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The aim of this study is to demonstrate that the value of the Lysis does not lie in 

Socrates’ puzzling treatment of φίλος and φιλία, but rather in the unique role 

that both Socrates and the other two main interlocutors, Lysis and Menexenus, 

assume in this Platonic dialogue. In the Lysis, Socrates plays the role of the so-

phist who uses errant logic, but with whom the young men are so infatuated that 

they simply agree with his every statement. Their inability to display critical 

thinking by challenging his flawed arguments constantly forces Socrates to re-

vert to the role of the philosopher who refutes the points that he, himself, had 

just raised. The dialogue thus functions as a warning against blindly trusting the 

education of youths to sophists and potentially as an exercise for Plato’s students 

to detect problematic argumentation and to practise arguing against it.  
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The perplexity of the Lysis has been a topic of considerable debate. Throughout the 

dialogue, the reader is given the impression that Socrates is attempting to provide 

a definition of ‘φίλος’1 by asking the two teenagers, Lysis and Menexenus, a series of 

questions.2 Nevertheless, before reaching a conclusion, their philosophical discussion 

 
1 The scope of the Lysis has been heavily contested. While most scholars, such as Price (1990, 1) 

and El Murr (2014, 3), consider φιλία to be its main topic of discussion, Nichols (2006, 1) argues 

that Socrates attempts to define φίλος and not φιλία. Interestingly, Pohlenz (1913, 370) notes that 

the dialogue deals chiefly with παιδικὸς ἔρως, a view which was vehemently rejected by von Arnim 

(1914, 60). Similarly, Annas (1977, 551) maintains that through the Lysis Plato does not attempt to 

provide a comprehensive account of φιλία, since he is mainly interested in discussing “intellectually 

attractive paradoxes”. However, the fact that Socrates also examines Lysis’ φιλία with his parents 

shows that even though he was predominately interested in the constituent elements of a φίλος, his 

discussion also touched upon common perceptions of φιλία. For a definition of φιλία in the ancient 

world, see Konstan (1996a, 388). A more in-depth discussion of φιλία can be found in Konstan 

(1996b, 71 – 94, 1997).  
2 Considering the fact that in the Lysis Socrates discusses the conditions under which one can be 

regarded as φίλος to another person, it would follow that the Lysis would be the primary source of 

Plato’s views of φιλία. Nevertheless, a serious treatment of φιλία is absent from the Lysis and thus 
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is interrupted by the teenagers’ guardians. While far from the only Platonic dialogue 

to end in aporia,3 or without proper use of the Socratic elenchus,4 it is the overall 

purpose of the dialogue that has led many scholars to question its value as well as its 

authenticity.5 More importantly, Socrates’ arguments are atypically weak to the point 

that a significantly different Socrates arises before the readers’ eyes compared to 

Plato’s later works.6 Socrates not only uses errant logic that both Lysis and Menexe-

nus fail to detect, he is the one who stresses the fallacy in his own arguments. This 

paper aims to answer an important question: what role do the main interlocutors play, 

and subsequently, what is the purpose of the dialogue? By investigating Socrates’ ar-

guments as well as Lysis and Menexenus’ responses to them, it will attempt to show 

that, through the three main speakers, Plato demonstrates how easy it is to manipulate 

young men, who were so impressionable and willing to accept the statements of so-

phists as fact, that they were unable to form their own opinions. The discussion will 

argue against scholars who, in the last few decades, have been at pains to defend the 

 
the study of the Phaedrus, the Symposium, and the Laws is necessary to discern the Platonic account 

of φιλία.  
3 For instance, Euthyphro, Charmides, Laches. Wolfsdorf (2007, 237) argues that the fact that the dia-

logue ends in aporia does not prevent the reader from being able to observe Socrates’ account of φιλία.  
4 Vlastos (1991, 128) notes that the elenchus is absent in the Lysis as much as in the Hippias Major 

and the Euthydemus.  
5 The possibility that the Lysis is spurious was introduced in the 19th century by Ast (1816, 428 – 

434), and Socher (1820, 137 – 144) and Cholava (1858, 793 – 802). Their view was, nonetheless, 

rejected. Lutoslawski (1897) chooses a different approach. He refrains from rejecting the Lysis as 

spurious, but does not state that he regards it as an authentic Platonic dialogue either. Taylor (1949, 

64) has persuasively argued in favour of the dialogue having been written by Plato by stressing the 

many references to it in Aristotle’s book eight and nine of the Nicomachean Ethics. Price (1990, 1) 

also points out that the Lysis is Aristotle’s “starting-point” in both the Nicomachean and the Eudem-

ian Ethics. Glidden (1981, 54 – 55) expresses a similar view by noting that Plato’s dialogue “stands 

as a prolegomenon for some future study”, including the Symposium and the Phaedrus. Penner and 

Rowe (2005, xii) maintain that the Lysis “sets the agenda” for the Symposium, the Phaedrus, and 

Aristotle’s discussion of φιλία in his Ethics. Conversely, divergency of opinion can be observed in 

the significance of the Lysis as a philosophical discussion of φίλος and φιλία. According to Versenyi 

(1975, 186), the playful character of the dialogue does not prevent Socrates from raising valid points 

about φιλία. Haden (1938, 356) suggests that, despite the lack of a definition of φιλία in the Lysis, 

the discussion between Socrates, Lysis, and Menexenus and the study of these characters offers 

valuable insight into Plato’s views of φιλία. Bolotin (1979, 61 n.86), on the other hand, interprets 

Socrates’ arguments as an exploration of the possibility that φιλία does not exist. Similarly, Vlastos 

(1973, 8 – 9) considers it a failure and Guthrie (1975, 143) asserts that Plato would agree that the 

Lysis cannot be considered “a success”.  
6 A prime example would be Hippias Major, another one of Plato’s early dialogues that fails to 

provide a definition of the topic being examined (“τὸ καλόν” – “the good”). The major difference 

between them is that Socrates refrains from using equally absurd arguments and, notably, the lan-

guage that he employs in the dialogue does not betray an intention to warn his audience against 

trusting his own words. Mackenzie (1985, 89) also observes the extent to which Plato’s early dia-

logues differ from his later works.  
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dialogue by trying to provide an explanation for each argument that Socrates makes 

however problematic it may be.7 

Socrates’ attempt to deceive the reader 

The dialogue begins with Socrates noting that ἐπορευόμην μὲν ἐξ Ἀκαδημείας εὐθὺ 

Λυκείου τὴν ἔξω τείχους ὑπ᾿ αὐτὸ τὸ τεῖχος (“I was on my way from the Academy 

straight to the Lyceum along the road that runs outside the wall, under the wall itself”, 

203A1 – 2).8 At first glance, his remark seems rather innocent; it could simply be 

a way to set the scene. However, as Planeaux has observed, the path that Socrates 

chose did not take him ‘directly’/‘straight’ to the Lyceum and this must have been 

common knowledge to any Athenian, including the reader of the Lysis.9 The fact that 

Socrates seemingly tries to mislead his reader, rather than his interlocutors, from the 

very first sentence of the dialogue gives the impression that Plato intends to warn his 

reader that Socrates is not to be trusted, at least not fully.10 The careful reader, who 

realises that Socrates is willing to bend the truth, is expected to pay closer attention to 

Socrates’ statements throughout the dialogue. A few lines later, Socrates notes that he 

chanced upon a young man, Hippothales, whom he informs that ἐξ Ἀκαδημείας... 

πορεύομαι εὐθὺ Λυκείου (“From the Academy... I’m on my way straight to the Ly-

ceum”, 203B2). Not only does he repeat the first sentence almost word for word, but 

he claims again, something that Hippothales was surely aware to be a half truth, as 

Socrates was not in fact heading εὐθὺ to the Lyceum. The repetition of the statement 

in just a few lines draws the reader’s attention, likely in an effort to alarm him/her 

further about Socrates’ intentions with the conversation that is to follow. At the same 

time, Hippothales has the opportunity to question the validity of Socrates’ remark, but 

instead he simply asks him to join them (δεῦρο δή... εὐθὺ ἡμῶν, “Come over here... 

straight to us”, 203B3). This is the third time that the adverb εὐθὺ is used in just eight 

 
7 Wolfsdorf (2007, 235) observes the tendency in modern discussions of the Lysis to begin with 

a defence of the dialogue. For examples of modern scholars defending the dialogue, see Dirlmeier 

(1931, 56 – 58), Hoerber (1959, 19 – 22), Bosch-Veciana (1998). Penner and Rowe (2005) develop 

a remarkable, though ultimately unsuccessful, effort to defend Socrates’ arguments in the Lysis. 

They admit in several occasions (e.g. 68, 71) that there are “gaps in Socrates’ argument” that “cer-

tainly baffle us for a while” or that “Socrates’ argument commits him to something blatantly false”. 
8 All translations from the Lysis are from Penner and Rowe (2005). 
9 Planeaux (2001, 60) stresses that εὐθὺ “to the Lyceum from the Academy would have been through 

the Demosian Sema, through the Dipylon Gates, along the Eridanus, past the ἀγορά, and through 

the Diochares Gates. Instead, Socrates swings out of his way, around the ἄστυ, and approaches the 

Lyceum from the north.” In contrast, Hetherington (2009, 151 – 160) argues against the possibility 

that this episode suggests that Socrates should be perceived as an unreliable narrator.  
10 Planeaux (2001, 61) interprets Socrates’ opening statement as invitation to “our skepticism”. Pen-

ner and Rowe (2005, 4) point out that a similar warning about sophists can be found in the beginning 

of the Protagoras.  
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lines. If the dialogue was indeed written by Plato partly as an exercise for his stu-

dents,11 while the careful student would have seen through Socrates’ disingenuousness 

from the beginning, the third εὐθύ would help even the less gifted student to detect 

Socrates’ attempt at misinformation.   

The explicit and implicit presence of sophists 

As the dialogue progresses, Socrates leaves Hippothales to talk with Lysis and Mene-

xenus. The two young men are also at the recently-built wrestling school, where they 

are being educated by Miccus, a sophist, who, according to Socrates, οὐ φαῦλός γε 

ἁνήρ, ἀλλ᾿ ἱκανὸς σοφιστής (“definitely no mean person; in fact a fair professional 

when it comes to wisdom”, 204A6 – 7).12 Therefore, the existence of a sophist in the 

setting of the Lysis is introduced from the beginning of the dialogue. When Socrates’ 

discussion with the teenagers commences, prima facie a ‘competent’ (ἱκανὸς) sophist, 

Miccus, is replaced with a non-sophist philosopher, Socrates. However, as the discus-

sion reveals later on, Socrates is by no means better than a sophist.13  

Plato’s attitude towards sophists and the tactics that they employ is, by and large, 

consistent throughout his works:14 he is highly critical of them because they lack con-

sistency, they focus on appearances (Soph. 236B4 – C8) and, unlike Socrates, are not 

interested in the discovery of truth. What matters to them is popular opinion15 and the 

ostensibly true, since their ultimate goal is winning every debate (Gorg. 472B). Plato 

chastises them for their eristics and for employing the art of antilogic in their de-

bates.16 He also expresses concerns over rhetoric, because of the disregard of those 

who use it for what is truthful, right or wrong and their indifference to the education 

of other people (Gorg. 454D – E, 455A, 465B, Euthyd. 272A7 – B1). He portrays 

 
11 This view has been expressed by Bury (1910, 273), who suggests that Plato’s early dialogues “are 

little more than preliminary exercises in elementary dialectic”.  
12 Penner and Rowe (2005, 4) maintain that the reference to Miccus as a “sophist” is “used in a purely 

descriptive way”.   
13 Ludwig (2010, 142 – 143) draws parallels between Socrates’ and the sophists’ argumentation. 

Glidden (1981, 45) observes that in 222E1 Socrates gives the impression of “a sophist in a court-

room”. Bosch-Veciana (1998, 116), in Socrates’ discussion of justice (207D1) and wisdom (207D2), 

detects “a criticism of sophistics”. Conversely, Penner and Rowe (2005, xi) argue that even though 

modern readers may get the impression that in the Lysis Socrates acts like “a kind of sophist”, such 

a view should be rejected, since defeating his interlocutors would be a “silly exercise”. Therefore, 

the possibility of Socrates taking the role of a sophist has been considered, though without having 

been properly explored in scholarship.  
14 Irwin (1995, 573) stresses Plato’s efforts to draw a sharp distinction between Socrates and the 

sophists.  
15 In Rep. 493A6 – 9 Plato expresses his disapproval of the sophists for presenting common beliefs 

as wisdom.   
16 For the significant differences between eristic and antilogic, see Kerferd (1981, 62 – 67). The dangers 

of the use of antilogic, especially by young men, is further stressed by Plato in Rep. 539B2 – 7.    
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sophists as people who do not pursue knowledge (ἐπιστήμη); instead, they focus on 

opinion (δόξα) and on giving the impression to others that they are knowledgeable.17 

While sophists feature prominently in Plato’s dialogues, including the Protagoras, the 

Gorgias, and the Sophist, the most striking parallels with the Lysis can be found in the 

Euthydemus. In both the Lysis and the Euthydemus, the tricks that sophists tend to use 

are prevalent. The Socrates of the Lysis greatly resembles the two sophists of the Eu-

thydemus, Euthydemus and Dionysodorus, who unlike Protagoras and Gorgias, are 

portrayed as charlatans with no interest in educating youths. In fact, even though they 

profess to teach virtue (Euthyd. 273D), their dialogue with Cleinias, does not benefit 

the young man in any way.18 They do not attempt to offer a valuable lesson to him, 

but to demonstrate their superiority by refuting his claim, irrespective of the answer 

that he provides (Euthyd. 273E). They even admit that they phrase their questions to 

their interlocutor in such a way that they do not leave him “any room to escape” 

(ἄφυκτα, Euthyd. 276E).  As Grady points out, until Socrates intervenes, the two sophists 

are evidently successful at persuading Cleinias by “employing set arguments 

grounded in double meanings and verbal ambiguities designed to confound and con-

fuse an interlocutor”.19 Their absurd arguments20 are equally effective on the sophists’ 

followers: when Cleinias gives the wrong answer to a trick question that Euthydemus 

asks him, Dionysodorus points out that he is incorrect and their followers begin to 

laugh and applaud them (Euthyd. 276C – D).21 Thus, through the dialogue Plato un-

derlines the dangers that sophistry poses, especially on young and naive men.22 The 

only major difference between Socrates in the Lysis and the sophists in his other dia-

logues is that Socrates does not ask for payment from Lysis and Menexenus.23 In this 

 
17 O’Grady (2008, 53) notes that Plato does not see any “pedagogical value” in rhetoric.   
18 As the discussion that follows will show, Socrates’ dialogue with Lysis and Menexenus ends with 

the two teenagers not having gained any knowledge on the topic of what a φίλος is.   
19 O’Grady (2008, 124). Similarly, in the Lysis the teenagers are constantly persuaded by Socrates 

throughout the dialogue to the point that Socrates is forced to intervene by pointing out the fallacy 

in his argumentation.  
20 On the absurdity of the sophists’ argumentation, see also Sermamoglou-Soulmaidi (2014, 90, 110, 

116). 
21 It is worth stressing that even though Socrates also constantly corrects Lysis and Menexenus, he 

does not attempt to ridicule them.  
22 Lamb (1952, 375, 376) also observes an effort to expose the sophists’ tactics and argues that, 

through Socrates, Plato attacks Euthydemus and Dionysodorus for preying on young men who are 

being deceived by their “spurious argumentation” and “verbal tricks”.  
23 Harrison (1964, 191 n.44) provides a list of Plato’s references to sophists receiving payment for 

their services. Nevertheless, as Blank (1985, 6) points out, Plato’s strong disapproval of the sophists’ 

practise of teaching for money is not abundantly clear in his dialogues.  
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regard, Socrates is indubitably not a typical sophist.24 Nevertheless, his argumentation 

is equally sophistic, thereby becoming, for the most part, a sophist.25  

The view of a radically different Socrates in the Lysis had already been expressed 

by Diogenes Laertius: 

Φασὶ δὲ καὶ Σωκράτην ἀκούσαντα τὸν Λύσιν ἀναγιγνώσκοντος Πλάτωνος, 

«Ἡράκλεις,» εἰπεῖν, «ὡς πολλά μου καταψεύδεθ᾿ ὁ νεανίσκος.» οὐκ ὀλίγα γὰρ ὧν οὐκ 

εἴρηκε Σωκράτης γέγραφεν ἁνήρ (Diog. Laert. Lives of the Philosophers 3.35). 

They say that when Plato heard Socrates reading the Lysis, he said “Dear God, how 

many lies has the young man been saying about me!” For Socrates never said many 

of the things that the man has written.  

While this passage is frequently quoted in discussions of the Lysis, its signifi-

cance is not recognised by modern scholars who try to defend Socrates’ arguments, in 

order to argue that the dialogue is a valuable source in the study of Plato’s account of 

φιλία.26 Even though there is no doubt in scholarship that the dialogue was not written 

while Socrates was still alive and that this quote is an apparent exaggeration,27 it, 

nonetheless, conveys a certain message: the Socrates of the Lysis differs enormously 

from the historical Socrates, arguably more than the Socrates of any other extant Pla-

tonic dialogue. 

Lysis and Menexenus portrayed as gullible young men 

Throughout the dialogue, neither Lysis nor Menexenus displays independent think-

ing.28 Most of their answers are notably short. They do not contribute to the discussion 

in any substantial way, as they consistently agree with Socrates and refrain from 

 
24 Tell (2009, 13) notes that earning money from teaching is one of the basic characteristics of sophists 

in Plato’s dialogues.  
25 Even though Planeaux (2001, 66) also stresses the significance of Plato’s reference to the sophists 

educating young men, he does not explore the possibility that Socrates is following in the sophists’ 

footsteps.  
26 Ast (1816), Socher (1820), and Cholava (1858) argued against the authenticity of the Lysis be-

cause of its eristic and sophistic character, but also because of the way in which the interlocutors 

behave throughout the dialogue. Nevertheless, they did not consider whether or not Plato intentio-

nally gave Lysis and Menexenus the role of the gullible young men and Socrates the role of a sophist 

as a warning against trusting the education of young and impressionable men to sophists.   
27 As Levin (1964, 4. n.11) observes, “hardly anyone allows such credence to the anecdote recorded 

by Diogenes Laertius”. 
28 Similar observations can be made on Hippothales. As Penner and Rowe (2005, 7 n.16) point out, 

Hippothales “does not properly understand Socrates’ questions”.  
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introducing an argument or express an opinion that differs from Socrates’.29 When 

Socrates asks them some simple questions about themselves and their relationship, 

they do not hesitate to affirm that they are friends.30 Socrates does not immediately 

question the existence of φιλία between them; instead, he notes εἴπερ ἀληθῆ περὶ τῆς 

φιλίας λέγετον (“if you’re telling the truth about your friendship”, 207C11). Even 

though his remark at first may appear to be a reference to the validity of their state-

ments about their similarities, the points that he raises in later parts of the dialogue 

suggest that, contrary to their conviction, they may not, in fact, be φίλοι.  

Socrates stresses the value that he attaches to φιλία by stating that from a young 

age he had a fervent desire to acquire friends (211E2 – 8). He then goes on to praise 

Lysis and Menexenus for having succeeded in something that he has not:   

ἐκπέπληγµαι καὶ εὐδαιµονίζω ὅτι οὕτω νέοι ὄντες οἷοι τ᾽ ἐστὸν τοῦτο τὸ κτῆµα 

ταχὺ καὶ ῥᾳδίως κτᾶσθαι, καὶ σύ τε τοῦτον οὕτω φίλον ἐκτήσω ταχύ τε καὶ σφόδρα, 

καὶ αὖ οὗτος σέ· (212A1 – 4) 

I’m overcome, and call you happy because at such a young age you’re able to ac-

quire this possession quickly and easily – you’ve acquired him as a friend like this, 

quickly and firmly, and similarly he’s acquired you; 

Even though his remark about Lysis and Menexenus’ achievement of having 

found a φίλος in each other at first may give the impression of genuine admiration, 

his tone in this passage is distinctly sarcastic.31 Not only does he begin by express-

ing his surprise (ἐκπέπληγµαι) that they are friends, but he also stresses that this 

has happened to two persons of such (οὕτω) young age. Then, in addition to the 

repetition of the adverb ταχύ (‘quickly’), Socrates notes that their φιλία was es-

tablished ῥᾳδίως (‘easily’). However, Aristotle -likely as a response to this pas-

sage- highlights the importance of time in establishing a φιλία. He also uses ταχύ 

twice, as an adverb (ταχέως) and as an adjective (ταχεῖα). He emphatically notes 

 
29 It is worth noting that we get a sense of what kind of interlocutor Lysis will be before his dialogue 

with Socrates even begins. Socrates observes that Lysis is visibly interested in joining him in con-

versation, but hesitates to do so. In fact, it is stressed that Lysis ἠπόρει τε καὶ ὤκνει μόνος προσιέναι 

(“he was at a loss about what to do, hesitating to come over to us on his own”, 207A7), likely as 

a hint at the aporia in which the dialogue will end. Only when Menexenus sees Ctesippus and moves 

towards him does Lysis decide to follow him and meet Socrates. Lysis is thereby portrayed as a timid 

teenager who does not act or easily make decisions on his own. He is happy to follow Menexenus 

just like he is happy to follow Socrates’ arguments without attempting a proper rebuttal.  
30 φίλω γάρ ἐστον. ἦ γάρ; Πάνυ γ᾿, ἐφάτην (“after all, the two of you are friends, aren’t you?’ ‘Yes, 

absolutely,’ they said together”, 207C8 – 9). 
31 In contrast, Glidden (1981, 39) does not detect sarcasm in Socrates’ remark and simply notes that 

he congratulates them for their achievement. Penner and Rowe (2005, 49) offer a similar interpreta-

tion of the statement that Socrates makes.  
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that while a strong desire for a φιλία between two persons can arise quickly, an 

actual φιλία cannot. It requires two persons to spend considerable time with one 

another and for their relationship to be tested before they can be considered φίλοι 

(Eth. Nic. 1156b27 – 33).32  

Apart from Aristotle, Plato in the Lysis also further suggests that Socrates’ state-

ment must have been sarcastic. The questions that Socrates poses throughout the dia-

logue shatter Lysis and Menexenus’ pre-existing beliefs about φιλία. The fact that 

Socrates returns later on to the question whether the two young men are indeed φίλοι 

suggests that his initial reaction could not have been sincere.33 Moreover, the dialogue 

ends with Socrates pointing out that, despite their investigation, they were unable to 

determine what constitutes a φίλος: ἐροῦσι γὰρ οἵδε ἀπιόντες ὡς οἰόμεθα ἡμεῖς 

ἀλλήλων φίλοι εἶναι—καὶ ἐμὲ γὰρ ἐν ὑμῖν τίθημι—οὔπω δὲ ὅτι ἔστιν ὁ φίλος οἷοί τε 

ἐγενόμεθα ἐξευρεῖν (“For these people here will say as they leave that we think that 

we’re friends of one another – for I count myself too as one of you – but haven’t yet 

been able to find out what the friend is”, 223B5 – 8).34 This passage reveals that Lysis 

and Menexenus’ statement about being φίλοι was unfounded, since they did not -and 

still do not- know what a φίλος is. Therefore, in 212A1 – 4 Socrates either did not 

know if they are φίλοι, in which case he would not be in a position to praise them, or 

he did but disagreed with their belief that they are φίλοι, which would render his seem-

ingly positive remarks about their accomplishment disingenuous. Since none of them 

knows what the constituent elements of φιλία are, they cannot be considered φίλοι.35 

Nonetheless, Socrates maintains that the audience listening to their conversation, 

mainly consisting of teenagers, will leave under the impression that Socrates, Lysis, 

and Menexenus consider each other φίλοι (223B5 – 6). He seems to suggest on the 

one hand that, since they were not successful at providing a definition for φίλος, view-

ing them as φίλοι would be erroneous, as was Lysis and Menexenus’ initial perception 

of their relationship. On the other hand, his remark appears to stress the difficulties 

that people of such young age face when they have teachers like the pseudo-sophist 

Socrates of the Lysis.36 Plato thus demonstrates that teenagers, who are supposedly 

 
32 In fact, Aristotle asserts that the φιλίαι that are based on pleasure (and benefit) only κατὰ συμβεβηκός 

τε δὴ αἱ φιλίαι αὗταί εἰσιν (“are indeed only accidentally friendships”, Eth. Nic. 1156a16 – 7). 
33 Ὑμεῖς ἄρα εἰ φίλοι ἐστὸν ἀλλήλοις, φύσει πῃ οἰκεῖοί ἐσθ’ ὑμῖν αὐτοῖς (“The two of you, in that case, 

if you’re friends to each other, in some way naturally belong the one to the other”, 221E5 – 6). 
34 Crombie (1963, 20) provides a different interpretation of the Lysis. The fact that dialogue ends 

without Socrates and the two teenagers having discovered what φίλος is allows the reader to draw 

his own conclusions about φίλος and φιλία. A similar view can be found in Wolfsdorf (2007, 251).   
35 Bosch-Veciana (1998, 112 – 113) and Penner and Rowe (2005, 49 n.26) interpret Socrates’ remark 

as a confirmation that he considers himself a φίλος to both Lysis and Menexenus. 
36 I refer to Socrates as a “pseudo-sophist”, because he does not fully embrace the role of a proper 

sophist in the dialogue. Not only does he not expect a payment for the lessons that he is teaching the 
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being educated under sophists, could end up with false beliefs about the topics that 

they are being taught or,37 at the very least, more confused than they were before 

becoming their students.38 

Plato leaves scattered throughout the dialogue plenty of hints for his readers –

likely his students- to realise that Socrates is speaking like a sophist. When Socrates 

asks Menexenus who is more noble, Menexenus himself or Lysis, he uses the verb 

ἐρίζω (“contest”, 207C3) to denote the possibility that there is no consensus on the 

topic. Similarly, before speaking to Menexenus again, he asks Lysis whether he 

knows that Menexenus is ἐριστικός (“eager for strife”, 211B8). As Penner and Rowe 

observe, the term mainly refers to sophists, as evident in the Euthydemus, in which 

“some professional sophists, like the brothers Euthydemus and Dionysodorus... de-

veloped it into a fine art (‘eristics’)”.39 As the dialogue will reveal, Menexenus is 

by no means ἐριστικός, considering that he simply agrees with most of the conclu-

sions that Socrates draws. Socrates, on the other hand, does seem to behave like an 

ἐριστικός by displaying more interest in being correct than in discovering the truth. 

In addition to ἐριστικός, Plato introduces the concept of ἀλαζών (“arrogant”) 

through Socrates. After discussing with Lysis and Menexenus ὃ ἔστιν τὸ φίλον καὶ 

οὔ (“what the friend is and isn’t”, 218B7 – 8), he notes: Φοβοῦμαι... μὴ ὥσπερ 

ἀνθρώποις ἀλαζόσιν λόγοις τισὶν τοιούτοις [ψευδέσιν] ἐντετυχήκαμεν περὶ τοῦ 

φίλου (“I fear... that it’s as if we’d met some people who were impostors – that 

we’ve fallen in with a form of words about the friend that are something like that”, 

218D 2 – 4). His remark, at first sight, may simply give the impression that he is 

pointing out flaws in the way that they have conducted their research. The use of 

ἀλαζών, however, is significant, because it could be a further reference to sophists.40 

In fact, the sophist Philostratus refers to ἀρχαίαν σοφιστικὴν ῥητορικὴν (“old so-

phistic rhetoric” V S 480) as τέχνην φίλαυτόν τε καὶ ἀλαζόνα (“selfish and arrogant 

art”, V S 616). While Socrates uses this adjective to refer to himself as well as Lysis 

and Menexenus, the only person who deserves such a characterisation is Socrates 

whose argumentation has been distinctively sophistic. His success at persuading the 

two young men comes at the expense of their discovery of the truth, i.e. of the in-

vestigation into φίλος.  

 
two teenagers, he also removes the cloak of the sophist every time that he draws their attention to 

the flaws in his arguments.  
37 On “corruption of youths” in the Lysis, see Ludwig (2010, 136 – 137).  
38 Grote (1875, 184) maintains that the Lysis does not provide “any positive result”; on the contrary, 

it ends “with speakers and hearers more puzzled than they were at the beginning”. A similar view is 

expressed by Reshotko (1993, 1). 
39 Penner and Rowe (2005, 14).  
40 Cratin. 380, Ar. Nub. 102, Pl. Chrm. 173c, Rep. 490a2, Xen. Mem. 1.7.5. On ἀλαζών and 

ἀλαζονεία, see Branham (1989, 50) and Pangle (2018, 62 – 63).  
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Perhaps an even clearer reference to sophists can be found in 216A4 – B9. Before 

he asks Menexenus if he believes that there is something that is more opposite to φιλία 

than ‘enmity’ (ἔχθρα), he notes that this is a question that ‘antilogicians’ (ἀντιλογικοί) 

would ask. Not only does he not hide the fact that he is following the sophists, who 

are notorious for using antilogic,41 he poses it as a serious question and expects an 

answer from Menexenus.42 Thus, a clear pattern can be observed in their discussion: 

Socrates develops a point, while sometimes committing a logical fallacy, and then 

asks Lysis and Menexenus a close-ended question. They tend to choose the second 

option, since the way in which Socrates phrases it gives them the impression that it is 

the answer that he would have chosen himself. He then rejects their answer, pointing 

out how problematic the conclusion, which all three of them drew, has been. It follows 

that, following the footsteps of sophists, such as Euthydemus and Dionysodorus (Eu-

thyd. 273E), he is primarily concerned with refuting his interlocutors. Before he 

moves on to the next point, both teenagers have learned nothing about what φίλος is; 

on the contrary, they are effectively asked to reconsider the presuppositions without 

knowing with what to replace them.  

Socrates’ problematic argumentation remains undetected 

Socrates uses a series of criteria to determine what φίλος is and, although he appears to 

reject every trait related to the term, his arguments are in several instances evidently 

weak. A prime example can be found in his discussion of reciprocity among friends.43 

When Socrates argues against the existence of φιλία between two persons in which 

A loves B, but is not loved in return, A is loved by B, but he does not love B, and a mu-

tual affection between A and B, he raises valid points to highlight the incompatibility of 

φιλία with one-sided concern, but not the third one as well.44 Instead, he mentions -

among other examples- that one can be a φιλόσοφος or a φίλοινος, i.e. someone who 

loves (φιλέει) wisdom or wine, but wisdom and wine do not love one in return.45 

 
41 As Kerferd (1981, 61 – 62) observes, in Plato’s works, antilogic is closely associated with the 

sophists. This is particularly evident in Soph. 225A12 – 226A5. 
42 The antilogic that Socrates uses is also discussed in Penner and Rowe (2005, 97 – 98).  
43 Reshotko (1997, 2 – 3) points out that reciprocity does not appear to be an integral part of φιλία 

in Plato’s Lysis. Penner and Rowe (2005, 56) express the same view. In contrast, Ludwig (2010, 

138) notes that the utilitarian nature of φιλία in the Lysis would be considered “extreme” even in 

Plato’s time. 
44 von Arnim (1914, 46) argues that Socrates’ statements in the Lysis are not all meant be taken 

seriously. 
45 Οὐδ’ ἄρα φίλιπποί εἰσιν οὓς ἂν οἱ ἵπποι μὴ ἀντιφιλῶσιν, οὐδὲ φιλόρτυγες, οὐδ’ αὖ φιλόκυνές 

γε καὶ φίλοινοι καὶ φιλογυμνασταὶ καὶ φιλόσοφοι, φιλόκυνές γε καὶ φίλοινοι καὶ φιλογυμνασταὶ 

καὶ φιλόσοφοι, ἂν μὴ ἡ σοφία αὐτοὺς ἀντιφιλῇ (“In that case, there aren’t horse-lovers either, 

when the horses don’t love them back, or quail-lovers, or for that matter dog-lovers and wine-

lovers and exercise-lovers and wisdom-lovers – unless wisdom loves them in return”, 212D5 – 9). 
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Socrates thus commits a logical fallacy;46 comparing affection between a person with 

affection towards or from an object is a clear case of fallacy of equivocation.47 Never-

theless, Menexenus fails to provide a counter argument or to point out the blatant flaw 

in Socrates’ absurd argumentation.48 He simply agrees with him (212D8 – 9).49 Lysis is 

portrayed as an equally naive teenager who is so eager to learn from an authority figure 

that the possibility of challenging Socrates does not seriously cross his mind. When 

Socrates discusses with Lysis his parents’ love and affection for him, he asks him why 

his parents do not trust him with their affairs. Lysis assumes that it is a matter of 

knowledge. The points that Socrates provides to refute his argument are unequivocally 

a case of reductio ad absurdum. For instance, no one would believe that the great king 

of Asia would trust Lysis over his own son for the preparation of meat, even if he 

deemed Lysis more knowledgeable. Nevertheless, Lysis does not disagree with Socrates 

nor does he point out the absurdity of Socrates’ remarks.50  

Lysis and Menexenus’ inability to see through Socrates’ weak arguments forces 

Socrates himself to point out the flaws of their discussion to them as well as to the rest 

of the teenagers listening to their conversation. In numerous occasions, Socrates notes 

that they have contradicted themselves (212D1 – 3, 222D1 – 3, 7 – 8) and that they have 

not conducted their research properly (213D1 – 2).51 By making these remarks, Socrates 

draws attention both to the points that he raises and to the young men’s answers. The 

language employed suggests an effort to warn them that his line of thought is prob-

lematic and that they need to reconsider the way in which they process information. 

The adjective καταγέλαστος (“ridiculous”) is used in different parts of the dialogue to 

highlight the absurdity of the discussion taking place.52 Interestingly, it is first intro-

duced at the beginning of the dialogue when Ctessipus, in his brief discussion with 

 
46 As Kerferd (1981, 62 – 63) rightly observes, sophists in Plato’s dialogues that use the art of eristic 

are not necessarily concerned with the truth, hence their reliance on fallacies as tools to secure vic-

tory in their debates. 
47 Penner and Rowe (2005, 53 – 55) argue against such a reading of the passage.  
48 Glidden (1981, 39 n.9) also maintains that Socrates’ argument is simply absurd. For other exam-

ples of problematic argumentation in the Lysis, see Glidden (1981, 45) and Ludwig (2010, 137). 
49 On Menexenus’ insistence on agreeing with almost everything that Socrates says, see Glidden 

(1981, 42 n.32). 
50 Hetherington (2009, 69-70) observes that “as Socrates suggests more outrageous ideas Lysis con-

tinues to agree” in his effort “to hold on to a stated position”. However, this view cannot easily be 

entertained considering that Lysis consistently agrees with the vast majority of Socrates’ statements 

in the dialogue and not only in this particular case.  
51 On the many contradictions in the Lysis and inconsistencies with other Platonic dialogues, see 

Shorey (1930, 382) and Wolfsdorf (2004, 33). According to Glidden (1981, 44 n.56), “Plato does 

mention in the Lysis views which we know he did not himself accept”. Annas (1977, 533, 539) 

attributes the inconsistencies displayed in the Lysis to the “different uses” of the term φιλία. 
52 It is perhaps worth mentioning that a TLG search reveals that καταγέλαστος can be found 54 times 

in the Platonic corpus, mostly as an adjective, but also in its adverbial form.  
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Socrates, refers to Hippothales’ unrequited love for Lysis twice as “ridiculous” 

(καταγέλαστον).53 Socrates uses the same word when he speaks to Hippothales 

about the songs that he writes for Lysis. He refers to him as καταγέλαστος (205D5, 

206A1) because, according to Socrates, he does not realise that these songs are 

a form of self-praise rather than praise for his loved one. The adjective reappears 

later on when Socrates is about to speak with Menexenus. After Socrates notes that 

Menexenus is ἐριστικός and Lysis agrees, Socrates asks Lysis if he wants him to 

converse with Menexenus, so that Socrates himself may become καταγέλαστος 

(211B8 – C2). Through the argumentation that he employs in the dialogue, Socrates 

not only acts ἐριστικός, like a sophist, but he also, along with the young men par-

ticipating in or listening to the conversation, becomes καταγέλαστος. This is lucidly 

expressed at the end of the dialogue. After their entire discussion of φίλος, Socrates 

boldly states: Νῦν μέν... ὦ Λύσι τε καὶ Μενέξενε, καταγέλαστοι γεγόναμεν ἐγώ τε, 

γέρων ἀνήρ, καὶ ὑμεῖς (“Now just look at us, Lysis and Menexenus! We’ve made 

ourselves ridiculous, I, an old man, and you too”, 223B4 – 5). His observation is 

significant because the reader of the Lysis is left with the impression that the pre-

ceding discussion cannot be considered a serious treatment of φίλος and φιλία. 

While Socrates became καταγέλαστος because of his absurd argumentation, the two 

young men, deserve the epithet καταγέλαστοι because of their failure to diverge 

from Socrates or to point out the flaws in the points that he raises. Therefore, just 

like Hippothales, whose infatuation with Lysis made him ridiculous, so were Lysis 

and Menexenus, because of their reluctance to express a disagreement with someone 

whom they admired and considered wise.  

Socrates’ efforts to alert his interlocutors about the direction of their discussion 

were not limited to stressing the absurdity of his remarks. In addition to attacking one 

of his own arguments by posing the question ἢ γελοῖον τὸ ἐρώτημα (“or is the ques-

tion... ridiculous”, 221A4), he refers to one of the conclusions, which they have drawn 

about what φίλος is, as an ὕθλος (‘nonsense’).54 Perhaps the most significant aspect 

of the dialogue that suggests an attempt to protect teenagers from awe-inspiring men 

is the emphasis that it places on deception. Socrates repeatedly manages to deceive 

Lysis and Menexenus, while the young men are completely unaware of his 

 
53 καὶ γάρ ἐστι καταγέλαστα, ὦ Σώκρατες. τὸ γὰρ ἐραστὴν ὄντα καὶ διαφερόντως τῶν ἄλλων τὸν 

νοῦν προσέχοντα τῷ παιδὶ ἴδιον μὲν μηδὲν ἔχειν λέγειν ὃ οὐχὶ κἂν παῖς εἴποι, πῶς οὐχὶ 

καταγέλαστον; (“Because the things he says are ridiculous into the bargain, Socrates. He’s a lover, 

with his mind fixed more than anyone else’s on the boy, and yet he doesn’t have anything of his 

own to say that even – a boy couldn’t say: is that ridiculous, or isn’t it?”, 205B6 – C2). 
54 ὃ δὲ ὸ πρότερον ἐλέγομεν φίλον εἶναι, ὕθλος τις ἦν, ὥσπερ ποίημα μακρὸν συγκείμενον; (“and 

that what we were previously saying being a friend was, was some kind of nonsense, like a poem 

that’s been badly put together?”, 221D4 – 6). 
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intentions.55 Because of their tendency to agree with him, even when his arguments 

become absurd, Socrates momentarily breaks character in many occasions throughout 

the Lysis by abandoning the persona of the skilful, yet deceitful sophist. He reverts to 

the kind of philosopher that Socrates is known for in the Platonic dialogues, i.e. some-

one who is genuinely interested in helping his interlocutors. Although he does not 

outright admit that he has been successful at deceiving them, he stresses in four occa-

sions that all three of them have been deceived.  

After arguing that good men would not be friends with other good men because 

they are self-sufficient, Menexenus assents instead of providing a counter argument, 

which prompts Socrates to ask him to consider the possibility that they are mistaken 

and that ἆρά γε ὅλῳ τινὶ ἐξαπατώμεθα; (“Is it even that there’s a way we’re being 

deceived completely?”, 215B3 – C4). He uses the same terminology when Menexe-

nus agrees with a view about similarity that Socrates expresses, despite the fact that 

this view had already been rejected by both of them earlier. Menexenus had clearly 

been deceived by Socrates and since he does not realise this, Socrates needs to draw 

his attention to their earlier findings.56 While he uses the first-person plural (μὴ 

ἐξαπατηθῶμεν), he is undoubtedly referring solely to the two young men who are 

repeatedly being tricked by him. In just a few lines, he, once again, strongly advises 

exercising caution from this point on to avoid being deceived.57 Considering that he 

is in complete control of the conversation, it would follow that the person of whom 

they need to be wary is Socrates himself. The last instance in which the verb 

ἐξαπατᾶν is used in the dialogue is, perhaps, the most impactful. Towards the end 

of the dialogue, Socrates makes a particularly bold statement: he rejects the entire 

discussion that has taken place hitherto by referring to the previous points made as 

εἴδωλα (‘phantoms’) that have deceived them and by arguing that, in order to un-

derstand what φίλος truly is, they need to investigate πρῶτον φίλον (“original 

friend”, 219C4 – D5). Not only does his remark imply that Socrates has been de-

ceiving Lysis and Menexenus throughout most of the dialogue, but also that the 

 
55 Weiss (2001, 10 – 11) observes Socrates’ intention to deceive in the Meno, but stresses the diffe-

rence between his and the sophists’ intentions. Accusations against the sophists for their tendency 

to deceive people, in order to achieve their goal, can also be found in Pl. Prt. 313C, Isoc. C. soph. 

291, and Xen. Cyn. 13.8.  
56 Εἶεν... ἐπειδὴ ἐνταῦθα ἥκομεν, ὦ παῖδες, πρόσσχωμεν τὸν νοῦν μὴ ἐξαπατηθῶμεν (“Well then... 

now that we’ve got here, boys, let’s pay attention to avoid our being deceived”, 219B5 – 6). 
57 ἀλλ’ ὅμως τόδε σκεψώμεθα, μὴ ἡμᾶς ἐξαπατήσῃ τὸ νῦν λεγόμενον (“but for all that, let’s consider 

the following, to prevent what we are saying now from deceiving us”. 219B8 – C1). 
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readers should disregard anything they think that they learned about φίλος since the 

beginning of the Lysis.58   

Right before the end of the dialogue, Socrates gives Lysis and Menexenus one 

last opportunity to prove that they can think independently instead of saying what they 

think Socrates wants to hear. He offers them two options:  

Πότερον οὖν καὶ τἀγαθὸν οἰκεῖον θήσομεν παντί, τὸ δὲ κακὸν ἀλλότριον εἶναι; ἢ 

τὸ μὲν κακὸν τῷ κακῷ οἰκεῖον, τῷ δὲ ἀγαθῷ τὸ ἀγαθόν, τῷ δὲ μήτε ἀγαθῷ μήτε 

κακῷ τὸ μήτε ἀγαθὸν μήτε κακόν; — Οὕτως ἐφάτην δοκεῖν σφίσιν ἕκαστον 

ἑκάστῳ οἰκεῖον εἶναι. (222C3 – D1)  

“Shall we then also lay it down that the good belongs to everyone, and the bad is 

alien? Or that the bad belongs to the bad, to the good the good, and to the neither 

good nor bad the neither good nor bad?” They both said it seemed to them like this, 

that each belongs to each. 

Their answer follows the pattern that they have used throughout the dialogue, i.e. 

to either agree with Socrates or to choose the last option provided, under the impres-

sion that that would be Socrates’ choice as well. Out of the two options they have to 

choose from, the former, i.e. the good being οἰκεῖον (‘belongs’) to everyone, has not 

been argued against, while the latter, i.e. similarity determining if something is 

οἰκεῖον, has been rejected by the young men themselves. It follows that neither Lysis 

nor Menexenus is able to comprehend the topic they have been discussing and all its 

nuances.59 Socrates’ complex and problematic argumentation becomes impossible to 

follow and, even though Lysis and Menexenus are impressed by Socrates, in terms of 

education, they are worse off after their discussion, since, when they met Socrates, 

they were at least under the impression that they were friends. After the end of the 

dialogue, considering that they have not reached a conclusion on what makes one 

a φίλος or at least what some of its constituent elements are, they are no longer able 

to state with certainly that they are φίλοι. The confusion that Socrates has caused is 

a detriment to their attainment of wisdom. Every time that Socrates tests them by ar-

guing for a position that they had already dismissed, they fail to provide the correct 

answer, as they simply do not realise about what they are agreeing. Socrates, the 

pseudo-sophist, is proven successful at deceiving them consistently throughout the 

 
58 Nevertheless, despite Socrates rejecting his own arguments, as Wolfsdorf (2007, 237 – 239) 

rightly observes, the view of φιλία as something beneficial and φιλία existing between someone who 

is neither good nor bad and someone who is good remain unchallenged throughout the dialogue. 
59 Penner and Rowe (2005, 174 – 179) hold a distinctly different view. They argue that the two 

teenagers display independent thinking and they attribute their decision to choose the second option 

to their reluctance to abandon their previous position.  
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dialogue. Lysis and Menexenus fail to detect his intention to trick them and, up until 

the end of the Lysis, they show no signs that their interaction with this kind of Socrates 

has been of any value to them.60 

In conclusion, in the Lysis Plato appears to be using the dialogue in an effort 

to demonstrate the problems that can arise when parents fully entrust their children 

to men like the sophists. The youths have a propensity to agree with their every 

word, but, unlike the Socrates of the Lysis, such men would not point out to them 

that their own argumentation is flawed or that they are deceiving them. Hence Socra-

tes being forced repeatedly to switch roles from pseudo-sophist to the Socrates of 

the later dialogues. Both Lysis and Menexenus fail to see through the sophistry in 

his argumentation and to comprehend that he has become an eristic by being solely 

interested in winning the debate instead of discovering the truth of what φίλος is. 

More importantly, they fail to pick up the hints that Socrates spreads throughout the 

dialogue, especially with the language that he uses (ἐξαπατηθῶμεν, ὕθλος, 

καταγέλαστοι, ἀλαζόσιν). By the end of the dialogue, it becomes abundantly clear 

that no matter how many times Socrates makes baseless statements, the two young 

men will not challenge him, but will simply agree with him before and after he 

comments on the mistake that he made. It is thus implicitly suggested that caution 

needs to be exercised when parents choose their children’s educators. While Lysis 

and Menexenus represent young men, who study philosophy and rhetoric but are 

too gullible to question their teachers, Plato’s students were likely trained, espe-

cially through the Lysis, to identify cases of weak argumentation and to challenge 

their educators when they deemed necessary. 
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