A Short Socratic Dialogue about Courage (partly modeled on Plato’s Laches)
Characters: G, an Athenian general and S, Socrates

G. Good day, Socrates, I hear you have been conducting conversations about what makes a good person.

S. You are right. I am interested in that question.

G. I am too. It is important that our warriors be good persons, especially in matters related to fear and confidence.

S. You are thinking about a specific praiseworthy quality? (That is, a virtue.)
G. Yes, of course, courage. We need courageous warriors to serve in our armies.

S. And you have some idea of what courage is? (That is, its nature or essence.)
G. In fact, I know what it is. (He claims the kind of wisdom Socrates is looking for.)
S. Perhaps you could enlighten me. I am looking for wisdom on just this sort of question.

G. Courage is the ability to persevere through painful situations. (Attempted definition)
S. Suppose a military leader finds his unit under attack, with little chance of success because the enemy outnumbers it and has it surrounded on three sides.  Suppose it is possible for him to lead a retreat and reengage the enemy from another angle, and that from that angle it is likely that the unit can score a definite victory.   
G. Sometimes that is true, Socrates.

S. But he might instead persevere in that painful situation even though another course might be more beneficial. Would retreat mean he is not courageous? 
G. Not necessarily, Socrates.  (Socrates has provided a counter-example to G’s definition. This is a method Socrates often uses to show the inadequacy of a definition, although it is not the only method in his dialectical toolkit.)

S. So the courageous thing is not necessarily persevering through painful situations, even if that capacity is often important for courageous action.  
G. I see your point. I haven’t yet stated clearly what courage is, what its nature is. (G’s definition has been shown to be inadequate.)

S. Yes, even if you know what it is, you haven’t shown, in our conversation, that you possess that knowledge. My view is that a person who really knows can show his knowledge by providing definitions that will stand up to all reasonable challenges.
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