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Abstract 

Against scholars who interpret Socrates’ initial conversation with Lysis as primarily 

consisting of the refutative elenchus, I propose a new reading of this part of the Lysis in 

which I argue that Socrates briefly practices a gentle form of elenchus but is able to use 

maieusis and exhortation in much of the conversation because of Lysis’ notable 

responsiveness. I then look to Alcibiades’ lines in the Symposium as a challenge. 

Alcibiades, who had even greater potential in his youth than Lysis, knows he must 

change his ways whenever he is with Socrates, but as soon as he leaves Socrates, he 

reverts to his corrupt ways. With little historical information about Lysis and only one 

appearance in Plato’s dialogues, we face the concern that he too will fail to pursue 

virtue in the long term, despite apparent success in his conversation with Socrates. To 

settle this concern, I examine the Alcibiades and argue that Socrates’ pedagogical 

methods and Alcibiades’ responses reveal important character differences between 

Lysis and Alcibiades that explain why Socrates could have successfully turned Lysis, 

but not Alcibiades, toward virtue. In resolving Alcibiades’ challenge, I discuss broader 

implications for understanding Socrates’ pedagogical methods, especially as they relate 

to youth. 
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Chapter 1: Socrates’ Pedagogical Methods Adapted for Lysis 

As one of few dialogues in which Socrates completes successful dialectic, 

Plato’s Lysis is essential to understanding Socrates’ pedagogical methods, especially as 

they relate to his education of youth to virtue. Lysis and his best friend, Menexenus, 

Socrates’ two primary interlocutors, are between twelve and fourteen years old, which 

likely makes them the youngest interlocutors in the Platonic corpus.
1
 Lysis, the ideal 

young student, has high potential for virtue, which allows Socrates to conduct an 

effective lesson about coming of age, developing wisdom, and achieving self-

sufficiency. Despite the success of the lesson, commentators disagree about the 

pedagogical methods that Socrates uses throughout the lesson. Against scholars who 

claim that Socrates exclusively uses elenchus, or refutation, in his initial lesson with 

Lysis, I argue that Socrates demonstrates ideal dialectic by adapting his methods to 

respond to Lysis’ good character and openness to education. In doing so, Socrates 

combines a gentle form of elenchus with maieusis, the exercise of bringing out new 

insights from within an interlocutor, and with exhortation toward virtue.
2
 In addition to 

serving as a model for engaging in dialectic with promising youth, the success of 

Socrates’ first conversation with Lysis underscores the value of Socrates’ ad hominem 

approach to dialectic.
3
 

                                                 
1
 Renaud in Scott (2002), p. 188, Scott (2000), p. 52. 

2
 Renaud defines maieutics in similar terms on p. 192. 

3
 Commentators widely agree that the initial lesson with Lysis stands out among Socratic dialogues as a 

rare instance of successful dialectic. However, definitions of “success” in the context of the Lysis, and 

Socratic dialectic more generally, come in numerous forms. Scott, for example, loosely defines success 

in the Lysis as a beneficial “turnaround,” “change,” or “transformation, even if only a provisional one,” 

(p. 83-84). In my discussion of the Lysis throughout the first chapter of this thesis, I define Lysis’ 

success in terms of his developing understanding of wisdom, which coincides with his movement 

through Socrates’ gentle elenchus, maieusis, and exhortation. When I discuss Lysis’ success in this way, 
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I begin the first chapter of this thesis by explaining why Socrates’ lesson with 

Lysis is a model for cultivating virtue in youth like Lysis. In doing so, I demonstrate 

Lysis’ educability and perfect disposition for engaging with Socrates in dialectic. Next 

I define central components of dialectic and discuss points of contention in 

interpretations of the pedagogical methods that Socrates uses with Lysis. I then present 

and defend my own reading of the lesson and position it in the context of major 

disagreements among scholars. In this chapter, I ultimately argue that the success of 

Socrates’ lesson with Lysis provides an invaluable perspective on the optimal 

approaches to educating youth to virtue, as it simultaneously reveals the adaptability of 

Socratic dialectic. 

 Some scholars, including Gary Alan Scott and Henry Teloh, argue that 

Socrates’ success with Lysis is merely provisional. According to this view, Lysis’ 

progress is likely later undermined by the influence of his family, teachers, and friends. 

In the second chapter of this thesis, I challenge the notion that Lysis’ success is 

temporary. I do this in order to support and extend my claim that Socrates’ lesson with 

Lysis has major implications for our understanding of Socratic dialectic with youth. To 

this end, I argue that a longer-term success could have followed from Lysis’ 

provisional success.
4
 Given that Socrates presents his initial lesson with Lysis as a 

model of ideal dialectic with youth, I believe that it is critical that we examine the 

                                                                                                                                              
like Scott, I primarily consider success within the parameters of this dialogue. It is this momentary form 

of success that receives the most attention and agreement in the context of the Lysis. 
4
 As such, I attempt to move beyond the kind of settling that we see in Scott’s statement “That Socrates 

provokes a change in Lysis is clear from their one meeting, even though there is no evidence about 

Lysis’ future life and fate. (A determination of the long-term outcome of Socrates’ effect on him is not 

required to prove that Lysis undergoes a turnaround through their conversation, which is all that I am 

claiming.)” (p. 84). 
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conditions under which Socrates’ lesson could have provoked an enduring change in 

Lysis.
5
  

 In order to make a convincing case for the possibility of Lysis’ long-term 

success following his lesson with Socrates, in the second chapter of this thesis, I 

examine and ultimately settle the pressing concern that arises from Alcibiades’ failure 

to benefit in the long-term from Socrates’ dialectic. In doing so, I offer a close reading 

of several parts of the Alcibiades to illuminate major differences in the pedagogical 

methods that Socrates practices in his lessons with the two boys. I also reevaluate the 

nature of Socrates’ lesson with Lysis as a pedagogical model and discuss its influence 

on arguments for the variety of Socrates’ dialectical and pedagogical methods on a 

larger scale. 

1.1. Socrates’ Lesson with Lysis as a Model 

Socrates begins his lesson with Lysis with the objective of showing Hippothales 

the proper way to engage his love interest, Lysis, without embarrassing himself and 

boring onlookers (206c). As Paul Friedländer explains, “Socrates’ brief conversation 

with Lysis can now be used as a model to show the right way of treating young boys in 

contrast to the wrong way of spoiling them, which is the way of Hippothales.”
6
 At the 

outset of the lesson, Socrates is primarily focused on his demonstration for Hippothales 

(207b), but once the lesson is underway, he makes only one side comment about 

conducting the conversation as a model for Hippothales (210e). While Socrates 

remains committed to carrying out the lesson as an exemplar for dialectical 

                                                 
5
 When I discuss this long-term form of success, I mean a changed, developed or cultivated tendency to 

desire and seek virtue, wisdom, or knowledge of one’s own soul. This lasting success in no way 

represents a fixed state of virtue, but rather a developed orientation that requires ongoing cultivation. 
6
 Friedländer (1964), p. 95. 
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conversations, he is also struck by Lysis’ potential and responsiveness (207a, 211a, 

213d-e). The result is Socrates’ genuine concern about guiding Lysis through an 

effective lesson about virtue. 

Socrates tailors his methods to accommodate and capitalize on Lysis’ young 

age, good character, potential, and enthusiasm about learning.
7
 Based on these traits, 

there is consensus among scholars that Lysis is the ideal student for Socrates. Upon 

recalling his initial sighting of Lysis, who was watching his friends play with 

knucklebones in that moment, Socrates remarks that he “stood out among the boys and 

older youths, a garland on his head, and deserved to be called not only a beautiful boy 

but a well-bred young gentleman” (207a). Throughout their lesson, Lysis responds 

positively to Socrates’ challenging questions and humbling statements, which is a 

contrast to the responses of Socrates’ grown interlocutors, such as Meno, Gorgias, and 

Critias, in other dialogues.
8
 Lysis is also an ideal student based on his ability to pay 

close attention, which Socrates acknowledges twice (211a, 213d), and his “fondness 

for philosophy,” a quality that delights Socrates (213d-e). As Scott explains, “Not yet 

hardened by experience or heavily invested in a particular way of life, Lysis is a 

promising student … That he does seem willing to learn makes Lysis an exceptional 

                                                 
7
 Scott agrees that Socrates’ dialectic takes a “distinctive pace” when it is directed toward Lysis and 

Menexenus because of their young age (p. 193, footnote 5). Teloh (1986) notes the differences between 

Socrates’ approaches to Lysis and Menexenus (p. 71). Similarly, Renaud states: “the examination of 

Lysis is also adapted to his character, interest, and level of understanding” (p. 189). Renaud adds that 

Socrates argues ad hominem, or in this personally-tailored manner, from the beginning of his initial 

conversation with Lysis (p. 190). See also Carpenter and Polansky, “Variety of Socratic Elenchi” in 

Scott (2002). 
8
 Charmides appears to be an ideal student as well. He shows great potential and natural virtue and seems 

engaged and eager to learn from Socrates. However, unlike this part of the Lysis, the Charmides is not an 

educational success because of the overwhelming influence of Charmides’ grown proto-tyrannical 

cousin Critias. See Teloh, “Natural Virtue and Education in the Charmides,” p. 57-68. Theaetetus is also 

a youth of tremendous promise who responds positively to Socrates’ teaching, though the moral 

component often central to dialectic is not present in Socrates’ conversation with Theaetetus. 
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character in Plato’s dialogues.”
9
 Similarly, Teloh notes that Lysis is “worthy of a good 

education” because of his character and potential. However, he also expresses concern 

that Lysis, as “a lesser Alcibiades,” has the potential to become good or evil, depending 

on who educates and influences him.
10

  

Just as scholars agree that Lysis is highly educable, they consistently assert that 

Menexenus lacks the same potential or openness to Socrates’ teaching. Menexenus, 

though also young, is not Socrates’ ideal student because he has been taught eristic by 

his older cousin, Ctesippus (211c).
11

 Socrates is concerned about his debater tendencies 

to seek victory, rather than virtue (211b). Therefore, we can surmise that Socrates 

makes greater progress with Lysis because of his good character, openness to learning, 

and dedication to his lessons. Socrates’ adaptation of his educational strategies to 

match the characters of Lysis and Menexenus makes the Lysis an exceptional dialogue 

for examining methods of educating youth to virtue. 

1.2. Socrates’ Pedagogical Methods: Elenchus and Maeiusis 

The objective of Socratic dialectic is to guide interlocutors to a truth about 

virtue.
12

 Socrates is widely known for his elenchus, or refutation, which typically 

                                                 
9
 Scott, p. 63. 

10
 See Teloh, p. 72. Here, Teloh also notes that Socrates, Hippothales, Ctesippus, Lysis’ parents, and his 

pedagogues are in competition as they each try to influence Lysis. We see a similar dynamic in the 

Charmides when Socrates and Critias compete to influence young Charmides. Critias has the ultimate 

influence over Charmides. The two become tyrants and members of the Thirty (Cooper, introduction to 

Charmides, p. 639). See Chapter Two for my discussion of Alcibiades in this context. 
11

 According to Teloh, “Menexenus is as young and almost as handsome as Lysis, but unlike Lysis he is 

spoiled by having acquired from Ctesippus a skill in eristic combat” (p. 71). Similarly, Scott states that 

“It is striking how differently Socrates behaved with Lysis than he did with Menexenus … We have seen 

that their respective propensities for trusting different things necessitate the divergent approaches to the 

two boys. Whereas Lysis trusts in his natural gifts and in traditional authorities … Menexenus tends to 

rely heavily upon argumentation, especially arguments of the eristic kind” (p. 75). 
12

 Teloh, p. 173. 
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constitutes the first phase of dialectic.
13

 Through elenchus, Socrates asks questions and 

provides insights that undo his interlocutor’s existing beliefs that are harmful or 

incorrect. François Renaud explains that “Socratic elenchus seeks to establish not only 

the logical but also the moral inconsistency of the interlocutor; it pertains to the whole 

human being and inquires into the interlocutor’s way of living.”
14

 Socrates must 

dismantle his interlocutors’ prior false beliefs in order to lead them to truth, but he 

must also temper their egos, which inhibit their abilities to accept their fallibility and 

become open to learning virtue.
15

 From a logical standpoint, prior false beliefs that are 

not subjected to successful elenchus prevent interlocutors from acquiring virtue 

because they contradict the truth that Socrates conveys. From a moral perspective, the 

prior false beliefs, when left intact, perpetuate the stubborn egos of interlocutors.
16

 

Thus, the logical and moral inconsistencies in an interlocutor perpetuate each other 

until the cycle is interrupted through the negative, or deconstructive, elenchus. 

However, elenchus appears as the primary component of dialectic throughout the 

Socratic dialogues because it proves nearly impossible to undo both the false beliefs 

and the egos of adult interlocutors.
17

 In this way, Socrates is rarely able to complete 

elenchus and proceed to his positive, constructive approaches. 

In the few cases in which Socrates completes elenchus, his interlocutor has 

likely entered into dialectic already at least somewhat open to learning from Socrates.
18

 

                                                 
13

 Ibid., p. 157. 
14

 Renaud , p. 186. 
15

 Teloh, p. 157. 
16

 Ibid. 
17

 Meno, Gorgias, Callicles, and Critias are several examples of interlocutors whose egos prevent 

Socrates from being able to conduct successful elenchus on them. 
18

 The Lysis is a rare example of a successful completion of elenchus. According to Teloh, Socrates’ 

discussions with Lysis, Clinias in the Euthydemus, and the slave boy in the Meno are his only successful 
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In these instances, the interlocutor may only present logical inconsistencies or perhaps 

minor moral inconsistencies that Socrates must deconstruct in preparation for the 

positive components of dialectic. Without deeply ingrained moral inconsistencies that 

fuel an interlocutor’s pride, Socrates is able to modify his standard elenchus to a 

gentler form of refutation.
19

 In this way, Lysis, unlike most grown interlocutors, does 

not possess the excessive pride that requires the standard harsher elenchus. Hence, I 

use the term “gentle elenchus” to refer to the elenctic parts of the lesson with Lysis 

because Socrates uses an uncharacteristically mild tone as he focuses on correcting 

Lysis’ logical inconsistencies in the absence of serious moral inconsistencies.
20

  

Upon completing elenchus of the necessary kind and strength, Socrates asks 

questions and provides insights that closely guide the soul (psychē) of his interlocutor 

toward a truth about virtue.
21

 He is able to transition to this positive phase of dialectic 

because the interlocutor is now likely unhindered by prior logical and moral 

                                                                                                                                              
discussions with interlocutors in Plato’s dialogues (p. 203). It is common, however, for Socrates to lead 

interlocutors to points where the elenchus should be successful (where interlocutors should be able to 

abandon their false beliefs), but their pride and disregard for virtue and care of their souls prevent the 

elenchus from being successful. Examples include Critias in Charmides (see especially, 165e-166e, and 

169c-d), Meno in Meno (see especially, 80a-b), and Callicles in Gorgias (see especially, 494e-495b, 

501c, 505c-d, and 513c-d). 
19

 Generally, logical inconsistencies alone or accompanied by very minor moral inconsistencies may 

only require gentle elenchus. However, when logical inconsistencies and strong moral inconsistencies 

are present, interlocutors likely show resistance to Socrates’ teaching, especially to recognizing their 

ignorance in a certain area. In these cases, Socrates must use stronger elenchus.  
20

 Teloh uses the term “benign elenchus” to describe Socrates’ treatment of Lysis and points to Socrates’ 

“benevolent tone.” He explains that Socrates uses benign elenchus to help Lysis become aware of 

problems in his beliefs, as opposed to using it to refute specific beliefs defended by an interlocutor (p. 

73-74). Renaud too uses the term “benign” to describe Socrates’ approach in his lesson with Lysis. 

Similarly, in his chapter “Socratic Education,” in Rorty (1998), Woodruff refers to the gentle tone that 

Socrates uses in discussions with certain youth, including Lysis (cited in his footnote 3): “There is no one 

too young or too old for a challenging conversation with Socrates. With very young people Socrates 

takes a different line than he does with companions his own age; he is kinder, more encouraging, and 

less cutting in his use of irony” (p. 16). Like Lysis, the slave boy in the Meno has only logical 

inconsistencies inhibiting his recollection and thus, Socrates can successfully use gentle elenchus. 
21

 Teloh, p. 22-23, 157. 
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misconceptions.
22

 The term psychagogia describes this “truth-seeking phase” of 

dialectic, during which an interlocutor discovers truth for himself and develops agency 

in the process.
23

 Scholars do not frequently discuss psychagogia in relation to Socratic 

dialogues because Plato only uses the term in the Phaedrus.
24

 Analyzing psychagogia 

in the Phaedrus, Elizabeth Asmis states that “Plato sets a portrait of Socrates as a 

‘psychagogue’ who guides souls to the truth by seeking it himself.”
25

 However, this 

image of Socrates guiding the soul of an interlocutor to the truth is also relevant to his 

first conversation with Lysis. Hence, because of Socrates’ success in moving beyond 

elenchus with Lysis, several scholars, including Teloh, describe Socrates’ positive 

pedagogical methods with Lysis as psychagogia.
26

  

Although psychagogia accurately describes Socrates’ approach to educating 

Lysis, I use the term maieusis because it is more precise in describing Socrates’ 

attempts to bring out new insights from within Lysis as a practice that is distinct from 

elenchus. Psychagogia, which can refer to any guidance of the soul toward truth, is 

vague and can at times be difficult to differentiate from elenchus. Maieusis is a 

particularly valuable pedagogical term because of its close relation to Plato’s later 

theory of recollection in the Meno. In both maieusis and recollection, Socrates 

demonstrates that knowledge is brought out from within a person, rather than 

                                                 
22

 In Lysis’ case, the misconceptions were only minor because of his age, good nature, and lack of strong 

prior influences, but, nevertheless, they stood in the way of his development of new insights.  
23

 Teloh, p. 157. 
24

 Asmis (1986), p. 156. 
25

 Ibid., p. 157. 
26

 Renaud also uses the term psychagogia, along with elenchus, maieutics, humbling, and exhortation, to 

describe Socrates’ pedagogical strategies with Lysis. 
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transferred to or acquired by a person.
27

 Furthermore, the term maieusis was included 

in the subtitle of Lysis in its earliest versions.
28

 For the reasons I have discussed, I 

primarily use the term maieusis in my analysis of Socrates’ positive, or constructive, 

pedagogical methods because it most precisely reflects Socrates’ cultivation of new 

insights in Lysis.
29

 

1.3. Contending Viewpoints: Scott and Teloh 

Despite general agreement that Socrates tailors his methods to the unique 

dispositions of Lysis and Menexenus, scholars fundamentally disagree about the 

pedagogical steps that Socrates takes to bring out new insights in Lysis. Scott argues 

that Socrates primarily uses elenchus in his initial conversation with Lysis. In 

understanding Socrates’ methods as largely deconstructive, Scott develops a view that 

is consistent with Laszlo Versenyi’s contentious claim that Socrates’ education of 

Lysis is negative in its method.
30

 Likewise, Scott asserts that the lesson consists of 

three steps: disturbing what Lysis already knows, arousing his desire for more, and 

reimposing limits on his desires and sense of possibility.
31

 In the first step, according to 

Scott, Socrates conducts an “incisive cross-examination, [which] begins unsettling 

Lysis” and calls his trust of what is familiar into question.
32

 Cross-examination is 

                                                 
27

 The link between maieusis and recollection is important because it strengthens the connections 

between Socrates’ teaching of the slave boy in Meno and Lysis and emphasizes that Lysis’ learning 

comes from within him. Maieusis seems to differ from recollection in that it does not necessarily require 

the transformation of true opinion into knowledge, as we see with recollection (See, for example, Meno 

97b-98d). In this way, maieusis is perhaps more general and consequently, more applicable to the 

methods we see in the Lysis, which is considered an early dialogue. 
28

 Renaud, p. 192. 
29

 Socrates also uses exhortation as a positive method in the final parts of his lesson with Lysis, but it 

differs from maieusis in that it is not central to Lysis’ development of new insight. 
30

 Versenyi (1975), p. 186, 197. Teloh, footnote 6, p. 217, Scott, 63, 70-72. 
31

 Scott, p. 62, 66, 69. 
32

 Ibid., p. 64. 
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another term for elenchus. In Scott’s second step, Socrates provokes Lysis’ desires by 

making a “hyperbolic promise” through which he expresses that “when [Lysis] 

acquires prudent knowledge, his legitimate claim to authority will be recognized by 

everyone, and his ascension to power will follow automatically.”
33

 By inflaming Lysis 

with desire for these supposed limitless benefits of knowledge, Socrates attempts to 

motivate Lysis to seek knowledge. This technique may seem distinct from elenchus, 

but Scott views it merely as preparation for more profound elenchus, which occurs in 

the third step. Accordingly, in Scott’s third and final step, Socrates humbles Lysis in 

order to reinstate limits on his desires, while continuing to urge him to seek knowledge.  

In this humbling that borders on humiliation, the inflammatory aspect of 

Socrates’ erotic approach has given way to the concomitant chastening of 

Lysis. The humbling targets Lysis’ passivity and … lack of self-sufficiency ... 

The incisive questioning that Socrates carries out is designed to produce a 

disruptive effect, one way or another, in the youth.
34

 

 

While Scott breaks down Socrates’ education of Lysis into three distinct steps, he 

connects them by viewing each one in the context of elenchus. In this way, Scott views 

the entire initial lesson with Lysis as an attempt to disrupt his present understanding of 

himself and the nature of limits and knowledge. 

Whereas Scott claims that Socrates practices standard elenchus throughout the 

initial lesson with Lysis, Gregory Vlastos argues that elenchus is entirely absent in the 

dialogue.
35

 However, he grounds his argument in a narrow definition of elenchus that 

requires that questions and answers be adversarial and the thesis be stated directly as 

                                                 
33

 Ibid., p. 66. 
34

 Ibid., p. 70. 
35

 Vlastos, Socratic Studies, 1994, p. 30 and “Elenchus and Mathematics: A Turning-Point in Plato’s 

Philosophical Development,” 1988, p. 371-373, 383, 388. 



11 

 

the interlocutor’s own belief.
36

 Hence, under Vlastos’ definition, we should not 

consider elenchus as one of Socrates’ methods of dialectic in the lesson with Lysis 

because Socrates’ gentle, often upbeat tone and Lysis’ willingness replace the 

adversarial tone present in dialectic with less responsive interlocutors. In terms of 

Vlastos’ definition, we should also deny that Socrates uses elenchus in this lesson on 

the grounds that Lysis, who is naïve and not yet strongly opinionated, does not assert 

theses as his own beliefs. Instead, the beliefs that Socrates and Lysis discuss originate 

in Socrates’ guiding questions. While adversarial argumentation and direct statements 

of interlocutors’ beliefs are often present in dialogues, they are not always present, 

especially in Socrates’ conversations with youth, like Lysis. If we accept Vlastos’ 

restrictive definition, we are unable to examine elenchus as Socrates adapts it to meet 

the needs and capabilities of interlocutors at different stages of their education. 

Not surprisingly, much contention has surrounded Vlastos’ narrow definition of 

elenchus and his argument against its use in the Lysis. Renaud agrees that the Lysis 

presents an absence of adversarial argument, but asserts that the conclusion that no 

elenchus exists in the dialogue can only be accepted on the grounds of “an unduly 

restrictive definition.”
37

 Similarly, Michelle Carpenter and Ronald Polansky argue for a 

broader definition of elenchus, explaining that “Socrates has no single method of 

refutation or cross-examination. He uses a variety of approaches based upon the needs 

of the particular interlocutor and conversational setting.”
38

 Like Scott, Renaud, 

Carpenter and Polansky, and Teloh, I construct my argument about elenchus in the 

Lysis using a less restrictive definition, a kind that is widely accepted, even among 

                                                 
36

 Vlastos, Socratic Studies, p. 4. 
37

 Renaud, p. 187. 
38

 Carpenter and Polansky, p. 90. See also footnote 7 of this thesis. 



12 

 

scholars who disagree about other details of elenchus and Socrates’ use of it.
39

 

Although Vlastos’ argument currently receives little support, his rejection of elenchus 

in the Lysis demonstrates the range of interpretations of the methods that Socrates uses 

to teach Lysis about wisdom.
40

  

Teloh presents an intermediate view, one that falls between Scott’s argument 

that Socrates exclusively practices elenchus with Lysis and Vlastos’ assertion that Plato 

abandons elenchus entirely in the Lysis. Calling the initial lesson “a paradigm of a 

hortatory discussion,” Teloh argues that Socrates conducts the lesson in two steps; first, 

he practices “benign elenchus,” and then he guides Lysis toward a truth about virtue 

through psychagogia.
41

 Teloh explains that Socrates, in a strategic and gentle way, 

raises problems in the form of logical inconsistencies for Lysis to resolve in the 

remainder of the lesson, “Socrates employs a benign elenchus because Lysis is not 

stuffed with either purported knowledge or false beliefs. The elenchus is benign both 

due to its benevolent tone, and because Socrates does not really refute any of Lysis’ 

beliefs; rather he sets an important problem for Lysis.”
42

 Socrates typically practices 

standard elenchus as a way to disrupt the deep logical and moral inconsistencies in an 

                                                 
39

 In Section 1.2, I define elenchus as the undoing of an interlocutor’s incorrect or harmful prior beliefs. I 

quote Renaud (p. 186) when I explain that Socrates uses elenchus to show interlocutors inconsistencies 

in their beliefs and then to attempt to dismantle the problematic beliefs. The objective is to prepare 

interlocutors for Socrates to lead them to truth. Scott and Teloh make contending claims about elenchus 

in the Lysis, but because they both argue that Socrates does use elenchus, they, like Renaud and 

Carpenter and Polansky, accept a much broader definition than the one supported by Vlastos. 
40

 Vlastos, in Socratic Studies, also supports his view that elenchus is absent in the Lysis by arguing that 

Plato wrote the dialogue when he was becoming increasingly focused on mathematics and was “los[ing] 

faith in the elenchus” (p. 37). However, this reasoning relies on a theory about the timing of Plato’s 

writing that is not supported with historical evidence. There is little factual information about the 

chronology of Plato’s dialogues. Hence, arguments that are contingent on specific chronological 

groupings should generally be approached with an awareness that little historical evidence is available. 

See Cooper, p. xii-xviii. 
41

 Teloh, p. 74. 
42

 Ibid. 
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interlocutor’s worldview. However, Lysis’ moral inconsistencies only extend as far as 

his logical misunderstandings cause them. He has not yet taken on deep moral 

misconceptions, chosen to lead an immoral life, or developed the excessive pride that 

often prevents interlocutors from abandoning their harmful beliefs. Hence, he only 

needs gentle elenchus to undo the simple logical inconsistencies that are typical of a 

boy his age. According to Teloh, once Socrates has gently guided Lysis away from his 

misconceptions, he uses psychagogia, which is positive in nature, to guide him to a 

new understanding of wisdom. Beyond the Lysis, Teloh emphasizes that psychagogia 

is prevalent throughout Socrates’ conversations with uncorrupted youth as the 

pedagogical step that follows successful gentle elenchus. 

When arguing for his elenchus-focused interpretation, Scott cites and attempts 

to refute Teloh’s benign elenchus-psychagogia reading of the lesson.
43

 He believes that 

Socrates must “unsettle” Lysis in order to open him to learning.
44

 In this way, Scott 

reasons that the success of dialectic is highly dependent on whether or not an 

interlocutor is educable.
45

 He also acknowledges the challenge of carrying out 

successful dialectic with obstinate adult interlocutors, like Meno, Meletus, 

Polemarchus, and Agathon. Teloh is in agreement with both of these claims but uses 

them to support his view that Lysis, unlike most interlocutors, is educable, even 

without strong or extensive elenchus.
46

 If Lysis were anything like the resistant 

interlocutors, Scott would be correct in claiming that Lysis requires standard (as 

opposed to gentle) elenchus to open him to Socrates’ education. Moreover, given that 

                                                 
43

 Scott, p. 202, footnote 43. 
44

 Ibid., p. 63. 
45

 Ibid., p. 62. 
46

 See, for example, Teloh, p. 3, 9, 74. 



14 

 

most interlocutors prove to be uneducable, there is good reason for Scott to read the 

lesson as if Lysis requires the same kinds of adversarial arguments as the 

aforementioned inflexible interlocutors.  

However, as Teloh argues, Lysis only requires gentle elenchus because he is in 

fact open and committed to learning from Socrates (206d, 211a, 213d-e).
47

 Though 

Scott, like Teloh, explicitly mentions Lysis’ promise and educability, Scott does not 

sufficiently take it into account when he argues that the elenchus follows a “distinctive 

pace” but is standard and dominant in the lesson.
48

 

It is easier to kindle in [the youth of Athens] a sense of wonder or to drive them 

to perplexity, causing them to admit their ignorance more readily. Not yet 

hardened by experience or heavily invested in a particular way of life, Lysis is a 

promising student, and the dialogue … depicts the kind of setting free that is 

possible under such extraordinary conditions ... That he does seem willing to 

learn makes Lysis an exceptional character in Plato’s dialogues.
49

 

 

Here, Scott acknowledges that youth like Lysis are curious, educable, and humble, yet 

he maintains that Lysis has “deeply held beliefs … that subtend his way of living.”
50

 

These claims present an inconsistency. Lysis cannot be exceptionally willing to learn 

and have beliefs that are deep enough to prevent him from learning. In all his natural 

virtue and promise, Lysis is open to education precisely because he does not yet have 

strong beliefs or excessive pride. Hence, as Teloh explains, Lysis only requires brief 

and gentle elenchus before Socrates successfully leads him to new insights. 

In highlighting elenchus as Socrates’ primary pedagogical method, Scott 

attempts to refute the view that Teloh supports. However, given Socrates’ success with 

                                                 
47

 Teloh calls Lysis a “willing student” (p. 69) and mentions his “natural fondness for conversation” (p. 

72). 
48

 Scott, p. 193, footnote 5. 
49

 Ibid., p. 63. 
50

 Ibid. 
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the positive practice of cultivating new insights in Lysis, it is difficult to label Socrates’ 

method as exclusively elenchus, which is negative in method. A particular strength of 

Teloh’s view is that it captures Socrates’ negative and positive methods as it describes 

his gentle undoing of Lysis’ misconceptions and his guidance of Lysis toward truth. In 

order to understand the extent to which Socrates’ lesson with Lysis is a model for 

cultivating virtue in youth, I reexamine the lesson and propose a new detailed 

interpretation of Socrates’ pedagogical methods. In doing so, I build on Teloh’s view 

that Socrates uses both negative and positive methods in his lesson with Lysis and 

refute Scott’s view that Socrates uses only the negative method, elenchus. 

1.4. Socrates’ Pedagogical Methods Reexamined 

In response to the contending views of Scott and Teloh, I offer a new reading of 

Socrates’ pedagogical methods in his model lesson with Lysis. Like other scholars, I 

construct my analysis on the premise that Socrates does indeed adapt his method to 

respond to Lysis’ good character and openness to education. According to my analysis 

of the lesson, Socrates cultivates Lysis’ understanding of and orientation toward 

wisdom in three stages. The stages I propose differ from those defended by Scott in 

that only one of the stages in my framework involves elenchus, specifically the gentle 

kind that Teloh describes. Moreover, unlike Scott, who primarily focuses on Lysis’ 

sense of desire, I bring attention to the process through which Lysis develops agency as 

a learner.  

In the first stage, according to my reading, Socrates conducts gentle elenchus 

by taking Lysis’ perspective and asking questions that reveal and undo his logical 

inconsistencies. In the second stage, Socrates conducts maieusis by leading Lysis to the 
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central insight of the lesson and then asking questions that extend and reinforce the 

insight. Finally, in the third stage, Socrates carries out an exhortation by humbling 

Lysis and encouraging him to share his new wisdom. This detailed account of the 

methods Socrates uses with Lysis is ultimately helpful for understanding the lesson as a 

demonstration of ideal dialectic as Socrates adapts his pedagogical methods for young, 

exceptionally willing interlocutors. 

1.41. Gentle Elenchus 

1.41a. Perspective-Taking 

Lysis requires minimal preparation for his lesson about virtue because he is 

young, eager to learn, and full of natural virtue. He also lacks the overwhelming ego 

that we typically see with interlocutors who require standard elenchus, like Meno or 

Callicles (see especially Meno 77b, 80a-c and Gorgias 482c-486d, 494e-495a, 501c). 

Hence, Socrates only needs to practice a gentle form of elenchus in order to undo 

Lysis’ misconceptions about age and self-sufficiency. In doing so, Socrates appeals to 

Lysis’ point of view by speaking at his level, which requires that he conceal much of 

his own knowledge. In this way, Socrates makes assumptions about thoughts that Lysis 

would likely have in order to encourage him to seek deeper explanations for the control 

that his parents exert over him.
51

 Through this perspective-taking, Socrates connects 

with his young student and gently leads him away from his misconceptions. This 

leading away from false beliefs is characteristic of elenchus, and because Socrates does 

                                                 
51

 See Renaud, p. 190. Here, he explains that Socrates begins with a “likely prejudice of Lysis’s” and 

draws on his knowledge of activities common among Greek children from the social class to which 

Lysis and his family belonged. 
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it so sensitively and focuses on logical, rather than moral, inconsistencies, it is best 

considered gentle elenchus. 

As Socrates conducts gentle elenchus by taking Lysis’ perspective, he pretends 

to be surprised when Lysis tells him about his parents’ rules. Socrates incorporates his 

professed understanding of Lysis’ feelings into his questions in order to gain his trust 

and convince him to abandon his misconceptions. Socrates displays this tactic when he 

says: 

Then why in the world do they so strangely prevent you from being happy and 

doing what you like? And why are they raising you in a perpetual condition of 

servitude to someone or other, day in and day out? Why do you hardly ever get 

to do what you want to do? The upshot is, it seems, that your many and varied 

possessions do you no good at all. Everybody but you has charge of them, and 

this extends to your own person, which, well-born though it is, somebody else 

tends and takes care of – while you, Lysis, control nothing, and get to do 

nothing you want to do. (208e-209a) 

 

Here, Socrates provides a naïve analysis of Lysis’ circumstances that could match one 

offered by Lysis himself, given his age and underdeveloped insights. This strategy is 

effective in preparing Lysis to let go of his misconceptions because it leads him to 

think critically about his limited freedom and attempt to explain it. Its success comes in 

part from giving Lysis the sense that he and Socrates are exploring together.
52

 In this 

                                                 
52

 Socrates often claims to be investigating the nature of a concept alongside his interlocutor, but in this 

conversation, he does not profess his ignorance. Instead, he emphasizes his understanding of Lysis’ point 

of view. In the Meno, Socrates professes his “complete ignorance about virtue” (70b) and proceeds by 

asking questions that are intended to lead Meno to an understanding of virtue and its educability. As the 

Meno concludes, Socrates hypothesizes that virtue may be “a gift from the gods” (99e, 100b). Hence, 

Plato’s decision to end the dialogue with Socrates setting forth a hypothesis either indicates that Socrates 

does not actually understand virtue and is thus investigating alongside Meno (and that his profession of 

ignorance is genuine) or Socrates is upholding a false profession of ignorance, which would necessarily 

have some pedagogical value. When Socrates is conducting elenchus, it is difficult to understand how he 

could be ignorant about the concept under investigation while trying to undo an interlocutor’s 

misconceptions. In the initial conversation with Lysis, Socrates uses perspective-taking to give Lysis the 

sense that they are exploring together, but he does not profess his ignorance. They both know that 

Socrates is wise and Lysis listens closely because he knows he has much to learn from Socrates. The 

perspective-taking strategy helps Lysis see that his beliefs are understandable, even though they are 

incorrect. 
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case, Lysis’ explanation for his lack of freedom is that he has not yet “come of age” 

(209a). Though this is not the correct answer, it is an important step because it prepares 

him to answer more challenging questions. In this way, Lysis begins to move away 

from his incorrect beliefs. 

 1.41b. Inconsistency Questions 

Continuing to use his perspective-taking strategy throughout the first stage of 

the lesson, Socrates asks questions that reveal logical inconsistencies in Lysis’ beliefs 

(207d-209b). Socrates conducts the most direct elenchus of the lesson when he asks 

challenging questions to prompt Lysis to explain his limited independence (209a-b). 

Even in these more direct exchanges, the elenchus is gentle. Socrates asks questions 

that probe Lysis to seek yet deeper explanations, thus directing him away from his 

misconceptions. Through these questions, he introduces conflicts that challenge Lysis’ 

previous answers. In the passage depicting the perspective-taking, Socrates reminds 

Lysis that he does not have control over anything, and Lysis responds that this is 

because he is too young (208e-209a). Socrates employs gentle elenchus by 

complicating his response about his age.  

That can’t be it, son of Democrates, since there are some things, I imagine, that 

your father and mother trust you with without waiting for you to come of age. 

For instance, when they want someone to read or write for them, I’ll bet that 

you, of everyone in the household, are their first choice for the job. Right? 

(209a-b) 

 

 Lysis agrees and Socrates presents another inconsistency in the form of an example of 

the freedom that exists within his limits. This maneuver importantly reveals to Lysis 
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that he possesses independence in certain respects. Through gentle elenchus, Socrates 

brings Lysis to the brink of the central truth of the lesson.
53

 

1.42. Maieusis 

 1.42a. Central Insight of the Lesson 

  

After guiding Lysis away from his naïve misconceptions, Socrates turns to 

maieusis, the practice of bringing out new insights from within the interlocutor. 

Through maieusis, Socrates leads Lysis to understand that wisdom, rather than age, 

determines self-sufficiency (209c). To bring Lysis to this pivotal realization, Socrates, 

continuing with his gentle tone, asks “Then what’s going on? What’s the reason they 

let you have your way here, but not in all the cases we’ve been talking about?” (209c). 

These questions are clearly maieutic and not elenctic because they lead Lysis to set 

forward his new insight in such a way that it originates in his own soul.
54

 Whereas an 

elenctic question must be followed by further refutation, a maieutic question is not 

refuted because it is followed by an interlocutor’s presentation of a new insight that is 

necessarily true. When Lysis answers Socrates’ first and most important maieutic 

question, there is no need for Socrates to refute it. 

 To Socrates’ initial maieutic question, Lysis answers: “I suppose it’s because I 

understand these things but not those” (209c). Lysis’ response demonstrates that 

Socrates has both led Lysis away from his misconceptions and to a new insight about 

                                                 
53

 My discussion of Socrates’ methodology in the Alcibiades in Chapter Two will provide a contrast to 

gentle elenchus that is even harsher than standard elenchus. 
54

 This strongly resembles recollection. See Meno 81b-98a. See also Section 1.2 and footnote 27 of this 

thesis. 
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virtue.
55

 Socrates affirms and provides context for the truth of Lysis’ response: “Aha! 

… So your father isn’t waiting for you to come of age before he trusts you with 

everything; but come the day when he thinks that you know more than he does, he’ll 

trust you with himself and everything that belongs to him” (209c). With this 

affirmative reaction, Socrates furthers Lysis’ actualization of the insight by validating 

its accuracy and ensuring that Lysis fully understands its meaning. The positivity of 

this response and the absence of a new challenge strongly distinguish it from elenchus. 

Socrates rarely leads his interlocutor to an insight as clear and true as the one he 

cultivates in Lysis. Scott’s interpretation of the elenchus proves problematic when we 

encounter its smooth completion and Socrates’ successful transition to maieusis to 

bring the truth out from within Lysis. Scott understands the entire lesson as elenchus, 

but Socrates only practices this deconstructive method in a particularly gentle form 

early in the lesson. For Scott to be correct in his view that Socrates conducts elenchus 

in each stage of the lesson, Socrates would have to undermine Lysis’ insight about 

wisdom. However, Socrates does not undermine or refute Lysis’ maieutic insight. 

Rather, he affirms and strengthens it. 

 1.42b. Expanding and Reinforcing 

Continuing with maieusis, Socrates asks questions that expand and reinforce 

Lysis’ insight that wisdom will lead him to self-sufficiency (209d-210c). These 

questions push Lysis to practice applying his insight to a variety of situations, but they 

do not undermine or problematize the insight as they would if they were part of 

                                                 
55

 While I separate this process into gentle elenchus and maieusis, Teloh believes that Socrates has 

conducted gentle elenchus and psychagogia alongside each other (p. 74). By understanding maieusis as 

following from elenchus, I emphasize that maieusis is contingent upon the successful completion of 

elenchus. This approach distinguishes a logical sequence in Socrates’ method. 



21 

 

elenchus. Socrates frames each question as following logically from the previous, 

gradually opening Lysis’ eyes to the limitless nature of wisdom. After the central 

maieutic moment when Socrates and Lysis establish that Lysis’ father will trust him 

when he becomes wise, Socrates challenges Lysis to think expansively by asking him 

to consider whether the same logic applies to other people and situations. Through this 

exercise, Socrates reinforces Lysis’ insight. 

Socrates: Well then … what about your neighbor? Would he use the same rule 

of thumb as your father about you? When he thinks you know more about 

managing his estate than he does, will he trust you to do it, or will he manage it 

himself? 

 

Lysis: I suppose he will trust me to do it. 

 

Socrates: And how about the Athenians? Do you think they will trust you with 

their affairs when they perceive that you know enough? 

 

Lysis: I sure do. 

 

Socrates: Well, by Zeus, let’s not stop here … What about the Great King? 

Would he trust his eldest son, crown prince of Asia, to add whatever he likes to 

the royal stew, or would he trust us, provided we went before him and gave him 

a convincing demonstration of our superior culinary acumen? 

 

Lysis: Why, us, of course. (209c-209e) 

 

Socrates continues with these questions until Lysis understands that he will be self-

sufficient and trusted by anyone, not just his parents, when he reaches the highest 

degrees of wisdom in relevant matters (210b-c). Given that maieusis is the art of 

bringing out new insights from within an interlocutor, we should characterize this 

sequence of questions and answers as maieutic because it expands and reinforces 

Lysis’ new insight. As Socrates asks each question, he further brings out the truth from 

within Lysis. 
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Because each maieutic question is increasingly unrealistic, Scott calls this phase 

of the lesson “fanning the flames of desire.”
56

 Scott is correct in his claim that if 

Socrates was asking these questions to provoke Lysis’ desires, then he would need to 

follow with a harsh humbling to “reimpos[e] limits.”
57

 However, these questions are 

not a “hyperbolic promise,”
58

 as Scott calls them, because Lysis knows that Socrates is 

not genuinely telling him to strive to seize such power. Scott’s reading is incompatible 

with Lysis’ exceptional character and promise. Based on Lysis’ responsiveness to 

Socrates’ teaching, it is clear that he is not the kind of person who would desire 

knowledge for the sake of gaining influence over all of Athens or the Great King.
59

 

Furthermore, Lysis answers Socrates’ questions with simple and direct answers (“I 

suppose he will trust me to do it;” “I sure do;” “Why, us, of course;” “Right;” “True;” 

“He would have to, Socrates” 209d-210a), which seem to indicate Lysis’ understanding 

of each question as the next logical application. If Socrates was provoking Lysis’ 

desire as strongly as Scott claims, Lysis’ responses would likely show greater emotion 

and would appear more disappointed by the humbling that follows in the third stage. 

When understanding these extravagant questions as intended to provoke Lysis to desire 

honor and power on an emotional level, Scott must view Socrates’ following step as 

elenchus practiced to limit Lysis’ desires to those that are wise and realistic. However, 

by understanding the extravagant questions as composing an intellectual exercise used 

                                                 
56

 Scott, p. 66. 
57

 Ibid., p. 69. 
58

 Ibid., p. 66. 
59

 In the Alcibiades and Symposium, as I discuss in Chapter Two, we see that Alcibiades’ desire for 

influence is so strong that he struggles, and ultimately fails, to pursue wisdom or virtue as a step toward 

becoming a good leader. He shows a strong preference for power and fame without first gaining an 

education. With Alcibiades in mind, we can surmise that a strong desire for influence in Lysis would not 

lead to the desire for knowledge that we see him develop. 
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to help Lysis practice his new insight, they are necessarily maieutic because they 

further bring out Lysis’ genuine desire for wisdom, which requires no refutation. 

1.43. Exhortation 

 1.43a. Humbling as Exhortation 

 

In the third stage of the lesson, Socrates continues to reinforce Lysis’ learning 

and directs him to look toward the future. He exhorts Lysis to wisdom through a 

combination of humbling and elucidating the benefits of wisdom. Because Socrates is 

successful with his previous dialectical maneuvers, Lysis responds positively and 

graciously to the humbling.
60

 

Socrates: So it turns out that your father does not love you, nor does anyone 

love anyone else, so far as that person is useless. 

 

Lysis: It doesn’t look like it. 

 

Socrates: But if you become wise, my boy, then everybody will be your friend, 

everybody will feel close to you, because you will be useful and good. If you 

don’t become wise, though, nobody will be your friend, not even your father or 

mother or close relatives. 

 Now, tell me, Lysis, is it possible to be high-minded in areas where one 

hasn’t yet had one’s mind trained? 

 

Lysis: How could anyone?  

 

Socrates: And if you need a teacher, your mind is not yet trained. 

 

Lysis: True. 

 

Socrates: Then you’re not high-minded either—since you don’t have a mind of 

your own. 

 

Lysis: You’ve got me there, Socrates! (210c-d) 

 

                                                 
60

Renaud calls Lysis gracious and “one of the very few of Socrates’ interlocutors who are genuinely 

thankful for the humbling lesson,” (p. 198).  
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By telling Lysis that his mind is not yet trained and then that he does not yet have a 

mind of his own, Socrates humbles Lysis. This serves as a reminder that he has 

extensive training before him if he wishes to become wise. Lysis’ unique gratitude for 

Socrates’ harsh, but exhortative treatment in this stage of the lesson aligns with his 

responsiveness throughout the dialogue. His reaction to the humbling also predicts the 

continued curiosity, engagement, and willingness that we see in Lysis throughout the 

discussion of friendship, which spans the second part of the dialogue. 

The critical part of the humbling alone could be too harsh for Lysis as a young 

and dedicated student, but combined with an explanation of the long-term benefits of 

wisdom, he knows that Socrates is encouraging him to continue to pursue wisdom. We 

see this shortly after the humbling, when Socrates encourages Lysis to share the lesson 

with Menexenus (211b). Similarly, in the following conversation, Socrates 

acknowledges Lysis’ acute attention and “fondness for philosophy” (213d-e), which 

leads him to question Lysis when Menexenus is less responsive. Socrates does not 

seem to believe that Lysis lacks a mind of his own, but rather that he must ensure that 

Lysis will continue learning once the conversation has concluded.
61

 

Given the important role of humbling in elenchus, especially when it aims to 

undo an interlocutor’s moral inconsistencies and excessive pride, it is natural to read 

the humbling of Lysis as elenchus. Scott interprets the humbling in this way when he 

argues that Socrates uses the humbling to replace the limits on Lysis’ desire that he had 

                                                 
61

 Scott (p. 83) cites Friedländer (p. 233) in claiming that Socrates often concludes dialogues by 

reminding his interlocutors that they are not finished learning. This seems to be an accurate explanation 

of Socrates’ method with Lysis at this point in their lesson. 
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removed during the previous stage, which Scotts reads as inflaming Lysis’ desires.
62

 In 

making the claim that the humbling is elenchus, Scott quotes the visitor in the Sophist 

who describes the optimal result of elenchus, “The people who are being examined see 

[their inconsistencies], get angry at themselves, and become calmer toward others. 

They lose their inflated and rigid beliefs about themselves…” (Sophist 230b-d, White 

translation).
63

 While this definition is helpful for understanding elenchus in a general 

sense, it does not specifically describe Lysis’ response to Socrates’ humbling. Lysis 

neither has “inflated and rigid beliefs about himself” nor does he get angry in response 

to the humbling. Rather, Lysis reacts positively and expresses his desire to become 

wise. Because the humbling ultimately supports the previous steps of the lesson and 

has a motivational effect on Lysis, we should characterize it as part of Socrates’ 

exhortation of Lysis.  

1.43b. Sharing Wisdom 

Socrates continues his exhortation in the final step of the lesson when he gives 

Lysis a sense of agency in the form of an opportunity to continue thinking about their 

conversation.
64

 Lysis quietly asks Socrates to tell Menexenus, who has just returned, 

about their lesson (211a). Rather than doing as Lysis asks, Socrates uses this 

opportunity to encourage Lysis to share his knowledge with his best friend. Socrates 

does this in a positive and affirming way, which is apparent when he gently reminds 

Lysis that he paid close attention to the lesson. Moreover, Socrates sets Lysis up for 
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 See Scott, p. 69-74. Recall, however, that the humbling, when considered elenchus, must undo Lysis’ 

maieutic insight, which it does not do. Instead, it further emphasizes the importance of Lysis’ insight.  
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 Scott, p. 71. 
64

 Scott calls this final part of the lesson exhortation, but he maintains that Lysis has been hurt by the 

humbling and is surprised that Socrates thinks Lysis can practice elenchus after this short lesson with 

Socrates (p. 71-72). 



26 

 

success with his sharing of the lesson by offering to answer questions he might have in 

the future: 

Socrates: Then try as hard as you can to remember it, so that you can tell it all 

to him [Menexenus] clearly. But if you forget any of it, ask me about it again 

the next time you run into me. 

 

Lysis: I will, Socrates; you can count on it. But talk to him about something 

else, so I can listen too until it’s time to go home. (211b) 

 

It is fitting that their lesson about the freedom that comes from wisdom ends with 

Socrates setting Lysis on his own to share and explore his developing wisdom with his 

friend. With each stage of their conversation, Socrates leads Lysis closer to this 

moment in which the two know that Lysis has made valuable progress in his education, 

though he has plenty of work ahead. Now he is prepared to share the lesson he has 

mastered. In this way, Socrates has clearly set Lysis in motion. Lysis’ progress and 

promise are evident in his desire to continue learning as he listens to and participates in 

Socrates’ following discussion with Menexenus. 

1.5. Success of the Lesson with Lysis and Socratic Dialectic 

 

Not only does Socrates complete his demonstration of ideal dialectic for 

Hippothales, but he conducts a lesson that sheds light on effective ways to cultivate 

virtue in promising youth. Over the course of the lesson, Lysis undergoes a 

transformation in his understanding of wisdom and self-sufficiency. Socrates carries 

out this profound change in Lysis by adapting his methods to challenge and guide him 

based on his educational needs and progress. By examining the ways in which 

Socrates’ pedagogical methods in his lesson with Lysis deviate from those we often see 

in conversations with adult interlocutors, we gain a more expansive understanding of 
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the true adaptability of Socratic dialectic. In this way, challenging Scott’s elenchus-

focused interpretation of the lesson further reveals the extent to which Socrates tailors 

his methods for his individual interlocutors.  

My close reading of Socrates’ lesson with Lysis, especially as it examines 

Lysis’ unique responsiveness and the variations in Socrates’ methods, indicates that the 

lesson is a success.
65

 By the end of his lesson with Socrates, Lysis has learned that 

wisdom, not age, leads to self-sufficiency (209c) and Socrates has exhorted him to 

continue to pursue wisdom (210d, 211a-b). Scholars agree that Socrates’ lesson with 

Lysis is a rare instance of successful completion of Socratic dialectic.
66

 Lysis’ concrete 

progress through the stages of dialectic makes the lesson appear to be a success, as 

Plato conveys it in the dialogue. Hence, within the dialogue itself, we find a convincing 

case for Lysis’ momentary success with Socrates’ teaching. 

However, the lasting success of the lesson remains a point of contention. The 

dialogue concludes when Lysis’ and Menexenus’ guardians arrive outside the wrestling 

school and tell them they must come home (223a). According to Teloh, Lysis’ return to 

his guardians after his conversation with Socrates raises questions about whether or not 

the lesson actually changed Lysis.
67

 Furthermore, the lack of historical information 

about Lysis and his absence in the rest of the Platonic corpus deepen the worry about 

the long-term success of the lesson. While there are many indications of Lysis’ success 
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66

 Teloh claims that Socrates’ discussions with Lysis, Clinias in the Euthydemus, and the slave boy in the 
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within the dialogue, looking to dialogues beyond the Lysis raises pressing concerns 

about the possibility of Lysis’ continued pursuit of wisdom. 

Examining the possibility of Lysis retaining lasting benefits from his lesson is 

important because of the lesson’s nature as a model of Socratic dialectic. The 

uncontroversial short-term success that we know Lysis experiences demonstrates that 

Socrates’ dialectic can provoke beneficial changes in interlocutors, at least provisional 

ones. While this kind of support for Socratic dialectic is valuable, a lesson that Socrates 

presents as a model for engaging youth in dialectic should go further in demonstrating 

that long-term effectiveness can follow from the short-term success we see with Lysis. 

Essentially, the possibility that Socratic dialectic can provoke lasting changes in 

interlocutors is contingent upon demonstrating that we have good reason to believe that 

long-term success could have followed from Lysis’ short-term success.   
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Chapter 2: Alcibiades’ Challenge to Lysis 
 

The question of a lasting change in Lysis following his conversation with 

Socrates becomes all the more pressing when we consider Alcibiades, who also 

engages in dialectic with Socrates during his youth. Like Lysis, Alcibiades had striking 

physical beauty and belonged to a powerful and wealthy Athenian family (Alcibiades 

104a-c, Protagoras 309a, 316a). Socrates believes that Alcibiades, like Lysis, has 

potential to acquire wisdom and virtue, rather than political power and wealth 

(Alcibiades 104e-105a). Although Alcibiades is older than Lysis and further along his 

trajectory of corruption when he first engages in conversation with Socrates, the two 

youths share in their uncultivated philosophic natures and in engaging in Socrates’ 

dialectic as he tailors it to exhort the two youths toward virtue. 

The life of Alcibiades has been considered a tragedy throughout history because 

of his ultimate failure to develop his philosophic soul, despite Socrates’ devoted efforts 

to orient him away from his eros for the demos and toward a life centered on self-

knowledge. Consequently, the tragedy of Alcibiades’ life adds significant weight to the 

concern about Lysis’ lasting success following his lesson with Socrates. Scott is not 

optimistic about the possibility of Lysis’ success in the context of Alcibiades’ failure, 

“Plato’s dialogues leave us … uncertain about the long-term effect of Socrates as a 

paideutēs in the case of Lysis … Although Lysis and Alcibiades noticeably benefitted 

from their initial conversations with him, their long-term commitment to the Socratic 

way of life remains doubtful at best.”
68

 If we accept that Lysis and Alcibiades are 

similar to such an extent that Lysis likely failed to integrate Socrates’ lesson into his 
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life, the initial conversation in the Lysis ceases to serve as Socrates’ model for ideal 

dialectic with youth. Without this rare case of Socrates’ educational success, the 

possibility of any lasting effectiveness of Socratic dialectic is necessarily called into 

question. 

 In examining the challenge that Alcibiades presents, I first look briefly to his 

life from a historical perspective and then to his speech in the Symposium, where I 

discuss his struggle and ultimate failure to live the philosophic life for which he had 

tremendous potential. In doing so, I focus on Alcibiades’ profession of his inability to 

follow Socrates’ teachings once he is no longer present as a way of depicting the 

tension between Alcibiades’ philosophic, but uncultivated, soul and the corrupt life he 

pursues. I then turn to a close reading of parts of the Alcibiades to argue that Socrates’ 

education of Alcibiades should be considered methodologically different from his 

education of Lysis. Here, we see Socrates tailor his pedagogical strategies to meet the 

unique needs, beliefs, and dispositions of his two interlocutors. Ultimately, I argue that 

the case of Alcibiades does not provide sufficient reason to dismiss the possibility of 

Socrates’ lesson having a lasting effect on Lysis. Thus, there remains potential for 

long-term effectiveness of Socrates’ pedagogical methods overall.
69

 

2.1. Alcibiades, the Historical Figure 

Plato wrote his dialogues knowing that the events of Alcibiades’ life were 

present in the minds of Athenians. Alcibiades was born into wealth and power in 451, 

about twenty-three years before Plato was born. His father, Clinias II, died when 
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 While there is dispute about Plato’s authorship of the Alcibiades, I accept that Plato wrote the dialogue 

for several compelling reasons, which Denyer (2001) discusses thoroughly (p. 14-26). 
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Alcibiades was six, at which time he became a ward of his mother’s cousins, Pericles 

and Ariphon II.
70

 Though his mother, Dinomache, was still alive, Pericles, the most 

influential politician in Athens at the time, became responsible for raising Alcibiades.
71

 

Referring to Alcibiades’ claim that he completed his education without paying 

attention (Alcibiades 118e), Nicholas Denyer notes that Alcibiades had been “neglected 

by those responsible for his earlier education.”
72

 This aspect of his childhood played 

into his eventual corruption and Plato’s portrayal of his conversations with Socrates in 

his early years.  

Alcibiades is infamous throughout history for his impiety and repeated 

betrayals of Athens.
73

 Though there was only a window of about four months during 

which Plato, about seventeen years of age at the time, would have personally 

encountered Alcibiades, he nonetheless grew up experiencing the love and hate that 

Athenians felt for him and his memory for decades following his death.
74

 Denyer and 

Debra Nails depict the intensity of Athenians’ conflicted feelings about Alcibiades by 

quoting a line in Aristophanes’ Frogs, performed in 405, the year after Alcibiades died: 

“[Athens] yearns for him, detests him, and wants to have him” (1425).
75

 Annie Larivée 

further explains the dynamic between Alcibiades and the Athenians, “In spite of all of 

[Alcibiades’] overindulgence and his extravagance, his charm and his power to seduce 

… were such that the people allowed him everything.”
76

 Considering Alcibiades’ 
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looming presence in Athens, as well as his infamous relationship with Socrates, it 

makes sense that Plato refers and alludes to historical events surrounding Alcibiades’ 

life throughout his dialogues, especially in his Alcibiades and Symposium.
77

  

2.2. The Symposium: Socrates’ Momentary Effect on Alcibiades 

The case of Alcibiades challenges the claim that Socrates turns Lysis toward 

wisdom in a lasting way, not purely because Alcibiades ultimately fails to live out 

Socrates’ teaching, but because he seemingly makes progress when he is in the 

presence of Socrates and then abandons his efforts when Socrates is no longer present. 

In his speech in the Symposium, thirty-five-year-old Alcibiades reflects on his deeply 

conflicting experiences with Socrates’ teaching. Those present, including Alcibiades 

himself, are aware that Alcibiades is pursuing anything but the Socratic way of life, yet 

he vividly describes the intensity of the effect Socrates’ has on him during their 

conversations. 

If I were to describe … what an extraordinary effect his words have always had 

on me (I can feel it in this moment…), you might actually suspect that I’m 

drunk! Still, I swear to you, the moment he starts to speak, I am beside myself: 

my heart starts leaping in my chest, the tears come streaming down my face … 

I have heard Pericles and many other great orators … But nothing like this ever 

happened: they never upset me so deeply that my very own soul started 

protesting that my life—my life!—was no better than the most miserable 

slave’s. And yet that is exactly how this Marsyas here … makes me feel all the 

time: he makes it seem that my life isn’t worth living! … He always traps me 

… and he makes me admit that my political career is a waste of time, while all 

that matters is just what I most neglect: my personal shortcomings, which cry 

out for the closest attention. (Symposium 215d-216a)
78
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 According to Friedländer, “In the Alcibiades … the historical person himself comes to life in his 

character and fate” (p. 232). 
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As we also see in Alcibiades, Socrates, through conversation, awakens a profound and 

agitating desire in Alcibiades to change his way of life. That Socrates reaches 

Alcibiades on such a deep level reminds us of the potential for virtue that once existed 

in Alcibiades, whom Scott calls “perhaps Socrates’ most promising pupil.”
79

  

Despite the potential in his philosophic soul, Alcibiades proves unable to follow 

through on Socrates’ provocations. Directly after explaining that Socrates makes him 

feel his life is not worth living and that he needs to attend to his shortcomings, 

Alcibiades confesses that he then turns away from Socrates and his lessons. 

I refuse to listen to him; I stop my ears and tear myself away from him, for … 

he could make me stay by his side till I die. 

 

Socrates is the only man in the world who has made me feel shame … I know 

perfectly well that I can’t prove he’s wrong when he tells me what I should do; 

yet, the moment I leave his side, I go back to my old ways: I cave in to my 

desire to please the crowd. My whole life has become one constant effort to 

escape from him and keep away, but when I see him, I feel deeply ashamed, 

because I’m doing nothing about my way of life, though I have already agreed 

with him that I should. (Symposium 216a-c) 

 

Again, Alcibiades’ nature, the propensity for his soul to be “struck and bitten by 

philosophy” (Symposium 218a), drives him toward Socrates and incites his shame over 

his way of life and failure to change it. Because remaining in Socrates’ presence would 

entail gaining further insight into his problematic ways and confronting his shame, 

Alcibiades leaves Socrates. In the sense that Alcibiades is aware of his shortcomings, 

his response to Socrates’ teaching is perhaps more positive than that of Meno or 

Callicles, who are unable to recognize the flaws in their beliefs. Yet, Alcibiades 

remains an educational failure because he avoids Socrates in order to escape his shame 

and is only able to cultivate his soul while under Socrates’ direct guidance. 
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2.3. The Alcibiades: Socrates’ Attempt to Reorient Alcibiades 

From his speech in the Symposium, we know that Alcibiades’ progress toward 

virtue is limited to the moments in which he is in Socrates’ presence.
80

 Without a 

retrospective speech from Lysis or any other biographical information, we face the 

serious concern that Lysis, whose philosophic nature resembles that of Alcibiades, may 

have also made progress only during his conversation with Socrates. However, a close 

examination of the conversation that spans the Alcibiades reveals notable differences 

between Socrates’ discussion with the young Alcibiades and his initial lesson with 

Lysis. Whereas Scott argues that the conversation in the Alcibiades “closely parallels” 

Socrates’ initial conversation with Lysis “in important and interesting ways,” I reveal 

major differences in Socrates’ motivations, pedagogical methods, and tones, as well as 

in the youths’ immediate responses to their learning.
81

 Ultimately, the differences 

indicate that Alcibiades’ long-term failure with Socrates’ teaching, as we know it from 

history and the Symposium, cannot convincingly predict Lysis’ course of action 

following his own lesson with Socrates.
82

 

2.31. Childhood and Knucklebones 

Alcibiades is nineteen years old at the time of his conversation with Socrates, 

while Lysis is only twelve when he meets Socrates.
 83

 The “bloom” thus remains on 

Lysis’ cheeks when he meets Socrates (Lysis 204e, 213d), but when Socrates 
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approaches Alcibiades, the “bloom” has left his cheeks and the attention he once 

received has faded (Alcibiades 131e-132a). This age disparity comprises one way to 

justify the striking contrasts between Alcibiades’ and Lysis’ responses to Socrates. 

Following from this justification, one might initially argue that the age disparities 

between Alcibiades and Lysis sufficiently explain the differences between their 

responses to Socrates’ teaching.
84

  

However, Socrates describes parallel scenes with the two boys playing 

knucklebones, which offers us a useful point of comparison between Alcibiades and 

Lysis at similar ages. These portraits reveal that Alcibiades’ character flaws were 

apparent early in his childhood. In an attempt to explain to Alcibiades that he believed 

he understood justice and injustice as a child but that his knowledge of these concepts 

was incorrect, Socrates describes Alcibiades’ domineering behavior in knucklebone 

games: 

When you were a boy I often observed you, at school and other places, and 

sometimes when you were playing knucklebones or some other game, you’d 

say to one or another of your playmates, very loudly and confidently—not at all 

like someone who was at a loss about justice and injustice—that he was a lousy 

cheater and wasn’t playing fairly. (Alcibiades 110b) 

 

This image suggests that Alcibiades’ overconfidence, especially as it relates to his 

belief in the superiority of his own knowledge, influenced his behavior from an early 

age.
85

 By juxtaposing this image of the loud, overbearing child Alcibiades with 
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Socrates’ description of his initial sighting of Lysis, who is watching his friends play 

knucklebones, we recall Lysis’ quiet and reserved composure: 

Most of [the boys] were playing in the courtyard outside, but some of them 

were over in a corner of the dressing-room playing with a great many 

knucklebones, which they drew from little baskets. Still others were standing 

around watching this group, and among them was Lysis. He stood out among 

the boys and older youths, a garland on his head, and deserved to be called not 

only a beautiful boy but a well-bred young gentleman. We went over to the 

other side of the room, where it was quiet … and started up a conversation 

among ourselves. Lysis kept turning around and looking at us, obviously 

wanting to come over, but too shy to do so alone. (Lysis 206e-207a) 

 

Of the many contrasts between Alcibiades and Lysis in these images, Lysis’ position as 

standing out among the other youths is most notable. Socrates describes his physical 

positioning inside the wrestling school, as he watches a group of boys play in a 

dressing room corner. Lysis’ positioning appears in contrast to the perhaps rowdier 

group playing outside. Socrates also directly remarks that Lysis stood out for his 

beauty, nobility, and shyness.
86

 Meanwhile, Alcibiades stood out, surely for his beauty 

but most explicitly for his lack of manners and composure. Illuminating the differences 

between the two interlocutors as children importantly reveals that Alcibiades’ 

resistance to Socrates’ teaching, as we see it in the Alcibiades, is not simply the result 

of his age. 

 In the Protagoras, Socrates reveals further evidence that the troublesome part 

of Alcibiades’ character was present early in his childhood. He explains that when 

Pericles became the guardian of six-year-old Alcibiades and his younger brother, 

                                                                                                                                              
Alkibiades!’. ‘No I do not’, he said, but like a lion!’. (Life of Alkibiades 2.2-3) (p. 95). The image of the 

child Alcibiades in Plutarch’s anecdote, breaking the rules in pursuit of victory and then defending 

himself, clearly aligns with the image of Alcibiades in the game of knucklebones that we see in Plato’s 

Alcibiades. 
86

 We also recall importantly that Lysis and the boys playing knucklebones have just completed a 

religious sacrifice and ceremony (206e), which symbolically contrasts with the adult Alcibiades’ 

impiety.  
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Clinias, he separated the brothers, worrying that Alcibiades would corrupt Clinias 

(Protagoras 320a).
87

 According to Socrates, Pericles neglected to teach his sons virtue, 

leaving them “to browse like stray sacred cattle and pick up virtue on their own 

wherever they might find it” (Protagoras 320a).
88

 We can surmise that, as Pericles’ 

ward, Alcibiades met a similar fate with respect to his education to virtue.
89

 By 

considering this information about Alcibiades’ childhood in the context of the 

discussion the Alcibiades, we understand that Alcibiades’ vulnerability to corruption 

and tendency to corrupt others are problems deep within his character. In the absence 

of attentive early education to virtue, these problems become increasingly harmful. 

2.32. Socrates’ Motivations with Lysis and Alcibiades 

One factor that plays into the differences in Socrates’ methodology between his 

conversations with the two youth is his motivation. Although Socrates is struck by 

Lysis’ potential and responsiveness (207a, 211a, 213d-e) when he meets him for the 

first time, he initiates their conversation upon Hippothales’ request. He becomes 

genuinely invested in Lysis’ progress, but his primary motive is to model dialectic. 

Alternatively, in the Alcibiades, Socrates acts from deep personal commitment in the 

form of love for Alcibiades’ soul (131d). In the opening lines, Socrates speaks directly 

about his love for Alcibiades and his reasons for initiating the conversation. “I was the 

first man to fall in love with you … and now that the others have stopped pursuing you 

I suppose you’re wondering why I’m the only one who hasn’t given up” (Alcibiades 

                                                 
87
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103a). Socrates loves Alcibiades’ soul, which is “just beginning to bloom” (132a). 

While Alcibiades’ unrivaled ambition (124b) drives his plans for political domination, 

Socrates is drawn to this ambition because of the possibility that he can help transform 

it into a drive for virtue. Yet, Socrates will only love Alcibiades as long as his soul is 

beautiful. He reveals this condition when he says, “I shall never forsake you now, 

never, unless the Athenian people make you corrupt and ugly” (132a).
90

 Overall, 

Socrates’ desire to orient Lysis toward wisdom is relatively impersonal when compared 

to his desire to convince Alcibiades to care for his soul.
 91

 In the latter case, Socrates’ 

love for Alcibiades’ soul is at stake and thus, his motivation to change Alcibiades is 

deeply personal.
92

 

2.33. Socrates’ Pedagogical Methods Adapted for Alcibiades 

  

 Socrates uses a harsh approach in his attempt to counter Alcibiades’ resistance,  
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 Scott (p. 152) quotes an exchange between Socrates and Callicles in the Gorgias (487d7-488a3) to 
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 Socrates makes several important statements in the Apology that describe his motivations in his 

conversations overall and especially with Lysis and Alcibiades because of their age and potential: 

For I go around doing nothing but persuading both young and old among you not to care for 

your body or your wealth in preference to or as strongly as for the best possible state of your 

soul, as I say to you: ‘Wealth does not bring about excellence, but excellence makes wealth and 

everything else good for men, both individually and collectively.’ (30a-b) 

 

I was always concerned with you, approaching each one of you like a father or an elder brother 

to persuade you to care for virtue. (31b. 

 

[T]he unexamined life is not worth living for men. (38a) 

These statements demonstrate the different configurations of Socrates’ mission to lead people toward the 

philosophic life. Socrates’ words here in the Apology also importantly connect to his efforts to turn 

Alcibiades toward virtue in that Athenians believed that Socrates had corrupted Alcibiades. While the 

objectives Socrates describes in the Apology extend to all, or most, of his efforts with interlocutors, they 

become particularly important when he engages with youth like Lysis and Alcibiades who possess the 

potential to fulfill such demanding goals.  
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which emerges throughout their conversation. This shift from the gentle approach with 

Lysis will settle the problem that Alcibiades’ long-term failure poses for the possibility 

of Lysis’ lasting success. However, those who argue that the lessons are more similar 

than different and thus, that Alcibiades’ life does indeed serve as a useful predictor of 

Lysis’ future, would likely look first to Socrates’ practice of gentle elenchus. Early in 

the dialogue, Alcibiades agrees quite hesitantly that there “must have been” a time 

when he knew he lacked knowledge in areas where he now has knowledge. Socrates 

uses elenchus throughout much of the dialogue as he attempts to reveal that Alcibiades 

is ignorant in areas where he thinks he has knowledge and that he has never been aware 

of his ignorance (Alcibiades 106e-118d).  

Initially, this elenctic conversation is gentle. Though it is not as gentle or brief 

as the elenchus in the lesson with Lysis, Socrates is more encouraging and less critical 

than when he practices standard elenchus with Alcibiades later in the conversation and 

when he converses with grown interlocutors. In addition to the light tone, an important 

feature of the gentle elenchus is Socrates’ close guidance of Alcibiades as he provides 

instructions for meaningfully answering his questions and offers alternative questions 

when Alcibiades struggles. 

Socrates: Come on then, it’s your turn; it’s partly up to you, surely, to keep our 

conversation going well. First of all, tell me what the skill is for singing and 

dancing … correctly. What is it called as a whole? … Aren’t you able to tell me 

yet? 

 

Alcibiades: No, I can’t.  

 

Socrates: Well, try it this way. Who are the goddesses to whom the skill

 belongs? 

 

Alcibiades: Do you mean the Muses, Socrates? 
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Socrates: I do indeed. Don’t you see? What’s the name of the skill that’s named 

after them? 

Alcibiades: I think you mean music. 

 

Socrates: Yes, I do. Now what is “correctly” for what takes place in accordance 

with this skill? In the other case I told you what “correctly” is for what takes 

place in accordance with the skill, so now it’s your turn to say something 

similar in this case. How does it take place?  

 

Alcibiades: Musically, I think. 

 

Socrates: A good answer. Come on now, what do you call what’s better in both 

going to war and keeping peace? … Now try to tell me what’s better in this 

case, too. (108c-e) 

 

Here, Socrates tries to guide Alcibiades encouragingly, step-by-step away from his 

misunderstanding and ideally, toward a new understanding, if he can complete the 

elenchus.
93

 Thus far, gentle elenchus seems to be sufficient because Alcibiades, though 

unsure of the correct answers to the questions, appears willing to learn from Socrates. 

Socrates may use gentle elenchus before a harsher approach because he is 

optimistic that Alcibiades will abandon his misconceptions readily, which is the case 

with Lysis. Evidence for this possibility lays in the conditions under which Socrates 

initiates the conversation, namely that the god has told Socrates that Alcibiades is now 

ready to listen to him (106a). Similarly, Socrates tells Alcibiades that he is “just the 

right age to see” (127e) that he has “been in an appalling state for a long time,” as 

Alcibiades describes his present circumstances (127d). Hence, Socrates may initially 

believe that Alcibiades will only require gentle elenchus because he is now open to his 

dialectic. We see Socrates guide Lysis in a similar way, but Lysis responds with 

agreeable answers that reflect his investment in and openness to Socrates’ teaching. 

Despite hesitation in Alcibiades’ responses, the two youths may initially appear alike 
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as they undergo Socrates’ gentle elenchus. However, this appearance only remains 

when the instances of gentle elenchus are isolated from the standard elenchus that 

prevails throughout much of the Alcibiades.
94

 

As Socrates continues with the elenchus, Alcibiades’ resistance becomes 

increasingly clear, taking two distinct forms. The first form is subtle but reflects his 

struggle to recognize the limits of his knowledge. Alcibiades reveals this kind of 

resistance when he gives short, noncommittal responses following questions that 

undermine his superiority. For example, in response to Socrates’ question, “Now 

supposing the Athenians were discussing who they should wrestle with and who they 

should spar with and how, who would be a better adviser, you or the trainer?”, 

Alcibiades says “The trainer, I guess” (107e). The subtle words “I guess” seem to 

communicate Alcibiades’ recurring and profound difficulty with accepting his 

ignorance.
95

 Throughout the dialogue, Alcibiades provides similarly ambivalent 

responses at times when he should respond more definitively.
96

 This manifestation of 

Alcibiades’ resistance is a contrast to Lysis’ typically more decisive responses, yet it 

parallels Menexenus’ ambiguous response style.
97

 The recurrence of Alcibiades’ subtle 

                                                 
94

 We also see superficial similarities between Lysis’ maieutic insight and several statements made by 

Alcibiades that look like they might be maieutic.  However, none of Alcibiades’ seemingly maieutic 

insights are actually maieutic because he does not typically set them forward himself and Socrates goes 

on to refute them. For example, Alcibiades’ statement “I suppose it’s because I didn’t really pay any 

attention” (118e) may look like a maieutic insight because he offers it as an explanation for his situation, 

but Socrates goes on to refute it (119a-b). 
95

 See also 112d, where Alcibiades’ struggle to take responsibility for his ignorance is apparent in two 

responses: “I guess I am” and “From what you say anyway, it’s not very likely.” In this line, we see 

Alcibiades emphasizing his belief that Socrates’ statement is merely Socrates’ opinion, but not 

necessarily the truth. 
96

 Common responses include but are not limited to: “apparently” (113b, 116c, 128d, 134b, 134c), 

“apparently not” (115c, 116a, 117d), “I guess not” (114d), “I think so, anyway” (115e), “probably” 

(117a), “I guess that’s right” (118b), and “so it seems” (130e, 133a, 133c). 
97

 See, for example, Lysis 212b-213e. See p. 20 of this thesis for my discussion of Lysis’ clear and direct 

answers to Socrates’ questions and statements. 



42 

 

resistance hinders the progression of Socrates’ methods and contributes to his shift 

from gentle to harsh elenchus. 

The second form of Alcibiades’ resistance is much more overt than the previous 

kind and becomes increasingly clear in his defensive, often highly charged responses. 

Alcibiades seems to respond in this manner when he tries to prevent Socrates from 

refuting him. In perhaps the strongest instance of this form of resistance, Alcibiades 

attempts to navigate the conversation away from the subject of his ignorance about 

justice by bringing advantageousness into the conversation and then challenging 

Socrates’ claim that he does not have knowledge in this area either (113d-e). Similarly, 

Alcibiades resists Socrates’ challenges with angry and childish orders. For example, 

when Socrates says “try to prove that what is just is sometimes not advantageous” 

(114d), Alcibiades refuses and instigates a heated exchange: 

Alcibiades: Stop pushing me around, Socrates! 

 

Socrates: No, in fact I’m going to push you around and persuade you of the 

opposite of what you’re not willing to show me. 

 

Alcibiades: Just try it! 

 

Socrates: Just answer my questions. 

 

Alcibiades: No, you do the talking yourself. (114d-e) 

 

Like his subtle words of resistance, Alcibiades’ overt defensiveness slows the forward 

movement of the conversation and reveals to Socrates his continued need for harsh and 

humbling elenchus. 

To combat Alcibiades’ two forms of resistance, Socrates alters his methods to 

conduct stronger and harsher elenchus. Throughout these refutations, Socrates tells 

Alcibiades that his plan to advise Athenians without having the necessary prior 
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knowledge is “crazy” (113c), he has a “delicate stomach” for arguments (114a), his 

ignorance is “the most disgraceful sort of stupidity” (118a), and that he is living in a 

slave-like state (135c).
98

 Socrates also sarcastically calls Alcibiades “quite a prophet” 

(114e). Nearing the end of the long sequence of elenctic arguments intended to make 

Alcibiades realize that he is “ignorant about the most important things” and that he 

thinks he knows what he does not know (118b), Socrates delivers perhaps his most 

forceful, but necessary, lines in the dialogue, “Good God, Alcibiades, what a sorry 

state you’re in! I hesitate to call it by its name, but still, since we’re alone, it must be 

said. You are wedded to stupidity, my good fellow, stupidity in the highest degree—

our discussion and your own words convict you of it” (118b). These insults that 

constitute Socrates’ exceptionally harsh elenchus eventually lead Alcibiades to admit 

reluctantly to his ignorance. Thus, this harsh form of elenchus and its characteristic 

direct acknowledgements of an interlocutor’s misconceptions seem to be more 

effective than gentle elenchus with Alcibiades.
99

 

Socrates must conduct further elenchus. However, Alcibiades’ resistance 

becomes even stronger than before when he incorrectly attributes his ignorance to 

having neglected to pay attention during his education (118e) and then reveals his 

belief that “there’s no need … to train and go to the trouble of learning. I’m sure my 

natural abilities will be far superior” (119b-c). Following this breakdown of all 

progress, Socrates temporarily abandons dialectic and makes a powerful attempt to 
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and good nor intelligent. If you don’t think you need anything, of course you won’t want what you don’t 

think you need” (204a). Diotima’s discussion of ignorance here describes Alcibiades’ situation and 

Socrates’ label of his ignorance being “the most disgraceful sort of stupidity” (Alcibiades 118a) because 

he is not able to see that he needs something he does not already have. 
99

If we recall Renaud’s distinction between two forms of elenchus, logical and moral, it becomes clear 

that Alcibiades requires significant moral elenchus, in addition to the logical kind. 
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humble Alcibiades by telling stories about Spartan and Persian nobility.
100

 In doing so, 

he hopes to prove Alcibiades’ inferiority, which is particularly necessary given his 

opinion that “Spartan generals [and] the Persian king are [no] different from anybody 

else” (120c).  

As Socrates presents the stories in what Friedländer calls the “royal speech,” he 

emphasizes Alcibiades’ comparably unimpressive descent, upbringing, education, 

wealth, and character (120e-124b).
101

 These factors, in the context of the superiority of 

the Spartans and Persians, independently and collectively problematize Alcibiades’ 

incessant denials of any need for self-improvement. Nearing the conclusion of the 

stories and still needing to humble Alcibiades as pointedly and effectively as possible, 

Socrates says: 

Now suppose someone were to say to Amestris, the king’s mother … ‘The son 

of Dinomache intends to challenge your son; her wardrobe is worth only fifty 

minas at best, and her son has less than three hundred acres of land at Erchia.’ I 

think she’d be wondering what this Alcibiades had up his sleeve… she’d say, ‘I 

don’t see what this fellow could be relying on, except diligence and wisdom…  

But if she heard that this Alcibiades … is ... hardly twenty years old yet, and … 

entirely uneducated, and furthermore, when his lover tells him to study and 

cultivate himself and discipline himself so that he can compete with the king, 

he says he doesn’t want to and that he’s happy with the way he is—if she heard 

all that, I think she’d ask in amazement ‘What in the world could this youngster 

be relying on?’ Suppose we were to reply, ‘Good looks, height, birth, wealth, 

and native intelligence.’ Then, Alcibiades, considering all that they have of 

these things as well, she’d conclude that we were stark raving mad. (123c-124a) 

 

As part of the humbling as a whole, these lines serve to reiterate the absurdity of 

Alcibiades’ beliefs that he does not need to learn and that he is no different from the 
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 I argue that the “royal speech” is not specifically dialectic, though it, of course, serves an important 

pedagogical purpose. It is difficult to characterize it as elenchus, or any kind of dialectic, because there is 

a breakdown of questions and answers. In denying that the speech is part of Socrates’ dialectic, I agree 

with Denyer (p. 172-173) and Belfiore (2012, p. 41-43) but disagree with Scott (p. 89) and Carpenter 

and Polanksy (p. 95-97). 
101

 In the early lines of the dialogue, as an introduction or initial humbling, Socrates mentions descent, 

upbringing, education, wealth, and character as subjects of Alcibiades’ problematic ideas about himself 

and his role in Athens (104a-c). See Friedländer, p. 232, 235-239. 
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Spartan and Persian royalty.
102

 If this humbling is effective, Alcibiades will abandon 

these flawed beliefs.  

 In the final moment of the “royal speech,” Socrates turns from his humbling of 

Alcibiades, to an exhortation. Through this transition, Socrates, in a sense, tests the 

effectiveness of the humbling. If it is effective, Alcibiades will respond positively to 

the exhortation, meaning he will realize that his exceptionally high aspirations depend 

on his decision to practice self-cultivation. Toward this end, Socrates powerfully 

appeals to Alcibiades’ longing: 

trust in me and the Delphic inscription and ‘know thyself’. These are the people 

we must defeat, not the ones you think, and we have no hope of defeating them 

unless we act with both diligence and skill. If you fall short in these, then you 

will fall short of achieving fame in Greece as well as abroad; and that is what I 

think you’re longing for, more than anyone else ever longed for anything. 

(124a-b)
103

 

 

This exhortation, as it follows from the humbling, seems to present Alcibiades with 

little choice other than to agree that he needs to acquire “diligence and skill.” Further 

resistance would require that he deny the magnitude of his desire for fame, which, for 

Alcibiades, would have been unimaginable. Instead, he acknowledges the truth in 
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 According to Friedländer, “the ‘royal speech’ is the core of the dialogue” (p. 236). He notes that 

Sparta was “at the height of its political and financial power” as Socrates describes it in the Alcibiades 

(p. 232). Friedländer remarks that Socrates makes speeches about the Spartans and Thracians in the 

Protagoras and Charmides, but he argues that 

The ‘royal speech’ of the Alcibiades goes far beyond these analogies. Amidst all the playful 

fancy, we discern the first outlines of a state dedicated to education; for instance, the heir to the 

Persian throne, in the third seven-year period, is educated by four royal tutors in the four 

Socratic virtues, whereas in Athens the care of the young is left to the most useless slaves, 

‘unless a lover takes an interest in you.’ (p. 236) 

We see that this is the case with Alcibiades and Socrates and that it is also the case with Lysis in that the 

slaves come to take Lysis and Menexenus home (Lysis 223a-b), which is symbolic in itself but also 

symbolic in the sense that Hippothales does take an interest in Lysis, but thus far, his flattery will not 

save Lysis from the education he gets from the slaves. Hippothales, as Lysis’ lover, can save Lysis from 

his otherwise poor education by listening to Socrates attentively and actually changing his approach to 

pursuing Lysis, thus making it more like Socrates’ approach. Under this view, an alternative would be 

possible if Socrates took a continued interest in Lysis. Ideally, however, and perhaps most likely is the 

possibility that Socrates oriented Lysis toward wisdom enough for him to continue to pursue it following 

their conversation. 
103

 There is no similar declaration of Lysis’ underlying corrupt motives. 
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Socrates’ statements about his need to cultivate himself, “Well, Socrates, what kind of 

self-cultivation do I need to practice? Can you show me the way? What you said really 

sounded true” (124c). In this way, the exhortation appears to have successfully opened 

Alcibiades to self-cultivation and a series of promising exchanges ensues.
104

  

As Alcibiades continues with his temporary responsiveness, Socrates returns to 

his practice of gentle elenchus throughout much of the remainder of the dialogue. For 

example, Socrates becomes more patient and encouraging, “What is it then? Don’t give 

up. … Try your best to tell me” (126e). He is able to use gentler methods here because 

he focuses on undoing some of the logical misconceptions that underlie Alcibiades’ 

moral problem (his resistance to cultivate virtue in himself). Perhaps the most 

important logical error that Socrates resolves is that a person is not a body, but rather a 

soul (130c).
105

 While Socrates’ gentler approach is made possible because of its 

provisional focus on logical inconsistencies, it is also made possible because 

Alcibiades remains more responsive here than in previous parts of the dialogue.
106

 

                                                 
104

 However, it is immediately noticeable that Alcibiades’ recognition of his need for self-cultivation is 

rather superficial in that he wants Socrates to make the process easy for him by telling him exactly how 

to practice self-cultivation. We see Alcibiades make similar requests at 124d, 127e, and 132b. This 

response serves as an early indication of a greater desire in Alcibiades simply to acquire knowledge 

without working for it. We see this problem in the adult Alcibiades in the Symposium, beginning around 

217a. Here, we see how Alcibiades would like to gain access to Socrates’ wisdom without having to 

work for it. Scott refers to this phenomenon as Alcibiades believing that Socrates can simply “transfer” 

his knowledge to him (p. 129). This reflects a character flaw in Alcibiades that is not in Lysis. 
105

 Undoing Alcibiades’ logical misconceptions about the relationship between the body and soul is 

important because it allows Socrates to show him that to “know ourselves” means to “know our souls” 

(130d). If he can understand this distinction and the notion that self-knowledge is about the soul, not the 

body, then Socrates can further exhort him to cultivate virtue in his soul. 
106

 Friedländer takes note of the striking shift we see in Alcibiades between his previous resistance and 

defensiveness and the willingness we see in this later moment.  

This contrast between the first and the third [124b-135e] parts … shows that the pupil’s pride is 

broken and that he has come to see his own emptiness before the superior strength of his 

master. Thus, humiliation and submission belong to the inner development of the dialogue 

which leads from the strong resistance displayed by Alkibiades at the beginning to his surrender 

at the end. At the same time, an attitude of listening and replying, quietly and objectively, is a 

necessary prerequisite for developing—as Socrates now does—the complex of problems 

dealing with the structure of the state and with self-knowledge. (p. 236) 
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When Socrates asks Alcibiades if he “need[s] any clearer proof that the soul is the 

man,” the previously resistant Alcibiades responds saying “No, by Zeus, I think you’ve 

given ample proof” (130c). The progress we see throughout the series of exchanges 

following the “royal speech” is likely attributable to the way in which Socrates shares 

these stories as a humbling elenchus, which he then turns into an exhortation, tailored 

to provoke Alcibiades to practice self-cultivation, even if it is initially for the sake of 

fulfilling his desire for fame to the highest degrees.  

 While Alcibiades has progressed toward an understanding of his need for virtue 

and even tells Socrates in his closing line “I’ll start to cultivate justice in myself right 

now” (135e), the final page of the dialogue contains two indications of Alcibiades’ 

failure to make the necessary progress to begin an ongoing practice of self-cultivation. 

First, prior to Alcibiades’ line about cultivating justice in himself, Socrates asks him 

how he will escape from his slave-like state (135c-d). Alcibiades’ answer is 

concerning, “It’s up to you, Socrates” (135d).
107

 His response reflects his prevailing 

belief that Socrates can impart the knowledge that he needs without having to exert 

significant effort to improve himself.
108

 This enduring misconception is especially 

concerning because Alcibiades expresses it so late in the conversation, but it is not 

surprising because it resulted from exhortation and listening to Socrates’ speech, rather 

than maieusis. Accordingly, Socrates expresses his dissatisfaction with the response, 

                                                                                                                                              
I agree that Alcibiades appears to have made significant progress, especially when we recall, for 

example, his attempt to avoid being refuted by arguing that Athenians care about advantage rather than 

justice (113d-e). However, there are two indications in the final lines of the dialogue that I argue will 

ultimately undermine the extent of Alcibiades’ development that we see in this part of the dialogue.  
107

 Alcibiades’ words loosely resemble Charmides’ lines in the final exchanges of the Charmides when 

he says that he will “use force” to make Socrates continue to charm him (176b). 
108

 See footnote 100, especially with respect to this problem as an ongoing pattern, as we see it in the 

adult Alcibiades in the Symposium. 
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“That’s not well said, Alcibiades” (135d).
109

 Alcibiades, in turn, asks what he should 

say and Socrates tells him he should say “that it’s up to God” (135d). Although 

Alcibiades seems receptive, “Then that’s what I say” (135d), there is no indication that 

he actually understands the nature of his own role in cultivating himself in relation to 

Socrates’ and God’s roles.
110

 

 Socrates’ final line contains the second and far more concerning indication of 

Alcibiades’ failure to make sufficient progress toward virtue by the dialogue’s 

conclusion. He warns Alcibiades, “I should like to believe that you will persevere, but 

I’m afraid—not because I distrust your nature, but because I know how powerful the 

city is—I’m afraid it might get the better of both me and you” (135e). Socrates trusts in 

Alcibiades’ nature because of the beauty and potential of his soul, which is the object 

of Socrates’ eros.
111

 Yet, in his closing words, Socrates once again conveys the 

urgency of Alcibiades’ need to acquire virtue. Socrates does not trust Alcibiades’ still 
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 At 112d, Socrates also says “that’s not well said!” when Alcibiades cannot accept that his “opinion 

wavers so much” and that he does not “know about justice and injustice.” This exchange occurs shortly 

before Socrates begins the harsh elenchus intended to lead Alcibiades to recognize his ignorance. 
110

 Alcibiades’ belief that the way out of his slave-like state is “up to” Socrates may be a reference to the 

lines early in the dialogue in which Socrates tells Alcibiades that he needs him: “It is impossible to put 

any of these ideas of yours into effect without me—that’s how much influence I think I have over you 

and your business” (105d) and “I hope to exert great influence over you by showing you that I’m worth 

the world to you and that nobody is capable of providing you with the influence you crave , neither your 

guardian nor your relatives, nor anybody else except me” (105e). If these lines underlie Alcibiades’ “it’s 

up to you” statement at the conclusion of the dialogue, it may make sense to suppose that Alcibiades 

takes Socrates’ lines at 105d-e so seriously that they are the cause of his ongoing belief that Socrates can 

remove him from his present state. Regardless, Alcibiades should understand by the end of the 

conversation that he must take responsibility for cultivating virtue in himself. Thus, his failure to take 

responsibility or see the role of the divine without Socrates’ direction is further indication of Alcibiades’ 

insufficient progress upon the conclusion of the dialogue. 
111

 See Alcibiades 104e-105a and my discussion of Socrates’ motivations in the Alcibiades. See also 

Symposium 215d-e, where Alcibiades describes the “extraordinary effect [Socrates’] words have always 

had on” him. The extent of the effect of Socrates’ words on Alcibiades is the result of his philosophic 

soul. At Alcibiades 131d-132a, Socrates refers to the beauty of Alcibiades’ soul, which is developing as 

his physical beauty fades. Socrates tells him that he will continue to love him “as long as [he’s] making 

progress” (131d) and as long as the Athenians do not make him “corrupt and ugly” (132a). See Larivée, 

especially p. 23-24. Socrates also refers to his eros for Alcibiades at Gorgias 481d and Alcibiades 

discusses their eros throughout his speech in the Symposium (215a-222c). 
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uncultivated nature in the context of the city and its influence. Just several moments 

earlier in the conversation, Socrates tells Alcibiades that his “greatest fear” is that “the 

Athenian people [will] make [him] corrupt and ugly” (132a). Socrates goes on to 

explain his worry that “a love of the common people might corrupt [Alcibiades], for 

many Athenian gentlemen have suffered that fate already” (132a). Hence, Socrates’ 

concern that the city will “get the better of” Alcibiades is at least in part grounded in 

the knowledge that it has played a role in the corruption of other youth.
112

 

Alcibiades’ resistance throughout the conversation provides further justification 

for the fear that Socrates conveys in his final line. Turning once again to Socrates’ prior 

warning about the influence of the city, we recall Socrates’ statement to Alcibiades that 

he must be proactive in gaining the knowledge that is necessary to prevent him from 

being corrupted by the city, “The [Athenians] might look attractive on the outside, but 

you need to scrutinize them in their nakedness, so take the precaution I urge … Get in 

training first … and learn what you need to know before entering politics. That will 

give you an antidote against the terrible dangers” (132a-b). In Socrates’ final line, we 

                                                 
112

 Larivée argues that the city and Alcibiades’ “love of the common people” (132a) are to blame for his 

corruption: 

The fact that Alcibiades did not become a philosopher is not explained by the absence of a 

philosophic nature or eros. Rather, whereas the demos quasi-constantly exerted its influence on 

him, Alcibiades needed only to withdraw from the company of Socrates to avoid having his 

eros fed and directed by philosophy. The lesson is clear: the influence of one sole teacher does 

not suffice to protect a highly gifted soul from tyrannical temptation; living-conditions—social, 

political—play a crucial role. (p. 24) 

Placing Larivée’s argument in the context of the Lysis, we see that Lysis’ continued success will depend 

on whether Socrates’ lesson was effective in convincing him to approach the city with great caution. 

This possibility seems to remain open in part because Lysis eagerly engages in Socrates’ dialectic at 

such a young age, while Alcibiades is not ready to listen to Socrates until he is nineteen. Being able to 

learn from Socrates at the age of twelve may protect Lysis from the city’s influence. 
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see that his concern for Alcibiades arises from his knowledge that he will not likely 

train or learn in the ways that would protect him from the city.
113

  

The closing line seems to serve as a final reminder to Alcibiades that much 

remains for him to learn, especially in the context of the dangers of the city and his 

love for the people. Socrates often concludes dialogues by reminding his interlocutors 

that they are not finished learning.
114

 Recall that in the Lysis, Socrates accomplishes 

this at the conclusion of the initial lesson through his exhortative humbling and then by 

encouraging Lysis to repeat the lesson to Menexenus.
115

 Similarly, he concludes the 

whole of the dialogue by reminding the two boys that they have not yet discovered the 

meaning of a friend (Lysis 222e-223b). Friedländer draws parallels between the 

exhortative conclusions of other dialogues and the Alcibiades, while acknowledging 

Socrates’ heightened concern, which is unique in the final lines of the Alcibiades: 

…we leave on a new note of tension. If the Laches and Charmides close with 

the suggestion that the work of love and teaching must be continued, we find 

here, in addition to the same suggestion, Socrates’ concern that Alkibiades may 

be ruined … as well as the prediction … that the state may win out over him 

and over Alkibiades also. This prediction connects, in an ironic paradox, the 

political career of Alkibiades and the death of Socrates. Thus, the dialogue 

begins with a tension between past and present; it ends with a tension between 

present and future.
116

 

 

In this way, Socrates final line to Alcibiades lies in contrast to the conclusions of the 
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 Lysis’ openness and responsiveness, by contrast, suggests that he may be more likely than Alcibiades 

to pursue the training and education that is essential to overcoming the dangerous influence of the city. 

Scott argues that “Socrates is not responsible for the fact that Alcibiades will again be overcome 

by ordinary eros for tyranny” (p. 67), which seems to agree with Larivée’s claim that a single educator 

cannot overcome the social and political influences of the city. However, Scott also claims that 

“Alcibiades’ failure was shown to be due to his inability or unwillingness to follow Socrates at all” (p. 

163). This latter argument diverges from Larivée’s view by placing greater weight on Alcibiades’ own 

responsibility. 
114

 See Scott, p. 83. 
115

 See subsection on exhortation in Chapter One. Socrates also tells Lysis to ask him about anything he 

forgets the next time they meet. 
116

 Friedländer, p. 233. 
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two conversations in the Lysis, where there is little tension between past and present in 

the beginning and only minimal tension between present and future at the two endings. 

In the Alcibiades, the final tension between present and future is perhaps as great as it 

is because of the limited progress that Alcibiades has made toward virtue or because 

Socrates reveals his awareness that Alcibiades will likely not continue to work toward 

the knowledge that is necessary to prevent his own corruption. Whereas Socrates’ final 

lines to Lysis may serve to cue him to continue learning, his final line to Alcibiades, 

especially in its discouraged tone, seems to be a nod toward the Alcibiades of the 

Symposium.
117

 Hence, the striking contrasts between Socrates’ final lines to the two 

interlocutors suggest quite strongly that Socrates sees potential for a lasting pursuit of 

virtue in Lysis that will continue to deteriorate in Alcibiades. 

 The differences between Socrates’ final lines to Lysis and Alcibiades gain even 

greater significance when we consider them symbolically in the context of the 

distinctions between the two youth’s characters and the pedagogical methods that 

Socrates applies in the two lessons. Though on the surface, Lysis and Alcibiades 

appear similar in their beauty and potential, as well as their responsiveness to Socrates’ 

teaching, Alcibiades, because of his resistance, requires Socrates to use the harsh 

elenchus that is entirely absent in the lesson with Lysis. The extensive and strong 

elenchus that Socrates uses in the Alcibiades importantly indicates that Alcibiades and 

Lysis are not as alike in their educational needs as we might initially think. 

Furthermore, Alcibiades’ difficulty admitting to his ignorance and need for self-

cultivation, which drives the continued elenchus, contributes to the absence of true 

maieusis in the dialogue. Given that Socrates uses maieusis to bring out and extend 

                                                 
117

 See Larivée, p. 19. 
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Lysis’ new insight in the most pivotal moment of the lesson, the absence of maieusis 

with Alcibiades points to his failure to reach a new insight of such significance. Like 

the ultimately unsuccessful gentle elenchus with Alcibiades, the exhortation that 

follows the humbling in the “royal speech” initially seems successful. However, 

Alcibiades’ hesitance and Socrates’ negative outlook at the dialogue’s conclusion 

suggest that Alcibiades is neither reoriented toward virtue nor committed to practicing 

self-cultivation. By examining the early conversation between Socrates and Alcibiades, 

we see clearly that this youth’s resistance, stemming from his love for the demos, 

prevents him from changing himself in ways that could protect him from his 

corruption. Finally, placing the Alcibiades beside the Lysis illuminates the momentum 

of Lysis’ progress and as a result, it becomes clear that the individuals and the lessons 

differ to such an extent that Alcibiades’ failure does not serve as a counterexample to 

Lysis’ long-term success. 

2.4. Effectiveness and Variety of Socratic Pedagogical Methods in the 

Lysis and Alcibiades 

Returning first to the Symposium with a revised understanding of the 

Alcibiades, we see that Alcibiades’ struggle to follow out Socrates’ lessons, despite 

their profound momentary effects (216a), stems from flaws in Alcibiades’ character, 

rather than problems with Socrates’ teaching. However, resolving this part of the 

problem with Alcibiades does not directly resolve the concern about Lysis also failing 

to obtain lasting benefits of Socrates’ dialectic. We settle this worry with evidence that 

Lysis’ and Alcibiades’ characters are not as similar as they initially seem. By 

examining the Alcibiades alongside the initial lesson in the Lysis, we find convincing 
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evidence of the differences between the characters of the two youths. The contrasts 

manifest most clearly in their direct responses to Socrates’ teaching and the ways in 

which their responses shape Socrates’ specific pedagogical methods. 

 Settling the concern about Lysis’ long-term success is important because 

Socrates frames his initial conversation with Lysis as a model for dialectic with 

promising youth. As such, it provides us with a unique opportunity to gain insight into 

Socrates’ ideal pedagogical methods with youth of high potential. Beyond the methods 

themselves, the lesson helps us understand the way in which Socrates adapts his 

techniques as he anticipates his interlocutor’s responses and makes further 

modifications according to his interlocutor’s progress.  

Had we found overwhelming evidence in the Alcibiades that the problem that 

Alcibiades describes in the Symposium does indeed confine Lysis’ possible success to 

the moments of the dialogue, there would be grave implications for Socratic dialectic 

as a beneficial pedagogical approach. We would be confronted with the question of 

whether any interlocutor in Athens, even those with outstanding potential, can reach 

lasting educational success through Socrates’ dialectic. The question takes on even 

greater significance when we once again consider the nature of the lesson with Lysis as 

a model of the ideal Socratic dialectic. If an uncorrupted twelve-year-old with a 

philosophic nature is unable to gain a lasting benefit from a lesson presented as a 

dialectical model, it seems we would be forced to conclude that dialectic is entirely 

ineffective, except perhaps when it is reserved for the philosophers in the ideal city in 

the Republic. Having resolved Alcibiades’ challenge to Lysis, we can look to the lesson 
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with Lysis as evidence that Socratic dialectic can lead to both momentary and lasting 

benefits. 

Aside from using the Alcibiades to argue for the effectiveness of Socrates’ 

lesson with Lysis and consequently, its sustained identity as a dialectical model, 

examining the two dialogues together reveals major methodological contrasts between 

two interlocutors who appear alike in the context of the entire range of interlocutors. In 

this way, including the exceptionally responsive twelve-year-old Lysis among the wide 

range of interlocutors throughout Plato’s Socratic dialogues allows us to watch 

Socrates apply his dialectic in a conversation that differs from virtually all others in the 

dialogues. Finally, evaluating the position and role of the Lysis in the broad context of 

Socratic dialogues allows us to return to the debate about the elenchus in the lesson 

with Lysis and appreciate its symbolic value in representing the larger discussions 

about the diversity of Socrates’ dialectical and pedagogical methods.



55 

 

Bibliography 

Asmis, Elizabeth. “Psychagogia in Plato's Phaedrus.” Illinois Classical Studies 11, no.

 1/2 (1986): 153-172. 

Belfiore, Elizabeth, S. Socrates Daimonic Art. Cambridge: Cambridge University

 Press, 2012. 

Carpenter, Michelle and Polansky, Ronald M. “Variety of Socratic Elenchi.” Does

 Socrates Have a Method? Rethinking the Elenchus in Plato’s Dialogues and

 Beyond. Ed. Gary Alan Scott, 89-100. University Park: The Pennsylvania State

 University Press, 2002.  

Cooper, John M. “Introduction.” Plato: Complete Works. Ed. John M. Cooper,vii-xxvi.

 Indianapolis: Hackett Publishing Company, 1997. 

Denyer, Nicholas. Plato Alcibiades. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2001. 

Duff, Timothy E. “Plutarch on the Childhood of Alcibiades.” Proceedings of the

 Cambridge Philological Society 49 (2003): 89-117. 

Friedländer, Paul. Plato: The Dialogues, First Period. Vol. II. Trans. Hans  Meyerhoff.

 New York: Bollingen Foundation and Pantheon Books, 1964. 

Larivée, Annie. “Eros Tyrannos: Alcibiades as the Model of the Tyrant in Book IX of

 the Republic.” The International Journal of the Platonic Tradition 6 (2012): 1-

 26. 

Nails, Debra. The People of Plato. Indianapolis: Hackett Publishing Company, 2002. 



56 

 

Plato. “Alcibiades.” Plato: Complete Works. Ed. John M. Cooper. Trans. D.S.

 Hutchison, 557-595. Indianapolis: Hackett Publishing Company, 1997. 

Plato. “Charmides.” Plato: Complete Works. Ed. John M. Cooper. Trans. Rosamond

 Kent Sprague, 639-663. Indianapolis: Hackett Publishing Company, 1997.  

Plato. “Gorgias.” Plato: Complete Works. Ed. John M. Cooper. Trans. Donald J. Zeyl,

 791-869. Indianapolis: Hackett Publishing Company, 1997.  

Plato. “Lysis.” Plato: Complete Works. Ed. John M. Cooper. Trans. Stanley Lombardo,

 687-707. Indianapolis: Hackett Publishing Company, 1997.  

Plato. “Meno.” Plato: Complete Works. Ed. John M. Cooper. Trans. G.M.A. Grube,

 870-897. Indianapolis: Hackett Publishing Company, 1997. 

Plato. “Protagoras.” Plato: Complete Works. Ed. John M. Cooper. Trans. Stanley

 Lombardo and Karen Bell, 746-790. Indianapolis: Hackett Publishing

 Company, 1997. 

Plato. “Symposium.” Plato: Complete Works. Ed. John M. Cooper. Trans. Alexander

 Nehamas and Paul Woodruff, 457-505. Indianapolis: Hackett Publishing

 Company, 1997.  

Renaud, François. “Humbling as Upbringing: The Ethical Dimension of the Elenchus

 in the Lysis.” Does Socrates Have a Method? Rethinking the Elenchus in

 Plato’s Dialogues and Beyond. Ed. Gary Alan Scott, 183-198. University Park:

 The Pennsylvania State University Press, 2002.  



57 

 

Scott, Gary Alan. Plato’s Socrates as Educator. Albany: State University of New York

 Press, 2000. 

Teloh, Henry. Socratic Education in Plato’s Early Dialogues. Indiana: University of

 Notre Dame Press, 1986. 

Versenyi, Laszlo. “Plato's Lysis.” Phronesis 20, no. 3 (1975): 185-198. 

Vlastos, Gregory. “Elenchus and Mathematics: A Turning-Point in Plato’s

 Philosophical Development.” The American Journal of Philology 109, no. 3

 (1988): 362-396. 

Vlastos, Gregory. Socratic Studies. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1994. 

Woodruff, Paul. “Socratic Education.” Philosophers on Education. Ed. Amélie

 Oksenberg Rorty, 14-31. London: Routledge, 1998. 

 

 

 

 

 

 


