Jod F. Wilcox

ON THE IDEAL OF MENTORSHIP

— dedicated with appreciation to Hippocrates G. Apostle —

The author's note on this article i s as follows: " | have been looking for ways to bring the
humanities moreinto discussions of advising. Mentorship seemed a likely way, it having
grown out of my long-term interest i n the use of dialectic inadvising conversation (and a
long-term interest in Plato). Even | am not o eccentric asto try a paper on dialectic and
advising, but mentorship afforded a convenient jumping-off point, evenif | may have been
jumping in a direction different from everyone esg!"

This article began asa formal presentation which, according to the author, was " warmly
received," and elicited the following comment: " Thank you for reminding usthat what we
sometimes think we have been doing for only about 10 years has been going on for 2500."

Mentorship asan advising topic is about ten yearsold. It has been a shared concern of both
business and academia— strange bedfellows—and the discussions have been spiced up by
feminists concerned that mentorship hasseemed to be a‘‘male thing.” | am not goingto pur-
sue any of the usual themes | have read on mentorship except to take as my starting-point
the nearly universal belief that mentorship isa good thing. So universal isthisview of men-
torship that | have noticed that any writer who studies it seemsto feel obliged to show how
the happy effectsof mentorship have been appropriated to hisor her special situation, which
may range from a human resources and development program in an insurance company to
a freshmen-year program in a small college. What is usualy left out of the formulais a
developed definition of mentorship. The definition isavoided, | think, because most of the
expertsin studiesof thiskind apparently feel adequate to define their subjects only after an
empirical study of the phenomenathey think are appropriate. Thelogical problem, of course,
isthat in order to determine what phenomena are appropriate, we must start with a working
definition of the subject we wish to define. Rather than be caught openly begging the ques-
tion, most writers tacitly assume that it is possible to discuss whether or not mentorship
""works'" without really defining what it is or by saying what Daniel Levinson thinksit is,
and then rushing on to one's particular case studies.

I think that mentorshipishard to eval uate asa phenomenon becauseitismore o anideal,
like ""truelove," existing keenly if somewhat confusedly in the imagination but only rarely
indaily life. And the problem isnot just in the programs we establish to generate mentorship;
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sometimes we pitch our best stuff to people not ready to catch it. The poet Hesod summed
this up well:

That man's completely best who of himself
Thinks of all things. .. and he is aso good

Who trusts a good advisor; but the man

Who neither of himself can think nor, listening,
Takes what he hears to heart, this man is useless.

[Quoted by Aristotle, Selected Works, trans. Hippocrates G. Apostle (Grinnell: Peripatetic Press, 1982), p. 422.1

So despite the difficulties with which mentorship is fraught, it does exist, if only in our
imaginations—and | should apologize for saying "only" because such an existence in our
imaginations, like the ideal of '"true love," enlivens hope in us and forces us to be on the
watch for better thingsin life. For this reason, | choose to look at mentorship as an ideal,
asa phenomenon o theimaginationworth knowingand cherishing. Thelegitimate occupants
of the imagination are worth knowing; they sometimes become realities.

The academic subjects | know something about are philosophy and literature, and | am
particularly fond of the classical Greeks. | have chosen several textsfrom Homer, Plato, and
Aristotle to help me with my discussion of mentorship as an ideal because this subject, like
so many other subjectsin our professiond life, isterritory along the intellectual and academic
frontiers marked out by the Greeks themselves.

Let us begin with thi* name ""Mentor." Mentor, of course, isa proper name. |n Homer's
Odyssey Mentor wasthefriend of Odysseusin whose custody he left his household when he
went off to fight against the Trojans. In the so-called Telemachy books of the Odyssey, Men-
tor ratifies the burgeoning manhood of Odysseus son Telemakhos when, in coming of age,
Telemakhos begins to assert control over his household and decides to search out the
whereaboutsof hisfather. More importantly, the goddess Athenafrequently takesthe voice
and form o Mentor when she wishesto communicate with Telemakhosdirectly. Thefact that
the concept and name ™ mentor'* hasestablished itself in our language suggests a relationship
which has some o the earmarks o father-substitution, but there are even more i mportant
suggested meanings if we examine carefully Mentor's place in that poem. More significant,
it seemsto me, is Mentor's role in guiding Telemakhos out of adolescence into the respon-
sibilities of adulthood; more significant still isthe way he is depicted as a kind of medium
for divine guidance. | do not wish to base an argument unduly upon allegorical interpreta-
tionsof Homer, but Mentor asafigurein that poem expresses symbolically both the nurturance
of love and the power of wisdom—qualities which we rightly associate with the ideal o
mentorship.

The type of love represented in mentorship gets rhapsodical treatment in Plato's master-
piece, theSymposium. Theoccasion o thisextremely influential dialogueisabanquet in which
Plato's mentor, Sokrates, and an assortment o friends and associ atesfashion speechesin praise
of thegod Love, or Eros. Those who have read it will realize that the dialogue contains two
examples of mentorship: one which has succeeded, and one which hasfailed. Thefailed re-
lationshipisthat between Sokratesand Alkibiades. Although Alkibiadeshad not been a member
of thegroup who gave speechesin praise of Love, he crashesthe party in an advanced state
of inebriation after the speeches have pretty much concluded, and proceeds to disclose, in
the kind of candor which only wine can €licit, his relationship of love with Sokrates.
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Historically, Alkibiadeswas a brash, young aristocrat who became a general for the Athe-
nians and later betrayed them in their war against Sparta. Asasort of Benedict Arnold, his
youthful associationwith Sokrateshurt Sokrates when, asan old man, he wasbrought before
the court on chargeswhich lead to hisinfamoustrial, conviction, and death. The Symposium,
however, depictsatime beforeall o these events when Alkibiadeswasa fair youth with many
admirers and Sokrates was one of them.

Now Sokrates was not the most prominent of Alkibiades admirers; he was a poor man,
a stonemason by trade, with the appearance of a satyr. His appearance was ironic because
satyrs were normally depicted as having ravenous sexual appetites, and one o the things
Alkibiades described in his drunken disquisition on Sokrates was his master's astonishing
temperance. | should state at this point that the Lovewhich the banqueteershad been prais-
ing before Alkibiades' arrival included both sexual love (whether hetero- or homosexual) and
adeeper, more non-physical love which we have cometo call, for better or worse, " Platonic
love.” Mogt of thespeakers had suggested that the rel ationships they would most prizewould
be friendships between males, and the norm here would be a mature man befriending a boy
at the threshold of adulthood, the age when the Greeks, at least, found young malesto be
the most attractive. For the most part, the speakers do not suggest that such a relationship
involves any sort of physical consummation, nor do they suggest that such a relationship is
at odds with heterosexual love-making and parturition. | believe that such men would be
mystified at our notions o "*sexual preference.”

| do not mean to say, however, that there isreally no hint of physical homosexuality in
the Symposium because Alkibiades describes in one episode of hisdepiction o hisrelation-
ship with Sokrates hisattempt to seduce the older man into having sex with him. Alkibiades
tells of ployshe used to force Sokratesto spend the night—having hisservants, for instance,
servetheir supper solateinto the eveningthat Sokrateswould haveto stay over—and o how
he shamelessly set the stage for the seduction. In the end, Alkibiadesadmits, to hisown per-
sonal shame, that he had played the suiter to Sokratesinstead of being pursued by him and
that sleepingwith Sokrateswas like sleeping with a brother or an uncle. He complainsbitter-
ly of how Sokrates would chide him endlessly about his foibles and intemperate behavior.
The attempt to seduce Sokrates was, as it were, an attempt to validate Alkibiades own int
moral temperament by invalidating Sokrates' moral inclinations.

Indirectly, Plato uses the Alkibiades episode to illustrate the character of Sokrates. He
usesit to show that the attraction of Alkibiades physical beauty and corresponding capacity
to love in only a physical way fades into insubstantiality when compared with the inner
beauty and caring of Sokrates. Beauty of an inward kind is a theme in another part d the
Symposium in which Sokrates describes what he had learned about a more non-physical love
as a young man from the priestess Diotima of Mantinea—the example o mentorship that
succeeded.

Diotimahad explained to the young Sokratesthat thereisaheavenly loveand an earthly
love. The earthly love produces offspring and offspring represent a kind of physical immor-
tality. The impulseto generate springs from the attraction d beauty, and Dictimasays that
all creatures desire to procreate with the beautiful. But what of the heavenly love and the
heavenly beauty? We a so desire procreation with heavenly beauty, Diotimasays, but obviousy
only if wecometo know it first and feel itsirresistible attractions. And wecan learn to know
it only after seeing many physical manifestations of beauty and learning to intellectualize in-
stances o beauty intoauniversal idea. Dictimaisalittle vagueabout how one doesthis: does
oneforceoneself al aonetointellectualize Beauty, or can onefind ateacher to help?| infer
that teaching is the easier way, and much of what Diotima goes on to say supports this.
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Diotimaexplainsthat wisdom isthe immortal offspringof an intellectual friendship and
it standsto reason that typically an older and wiser mentor can help ayounger friend to under-
stand the natureof intellectual beauty indirectly when truelearning is shared between them.
The younger friend receivesthe benefit o thisprocreationdf wisdom, so to speak, and becomes
simultaneously more intellectually beautiful in the eyes of hisor her mentor. Diotimaisa
luminousfigurein the Symposium and athough the rel ationship between herself and Sokrates
isnot described through Sokrates' narrative, sheisby inferenceasignificant teacher and men-
tor to Sokratesin just the manner in which she describesthe mentor as an intellectual lover.
Thefact that Alkibiades narrative actually servesto heighten the reader's awareness of the
maturer Sokrates' inner beauty confirmsPlato'simplicit depictiond Diotimaas a mentor of
godlike distinction.

Where there islearning and where learning is part of our inner development, we may
profit much from Plato's portrait of intellectual friendship in the Symposium. Another im-
portant ancient document on friendship derives from the most famous pupil of Plato, Aris-
totle, whoin his Nicomachean Ethics pausesin the systematicdevelopment of hisethical theory
to discussthe nature o friendship. Somestudentsd Aristotlehavelooked upon thetwo books
on friendship as a dispensable part of the total ten books in the Nicomachear. Ethics or as
an interpol ation never meant to beincluded in that work. If, however, onethinksof Aristotle
as a pupil of Plato, as people sometimes forget to do, it is unthinkable to suggest that the
understanding of truefriendship isirrelevant to ethics. All o the valuesand good thingswe
have and desire in human life are thingswhich we can and must share in some sense, and
learning and understanding arethe highest of these good thingsand in one sense the central
focus of Aristotle'sideas about the finest form of friendship.

Aristotledistinguished threedifferent speciesd friendship derivingfrom hisobservations
of the utility of usefulnessdf certain relationships,from the pleasureattendant in other types
of associations, and finally from his understanding of a higher form of friendship in which
friendsvaluefor each other the same idealsand virtuesthey valuefor themselves. For con-
venience, werefer tothese speciesd friendshipasfriendshipsd utility, pleasure, and virtue.

Friendshipsd utility are, inaway, thefoundation of social order. Within a society people
have various tasks, providing goods and services to each other so that every member of a
society can have the benefits o the total resources within the society. | may be sufficient
to fix people's motorcyclesfor hire, but I am not sufficient to manufacture the replacement
parts. My customer, who isnot sufficient to fix hismotorcycle, paysmemoney todo it which
| in turn useto pay tuition on my daughter's university education. Each o the relationships
established in this commerce Aristotlewould call afriendship of utility. When the grounds
for the relationship no longer exist, the **friendship' ceases.

Friendshipsd pleasure and virtue are much closer to our usual notionsaof friendship.
Friendshipsdf pleasure are the most common, answering the need wefeel for satisfyingthe
wholerange of activities, good or bad, which give pleasure. Such friendships and the need
for them aredifferent, naturally, at different stagesinlife. Aristotleremarksthat the elderly
have very few friendshipsof pleasure; they grow somewhat suspiciousand rely more on the
friendshipsd utility. The young, however, fall quickly in and out of friendshipsaof pleasure
which more or less dissolve when the occasionsfor pleasure dissolve. Thisisnot to say that
mature friendshipsdo not give pleasure but that the pleasuresaccompany other qualitieswhich
are the source o the friendship's enduring nature.

These qualities of endurance distinguish friendships of virtue. All friendships of virtue
are pleasant, but not all friendships o pleasure are virtuous. In fact, what Aristotle means
by "virtue" tends to comprehend pleasure and even utility, since one could argue that one
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needsfriendsand that the pleasure o friendsisone of the goodsof human life. But a deeper
understanding of Aristotle's meaning of virtue requires a look at his basic ethical theory.

The Greek word which is usually translated "' virtue'™ carries connotationsdifferent from
those we give the word " virtue™ in English. For Aristotle it has none of the special religious
senses we might give the word, as, for instance, the opposite of vice or sin. For Aristotle it
means excellence, completeness, not-defective. When things approximatetheir natural state
of wholenessand avoid extremes of excessor defect, they have virtue intact. Aristotle's use
of the word presupposes ends and purposestoward which species metaphysically strive, as
it were. Virtue means the approximate attainment of those ends and purposes.

For Aristotle the purpose o human life isto apprehend what is good, to enjoy what is
good, and to be good. All are necessary to living the life according to virtue, but knowledge
and understanding are goods of primary significance. One can be ""mora™ by acting ac-
cording to precept and establishing habitsin accordance with virtue, but one takes pleasure
inand really accomplishesone's purposesas a human being by comingto some understanding
of what weareand what we are meant to beand to know. To paraphrase the Del phicinscrip-
tion, the unexamined lifeis really no life at all. Friendships of virtue are those friendships
which aredistinguished by ashared apprehension of the goodsof human life. Virtuousfriends
in this sense wish for their friends the same good things they wish for themselves.

Now friendshipsof pleasure generally grow among people who are more or lessequal to
each other. Friendships of virtue may naturally grow out of such friendships, and such friend-
ships are naturally and by definition far fewer than the other kinds. Bad people, Aristotle
notes, do not have friendshipsaf virtue because they can share no more than the occasions
for certain kinds of pleasure. They do not desire much of what is good for themselves or for
their friends becausethe principle of good ismoreor lessblotted out in themselves. (This" prin-
cipled good" isakind d ethical and intellectual predisposition,important in Aristotle's ethical
theory, but subsidiary to this discussion.)

Friendships of virtueentail a higher development and cultivation of life because, in desir-
ing those good thingsfor another which one desiresfor oneself, a person demonstrates a com-
prehensive view of the human condition. It suggests the cultivation of conscience, fellow-
feeling, and moral awareness. Aristotlesaysthat **friendship in the primary and principlesense
will be that between good men just because they are good, while those between the rest will
be in virtue of some similarity" (Aristotle, Selected Works, trans. H. G. Apostle, Grinnell:
Peripatetic Press, 1982, p. 508).

Sofar, however, Aristotle's theory of friendship presupposesthat friendshipsof pleasure
and virtue occur primarily among people who perceive themselves to be equals. But if men-
torship isa kind o friendship, one of itsdistinguishing marks is that it takes place among
people who are not in fact equal. Fortunately, Aristotle expends some energy in discussing
the implications of equality and inequality in friendships, and this, | believe, helps to make
Aristotle's entire discussion of friendship germane to the subject of mentorship. Equality or
inequality can have to dowith anything that can be measured in human life. We can say that
people may be unequal because of merit, just aswe cansay they are unequal because of salary.
(The American ideal that " All men are created equal™ | understand to be a theological credo
rather than astatement of fact because creationisadivine activity. Jefferson had not wished
to be understood as saying that all men are in fact equal.)

It might be possible for a pauper and a king to befriendsbecause of an equality of merit,
but it would bedifficult because of their vast inequality of wealth. They might still befriends,
but theinequality would be an impediment to be overcome. One of the most powerful scenes
in the lliad has Priam, the King of Troy, whose sonshave been killed systematically over the
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course of ten years of war by Akhilleusand whose city sits upon the brink of complete ruin
through war, arriving by stealth at night at the tent of Akhilleusto claim the corpse of the
last and best of thesonswhom Akhilleushaskilled. ThisTrojan warrior, whose nameisHektor,
had killed Akhilleus best friend, and the pathos of the scene is heightened as the result of
earlier propheciesAkhilleushad heard that hisown death would follow not long after Hektor's.
Akhilleusalso realizes that Priam could not easily have madeit to histent without the bless-
ing o the gods, so that it iswith a kind of wonder that he remarks to Priam how fate has
reduced two men o such different station and age through misery to a kind of equality.

The recognition of merit and the disposition to befriend those who have it helps to
""equalize people who would not otherwise have the occasion to be friends. Aristotle ex-
plainsin a couple o different places how the recognition of merit can begin this process o
equalization: by ""loving rather than beingloved . . . according to merit . . . unequals. . . can
beequalized” (Apostle, pp. 513-4) and " whenever thefeeling of affection isshownaccording
to merit, then in a sense there arises an equality, which isindeed regarded as belongingto
a friendship™ (Apostle, p. 512). Now Aristotl€e's reference to friendships between unequals
includes relationships like that between parents and children or rulers and subjects as well
as between mentors and proteges; in fact, he means any relationship in which one party is
in some way superior to the other. With mentorship this superiority, for the most part, will
betheresult of differencesinage, but only because ageisthe matrix, asit were, o experience
and wisdom. Through mentorship theinequality o the mentor and protege is resolved through
a mutua regard for merits which are capable of being shared.

The friendship which mentorship represents stemsfrom this exchange o benefitsif men-
torship fits the pattern of friendships among unequals which Aristotle describes. | would go
further to say that mentorship must also be atype of friendship of virtue as Aristotle defines
it because the mentor and protege value each other precisely for their virtue. Thisis not to
say that the mentor and protegearein every situation sterling characterswithout mixed motive
or foible, but that the relationship represents to themselves one which callsout the best they
have withinthem. Thereisin the very idea of mentorship the implied apprehension of good
things, and the best and finest thing for men and women is knowledge and understanding,
Aristotle would argue. Thus, the idea of mentorship we have been developing implies also
that the relationship isa very special type o teaching relationship, or, it might be better to
say, a learning relationship, because both parties gain something of knowledge and under-
standing at their particular levels.

Unaccountably, almost none d the present literature on mentorship discusseswhat a men-
tor getsout o mentorship. By the account we havedrawn here, it isreasonable to infer that
to the mentor a potential protege represents unsullied prospects, the capacity to duplicate
or expand already-valued achievements, and the more general hope of a future shaped at
least inalimited framework according to the mentor's influence and seasoned judgment. The
protege's aptness represents to the mentor a kind of paradise regained, and the protege's af -
fection represents a pleasing validation of the mentor's merits. Sokratesreferred to his cap-
ability of drawing philosophical truthsout of hisyoungfriendsasa kind of midwifery; there
isin true mentorship somethinganal ogousto the generation and procreation of immortal things.

To sum up. Mentorship is an ideal of human friendship which could variously be de-
scribed as an intellectual love relationship, whose offspring is the generation and sharing of
wisdom and understanding. Although the friends in mentorship are unequal in some way,
their shared values give them an equality necessary for friendship. For academic advisors it
would be virtually impossible to put into practice a program o true mentorship. Mogt such
attempts, whatever they might be called, turn out to be | ofty examplesof what Aristotle would
cal friendships o utility, just part of ""doingone'sjob." In most mentorship programs| suspect
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that there are probably few experiences of mentorship in thisideal sense; indeed, | suspect
that real mentorshipisnot really theintention of such programs. Mogt organizers of such pro-
grams are sensible enough to realize that no one can legislate friendships, particularly friend-
shipsamong unequals, and | certainly have no quarrel with anyone wishingto proposea pro-
gram which mimics the qualities of true mentorship. But the best way to initiate a program
of mentorship in the ideal sense, whether one is an advisor, professor, or insurance seller,
would beto groom one'sinner self, to make onesdlf intellectually beautiful by seeking to know
people who have thisintellectual beauty, and then learning from them and being like them,
doing what they do and knowing what they know, and letting the light shine.
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