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Michael Bordt’s commentary on Plato’s Lysis is an interdisciplinary work containing philosophical investigations, philological discipline, biographical information about the characters, historical and geographical information about the setting, and anthropological discussion of the relevant Attic culture of friendship and pederasty. The book is a model of how to provide necessary background knowledge and synopses of other interpretations with systematic organization and lucid writing. It will be a valuable research tool for any future study of the Lysis.  The author has sketched the book’s interpretation in English in “The Unity of Plato’s Lysis,” in Thomas M. Robinson (ed.), Plato: Euthydemus, Lysis, Charmides, Proceedings of the Vth Symposium Platonicum, Sankt Augustin (2000) 151-171.


In addition to a translation of the Lysis and a hundred page, section by section, commentary, the book contains an “Einleitung” of six independent parts, each about ten pages in length. Part 1 argues successfully for the contemporary relevance of philosophical investigation of friendship. Part 2 is a helpful cultural study of friendship and related practices, in particular pederasty, in Plato’s Athens. Part 3 gives a précis of the dialogue. Part 4 rightly defends Bordt’s guiding assumption that there is a positive ethical theory in this aporetic dialogue. Part 5 gives an overview of the positive ethical theory Bordt’s commentary uncovers in more detail, namely, that Plato in the Lysis develops a model of friendship that identifies the ultimate object of desire for a lover to be the good, which is identical with the oikeion (that which belongs or is akin), and that this good provides the basis for symmetric relationships of friendship between people which are not based solely upon utility. Part 6 investigates the chronology of the Lysis. There is an extensive bibliography (Valentin Schoplick’s Der Platonische Dialog Lysis, cited on p. 229, is missing) and indexes of passages, names, and topics.


I admire Bordt’s scholarship and many of his exegetical insights, in particular his important argument that Socrates identifies the good and the oikeion. His clear and careful arguments deserve intelligent criticism, which I attempt, in the remainder, at three main points:

I.
His dismissal of Socratic intellectualism.

II.
His finding a Socratic doctrine of symmetrical friendship between good people.

III.
His reading of the final aporia.


I. At Lysis 207-210 we find the clearest statement we could desire of Socratic intellectualism, “in the tête-à-tête between Socrates and Lysis . . . a dialogue which, itself, contains not a speck of aporia.”

There is in the Platonic corpus but one other conversation in which we see Socrates go so straight to the point, namely, his conversation with Clinias at Euthydemus 278e3-282d3. It is striking to consider that from the one to the other conversation Socrates delivers the same instruction: the only good, that which, in the Euthydemus, makes good of all things and, in the Lysis, makes any man lovable, is wisdom—in other words, a reduction of all values to wisdom (Michel Narcy et. al., Lezioni Socratiche, Milan: Bibliopolis, 1997, pp. 215-216).

It is a defect of Bordt’s interpretation that he must deny this plain sense of the text, claiming that Socrates is speaking ironically and that Plato intended us to see absurdity. Bordt states several independent arguments in support of his ironic reading of the passage. For instance, while Socrates gives eight examples to support his intellectualist conclusion, Bordt claims that three of those examples are intended to be seen by the reader as absurd. I am unpersuaded by this argument. In the first place, it seems to me he would need by such reasoning to show that all eight examples are absurd, but he does not meet this need. Nor am I convinced by his star examples: Socrates claims that the great king of Persia would permit Lysis to throw handfuls of salt into his soup or apply ashes to his son’s eyes, if only he thought Lysis an expert in cooking or medicine. Bordt describes these results as “obviously absurd” (p. 138), especially when we recall that Lysis, an Athenian, is an enemy of the Persian king. Bordt fails to consider that it was a commonplace in the ancient Mediterranean world to use enemies as slaves, employ them as mercenaries, or put them in positions of trust on the basis of their expertise. Moreover, Socrates’ examples of salt and ash are certainly not intended to describe improper cooking or medical technique but rather to show us accepted cases of expert technique, albeit technique that would never occur to a non-expert. Non-experts would put only good-tasting things into a soup, because ignorant of the principles of seasoning. Given a handful of salt, they would no more put it in the soup than any other equally malodorous mineral or earth. (Socrates makes a similar point about cooking at Theaetetus 178d.) Improbable as it might seem to a non-expert, it takes about a fistful of salt to season each gallon of soup or stew. (A fistful is about two tablespoons; an open handful, less accurately, about three tablespoons. It is not clear whether Socrates’ term draxamenoi refers to open or closed handfuls.) Thus fistfuls of salt into large cooking pots is appropriate expert cookery. Likewise wood ash, I presume for its antiseptic properties, was a standard treatment for certain eye diseases: the practice is mentioned by Aristotle (Mirabilium Auscultationes 834b31) and described, for instance, in first and second century C.E. medical works such as Aelianus, Aëtius, the Cyranides, and Galen. A contemporary parallel example for Socrates’ purposes might be that the king would never permit his son but would allow Lysis—if he were an expert dentist—to treat the son’s toothache by applying a high powered steel drill in his mouth. Thus both salt and ash make Socrates’ point: treatments inconceivable to non-experts are accepted practices among experts and those who put their trust in them. There is no obvious absurdity, nor evidence of intended absurdity, in the passage Bordt needs.


II. At 214-215 Socrates unambiguously argues for the conclusion that friendship cannot exist between two similar or two good people, a conclusion he recalls as a premise at 215b, 216e, and 222d. Bordt again denies the plain sense of the text, arguing that Plato intends us to see that there can be symmetric (“wechselseitige,” e.g. p. 231) friendship between two similar and good people. He cites 219a5 to show Socrates believes medicine and health (two goods) are (symmetric) friends (p. 167); but the passage says only that the sick is (asymmetrically) friends with health and with medicine, not that medicine and health are friends, much less symmetric friends. And he argues that Socrates’ arguments do not exclude the possibility of two people being good (because they both strive after goodness; that is, because they are in the class of the neither good nor bad rather than the good!) and “by their striving after the good” being helpful to each other (p. 73). But he does not succeed in explaining what this mutual help is. 

His teacher/pupil example (p. 92) is not to the point, since such a friendship is asymmetric. Even if we grant that Socrates’ arguments do not exclude such a symmetric possibility, this exclusion is still hardly evidence that Socrates or Plato meant his audience to see that the excluded possibility was his intended conclusion, rather than the conclusion he explicitly drew. Finally, Bordt’s appeal to passages in other dialogues that refer to such symmetrical friendships must be discounted in light of 220a-b, where Socrates distinguishes the technically correct but highly restricted statements of friendship he has developed in the Lysis from ordinary talk of friendship in other contexts.


III. The Lysis reaches aporia at its conclusion as the result of three questions Socrates asks. Each question requires a choice between two alternatives.

1. Either (a1) there is or (b1) there is not a difference between what is oikeion (“akin”) and what is alike (222b3-6).

2. Either (a2) the good is oikeion to all and bad oikeion to nothing or (b2) good is oikeion to good; bad to bad; and what is neither good nor bad to what is neither good nor bad (222c3-8).

3. Statement a2—that the good is oikeion to all and the bad to nothing—either (a3) does not or (b3) does entail that none are friendly with the good but the good (222d5-6).

In all three cases, Socrates immediately rules out the second alternative. Socrates, according to his custom in aporetic dialogues, does not reckon up the conclusion of these three arguments from disjunction elimination, namely:

(a1)
There is a difference between what is oikeion and what is like.

(a2)
The good is oikeion to all.

(a3)
The fact that the good is oikeion to all does not entail that none are friendly with the good but the good.

Instead, he says, “Like a clever lawyer, I ask you to reckon up what I have said” (222e2-3). Bordt’s translation of this passage accurately portrays Socrates as asking three questions (p. 33). It is a defect of his interpretation that he without defense turns Socrates’ third question into a statement of a necessary inference (“behaupten zu müssen,” p. 230) that good can be friend to good. Despite the fact that such an inference contradicts Socrates’ earlier conclusion that good is not friendly with good, Bordt concludes that Socrates intends us to see that the earlier conclusion is mistaken and that good can be friend with good. Once again, I fear, he offers us eisegesis not exegesis.
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