himself to Say that it is noble either; and because he thinks that courage is 

noble, he cannot therefore cal1 foolish steadfastness courage. As much as he may admire 

the steadfastness that enables some to take enormous nsks or hold finn in temQing 

circumstances, the steadfastness that is for him most worthy of the name "courage" is not 

exhibited by fools or scoundreIs. What kind of steadfastness, then, deserves the name? 

Socrates suggests that it is opposite to foolish steadfastness. He gets Laches to agree that, 

according to his own argument, "prudent steadfastness would be courage" (1 92dlO- 1 1). 

Laches' agreement seems a decisive departure from his first definition of courage as 

standing one's ground. Only to the extent that standing one's ground is prudent would it 

seem to qualiQ as noble and therefore as courage. 

But Laches' agreement that "prudent steadfastness would be courage" is in fact rather 

tentative; he  says simply that "it seems so" (192d12). Why does he hesitate to accept the 

logical conclusion of his preceding agreements? If courage is both noble and a form of 

steadfastness, and if only prudent steadfastness is noble, then courage is prudent 

steadfastness. The problem seems to lie in the rneaning of the word that Socrates, with 

Laches' endorsement, uses to charactenze the steadfastness that is courage: "prudent." As 

we have just seen, the implication of the da im that courage is prudent steadfastness is 

that courage is properly so called only when it is exercised well, which means when it is 

guided by an intelligent mind aiming to produce good results. This would mean that 

courage must be judged according to whether or not the ends for which it is exercised are 

worthy and the means undertaken to those ends sensible. But we saw earlier that Laches 

was unwilling to judge courage by the ends it serves: he conceived of it as displayed in 



crucial "moments of tnith" as an end in itself. The heart of the courage displayed in 

"moments of truth" may seem to Laches very far removed from the cool calculation that 

characterizes prudent action. This underlying conception may be the cause here of 

Laches' reluctance to define courage as prudent steadfastness. Still, it is very revealing 

that Laches did not balk when Socrates initially (1 92c8-9) praised such steadfastness as 

good. Indeed, he there expressed a very high opinion of prudent steadfastness. He took, 

at Ieast with part of himself, the view that for courage to be admirable it must be guided 

by a rational mind for good purposes. But as Socrates begins to focus Laches7 attention 

more on the aftermath of courageous action than on that "moment of tmth," Laches 

grows more uncornfortable with understanding courage as govemed by prudence. The 

problem for Laches with prudence is connected tu what we have seen is Laches' wish to 

, treat courage as an end in itself rather than as a means to some fürther good. Thus, to the 

extent that prudent courage is a courage aimed at accomplishing a further good, Laches is 

reluctant to acknowledge that for courage to be noble, Le., a virtue, it must be prudent. 

Socrates' attempt to clarify with Laches the circumstances under which steadfastness is 

prudent and therefore courageous will fürther clari@ the reasons for Laches' reluctance. 

Socrates first asks Laches whether the capacity to be steadfast in spending money 

prudently is an example of prudent steadfastness, Le., courage. Laches is outraged by the 

suggestion, swearing by Zeus that it is not (192e5). But Socrates' suggestion is 

compatible with the claim b a t  he eadier made and that Laches accepted, namely, that it 

is possible to be courageous in pleasures as well as pains (1 9 1 d-e); if this is true, then 

someone who is steadfast in spending money prudently could be said to display courage 

in fending off temptations. However, Laches' outrage here is perfectly understandable; 
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there is nothing noble about this steadfastness. The prudent spender neither faces any 

danger nor acts for any noble end. Next, Socrates asks whether a doctor is courageous 

when he steadfastly refuses to give food or drink to his son or to someone else whose 

illness demands abstention. Again, Laches emphatically denies that this is an example of 

courage (1 93a 1). Unlike the prudent spender, the doctor who treats "someone else" 

might be understood to act for a nobler end; he Iooks &er the heaith and well-being of 

others. But this end does not appear to irnpress Laches; not only is the end for which he 

stnves still a rather low one, but also, as with the prudent spender, the doctor faces no 

dangers himself. To be sure, he must experïence some pain when he refuses to relieve his 

son's suffering. But he faces no danger in trying to treat either his son or "someone 

else." Neither the actions of the prudent spender or the tough-minded doctor capture for 

Laches the essence of courage. 

Socrates' draws out what is in Laches' rnind the essence of courage in his third 

attempt to define prudent courage. Here Socrates asks Laches about the courage of a 

soldier. Ln contrast, however, to his procedure in the previous two examples where he 

simpiy asked whether a certain kind of steadfastness was courageous, Socrates now zsks 

Laches to compare the courage of two men. Socrates asks him who is more courageous: 

the man who is "steadfast and willing to fight, calculating prudentIy and knowing that 

others will corne to his aid, that he wilI be fighting against fewer and inferior men than 

those he is with and that he holds stronger ground," or "the one in the opposite camp who 

is willing to remain standing his ground and to be steadfast" (Z93a4-9)? Unlike the 

prudent spender and much more so than the doctor, both these men exercise steadfastness 

in the rnost noble arena - war. The difference between the two lies in the risk that each 
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assumes, and Laches attributes greater courage to the fighter who takes the greatest risks. 

Now Laches' clairn that waniors who stand their ground despite poor odds are more 

courageous than those who stand firm in full knowledge of their superiority does accord 

with common sense. Precisely because of their supenonty, the latter group has less to 

fear and thus less need for courase. Yet, this fact has a troubling implication, for it 

suggests that courage is manifest most in those who have the least art or knowledge. 

Indeed, even as Laches maintains that the man without art or knowledge is the more 

courageous one, he acknowledges that his steadfastness is more foolish than the former's 

(1 93b2-3). 

Socrates pushes Laches' answer to its logical extreme: he shows that according to 

Laches' position, the more one knows when undertaking some risky enterprise, the less 

courageous one is. Laches is cornered into saying that the cavalry soldier who does not 

know horsemanship is more courageous than the one who does, that the archer who does 

not know the art of the bow is more courageous than the one who does, and that those 

who dive into wells or pefiorm any dangerous task without being "teribly clever" at their 

work are more courageous than their clever counterparts (1 93b-c). Laches is clearly 

fnistrated at having to agree to these things; when Socrates asks him whether he thinks 

that the ignorant diver is more courageous than the knowledgeable one, he says In 

exasperation, "what else would one Say, Socrates" (1 93c6)? Laches sees the logical 

necessity that forces him to agree here, but he resists doing so, surely for the sensible 

reason that unlike the unskilled soldier who stands his ground, someone who dives into a 

weii without knowing how to swim seems foolish rather than brave; the latter seems to 

risk his life for no good end. But despite Laches' awareness that he is agreeing to 



90 

something dubious, he maintains here nonetheless that h e  has said what he thinks 

(1 93 c6). 

Increasing Laches' discodort, Socrates points out the divergence between what 

Laches maintains now and his grudging concession earlier that foolish steadfastness is 

ignoble: "wasn't foolish daring and steadfastness revealed to us in what preceded to be 

shamefül and h a r m f ~ l ? " ~ ~  Indeed, Socrates continues, despite Laches' earlier praise for 

prudent steadfastness, he seems to be saying not only that steadfastness without 

knowledge is more courageous than prudent steadfastness but also that "this shameful 

thing, foolish steadfastness, is courage." Laches concedes that Socrates is right, but when 

Socrates presses fürther and asks him whether what they are saying now is, in Lacbes' 

opinion, "fine," Laches responds with an oath: "By Zeus, Socrates, not in my opinion" 

(1936d). As tempted as Laches is to cail those who act without knowledge courageous, 

he cannot affirm that courage is foolish steadfastness. 

On the other hand, he cmnot quite deny it either. He is tempted to view foolish 

steadfastness as courage because he thinks that, if prudence means, as Socrates' exarnples 

' 9  Socrates' rhetoricai machinations are evident here. First, by speaking of foolish 

daring as well as foolish steadfastness, he magnifies the recklessness of such 

steadfastness. Moreover, he now speaks of this steadfastness as shamefül and h a d u l  

rather than wicked and harmful. The substitution of "shameful" for "wicked" seems 

designed to intensify Laches' dissatisfaction with his present claim, since while Laches 

might b e  tempted to think that something wicked c m  be noble, he is unlikely to think the 

same of something shamefùl. Thus, Socrates makes Laches' earlier agreement that 

foolish steadfastness is ignoble seem to be much stronger than it in fact was. 
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suggest it does, knowledge that enables one to avoid the greatest risks, courage cannot be 

prudent steadfastness.20 Laches insists upon the greater courage of the ignorant warrïor 

because he rebels at the notion, implied especidly by Socrates' last example, that prudent 

courage enables one to miniDnize the dangers one faces. If the knowledgeable warrior is 

confident of his success, them he will be Iess Iikely to have to face that moment of truth 

that Laches thinks is crucial t-O courage. Courage's nobility seems to lie for him in the 

willingness and capacity to face the greatest dangers. What is most admirable about the 

ignorant warrior is that he risllcs the rnost in battie; he shows himself to be more willing to 

risk his life. Precisely, then, because the ignorant warrior acts in a certain sense 

"imprudently," Laches finds Piim admirable; overcoming his fears for himself and his life, 

Io Schmid cnticizes Laches in these exchanges for conceiving of prudence "in a 

merely technical sense" and i s o r i n g  the role of prudence in more broadly defining the 

ends of action, such as the gemeral's prudence in knowing that one should do whatever is 

necessary to achieve victory in war (1 99 1, 123). Laches is led to elevate the notion of 

foolish steadfastness, Schmid argues, only because he has defined prudence as what will 

keep a man safer. The difficuilty with Schmid's claim is that it does not take into account 

that Socrates chooses the examples of prudence that imply that it is knowledge of how to 

accomplish one's task while advancing or safeguarding one's own good. It is tme that 

Laches fails to correct him. B u t  by characterizing prudence in this way, Socrates 

highlights Laches' attraction ao the riskiness of noble courage. In choosing the examples 

of prudent steadfastness that h e  does, Socrates is doing precisely what Schmid denies he 

does (1 19): he uncovers a tension in Laches' earlier agreement that "steadfastness 

accompanied by prudence is noble and good." 
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the igorant or artless warrior nobly stands his ground. Here courage is noble for Laches 

because it involves disregarding concerns for one's own safety and the willingness to 

accept the greatest e v i k . ~ l  

Yet, again, Laches does not fimly believe that courase means the simple willingness 

to embrace any and al1 dangers. At the end of his exchange with Socrates, Laches is left 

frustrated and perplexed. While he rejects Socrates' suggestion that courage means 

prudently rninirnizing dangers, he rernains dissatisfied with the view that courage is 

foolish steadfastness. While he admits that his arguments have led to this view, he does 

not accept it as his own. He concludes that he simply cannot say what courage is (193e). 

As much as he wants to think of courage as the simple willingness to n s k  one's own life, 

he cannot bnng himself to endorse this version of courage. He has seen that if the core of 

courage is steadfastness in the face of the greatest risks and a corresponding willingness 

to accept whatever harrn this causes one to suffer, then any kind of foolish steadfastness 

c m  count as courage. According to this view, the ancient equivalent of bungee jumping 

is as much an example of courage as facing down a temeing enemy on the battlefield. 

Laches views courage as c'among the noblest things," but he is torn as to the nature of 

21 I thus disagree that Lachesy quandary is due merely to "thoughtlessness" 

(Devereux 1977, 134), to "cowardice" (O'Brien 1963, 141 -2), or to the fact that "he has 

not reflected on the role of intelligence ... in virtue" (Tessitore 1994, 1 19-20). Whereas 

these cornments imply that Laches' position is rooted in a misunderstanding, 1 argue that 

it is rooted in a deep, if unarticulated, understanding. Because Laches partly believes that 

courage is noble and that nobility means indifference to one's own good, he simply 

denies that courage is noble to the extent that i t  bolsters or furthers one's own good. 
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nobility. While in part Laches thinks that nobility is the simple willingness to stand one's 

ground, he also thinks that it is something admirable and respectable, i-e., not the posture 

of a fool. And he thinks that to nsk one's life for no good end is foolish. He intuits that a 

S ~ ~ O U S  human life involves more than the willingness to risk life and thus the mere 

willingness to risk one's life does not make that risk worthwhile. Therefore, no matter 

how splendid or noble is a man's wiHingness to assume great risks, Laches doubts that it 

can be tmly noble if  it is employed for trivial ends. Laches is thus confronted with the 

foIIowing problem: if courage is a noble steadfastness but neither prudent nor foolish 

steadfastness is noble, then in what does the nobility of courage consist? 

Laches' inability to answer this question can be explained if we consider why he 

overlooks a possible solution to the dilernma into which Socrates leads him. Prudent 

courage need not mean, d e r  d l ,  a courage informed by a knowledge that minimizes the 

danger of the endeavor to the soldier hirnself. Soldiers who fight pmdently in a battle 

may do so not to minimize the risk to themselves but to win victory for their city. 1s there 

not a kind of moral prudence that Iooks to a good broader or higher than that of the 

individual actor's own safety? CouId not a courage guided by this sort of prudence be 

noble by navigating between the two extremes described above? Such a courage is not 

ignobly prudent because he who exercises it does so fully prepared to risk everything 

hirnself; but it is also not foolish because it is exercised with a view to a noble end- But if 

such a courage is conceivable, why does Laches not mention it? His failure to do so is 

especially noteworthy since he earlier conceded to Socrates that even the Spartans, whom 

he so admires, employed less than noble tactics to win the battle against the Persians at 
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Plataea- CouId he not have cited Socrates' example of Plataea as an exarnple of prudent 

steadfastness, which insofar as it obtained a great victory for Sparta was ais0 noble?" 

Laches' failure to appeal to a mordly prudent courage at the very Least prevents him 

from suggesting a way in which courage could be both prudent and noble. But does his 

failure merely reveal an intellectuai shortcoming in Laches, or would the appeal in 

question fail to identifi a courage that Laches would regard as adequately noble? Ln 

other words, are there difficulties with this solution that suggest why it is not a solution 

for Laches? Let us recall that Laches never quite calied Socrates' presentation of the 

Spartans' conduct at Plataea courageous. His reluctance to do so seemed to be prompted 

by the fact that because their conduct could have appeared to be cowardly and because it 

used courage merely as a means to an end, it was insufficientiy noble. His lukewarm 

agreement with Socrates' exarnple suggested that he doubted that courage was as evident 

in the achievement of an objective, even if it was victory, as in the simple display of 

steadfastness. But is not the prudent exercise of steadfastness for the sake of the city 

noble and hence courageous? Would the nobility implicit in Nathan Hale's regret that he 

" Both Santas and Dobbs note that, by appealing to the existence of a "higher" or 

mord prudence that identifies as courageous those actions which are exercised for the 

sake of something worthy of one's life, Laches could have extricated himself from his 

contradictory position (Santas 1980, 192; Dobbs 1992, 838 n.8). Dobbs further argues 

that Socrates fails to make such an appeal for educative purposes; he means to provide 

Laches with "an opportunity to act courageously" by struggling to overcome his 

perplexity (1986, 838). These arguments assume that appealing to a moral prudence 

would solve Laches' perplexity. 1 will argue that it does not. 
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had but one !ife to lose for his country have been tarnished by the prudent avoidance of 

detection by the British? Why, then, does Laches fail to propose the position suggested 

above as a way out of his q u a n d q ?  

As we have seen, Laches resists treating courage as a means to a further end, and we 

must try to tease out why. Laches certainly considers the battlefieid to be the realm of 

courage. Now the most obvious objective of battle is to secure the good of the city. But 

this suggests that the courage men display on the batdefield is less important and 

worthwhile than the city itself; on this understanding, courageous men e i s t  and act for 

the sake of the city- If courage is noble when it serves the city's good, the question then 

arises as to what is the city's good that it serves? Most obviously, the city is devoted to 

the survival and secunty of its citizens. But how noble are such things? Can courage be 

understood as sufficiently noble if its purpose is to serve them? The problem cornes to 

sight most vividly if one thinks in terms of individuals. The soldier who nsks his life so 

that another may live seems to have acted most nobly- But if, in order to avoid being 

compelled to define courage as foolish steadfastness, we deny that his âction - his 

bravery in the moment of tmth - is the end itself, we seem forced to Say that his courage 

is a means to the other's living. On this view, life is more important than courage. But 

this view is unacceptable to Laches. hsofar as he admires most the steadfastness that is 

displayed under the greatest fire, he thinks that this very capacity is the most admirable 

for a human being. Laches does not think of offenng public-spirited courage as an 

example of courage that is both prudent and noble because to concede that the amazing 

capacity for steadfastness exists to serve other, less impressive ends is to demean what 

Laches thinks highest. Would this difficulty disappear if the city were to claim that it 
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exists for nobler ends than survival and security? Perhaps in Laches' mind the city would 

be sufficientiy noble and thus b e  worthy of one's sacrifice if it claimed to exist precisely 

to enable men to make just such sacrifices. This possibility, however, is not obviously 

more satisfying- It implies that one's sacrifice is sornehow made noble simply because it 

enables other citizens to rnake a similar sacrifice for others, and so on. In effect this 

position denies that there is any noble end to anyone's sacrifice; in this case there is only 

endless sacrificing with no good cause that makes any of the sacrifices worthwhile. 

Although Laches s e m s  to have a nagging sense that there is nothing about the city 

that is as noble as the courageous man's steadfastness on the battiefield, this is not the 

deepest reason for his failure to argue for a rnorally prudent steadfastness. Or, at least, 

this nagging sense emerges frorn something more fiindamental. As we have seen, if 

courage is a means to another's good, then, courage Ioses its essence as an activity which 

is somehow "good in itself," that is, a good greater than the ends to which it is a rneans. 23 

Laches thus fails to argue for a morally prudent steadfastness above ail because he 

refuses to treat the courageous man's courage as a tool for some further end. Laches is 

23 Some cornmentators (e.g., Blitz 1975, 2 1 1, 2 15; NichoIs 1987b, 274; Schmid 1992, 

10 1, 124-5; and Tessitore 1994, 127-8) argue that Laches represents civic courage, Le., 

the courage that takes its bearïngs above al1 by what will ensure the city's victory or well- 

being. But this argument is undermined by Laches' failure to point to the courage of men 

at Plataea or Themopylae or other batties as exarnples of prudent steadfastness that 

might qua l ie  as noble courage. Laches' view of courage is rooted less in what is good 

for the city than in what constitutes the most noble posture of the courageous person's 

own soul. 



unwilling to see courage as a means is because he resists treating virtue as primarily 

other-regarding, ix., as senring others' good. His inability to suggest a way out of his 

predicament reflects the fact that the virtuous individuai himself experiences the peak of 

life in the exercise of his virtue. 

Laches' inclination to admire steadfastness in the greatest dangers suggests that 

achieving supreme nobility at the "moment of truth" .3 genuine human flourishing and 

therefore the greatest individual good. But if this is so, why does Laches not defend 

courage in this way? As we have seen, one reason is that Laches does not altogether 

admire its exercise simply in itseK he cannot help agreeing that in order to be noble, such 

courage cannot be altogether hamiful or evil in its effects. But another reason Laches 

does not attempt to defend courage as good pi-imarily for the courageous man - good 

because through its exercise the courageous man experiences tme human fùlfilIment - 

may be because to defend the wiilingness to nsk one's life, even for the most nobIe 

cause, as the peak of human Iife is problematic. To defend courage as the peak of human 

life would be to argue that the prime conditions for human greatness are the times of 

greatest terror. And it would be deeply troubling to embrace the thought that the 

crowning moment of a man's life occurs only in the midst of evils. If Laches could 

wholeheartedly think of courage as the peak of life, he would wish for war and other 

terribly dangerous moments as opportunities to exercise his virtue. Kis unwiiiingness to 

endorse foolish steadfastness indicates that he wants to think that there is something more 

to a noble human Iife than risking oneself on the battlefield; but his refusal to endorse 

prudent steadfastness suggests that he is uncertain whether or not there is something more 

that is as noble and impressive as courage. Thus, at the end of his exchange with 
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Socrates, Laches indicates that-he does not consider any of their definitions of courage to 

be adequate. To Socrates he says, "in deed, it is likely, someone would declare that we 

partake in courage, but in speech, 1 think, he would not" (1 93e). Given how important 

courage is to him, he is deeply fmstrated by the conversa t i~n .~~ 

If Laches' and Socrates' conversation fails to yield a coherent definition of courage, 

their exchange may contain elements of what one would include. At the end of his 

examination of laches, rnoreover, Socrates suggests another element crucial to that 

account: a certain steadfastness or resolve in the face both of dangers and of uncertainty 

about what is the greatest good for hurnan beings- When Laches despairs over their 

failure to Say what courage is7 Socrates claims that they do know something about 

courage, since steadfastness itself may often b e  courage (l94a). He had originally given 

vecy high praise to the definition of courage as steadfastness of sou1 when Laches first 

z4 A sign of Laches' frustration and of the direction in which he seems inclined to 

look for the solution may be the frequency with which he makes oaths to the gods; he 

swears more frequently than anyone else in the dialogue. Laches' oaths may also suggest 

that he has a certain, perhaps hidden, hope that the gods cm resolve his dilemma, that 

they can make steadfastness accornpanied by prudence both noble and good, as he 

initially wants (192~8-9). Laches swears by Zeus when he tells Socrates that, having 

called courage both prudent and foolish steadfastness, they have not spokea nobly 

(193d10); his oath may be a not fûlly conscious appeai to the gods to harmonize the noble 

and the good and to make it possible for courage bath to be an amazing capacity to face 

the greatest dangers and something that can constitute the greatest good for a human 

being . 
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offered it. He notv implies that they wouId show- courage if they were to remain steadfast 

in their search for it (194a). Here courage seems to be a steadfastness in the pursuit of 

something good for the courageous man - wisdom about courage- But apparently in 

order to galvanize what seems to be Laches7 waning interest in their inquiry, Socrates 

gentiy appeals to his sense of sharne, suggesting that they must be steadfast "in order that 

courage herself not ridicule us, because we do not seek her courageously" (194a)- His 

need to appeal to Laches7 sense of sharne suggests that even the pursuit of clarity about 

one's own virtue can be painful and may therefore need to be bolstered by a passion other 

than simple concern for one's own good. 

The character of Socrates' appeal to shame is worth noting. Ordinarily, shame does 

not seem to encourage radical or probing thinking; it is usually rooted in and activated by 

a profound dependence on conventional opinion. hdeed, at the end of the dialogue, 

Socrates suggests that shame c m  impede one's education: when Socrates exhorts al1 

present to seek teachers in order to correct what have been revealed to be defects in their 

understanding of virtue, he adds, citing Homer, that being needy men, they cannot let 

ridicule prevent them frorn seeking teachers despite their advanced age (20 1 a-b; cf. 

Odyssev XVP1.347). Socrates implies that a vigorous pursuit of wisdom demands that 

one be willing to defy common opinion. But Socrates' appeai to Laches' shame here is 

not to a conventional notion of shame. He does not appeal to Laches' sense of shame 

before others but rather before a virtue: "courage herself." An appeal to this sort of 

shame seems more likely than its conventional counterpart to make Laches, ând the 

young boys present, take their bearings from the aspiration to virtue itself rather than 
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from the opinions of others. Et seems much more likely to spark the steadfastness or 

resolve needed to acquire wisdom, i-e., something different from conventional opinion. 

But whether this notion of courage, which seems not to treat courage as an end in 

itself, would satise Laches is highly doubtful. Ifthe acquisition of wisdom seems a less 

vulgar end for courage to attain than, e g ,  money management, it does not obviously 

require the tremendous steadfastness and tenacity under fire that impresses Laches. 

Indeed, Laches' reaction to Nicias' attempt to define courage shows how little inclined he 

is to associate wisdom with courage. Nicias is just the opposite; making prudence the 

centerpiece of his definition of courage, he argues that courage is the knowledge that 

allows one to pursue one's own good. As we will see, however, Nicias' definition fares 

little better than Laches'; it tums out to be fraught with significant difficulties of its own. 



Chapter 3 

Socrates' Exchange with Nicias 

Nicias' Socratism 

Laches' inability to decide whether courage is prudent or foolish steadfastness leaves 

him and Socrates without a coherent account of courage. Socrates therefore appeals to 

Nicias to help them discover one. Acceding to Socrates' plea, Nicias daims that "each of 

us is good in those things with respect to which he is wise and bad in those with respect 

to which he is without leaming." He therefore concludes that "if the courageous man is 

good, clearly he is wise" (1 94d). 

Nicias thus sides with the part of Laches that resists equating courage with 

foolishness. He claims that one's goodness or virtue depends upon the possession of 

knowledge. Socrates forcefully affirms Nicias' formulation: "What you Say, Nicias, is 

true indeed, by Zeus!" This is not surprising, since Nicias has only offered what he has 

"often" heard Socrates say (194~).  But to Say that the courageous man must be wise does 

not yet explain what courage is. Indeed, Laches claims not to understand what Nicias 

means. Socrates claims that he does, but in repeating Nicias' formdation, he rephrases 

it; he daims that Nicias is saying aot that the courageous man is wise but that courage '5s 

a certain wisdom" (1 94d). Mocking this suggestion, Laches asks Socrates to explain 

himself. Socrates diverts Laches' attention to Nicias, giving the Iatter the responsibiiity 

of explaining a definition that he did aot quite offer. In order to make Nicias offer a more 

precise version of the definition he has put in his mouth, Socrates offers examples of the 

sorts of knowledge that courage surely is not, such as knowledge of how to play musical 

instruments. Laches chimes in to approve of Socrates' Iine of questioning: "Let hirn say 



what he asserts courage is" (194e). Nicias nses to the challenge: "This, Laches, is what ]L 

say it is: the knowledge (episrêmê) of terrible and emboldening things in war and in al1 

other things7' (195a1-2, emphasis added)? Ifthis is more precise than the first definition 

Socrates attnbuted to him, it is hardly crystal-clear- What exactly is this knowledge? 

And does it make courage both noble and good in the way that Laches wants it to be? 

Nicias' definition, as many scholars note, bears a striking resemblance to what 

Socrates says about courage elsewhere. In the Protagoras he c a s  courage wisdom 

(sophin) about what things are terrible and what things are not (Protagoras 360d5). 

Indeed, some commentators suggest that Nicias here is the mouthpiece for Socrates' own 

thesis that virtue is know1edge.- This is incorrect. While there is a great similarity 

between the two definitions, Nicias' cannot be understood as a stand-in for Socrates' 

view. The claim that Nicias and Socrates define courage the same way ignores, first, the 

fact that Socrates coaxes Nicias into giving his own definition of courage (cf. 194d 1 with 

195al) and, second, that his definition differs frorn what Socrates says in the Protagoras. 

Not only does Socrates there speak of wisdom rather than of knowledge (cf. 195al with 

1 The Greek word being translated as "terrible" is deinon. -4Ithough "temble" in 

coIIoquiai English means "bad," its Iiteral meaning in English, namely, terriQing is the 

sense intended by the Greek word- Cf  Nichols 1987a7 250 n. 17. 

2 See especially Santas 1980, 1 95 n. 10, 202. Devereux (1977, 136- 14 1) agrees but 

suggests that difficulties revealed in the definition provide evidence that Plato distances 

himself from Socrates. As my own account shows, I disagree with Devereux's premise 

that Nicias is Socrates' mouthpiece and thus also with his conclusion that the refbtation 

of Nicias' definition evinces Plato' s break with Socrates. 



194d5),3 but Nicias, unlike Socrates, includes knowledge of "emboldening things" as part 

of the knowledge that is courage, and he says that courage is knowledge of these things 

"both in war and in al1 other thines" (195a1, emphasis added). It is perhaps because 

Socrates suspects that Nicias does not share the view of courage that he offers in the 

Protagoras that he presses Nicias to go beyond merely repeatîng what he has "often 

heard" Socrates Say to define courage in his own words. 

Staying within the confines of the Laches, we can easily discem a glaring difference 

between Nicias' second or own definition and his first or parroted account, which 

received Socrates' enthusiastic endorsement. To Say, as Nicias initially does, that the 

courageous man is wise if he is good is to Say only that the goodness of courage depends 

on its being accompanied by wisdorn, i-e., that courage resuires wisdom. This does not 

necessanly imply, as Niciasy Iater formulation does, that courage .3 knowledge. Indeed, 

that the two accounts differ - and therefore that Nicias is not Socrates' mouthpiece - 

appears from the fact that Socrates seerns explicitly to dissociate himself from Nicias' 

It is hard to know the significance of the use of these different words. Arktode 

attributes different meanings to them: epislêmê seems to describe a scientific knowledge 

of principles according to which the same outcome aiways occurs, whereas sophin seems 

to refer to a broader, more comprehensive understanding (see 1 139b 15-35, 1 140b30- 

I 141a20). Whatever Aristotle may mean by these terms, the extent to which they 

indicate a difference in Socrates' and Nicias' views of courage can only be discemed by 

first teasing out, as Socrates proceeds to do, what precisely Nicias means by "the 

knowledge of temble and emboldening things" and in what way such knowledge makes 

the courageous man good. 



definition; when Laches protests that Nicias is speaking stupidly, he says in response that 

they must therefore "teach Nicias" (1 95a7). 

The subsequent conversation treats Nicias as a potential expert on courage. This may 

or even must seem strange to anyone familiar with Athenian history. For, as Thucydides 

and Plutarch both report, Nicias was fearful and superstitious; he hardly seems to be 

obviously qualified to advise on courage.While  he may be at the height of his power in 

Athens at the time of the dialogue's setting, his extreme caution and susceptibility to 

divination Iater condemn the Sicilian expedition not only to faihre but to "totai 

destruction." Not only does his caution lead hirn to conduct the Athenian campaign tSat 

he leads in Sicily poorly (see Orwin 1994, 120-2 1), but when disaster befalls the 

Athenian forces he delays retreating from the island despite the great vulnerability of his 

fleet for "thrice nine" days because he interprets a lunar eclipse as requiring that he stay 

put (Thucydides, Vl1.50). Part of our task in this section, then, is to understand why a 

man known for neither his courage nor his reasonableness is the spokesman for a hyper- 

rational account of courage. As we will see, Nicias' fearfulness accounts for his hyper- 

rationalism and for his eventual rejection of it; because he sets very high standards for 

"hile Thucydides never calls Nicias a coward, he does describe hirn as "somewhat 

overaddicted to divination and practices of that kind" (W.50). Plutarch suggests that 

Nicias "dreaded the divine powers extremeiy" (1864, 629) and calls him "cowardly" and 

%uperstitious" (628, 639, 645). Nicias was also a target of Anstophanes, who coined 

words that meant "to delay victory like Nicias" (Birds 638) and "to get or become 

flustered like Nicias" (Kni ghts 3 5 8). 



knowledge, his retreat from knowledge, when it fails to five up to those standards, is both 

swifi and complete. 

Courage as Knowledge 

As we have said, Nicias offers a hyper-rational definition of courage. He rejects the 

Iess radical and more defensible view that courage resuires knowledge. This latter view, 

after d l ,  makes a certain sense. At the rnost basic level, displaying courage is not 

possible unless certain epistemologicai conditions are satisfied. For  someone to be brave, 

he must at a minimum know that he faces danger. The man who walks through a 

daagerous neighborhood with no inkling that it is dangerous is not courageous. But even 

more could be  said on behaif of the more limited daim that courage requires wisdom. 

For any mildly thoughtfiil person can be, like Laches, made to take seriously the 

possibility that the courageous man must understand something of  the uses for which 

courage should be employed in order to act truly courageously. Individuals exhibit great 

daring in a vanety of ways. But insofar as they do so foolishly or in a manner that 

causes great harm, human beings balk at speaking of them as fülly courageous. As we 

have seen with Laches, people who are serious about courage c m  be led to resist 

attributing it to fods or scoundrels. 

To concede the importance of some knowledge to courage is not to identify courage 

with knowledge. The strangeness of Nicias' identification of the two  is underlined by the 

disgust in Laches' reaction to it. After insisting that ccwisdom is doubtless distinct from 

courage," Laches swears by Zeus that Nicias is "talking rubbish" (195a5-7). Laches 

seems to think that Nicias is making no effort to help them identie courage but is rather 

resorting to sophistry. To prove his point, Laches relies on the fact that Nicias referred to 



knowledge of "terrible and emboldening things" in giJ areas of life. He cites examples of 

artisans who know the "temble and emboldening things" in their fields but who hardly 

seem courageous for that reason (195b-c). Can a doctor who knows the terrible things in 

medicine, Le., illnesses, redly be called courageous? 1s a f m e r  courageous for knowing 

about crop pests? 

Laches, however, has apparentiy misunderstood Nicias, for Nicias denies that a 

doctor is courageous "in any way at d l "  (195b7). But if. according to Nicias, courage is 

knowledge about terrible and emboldening things, why is courage not medical 

knowledge, according to him? 1s not knowledge of, as Nicias puts it, "what is 

unwholesome m d  healthful" for the sick knowledge of something terrible and 

emboldening? Perhaps Nicias denies that the doctor's knowledge is courageous because 

in his capacity as doctor, his knowledge concerns what is temble for his patients rather 

than for himself. While his patients may take dangerous risks for the sake of their health, 

the doctor's knowledge does not lead the doctor himself to undertake any risky endeavor. 

That Nicias has such considerations in mind is suggested by the fact that war is the only 

field he mentions by name where knowledge of the terrible and emboldening things 

constitutes courage ("both in war and in al1 other things" [192a]). Indeed, his mention of 

war suggests that he thinks courage operates where human beings are forced to confront 

not just dangers to themselves but grave dangers. After dl ,  the f m e r  whose crops are at 

risk differs from the doctor in that he faces the danger of persona1 losses, but Nicias also 

denies that farmers possess courage, perhaps because die famier's knowledge does not 

lead him to undertake dangers comparable to those one faces "in war." We cannot 

conclude, however, that Nicias thinks that courage is knowledge conceming only mortal 



dangers like war, for we do not know what exactiy he rneans by speaking of the 

knowledge of terrible and ernboldening things in "dl things" other than war. 

But even if we conclude that Nicias rneans to cal1 courage knowledge of the most 

terrible things for oneself, his formulation remains puzzling. How can courage not only 

involve but actually be knowledge of (genuinely) terrible things when such knowledge 

hardly seems to guarantee one's ability to face terrors well? One rnight, for instance, find 

it necessary to jump from a burning building in order to Save one's tife yet still be unabie 

to do so. This may explain why Nicias does not Say simply that courage is knowledge of 

terrible things. He says that it is knowledge as well of "the emboldening things," as 

though knowing that we possess things like strength or ski11 ernboldens us to confront 

dangers. Nicias seems not to think that courageous action is possible without the 

knowledge that one has good reason at least to hope to triumph over dangers. If 

knowledge of terrible things, then, supplies a necessary condition for courageous action, 

it seems not to supply a sufftcient one; knowledge of emboldening things is also needed 

in order for one to be able to in a courageous fashion. We c m  now provisionally 

explain Nicias' opaque definition as follows: courage is both the knowledge that one 

must face something temble for oneself - a sufficiently momentous and perhaps even 

mortal danger - and the knowledge that gives one hope of overcorning it- 

Yet this provisional explmation still does not show how knowledge suffices to 

constitute courage. Insofar as one's knowledge of emboldening things gives one onIy 

reasonable houes of overcoming danger, rnight not one stili need something else to face it 

weli? This question indicates that we do not yet understand the knowledge that is 

courage according to Nicias. The sequel helps to cIari@ it. M e r  Laches argues that 



doctors and farmers are not courageous, Socrates asks Nicias to respond to this point. 

Although he has said that he agrees with Laches, Nicias still insists that courage is 

knowledge. He proceeds to explain why what doctors and farmers know does not qualify 

as the knowledge he has in mind. Focusing on doctors, Nicias maintains that they lack 

knowledge of whether "it is terrible for someone to be heaithy rather than to be sick." 

This, not knowledge of "what is healthful and unwholesome," is what counts. While 

artisans rnay koow what is generally good and bad in their own arts, they do not know 

what is buly good and bad for an individual. Nicias argues, with Laches' agreement, that 

it is not always better for people to survive illnesses (1 95c-d). He thereby implies that 

although doctors may know that health is in generai good, in their capacity as doctors 

they do not know whether it is good for a particular individual. He does not elaborate, 

but he rnay have in mind examples like that of the man who has lived so long that dl his 

fnends and loved ones, even his children, have died. Nicias implies that if the doctor 

knows how to keep such a man alive, the courageous man knows whether or not the 

doctor should do so. This helps us better to grasp what Nicias means by "the knowledge 

of terrible and ernboldening things." For Nicias such knowledge seems not just to inspire 

hope that an evil can be overcome but rather to teach whether the evil should be 

overcome, Le., to teach whether what is evil under most conditions tmly is evil in a 

particular case. This suggests that what Nicias has in mind is knowledge of what is truly 

good for an individuai- 

Now this understanding of courage may seem extreme or just plain odd; we shall 

soon see that Laches has no idea what to make of it. Common sense does not cal1 

courageous oniy those who act out of a certainty that they pursue the best course of 



action. On the contrary, we tend to describe as courageous those who act boIdly in the 

face of uncertainq. In effect, Nicias' definition impties that one is courageous only when 

one knows what is tmly  best - for oneself and for others. But this characterization of 

courage is not wholly contrary to cornmon sense either. As Nicias and Laches earlier 

agreed, when virtue is present, it makes the soul better (190b4-6; cf. 185e13). Their 

agreement on this reflects the common-sense view that virtue is somehow good for the 

virtuous man himself and  for those on whose behalf he exercises his virtue. Nicias' 

definition of courage seizes upon and takes to an extreme that aspect of comrnon sense 

that holds that to the extent that he is understood as virtuous, the courageous man both 

knows what he is doing and accornplishes something good. 

Or has his definition in fact done tbis? In denying courage to doctors, Nicias 

indicated that they do mot know whether "it is better for al1 to Iive and not better for many 

to die." But that an inclfividual might be better off dead may not quite mean that death is 

sood for him. Nicias may  mean only that the courageous man must know how to choose 

the lesser of two evils - and not necessarily an intrinsically choiceworthy good. Indeed, 

if one always knew how to obtain only such goods, one's knowledge might seem not to 

constitute but to precluaie courage. In the spirit of Laches' earlier resistance to the claim 

that courage is prudent steadfastness, common sense would hold that courage is 

unnecessary for the mari who knows that goods lie ahead for him, for he has nothing to 

fear. The situation woinld be very different if one's knowledge enabled one only to 

compare or judge amomg various evils- Such knowledge would be  usefûl but would also 

leave room for somethimg in addition to knowledge, e.g., steadfastness of soul. 



While this latter position may accord with common sense, it is not Nicias'. It does, 

however, highlight the puzzle in Nicias' definition: how c m  courage be en tir el^ 

knowledge? To take the example Nicias mentions in his definition, we can easily 

imagine soldiers facing death bravely in war because they "know" that dying for their 

city is preferable to the dishonor of flight or the deaths of their loved ones. But death is 

such a painful prospect to contemplate that one must wonder if knowledge - alone - 

suffices to inspire courageous actions- Or might not knowledge, especially when it 

conceins only a cornparison of eviis, waver in the face of a choice between apparent 

evils? Echoosing the lesser of two evils is the best one can do under certain conditions, 

the question is wbether one will not lose sight of the conditions that rnake this choice 

sensible. Because human beings do not Iive only in the moment, they c m  hope for a 

change in conditions. Much seems to depend on one's time frarne. Were the aging 

invalid we mentioned earlier, for example, to recover from his illness and fa11 in Iove 

again, it would be much harder to Say that the death that would end his present pain is 

really best for him. Indeed, insofar as one cannot know enough tmIy to know what is 

best under the circumstances, rnight not the hope for the eventual arriva1 of a genuine 

good, as opposed to merely the lesser of two evils, prove so strong that one cannot be 

courageous enough to settle for the latter? 

In light of these considerations, we should consider carefully whether Nicias, at least, 

truly thinks that the knowledge of a good-in-the-circumstances adequately qualifies as 

courage. That he does not is suggested when he clarifies his claim that courageous men 

know the temble and emboldening things. In order to explain further to the skeptical 

Laches what such men know, Nicias argues that "the same things that are terrible for 



those for whom it is profitable (Zzdelei) to die" are not the same as the things that are 

terrible "for those for whom it is profitable to live" (19564-9, emphasis added). 

What does it mean to speak of its being "profitable" to die? If death under certain 

conditions might be better than the alternatives, it might make sense to Say that it is best 

to die. But it is strange in such a situation to Say that it is profitable to die; to choose the 

lesser of two evils is to cut one's 10sses.~ We ordinarily think of profit as a gain. How, 

then, does Nicias think that death c m  be profitable? Perhaps Nicias thinks that if one 

lives a s ~ ~ c i e n t l y  virtuous life and dies nobly, e-g., by obtaining victory for the city, 

one's death could be profitable because it could bring one everlasting glory. The 

dialogue, however, offers no indication that Nicias is a man concemed with everlasting 

glory. hdeed, Nicias' praise for the new kind of hoplornachia was based Iargely on its 

contribution to ensuring individuai safety in battle. The prudence and cautiousness that 

characterize Nicias7 speech there are not emblematic of a man seeking glory . Rather, 

One could Say, as Socrates does at Republic 406d-e and 408a-b, that in some cases, 

e.g., where a man is extremely ill, it may no longer be profitable for him to live; such a 

man may simply no longer reap any benefits fiom life. But this statement differs from 

Nicias', which says that one can actuaily profit from death. The strangeness of Nicias' 

use of "profitable" here is not, rnoreover, merely a problem with our translation. The 

word translated as "profitable" is used frequently by Socrates in a way that entirely 

conforms to our ordinary understanding of profitable as producing a positive good rather 

than as warding off a greater evil or resigning oneself to a lesser one. For such uses, see 

Republic 4446-e, 591a-b; Theaetetus 181b; Statesman 294e; Alcibiades 113d; Gorpjas 

478c. 



Nicias seems to be a man of caution who does al1 he can to avoid bringing any misfortune 

upon himself.6 

An earlier passage in the dialogue suggests another way, more in accord with Nicias' 

cautious character, in which he could conceive of death as profitable. In the course of 

explaining why he is willing to be ekamined by Socrates, Nicias explains that a concern 

for living sufficiently nobly and thus a willingness to "suffer" Socrates' examinations is 

necessary for anyone who "takes forethought concerning his life aftenvard" (lori epeita 

bion, 188b l).7 The ambiguity of the language leaves it unclear whether Nicias wants to 

This picture is bolstered by both Plutarch's and Thucydides' accounts of Nicias. 

Plutarch attributes the failed Sicilian expedition in large part to Nicias7 excessive caution, 

arguing that "his reflection, his deliberateness, and his caution, let slip the time for 

action" (1 864, 638-40). Thucydides' portrait reveals a Nicias whose fear of misfortune 

makes him not only extrernely cautious in practical and political matters (Y 17) but also 

scrupulous in fulfilling his duties towards the gods. Nicias' final speech in Thucydides' 

work indicates that he believes that his great virtue, particularly his piety, will save him 

from misfortune (VII.77; see also V. 17 and Orwin 1994, 13 6-3 9). 

The exact nature of the "life aftenvard" or "future" to which this phrase refers is 

ambiguous. Blitz (1975,203 and especially 219) and Schmid (1992, 194) take i t  to refer 

to an afterlife. Nichols (1 987a, 25 1) translates the phrase so as to leave open the 

possibility of this interpretation. W. R M. Lamb, in the Loeb edition translates this 

phrase as "the rest of his life," thereby excluding this possibility. Socrates' uses of this 

phrase fail to settle the issue, since they point in both directions. At Phaedo 90e, Socrates 

is clearly speaking about "the rest of one's life"; at Re~ublic  6 19a-b and Gorgias 527e, 



know how to become more noble simply for the sake of the rest of his mortal life or out 

of a concern for how he might fare after his death. But this ambiguity, coupled with his 

later statement that death c m  be profitable, does more than tip the balance in favor of the 

view that Nicias thinks that if a man Iives sufficiently nobly or virtuously, death can be 

profitable for him. For if by living sufficiently nobly, one c m  not only avoid misfortune 

in this life but obtain a reprieve from the worst possible fate after death then it may, in 

fact, be possible for death to be profitable. It is, f i e r  d l ,  perfectly human to hope that if 

one lives weLl, one could f a e  well afier death8 

however, Socrates undoubtedly refers to a future life, Le., a life that one has after death. 

8Despite Homer's stark portrait of Hades, even ancient Greeks seem to have held this 

hope. According to Homer's standard teaching, al1 souls receive the same fate after 

deatti; they reside in the shadowy, miserable place called Hades (Iliad XX. 60-66; 

Odyssev XI. 475-490, XXN 6-10). If this teaching captured everything the Greeks 

believed about the afterlife, it wouid seem to mle out the possibility that Nicias could 

think that there is a happy, eternal life for those who are worthy. But this is not the only 

or even definitive Greek teaching about what man can expect after death. 

Strong evidence of this, and evidence highly relevant for Our purposes, can be found 

in Plato's dialogues. In the Goroias, for exarnple, Socrates recounts to Callicles a myth 

about the afterlife in which human beings are rewarded or punished according to the way 

in which they have lived their lives. The myth suggests that those who have lived justly 

and piously will go after they die to the "Isles of the Blessed," where they will "dwell in 

totd happiness apart from evils." By contrast, those who have lived unjustly and 

godlessly will go "to the prison of retribution and judgment which they cal1 Tartarus" 



(523a-b). The existence of such re~vards and punishments after death are not, moreover, 

mere inventions of Plato's Socrates. Caliicles rnay consider what Socrates describes to 

be a myth, but Caliicles is clearly famif iar with the tale (523 a l  -2). We see further 

evidence of the prevalence of these views about the afterlife arnong the ancient Greeks in 

Plato's Republic. The old father, Cephaius, certainly a representative of traditional Greek 

piety, does not believe that the same fate awaits al1 men after death. He claims that the 

man who is unaware of having committed any unjust deed has "sweet and good hope" 

which eases his "suspicion and terror" about what rnay happen to him d e r  his death 

(330e-33 la). Indeed, there are numerous references Plato's dialogues to teachings that 

promise the just either a blissfùl existence after death, or another, better Iife and threaten 

the unjust with some kind of punishment. (See Republic 363c-e, 6 14b-6 19e; Phaedo 

107c- 1 OSc, 1 12e- I 1 Sa; A_DOIOW of Socrates 40c-4 1 c.) 

We do not, moreover, find such promises only in PIato. Pindar's depiction of an 

afterlife in which gods reward or punish mortais according to their virtue and justice is an 

exampie of the kind of tales with which Plato's characters would have been familiar. He 

describes the existence of a "judge below the earth" who rules on "crimes committed in 

this realm of Zeus" and the fact that "in the presence of the honored gods, those who 

gladly kept their oaths enjoy a iife without tears, while the others undergo a toi1 that is 

unbearable to Iook at" (Olvrnpian II. 5 5-67; see also Nernean 1-65-72) If other Greek 

poets do not discuss such posthumous rewards and punishments as explicitly, this does 

rnean that these poets deny their existence. There are even exceptions to Homer's 

general depiction of man's fate afier death as uniformly horrible. Sisyphus, Tityos, and 

Tantaius, for example, al1 received unique and especially gruesome punishments for 



having offended the gods (see O d ~ s s e y  M. 576-593, cf. Pindar, Olvmpian 1. 52-62). By 

contrast, the goddess Persephone allowed the seer Teirisias the unique privilege of 

keeping his mind when he went to  Hades (Odyssey X. 490495). Menelaus is allowed by 

the gods to escape death altogether and is sent, not to Hades, but to the Elysian fields, 

where he enjoys, "the easiest life for mortais" (IV. 56 lff), and Odysseus is almost given 

immortality by Kdypso. Even according to Homer, then, the gods could make death 

more or less terrible for mortals (N. 136,205-210. See also Aeschylus, Supplices 228). 

On the basis of just such tales, scholarly opinion also seems to agree that the notion of 

unique rewards and punishments after death had a strong foundation in Greek tradition. 

Scholars focus especially on the role of the chthonioi, or, the earth-bound as opposed to 

Olympian gods (Guthrie 195 1 , 2  16- 19, 254-59; Rohde 1966, 156-62, 2 17-1 8; Burkert 

1985, 197-99). It is suggested that by the fifth century, the Homeric tales about the 

Olympian gods and these older chthonioi taies had become intertwined in such a way that 

together they provided the basis for a more complex notion of the afterlife, Le., one in 

which, depending on his actions in life, a man couid have either etemal happiness or 

suffer eternal punishment in death, than is the dominant thmst of Homer's portrait,. For 

example, Homer's "Elysium," Le., the place to which Menelaus was sent when he wzs 

spared death, became, for the worshippers of the Eleusinian mysteries, the place of 

etemal bliss to which initiates went after death (Guthrie, 195 1, 28 1, 290-29 1 ; Mylonas 

1961,226). 

Indeed, the most explicit promise of rewards and punishments &ter death came from 

the religious cult that worshipped the Eleusinian mysteries. Even as it remained shrouded 

in mystery, the cult of the Eleusinian mysteries was very prominent in fi% century 



Athens. According to Erwin Rohde, "large numbers not from Athens alone but from the 

whole of Greece sought eagerly to enter the state of grace vouchsafed to the worshippers 

at Eleusis" ( 1966, 225-29). The mysteries appear to have quite explicitIy promised that 

its initiates would be rewarded with a blissful afterlife, in which they would be delivered 

from al1 pains (see, Homeric Hymn "To Demeter" 480E, Mylonas 196 l , Z 3  8,26 1,  266, 

28 1-283). The details of the afterlife, including how precisely one becomes worthy of 

rewards remain mysterious. Anstophanes, however, alludes to these details when in his 

Frocs, Heracles tells Dionysus that on the way to Hades, one passes the unjust, who are 

"stuck in a great sea of mud," because, among other things, they have injured a guest or 

host, molested a child, beat up parents, or broken an oath. Heracles goes on to note that 

on this path, one also passes those initiated into the mysteries, who, by contrast, live "in 

sunlight7' and are surrounded by the "sweet sound of flutes" (145-165). 

To return to Nicias himself and whether he would have held out hope for or fear of 

such rewards and punishments, we should note that during his life, the "mysteries" were 

certainly wideiy revered. In fact, so seriously were they taken that opponents of 

AIcibiades were able to stir sentiment against him and recaI1 him from the largest rnilitary 

mission ever undertaken by Athens, the Sicilian expedition, so that he might stand trial 

for mocking the "mysteries" (see Thucydides VI. 28, 53). One could even be sentenced 

to death for revealing h e m  (cf. Andocides, "On the Mysteries"). In light of the 

possibilities sketched by the mysteries as well as by Pindar, and even by Homer, ancient 

Greeks of Nicias' time would have had reason to hope or fear that they too could receive 

such rewards or punishments after death. Far from injecting a wholly new strand into 

traditional Greek piety, Plato's Socrates seems to develop an existing one. Indeed, he 



Laches takes Nicias to mean that he who has profitable knowledge of the sort Nicias 

describes must at Ieast be able to predict the future- When Socrates asks Laches whether 

he understands what Nicias is saying, Laches insists that he does; he says that Nicias is 

"calling divinen courageous" (195e).9 In fact, Laches understands Nicias to be saying 

that only diviners c m  be courageous, because only diviners c m  know whether or not 

some good wiil result from an action. Not surpnsingly, Laches scoffs at the possibility 

that only diviners can be courageous. First, such an account of courage excludes those 

whorn Laches considers to be most courageous. To insist that courage requires certain 

knowledge Siat some good or, more precisely, some profit will result from one's action, 

is to deny courage to the man who stands his ground or marches fonvard in his formation 

on the battlefield but cannot interpret omens. Second, this account of courage seerns to 

elirninate the need for courage understood as Laches understands and admires it, namely, 

may have intended his numerous accounts of the existence of reward and punishment in 

an afterlife to illuminate what is expiicit in the cult of the mystenes and latent in Homer, 

namely, the true, if not fùlly self-conscious, object of certain powefi l  hopes and f e u s  in 

the human heart. 

9 Greeks typically believed that any occurrence that was not entirely a rnatter of 

course, such as a sudden sneeze or an eclipse, was a sign through which the gods meant 

to indicate their will. Diviners or seers would interpret these apparent signs as indicating 

how the gods wanted human beings to act (Cicero 1997, 2.5). Herodotus describes how 

the Greeks and Persians at Plataea remained encarnped opposite each other for ten days 

because the omens obtained by each side were unfavorable for an attack (lX.36). For a 

scholarly treatment of divination, see Burkert 1985, 1 1 1 - 13. 



as noble risk-taking. Nicias has implied that death is not terrible for a man for whom it is 

profitable to die and that the courageous man knows how to profit from death- Such a 

man would be less admirable in Laches' eyes insofar as he has less need for the 

steadfastness that Laches thinks is the essence of courage- Even if a course of action is 

painful, if someone knows that it will lead to his profit, he will in fact need far less of 

what Laches thinks is courage. 

Nicias, however, does not back down before the scoffing Laches- Rather, he 

indicates that Laches does not grasp just how comprehensive is the knowledge he h2s in 

mind. He denies that he means diviners are courageous; they, he says, "know only the 

s i p s  of the things that will be - whether death or illness or loss of property will come to 

someone or victory or defeat either in war or in some other cornpetition" (195e-196a). 

Nicias does not deny that diviners know the future or that it is some kind knowledge that 

is crucial for courage. What we have seen is Nicias' concern with profit, however, 

explains why, according to Nicias, the diviner's knowledge is not courageous: if diviners 

only know the outcorne of future events and not the whole future for each individual, they 

cannot know whether an individual witl profit from the event. As Nicias goes on to Say, 

"whether it is better for someone either to suffer or not to suffer these things - why does 

it belong to the diviner to judge rather than to anyone else at dl?" (196a1-4) He implies 

that even if diviners know something about the hture, they do not know about the whole 

of human life - including perhaps what the gods want from human beings - and they 

therefore do not know what is tmly profitable for a human being. Their predictions about 

particular instances provide insufficient guidance about how to live. 



Let us not forget that the knowledge Nicias calls courage surveys both temble and 

emboidening things. Our interpretation to this point has suggested that Nicias thinks 

human beings cm tmly face temble things, or evils, courageously only if they know how 

their actions will ultimateiy be profitable to them. This interpretation receives further 

support from his statement that the courageous man knows whether it is better for 

someone either to suffer or not to suffer things such as "death or illness or loss of 

property" (196a). Nicias' statement suggests that one could choose not to suffer "these 

things," which include death. Now surely Nicias does not think he cm indefinitely 

choose not to die. His speaking, though, of choosing not to suffer it suggests at least that 

h e  thinks it can be delayed. In light of the preceding argument, his statement as a whole 

suggests that he thinks one cm delay death and other evils until they are profitable. 

Can human beings on their own possibly effect such delays, or are they possible only 

through the providential intervention of external forces? Nicias suggests here at least that 

we are not simply at the mercy of forces beyond our control. l0 He seems to think that a 

certain kind of knowledge, namely, courage, has such power; according to Nicias, there 

seems to be a knowtedge that can tell us not only of profitable goods but also which 

apparent evils (or goods) are profitable for us, and this enables us to submit to the latter 

when and only when they are no longer genuine evils.ll The knowledge in question 

Io To Say that we are not at the mercy of extemal forces is not to Say that we do not 

require their assistance; we may be able to affect the degree to which they will help us. 

1' Schmid's account of Nicias' statements here resembles mine. He maintains, 

though, that if the knowledge Nicias speaks about is indeed knowledge of one7 s own 

good, Nicias7 claims must be c'sophistic'7 rather than "Socratic" and therefore incorrect 



would seem to be so great that one may wonder if human beings can possibly possess ic 

indeed, Laches scoffs at Nicias' claim, saying that according to Nicias' definition only a 

god could be courageous (196bl). As both BLitz (1975,219) and Schrnid (1992, 142-45) 

note, Nicias does not respond to this charge; as we wiIl see, Laches is not far off the 

mark. 

Whatever the precise extent of the knowledge that Nicias calls courage, it seerns clear 

that he thinks it must include knowledge of how the evils we face may be confronteci in a 

manner that advances Our own good. But this remains an extremely puzzling definition 

of courage. It is one thing to argue that the courageous man must know enough to choose 

the least of the evil alternatives he faces in a teniQing situation. Afier dl,  to praise 

courage as a virtue is to daim that it is somehow good. But it is quite another thing to 

insist that courage will Iead to one's own future profit. 1s such a view sensible? In part 

the answer to this question depends on whether the knowledge Nicias has in mind is 

available to human beings. 

Natural Strength and Prudent Forethought 

Mter accusing Nicias of making "vain and empty speeches" (196b), Laches is ready 

to give up on the conversation. Socrates takes over the interrogation, but lie tells Laches 

that his examination of Nicias "will be  a common one on behalf of me and you" (196~-d). 

When he takes over from Laches, he does not at first press the questions of how extensive 

the knowledge is that Nicias thinks constitutes courage and of whether it is available to 

human beings. Instead, Socrates draws out implications of Nicias' thesis. He shows that 

- - -~ ~ - 

(1992, 142-43). My argument identifies a different problem in Nicias' view of courage. 



anyone who thinks of courage as Nicias does must "of necessity" deny that wild animais 

cm be courageous: if neither doctors nor diviners (w doctors and diviners) have the 

knowledge required for courage, then, "according to a certain proverb," surely 'hot every 

sow" would have it (197d-e). And, he adds, Nicias does not "trust the Crornrnyonian sow 

to be courageous either" (197e), referring to the fierce beast whom Greek mytfis depicted 

Theseus as slaying (see PIutarch 1864, 7). Socrates here brings out the fact that Nicias 

departs from the ordinary view that often speaks, however loosely, of certain animds as 

courageous. In doing so, he implies a possible objection to Nicias7 thesis: if courage 

depends on animal-like qualities or on some kind of natural bearing that precedes 

knowIedge, courage cannot simply be knowledge. 

Laches at least seems to think that Socrates' point is decisive; he challenges Nicias 

either to Say that "these wild animais, which we al1 agree are courageous, are wiser than 

we" or "to dare to Say they are not courageous" (197a). Laches is so certain that wild 

animals are courageous that he is sure Nicias' thesis is wrong if it denies this fact. He 

clearly thinks that the natural strength, impressive bearing, and spirited fierceness that 

certain animals exhibit show that courage does not depend on, let alone is identical to, 

knowledge. And, while one might deny that bestial fierceness and strength are properly 

termed courage, there is something sensible in Laches' view. Socrates points out that, 

according to Nicias' argument, the "lion and deer and bu11 and monkey are by nature 

alike as regards courage" (196e). His list of animals reminds us that some display natural 

dispositions that appear more courageous than others; deer are timid, and lions are not.12 

'"ocrates' reference to nature here is the second of two such references in the 

dialogue. The first is Laches' claim that if one were to Say what courage is by nature in 



Clearly, human beings aiso differ in this way. Even if courage in human beings has 

something to do with knowIedge, are not such differences arnong human beings also 

rooted to some degree in nahiral strength? Some individuais seem more courageous in a 

way that seems to have nothing to do with knowledge. How is it, for exarnple, that some 

prisoners of war hold up under intense interrogation and some do not, that some people 

remain calm in a crisis while others lose their heads? 1s it clear that the former know 

sornething that the latter do not? Do not these examples suggest that some kind of natural 

strength or toughness is, if not courage itself, at least an important component? 

The way in which Laches uses Socrates' reference to animds to attack Nicias' 

argument reminds us of another aspect of courage that does not seem reducible to 

knorvledge: daring. Laches asks Nicias whether he has the daring or audacity to 

"contradict us d l "  and deny courage to animals (197a). Does Nicias' acceptance or 

refusal of Laches7 challenge depend on his knowledge as opposed to something else, 

sornething sub-rationai? The example of animais suggests not; lions appear to have a 

kind of daring that flows from their natural sense of their own strength. While human 

daring differs frorn the bestial kind, it may nonetheless depend on an underlying naturai 

strength that renders one confident enough to undertake a risky endeavor. Laches himself 

seems to lack the naturai foundation for daring. For his challenge to Nicias amounts to a 

condemnation of those who flout common opinion. Having almost equated courage with 

daring, he is ready to condernn Nicias for daring to dispute common opinion. Laches' 

dl cases, one would have to Say it is a certain steadfastness of sou1 (192b9-c 1) .  Both 

references to nature suggest that there must be some natural foundation for courage, 

though that natural foundation is not the full virtue. 



challenge to Nicias reveals a certain weabess in him. His high estimation of common 

opinion suggests that he may lack the inner stren3d that would give him the confidence 

to think unconventionally. The particular fearfiilness Laches displays here ironically 

confinns his own insistence that some kind of natural inner strength is cruciai for 

courage. 

Nicias, by contrast, is daring enough to defy common opinion about the meaning of 

courage, at least for the purposes of this argument. He takes up Laches' challenge and 

denies that wild animals can be courageous and thus that the strength and spirit that we 

find in some animals as well as in some human beings are elements of courage. Nicias 

"dares" to Say this because, according to him, one who "does not fear temble things on 

account of ignorance" is not courageous but "fearless and stupid." Indeed, he maintains 

that only "a very few people have a share in courage and forethought, whereas very many 

- arnong men and women and children and wild animals - have a share in boldness 

and daring and fearlessness with lack of forethought" (1 97a-b). Nicias thus lumps the 

fearless actions of women and most men together with those of chifdren and animals. 

Now we c m  see why Nicias might include children in the same category as animais; they 

only seem courageous in the face of temble situations because they are ignorant about 

just how terrible these situations are. Children are not brave for running in front of 

moving cars; they merely do not understand what can happen to them. Moreover, they 

do not use forethought; they tend not to think very much about the ends they pursue. 

Whatever natural boldness they have may equip them for tenacious pursuits, but insofar 

as they do not pursue anything with forethought, Nicias implies that their boldness cannot 

be called a virtue. Because adults surely differ, however, fxom chiIdren and animais in 



their capacity to recognize dangers and to look ahead, is it fair to Say that what "the many 

cal1 courageous" is merely ignorant boldness (1 97c l)? 

It is if one holds Nicias' extreme view of courage. Dismissing the bold things that the 

many erroneously cd1 courageous, Nicias says that "1 c d  courageous the prudent thines 

about which 1 am talking" (197b, emphasis added). In light of what Nicias has dready 

said about the courageous man's knowledge, it is Iikely that by "prudent things," Nicias 

means the knowledge of how to profit when confronting potential evils.13 Anyone who 

undertakes some courageous action without knowing this seems to be merely "bold" in 

Nicias' view because to act without knowledge of how one's apparently courageous 

deeds will result in his own good is to operate on the basis of mere hope. Even if bold 

men and women act so as to secure benefits for themselves, their success accordhg to 

Nicias is indistinguishable from luck. And relying on luck is not virtuous; why should 

someone be admired for the fact that events happened to turn out in his favor? Thus, the 

reason why Nicias attributes boldness rather than courage not just to "children and wild 

animals" but to "very many among men and women" seems to be that very few human 

beings are able to face terrible things because they know how to profit from them. 

Nicias' characterization of courage as "the prudent things" thus constitutes a refusal 

to budge a n  inch from his implicit denial that courage contains a sub-rational element. 

We should briefly remind ourselves of why his refùsal to budge is the logical 

concomitant of his understanding of courage. E courage redly is a knowledge that tells 

one how to find genuine advantages when faced with tembIe things, then knowiedge 

1' Cf- 1 9Ze 1 - 193 b2, where Socrates, in his exchange with Laches, seems to attacb a 

similar rneaning to "prudent.'' 



suffices on its own for courage; it needs no supports, sub-rational or othenvise. He who 

knows how to profit from potential evils never really faces genuine ones. Neither 

steadfastness of sou1 nor daring would be necessary, according to Nicias' view, for there 

would be no risk of becoming uncertain about either the goodness or the attainability of 

one's objective when faced with a potential evii. The loyal soldier who knows with 

certainty that that he can profit from his death in battle would never waver in his resolve 

to fight; he has no reason not to die. 

But if Nicias means by courage such comprehensive knowiedge, why does he even 

speak of knowing "terrible things"? Does he use the phrase rnerely to depict the way 

certain things look to those who lack knowledge, Le., who lack courage? Or does his use 

of the phrase indicate that he himself does not quite believe that the knowledge he 

sketches is possible to attain? Nicias still may speak of "terrible things" because he is 

fearful - hardly without reason - about his ultimate fate. If he cannot knowledgeably 

attain his ultimate good, then perhaps it is not only the case that he cannot act 

courageously as he understands the term, Le., in full knowledge of how to secure his 

good. He may also be unable to act in a way that wouId conventionally be  called 

courageous. The degree to which he stresses the importance of knowledge to courage - 

his hyper-rationalism- suggests that any ignorance he has about how to profit from 

apparent evils may leave him highly susceptible to fear, which would mean that he 

speaks sincerely of "terrible things." This is to Say that in Nicias' view, the evils that 

confront human beings are at times too temfying for them to face in a manner that 

qualifies as courageous. His argument implies that a sensible person would fiee those 

things that appear terrible if he lacked knowledge of how they can be profitable. But is 



such knowledge available to human beings? In the next section, we shdi see that insofar 

as the knowledge that Nicias can imagine human beings acquiring is too limited to free 

them from al1 evils, his deeply fearful nature leads him to retreat from his own definition 

of courage. 

The Terrible and Emboldening: Things 

Before Socrates proceeds with his examination of Nicias, he must once again cajole 

Laches into remaining a part of the conversation. Laches is f ù r i ~ u s ' ~  over Nicias' 

account of courage, which he considers to be ignoble and to deny courage to most men. 

Indeed, an di-out fight between the two seerns averted only when Socrates calms Laches 

by indicating that Nicias is merely repeating what he has heard Socrates' and Nicias' 

comrade, the sophist Darnon, Say (197d). When Laches voices disapproval of the fact 

that Nicias, a Leader of the city, would associate and converse with such types, Socrates 

rebukes Laches for denying that to examine such questions is to "partake in the greatest 

prudence" (197e). Laches reiuctantly agrees to proceed with the conversation but leaves 

it to Socrates to examine Nicias for both of them. 

In his concluding round of questions, Socrates brings out an incoherence in Nicias' 

understanding of courage that reveais Nicias' lack of courage." Socrates begins by 

l4 Laches says that he will not speak his mind in response to Nicias, lest he be 

accused of being "Aixonean" (1 97c). The scholiast, Nichols reports (1987a, 263 n.36), 

says that "Aixonean" was a comic synonym for "abusive in speech." 

15 1 thus disagree with Schrnid's conclusion that Nicias' confusion stems pnmarily 

from an attempt on his part to reproduce the arguments of sophists such as Damon and 



asking him whether he believes that courage is a g of virtue, and Nicias replies that he 

does. But by the end of their exchange, Socrates has elicited his agreement that courage 

must be knowledge of al1 goods and evils in al1 conditions and that it is therefore the 

whole of vime. This means, as Socrates points out, that Nicias has contradicted himself, 

and the diaiogue concludes with Nicias7 being revealed, like Laches, "to know nothing 

about courage" (200a5). Now Socrates' refùtation of Nicias may itself seem sophistic, as 

though Socrates merely out-maneuvers hirn on a technical matter. But if Nicias is merely 

tricked into contradicting himself, why does he not correct his error on the spot? That is, 

why does he not relinquish either the view that courage is a part of virtue or the view that 

it is the whole of virtue, and what does his failure to do so reveal about both his 

understanding of courage and about his own character? 

Socrates begins Nicias' final examination by first establishing its pararneters; he 

secures Nicias7 agreement that they have been investigating courage as a part of virtue 

(198a). He next articulates what he and Laches mean by "the terrible and ernboldening 

Prodicus. 1 also disagree with Schmid's claim that Nicias' statements about courage do 

not reflect his true opinions, Le., that Nicias is parroting what he has heard the sophists 

Say (1992, 174-75). It is true that Socrates names the sophists as the source of Nicias' 

views, but in light of the facts, first, that Nicias clairned inihally to be repeating what he 

had heard Socrates Say (194d) and, second, that Laches has taken great umbrage, it is 

likely that Socrates means to absolve himself of responsibility for Nicias' view. Even, 

however, if Nicias has heard from the sophists sornething similar to what he has heard 

Socrates Say, the tensions in his account of courage, as 1 will show in what follows, 

reflect confusions about courage in his own soul. 



things;" knowledge of which Nicias claims constitutes courage; he wants to know 

whether or not Nicias agrees with them. Socrates defines temble things as those things 

we fear- He then adds tbat fear is caused not by past or present evils but "by those that 

are expected," since fear is "the expectation of fùture evil" (1 98b7). This description 

seems perfecdy straightfonirard until we reflect upon the word "expectation": Socrates 

presents fear not as the knowledge of future evil but only as the expectation of it. His 

formulation implies an extraordinary (perhaps even countenntuitive) corollary: we fear 

something when we believe that it will likely harm us, not when we are absolutely certain 

that it ~ - i 1 1 . ~ ~  This implies that fear involves uncertainty, that it anses when we face an 

evil that we hope to avoid - that, in short, a condition for our fearïng an evil is the hope 

of avoiding it. This suggests that fear goes hand-in-hand with hope, Le., the hope of 

avoiding evil, and ultimately that if one has no hope, one has no fear (cf. Anstotle, 

Rhetoric 13 83 as-1 0, and Thomas 1964, 2.1 Q.4 1, A.2). This yoking of fear and hope 

suggests that when al1 hope disappears and one knows in one's bones that one must face a 

certain evil, the fear of it disappears, too, so that fear really is, as Socrates says, only the 

expectation of evil. If so, this wouId mean, for example, that only the condemned man 

who still hopes for a stay of execution experiences fear; insofar as he has given up dl 

hope of avoiding death, he might feel sadness or resignation, but not f e d 7  

l6 That we might fear uncertain factors that accompany a certain evil, such as the 

extent of pain that might be involved, does not mean that we fear the cenzln evil. 

l7 Here 1 speak of the pnsoner's attitude toward the fact of his execution; he rnight 

well fear the pain he will experience during his execution or his fate in the afterlife, 

insofar as he does not know what these might be; but then he feus  these things, rather 



For a vivid illustration of this experience we might consider a scene from the film 

Jaws. The captain of the ship that is pursuing the killer shark of the film's titIe is a 

veteran of the U.S.S. Indianapolis, which delivered the atomic bomb dropped on 

Hiroshima during World War II and which was sunk soon after completing its mission. 

During a luIl in the movie's action, he describes to his shipmates his experience trying to 

stay dive in the shark-infested waters during the severai days that elapsed between the 

sinking of the Indianariolis and his and his feUow survivors7 rescue. His tale is 

harrowing. As the sharks swarmed, the sailors sought to fend them off by splashing and 

kicking at them. Despite these efforts, the sharks took several hundred men. But as 

terrifying as this ordeai was, the narrator of the tale says that he was most frightened in 

the anxious period immediately preceding his rescue, as he awaited his turn to be plucked 

from the sea by helicopters. His fear of death thus swelled with his hope of escaping, 

which fact supports Socrates' claim that fear depends on the expectation - not 

knowledge - of future evil, i.e., on an abiding hope of avoiding it (consider Vera 

Brittain's statement about her experience during the First World War, she says that 

"having now no hope, and therefore no fear," she simply did not bother to pick up the 

paper to read the casualty Iists. [1933,447]). If Socrates rneans the language he uses here 

to describe fear precisely, then he irnplies that it is accompanied by hope rather than 

hopelessness. 

Socrates also defines emboldening things in terms of the fbture; they are "future non- 

evils or goods." Laches readily endorses Socrates' definitions, after which Nicias assents 

to them, too (198b-c). That is, he agrees that the terrible and emboldening things are 

-- - 

than his execution. 



expected - and therefore uncertain - evils, non-evils, and goods. If courage is 

knowledge of dl these things, its subject matter is comprehensive indeed. Socrates 

shows, however, that it must be even more comprehensive than this formulation suggests 

when he tums to explore what it means to know the terrible and emboldening things. Let 

us recall that Nicias describes courage as epistêrnê, or scientifi c knowledge. What could 

he mean by a scientific knowledge of uncertain goods and evils? To find out, Socrates 

first explains what he and Laches understand by epistêrnê. Socrates cites medicine, 

farming, and generalship as examples of scientific knowledge; dl of these are practical 

sciences concerned with bringing about particuIar ends (health, crops, and victory). 

These sciences, however, are not concerned only with the future; every epistêrnê must 

concem itself with how its ends were and are attained in the past and in the present 

(1  98d-e). Nicias accepts this view; knowledge of future things in farming, for instance, 

does not differ frorn knowledge of past or present things. If courage is a tnie epistêmê, 

then it, too, embraces past, present and future. But if this is true, then an extraordinary 

conclusion is reached. As Socrates States it, courage according to Nicias must be 

knowledge not only of future goods and evils but of those "that are coming into being and 

that have corne into being and that are in al1 conditions" (1 99b-c). 

Socrates solicits Nicias' assent to every stage in this unfolding argument. But as it 

proceeds, Nicias agrees more and more weakly. To its conc!usion he offers the 

noncommittal statement, "it seems so at least" (199~3) .  When Socrates findly 

summarizes Nicias' argument as saying that courage is "knowledge about pretty much al1 

goods and evils in al1 conditions," Nicias says simply, ccYes, in my opinion, Socrates" 

(199d4). The reasons for his increasing hesitancy are not entirely clear. It seems that as 



long as the discussion is conducted on a formal or abstract level, Nicias is comfortabte 

arguing that courage is knowledge of one's own profit. When G e  can state abstractly that 

courage involves the "prudent things" (197c) or that the courageous man is wise if he is 

good (194d), he c m  speak confidently. When, however, Socrates shifts to a substantive 

level, trying to determine the substance of the knowledge that constitutes courage, Nicias 

loses his confidence. He seerns to recognize just how extreme is the character of the 

knowledge he has been atkibuting to courage. 

-4rmed with Nicias' agreement concerning the expansive character of courage, 

Socrates proceeds to inquire about the individual who possesses it. He asks Nicias 

whether this person would "lack anything of virtue." With this question he forces upon 

Nicias a version of the thought we earlier suggested was implicit in Laches' outrage over 

Nicias' definition of courage. Laches seemed to glimpse that if courage really is 

profitable knowledge, then there is no room for the impressive steadfastness that Laches 

thinks is noble. Diffenng from Laches, Socrates here does not question whether courage 

as comprehensive knowledge of goods and evils is a virtue but rather suggests that it 

precludes al1 other virtues or, rather, obviates the need for thern. He asks of Nicias the 

following leading question concerning the man who possesses this virtue. 

Do you think that this one would be in need of moderation or justice and 

piety - he to whom it belongs, conceming both gods and human beings, 

to be thoroughly on his guard for the temble things and for those that are 

not and to provide himself with the good things by means of knowing how 

to associate with them correctly? (1 99d-e) 

Nicias has to concede that Socrates is "saying something-" Socrates then concludes that 



Nicias is describing a man who possesses not a part of virtue but "virtue entire." His 

description of the man with "virtue entire" brings to a peak the notion that virtue must be 

good for the virtuous man. For this man's courage, Le., his knowledge, enables him to be 

"on guard" for terrible things and to "provide himself' with good ones- He would seem 

to have everything for which Nicias could hope in virtue- Yet Nicias is less than 

enthusiastic about the conclusion that Socrates expresses. He says weakiy only that "it 

seems so" (1 99e7; cf. e 12). 

in fact, three responses later Nicias has rej ected the view that the courageous man 

possesses virtue entire. For when Socrates proceeds to point out that the view of courage 

as "virtue entire" conflicts with the view of it as a part of virtue, Nicias agrees that they 

"have not found out what courage is" (199e9).18 He thus indicates that he does not think 

18 Socrates' refutation of Nicias has occasioned a great deal of debate arnong scholars 

about its connection to the farnous Socratic thesis that virtue is knowledge. One camp, 

led by Vlastos, maintains that although knowledge is required for the vittues, each virtue 

is different bec~use  it involves a different kind of knowledge; Socrates must therefore 

understand courage as a part of virtue. Vlastos maintains that Socrates in the Laches 

never refbtes the position that courage is a part of virtue and that Socrates knows he has 

not done so, since he attributes solely to Nicias the inference that courage is (rather than 

merely implies) the knowledge of a11 goods and evils (1 98 1,267-68; cf. Sautas 1980, 

202-205, and Devereux 1977, 13 8-40). On the other side of the debate is Penner, who 

maintains that the virtues are equivalent to knowledge of good of evil and thus that 

courage is identical to moderation, justice, and piety, since al1 involve the same 

knowledge (1973, 60-63). Although 1 am less confident than Penner that Socrates' own 



courage is "virtue entire." He still seems to think that it is somehow a part of virtue, 

aithough his confession of ignorance rneans that he canoot articulate this thought. But 

why is Nicias drawn to the view that courage is only a part of virtue? Why does he, who 

has emphasized so much the importance of virtuels securing one's good, fail to embrace 

Socrates' claim that courage is "virtue entire"? We can understand his refusal to do so, 1 

think, if we focus on two features of his final exchange with Socrates: Socrates' 

discussion of the hierarchy existing between generalship and divination, and his claim 

that if courage is "virtue entire," the courageous man does not need the virtue of piety. 

As we have seen, a littie earlier in the conversation Socrates uses generalship dong 

with k i n g  and medicine to illustrate the character of scientific knowledge. 

Generalship, he says, "uses forethought in the finest rnanner regarding the things relating 

to war." For a reason he does not explain, he compares it to the art of divination.lg 

Because generdship has "finer knowledge of the things relating to waf' than the 

diviner's art does, Socrates says that generalship must rule divination rather than the 

other way around; indeed, "the law ordains thus" (1 98e-199a). This reference to 

divination here surely reminds Nicias, who relies so much on divination, of the 

limitations of scientific knowledge as human beings possess it. Or, more precisely, it 

surely rerninds him, as it does us, of the limitations of practical sciences like generalshi p, 

views can be so clearly discerned in this dialogue (cf. Schmid 1992, 159-60, which 

denies that any solid conclusions about Socrates' views can be deduced from this 

dialogue), 1 incline more to his view than to Vlastos' since 1 agree with him that none of 

the inferences Socrates draws in his final exchange with Nicias is necessarily mistaken. 

19 For more on the art of divination, see Burkert 1985, 1 1 1 - 1 14. 



i.e., sciences that seek practical ends; we do not seem to know enough to guarantee the 

attainment o f  the ends we seek through practicai science. As farming cannot predict the 

weather and its effects on crops, generalship cannot guarantee military success because 

nenerais cannot know ail the particulars that may affect their battle plans; both sciences ZY 

lack perfect predictive power. In light of tliis fact, it is not surprising if human beings 

tum away from science for assistance, particularly when the stakes are high. Indeed, in 

the ancient world it was cornmon for military leaders not to launch battles until omens 

indicated that conditions favored their side- As we noted, Herodotus reports that at 

Plataea the Persians and Greeks stood facing each other for ten days because the omens 

on both sides did not favor an attack (IX.36-37).20 

Now Socrates' claim that generalship must rule divination does not eliminate the 

possibility that divination can provide usefùl information to generals. He insists in the 

name of the law, though, that generals must rule diviners. The law treats the information 

that divination can provide as more limited than that of generalship; othenviçe, it would 

make sense for diviners to rule generals. When Socrates asks Laches whether or not he 

agrees with him, Laches replies that he does (1 99a).21 Significantly, Socrates does not 

solicit Nicias' opinion on divination before he asks him about the extent of scientific 

knowledge in  general and of courage in particuhr. He may suspect that Nicias is not 

z0 According to Burkert, whether the credit for a victory was due more to the 

commanding general or to the diviner was often a matter of dispute (1985, 1 13). 

2' For an illustration of the difficulties involved in relying on oracles and the 

prophesies they issue, see Thucydides II. 17 and 54, and Herodotus IX.42-43. 



prepared to subordinate divination so completely to generalship." After al], Nicias 

earlier gave diviners credit for a great deal of knowledge; although he denied that they 

could know whether or not it was good or bad for events to turn out a certain way, he 

indicated that he at least believed that they could know how events would turn out (recall 

195e-196a). Whatever Nicias' opinion, though, of how generalship and divination should 

be ordered, Socrates' announcement of his and Laches7 opinion certainly reminds Nicias, 

if he needed reminding of the limitations of practical science and of the desirability of 

securing divine assistance if possible. 

This "reminder" seems intended by Socrates as the first stage of a two-part strategy to 

make Nicias realize the gravi ty of what his account of courage implies; it is hard 

othenvise to explain why he specifically points out that generalship should mle 

divination. The second stage is his deduction, from Nicias' account of courage, that the 

courageous man does not need pies- (or any virtue other than courage). Although Nicias 

agrees that his definition of courage, once unpacked, proves to explain "virtue entire," he 

retreats from this agreement, as we noted, when Socrates points out the contradiction 

between this view and his earlier claim that courage is a part of virtue; he admits that he 

and Socrates have not discovered what courage is (199e). The fact that Nicias refuses to 

embrace the notion of courage as "virtue entire" only &ter Socrates indicates that piety is 

not part of such virtue, suggests that his refbsal stems from his recognition of his 

- 

2" Although it is not fùlly appropriate to use Nicias' later actions at Sicily as a sign of 

what Socrates thinks of him at this tirne, we cannot forget what every Greek reader of this 

dialogue knew, i .e., that Nicias subordinated sound militas, poiicy and the advice of his 

fellow general Dernosthenes to what he interpreted as the omen of a lunar eclipse. 



dependence on gods if h e  is to have what he wants. By rerninding Nicias through his 

discussion of generalsbip and divination of the limitations of practicd wisdom, Socrates 

sets up Nicias7 refiisal to relinquish the notion ofvirtue as parts; Nicias tums out to be 

deeply attached to that part of virtue that is piety. If it is obvious that the practical 

science of generalship cannot guarantee success in war, it seems at Ieast equally obvious 

that no practical science can give a general like Nicias himself the knowledge that Nicias 

suggested the courageous man possesses, including above al1 the knowiedge of whether 

and when "it is profitable to die" (1 95d). It is but a short step from recogniung, or at 

least being reminded, of the limits of practical science to embracing the notion of virtue 

as parts, especially the virtue of piety. When Socrates points out that courage as Nicias 

has presented it renders piety unnecessary, Nicias surely realizes that Socrates has cut 

him off from a potential route to salvation. For piety afTords a substitute for the 

knowledge of his own profit that he wants but cannot bave. Only gods would seern able 

to ensure that Nicias' risks will be profitable for him- ln the absence of perfect 

knowledge about how to avoid evils, Nicias may hope that by foIlowing the wishes of the 

gods, whom his piety and other virtues would please, he will be  rewarded with their help 

and thereby manage both to avoid suffering and to provide himself with good things.23 

73 While my understanding of Nicias' character has much in common wïth Dobbs's 

account of Nicias' wish to efiminate "the riskiness in human affairs" (1986, 845; cf. 

Schmid 1992, 140, 164-5, 170- 1), 1 do not think that his description of Nicias as 

incapable cf dealing with uncertainty is adequate. More fundamental than his fear of 

uncertainty is Nicias' hope to secure his own well-being both in this life and perhaps 

afterwards. OnIy this account of Nicias explains why he is ultimately unwiiling to 



Much or even everything is at stake in Socrates' deduction that courage as Nicias 

"conceives" it obviates the need for piety- 

What exactIy, though, is the problem here? Does Socrates say that the man who 

possesses courage, i-e., "virtue entire," cannot receive assistance from the gods? On the 

contrary, he says that such a man would not be pious because of his a b i I i ~  to guard 

against evils and to provide himself with good things through "knowing how to associate 

with [the gods] correctly." Why, then, does Socrates' account of the courageous man 

with "virtue entire" lead Nicias to disavow his definition of courage and retreat to the 

view that virtue has parts? The answer seems to lie in what we have seen is Nicias' hope 

for perpetual profit - if not from knowledge, then perhaps from gods. Although 

Socrates' description of the man with "virtue entire" may suggest that such a man can 

secure divine assistance, it in fact suggests at least as much that he cannot. For knowing 

how to associate correctly with the gods may mean not desenring, their care. If the man 

with "virtue entire" knew how to behave to secure the gods' favor, he might well 

undermine his chance of receiving that favor, for his behavior would be mercenary, 

intended to secure divine rewards - and hence unworthy of securing them. After ail, do 

gods yield to blatant attempts to manipulate them? Or do they not instead bestow their 

favors only on those who are devoted to them, who heedtheir wishes without demanding 

re~ards? '~  To the extent that Nicias hopes that the gods c m  make death genuinely 

endorse the view that courage is "virtue entire7' and willing to leave open the possibility, 

which creates greater uncertainq, that courage is a part of virtue. 

24 On the claim that it is disinteres~ed action that the gods reward, see Plato, 

Symposium l79b-18Ob. 



"profitabIe," he needs to be pious. Indeed, precisely because of his piety, "virtue entire" 

cannot be possible, for the knowledge of how to "associate with both [gods and human 

beings] correctiy" and to "provide himself with the good things" precludes becoming 

worthy of the gods' favor by acting out of pure devotion to the gods. To state this 

differenti y, "virtue entire," even if it is possible, can carry Nicias onIy so far in pursuit of 

his own profit. Since knowledge cannot enable human beings on their own to secure 

their profit, especially after death, they need divine assistance. That assistance, however, 

may not be forthcoming if human beings act simpIy with a view, even a knowledgeable 

view, to their own profit. Precisely because Nicias does want to attain his own profit, he 

must turn away from the knowledge that seemed the means of attaining it. The reason for 

his hyper-rational account of courage - his concern for his own welfare - leads him to 

turn away from rationalism. 

He does not know, however, precisely where to tum. He concludes from the impasse 

into which Socrates leads him that they have not found out what courage is, and Se 

announces his intention to clarify matters later "both with Damon and others" (1 99e- 

200b). It is not cIear whether he  will use as the starting point for future andysis Socrates' 

depiction of the man who possesses courageous knowiedge. For in that depiction lies a 

more sensible account of courage than Nicias seems here to recognize. Socrates speaks 

of a scientific knowledge of d l  goods and evils in al1 conditions that enables the 

courageous man "to be thoroughly on his guard for the terrible things and for those that 

are not, and to provide himself with the good things." He does not Say that this 

knowledge can prevent al1 evil outcomes and ensure only good ones. Regarding the 

former, Socrates says only that the knowledgeably courageous man is "on pard" for 



them, or that he  is well prepared for poientd evils; some of these he will be unable to 

avoid. 

What is very strange about Socrates' account of courageous knowledge, though, is 

that it descnbes more than its possessor's attitude toward things that inspire fear, Le., the 

domain with which one normally associates courage. Socrates says that the courageous 

man is on guard not only for temble things but also for "those that are m." Why in the 

world would one need to be "on pard" for what is not terrible? Let us recail that 

Socrates spoke earlier, with Nicias' assent, of things that do not cause fear, i.e., things 

that are not temble, as "ernboldening" (198b-~). '~ To be on guard against what is not 

terrible is thus to be on guard against ernboldening things, which means that he thinks 

such things constitute a threat from which we must defend ourselves. How, though, do 

emboldening things threaten us? Socrates rnay have the following argument in mind. 

Emboldening things cm luIl us into a fdse sense of security, making us think that we are 

somehow protected against evils. hsofar as this situation undermines our self-reliance, it 

rnay reasonably be said that we should guard against it. Failure to do so sufficiently rnay 

incline us to expect assistance from external powers rather than to use Our own abilities to 

their fullest (cf. Anstotle, Rhetoric 13 83b5-10). One with "virhie entire," then, rnay 

2S If it seems strange to characterize tbings that do not cause fear as emboldening, this 

description rnay make sense as an account of how a feamil man reacts to things that do 

not portend evil; Socrates rnay mean to capture everything that might embolden a man 

such as Nicias. Whether or not this is right, the category "non-evils" does embrace 

"positive" as well as "neutrd" tiiings. 



guard against emboldening things lest he slip into thinlüng that he c m  depend 

unreasonably on extemal assistance. 

The man who is on guard against both terrible things and (unreasonably) 

emboldening things thus neither expects to avoid al1 evils nor fails to do dl he reasonably 

can to avoid them. His possession of "virtue entire" may not offer ail the security Nicias 

wants, but does it not fùlfill Nicias' demand that courage be good for the courageous 

man? Indeed, although it is oriented by the concern to "provide [onelself with the good 

things," it retains something of the character of the courage Laches admires (though 

admittedly not enough to satis@ him [cf. Vlastos 1981, 2671). The man who possesses it 

will have to act in the face of uncertainty; at times he will have to act as best he can under 

the circumstances in full cognizance of the possibiiity that he may meet with a terrible 

fate, and that cognizance enables him to act ~ e 1 1 . ~ ~  His self-reliance - his reliance on 

nothing beyond himself - iessens the effects of fear on him. He is Iess vulnerable or 

perhaps invulnerable to the hopes for extemal assistance that obscure from human beings 

their own capacities and thereby magniQ their fears, even to the point of paralysis. He is 

better able to secure goods that are within his grasp rather than to lose them by awaiting 

salvation, as Nicias eventualiy loses the chance to extricate himself from Sicily because 

of his superstitious concem with a lunar eclipse. 

Nicias' hopes incapacitate hirn in the Sicilian crisis, where he rnust choose the Iesser 

of two evils, ignominious withdrawal, over the greater, the likely destruction of his forces 

(Thucydides, VII.47-48). Although Thucydides attributes Nicias' decision not to 

withdraw in part to his preference to die, if he must, "privately" at the hands of the enemy 

26 Might not this account characterize Socrates' courage at Delium? 



rather than publicly at the hands of a punitive Athenian people, Thucydides also indicates 

that Nicias hopes that he will not have to die at al1 because the enemy forces are in fact 

much worse off than they are themselves (VLI.48; cf. Orwin 1994, 121-22, and Edmunds 

1975, 136-37). Kis desperate hope not to have to choose between dying at home and 

dying abroad clouds his understanding of his and his army's predicament. He hopes, 

despite d l  reasonable indications, that something good can corne out of his situation. 

This makes him particulariy vulnerabIe to soothsayers, who counsel delaying the 

Athenian withdrawal "thrice nine days" because of the lunar eclipse ( V I I S O ) ,  and this 

leads to the utter destruction of the Athenian army and ultirnately to Nicias' own death 

(V11.85-86).27 Had he recognized that at times evils canaot be avoided, he might have 

arrived at a iess disastrous solution to the Sicilian crisis. There is a direct and obvious 

link between the "solution" he did choose and the demand we see from hirn in the Laches 

for a courageous knowledge that can protect us from al1 evils. The latter demand instills 

extravagant hopes in hirn that prevents hirn from attaining the (usehl) knowledge that is 

avaitable to human beings. The frustration with knowfedge that Plato's character Nicias 

exhibits may thus also explain the historical Nicias' inclination to seek refuge in 

superstition and diviners.Z8 

27 For Pericles' different response to an eclipse, see Plutarch 1887, 209. 

28 We might even Say that to the extent that Socrates' and Nicias' exchange awakens 

Nicias to the fact that the knowledge possessed by someone with "virtue entire" cannot 

secure for him his own good, their conversation may in fact have made Nicias more 

dependent on diviners than he was already inclined to be. 



This discussion raises a crueid question about the roie of gods in human Iife. 

Socrates' account suggestS that one with "virtue entire" is thoroughly prepared for 

situations where the best that unassisted human beings can do is to choose the lesser of 

two evils. One might object, however, that virtue properly understood may in fact ward 

off al1 evils for some individuals: those whose virtue secures them the favor of the gods, 

as Nicias seems to hope his own virtue does (see Thucydides VTI.77). We certainly have 

not had any proof that gods cannot rescue us frorn suffenng evils; indeed, Socrates' 

argument that the man with "virtue entire" does not need piety cries out for an 

investigation into the existence of providential gods. But the position counter to 

Socrates' - namely, that in iight of the possibitity that gods can help us, we ought to be 

pious and act as the gods demand rather than so as to secure Our own good - contains 

difficulties of its own. As we noted, to the extent that one obeys the gods simply with a 

view to one's own good, one does not thereby deserve divine assistance. This difficulty 

could be avoided by obeying the gods' demand to Iive virtuously simply because the gods 

demand it, without thought or hope for one's own good. To do this would be tantamount 

to saying that human beings must be pious and virtuous whether or not doing so is good 

for them. But this is a difficult position to maintain. Indeed, both Nicias2 and Laches' 

concern for virtue has been revealed to be inextricably linked to their understanding of 

virtue as part, indeed the most important part, of an individual's own tme good. Perhaps, 

then, the investigation into courage that reveals this fact about their concern for virtue is, 

to some extent an investigation into the existence of providential gods- 

However this may be, Socrates' account of the knowledge that is courage, which 

guards against emboldening as well as terrible things, suggests that it can be acquired 





articulate the precise connection between the two. For his part, Nicias fmds himself 

facing two unpalatable options. If courage is a virtue, then Nicias believes that it must 

involve knowledge of what is good for the courageous individual, but he ultimately baiks 

at identifying courage with what he thinks is the complete knowIedge he desires (and 

therefore balks to a large extent at identiQing it with knowledge per se); courage can be 

only a lirnited knowledge. 

If, however, both Laches' and Nicias' definitions indicate that courage is a lirnited 

knowledge, Socrates' conversations with thern have d s o  indicated that it is not lirnited to 

knowledge. Socrates has indicated that knowledge cm lessen, if not completely 

eliminate, Our fears. Knowing that it is not always possible to  avoid suffenng some evil 

may not eliminate our fears because it does not tell us when we  might have to suffer that 

evil, and insofar as we remain uncertain about the future, we may still have fears 

conceming it. Possessing the knowledge in question enables us better to deal with those 

evils that do confront us by preventing our judgment from being clouded by ihsory  

hopes. But the limited nature of that knowledge rnay still Ieave us vulnerable to fears, 

which suggests that something in addition to knowledge is a useful and perhaps necessary 

supplement to it in the successfully courageous individual, a kind of basic strength or 

natural toughness. At the very least some such quality seems necessary for the 

acquisition of the knowledge needed for full-blown courage. 

Indeed, the deficiencies in both Laches' and Nicias' definitions may result from their 

lack of just such natural strength. Having had both their definitions of courage revealed 

to be inadequate, neither Laches nor Nicias seems eager to meet and talk with Socrates 

again. Nicias daims that he will sort out his difficulties later with the sophist Darnon, 



and Lazhes merely encourages the fathers to hold ont0 Socrates as a teacher for their 

sons. Their attitudes may weli stem from their unexarnined hopes for courage. Nicias 

hopes for too much from courage and virtue to consider seriously the possibility that the 

best that courage can do is to enable one to be "on guard." Laches resists achowledging 

the role of courage in attaining further goods because of a deep, not fully self-conscious 

hope that a noble courage can constitute the peak of Iife. Both Laches and Nicias lack the 

natural toughness or hardiness of soul necessary to confront the problernatic character of 

these hopes. The crucial role of a natural strength in gaining clarity about courage helps, 

moreover, to explain Socrates' equivocation on the teachability of vimie in the first part 

of the dialogue. Virtue may depend on acquirïng knowledge, but that knowledge in tum 

depends first on having the right ravi material. Courage thus seems to result when 

knowledge transfoms an essential natural strength or toughness into a virtue. 

To Say, however, that natural strenagth is necessaq for courage is not to describe this 

strength; the Laches c m  hardly be said to explore its character. 1s it the steadfastness of 

soul that Laches calls courage? And is it the same in everyone who faces something 

fearful or dangerous? Consider, for example, whether the steadfastness is the sarne in the 

wise individual who knows that in confronting rather then fleeing from something bad he 

does what is tmly best in the circumstances, and in the person who does the sarne because 

he believes that what he is doing is right but is less certain of its other benefits? What is 

missing from the Laches is an exploration of this psychological substratum of courage. 

Indeed, no mention is made in the Laches of what Socrates famously presents in the 

Re~ublic as the source of courage: spiritedness, which makes one ccfearless and invincible 

in the face of everything" (3 75 b) . 



If, however, Socrates claims in the Republic that spiritedness is intimately connected 

to courage, why is it not discussed in the Laches, the dialogue most explicitly devoted to 

courage? One reason may be that the overarching purpose of the Laches is to examine 

how courage c m  be understood simply as a kind of knowledge; examining the 

psychological substratum of courage would not only turn attention away from, it would 

confiict with, this purpose. Indeed, this suffices to explain why spiritedness does not 

corne up here, given its thomy character. As we will see in the Republic, spiritedness is 

an extremely complex phenomenon. This cornes to sight particularly in the fact that 

however important a condition for courage spiritedness may be, spiritedness seems also 

to be an obstacle to it, at least insofar as courage depends upon or is a kind of 

knowledge. According to Socrates' presentation in the Re~ublic, the spirited part of the 

soul is the part that becomes angry and indignant (440a-d). Anger, the most vivid 

manifestation of spiritedness, is much more likely to blind us to wisdom than to help us 

acquire it. When we are angry we are certain that we are in the right and are irnpervious 

to claims to the contrary. We see a good example of the anti-rational tendencies of anger 

in Laches. As he becomes angry with what he takes to be Nicias7 dishonest (1 96b 1-3) 

and insulting (197~3-5) comments, he  becomes less and less inclined to remain a part of 

the conversation. His anger at Nicias makes him sure that even if he  has not been able to 

define courage adequately, he has nothing to learn from Nicias. His anger ultimately 

leads him to give up pursuit of the question at hand (196aS-cl, 200c-d). How, then, can 

something as irrational as spiritedness either help one acquire the knowledge that is 

courage or coexist with such knowledge in a rationai soul? In turning to the Re~ublic, we 



will try to gain a better understanding of this sub-rationd aspect of courage and its 

connection to whatever rnight be legitimately called courage- 

We will receive guidance in this investigation, moreover, from careful attention to 

one of the central characters in the Republic, namely, Glaucon. In GI aucon we find an 

interesting combination of the concerns that we  have seen in both Laches and Nicias. On 

the one hand, Iike Laches, GIaucon is attracted to a notion of virtue understood as itself 

the peak of life. On the other hand, like Nicias, Glaucon is more self-conscious about the 

need for virtue to bnng him personal happiness. Glaucon combines these views in an 

especialIy fniitful way. Glaucon may share something of Laches' view that virtue should 

itself be the peak of life. But whereas Laches was content to leave the conversation 

despite having been made aware of the difficulty of justieing the risks that are at the 

heart the virtue he most admires, Glaucon is deeply disturbed by the thought that virtue, 

particularly justice, may not be worth the sacrifices it demands. Indeed, Glaucon refuses 

to end his conversation with Socrates until Socrates has offered what Glaucon considers 

to be an adequate defense of the intrinsic choiceworthiness of justice. Glaucon thus also 

shares Nicias' wish that virtue should bring him happiness. But whereas Nicias wants 

virtue to be merely a means to secure his own profit, Glaucon wants Socrates to prove 

that it is virtue itself, with al1 the sacrifices that it demands, that will bring him the 

happiness for which he longs. Glaucon's both ardent and spirited demand for a defense 

of justice itself and Socrates' atteinpt to supply one will enable us to see more clearly and 

vividly than we can from the more limited and less irnpressive Laches and Nicias, the full 

dimension of the problem of courage. 



Chapter 4 

The Nature of Spiritedness 

The Role of Spiritedness in the Republic 

An inquiry into what the Reuublic has to teach about the relationship between 

spiritedness and courage must not lose sight of the complicating fact that this teaching is 

not the dialogue's primary theme! That theme is justice. The bulk of the conversation 

repoied in the Republic deais with the efforts of Socrates and two young cornpanions to 

constmct a city in speech in order to illuminate the nature of justice. Socrates embarks 

on this project in order to try to defend justice against powerful arguments that two 

brothers, Glaucon and Adeimantus, Level against it. Neither of them is an enemy of 

justice - fa. from it. But they are dissatisfied with justice as they have heard it 

discussed; they know of no compeIiing argument that shows justice to be tmly good for 

its possessors. They announce their dissatisfaction at the beginning of Book II of the 

Republic, having just heard Socrates in Book I argue against the sophist Thrasymachus' 

attacks on justice. Or, rather, they have heard Socrates silence him. As far as they are 

concerned, Socrates has merely proven to be a better sophist than Thrasymachus; having 

out-maneuvered Thrasymachus, he has not offered what they consider a persuasive 

defense of justice (3 58b). The boys therefore challenge Socrates to offer a better defense 

in light of the  considerations that they raise. 

1 Strauss 1 964, 1 10- 1 1 1 indicates that Socrates' primary concem in the dialogue in 

fact distorts the presentation of spiritedness. 



Glaucon presents the stronger chalIenge. Whereas Adeirnantus explains why he is 

dissatisfied with traditionai defenses offered on behaif of justice (362e), Glaucon takes 

the offensive. He presents a compelling and justifiably famous attack on justice, which 

he claims to have iearned from the sophists (358~). He first contends that justice is 

merely a contract among the weak that attempts to persuade the strong, who could 

otherwise commit successfui injustice, to abide by the city's laws and concern themselves 

with others' good (358e-360d). In facf Glaucon suggests, if both a just and an unjust 

man possessed the ring of Gyges, which legend says can make one invisible, both would 

embrace injustice. For injustice is the best means to the good things that al1 human 

beings want, such as money, sex, and power, and the only thing that prevents them from 

acting unjustiy so as to get these things is the fear of punishment. By making their 

injustice impossible to detect, invisibility takes away their fear, liberating them to acquire 

what they desire without regard for justice. Ultimately Glaucon demands that Socrates 

show that justice is choiceworthy even in the direst of circumstances in order to prove 

that it is choiceworthy at d l .  He wants Socrates to show that justice is an end in itself, so 

desirable that one should choose it even if everyone else believes him to be unjust and 

inflicts terrible punishments such as crucifixion on him (360e-362~)- 

Amazed both by the power of Glaucon's and Adeimantus' arguments and by the 

persistence of their concern for justice, Socrates agrees to defend justice, and in order to 

do so, he enlists their assistance in constructing a city in speech. The professed rationale 

for this project is the c l a h  that the city c m  serve as a mode1 for the individual soul. 

Insofar as the city is analogous to the soul, Socrates asserts that by finding justice in the 



former, they wi-lI be able to discover what justice is and what power it lias in the latter 

(368e-369a). 

Courage and the phenomenon Socrates calls thuntos or spiritedness2 play important 

roles in the city in speech. A brief surnmary of these is appropriate at the outset of our 

discussion. First and most sirnply, spiritedness is essential to the city's soldiers, who, 

according to Socrates, must be spirited if they are to be co~rageous .~  These soldiers, 

however, do not simply defend the city; they also enforce its Iaws, which in this city issue 

from Socrates' most famous creation: the philosopher-kings. The spirited and 

courageous warriors of this city are thus the helpmates of reasonable laws. Finaily, it is 

from them that the philosopher-kings, Le., the most rational citizens, are drawn. The 

soldiers become such with the proper education, part of which includes the 

transformation of spiritedness into a certain sort of courage. These facts suggest not only 

that spiritedness and courage are fundamental to the functioning of this particular regime 

but also that both may be  crucial to the full development of reason. 

The Republic's treatrnent of spiritedness thus will help shed light on the character of 

courage. Socrates claims that because spiritedness rnakes a sou1 "fearless and invincible 

in the face of everything," it is what makes one "willing to be courageous" (375a-b).4 

Spiritedness thus first comes to sight as the substratum of courage. More precisely, it 

first comes to sight as the substratum of soldiers' courage, for Socrates first mentions it as 

Bloom suggests "hearSy as another translation of the word (1 99 1,449 n. 33). 

For an argument that presents the connection between spiritedness and courage as 

primarily a male phenomenon, see Craig 1994,6446. 

Translations from the Republic are from Bloom 1 99 1. 



the qudity needed by the soldiers of the city in speech if they are to defend the city 

(375a-b)? This rnay suggest that spiritedness is the substratum not of courage per se but 

of a particular kind of courage- But if this is true, we should note that it is a kind that 

every city needs because every city needs courageous soldiers to defend it. Even if 

spiritedness were the source only of rnilitary courage, i t  thus would appear to be 

indispensable to any regime. 

The fact that every city needs spinted courage, however, does not make that courage 

unproblematic. Socrates worries that spirited soldiers will be "savage to one another and 

the rest of the citizens" (375b). Raw spiritedness is thus as much of a threat as a benefit 

to the city, which suggests that the raw courage to which it gives rise may not be a 

politically responsible courage. Partiy for this reason, Socrates turns for almost two h l 1  

books of the Republic to outlining an educationai program designed to refioe the savage 

character of spiritedness. Only if it is properly cultivated, we learn, can spiritedness 

produce political courage. Yet political courage is not, according to Socrates, the best 

kind of courage. He indicates iater in the Republic that there is a "finef' kind (430c; cf. 

430b with 442c). This finer kind proves to be the courage that Socrates says is possessed 

by philosophic natures (486b, 487% 49 1 b; c f  5 17b-c and 520b-c), who Socrates says 

need some sort of courage to become philosophers in the first place (503a-504% 535a-b). 

This suggests that the cultivation of spiritedness c m  yield two sorts of courage, the 

political and the philosophic. Our exploration of the Republic will focus on how 

5 See Zuckert 1988, 3-6, for a helphl summary of how spiritedness supports civic 

life. 



spiritedness may lead to each and on why Socrates indicates that there is a courage finer 

than the political kind. 

Spiritedness. Amer  and Human Dieni- 

Spiritedness may be a necessary condition for and perhaps a component of courage, 

but it is not itself courage. Everyone recognizes that human beings at tirnes act out of 

spiritedness without thereby acting courageously. The man who kicks the chair over 

which he has just tripped throws a fit of spiritedness, but he does not act courageously. 

One obvious reason explains why this is the case: in the chair he has not confionted 

anything frightening. But Socrates points to a deeper and more important reason for 

distinguishing between spiritedness and courage, which he clearly does. As we noted, 

Socrates says that spiritedness is what makes one "willing to be courageous," since it is 

"irresistibte and unbeatable" and "its presence makes every soul fearless and invincible in 

the face of everything" (375a-b). These words suggest that spiritedness makes one 

"willing" to be courageous because it fills the soul with a sense of "invincible" power, a 

capacity to overcome any obstacle or evil at hand. This is to Say that it makes one 

ccwilling" to be courageous not by persuading one to act in the face of all one's fears and 

doubts but by silencing them. Spiritedness thus seerns not to appeal to reason but to btind 

it; if only because courage requires recognition of the dangers one faces, spiritedness 

cannot be the same as courage. 

Insofar, moreover, as we think of courage as a virtue and therefore as something 

good, we have another, if more debatable, reason for distinguishing between spiritedness 

and courage: it is not always good to be "fearless" or to think oneself "invincible" in the 

face of everything. As we have seen, and as Laches achowledges, because those who 



dive into wells without knowing how to swim act foolishly, it is hard to cd1 them 

courageous; the point does not change if spiritedness is the source of one's folly. 

Consider the small man with great spiritedness who becomes so filled with anger that he 

challenges or attacks someone far bigger and stronger than he. There are two possible 

reasons why we might deny courage to him: either because spiritedness has so inflamed 

hirn that he does not reaiize what he is doing or because it so inff ames him that he does 

not care. It makes him so preoccupied with the object of his anger that it either crowds 

out al1 other thoughts or clouds his j ~ d ~ r n e n t . ~  

This exampie aIso suggests why Socrates might speak of spiritedness as making one 

only "willing" to b e  courageous rather than as making one simply courageous. The 

actions that spiritedness inspires may well appear to b e  courageous. The Davids who 

attacks Goliath not from a distance with a slingshot but from up close do strike most 

people as brave. If, however, their actions really stem from spiritedeness, people may not 

view them as brave for long. The boy who stands up to a bully in full awareness of the 

potentid consequences for him seems braver than the one who lashes out because of a 

quick temper. We typically consider courageous those who are in control of their actions 

rather than those who are out of control. The latter rnay perform actions resembling those 

of courageous people, but they are not r e d y  courageous. They may be willing to be 

courageous, but insofar as spiritedness blinds them, they are not tmly so. 

Spiritedness, in short, is a source of courage rather than courage itseIf because it is 

irrationai. In fact, Socrates indicates the irrationality of spiritedness at its first mention by 

For a helpful description of how anger can be the source of courage, see Gay 1988, 

257-59,264. 



suggesting that animals possess it; he speaks of spiritedness as making a "horse or dog or 

any other animal" willing to be courageous (375a-b; see also 442 a8-b2). From its first 

mention in the dialogue we learn why spiritedness needs to be educated; it is at odds with 

reason. As Socrates says later in the dialogue, one's soul is courageous onlv if its spirited 

part is rightly trained (4 1 0d6-7). 

Before we can know how spiritedness c m  be rightly trained, we have to understand 

better why it makes us behave irrationally . In Book IV Socrates claims that spiritedness, 

Iike reason and desire, constitutes a distinct part of the soul. In order to demonstrate this 

to a dubious Glaucon, he asks him whether it can be found in either the reasoning or the 

desiring part of the soul. Glaucon is not sure, but he suggests that spiritedness belongs to 

the latter (439e). To persuade him othenvise, Socrates recounts the story of Leontius. 

When Leontius one day happened upon the corpses of some executed criminals, one part 

of him wanted to look at their dead bodies and another part thought that it was shamefid 

to do so. When he could no longer restraïn himself from looking, he cursed his eyes for 

compelling him to gaze at the corpses (439e-440b). The cause, Socrates says, is that his 

spirit was roused against the part of himself that he believed to be worse, the desiring 

part. Socrates thus argues that anger, which he goes on to offer as the Ieading 

manifestation of spiritedness, can oppose desire. This helps to persuade Glaucon that 

spiritedness does indeed belong to a separate part of the soul- 

Giaucon's first instinct about spiritedness, though, is far from crazy. One might 

wonder whether what opposed Leontius' desire to look - or the desire he attributes to 

his eyes - was not in fact something distinct from desire but rather a countervailing 

desire to avoid shamefiil behavior. Indeed, Thomas Aquinas offers an account of anger 
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that treats it as a kind of desire (Sumrna Theologiae, 1-8 1.2). According to Thomas, there 

are two kinds of desires: concupiscible and irascible. Concupiscible desires are simple 

desires; they consist of our movement either directly towards something good, as in the 

case of love and joy, or directly away from something bad, as in the case of hatred and 

sorrow (cf. II.23 2). Irascible desires arise in response to the presence of some obstacle 

either to acquinng something good or fleeing something bad; "[the irascible desire's] 

object is the difflcult, for it tends to overcome and rise above threats" (1.82-2). Anger 

falls into this category. Now Thomas maintains that the irascible desires, like anger, 

differ fiom the concupiscible ones because they can sornetirnes cross them; the irascible 

desires, for example, may lead one to submit to something painfui from which the 

concupiscible desires counsel flight. Still, this obviously departs from Socrates' 

presentation; Thomas calls anger a desire, whereas Socrates does not. Thomas, 

moreover, indicates not just that anger is a kind of desire but also that it is rooted in 

ordinary concupiscible desires when he claims that dl the irascible desires "start from 

and finish with the concupiscible ones." They seem to be helpmates of the concupiscible 

desires because they help one to overcorne what stands between the simple desires and 

the objects they seek. The irascible desires according to Thomas are derivative, not 

independent.' 

Socrates' account of anger, by contrast, treats it as independent. He suggests that 

spiritedness cannot be adequately explained either sirnply as a response to thwarted 

desire, or  as something that helps thwarted desires to obtaio their objects. 

describes the phenornenon of anger, he says that a man's spirit "boils and 

When he 

becornes harsh" 

Cf. Pangie 1976, 1063. 



when he believes that he has suffered some injustice (440~). According to Socrates' 

formulation, one does not become angry whenever any desire is thwarted- Something 

more is involved: a sense that an injustice has been done. Socrates' account seems 

correct, since our anger at having been crossed or hanned tends to dissipate when we 

understand that h m  not to have been inflicted unjustly. Consider, for example, how 

much our anger would dissipate if we were to discover that the individual who had rear- 

ended Our car had done so because he had suffered a heart attack rather than because he 

had been driving recklessly. Socrates puts it this way: the noble individual is "less 

capable of anger at suffering hunger, cold or anything else of the sort inflicted on him by 

one whom he supposes does so justly" (440~). Both our anger and the concomitant desire 

to Iasb out at whomever or whatever rnakes us angry are intimately connected to our 

beiief that we have been treated unjustly. We both assign and accept punishment, 

Socrates suggests, only as long as we believe that the offender (including ourselves) has 

acted unjustly. 

To speak of anger as the response to thwarted desire simply does not capture the 

connection between anger and justice. Thomas' account of anger as an irascible desire 

d s o  obscures another component of anger, namely, the fact that anger is no mere means 

to the satisfaction of the concupiscible desires but rather a force with its own agenda. 

Socrates says that the angry spirit will suffer "hunger, cold and everything of the sort" 

and "stand fm and conquer and not cease from its noble efforts before it has succeeded, 

or death intervenes" (440c-d). Even if individuals become angry because their 

concupiscible desires are thwarted, they often lose sight of what they originally wanted. 
1 

This phenomenon is evident in the fact that, if someone believes an opponent has unjustly 



deprived him of something, he is uçuaily not satisfied if the opponent merely yields the 

object in question; he demands that the opponent acknowledge his injustice and 

apologize. It is not uncornmon for people to spend more in a court battle than the thing 

over which they are fighting is worth; they justiQ their behavior by saying that they are 

fighting for the sake of "principle." One c m  becorne so consumed witb anger that one 

forgets about one's initial desire. Indeed, according to Socrates' statement that anger 

makes one willing to fight on until death, anger c m  subordinate the preservation of life to 

the satisfaction of its goals.* 

* Thomas7 and Socrates' accounts of anger may, though, be doser than they first 

appear (which is why 1 speak only of Thomas' obscurhg certain phenornena). Although 

Thomas suggests that the irascible desires denve wholly from the concupiscible ones, he 

also seems to point to the intimate connection between anger and justice. Although 

Thomas says that the irascible desires arise frorn and terminate in the concupiscible ones, 

the example he offers to describe the connection between the two kinds of desires raises 

questions about whether anger is as derivative as he at first suggests, for he says that 

"anger arises from sadness and, having wrought vengeance, terminates in joy." What is 

open to interpretation is the claim that anger does not terminate in joy until it has wrought 

vengeance. This claim suggests that anger is satisfied not by the fülfillment of one's 

initial, thwarted desire but rather by obtaining justice. For his part, Socrates may not 

think that spiritedness is as different from desire as he initially seems to suggest. In fact, 

his suggestion in Book IV that there is a separate, spirited part of the soul may belong 

only to a preliminary account of the soul. For later discussions undermine the division of 

the soul presented in Book IV. In Book Vm Socrates no longer speaks as though the 



Anger, which Socrates features as the leading manifestation of spiritedness, reveds 

that spiritedness, at least as it is manifest in human beings, is fundamentaiiy moral.9 As 

parts of the soul are completely distinct, for he describes the spirited part of the soul as 

having its own desires (550b)- And in Book X he describes men's sods as divided only 

between a prudent or calcuiating part and a desiring part (604e1-3,605b4-7, 606d2-7). 

The tripartite division of the sou1 that Socrates first articulates in Book N may be  

designed more to bring out particularly vividly certain qudities of soul and to help foster 

the analogy between the city and the individud soul than to present a tme account. 

Indeed, even as he describes the tripartite character of the soul, Socrates c a s  attention to 

difficulties in that account when he says that their procedure will not yield a "precise 

grasp" of the sou1 (435d; see also 436b, 504a-b). 

One might object to this da im on the ground that when Socrates first mentions 

spiritedness, he says, as we have seen, that it rnakes animals as well as human beings 

willing to be courageous (375a-b). Does this not suggest that there is a kind of 

spiritedness that is not moral? One might charactenze such spiritedness as a naturd 

"fight" that arises when one confronts obstacles. There seem to be three strong reasons 

for doubting however, that Socrates thinks that this kind of amoral spiritedness exists in 

human beings. First, if I am not mistaken, Plato offers no instance of it in the two 

dialogues that 1 discuss. Second, the fact that Socrates says animals and human beings 

possess a similar quality does not mean that he thinks that it manifests itself identically in 

them. Third, examples of spiritedness that one might offer to show the existence of an 

amoral spintedness may actually contain moral opinions. If one were to point to the 

spiritedness we appear to summon in ourselves, for example, to keep running in a tough 



we have seen, Socrates reveais that anger depends on our having the belief that we are 

being denied something to which we believe we have a rieht We therefore give reasons 

and explmations for our anger. We are not merely animals fiercely seeking what we 

desire; Our anger, we believe, is reasonable.'* As we have also seen, this explains why 

anger is always accompanied by blarne and the wish to punish what inspires it. We are 

not simply disappointed when we do not get what we deserve; we blame others for our 

deprivation because we believe they have an obligation to respect our rights, and we 

believe that they rnust be punished for violating their obIigation. This belief c m  be so 

powerful that it leads us irrationally to think that things should be punished for harming 

us, as was shown by the case of Leontius, who cursed his eyes as though they were 

Iiving, willful beings. Anger is thus moral in that it implies a belief that we can exert a 

daim upon others that they are obliged to fulfill. 

What makes us think that we can exert such claims on others? And why do we think, 

moreover, that the world will or at least should support us in Our demand that others 

abide by their duties? It is bard to answer these questions, although we c m  attach a tabel 

to the more fundamental phenomenon that anger reveaIs. Anger over the fact that we 

have not beeo treated as we deserve suggests that however human beings choose to 

articulate this belief about desert - whether it is because we have souls or free will or 

sornething else - in essence we believe that we have dignity. We believe that Our 

existence has a seriousness and importance that confers upon us a right to be treated with 

race, that "fight" often and perhaps always has a moral componenf such as Our 

encouraging ourselves by asserting that we are not the sort of human being who gives up 

Io Cf. Cross and Woozley 1966, 122. 



the respect that beings like us deserve-Il That such a nght exists seems to emerge from 

the way we, when our better selves are acting, treat others: we believe that we respect, or 

at least c m  respect, others' dignity. We believe that we are capable of acting with a view 

to something other than Our own welfare, which suggests to us that there is a level of 

existence on which human beings act not merely to advance their own interests but 

according to what is right, Le., according to some universal principle of justice. That we 

think we can live on that level Ieads us to think that others c m  and should too- Getting 

angry over affronts to Our digniw means blaming others for not acting in this way. But it 

is not the case that we simply wish to live high-mindedly, according to principle, 

eschewing al1 other concems. We also seem to have Our own well-being sornewhere in 

mind. And acting justly at the very least should make one deserving of some respect. To 

the extent that we do not receive that respect, however, we hold more than simply the 

particular offender responsible. We seem to think that we have a claim on the world 

more generally to make up for it, in particular, by punishing whoever offended us. Of 

course, to say this is still to identifv rather than to explain the phenornenon. It is  to 

identify what conduct we expect rather than to explain precisely why that conduct should 

be forthcoming. Indeed, it is impossible to offer such an explanation here. A genuine 

explanation wouid be an account of why others - or we ourselves - should act justly, 

and this would be the task of another investigation. Here we must lirnit ourselves to 

noting that human anger depends on the belief in dignity, i.e., that we are beings who act 

1' For a powerful expression of this belief in human seriousness, see Plato, Laws 

803 b-804~. 



in such as way as to deserve recognition and respect and that if the recognition is not 

forthcoming, we expect or have a claim on the world somehow to rectie that fact. 

We l e m  more about the nature of the concem for dipity and thus about spiritedness 

in the role that Glaucon plays in the construction of the city in speech.I2 In collaboration 

l 2  In what follows, our focus will b e  on Glaucon's rather than Adeimantus' character 

and role in the diaiogue. The reason is that the present investigation is devoted to 

exploring the connection between spiritedness and courage, and however spinted and 

courageous Adeimantus is, it is Glaucon whom the dialogue explicitly presents as 

embodying both qudities most vividly and consistently. Adeimantus hirnself attests to 

GIaucon7s greater spiritedness. When Socrates describes in Book Vm the decay both of 

regimes and of the men whose souk correspond to their regimes, he identifies the regime 

that follows the best regime as honor-loving and "timocratic." Upon hearing that the 

timocratic regime is characterized by the prominence of spiritedness, Adeimantus 

remarks that the kind of man who corresponds to this regime woufd be "near to Glaucon 

here7' (548e). But more importantly, Glaucon is the one that most provocatively cornpels 

us to grapple with questions about spiritedness and courage. As we shalI soon see, it is at 

Glaucon's insistence that the city in speech is forced to wage war and thus to incorporate 

soldiers and an education in courage into its way of tife (373ff). Indeed, the connection 

between Glaucon and courage is prefigured at the very beginning of Book II, as soon as 

the young men take over the conversation about justice from Thrasymachus. When 

Socrates remarks there that he has not yet been "freed from argument.," he says that this is 

because Glaucon, whom he describes as "always most courageous in everytbing7' (357a), 

will not let it go. Socrates' comment is compatible, moreover, with what we leam about 



at first only with the moderate Adeimantus, Socrates describes a city that cornes into 

being to supply its mernbers' individual deficiencies. hdividuals need assistance from 

each other because no one  can fend entirely for himself. To ensure that everything in the 

 ci^ is made as well as possible, each man specializes in a particular art. So that the city 

may be adequately supplied, there must be many different kinds of artisans, including not 

only those who make goods, but also those who trade them. But while the city is "not a 

little" one (370e), it is very moderate and peaceful. Its citizens are concerned with only 

very simple pleasures - bread, wine, clothing, and shoes; they will work throughout the 

year; they will eat simple, hearty food; and they will relax by drinking wine and singing 

hymns to the gods (372a-c). The citizens of this first city, as Socrates describes them, are 

so moderate as to be unerotic; while they will enjoy "sweet intercourse," they will avoid 

producing too many children so as to "keep an eye out against poverty and war" (372a-c). 

Upon hearing this last fact, Glaucon sharpiy interrupts the narrative, claiming that 

Socrates and Adeimantus have made these men "have their feast without relishes" 

Glaucon and his courage from his speech about justice, which presents a more extreme 

case for Socrates to defend than does Adeimantus'. Glaucon demands not only that 

justice be shown to be sensibly good, as Adeimantus does (see especiaIIy 366e-367a and 

367d); be demands that i t  be shown to be good for the just man even when justice is 

tembly hard, requiring the greatest sacrifices. Glaucon longs to hear an argument that 

defends justice as something for which it is worthwhile to endure the greatest rïsks. This 

fact suggests that Glaucon has a particu~arly high regard for courage as Laches 

understood it, namely, as the capacity for steadfastness of soul under the most tem%ing 

conditions. 



(372~2-3); the erotic Glaucon is clearly fnistrated by the mundane lives of these citizens. 

He may be especially fmstrated by Socrates' portrait of these citizens both because they 

have dull, orderly sexual lives and because they eschew war. Socrates interprets 

Glaucon's cornpiaint literally; he responds by granting them a greater variety of foods. 

This is hardly what Glaucon had in mind. He is dissatisfied; indeed, he seems angry. 

Dripping with sarcasm and obvious disgust, Glaucon likens the city to a "city of sows" 

and irnplies that the citizens' lives consist of nothing more than getting fat. Glaucon then 

suggests that the citizens shouId instead be able to enjoy tables, couches, relishes and 

desserts (3726). Both of Glaucon's inte jections into Socrates' description of the first 

city appear to indicate that he rejects it because it does not satis@ his desire for luxuries, 

which appear to include copious and unconventional sexual encounters and fine meals in 

cornfortable sumoundings. There are, however, stroag indications that luxuries are not 

Glaucon's only, or even main, concem. As we shall see, luxuries would not suffice to 

satisfy Glaucon or to attach him to the city (after d l ,  would he not feel a deeper 

attachrnent to wealthy Athens than his speech about justice suggests if his top priority 

were luxuries?). 

In response to Glaucon's objections to the city, Socrates asks him how the city "ought 

to ben (372d). Glaucon suggests that "as is conventional," the men in the city ought to 

have the things we just mentioned: relishes and desserts and couches and tables. But the 

specific "relishes" Glaucon proposes are less important than why he proposes them; the 

only addition to the city that Glaucon specifically mentions is fûmiture. Comfortable 

furniture, however, does not satise an appetite for erotic pleasures. Indeed, Glaucon 

does not propose including fûmiture in the city for the sake of the citizens' comfort or 



pleasure; he includes it because reclining on couches and eating from tables is proper for 

men "who are not wretched" (372d8-10).~~ Of al1 the possible things that Glaucon could 

ask that they include in this city of their own creation, he chooses to inchde not 

especially interesting sources of pleasure but rather the conventional trappings of wealth, 

leisure and status. Why are these important to Glaucon? Perhaps even more than he 

enjoys the pleasures that cm be had from these goods (which are not, as we have said, 

substantively much different from that which are available to the first citizens), Glaucon 

may delight in the signs of status that they confer. It seems to be important to Glaucon 

that human beings distinguish themselves frorn lowlier men and anirnals, even if it is only 

by eating off tables and while reclining on couches. 

The importance to Giaucon of conventional signs of status helps to explain why he 

likens the first city to a city of sows and the manner in which he does so. Glaucon is not 

merely dissatisfied with the first city's incapacity to supply him with a happiness he 

desires. By irnplicidy calling the first citizens pigs,14 Glaucon reveals that his disgust 

lies in the fact that its citizens seem more animalistic than human. And his sarcastic 

dismissal of the city suggests that the description of such an inhuman way of life offends 

his sense of dignity. As we have seen, Glaucon does not sirnply identify the problems he 

sees with the first city and cornplain that this city will not make human beings happy. He 

evinces an angry repugnance at the presentation of human beings in what he regards as a 

l 3  As Bloom notes, since most Greeks ate off the floor, it was a mark of wealth and 

social standing to eat from a low couch or cushions (1991, 448 n.30). 

l4 That Glaucon calls them sows, Le., female pigs, should be understood as yet an 

additionai slur on the first citizens. 



degrading light and treats the whole picture with utter contempt. Glaucon tfius seems to 

believe that the goodness of human life consists above d l  in its being somehow distinct 

from animal life. He does  not rnerely think that men should live more pleasantly than 

they would in the first city; he thinks that they should live with more dignity. And in his 

articulation of "how it should be," Glaucon is groping for something that wili make the 

city and its inhabitants i n ~ o  more than sows. His additions to the city suggest that he is at 

a loss for what specifically that might be. 

What leads Glaucon ta see the first citizens' lives as so undignified and why he cares 

so much about dignity is n o t  obvious. But the development in the way he refers to the 

first citizens suggests an answer. Glaucon initially objects to the city after Socrates' first 

description of its citizens' "manner of life"; after hearing how moderately they Iive, he 

protests that Socrates makes "these men have their feast without relishes." Only after 

Socrates revises his account to give the citizens desserts Like "figs and beans" does 

Glaucon accuse him of praviding for a "city of sows" (372a-d; my emphasis)- It is in 

between these two descriptions that the citizens' way of life ceases to be worthy of 

human beings. But Socrates' revised account does not seem to differ much on this score 

from the first one, which depicted the citizens as eating and drinking and engaging in 

moderate sex. What in the revised account inspires Glaucon to suggest that Socrates is 

providing for a city of sows? It may well be the fact that Glaucon' reference to sows 

follows immediately &ter Socrates mentions death. Socrates says that the citizens "will 

live out their lives in peace with health ... and at last, dying as old men, they will hand 

down other similar lives t a  their offspring" (372d). Socrates' reference to their deaths 

seems to remind Glaucon af his deep concern, which we will see is evident in his speech 



about justice, that hurnan life involve more than satisfying the needs of the body. Death, 

for Glaucon, seems to cast a large shadow over human life, lending a particular urgency 

to the desire for more than being fattened for Worms and perpetuating the species. 

Socrates' mention of death brings to the surface, with particular force, Glaucon' s desire 

to live a senous life, which desire tempts him to make extraordinary demands on himself. 

Dignity or having the trappings that indicate one "is not wretched," may be important to 

Glaucon because it holds the promise of a meaningfùl life that can reinforce his sense of 

significance despite the fate that seems to undermine al1 human significance. 

We see a further example of Glaucon's concem with dignity when he paints 

remarkable portraits of both the just and the unjust man. While justice is the virtue that 

Glaucon most wants to see defended, he is also powerfully attracted to courage. This is 

evident from the fact that he uses courage to bolster his portrait of the unjust man; 

Glaucon thinks that the unjust man must possess the virtue of courage if he is to corne 

across as sufficiently admirable. When Glaucon describes justice as a compact among 

the weak to delude the strong into not pressing their advantages, he claims that no one 

who is "a real man" (359b2) would agree to the compact, even if he  would suffer for 

rejecting it; he dismisses the possibility that the manly unjust man might simply choose to 

a g e e  to the compact publicly but then quietly not honor his agreement. The reai man, 

according to Glaucon, does not dissemble; he courageousiy gives and sticks by his true 

word. GIaucon prefers the man who preserves his dignity as a free and independent agent 



to the one who takes the easier path to injustice by pretending to acquiesce in the many's 

wishes. 15 

However powerfûl these passages reveal Glaucon's concem with dignity to be, 

Glaucon does not himself articulate this concem. Indeed, Glaucon may not even be  

conscious of his deepest concerns; let us recail that his attempt to suggest alternatives to 

what he regards as the first city's animalistic way of life was rather feeble; dl he could 

muster was the recommendation that the city have fine food and furniture. Giaucon 

wants a more meaninml life, perhaps a life that can be satisQing even despite the fact of 

death, but he is at a Ioss to articulate what that includes. He just knows that such a life 

cannot be found in the city of sows. His demand for luxuries may appear frivolous, but it 

in fact ushers human concerns into the city. And especially noteworthy for Our purposes 

is the fact that the extent to which GIaucon's objection to the city and his wish for a more 

human life is rooted in a concem for dignity is the extent to which it is a spirited 

objection. l6 In this objection, moreover, we see that spintedness, which Socrates initiaily 

l5 Some commentators seem to think that Glaucon's demand in fact represents 

Plato's own extremism or his "flight from the natural world" (Barker 1925, 150; see also 

Nettleship 1937, 58-59). While 1 disagree that GIaucon' s demand represents Plato's own 

view, 1 do think that it may indicate that he, Glaucon, wishes to "flee the natural world." 

1 would, however, also maintain that his longing is hardly idiosyncratic; Glaucon 

represents the uniquely hurnan longing for a meaningful and senous life. 

16 Bloom's interpretive essay focuses on Glaucon's erotic nature (1 99 1, 345-47). 1 

do not deny Glaucon's eroticism or that his objection to the city of sows is also an erotic 

objection (he senses that it cannot supply him with the happiness for which he powerfully 



presents as a threat to the city's stability, has a positive as well as a negative dimension: it 

fuels aspirations toward full humanity. 

Indeed, the fact that dignity is the animating concern of spiritedness makes it possible 

for spiritedness to blossom into noble courage. Socrates highlights this potential when he 

describes the spirited phenornena other than anger. He calls, for exarnple, the loves of 

honor and of victory "spirited," and he similady describes the ascendant part of the 

cctirnocratic" man's soul, i.e., the soul of the man characteristic of an honor-loving regirne 

(548c).17 The love of honor suggests, even more than Glaucon's objection to the city of 

sows, what is promising about spiritedness. About the spirited part of the soul, Socrates 

says that "it admires and honors" (553d4). Spiritedness looks up - and leads spirited 

human beings to try to resernble what they admire. The spirited men of Socrates' 

timocratic regime admire and aim to be admirable themsehes. They seek honor, which 

means they do not seek merely to win farne and its attendant benefits. They want respect 

and admiration from respectable and admirable people, who alone hlly appreciate 

genuine dignity. Indeed, according to Aristotle, one pursues honor not for its own sake 

but as a sign of one's own goodness; it is, he says, virtue rather than honor that honor- 

lovers seek 1095b25-30; cf. 1 123 b35, 1 159a15-25). Ensofar as it is manifest as the 

longs), but it seems to me that he is at least as spirited as he is erotic, as may be seen 

especially in the fact that he is happiest with the city in speech when it is purged of 

luxuries and devoted to a self-denying virtue. See 3 99e; cf. Strauss 1964, 1 12. 

l7 Socrates describes the timocratic regime in Book Vm. Concerned above al1 with 

honor, particularly in war, it is according to Socrates second in virtue only to the best 

regime. It is thus a more virtuous regime than either oligarchy or democracy. 



love of honor, spiritedness is thus open to an education about virtue.ls This, of course, 

does not by any means suggest that al1 spirited humm beings are excellent students of 

virtue. We must not forget the p ropens i~  of spiritedness to express itself as anger, which 

carries with it a sense of righteous certains that hinders rather than helps education. If 

'8 Cf. Craig 1994, which attempts to show that men with spirited natures are "the 

worthiest candidates for philosophy" (245). In making this argument, some aspects of 

which have a kinship with my own, Craig strongly distinguishes between the loves 

charactenstic of the spirited man - the love of honor and the love of victory - and 

maintains that the Latter is far more educable, and hence desirabIe, than the former (75- 

78). Although these loves do have different objects, Craig's account of their differences 

seems forced. Craig rests much on the fact that Socrates says that good men are not 

lovers of honor but makes no parailel statement about the love of victory (75-76). Craig 

argues that this is due to the fact that honor-lovers always depend on other people's 

opinions, but lovers of victory "are open to be detached from the opinions of others, as 

the man who most loves honor c m  never be7' (78). But Socrates does not distinguish so 

sharply between the love of honor and the love of victory (cf. 548~) .  Indeed, the love of 

honor and the love of victory are in fact very similar. Both are Iinked by a concern for 

dignity . It is far from clear, moreover, that Iovers of victory care 1 ess about others' 

opinions than do honor-lovers. Do they not wish to achieve victory before an audience? 

For another reason, Craig may reverse the proper hierarchy of the two loves (insofar as 

they should be distinguished): whereas the love of honor testifies to a love of virtue for 

the reason Aristotle proposes, the love of victory arguably leads one to measure oneself 

against another, rising or falling to the level of the cornpetition. 



spiritedness c m  inspire attempts at self-improvement, it can also inspire self-satisfaction. 

In order to fiilfil1 its potential as a vehicle of education, it itself has to be educated. 

It is explicitiy to the education of the guardians' spiritedness that Socrates turns in 

Book m. And it is the mord opinion at the heart of the human expression of 

spiritedness, i.e., the opinion that human beings are dignified, that enables the city to take 

this ferai and irrational quality in hand and transform it into something that the city 

needs: courage or, rather, political courage. Courage is the first virtue that appears in the 

city in speech (375a; cf  386a). Possessed above al1 by the city's soIdiers, it is exercised 

on the battlefield for the sake of the city. This distinguishes it fiom the battlefield 

courage that Laches admires. Unlike Laches, whose admiration for the courageous 

hoplite focuses on his bravery in the moment of truth, Socrates and his interlocutors do 

not abstract from politicai considerations in their account of courage; after ail, their 

primary aim is to found a city in speech. The courage that they seek to instill in the city's 

guardians through educating their spiritedness must serve the city. According to 

Socrates, the guardians are courageous because they are able "through everything7' to 

preserve the opinion "produced by law through education about what - and what sort of 

thing - is terrible" (429~). Because the law teaches that ci tizens must do what is best for 

the city (412e, 413c), what is tmly terrible is a failure to do what is best for the ciq.  But 

this opinion is not easy to sustain. It is frequently besieged by fear, pain and desire, al1 of 

which have the power to dislodge even a very firmly rooted attachment to the city and to 

lead one instead to do what is or merely seems to be best for oneself @?Ob; cf. 412e- 

4 l h ) .  The guardians7 courage lies above d l  in their ability to fend off chailenges to their 

devotion to the city, for unless their bravery is guided by the appropriate political 



opinions, it is not the politicai courage the city needs. Guardians whose spirïtedness has 

been properly trained into courage, then, will locate their dignity in rernaining steadfastly 

devoted to the city. Whereas the ordinary spinted man may simply demand others' 

respect whether or not he has "earned" it, the guardians would seek to demonstrate their 

dignity through devotion to a cause greater than themselves. 

1s it, however, tnily virtuous to exercise courage because doing so satisfies the city's 

need for courageous soldiers? In other words, is politicai courage a genuine vimie? 

Glaucon7s speech at the beginning of Book II raises questions about whether justice, 

insofar as it involves sacrifice, is in fact a virtue. This necessarily implies similar 

questions about political courage, since its animating principle is serving justice - at 

least as understood by the ci-. Now Glaucon, as we have seen and as Socrates observes, 

is unpersuaded of the superionty of injustice to justice despite the power of his speech 

(368a; see also 347e6). To use terminology that appears later in the dialogue, we may 

Say that this means he is also unpersuaded that political courage is defective: he is more 

than open to the possibility that courageous devotion to justice, or the common good of 

the city, is choiceworthy . 

But in order to defend justice and the heroic courage that accompanies it adequately, 

Socrates must show Glaucon that the heroically courageous just man is no fool. Glaucon 

demands that Socrates show that even if the just man has a reputation solely for injustice 

and ends up whipped, racked, bound, and with his eyes bumed out, bis decision to be just 

was not worthwhile, because he is happier being just than unjust (3586, 361d-362a). 

Glaucon's attraction to the self-overcoming required of the just man is rerniniscent of 

Laches' attraction to the notion of courage as the simple willingness to risk one's life, 



dthough Glaucon goes much hrther in illustrating the extreme conditions one must be 

able to embrace happily in order for virtue to be choiceworthy.lg But if Glaucon cares 

about dignity, he must think (as Laches does when he proves unwilling to equate noble 

courage with fooiishness) that the just man's heroic courage c m  be tnily noble only if it 

is not fooiish. A mode1 of human virtue is not merely courageous but rationaily 

courageous; i.e., tnie courage, or truly noble courage, is rational. Spiritedness thus has a 

philosophic as welI as political dimension. Not only is Glaucon's spiritedness, for 

example, responsible for the transformation of the city of sows, but it aIso renders him 

open to some degree to an education concerning the true goods of the soul. Thus, 

according to the criteria established in Glaucon's speech, if the pa rd ims  of the city in 

speech are to be tnily admirable, the courage that the city cultivates in them must be 

rational. We will have to see whether Socrates' account of political courage actually 

measures up to this criterion. 

19 Craig does not address the degree to which Glaucon's apparent defense of injustice 

in fact bespeaks a longing for a noble life, Le., a life of spIendid action that appears to 

demand great sacrifice, not to mention a strong concern with honor (cf. Craig 1994, 1 13, 

with 360d-e). His inattention to this aspect of spintedness prevents him from seeing what 

1 will argue are the real problems and benefits of a spirited nature. Annas notes that 

Glaucon ccstresses the need to praise justice for itself' rather than for its consequences and 

the implications of that demand. But she diminishes the power of that demand by saying 

that Glaucon and Adeimantus are "merely stressing different parts of the task" that they 

are setting for Socrates (1 98 1, 60-66). 



Chapter 5 

The Guardians' Education in Courage 

Spiritedness and the Problem of the Guardians 

Socrates' account of political courage emerges as he elaborates how courage should 

be inculcated in the city's future guardians. As we have seen, a crucial part of this task 

must involve taming the guardians' spirited natures, since spiritedness is a potentially 

savage quality (375b9-10). Indeed, at the outset of the guardians' education in Books III- 

N, Socrates seems to rninimize rather than utilize the guardians' spiritedness. We have 

already seen some evidence for why he might treat spiritedness in this way. Political 

courage, into which spiritedness is supposed to be transformed, means following the 

city's teaching about what is and is not truly terrible (429c-430~1, Le., obeying die city's 

Iaws. But spirited men are often anggy, and angry men often act impulsively and 

irrationally; this does not comport well with obedience. Achilles, the great warrior of 

Horner's Iliad, is  a perfect example of how anger c m  lead to civil disobedience and 

political disaster. Indeed, the Iliad is in large part the story of the consequences of 

Achilles' refusal to help the Greeks fight the Trojans because he is angry at having been 

deprived of his war prize, the girl Briseis. His departure from the battle costs the Greeks 

dearly. Even after Briseis is retumed to him and he receives more compensation, 

Achilles petuiantiy refuses to retum to the battle. Whatever other problems anger has, its 

presence in a city's soldiers can be disastrous for the city. 

The guardians of the city in speech will, moreover, have to be obedient in a peculiar 

way, for they will not be guardians of any ordinary regime. Indeed, it is far from clear 

how significant their "guardingY' fünction is; Socrates does not provide details of their 



military training1 What makes their role unique is that the city, as we noted, tums out to 

require philosopher-kings as its rulers (474c, 500e-50 1 a). The uniqueness of the city, as 

we will see, thus d s o  explains why Socrates initiaily appears to try to minimire the 

guardians7 spiritedness. Socrates is cuftivating guardians who are to obey philosopher- 

kings, but this is not likely to be easy for spirited men. In the first place, spirited men are 

proud men who love honor and victory. To what extent can such men respect 

philosophers, who prefer quiet thinking instead of winning honor from others (496b-e, 

54%-550a) and who think of ruling not as a great activity but as a duty they must fuifil1 

(see 5 lgc, 520b-52 1 b)? Second, even if the guardians do corne to respect philosophers, 

will they be content to adhere to the law resenring rule to h e m ?  Or would they not 

demand to share in rule themselves? If the tendency of spirited men is to make such a 

demand, it must be controlled in the guardians for the regime to succeed. For most 

guardians cannot hope to share in rule; those who remain rnerely as guardians, i-e., who 

do not become philosophers, must be satisfied with their roles. But c m  the spinted men 

Socrates says the city needs to defend it be satisfied with this? Socrates thus appears to 

be in the awkward position of having to devise an education that teaches courage by at 

the sarne tirne using and moderating the quality that makes one "willing to be 

courageous" and thus an adequate defender of the city, narnely spiritedness. 

We will see, however, that there is a deeper reason for Socrates to try to moderate the 

pardians' spiritedness, which reason stems from the fact that philosophers are to rule the 

* The training that Socrates connects most explicitly to military activity focuses only 

on that which will give the guardians' strong and healthy bodies, namely, exercise and 

good nutrition (404aff). 



c i 3  in speech "in the light of day" (Strauss 1975, 38; Bruell 1994, 267). To the extent 

that philosophers rule openly, they wilI not have to disguise the understanding that 

govems their lives, including their understanding about the gods. What this implies for 

the guardians is that dong with accepting the rule of philosophers, the guardians will 

have to accept the rule of a philosophic theology in the city. We get a glimpse of the 

substance of this theology at the beginning of Book II. Here Socrates proposes revising 

Homer's teaching about the gods in a way that tums out to make the city's theology more 

compatible with philosophy, which does not Let pious scmples hinder its inquiries. The 

highest beings for the philosophers are presented as the famous unchanging Ideas (see 

Bolotin 1995, 87). Whatever else they are, they do not involve themselves in human 

affairs. The revised theology that Socrates proposes at the beginning of the construction 

of the city in speech prefigures the Ideas. Socrates indicates that the guardians should 

hear stories only about gods who, first, are wholly good and who, second, cause ody  

good things. Being the cause only of good things, however, appears to limit the degree of 

these gods' involvement in human affairs. At the very least, they do not rule over human 

beings, for ruling requires punishing injustice. It does not seem, however, that these gods 

punish anyone. If the gods cause only good things and if punishment involves harming 

people, then although Socrates does not spell out this consequence, the gods do not 

punish human beings (379b-c). But might not punishment be understood as correction 

rather than harm? If so, then Socrates' further daim that the gods are friends only of the 

good and the wise (382e) means that they have no interest in correcting those individuals 

who need their chastisement 



Most importantly for Our purpose, the fact that the city in speech is ruled - or, rather, 

not ruled - by distant gods means that the gardians need a courage that is self-reliant. 

They cannot think, for example, that theïr courageous devotion to the city will make them 

worthy of gods' assistance or support. As we will l e m ,  however, from Socrates' 

revision of the traditional education, spiritedness, the source of courage, is not self- 

reiiant. As we will see, spiritedness and the concern for dignity that we have suggested in 

the previous chapter drives it, contain the hope that there are extemal forces that will help 

human beings secure the rnost important things. The challenge facing Socrates, then, is 

whether he can reconcile the city's need for the guardians to be, on the one hand, spirited 

with the need for them to be, o n  the other hand, obedient and self-reliant, both of which 

qualities are in some sense at odds with spiritedness. 

Anger' s Weakness 

Socrates and Adeimantus initidly undertake the task of designing the guardians' 

education- They first agree that a sound education begins by telling the young the right 

stories and providing them with proper models of emulation (377b, 378c-d). They then 

agree that the guardians will become courageous only if they hear tales about Hades that 

differ from the terriQing ones told by Homer (386a-b). According to Socrates, in order 

to be courageous, the guardians must hear the stories that "make them fear death least," 

for no one who "believes Hades' domain exists and is full of terror will be fearIess in the 

face of death and choose death in battle above defeat and slavery" (386a-b). Homer's 

temfying portrait of Hades makes it impossible to face death in battle bravely, because 

those who hear it are led to believe that death is the greatest evil. But Socrates' 

alternative is rather strange. B y  saying that the guardians should "fear death least," 



Socrates implies that the best way to make the guardians into courageous defenders of the 

city is to minirnize this fear, for as he  and Adeimantus agree, no one "who has this fear in 

him would ever become courageous." But insofar as courage means acting well in the 

face of fears, how c m  anyone who does not have "this fear in him" possess courage? 

Perhaps it is desirable for a city to have fearless defenders; but is it accurate to speak of 

them as courageous? 

Socrates spells out what he considers problematic about the Homeric tales in seven 

passages he cites that do indeed depict Hades as "full of terror." In two of them Achilles 

speaks from Hades, saying that it is incomparably bleak. Hades is so temble, Achilles 

reports once he is sent there, that he would prefer a long Life on earth as "a serf to 

another" to the greatest honor in Hades (386~;  cf. Odvssey XI.489); he also rnourns the 

fate of his beloved friend Patroclus, whose ghost retums from Hades as a mere shadow. 

The other references to Hades reinforce its dreadfulness. Its occupants, for example, are 

like bats, fluttering around mindlessly and voicelessly in the dark; "even the gods hate it" 

(386d; cf. Iliad XX.64). 

If, however, such images make the guardians fear death, or, more precisety, fear it 

more than sIavery, this fact by itseIf does not prove they will teach cowardice rather than 

courage. After d l ,  in spite of this depiction of Hades, Homeric heroes and Greeks raised 

on tales about them were extraordinarily brave. As we have seen, when the Persians 

invaded Greece in huge numbers, the Greeks chose to stand their ground at places like 

Thermopylae and Plataea rather than submit to enslavement. Can Socrates' desire, then, 

to refom the presentation of Hades be adequately explained by a fear that Homer's tales 

Sap courage in soldiers? Socrates even acknowledges that the traditional tales about 



Hades did not simply instill fear in those who heard them- Socrates indicates that 

Homer7s stories are "poetic and sweet for the rnany to hear" and that while the temble 

and fearfûl names applied to this domain, such as "Cocytus, Styx, 'those below,' 'the 

withered dead,' and other such names," give those who hear them "shivers," they may 

perhaps "be good for something else" (387b-c). Insofar as the tales themselves are not 

simply bad for those who hear hem, Socrates rnay be concerned more about the character 

of the courage they teach than about whether they teach any form of courage at d l .  

If Socrates' professed grounds for rejecting Homer's tales are insufficient, he rnust, 

then, object to some other effect they have on their auditors. What Socrates objects to 

becomes ciearer when he says that as a result of hearing these tales, the guardians will 

becorne "hotter and softer than they ought to ben (387~).  The problem is less that the 

tales would make the guardiam cowardly than that they would make them improperly 

courageous. Insofar as Socrates criticizes the tales for making the men ''hotte? than they 

ought to be, he seems to mean that they make the guardians angner: Homer's tales are 

defective because they nurture spiritedness. We can grasp what Socrates seems to have 

in mind if we think about Achilles, whose sentiments are cited by Socrates to illustrate 

the h m  caused by the offending tales and who seems to exempli@ what it means to be 

hotter than one ought. As we have seen, Achilles petulantly withdraws from the war 

against the Trojans because of a perceived slight to his honor; he even considers taking 

al1 of his ships home (Iliad IX.320). When he returns to battle, it is to wreak wiid 

vengeance on Hector for having killed bis fnend Patroclus. His anger at Hector for 

killing Patroclus is so overpowering that, d e r  seeking out and killing him, he vents his 

unexhausted rage by mutilating Hector's corpse. Indeed, his towering rage causes hirn to 



battle a river (391a-b; cf. Iliad. XXII.20, JQCI-225fT). But if Achilles is a hot-head, it is 

not clear that frightening tales about Hades are responsible for this. At least at first siJht, 

his rage seerns caused less by the utter bleakness of Hades than by the failure of men and 

gods to g a n t  hirn the respect he thinks he is due.' He refuses to fight because he is 

offended by Agamemnon's failure to retum his war pnze to hirn, and he considers taking 

his ships home when he thinks Zeus is not answerïng l i s  prayers that the Greeks suffer 

enormous losses as punishment for stighting him. 

AchilIes7 fierce concem for his honor and diapïty may, however, be closely 

connected to the terrible tales he hears about Hades. Knowing that he is destined for a 

short life, the thought of having to endure the terrors of Hades so soon rnay make him 

especiaily determined that his life be grand and glorious. As he says to his rnother, "since 

you bore me to be a man with a short life, therefore Zeus ... should gant  me honor at 

least7' (Iliad 1.35045). His sense of dignity and his wish to be treated as he believes he 

desenres may thus loom especially Iarge to hirn precisely because of the terrible fate he 

ultimately faces. Indeed, Achilles' despair over what awaits him grows when the ghost 

of Patroclus visits him from I-fades. Achilles is frightened by the fact that PatrocIus 

seems to lack both a physical presence and a mind (386c-d; Iiiad XXIII- 100-106). It is 

thus in large part because of the fate that awaits him that he is so attached to honor. 

Honor is for him a great compensation, and his desire to receive it prevails over al1 other 

concems. 

- - 

2 See Saxenhouse 1988, 3 1-34, which offers a ve ry  heipfül discussion of this aspect 

of Achilles' anger. 



If the Homeric tales regarding Hades cause their auditors to become, like Achilles, 

fevenshly concemed with honor and dignity, Socrates has clear political reasons to 

reform them: doing so can minimize the guardians' excessive concem with dignity. The 

greater that concem, the more susceptible they are to anger and the more likely they are 

not to act as is best for the city - and not to act as is best for themseIves either. If 

Homer's tales make the guardians ferocious fighters, their ferocity does not serve the city 

or themselves, for it cornes the expense of a more obedient and more rational courage. 

When Achilles kills Hector, he is aware that, according to a prophecy, this means that he 

will soon die, too. But in his fury, he has no concem for himself; he seeks wildly to 

destroy Hector despite his mother's reminders about the result (Iliad XWI.94-100). 

Once in Hades, however, Achilles himself calls into question the reasonableness of his 

actions when he expresses his preference to Odysseus for a long Iife on earth as "a serf to 

another" over the greatest bonor in Hades ( 3 8 6 ~ ) .  

If, however, cchotness" is a problem, it is not the only problem that Socrates seeks to 

rnitigate. Although Achilles' anger h m e d  the Greeks, his extremely irresponsible 

action was a rarity among Greek soldiers. The other, perhaps more fundamental, problem 

that Socrates identifies with the traditional tales is that they make men "softer than they 

ought to be." The fourth of Socrates' seven references to Homer's offending tales 

suggests what he rneans. Here Socrates quotes Odysseus as saying that the seer Teiresias, 

whom Achilles encounters in Hades, "alone possesses understanding; the others are 

fluttering shadows" (386d). This means that it is in fact possible through divine 

intervention to keep one's mind in Hades and not wind up bat-like; it  is by virtue of 

Persephone's grace that Teiresias was allowed to keep his mind and his gift of "seeing" 



in ~ a d e s . 3  The tales about Hades thus not only c m  inspire a fevensh concern with 

dignity. To some degree they can also inspire the hope the gods c m  Save men from a 

terrible fate. The tales thus make men soft by undermining their self-reliance. 

In fact, if we consider the example of AchilIes, it appears that anger goes hand-in- 

hand with a certain softness, Achilles' anger at being deprived of what he believes he 

deserves leads him to demand a rectification of his situation. This is to Say that he 

demands that some force - specifically, Zeus - intervene to restore the world to its 

proper order. Achilles illustrates the connection between anger and the belief in forces 

that restore that order. If one were to believe it utterly impossible to obtain what one has 

been unjustly denied, one would very Likely be resigned rather than angry. The angry 

man believes the world shouid be diHerent, which is to Say he thinks that it cm be 

different. Anger thus contains the hope that someone or something can and will rectifi 

the disorder in the world and thus leads us to summon gods to Our side. A small but 

telling indication of this may be found in Our use of the expietive "Goddamnit!" Of 

course, no one who swears in this fashion consciously intends to invoke God, but the fact 

that anger causes to blurt out an expletive that is essentially a command or a wish for 

God's assistance suggests that anger inspires some sense of helplessness. The angry man 

May make great efforts on behalf of what he takes to be justice, but he is less self-reliant 

than may seem to be the case. 

Numerous instances in the Iliad reveal that Achilles, despite his great power, is soft in 

the sense that he appears to depend greatly on Zeus; in other words, he shows signs of 

3 Odvssev X.494-95. 1 owe my awareness of the significance of this reference to 

Bolotin 1995, 85. 



precisely the kind of dependence that is at odds with the austere theology that Socrates 

indicates in Book II the city will have."s we have seen, Achilles believes that Zeus 

must compensate him for his short life by ensuring that he will receive abundant honor 

and glory (Iliad 1.352). He depends on Zeus at least to nght the wrongs that he suffers. 

When Agamemnon slights hirn, Achilles expects Zeus to restore his honor by making the 

Greeks suffer tembly and thereby realize how much they need him. But Achilles seems 

to want the gods to do even more than sirnply help hirn get the honor that he is due. 

When he comes to doubt that Zeus will heed his prayers that the Greeks suffer without 

him, he begins to fear that "a man dies still if he has done nothing, as one who has done 

much" (Hiad IX.320). This fear almost leads him to reject honor altogether and to take 

his ships home in order to live a quiet life. Now it may well be that at this moment 

Achilles is prepared to gïve up his concern with honor above al1 because he does not 

believe that he will ever get it- But what he emphasizes and what makes him 

momentarily willing to abandon the pursuit of honor is his creeping realization that 

however much honor anyone receives, that person still dies. This suggests that that it is 

not only honor about which Achilles most cares. Achilles' belief that the gods have 

neglected him seems to lead him to a brief but revealing insight that al1 dong he had 

hoped that the man who "does much" will be worthy of a fate better than that allotted to 

al1 other men, perhaps some reprieve from a temble fate in f ad es? When he comes to 

believe that such a reprieve is not forthcoming, he expenences great despair. 

"or a different assessment of Achilles' character, see Nichols 1987b, 73,77. 

Saxonhouse mai ntains that Achilles' spiritedness subsides in this middle portion of 

the IIiad because he comes to believe that Agamemnon's inability to compensate him 



The deepest problem with the courage inspired by the traditional tales of Hades is not 

that they make men unwilling to fight for the city but that they promote an excessively 

spirited courage, i.e., a courage rooted in anger and therefore in a softness that 

encourages h ~ ~ e f u l n e s s . ~  Socrates' first proposais for reforming these taies rest on the 

premise that if the guardians hear no taies that depict Hades as terrible, they will be able 

to face death, i.e., will have courage, without the anger or hopefulness characteristic of 

the Homenc models. We c m  see why he may wish this were the case. First, insofar as 

the guardians of the city in speech would not believe that they are facing so terrible a fate 

after death, they would be tess likely to demand compensation for that fate in this life, 

particularly in the form of honor and especially the greatest honor, mle. They would thus 

be more likely to rest content with their lirnited role as obedient defenders of the regime. 

But, more significantly, guardians less prone to anger would also be less prone to its 

attendant softness; to this extent they would depend less on providential gods to make 

their devotion to and especiaIIy sacrifices for the city worthwhile, making them more 

likely to accept the new teachiag about the gods- In fact, that Socrates is more concerned 

sufficiently reveals that a just distribution of goods is impossible (1988, 34). Even if 

AchiIIes does corne to doubt Agamemnon's abilities, Saxenhouse over-interprets what 

this entails. In particular, she fails to consider that Achilles looks to the gods to effect 

justice when human beings fail to do so. After leaming the lesson that Saxenhouse 

attributes to him, Achilles has ample time to return home but does not do so. His staying 

put testifies to the depth of his hopes for divine support for justice. 

Thomas describes hope as an irascible desire, thus placing it in the same category as 

anger (- 11.1, 23, 3 ) .  



with minimizing such softness t h d e  is with minirnizïng the guardians' fierceness 

appears in his next criticism of traditional Greek education. Mter proclaiming the flaws 

in Homer7s tales about Hades, Socrates next discusses the flaws in his depictions of gods 

and heroes and aims to reform them so as to promote in the guardians an extremely 

austere self-reliance. Socrates so wishes to foster self-reliance that he argues that the city 

in speech must excise al1 the tales of heroes and gods lamenting the deaths of loved ones. 

In a way elirninating al1 such examples is merely the natural consequence of the new 

treatment of Hades (3 87d). If Hades is not a temble place, there is no reason to lament a 

loved one's amval there. But Socrates focuses on other reasons why gods and heroes 

should not be presented as wailing and larnenting. Socrates argues that a decent man 

should not larnent the death of a friend because a decent man is most "self-sufficienty' and 

"has least need of another" (387d-e). By including this specific teaching, Socrates clearly 

does not mean merely to make the stories of gods and heroes consistent with the new 

treatment of Hades. The latter c m  be justified on the simple political grounds that both 

excessive anger and softness are undesirable in a warrior. It is more difficult to justify 

excising Homer's depiction of heroes' wailing on such grounds. On the contrary, with a 

view simply to waging war, it seems to make IittIe sense to have the warriors care so Little 

about each other that they won't larnent each other's deaths. For it may well be out of 

mutual love that soldiers courageously persist in a fight- 

If Socrates' strictures are not simply designed to make the guardians willing to die for 

the city, bolstenng this willingness cannot then explain the prohibition against 

lamentation. The problem with indulging in wailing, as Achilles does when Patroclus 

dies, is that wailing is an expression of a needy sofmess. Socrates discusses the problem 



with wailing Iater in the dialogue. There he suggests that wailing is a sign of self-pity 

and that the part in us that inclines to self-pity is, in fact, "a friend of cowardice" (604d, 

cf. 605d, 606b). The character of this cowardice becomes clearer if we consider the 

opinion that is expressed by self-pity. According to Aristotle, pity is a feeling of pain at 

the sight of undeserved misfortune Ne to r i c  13 85b 12-1 8; Poetics 1453 a6). If wailing is 

a sign of self-pity, tears must indicate that one believes oneself to have suffered 

undeservedly. Were the pardians to indulge in wailing, their wailing would signify the 

presence of the softness that is characterized again by the view that the world c m  be 

other than it is. And as long as the guardians hold this opinion, they will not be self- 

sufficient. For this opinion opens them up to the hope that gods, the only beings who 

could reliably ensure that human beings receive what they deserve, exist and are 

providential. Their self-pity would make them open to cowardice because insofar as they 

would continue to hope for external salvation, they would be less capable of facing evils. 

Wailing thus contributes to sofmess by reinforcing the hope that hurnan beings should 

hold out hope that salvation from elsewhere will enable them to avoid a bad fate. And 

insofar as softness inclines one to persist in the hope that an evil can be avoided, it is 

inimical to courage understood as honestIy and steadfastly facing what is fearfiil. 

Homer's portraits of gods and heroes, however, legitirnize such hopes. For example, 

in the course of his critique of lamentation, Socrates takes Homer to task for depicting 

Zeus as crying over the imminent death of Sarpedon at the hands of Patroclus. Socrates 

does not spefI this out, but in Homer7s passage, Zeus' distress over Sarpedon's plight 

leads him to consider plucking Sarpedon out of the battle and granting him immortality 

(388c-d; cf. IIiad, XVI.433-44). Such a passage is inappropriate for the guardians, since 



it encourages those who hear it to believe tha? gods pity human beings and may even be 

persuaded to help or to Save them. In order t o  suppress this sort of hope, Socrates wishes 

for his guardians to hear only about modeIs who do not lament because they are self- 

sufficient and therefore have least need of each other - even if this deprives the city of 

the sort of fierceness in battle that Achilles displayed in avenging the death of his beloved 

Patroclus. 

If, however, extreme self-reliance cannot b e  defended as a useful military goal, why 

does Socrates promote it as the guardians' model  of courage? To answer this question, 

we must recail the character of this particdar city, namely, that it is to be ruled by 

phiIosopher-kings and is thus to be as rational as possible. As we have seen. Socrates 

prefigures the rationality of the city by outlining in Book II austere models of gods. He 

immediately turns to revise the portrait of heroes in such a way as to inculcate in the 

guardians a tough self-reliance. The sequence of these proposds and the extreme 

character of the new model of courage suggest that at least an important reason Socrates 

promotes the latter is that it is needed to support the new theology. The revised models 

of courage will teach the guardians to b e  as free as possible from hopes for divine 

assistance and thereby enable them to live in z t  regime ruled by philosopher-kings rather 

than by providential gods.7 There may be another reason, though, for the education that 

Nichols argues that the guardians' education is intended to make them more 

attached to the city than to their families and fnends (1 987b, 57, 59). This seems nght, 

but it neglects the character of the desired attachment to city, Le., the degree to which 

the education is necessary for the members of a city that is ruled by reason and that looks 

up to rationai gods. 



Socrates proposes. If the guardians' education helps to foster the courage that a rationd 

regime requires, it may also outline or point to a shadow account of the character of a 

fully rational or genuine courage. If their education were successful, the pardians would 

courageously face up to fearful things without appeding to the gods. hdeed, if they were 

to come to believe that Hades is not terrifiing and that their friends' deaths are not 

terrible, then their need for ordinary courage would b e  diminished: they would not 

understand themselves to be confronting in battle the same dangers that soldiers who 

have received an ordinaxy education face. By eliminating the negative features of the 

traditional Greek education, Socrates strives to instill in the guardians a courage whose 

exercise will not make them miserable. As we wiI1 later see, this courage has much in 

common with what Socrates will indicate is genuine courage? 

But c m  the gardians'  education succeed? Can the revised portrait of gods and 

heroes suffice to convince them that death is nothing terrible and that a decent man does 

not need others? Ln fact, there are serious reasons to doubt that Socrates thinks that the 

guardians can be trained to risk their lives with such equanimity. Socrates proposes new 

tales in order to encourage an extreme self-sufficiency in the guardians, but he also 

indicates that he thinks the guardians' self-sufficiency will be Iimited. If the guardians 

refrain from tears, they do so out of sharne: when Socrates says that the city's poets 

should restrict depictions of wailing to only the "ieast serious wornen and bad men," he 

adds that the guardians will, as a result, not engage in wailing because "they won't be 

able to stand doing similar things to those such people do" (387e-388a). Then, in order to 

- 

Cf. Jaeger 1957, 221-22, which claims that Socrates is merely trying to raise the 

moral tone of poetry in Greece, See dso  Guthne 1975,452. 



stren,&en their resolve not to succumb to tears, Socrates says that each guardian should 

"ridicule" stories of men weeping and believe such behavior to be "unworthy of himself' 

(388d). It is thus shame that will make them strive to live up to the mode1 of a "decent 

man"; the guardians' education will not actuaily make them into such men, that is, into 

the men who have "least need of another." The guardians7 fear of death and great pain at 

the loss of loved ones, like those of any human being, cannot be eliminated simply by 

presenting them with appropriate models to emulate; these passions are ernbedded too 

deeply in their souls. The sarne seems to be true of sharne. Indeed, Socrates relies upon 

shame, for the presence of sharne suggests that dthough the guardians7 would continue to 

have hopes and fears, when presented with the new models, they would at least strive not 

to appear as though do. 

Once we see the cruciai role that sharne will play in their Iives, we can better 

understand the fui1 reason why the guardians had to have spirited natures. Despite the 

obvious problems that spiritedness poses for this regirne, Socrates needs the guardians to 

be spinted; he relies on their spintedness. It is precisely the pardians' spiritedness that 

enables them, as sub-philosophic men, to emulate the tough, self-reliant role models that 

seern to be needed for this highly rational ciw For it is spirited souls, as we have seen, 

that "admire and honof' (553d) and thus aspire to the highest models of excellence. As 

spirited men, the guardians wiIl care not just about living but about living in a dignified 

manner- If Socrates' educational reforms were to succeed, then when the guardians felt 

the sting of sorrows, they would care sufficiently about living up to the city's models that 

they would not succumb, at least publicly (cf. 605d-e), to what they regarded as shameful 

behavior. Thus, while the guardians' spiritedness is in some ways an obstacle to the 



establishment of this highly rationai city, it can also be a great asset. The guardians' 

spinted sense of shame will make them appear as though they embody the tough self- 

reliance that is necessary for this city (cf Klosko 1986, 77). 

That the guardians will not themselves be able to ernbody perfectly what Socrates 

establishes as exemplary courage is thus not an insuperable political problem. hdeed, it 

seerns to be a political advantage. Guardians who actually possessed the kind of self- 

sufficiency Socrates descnbes might be tepid defenders of the city; insofar as such men 

would have "least need of another" and would therefore lack intense attachrnents to 

anyone in the city, they would also lack the fierce loyalty inspires great sacrifices. The 

guardians' spirited natures, however, provide something of a solution to this problem. 

Spirited men are good for this parhcular city not because, as Socrates initially suggested, 

they are, like dogs (375d-e), fierce defenders of their own, but rather because they are 

attracted to a dignified iife, a tife that aspires to the standards of nobility exemplified by 

their gods and heroes. In moderating the guardians' spiritedness, Socrates' education 

does not deprive the city of the advantages of spiritedness. By establishing these 

appropnate models for the guardians to imitate, it rather channels the guardians' 

spiritedness into a version more politically reIiable than, Say, Achilles' . 

This is by no means to Say that concerns about the guardians' willingness or capacity 

to fight for the city entirely govem the character of the education that Socrates lays out. 

We should not forget that Socrates aims to found a city that is as rational as possible. We 

see, however, that there are limits to its rationaiity. As Socrates indicates, in refraining 

from lamenting others' death, the guardians are motivated by shame rather than by a 

genuine understanding that they have no need to lament. The guardians' education, 



therefore, will not filly "take." In other words, if they are not as self-reliant as the 

models that are presented to them, then they will be much more inclined to hope secredy 

that gods do protect and assist human beings, even if their sense of honor induces them to 

strive to be as self-sufficient as possible and therefore to avoid turning to gods (cf. 464e4- 

7). But that striving rnay have philosophic as well as politicai advantages insofar as it 

may Iead one to aim to guide oneself as rnuch as possible by one's own reason. By 

presenting austere models to the guardians and thereby moderating their spiritedness, 

Socrates makes them at least aspire to emulate rational models. He also may prepare the 

way for a superior f o m  of courage, one that enables its possessors to confront terrible 

things completely on their own. Refrning spiritedness into an aspiration toward self- 

reliarice is a crucial step in the acquisition of both rationality and courage, which we shall 

see go hand in hand. 

Magnificence 

It is doubtfiilo however, that the guardians' strong sense of shame is the proper 

foundation for a superior f o m  of courage. For however usefùl it may be for ensuring 

that the guardians will stoically defend the city, this strong sense of shame is not without 

problems for this hyper-rational city in which the best among the guardians are to become 

more than guardians. For at th i s  stage of the city's development it appears that the 

guardians' service to the city will be simply hard and painful for them. This is evident 

from the next models that Socrates establishes for them to emulate. According to these 

models, the character of the guardians' Iives may fairly be  described as sheer endurance. 

Socrates approvingly cites Odysseus' controt of his anger as an example of moderation 

for the guardians to emulate. By controlling his anger, Odysseus manages to restrain 



himself from killing Penelope's attendants for bedding the suitors who descended upon 

his home during his absence (390d; cf. Odyssey, XX. 17-1 8). Now 0dysseus7 ability to 

control his anger may be a useful mode1 for the guardians insofar as Socrates wants them 

to be courageous without being angry. But his reference to Odysseus's famous 

exhortation to his spirit to "endure" because it "has endured worse before" suggests that 

the guardians7 lives tvill consist in enduring trials rather than in the "living well" for 

which the new heroic models are said to have the requisite self-sufficiency (387d-e). 

hdeed, as Socrates elaborates furtfier the kinds of  models appropriate for the 

gardians to emulate, it becomes clear that they are being taught above al1 to be obedient. 

At least at this stage of the discussion, the cultivation of virtue in them seems undertaken 

with a view more to the guardians' obedience than to the health or excellence of their 

souls. When, for example, Socrates discusses the proper modets of moderation, he 

describes not men with rnoderate passions but men whose great spiritedness allows them 

to subdue their strong passions- Indeed, to illustrate what he means by moderation, 

Socrates calls c'immoderate" starving men who steal cattle for food (390b; cf. Odvsse_v, 

MT.342). The guardians' moderation seems thus to mean an ability to endure great 

suffering, even the suffering caused by being deprived of basic needs, for the city's sake. 

Their lives as depicted here seem bleak. As Adeimantus objects at the beginning of Book 

IV, it is hard to see what serving the city does for the guardians (see 419a-420a). 

Indeed, the bleakness of their lives may expIain why at this point Socrates says that 

the guardians should be presented with models who are not only courageous, moderate 



and free, but also "pious" (395~4-5) .~ Why Socrates would cal1 the guardians pious, 

afte; d l ,  is puufing. For Socrates' revised models both of gods and heroes seemed to 

have the effect of instilling in the guardians a self-reliance which would seem to preclude 

a neeci for gods, particularly gods who are involved in human life and who demand much 

from human beings. The reason for the guardians' piety, however, c m  be gleaned from 

what we have thus far seen of the character of their lives. For Socrates has not explained 

how the guardians, in their courageous service to the city, exercise a virtue that is or 

promises to bring them some kind of fulfillment or happiness. Because of the difficulty 

of enduring a life in which they have no hope of happiness, it is not surprising that they 

are in fact very serious about fulfiiling what they think the gods dernand from them; their 

virtuous citizenship may well depend on the hope that gods will bring them the happiness 

that is missing from their lives. The piety that Socrates expects the guardians to have, 

therefore, appears to result from the fact that their lives are insuficiently choiceworthy. 

The Greek word is hosious. Hosiozrs refers to that which the gods have ailocated to 

or require from men. The first sense of the word refers to those things which the gods 

gan t  to human beings, e-g., the city is hosious while the temples, which the gods are 

understood to reserve to themselves, are sacred or hieron. The second sense refers to 

persons and indicates that a person has fûlfilled al1 that the gods expect of him. In the 

passage above, hosious appears in a list of adjectives that describe the condition of the 

guardians' soul, which suggests that among their virtues is a scmpulous attention to 

pehrming their duties towards the gods, i.e., that they are pious. For similar uses of 

hosiotrs, see Gorgias 523 b I and Euthvphro, 4e-5% 5d-e, 6e-7a; for more on its 

translation, see West 1984, 45, n. 17 and Pangle 1980, 5 18, n.7. 



Underscoring the connection between the guardians' hard lives and their piety is the 

fact that in a iist that Socrates gives a little further on of the virtues they are trying to 

instill in the guardians, magnificence replaces piety. Indeed, this replacement seems 

necessary with a view to at least some of Socrates' objectives in this c i s .  Now neither 

the bleakness of the pardians' lives nor their piety would undennine their willingness to 

risk their lives for the city. But as we noted earlier, not only are providentiai gods 

supposed to be excised from this philosophic city, but Socrates dso  has other plans for at 

least some among this guardian class. Philosopher-kings are to be drawn from their 

ranks. Accordingly, a different picture of the guardians and the proper education for at 

least the best among them emerges in this subsequent list of the virtues which Socrates 

says "we" or the guardians "we Say we must educate7' must have in order to have 

harmonious souls (4026-c). What, then, is the importance of the virtue of magnificence 

and how is its substitution for piety related to an education in courage? The fact that 

magnificence replaces piety in a list of virtues suggests that they are incompatible. Why 

they are incompatible cornes to sight from Socrates' description of magnificence as the 

disposition characteristic of a great man who is aware of and delights in bis own 

capacities. When Socrates discusses the magnificence that is manifest in a philosophic 

nature in Book VI, he describes it as the attitude that one can contemplate "al1 time and 

al1 being" (486a). Magnificence is the virtue of someone who believes that he has the 

capacity to accomplish the greatest things through his own efforts. To the extent that any 

among the guardians c m  be magnificent, they would wish to be  tiberated from 

dependence on gods, for, to need gods would imply a deficiency or weakness in 

themselves. 



The discussion of the arts that intervenes between Socrates' first description of the 

guardians virtues and his subsequent description of what they should be seems thus to be 

part of a new stage of their education and an attempt to cultivate magnificence which 

supports a more self'-reliant and Iess unhappy courage than that which depended on 

shame. After finishing their discussion of Homer's tales, Socrates and Adeirnantus turn 

to the kinds of songs, meiodies, rhythm and art that the guardians should experience. 

Socrates' ultimate purpose here seems to be to awaken in the guardians an appreciation of 

beauty and to inject into the city instances of beauty that can inspire their dedication to it. 

If the guardians are dive to the possibility of genuine beauty in the city, then perhaps 

they will beiieve that because the city rnakes such beauty possible, the city itself is 

something beautiful. Insofar as they see the city in bis light, they will understand their 

service to the city, especidly their exercise of courage, as devotion to something noble 

and experience that devotion as  more satisfying and inherently choiceworthy. The 

education in the arts aims at more than obedience; it cultivates a "good and fair 

disposition" (400d). Above ail, by cultivating such dispositions in the guardians, the 

education ultimately makes it possible for them to find sources of happiness in each 

other, whose harmonious and thus beautiful souIs will inspire Love (402d-403c). In this 

way, far from making the guardians miserable in their service to the city, their education 

will make them think that only by service to their  ci^ will they find sublime fulfillment. 

Exposing them to beautifûl arts, however, is intended to do more than harmonize, 

after a fashion, the guardians' needs with the city's. Socrates argues that such exposure 

in fact constitutes a proto-rational education. Socrates emphasizes exposing the 

guardians to those arts that are gracefbl, orderly, and harmonious (400d-e). The 



guardians should not, for example, hear harmonies or rhythms that imitate wailing and 

larnenting (39Sd-e) nor instruments like the flute, which produces especiaily passionate 

or tragic sounds (399d; cf. 41 la-b). -NI of the arts will aim to capture "the nature of what 

is beautifül and graceful" (401b-d). Socrates claims that the young, by being exposed to 

this kind of beauty, will leam to "blame and hate" (402a) what is disharmonious, 

confused, and defective, and to love the opposite. Because the young will "blame and 

hate" what is ugly in the right way before they are able to grasp reasonable speech, when 

reasonable speech cornes to them, they wiIl "take most delight in it, recognizing it on 

account of its being ai&" (402a). To the extent that this is true, a magnificent individual 

would have the sub-rational foundation of the orderly and harmonious sou1 that Socrates 

will later indicate is essentiai both to human happiness and genuine virtue- 

Still, the question remains: how does the exposure not only to beauty but to a proto- 

rational beauty cultivate magnificence? The answer is not clear, but it may weil be that 

being surrounded by orderly and harmonious music, rhythms and artifacts habituates the 

guardians to believe that a pleasing order pemeates the universe. They rnay d s o  feel a 

sense of pride that because they feel such an pleasing order penneates them too, they can 

recognize and thus to some degree participate in a universal order and harmony.1° They 

may be inspired by the arts surrounding them to appreciate the order and harmony within 

Indeed, Socrates suggests a direct connection between an education in beautifid 

arts and a concern for more permanent, universal notions. He implies that human beings 

who are educated in the arts and who tmly care about being musical wiil be motivated to 

explore and understand not merely the particular virtues expressed by the a .  but the 

"forms" or "ideas" of those virtues themselves (402b-c; cf. with 479a-b, 5 16a-c). 



their own souls and thus be filled with pride at the thought of their own excellence.11 It 

seems significant, rnoreover, that Socrates focuses on exposing the guardians to adficial 

rather than natural beauty, Le., beautiful things made by excellent crafismen, who 

impress beautiful and gracefid dispositions on "images of animals or on houses or 

anything else their craft produces" (40 1 b-c). Exposure to such crafismanship may be 

intended to give the guardians an early experience of the fact that even with lowly 

technical pursuits, the world yields - and yields beautifid things - to human endeavors. 

When combined with their belief in their own virtue, this would inspire in them a 

powerful ambition to achieve something grand on their own. If this education in beauty 

can cultivate magnificence, then it will also instill in the guardians such pride that they 

would scom the mere thought of seeking the gods' favor or looking to them for 

assistance. Their virtue wïll no longer consist of shame-based endurance. Conscious of 

themseives and their souls as models of an excellent human being, they would experience 

the exercise of courage not as self-denial on behalf of the city but as noble self- 

fulfillment. Their magnificence would thereby replace their piety. 

Insofar as the guardians become magnificent, they do not thereby appear to cease to 

be spirited. Their magnificence seems to be part of their understanding of themselves as 

dignified human beings, as tmly deserving of the seriousness with which they believe 

human beings ought to be treated. The education in beauty transfonns their spiritedness 

into a noble sense of pride and greatness. But the guardians' magnificent character and 

courage remains within the horizon of civic virtue, for it remains bound up with the belief 

For a good illustration of the effects of the guardians' education in beauty, see 

Nettleship 1937, 1 22-16. 



that their dignity consists in devoting themselves to something greater than thernselves, to 

a city that is beautifid itself and that is home to beautiful individuals. While they may not 

experience quite the same hard or painfùl self-denial that seems me of the earlier shame- 

filled guardians, magnificent guardians seem to be drawn to the self-sacrifice that is 

required of them - at least if Glaucon's reaction to the unfolding education is any 

indication.12 As we intimated, the cultivation of "good and fair dispositions" in the 

guardians leads them to fdI  in love with each other. Indeed, since their characters are 

"most IovabIe," their love will be "immoderate" and "mad" so as to  threaten to 

overwheIm their concem for virtue. It is therefore necessary to resûict the guudians to 

kissing their beloveds (402d-403~). Glaucon acquiesces in this restriction, despite the 

fact that he personaily knows the pain of irnmoderate love (see 402e). In fact, Socrates 

gives him the credit for it: "you'll set down this law-" Apparently enarnored of Socrates' 

portrait of the guardians, Glaucon reveals a kind of magnificence in his willingness to set 

down a law himselfthat subordinates his "immoderate" desires to virtue. Ln restricting 

the fulfillment of his own desires, Glaucon wants to submit to himself znd his own law 

rather than to that of the gods. But his eagerness to do so suggests that such 

magnificence does not mean that one who possesses it is wholly fulfilled or self-satisfied. 

By contrast, it seems to cal1 out for opportunities to demonstrate one's dignity by 

l2 Glaucon as well as Adeimantus seem very much to be touchstones for the 

educational proposais outlined here. What they dernand and what they accept set the 

boundaries for the education that is possible in the city in speech. Bruell 1994, 268-69, 

contends that the education of the guardians in the city in speech is in part an education 

of Glaucon and Adeimantus. Cf. Craig, 1994, 137-41. 



overcorning oneself or devoting oneself to something splendid. But precisely this desire 

to find one's happiness, or proof of one's virtue, in overcoming oneself forces us to 

question whether magnificence is wholIy self-reliant or whether Glaucon is - or the 

guardians codd be from this education alone - in fact magnificent. When Glaucon 

agrees that the guardians should not consurnmate their desires, he swears by Zeus, as 

though he needs divine support to accept this limitation (403b3). The self-reliance that 

Socrates has implied is part of full-fledged courage has not deveIoped yet. 

The Limitations of Political Courage 

Even if magnificent guardians could be wholly self-reliant, cultivating magnificence 

in the guardians does not solve al1 of Socrates' political difficulties. If a courage rooted 

in magnificence is more self-sufficient than shame-based courage because the guardians 

see it as a virtue which is genuinely fülfilling, it is not necessarily the most public-spinted 

courage. Glaucon "sets down" the law restricting love affairs less because it is good for 

the city than because he agrees with Socrates that the passionate love he feels for 

beautifid souls is incompatible with virtue. This suggests that magnificent guardians will 

be concemed above al1 with their own characters and that they will see themselves as the 

peak of the city. They will tend to think that the city exists for the sake of their exercise 

of virtue, including their courage, rather than the other way around. This belief may well 

lead them to accompIish much for the city, but they would understand their achievements 

as expressions of their excellence rather than as what they are obliged to do for they city. 

Their courage would be exercised primarily for them not for the city. And it remains 

unclear how much such men would be willing to relinquish for the sake of the city. It is 



likely, for exarnple, that such men would think that their virtue deserves the greatest 

honor a city confers - nile, sornething prohibited to al1 but philosophers here. 

We must recall that Socrates is trying to construct a fùlly just city in order to 

demonstrate that justice is good. And in order for the city to be fülly just, i-e-, for the 

citizens to put the good of the whole ahead of eve~ th ing  else, its guardians must be 

completely devoted to it. This city makes extrernely rigorous demands on its guardians; 

it requires them on each occasion to "do what they believe to be advantageous to the city" 

(4 I2e, 4 1 3 c), and this requirement is reflected in the weil-known fact that the guardians, 

in addition to being prepared to risk their lives for the city, must not only subrnit to the 

permanent d e  of philosopher kings, they must also give up private property and private 

families (4 16d-e). But, as we have noted, the guardians' education in magnificence leads 

them to strive primaily for the excellence of their own souls. Insofar as that education 

focuses one's attention on one's own sou1 rather than on what the city needs, it is not, 

then, the education that best semes the city. Socrates thus abandons the proto-rational 

education in magnificence and returns to an education guided by strictly political 

considerations, Le., ensuring that the guardians will be not only courageous defenders of 

the city but obedient servants of it. 

These obedient servants of the city, however, will not exercise self-reliant courage. 

Indeed, when it cornes time to choose the rulers of the city, civic courage is defined as the 

simple capacity to be wholly, even unthinkingly, devoted to the city. To find guardians 

with such courage, the guardians must be tested during and after their education to see 

whether or not they are fit to mle in the city. Socrates says that the best among the 

guardians must be subjected to tests in order to demonstrate their ability to hold ont0 the 



opinion through "terrors and pleasures" fhat they must always do what is best for the city 

(4 12d-e). 13 Those who pass these tests are ultimately said to have the courage that the 

education has aimed to cultivate (429c430b; cf. Gadamer 1986,6445). But this does 

not mean that they have the greatest virtue. Indeed, when Socrates describes their 

courage, he calls it "political," and he alerts Glaucon to the possibility of a "fine? kind of 

courage, thereby indicating that the courage of the loyal guardians is deficient (430~). 

l3 Having argued, not without reason, that the guardians' education is intended to 

make them happy (Reeve 1988, 158, 165-66), Reeve finds Socrates' daim that the 

pardians must always be prepared to do what is best for the city an "unexpected 

requirement" (179). He is not fully dive to the tensions between the interests of 

individuai citizens and those of the city that never disappear from Socrates' presentation. 

A further sign of this is his uncritical acceptance of Socrates' c'resolutiony" which consists 

of asserting that those guardians who love the city most, those who are its potentiai 

rulers, will believe that their good and the city's are identical (412c-d). According to 

Reeve, ccunless we are to suppose that the rulers are deceived on this matter, a possibility 

excluded by the fact that their belief must be true, we must conclude that the rulers are 

selected with an eye both to what is advantageous to the polis and to what is 

advantageous for themselves" (1 8 1-82). The closest he cornes, however, to arguing that 

"their belief must be truey7 is to appeal to the fact that Socrates assigns mle to those who 

prove through harsh tests that they cannot be swayed from their determination to act 

always for the sake of the city (41 2e-4 13d). He naively assumes that if someone is 

capable of holding ont0 this opinion under ali circumstances, it must be true. 



The problem with political courage is captured in Socrates' definition of it. 

According to Socrates, the city in speech is courageous as a whole because one part of it, 

i.e., the guardian cIass, has the power "that through everything will preserve the opinion 

produced by law through education about what - and what sort of thing - is terrible" 

(ibid.). Courage in the city thus depends upon the guardians' preserving the opinions that 

the laws instill in citizens. To Say that courage means maintaining opinions, as opposed 

to perfonning actions, makes great sense. First, as we have dready seen with Laches, it 

is hard to separate courage from the belief that the courageous action leads to sorne 

perceived good. But not only do courageous actions depend on some understanding of 

their end or purpose, they also arise from certain opinions about i h a t  is good or terrible 

for the courageous man himself; the soldier who believes in death before dishonor will 

not act bravely in a crisis unless he maintains that opinion throughout it. There are good 

grounds, therefore, to define courage in terms of opinions about what things are truly 

terrible. 

Now Socrates defines courage in terms not just of any opinion but of opinions 

cuItivated by the city. For this reason, at least, Socrates calls it "political courage" 

(430~); he may also call it political because it serves the city. The connection between 

this courage and the city's opinions explains why he deems it infenor to the courage that 

a "finer treatrnent" of the virtue would describe. l4 First, one might Say that political 

l4 Most commentators recognize that what Socrates calls political courage is meant to 

be an inferior kind. See Nettleship 193 7, 149; Friedlander 1964, 100; Cross and Woozley 

1966, 105-6. But cf. Vlastos 198 1, 13 6,  137 11-78, which suggests that the proposed 

education is in fact sufficient to inculcate genuine courage. Vlastos here ignores not only 



courage per se is defective because its quality varies with the location; the goodness of 

politicd courage in a given city depends on the quality of that city's opinions. At Ieast as 

was evident in the Laches, to the extent that one believes the purpose of a brave action is 

foolish or ignorant, one may hesitate to call it brave. To take an extreme example, if one 

attributed courage to German soldiers in World War II who believed i î  was more temble 

that the Nazi regirne be defeated than that they die in its defense, one would be inclined 

to argue that their courage was inferior - to that, for exarnple, displayed by Germans 

who resisted the regirne. The fact that the loyal Nazi soldier Iacks the virtue to recognize 

the wickedness of his regime and thus the cause for which his courage was exercised may 

leave someone who would ordinarily admire such courage with the nagging sense that the 

Nazi soldier was fùndamentally lacking in virtue. And the notion that someone Iacks 

virtue in this important respect tends to impugn his other virtues, including his courage. 

Insofar as we think courage is a virtue, i-e., something noble, we, like Laches, have or cm 

be led to have a difficult time associating it with any person or any action that we find 

essentially abhorrent. 

But if political courage depends on the city it serves, why would one call inferior the 

courage displayed by the guardians of the city in speech, Le., the most just and best city? 

How can a courage that preserves the opinions promulgated by such a city be defective? 

Perhaps it is simply because the guardians' courage, however impressive it is, still rests 

on opinion; they have not themselves fully learned why what the city says is temble truly 

Socrates' references to the preparatory character of the higher form of education (402a) 

but also Socrates' indication when discussing the guardians' political courage that a 

"finer treatment" of courage is possible. 



is so (cf. 442~1-3). But is the guardians' courage inferior only because they have not yet 

transformed their opinions into knowledge? On the contrary, there is a fûrther reason. 

According to Socrates, this city's opinions are no truer, or even less abhorrent to those 

who care about the truth, than those of any other city- Socrates says, for example, that 

the philosophers wiII dread the time they spend ruling in even this city; for they will 

know that what they see and promote in the city are mere phantoms of the just, noble and 

good things (520b-d; see also 5 16d-e, 5 17d-e, 5 1%-d, 540b-c; Irwin 1977,221). 

Socrates is forthright about the fact that at least some things the city teaches c m  be 

cdled lies. Above d l ,  he says that, in order for their patrîotism to be assured, the 

guardians and the rest of the citizenry will have to be told and must believe the famous 

"noble lie." Citizens are to believe that they originally sprang fully formed from the earth 

and that their placement in one of the city's three classes has been determined at birth by 

the kind of metal they have in their souls (4146-4 1 Sc). By encouraging citizens to see the 

earth as a common mother and hence to see each other as siblings, the nobIe lie sustains 

the belief that the city is one big family. Now Socrates' reason for teaching the guardians 

this "noble lie" can be discerned in what he says just pnor to his proposing it. As we 

observed earlier (see note 1 1)' Socrates claims that the best guardian d l  be the one who 

loves the City because he believes "that the same things are advantageous to it and to 

himself' (412c-d). Insofar as this is the case, the guardians' loyalty to the city, their 

willingness to risk their lives for it, thus depends on their belief that they fulfill their own 

good in looking to the city's. Can this belief be m e ?  The very need for the noble lie 

casts grave doubt on this possibility. That the guardians rnust think of the city as a family 

born of the same mother underscores the extent to which the education the guardians 



have thus far received is not suffrcient to make thern believe that their own advantage is 

identical to the city's; the noble lie is needed to shore up each pardian's supposition that 

"if [the city] did well, he too hirnself would do well dong with it." 

Now the mere fact that a lie is needed to shore up this proposition does not in and of 

itself prove that the supposition is false, Le., that the guardians' advantage is g0-t the same 

as the city's; one rnight Say that the guardians' advantage is the same as the ciw's but tbat 

seeing this is not easy; perhaps the noble lie simply helps to maintain belief in a correct 

0~inion.15 If so, this lie is not enough to do the trick. Socrates concedes that the city will 

look up to providential gods rather than the distant gods described in Book iI. He 

describes gods who both punish citizens for disloyalty to the city and reward them for 

loyalty to it. If, for example, the citizens violate the natural hierarchy in the city, the city 

will be destroyed (4 1%). And the guardians are promised further and posthumous 

rewards for their service to the city (4 l4a; see also 427b-c and 5 19e). Still, these may be 

merely additional myths meant to sustain correct opinions. Whether or not this cm really 

be true depends of course on the correctness of the opinions in question. The true role of 

l5 For an argument dong these Iines, see Reeve 1988, 21 1, which argues that the 

noble lie is meant onfy to bolster what is tnie. According to Reeve, the noble lie is not a 

real Iie because the citizens' "fnendship is in fact well founded in mutual self-interest." 

For reasons to be stated, 1 disagree with Reeve's claim that a perfect congruence of 

interests exists between the guardians and the city. 



these sanctions ultimately depends on whether the guardians' advantage can be so clearly 

linked to the city's that they gain by dying for it.16 

Socrates at least seems highly doubtfùl that it can. We should recdl that just prior to 

proposing the noble Iie Socrates indicated that the pardians would need to undergo trials 

to determine their loyalty. AIthough he had initially suggested that the guardians wiIl 

believe that their advantage is identical to the city's (4Z2d), he immediately proceeds to 

insist that proof of the guardians3 loyaity is that they will always do "what is 

advantageous for the city" (4 1 2e, 4 1 3 c). By Ieaving out of this last statement that the 

sardians' are d s o  doing what is most advantageous for themselves, Socrates quietly 

suggests that in acting for the city the guardians rnay not in fact be doing what is most 

advantageous for themselves. Moreover, as we have seen, Socrates recommends that al1 

the pardians, even those who pass the patriotisrn tests, be denied private possessions. 

Apparently, the guardians' education in moderation is not a sufficient shield against 

"licentiousness, hunger or some other bad habit" (4 16a). The problem that seems to 

warrant this measure is the foiiowing: if there were anything that the guardians wanted 

from the rest of the city, their toughness and courage would enable them to take it. 

Indeed, it seerns that none of these precautions - education, patriotisrn tests, and 

communism - is sufficient to protect the rest of the city from the guardians; the 

guardians can have no pnvacy either (4 16d-e). Presumably this Iast restriction is 

intended to ensure that if al1 other precautions fail, at Ieast the guardians will have no 

16 The presence of a noble lie and of punitive gods in the city undermines daims such 

as Barker's that "the Republic is as much meant to prove and is as earnest in proving that 

the eternal laws of morality cannot be shaken by the skeptic" (1 925, 63). 



opportunity for intrigue. The number and extent of these machinations raise serious 

doubts about just how much the guardians7 advantage and the city's coincide. 

These doubts are bolstered vividly in Book V when Socrates articulates the dubious 

premïse on which rests the notion that the guardians7 and the city's advantage are the 

same. There he claims that this identity of interests rests on the city's being a 

"community of pain and pleasure" (463e-464b). Every citizen is supposed to be affected 

by the pains and pleasures of his fellow citizens in the same way that each part of one's 

body is af3ected by the pains and pteasures of other parts. Only if this were true, it 

appears, could there be such a strong common interest between the guardians and the city 

that the guardians could be understood to be exercising their courage just as much with a 

view to their own advantage as to the city7s. No such thoroughIy comrnon interest exists, 

however. WhiIe we may speak of a whole city 's suffering if, for exarnple, a storm 

destroys houses, such speech is loose; while those whose houses are destroyed entirely 

suffer, the housebuilders who are hired to rebuild them benefit. In the case of this city, 

we c m  aiready see a way in which some will benefit from the suffering of others. 

Socrates and Glaucon agree that deny i~g  the guardians pnvate possessions and privacy 

itself will benefit the rest of the city by ensuring that the guardims will not inflict harm 

on the other citizens (416a-e). These strictures obviously benefit the rest of the city. But 

Socrates' indications that f~st, the guardians rnust demonstrate under duress their 

wiilingness to put the city first and, second, that they must always be carefidly watched 

suggest that the guardians suffer as a result (see also 4 19% 421b-c). The rest of the city 

surely does not experience the pains of the guardians' penury. Even in this city, then, it is 



simply faIse to Say that each individual's advantage is identical to those of his fellow 

citizens or to the city's. 

The inferiority of political courage thus does not seem to turn merely on the 

difference between correct opinion and knowledge. Political courage means preserving 

under all circumstances what the law teaches about the terrible and not-terrible things, 

and this means, even in this city, preserving at least some f d s e  opinions. When Socrates 

later moves beyond his political focus and compares the virtues in the city to those in the 

individual (reca.11 that the purpose of founding the city in speech was to illuminate the 

latter's virtues), he says that the courageous individual presenres "through pains and 

pleasures" not the city's opinions about what is truly terribIe but rather "what has been 

proclaimed by reasoned speeches about that which is terrible and that which is not'? 

(442~; my emphasis). Genuine, as opposed to the inferior "political," courage is guided 

by reason? 

This, of course, was readily discernible in Socrates' linking political courage to 

opinion. The question is, What does reason dictate? If the individuai's good is not 

l7  In addition to what we observed in note 12 above, Reeve tries to dispose of the 

tension between the city ' s and the individuai's good by arguing that the guardians have 

the inferior "politicd courage" only if philosopher-kings do not rule in the city (1 988, 

239)' for if they do, then the guardians will exercise their courage with a view to what is 

best whether or not they are aware of it. But can the guardians' courage be the finest 

kind if they do not know that they are exercising it for the right reasons? 



identical to the city's, then which good does reason dictate that we should pursue?18 

Socrates' analogy between the city and the individual soul suggests that the guardians 

possess only political courase not just because, as we have said, they have not reasoned 

out for themselves what is and is not tmly terrible but also because in folIowing the city's 

dictates, they do not look to the advantage of their own souls, as the parallel between city 

and individuai suggests they should. For the parailel implies that what the political 

version of a virtue does for the city, the "personai" counterpart should do for the 

individual. Ifthe guardians' political courage leads them to do what is ccadvantageous for 

the city" as a whole (412e), then according to Socrates' anaiogy between the city and the 

soul, the individual's courage should look to what is advantageous for the individuai as a 

whole (cf. 44 1 e, 443 d). 

To see, however, that and why political courage is deficient does not yet raise a, or 

perhaps the, most perplexing aspect of Socrates' discussion of it. Socrates invents lies so 

that the guardians tvill have the greatest degree of civic courage. But even if their civic 

courage is not genuine courage, precisely because of the parallel that Socrates has drawn 

between the city and the souI, the character of the guardians' courage in relation to the 

city's good cannot help but provide a model, as we have seen, for the relationship 

between courage and the individual good. But shouId we accept the implication of that 

model, namely, that genuine courage serves the advantage of the individuai's own soul? 

1s this more than an (implicit) assertion on Socrates' part, especially since it is based 

ls Although both Nettleship (1937, 149) and Friedlander (1964, 100) suggest that 

political courage is infenor because it rests on laws rather than on reason, neither asks 

whether reason and law disagree about the proper exercise of courage. 



upon an admittedly imprecise parallel(435d)?19 Does Socrates present here evidence for 

why courage is genuine only when it is exercised in the knowledgeable pursuit of the 

good of one's own sou1 and not when it is exercised as the noble devotion that appears to 

be the highest expression of spiritedness? In the next chapter we will try to discem the 

reasons underlying Socrates' account of genuine courage by examining his treatment of 

the proper education for philosophy. Only those who philosophize, Socrates maintains, 

lead a tmly "good and prudent Life" (521a). Only philosophers, he thereby implies, 

possess genuine virtue and hence genuine courage. 

l9 On the difficulties with the malogy between the city and the soul, see Annas 198 1, 

110-18, and Bloom 1991,375. 



Chapter 6 

Courage and Philosophy 

An Education for Genuine Courage 

A carefûl examination of Socrates' attempt to cultivate courage in the guardians 

invites us to investigate the argument underlining Socrates' indication that the "finer" 

kind of courage is exercised above al1 with a view to the good of an individual's own 

soul. Why is the noble courage displayed by the guardians in their devotion to the city 

not as good as courage gets? The problem with the guardians' courage may weII stem 

from a confision in their understanding of the nature of their courage. Socrates has said 

that the reason the guardians should be devoted to the city and willing to risk everything 

for it is that, in exercising their courage, they secure their own as well as the city's 

advantage (41 2d). But there are signs that this is not how the guardians will understand 

their courageous devotion to the city. This disjunction between the way in which 

Socrates says the guardians should understand their service to the city and the way in 

which they do in fact see it further clarifies for us why their courage may be called 

deficient. 

One sign of this disjunction lies in Socrates' cornparison of the guardians' lives to 

those of Olympic victors. Lnsofar as the guardians were akin to Olympic victors, they 

could understand themselves to be fulfilling themselves when acting on behalf of the city. 

And the honors that the city wouId then bestow upon the guardians would simply 

constitute public recognition of their excellence. But Socrates cites the example of 

Olympic victors to emphasize the guardians' superiority, not their similarity, to them. 

Because the guardians win victory for the whole city rather than for themselves, Socrates 



says not only that their victory is "noble? than that of the Olympians but that "the public 

support is more complete." As a result, the guardians are "crowned with support and 

everything else necessary to life - both they themselves and their children as well; and 

they get prizes from their city while they live, and when they die they receive a worthy 

burial" (465d-e). What appears to make the guardians' victory nobler than the 

Olympians' is precisely the fact that the guardians do not achieve the same intrinsic 

satisfaction from their service to the ciq.  The guardians must be willing to sacrifice 

everything for the city. h d  this is perhaps why the public support for them is "more 

complete" and why the honors accorded the guardians are so extensive. At least under 

these circumstances, honors do not simply recognize excellence. In the case of the 

guardians, who in achieving victory for the city sacrifice so much and put their lives a t  

risk, honors serve as the gratitude and even as a kind of compensation for their 

willingness to sacrifice. By conferring great honors on the gardians, the city 

demonstrates its appreciation for the noble sacrifices they make on its behalf. l 

The degree to which the guardians wiil think their courageous devotion is noble in the 

sense indicated above, namely, in the sense of being willing to sacrifice thernselves for 

the good of the city, can also be gieaned from Glaucon's attitude toward their lives, at 

least if Glaucon7s attitude fairly denotes what theirs will be.2 For Glaucon ultimately 

The title of George W. Bush's Mernorial Day address in Killean, Texas, "What Do 

We Owe the Brave?" C--, May 30,2000, Al) expresses this sentiment. 

Cf Zuckert 1988, 6, which says that because the guardians are "[blereft of any 

particular stake in the community," they "have no particular reason to serve it." This 

may, however, not simply be the case. Even though measures must be instituted to 



seems to think of the guardians as selflessly devoting themselves to the city, and he Ends 

this thought attractive. Although Glaucon seems to be interested in the construction of 

the city oniy once he betieves that it provides a path to individual fiilfillment (398c-d; cf. 

Bloom 199 1, 360), if of an austere kind, he interprets this fulfillmenf paradoxically, as 

available to those who subordinate themselves completely tc the city. To be sure, by 

agreeing to the noble lie, Glaucon seems to accept Socrates' attempt to make the 

guardians believe that their own interests and the city's coincide. But he also agrees that 

the guardians should be subjected to patriotisrn tests to determine who among them will 

"always do what is best for the city" (413d-14a). And he agrees to deny them private 

property and private families (4 16d- 1%). Most significantly, despite al1 the deprivati on s 

that the guardians must suffer, Glaucon does not express Polemarchus' and Adeimantus' 

wonder about whether the guardians themselves will be  happy (see 4 19a-20a and 449b- 

d). The fact that he remains attracted to the city once the full scope of the demands that it 

makes on the guardians becomes clear suggests that he is attracted to it precisely because 

of the self-transcendence it requires, precisely because it asks the guardians m t  to serve 

their own advantage. Indeed, his enthusiasm for the city is consistent with what his 

speech about justice in Book II revealed is his attraction to the demands of virtue, 

especially of a kind of heroic self-o~ercoming.~ 

bolster their devotion to the city, the guardians' spinted desire for dignity may stdl 

inspire them to defend the city passionately. 

Glaucon is thus drawn to what Barker caUs an "intemal tyranny" of the soul, but 

Barker errs once again in attributing what is true of Glaucon to Plato. Glaucon may well 

believe that "the ideal condition of the soul is one in which reason has conquered desire, 



Glaucon's enchanûnent with the prospect of complete devotion to the city suggests 

that Ee, like Laches, thinks that the nobility of courage lies in the simple willingness to 

put oneseIf at risk. Courage may be good, but Glaucon wants it, like justice, to be good 

"al1 alone by itself when it is in the soul - dismissing its wages and consequences" 

(358b). To the extent that he wants this, he must therefore be inclined to resist the full 

implications of the mode1 of individual courage provided by Socrates' account of 

political courage. That account reinforces what Our analysis has revealed about courage: 

if courage is most a virtue when it benefits its possessor, then genuine courage cannot be 

understood in tenns of sacrifice. But Glaucon, like Laches, does not want to think that 

courage is noble only to the extent that it is good both as an end in itself and as a rneans, 

i.e., when it constitutes an essential part of an individual's own flourishing (cf. 357c-d). 

What Glaucon demanded of justice in Book II seems to apply to virtue per se and 

therefore to courage: he wants it be so good that it is worth the sacrifice of everything 

else- He wants it to be good as an end in itself even if it involves the sacrifices that he so 

vividly describes in Book II- 

Glaucon, however, is not a glutton for punishment. When he asked Socrates in Book 

II to vindicate the choice of the just man whose justice causes him to die both in pain and 

as a man of il1 repute, he asks him to show that justice is good for this man, that it is a 

good that outweighs al1 others. If in his attraction to the just man's willingness to 

sacrifice himself, Glaucon seems similar to Laches, he also differs from Laches in an 

-- 

erected a trophy and mies as a despot over the vanquished" (1 925, 1 13), but it is highly 

unlikely that Pfato does, since this view is at odds with what Plato's Socrates describes as 

the happiness characteristic of a philosopher's soul, which is unified. 



important way, he is not o d y  spirited and courageous, he is also erotic (see especiaily 

360a-b, 474c-d, 548d-e). He makes a much more open and forcehl demand than Laches 

did, or would, that this sacrifice be worthwhile for the just, or courageous, man himself- 

Glaucon's erotic nature brings into sharper focus the problem, which we have seen dimly 

present in Laches, with understanding the nobility of courage in terms of nsk or sacrifice. 

To the extent that Glaucon's attraction to noble courage indicates how the guardians will 

understand their own courage, the reason why their courage is an inferior ccpolitical" 

courage is not merely that it is based in opinion and on lies that the city tells them: it is 

also that political courage is based on lies - or at least a confusion - that they are 

inclined to tell themselves. If Glaucon's own inclinations are any indication, the 

pardians will occupy a half-way house, believing both that they nobly devote 

themselves to the city in disregard of their own good and that they thereby achieve their 

ovm good. If virtue means tnily knowing what one is doing, genuine courage is not 

possible until this confusion is sorted out. 

Courage and the Problem of the Good 

When describing the guardians' courage, Socrates says, as we noted, that it is possible 

to gïve "a finer treatment" of courage (430~). This treatment seems to arrive in the form 

of Socrates' discussion in Book VI of philosophic natures and of the studies needed to 

cultivate them (504a-b). In Book V Socrates drops his famous bombshell that the city in 

speech could only corne about if philosophers were kings or if kings could adequately 

philosophize (473d, 499b); he then proceeds to describe philosophers and to argue that 

they alone should rule. They have two main qualifications for niling: they possess both 

the wisdom to legislate well and ail the other parts of virtue (484d). Now Socrates 



suggests that their virtues stem in part simply from their natures; their passionate love of 

learning channels al1 their energies away frorn vice and towards acquiring wisdorn. But 

at least in the city in speech, their natures are perfected by education (487a), in particular 

by an education in what Socrates ultimately calls the "greatest studies" (503e). These 

include calnilation, geornetrj and astronomy, but the "greatest" one of al1 is of the idea 

of the good (50%; cf. 523b). 

This study seems to be the culmination of a philosopher's education because it 

teaches him to understand virtue properly; Socrates says that studying the idea of the 

good is the path to the "most perfect elaboration" of the virtues, which is much superior 

to the limited understanding that his interlocutors and he were able to attain by founding 

a city in speech and by investigating the virtues on the presupposition of an analogy 

between the city and the individual sou1 (504a-e). The gain in understanding is no merely 

intellectual achievement; Socrates speaks of education as perfecting natures, as enabling 

one to acquire virtue entire. But how does acquiring a more precise understanding of the 

virtues lead to the acquisition of virtue and - in particular for Our purposes - of 

genuine courage? In order to see this and to understand genuine courage better, we must 

try to understand what the study of the good involves and why Socrates indicates that it is 

the most important study for acquiring not "political" virtue but virtue simply. 

Socrates' description of the "idea of the good" and the study of it is rather opaque. 

He c~aims both that he does not know what <'the good itself' is but has only an opinion 

about if and that he can explain that opinion to Glaucon only by analogizing it to the sun. 

It is beyond Our purpose here to delve into the complexities of Socrates' analogy. Rather, 

we will restrict ourselves to considering, first, why Socrates offers a dual account of the 



study of the "idea of the good," the two components of which seem to be at odds with 

each other, and second, how these two parts can be reconciled. 

Socrates' initial discussion of the study suggests that it is something extremeiy lofty.4 

He presents the idea of the good as a quasi-divine first cause o f d l  things and as 

something worthy of worship or devotion. Comparing the idea of the good to the Sun, 

Socrates says that it causes things to be known just as the Sun causes things to be seen. 

He cryptically adds that the idea of the good, which he says causes not just the tmth of 

the beings but even their existence, is more beautiful than knowledge or tmth and of 

greater dignity and power than being itself (507d-5Ogb). By highlighting the nobility and 

beauty of the good, Socrates d o w s  his auditors to conclude that it is worthy not just of 

study but even of self-forgetting devotion. Indeed, he identifies a difference between the 

good and the sun that makes the former seem much loftier than the latter. For the sun 

illuminates the same objects thât sight grasps only dimly without it, Le., things that corne 

into being and pass away. But the idea of die good is said to illuminate "objects of 

intellection" that exist perrnanently (508d-e). Thus, whereas those human beings who do 

not know the idea of the good live on the level of opinion, those who know it grasp the 

truth about beings of surpassing grandeur and nobility. Indeed, when Socrates says that 

Indeed, this is how most commentators interpret it. Nettieship, for exarnple, 

suggests that the idea of the good "occupies the place in regard both to mords and to 

science which the conception of God would occupy in a modem philosophy ... if that 

philosophy considered the conception of God as essentid to its system" (1937, 232-3). 

See dso Barker 1925, 126-27; Wolin 1 96O,46; Friedlander 1964, 1 12; Cross and 

Woozley 1966, 184-87; Guthrie 1975, 560. 



the study of the good enables one to grasp "by intellection itself that which is good in 

itself' (532b), he suggests that those who are immersed in the "greatest study" transcend 

thernselves in the contemplation of the highest being. 

At the same tirne, Socrates' account of the study of the idea of the good contains 

indications that this study aIso involves something rnuch less transcendent than his 

analogy to the sun suggests. When he first mentions the "greatest study," he says that it 

is something of which Adeimantus has heard "many times," by which he means a study 

that makes the 'cjust things and the rest" become "useful and beneficial." Socrates and 

Adeimantus then agree that no knowledge of the just and of other things can be of any 

"use to us7' without knowledge of the good, because there is no "profit" in possessing 

anything "in the absence of  the good" (505a-b). Whatever else the good is, these 

staternents suggest that it js good for us in the sense that it benefits whoever studies it and 

thereby serves him rather than the other way around. One needs to know it, Socrates 

says, in order for the virtues, including courage ("the just things and the resty7), to be 

usefùl for us and therefore worth possessing. Socrates goes on to Say that the good is 

what "eveq sou1 pursues and for the sake of which it does everything" (505d-e). hsofar 

as the good makes everything worth having and is what everyone seeks, it seerns to be 

the sine qua non of true human happiness.* 

For a similar claim, see Reeve l988,2O 1, 23 l , 2 3  7 - 2 6  Nettleship, by contrast, 

implies that the good is something to which one is disinterestedly devoted when he says 

that the good is whzit is good "in proportion as it serves a wider purpose and ultimately 

the purpose or good of the order of the world" (1937,221). He slights Socrates' 

indications that knowing the good is the source of the individual's happiness. 



This explanation of the good, however, is not very revealing, since it fails to identifjr 

what the good is; we do not yet know in what happiness consists. Indeed, this is the very 

problem; Socrates daims that "[tlhe soul divines that [the good] is something but is at a 

loss about it and unable to get a sufficient grasp of what it is" (505e). He identifies two 

things that people claim constitute happiness, but he leaves out one possibility that would 

seem to appeal to Glaucon: noble sacrifice. According to Socrates, the many Say that the 

good is pleasure, whereas refined human beings Say that it is prudence. Neither 

definition is adequate; the many cannot Say what distinguishes good from bad pleasures, 

and the few cannot Say what is the good thing that prudence helps us attain. But it is 

instructive that Socrates does not deny that the good, whatever it is, involves pleasure and 

prudence (see 506b2-6, 509a5-9, and cf. 58 Id2-3). Indeed, when describing the 
I 

philosophers' study of the idea of the good, Socrates depicts them as supremely happy 

because they satise their own desires in this study (5 16~4-6, 52 1a3-4, 526e3); they are 

fùlfilling rather than transcending themselves. When they philosophize, they believe that 

they have "emigrated to a colony on the Mes of the Blessed while they are still dive" 

(5 19c, cf. 6 19d-e); their study is in fact accompanied by the greatest pleasures (S83a 1-3, 

586a-b). 

In light of this treatment of the good, we are led to consider the possibility that "the 

just things and the rest" are finally obtained not through a study that involves self- 

forgetting devotion, but rather through one that is both dnven and guided by an intense 

wish to perfect one's own soul. For, as Socrates has indicated, this study is the necessary 

step for acquiring genuine virtue. According to this view, the worth of the virtues 

depends on their being îruiy good for the human beings who possess them. In other 



words, genuine virtue is genuine because it makes possible human happiness. But this 

seems to be at least partly at odds with Glaucon's attraction to the extremely harsh and 

self-denying features of the city (especially 403 b, 4 1 7b, 46 1 e-462a). Glaucon, like 

Laches, seems inclined to subordinate "the good," understood as what is good for human 

beings, to virtue, understood as something choiceworthy in itself, apart from its effect on 

its possessors. On the other hand, as we have observed, Glaucon does not wholly 

subordinate his concern for his own good to his aspirations to a self-denying virtue. We 

must recall Glaucon's demand in Book LI that for justice to be worth having, it must 

ultimately constitute one's happiness and genuine flourishing (cf. Plato, Laws 6631, 

664c). We see powerfil evidence of this concem in Glaucon's reaction to the 

philosopher-kings' fate. When Socrates tells him that the philosophers will still have to 

descend into the cave in order to rule in the city, he vigorously protests, saying that it 

would be unjust to force them to leave the "Lsles of the Blessed" and thereby to "live a 

worse life when a better is possible" (5 19c-d; cf. 347e6, 464e3-7). Then again, Glaucon 

ultimately finds persuasive Socrates' claim that since the philosophers have been reared 

by the city, they owe the city their service (520b-d); he shows here that he does not think 

that an individual's own happiness is the ody relevant consideration. His initial and 

untutored reaction remains revealing. In stark contrast to the position he expressed in 

Book II, Glaucon's reaction discloses his doubts that justice, if it is choiceworthy, could 

demand that rulers relinquish their own greatest good to care for the city (cf. Lutz 1997, 

578). 

Glaucon's inabiiity to separate the nobility of virtue completely from happiness 

suggests that his concem for virtue is inextricably bound to his wish for his own true 



happiness. But the very fact that his concem for happiness fs intertwined with beliefs 

about virtue thaf on the surface, bespeak a noble indifference to his own welfare sheds 

light both on the nature of the tnre human good and on the nature of noble courage. Why, 

we must wonder, is Glaucon drawn away fairIy easily (particularly, as we have said, in 

cornparison to Adeimantus and Polernarchus) from his forcehl demand in Book II that 

justice bring hirn happiness? We rnay draw an answer from Glaucon7s demand that 

justice be good in and of itself even when it means making the greatest sacrifices. If this 

demand fairly indicates the character of his attitude toward the good and toward virtue, 

then Glaucon rnay appear to be diverted from a concem with his own happiness because 

he has no experience of a happiness that c m  constitute the peak of life or that c m  answer 

his Ionging for a lasting and perhaps eternal happiness. If we consider those things, such 

as pleasure or prudence, that Socrates has said people cal1 good to be the things ordinarily 

thought to bring happiness, we c m  see why especially Glaucon rnay find them deficient. 

A prudent and pleasant life may well strike him as incompatible wiîh a serious and 

permanently satiseing happiness. Laches' fmstration with Socrates' characterization of 

prudence showed his inability to see at what prudence aims if not some further end, and 

Laches could not conceive that an end prudently sought could be splendid like noble 

courage. To men who care about dignity, a life whose goodness consists in obtaining 

pleasure or pursuing prident ends appears most unsatiseing. Not only is the satisfaction 

provided by pleasure often fleeting; to the extent that striving for and even enjoying 

pleasures does not test our uniquely human capacities, a life limited to pursuit of such 

things may seem base or merely mundane. Virtue in general and courage in particular 

appear similarly base or mundane if they are understood only as advancing these same 



goals. The willingness nobly to sacrifice oneseIf may seem for these men to characterke 

a truly dignified human life- 

This helps to explain why courage looms so large for both Glaucon and Laches: noble 

courage seems to them to be the virtue that most tests a man, since by confronting one's 

greatest fears and the most terrible pains, one seems to embody a dignified life. But 

since, as we have seen, Glaucon's attraction to noble courage also contains a deep-seated 

wish for his own happiness, we need to explain how noble courage might paradoxically 

appear to him as a way of finding the happiness that he cannot otherwise obtain. Insofar 

as Glaucon is drawn to a notion of virtue, and hence of courage, that demands great 

sacrifices, he may in fact b e  drawn to a notion of virtue which does not constitute his 

happiness but instead makes hirn worthy of a future happiness that is serious and lasting 

in a way that neither pleasures nor prudence can be. He may, in fact, believe that gods 

confer an etemai happiness upon worthy human beings. Glaucon is v e v  attracted by the 

thought that gods exist who reward men for their sacrifices and compensate them for their 

suffering. At the end of the dialogue, for example, he eagerIy agrees with Socrates' 

suggestion that if the just are not rewarded in this life, they are in the next (6 l2c-l4a).6 

To be sure, Glaucon's hope for rewards from gods is hardly prominent. But if the 

gods have only a shadowy presence in his mind, this underscores the very problem with 

this understanding of courage. If his hope for providential gods lies in the background, 

this may be because that is where it must lie. If human beings who sacrificed their own 

Cf. Lutz's claim that in referring to Apollo, Glaucon indicates that he thinks of the 

good as something like a providential god who "might admit 'beautfil and good' lovers 

of the good to the Isles of the Blessed" (1997, 579). Cf. Plato, Svmposium 80b3-5. 



good knew that the gods wouid reward them amd relied upon this fact, this reliance would 

undermine their worthiness for any kind of rew-ard from the gods, for if they acted with a 

view to anticipated rewards, they would behave in a rnercenary fashion. The only 

possible ''solution7' for those who hope to achieve happiness from the gods by becoming 

worthy of their favors is to act as though they m e  indifferent to their own good and 

wholly devoted to virtue itself, Le., not because virtue is the true human good. This 

solution was perfectly evident in Glmcon's initiai request to Socrates: he wants Socrates 

to defend making the greatest sacrifices as good without reference to its "wages and 

consequen~es,~~ Le., as sublimely satis@ing, and as capable of making him supremely 

happy. 

The solution just proposed, however, is highly problematic. We suggested that 

Glaucon and Laches are attracted to the notion aof courage as an end in itself because they 

cannot conceive of ends that promise a sufficiently sublime happineçs. The fact that 

others might cal1 those ends, such as pleasure on prudence, "happiness" does not alter the 

picture for them. They share a hope that virtue is more than a means to these ends. If 

serious human beings are unabIe to embrace virtue as a means, however, this does not 

mean that they c m  easily embrace it as a simple end in itself, as an object to which they 

should devote themselves fuily, no matter what sacrifices it entails. But as we have seen 

very powerfully in the erotic Glaucon, it is hard to put happiness dtogether out of one's 

mind. Tempted by the possibility of virtue as am object of devotion while retaining in the 

back of his mind a wish for the true human goosi, GIaucon holds a conception of virtue 

that cannot withstand close scrutiny. That is, h e  seems not rea& to have stopped treating 

virtue as his own true good but instead to have ~ansforrned it from a direct route to that 



good to an indirect one. Putting blinders on, he is tempted by a self-transcending virtue 

with the secret hope that this will somehow lead to the perfect happiness for which he 

Ioags. 

These considerations suggest that the only coherent resolution of the apparent tension 

between virtue and happiness lies in a conception of virtue the practice of which is 

intrinsically satisfying, so that virtue and happiness go together. But for this conception 

of virtue to be compelling to those, like Glaucon, who care about dignity, it cannot treat 

virtue as only a means to some further end, for that would make virtue either mere 

drudgery or utterIy mundane. If happiness is to be not merely attained but constituted bv 

the exercise of virtue, it cannot be merely pleasant; it rnust be noble, but in the sense of 

fulfilling rather than requinng the samifice of one's true good. It seems to be through 

studying the idea of the good that one might arrive at the conception of virtue just 

sketched. For, as we have seen, it is the idea of sornething that is both splendid and 

beneficial. 

The study of the idea of the good, Socrates says, is a "diaiectical investigation" 

(532b). According to him, dialectics involves destroying hypotheses so that one can 

ultimately "give an account of a thing to himself and another" (534b, 5 3 3 ~ - d ) . ~  To the 

degree that someone believes strongly in a given hypothesis, the dialecticai investigation 

of it can cause pain; cairn and delicacy are required. Seeking to arrive at a coherent 

account, he who investigates anything dialectically focuses on the conflicts between rival 

expianations of it, trying to figure out which of the hypotheses best explains it or whether 

the conflicts point to a superior hypothesis not yet under consideration. He must be open- 

For a helpful account of the meaning of dialectics, see Nettieship 1937,278-82. 



minded; he rnust aim to arrive at an account that satisfies "another" as well as himself, 

which is why dialectics is fundarnentally a cooperative venture. 

To study the good partly involves focusing dialecticaily, in concert with others, on the 

claims that render virtue appeaiing (cf. 532b-d with 5 14b-1 Sa and 520b:c) and hence in 

part on the conflict, which besets the characters we have met, between courage as risking 

oneself and courage as attaining true fülfillment- As Socrates indicates when he first 

broaches the idea of the good, studying it enables one to understand the virtues properly 

and thus to act without misconceptions about what genuinely virtuous action entails. If 

we were correct in suggesting that genuine virtue is somehow constitutive of happiness, 

this means that studying the idea of the good dispels misconceptions that virtue is either a 

rnere means to or beyond happiness. We learned, however, from Our study of Nicias7 

conversation with Socrates that human beings cannot guarantee to themsehes 

consistentiy good results and, indeed, that he who tries to do so taints his own virtue. 

This suggests that the genuinely virtuous human being chooses in general to practice 

virtue because it fulfills hirn while fully aware that its exercise in particular instances may 

potentially cause him harm. Thus, when it cornes to courage, even if it is the case that 

genuine virtue is oriented by one's own true good, it may still sometimes require one to 

risk one's life; Socrates, &ter d l ,  fought for Athens. But as we have just indicated, in 

light of the importance of the good to human beings, genuine (Le., non-deluded) virtue 

means running such risks in full awareness that one has chosen the best course avaiiable 

for oneself under the circumstances and that one deserves nothing further for one's 

actions; to express the saiie thought in moral terms, it is to Say that virtue tmly is its own 

reward. This explains why al1 the virtues become "useful and beneficial" (505a) only as 



a consequence of studying the idea of the good; for those who profit from that study cm 

then exercise their virtues with a view to the genuine benefits that virtue makes possible 

rather than in the (hidden) hope that doing so will dlow them to secure further benefits. 

If this account is correct and if studying the idea of the good means thinking about 

one's own true good, how are we to understand that part of Socrates' account of the study 

that describes it as disinterested contemplation of a higher being? How can we reconcile 

these two apparently conflicting accounts? Providing a fuli answer to this question 

would take us farther afield than is possible or appropriate to go here. But one possible 

reason for the two accounts is that one serves a rhetorical purpose.* Indeed, if we turn 

to examine the effect these accounts have on the interlocutors, we find that Socrates' 

high-minded portrait of the idea of the good has an extraordinarily powerfiil effect on 

Glaucon. As Socrates describes the idea of the good, Glaucon declares that Socrates 

speaks of "ovenvhelming beauty," and when Socrates says that the good "isn't being but 

is still beyond being, exceeding it in dignity and power," Glaucon swears by ApolIo and 

exclaims ("quite r i d i c ~ l ~ u ~ l y "  according to Socrates), "What a demonic excess" (509a-c). 

Glaucon's outburst suggests that he wholeheartedly endorses Socrates' poetic articulation 

of the idea of the good. Glaucon's evident astonishment here suggests that he may think 

he has finally found something suffrciently beautiful or awe-inspiring the immersion in 

which will satisG his deepest longings and enable him to realize his greatest h ~ ~ e s . ~  

Cf. Socrates' statements at 507a and 450d-e. 

If scholarly interpretations of this passage are any indication, Glaucon's outburst 

may well suggest that he thinks that he has finally found something worthy of 

wholehearted and self-forgetting devotion. Gadamer points out that Socrates' statement 



Glaucon thus seems to understand this study as splendid or sublime rather than as 

"usefül and beneficid." Is Glaucon simply wrong to interpret the shidy in this hi&- 

minded way? Perhaps not. Socrates' description of it certainly invites such a view. And 

Glaucon's embrace of it has clear benefits for Socrates and Socrates' students. Indeed, 

this particular account rnay be specifically intended for Glaucon's benefit. 10 Glaucon 

rnay not ultimately tum to this study, i-e., to philosophy,l l but the mere suggestion of its 

setf-transcendent character stokes in him a supreme admiration both for the study itself 

and for those who pursue it. And Socrates has at least a practicai reason for encouraging 

such admiration in Glaucon. According to Xenophon, Socrates taiks to Glaucon for the 

sake of the latter's younger brother, Plato (Xenophon, Memorabilia lII.6-1). We have 

seen that Glaucon's longing for some dignified activity had previously led him to admire 

that the good is beyond al1 being "Iends the idea of the good a transcendence that 

distinguishes it from al1 other noetic objects, which is to Say al1 other ideas" (1986, 27). 

Amas similarly says that Socrates' account of the idea of the good suggests that to study 

it one must lose oneself in a disinterested contemplation of the forms (198 1, 260). She 

notes, however, that this position conflicts with Socrates' aim to show that having a just 

sou1 leads to one's own happiness (266-7). hstead of probing to discover why Socrates 

might put forth these contradictory positions, Annas explains away the contradiction as a 

problem with Plato' s preference "for contemplation and theoretical study" and his 

consequent belief "that intellectuai absorption will [not] make claims on a person that 

cannot be reconciled with the claims of practical judgment" (270). 

lo For a different interpretation, see Klosko 1986, 163-64. 

l On this point, see Brueli 1994, 268 and Lua 1997, 57 1-72. 



actions that demand terrible suffering and even the sacrifice of one's life. For him to 

believe that the study of the good involves a similar transcendence moderates his longing 

for these painhl and dangerous activities. He thus becomes an admirer of the 

contemplative instead of the heroically courageous life and thus perhaps less inchned to 

prevent others, induding his own brother, from devoting theniselves to the former rather 

than the Iatter. 12 

But there aiso seems to be evidence that Socrates' hi&-minded account is not merely 

a distortion the aim of which is to moderate the extreme tendencies of Glaucon or men 

like him. hdeed, Socrates' description of the study of the good as somehow both self- 

transcendent and self-fulfilling may have a crucially inspiring effect on those who hear it. 

The belief that one transcends one's self-concem in turning to philosophy may be usefil 

for making progress in phiiosophy. GIaucon provides a helpful example of why this 

might be. As we have seen in Book II, Glaucon's doubts about the goodness of justice 

enable him to describe in extremely vivid detail the attractiveness of the goods available 

through injustice, particularly, the freedom to satisfy al1 one's desires al1 the time. We 

might even suspect from the force of his account that Glaucon himself is powerfûlly 

tempted by a life devoted to satisfying such desires. In his infatuation, however, with the 

study of the idea of the good or the first cause of things, Glaucon seems to forget about 

such desires. The tum toward an appreciation, at the very leasf of philosophy seems to 

be accompanied by a certain noble self-forgetting (but cf. 6 12c-6 l3b). 

l2  The change in Glaucon is thus akin to the change in the honor-loving fathers of the 

Laches, who move from being displeased by their sons' spending time with Socrates to 

being eager that the boys do so, 



To be sure, as Amas notes (1 981,209 n.7), Socrates describes philosophers as 

suprernely happy and fulfilled by their immersion in the study of the good. But 

Glaucon's delight at Socrates' hi&-minded description of it and his embrace of a regime 

that requires enormous self-overcoming suggests that this latter interpretation is the one 

to which novices are attracted. Indeed, in Book W, Socrates indicates that novices may 

benefit from having a somewhat distorted image of a philosopher's activity. There 

Socrates describes young men who misuse dialectics by trying to refute the arguments 

made by their fathers and by the city about what is just and noble (538c-39b). He notes 

that when these young men refute the city's claims about the just and noble things, they 

become "outlaws" unless they subsequently find the truly just and noble things. 

Evidendy, if they see problems with the city's conceptions of justice and nobility but do 

not discover the true alternative conceptions, they will ignore the Iaw in pursuit of their 

own narrow interests; they begin to think that there really is nothing just or noble and 

therefore that the law should not stand between them and the satisfaction of al1 their 

desires. 

According to Socrates, the most serious problem that these debunkers of justice and 

nobility face (the reason why Socrates teils Glaucon that he should pity them [539a]) is 

the h m  that they do to themselves. Havins rejected justice and nobility because they 

city's teaching about these things is flawed, they fail to see the degree to which thinking 

itself, for example might be a noble activity, particularly insofar as it aims to grasp not 

merely one's own narrow good but the true human good as such. Socrates' account of 

these debunkers suggests that they may fail to appreciate the degree to which the tme 

goods are not the most narrowly self-serving goods but the truly human and hence 



universal goods of the soul. For those among the debunkers who may b e  well-suited for 

philosophy, this is a devastating error. Rather than tuming to thinking about the nature of 

the whoIe and ascending from the realm of opinion to knowledge, they give up on 

thinking altogether, believing that the only goods of life are those that satisfy their own 

ordinary, mundane desires and thus failing ever to discover the pleasures of philosophy 

that could genuinely satisQ them. 

By relinquishing their concern for justice and nobility without adequately confronting 

the degree to which thinking or philosophizing appears in some way to be self- 

transcendent, the debunkers also very likely fail to understand something crucial about 

themselves. They are likely unaware of the extent tu which they themselves are in fact 

still enthralled by ordinary civic opinions. The sophist Thrasymachus, whose opinion 

about justice Socrates examines in Book 1 of the Republic, illustrates just how deepIy 

rooted such opinions can be. CIaiming that justice is nothing more than the advantage of 

the stronger (3 3 Sc), Thrasymachus in effect denies that justice exists. Yet he becomes 

tembly indignant when h e  thinks that Socrates is not arguing fairly (336b-d). His anger 

implies that he  believes that Socrates should be bound by concems of fairness whether or 

not they are to his advantage. Despite his apparent denial of the existence of justice, 

Thrasymachus proves to be in its grip. If even this impressive sophist rernains bound by 

the same opinions he dismisses, how much more would this be true of other men? 

Socrates' twofold account of the study of the idea of the good and of philosophy in 

general may be a response to this difficulty. The picture of philosophy as a transcendent 

activity enables youths who encounter dialectics to take the longings for some kind of 

noble iife seriously even after they have corne to see difficulties with the city's teaching 



about nobility. Phiiosophy, understood as Glaucon does, prevents young students of 

dialectics from becoming debunking "outiaws." Even as they come to question what the 

city teaches them is noble, these youths do not simply reject the existence of the noble 

itself before they are able to discover what it tnily is. Indeed, it is perhaps only by 

channeling the longing for transcendence into that activity which, by Ieading men to 

forget al1 their other, previously pressing desires, seems most to partake of transcendence 

that this longing can be h l ly  and purely examined. Socrates' account of the 

philosopher's highest activiq as intellecting "the good itself' may help to preserve in the 

souls both of youths who encounter dialectics and perhaps of proto-philosophers the hope 

that the truest goods are admirable or high. 

Courare in the Cave 

Socrates' account of the idea of the good suggests that the genuine courage that is 

part of, or an expression of, a truly virtuous sou1 and that is exercised with a view to that 

sou17s good cannot come into being until one cornes to t e m s  with the opinion at the heart 

of ordinary courage, namely, that risking or sacrificing oneself c m  be both the peak of 

life and a means to one's own happiness. But coming to terms with this opinion is no 

easy task. We have already seen that Laches is reluctant to face this tension at al1 and 

that Glaucon is tempted by an inadequate resoIution to it. Indeed, when Socrates 

describes real education in his famous image of the cave, he stresses the difficulty of such 

education. Real education is not a course of study that everyone can foilow, if only 

because, according to Socrates' account, it is at least in part a hard and even painhl 

process. For this reason, as we will see, it requires courage. But the courage that is 

n e c e s s q  to persevere in education of course c m o t  be the genuine courage that one 



acquires as a result of education. It thus seems that confronting the opinions at the heart 

of ordinary courage, which confrontation is necessary for genuine courage to develop, 

may, paradoxically, depend on ordinary courage. 

It may seem strange to charactenze the pursuit of education as requiring courage at 

dl .  Afier aI1, in pursuing education, one neither puts one's life at nsk  nor attempts 

anything especially noble, such as saving the city, and we ordinariIy understood courage 

to be exercised when one risks oneself for sorne noble end. We must, however, recall 

that such criteria are not necessarïly the correct ones for determining the nature and scope 

of courage. As we have learned from examining Socrates' account of the idea of the 

good, he who possesses a coherent conception of virtue will know that its exercise is 

good in itself and contributes to his own tnie good. According to this view, courage is 

exercised whenever one faces some evil or something fea@l, even if by doing so one 

ultimately gains some benefit, like wisdom. Thus, the fact that one pursues what is best 

for oneself in pursuing wisdom does not by itself disqualifi the courage that one 

summons for this pursuit from being called courage. We should recall that in the Laches, 

Socrates indicates that courage includes steadfastness in pursuit of one's own true good. 

When Socrates was guiding Laches as to what a good definition of courage would bey he 

indicated that it should inchde not only the courage of the hoplite but also the courage of 

those who are courageous toward "pains and fears" and "desires and pfeasures;" and he 

includes among his examples of those who are courageous, those who face sickness, 

poverty, and those who engage in politics (Laches 191d-e). 

Still, even if it is legitimate to speak of those who pursue some good for themseives 

in the face of fears and pains or desires and pleasures as courageous, does this accurately- 



charactenze those who pursue philosophy? Socrates indicates that it does; he repeatedly 

describes the philosophic nature as, among other things, courageous (486b, 487% 490c, 

494b, 503b-504% 535b). But the question remains as to  why courage must be part of a 

philosophic nature. 1s the simple desire for education not suff~cient to propel one towards 

philosophy? To answer this question we must tum to Socrates' image of tnie education 

or of the path to philosophy, narnely, the cave. In examining this image, we will glimpse 

why it is sensible to Say that courage is a part of a philosophic nature. We must also, 

however, keep in mind that just as Socrates' high-minded depiction of the idea of the 

good seemed at least in part designed to appeal to non-philosophers, like Glaucon, the 

same rnight be true of his depiction of philosophic natures as courageous. if non- 

philosophers recognize the philosopher as courageous, they will admire him and tolerate 

his presence in the c iq .  But just as there seemed to be  a non-rhetorical purpose to t h e  

discussion of the good, Socrates' image of the cave suggests that there may be a non- 

rhetoncd reason for calling philosophic natures courageous; courage may be especially 

important in the initial stages for many, if not necessarïly ail, of those embark on the 

quest for wisdom. 

Socrates calls his image of the cave an image of "our nature in its education and want 

of education" (5 14a). The cave represeats political society as such, whose inhabitants 

Socrates claims are benighted. According to his image, dl human beings are bom into a 

cave and chained from childhood to face its back. In the cave, certain "human beings," 

who seem to be the founders o r  rulers of political society, hold up "al1 sorts of artifacts ... 

and statues of men" (5 14c) in front of a fire that projects their shadows ont0 the back 

wall. The rest of us see only the "shadows" of these artifacts, which we mistake for the 



truth about the nature of things (5 15c). To become enlightened, the image suggests that 

we must extricate ourselves from our bonds, tum around to examine the artifacts whose 

shadows we generalIy believe are red, and ultimately escape from the cave into the light 

that shines at the end of its Iong tunnel. 

What, however, are these artifacts whose shadows are projected on the cave's wall? 

And why are we shown thern? The following references provide crucial dues: Socrates 

descnbes some of the artifacts as "statues of men" ( 5  15c), he identifies certain shadows 

as "of the just" (5 l7d), and he daims that the cave is populated by "phantoms" of the 

noble, just and good things (520~) .  Taken together these statements help to explain how 

the cave affects human beings. The artifacts appear to be the models that each regime 

establishes of what constitutes a just and noble life (cf. Annas 198 1,256; Klosko 1986, 

92). Different cities project different modefs: Sparta holds up warriors as models, and 

America, rugged individualists.13 As long as we remain in the cave - benighted - we 

accept these models uncritically, believing that they are the tme models of human 

perfection. Put simply, the image of the cave suggests that each city educates its citizens 

in distorted notions of virtue and that it is only by exarnining these and thereby coming to 

13 Cf. Nietzsche's "One Thousand and One Goals" from Thus Spake- 

which beautifidiy illustrates Socrates7 image by speaking of the different rnodels 

characteristic of different peoples: some "speak the tmth and handle bow and arrow 

well"; some "honor father and mother and follow their wi1I to the root of one's soul"; and 

some "practice loyalty and, for the sake of loyaity, risk honor and blood even for evil and 

dangerous things" (1 982, 17 1 ). 



understand them as distortions that one acquires a true education (see 5 15d-e, 532c-d, 

53 8c-e). 

But Socrates indicates that turning around to examine the models and leaving the 

cave is a difficult process. Socrates describes one who is led out of the cave and who 

cornes to grasp part of the truth as "in pain" and as " d d e d "  by the light outside the 

cave, Le., the tmth about the nature of things. For this reason he is at first unwilling, 

Socrates says, to believe that in turning toward the light he is closer to the tmth. The 

suffering inspires a wish to return to the cave and its comforting illusions (5 15c-d; see 

also 504a, 5 18c-d, and Theaetetus 1 5 1 a-b), for it shocks the newly liberated individual to 

discover that what he always held to be true is illusory. Rather than remain in the light, 

he is inclined to "flee" from it and to tum back to farniliarthings. According to Socrates, 

it takes a great deal of tirne and patience to be able eventually to "endure" looking 

directly at the light (5 18c).14 

Even in the city in speech, the best and most just ciq,  we can see why questioning the 

city's teachings is painful. First, Socrates clearly indicates that even the best city is a 

cave: he says that it will be very difficult for the philosophers to descend from the "Isles 

l4 Strauss says that Plato in general abstracts from eros in the Republic and that this 

abstraction is "effective in the simile of the Cave in so far as that simile presents the 

ascent from the cave to the light of the Sun as entirely compuIsory" (1964, 128). Even if 

this is true, i.e., even if Plato slights the erotic allure of the world outside the cave, 

Strauss's statement does not rule out the fact that there is some pain involved in leaving 

the cave; Strauss indicates merely that Socrates' image is over-broad. For a helpfùl 

account that treats escaping the cave as painful, see Nettleship 1937, 261-62. 



of the Blessed" to take their tum niling in the city because it will be hard for them to 

adjust to the darkness of the cave and the ccphantoms" of the noble, just and good things 

that will pervade it (520b-d). But what are the phantoms and artifacts of this city? The 

most prominent one is undoubtedly the noble lie that Socrates and Glaucon agree the 

gardians must be told. It is not hard to see why it would be painfil to confront this lie, 

which, we recall, teaches that the city is the common mother of the citizens. To 

recognize the noble lie for what it is, is painfuI not only because one realizes that one has 

been duped. What is more important is the meaning of the lie's content, for whether or 

not the city actually & the common mother of the citizens has serious implications for 

how one should live one's life. What tums on this question is the degree to which the 

citizens are united, i-e., whether or not they have a common good akin to that of a farnily 

(463c-64b). For the existence of such a cornmon good - indeed, "a community of 

pleasures and pains" - is, we have seen, what makes it possible for the guardians to love 

the city and to be eager "to do what they believe to be advantageous to the city." If, 

however, the premise that makes this eagerness possible is false, the question of whv they 

should Iook to the city's advantage becomes very pressing. 

Still, this is not yet to explain what is painhl about pressing this question. If the 

city's teachings, because they lead the guardians to act against their own true good, are 

not merely illusory but in fact detrimental, would not seeing through this illusion be 

liberating rather than painfil? Why might it be painfùl for a citizen to confront the 

possibility that his own happiness is more important to him than the city's welfare? If the 

city were merely imposing views at which citizens chafe, then it woutd indeed be sirnply 

liberating to be freed from them. But Socrates' indication that confronting the city 's 



most important views is painhl and that it requires courage suggests that citizens are in 

fact attracted to the city7s teaching, that they are willing participants in their own 

deception; this means that to question civic teachings on virtue is painfûl because it 

means risking losing something that they hold very dear. 

What we have seen in Glaucon illustrates why the possibility of devotion to the city 

c m  be so appealing- Glaucon is attracted to a life that consists in self-forgetting or even 

sacrifice, which he regards as transcendent and dignified. As we have argued, though, 

dignity is not the oniy thïng at stake in "dignity." As Glaucon's assault on justice 

reveaied, he believes that transcendent actions (if they can be shown to b e  choiceworthy) 

are bound up with the greatest human good, with the most profound and perhaps etemal 

happiness. It is thus not hard to see how his whole world could be shaken by the 

possibility that the sort of dignity he reveres is incoherent. For it would mean that the 

sublimely satisfyiog or eternai happiness for which he tnily longs is i rnpo~s ib le .~~  

If, however, scrutinking the illusions of one's cave is painfül, why would anyone 

wish to do it? Perhaps it is better to remain in the cave, deluded but happy or at least 

cornfortable. This may well be the case for some human beings. But to remain in the 

l5 Were Glaucon idiosyncratic, what may seem to him the painfil prospect of the 

incoherence of transcendence would not strike other human beings the same way, and so 

this particular explanation wouId not account for the suffering that leaving the cave 

causes others. The fact, though, is that justice understood as devotion to sornething 

grander than themselves appeals at least to the vast majority of human beings; aithough 

we rnight find extreme the challenge he poses to Socrates in Book LI, there is at least a 

IittIe bit of Glaucon in us. 



cave is not an ideal option; it is chosen only by those who never truly and passionately 

confront the alternative- For those who are strong or healthy enough to embrace the 

truth, Socrates indicates that they are better off doing so - and that something wi thin 

everyone testifies that, arnong human beings, those who can and do embrace the tmth are 

best off for doing so. According to Socrates, the desire for the tmth is present in dl 

human beings. In the course of explaining to Glaucon in Book II why gods do not lie, he 

says that human beings as well as gods "hate the tnie lie." When Glaucon professes 

puulement at hearing this, Socrates responds by saying that no one "voluntarily wishes 

to lie about the most sovereign things to what is Most sovereign in himself' (382a). His 

claim may at first seem very dubious, for people appear to lie to themselves al1 the time. 

Socrates, however, does not deny that people lie to themselves. Rather, he claims that at 

least on important matters ("most sovereign things"), people do not "vo1untarïly wish" to 

deceive themselves; to the extent that they do lie to thernselves on such matters, they do 

so involuntady (3 82a-b). 

Socrates' meaning is not çrystal clear. To begin to understand what he has in mind, 

we should consider first why we might ever wish to lie to ourselves. In those cases where 

we do, is it not because there is something that we suspect is true but wish were false 

because the alternative is too painful to handle? In such circumstances it is not that we 

consciously persuade ourselves of the opposite of what we know is the case - we cannot 

make ourselves believe, for exarnple, that Santa Claus exists. We c m  lie to ourselves, 

though, in the midst of uncertainty. When we wish to lie to ourselves, we wish to hide 

from ourselves evidence that contradicts what we desperately want to believe. It is one 

thing, for instance, to seek to get to the bottom of a disease that we know can be cured. 



In the case of an incurable cancer, however, we might ignore apparent signs of it because 

to confirm suspicions that we are termindly il1 would be to subject ourselves to pain that 

we cannot relieve - the disease will strike when it strikes, we might Say, so why subject 

ourselves to the pain of anticipating its onset? In such a situation, it does seem 

reasonable to Say that we lie to ourselves. 

But it aiso seems reasonable to Say what is consistent with, or what follows from, 

Socrates' claim: that in this situation we lie to ourselves oniy as the resuk of an 

involunta? wish. If no one voluntarily wishes to lie about "the most sovereign things to 

what is most sovereign in himself," this seems to mean that human beings wish to lie to 

themselves - Le., force from their rninds suspicions that what they want to be true is not 

- only when what their hearts cherish most is at stake. Fear for Our survival is not the 

only fear that creates the wish to lie to ourselves. The wish is aiso generated by the fear 

of discovering that opinions crucial to Our happiness, such as the belief in the existence 

and providence of gods or in the faithfiilness of a lover, are false. The wish to lie to 

ourselves may be  reasonably called involuntary if it is a response one makes when placed 

in an insupportabIe position, one in which one's best option seems to be ernbracing a lie 

of signiftcant moment.16 This is not to interpret an "involuntary wish" merely as a wish 

for the best of al1 possible circurnstances. While al1 human beings might wish for the 

best for themselves, human beings clearly differ in their constitutions; some are able to 

accept truths about their circumstances from which others recoil. The question is whether 

the latter human beings agree that the former in principle are superior, Le., whether they 

wish they had the strength or psychic health not to flee the tnith. If so, then one can tmly 

16 For a very incisive discussion of this question, see Reeve 1988, 23 1-33. 



conclude that the wish to lie to oneseif is involuntary - akin to a cimg addict's 

succumbing to his desire for drugs despite his best efforts to resist it. 

Socrates' daim that human beings hate true lies seems thus to be a daim that, 

insofar as hurnan beings are healthy, they wish not to be deluded. The difficulty is that 

since we al1 begin, to use Socrates' language, in a cave, we ail begin ignorant and thus at 

least partly unhealthy. We thus might often wish - although involuntarily, as the result 

of a weakness that the better part of us despises - not to confront the matters that 

challenge our greatest hopes and the things closest to Our hearts. It is thus not surpnsing 

if in one's initial forays, and perhaps in those beyond them as well, one wishes to return 

to the cornforts of the cave. For these reasons we seem, in order to acquire the wisdom 

needed for genuine courage, to need ordinary courage, the spirited willingness to face a 

prospective evil because one believes that flight is beneath one's dignity. Confronting 

our familiar and cherished opi~ions is akin to taking a medicine for the soul, and human 

beings seem to need courage to take it (see 604c-d, 606a; cf. Plato, Gor.aias 479b-480d 

and 52 ld-S22b, and Sophist 230d-e). 

One might object, however, that the analogy between psychic and physicd health 

actually militates against the daim that courage is necessary for the hedth of one's soul. 

Would not sorneone who becomes sick and who knows of a cure for his illness eagerly 

seek it out? Why would he need courage in addition to his knowledge? The question 

answers itself: to the extent that he truly knows his situation, he would not seem to. But 

when it cornes to psychic illness, Le., ignorance, one must face the pain both of seeing 

one's true self as deficient and of being aware that one lacks knowledge of the proper 

remedy. A certain courage is therefore required to face this fact and risk venturing into 



the unknown. One simply does not know that psychic health might be attained by 

following a path other than the one laid out as a model in one's cave. To question that 

model is thus not to seek a known cure but to embark on an uncertain journey at the end 

of which one might find oneself unhappier than before. We might Say, then, that a 

spirited, and thus to some degree irrationd, courage is needed to help human beings 

question their most sovereign opinions and overturn the cherished foundations of their 

whole lives. 

Courage and the Path to Philosophy 

How is it that a spirited and irrational courage can help human beings dispel their 

ignorance? 1s it not the tendency of spiritedness to make us cling to Our own opinions 

rather than to examine them? As we have seen, spiritedness manifests itself most 

prorninently as anger, which fills us with a sense of righteousness and therefore increases 

Our belief in our opinions. In light of this fact, how could spiritedness contribute to the 

rigorous examination of one's own opinions? How could a spirited courage be an asset 

rather than a liability for an ascent from the cave? 

Rather than being simply the obstacle to reflection that Socrates at times presents it as 

being, spiritedness may in fact help to propel one out of the cave in two different but 

related ways.17 First, if the concern for dignity at the heart of spiritedness c m  lead 

people tenaciously to defend what they take to be the elements of their dignity, it can for 

this reason lead them not to want to be fools who are deceived by the cave's images; for 

l7 But see Amas 198 1, 253, 259 and Nichols 1 98ïa, 1 18-1 9, which both deny that 

the philosopher actually seeks to leave the cave. But cf. 6 1 1 e- 12a and Strauss 1 964, 128. 



anyone who cares about dignity would consider it slavish to persist in remaining deluded 

to b e  a slave. Spiritedness, then, c m  help to level obstacles blocking the ascent from the 

cave, Second, spintedness c m  inspire ("inspirit") one with a sense of grandeur that 

enables one to persist in a project despite difficulties encountered dong  the way. If it 

takes the right forrn, the very thing that maintains people in their illusions c m  thus help 

to overcome them. 

The first usehl element of spiritedness may be a part of the hatred (misein) of lies 

that Socrates says is part of a phifosophic nature, Le., a nature that is well suited for 

leaving the cave (485c, 490b). To cal1 the philosophic nature's disposition toward lies a 

hatred suggests that this disposition may be spinted. Socrates does not Say that one wants 

simply to expunge lies as though they were merely discornforting - Say, like a blister. 

To speak of someone as hating lies can suggest that he is angy  at them. To understand 

what it could mean to "hate a lie," coasider what is implied in the Christian saying that 

one should hate the sin rather than the sinner. 1s this not an injunction to direct one's 

anger at the sin rather than at the sinner? Socrates' discussion of misology, or the hatred 

of reason, in the Phaedo illustrates this kind of angry hatred in a context that has a 

bearing on the hatred of lies. In the Phaedo Socrates compares misology to misanthropy. 

He says one develops a hatred of reason for the same reason that one develops a hatred of 

people. According to Socrates, one becomes a misanthrope fiom having placed excessive 

tmst in people and from having subsequently been deceived by them (89d-e). And when 

one is deceived by many people many times, one grows to hate al1 people. Just as 

Socrates implies that one c m  come to hate reason because the tnrst that one has placed in 

it has been repeatedly disappointed, one could d s o  come to hate previously cherished 



opinions that one learns are lies. If one has seen many of one's opinions overturned as 

Lies, according to this argument, one would become highly suspicious of and treat with an 

angry hatred any opinion that appears to be a lie. 

One who hates lies, then, may hate them in a spirited fashion, Le., one may in a 

certain sense be angry at them. The question is whether such anger c m  actually help 

someone make progress in ridding himself of lies. Such anger can be useful to the extent 

that one's anger is directed not at those who disseminate the lie but at oneself for being 

duped by the lie. This anger c m  fuel one's efforts to eradicate the lie from the sou1 (cf. 

Sophist 230c-d). This kind of response to lies seems particularly characteristic of 

someone who cares about dignity. A man who pnzes his dignity will, upon suspicion of 

having been deceived by lies, not let up until he has examined his beliefs thoroughly in 

order to test their adequacy. Now in attempting to eradicate the lies in his soul, such an 

individual may not be doing so because he knows that it is best to do so; he may be 

infused with a blinding determination to break through the bonds of conventional opinion 

so that he  will not b e  a dupe rather than so that he can have what I s  genuinely good for 

himself. But the virtue of this anger is that it can be the source of the courage to 

undertake examinations that might appear beyond one's reach, to face possibilities that 

could undermine al1 that one cherishes, and to resist the temptation to return to the lie and 

thus to the cave upon discovering unpieasant tmths. 

Of course, an angry hatred of lies is hardly the most obvious mark of a philosophic 

nature. As we have seen, anger's tendency is to blind us £rom the ûuth and it is thus 

more of an obstacle than an asset to learning. Insofar as Socrates' mention of a hatred of 

lies c m  be interpreted as a spirited hatred of lies, he may be describing something that 



occurs very early on in the philosophic experience. Or, he may be articulating a portrait 

of a philosophic nature that someone like Glaucon, who cares about dignity and who 

seems to have had this very reaction upon coming to see the problems with the city's 

view of justice, will understand. But a hatred of lies is not the only spirited quality that 

Socrates indicates is be present in a philosophic nature. Socrates also speaks of the 

importance of "youthful fire" and of "magnificence," both of which have spirited roots 

(see 486a, 487a, 490c, 503c-d). They differ, however, from the hatred of lies because 

they add a "positive" dimension absent from the hatred. They contribute not just to 

destroying the obstacles in one's path but to forging dong it. Socrates does not explain 

precisely what he means by "youthfùl fire," but it would at least include a courageous 

daring to seek out and wresde with challenging arguments. 

Magnificence seems to be the ''positive'' spirited quality that is most likely to help 

guide one out of the cave. In Book III, magnificence emerged as a disposition toward 

greatness that arises when spirited men receive a certain education in beautifûl Song and 

art. Having developed a love for beautifül things as well as a lively sense of human 

capacities, they become magnificent and seek to perform noble deeds, at least in part to 

express the beauty they sense within their own souls. Magnificence thus inspires one to 

seek honor not for its own sake but as a testimony to one's own excellence. Because of 

the connection between it and noble deeds, it - like spiritedness in general - rnay not 

seem so useful for real progress in a philosophic education. The famed AIcibiades was 

surely rnagnificent, but he was ultimately incapable of suspending his political aspirations 

and tuming wholly to philosophy. Socrates in the Republic articulates the difficulties 

with magnificence when he explains why someone with a magnificent nature rnay be 



especially tempted to remain in the cave. Since such an individual is likefy to be "first 

arnong dl in everything," he wi1I likely be "mindlessly full of pretension and empty 

conceity' (494b-d). 18 For this reason, he is unlikely to accept that "he has no intelligence 

in him although he needs if' and that such intelligence "is not to be acquired except by 

slaving for its acquisition" (494d). Someone whose magnificence becomes self- 

satisfaction is a poor candidate for the most important kind of education, for he wiII b e  

incapable of accepting that he is radically deficient and therefore in need of senous 

education. 

But magnificence is not inextricably connected to the ambition to perform noble 

deeds that win public honor. In his discussion of philosophic natures in Book VI, 

Socrates attributes to them magnificence as expressed in an understanding which does not 

hold "that human life is anything great"; such an understanding is "endowed" not only 

with magnificence but d s o  with "the contemplation of al1 time and ail being" (486a). 

This form of magnificence, Socrates teaches, is particulady useful and perhaps even 

essentiai for philosophic endeavors. As described, it seems to aim at something iike what 

earlier dazzled GIaucon (who agrees enthusiastically with Socrates' account of a 

mamificent sou1 here): contemplation of the idea of the good understood as the first 

cause of al1 things. Indeed, in the Phaedo, Socrates says that as a young man he himself 

was immersed in questions about the first cause of things precisely because he believed 

that it would be "magoificent to know the cause of everything" (96a-d).I9 This kind of 

l 8  Both Nettleship 1937, 207 and Friedlander 1964, 1 10 suggest that Socrates has 

Alcibiades in mind here. 

l9 For a comic illustration of Socrates' youthfil magnificence, see Anstophanes, 



magnificence expresses itself as the refusal to bow before anything not out of anger or 

indignation but out of the conviction that one is capable of grasping the whole, that to do 

so would be  to participate in some way in something etemal, and that one c m  thereby 

ascend to the grandest heights of which rational beings are capable. The magificent 

individual may be said to believe that those who successfuiiy escape fiorn the cave really 

do inhabit something like "the Isles of the Blessed" (5 lgc), and the prospect of joining 

them excites his constant efforts20 

C ~ O U ~ S  2 15-235. 

20 Nichols disagrees with my claim that spintedness, in certain foms, is present, at 

least at an early stage, in a tmly philosophic nature. She argues that if it were present, it 

would distort and ultimately destroy tme philosophy. She finds evidence for this 

argument in the philosopher-kings of the city in speech, whom she finds spinted; indeed, 

their spiritedness leads them erroneously to "renounce [the world of becoming] for one of 

simple beings." Spiritedness thus distorts philosophy according to her by leading one to 

mn away from the tmth of the real world to the austere realm of pure being; the "greatest 

threat to the self," she argues, is "the farniliar world of becoming," and rather than face 

up to it honestly, she believes that the philosopher-kings engage in merely spirited 

attempts "to preserve [themselves] against change and death" (1988, 62). On the one 

hand, Nichols seems to me to take too literally the rhetorical elements of Socrates' 

presentation of philosophy; she forgets that Socrates warns his audience that he is not 

speaking perfectly accurately (507a). On the other hand, she underestimates the degree 

to which tnie philosophy according to Socrates does contain a longing for something that 

transcends the farniliar world of becoming- She thinks that Socrates himself did not aim 



But however usefid certain forms of spiritedness rnay be for a philosophic quest, it is 

not clear what rote they play in the soul ofa  fùll-fledged philosopher. For whereas the 

hatred of lies bespeaks a desire not to be bested, and philosophic magnificence denotes an 

aspiration toward grandeur, it is not clear that the full-fledged philosopher shares these 

concerns. This potential difference emerges from a consideration of Glaucon's reaction 

to Socrates' description of the philosophically magnificent man's attitude towards death. 

Glaucon agrees with Socrates that human Iife does not "seem anything great" to the 

rnagnificent man who contemplates al1 time and al1 being and that, for this reason, such a 

man will not "believe that death is something terrible" (486a-b). Why, though, does he 

readily21 agree to these claims, which are surely hard to accept? Has he tmly corne to 

view ail of human life, as they Say, philosophically? This seems most unlikely in light of 

his openness at the end of the Repblic  to Socrates' daim that the soul is immortal (608d) 

to escape the cave: philosophy as practiced by the philosopher-kings "is the repudiation 

of Socrates' philosophizing, which explores the familiar world that philosopher-kings 

escape," as can be seen in the fact that Socrates' conversations are "anchored in the 

individual natures of his interlocutors" (1988, 62, 64). The question Nichols does not 

address is whether Socrates conducts his conversations mainly with a view to what is 

good for his interlocutors or whether he tries to l e m  something for himself about the 

nature of being. It is at least worth noting that at the beginning of the RepubLic Socrates 

informs the reader that he is compelled to participate in this particular conversation 

(3 27a-2%). 

2* He says that it is ccimpossibleyy for human life to seern great to the man in question 

and that this man would "not in the ieast" believe that death is something terrible. 



and that gods reward and punish men after death (613a). Rather, what explains 

Glaucon's agreement here is the fact that it is solicited in the Unmediate wake of 

Socrates' teaching that philosophers spend their most precious time not with mundane 

and temporary things but in the r e a h  of the etemal Ideas, of which tangible things are 

mere instances (475e-80a). Adopting the loftiest of perspectives, Glaucon seems to think 

that a sufftciently magnificent man who communes with the Ideas can somehow so 

transcend the world of coming-into-being and passing away that death really does seem 

nothing temble to him - why would passing away matter to someone who gazes upon 

such magnificent things as the permanent Ideas? That Glaucon's reaction is mediated by 

the immediately preceding discussion of the ideas appears even more clearly when we 

contrast it with the reaction of the Spartan Megillus in a similar context in Plato's Laws. 

Upon hearing the Athenian Stranger Say that "the affairs of human beings are not worthy 

of great seriousness," Megillus very gravely censures him for "belittling Our human race 

in every respect" (803b-c). Glaucon, by contrast, is so transported by the idea of Ideas 

that at this moment he hirnself evinces contempt for human things; he has corne a long 

way from his initial wish to see justice vindicated in the human world. 

The question is whether Glaucon could maintain his lofty attitude toward death upon 

considered reflection. His reaction to Socrates' later claim that the sou1 is immortal 

suggests that he could not, at Ieast at this stage of his development. Rather, his 

"superhuman" attitude seems bound up with a belief that, when he identifies with 

philosophers contemplating Ideas, he has transcended the human plane. This suggests 

that, while magnificence as manifested in the contemplation of al1 time and al1 being may 

serve as a great inspiration for the pursuit of wisdom, it may atso distort one's perception: 



it can so hallow the objects of contemplation that one loses sight of one's own situation 

and feels haliowed oneself. Glaucon bears witness to the possibility that magnificence 

can lead one to dismiss human things as unserious not as the result of red insight but 

from the belief that philosophic contemplation elevates one to such a dignified level that 

one is immune to the concerns of most other human beings, including the concem with 

mortality.22 

For if Glaucon were truly to dismiss d l  human things as unserious, these would 

include !~imself and his own activities. That Glaucon and Socrates, when they agree on 

how human affairs appear to the magnificent man, do not share the same perspective 

becomes clear Iater when they discuss what happens to "Philosophy" when people il1 

suited for it engage in it (536a-c). After expressing a sort of mord outrage at the prospect 

of bnnging the wrong sort of people to philosophy, Socrates apologizes for having been 

"ridiculously afTected just now-" 

1 forgot that we were playing and spoke rather intensely. For, as 1 was 

talking 1 looked at Philosophy and, seeing her undeservingly spattered 

22 One difficulty with Craig's thought-provoking argument that philosophizing itself 

involves spiritedness is the fact that he treats the higher or highest part of spiritedness, 

which seems to be akin to magnificence, as unproblematic- Craig sharply distinguishes 

the higher forms of spintedness that help one philosophize from Iower manifestations 

such as anger to such a degree that he claîms that they should be understood as two 

separate parts of the sou1 (1994, 104). He does not appear to see how the two parts are 

not just rooted in but fundamentally characterized by a particular belief in nobility and 

human dignity whose rational grounds we have seen are fraught with difficulties. 



with mud, 1 seem to have been vexed and said what 1 had to say too 

seriously as though my spiritedness were aroused against those who were 

responsible. 

So highly does Glaucon regard Philosophy that he, by contrast, does not think that 

Socrates spoke with sufficient force: "No, by Zeus, that's not the way you seemed to me" 

- his oath suggests that he thinks a more spirited response to the situation Socrates 

described is appropriate. However Socrates was when he was younger, as a mature 

philosopher he seems unable to muster more than a paie imitation of spiritedness. In fact, 

it seerns that spiritedness played no role in the delivery of the speech just quoted: 

Socrates apologizes for coming to the aid of Philosophy "as thoueh my spiritedness were 

aroused" (53 6c 1-5, rny emphasis). However important, however good, Socrates may 

think that the activity of philosophizing is, he does not regard it as "serious" in the way 

that Glaucon does. Lf he agrees with the Athenian Stranger that "the affairs of human 

beings are not worthy of great seriousness," it is not because he looks down on them, as 

GIaucon does, with spirited contempt. 

Rather, Socrates seems to have transcended the ordinary concern with dignity with 

which spiritedness is intertwined. Although vie cannot trace out here the course of events 

that led to this, we have seen a or perhaps the crucial reason for Socrates' highly 

unorthodox understanding of human dignity: the opinions underlying the ordinary notion 

of dignity seern unabIe to withstand the dialectical investigation of the good. Socrates' 

conversations with Laches and Glaucon have revealed at least some of the diffrculties 

with these opinions. At the core of LachesJ and Glaucon's belief in dignity seems to be a 

confusion about whether, on the one hand, d ign i~ ,  is found simply in forgetting oneself 



and one's own good or whether, on the other hand, that by virtue of this forgetting one 

becomes worthy of the greatest good. If no virtue that rests on confùsed opinions is 

genuine, then genuine courage can corne into being oniy from confronting this tension a t  

the heart of ordinary courage. One result of this confrontation appears to be the 

recognition that genuine dignity rnust be rooted in the awareness that courage is a virtue 

only when one "preserves the opinion" that what is tmly terrible is not pursuing the tme 

human good (cf. 442~). 

Genuine courage rnay not require spiritedness at ai l  because the pursuit of the true 

human good does not require spiritedness; rather, it takes spiritedness to make the 

demands of ordinary nobiliq and dignity seem to be good. That spirited courage may be 

unnecessary in an educated sou1 was in fact suggested back in Book III by an analogy 

that Socrates offers ostensibly to explain political courage (429c-e). Socrates says that 

the guardians' courage consists in "preserving7' the city's opinions about what is truly 

terrible. But to illustrate the character of this preserving, he offers a strange exarnple. He 

compares the guardians' preserving to the way in which properly prepared material 

preserves the dye with which it has been colored: if the guardians have been well 

prepared by their education, the opinions handed down by the city will stick to them, 

Socrates says, as well as colorfast dye does to properly prepared material. The difficulty 

with the andogy is, however, that the materiai does not actively have to work to retain 

the dye. Socrates' analogy raises questions about whether the guardians' education has 

sufficiently prepared them to receive the legislated opinions. Because if it did 

sufficiently prepare them for these opinions, no "work" on their part would be necessary. 

He calIs the guardians courageous because they have a part in h e m  that preserves 



through everything the city's opinions: spiritedness. They must work at preserving the 

city's opinions, aided by the spirited opinion that directs them to b e  guided not by what is 

good for them but by what is noble or dignified. The gardians require spiritedness to 

"preserve" the city's opinions because they could not othenvise hang ont0 thern; they 

could not follow the city's dictates on the basis of the belief that doing so is best for them 

because that belief is not evidently true. 

Lf, then, the guardians' courage does not precisely fit the analogy, might something 

else? The silent alternative to which the analogy points is that of the sou1 that does 

preserve "opinions" as a material preserves colorfast dye. Because opinions are 

vulnerable to corruption, only wisdom can be  preserved so thoroughly. Socrates' analogy 

thus suggests that the best education - not merely a civic education - can prepare 

certain human beings to assimilate wisdom fully, so that no active preserving is 

ne~essary.~3 The beneficiaries of this education do not "cast out" what they know in the 

face of "pains and pleasures and desires and fears" (429~). This is no: to say that the 

philosopher never experiences fears or never hopes to avoid evils. But having exarnined 

the opinions that derail human beings from the steady and single-minded pursuit of their 

z3 Klosko cites Book N ' s  definition of courage as a "power of preserving" as 

evidence that Plato rejects Socrates' view that courage is a kind of knowledge (1986, 53). 

But as Klosko himself recognizes, in Book VI Socrates "discusses a higher form of 

virtue, based on knowledge'' (77)' and he recognizes that this c'discussion" includes a 

higher form of courage. He does not, however, understand this knowledge as imparting 

anything more than a firrner basis for using one's power of presewing in a reliably moral 

way (78-79). For a position similar to Klosko's, see Irwin 1977, 198-99, 20 1-02. 



true good, he does not forget that success in this pursuit ultimately turns on his own 

efforts. He does not succumb to the spirited temptation to "forget" his own good (and 

what he knows) in order to secure it. 

To say ttiat the wise individuai leaves behind whatever spiritedness h e  had by nature 

is not to imply that he does not need strength or toughness, Le., that his character and 

understanding result entirely from intellectud achievements. Rather, his strength or 

toughness seems to be interwoven into his very nature, just as, for example, a Iow pain 

threshold or an iron stomach is. This appears from Socrates' discussion of the guardians' 

initiai education in Book III, where Socrates warns against exposing, the guardians to too 

much traditional flute music. The problem with this music, h e  says, is that it tends to 

charm the spirit and then to dissolve it, cutting out "the sinews" from the soul and making 

it "a feeble warrior" (41 lb). Socrates thereby implies that every sou1 needs c'sinews,7y so 

that it can fight fiercely against difficulties and obstacles that it encounters. This is 

especially tme for daring souls (cf. 375a6-8). If the path to philosophy c m  be hard and 

painhi, even a soul with many other gifts needs, at least at the outset, to have a littie of 

the wamor within it. 

However important toughness is, though, the essen ce of genuine courage remains 

self-sufficient knowledge, which produces an impressive steadiness in the face of fears. 

Socrates, as we saw from the Laches, possesses this s t e a d i n e ~ s . ~ ~  As he demonstrated to 

Laches at the battle of Delium, Socrates can withstand great pressure without losing his 

head. His courage is the courage initiaily sketched in the Laches and developed in the 

Republic; it is, as Nicias initiaily suspected, a "certain wisdom" (Laches 194d). This 

24 See also Symposium 203d5,219d2, and Phaedo 64a. 



wisdom does not provide the guarantees that Nicias wants, but it enables one to know 

that, Say, calmly retreating in batde is the best means of securing one's well-being. The 

genuinely courageous individual faces evik not out of high-minded hopes or a n g y  pride 

but out of the aw-areness that he cannot avoid confronting al1 evils; rather, he  knows that 

the best he can do when forced to face evils is rely on his own wits to secure his well- 

being, expecting no extemal assistance. Even if this courage differs from that of the 

o r d i n q  steadfast soldier, e-g., from a Laches, he can recognize it as courage and so 

corne to respect the philosopher. A philosopher's courage ultimately depends, then, on 

the knowledge that the wise and happy human being always pursues what is best for 

himself in the circumstances - though his courage includes an innate toughness that 

enables the philosopher to accept the limitations which this implies. In this way, a 

philosopher, in a certain sense, always pursues what is good. For a philosopher the 

greatest eviI, or what is truly terrible, seems to be not to do what he can to pursue the best 

life. 



Genuine courage is possible according to PIato only once one acquires wisdom about 

the ends of human life. This raises the implication that courage exhibited by unwise 

human beings is in some ways deficient. Plato's image of the cave captures the reason 

for these deficiencies. As long as we remain in the cave, we take for granted that the 

models presented by the governing authonties are tme. The regime of the Republic, for 

exarnple, teaches its guardians that their courage is noblest when it is wholly concemed 

with the city's good, and the guardians, for whom Glaucon is an apt stand-in, are inclined 

to believe that this is true. Socrates' conversations in the taches and the Republic, 

however, show that this self-understanding is incoherent: it reveals a wish that virtue can 

consist both in self-forgetting or self-sacrifice and in the greatest good for a human being 

We see this in Laches and Glaucon, who reveai despite themselves that their attraction to 

a courage the nobiiity of which is characterized by its self-sacrifice is tied to a deep- 

seated belief that indifference to their own happiness and flounshing wiII somehow lead 

to the greatest happiness. They appear, moreover, to hide the tension in this belief from 

themselves in large part by rehsing to choose as their most fundamental concern either, 

on the one hand, a self-sacrïficing nobility or, on the other, happiness. And Nicias, 

whose definition of courage as complete knowledge of al1 goods and evils cleariy 

suggests that he considers happiness to be his fundamental concern, ultimately wavers in 

this choice when he begins to think both that he cannot secure happiness without divine 

assistance and that the gods do not help those who set out to help themselves. Perhaps 

even more clearly than Laches and Glaucon, moreover, he hides fkom facing up to the 

problems in his account of courage by leaving the conversation reported in the Laches 



without trying to settfe the question of what courage might be. Rather than continue to 

expIore the matter with the maddening Socrates, he announces that he will take up 

courage Iater with Damon and others, with whom he is presumably more cornfortable 

(Laches 200a-c)- 

But why, we have wondered, are Laches, Nicias and GIaucon unwilling to look their 

notions about courage squarely in the face to Iearn whether or not they are sensible? 

Although they see that their ideas are deficient, they seem unwilling to get to the bottom 

of those deficiencies. They al1 appear, in fact, to lack the ordinary courage needed to 

persist in risky endeavors despite uncertainty about their outcornes. They dso  seem to 

lack something more fùndamental, the natural hardiness or toughness that would lead 

them not to shy away from the possibiiity that their own view of courage is not the 

noblest one. Courage is genuinely noble when it is exercised by those who do not avert 

their eyes from that the fact that human beings are unable consistently to view it as an 

excellence of the sou1 unless they can see it as part of an individual's own genuinely 

human flounshing. Averting one's eyes from this fact leads one to hope ignobly that 

self-forgetting action (insofar as this is possible) will somehow redound to one's benefit. 

Of course, being alive to the intirnate connection between courage and true human 

flourishing does not guarantee that one's courage can secure it; evils are at tirnes 

unavoidable, But if courage realiy is "a certain wisdom," then the courageous individual 

knows that the best one can do when faced with unavoidable evils is to make the least, so 

to speak, of them rather than to fight vainly to overcome them. Such wisdom gives one 

an irnpressive bearing in the face of adversity, a bearing that excites and deserves the 

admiration of those who witness it. 



If, however, the Laches and the Repblic suggest that courage is a genuine virtue, i-e., 

something good, only to the extent that it is exercised as part of one's own West good, 

we have not yet decisively proven that this is tme. Doing so would first require us to 

address, more fully than we have, objections to this claim, especially those voiced by 

those who might claim that it is not preferable, and may even be sinful, to be oriented 

p r i m d y  by one's own fùlfiiiment. The inability, however, of any of Socrates' 

interIocutors to maintain consistently that it is noble to forget utterly the concern with 

what is truly good for a human being is a powerful first, though by no means decisive, 

step in addressing such objections. Glaucon's inability to set aside such concerns is 

evident in his initial request that Socrates show that justice, understood as complete 

devotion to others' good, is choiceworthy for the just man; Laches' similar inability is 

evident in his refusal wholeheartedly to endorse the view that courage is foolish 

steadfastness. 

Insofar, then, as we have seen that Plato's treatment of courage points to a great 

difficulty with the ordinary view of courage, does his treatment resemble that political 

theory that makes the primacy of one's own good the foundation of potitical thought? it 

does not. For studying Plato's treatment of courage enables us to grasp the power and 

complexity of the deeper concerns in the human sou1 that incline us to resist pursuing our 

own true good. Plato7s treatment of courage does greater justice to the phenomenon of 

courage by b e g i ~ i n g  from what ordinary individu& think about it. Going on to reved 

the tensions in ordinary accounts of courage, his treatment forces us to attempt to draft a 

coherent account of courage, which attempt compels us to confkont the question of the 

t . e  human good. If this has something formal in common with a certain version of the 



modem, liberal characterïzation of human life (that the human good is a relevant 

question), it remains very different in substance. 

However, if in doing justice to the Iongings for heroic courage, Plato's treatment 

shows them to be confiised, does his treatment then suggest an agreement with those 

whom we discussed in the introduction, who treat those longings as unhealthy and 

dangerous? On the contrary, the connection between, on the one hand, the capacity for 

dedication in those who revere courage and, o n  the other hand, the need for such 

dedication in order to philosophize leads Plato to evaluate the admiration for heroic 

courage very differently. For Plato, that admiration testifies to the existence of a need in 

the human soui to which the critics of courage have not given sufficient attention: the 

need for a fulfdlment of the soul. Ethey correctly argue that attempts to satisfy that need 

by exercising courage are misguided, this does not mean that human health consists in 

suppressing or renouncing ambitions to transcend the ordinary world, of which ambitions 

heroic courage represents a vivid instance. To dismiss such ambitions is, at the very least, 

counter-productive insofar as disrnissing them means fading to educate them; for they 

then lurk within the soul, ready to flare up in unexpected ways. According to Plato, 

rnoreover, human health can result only from recognizing and thinking through the 

significance of transcendent ambitions so that one rnight arrive at a hl1 account of the 

tmth of the human situation. To downplay courage and similar phenornena is, he argues, 

to deprive oneself of access to that truth. 

For despite the fact that courage is rooted in problematic opinions, Plato teaches that 

it may be important for acquiring wisdom. The admiration or even longing for a heroic 

courage testifies to our wish not just to be secure and well-provided-for but to Iive as 



fuily as human beings can. Because it is far from evident how we can do this, the wish to 

flourish - at least if it is strong - awakens us to the need to employ fiiliy our capacities 

to think about our own situation and the world around us; we realize that Our happiness 

depends upon Our reason. Following through on this realization cm, according to Plato, 

Iead to the philosophic life, which he Iearned from Socrates was the best human life. 

Now it is true that those who long for heroic courage may not in any way think that they 

long for philosophy. There is a certain kinship, though, between the partisans of heroic 

courase and philosophers: both ypes seek a non-utilitarian, uniquely human activity that 

trmscends the plane on which most human beings live and through the practice of which 

they can thrive. And those longings for heroic courage can perhaps only find true 

satisfaction ultimately in philosophy. It is philosophers, Socrates says in the Republic, 

who [ive on the c'Isles of the blessed," which is to Say it is they who find red happiness. 

It is also the philosophers who Socrates says at the end of the Republic would, Lf they 

were able, choose the sarne life over again- 

Whatever kinship exists between the partisans of ordinary courage and philosophers, 

it is obviously going too far to Say that the former can always become the latter. As the 

exarnple of Achilles shows in spades, the spiritedness underlying courage can lead to a 

self-righteous raging that blinds reason. But the Re~ublic  as a whole teaches that 

spiritedness c m  be educated - at Ieast so as to become politicdly responsible. Indeed, if 

Achilles reminds us that a raw spiritedness can cause human beings to seek single- 

mindedly what they believe they deserve, in complete disregard of the cornmon good, the 

guardians of the city in speech suggest that spiritedness can also lead citizens to take 

pride in subordinating their own welfare to that of their city. The capacity for devotion to 



causes held to be noble, moreover, c m  lead spirïted human beings, even if they cannot 

become philosophers, to honor them on grounds of kinship. For both politicai and 

philosophic interests, Plato's Socrates thus has good cause to look favorably upon 

spirïtedness. In the Republic we see that he does not try to stamp out Glaucon's 

admiration for heroically courageous actions but rather to refine it and to lead Gfaucon to 

admire p hilosophers. 

As we have seen, however, it is not only the case that spiritedness c m  make some 

human beings into supporters and allies of philosophers. Spiritedness also seems to be 

v e q  important at least for the initial stages of the ascent to philosophy. Plato does not 

explore the foundations of ordinary courage so as to debunk it or to Say that it is good 

only as a means to power or cornfortable self-preseniation. It would be wrong, Plato's 

account suggests, to understand the importance of virtue to the human sou1 in this light, 

for to do so would be to confuse narrow and material advantages for our tme good. And 

it is, f i e r  d l ,  al1 too easy to be tempted and distracted by the pursuit of comfortable seIf- 

preservation, which the early liberal theorists we have di scussed know involves many 

pleasures. But a life surfeited with these remains fundarnentally dissatisfied, as even 

those who describe human life in this way acknow1edge.l The life that takes senously 

transcendent aspirations such as those implied in the admiration for courage, then, may 

1 See Hobbes 1994, 34 [chap. 61, which defines "felicity" as " continual success in 

obtaining those things which a man from time to time desireth." (This of course is to Say 

not just that enjoying comfortable self-preservation cannot give us the lasting happiness 

we think we desire but also that no other way of life can either.) 



be said to take happiness more seriously than at least certain lives that take as their 

fundamental orientation some more basic and bodily version of happiness. 

And yet, even if genuine courage is part of true human happiness, ordinary courage 

still Iooms quite large in the economy of human Life. Al1 thoughdiii but unwise human 

beings can corne or be made to realize that they cannot give a coherent account of their 

deepest concems, and this realization - at least if they do not shy away frorn it - cannot 

help but make them feel dissatisfied with their lives. According to the Reoublic's image 

of the cave, moreover, it is very difflcult and even painfiil to strive to develop wch an 

account, at least for the ovenvhelming majority of human beings. For this reason courage 

is required to pursue the wisdom that we al1 at one tirne or another deeply feet we need. 

But it is not just any sort of courage: it is a daring courage that is wiiling to pursue hard 

questions wherever they Iead. 

Our liberal world, however, does not nurture such courage especially well. Locke's 

treatment of courage in Some Thouehts Concemin4 Education is very enlightening on 

this score. Ln this treatise on how to educate the young Locke offers a definition of 

courage and describes its goodness in a way that may seern to resemble what 1 have 

suggested here is Plato's view. Locke describes "true fortitude" as "the quiet possession 

of a man's self' and as being "prepared for dangers of al1 kinds and unmoved whatsoever 

evii it be that threatens"; he ultimately surnmarizes courage as "noble and rnanly 

steadiness" (1996, 86-7). In order to cultivate this steadiness, though, Locke seeks to 

make children so prudent that they take on few risks. He focuses on preventing children 

frorn feeling frightened and then on habituating them gently to the things that frighten 

them, especially to pain (89). He does not encourage the performance of noble deeds, 



and he strongly opposes organized military education. Moreover, he specifically warns 

against daring or the "insensibility of danger" (85). He claims that running into danger is 

simply a sign of "ignorance or some more imperious passion," and he adds that nobody 

could be "so much an enemy to himself as to corne within the reach of evil out of free 

choice" (86). 

Ln his effort to promote what might be called a hyper-rationai form of courage in the 

young, Locke encourages parents to teach their child not to think anyone would ever be 

foolish enough wiIIingly to risk harrn to himself. But this, together with Locke's 

objections to rnilitary education, means that the young will neither learn about nor 

experience activities that require them to forget about their own physicd safety and well- 

being. They can surely acquire what looks like a forrn of courage if they are raised in 

accordance with Locke's prescriptions, for it is possible and even probable that, because 

their exposure to fearful things will be limited, they will be less fearfùl than others who 

are raised differently- One may well wonder, though, how well they would manage if 

they did encounter unfamiliar dangers. But this practical question is not the most 

important one to ask of Locke's education for courage, in part because in the liberal, 

peaceful world that he so  successfUlly cultivated, human beings are less exposed to 

dangers than they were in pre-liberal political societies. The more important inquiry to 

press concems the souk of those who acquire a "Lockean" courage: how likely is it that 

those who are taught to stay safely out of "the reach of evil" will l e m  to appreciate the 

value of goods beyond those of the body enough to stmggle to acquire them in the face of 

adversity? If they corne to think, as Locke teaches, that things "are good or evil.. . onIy 

in reference to pIeasure or  pain" (Locke 1975,229 pI.xx.2]), for how long will they 



persist in painfül inquiries when the good they seek is far fkom readily apparent? For 

how long will they attempt painfully to dispel ignorance about their most chenshed 

concems when it seems much easier and more pleasant to dismiss their ignorance as 

triviai (e-g., by affrrming that seeking the tmth is wasted effort because no one can know 

it anyway)? By discounting admiration for traditional courage, for coming "within the 

reach of evil out of free choice," Locke saps the strength human beings generally need to 

acquire greater psychic health. As irrational or excessive as the old admiration for heroic 

courage may have been, the teaching that 1 have aimed to articulate in this dissertation 

contends that it is a great helprnate for efforts to acquire the wisdom that human beings at 

times recognize is essentiai to tme happiness. From Plato's perspective, then, the cure 

proposed by the contemporary critics of courage -the attempt to vitiate or even 

eradicate an admiration for heroic courage that is adrnittedly fraught with political danger 

- is worse than the disease. 
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