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  Context


  Personal Background


  Plato was born in Athens around 427 BCE. His aristocratic family background led him into a messy career in politics, which netted him a number of close calls and a permanent disillusionment with governmental pursuits. The death of Socrates (469–399 BCE), his teacher, was a catalyst for Plato, who embarked on a philosophical mission that blossomed into the founding of the Academy in about 387 BCE. The Academy was a great success (and an important point of origin for Western education); among Plato's pupils was Aristotle. Most of Plato's early work went toward a recreation, through dialogues, of the thinking of Socrates (who never wrote anything down), and much of Plato's later work built on that thinking. Thus, little is known about Socrates himself besides what is described by Plato, and much of that is blended with Plato's own ideas, motives, and recollections. Most accounts suggest that Socrates was an honored soldier in the Peloponnesian War, who spent much of the rest of his life wandering around Athens engaging in philosophical debates on the street. In any case, it seems clear that Socrates was put on trial and executed for being a religious subversive and for "corrupting the youth of Athens" (Socrates's speech at his trial and his conversation before death are re-enacted in Plato's Apology and Crito, respectively). The general consensus is that there was probably a political motive involved in his execution as well. There are many points in the Lysis, as in some of Plato's other Socratic dialogues, at which Plato seems to be attempting to exonerate Socrates, posthumously, of the charges for which he was executed.


  Historical Context


  There isn't a great deal of historical context necessary to the understanding of the Lysis, except a general grasp of how relationships between men and boys often functioned in Athenian life at the time (see Lover, in the Terms list). Nonetheless, it is sometimes helpful to recall that the Athens in which Plato wrote the Socratic dialogues was not a static, ideal state; Plato was writing about philosophical ideals, but his specific concerns and examples are often shaped by an awareness of the national and international power struggles that helped shape Athenian society. The same can be said of Socrates, whose major targets (according to Plato) often included the inflated traditional ideals of the ruling aristocracy. The Greek code of virtue and honor, based strongly in oral history (poetry) and religion, was generally seen as self- evident; it had certainly never been subjected to the kind of relentless analysis that Socrates developed. Both Socrates and Plato criticized and re- invented Athenian systems of value, and both ran into real-world trouble with the judicial and governmental structures in which those values were embodied (Plato in his early career in politics, Socrates at the end of his life). The Lysis is an intriguing instance of Plato working carefully, through Socrates, at one of the very centers of Athenian social life.


  Philosophical Context


  The Lysis is probably one of Plato's earlier dialogues, judging by its fairly uncompromising use of the Socratic elenchus and its ending in aporia. As Plato's series of dialogues develops, there is a clear shift in content away from the Socratic method and toward a more complex philosophical system that can only be Plato's own. Although the Lysis seems quite Socratic in its refusal really to assert anything in the end, it is still a text in which the voices of Socrates and Plato are bound together, the former as character and narrator, and the latter as author. The Lysis is also one of the least studied of Plato's works (though all of them have, of course, been studied quite a bit), primarily for two reasons: First, the Lysis does not provide a particularly exemplary version of the Socratic elenchus; no high ideals are offered for Socrates to dismantle, and his interlocutors are two young boys whose roles serve little purpose other than to agree with Socrates's successive theses and objections. Second, the Lysis does not show either Socrates or Plato moving clearly toward a cohesive philosophy. The dialogue proceeds, like many others, through a number of rejected hypotheses, and retains few clear assertions by the end. At a deeper level, the purely philosophical aims of the Lysis are compromised, in a fascinating way, by the situation in which they unfold (Socrates is demonstrating how to properly woo a beloved boy). Nonetheless, we can see Plato playing with some important notions, particularly in the areas of identity (likeness), harmony (with oneself and with others), and good and evil.


  General Summary


  On his way from the Academy to the Lyceum, Socrates runs into two men, Hippothales and Ctessipus. They suggest that he join them in the newly erected Palaestra for some conversation. The talk turns to Hippothales's overpowering crush on the boy Lysis, and Ctessipus recounts how Hippothales is constantly singing the boy's praises, to the point of being obnoxious. Socrates asks Hippothales about his method of wooing Lysis, and criticizes him for inflating the boy with too much praise, thus making him harder to catch. Socrates offers to come inside and meet the boy himself, in order to show Hippothales how to woo him.


  Inside, Socrates, Lysis, and Lysis's friend Menexenus sit down to talk. Socrates convinces Lysis that he is currently a "slave" to his parents, and that the only way out of this situation is through greater knowledge and understanding. Then a lengthy dialogue about the nature of friendship commences, with Socrates proposing ideas and Lysis and Menexenus alternating in brief expressions of agreement.


  A number of causes of friendship and definitions of "the friend" are considered and rejected in the dialogue. First, Socrates considers whether the lover or the beloved is the friend, and rejects both because it is always possible that the beloved hates the lover. The second set of propositions argues that like is the friend of like, and then that unlike is the friend of unlike. The former is rejected because like can desire or need nothing from like, and the latter because it seems a "monstrous" idea that the good would be the friend of the bad.


  A third hypothesis suggests that the good is the friend of that which is neither good nor bad, and that this neutral element is motivated to befriend the good because of the presence of surrounding evil. This answer seems good, but is soon rejected: the ultimate cause of friendship can never be found in friendship "for the sake of" something else, and so evil cannot be the motivating cause of friendship.


  The final thesis is simply that desire, which is in itself neither good nor evil, causes friendship, and further that desire occurs between two things when they are "congenial." But congeniality doesn't avoid the problem that like has no reason to befriend like, and so this final thesis, too, is rejected. The group of debaters is broken up as the boys' tutors arrive to take them away.


  Important Terms


  
    Aporia - The state of uncertainty reached when one realizes one is ignorant of what one thought one knew. This is the goal of most early Platonic dialogues, and it is the state in which the Lysis closes. Again, the effect of the aporia here is somewhat weakened by the fact that Socrates's interlocutors are just boys, who don't pretend to know a great deal in the first place. The aporia with which the Lysis closes is interesting, however, in that it is caused largely by the interaction of problems of identity (likeness) with problems of desire. Thus, it is an aporia that both reflects and contrasts with the expertise that Socrates shows in wooing Lysis.

  


  
    Beloved - The term applied to the woman (or, in the case of the Lysis, the boy) in the lover/beloved relationship. The Greek word for the beloved is eromenos. See the term Lover below for more details.

  


  
    Elenchus - The elenchus is the primary method of Socratic philosophy. It proceeds by an intensive series of questions, and aims to lead the interviewee to conclude for himself that he does not know what he thought he knew (a state of uncertainty, or aporia, with regard to the topic at hand). The form of elenchus taken in the Lysis is fairly standard, though it is particularly lopsided since Socrates is speaking with two young boys. Thus, the boys hardly utter anything except terse statements of agreement with Socrates's propositions. In this sense, the effect of the elenchus is weakened, since the boys do not think they know all that much in the first place.

  


  
    Friend - The Greek words most commonly used for "friend" or "friendship" in the Lysis are based on the root term philia, which denotes affection or fondness for something. This is to be distinguished to some extent from eros which denotes passionate love. It is eros that is at work, for example, in the love of Hippothales for Lysis (or in any passionate love between a man and a boy). Philia on the other hand describes the relationship between the two boys, Lysis and Menexenus. The terms are put into extremely close proximity in the Lysis, however, and it is often unclear in translation which of the two is being used. Part of the reason for this is the tension generated between the dialogue, which is primarily about friendship, and the context of the dialogue (the wooing of Lysis), which is primarily about eros.

  


  
    Likeness - The Lysis advances its various arguments about friendship partly on the basis of considerations about likeness. Socrates suggests that friendship may be caused by two like things being drawn to each other (this suggestion emerges from the theory of older poets and philosophers that "like is drawn to like"). Socrates eventually rejects this idea on the grounds that, because two like things cannot get anything from each other that they do not already have, they cannot desire each other. Likeness, according to Socrates, cannot be the cause of friendship. The same argument applies to goodness as the cause of friendship: since the good cannot desire the good (because it already has it), goodness cannot be the cause of friendship. This proposition, which puts forth some of the earliest philosophical theorizing about identity, will cause problems in the Lysis right through to the end.
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