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        Introduction

        In this course, we shall read some extracts from the Laches, a dialogue written by the ancient Greek philosopher Plato (c. 427–347 BCE) (see Figure 1). One of our aims in reading these extracts is to discover how Plato uses philosophical argument to question
          traditional beliefs.
        

        This OpenLearn course is an adapted extract from the Open University course AA100 The Arts Past and Present.
        

      

    

  
    
      
        Learning outcomes

        After studying this course, you should be able to:

        
          	recognise some of the skills involved in studying philosophy, including reading a philosophical text, recognising a philosophical
            question, and analysing and evaluating a deductive argument
          

        

        
          	understand some of Plato’s philosophical views – in particular, his views concerning the value of traditional beliefs.

        

      

    

  
    
      
        What is a traditional belief?

        
          [image: ]

          Figure 1 Bust of Plato, c. 427–347 BCE, stone. Vatican Museums and Galleries, Vatican City. Photo: Bridgeman Art Library/Alinari.
          

          View description - Figure 1 Bust of Plato, c. 427–347 bce, stone. Vatican Museums and Galleries, Vatican ...

        

        For many years, I believed that dock leaves are a good remedy for nettle stings. I was told this by my parents, and I imagine
          that they picked it up from older friends and relatives too. The belief has been handed down from generation to generation,
          much as a family heirloom might be handed down. I have never tested the truth of the belief for myself. I have simply absorbed
          it from the people around me, without reflecting on it or trying to check whether it is true. By a traditional belief, then,
          I mean a belief that has been passed down from one generation to another, and that someone has simply absorbed from other
          people, without examining it for him or herself. 
        

        Many of my own beliefs are traditional, in this sense. They include ethical or moralbeliefs – that is, beliefs about the ways in which people should conduct their lives and treat other people. Here are some
          moral beliefs that I picked up from older relatives when I was young:
        

        
          	It is wrong to tell a lie.

          	It is wrong to be sexually promiscuous.

          	There is nothing wrong with eating meat.

        

        When I was young, I accepted these beliefs on trust. Most of us, I imagine, have picked up some of our moral beliefs in this
          way.
        

        It is open to us to question traditional beliefs. For example, I might test the truth of my belief about dock leaves by using
          a dock leaf when I next have a nettle sting. It is not so easy to see how to test the truth of traditional moral beliefs.
          But one way in which someone might do this is by drawing on his or her own personal experience of applying traditional beliefs
          to real situations. Alternatively, he or she might use reason to examine traditional moral beliefs – for example, by investigating
          how well such beliefs fit together and whether they can be explained by more general principles.
        

        
          Why value traditional beliefs?

          Still, examining traditional moral beliefs is likely to be a time-consuming and difficult task. It can be argued that the
            task is not worth undertaking because it is impossible to improve on tradition as a source of moral beliefs. Here are two
            arguments that might be used to support this claim:
          

          
            	Traditional moral beliefs are shared by the members of a community. As long as all members of the community act in accordance
              with traditional beliefs, everyone will know what kind of behaviour to expect from everyone else, and so people will get on
              well with each other. If individuals start questioning traditional beliefs, there will be confusion and conflict.
            

            	Traditional moral beliefs have a long history: they reflect the experience and wisdom of many generations. So it is unlikely
              that individuals will be able to improve on tried and tested traditional beliefs, either by drawing on their own personal
              experience or through reflection.
            

          

          
            
              Activity 1

            

            
              
                Take some time to think about these two arguments. Do you find either of them convincing? If you prefer one to the other,
                  try to decide why.
                

              

              View discussion - Activity 1

            

          

          The view that tradition is the best source of moral beliefs is called moral traditionalism. Whatever the arguments in its favour, moral traditionalism has been rejected by many philosophers. The opponents of moral
            traditionalism include philosophers who adopt a position known as moral rationalism. Moral rationalists argue that we ought to question existing moral beliefs, and retain only beliefs that can be rationally
            defended and explained. And so they hold that it is reason, not tradition, that is the proper basis for our moral beliefs.
            
          

          Plato was a moral rationalist. In this course we will discover how Plato uses rational argument to question traditional beliefs
            and we will investigate why he held that we should look to reason, rather than tradition, to ground our moral beliefs.
          

        

      

    

  
    
      
        Plato and Socrates in Athens

        Plato and his mentor Socrates are among the most influential philosophers in the history of western thought. In this section,
          I will provide some background information about their lives and the social and political world in which they lived.
        

        Plato was born towards the end of the fifth century BCE. His family were wealthy and prominent citizens of the Greek city state of Athens. Athens was governed by a democracy, in
          which adult male citizens were entitled to vote in the assembly. (It is worth bearing in mind, though, that only a small minority
          of the adult population could vote: women, slaves, and foreign residents were all excluded from the democratic process.) Democratic
          politics seems to have fostered a culture of discussion and debate among male citizens, who would meet in public places or
          at drinking parties to exchange gossip and discuss current affairs. Moreover, at this time Athens was the cultural and intellectual
          centre of Greece, attracting scholars and teachers from across the Greek world. Leading citizens played host to visiting intellectuals,
          who would discourse on science, literature and politics, and deliver lectures on how to succeed in life.
        

        Moving in these circles was the Athenian philosopher Socrates (c. 469–399 BCE; see Figure 2). Unlike Plato, Socrates was of relatively humble origins: his father was said to have been a stonemason or
          sculptor and his mother a midwife. Rather than pursuing a trade, however, Socrates dedicated his life to philosophical discussion.
          He seems to have presented himself not as a teacher or an expert, but as someone with a knack for drawing other people into
          discussion in the hope of discovering the truth. He attracted an entourage of wealthy and influential friends, many of whom
          were young men, like Plato.
        

        From 431 to 404 BCE, Athens was at war with Sparta, a rival city state. The conflict produced great political and social upheaval, and ended
          in defeat for Athens. For a time the city was ruled by a vicious puppet government, in which Plato’s own uncle played a leading
          role. Democracy was soon restored, however, and four years later Socrates was put on trial, accused of impiety and of corrupting
          the young. He was found guilty, suggesting that, for many Athenians, it was plausible to suppose that Socrates’ philosophical
          activities, which had encouraged people to question traditional religious and moral values, had contributed to the downfall
          of the city. Socrates was sentenced to die by drinking hemlock (a drug that induces paralysis and respiratory collapse). Plato
          was present at Socrates’ trial, though not, he tells us, at his execution. 
        

        Socrates left no writings, but Plato wrote many philosophical works. Most of these take the form of a dialogue between two
          or more people, usually with Socrates as one of the main characters. Plato also founded the Academy, a meeting place for scholars
          and students interested in philosophy, mathematics and astronomy. The Academy was an important source of philosophical ideas
          for many centuries after Plato’s death, and his philosophical writings are still highly influential today.
        

      

    

  
    
      
        Plato’s Socrates

        In his dialogues, Plato portrays Socrates discussing a range of philosophical issues with other people, many of them well-known
          figures of the time. Most of the dialogues are named after one of the other characters involved. The Laches, for example, takes its name from the Athenian general Laches, who plays an important role in the discussion. (Plato’s dialogues
          are usually referred to as ‘the Laches’, ‘the Protagoras’ and so on, rather than just ‘Laches’, or ‘Protagoras’, much as people refer to Leonardo da Vinci’s painting as ‘the Mona Lisa’, rather than ‘Mona Lisa’.) The dialogues do not record actual conversations that took place while Socrates was still alive: they are literary works,
          not historical accounts. But the earlier dialogues, which include the Laches, probably present a fairly accurate picture of the philosophical questions that interested Socrates and the method that he
          used to investigate them.
        

        Nevertheless, it is important to distinguish between the real, historical Socrates and the character that appears in Plato’s
          dialogues. While the historical Socrates was clearly an important influence on Plato, there is no reason to assume that Plato
          wrote his dialogues simply as a showcase for Socratic philosophy. It is likely that, even in these early dialogues, Plato
          had his own reasons for choosing certain topics and following certain lines of argument. For this reason, I am going to assume
          that the philosophy of the Laches is that of Plato, rather than Socrates. And from this point on, I will use the name ‘Socrates’ to refer to the character
          in the dialogue, rather than the real person. When I refer to the real person, I will use the phrase ‘the historical Socrates’.
        

        
          [image: ]

          Figure 2 Portrait statuette of Socrates, c. 200 BCE–100 CE, height 27.5 cm. British Museum, London. Photo: Scala, Florence/HIP.
          

          View description - Figure 2 Portrait statuette of Socrates, c. 200 bce–100 ce, height 27.5 cm. British ...

        

        
          Socrates’ method

          Plato presents Socrates as interested primarily in moral questions. In particular, he is concerned with the qualities or virtues
            that people need in order to live a good life. In the Laches, he is concerned with the nature of courage. In other dialogues, he discusses piety, friendship, temperance and justice. Socrates
            does not try to answer the questions raised himself. Instead, he proceeds by asking other people what they think. He often
            picks people who might be expected to know about the issue: in the Laches, his question about courage is addressed to two military generals. Once the other person has given an answer, Socrates puts
            it to the test by asking a series of further questions. Socrates presents himself as adding nothing to the discussion: he
            simply asks questions without putting forward opinions of his own. The point of these questions is to investigate whether
            the person’s answer is consistent with other things that he believes. (I say ‘he’, rather than ‘he or she’, for a reason:
            all the characters in Plato’s dialogues are male, though the Symposium includes a long speech reporting the views of a priestess named Diotima (Symposium 201d–212b).) 
          

          In the early dialogues, none of the other characters manages to give an answer that passes Socrates’ test. The dialogues generally
            end with the other characters baffled and frustrated. Indeed, some of them become extremely annoyed. No doubt the historical
            Socrates often provoked a similar reaction. Nevertheless, Plato seems to have found the historical Socrates both fascinating
            and inspiring in his tireless quest for philosophical truth; and in his dialogues he portrays Socrates as stirring love as
            well as infuriation.
          

          You will decide for yourself whether you find Socrates intriguing or merely annoying. But there is one frequent complaint
            about Socrates that is worth a closer look. Some of Plato’s characters (and some of his readers) are irritated by Socrates’
            refusal to put forward views of his own, while being quite ready to criticise the views of others. Socrates responds by saying
            that he genuinely does not know the answers to the questions that he is investigating. Yet he does seem to make some philosophical assumptions. These assumptions help to determine the questions that he asks and the lines
            of argument that he develops. As a result, conversations with Socrates often take certain recognisable turns, returning to
            the same points again and again. It looks as if Socrates is being irritatingly deceitful when he claims not to know the answers
            to his own questions.
          

          However, I would suggest that we should find this situation puzzling rather than irritating. It seems unlikely that Plato
            intended to portray Socrates as guilty of deliberate deceit. So why does Plato present him as denying that he knows the answers
            to his questions while, at the same time, favouring some answers over others? I will return to this puzzle once we have investigated
            the arguments of the Laches.
          

        

      

    

  
    
      
        Introducing the Laches

        The conversation that Plato presents in the Laches is set in Athens at some point around 420 BCE, during a lull in the war with Sparta. Two Athenian gentlemen, Lysimachus and Melesias, are discussing how to educate their
          sons. They wonder whether a course of ‘fighting in armour’ – equivalent, perhaps, to martial arts training today – would foster
          courage and self-discipline in the young men. They turn for advice to Nicias and Laches, both generals in the Athenian army.
          Unfortunately, Nicias and Laches do not agree about the value of this kind of training. So Laches calls on Socrates to help
          them to resolve the issue. Socrates suggests that the issue cannot be decided until another, more general question has been
          addressed. 
        

        
          
            Nicias (470–413 BCE): Nicias was an Athenian soldier and statesman, known for his extreme caution. He helped to broker the short ‘Peace of Nicias’
              which ended the first decade of the war between Athens and Sparta. In 415 BCE, he was appointed as one of the leaders of an ill-fated expedition to Sicily, which ended in a disastrous defeat for the
              Athenian forces and Nicias’ own death.
            

            Laches (c. 475–418 BCE): Laches was a prominent conservative politician and general. He died at the battle of Mantinea, at which the Athenians were
              routed by the Spartans
            

          

        

        We are now going to look at a short section of the Laches, in which Socrates introduces his question. This is the first of six extracts we will explore in this course.
        

        
          Reading a philosophical text

          Reading a philosophical text can be a time-consuming exercise: in order to understand what is going on, it is usually necessary
            to pay very close attention to detail. It is often helpful to begin by reading a whole section, in order to get the gist,
            and then focus on the sentences or paragraphs where the key points are made. You may also find it useful to print out the
            passages and to underline or highlight key words or phrases. But do not stop there: a good way to ensure that you have understood
            the key points is to put them into your own words. There is no need to rephrase everything. In particular, you are likely
            to find that some words or phrases cannot be changed without affecting the meaning of what is said: for example, if Plato
            is talking about ‘courage’, changing that to ‘daring’ or ‘grit’ is likely to distort his meaning. But your aim should be to
            express the key points as simply and as directly as you can. This usually requires some thought, and a lot of fine-tuning,
            so it is a good idea to write things down.
          

          
            
              Referring to Plato’s writings

            

            
              You will notice that extracts from Plato’s writings are identified using a mix of numbers and letters: for example, the first
                reading is Laches 190b–d. This refers to an important Renaissance edition of Plato’s works published by Stephanus (he was a French printer
                whose real name was Henri Estienne) in 1578: the number gives the page in the Stephanus edition; each page is divided into
                four sections, labelled a, b, c and d. This is now the standard way to identify a passage in Plato’s writings, and you will
                find these numbers in almost all translations of his works.
              

            

          

        

        
          Socrates’ question

          
            
              Activity 2

            

            
              
                Work through the first extract from the Laches. I’ve numbered each paragraph of the dialogue, in order to make it easier to refer to particular claims. Read through this
                  extract once, then focus on the paragraphs identified in the questions below. 
                

                Note down your answers to these questions:

                
                  	In paragraph 3, what reason does Socrates give for changing the topic of discussion?

                  	In paragraph 11, what question does Socrates propose that they should address? 

                

              

              View discussion - Activity 2

            

          

          
            
              Extract 1

            

            
              
                
                  
                    
                      	Paragraph
                      	Text
                    

                    
                      	1
                      	SOCRATES: So Laches, our two friends are calling us to advise them on how their sons can acquire virtue and be made into better people.
                        Isn’t that right?
                      
                    

                    
                      	2 
                      	LACHES: Yes, it is.
                    

                    
                      	3
                      	SOCRATES: In that case, don’t we need to know what virtue is? After all, if we had no idea what virtue is, how could we possibly advise
                        anyone on the best way to acquire it?
                      
                    

                    
                      	4
                      	LACHES: I think it would be impossible, Socrates.
                    

                    
                      	5
                      	SOCRATES: So, Laches, we’re claiming that we do know what it is.
                    

                    
                      	6
                      	LACHES: We are, indeed.
                    

                    
                      	7
                      	SOCRATES: In that case, my friend, let’s not examine the whole of virtue straight off – that might be too big a task. Instead, let’s
                        start by looking at a part of it, to see if we know enough about that. That will make our investigation easier, I expect.
                        
                      
                    

                    
                      	8
                      	LACHES: Let’s do that, Socrates, as you suggest.
                    

                    
                      	9
                      	SOCRATES: So which part of virtue shall we pick? Obviously, it should be the part that lessons in ‘fighting in armour’ are supposed
                        to foster. Most people think that’s courage. Yes?
                      
                    

                    
                      	10
                      	LACHES: It certainly seems so.
                    

                    
                      	11
                      	SOCRATES: So, Laches, let’s start by trying to state what courage is. Then, after that, we’ll investigate how young men can acquire
                        it through exercises and training – supposing that’s possible.
                      
                    

                  
                

              

              Plato, Laches 190b–190d, edited excerpt translated by Carolyn Price
              

            

          

        

        
          Laches’ first reply

          You might have noticed that Laches is confident that he will be able to answer Socrates’ question. However, as we shall see,
            Socrates rejects Laches’ first attempt at an answer. By looking closely at Laches’ answer, and the reasons that Socrates gives
            for rejecting it, we can better understand the nature of the question that Socrates is trying to ask.
          

          
            [image: ]

            Figure 3 Paseas (attrib.), Attic red figure plate, with a picture of a mounted archer in Scythian or Persian dress, sixth
              century BCE. Ashmolean Museum, Oxford. Photo: © Ashmolean Museum, University of Oxford/The Bridgeman Art Library.
            

            View description - Figure 3 Paseas (attrib.), Attic red figure plate, with a picture of a mounted archer ...

          

          
            
              Activity 3

            

            
              
                Now work through the second extract from the Laches and note down answers to the following questions.
                

                
                  	In paragraph 13, how does Laches answer Socrates’ question?

                  	Why does Socrates reject Laches’ answer? (Look especially at paragraph 22.)

                  	Why does Socrates introduce his definition of quickness in paragraph 28?

                

                As background to the extract, note that Socrates mentions the Scythians, a nomadic people who inhabited a large area in what
                  is now central Ukraine and southern Russia, and who were known for their skill at cavalry warfare (see Figure 3). He also
                  mentions the Greek poet Homer (date unknown) who composed the Iliad, a poem about the legendary war between the Greeks and the Trojans; Aeneas was a Trojan hero.
                

              

              View discussion - Activity 3

            

          

          
            
              Extract 2

            

            
              
                
                  
                    
                      	Paragraph
                      	Text
                    

                    
                      	12 
                      	SOCRATES: So, as I say, try to state what courage is.
                    

                    
                      	13
                      	LACHES: Really, Socrates! That’s not hard to do. If someone’s ready to stand in the ranks, to fend off the enemy, and not to retreat,
                        there’s no doubt he’s courageous. 
                      
                    

                    
                      	14 
                      	SOCRATES: Well said, Laches! Still, the question you’ve answered isn’t the one I had in mind, but a different one. Perhaps I’m to
                        blame, because I didn’t explain it clearly.
                      
                    

                    
                      	15 
                      	LACHES: What are you talking about, Socrates?
                    

                    
                      	16 
                      	SOCRATES: I’ll explain, if I can. This man you describe, the man who stands in the ranks and fights the enemy – he is courageous,
                        I grant you.
                      
                    

                    
                      	17 
                      	LACHES: I’d certainly say so.
                    

                    
                      	18 
                      	SOCRATES: And I agree. But what about another example – someone who fights the enemy by retreating and giving ground?
                    

                    
                      	19 
                      	LACHES: What do you mean, ‘by retreating’?
                    

                    
                      	20 
                      	SOCRATES: I suppose as people say the Scythians fight – as much in retreat as in pursuit; and perhaps as Homer says when he’s praising
                        Aeneas’ horses: ‘Dashing now here and now there, experts in chase and in flight’. 
                      
                    

                    
                      	21 
                      	LACHES: And that’s fine, Socrates, because he was describing chariots. And you were talking about Scythian cavalry. Cavalry do fight
                        like that, but infantry fight in the way that I described. 
                      
                    

                    
                      	22 
                      	SOCRATES: Well, that’s what I meant just now, when I said that I was to blame when you didn’t give a good answer, because I didn’t
                        put my question very well. I didn’t want you to tell me only about people who are courageous in an infantry action, but also
                        about people who are courageous in a cavalry action, and in every kind of warfare; and not just about people who are courageous
                        in war, but also people who are courageous amid dangers at sea; and all those who are courageous in illness or poverty, and
                        in political life. Because I take it, Laches, that all these people are courageous.
                      
                    

                    
                      	23 
                      	LACHES: Yes, very much so, Socrates.
                    

                    
                      	24 
                      	SOCRATES: So try again to tell me what courage is. First and foremost, tell me what all these people have in common. Or do you still
                        not understand what I mean?
                      
                    

                    
                      	25 
                      	LACHES: Not completely.
                    

                    
                      	26 
                      	SOCRATES: Well, this is what I’m getting at. Suppose that I were to ask what quickness is. That’s something that can be found in running,
                        and in playing the lyre, and in speaking, and in learning, and in lots of other activities. We can be quick in doing just
                        about anything worth mentioning, whether it’s something we do with our hands, or our legs, or our mouth and voice, or our
                        mind. Would you agree with that?
                      
                    

                    
                      	27 
                      	LACHES: Yes, I would.
                    

                    
                      	28 
                      	SOCRATES: So now suppose that someone were to ask me: ‘What do you say that it is – this quality that, in all these activities, you
                        call “quickness”?’ I’d answer that, in my view, what I call quickness is the ability to do much in a little time – whether
                        it’s to do with speaking, or running, or any other activity.
                      
                    

                    
                      	29 
                      	LACHES: You’d be giving the right answer, too.
                    

                    
                      	30 
                      	SOCRATES: Well then, Laches, it’s your turn: try to state what courage is in the same way. What is it that’s common to all the examples
                        of courage we’ve just mentioned?
                      
                    

                  
                

              

              Plato, Laches 190d–192e, edited excerpt translated by Carolyn Price

            

          

        

        
          Philosophy and reflection

          This exchange between Socrates and Laches illustrates what is involved in asking a philosophical question. In particular,
            it brings out the point that philosophy is typically concerned with questions of a very general kind. In contrast, the question
            that Lysimachus and Melesias ask about the education of their sons concerns a specific practical problem involving a specific
            group of people. Specific problems can often draw our attention to philosophical questions. For example, the situation of
            Lysimachus and Melesias might prompt questions not only about the nature of courage, but also about the purpose of education
            and about the duties that parents have towards their children. But answering these very general questions would take us well
            beyond the particular circumstances of two Athenian gentlemen trying to do the best for their sons.
          

          Much of the time, people deal with the practical problems that they encounter without reflecting on general questions of this
            kind. They rely on background assumptions – for example, assumptions about what courage is, or about the purpose of education.
            Nevertheless, it is possible to take a step back and focus on these assumptions – to reflect on them, perhaps even to change
            them. To do this is to do philosophy.
          

        

      

    

  
    
      
        Laches and Greek tradition

        The answer that Laches gives to Socrates’ question reflects traditional Greek views about the nature of courage. In this traditional
          conception, courage was associated in the first instance with the qualities required of citizen soldiers fighting in defence
          of their city – in particular, citizen soldiers fighting as hoplites. Hoplites were heavily armed soldiers who would fight
          in rows, in which each man’s shield protected not only his own left side but also the right side of the soldier standing next
          to him (see Figure 4). In this formation, each soldier depended on his neighbour to stand his ground through what must have
          been a frightening and gruelling struggle with the opposing side. In this context, it is perhaps not surprising that standing
          in the ranks and not running away came to be regarded as a paradigm of courage, celebrated in speeches and poetry. For example,
          you might compare Laches’ definition with the words of the Spartan poet Tyrtaeus, writing some two centuries earlier:
        

        
          Here is courage …
when a man plants his feet and stands in the foremost spears,
relentlessly, all thought of foul flight completely forgotten,
and has well-trained his heart to be steadfast and to endure,
and with words encourages the man who is stationed beside him.
          

          (Lattimore, 1960, p. 14: Tyrtaeus, fragment 12.13–19)

        

        
          
            Tyrtaeus (seventh century BCE): Tyrtaeus was a Spartan poet who wrote patriotic poems intended to encourage his fellow citizens to fight courageously in
              battle. Little is known about his life.
            

          

        

        In asking Laches to take a step back from this particular example of courageous behaviour, Socrates is asking him to move
          beyond what was then the traditional conception of courage (Schmid, 1992, p. 100ff.; Rabbås, 2004, pp. 157–8).
        

        
          [image: ]

          Figure 4 Detail of the Chigi Vase, an oinochoe (wine jug) from Corinth showing hoplites in ranks, third quarter of the seventh century BCE. Museo di Villa Giulia, Rome. Photo: Scala, Florence. Courtesy of the Ministero Beni e Att. Culturali.
          

          View description - Figure 4 Detail of the Chigi Vase, an oinochoe (wine jug) from Corinth showing hoplites ...

        

      

    

  
    
      
        Is courage endurance? Socrates’ argument

        Before going on, work through the third extract from the Laches, trying to get the gist of what happens in this passage. We will look at the extract in more detail in a moment.
        

        
          
            Extract 3

          

          
            
              
                
                  
                    	Paragraph
                    	Text
                  

                  
                    	31 
                    	LACHES: Well now, it seems to me that courage is a sort of endurance in one’s character – if I have to say what it is in every case.
                  

                  
                    	32 
                    	SOCRATES: But of course you must, if we are going to have an answer to our question! Now, this is how things look to me: you don’t
                      think, I suspect, that absolutely every case of endurance is a case of courage. I’m guessing that’s so, because I’m pretty
                      sure, Laches, that you take courage to be an admirable thing.
                    
                  

                  
                    	33 
                    	LACHES: One of the most admirable things there is, you need have no doubt of that.
                  

                  
                    	34 
                    	SOCRATES: When it’s coupled with good sense, endurance is admirable and good, isn’t it?
                  

                  
                    	35 
                    	LACHES: Yes, it is.
                  

                  
                    	36 
                    	SOCRATES: But what if endurance is coupled with foolishness? Would you say that it’s an admirable thing then? 
                  

                  
                    	37 
                    	LACHES: That wouldn’t be right, Socrates.
                  

                  
                    	38 
                    	SOCRATES: So you wouldn’t agree that this kind of endurance is courage, because it’s not admirable – but courage is admirable.
                  

                  
                    	39 
                    	LACHES: That’s true.
                  

                
              

            

            Plato, Laches 192b–192d, edited excerpt translated by Carolyn Price
            

          

        

        In this passage Laches produces a second definition of courage. He suggests that courage is endurance. Socrates confirms that
          Laches has produced the right kind of answer to his question. He then begins to examine Laches’ proposal. By asking Laches
          a series of questions, he gets Laches to agree that there is a kind of endurance – foolish endurance – that does not amount
          to courage. Although Socrates does not spell this out, the implication is that Laches’ second answer is too general: it includes some cases that are not cases of courage.
        

        
          Identifying Socrates’ argument

          As Socrates asks his questions, he gets Laches to assent to the different steps of an argument. In this section we will begin by finding Socrates’ argument in the text. In the following sections we will investigate how
            the argument works and how we might decide whether or not it is a good argument. As we go on, I shall introduce you to some
            technical terms that can be used in analysing and evaluating arguments. 
          

          The aim of an argument is to support or prove a particular conclusion. It does this by presenting one or more claims – called premises – that, taken together, suggest or imply that the conclusion is true. The premises of an argument provide reasons to believe
            the conclusion. 
          

          The argument that Socrates gives in Laches 192b–192d can be set out like this:
          

          
            	Premise 1: Courage is an admirable thing.

            	Premise 2: Foolish endurance is not an admirable thing.

            	Conclusion: So, foolish endurance is not a kind of courage.

          

          In setting out Socrates’ argument, I have tried to present it as briefly and precisely as possible. Although this has involved
            some rephrasing, I have kept key words (‘courage’, ‘endurance’, ‘admirable’) and I have used these in a consistent way throughout.
            I have numbered the premises to make it easy to refer to them later. 
          

          
            
              Activity 4

            

            
              
                Read through this extract from Laches again, studying it slowly and carefully. Find the different points in the text at which Socrates introduces his two premises
                  and then draws his conclusion. Bear in mind that Socrates introduces the steps of his argument as suggestions or questions
                  to Laches, rather than simply stating them himself.
                

              

              View discussion - Activity 4

            

          

          
            
              Extract 3

            

            
              
                
                  
                    
                      	Paragraph
                      	Text
                    

                    
                      	31 
                      	LACHES: Well now, it seems to me that courage is a sort of endurance in one’s character – if I have to say what it is in every case.
                    

                    
                      	32 
                      	SOCRATES: But of course you must, if we are going to have an answer to our question! Now, this is how things look to me: you don’t
                        think, I suspect, that absolutely every case of endurance is a case of courage. I’m guessing that’s so, because I’m pretty
                        sure, Laches, that you take courage to be an admirable thing.
                      
                    

                    
                      	33 
                      	LACHES: One of the most admirable things there is, you need have no doubt of that.
                    

                    
                      	34 
                      	SOCRATES: When it’s coupled with good sense, endurance is admirable and good, isn’t it?
                    

                    
                      	35 
                      	LACHES: Yes, it is.
                    

                    
                      	36 
                      	SOCRATES: But what if endurance is coupled with foolishness? Would you say that it’s an admirable thing then? 
                    

                    
                      	37 
                      	LACHES: That wouldn’t be right, Socrates.
                    

                    
                      	38 
                      	SOCRATES: So you wouldn’t agree that this kind of endurance is courage, because it’s not admirable – but courage is admirable.
                    

                    
                      	39 
                      	LACHES: That’s true.
                    

                  
                

              

              Plato, Laches 192b–192d, edited excerpt translated by Carolyn Price
              

            

          

        

      

    

  
    
      
        Is courage endurance? Introducing deductive arguments

        Now that we have located Socrates’ argument in the text, we can investigate how it fits together. Socrates’ argument is a
          deductive argument. The mark of a deductive argument is that it is supposed to be valid. When the term ‘valid’ is applied to a deductive argument it is used in a technical sense, which can be defined as follows.
        

        
          Definition of validity

          If an argument is valid, then, if the premises are true, we can be certain that the conclusion is true.
          

          One thing to note about this definition of validity is that it includes the word ‘if’. To say that an argument is valid is
            not to say that its conclusion is true: it is to say only that if the premises are true, the conclusion is true. For example, consider the following (silly) argument:
          

          
            	Premise 1: Metal is good to eat.

            	Premise 2: Gold is not good to eat.

            	Conclusion: So, gold is not a kind of metal.

          

          The argument is silly because Premise 1 is obviously false. As a result, the argument has generated a false conclusion. But
            the argument is valid, none the less: if metal is good to eat, but gold is not, gold cannot be a kind of metal.
          

          So, to describe an argument as valid is only half a compliment. It implies that there is nothing wrong with the logic of the
            argument. But if one or more of the premises are false, the conclusion may still be wrong. To praise the argument unreservedly,
            you would need to say that it is sound. A sound argument is one that is both valid and has true premises. When we evaluate a deductive argument, there are two different jobs to do: to consider whether it is valid
            and to consider whether its premises are true.
          

          A second point to note about the definition of validity is the word ‘certain’. If the premises of a valid deductive argument
            are true, then we can be absolutely sure that its conclusion is true. In other words, a sound deductive argument proves that its conclusion is true. This is a special feature of deductive arguments. Most of the arguments that we encounter in
            everyday life – and, indeed, many philosophical arguments – are not intended to be proofs. They are intended only to support
            or to favour a certain conclusion. Socrates, however, does present his arguments as deductive arguments. And so we can demand
            that his arguments are valid.
          

          
            
              Activity 5

            

            
              
                Is Socrates’ argument valid? Look back at the argument as I set it out in the section ‘Identifying Socrates’ argument’, and try to decide. Remember that I’m asking only about validity, not soundness.
                

              

              View discussion - Activity 5

            

          

        

      

    

  
    
      
        Is courage endurance? The case of the foolish fire-fighter

        The argument that Socrates presents in the last extract is valid. But are the premises of the argument true? Until we have
          decided this, we cannot know whether or not the argument is sound.
        

        On the face of it, they do seem plausible. But it is always worth thinking carefully about the premises of an argument. One
          way to do this is to consider how well the premises apply to a particular case. For example, consider the case of a fire-fighter
          who stays inside a blazing building, at considerable personal risk, in order to retrieve a minor piece of equipment. How should
          we describe this case?
        

        
          
            Activity 6

          

          
            
              Here are three different ways in which we might describe the fire-fighter’s behaviour. Take a moment to consider whether you
                agree with any of them.
              

              
                	Verdict A: The fire-fighter is not being courageous, just foolish, and there is nothing admirable in that.

                	Verdict B: The fire-fighter is being courageous. But there is nothing admirable about his or her courage, because it is not
                  being used to good effect.
                

                	Verdict C: The fire-fighter is being courageous, and his or her courage is admirable, even though it is foolish.

              

            

            View discussion - Activity 6

          

        

        You may have noticed that in formulating this example, I made a particular assumption about value: I assumed that it is not
          worth risking one’s life in order to rescue a minor piece of equipment. It is impossible to use examples in moral philosophy
          without making some assumptions about value. But, of course, it is never possible to be certain that the people who are sharing
          the discussion (in this case, anyone who is reading this course) all share the same values. That is one reason why philosophers
          often use rather extreme examples: those are examples on which people are most likely to agree. Sometimes you may come across
          an example where you find yourself disagreeing with values that the writer or speaker is assuming. If so, it may help to consider
          whether or not that affects the point that the example is being used to support. Could he or she have made just the same point
          using a different example, one that does not clash with your values? If so, it may be that, although you disagree with the
          writer’s values, you do accept the philosophical point that he or she is trying to make.
        

      

    

  
    
      
        Nicias defines courage

        Socrates and Laches have agreed that foolish endurance is not courage. But if there are cases of endurance that are not cases
          of courage, endurance and courage cannot be the same thing. So, Laches’ second attempt to define courage has failed. After
          some further fruitless discussion with Laches, Socrates asks if Nicias can help.
        

        
          
            Activity 7

          

          
            
              Work through the fourth extract from the Laches. How does Nicias define courage in paragraph 51?
              

            

            View discussion - Activity 7

          

        

        
          
            Extract 4

          

          
            
              
                
                  
                    	Paragraph
                    	Text
                  

                  
                    	40 
                    	NICIAS: Well now, Socrates, I’ve been thinking for a while that the two of you haven’t been defining courage very well. There’s
                      a very good suggestion that I’ve heard you make in the past, which you’re not using. 
                    
                  

                  
                    	41 
                    	SOCRATES: Which suggestion is that, Nicias?
                  

                  
                    	42 
                    	NICIAS: I’ve often heard you say that we’re each good in matters on which we’re wise; but in matters on which we’re ignorant, we’re
                      bad.
                    
                  

                  
                    	43 
                    	SOCRATES: That’s perfectly true, Nicias.
                  

                  
                    	44 
                    	NICIAS: So, if a courageous man is good, it’s clear that he’s wise.
                  

                  
                    	45 
                    	SOCRATES: Did you hear that, Laches?
                  

                  
                    	46 
                    	LACHES: I did, and I don’t have a clue what he’s saying.
                  

                  
                    	47 
                    	SOCRATES: I think I do. He seems to be saying that courage is some kind of wisdom.
                  

                  
                    	48 
                    	LACHES: What kind of wisdom, Socrates?
                  

                  
                    	49 
                    	SOCRATES: Are you asking him?
                  

                  
                    	50 
                    	LACHES: Yes, I am.
                  

                  
                    	51 
                    	NICIAS: What I mean is this, Laches: courage is knowledge of what’s fearful and what’s encouraging, whether it’s in war or in any
                      other situation.
                    
                  

                
              

            

            Plato, Laches 194c–195a, edited excerpt translated by Carolyn Price
            

          

        

        
          Knowledge and courage

          Laches’ definition characterised courage as the ability to behave in a certain way – to stand firm in the face of danger or
            hardship. Nicias, in contrast, focuses on the quality that he takes to underlie courageous behaviour – that is, a kind of
            wisdom or knowledge. This definition of courage may strike you as surprising. Laches certainly thinks that it is strange,
            and in the passage that follows this extract he accuses Nicias of talking nonsense.
          

          Pressed by Laches, however, Nicias says a little more about the kind of knowledge he takes courage to be. What Nicias has
            in mind is not the ability to predict what is about to happen, but rather the ability to evaluate different outcomes as good
            or bad. So, his point is that courage is a matter of knowing the value of things. A courageous person will know whether or
            not it is worth sacrificing his or her life for the sake of a military victory, or whether it is worth risking wealth and
            reputation in order to defend a moral principle. In contrast, a cowardly person will be someone who overestimates the value
            of his or her own life and comfort in relation to other important goals; while a foolhardy person will be someone who ignorantly
            puts too little value on personal safety. Unlike Laches, then, Nicias is able to distinguish cases of courage from cases of
            mere foolhardiness.
          

          You might notice, though, that Nicias does not try to explain what kinds of things a courageous person will value. So his
            definition of courage will not tell us on its own whether a particular case (that of the foolish fire-fighter, for example)
            is an example of courage or of foolhardiness. To decide that, we would have to know whether or not personal safety really
            is more valuable than a minor piece of equipment. That would involve asking all sorts of further questions about what is valuable
            in life. Plato was acutely aware of the way in which one philosophical claim often leads on to further questions. But he also
            insisted that, in order to make progress with philosophical problems, we need to concentrate on one question at a time. So
            Nicias’ definition might be regarded as a first step towards a complete account. It is this first step that Socrates is going
            to interrogate in what follows.
          

          Could Nicias be right to suggest that knowledge is all that is needed for courage? One objection that might be made to this is that people sometimes know the best thing to do but
            lack the willpower to do it. Imagine the situation of a woman who sees a child trapped inside a burning house, and suppose
            that the woman knows that the best thing she could do is to try to rescue the child. Will she necessarily run into the flames?
            Nicias seems to be assuming that when people really know the best thing to do, they will necessarily act on that knowledge.
            If the woman does not try to rescue the child, Nicias will have to insist that, deep down, she does not really accept that
            this is the best thing to do. It is not obvious that he is right about this. Indeed, this is still a very controversial issue
            among philosophers. You might wish to think about this issue for yourself.
          

        

      

    

  
    
      
        Is courage the whole of virtue?

        In the final part of the Laches, Socrates develops a second objection to Nicias’ definition of courage. He begins by making some preliminary steps. Before
          continuing here, work through the fifth extract from the Laches and try to get the gist of it.
        

        
          
            Extract 5

          

          
            
              
                
                  
                    	Paragraph
                    	Text
                  

                  
                    	52 
                    	SOCRATES: Now, Nicias, could you explain it to us again from the start? You remember, don’t you, that we began our inquiry into courage
                      by looking at it as a part of virtue? 
                    
                  

                  
                    	53 
                    	NICIAS: Yes, indeed.
                  

                  
                    	54 
                    	SOCRATES: So, do you agree with us that it’s a part, and that there are other parts, which, when they’re all put together, are called
                      virtue?
                    
                  

                  
                    	55 
                    	NICIAS: Yes, obviously.
                  

                  
                    	56 
                    	Socrates: And by ‘parts’ we mean the same things, don’t we – you and I? Apart from courage, what I call ‘parts’ includes temperance,
                      justice and other things like that. Are they what you mean too?
                    
                  

                  
                    	57 
                    	NICIAS: Yes, they are. 
                  

                  
                    	58 
                    	SOCRATES: Hold on, then. We agree about these things. But now let’s investigate what’s fearful and what’s encouraging, to check that
                      you don’t take them to be one thing, while Laches and I take them to be another. So let me tell you what we take them to be.
                      And if you don’t agree, you can put us right. We take it that what’s fearful is simply what inspires fear; and that what’s
                      encouraging is what doesn’t inspire fear. And we take it that what inspires fear are not evils in the past or in the present,
                      but evils that are expected in the future. In other words, fear is the expectation of future evil. That’s what you think too,
                      isn’t it, Laches?
                    
                  

                  
                    	59 
                    	LACHES: Yes, I do, Socrates. Absolutely.
                  

                  
                    	60 
                    	SOCRATES: So, Nicias, you’ve heard our views. We’re claiming that what’s fearful are the evils that will happen in the future; and
                      that what’s encouraging are the good or neutral things that lie ahead. Would you say the same, or something else?
                    
                  

                  
                    	61 
                    	NICIAS: I’d say the same.
                  

                  
                    	62 
                    	SOCRATES: And it’s the knowledge of these things that you say is courage?
                  

                  
                    	63 
                    	NICIAS: Precisely.
                  

                  
                    	64 
                    	SOCRATES: Then let’s look into a third question, to see if you agree with us about that as well.
                  

                  
                    	65 
                    	NICIAS: What is it?
                  

                  
                    	66 
                    	SOCRATES: I’ll tell you. Laches and I are of the view that, with any branch of knowledge, there’s no difference between knowing what’s
                      happened in the past, knowing what’s happening now, and knowing what’s going to happen and how things might turn out for the
                      best. It’s all the same thing. So, for any subject matter, there’s just one body of knowledge, which concerns the future,
                      the present and the past. Do you agree with us, Nicias?
                    
                  

                  
                    	67 
                    	NICIAS: Yes, Socrates, that’s what I think.
                  

                  
                    	68 
                    	Socrates: Then, courage can’t be knowledge of what’s fearful and what’s encouraging alone. Like any other kind of knowledge,
                      it will be concerned not only with the future, but also with the past and the present, all in one.
                    
                  

                  
                    	69 
                    	NICIAS: I guess so.
                  

                  
                    	70 
                    	SOCRATES: So now you’re no longer saying that courage is knowledge only of what’s fearful and what’s encouraging. You’re saying that
                      it’s effectively knowledge of what’s evil and what’s good – at any time. Is this your new position, Nicias? Or do you want
                      to say something else?
                    
                  

                  
                    	71 
                    	NICIAS: That’s what I think, Socrates.
                  

                
              

            

            Plato, Laches 197e–199d, edited excerpt translated by Carolyn Price
            

          

        

        In this passage, Socrates does two things. First, in paragraphs 61, 63 and 65, he asks Nicias whether he agrees that courage
          is not the whole of virtue, but just a part of it. In other words, he is asking whether there are good qualities that we need
          in life – such as temperance and justice – that differ from courage. This was something that Socrates and Laches took for
          granted at the beginning of their conversation (paragraph 7 in the first extract).Nicias now says that he agrees with Socrates. This is important, because Socrates is about to argue that if courage is just
          a part of virtue, Nicias’ definition of courage must be false.
        

        Second, Socrates persuades Nicias to reword his definition of courage. He does this in two stages. If you remember (see paragraph
          51 in the fourth extract), Nicias’ original definition of courage can be expressed like this:
        

        
          Courage is knowledge of what is fearful and what is encouraging.

        

        Now, in paragraphs 58 to 63, Socrates persuades Nicias to agree that this is equivalent to the claim that:

        
          Courage is knowledge of what will be evil and what will be good in future.

        

        Then, in paragraphs 64 to 71, Socrates argues (with Nicias’ agreement) that knowing what will be evil and good in the future
          is no different from knowing what is evil and good in the present or the past. So, consider the case of a wise fire-fighter,
          who is able to judge correctly what kinds of risks are worth taking in order to save a life. It seems plausible that he or
          she would be just as good evaluating these risks in any situation, regardless of whether it is in the future, the present
          or the past. Nicias accepts Socrates’ point, and agrees to accept a revised definition of courage, which might be expressed
          as follows:
        

        
          Courage is knowledge of what is evil and what is good.

        

        
          The objection to Nicias

          But Socrates now argues that if courage is just a part of virtue, this reworded definition must be false.

          
            
              Activity 8

            

            
              
                Work through the final extract from the Laches, studying it slowly and carefully. Note down answers to the questions below.
                

                
                  	What are the two premises of Socrates’ argument? (You’ll find them in paragraphs 74 and 76.) Try to express them in your own
                    words, as simply and as directly as you can.
                  

                  	What conclusion about courage can be drawn from these premises? 

                  	Is Socrates’ argument valid?

                

              

              View discussion - Activity 8

            

          

          
            
              Extract 6

            

            
              
                
                  
                    
                      	Paragraph
                      	Text
                    

                    
                      	72 
                      	SOCRATES: Suppose, then, that there’s someone who knows about every kind of good thing, whether they are in the present, the future
                        or the past; and suppose that his knowledge of evil things is just as extensive. Do you think that this man would be short
                        of virtue in any way? And, what’s more, do you suppose that he’d be lacking in temperance, or justice, or piety? After all,
                        this is the man who’s able to guard against what’s fearful and to secure what’s good, and who knows how he ought to behave,
                        both towards the gods and towards other people. 
                      
                    

                    
                      	73 
                      	NICIAS: I think you have a point, Socrates.
                    

                    
                      	74 
                      	SOCRATES: So surely, Nicias, knowledge of what is evil and what is good won’t be a part of virtue, but the whole of virtue. 
                    

                    
                      	75 
                      	NICIAS: I guess so.
                    

                    
                      	76 
                      	SOCRATES: But we did say that courage is just a part of virtue.
                    

                    
                      	77 
                      	NICIAS: We did say that.
                    

                    
                      	78 
                      	SOCRATES: But what we’re talking about now doesn’t appear to be just a part of virtue.
                    

                    
                      	79 
                      	NICIAS: No, I guess not.
                    

                    
                      	80 
                      	SOCRATES: So we haven’t discovered what courage is.
                    

                  
                

              

              Plato, Laches 199d–199e, edited excerpt translated by Carolyn Price
              

            

          

          At the beginning of this argument, Nicias agreed to two claims:

          
            	Courage is knowledge of what is evil and what is good (his reworded definition).

            	Courage is just a part of virtue.

          

          Nicias has now agreed that these two claims cannot both be true. So he must choose which of them to give up. He chooses to
            give up his definition of courage.
          

        

      

    

  
    
      
        The puzzle of the Laches

        There is something very puzzling about the argument that we explored in the last section. You may have noticed that when Nicias
          first introduces his definition of courage in paragraphs 40 and 42, he says that it is the kind of thing that he has often
          heard Socrates say. And, indeed, in other dialogues Socrates seems to favour the view that all good qualities, including courage,
          justice, piety and temperance, can be defined as knowledge of what is evil and what is good. Moreover, he recognises that
          this implies that all these qualities are fundamentally the same thing. And he seems to regard this not as an objection, but
          as an interesting and important discovery. So why, in the Laches, does Socrates appear to suggest as an objection to Nicias’ definition that it implies that courage, justice and temperance
          are fundamentally the same thing?
        

        In what follows, I shall suggest that this puzzle can be resolved if we pay attention to Plato’s views on a rather different
          issue: the difference between knowledge and opinion.
        

      

    

  
    
      
        Knowledge, opinion and the statues of Daedalus

        One of the philosophical questions that interested Plato was the nature of knowledge. He discusses this question in a number
          of dialogues. In this section we shall explore Plato’s views on knowledge by investigating an extract from another of his
          dialogues: the Meno. The Meno was probably written after the Laches. It portrays Socrates in conversation with Meno, a rather idle and vain young aristocrat from Thessaly in the north of Greece.
          They spend much of the dialogue exploring the idea that virtue is knowledge. In the extract, Socrates and Meno are discussing
          the difference between knowing that something is the case, and merely having a true opinion about it.
        

        
          [image: ]

          Figure 5 Statue of a young man, Milos, sixth century BCE, marble, height 214cm. National Archaeological Museum, Athens. Photo: © National Archaeological Museum, Athens/Lauros/Giraudon/The
            Bridgeman Art Library. Like other statues made in Greece around the same time, he stands with one foot in front of the other,
            as if ready to walk.
          

          View description - Figure 5 Statue of a young man, Milos, sixth century bce, marble, height 214cm. National ...

        

        
          
            Activity 9

          

          
            
              Work through the extract from the Meno, and note down answers to the questions below.
              

              
                	In paragraphs 81 to 87 (with Meno’s agreement), what does Socrates suggest about the relative merits of knowledge and true
                  opinion as guides to action?
                

                	In paragraph 95, how does Socrates suggest that it is possible to turn true opinions into knowledge?

                	In paragraph 95, why does Socrates suggest that knowledge is more valuable than true opinion?

              

              In the extract, Socrates mentions the mythical inventor and artist Daedalus. Perhaps the best known story involving Daedalus
                concerns his son, Icarus, who was said to have drowned after flying too close to the sun. In the Meno, Socrates refers to the legend that Daedalus created statues that were so lifelike that they could move by themselves. One
                later writer tried to explain this legend by speculating that Daedalus was the first Greek sculptor to produce statues which
                stood with one foot in front of the other, instead of standing with both feet together (Palaiphatos (1996), section 21) (see
                Figure5).
              

            

            View discussion - Activity 9

          

        

        
          
            Extract from the Meno

          

          
            
              
                
                  
                    	Paragraph
                    	Text
                  

                  
                    	81 
                    	SOCRATES: … Suppose someone knew the road to Larisa (or wherever) and was on his way there, and showing other people how to get there;
                      obviously, he’d be good at showing them the right way?
                    
                  

                  
                    	82 
                    	MENO: Of course.
                  

                  
                    	83 
                    	SOCRATES: And what about someone who had an opinion on how to get there – a correct opinion – but who’d never actually been there,
                      and didn’t know how to get there; would he be able to show them the way as well?
                    
                  

                  
                    	84 
                    	MENO: Of course
                  

                  
                    	85 
                    	SOCRATES: And presumably as long as he has his correct opinion … he’ll be every bit as good at showing people the way? With his true
                      belief, but without knowledge, he’ll be just as good a guide as the man with … knowledge? 
                    
                  

                  
                    	86 
                    	MENO: Yes, he’ll be just as good.
                  

                  
                    	87 
                    	SOCRATES: In other words, correct opinion is just as good a guide to right action as knowledge. …
                  

                  
                    	88 
                    	MENO: … It seems that must be right; which leaves me wondering, Socrates: If that’s the case, why on earth is knowledge so much
                      more valuable than correct opinion, and why are they treated as two different things? 
                    
                  

                  
                    	89 
                    	SOCRATES: Well, you know why it is you’re wondering about it. Shall I tell you?
                  

                  
                    	90
                    	MENO: Go ahead.
                  

                  
                    	91 
                    	SOCRATES: It’s because you haven’t pondered Daedalus’s statues. Maybe you haven’t got any up there in Thessaly.
                  

                  
                    	92 
                    	MENO: What have they got to do with it?
                  

                  
                    	93 
                    	SOCRATES: Well, they’re the same: if they aren’t shackled, they escape – they scamper away. But if they’re shackled, they stay put.
                  

                  
                    	94 
                    	MENO: What are you getting at?
                  

                  
                    	95 
                    	SOCRATES: If you own an original Daedalus, unshackled, it’s not worth all that much … because it doesn’t stay put. But if you’ve got
                      one that’s shackled, it’s very valuable. Because they’re really lovely pieces of work. It’s the same with true opinions. True
                      opinions, as long as they stay put, are a fine thing and do us a whole lot of good. Only, they tend not to stay put for very
                      long. They’re always scampering away from a person’s soul. So they are not very valuable until you shackle them by figuring
                      out what makes them true. And then, once they’re shackled, they turn into knowledge, and become stable and fixed. So that’s
                      why knowledge is a more valuable thing than correct opinion, and that’s how knowledge differs from a correct opinion: by a
                      shackle.
                    
                  

                
              

            

            Plato, Meno 97a–98b, translated by Adam Beresford (in Beresford, 2005)
            

          

        

        
          Plato on knowledge

          Socrates does not seem to think the suggestion that knowledge requires understanding applies to all kinds of knowledge. For
            example, he does not suggest that the man who knows the way to Larisa needs to understand why the route is a good one, only
            that he has tested it for himself. The suggestion that knowledge requires understanding makes most sense if we apply it only
            to certain kinds of knowledge – for example, knowledge of philosophy and mathematics – where it is reasonable to suppose that
            we can come to know things through reason and reflection. 
          

          However, there is a common thread running through all these cases. This is the idea that knowledge requires experiencing something
            for yourself (Burnyeat, 1980). For example, Plato thinks that in order to know the way to Larisa it is necessary to have travelled
            the route yourself. Similarly, he thinks, in order to know a philosophical truth you must have worked through the issue yourself,
            so that you can grasp how this truth connects with other things that you believe.
          

          This notion has an important implication: it implies that knowledge is not something that we can absorb, unthinkingly, from
            people around us. In Plato’s Symposium, Socrates puts the point a little ruefully when he says:
          

          
            I only wish wisdom were the kind of thing one could share by sitting next to someone – if it flowed, for instance, from the one that was full to
              the one that was empty, like the water in two cups … 
            

            (Plato, 1989, p. 530: Symposium, 175d)
            

          

          According to Socrates, then, you cannot come to know something by parroting someone else’s words, even if that person is an
            acknowledged expert. Nor can you simply soak up knowledge from books – or, for that matter, from Open University course materials
            – no matter how well qualified the author. Parroting someone else will supply you, at best, with a correct opinion. Knowing
            something involves experiencing the truth of it for yourself – whether that means testing out a route, or working through
            an argument in order to understand why a certain philosophical claim is true.
          

          The claim that knowledge cannot be picked up second-hand crops up in a number of dialogues, so it is likely that Plato believed
            it to be true. If he were right, it would mean quite a radical departure from the way in which many people talk and think
            about knowledge. Many people would regard the testimony of other people – friends, teachers, experts, eyewitnesses – as an
            important source of knowledge. But Plato seems to hold that the testimony of other people is a source only of fleeting opinion.
          

          This is a striking suggestion, and it is certainly open to challenge. Here, however, my primary concern is to investigate
            how Plato’s views on this issue might shed light on the puzzle posed by the ending of the Laches. I will suggest that once we understand what Plato takes knowledge to be, it is possible to read the ending of the Laches in a way that resolves this puzzle. In this interpretation, Plato’s point is not about the nature of courage, but about Nicias’
            attitude to philosophical discussion. This is not the only possible interpretation of the dialogue: some commentators have
            suggested that Socrates’ argument at the end of the Laches is intended to be a real disproof of the thesis that courage is knowledge (Devereaux, 1992; Vlastos, 1994, pp. 109–26). However,
            I think that the interpretation that I am going to present here is an interesting and plausible one.
          

          As we have seen, when Nicias first proposes his definition, he explicitly says that he is repeating something that he has
            heard Socrates say (in paragraphs 40 and 42). This seems to be a crucial point: it suggests that Nicias has simply parroted
            Socrates’ opinion, without really grasping what it means or why it might be true. In particular, he does not understand that
            his definition of courage implies that courage, justice and temperance are fundamentally the same thing. As a result Nicias’
            definition collapses – not because it is false, but because Nicias does not understand it (Irwin, 1995; Penner, 1992). On
            this reading, Plato’s point is that doing philosophy is not a matter of finding out what the experts think. It requires reflection
            and understanding.
          

        

      

    

  
    
      
        Why Socrates does not know the answers (and why Plato will not tell us what they are)

        Earlier, I mentioned that there is something very puzzling about Plato’s portrayal of Socrates: Socrates claims that he does
          not know how to answer his own questions, while at the same time appearing to favour particular answers. This is puzzling,
          because it looks as if Plato is portraying Socrates as behaving in a deceitful way. However, Plato’s distinction between true
          opinion and knowledge suggests another way to understand what is going on. Suppose that Socrates does have some opinions about
          the questions that he poses. He may even be fairly confident that these opinions are true. Nevertheless, he may be aware that
          he cannot explain why they are true. If so, then in Plato’s view, Socrates is right to deny that he knows the answers to his questions. We might
          still wonder why Socrates does not explain this to the other characters. However, it is possible that his aim is not to deceive
          them, but rather to entice them (and us) to puzzle out what he means (Vlastos, 1994, pp. 39–66).
        

        Plato’s views on knowledge may also explain why he gives such a prominent role to Socrates’ method of question and answer.
          Socrates does not try to impart his opinions to the other characters by delivering a lecture. Instead, his questions encourage
          them to think about the issues for themselves. Even if Socrates’ questions often lead the other characters towards certain
          conclusions, the discussion cannot proceed unless they have understood and agreed to each step in the argument. Socrates’
          method, then, can be used to help people achieve the kind of understanding that Plato believed was required for philosophical
          knowledge.
        

        A mosaic found in the Roman city of Pompeii is thought to represent Plato in discussion with his students at the Academy (Figure
          6). The mosaic was made many centuries after Plato’s death, so it cannot be treated as direct evidence for his practice at
          the Academy. I have included it here because it might be seen as presenting an image of philosophical discussion of the sort
          that we find in the dialogues. You might note in particular that Plato (presumed to be the figure sitting under the tree)
          is represented as surrounded by his students, not as lecturing them from the front of the class.
        

        
          [image: ]

          Figure 6 Roman mosaic showing Plato’s Academy, from the House of T. Siminius in Pompeii, copied from a Greek original, first
            century BCE, marble and glass paste tesserae (tiles),86 x 85 cm. Museo Archeologico Nazionale, Naples. Photo: The Bridgeman Art Library.
          

          View description - Figure 6 Roman mosaic showing Plato’s Academy, from the House of T. Siminius in Pompeii, ...

        

        Finally, Plato’s views on knowledge might explain why he chose to write dialogues rather than essays. By writing a dialogue,
          Plato, no less than Socrates, avoids simply presenting us with his opinions, but instead encourages us to reflect on the questions
          raised by his characters. As we read, we can imagine ourselves joining in the conversation, giving our own answers to Socrates’
          questions and our own reactions to his arguments. Indeed, most of Plato’s early dialogues end without a clear answer, inviting
          us to continue the investigation for ourselves. 
        

      

    

  
    
      
        Why does Plato reject tradition?

        We can now return to the question that I raised at the beginning of the course. Why does Plato think that our moral beliefs
          should be grounded on reason, rather than tradition? Why does he reject moral traditionalism in favour of moral rationalism?
        

        
          
            Activity 10

          

          
            
              Can you see a connection between the claim that knowledge involves understanding something for yourself and the claim that
                reason, rather than tradition, is the proper source of moral beliefs?
              

            

            View discussion - Activity 10

          

        

        Plato’s point does not apply only to commonsense beliefs. It would apply just as well to a philosophical tradition: that is,
          a set of beliefs passed down from one generation to another by the followers of a particular philosopher. In parroting Socrates’
          opinions, Nicias treats him as if he were the founder of a philosophical tradition, propounding a set of doctrines that his
          followers can take on trust. But Socrates does not see his role in this way: his aim is to stimulate people to acquire knowledge
          for themselves by reflecting on their own beliefs.
        

      

    

  
    
      
        The Socratic method, teaching and learning

        As I mentioned earlier, the historical Socrates does not seem to have presented himself as a teacher. In his dialogues, Plato
          contrasts Socrates with other intellectuals who did present themselves as teachers, and tried to pass on their wisdom through
          lectures and books (see Figure 7). However, this might prompt us to question what it is to be a teacher or a student. Is teaching
          just a matter of imparting information or expertise, or is Socrates’ method itself a form of teaching? Conversely, is studying
          just a matter of taking in new information, or does it sometimes require active inquiry? It is perhaps not surprising that
          Socrates’ method has had a profound influence on the theory and practice of education. His name is associated with a model
          of education in which the process of learning begins from the students’ own beliefs and experience, and the role of the teacher
          is not to impart information, but to engage students in critical discussion, encouraging them to inquire into the issues for
          themselves. 
        

        
          [image: ]

          Figure 7  Unknown artist, miniature painting of a philosophy lesson from a manuscript of the Ovide Moralisé, fourteenth century CE, vellum. Bibliothéque Municipale, Rouen, France. Photo: © Bibliothèque Municipale, Rouen, France/Lauros/Giraudon/The Bridgeman Art Library. You might contrast this image with the image
            of philosophical discussion presented in Figure 1.7.
          

          View description - Figure 7  Unknown artist, miniature painting of a philosophy lesson from a manuscript ...

        

        There is room, then, for different ways of understanding the roles of teacher and student. More practically, there is room
          for different approaches, even within a single piece of teaching material. The author’s approach is likely to depend both
          on the nature of the subject and on what he or she is trying to achieve at that stage. In order to get the most out of a piece
          of teaching material, it is worth being conscious of how the author expects you to engage with the material at each point.
          Is the author’s intention to deliver information, to practise a skill, or to prompt you to reflect on the issues for yourself?
        

        
          
            Activity 11

          

          
            
              As a final exercise, take some time to reflect on your own experience of working through this course. Were there any types
                of information that you felt that you needed to take on trust? Were there certain types of question that you felt able to
                investigate for yourself?
              

            

            View discussion - Activity 11

          

        

      

    

  
    
      
        Conclusion

        Many of the philosophical issues raised in this course are explored further in an interview with Timothy Chappell, Professor
          of Philosophy at The Open University. You should complete your work on this course by listening to the interview. The interview
          is about fifteen minutes long, but the material is quite challenging, and you may wish to listen to it twice, perhaps in two
          or three short sessions.
        

        As you listen to the interview, you will notice that Chappell is broadly sympathetic to many of the views that Plato seems
          to favour in the Laches. Hearing a sympathetic account of a philosopher’s work can help to get a more rounded view of what
          he or she was trying to say. Still, you should bear in mind that Chappell’s role in this interview is not to be a neutral
          commentator, but to express his own opinions. I hope that you will listen to what he says in the same analytical and critical
          spirit in which you approached the Laches, and that this material will spur you to further thought and discussion.
        

        
          
            Activity 12

          

          
            
              Listen to the interview, which has been broken up into the following recordings. As you listen to the last three recordings,
                try to find one or two points to think further about. Are there any points on which you disagree with the views that Chappell
                is presenting here? If so, try to get as clear as you can what you are disagreeing with and why.
              

              Here are some specific questions that you might think about:

              
                	Does courage always require thinking things out in advance?

                	Is it possible to be courageous in an unjust cause?

                	Can someone choose to do something that they really (deep down) know to be wrong?

              

            

          

        

        
          
            Interview with Timothy Chappell

          

          
            
              
                Audio content is not available in this format.

              

              Why is Plato still studied today?

              View transcript - Why is Plato still studied today?

            

            
              	
                Note: Chappell mentions two Athenian playwrights, Aeschylus (525–456 BCE) and Sophocles (495–406 BCE).
                

              

            

            
              
                Audio content is not available in this format.

              

              Should we value traditional moral beliefs?

              View transcript - Should we value traditional moral beliefs?

            

            
              	
                Note: The early work that Chappell refers to at the beginning of his reply is Plato’s Apology. He goes on to mention ‘Neurath’s
                  ship’. Otto Neurath (1882–1945) argued that rationalist philosophers are wrong to think that we can put aside everything we
                  believe and start again from the beginning; we can only examine one belief at a time, in the light of everything else we believe.
                  He illustrates this idea with the image of a ship which is repaired, one plank at a time, while afloat at sea. (Neurath, Otto
                  (1983) Philosophical Papers 1913–1946 (ed. R.S. Cohen and M. Neurath), Dordrecht, Reidel.)
                

              

            

            
              
                Audio content is not available in this format.

              

              Why does Plato try to define courage?

              View transcript - Why does Plato try to define courage?

            

            
              	
                Note: In this and the next recording, Chappell explains that Plato was impressed by the precision of mathematical thinking, and
                  thought that philosophers should use similar methods. You might notice that Chappell does not say that Plato was right about
                  this: he mentions that ‘deductive reasoning is not the only game in town’, and that philosophers often make use of analogies
                  and other kinds of creative thinking.
                

              

            

            
              
                Audio content is not available in this format.

              

              Why does Plato use deductive arguments?

              View transcript - Why does Plato use deductive arguments?

            

            
              
                Audio content is not available in this format.

              

              Is knowledge needed for courage?

              View transcript - Is knowledge needed for courage?

            

            
              
                Audio content is not available in this format.

              

              Is courage knowledge of good and evil?

              View transcript - Is courage knowledge of good and evil?

            

            
              	
                Note: Chappell mentions two of Plato’s works: the Meno and the Protagoras. I mention the film Pan’s Labyrinth (2006, Picturehouse)
                  and mention that it’s set during the Spanish Civil War – it’s actually set just afterwards.
                

              

            

            
              
                Audio content is not available in this format.

              

              Is knowledge all that’s needed for courage?

              View transcript - Is knowledge all that’s needed for courage?

            

            
              	
                Note: Chappell here refers to the Protagoras and the Republic.
                

              

            

          

        

      

    

  
    
      
        Keep on learning
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        Activity 1

        Discussion

        Different people will react to these arguments in different ways. My own reaction is that both arguments have some merit,
          but I prefer the second to the first. The first argument appeals to the idea that shared traditional beliefs can promote social
          harmony, but it says nothing about whether these beliefs are true. In contrast, the second argument does provide some reason to believe that traditional moral beliefs are likely to be true:
          it suggests that this is because they have been tried and tested over many generations. Although I do not think that this
          argument settles the issue, I do think that it raises a serious challenge for anyone who thinks that it is sometimes right
          to reject a traditional moral belief in the light of one’s own personal experience or reasoning. The challenge is to explain
          why one’s own experience or reasoning should be preferred to the experience of many generations.
        

        Back

      

    

  
    
      
        Activity 2

        Discussion

        Don’t worry if you have not phrased your answers exactly as I have here. What matters is the meaning, not the precise wording.
          (This also applies to all the other activities below.)
        

        
          	Socrates suggests that in order to find out how to become virtuous, they must first decide what virtue is.

          	He suggests that they should address the question ‘What is courage?’

        

        Back

      

    

  
    
      
        Activity 3

        Discussion

        
          	Laches answers Socrates’ question by describing how a courageous infantryman might behave. 

          	Laches has answered Socrates’ question by presenting a specific example of courage. As a result, his answer leaves out many
            other examples of courageous behaviour both on and off the field of battle. What Socrates wants Laches to do is to turn his
            attention away from the details of a specific example, and instead to identify the characteristic that all examples of courage
            have in common. 
          

          	Socrates introduces his definition of quickness in order to demonstrate the kind of answer he wants: his definition aims to
            identify what all examples of quickness have in common. 
          

        

        Back

      

    

  
    
      
        Activity 4

        Discussion

        Socrates introduces Premise 1 in paragraph 32 (‘I’m pretty sure, Laches, that you take courage to be an admirable thing’).
          He introduces Premise 2 in paragraph 36 (‘But what if endurance is coupled with foolishness? Would you say that it’s an admirable
          thing then?’). He introduces the conclusion at paragraph 38 (‘So you wouldn’t agree that this kind of endurance is courage’).
        

        You may have noticed that Socrates introduces his conclusion with the word ‘so’. When analysing an argument, it helps to look
          out for words or phrases such as ‘so’, ‘therefore’ or ‘as a result’, which are often used to mark the conclusion of an argument.
          Conversely, words or phrases such as ‘because’, ‘since’ or ‘after all’ sometimes mark the premises of an argument.
        

        Back

      

    

  
    
      
        Activity 5

        Discussion

        The argument is valid. If courage is an admirable thing, but foolish endurance is not an admirable thing, we can be certain
          that foolish endurance is not a kind of courage. 
        

        Back

      

    

  
    
      
        Activity 6

        Discussion

        
          	Did you agree with Verdict A? If so, that suggests that you do agree with the premises of Socrates’ argument.

          	Did you agree with Verdict B? If so, that suggests that you disagree with Socrates’ first premise – the claim that courage
            is always admirable. Verdict B implies that there can be cases of courage that are not worthy of admiration.
          

          	Did you agree with Verdict C? If so, that suggests that you disagree with the second premise of Socrates’ argument – the claim
            that foolish endurance is not admirable. Verdict C suggests that foolish endurance can be worthy of admiration.
          

          	Perhaps you don’t feel strongly one way or another. If so, that’s nothing to worry about. Whether or not the premises of an
            argument are true is not always easy to decide. Sometimes all we can do is to keep an open mind until we find some further
            consideration that settles the issue.
          

        

        Back

      

    

  
    
      
        Activity 7

        Discussion

        Nicias says that courage is knowledge of what is fearful and what is encouraging.

        Back

      

    

  
    
      
        Activity 8

        Discussion

        
          	The premises of Socrates’ argument can be expressed as follows:
            
              	Premise 1: Knowledge of what is evil and what is good is not just a part of virtue, but the whole of it.

              	Premise 2: Courage is just a part of virtue.

            

          

          	Conclusion: So, courage is not knowledge of evil and good.

          	Yes, the argument is valid. If knowledge of evil and good is the whole of virtue, but courage is just a part of virtue, we
            can be certain that courage is not the same thing as knowledge of evil and good. 
          

        

        Back

      

    

  
    
      
        Activity 9

        Discussion

        
          	Socrates suggests that, in any particular situation, knowledge and true opinion will be equally reliable as guides to action.

          	Socrates suggests that it is possible to turn true opinions into knowledge ‘by figuring out what makes them true’. In other
            words, knowing something involves not just believing (correctly) that it is true, but also understanding why it is true.
          

          	Socrates suggests that knowledge is more valuable than true opinion because, like the statues of Daedalus, opinions tend to
            stray. For example, suppose that I tell you that a particular argument is valid, and you just take my word for it, without
            really understanding why. In this situation, you could easily be persuaded by someone else that the argument is invalid. But
            once you understand why the argument is valid, you will be much less likely to be persuaded otherwise. The knowledge has become your own. So, Socrates
            suggests, knowledge is more valuable than true opinion in the long run, because it stays with us.
          

        

        Back

      

    

  
    
      
        Activity 10

        Discussion

        Traditional beliefs, as I defined them in section 1.1, are beliefs that we take on trust, without reflecting on them. For
          Plato, beliefs of this kind are merely opinions. It is only by reflecting on and reasoning about our moral beliefs that we
          can turn them into knowledge. You might notice that Plato’s concern is not that traditional beliefs might be false. His concern is that traditional beliefs, even if true, are merely second-hand opinions, which do not amount to knowledge.
        

        Back

      

    

  
    
      
        Activity 11

        Discussion

        I shall give two examples of information that I was conscious of simply providing, and indicate two ways in which I aimed
          to encourage you to think for yourself. But everyone experiences a piece of teaching material in their own way, so it is likely
          that you will have come up with different examples.
        

        
          	I provided definitions of certain technical terms, such as ‘validity’ and ‘soundness’. This is information of a kind that
            you could check – for example, by consulting a philosophical dictionary. But it is not something that you could work out by
            reflecting on the matter for yourself.
          

          	I provided an interpretation of the ending of the Laches. I signalled that this is not the only possible interpretation of the dialogue, but I did not give you an opportunity to
            question the reading that I presented. This is because my aim on this occasion was not to work on the skills needed to interpret
            a text, but to provide you with some ideas that might help you to think about the value of tradition as a source of knowledge.
          

          	I invited you to decide for yourself whether certain arguments are valid. In doing this, my aim was to help you understand
            the concept of validity for yourself, giving you a tool that you can take away from this course and put to use elsewhere.
          

          	I raised some philosophical issues about courage, knowledge and tradition, but I did not tell you what to think about those
            issues. Instead my aim was to point up some approaches and questions that might help you to reflect on them for yourself,
            in the hope of drawing you into the debate which Socrates begins in the Laches.
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        Figure 1 Bust of Plato, c. 427–347 bce, stone. Vatican Museums and Galleries, Vatican City. Photo: Bridgeman Art Library/Alinari.

        Description
The head and neck of a mature man carved in stone and shown full face. He has short hair, a moustache and a beard, all carved
        in regular wavy lines.
        Back

      

    

  
    
      
        Figure 2 Portrait statuette of Socrates, c. 200 bce–100 ce, height 27.5 cm. British Museum, London. Photo: Scala, Florence/HIP.

        Description
A marble full-length statuette of a mature man who stands with his right knee forward and his head and body turned slightly
        to his right. He is balding, with short hair, a moustache and a beard. Fabric is loosely draped in folds around his body and
        extends to his feet, which do not survive. One end of the fabric covers his left shoulder and is draped over his left arm.
        His right shoulder and upper torso are bare, and his right arm is by his side.
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        Figure 3 Paseas (attrib.), Attic red figure plate, with a picture of a mounted archer in Scythian or Persian dress, sixth
          century bce. Ashmolean Museum, Oxford. Photo: © Ashmolean Museum, University of Oxford/The Bridgeman Art Library.
        

        Description
A black plate with red decoration depicting a horse and rider in profile. The horse is shown walking forwards to the left
        and has a stylised mane. The rider wears distinctive clothing consisting of a jacket decorated with diamond shapes, loose
        trousers decorated with rows of zigzags, and a cap with long strips of fabric hanging down and with a large circular top.
        He holds a bow in his left hand and has a quiver by his side. His feet are bare and there is no saddle.
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        Figure 4 Detail of the Chigi Vase, an oinochoe (wine jug) from Corinth showing hoplites in ranks, third quarter of the seventh
          century bce. Museo di Villa Giulia, Rome. Photo: Scala, Florence. Courtesy of the Ministero Beni e Att. Culturali.
        

        Description
This colour photograph shows a detail of a decorated band around a wine jug. Two groups of warriors are walking towards each
        other and about to clash. The figures in each group are close together, shoulder to shoulder, with their legs, heads and shields
        making regular patterns. They wear crested helmets and carry spears and decorated shields. The scene is painted in shades
        of yellow and pale brown, with red and black highlighting, on a pale yellow background, with black and red bands above and
        below.
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        Figure 5 Statue of a young man, Milos, sixth century bce, marble, height 214cm. National Archaeological Museum, Athens. Photo:
          © National Archaeological Museum, Athens/Lauros/Giraudon/The Bridgeman Art Library. Like other statues made in Greece around
          the same time, he stands with one foot in front of the other, as if ready to walk.
        

        Description
The statue of a naked, tall and slender young man standing with his left foot in front of his right foot. The statue is extremely
        plain, with little modelling of the features. The only decorative detail is the man’s long hair, which is shown in a stylised
        pattern running in lines from his head to behind his back.
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        Figure 6 Roman mosaic showing Plato’s Academy, from the House of T. Siminius in Pompeii, copied from a Greek original, first
          century bce, marble and glass paste tesserae (tiles), 86 x 85 cm. Museo Archeologico Nazionale, Naples. Photo: The Bridgeman
          Art Library.
        

        Description

        The first man, on the far left, is standing with his body turned to the right. His left hand is on the shoulder of the second
          man, who is seated on a curved bench. He also faces right but his head is turned towards the first man. He holds a rolled-up
          scroll in both hands. They are looking at one another and appear to be talking. There is a box on the ground near their feet.
          Behind them is a tall structure. It consists of two square pillars joined at the top by a cross piece on which are placed
          a series of round vessels with lids and spouts, resembling large teapots. The third man is also seated on the bench and faces
          right. He is looking downwards at a pale-coloured round object resting in a square container placed on the ground in front
          of the bench. The round object has a series of parallel lines running in two different directions. His right hand, which is
          at the centre of the composition, holds a stick with which he is pointing to the round object. Immediately behind him is a
          tree. The fourth man faces slightly to the right. He is standing behind the bench which hides his lower body and legs. The
          fifth man appears to be sitting on a stool placed on the bench. He faces left with his chin resting on his right hand. Immediately
          behind him is a sundial on a pillar. He and the fourth man are looking at one another. The sixth man sits on the bench, facing
          left, and looks down towards the round object. He holds a rolled-up scroll in his upraised right hand. The seventh man stands
          beside the bench. His body faces right but his head is turned to the left towards his companions. He holds a rolled-up scroll
          in both hands. In the distance behind the sixth and seventh men is a green area surrounded by two parallel rows of short vertical
          lines joined by a third row running at an angle of approximately forty-five degrees.
        

        Although the men all broadly face the centre, it is noticeable that they are placed at different levels within the composition,
          are not regularly spaced, and have their arms in different positions. They wear loosely draped fabric the same as that seen
          in the statuette of Socrates in Figure 1.2. The first, third and seventh men have bare right shoulders, the second and sixth
          men are naked from the waist up, and drapery covers the shoulders of the fourth and fifth men.
        

        The whole panel is set within an elaborate border consisting of a striped ribbon – sometimes red and white, and sometimes
          black and white – wound around festoons of fruits and leaves. In each corner of the border, and in the centre of each side,
          is a theatrical mask. The masks all have open mouths but are otherwise different.
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        Figure 7  Unknown artist, miniature painting of a philosophy lesson from a manuscript of the Ovide Moralisé, fourteenth century
          ce, vellum. Bibliothéque Municipale, Rouen, France. Photo: © Bibliothèque Municipale, Rouen, France/Lauros/Giraudon/The Bridgeman
          Art Library. You might contrast this image with the image of philosophical discussion presented in Figure 1.7.
        

        Description
The man on the left is bearded and is seated on a red bench on a platform of which the lectern is part. His hands rest on
        an open book lying on the lectern in front of him. The men on the right are clean shaven and appear to be seated on a bench
        although the bench is not visible. The two in the foreground are looking at open books which they hold. The heads of another
        three men can just be seen behind them. The men’s cloaks are in different shades of red or pink, worn over a long-sleeved
        blue or red garment. The tiles of the backdrop are red, blue and fawn, and arranged in a regular pattern. The floor is of
        plain blue tiles. There is little attempt at perspective.
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        Why is Plato still studied today?

        Transcript

        
          Carolyn Price

          Hello, I’m Carolyn Price and I’m the author of the chapter on Plato’s Laches.  I’m here with Tim Chappell, who’s Professor
            of Philosophy at the Open University.  Tim has a special interest in Plato and in ethics.  I’m going to be asking Tim about
            his views on some of the issues we’ve encountered in the Laches.  Tim, Plato wrote his dialogues over 2000 years ago, but
            his arguments and views are still being studied and discussed today.  Why do you think that is?  
          

          

        

        
          Tim Chappell

          I think, in a word, it’s because people still find Plato rewarding to read and I think there are good reasons why they find
            him rewarding.  One reason is, very crudely, Plato is a great philosopher.  By that, I mean that he puts his finger on the
            deepest questions that humans have asked, the deepest questions that humans can ask, and Plato answers those questions in
            surprising and creative ways, which have said something to all the generations in between his time and now.  There’s never
            been a time when people weren’t reading Plato somewhere or other, ever since he wrote.  Plato is a beautiful writer, this
            is the second reason why he’s enduringly popular.  His works are a delight to read.  They are written by someone who started
            out as a dramatist, who wanted to compete with authors like Aeschylus and Sophocles in the production of tragedies.  Plato,
            we’re told, gave up his ambition to be a dramatist when he met Socrates.  He had a kind of conversion experience.  He threw
            over what he was writing as a poet and turned to philosophy.  And yet his poetic instinct is very evident in everything he
            writes.  And it’s there in the Laches.  You can see this as a work of literature as well as a work of philosophy.  And you
            can get a great deal of pleasure out of reading his works. 
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        Should we value traditional moral beliefs?

        Transcript

        
          Carolyn Price

          I began the chapter by drawing a contrast between moral traditionalists, who think that tradition is the best source of moral
            beliefs, and moral rationalists, who think that our moral beliefs should be the product of reason and reflection.  Where does
            Plato stand on this issue?
          

          

        

        
          Tim Chappell

          On this question, Plato is very much the pupil of Socrates.  One of Plato’s earliest works describes the trial of Socrates
            in 399BC and Plato depicts Socrates there as describing how he’d gone around the city of Athens looking for people who claimed
            to have knowledge of the traditional sort.  And when Socrates asked them questions about how they justified this knowledge,
            their claims to knowledge fell apart very quickly.  Plato, like Socrates, believes in moral rationalism.  He believes that
            what we think about the world and how we should live in it has to be based on reason, otherwise it’s not firmly based at all.
            
          

          

        

        
          Carolyn Price

          But do you think there’s anything that can be said for moral traditionalism?  

          

        

        
          Tim Chappell

          I think that it’s very much an issue with two sides to it.  A lot of philosophers today are very much closer to moral traditionalism
            than Plato himself is.  There’s this famous image in modern philosophy of Neurath’s ship which is repaired whilst afloat at
            sea and the point of the image is that you can’t go back to first principles all the time, you can’t build everything up as
            if you were out of the swim of life, somewhere safe in dry dock where principles can be examined from the bottom upwards.
             It’s also true that if you insist upon constantly re-examining the foundations of everything that you think then you stand
            in a great deal of danger of reinventing the wheel. You’re always going to have to do the work that others have done before.
             So there is something to be said for moral traditionalism. It might be that taking over the beliefs of our society is a simple
            and economical way of getting at something that’s likely to be true.  
          

          

        

        Back

      

    

  
    
      
        Why does Plato try to define courage?

        Transcript

        
          Carolyn Price

          Something Plato seems to have picked up from Socrates is the idea that a philosophical inquiry into courage, say, has to begin
            by trying to find a good definition of courage.  But that’s not the only approach we could take, is it?  A philosopher might
            begin by exploring a particular example of courage by investigating how it’s acquired or why it’s needed in a good life. 
            So why does Plato think we need to start with a definition?
          

          

        

        
          Tim Chappell

          You’re absolutely right, of course, that an inquiry could start by assuming that we all know already what we mean by the word
            courage and that in using the word courage, we’re just taking it over from people who’ve already used it.  And taking it over
            here is exactly the idea of a tradition.  So, that would be a moral traditionalist way to approach the issue of courage. So
            one reason why Plato thinks we need to start with a definition is simply because he’s a rationalist.  He thinks that we can’t
            take for granted what people already think they know about any subject and that’s as true of courage as it is of anything
            else. There are other reasons why he thinks we need to start with a definition.  One of them is that Plato is influenced in
            his thinking about philosophy by an analogy with mathematics.  Mathematics is very good at getting a long way from a very
            small set of starting points -- the axioms -- and amongst the axioms in mathematics are definitions and you can build a whole
            skein of reasoning upon this very small set of starting points and it’s tremendously powerful and cogent reasoning.  Plato’s
            very impressed by that example and like many other philosophers since, he’d like to make our thinking about philosophical
            questions more like mathematical questions because then it will be more certain, then it will be more compelling to those
            who aren’t already acquainted with the chain of reasoning, and that’s an example which many philosophers are later to follow.
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        Why does Plato use deductive arguments?

        Transcript

        
          Carolyn Price

          Socrates conducts his enquiry by using a series of deductive arguments.  What do you think are the advantages of that approach
            and do you think it has any limitations?
          

          

        

        
          Tim Chappell

          I think the advantage is that this is an application of Socrates’ attempt to make philosophy more mathematical, more logical.
             If you can start from a set of agreed definitions and go by an agreed argumentative method to a particular conclusion, then
            that conclusion is going to be absolutely unavoidable, in the way that a mathematical proof has an unavoidable conclusion.
             And that’s a very convincing and very compelling form of argument.  The limitation of the method is, of course, that we do
            so many other things in our reasoning besides argue deductively.  If you take hold of a typical piece of reasoning that you
            find in a newspaper leader or in a philosophy book, even, you will find that there’s a great deal more than simple deductive
            argument going on there.  There will be cases where what happens is that an analogy is drawn and someone says, well, what
            happens in Case B is that this happens and here’s Case A, and Case A is just like Case B, so maybe this happens in Case A
            as well.  Or you find simple, creative reasoning where someone tries out an idea, not an idea that they’ve proved but an idea
            that seems to have explanatory power that makes different things hang together in a neat and attractive way.  It needn’t be
            deductively valid, but it takes you somewhere interesting.  Now, Plato is well aware that deductive argument is not the only
            game in town in philosophy.  None the less Socrates makes it central and of course, it’s central in the Laches. 
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        Is knowledge needed for courage?

        Transcript

        
          Carolyn Price

          An important theme in the Laches is the idea that courage requires, or might even actually be, some kind of knowledge. The
            idea first appears when Socrates is discussing Laches’ suggestion that courage is endurance. Socrates argues that endurance
            can’t be courage, because endurance can sometimes be foolish. Do you agree with Socrates that foolish endurance isn’t courage?
          

          

        

        
          Tim Chappell

          Think about what’s involved in charging into a situation without any knowledge of the risks that are involved in that situation.
            You might think, for example, of a soldier who is charging at a machine gun nest. He doesn’t know what’s going to happen if
            he does this.  It might be that he will succeed in taking the position.  It might be that he will get killed in the first
            five yards.  If he knew that he had to storm this machine gun nest to achieve the objectives that he thinks he ought to be
            achieving, and if, in that context, he still found himself thinking, well, it’s a terrifying thing to do but it’s got to be
            done, that might be the place to talk about courage. But where someone just barges in without thinking it out in advance,
            it does seem to me actually quite plausible to say that that’s not really courage, that’s just rashness or rushing in or something
            like that, because what he’s doing isn’t what he knows he needs to do to achieve his objectives.
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        Is courage knowledge of good and evil?

        Transcript

        
          Carolyn Price

          So there might be some reason to think that courage does require some sort of knowledge, for example, knowing what risks you’re
            taking. But there’s a stronger claim about courage and knowledge that’s made later on in the dialogue, and this is Nicias’s
            claim that courage just is a particular kind of knowledge - knowledge of good and evil.  Socrates argues that what that would
            mean is that someone can only be courageous if they’re a good person in every way -- if they’re compassionate, and just, and
            honest, and so on. And as I mention in the chapter, that’s a claim Socrates seems to be quite sympathetic to in other dialogues.
            
          

          

        

        
          Tim Chappell

          Yes, he makes a claim very like that in the Meno and in the Protagorus and elsewhere in the dialogues.

          

        

        
          Carolyn Price

          But is Plato right about that? Let’s think about an example again. To keep things simple, I’ll take an example from the cinema.
            I recently watched a film called Pan’s Labyrinth, which is set at the end of the Spanish Civil War. And there’s character
            in the film – a captain – who’s portrayed as a very nasty piece of work. He tortures people to death, he mistreats his wife,
            and he’s very cruel to his young stepdaughter. Now, as he’s portrayed in the film, this is certainly not a just and compassionate
            person, or someone who knows what’s good overall. And yet, you might also think that he’s also portrayed as quite a courageous
            person. For example, he walks boldly into dangerous situations and he faces his own death pretty calmly. So doesn’t it make
            perfect sense to suppose that this character is a courageous person, even though he is also cruel and unjust?
          

          

        

        
          Tim Chappell

          I think Plato himself thought that this was the biggest threat to his own view, that, for any of the virtues, you needed all
            the others.  And we do have this gut feeling that it is perfectly possible to have courage without having any of the other
            virtues.  And that seems like a natural intuitive view.  Here is what Plato might say on the other side.  First of all, he
            might point out some facts about the way we use words like courage.  We use words like courage to applaud people, to praise
            people. So, if someone leads his soldiers up a hill and puts them into the front of a battle where he himself is at great
            risk, when we’re deciding, do we call this courageous or do we not call this courageous, it makes a difference what the soldiers
            in the army are doing.  We’ll be much more inclined to say that these are courageous soldiers, if they are not serving some
            dreadful overall end, serving a tyranny or a despotism by their actions as soldiers in this battle, we’ll be much more inclined
            to call them courageous if that’s not true.  The virtue terms are words that we use to praise actions and that must be one
            of the reasons why Plato thinks that we shouldn’t call it courageous when someone does something dreadful with their courage.
             There is more to it than that with Plato, I think.  Plato does have the idea that the virtues are forms of knowledge.  And
            that when you are courageous, it’s not just that you have this ability to put up with extreme danger. That does seem to be
            something that you could have whether you were a wicked person or a good person or whatever. Plato is also having the thought
            that being courageous means knowing, as he often puts it, how to balance the evil that you see might come to you out of what
            you are doing, for example, by being wounded in a war or killed in a war; you know how to balance how important that evil
            is, with how important the good is that you can get by,  perhaps literally, sticking to your guns in a given situation.  What
            Plato really means by talking of courage as a form of knowledge is precisely that ability to measure the resultant good against
            the resultant bad in a dispassionate way and to stick to the judgement that you make about how that measurement turns out.
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        Is knowledge all that’s needed for courage?

        Transcript

        
          Carolyn Price

          But could knowledge be all that we need for courage?  Isn’t it possible to know the right thing to do, but just lack the nerve
            to do it?
          

          

        

        
          Tim Chappell

          This is a popular view which Plato takes on in his philosophy.  Plato’s dialogues consistently argue that there is a problem
            about the idea that you could really know the right thing to do and yet not do it.  It seems like Plato has to distinguish
            between levels at which you know something – there’s a difference between knowing in some superficial way what you ought to
            do and really knowing what you ought to do. Plato continues to worry about this problem in two other dialogues that he wrote
            after the Laches, the Protagoras and the Republic. Plato argues there that if you have the real knowledge of what you ought
            to do, then you will do it.  Real knowledge is genuinely motivating and if something fails to motivate you that doesn’t show
            that you can know something is right and not be motivated to go ahead and do it.  What it shows is that you don’t really know
            that that is the right thing to do.  Philosophers still struggle with this problem. It’s a deep and complex problem, but Plato
            is here setting the terms of the debate which is still going on.  This is a good example of a place where Plato puts his finger
            on an issue which is still a live issue in philosophy today.  
          

          

        

        
          Carolyn Price

          Thank you, Tim.
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