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         [178] Lysimachus: Nicias and Laches, now you have seen this man demonstrate fighting in heavy armor, but we have not told you why Melesias and I urged you to join us in watching him. The time has come for us to explain. We would like to ask for your advice, because we trust that you will be frank with us. Some people scoff at the idea of advising others and say what they believe you want to hear rather than what they really think. We decided to consult you because we know that you will not only form a sound judgment but will honestly tell us what that judgment is. For this reason we ask both you to join our discussion about the following matter: [179] We each have a son; that one is named Thucydides after his grandfather, and this one is my son, who is called Aristides after my father. We are both determined to provide the best possible care for them rather than letting them do whatever they wish, as people often do when their children begin to grow up. We think this is the right time to do everything we can to give them a good start. We know you also have sons, so we thought you might have decided on the best kind of nurture to make them as good as possible. If by chance you paid little attention to that question, we thought it best to remind you about it and encourage you to join us in fulfilling a responsibility we share.

         You should hear how we arrived at our conclusion, even if it takes more time. Melesias and I have the honor of eating together at the public table, and our sons eat with us. To be frank, even though we both have many great things to say to them about what our fathers did in times of war and peace, as administrators of this city and in the affairs of our allies, neither of us has anything to say about our own work. That embarrasses us, and we blame our fathers for allowing us to live a soft life when we were young and they were busy with public affairs. We have pointed this out to these young men, warning that if they ignore our advice they will never be honored, but if they do apply themselves they might become worthy of the names they bear. They agree with us and will do as we say, so now the question concerns the kind of instruction and practice that will help them become the best they can be. Someone praised this specific kind of training — fighting with heavy armor —they told us to observe this man whose performance you just saw. So, we decided not only to see for ourselves but also to bring you along as observers in the hope that you share the concern for educating our sons. [180] This is why we sought your companionship. Now we ask your advice concerning whether this skill should be learned or not and about any other skill or pursuit you recommend for young men. Will you join us in this common endeavor?

         Nicias: Speaking for myself, Lysimachus and Melesias, I endorse your proposal and am ready to join you. I think the same goes for Laches.

         Laches: That is true, Nicias. I agree that what Lysimachus just said about his father and Melesias’ father is right not only about them but also about all of us who dedicate ourselves to public affairs. It is almost inevitable that they will minimize and neglect their private interests, regardless of whether they concern children or anything else. That was well said, Lysimachus. But I am surprised that you seek our advice about the education of your children rather than calling on Socrates — first because he comes from your part of Athens and also because he spends so much time in the very places where young people engage in studies of the sort you are seeking.

         Lysimachus: What do you mean, Laches? Has Socrates seriously investigated such things?

         Laches: He certainly has, Lysimachus.

         Nicias: I can attest to that no less than Laches. Not long ago Socrates introduced me to a man to teach music to my son. His name is Damon, the student of Agathocles. He is not only excellent in music but also a tutor in every other subject you might wish young people to pursue at that age.

         Lysimachus: Socrates, Nicias, and Laches, it is not possible for people like us to keep up with young people and their activities since we stay home most of the time because of our age. But you, son of Sophroniscus, should share any advice you have to give with your Athenian neighbors. You also have that responsibility because you are my friend through your father. He and I were loyal companions and friends; we never had a single disagreement. Now that we are talking about this, I just realized that I have overheard these boys talking about someone named Socrates and praising him highly. It never occurred to me to ask whether they meant the son of Sophroniscus. [181] I can tell by their expressions that they were talking about you, Socrates. I am delighted that you have walked in your father’s footsteps, and I look forward to renewing the bonds between your family and mine.

         Laches: You must not let this man escape, Lysimachus. I have seen him in other circumstances honoring not only his father but also his country. He was with me at the battle of Delium, and I assure you that if the others had stood up the way he did, our country would not have suffered such a disaster.

         Lysimachus: Socrates, that is high praise. It comes from men whose word can be trusted, and the actions they commend are the best kind. I am delighted to hear that you are so well respected, and I hope you will count me among those who wish you well. You should have visited us long ago and counted us among your friends, and now that we have become acquainted we look forward to having you join us and these young men so that we may foster the close relationship between our houses. We count on you to do that, and we will remind you in the future. But right now we are eager to hear your opinion about the topic we started to discuss. What do you think? Is the ability to fight in heavy armor something young men should learn or not?

         Socrates: I will try to advise you to the extent that I can, Lysimachus, and I will do the other things you mentioned. However, because I am younger and less experienced than the others, it would be proper for me to listen to what they have to say and learn from them. Then if I have something to add that is different from what they said, I might attempt to teach and persuade all of you. Nicias, will you begin?

         Nicias: I have no problem with going first, Socrates. I think that acquiring this skill is beneficial to young men in many ways. Instead of wasting their time by amusing themselves, as young people like to do, it would be better to improve the health and strength of their body. [182] This activity is no less demanding than gymnastics and riding horses. It is appropriate for skilled people, because knowing how to use weapons in battle prepares for the contest we must win. It is not only beneficial in a battle when the troops are arranged in a line with many others, but even more advantageous when the ranks are broken and you are forced to fight alone, either when you are pursuing the enemy or defending yourself in retreat. Someone who has acquired this skill would not be harmed by a single opponent, or even by several, and would have the advantage in every way. Also, acquiring this ability will awaken the desire for another excellent form of learning. Those who know how to fight in heavy armor will be eager to take the next step and master the skill of arranging troops for battle. Once they take pride in that achievement, they will aspire to learn the entire art of being a general. It is obvious that this study is the proper beginning for learning and practicing the other arts that are honorable and valuable. Another advantage of this pursuit — and not a small one — is that it will help every individual become much more confident and courageous in combat. Also, we should not overlook another aspect, even though some might discount it. It will enhance a soldier’s appearance when and where that is most helpful — striking terror in the heart of his adversary. So, Lysimachus, my opinion is, as I have said, that this skill should be taught to young people, and I have told you my reasons. However, if Laches has a contrary opinion, I am eager to hear it.

         Laches: Well, Nicias, it is hard to say that there is any kind of knowledge that we ought not to learn. It would be good to be able to know how to do everything. If, as Nicias and those who teach this skill say, it is a legitimate discipline, then it ought to be learned. However, if they are deceiving us or if it is not all that important, then why learn it? Why do I say this? If it is so valuable, why is it ignored by the Spartans who spend their entire life studying and practicing whatever will give them the advantage in waging war? [183] Those who teach fighting in heavy armor know that the Spartans are more interested in such matters than any other Greeks. Why do they not rush to Sparta and become rich, just as tragic poets who seek recognition naturally come straight to Athens to perform rather than going to the surrounding cities and towns. I have noticed that people who fight in heavy armor avoid Sparta just as they would stay away from sacred ground that is not to be violated, refusing to step on it even with their big toe. They prefer to exhibit in other places, preferably in those where people readily admit that they do not excel in waging war. Lysimachus, I have seen more than a few of these people in action and have been able to evaluate them, so I can offer my judgment without delay. It is not by chance that those who fight in heavy armor have never achieved distinction in battle. In all other activities, the people who regularly practice are the ones who excel, but these men often seem to meet disaster. For example, consider Stesilaus, the same man we just saw perform before a large audience and then brag about his prowess. I once saw him provide a more truthful demonstration in an actual battle, although he did not intend to do so. He was serving on board a warship that had rammed a cargo ship. He was using a weapon that combined a spear and a scythe — a contrivance as peculiar as the man. The rest of the story is not worth repeating, but I will tell you about how he and his invented weapon performed in combat. While he was fighting, the scythe was caught in the rigging of the other ship and stuck there. The ships were passing each other, and no matter how hard he tried, he could not get his weapon loose. At first he ran on the deck of his ship holding on to his spear, but as it drew him along he let it slide until he was holding only the butt end. [184] The men on the cargo ship were watching this spectacle, and they began to laugh and clap. Then someone threw a stone that landed on the deck at his feet, and he let go of his weapon. Even the crew on his own ship could not keep from laughing when they saw that contraption dangling from the cargo ship. Perhaps this pursuit has some value, as Nicias claims, but this is what I have found. As I said when I began, either this kind of training has little value or it is not a valid discipline but only a form of pretense. Either way it is not worth trying to learn. I suspect that cowards who claim to have mastered this skill will become brash and will reveal their true character. On the other hand, those who are courageous will be observed closely, and even the smallest mistake will evoke false accusations. People are jealous of those who pretend to have such knowledge, so unless they are vastly superior they cannot avoid becoming a laughingstock. This is my opinion, Lysimachus, concerning the value of this activity. However, as I said before, do not let Socrates get away before he tells us what he thinks about all this.




OEBPS/images/9788726627558_cover_epub.jpg
EGMONT





