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         [281] Socrates: Beautiful and wise Hippias, it has been a long time sinceyou have landed in Athens.

         Hippias: My time is not my own, Socrates! Whenever Elis needs to dobusiness with another republic, I am the first citizen they choose to be their ambassador. They think I am the one who is most capable to judge and interpret messages from any other republic. I have led delegations to many republics, but I have gone most often to Sparta where I have handled the most important matters. That explains why I come here so seldom.

         Socrates: Hippias, that’s how it is to be a truly wise and talented man! Inyour private life, you are able to earn a lot of money from the young and provide them with even greater benefits. And as a public servant, you are able to do a lot of good in your republic, as one must who wants to be honored rather than ignored by the people. But Hippias, why is it that men from earlier times who are famous for their wisdom — I mean Pitticus and Bias, Thales from Miletus and his followers, and later ones up to the time of Anaxagoras — clearly avoided political life?

         Hippias: Socrates, is it not because they were powerless to apply theirwisdom both to the public and private realms?

         Socrates: Then, by the gods, your craft is just like the ones in which theskill of the earlier craftsmen is poor when compared to those of today. In the same way, can we say that your skill as a sophist far surpasses the inferior ability of the ancients?

         Hippias: That’s exactly right, Socrates.

         [282] Socrates: So, Hippias, if Bias came back to life today, his wisdomwould be a joke when compared to yours — in the same way that sculptors say Daedalus would be ridiculous if he were reborn and produced works like the ones that made him famous.

         Hippias: What you say is true, Socrates. However, I usually praise theancients and others who came before us more than I do the current generation. Although I fear the jealousy of the living, I fear the anger of the dead even more.

         Socrates: You are putting beautiful thoughts into beautiful words, Hippias,if you ask me, and I affirm the truth of what you say. The skill that you sophists have developed in managing both public and private affairs has definitely increased over the years. Consider Gorgias, the sophist from Leontini, who came here as ambassador because he was best qualified to deal with public matters. He became famous as the best speaker in the legislature. In private he gave demonstrations to young people, earning him a lot of money in this city. Or, if you prefer, take our friend Prodicus who has come here often on official business. During his most recent visit from Ceos, he became famous by speaking before the Athenian Council of 500; and he gave private demonstrations and instruction to the young that provided him with amazing wealth. But none of the famous men from earlier times thought it was appropriate to collect money in payment for public service or for giving demonstrations of their wisdom to the people. They were so simpleminded that they never realized the enormous value of money. But other than Protagoras, Gorgias and Prodicus have made more money with their wisdom than any master of any other skill.

         Hippias: Socrates, you have no idea how beautiful this really is. Youwould be amazed if you knew how much money I have made. I will give you just one example. Once I went to Sicily when Protagoras was staying there. Although he was older and more famous, in a short time I, so much younger, had earned more than a hundred and fifty minas, and in one tiny place named Inycus, I made more than twenty minas. When I came home and gave that money to my father, he and all the other citizens were astonished. I believe that I have made more money than any two sophists put together.

         Socrates: What you say really is beautiful, Hippias, and it is powerfulevidence of your own wisdom and that of other people of today when compared to wisdom of the past. [283] Based on what you say, in earlier times people must have been quite ignorant. What people say about Anaxagoras is the opposite of what happened to you. He inherited a lot of money but neglected it, and it all vanished. His wisdom lacked reason! They tell similar stories about other so-called wise men from the past. So, as I said, this seems to be proof for the skill of the present generation in contrast with those who came before. Everyone agrees that above all wise people must be wise for themselves, and the best sign of success is making the most money. That’s all we need to say about that. Now tell me, Hippias, in which city you have visited did you make the most money? I suppose it was in Sparta where you have traveled most often.

         Hippias: Heavens no, Socrates!

         Socrates: What? Is that where you made the least?

         Hippias: I have never made any money there.

         Socrates: That’s amazing and hard to believe, Hippias! But tell me, isn’tyour skill the kind that promotes excellence and improves those who learn it?

         Hippias: It makes them a lot better, Socrates.

         Socrates: Were you able to improve the sons of the Inycenes but lackedthe ability to make the sons of the Spartans better?

         Hippias: Not at all.

         Socrates: Then do the Sicilians want to improve, and the Spartans do not?

         Hippias: No, the Spartans also want to become better.

         Socrates: So they avoided your company because they lack money?

         Hippias: No. They have plenty of money.

         Socrates: Then what could be the reason, Hippias? If they had the moneyand you had the ability to provide them with the greatest benefits, why did they not send you away loaded with cash? Oh! Could it be that the Spartans are able to educate their children better than you would? Is that how we can explain it? Would you agree with that?

         Hippias: Definitely not.

         Socrates: Then were you unable to persuade the young Spartans that theywould make greater progress toward excellence by studying with you rather than with their own instructors? Or perhaps you were unable to convince their fathers that if they care for their sons they should hand them over to you rather than doing the teaching themselves. Surely they did not resent having their sons become as excellent as possible.

         Hippias: No, I don’t think they resented it.

         Socrates: Sparta is famous for having good laws.

         Hippias: It is.
         [284]

         Socrates: And in a republic with good laws, excellence is valued above allelse.

         Hippias: That’s true.

         Socrates: And you of all people know best how to transmit excellence toothers.

         Hippias: Yes, Socrates, the best by far.

         Socrates: Would you agree that a person who knows best how to teach theskill of training and riding horses would be more honored and rewarded in Thessaly than in any other part of Greece? And would it not also be true of any place outside of Greece that zealously pursues that skill?

         Hippias: I do agree.

         Socrates: Would Sparta or any other place in Greece that has good lawshonor the person who can transmit the knowledge most important for excellence, and would a person who wants to make the most money be able to do so in that kind of place? Or do you think that kind of teacher would do better in Sicily or Inycus? Is that what we should think, Hippias? If you say so, we must believe it.

         Hippias: Socrates, the Spartans have inherited a tradition that forbids themto change their laws or educate their sons in any way that departs from longstanding custom.

         Socrates: What are you saying? Is it not the tradition in Sparta to do whatis right rather than make mistakes?

         Hippias: Socrates, I would not put it that way.

         Socrates: Would they not do what is right by educating young peoplebetter rather than worse?

         Hippias: They would, but education by foreigners is against the law. Restassured that if anyone ever made money there for educating, I would have made the most by far. They are always delighted to hear me speak and reward me with applause. But, as I said, it would be unlawful for me to teach their young people.

         Socrates: Hippias, would you say that law harms a republic or benefits it?

         Hippias: I think that law is intended to benefit the republic, but sometimesit is badly made and turns out to be harmful.

         Socrates: Then you agree that those who make the laws do so seeking thegreatest good for their republic. Would you also agree that without good laws it is impossible to have a good republic?

         Hippias: Yes, I would agree.

         Socrates: Therefore, when lawmakers fail to achieve what is good, theyhave also failed to attain what is right and lawful.

         Hippias: Socrates, strictly speaking that is true — but people are not usedto seeing it that way.

         Socrates: Those who know, Hippias, or those who do not know?

         Hippias: The majority.

         Socrates: Are those people — the majority — the ones who know thetruth?

         Hippias: Of course not.

         Socrates: But I suppose those who know think that what is beneficial —not what is harmful — is what is truly lawful for all people. Do you agree?

         Hippias: Yes, I agree that they think that is how it is.

         Socrates: But it really is as those who know think it is.

         Hippias: Certainly.

         Socrates: As I recall, you said that it is more beneficial for the Spartans toreceive your education — which is foreign — than to be taught by native Spartans. [285]

         Hippias: I did say that, and it is true.

         Socrates: Hippias, did you also say that what is beneficial is also morelawful?

         Hippias: Yes, I did say that.

         Socrates: Then, according to you, it is more lawful for the Spartans to beeducated by Hippias and unlawful to be educated by their fathers — assuming they will benefit more from you.

         Hippias: Socrates, they certainly would benefit more from me.

         Socrates: Then the Spartans are violating the law by not entrusting theirsons to you and by not paying you to educate them.

         Hippias: I agree, because you are arguing on my side, and there is noreason for me to oppose what you say.

         Socrates: So, my friend, we find that the Spartans, who are considered tobe the most law abiding of all people, really break the law concerning the most important matter. But by the gods, Hippias, tell me what topic they have heard from you that delights them so much and causes them to applaud. It must be a subject you know well — such as the stars and celestial motion.

         Hippias: Definitely not! They want nothing to do with such things.

         Socrates: Well, are they eager to hear about geometry?

         Hippias: On the contrary. To be blunt, many of them hardly know how tocount.

         Socrates: Then they must be even less interested in hearing your lectureson arithmetic.

         Hippias: Far less.

         Socrates: What about the topic you know better than anyone else — howto make precise linguistic distinctions concerning the power of letters, syllables, rhythm, and harmony?

         Hippias: Harmony and letters? You must be joking!

         Socrates: Hippias, what are the topics that give them so much pleasureand generate so much applause? You will have to tell me, because I cannot seem to find them by myself.

         Hippias: Socrates, when they hear about human genealogies, especially ofheroes, as well as stories about the founding of ancient republics or anything else relating to antiquity, they adore it. Because of them, I have been forced to study and memorize such stories and rehearse them many times.
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