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ABSTRACT: In Plato’s Laches, Socrates ascribes knowledge of courage to his epony-
mous interlocutor and makes an attempt to reconstruct it in speech. His attribution of
knowledge to Laches controls his discursive behaviour in the dialogue, requiring him to
withhold judgements of error, construe apparent error as a failure of speech rather than
knowledge, and search for the deeper truth underlying the overt content of Laches’
utterances. Socrates’ method in this elenchus can be described as a kind of ‘epistemic
exegesis, 'which aims to draw out and give discursive shape to knowledge of virtue that
it assumes that the interlocutor already possesses.

RESUME : Dans le Lachés de Platon, Socrate attribue a son interlocuteur la connais-
sance du courage et tente de reconstruire cette connaissance sous forme discursive. Son
attribution de connaissance a Lachés détermine son comportement discursif dans le
dialogue, nécessitant qu’il s abstienne de juger erronés les propos son interlocuteur,
qu’il interprete |’erreur apparente comme une erreur de discours plutét que de con-
naissance, et qu'il cherche la vérité sous-jacente au contenu manifeste des paroles de
Lacheés. La méthode de Socrate dans cet elenchos peut étre décrite comme une sorte
d’«exégese épistéemiquey, qui cherche a extraire et a donner une forme discursive a la
connaissance de la vertu dont elle suppose que [’interlocuteur est déja possesseur.
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1.

The Socrates of the Platonic dialogues is represented as doing many things:
he takes a walk (Phaedr. 227a ff.), goes to see a festival (Rep. 327a), defends
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himself in court (4p.), and wakes up from a deep sleep (Crit. 43b). Of the many
things that Socrates is represented as doing, most involve discourse: he fabricates
etymologies (Crat.), constructs similes (e.g., Rep. 506e-517¢), makes jokes
(e.g., Phaed. 117b), and tells stories of the afterlife (e.g., Gorg. 523a-524a
and Rep. 614b-621b). But far and away the larger part of what Socrates
does in speech is ask questions about virtue; in this regard, the elenchus is
indisputably the “most striking aspect” of Socrates’ behaviour as depicted in
Plato’s dialogues.!

Given the amount of time Socrates spends on elenchus, he must deem it to
be a very important activity. So the question arises as to what he hopes to
achieve by it. There are in the scholarship two basic answers to this question.
According to the first, Socrates’ method is constructive—it aims to establish
definite ethical or philosophical propositions; according to the second, Socrates’
elenchus serves mainly to refute an interlocutor’s claim to knowledge of the
topic under discussion.? In this paper, I want to sketch out an alternative inter-
pretation of Socrates’ method. On the view I shall propose, Socrates’ for-
mal goal in elenchus is neither to establish a positive doctrine nor to refute his
interlocutor, but to know his interlocutor’s knowledge of virtue. The Socratic
method can then be described as a kind of ‘epistemic exegesis,” which aims to
draw out and give discursive shape to knowledge of virtue that it assumes that
the interlocutor already possesses.

The results of this essay are limited in scope: I show the application of the
proposed model to only one elenchus, viz. that of Laches in the eponymous
Platonic dialogue.? Although this is admittedly a narrow conclusion, it is not,
therefore, unimportant. For, if it can be established that Socrates practices the
method of epistemic exegesis in only one elenchus, then it will have been
shown that he practices a method that is markedly different from what has been
ascribed to him in the scholarship. Thus, even if the proposed exegetical model
cannot be generalised to other interlocutors and dialogues, it will represent a

I Robinson (1953: 7).
2 On the constructive interpretation of the elenchus, see e.g., Vlastos (1983), Vlastos
(1994), Adams (1998), and Wolfsdorf (2003). On the non-constructive interpretation
of the elenchus, see e.g., Robinson (1953), Frede (1992), Benson (2000), Benson
(2011), Stokes (1986), and Forster (2006). Benson’s position is complicated by the
fact that he treats the positive goal of “learning from the wise” as a remote or higher-
order aim of the elenchus (Benson 2000: 17 ff.). However, the elenchus itself remains
non-constructive for Benson since it is that discursive process by which Socrates
tests an interlocutor’s claim to knowledge. An interlocutor fails the test if Socrates
succeeds in refuting him by showing that his beliefs about the topic are inconsistent
(ibid., 35-36).

On the relationship between the interrogation of Laches and that of Nicias, see
§6 below.
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substantial contribution to the project of understanding Socrates’ methods, and
how these relate to one another.

2.

I shall begin by sketching out a simple conversational model that I use as a
device for understanding Socrates’ elenchus. In this model, two participants,
A and B, are engaged in a ‘talk exchange’ about a given topic, X, and A’s
primary goal in the conversation is to gain knowledge of what B thinks or
believes about X.* In this respect, A’s attention is not focused directly on the
topic, but on B’s thoughts about it. The goal of the talk exchange is from A’s
point of view to draw out what B thinks about X.

Given that A’s goal in the talk exchange is determining what B thinks about
the topic, it is reasonable for A to ask B what she thinks, that is, question her
about X. A’s approach might involve questions of various kinds and different
levels of generality. For example, if X refers to the causes of the first Persian
invasion of Greece in 492 BC, A might ask open questions such as, “What were
the primary causes of the Persian invasion?” Or he might use his own knowledge
of the topic to formulate closed questions such as ‘Was the Persian invasion a
response to the Ionian revolt?” It is important to notice that, although neither of
these questions refer directly to B’s beliefs, A can determine what B thinks
about X by asking her questions about X; he need not formulate the questions
as questions about her beliefs.’

I now want to augment this model by adding an epistemic dimension. I shall
do this by requiring that A assume that B has knowledge of the topic of the
conversation.® Given this stipulation, A’s primary goal of determining what B
thinks about X should be understood as an attempt to gain knowledge of X
by drawing out, or ‘leading’ out (exégeisthai), what B knows. For this reason,
I shall refer to the pattern of inquiry exhibited in the augmented conversational
model as ‘epistemic exegesis.” Epistemic exegesis has as its formal goal the
discursive articulation of some answerer’s knowledge of a topic.

Although the term ‘epistemic exegesis’ is a neologism, the basic pattern of
conversation is quite familiar. Consider one illustration. Suppose that A is
a science journalist, B a physicist, and the topic for conversation the nature of
the Higgs particle. Given this interpretation of the variables, A’s interview of B

4 The phrase ‘talk exchange’ is borrowed from Grice (1991).

5 Looking at the conversation from the other side, B’s goal is to facilitate A’s attempt
to know her beliefs about X. The way that she does this is by answering A’s ques-
tions as best she can. Taking our cue from Grice’s conversational maxims, we shall
assume that she tries to give truthful and relevant answers of the right length, and
that she attempts to speak clearly and without ambiguity. See ibid.

For discussion of the role of a similar assumption of authority in the commentary

traditions of philosophy, see Futter (2016).
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can be understood as an attempt by A to gain knowledge of the Higgs boson by
figuring out what B knows about it. And there is nothing strange about this.
Insofar as the interviewee is an expert on the topic, the journalist can know the
nature of the Higgs particle by determining what the physicist thinks about it.
So the journalist is able to acquire knowledge of the world by means of epi-
stemic exegesis.

The idea of a talk exchange in which one participant ascribes knowledge to
another is not uncommon, being broadly characteristic of any conversation
between a layperson and an acknowledged expert. However, I wish to distin-
guish epistemic exegesis from this familiar type of conversation by requiring
that the questioner’s attribution of knowledge of X to the interlocutor be meth-
odological in character, by which I mean not be open to question in the course
of the conversation. So, whereas the science journalist would normally be per-
mitted to withdraw the attribution of expertise to the physicist on grounds of
her having made a number of glaring errors in conversation, the interpreter is
strictly prohibited from making this move in epistemic exegesis. A may not
consider any evidence against the assumption that B has knowledge of X, no
matter what the quality of B’s answers to his questions.

The methodological attribution of knowledge to B controls the exegesis by
imposing constraints on how A interprets B’s answers to questions about X.
The main point of significance is that A cannot, given the methodological attri-
bution of knowledge to B, infer that B’s answers are in error. Insofar as B
makes claims about X that seem to A to be in error, A must find a way of avoid-
ing the conclusion that B is really in error. For example, suppose that B answers
the question ‘what is the transference?’ by saying that the transference is an
oriental rug. A cannot accept this answer at face value; it seems to involve a
fundamental misunderstanding of the question and of the whole conversational
context. But since A cannot on account of the attribution of knowledge judge
that B fails to know the answer to the question, he must infer that B has not
for some reason expressed her knowledge of the transference.

When confronted by an answer that appears to be false or nonsensical,
A should attempt to diagnose why B appears to have spoken incorrectly.
On account of the assumption of knowledge, it is not open to him to judge that B
does not have knowledge of X. Two basic possibilities present themselves here.
First, A could judge that B is deliberately flouting a maxim of cooperation; she
is, for example, being ironical and deliberately obscuring her true meaning.
Secondly, A could judge that B is incompetent as a speaker. Although B’s overt
claim misrepresented her knowledge of X, this misrepresentation was not inten-
tional, but due to some error in the performance of speech. This is a permissible
explanation of B’s error since the attribution of knowledge of X to B does not
imply knowledge of how to effectively communicate this knowledge.

Whichever of the above explanations of apparent error he might adopt, it is clear
that A should infer in response to an answer that seems false or nonsensical that
B has not expressed her knowledge of X. A must either divorce B’s true meaning
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from the meaning of her utterance, or find an interpretation of that utterance on
which it is not untrue. And, in both cases, A looks below the surface of the
overt claim in order to discover what B really thinks that the transference is
(or what an oriental rug is), given that her overt meaning cannot be her true
meaning.” The basic form of inference is as follows: you said that p, but since
you are a knower, and p is false or confused, your real meaning is other than
the overt meaning of p.

Given that A’s goal in conversation is to determine what B knows about X,
the investigation should now move to a deeper level. Since B’s overt meaning
fails to express her knowledge, A must find some way of getting at her real
meaning. The precise strategy adopted will depend on why A thinks that B did
not express her knowledge of the topic. If B is assumed to be flouting conver-
sational maxims in order to communicate irony, then A could try to understand
what the problematic overt content is intended to convey. Is B making a joke?
Is she attempting to get the interpreter to understand something about the trans-
ference by making the absurd claim about rugs? On the other hand, if the
judgement is that B is incompetent as a speaker, a different set of maxims will
have to be adopted, depending on the nature of the incompetence concerned.
Is B prone to slips of the tongue? Is the topic one that it is very difficult to
explain such that the speaker’s powers are not up to the task? No further
discussion of these matters is necessary in the present context. The basic point
is that the pattern of A’s attempt to elicit B’s knowledge—moving beyond the
overt meaning to the true meaning—will be shaped by the explanation he
chooses for why she does not say what she knows. From the perspective of A,
the goal of the conversation is to get B to say what she means in order to
know what she knows. The process of exegesis will come to an end when A
believes that he knows B’s knowledge.

Insofar as A attempts to gain knowledge of X by finding out what B knows,
A presupposes not only that B has knowledge of X, but also that B is capable
of communicating this knowledge by answering his questions. B’s capacity
to communicate her knowledge is then dependent both on her competence as a
speaker and the nature of her knowledge of the subject matter. With regard to
the second component, I have thus far left the topic of conversation unre-
stricted; I now want to make some remarks about how material differences in
what it is that B is assumed to know will affect the exegesis.

In epistemic exegesis, A attempts to draw out and give discursive shape to
B’s knowledge of X. The question then arises as to whether B’s ‘pre-discursive’
knowledge of the topic is in principle communicable by speech.® For many

The distinction between overt and covert—that is, true or real—meaning, is borrowed
from Booth (1975).

The label ‘pre-discursive knowledge’ serves as a placeholder, referring simply
to knowledge that has not yet been articulated in the conversational context.
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interpretations of X, such as the atomic number of gold or the causes of the
Persian invasion, it will be reasonable to think that B qua knower will be capable
of communicating her knowledge to A. In these instances B’s pre-discursive
knowledge of X is simply propositional knowledge of the topic, which is either
present to B’s mind or capable of being easily brought to mind. On the other
hand, if X refers to a topic the knowledge of which consists in art or skill, such
as kithary or carpentry, then A will not be able to know B’s knowledge of X by
questioning.” One cannot learn how to do something merely by having a con-
versation about it.!® And something similar is true of qualities for which
knowledge requires experiential acquaintance, such as, perhaps, goodness or
love. Bringing these points together, it is clear that epistemic exegesis can suc-
ceed only if what B is assumed to know pre-discursively is in fact capable of
being communicated to A by speech. It is only when this presupposition holds
that A will be in a position to know B’s knowledge by interrogating her.!!

In summary, then, epistemic exegesis is an attempt by an inquirer to draw
out by questioning an assumed knower’s knowledge of some topic. Give that the
inquirer’s attribution of knowledge is not open to question in the conversation,
the interrogation is governed by specific rules for the interpretation of apparent
error. The exegesis can succeed only if the answerer is competent in the perfor-
mance of speech, willing to speak her mind, and the subject matter such that
the answerer’s assumed pre-discursive knowledge of the topic of a sort capable
of being articulated in speech.

3.

I shall now argue that the exegetical model of conversation gives an accurate
picture of Socrates’ elenchus of Laches in the eponymous Platonic dialogue.
I shall develop the argument by showing that the model both explains the
textual data and explains it better than competing accounts. If my reasoning
is correct, then Socrates’ elenchus of Laches should be understood as a kind
of epistemic exegesis.!?

To be sure, B might be able to teach A how to play the kithara, or make furniture,
but this would require more than a talk exchange. The distinction between knowledge
that and knowledge how was introduced into contemporary philosophical discourse
by Ryle (1949: 25-61).

For discussion of one notable exception to this rule, viz. the knowledge of how to
conduct a dialogue, see §5.

Since the question of which kinds of knowledge are capable of discursive articulation
can be answered only by someone with philosophical knowledge of knowledge,
in some instances A and B might in enacting the pattern of epistemic exegesis
attempt to do what cannot be done.

Unless otherwise indicated, the translation of Laches is by R. Kent Sprague, as
printed in Cooper (1997). Revisions are noted where appropriate.
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If Socrates practices a method of epistemic exegesis, then he must attribute
knowledge of the topic of conversation to the interlocutor. Although the assump-
tion of knowledge need not be indicated, but might become manifest in the
way in which the conversation is conducted, it is clearly indicated in the pre-
sent instance. For Socrates begins the elenchus by asking Laches whether they
should say that they know what virtue is (190c4; ®apgv dpa, ® Adyne, sidévar
avtd 611 Eotv;).!3 When Laches answers with an emphatic affirmative (190c5;
Dopgv pévror), the expectation that the interlocutor will be assumed to be a
knower is confirmed.'*

If Socrates practices a method of epistemic exegesis, then he will attempt to
‘draw out’ what his interlocutor is assumed to know about the topic by means of
questioning; this ‘drawing out’ of knowledge is what the exegesis consists in.
Now, as explained in §2, an attempt to draw out an answerer’s assumed knowledge
of a topic by means of questions can succeed only if this knowledge is commu-
nicable by speech. The exegetical model, therefore, offers an explanation for
why Socrates checks to see whether Laches will agree that those who know what
virtue is are able to state what they know (190c6; Oviodv 6 ye Topev, kav einoipey
dmov ti éotwv;). It is noteworthy and surprising that Laches, a man of action with
amarked suspicion of talk (cf. 188d f.), strongly affirms the possibility of ‘saying’
his knowledge of virtue (190c7; [Idg yap ov;).

Socrates’ and Laches’ self-attribution of knowledge at the beginning of the
search is in conflict with the constructive interpretation of elenchus as first-
order inquiry, that is, inquiry into the nature of virtue per se, rather than inquiry
into what somebody knows about it.!3 In contrast with inquiry as exegesis,
which aims to articulate knowledge already possessed, one cannot conduct a
first-order inquiry into what virtue is if one assumes that one already knows its
nature (cf. Men. 80d-e). On the other hand, Laches’ attribution of discursive
knowledge of courage to himself is compatible with an account of elenchus as
refutation.'® On this view, Socrates’ preliminary questions would allow Laches

The more general question in the dialogue is whether a young man should learn
how to fight in armour if he is to become a distinguished citizen (178a-180a).
Socrates transforms this question into the question of how virtue would come to be
present in the souls of young men. And he suggests that answering this question
requires knowledge of what virtue is (190b3-c2).

At this stage in the discussion, both Socrates and Laches are taken to be inquirers
and experts—their ‘deliberation’ about virtue is an attempt to understand and
explicate their own knowledge of the topic. But Socrates drops the language of
co-deliberation when he focusses on Laches’ knowledge of courage (190e7-193d2).
See also note 29.

On the constructive interpretation of the elenchus, see especially Vlastos (1994),
Adams (1998), and Wolfsdorf (2003).

16 See especially Benson (2000) and (2011).
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to saddle himself with a claim to knowledge,'” which subsequent argumenta-
tion would aim to overturn. What needs to be considered in the ensuing discus-
sion is whether Socrates does attempt to overturn the claim to knowledge,
or whether, as the exegetical model would predict, he treats it as indefeasible
during the course of the conversation.

After narrowing the discussion from virtue to courage,'® Socrates moves
away from the deliberative perspective marked by the first person plural, and
concentrates on Laches qua knower of courage, urging him “to state ... what
courage is” (190el). Given that Laches is assumed to be a knower, who is
capable of articulating his knowledge, the ‘what is x?” question must appar-
ently be understood at the level of Laches’ cognitions—Socrates is asking
Laches qua assumed expert to say what he knows courage to be.!” The dis-
course is not argumentative, as the standard interpretations would have it,20
but exegetical, since the goal of questioning is to know Laches’ knowledge.
In fact, Socrates is nearly explicit on this point: he says that he wants to learn
from Laches (BovAopevog cov moBécbar; 191d1) “what constitutes courage”
in various domains (191¢8-d2; cf. 191€9).?!

On the exegetical model, Socrates is not permitted to attribute error to his
interlocutor in the course of the elenchus. He must on account of the methodo-
logical attribution of knowledge (190c4-5) interpret error as merely apparent,
indicative not of any epistemic deficiency, but of the interlocutor’s unwilling-
ness or inability to express his knowledge. This prediction is amply confirmed
by the text. Laches’ first answer to Socrates is that “anyone who is willing to
remain in rank and defend against the enemy, and does not run away” is coura-
geous (190e5-7; my trans.). This answer is obviously unsatisfactory as a def-
inition, giving neither necessary nor sufficient conditions for courage (191a8-c5).
Thus, if Socrates were aiming to test or refute Laches’ claim to knowledge,

Of course, this account would have to interpret Socrates’ use of the first person

plural (e.g., 190c4 and 190c6) as a rhetorical device.

Courage is assumed to be the part of virtue most relevant to the question of the

usefulness of proficiency in armoured combat (190c9). It is also noteworthy that

there is reason for thinking that Laches identifies virtue with courage. See Schmid

(1992: 99).

Although the second-order focus of the inquiry is not transparent from the verbal

formulation of the question, this is perfectly to be expected. As explained in §2,

the exegete need not ask the expert historian what she thinks about the Persian wars;

he can find out what she believes by asking about the Persian wars.

20 See e.g., Vlastos (1983: 30); repeated with revisions in Vlastos (1994: 4). See also
Benson (2000: 36), and Brickhouse and Smith (2002: 157).

21 Socrates’ goal of knowing his interlocutor’s knowledge explains why he requires

him to say what he thinks and, indeed, requires no more than this (see 193¢6-7). Cf.

Benson (2000: 37 ft.).
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as the standard interpretations maintain,?? then the elenchus could now end.
But Socrates does not say that Laches’ definition has come up short. Instead,
he says that, while Laches has “spoken well,” he has not answered as desired,
because the question has been poorly formulated (190e7-9; 191al-c6; cf.
191c7-d1). In other words, Socrates does not challenge Laches’ credentials
as a knower—just as the exegetical model would predict.?? Laches has failed
to express his knowledge because of Socrates’ poor exegesis.

After extending the application of avdpeia well beyond the domain of
war (191d3-e2), Socrates asks Laches to “try again to say what courage is”
(191e10). But since his interlocutor does not yet understand, Socrates gives
assistance by offering a model definition of swiftness (192a9-b3) before
reformulating his question:

Make an effort yourself, Laches, to speak in the same way about courage. What power
is it which, because it is the same in pleasure and in pain and in all the other cases in
which we were just saying it occurred, is therefore called courage? (192b5-8)

Laches answers that courage seems to him to be “a sort of endurance of the
soul” (192b9; Aokel toivuy pot kaptepio Tic givan e Yuydic).2* Although this
answer is a reasonable one, it is both too broad and too narrow, since some
forms of endurance are not courageous and not all forms of courage require
endurance.?® But again Socrates does not hint that Laches’ answer is in any
way deficient. Instead, he says:

Now it appears to me that by no means all endurance, as I conceive it (Og £ydpar),
can appear to you to be courage. And my grounds for thinking so are these: [ am
almost certain (cyed0v yap Tt 01da), Laches, that you consider (yfj) courage to be one
of the very beautiful things. (192¢5-6)

22 This applies to non-constructive and adversarial constructive interpretations.

See Brickhouse and Smith (1994: 4), Benson (2000: 23 ff.), and Vlastos (1994).
23 Perhaps it will be objected that Socrates’ attempt to explain his question does involve
the attribution of error to Laches. For, it might be argued, Socrates basically tells
Laches that he has conceived courage too narrowly; standing one’s ground in battle
is only one way of showing courage—it is possible to display courage in retreat, both
in hoplite warfare, and other forms of war (191a8-191¢6). This argument does not
succeed, however, since Socrates interprets this interlude (191a8-191¢c6) on courage in
retreat in terms of his own failure to properly explain his question (190e7-9; 191¢7-d3).
He does not contest Laches’ credentials as knower.
24 Nichols (1987) and Allen (1998) render xaptepia as perseverance rather than
endurance. For the potential significance of this difference, see Gould (1987: 278,
note 2).

25 For discussion, see Schmid (1992: 111 ff.).

https://doi.org/10.1017/50012217317000610 Published online by Cambridge University Press


https://doi.org/10.1017/S0012217317000610

784  Dialogue

Socrates’ behaviour here is precisely to be expected if he were engaged in epi-
stemic exegesis—he interprets the unsatisfactory answer in terms of a distinc-
tion between what his interlocutor has said and what he really thinks. Laches
has not, Socrates suggests, adequately expressed his thoughts on the topic; for
he does not truly think that all forms of endurance are courageous.?® By con-
trast, if Socrates were a first-order inquirer searching for a definition of courage,
his response to Laches’ answer would make little sense; for why should he be
so concerned with Laches’ thoughts on the matter, rather than on the matter
at hand? An account of the elenchus as a first-order search for a definition of
courage does not explain why the inquiry is centred on what Laches thinks
about the subject, rather than the subject matter itself.2” But this centring of
the inquiry on the thoughts of the interlocutor would be expected if Socrates
were practicing epistemic exegesis. Inquiry as exegesis is in fact distinguished
from first-order inquiry on exactly this point: it assumes that a respondent has
knowledge of a topic, and then focusses on what she knows about the topic,
rather than the topic itself.

On the model of epistemic exegesis, insofar as Laches’ knowledge of
courage remains hidden, Socrates must attempt to excavate it. This is what
happens. After Laches admits that he does indeed consider courage to be one
of the most beautiful things (192c7), Socrates introduces two hypotheses:
courage is prudent endurance, and courage is foolish endurance. He conjec-
tures that Laches does not think that courage is endurance with foolishness
(192d7-8; 1 pet’ dppocivnc) but that it is, by his account (kotd 1OV GOV
A6yov), prudent endurance (192d10-11; ppovipog kaptepia). “Apparently,”
says Laches (192d12). This is the first attempted reconstruction of Laches’
knowledge of courage.

In the next stretch of the dialogue, Socrates interrogates the nature of the
prudent endurance that, according to his reconstruction of Laches’ meaning,
defines courage (192e1-2). Would Laches call a man courageous who endures
in spending his money prudently “because he knows that by spending he will
gain more?” (192e2-4). Laches swears an oath: “by Zeus, not I’ (192e5). This
pattern is repeated with respect to a doctor who refuses his patient something
to drink or eat. Socrates then switches from absolute to comparative judgements
of relative courage. Who would Laches say (@aing) is more courageous—the
man who endures in war on account of knowing that he is in the winning posi-
tion, or the man in the losing position who is willing to endure? The latter, says
Laches. Would Laches agree that his endurance is more foolish? He does. This
model is repeated thrice more: cavalry, slinging and shooting, and well-diving.
In each instance, Laches says that the man who endures without knowledge is

26 The second-order focus of the inquiry is here clearly apparent.

27 See Adams (1998), and Wolfsdorf (2003). Vlastos’ adversarial model (1983, 1994)
of the elenchus is probably not vulnerable to this objection.
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more courageous than the man who endures with prudence, even though his
endurance is more foolish (193a-c).28

Socrates has offered inconsistent reconstructions of—what is assumed to be—
Laches’ knowledge of courage. Initially Laches had accepted the suggestion that
courage is prudent endurance. Now he has been reduced to saying that courage
is foolish endurance (193d6-7). According to the exegetical theory, Socrates will
interpret this inconsistency as evidence for thinking that Laches has not managed
to state his knowledge of courage. This is exactly what occurs:

S: Now, earlier it appeared to us that foolish boldness and endurance were base and
hurtful?

L: Quite so.

S: But courage was admitted to be something beautiful?

L: Yes, it was.

S: Whereas now, on the contrary, we say that this base thing—foolish endurance—is
courage?

L: Apparently.

S: Then do we seem to you to speak beautifully?

L: By Zeus, Socrates, not I. (193d1-10; Lamb trans. with revisions; cf. 194a6)

Socrates takes apparent inconsistency to imply that Laches has failed to say
what courage is, rather than his failing to know what courage is.?° Thus he invites
Laches to conclude that he has not articulated his knowledge of courage in
speech. While this behaviour is predicted by the exegetical model, it is quite
unexpected given the standard interpretations of the elenchus. If Socrates’ goal
were to show the interlocutor up as inconsistent,3® he should not interpret
inconsistency as merely apparent and as indicating a failure in the articulation
of speech.

28 For a critical discussion of the logic of Socrates’ argument, see Santas (1969),

Gould (1987), and Beversluis (2000: 118-125). For defence, see Gonzalez (1998:
39-41). To be sure, if Socrates is trying to find an interpretation of his interlocutor’s
knowledge of courage, there is a substantial sense in which it is incorrect to describe
Socrates’ verbal behaviour here as an argument. For further discussion of the con-
cept of argument as applicable to the Socratic dialogues, see Futter (2011).
29 Socrates returns to the use of the first person plural at 193d2. The ‘refutation’ of
Laches is then also presented as refutation of himself. It important to keep in
mind that the refutation is not of the claim to knowledge, but only of the partic-
ular accounts that fail to express the knowledge taken to be possessed.
30 This claim is central to Benson’s non-constructive theory of the elenchus (Benson
1995, 2000, and 2011). Cf. Vlastos’ remark: “What Socrates in fact does in any
given elenchus is to convict p of being a member of an inconsistent premise-set”

(1994: 3).
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After Laches and Socrates have been found not to have spoken beautifully
(193d1-10), Socrates remarks that they are not “tuned in the Dorian mode”
(193d11; Allen trans.; cf. 188d f.). Someone would likely say, he suggests, that
he and Laches have a share of courage in deed; but, if this person overheard
their discussion, he would not say that they had a share of courage in speech
(193e2-4). And, since it is not beautiful to be in this state (193e6-7), Socrates
asks whether Laches is willing to be persuaded by their earlier logos, the one
that commanded them to endure (193e8). He says:

If you are willing, let us hold our ground in the search and let us endure, so that
courage herself won’t ridicule us for not searching for her courageously—if
perhaps endurance should many times be courage. (194al-a5; Sprague trans. with
revisions)

Socrates’ remarks echo and modify Laches’ first definition of courage
(190e5-7; cf. Ap. 28d-e). The need for willingness has been retained, but
remaining in rank has become an exhortation to stay on in the search (émi 1]
{nmoet Eémpeivopéy). It seems that the passive state of remaining in rank to
defend against the enemy (apvvecsBat tovg morepiovg) must be reconceived
as an active pursuit (194a4).3! There is in addition a reference to a higher
goal, not that of the polis, but of avoiding being shamed by courage herself,
who might laugh at them if they were to give up, exhibiting a lack of courage
in the search for courage.3?

Laches is willing to persevere (194a6), motivated by a love of victory
and sense of anger at his inability to speak his mind (194bl). Socrates
re-asserts the active nature of the courage that is required by introducing a
metaphor of pursuit: “the good huntsman must follow the hounds and not
give up the chase” (194b5-6; Lamb trans.). After Laches agrees to this,
Socrates asks whether he would be willing to have them call Nicias to the
hunt—in case he might be more resourceful (194b8-9). Laches is willing
and Socrates asks Nicias to help his friends who are “storm-tossed by the
argument [and in aporia]” (194c2-3). Socrates thinks that his work with
Laches is done.

31 Cf. Schmid (1992: 102-103).

32 1In this passage, Socrates conceives of courage as transcendent. Schmid’s commen-
tary is well worth quoting: “Courage Herself has come like a goddess on the scene
at the moment of aporia concerning the traditional conception of courage, at the
moment [when] the suspicion emerges that they do not know what they are talking
about, at the moment where they realize they do not possess her, at least not in
words. She has come on the scene, moreover, not as a beautiful but lifeless figure,
but as a mocking, erotic creature who challenges these manly men to catch her. It is
an amazing image” (1992: 130).

https://doi.org/10.1017/50012217317000610 Published online by Cambridge University Press


https://doi.org/10.1017/S0012217317000610

Socrates’ Search for Laches’ Knowledge of Courage 787

Most commentators suppose that Socrates intends by his elenchus to dis-
abuse his interlocutor of the claim to knowledge. If this were the case, then
Socrates’ action of drawing the conversation to a close (194c2-3) would be
practically irrational, since Laches has not inferred that he does not know what
courage is, but that his knowledge of courage has not been adequately conveyed
by his proposed definitions. This point is expressed by Laches himself in vivid
terms. He says:

I am ready not to give up, Socrates, although I am not really accustomed to argu-
ments of this kind. But an absolute desire for victory has seized me with respect
to our conversation, and I am really getting annoyed at being unable to [say what
I know] in this fashion (& vo@® pm oldc ©° eipi eimeiv).3* I still think I know what
courage is (Vogiv pev yap Epotye 00K® mepl avopeiog Ot Eotv), but I can’t under-
stand how (obxk 0ida 8’ 87 it has escaped me just now so that I can’t pin it down
in words and say what it is. (194a6-b4; cf. Euthyp. 11b6-8)

As is clearly evident from this passage, Laches still thinks he knows what
courage is (194b1-2), but is unable to “gather it together in logos and say what
it is” (194b3-4; my trans.; cf. Theaet. 148d7). And Socrates does nothing to
contradict this interpretation, even though he could easily do so by referring
back to the proposition that was agreed upon at the beginning of the discussion,
viz. that one who knows will be able to state what he knows (190c6). Hence
Socrates does not here intend to disabuse his interlocutor of the claim to know
what courage is.

Does the exegetical model fare any better in explaining Socrates’ behaviour?
It might initially seem that it does not, since Socrates’ act of bringing the con-
versation to a close is not conducive to the formal goal of knowing his inter-
locutor’s knowledge of courage (194a6-b4). It appears that Socrates qua exegete
should either continue the search for Laches’ knowledge or conclude that Laches
does not know what courage is.

I suggest that the central point in need of explanation is why Socrates upholds
the attribution of knowledge while bringing the conversation to a close. Since
he voluntarily ends the discussion with Laches, and forms an alliance with him
in the subsequent dialogue with Nicias (e.g., 197¢6-8.), his ascription of
knowledge to Laches appears to be methodological in character, upheld inde-
pendently of whether Laches really does have knowledge of courage.® Thus it

33 This applies to defenders of both constructive and non-constructive theories of the

elenchus. See, e.g., Benson (2000: 21 f.) and Vlastos (1994: 4).
34 Compare the Republic’s account of nous as an ‘intuitive’ grasp of forms; nous is not
propositional or discursive knowledge since it is not based on hypotheses. See Rep.
510b3-8.

35 See §2.
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seems that Socrates’ practice of his method is ironical: while his formal goal is
to know his interlocutor’s knowledge, his material goal is to get Laches to infer
that he has not been able to say what he knows. Socrates pretends that Laches
is a knower in order to get him to interpret his dialectical failures as indicative
of an inability to speak his mind.3

After Laches expresses frustration at his inability to pin down what he
takes himself, and continues to take himself, to know, Socrates encourages
him to endure in the search for knowledge of courage (194al-a5). Hence
Socrates links Laches’ experience of frustration at being unable to say what
he knows with the requirement to endure in the pursuit of knowledge of
courage. But what difference would it make if Socrates were to abandon
the attribution of knowledge and guide Laches to the conclusion that he did
not know what courage was? Could he not also then continue the hunt for
knowledge of courage? The answer to these questions is to be found in a
distinction between first- and second-order inquiry, that is, first-order inquiry
into a topic and second-order exegesis of one’s knowledge of a topic. Inasmuch
as Socrates wants Laches to search for knowledge of courage from the per-
spective of one who already possesses it, the inquiry Socrates is recommend-
ing must take place at the second-order level. Laches should continue the
attempt to attain discursive knowledge of what he takes himself to know
pre-discursively. In short, the kind of inquiry that Socrates is recommend-
ing is epistemic self-exegesis.

4.

The model of elenchus as epistemic exegesis fits the pattern of conversation
exhibited in Socrates’ interrogation of Laches up until the point at which he
voluntarily brings it to an end. The fact that Socrates maintains the attribution
of knowledge even as he breaks off the conversation suggests that, while his
formal goal is to know his interlocutor’s knowledge of courage, his material
goal is different. I have suggested that Socrates wants Laches to experience
himself as unable to state his knowledge in order to get him to endure in epi-
stemic self-exegesis. Socrates wants Laches to apply the exegete’s formal goal
to himself; he should continue the search for discursive knowledge of what he
takes himself to know pre-discursively.

The nature of the discursive knowledge that Laches does not have, takes
himself not to have, and must search for, seems to involve having an articulate

36 See the related discussion of the “position of irony” in Futter (2013: 1031-1032).
However, Socrates does not attribute Laches’ failure in expression to interlocutor
irony as he does in Euthyphro. Instead, he seems to allow that Laches’ failure to
say what he knows is due to his inexperience and lack of proficiency in discourse
(188c-e; 194a4).
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account, that is, a definition, of courage.?” But what is the nature of the pre-
discursive knowledge that Socrates attributes to Laches and that Laches attrib-
utes to himself at the end of the discussion (194a6-b4)? Does he really have
pre-discursive knowledge of courage? Or is Socrates’ attribution of knowledge
to Laches a matter of pure pretence?

It is clear that Laches does not have pre-discursive propositional knowledge
of courage, of the sort, perhaps, that Nicias has (194d1-2), and as might be
expressed in a definition. This is evident from the flow of the conversation, as
well as Laches’ admission that he is unacquainted with philosophical discourse
(188d f.). However, this is not the only kind of knowledge that might jus-
tify or explain why Socrates upholds the attribution of knowledge at the
end of the elenchus. For all of his dialectical errors, Laches does have a share
of courage in action (191a and 193e; cf. 195¢); he is capable of enduring in
battle, of remaining in rank, and warding off the enemy. This capacity to respond
appropriately in conventional patterns of hoplite warfare can be described in
epistemic terms: Laches knows how fo do what courage requires of him in cer-
tain circumstances.

Laches’ knowledge of courage is not restricted to forms of action. He is also,
as would seem to be required for courage in action, able to identify courage in
hoplite warfare and other types of fighting (181b1-4; 190e4-6), whether these
identifications refer to his own actions, or those of others. And he displays in
the dialogue with Socrates significant powers of conceptualisation, proving
capable of distinguishing courage from forms of technical accomplishment
that imitate it (cf. 183c-184a) and generalising from courage in hoplite warfare
to other domains in which courage may be displayed (191d-e). Moreover,
Laches is able to locate courage in a nexus of relevant ‘concepts,’ rightly
associating courage with beauty or nobility (192¢5-6), linking it to endurance
(192b9-cl), and contrasting it with foolishness (192d1-6). If he did not have
dialectical abilities of this sort, he might well answer Socrates’ questions by
saying that courage is equality distinguished by sympathy, and which stands in
opposition to pride.3?

37 1 cannot in the present context discuss Socrates’ supposed commitment to the

epistemological priority of definition and the related question of whether he

commits the ‘Socratic Fallacy’ (Geach 1966). For a useful survey of the debate,

see Wolfsdorf (2004).
38 If the nature of Laches’ pre-discursive knowledge of courage are powers or abilities,
his inability to say what he knows will be explained. For, as noted in §2, knowledge-
how is distinguished from knowledge-that on precisely this point: the latter, but not
the former, is knowledge capable of being articulated by discursive speech. On this
account, Laches fails to say what he knows because what he knows pre-discursively
is not the sort of thing that can be formulated in speech. This point is substantially
compatible with account of epistemic development that I present in the next section.
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In response to the question of whether Laches really does have pre-discursive
knowledge of courage, there are then reasons for answering in the affirmative.
This pre-discursive, non-propositional knowledge of courage is presumably
what Laches is referring to when he says that he still thinks he “has the concept
of what courage is” (194b1-2; Allen trans.; voeiv p&v yap €notye dok® mepi
avdpeiog 811 Eotv) even though he is unable to “say what it is” (194b3-4).3°
And it follows that Socrates’ attribution of knowledge of courage to Laches is
not pure pretence.

Although there are grounds for attributing knowledge of courage to
Laches, the knowledge that he is assumed to have is incomplete or limited
in several respects. Inasmuch as his attempted definitions express his ‘con-
cept’ of courage, it appears that he is for a general rather insensitive to the
possibilities for courage in flight or pursuit, that is, those instances in which
courage requires neither remaining in rank nor enduring in battle formation
(cf. 182a-b).40 It is in this respect ironical and amusing that Laches is both
effusive in his praise of Socrates’ courage in the flight from Delium (181b)
and sufficiently neglectful of its possibility so as to fail to accommodate it
in his proposed definitions.*!

Laches’ failure to be properly mindful of the ways that courage can be ex-
pressed in retreat is also expressed in his martial deeds. For, in the Symposium,
Alcibiades reports that during the Athenian flight from Delium, Laches proved
to be much less composed (Epepwv) than Socrates when called upon to aban-
don the battle line (Symp. 221b1).4> Hence it can be said that, whereas Laches
knows how to be courageous when in battle array, he does not know how to
be courageous when the formations have been broken up. His conception of
courage is not well suited to his station as a general, that is, someone who must
decide when to hold ground, when to pursue, and when to take flight.

Laches exhibits similar weaknesses in another sort of deed, viz. the activity
of philosophical dialogue. For, while he is bold in answering the ‘what is x?’
question, supposing it not to be difficult to say that courage is holding one’s
ground (190e4), he is initially flummoxed by Socrates’ expansion of the modes
of action and contexts in which courage can be displayed (191d-¢), thus failing
to hold his ground in defending his account of courage as holding one’s ground.

39 On the notion of pre-discursive knowledge in Laches, see Griswold (1986: 191-193)
and Gonzalez (1998: 28-31). Cf. Bealer (1998).

40 For this point, see Schmid (1992: 102 ff.).

41 Socrates draws attention to this omission by referring to the fighting technique of
the Scythians, the horses of Aeneas, and Spartan actions at Plataea (191a8-c5).

42 In addition, Socrates seems to make a prophetic allusion to Laches’ imprudent attempt
to pursue the retreating Spartans at Mantinea (193a4-9). The results of this ill-judged
pursuit were disastrous; for the Athenian army was defeated and Laches himself killed.

For discussion, see Schmid (1992: 13).
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Apparently he has the courage to stand by his convictions but not the courage
to abandon them.*> And his courage in pursuit is similarly limited, since, after
venturing that courage is endurance, he becomes tangled up in logoi, exempli-
fying a diminished mindfulness and even anger that mirrors his lack of compo-
sure in the flight from Delium (192d7-19310; cf. 194d-196b).

It is important to notice that Laches’ deficiencies in speech and action do
not exactly reveal a ‘gap’ in his conception of courage; for, to take the most
conspicuous example, Laches is able to recognise Socrates’ courage in retreat
(181b), despite omitting this possibility from his definitions, and failing to
embody it in his actions. Thus, while knowing pre-discursively that courage
can be expressed in retreat and pursuit, he for some reason does not say
what he knows. His failure to articulate his own recognition of the possibilities
for courage in retreat implies that his understanding of courage is disjointed.
And this is presumably one reason that he cannot properly express it in discourse
or action.

Socrates’ practice of exegesis works on the supposition that Laches knows
what courage is. | have suggested that, inasmuch as Laches really does have
knowledge of courage, or a degree of it, this is not propositional knowledge,
but more akin to forms of know-how manifested in deed and in powers of
conceptual collection and division (cf. Phaedr. 266D ft.). On the other hand,
Laches’ ‘conception’ of courage appears to be malformed. Hence it can be
said that, while Socrates’ attribution of knowledge to Laches is not pure pre-
tence, it does contain an element of pretence, since it involves attributing to
him complete knowledge of courage that he does not really possess.

5.

Why does Socrates want Laches to endure in epistemic self-exegesis? One
possible answer is that he wants him to express his pre-discursive under-
standing of courage in a definition; this seems to be, after all, the formal
goal of the exegesis. But this cannot be correct, since, as discussed in §4,
Laches does not have a pre-discursive propositional account of courage in
place that need only be verbalised; and, moreover, his non-propositional
knowledge of courage is incomplete or disjointed in several respects. Hence
the activity of self-exegesis cannot be understood as articulating a knowledge
that is already fully formed and only in need of correct enunciation. It must be
understood as having a formative component. Moreover, after Laches fails
to say what he knows, Socrates refers back to the ideal of the truly musical

43 Cf. the following remarks by Nietzsche: “A very popular error having the courage

of one’s convictions; rather it is a matter of having the courage for an attack on
‘7’

one’s convictions!” (Gesam. Werke, vol. 16, p. 318; Kaufmann trans.) I owe the
reference to Griswold (1986: 177).
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man who has “tuned himself in the finest harmony, not on a lyre but in his
life” (188d f.),* recommending, on this basis, that they endure and remain
in the search (194a2-5) so that “courage herself won’t ridicule [them] for not
searching for her courageously” (194al-a5; Sprague trans. with revisions).
And this would suggest, strikingly, that Socrates wants Laches to endure in
self-exegesis because he would by this process facilitate a Dorian harmony
of courage in speech and deed.

Although Laches himself introduces the ideal of a Dorian harmony of speech
and deed, his position would be more accurately described as one that pri-
oritises deed over speech. For, without ascribing this priority to him, one would
be unable to understand why he would be aggrieved at hearing fine speeches
about virtue from those who do not manifest virtue in deed, but not be aggrieved
at hearing no beautiful speeches about virtue from those who do manifest
virtue in deed (188¢3-188¢5).# Laches’ speech in praise of a Dorian harmony
of speech and deed does not itself harmonise with his deeds.

In his response to Laches’ aporia, Socrates emphasises the self-reflexivity
of philosophical inquiry into courage (194al-a5), and, in so doing, questions
Laches’ prioritisation of deeds over speeches in at least two ways. First, he
points to a context in which virtue in speech and deed cannot be separated; for,
in the activity of self-exegesis, beautiful speech about courage is the beautiful
deed. Secondly, and this is the point I want to focus on, he implies that per-
severance in exegetical discussion is relevant to the formation of a courage that
is genuine and complete. How could this be?

Laches’ emphasis on taking a stand and endurance in his attempt to articulate
his knowledge of courage manifests genuine insight into courage of a sort that
is embodied in his actions. For inasmuch as courage is oftentimes endurance
(194a4-a5) it is plain that Laches does have a share of courage: he is capable of
enduring in the fight against the enemy (193e2-4). In this regard, Laches exhibits
a harmony of speech and action, for both his words and martial deeds faithfully
express his pre-discursive understanding of courage as endurance (cf. 183c-184b).
In fact, it seems that they are in harmony with one another because they both
manifest his pre-discursive understanding of courage.

Within this context, it is evident that Socrates’ exhortation of Laches to endure
in philosophical inquiry refigures Laches’ conception of courage by shifting
his focus from hoplite warfare to philosophical dialogue (194b5-6). The dispo-
sition to endure by holding one’s ground in battle has been expanded so as to
include the endurance required for the active pursuit of knowledge. This non-
propositional enlargement of Laches’ understanding of the role of endurance in
courage might contribute to his forming a Dorian harmony of speech and deed.

4 Schmid (1992: 88).
45 This latter position corresponds, in fact, to how he thinks of himself. See Gonzalez
(1998: 25), and Griswold (1986, 185).
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For, if Laches were to endure in philosophical dialogue, the quality with
which he identifies courage would come be reflected in his discursive actions
(194al-a5). He would no longer, absurdly, fail to exhibit endurance in the
search for courage (194al-a5).

In the previous section, I identified certain weaknesses in Laches’ pre-
discursive knowledge of courage. I suggested that Laches thinks of courage
in terms of the hoplite’s ability to hold his ground, while at the same time
recognising, as would befit a general, that courage can also be manifested
in pursuit and retreat (cf. 191a-c). His failure to express discursively his own
recognition of the possibilities for courage in pursuit and retreat implies
that his pre-discursive understanding of courage is fragmented. And this is one
reason that he cannot properly express it in discourse. Moreover, as mentioned
in the previous section, the disunity inherent in Laches’ understanding of
courage is also expressed in his actions. He knows that pursuit and retreat
are required in certain circumstances, and he knows that courage can be
manifested in these forms of action, but he does not exhibit the mindfulness
needed for courage when structure has been lost, whether this be in war or
in philosophical dialogue.

Laches is capable of two important insights into the nature of courage: it can
be manifested by remaining in rank and by breaking it, by enduring in the fight
and giving it up. But he does not bring these insights together in dialectical
definition or martial or philosophical action. Hence it can be said that Laches
neither says what he knows, nor does what he knows; and this is why he fails
to manifest courage in word and deed. In order to attain a Dorian harmony,
Laches would need to draw together his disparate insights into the nature of
courage and express this unified understanding in speech and action. Effecting
this unification would apparently require bringing together opposing aspects,
viz. enduring in the fight and giving up the fight, into a single conception. Pre-
sumably this is why Socrates introduces the concept of phronesis in the course
of his dialectical questioning (192d10-11). The power that would unify Laches’
pre-discursive understanding of courage is to be identified with the power that
is missing from both his definitions of courage and his martial and philosoph-
ical actions, viz. the wisdom of intelligent adaptability that would facilitate
appropriate responses to changing circumstances.*

In the previous section, I argued that Socrates’ goal in the dialectic is to get
Laches to endure in self-exegesis. In the present section, I proposed that his
reason for recommending this course of action is that self-exegesis would con-
tribute towards Laches’ development of a Dorian harmony of speech and deed.

46 Although this suggestion might appear to be undercut in the subsequent reasoning,
this is only so because phronesis is misconstrued as a techne. For discussion,
see Gonzalez (1998: 31), and Griswold (1986, 187). Cf. also Nicias’s distinction
between unreasoning boldness and ‘foresightful” courage (197a8-b6).
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In order to develop this harmony, Laches would have to integrate his pre-
discursive insights into courage and express this unified understanding in
definitions and actions. If I am right to suggest that Socrates thinks that this
unification requires the power of wisdom (phronesis), then it follows that
he believes that Laches would develop wisdom—the wisdom involved in
courage—by enduring in self-exegesis.

There is a potential obstacle to this type of account. To see this, notice
that it makes sense that Socrates should appeal to Laches’ endurance when
encouraging him to continue the effort to articulate his knowledge of courage
(194al-a5); for this is a power that he already has. But how could he give an
account of his knowledge of wise endurance when he does not have wisdom?4”
More generally, if courage is a power of the soul, as Socrates implies (192b6;
cf. 192b1, 194¢3), then one would already have to be courageous in order to
know one’s courage. It seems impossible to know by self-exegesis a power
that one does not already have. Consider, for example, someone who knows
how to play the kithara. It is obvious that she would be able to describe the
power of playing the kithara only if she had this power. Without it, no second-
order inquiry into the nature of her musical power can be conducted.

While the dependence of second-order knowledge of a given power on the
first-order possession of this power seems to me uncontroversial, matters are
considerably more difficult in the case of courage than they are in the case of
music. For, while the attempt to describe and articulate a musical power requires
that the person be in possession of that musical power, the very attempt to give
a discursive account of a musical power does not itself require a musical power.
By contrast, not only is second-order inquiry into the nature of the power of
courage impossible without courage, the attempt to search courageously for an
account of one’s knowledge of courage is itself impossible without courage.*®
Thus the power of courage is presupposed by the very attempt to articulate
one’s knowledge of courage in a way that musical powers are not presupposed
by the attempt to articulate the nature of one’s musical powers.*

The way to bypass this difficulty is to say that the power of courage and the
power of articulating one’s knowledge of courage are jointly realised in the
activity of philosophical self-exegesis. This claim fits well with the results of
earlier discussion in Laches (192¢c-193d), where Socrates compares the rela-
tionship between virtue and the soul to the relationship between sight and the
eye (189e-190a). For as sight is inherent in a properly functioning eye, wisdom

47 See Gonzalez (1998: 31-33).
48 This would also apply to specific deformations of the power of courage. For example,
insofar as one’s power of courage were malformed in a certain respect, e.g., lacking
in intelligence or prudence, this malformation would itself manifest in the search for
knowledge of one’s power of courage.

49 Cf. Gonzalez (1998: 31-32).
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is inherent in a properly functioning soul (cf. Aristotle, E.N., 1144a26-33).
This claim is also in keeping with the Platonic or Socratic view that “the power
to learn is present in everyone’s soul,” being natural to a human being and only
needing activation and development; “education isn’t ... putting knowledge
into souls that lack it, like putting sight into blind eyes,” but turning the eye of
the soul so that it can see (Rep. 518b-c; Grube trans.).

I have suggested that Socrates’ exhortation of Laches to remain in the search
for discursive knowledge of his own knowledge of courage expresses the view
that continued self-exegesis would actualise Laches’ dialectical power as
imperfectly embodied in his pre-discursive understanding, where the full
actualisation of this power would be identified with wisdom (phronesis).
It is then important to notice that Laches’ dialectical power does improve
on account of the activity of self-exegesis, since he, the man unaccustomed
to Socratic discourse (194a), follows Socrates’ lead in using exegesis to
mount an impressive, albeit unsuccessful, attack on Nicias (194d-196b). In
this dialectical movement, he displays, or begins to display, the courage
involved in pursuit.>°

6.

My goal in the paper has been to offer an original account of Socrates’
method in his conversation with Laches. The proposed account of the elenchus
is intended to be illuminating on its own terms, and a critique of the standard
interpretations of the elenchus of Laches. It is important to notice, however,
that I have not attempted to generalise the proposed model to other Socratic
conversations, not even the conversation with Nicias in the same dialogue.
Socrates’ conversations with sophistic interlocutors, or those influenced by
sophists, always involve a fundamental deviation from the pattern of epistemic
exegesis. And, since Nicias is in the relevant sense a sophistic interlocutor,
on account of his association with Damon and Prodicus (197d3), a different
model is required to explain the second part of the dialogue. This model is,
as [ attempt to show in other writings, parasitic on the exegetical account
inasmuch as it involves a projectable departure from it.>!

50 What is the nature of the dialectical power, and what are the grounds for identifying

it with phronesis? And how could epistemic self-exegesis contribute to the devel-
opment of the dialectical power? An answer to these difficult questions would take
us well beyond the scope of Laches, and indeed the scope of this paper, which is
focussed primarily on the question of Socratic method.

51 See Futter (unpublished). Pace Brickhouse and Smith (2002), a unified account of
the Socratic method is compatible with considerable variation in Socrates’ method-
ological behaviour if these variations can be understood as transformations of—or
deviations from—a common pattern.
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