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Introduction

In Plato’s Theaetetus (174a4-176al), Socrates relates the tale
of how Thales of Miletus, busy gazing into the heavens in order
to examine the stars, fell into a well. Upon observing his
predicament, a certain Thracian servant-girl mocked
(aposkopsai) Thales, noting that while he was eager to know
about things up in the heavens, he failed to perceive that which
was (quite literally!) right below his feet. The same joke
(skomma), Socrates explains, can be applied to all of those who
spend their lives engaged in philosophical pursuits. For the
philosopher not only fails to notice what his neighbor does; he
also has no idea, Socrates continues, whether his neighbor is a
human being or some other kind of creature. Rather, the
philosopher’s attention is occupied with more abstract
phenomena, with questions like “What is man?” and “What
makes him different from other creatures?” Thus, whenever the
philosopher is compelled to attend to more mundane matters,
his lack of experience with such affairs makes him an object of
laughter (gelota parechei), not just among Thracian servant-
girls, but among the many as well.

Yet, while the philosopher is ridiculed (katagelatai) by the
many for his ignorance and puzzlement concerning worldly
affairs, he in turn regards their obsession with such matters as



laughable. The philosopher laughs (gelon) when he hears some
tyrant or king being praised, or those who own a large amount
of land, or those who boast of their noble lineage and birth.
And just as he himself may appear ridiculous to the many when
he is forced to engage in practical pursuits, it is the
nonphilosopher who appears laughable to him when the former
is forced to contend with philosophical matters. Thus when
those versed in the legal and political affairs of the polis are
compelled to answer abstract questions like “What is justice?”
they become dizzy (eillingion) and anguished (ademonon), and
being at a loss they stammer about, becoming laughable
(gelota . . . parechei) not in the eyes of Thracian servant-girls
or any other uneducated person, but in the eyes of those who
are philosophically minded.

This description of the philosopher’s experience mirrors, of
course, that of Socrates. The joke Socrates recounts about
Thales revolves around the same theme that animates much of
the humor depicted in Aristophanes’ Clouds; just as the
pedestrian servant-girl serves as a foil for Thales’ high-minded
stargazing, so the single-minded practicality of the middle-
brow Strepsiades in that play calls into sharp relief the
uselessness of the intellectual activities undertaken by
Socrates and his students at the phrontisterion. The
philosopher’s inexperience with legal matters alludes to
Socrates’ own trial, and his execution by the democratic city of
Athens in 399 B.c.E. And as Socrates observes in book 5 of the
Republic, the philosophical ideas that he espouses threaten to
drown him in a wave of ridicule and contempt (kuma ekgelon
kai adoxiai, 473c8).

That at least some of Socrates’ fellow citizens laughed at him



and viewed him as ridiculous is uncontroversial; what is less
clear is whether Socrates laughed at his fellow citizens. In
Aristophanes’ Clouds, Socrates deploys a harsh, derisive form
of mockery against Strepsiades, ridiculing him for his
intellectual ineptitude. In Xenophon, Socrates is also willing to
mock and humiliate his interlocutors, though he does so with
the goal of their moral improvement in mind. In the Platonic
dialogues, however, Socrates laughs only twice, and on both
occasions, he is described as doing so “gently” and “quietly”
(Phaedo 84d, 115c). And while Socrates’ irony is a prominent
aspect of Plato’s depiction of his teacher, such irony is quite
distinct from the overt laughter described in the Theaetetus. In
short, the extant depictions of Socrates we have from his
contemporaries disagree over the nature and purpose of his
humor.

Yet, whether or not the historical Socrates did in fact laugh
at and mock his fellow citizens, there is evidence that suggests
that he was suspected of doing so. Xenophon, in the
Memorabilia, records the accusation that Socrates “taught his
companions to despise (huperoran) the established laws by
saying that it would be foolish (moron) to appoint magistrates
by lot when no one would want to choose a pilot or a builder or
a flute player by lot or for any other such task, though the
harms committed when someone errs in those things are far
lesser than those concerning the city” (1.2.9). Diogenes
Laertius, in his Life of Socrates, claims that Socrates’ accusers
were motivated by the ridicule he directed both at them and at
the practitioners of their respective crafts (2.38-39). And
Libanius, in his Apology of Socrates, notes that Anytus accused
Socrates of being a “hater of the demos (misodemos)” and of



persuading his companions “to mock (katagelan) the
democracy” (54). In short, Socrates was accused of ridiculing
not only his fellow citizens, but the institutions of Athenian
democracy as well.

It is my contention in this book that such concerns over
Socratic humor, broadly understood, played an important role
in shaping the depictions of Socrates that we find among our
ancient sources. In particular, I argue that we can view these
sources as engaged in a debate concerning the nature and
purpose of Socratic humor, a debate whose contours were
shaped by the political context in which the earliest Socratic
literature was written. Socrates’ use of humor was a contested
practice precisely because it raised certain democratic
anxieties about its antidemocratic implications; more
specifically, it was interpreted by some as reflecting Socrates’
sense of his own intellectual superiority, and hence, as
expressing a derisive attitude toward both his fellow citizens
and the institutions of Athenian democracy. Such derisive
mockery sat in tension with an Athenian democratic ideology
that placed great value on the collective wisdom of the demos
and the ability of ordinary citizens to participate in the political
process.

That Socratic humor was a contested practice in antiquity is
a claim that can be fully demonstrated only through the
analyses in the following chapters. The goal of this introduction
is to set out in further detail the approach to the study of
Socratic humor that will be deployed in this book. The first
section offers a brief case study that illustrates the political
dimensions of humor that will be the focus of this book. The
second section outlines the methodological approach that will



be deployed. Finally, the third section provides a conspectus of
the chapters of the book.

THE POLITICS OF HUMOR

To argue that “humor” has a “politics” would be
oversimplification, one that ignores the diversity among
different forms of humor, accounts of what makes something
funny, and their social and political implications, to briefly
mention just a few considerations. This book does not seek to
offer a comprehensive overview of these issues. The question of
what makes something laughable has been debated with great
vigor since at least Plato’s Philebus, and the three main
scholarly theories—the superiority, incongruity, and relief

theories—have already received more than ample scholarly

attention.l Nor does this book provide a synoptic account of

the practices of humor and laughter in antiquity; those looking
for this can turn to the recent studies by Stephen Halliwell and

Mary Beard on Greek and Roman laughter, respectively.2
While the present study draws upon and is informed by such
issues and concerns, its scope is more specialized: it focuses on
how the various depictions of Socratic humor we find in our
classical sources were shaped by the democratic context in
which they were constructed. The analysis that follows is thus
directed toward the specific concern that Socratic humor and
irony constituted expressions of superiority that sat in tension
with Athenian democratic ideals. The following example offers
a starting point for identifying and unpacking this democratic
anxiety concerning the practice of humor.



Demosthenes 54, Against Konon

In Demosthenes’ prosecution speech, Against Konon, the
victim, a man named Ariston, recounts the assault he suffered
at the hands of a fellow citizen, Konon, and Konon’s son.
Ariston informs the jury that he was thrown to the ground, his
lip was split open, and his eye was swollen shut as a result of
the attack. To add (quite literally) insult to injury, Konon and
his son began mocking Ariston until Konon “celebrated,
imitating victorious fighting cocks, and his companions
encouraged him to strike his elbows against his chest, as if
they were wings” (9). In retaliation, Ariston prosecutes Konon
on a charge of assault (dike aikeias).

While Ariston formally charges Konon with assault, he
repeatedly emphasizes that Konon’s actions warranted

prosecution under the much more serious charge of hubris.3 In
democratic Athens, the public charge of hubris (grapheée
hubreos) was applicable in cases of verbal and/or physical
assault where the deliberate intent was the dishonoring or

disrespecting of another.2 As David Halperin argues, hubris

was the “antidemocratic crime par excellence.”2 1t was
integrally connected to the sacrosanctity of the individual
citizen body, or, as Josiah Ober puts it, to the democratic
“right” to individual personal security, understood as “living
without fear of being constrained by the actions of stronger

persons within one’s own society.”Q It was also considered a
public crime insofar as an assault against one citizen was
viewed as an assault against the citizen body as a whole, and,
in particular, as subverting the ability of all male citizens to



participate on equal terms in the political life of their city. To
treat a democratic citizen hubristically was to treat him like a
slave, or to treat him in the same manner a wealthy ruler would
treat a member of the disenfranchised lower classes within an

oligarchy.Z In short, to treat a democratic citizen hubristically
was to deny that individual the equal respect and equal dignity

he deserved qua democratic citizen.8

While Ariston is subjected to physical violence, the verbal
abuse he suffers at the hands of Konon and his companions is
an important piece of evidence that he uses in court to frame
Konon’s actions as hubristic. In particular, Ariston argues that
Konon’s imitation of a victorious fighting cock is a sign and
sure proof (semeion kai tekmeéerion) of the latter’s hubris (9).
Given that hubris entailed the deliberate intent to dishonor or
disrespect someone, demonstrating that one was the victim of
hubris required more than just proof that an assault occurred;
rather, it entailed establishing that the deliberate intent driving
such assault was to cause dishonor. Ariston’s argument, then,
is that the ridicule and humiliation he experienced at the hands
of Konon were constitutive of the hubristic nature of his
opponent’s actions.

Ariston anticipates that Konon, however, will offer his own
interpretation of such ridicule, and warns the jurors to resist it:
“Indeed I want to tell you what I have heard that he is prepared
to say; he will attempt to lead the discussion away from hubris
and from the deed that was committed and downplay it as one

of laughter and jesting” (13).2 Konon, he continues, will cast
the incident as the playful antics of young men who, having
given themselves nicknames such as the Erect Phalluses



(ithuphalloi) and Masturbators (autolekuthoi), rove about and
often come to blows over courtesans with whom they have
fallen in love (14). Worst of all, Konon will attempt to move the
jurors to laughter over the incident and his description of it.
Ariston insists, however, that none of them would have laughed
had they been present during the assault, and that none of
them should laugh now in the courtroom (20). What is thus at
stake is the nature of such laughter and ridicule—whether it
expresses the hubristic treatment that Ariston believes he
suffered at the hands of Konon, or whether it is merely a kind
of playful jesting that falls far short of meriting legal

prosecution.m

In this respect, Ariston’s claim that the jurors would not have
laughed had they been present at the incident, and that they
should not laugh now in the courtroom, raises both the
question of the nature of such laughter and ridicule, and the
appropriateness of such laughter and ridicule when it is

deployed by one democratic citizen against another.11l It would
be inappropriate, Ariston argues, for the jurors to laugh at the
humiliating treatment he received; to do so would recreate
within the courtroom the hubristic treatment he suffered in the

streets of Athens.l2 Such laughter would itself constitute a
further assault against Ariston’s status as an equal democratic
citizen: it would publicly mark Ariston as an inferior who could
be abused at will, severely compromising his ability to exercise
equal agency within the public sphere of democratic Athens.

Politics, Humor, and Democratic Anxieties



Demosthenes’ Against Konon thus highlights a key set of
tensions involved in the practice of humor within a democratic
society. While humor can often be a “weapon of the weak” used
to challenge and potentially unsettle hierarchical power

structures, 13 it can just as easily serve as a weapon of the
strong in establishing and maintaining such inequalities. What
this example illustrates, in part, is how our conceptions of what
counts as a normatively legitimate expression of humor reflect
the anxieties surrounding such inequalities between
democratic citizens. Demosthenes’ speech is indicative of a
competing set of norms concerning laughter and humor within
Athenian political discourse. For Konon (in Ariston’s
reckoning), such ridicule is an acceptable practice between
young men, one that hardly warrants legal action; for Ariston,

such ridicule subverts the egalitarian distribution of political

power central to Athenian democratic ideology.M

This example in Against Konon allows us to identify a key
democratic anxiety surrounding the practice of humor, one that
revolves around the power of humor to alter the social
relationships between citizens. More specifically, while the use
of humor to ridicule and humiliate does not erase the formal,
legal relationship between democratic citizens, it can subvert
the social recognition that underpins that legal relationship by
marking the victims of such ridicule and humiliation as unfit to
exercise their formal rights as citizens. As Josiah Ober has
recently argued in relation to the place of dignity within
democracy, “When citizens live with indignity, or live with the
knowledge that by exercising participation rights they risk
indignity, they are unable to make effective use of political



liberty. Even if they are equal to one another in formal
participation rights and before the law, citizens suffering or at
high risk of indignity do not enjoy the high standing necessary

for true collective self—governance."ﬁ Ober thus emphasizes
how the exercise of political agency is not just dependent on
the legal rights enjoyed by democratic citizens. The ability to
exercise political agency effectively is shaped by the social
recognition that citizens are fit to exercise such political power,
and the ridicule and humiliation conveyed by certain forms of
humor risk undermining that social recognition.

THE POLITICS OF SOCRATIC HUMOR

This book argues that we can think about the depictions of
Socratic humor we find in Aristophanes, Plato, Xenophon,
Aristotle, and the Cynics as part of a larger debate, one that
encompasses both the nature of Socratic humor and its
political significance, as well as the broader questions of the
ethics and politics of humor during the classical and Hellenistic
periods. In particular, it argues that the kinds of democratic
anxieties outlined above shaped the depictions of Socratic
humor that we find in our classical sources, and that similar
concerns regarding the relationship between humor, power,
and agency continued to shape such depictions during the
Hellenistic period. In short, if we want to understand the
phenomenon of Socratic humor, we need to attend to how
these authors participated in these debates, and how their
respective depictions of Socrates may have been shaped by it.



Methodological Approach

Before attempting to reconstruct this debate, it is worth
pausing to note the methodological approach to the study of
Socratic humor that will be deployed in this book. The
language of a historical “debate” about Socratic humor is not
meant to suggest that the goal of this analysis is a better
understanding of the historical Socrates. Rather, the following
study reflects the increasing tendency within the literature on

Socrates to eschew the Socratic problemm—the question of
who the historical Socrates really was—and to focus instead on
how our sources present us with distinct representations and

interpretations of Socratic philosophical practice.ﬂ This move
has been prompted by the recognition that those authors who
constructed literary accounts of Socrates did not do so with the
goal of historical fidelity in mind; rather, their depictions are
fictional accounts that were shaped by a variety of contextual
factors, and by their own substantive intellectual concerns.
This does not mean, of course, that there are not some
important similarities between the different depictions of
Socrates that we find in Aristophanes, Plato, Xenophon, and
Aristotle; to focus on such agreement, however, overlooks the
distinct interpretations of the significance of these practices
provided by these authors.

Xenophon's treatment of akrasia (weakness of will) provides
a good illustration of this interpretive shift. For Gregory
Vlastos, Xenophon’s treatment of Socrates’ beliefs concerning
akrasia is at worst grossly confused, providing contradictory
accounts of whether Socrates denied the possibility of akrasia



at all.18 At best, his report is “defectively incomplete” insofar
as he neglects to mention that Socrates denied the possibility
of akrasia for both the temperate and the intemperate: an
omission that likely resulted from the fact that Xenophon “does

not understand it himself.”12 By contrast, Louis-André Dorion
has demonstrated that the differences between Plato’s and
Xenophon'’s reports concerning Socrates’ denial of akrasia can
be better explained by their respective treatments of enkrateia
(mastery of oneself). For the Platonic Socrates, enkrateia is
superfluous; since sophia is both a necessary and a sufficient
condition for virtuous action, there is no need for enkrateia.
The Xenophontic Socrates, by contrast, maintains both the
possibility of akrasia and the need for enkrateia, and it is this
position that Vlastos finds either incoherent or inconsistent. As
Dorion demonstrates, however, it is neither. While for the
Platonic Socrates enkrateia is a consequence of sophia, for the

Xenophontic Socrates it is a precondition of sophia.@
Xenophon’s Socrates thus maintains the impossibility of
knowing the good and acting contrary to it, yet he believes that
such knowledge of the good is possible only after one has
attained mastery over oneself. This key difference further

tracks the central importance the Xenophontic Socrates places

on enkrateia for a whole host of ethical topics.ﬂ

Our sources also agree that Socrates deployed humor in his
engagements with his interlocutors. Beyond that, however,
there is little agreement between them concerning the nature
and purpose of such humor. In Aristophanes’ Clouds, Socrates’
humor takes the form of a direct, and harsh, mockery of his
primary interlocutor, Strepsiades: Socrates repeatedly berates



Strepsiades for his ignorance and his inability to comprehend
the sophisticated (if somewhat silly) arguments the former
makes concerning meteorology, grammar, and other matters.
In Plato’s dialogues, by contrast, Socrates’ humor is typically
ironic and self-effacing; and while such irony may vary in its
directness, the direct forms of abuse and mockery on display in
Clouds are absent. In Xenophon'’s Socratic works we encounter
yet another distinct portrait. Xenophon’s Socrates, unlike his
Platonic counterpart, does deploy forms of abusive mockery
against his interlocutors; yet, unlike his Aristophanic
counterpart, such mockery is depicted as serving a clear
pedagogical purpose, one that benefits, rather than simply
denigrates, his conversational partners. Xenophon’s Socrates
(as I will argue in chapter 3) also consistently deploys a type of
irony while in conversation with his interlocutors; nonetheless,
it is a mode of irony that is quite distinct from that of the
Platonic Socrates, particularly in its greater transparency. In
short, while the depictions of Socrates we find in Aristophanes,
Plato, and Xenophon all “agree” that humor was a central
characteristic of Socratic practice, they each disagree
concerning the nature of such humor; and, as we will see in
more detail in the chapters that follow, they also disagree
about the potential pedagogical and political purposes of such
humor.

These authors’ representations of Socratic humor are closely
linked, moreover, with their respective interests in humor and
its ethical and political significance. For Aristophanes, the
depiction of Socratic humor in Clouds is part of a larger
attempt to identify and justify the benefits that comic poetry,
and the forms of humor associated with Attic Old Comedy,



provided to Athenian citizens. For Plato, the question of
Socratic humor and irony is bound up with Plato’s own
concerns about the pedagogical effects of poetry, and the ways
in which laughter and humor can shape (and corrupt) the
education of citizens. Xenophon’s depiction of Socratic humor,

for its part, is bound up with his analysis of the qualities

needed for effective leadership,2 and the question of how

humor can be used effectively is a persistent theme throughout
his representation of both Socrates and a host of other
exemplary figures.

Finally, Aristotle’s treatment of eironeia generally, and
Socratic eironeia in particular, are linked to his analysis of
eutrapelia (wittiness); as will be argued in chapter 4, Aristotle’s
conception of eutrapelia can be read, in part, as a response to,
and critique of, his conception of Socratic eironeia. In sum, the
respective depictions of Socratic humor in Aristophanes, Plato,
Xenophon, and Aristotle cannot be read as straightforward
attempts to offer a historically accurate portrait of Socrates;
while they may, to some extent, be rooted in some basic
historical facts, the details of their portraits are deeply shaped
by these authors’ own concerns about humor and its ethical
and political significance.

With these concerns in mind, the methodological approach
deployed in this book is that of a comparative exegesis of our

main classical sources for the theme of Socratic humor.23
While this approach will not yield an answer to the question of
what Socratic humor really was as it was practiced in fifth-
century Athens, it can provide us with a sense of how the
legacy of Socratic humor developed in the period following



Socrates’ death and was shaped by a constellation of concerns,
including those outlined above. The following section offers a
brief sketch of our evidence for the claim that a concern with
the ethics and politics of Socratic humor may in fact have
influenced the treatments of that theme that we find in our
principal sources.

A Classical Debate

As Louis-André Dorion has noted, there were three sets of
accusations to which the earliest writers of Socratic literature
felt compelled to respond: (1) the attack made against Socrates
in Aristophanes’ Clouds in 423; (2) the formal accusations by
Meletus, Lycon, and Anytus that gave rise to Socrates’ trial and
execution in 399; and (3) the Accusation of Socrates produced
by Polycrates around 393, in which Socrates was accused of
having been the inspiration for Critias and Alcibiades, and
having taught his companions to despise the institutions of the

democracy, such as selection of magistrates by lot.24 From the
start, then, the literature that emerges on Socrates in the
fourth century is engaged in responding to these concerns; the
goal of this book is to bring to the fore the role that Socrates’
use of humor may have played in these debates, and how it may
have intersected with certain anxieties about the political
implications of Socratic questioning.

As Stephen Halliwell notes in his extensive study of Greek
laughter, the distinct representations of Socratic humor by
Aristophanes, Plato, Xenophon, and Aristotle may have been
part of a larger debate concerning what Halliwell terms



Socrates’ gelastic practices—that range of activities centering
around laughter and humor. Halliwell observes that the
ambiguity surrounding the Socratic practice of humor in the
Platonic dialogues is perhaps indicative of the contested legacy
of Socratic humor during the fourth century. While, as
Halliwell argues, the Platonic Socrates does not engage in
overt, face-to-face mockery, he does deploy irony as a mode of
tacit ridicule, tends to be more critical of individuals in both his
unspoken thoughts and those concerning interlocutors who are
absent, and is often harsh in mocking himself and the
arguments in which he participates. What Plato offers us, in
sum, is “an ambiguous, double-sided figure where laughter is
concerned” and that “it is probable . . . that this ambiguity was
part of Plato’s conscious response to a larger, ongoing contest

for the memory and posthumous image of the man himself.”22
We can discern the evidence for such a debate, Halliwell
contends, if we attend to the contrasting accounts of Socratic
humor that we find in Aristophanes, Xenophon, and the
Peripatetics. The Aristophanic Socrates displays a “mocking
hauteur” in his engagement with Strepsiades; Xenophon'’s
Socrates “has no qualms about showing Socrates availing
himself of the social power of humiliating laughter” in
questioning the young Euthydemus; and Aristoxenus (a fourth-
century Peripatetic) is reported to have labeled Socrates

hubristic and abusive.20

There is also evidence beyond our principal fourth-century
sources that the Socratic practice of humor was a topic of
concern during Socrates’ trial and its aftermath. In Diogenes
Laertius’ Life of Socrates—an admittedly late source—Socrates’



primary accuser is described as motivated by the mockery that
he suffered at the hands of Socrates. Diogenes writes: “For this
man [Anytus], unable to bear the ridicule (chleuasmon) of
Socrates, first set those around Aristophanes against him, and
then persuaded Meletus to indict him on charges of impiety
and of corrupting the youth” (2.38). Diogenes later returns to
this theme, noting that each of Socrates’ prosecutors, and the
groups they represented, had been the victims of Socrates’
ridicule: “Anytus was angered on behalf of the craftsmen and
politicians; Lycon on behalf of the orators; and Meletus on
behalf of the poets, all of whom Socrates ridiculed (diesure)”
(2.39). While Socrates indicates, in Plato’s Apology, that his
cross-examination of his fellow citizens has often aroused their
anger and resentment (21b-23b), Diogenes’ account highlights
the gelastic dimensions of these reactions.

While Diogenes’ account of the origin of Socrates’ trial
points to the potential ridicule Socrates deployed against his
interlocutors, Libanius’ Apology of Socrates suggests that such
mockery may have also been directed at Athens’ democratic
institutions. Libanius’ text, which is constructed as a response
to the speech that Anytus purportedly delivered at Socrates’

trial,2Z contains the following accusation: “He [Socrates] is a
hater of the demos, he [Anytus] says, and he persuades his
companions to mock (katagelan) the democracy” (54). Though
found in another late source, this remark resonates with some
of the accusations recorded in Xenophon’s Memorabilia. In
particular, Xenophon notes that Socrates’ accuser said that “he
[Socrates] taught his companions to despise (huperoran) the
established laws, saying how it would be foolish (moron) to



appoint magistrates by lot when no one would want to choose a
pilot or a builder or a flute player by lot or for any other such
task, although the harms committed when someone errs in
those things are far lesser than those concerning the city”

(1.2.9).ﬁ While it is not possible to assess the historical
accuracy of such charges, they do seem to indicate that some
individuals believed Socrates thought that his fellow citizens
harbored ridiculous beliefs and that the principles underlying
Athenian democratic institutions were themselves laughable.

While these later sources suggest how the Socratic practice
of humor may have raised such political concerns, there is also
evidence within the Platonic dialogues that is indicative of a
rivalry between Socrates’ heirs concerning the nature and
purpose of Socratic humor. The following case study, drawn
from Plato’s Euthydemus, illustrates this distinct aspect of the
debate surrounding Socratic humor in antiquity, and how we
might situate it within Plato’s broader treatment of humor in
the dialogues.

Commentators on Plato’s Euthydemus have long recognized
the contrasts Plato draws between Socrates and the brothers
Euthydemus and Dionysodorus in that dialogue. The two
brothers possess an affinity with Socrates insofar as they claim
to improve their interlocutors through the practice of
refutation. Yet the technique deployed by Euthydemus and
Dionysodorus is labeled as “eristic,” which is used in Plato as a
term of abuse identifying its practitioners as seeking only

victory, rather than truth, in argument.ﬁ The eristic nature of



their arguments is indicated by their expressed goal of refuting
Cleinias regardless of the truth or falsity of his responses. Of
central concern in the dialogue is thus this distinction between
Socratic dialectic and sophistic eristic.

This distinction is connected with Plato’s depiction of the
gelastic dimensions of Euthydemus and Dionysodorus’ eristic
practices. Euthydemus and Dionysodorus begin their
conversation with Socrates by laughing at him for thinking that
they still concern themselves with instructing others in martial
matters (273d1). Their companions, moreover, laugh at both of
the refutations to which Cleinias is subjected during their first
conversation (276b7, d1). Having witnessed Euthydemus and
Dionysodorus in action, Socrates then compares their
techniques to someone who pulls the chair out from under
someone who is about to sit down and then laughs at him when
he falls (278c1). Determined to illustrate the kind of protreptic
he was hoping the two brothers would deploy, Socrates asks
Euthydemus, Dionysodorus, and their companions not to laugh
at him and Cleinias, even if they should converse in a laughable
way (278d5-6, el). During this conversation with Cleinias,
Socrates does worry that he and Cleinias have become
laughable (278e4, 279d1, 4), and he expresses the same
suspicion to Crito during the brief interlude at 290e-293b
(291b1); yet, Socrates, unlike the brothers and their
companions, does not laugh. Ctesippus, the erastes of the
young Cleinias, does laugh when he manages to score some
argumentative points against Euthydemus (298e9, 300d6), and
Cleinias joins in with him (300el). Though it is deployed
against the two brothers, Socrates identifies such laughter as
akin to the same practice; Socrates narrates that Ctesippus



seemed to him to be a scoundrel (panourgos), and that he had
likely picked up the arguments he deployed against
Euthydemus and Dionysodorus from the brothers themselves
(300d7-9). Finally, when Socrates is refuted at the end of the
dialogue by Dionysodorus, he reports that there was no one
present who did not laugh, perhaps implying that even Cleinias
and Ctesippus joined in with the brothers and their companions
at this point (303b1-3).30

This brief survey of laughter in the Euthydemus illustrates
that part of the distinction Plato draws between Socrates and
the two brothers concerns the way the latter explicitly mock
those they have refuted. Lingering in the background of this
contrast, however, is the connection between the Socratic
elenchus and ridicule that is developed elsewhere in Plato’s
dialogues. In particular, Socrates’ discussion of comic pleasure
at Philebus 48a-50b evokes the spectacle of the elenchus as it

is depicted by Plato.3l In that passage, Socrates argues that
the laughable (to geloion) arises from self-ignorance and, most
commonly, from self-ignorance concerning wisdom. Though the
connection between the elenchus and this conception of to
geloion is not drawn in the Philebus itself, it suggests that
Socrates makes his interlocutors appear laughable by exposing
their self-ignorance. Such a recognition of the gelastic
dimensions of the elenchus, moreover, might lie behind
Socrates’ observation that many people enjoy (chairousin)
listening to him when he questions others, since such
examinations are “not unpleasant” (ouk aedes, Ap. 33c). At the
same time, this connection between the discussion of to geloion
in the Philebus and Socrates’ description of the elenchus in the



Apology creates a potential puzzle. In the Philebus, Socrates
also claims that such laughter is an unjust expression of envy
(phthonos, 49c-e): thus, if Socrates is aware that these
spectators are pleased by the laughable appearance of his
refuted interlocutors, might that not make him complicit in the

unjust pleasure those spectators experience?ﬂ This puzzle
might lead us to conclude that the relationship between
Socrates and ridicule is likewise problematic.

Yet, the Euthydemus, along with the Laches, suggests an
alternative conclusion. In the latter dialogue, Plato indicates an
awareness of the implications of the connection between the
definition of to geloion in the Philebus and his depiction of the
Socratic elenchus. In particular, the Laches contains an
exploration of a very similar dynamic in its depictions of
Socrates’ two interlocutors, Nicias and Laches. As the dialogue
progresses, Nicias and Laches swap roles as spectator and
interlocutor, and that alternation allows us to see two distinct
modes of being a spectator of a Socratic refutation. While
Nicias remains a silent spectator during Socrates’ examination
of Laches, Laches continually interrupts, claiming not to know
what Nicias means, stating that he is speaking strange things
(hos atopa legei, 195a2) and is speaking nonsense (léerei,
195a6). In a manner reminiscent of the Euthydemus, Socrates
tells Laches that they ought, in that case, to teach
(didaskomen) Nicias, rather than abuse him (loidoromen,
195a7). After Nicias has been refuted, Laches notes,
sarcastically, that he had believed that Nicias would have
discovered what courage is, and held great hope (megalen

elpida) that he would do so (199e1l 3—200a3).$ Nicias responds



with the observation that Laches does not care if he himself is
ignorant, as long as others are also found to be ignorant; Nicias
adds that when he becomes sure about these matters, he will
teach Laches and not be envious (didaxo kai se, kai ou
phthonéso), perhaps associating the latter with such envy
(200a-c). The incorrect lessons that Laches draws from the
elenchus thus stem, as in the Euthydemus, from a lack of any
genuine concern with the truth.

This brief exploration of the Laches does not solve the puzzle
mentioned above, but it does suggest that not all of Socrates’
spectators will react in the way that Laches does. It further
suggests that there are important distinctions to be drawn
between the exposure of self-ignorance, witnessing such an
exposure, and actually taking pleasure in it, distinctions that
point toward an important difference between what Socrates
does and what individuals like Euthydemus and Dionysodorus
do. While the two brothers appear to take great pleasure in
refuting others, and their companions show no restraint in
laughing at those who are refuted, Socrates appears averse to
both. Though Socrates observes, in the Euthydemus, that he

and Cleinias appear laughable, he does not laugh.ﬂ Socrates’
discussion of the laughable in the Philebus, moreover, would
seem to support this distinction: while Socrates maintains that
the laughable (to geloion) is defined as a kind of vice wherein
self-ignorance is mixed with weakness and the inability to take
revenge, the act of laughing (gelomen, 49e9) entails being
pleased by the self-ignorance of others. What is problematic,
then, is not finding others laughable, but taking pleasure in
such recognition—the expression of which is the act of



laughing. Socrates does not practice such laughter, and he

advises others not to do so either.32

As will be argued more extensively in chapter 2, this contrast
is part of Plato’s more general portrait of a Socrates who does
not engage in direct forms of mockery and ridicule. Yet the
distinction that Plato draws in the Euthydemus is not just a
theoretical one; rather, there is evidence that suggests that in
distinguishing between the gelastic practices of Socrates and
those of Euthydemus and Dionysodorus, Plato is engaged in a
dispute concerning Socrates’ legacy among his fourth-century
followers. In particular, Louis-André Dorion has argued that
Euthydemus and Dionysodorus were not fifth-century sophists
and contemporaries of Socrates but fourth-century

philosophers of the Megarian school.38 If Dorion is correct,3Z
then the contrasts Plato draws between Socrates and
Euthydemus and Dionysodorus ought to be understood as part
of a debate concerning Socrates’ legacy among his immediate
successors. The contrasts Plato draws also appear to provide
evidence for the broader claim that there was a more general
debate during the fourth century concerning Socrates’ gelastic
tendencies. The Megarians could, through Euclid, declare a
Socratic pedigree for their philosophical practices, and the
affinity between the Socratic elenchus and the method of
refutation practiced by Euthydemus and Dionysodorus is
perhaps a testament to that fact. By staging the encounter
between Socrates and these Megarian philosophers in the
Euthydemus, Plato may be suggesting that the Megarians drew
the wrong lessons from Socrates, especially concerning the
goal of the elenchus. And if the Megarians were associated



with the gelastic practices on display in the Euthydemus,ﬁ
then Plato may also be criticizing their misplaced focus on
deploying such refutations for the purpose of ridicule, and the
vicious pleasure they took in laughing at their opponents.

Plato’s engagement with the Megarians over the legacy of
Socratic humor in the Euthydemus offers one key example of
how this phenomenon may have been treated as a contested
practice during the classical period. Demonstrating that the
wider Socratic literature of this period reflected such concerns,
however, will be the work of the core chapters of this book. The
final section of this introduction offers a brief overview of these
chapters, while indicating how the largely ethical concerns
surrounding Socratic humor discussed above carry with them
important political implications.

OVERVIEW

This book presents a new narrative account of Socratic humor,
but it does not pretend to offer a comprehensive account of
every major example of Socratic humor in our ancient, or even
classical, sources. Once one dives into the extant Socratic
literature with an eye toward the themes of humor and irony,
the issue that quickly emerges is not a dearth of evidence, but
an overabundance. To provide a comprehensive treatment of
these themes in Plato alone would require detailed attention to
every dialogue—even in the Laws, where Socrates does not
appear, there are important discussions of comedy and
laughter that ought to be considered in order to properly frame
Plato’s treatment of these themes. The same could be said of



Xenophon. While Xenophon’s Socratic works account for a
much smaller percentage of his overall corpus, humor is a

persistent theme throughout his works.39 This larger context is
important for judging Xenophon’s treatment of the theme of
Socratic humor, precisely because it is often argued that
Xenophon transposes his own concerns and ideas onto his
portrait of Socrates. Thus, while the analysis offered in the
following chapters is informed by an understanding of the
available evidence, it does not attempt to be exhaustive.

The study of Socratic humor in this book begins with
Aristophanes’ Clouds. 1 argue that Aristophanes presents a
democratic critique of Socratic philosophy and the particular
form of Socratic mockery with which it is associated in the
play. This critique focuses on a specific democratic anxiety
concerning the threat Socratic intellectualism poses to the
operation of democratic authority in classical Athens. Drawing
on the work of Josiah Ober and Danielle Allen (as well as
contemporary treatments of authority by Robert Brandom and
Jeffrey Stout), a notion of democratic authority is sketched that
emphasizes the fact that each democratic citizen is authorized
to hold their fellow citizens to account. I argue that Socrates’
use of mockery in Clouds subverts this notion of democratic
authority by ridiculing those who do not possess his intellectual
sophistication, and in doing so, marking them as unfit to hold
him accountable. It is this notion of superiority, coupled with a
mockery of his intellectual inferiors, that Strepsiades learns
from Socrates and deploys against his creditors.

While previous interpretations of Clouds have generally
focused on Socrates’ education of Pheidippides, and the danger



this education poses to the traditional forms of authority

located in the gods, the city, and the family,ﬂ the
interpretation presented in this book is unique in its emphasis
on the danger Socratic education poses to a democratic notion
of authority. Given this central democratic anxiety surrounding
the Socratic practice of humor, chapters 2 and 3 situate Plato’s
and Xenophon’s respective portraits of Socratic humor and
irony as responses to this concern. It is my contention that
these depictions, in various ways and to various extents,
attempt to defend Socrates from the accusation that he
practiced a form of humor that reflected antidemocratic beliefs
and practices. While this approach reflects recent work that

emphasizes the apologetic nature of the Socratic literature, 41
the arguments of these chapters further suggest how both
Plato and Xenophon use the figure of Socrates to reframe their
readers’ conceptions of democratic citizenship and the
practices of humor that might be associated with them. In
other words, while both the Platonic dialogues and Xenophon'’s
Socratic works suggest that Socratic philosophical practice
may have been more consonant with Athenian democratic
norms and practices than Socrates’ accusers had maintained,
both authors also seek to refigure the horizons of what a
democratic mode of citizenship might look like and how
democratic citizens might laugh and joke with and at each
other.

With these considerations in mind, chapter 2 focuses on the
use of the word eironeia in the Platonic dialogues as a
framework for evaluating Plato’s presentation of Socratic
humor and irony. While Plato’s engagement with Socratic



humor and irony extends well beyond his limited use of this
word, the use of eironeia and its cognates to describe Socrates
and his actions is absent from the representations found in

Aristophanes and Xenophon.ﬁ Plato’s use of the word eironeia
is thus unique, and it provides a road map for understanding
Plato’s somewhat ambiguous presentation of the implications
of Socratic humor and irony.

Demonstrating that argument, however, requires attention to
the meaning of the word eironeia and its cognates in the
classical period. This is especially important, given that recent
work by Michel Narcy and Melissa Lane has challenged the
idea that eironeia signifies irony and that it ought to be

translated as such.%43 Focusing on Demosthenes’ use of
eironeia, 1 argue that eironeia is best understood as a
solipsistic form of irony, one in which the ironist herself is the
primary, if not sole, audience for the irony. In this sense,
eironeia resembles a kind of practical joking, one in which the
eiron’s interlocutor is made the unwitting butt of the eiron’s
joke. The practice of eironeia does constitute a type of
mockery, though one that is far more indirect than that
practiced by the Aristophanic Socrates.

Having established that eironeia constitutes a distinct type of
ironic humor, the chapter then turns to Plato’s use of the term
and its cognates throughout the dialogues. I argue that Plato’s
depiction of Socratic eironeia is bound up with the question of
Socrates’ relationship to sophistry; on this reading, whether
Socrates’ interlocutors perceive him to be practicing eironeia
(understood as the kind of solipsistic irony described above) is
thus a product of their perception of Socratic practice more



generally. This reading is developed by focusing on two groups
of passages where Plato uses the term eironeia and its
cognates: first, its use in the Sophist, Euthydemus, and
Cratylus, where the practice of eironeia is associated with
sophistry and the sophists; and, second, its use in the Apology,
Republic, Gorgias, and Symposium, where Socrates’
interlocutors accuse him of speaking and/or acting with
eironeia. While Plato seems to discredit the reliability of those
who charge Socrates with eironeia by depicting these
accusations as themselves ironic, his illustration of the
difficulties in distinguishing between Socrates and the sophists
in later dialogues like the Theaetetus and Sophist reveal an
essential ambiguity at the heart of the Socratic practice of both
eironeia in particular and irony more generally. More
specifically, whether Socrates’ interlocutors perceive him to be
practicing eironeia (like Thrasymachus) or a more transparent
and playful form of irony (like Phaedrus in the dialogue that
bears his name) depends on what they take to be the nature
and purpose of Socratic philosophy.

Plato’s depiction of Socratic eironeia (and irony and humor
more generally) thus complicates the portrait we find in
Aristophanes’ Clouds. Whereas the humor of the Aristophanic
Socrates is a direct, abusive form of mockery, one that is used
to express superiority over others, the ironic humor of the
Platonic Socrates is far more indirect, and its perceived
purpose varies from interlocutor to interlocutor. For those who
understand the driving goal of Socratic questioning to be
winning the argument, Socrates appears to be deploying
eironeia in order to mock and ridicule them; those who take
Socrates to be genuinely motivated by a search for the truth, in



contrast, view Socrates as engaged in a more transparent, and
less vicious, form of irony, one that is both more playful and
reciprocal than that associated with eironeia. In Plato, then,
Socratic humor (in the form of eironeia) does have the potential
to exacerbate certain anxieties about equality and inequality
within a democratic community; at the same time, Plato’s
depiction suggests that the nature and purpose of Socratic
humor is not as univocal as Aristophanes’ portrait suggests.
Plato’s depiction of Socratic eironeia ultimately highlights how
the relationship between Socrates and his interlocutors shapes
the effects of its practice, and further, its potential political
implications. This analysis of the political dimensions of
Socratic humor is developed through attention to Socrates’
interpretation of the Delphic oracle in the Apology.

Chapter 3 begins by situating Xenophon’s depiction of
Socratic humor within two main contexts: first, the accusation,
recorded by Xenophon at Memorabilia 1.2.58, that Socrates
would quote Iliad 2.188-202 in support of the idea that it is
praiseworthy to abuse, both physically and verbally, ordinary
citizens; second, the symposia scenes in the Cyropaedia (2.2,
8.4), in which Xenophon illustrates Cyrus’ attempts to navigate
the political anxieties surrounding the practice of humor.
Taken together, these passages demonstrate Xenophon’s
attentiveness to the political dimensions of humor and suggest
that his depiction of Socrates’ gelastic practices is part of his
more general effort to defend Socrates from his accusers. The
remainder of the chapter illustrates how Xenophon'’s distinctive
portrait of Socratic humor is connected with his emphasis on
Socrates’ usefulness to his fellow citizens and the city of
Athens.



The humor of Xenophon’s Socrates differs from that of his
Platonic counterpart in two main respects: first, Xenophon’s
Socrates engages in the abusive forms of mockery and ridicule
that are eschewed by the Platonic Socrates (but are practiced
by the Aristophanic Socrates); second, while Xenophon'’s
Socrates uses irony, it is a form of irony that is distinct from
both eironeia and the other forms of irony associated with the
Platonic Socrates. I argue that this distinctive type of irony is
connected with the crucial role that enkrateia (mastery of
oneself) plays in the pedagogical approach deployed by
Xenophon’s Socrates. It also tracks the specific kinds of
Socratic conversations emphasized by Plato and Xenophon,
respectively; while the irony of the Platonic Socrates is linked
to his practice of the elenchus, that of the Xenophontic
Socrates is connected with those protreptic conversations in
which Socrates attempts to lead his interlocutors toward
virtue. Thus, while the Platonic Socrates deploys irony
specifically to draw his interlocutors into conversation,
Xenophon’s Socrates does so in order to reveal the gap
between the noble goals to which his interlocutors aspire and
their abilities to achieve those goals. This interpretation is
developed through close attention to Socrates’ conversations
with his fellow citizens at Memorabilia 3.1-7.

While the first three chapters of the book focus on the
depictions of Socratic humor offered by Socrates’
contemporaries, chapters 4 and 5 turn to Aristotle and the
Hellenistic schools. Though neither Aristotle nor the thinkers
discussed in chapter 5 are directly concerned with the specific
democratic anxieties that constitute the focus of the first three
chapters, their discussions of the ethics and politics of humor



revolve around similar concerns. In particular, their analyses
illustrate how humor can be used to explore, navigate, and
contest the operations of power, and in doing so testify to the
fact that Socrates’ legacy continued to shape philosophical
discussions of humor in the later classical period and beyond.

Aristotle critically engages with ideas that he identifies as
Socratic throughout his philosophical writings, and it has long
been acknowledged that his treatment of eironeia in the
Nicomachean Ethics was shaped in part by his understanding
of the Socratic practice of eironeia. 1 argue that we can
interpret Aristotle’s conception of eutrapelia (the virtue
pertaining to laughing and joking well) as an alternative to his
mainly negative assessment of Socratic eironeia. Aristotle’s
association of eironeia with magnanimity does qualify his
classification of eironeia as a vice; at the same time, it
highlights the element of superiority connected with the
practice of eironeia. As a hierarchical practice, eironeia sits in
tension with the “social virtues” Aristotle identifies at
Nicomachean Ethics 4.6-8—friendliness, truthfulness, and
wittiness; in particular, it is distinct from the kind of reciprocity
involved in eutrapelia, which requires the ability both to laugh
and joke well and to endure the laughter and joking of others.
While this does not make eutrapelia a democratic virtue, it
does lend it a certain democratic potential, one that is
unpacked through a return to Demosthenes’ Against Konon
along with an analysis of the use of the term eutrapelia during
the classical period.

The fifth and final chapter explores the legacy of Socratic
humor and irony in the Hellenistic schools, with a particular
focus on Diogenes of Sinope and the Cynic practice of humor.



The chapter begins with an overview of discussions of Socratic
humor and irony within Stoic and Epicurean philosophy in
order to establish the continued disagreement concerning the
nature and purpose of Socratic humor and irony in the
Hellenistic and Roman periods. The chapter then turns to the
Cynic practice of humor and its connection to the Cynic goal of
living in accordance with nature. I argue that Cynic humor
does have a Socratic pedigree, one that we can trace by
attending to Xenophon’s depiction of Antisthenes in the
Symposium. The remainder of the chapter explains how the
Cynic practice of humor, in both its mockery of others and its
endurance of the mockery of others, was deeply connected with
a practice of self-cultivation that attempted to enable the true
Cynic to resist conventional norms and ways of life that sought
to prevent him or her from living in accordance with nature.
The conclusion brings together the distinct depictions of
Socratic humor developed in the previous chapters. Rather
than arguing that Socratic humor is a singular phenomenon
with one particular political meaning and purpose, I argue that
what the study of Socratic humor reveals are the sites at which
power is reinforced, contested, and/or negotiated. In particular,
it illustrates how attempting to make sense of the political
implications of Socratic philosophy requires attending to how
our sources depict Socrates as deploying humor in ways that
both work within and challenge Athenian democratic ideology.
The result is neither a democratic nor an antidemocratic
reading of the politics of Socratic humor, but one that can
explain both its challenge to democratic politics and its
potential as a resource for reimagining democratic practices.



CHAPTER ONE
Aristophanes and Socratic Mockery

For I, along with all of the Greeks, assert that
the Athenians are wise. So I see, when they
gather together in the Assembly, that when the
city needs to accomplish a deed concerning
buildings, architects are sent for as advisers in
matters concerning building, and when the
concern is shipbuilding, shipwrights are sent
for; and so forth in all other matters, as many
as are believed to be learnable and teachable.
But if another person attempts to advise them
whom they do not think to be a skilled
workman, even if he is exceedingly handsome
and wealthy and one of the nobles, in no way
do they ever receive him, but they laugh and
raise a clamor until the one trying to speak,
having been shouted down, goes away himself,
or the archers drag or carry him away on
orders of the prytanies. This, therefore, is the
way in which they proceed in matters they
consider technical. But when there is a need
for the city to be advised in some matter
concerning the administration of the city, just
as a carpenter, standing up, advises them
concerning these matters, so can a blacksmith,
cobbler, merchant, ship captain, wealthy man,
poor man, noble man, or man of low birth, and
when he attempts to offer his advice, no one
rebukes him in these things because he never
learned these things or never had a teacher,
just as the ones mentioned before. For it is



clear that they do not believe that this is
teachable.

Plat. Prot. 319b3-d71

In the above epigraph, Socrates reflects on the nature and
place of authority in Athens’ democratic assembly. In technical
matters, the Athenians request advice from those possessing
the corresponding techne; it is they whom the demos believes
to be qualified to offer advice on such matters, and not those
who may make competing claims to authority based on their
physical attractiveness, wealth, or noble birth. In political
matters, in contrast, there is no comparable authoritative
techne, the possession of which serves as a criterion for
restricting the deliberative circle; hence, it is permissible for
anyone to offer advice without rebuke. Though legally any
adult, male Athenian citizen was entitled to speak regardless of
the matter under discussion, Socrates’ analysis points to a set
of cultural norms that regulated how discursive authority was
distributed in democratic Athens.

Those who violate these norms, Socrates notes, will meet
with the laughter of their fellow citizens. Their laughter, in the
scenario Socrates describes, serves to puncture the speaker’s
pretension to a type of knowledge he does not have, or to a
type of authority that only the possession of such knowledge
could grant. If we complete Socrates’ hypothetical scenario, we
can envision a second moment of laughter. Imagine the



Athenians needed advice on a political matter, and an
individual rose (let us call him Protagoras), addressed the
Assembly, and declared that he alone possessed the political
techné necessary to give advice on such matters. Protagoras
announces that anyone else who lacks this technical knowledge
should relinquish their desire to speak since they lack the
competency to do so. We can imagine the Athenians laughing
just as hard, if not harder, at Protagoras’ claims: he would be
attempting to exclude others from deliberation based on his
claim to possess a type of knowledge they do not even believe
exists.

In this chapter, I argue that we can use this (hypothetical)
second moment of laughter as a lens to interpret Aristophanes’

critique of Socrates in Clouds.2 At the core of Aristophanes’
critique of Socrates is a democratic anxiety concerning the

antidemocratic authority of Socratic intellectualism.3 This
anxiety comes to the fore if we focus on Socrates’ education of
Strepsiades, what the latter learns from Socrates, and how he
deploys this knowledge against his creditors. Just as Socrates
mocks Strepsiades for failing to understand his teachings, so
Strepsiades exploits these same arguments in order to mock
his creditors. Yet, the latter scene carries with it an important
twist: Strepsiades interprets the intellectual inferiority of his
creditors as marking them as unfit to hold him accountable for
his actions. Knowledge, in the form of technical knowledge of
subjects like meteorology and grammar, is understood by
Strepsiades as a necessary prerequisite for being entitled to
challenge him.



To read Clouds in this way is to shift our interpretive focus
from the threat Socrates poses to traditional authority—
represented by the divine authority of Zeus and the parental
authority of Strepsiades—to the danger his intellectualism
poses to the specifically democratic operation of authority in
ancient Athens. In the play, of course, Socrates worships the
clouds rather than the gods of the traditional pantheon, and the
style of argumentation Pheidippides learns from the Weaker
Argument he then uses to undermine his father’s authority.
Given the legal charges later made against Socrates—that he
did not believe in the same gods the Athenians believed in, but
introduced new gods, and that he corrupted the youth—this
focus makes good sense. My argument here is not that this is
an unimportant aspect of Aristophanes’ depiction of Socrates;
rather, it is that the emphasis on Socrates’ challenge to
traditional authority has obscured this other dimension of
Aristophanes’ critique.

This chapter begins by grounding this distinction between
traditional and democratic authority through an analysis of the
operations of authority in democratic Athens. In contrast to the
traditional forms of authority wielded by the gods, the authority
wielded by political actors in democratic Athens—like the
rhetor and ho boulomenos—was far more contingent on the
performance of certain socially constructed roles. The
construction of such democratic authority, and the place of
ordinary citizens within its operation, will be the subject of the
first section of this chapter. The second section turns to the
play itself, providing an overview of the education of
Strepsiades at the phrontisterion and his use of what he learns
against his creditors. The third addresses the role that mockery



plays in both the interactions between Socrates and
Strepsiades and those between Strepsiades and his creditors.
Attending to such mockery illustrates how Socrates and
Strepsiades deploy sophistical knowledge to discredit the
authority of others. The fourth section contrasts this Socratic
form of mockery with that deployed by Aristophanes himself in
order to clarify the potential political dimensions of such
humor. The conclusion outlines the implications of this analysis
for the vision of Socratic humor that emerges from reading
Clouds in this way.

DEMOCRATIC AUTHORITY IN CLASSICAL ATHENS

The principle of isegoria stood at the center of Athenian
democratic ideology, so much so that Herodotus, writing in the
second half of the fifth century, could use it as a synonym for
demokratia (5.78). Commonly translated as the “equal right to
speak,” isegoria stood for each adult male citizen’s ability to
address the Assembly. While under the sixth-century Solonian
constitution all Athenian citizens were permitted to attend the
Assembly (and hence, the vote of the demos was held to be
sovereign—kurios), only elites were entitled to speak (most
likely, those of the top two socioeconomic classes introduced by
Solon’s reforms). In the fifth-century democracy, in contrast,
every adult male citizen in good standing was entitled to
address his fellow citizens, a “right” enshrined in the question
that initiated meetings of the Assembly, “Who wishes to

speak?” (tis agoreuein bouletai;).i



Nonetheless, there were real distinctions in the authority
wielded by Athenian citizens in democratic Athens. While every
male citizen could speak in the Assembly, it is unlikely they all
did. As M.H. Hansen explains, when thinking about democratic
Athens, it is useful to distinguish between different forms of

political participation.5 Only a small number of citizens
regularly addressed meetings of the Assembly, while a slightly
larger group might have done so on a less frequent basis; most
citizens, however, participated through listening and voting.
This ability to speak, hence, was most often exercised by a
small number of wealthy elites—professional politicians known
as rhetores—which, in turn, gave rise to certain norms
governing who was held to possess the authority to speak.

Up through the beginning of the Peloponnesian War, the
path to becoming an orator passed through the office of the
generalship. The ten generals (one from each Cleisthenic tribe)
were elected, rather than selected by lot—the only officials
(until the mid-fourth century) so chosen under the democracy.
During this period, Athenian generals all hailed from
aristocratic families: Pericles, the best-known example, was a
member of the prominent and powerful Alcmaeonid family from
which Cleisthenes, whose late sixth-century reforms started
Athens down the path toward democracy, also descended.
Cleon, his most (in)famous successor, did not share such a
pedigree. Emblematic of the “new politicians” of the late fifth
century, to borrow W.R. Connor’s phrase, Cleon was a
nonaristocrat, a tanner by trade, albeit a wealthy one.2 In
Aristophanes’ Knights, his questionable ancestry serves as both
a standin for questioning his authority, and an explanation for



his base activities. Thus, while every Athenian citizen was
entitled to speak, social status was an important factor in

assessing the authority that such speech held.Z

The fact that most of the citizens who addressed and offered
advice to the demos were elites of some stripe stood in tension
with the egalitarian ethos that underpinned Athenian
democratic practice. This anxiety was heightened by the fact
that elite orators had been trained in the arts of persuasion,
which they could potentially deploy to deceive assemblymen
and jurors and disrupt the ability of the demos to exercise

sound political judgment.ﬁ Yet, as Josiah Ober has
demonstrated, the ability of elite orators to offer advice to, and
especially to criticize, the demos was effectively controlled via
a mass ideology that channeled elite competition over the favor

of the people into public benefits.2 The various “dramatic
fictions” that elite orators and ordinary citizens “conspired to
maintain”—such as the rhetorically trained orator’s portrayal of
himself as an ordinary citizen—both functioned as a check on
the ambitions of elites and simultaneously authorized their

ability to oppose and critique the will of the people.m In this
way, the Athenians managed to harness elite learning and
harmonize it with a strong belief in the wisdom of the masses
to best decide matters of public policy.

We can observe a similar dynamic at work in the judicial
sphere. There was no public prosecutor in the Athenian judicial
system; public cases could be prosecuted by any citizen who
was willing—ho boulomenos. 1l While legally any male

Athenian citizen in good standing could try such cases, there
were fairly clear social criteria for determining who counted as



a legitimate prosecutor. In particular, as Danielle Allen has
argued, the legitimate citizen prosecutor was one who was
personally connected to, and hence, justly angered by the

crime that had taken place.ﬂ These cultural norms served to
distinguish between a legitimate prosecutor, on the one hand,
and a sycophant, on the other hand. Though both had some
personal interest in the case they were prosecuting, the latter’s
interest was perverted by the quest for pecuniary gain, a

misuse of anger, or some combination of the two.13 Thus,
though each citizen had the equal ability to prosecute such
cases, not all willing prosecutors were viewed as equally
legitimate.

The type of authority exercised in democratic Athens, then,
was certainly distinct from the type of traditional authority that
has a prominent place in Clouds; it is also distinct from the
authority that would be wielded, for example, by the
philosopher-kings of Plato’s hypothetical Kallipolis. While all
three are types of authority, they can be distinguished along
two dimensions: (1) the norms that determine who is entitled to
authority; and (2) the amount of deference such authority
commands. The traditional authority of the gods, for example,
is grounded in the obedience owed to time-honored rules and

practices, and the deference it commands is unlimited. 14 The
authority of the philosopher-kings, in contrast, was epistemic—
it was grounded in the knowledge of the Forms that only
philosophers could possess—and, as with traditional authority,
the deference it commanded was total—mo one else in the
Kallipolis would have the knowledge necessary to challenge the
authority of the philosopher-kings. Finally, the authority of the



orator was governed by norms dictating that he must
demonstrate his friendliness to the demos in order for his
speech to carry weight. In contrast to both traditional forms of
authority and the authority of the philosopher-kings, however,
the deference such authority commanded was far more

defeasible.l2

Within a democratic context, like that of fifth-century Athens,
each citizen is authorized to track the commitments and
entitlements of his fellow citizens; it is precisely through this
process of “keeping score” that authority is constructed. If
Cleon, for example, convincingly demonstrates his affection for
the demos, and has given good advice in the Assembly in the
past, I may be willing to defer to his authority in deciding what
course of action the city should take. Yet, if his policies start to
produce deleterious consequences for the city, or I happen to
witness Cleon treating an ordinary citizen hubristically, I may
no longer be willing to act in such a way that his advice counts
as authoritative for me. That I have the authority to track
Cleon’s commitments in this way neither indicates nor is
predicated upon the truth of my assessments (perhaps Cleon’s
policies will turn out to be beneficial in the long term, or what I
witnessed was actually Cleon retaliating against a prior assault
made against him); I possess such authority simply as a

member of a democratic political community.m For the
operation of authority to remain democratic, however, it
requires that citizens exercise this authority to track each
other’s commitments and entitlements; this, in turn, demands
that we recognize our fellow citizens as fit to hold each other
accountable in these ways.



It is this last point in particular that can illuminate the
dimension of Aristophanes’ critique of Socrates that I wish to

draw out in this chapter.ﬂ What Strepsiades learns from
Socrates is that those without the knowledge he acquired at
the phrontisterion are not fit to hold him accountable for his
actions. To demonstrate this point, we must now turn to the
play itself.

WHAT STREPSIADES LEARNS FROM SOCRATES

As noted in the introduction, most commentators on Clouds
focus on Socrates’ education of Pheidippides rather than his
relationship with Strepsiades. Given the historical fact that
Socrates was prosecuted in 399 B.CE. on the charge of
corrupting the youth, combined with Socrates’ identification of
Aristophanes as one of the individuals responsible for this
public perception (Plat. Ap. 18d), this emphasis is unsurprising.
It is Pheidippides, of course, who deploys the teachings of the
Weaker Argument to question the authority of the gods, the
city’s laws, and his parents; the potential danger of sophistical
teaching is thus forcefully displayed in this depiction of his
corruption. Yet, it is Strepsiades, and not Pheidippides, who
successfully fends off his creditors at 1214-1302, despite the
fact that the latter is sent to the phrontisterion for precisely

this purpose.ﬁ Strepsiades’ use of Socrates’ teachings,
moreover, presents its own challenge to authority—the equal
authority of democratic citizens to hold each other
accountable. It is Strepsiades’ challenge to the operation of
democratic authority thus understood, and its connection to



what he learns from Socrates at the phrontisterion, that will be
the focus of the following analysis.

When Strepsiades first attempts to persuade his son to
become a student at the phrontisterion, he indicates that the
students there engage in two types of intellectual activity. The
first type is what we would call scientific: they “argue
persuasively that the sky is a stove lid, and that it lies around
us, and that we are the charcoals” (95-97); the second type is
rhetorical: “These people teach, if someone gives them money,
how to win any lawsuit, both right or wrong” (97-99). It is the
latter that most interests Strepsiades, as is indicated by his
frustration at the seemingly pointless intellectual exercises to
which Socrates subjects him (655-56, 693, 738-39), and his
professed desire to learn the weaker argument in order to
escape repaying his debts (244-45). Still, these two types of
intellectual activity are not as disconnected as they might
appear; indeed, the argument that the sky is a barbecue lid is
an example of how Socrates and his ilk are able to make the

weaker argument appear the stronger.ﬁ

What, then, is Strepsiades actually taught when he enrolls as
a student at the phrontisterion? After observing the intellectual
activities undertaken at the school, the first thing Strepsiades
is taught by Socrates is knowledge of divine matters (ta theia
pragmat’, 250). He learns that the clouds are the only gods
(365), and that Zeus, along with the other Olympian gods, does
not exist (367). Given that Zeus does not exist, this prompts
Strepsiades to ask who makes it rain, which leads to the second
subject he is taught: meteorology. Socrates explains that rain,
thunder, and lightning are all caused by the physical motions of



the clouds, and that these motions themselves are caused, not
by Zeus, but by heavenly whirl (aitherios dinos, 379). Finally,
Strepsiades is taught grammar; Socrates attempts to teach
Strepsiades to identify the proper genders of nouns and proper
names (658-93).

To claim, of course, that Strepsiades truly learns what
Socrates attempts to teach him would be something of an
overstatement. On this point, Strepsiades’ assessment of
Socrates’ atheism is illustrative. When Socrates explains that it
is Whirl, rather than Zeus, that forces the clouds to crash
against each other and produce thunder, Strepsiades
immediately personifies Whirl, thinking that Whirl has replaced
Zeus—Whirl now rules as king (Dinos nuni basileuon)—in much
the same way that Zeus replaced his father Cronos (379-82). At
the end of the play, Strepsiades reveals the full extent of his
misunderstanding, having not simply personified the abstract
concept of Whirl, but having taken Socrates to mean that an

earthenware cup controlled the cosmos (1470—74).m
Strepsiades’ inability to think abstractly is further on display
when Socrates attempts to instruct him in measurement and
rhythm. With the former, Strepsiades can only think of grain
measurements (639-40); with the latter, he mistakes the
metrical finger (daktulon) for the fingers on one’s hand (649-
53). Thus, some of what Socrates attempts to teach Strepsiades
fails to learn; other subjects he appears to have learned yet
does not fully comprehend. In the end, this intellectual

incompetence results in his expulsion from the

ph rontistérion.2l



Yet, despite his ineptitude, Strepsiades successfully deploys
the same arguments he is taught at the phrontisterion in
fending off his creditors. When the first creditor arrives and
demands payment, Strepsiades chastises the man for his belief
in the traditional gods. While he begins by commenting on the
creditor’s laughable belief in the gods (kai Zeus geloios
omnumenos tois eidosin, 1241), he continues by evincing the
creditor’'s ignorance about the grammatical teachings
Strepsiades learned at the Thinkery. When the first creditor
asks whether Strepsiades will pay back the money, Strepsiades
grabs a kneading trough, and asks his creditor to name the
object. The creditor responds that the object is a kneading
trough (kardopos), to which Strepsiades indignantly replies:
“And you are demanding repayment, although being such a
person? I would never pay back even an obol to anyone who
would call a kneading troughette (kardopén) a kneading trough

(kardopon)” (1249—51).2 The test that Strepsiades lays out for
the creditor cleverly recalls his own education in grammar at
the phrontisterion, and castigates the creditor for “incorrectly”
calling the kneading trough by a male name instead of a female
one.

Strepsiades further displays his learning in his encounter
with the second creditor. When the creditor asks Strepsiades if
he will repay the money he owes, Strepsiades asks “whether
you think that Zeus, on each occasion, causes new water to
rain or that the sun drags this same water back again from
below” (1279-81). And when the creditor replies that he
neither knows nor cares which is the correct explanation,
Strepsiades comments on the gall of one who dares to ask for



his money back, though being ignorant of meteorological

matters (ton meteoron pragmaton, 1284).E When the creditor
then asks that Strepsiades at least pay him back the interest on
what he owes, Strepsiades pleads ignorance as to the nature of
interest. The creditor then explains, quite simply, that it is the
process by which money increases month by month and day by
day, at which point Strepsiades embarks on an extended
scientific analogy intent on proving that this creature (therion)
called interest does not exist. Noting that the sea is the same
height as it was before, despite the fact that rivers are flowing
into it, Strepsiades highlights the absurdity behind the idea
that money should increase in such a way when even the sea
does not (1293-97). Strepsiades’ interactions with his creditors
thus demonstrate that he is at least competent at remembering

and reconstructing the arguments he encountered at the

ph rontistérion.24

Crucial, however, are the implications Strepsiades draws
from these encounters. For Strepsiades, the ignorance of his
creditors counts as a justification for refusing to repay his
debts: their ignorance makes them wunfit to hold him
accountable for his actions. This is evident if we attend to the
precise language used by Strepsiades. With the first creditor,
as cited above, he declares: “And you are demanding
repayment, although being such a person (toioutos on)? I would
never pay back even an obol to anyone who would call a
kneading troughette (kardopen) a kneading trough (kardopon)”
(1249-51). His language is similar with the second creditor:
“How could you be just in demanding repayment (pos oun
apolabein targurion dikaios ei) if you know nothing of



meteorology?” (1283-84). What these scenes illustrate is not
that those with expert knowledge should rule in place of
ordinary citizens who lack such knowledge; rather, it is that
Strepsiades deems his creditors unfit to hold him accountable
based on their lack of such knowledge. It is this attitude of
intellectual superiority and arrogance that Strepsiades
ultimately learns from Socrates.

SOCRATIC MOCKERY AND DEMOCRATIC
AUTHORITY

Strepsiades’ refusal to recognize his creditors as equals is
connected with his mockery of them: to him, his creditors are
not just ignorant, but laughable on account of their ignorance.
Strepsiades’ mockery of his creditors, in turn, is connected
with Socrates’ use of abusive language against him during his
education at the phrontisterion. When Strepsiades declares
that it is obvious that Zeus hurls down lightning bolts to
incinerate perjurers, Socrates calls him a fool (6 more) for not
recognizing that this idea flatly contradicts their observations
concerning lightning strikes (398). Socrates later calls
Strepsiades ignorant and barbaric (amathés houtosi Kkai
barbaros, 492), accuses him of speaking nonsense (léereis, 499),
tells him to stop blathering (ou me laléseis, 505), refers to him
as the most boorish, inept, stupid, and forgetful person (ouk
eidon houtos andr’ agroikon oudamou oud’ aporon oude skaion
oud’ epilesmona, 628-29) he has ever known, calls him a
brainless lout (agreios ei kai skaios, 655), base (0 ponére, 688),
and twice curses him (eis korakas, 646; apolei kakist’, 726).



After he is completely fed up with Strepsiades’ inability to learn
he commands him to leave the phrontisterion, calling him a
most forgetful and idiotic old man (epilesmotaton kai
skaiotaton, 790). Socrates’ abuse of Strepsiades, in short, is
grounded in the latter’s intellectual incompetence; Strepsiades
appears ridiculous to Socrates precisely because he is his
intellectual inferior, unable to comprehend his subtle teachings
about the gods, grammar, and so forth.

From Socrates, then, Strepsiades learns not only the
intellectual matters outlined in the previous section, but
further to treat those ignorant in such matters with ridicule
and contempt. The first evidence of this in the play is
Strepsiades’ behavior toward Pheidippides after the former is
banished from the phrontisterion. When his son swears by
Zeus, Strepsiades calls him a fool (tes morias) for still believing
in Zeus at his age (817-18), and Pheidippides responds by
asking his father why he is mocking him for this (ti de tout’
egelasas eteon; 819). When Pheidippides then questions the
worth of learning from people like Socrates, Strepsiades goes
on to exclaim how ignorant and thick-witted (hos amathes ei
kai pachus) his son is (842). Finally, when Pheidippides refers
to both a cock and a hen by the same name, Strepsiades calls
him ridiculous (katagelastos ei, 849). Strepsiades later subjects
his creditors to the same abusive language. He mocks the first
creditor’s rotundity with a joke about turning his gut into a
wineskin (1237-39), and, as with Pheidippides, he tells him that
swearing by the gods is laughable (geloios, 1241-42). He
accuses the second creditor of speaking nonsense (ti deta
lereis, 1273), and the second creditor accuses him of mocking
his woes (me skopte m’, 1265-66).



Strepsiades’ encounter with the second creditor culminates
in a threat to prosecute Strepsiades on a charge of hubris;
though linked specifically to Strepsiades’ physical assault of
the creditor, the idea of hubris well captures his general
treatment of, and attitude toward, both the creditors. As was

noted in the introduction,22 the charge of hubris (graphe
hubreos) was applicable in cases of verbal and/or physical
assault where the deliberate intent was the dishonoring or
disrespecting of another. Strepsiades demonstrates, through
both his mockery and physical assault against his creditors,
that he considers them to be his inferiors, neither fit to hold
him accountable for his actions nor worthy of being treated
with equal respect and dignity. This disdain for ordinary
citizens is thus one of the key things Strepsiades learns from

Socrates.28

Of course, Strepsiades’ mockery of his creditors captures
only one aspect of the humor contained in this scene. While
Strepsiades mocks his creditors for their lack of learning,
Strepsiades himself is construed as an object of laughter to the
audience of the play. To a large extent, what makes Socrates
and the intellectual activities at the phrontistérion laughable
are their perceived uselessness—what practical benefit could
one gain from knowledge of the orifice from which a gnat
hums? Or from calling a kneading trough by its proper gender?
Strepsiades’ use of this knowledge to beat back his creditors is
even more ridiculous, however, since it is predicated on the
claim that knowledge of such useless matters is of the utmost
importance to practical affairs. This is most apparent from
Strepsiades’ denial of the existence of interest, which he



demonstrates using an analogy with the flowing of rivers into
the sea (1285-96). As noted above, when the second creditor,
exasperated, pleads with Strepsiades to at least pay back the
interest he owes, Strepsiades asks what sort of creature (ti
therion) this thing called interest is, to which the creditor
responds that it is the process according to which an amount of
money grows bigger each day as time flows (huporreontos).
Strepsiades then asks whether the sea is bigger now than it
had been previously, and the creditor answers that it is equal
in size, since it would not be right (dikaion) for it to be larger.
As noted above, Strepsiades concludes that if it is not right for
the sea to increase, even though rivers flow into it
(epirreonton), then the creditor has no right to demand that his
money so increase. What makes Strepsiades’ argument
laughable is his attempt to deny the existence of interest—a
social practice governed by Athenian laws and customs—on the
basis of the movements of the seas. From the perspective of an

ordinary Athenian citizen, such arguments would likely have

appeared ridiculous.2Z

Ultimately, however, what makes Strepsiades laughable is
his belief that those who lack the knowledge he gained at the
phrontisterion are unfit to participate in the exchanging of
reasons that is at the heart of the practice of democratic
citizenship. Looking back to the epigraph with which this
chapter begins, the audience’s laughter at Strepsiades is like
that of the hypothetical laughter the Athenians might direct at
someone who claimed to possess a political techné that
ordinary citizens did not possess and without which they would
not be competent to participate in political discussion. If we



view such laughter within this framework, then it perhaps
reflects a democratic anxiety concerning the competency of the
demos as a whole to govern the city, and, more specifically, the
ability of individual ordinary citizens to participate in the
practices of reason giving that are constitutive of the operation
of democratic authority. If, as Strepsiades’ arguments suggest,
nomos is ultimately dependent upon phusis, then scientific
knowledge concerning the operations of nature can be
construed as a qualification for such participation. Thus, the
actions of Strepsiades directly challenge an Athenian
democratic ideology that places central value upon the wisdom

of ordinary citizens.28 The laughter of the audience at Socrates
and Strepsiades, then, can be interpreted, at least in part, as
an expression of laughter that seeks to reinforce this
democratic ideology by ridiculing the challenge posed by
Socratic intellectualism to the democratic operation of politics
in Athens.

SOCRATIC MOCKERY AND ARISTOPHANIC COMEDY

We can thus see that the mode of humor practiced by Socrates

in Clouds is direct and abusive. It is not ironic,22 and its
purpose is to establish superiority over its target. Yet, it is
worth pausing here to consider in more detail precisely what
might make such humor troubling from a democratic
perspective. This is especially necessary given the fact that
much of the humor found in Aristophanic comedy (and Old
Comedy more generally) displays similar characteristics. In the
parabasis of Knights, for example, Aristophanes abusively



mocks his comic rivals in order to establish his superiority over
them; and in Wasps, Philocleon’s verbal abuse spills over into
physical abuse, leading, as it does with Strepsiades, to a charge
of hubris (1417-18). Thus, while Clouds paints a critical
portrait of Socrates, are we justified in viewing the kind of
humor Socrates deploys in the play as part of that critique?

The abusive mockery deployed by Socrates in Clouds can be
classified as a form of aischrologia (shameful speech), which is
characteristic of both Aristophanic comedy in particular and

Old Comedy more generally.@ Aischrologia involves a host of
related practices, including foul speech (kakologia), slander
(kakegoria), abuse (loidoria), and blasphemy (blasphémia).ﬂ It
is speech that is shameful in the sense that it can both bring
shame upon the one who uses it, and be used to project shame

onto others.32 For example, it may be regarded as shameful to
mention certain bodily practices (such as defecation), or to
speak of them in a particularly crude way; it might further
bring shame on someone else to accuse him of defecating in a
particular manner. Aischrologia also contains class overtones;
it is a type of speech associated especially with lower-class

citizens and with the activities of the agora.ﬁ
It is, further, a type of speech that exists in an ambiguous
relationship with democratic norms and practices, and in

particular with the norm of parrhésia.ﬂ To speak frankly
might involve speech that is offensive (and perhaps even
risible); it might also involve speech that is painful to its
listener(s). It is the potential overlap between the social effects
of parrhesia and those of aischrologia that creates such
ambiguity and raises the question, How does one draw the line



between frank speech (which is democratically valuable) and
shameful speech (that might be ethically inappropriate from a

democratic standpoint)?ﬁ

This is an important question, but one that cannot be fully
answered within the scope of the analysis pursued in this book.
For present purposes, it will be sufficient to address how
Aristophanes appears to navigate this ambiguity, and in doing
so, deploys such “shameful speech” in a way that is distinct
from the manner in which it is used by Socrates in Clouds. Key
here is the manner in which Aristophanes deploys mockery and
abusive speech in order to demonstrate his superiority over his
rivals, and hence establish his authority to advise the demos.
This is a dynamic that we can observe most clearly in the

parabases of Knights and Clouds.38

In the parabasis of Knights, Aristophanes establishes his
superiority over his main comic rivals, both past and present:
Magnes, Cratinus, and Crates. The discussion of Cratinus in the
parabasis has garnered the most scholarly attention, given the
preservation of some fragments and an ancient summary of
Cratinus’ Pytine (Wine-Flask), which offers a comic rebuttal of

Aristophanes’ mockery.ﬂ What, however, are the “charges”
Aristophanes levels against Cratinus in the parabasis of
Knights? The relevant passage runs as follows: Then he
recalled Cratinus, who once rode the high wave of your
applause and coursed through the open plains, sweeping oaks,
plane trees, and enemies from their moorings and bearing
them off uprooted. At a party there was no singing anything but
“Goddess of Bribery with Shoes of Impeach Wood” and
“Builders of Handy Hymns,” so lush was his flowering! But now



you see him driveling around town, his frets falling out, his
tuning gone and his shapeliness all disjointed, but you feel no
pity; no, he’s just an old man doddering about, like Conn-ass
wearing a withered crown and perishing of thirst, who for his
earlier victories should be getting free drinks in the Prytaneum,
and instead of driveling should be sitting pretty in the front row
next to Dionysus. (526-37, trans. Henderson) We should not be

taken in, of course, by the veneer of sympathy.ﬁ First, though
Cratinus is sandwiched between Magnes and Crates, both of
whom were retired by the time Knights was performed in 424,
Cratinus was also competing at the Lenaea that year, and
would best Aristophanes’ Clouds in the following year with
Pytine. Far from lamenting Cratinus’ treatment, Aristophanes
is mocking his rival by depicting him (falsely) as a washed-up
has-been. Second, the metaphor of the rushing stream is likely
a parody of a boast Cratinus had made in an earlier play about

his poetic style (and one that he will make again in Pytine).ﬁ
Finally, Aristophanes mocks Cratinus as a drunkard, subtly
altering the well-known civic reward of free meals in the

Prytaneum to free drinks in the Prytaneum.@

It is this caricature of Cratinus’ drunkenness that forms the
core of his self-defense in Pytine. According to the scholiast on
Knights, Cratinus himself appeared as a character in the play.
His wife, Comedy, was suing for divorce on grounds of
mistreatment, since he had taken up with a new mistress,

Drunkenness (téi methei, frr. 193—95).ﬂ While earlier
treatments of the Pytine speculated that Cratinus emerged at
the end of the play cured of this vice (fr. 200), it is perhaps
more plausible that Cratinus was “indulging in self-mockery by



extending the caricature,” reveling in his reputation as the
drunken poet and articulating his comic genius as deriving

from Drunkenness (fr. 203).ﬂ In contrast to the
“euriparistophanists,” who rely on technical skill in composing
their poetry, Cratinus plays up his “relationship” with alcohol
as indicative of the superiority of his own approach: divine

imspiration.ﬁ This comic reversal is further exemplified in the
boastful premise of the play: that Cratinus himself, and

Cratinus alone, has a special connection with the comic art. 44
This brings us to the parabasis of Aristophanes’ Clouds. With
the original version of Clouds being defeated by Pytine in 423,
the parabasis of the revised version that has come down to us
laments the earlier version’s defeat and chastises the audience
for failing to recognize its author’s comic genius. As in the
parabasis of Knights, Aristophanes glorifies his own abilities
(this was “the most sophisticated of my comedies”) while
denigrating his opponents (I was “defeated by vulgar men”)
(520-25). He goes on to illustrate just how sophisticated and
unvulgar his comedy is: She hasn’t come with any dangling
leather stitched to her, red at the tip and thick, to make the
children laugh; nor does she mock bald men, nor dance a
kordax, nor does an old man, while speaking his lines, cover up
bad jokes by beating the interlocutor with his stick; nor does
she dash onstage brandishing torches, nor yell “ow ow.” On the
contrary, she has come relying only on herself and her script.
And I myself, being a poet of the same kind, do not act like a
bigwig, nor try to fool you by presenting the same material two
or three times. (537-46, trans. Henderson) These claims to
superiority, however, are heavily undercut by the fact that



Aristophanes does almost all of these things in the revised
version of Clouds. The most glaring claim, of course, is that, in
a revised version of an earlier play, he claims to never have
represented the same material! Thus, while Aristophanes
boasts of his own poetic prowess in the parabasis of Clouds,
these boasts are undercut in the very act of being made, both
drawing attention to the fact that they are boasts and, in doing

so, inviting the laughter of the audience. %2
It is this self-revealing boastfulness that is the comic thread
running through Knights, Pytine, and Clouds, and in fact,

perhaps through the comic parabasis itself. 20 The poet claims
authority for himself vis-a-vis other rival poets while

simultaneously undercutting such authority.ﬂ In Clouds, it is
the interplay between Aristophanes’ claims to sophistication
and novelty and the vulgarity and repetitiveness of the play; in
Pytine, it is the claim to a special relationship with comedy that
is undermined by Cratinus’ own unfaithfulness to his art; and,
in Knights, it is Aristophanes’ boastful claim to superiority
masked as humility. These are all carefully constructed jokes,

intended to raise the laughter of the audience.28 This dynamic
suggests, then, that Aristophanes is not so much claiming
authority for himself as mocking those who attempt to claim
such authority. By mocking the very act of claiming authority,
however, Aristophanes is still asserting a claim to authority.
This authority is not grounded in any claim that he is
experienced in his craft or knowledgeable about what the city
needs; rather, it is grounded in the act of mocking such claims.
In other words, it is by not claiming authority, or by refusing to



do so seriously, that the comic poet stakes a claim to his voice
having authority.ﬁ

In this respect, we might compare Aristophanes’ strategy for
constructing his own authority with that of Demosthenes in
Against Meidias. While Demosthenes does distinguish himself
from Meidias’ elite attributes, he also emphasizes the demos’
need for elite citizens such as himself. Ordinary citizens,
Demosthenes stresses, do not have the power and the
resources to combat arrogant elites like Meidias; those who do
so, like the poor Strato, whom he puts on display to the jurors
(95-96), risk the same disenfranchisement (atimia). The démos
needs elites like Demosthenes, then, to protect them from
elites like Meidias. In this sense, Demosthenes’ elite attributes
are used as a justification for his authority to advise and defend

the démos.20 Aristophanes’ strategy is quite different; though
he does cast himself as a superior adviser of the demos, he
does so in an openly ridiculous way, calling attention to the
potentially risible nature of all such claims to authority. His
strategy, then, is to refuse to acknowledge seriously that he is

playing the same game.ﬂ And while he does deploy abusive
language, the purposes toward which it is directed are quite

different from those of Socrates and Strepsiades in Clouds.22
Aristophanes’ use of mockery and abusive language is deployed
against other elites on behalf of the demos, rather than against
ordinary citizens.

The strategy outlined above allows Aristophanes to navigate
the potential tension between mockery and democratic



ideology. Mockery entails the assertion of a kind of superiority,
one that verges on hubris, and carries with it the potential to
undermine the sense of equality central to Athenian democratic
ideology. The parabases of Knights and Clouds confront this
tension directly, casting the sense of superiority such mockery
creates as a transparently boastful comic mask, one that allows
us to laugh at (and with) the comic poet. In this sense,
Aristophanic comedy does establish a kind of “negative

equality, »23 though with an important twist: the poet himself is
enmeshed within the same nexus of comic leveling.

In contrast, then, the Aristophanic Socrates deploys mockery
in order to demonstrate his superiority over ordinary citizens in
a way that suggests that those citizens ought not to wield the

authority they do in democratic Athens.24 1t is thus both the
kind of mockery that the Aristophanic Socrates deploys and the
purpose toward which it is directed that illustrate the political
significance of Socratic humor in Clouds. While Socrates does
not directly mock the Athenian democracy in the play, as

Anytus evidently contended in his prosecution speech,i his
mockery can be construed as directed against the ideological
foundations of Athenian democratic practice. It is in that sense
that we can interpret such mockery as troubling from a

democratic standpoint.i In the following chapter, we will see
how Plato responds to such concerns surrounding the Socratic
practice of humor through his representation of Socratic
eironeida.



CHAPTER TWO
Plato and Socratic Eironeia

While the focus of this chapter is Plato’s depiction of Socratic
eironeia, it will be helpful to situate his handling of this theme
within his broader treatment of humor. Plato’s engagement
with humor operates on a number of often intersecting levels,
each of which will be briefly addressed below. First, on a
literary level, Plato draws on the genre of comedy in
constructing his philosophical dialogues. While Plato’s

engagement with tragedyl has generally received more

attention than his engagement with comedy,2 it is clear that
Plato both appropriates topoi found in the works of Attic Old
Comedy and parodically adapts the works of individual
playwrights. In the Gorgias, for example, Plato reworks the
metaphors of food and sex deployed by Aristophanes in Knights
to construct his critiques of the conventional practice of

rhetoric and Athenian democracy;3 and scholars have
recognized Socrates’ description of the sophists gathered at
the house of Callias in the Protagoras as a parodic adaptation

of a scene from Eupolis’ Flatterers.% In both examples, we can
see Plato’s willingness to adopt and adapt material from comic
poetry in constructing his own critiques of rhetoric and



sophistry.5

Second, Plato’s dialogues engage substantively with the
topic of humor, offering both analytic and normative
treatments of the subject of laughter. As was discussed in the
introduction, the Philebus offers a conception of the laughable
as arising from self-ignorance. And in the Republic, Socrates
draws an important distinction between reasonable and
unreasonable laughter, one that he uses to clarify the nature of
the threat that his three proposals in book 5 might drown him
in waves of laughter. In drawing this distinction, Socrates uses
the following example: the Greeks used to think that it was
shameful and laughable (aischra kai geloia) for men to exercise
naked, but when they discovered that this was the better
practice, “what was laughable to the eyes was made to melt
away by the revelation by arguments of what was best” (452c).
Likewise, whoever thinks that something other than what is
truly bad and shameful is ridiculous, or attempts to laugh at
some such thing, is himself foolish (mataios): only what is truly
bad and shameful is laughable. Thus, just as reason was able to
dispel the apparent laughableness of the custom of men
exercising naked, Socrates hopes that his own arguments will
have the power to dispel the apparent laughableness of his own

proposals.Q

This distinction between reasonable and unreasonable
laughter resonates beyond the confines of its original context
in book 5 of the Republic. It informs, for example, Socrates’
remark to Euthyphro that being laughed at is perhaps nothing
important (3c); “perhaps” because whether one should be
concerned about such laughter is dependent upon whether it is



reasonable or not. Thus, in the Gorgias, Socrates chastises
Polus for laughing at him as if laughter itself constituted a form
of refutation (473e2-3). This laughter, as Polus makes clear,
arises from Polus’ belief that Socrates has already refuted
himself by making the kinds of claims that no other human
being would make (473e4-5)—namely, that it is better to suffer
injustice than to commit it. For Socrates, this is further
evidence of the rhetorical mode of refutation that Polus
repeatedly deploys during their conversation: Polus appeals to
the strangeness (473al) of Socrates’ arguments as evidence
that they are irrational when measured against the standard of

popular morality.z Yet, for Socrates, to be the object of such
laughter, divorced as it is from an understanding of what is
truly bad and shameful, is not a matter worthy of concern.

This last point connects directly with Plato’s third main
concern about humor: the worrisome influence that theatrical
comedy exerts over its audience. This concern is tightly linked
with the criticisms of Attic tragedy in both the Gorgias and the
Republic. In the former dialogue, Socrates applies his critique
of rhetoric as a form of pandering to the genre of tragedy—
tragedies, when stripped of melody, rhythm, and meter, are
nothing more than speeches, and hence tragic poetry is a form
of popular oratory (502c5-12). This critique of tragedy as a
form of flattery is further developed in the Republic, where it is
both provided with an epistemological foundation and
expanded to include comedy. Since both tragic and comic poets
lack knowledge of the Form of the good, their poetic imitations
risk disrupting the healthy psychic balance that constitutes
individual human flourishing and provides the foundation for



the flourishing of the city. In line with this general framework,
Socrates recognizes that laughter has the power to produce
great changes within the soul of the individual who laughs, and
for this reason, the young men who are educated to be the
future guardians of Kallipolis ought not to be lovers of laughter
(338e4). The danger of misplaced laughter, for both the young
and the old, is that it carries with it the potential to unseat
reason from its position of psychic rule by enticing us to take
pleasure in things we ought not to take pleasure in, and in
doing so, strengthens the appetitive part of our soul.

From this brief overview, it is evident that Plato’s depiction
of humor—of characters who, for example, laugh, find things
ridiculous, and are mocked—carries both ethical and political
significance. In the previous chapter, we saw that the
Aristophanic Socrates engages in abusive forms of mockery
that emanate from an attitude of superiority directed against
his intellectual inferiors. It is this type of mockery that
Strepsiades learns from Socrates and deploys against his
creditors, doing so in a way that might be viewed as troubling
from a democratic standpoint. In Plato, however, the portrait
we find of Socratic humor, and its relationship to Athenian
democracy, are radically different. For the most part, Plato’s
Socrates does not directly mock his interlocutors, nor does he
use abusive language to describe them. Though there are some
exceptions—for example, Socrates is occasionally more willing
to mock interlocutors in the narrated parts of the dialogues or
interlocutors who are not actually present—in neither case
does the Platonic Socrates (in contrast to his Aristophanic

counterpart) mock an interlocutor to his face.8 This reticence



when it comes to directly mocking others is connected with the
laughter of the Platonic Socrates—or perhaps one should say
the absence of laughter. As we saw in the introduction, though
Socrates does refer to himself as laughable, and sometimes
includes his interlocutors in that assessment, he almost never
actually laughs. It is only in the Phaedo that he does so, and on
these occasions he is described as laughing “gently” (84d) and
“quietly” (115c). When he does refer to his interlocutors as
laughable, his inclusion of himself in that assessment—for
example, at the end of the Protagoras (361b)—suggests that
this recognition is not an expression of superiority.

There are exceptions, however, and the Gorgias might be
taken as one of them. In that dialogue, Socrates’ argument that
rhetoric is akin to cookery has clear comic overtones. In his
discussion with Callicles, Socrates emphasizes the ridiculous
implications of his interlocutor’s claims—consider, for example,
Socrates’ question as to whether Callicles believes that (since
the better ought to have a greater share and the more
intelligent are the better) a cobbler ought to walk around
wearing the greatest number of shoes (490e). Socrates’ use of
such examples, moreover, is viewed as crude and shameful by
Callicles, particularly when Socrates likens the hedonistic way

of life condoned by Callicles to that of a catamite (494e).3
Socrates even goes so far as to suggest that no one has been
able to speak against his opinion that it is better to suffer
injustice than to commit it without appearing ridiculous
(katagelastos, 509a). Importantly, however, he notes that his
own remarks in this regard are “rather rude” (agroikoteron ti,



509a), and on the whole, the harsh exchanges with Polus and

Callicles in this dialogue are atypical.m

This general reticence toward engaging in direct and abusive
forms of mockery resonates with what is often taken to be the
most characteristic aspect of Socratic humor in Plato—irony. At
a very basic level, irony constitutes a form of indirect speech—
the classical conception of irony found in Quintilian, for
example, entails conveying the opposite of what is said (in
utroque enim contrarium ei quod dicitur intellegendum est,

Inst. Orat. 9.2.44).ﬂ As such, irony generally involves some
form of pretense—the ironist pretends to mean what she says,
while attempting to convey something other than what she says

to her audience.l2 And while not all forms of irony are

humorous,13 the Socratic practice of irony in the Platonic
dialogues has often been associated with various forms of
humor. By comparison with the direct form of mockery
practiced by the Aristophanic Socrates, however, the gelastic

practices of Socrates constitute a “hidden” kind of laughter,M
one that in many cases remains undetected by Socrates’
interlocutors.

That the practice of Socratic irony in the Platonic dialogues
is at least formally distinct from the Socratic mockery found in
Aristophanes’ Clouds is relatively noncontroversial; more
controversial is the question of the nature and purpose of
Socratic irony. For Gregory Vlastos, Socrates uses irony to
mock his interlocutors, but he also practices a form of
“complex irony” that provokes those interlocutors to discover

for themselves the meaning of his paradoxical statements.12
For Alexander Nehamas, it is a reflection of Socrates’ silence:



it constitutes a mask that makes Socrates strange, complex,

and mysterious.m For Peter Euben, Socrates’ use of irony is a
means to reconcile the fact that he himself “held strong views
strongly, yet sought to teach others to be teachers of

themselves so that political education could be reciprocal.”ﬂ
For Gerald Mara, it is a playful mode of acknowledging the

tentativeness of his own arguments.ﬁ

For Elizabeth Markovits, irony is a technique for sparking
reflection in Socrates’ interlocutors, and for combating the
vicissitudes of a democratic political discourse centered around

the principle of parrh(:}sia.ﬁ For Christina Tarnopolsky, it is a
“negative and painful stance toward others,” one that Plato
represents in a critical light, and opposes to his own form of

irony—Platonic myth.m In contrast to Nehamas, Tarnopolsky

contends that it is Socrates’ strangeness that makes him ironic,

not his irony that makes him strange.ﬂ

This chapter offers a different approach to Socratic irony,
one that situates the irony of the Platonic Socrates within a
larger debate about the politics of Socratic humor. Thus, it
attempts to move beyond the self-contained interpretations of
Socratic irony above, all of which focus exclusively on the
Platonic dialogues, in order to suggest that Plato’s depiction of
Socratic irony was shaped by this larger debate, and, more
specifically, by the suspicion that the Socratic practice of
humor carried with it antidemocratic implications. Just as Plato
addresses the accusations that the practice of philosophy is
either useless or dangerous (Rep. 487a-d), his portrait of
Socratic irony possesses apologetic dimensions. Rather than
unequivocally defending the Socratic practice of irony,



however, it is my argument in this chapter that Plato presents
Socratic irony as an inherently ambiguous practice, the
assessment of which is intimately connected to the question of
the nature and purpose of Socratic philosophy more generally.
By doing so, Plato explains why the Socratic practice of irony
elicits the range of responses it does.

This interpretation is developed by focusing on Plato’s
limited use of the word eironeia and its cognates. I argue that
the word eironeia, in both Plato and other classical texts,
signifies a type of solipsistic irony, one in which the primary
audience for such irony is the ironist herself. This
interpretation of eironeia helps us to understand what it is that
Socrates is being accused of when some of his interlocutors
label him an eiron. At the same time, Plato’s broader use of this
word indicates how the question of whether Socrates was an
eiron is linked with the question of how to distinguish between
Socratic philosophy and sophistry. It is by attending to the
difficulty in distinguishing Socrates from the sophists that we
can account for both the diverse ways in which Socrates’

interlocutors experience and interpret the phenomenon of

Socratic irony, and the range of its political implications.ﬁ

The next two sections address the question of whether
Socrates was an eiron and develop the interpretation of
eironeia mentioned above. The sections that follow on those
then turn to Plato’s use of eironeia and its cognates. The final
two sections of the chapter indicate how Plato’s use of eironeia
is connected with his depiction of Socratic irony more
generally, while drawing out the political implications of this
portrait.



SOME ASPASIAN REFLECTIONS

In his commentary on the Nicomachean Ethics, the second-

century C.E. Peripatetic Aspasiusﬁ offers the following
intriguing discussion of the ethics of Socratic eironeia: And he
[Aristotle] named all those speaking big about themselves to be
boasters, and the vice boastfulness, and those reducing their
own qualities toward the lesser in speech and pretending to
have less than that which exists in them (and they are
depraved, for all earnestness concerning falsehood is
depravity) he called eirones, and the vice eironeia. But eironeia
seems not to be a vice to some; for they say that Socrates was
an eiron. But Socrates was never an eiron. Proof of this is that
none of his companions refer to him in this way, but the many
who are thoroughly mistaken about him, like Thrasymachus
and Meno. But he was saying, as it seems, that he himself knew
nothing, comparing human wisdom with that of the god; for
these things are also said in the Apology of Plato. But perhaps
he was guarding against the base and offensive, and was
speaking less of himself not on account of love for falsehood,
which is not eironeia. Or perhaps there are two modes of
eironeia: a blameworthy mode that consists in pretending to
something and cultivating falsehood; the other mode is similar
to wit, when someone guards against what is offensive in their

speeches. How these things hold it is necessary to consider.24
After providing the Aristotelian definition of eironeia as a

vice,22 Aspasius notes that some people do not think that
eironeia is a vice on the grounds that Socrates was an eiron.
This would seem to indicate that at least some of those who
defended Socrates in antiquity felt the need to account for



what appeared to be one of his vicious characteristics—namely,
his eironeia—and they did so by denying that eironeia was a
vice.

Aspasius himself, however, deploys a different strategy, at
least initially. Rather than denying that eironeia is a vice,
Aspasius denies that Socrates was an eiron. Though this claim
might seem far-fetched, Aspasius provides an intriguing piece
of evidence as justification: none of Socrates’ companions ever
refer to him as an eiron, only those who are mistaken about
him do so, like Thrasymachus and Meno. This point does
capture a significant aspect of Plato’s depiction of Socratic
eironeia: only Thrasymachus, Callicles, and Alcibiades ever

accuse Socrates of speaking and acting with eironeia.28 As will
be discussed in more detail later in this chapter, Plato presents
these accusations themselves in an ironic light, casting doubt
on their reliability in a way that perhaps led Aspasius to

suggest that Socrates was not an eiron.2Z What these accusers
appear to have been mistaken about, according to Aspasius,
was Socrates’ motivation in downplaying his own wisdom: it
was not due to any affection for falsehood that he did so, but in
order to avoid speaking in a manner that would be base or
offensive.

Aspasius suggests, however, a third alternative. Rather than
denying that eironeia is a vice, Aspasius raises the possibility
that there are vicious and nonvicious forms of eironeia.
Socrates was thus engaging in a form of eironeia in
downplaying his wisdom, but this was not the blameworthy
form of eironeia (which involves pretense and falsehood), but a
praiseworthy, playful (charientismoi) kind, one that is deployed



in order to avoid offending others. In line with this distinction,
Aspasius later proposes that perhaps those who deploy eironeia
for this latter reason, like Socrates, are not reproachable
(124.17-18). And this is the explanation, ultimately, that
Aspasius most closely associates with Aristotle: in considering
Aristotle’s claim that the magnanimous man will speak
truthfully, except for those things that he says ironically,
Aspasius notes that “Aristotle did not think that all eironeia is
base” (114.10).

Though a commentary on Aristotle’s Nicomachean Ethics,
Aspasius’ treatment of Socratic eironeia in this passage may
reveal a broader concern with the ethics of Socratic eironeia
during the period in which Aspasius wrote. As the above
analysis indicates, only his third explanation of eironeia has a
firm basis in Aristotle’s text. Aristotle never denies that
eironeia is a vice, nor does he ever claim that Socrates was not
an eiron. In stating the first explanation, moreover, Aspasius
claims that “it seems to some people (tisi) that eironeia is not a
vice.” Who are these people to whom Aspasius refers? Was
there another group that denied that Socrates was an eiron?
There are hints in other parts of Aspasius’ text that his
commentary was shaped by contemporary concerns, and it is
possible that his decision to include a discussion of Socratic
eironeia was motivated by the interest in the figure of Socrates
during this period.ﬁ The Stoic Epictetus, for example,
mentions Socrates nearly three times more than any other
figure in the texts of the Handbook and Discourses that his

student Arrian recorded.22 Socrates is also the philosopher
most often mentioned in the orations of Dio of Prusa, two of



which cast Socrates as the protagonist.@ While such a claim is
necessarily speculative, Aspasius’ text may indicate the
continued existence of debate concerning whether Socrates
was an eiron. More specifically, it speaks to the continued
need, on the part of the defenders of Socrates, to account for
his eironeia. From this perspective, Aspasius’ commentary may
contain an anatomy of the strategies deployed toward that

purpose during the time in which he wrote.31

While this later legacy of Socratic eironeia will be addressed
in chapter 5, the current chapter traces the ancient discussion
of Socratic eironeia back to its source in Plato’s dialogues.
Doing so, however, requires that we first attend to the meaning
of eironeia and its cognates during the time in which Plato
wrote in order to assess more precisely what was at stake
when Socrates’ interlocutors accused him of being an eiron.
The following section thus turns to an examination of two
recent arguments concerning the meaning of eironeia by
Michel Narcy and Melissa Lane, both of whom argue that
eironeia is not irony and ought not to be translated as such.

Drawing on the work of G.R.F. Ferrari,ﬂ I argue, by contrast,
that eironeia is best understood as a solipsistic form of irony,
one in which the ironist “pulls one over” on his interlocutor for
his own amusement. This understanding of eironeia as a type of
ironic mockery helps us to situate Plato’s depiction of Socratic
irony as part of a larger debate concerning Socratic humor.

EIRONEIA AND IRONY



That the Socratic practice of eironeia became part of that
contested legacy is perhaps not surprising, especially in light of
the fact that eironeia, from its earliest attestations, carried a

pejorative connotation.33 The word first appears in
Aristophanes’ Clouds as one of the many negative
characteristics Strepsiades will acquire should he study at the
phrontisterion (449); elsewhere in Aristophanes it signals a
kind of sly and deceitful behavior (Wasps 174; Birds 1211). In
Plato, as was noted above, the term is only ever applied to
Socrates by his opponents (Gorg. 489el; Symp. 216e4, 218d6;

Rep. 337a4, 6), and they use it as a term of abuse.2% While
Aristotle’s analysis of eironeia comes closest to offering a
positive reevaluation of the concept, even here it is
questionable as to whether Aristotle goes even as far as
Aspasius claims in reassessing the value of eironeia: though
Aristotle does indicate that some forms of eironeia may appear
more refined (chariesteroi) than others, he never concludes
that such forms of eironeia, not even that which he identifies
with Socrates, are not vicious (EN 4.7). In Demosthenes’ First
Philippic, the orator uses the term eironeia to accuse his
audience of deploying cowardly dissimulation to mask their
unwillingness to defend their allies from the encroachments of
Philip of Macedon (7.5, 37.5). And in Theophrastus’ Characters,
the eiron is a thorough scoundrel who appears to enjoy
messing with others just for the sake of messing with others
(1).

Yet, beyond the fact that eironeia was a term of abuse, what
exactly did it mean to accuse someone of speaking or acting

with eiréneia?32 In the remainder of this section, I argue that



eironeia signifies a solipsistic form of irony, one in which the
ironist himself is the audience for his irony. This understanding
of eironeia helps illustrate its gelastic dimensions; while not all
eironeia involves humor, those forms of eironeia that do involve
humor can be best understood as forms of practical joking in
which the eiron deploys pretense in order to “pull one over” on
his target, thereby making the victim appear laughable to the
eiron. What is amusing for the eiron, according to this
interpretation, is his ability to trick his target into believing

that whatever pretense he deploys is sincere.39

In justifying this interpretation, it will be useful to focus on
two recent arguments against interpreting and translating
eironeia as irony, and Socratic eironeia as Socratic irony—
those of Michel Narcy and Melissa Lane. Narcy in particular
argues that eironeia, unlike irony, is not connected with

humor,3Z and takes Demosthenes’ use of eiréneia to be
indicative of both the meaning of Socratic eironeia and eironeia
more generally. The key passage is from the First Philippic: If,
men of Athens, you were also willing to come to such a
judgment now, since you were not before, and each of you
would make himself useful to the city however he is able and in
whatever is necessary—throwing away the pretense that you
are prepared to act (apheis téen eironeian hetoimos prattein
huparxéi)—those having money by paying taxes, those in the
prime of life by serving as soldiers, in short if you are simply
willing to become yourselves, and cease hoping that each can
do nothing while his neighbor does everything on his behalf,
then you will preserve what is your own, if god wills it, and you
will take back the things you lost through carelessness, and



that man [Philip] will be punished. (7) For Narcy, Demosthenes
is accusing the Athenians of shirking their military and fiscal
responsibilities to support the fight against Philip of Macedon,
and it is this shirking of one’s obligations (se dérober) that
Narcy argues best captures what is meant when Socrates is

accused of being an eiron.38 Thus, when Thrasymachus
accuses Socrates of acting with his habitual eironeia at
Republic 337a, Narcy argues that Thrasymachus’ accusation
has nothing to do with a concern for sincerity/dissimulation,
but with Socrates’ refusal to play the role of respondent in a

dialectical exchange.ﬁ For Narcy, this interpretation is further
supported by Aristotle’s reference to Socratic eironeia in the
Nicomachean Ethics, which he interprets as a refusal to assent

to commonly held, reputable opinions (ta endoxa).ﬂ

Narcy thus makes two claims that need to be addressed:
first, that eironeia is not connected with humor and, second,
that it should be understood as constituting a shirking of one’s
obligations. On the first point, it is useful to turn to Aristotle’s
analysis of eironeia. As is evident from Aspasius’ commentary,
Aristotle identifies eironeia as one of the vices connected with
the virtue of truthfulness, and in doing so offers the example of
Socrates as an eiron. In that passage, Aristotle does not
connect eironeia with humor; and in the following chapter of
the Nicomachean Ethics, where Aristotle discusses eutrapelia
and its connected vices—buffoonery (bomolochia) and
boorishness (agroikia)—there is no mention of eironeia. In the
Rhetoric, however, Aristotle does connect eironeia with humor.
Having commended Gorgias’ advice to defeat one’s opponent’s
seriousness (spoudén) with laughter (geloti) and their laughter



with seriousness, he goes on to suggest that an orator must
choose the kinds of jokes that are best suited to his character:
as an example of this principle, he states that “eironeia is more
suitable to a free man than buffoonery (tés bomolochias), for
the former produces laughter for one’s own sake, while the

latter does so for the sake of another” (1419b9—11).ﬂ Here,
Aristotle blurs the divisions erected in the Nicomachean Ethics
between eironeia, as a vice related to truthfulness, and
buffoonery, as a vice related to wittiness, and instead treats
these two vices as lying upon the same spectrum. Aristotle
further indicates that eironeia was one of the forms of jesting
(eide geloion) that he discussed in the now-lost second book of
the Poetics (1419b6-7).

This relationship between humorous and nonhumorous forms
of eironeia can be unpacked further if we attend to the second
use of eironeia in Demosthenes’ First Philippic: And yet why do
you think, men of Athens, that the festivals of the Panathenaea
and the Dionysia take place at the appropriate time, whether
experts (deinoi) or private citizens are chosen to take charge of
them, when more money is spent on them than on any single
naval expedition, and I don’t know of any of all such festivals
that involve such a mass of people and such preparation, but all
your naval expeditions arrive after the opportune moment—the
one to Methone, the one to Pagasae, the one to Potidaea? It is
because all these things [i.e., the festivals] have been arranged
by law, and each of you knows beforehand who will be
choregos and gymnasiarch of the tribe, and what he needs to
receive, and when he needs to receive it and from whom, and
what he needs to do—nothing is left unexamined or uncertain.



But in those concerning war and the preparation for this,
everything is disordered, unset, and uncertain. Therefore as
soon as we have heard some report and appointed trierarchs
and carried out exchanges of property for these and examined
the provision of money, and after these things we resolve to
man the ships with metics and those slaves who live apart from
their masters, and then in turn we decide to man them
ourselves, and then make another substitution, and then
insofar as these things are delayed, the object of our expedition
is destroyed. For we spend the time when we should act on
preparation, and the fitting moments for such deeds do not
wait on our slowness and dissimulation (eironeian). (35-37) By
invoking this comparison with the organization of the festivals,
Demosthenes criticizes the comparative lack of organization
within Athens’ military. Yet, what is it about Athens’ military
preparations that strike Demosthenes as an example of
eironeia? Demosthenes’ point seems to be that despite all of
the outward appearances of preparation, the Athenians do not
really intend to go to war—if they were serious about military
matters, Demosthenes implies, then they would organize them

as efficiently as they organize the festivals.%22 And while he
does seem to be accusing them of shirking their military
obligations, eironeia here does not signify that act of evasion
itself, but the manner of that evasion. That manner is one of
pretense—they pretend to get ready for war by doing things
like appointing trierarchs, but they do so in such a way that
they are able to stall and delay until the time for action has
passed. Hence, their eironeia consists in preparing for war in
such a way that others believe that their actual intention in



acting is to prepare for war (when in fact they have no such
intention).

In this passage, as elsewhere, 43 eiréneia indicates a
deceptive kind of pretense. Yet this passage also allows us to
see the potential connection between nonhumorous forms of
eironeia and humorous forms. Had Aristophanes lived during
the mid-fourth century, we might imagine him deciding to write
a comedy, or a scene in a comedy, based on precisely this
premise. And we can further imagine him trying to decide
between two approaches to creating the scene’s humorous
dimensions. The first might depict the Athenians sincerely
preparing for war, but being foiled because of the inefficiency
of their military organization and/or inadequacy of their
democratic procedures. In that scenario, the ridicule would be
directed at the institutions of the Athenian democracy and at
the Athenians themselves for their naiveté and/or false
confidence in their democratic system. The second might
depict the Athenians, or at least some of them, as eirones: they
engage in some of the activities involved in preparing for war,
though they perform such actions only to pretend that they are
preparing for war, and they use such pretense in the hopes of
delaying the act of going to war altogether. Aristophanes might
illustrate the insincerity of these ironic Athenians in a number
of ways, perhaps depicting a series of whimsical policy changes
—“we decide to embark the metics and the slaves who live
apart from their masters, then ourselves, then we change the
crew again,” in the words of Demosthenes—that illustrate that
their real purpose is delay. We might also imagine an exchange
between a sincere Athenian and an Athenian eiron, one in



which the latter hints at his insincerity in ways that are
recognizable to the audience but remain beyond the
recognition of the former. In this second scenario, the audience
might laugh both at and with the Athenian eiron: they might
laugh at the moral depravity of the eiron, but they might also
laugh at the eiron’s ability to pull one over on the sincere
Athenian by getting him to believe that he too is sincere.

It is this last source of laughter, that in which the sincere
Athenian is the butt of the eiron’s joke, that I would argue best
captures the humorous dimensions of eironeia. In this sense,
eironeia is a kind of practical joking, one in which the eiron
fools his target into believing that his words or actions are

sincere.24 This conception of eironeia as a kind of practical
joking is applicable, importantly, to Plato’s use of the term. At
Euthydemus 302b, Socrates notes: “And he [Dionysodorus],
pausing very eironikos as if he were considering some great
matter, said, ‘Socrates, do you have an ancestral Zeus?’”
(302b2-3). This passage occurs toward the end of the dialogue
—in fact, it is the start of the final exchange between Socrates
and Dionysodorus. At this point, both the reader and Socrates
himself are quite familiar with the eristic tactics deployed by
Dionysodorus and his brother, which are clearly illustrated by
the first series of questions they direct to the young Cleinias
(275d-276d). In that exchange, Euthydemus asks Cleinias
which are the men who learn, those who are wise or those who
are ignorant. Before Cleinias delivers his first answer,
Dionysodorus turns to Socrates and whispers that whatever
answers Cleinias gives, he will be refuted. In what follows,
Cleinias first answers that it is the wise who learn, and is



refuted by Euthydemus; when Cleinias then admits that it is the
ignorant who learn, Dionysodorus refutes him, getting him to
revert to his original claim that it is the wise who learn. As
Dionysodorus informs Socrates, all the questions they ask are

of this inescapable (aphukta) sort (2766).£ Indeed, as
Socrates notes after Dionysodorus asks him whether he has an
ancestral Zeus, he felt as if he were already caught in his trap.

What then is it that Socrates means when he states that
Dionysodorus paused in a way that was very eironikos? At one
level, Socrates appears to be claiming that Dionysodorus’
pause is a pretense designed to give Socrates the impression
that the question Dionysodorus is about to ask is quite
complicated, and hence, requires a great deal of consideration
before it is asked. This pretense is designed to remain hidden
from Socrates—otherwise it would not produce the above-
mentioned effect of tricking Socrates into believing that the
question actually demanded such weighty consideration; at the
same time, Socrates, in stating that Dionysodorus pauses very
eironikos, claims to have seen through such pretense.

By contrast, Melissa Lane finds evidence in this passage for
her argument that eironeia does not mean irony in Plato and

ought not to be translated as such.28 For Lane, there is a sharp
distinction between the ironist, who attempts to convey what is
not said, and the eiron, who attempts to conceal what is not

said.2Z Thus, she writes: To translate eirénikés here as
“ironically” would be to have Socrates describing Dionysodorus
as intending to convey the gap between his purportedly
pregnant pause and his empty eristic line of argument, which
makes no sense. But on our reading of eironikos as “concealing



by feigning,” it rather indicates Socrates’ accusation (as
narrator) that Dionysodorus has feigned a pregnant pause
concealing (absent) profound thought, in order to build up the
audience’s respect for the eristic argument to follow. . . . It is
the unmasking of this feigning, unintended by Dionysodorus,

that Socrates signals in diagnosing his behavior as eironikos. 48
I agree with Lane that Dionysodorus is attempting to conceal
something from Socrates in the above passage. I would argue,
however, that such intent in itself is not sufficient to
demonstrate that eironeia in this passage does not signal a
type of irony. First, that Dionysodorus is attempting to conceal
his pretense from Socrates does not mean that he is attempting
to conceal it from everyone. Dionysodorus may in fact expect
that his brother, as well as his other companions, will get the
joke that he is playing on Socrates. Indeed, this dynamic is
central to much of the humor surrounding the two brothers in
the dialogue—it is their companions, for example, who break
out into laughter after Cleinias falls victim to their eristic
tricks. Second, even if Dionysodorus does not intend to convey
the fact that he is deploying a pretense to anyone, we might
still consider him to be the audience for his own irony. In that
scenario, we could think of such eironeia in this passage as a
practical joke of which Socrates is the intended victim—
Dionysodorus makes fun of Socrates, for his own amusement,
by getting him to think that his pregnant pause is an indication
of his intellectual prowess.

Both of these alternatives to Lane’s analysis blur the
distinction she draws between irony as conveying what is not
said and eironeia as concealing what is not said. Most



importantly, recognizing eironeia as a form of solipsistic irony
indicates that the ironist need not convey, or attempt to
convey, what is not said to others: as the audience for such
irony, the solipsistic ironist need only convey such information

to herself.49 This view of eiréneia as a solipsistic form of irony,
moreover, appears to find support in Aristotle’s description of
eironeia in the Rhetoric. As mentioned above, Aristotle
distinguishes between the eiron, who produces laughter for his
own sake (hautou heneka poiei to geloion), and the buffoon,
who jokes for the sake of others. What Aristotle appears to be
suggesting here is that the eiron makes jokes for his own

amusement,20 whereas the buffoon does so for the amusement
of others. While this does not entail that the eiron always jokes
only for his own amusement, it does imply that he does do so in
a way that is compatible with the solipsistic understanding of

eiréneia described above.2l

Having explored the use of eironeia and its cognates during
the classical period, we are now in a better position to answer
the question concerning what was at stake in accusing
Socrates of being an eiron, or in defending him from this
charge. As Demosthenes’ use of eironeia in the First Philippic
indicates, eironeia could be used to indicate a type of
nonhumorous deception or dissembling. At the same time, the
type of pretense involved in eironeia can be deployed toward
humorous purposes. This humorous mode of eironeia
constitutes a solipsistic mode of irony, one in which the ironist
deploys pretense in order to mock his interlocutor for his own
amusement. This conception of eironeia can explain what is at
stake when Socrates’ interlocutors accuse him of being an



eiron, and its implications for Plato’s broader treatment of
Socratic irony. It is to this analysis that we now turn.

THE EIRONIC ATHEIST

In book 10 of Plato’s Laws, the Athenian Stranger and his two
interlocutors draft the laws concerning impiety for their

hypothetical city.ﬂ In a typically lengthy preamble, they
identify and discuss three categories of impious belief: (1) that
the gods do not exist; (2) that they do exist, but do not care
about human affairs; and (3) that the gods can be bought off by
bribes. While these three categories delineate the substantive
divisions between varieties of impiety, the Athenian Stranger
adds a further distinction describing the manner in which such
impious beliefs can be held: either parrhesiastically or
eironically.

The Athenian Stranger explicates this final distinction with
reference to the first category of impiety—the “complete”

atheist who does not believe the gods exist.23 There is one
kind of complete atheist who has a naturally just character and
is not tempted to commit injustice. This type of atheist will
freely discuss his beliefs with others, and mock the piety of
others in an attempt to convert them to his beliefs; it is his
frank discussion of his atheism that earns him the label
parrhesiastes. The second type of complete atheist uses his
cunning—by practicing divination, for example—to conceal his
atheism from others. He is drawn to political power, and is the
type of person who invents the tricks (méchanai) of the
sophists. For the interlocutors in the Laws, this latter form of



atheism constitutes a far more serious crime; while the
parrhesiastic atheist should be incarcerated and reeducated,
the eironic atheist deserves to die many times for his errors
(Leg. 908a7-€5).

Looking to Plato’s Apology, this category of the eironic
atheist resonates with the only use of eironeia in that work.
During the sentencing phase of his trial, Socrates entertains
the hypothetical suggestion that he be allowed to live and
remain in Athens under the condition that he agrees to cease
questioning others. He offers the following response: This
indeed is the most difficult thing of all to persuade some of you
[about]. For if I say that this would be to disobey the god and
on account of this I am unable to lead a quiet life, you will not
be persuaded by me, thinking that I am being eironic (ou
peisesthe moi hos eironeuomenoi). If, on the other hand, I say
that this thing happens to be the greatest good for a human
being—to engage in speeches every day concerning virtue and
concerning the other things which you hear me discussing,
testing both myself and others, and that the untested life is not
worth living for a human being—concerning these things you
will be persuaded by me even less (tauta d’ eti hetton peisesthe
moi legonti). (Ap. 37e4-38a7)

Here, Socrates outlines two possible explanations, neither of
which he anticipates will prove successful. If he argues that the
unexamined life is not worth living, and, hence, that to give up
philosophizing in exchange for his life would be an
unacceptable exchange, he does not think they will be
persuaded that he is correct concerning the worthlessness of
the unexamined life. If, on the other hand, he claims he would
be acting impiously by agreeing to such a deal they will not be



persuaded that he is being sincere. Why will the jurors think
that this claim is eironic? They might, of course, believe that
Socrates’ piety is sincere, but that this particular claim is so
exaggerated that even he himself cannot ultimately believe it;
in other words, they will not be persuaded that his
philosophical questioning constitutes service to the gods. Yet it
is more likely, given both the formal charges against him and
Meletus’ conviction that Socrates is an atheist, that Socrates
fears that the jurors doubt his piety altogether. If this is indeed
the case, then the accusation of eironeia that Socrates
anticipates is driven by the suspicion that he is attempting to
conceal his atheism by eironically professing his devotion to
Apollo. From this perspective, Socrates anticipates that the
jurors believe he is an eironic atheist in the sense in which that
term is used in Laws.

On this reading, moreover, we can see how this suspicion of
eironeia on the part of the jurors may entail the kinds of comic
overtones discussed in the previous section. As was noted in
the introduction, Socrates was accused of behaving arrogantly
at his trial, and it is likely that some of the jurors would have
thought that his interpretation of the Delphic oracle expressed
his belief in his own superiority. In this context, Socrates
anticipates that his outward expression of piety might appear
as a joke at their expense, one in which he takes pleasure in his
ability to dupe the gullible jurors into believing that such piety
is sincere.

Socrates, however, insists that he is expressing his sincerely
held beliefs, and if we take him at his word, we might just as
well argue that Socrates merely appears eironic to the



jurors.M Their dismissal of the claim that it would be impious
for Socrates to live a quiet life as eironic and insincere results,
on this reading, in a refusal to consider the idea that such
philosophical questioning could be an act of piety. In this
respect, their attribution of eironeia to Socrates precludes an
exploration of the content of Socrates’ piety, one that might
force them to engage with the challenge it poses to more
traditional conceptions of piety. As Gregory Vlastos and Mark

McPherran have argued,ﬂ the conception of the gods voiced
by Socrates in the Euthyphro and Apology is distinct from that

associated with ordinary religious belief in classical Athens.20
Socrates claims that the gods are fully wise, and, thus, are fully
virtuous. Since they are fully virtuous, they can be only the
cause of good things, and never the cause of bad things.
Socrates thus rejects traditional myths that portray a pantheon
of feuding gods who regularly deceive and harm human beings,
offering in their place a vision of a fully rational, and hence,
fully benevolent god.

Socrates’ defense of his philosophical activity is linked both
to this revisionary theology and to his concomitant
reinterpretation of the concept of piety. Socrates, as Vlastos
argues, conceives of piety as “doing god’s work to benefit
human beings,” and interprets his own activities to be pious in
the sense that he is assisting Apollo by endeavoring to rouse
others to cultivate self-knowledge, and, in so doing, to care

more about their own souls.2Z For Socrates, the oracle
received by Chaerephon was not meant only for him; rather,
Socrates believed that Apollo was using him as a model
(paradeigma) to demonstrate the need for self-knowledge to all



human beings: “This one of you, men, is wisest who, like
Socrates, recognizes that in truth he is worthless when it

comes to wisdom” (Ap. 23b2—4).$ It is thus necessary for
Socrates to communicate this divine message by questioning
others. Socrates’ conception of piety, therefore, is more
demanding than the traditional notion of piety as “saying and
doing what is pleasing to the gods by praying and sacrificing”
(Euth. 14b); it requires that he actively serve the gods in his
everyday words and deeds.

By interpreting the claim that he is serving Apollo through
his philosophical questioning as eironic, Socrates anticipates
that the jurors will disregard his religious convictions. From
this perspective, the attribution of eironeia to Socrates is
portrayed by Plato as itself ironic (in the broader, more general
sense of the term): while those who accuse Socrates of being
eironic do so with the conviction that they are exposing his true
beliefs, it may actually signal their refusal to engage with those
sincerely held beliefs. Assuming that Socrates is speaking
eironically is of course easier than attempting to interpret
charitably what he says: it prevents his interlocutors from the
potential psychic pain of discovering the insufficiency of their
own beliefs. In this respect, it is not surprising that others
might use the charge that Socrates is speaking eironically as a

type of defense mechanism.29

While it is perhaps inevitable that such a defense would be
met with disbelief and the suspicion of eironeia, Plato’s use of
the word eironeia in the Apology exhibits a pattern that is also
in evidence on the three occasions where Socrates is explicitly



accused of eironeia by his interlocutors. It is to these passages
that we now turn.

SOCRATES AS EIRON

As was noted above, Thrasymachus, Callicles, and Alcibiades
are the only three interlocutors in the Platonic corpus to use
the term eironeia to describe Socrates and his actions. These
three interlocutors, moreover, express ideas and possess
characteristics that permit us to classify them as a distinct
group: scholars have long recognized, for example, the echoes
between the accounts of justice offered by Thrasymachus and
Callicles. Why, though, is it only these three interlocutors who

accuse Socrates of eironeia?2Q One could say that all three are
more clever than Socrates’ other interlocutors, and hence,
better able to recognize the eironeia that others miss. While
this explanation does capture an important aspect of Plato’s
presentation of Thrasymachus, Callicles, and Alcibiades, it also
too readily assents to these interlocutors’ own self-
characterizations. While each believes that he has uncovered
some truth about Socrates that others have missed, Plato
frames these accusations in ways that cast doubt on their
accuracy.

This is most evident in Plato’s depiction of Alcibiades in the
Symposium. Alcibiades is confident that no one else really
understands Socrates (eu gar iste hoti oudeis humon touton
gignoskei), and claims that he will disclose the truth about
Socrates to those gathered at the house of Agathon (Symp.
216c7-d1). Alcibiades’ need to explain what he takes to be the



truth about Socrates is driven by the powerful effect Socrates
has on him: Socrates’ words have the power to throw him into
a frenzied corybantic state, to make him feel that his life is no
better than that of a slave, to make him feel shame, and even to
reduce him to tears. The utter strangeness of this effect
provides further motivation: on their surface, Socrates’
arguments appear completely laughable (geloioi, 221e1-2), just
as Socrates himself is ridiculous and grotesque in his outward
appearance. Why then have they had such an effect on
Alcibiades? Because, as Alcibiades explains, their outward
appearance is deceptive. Socrates’ arguments are actually the
only arguments that make sense, but few people have seen past
their outer appearance to the inner beauty they contain
(222al1-6). This itself is not surprising, since Socrates “spends
his whole life being eironic and jesting (eironeuomenos de kai
paizon)” (216e4), with the result that few if any have seen the
beauty both inside him and within his arguments—a beauty
that is evident during those rare moments when he is serious
and opens up (spoudasantos de autou kai anoichthentos,
216e5-6).

From the start, then, Plato highlights Alcibiades’ reasons for
giving the speech he does, reasons that also inform his
reference to Socrates’ eironeia. Alcibiades does observe a
connection between Socrates’ eironeia and his disavowal of
knowledge (agnoei panta kai ouden oiden, 216d3-4) that will
also be important in his second use of the term later in his
speech; yet, at this point, Alcibiades has something more
specific in mind. In fleshing out his comparison between
Socrates and the Silenus, he emphasizes Socrates’ pursuit of
beautiful boys—he appears to be erotically disposed toward



attractive young men (horate gar hoti Sokrates erotikos
diakeitai ton kalon) and always hangs around them, appearing
to be overcome with desire (ekpepléektai) for them (216d2-4).
This, however, is only his outward appearance; on the inside,
he is exceedingly moderate (gemei . . . sophrosunes, 216d6-7).
He does not care for physical beauty; he disdains (kataphronei)
those honors that most people cherish, such as physical beauty
and wealth. In fact, he considers such things to be worthless,
along with those who possess them (216d7-e4). It is not just
Socrates’ profession of ignorance, then, that Alcibiades is
thinking of when he refers to Socrates’ eironeia, but more
specifically the way in which he pretends to care about physical
beauty, and, in doing so, mocks both the importance others
place on such physical beauty and those who believe that he
sincerely cares for such things.

This last point is initially lost on Alcibiades, who thinks that
Socrates is attracted to his beauty and hopes he will be able to
use this to his advantage in order to acquire wisdom from him.
Alcibiades’ physical beauty is something on which he prides
himself (ephronoun gar dé epi tei horai thaumasion hoson,
217a5-6), so he figures that he can sit back and let Socrates
come to him. When this fails, he decides to take a more
aggressive approach, first inviting Socrates to wrestle at the
gymnasium, and then to his home for a private dinner. After
convincing Socrates to stay the night, Alcibiades reveals his
intentions, explaining that Socrates can do with him what he
will, since it is his desire to become the best man he can be.
Socrates’ response occasions Alcibiades’ second use of eironeia
during the speech—he notes that Socrates responded very
eironically and very much in his usual manner (mala eironikos



kai sphodra heautou te kai eiothotos, 218d6-7): Dear
Alcibiades, you are probably not foolish, if what you say about
me happens to be true and there is some power in me through
which you might become better; for it must mean that you see
in me an indescribable beauty far different than the beauty that
resides in you. If indeed, having recognized it, you are
attempting to strike a bargain with me and exchange one
beauty for another, not by a little do you intend to get the
greater share than me, but you are attempting to acquire the
truth of beautiful things in exchange for opinion and you think
to exchange “bronze for gold.” Yet, blessed one, you should
reconsider, lest you overlook the possibility that I am worth
nothing. The mind’s sight begins to see sharply when that of
the eyes starts to decline from its height; but you are still far
from these things. (218d7-219a4)

What is Alcibiades referring to when he comments that
Socrates’ response was eironic? First, Socrates claims that
Alcibiades is “probably not foolish,” and Alcibiades might think
that the implication here is that Socrates does in fact think he
is foolish. It is unlikely, however, that this exhausts what

Alcibiades takes to be eironic about Socrates’ response.ﬂ
Socrates’ next move is seemingly to pretend that he does in
fact possess the wisdom that Alcibiades insists that he does,
and, taking this as a premise, protests the unfairness of the
exchange Alcibiades is proposing. Finally, Socrates teases
Alcibiades about his ability to judge competently the prudence
of his proposed bargain—it may have escaped him that

Socrates is in fact worthless.2 It is likely this last remark that
prompts Alcibiades’ observation concerning Socrates’ eironeia.



Alcibiades is already convinced, and he remains convinced,
that Socrates possesses some great wisdom; given Alcibiades’
conviction, it would not make sense for him to think that
Socrates is pretending to have knowledge he does not possess.
Rather, he believes that Socrates’ claim that he might in fact

be worthless is eironic.@
Alcibiades never does consider, however, whether Socrates

might be worthless.£4 In fact, Socrates’ rejection of Alcibiades’
physical advances retrenches his original certainty about
Socrates’ wisdom. When his attempt at physical seduction fails,

he chalks this up to Socrates’ insolence (hubrisen, 21905);®
he emphasizes that Socrates has disdained and mocked his
beauty (katephronesen kai kategelasen tés emeés horas, 219c4),
and he feels dishonored (hegoumenon . . . étimasthai, 219d3-4)
at being spurned in such a fashion. Nevertheless, he cannot
help but to continue admiring Socrates’ moderation and
courage (sophrosunén kai andreian), and he doubts that
anyone could ever encounter a man with such prudence and
endurance (phronesin kai eis karterian, 219d5-7). Indeed,
Alcibiades goes on to give an account of just how virtuous
Socrates is. At Potidaea, he was better able to endure the
hardships of the campaign than anyone in the army; he could
easily endure both hunger and cold, and remained unaffected
by alcohol. Moreover, he showed his bravery both in saving
Alcibiades at Potidaea and for his composed and orderly retreat
at Delium (219e-221d).

Much of this praise, however, is self-referential and self-
serving. Alcibiades is clearly distraught that Socrates has
rejected him; yet, while this rejection might be taken as a



suggestion that his physical beauty is not as valuable as he
holds it to be, this is not the conclusion that Alcibiades draws.
Quite the contrary—his praise of Socrates’ virtues reinforces
his judgment concerning the worth of his own beauty, and the
popular judgment concerning the value of physical beauty more
generally. Alcibiades is so confident about his good looks that
he knows that only someone who was exceedingly, indeed,
perhaps even superhumanly, temperate could possible resist
his charms. By praising Socrates as exceedingly virtuous—and,
in particular, temperate and resistant to the lures of pleasure—
Alcibiades is able to save face in front of his peers by
rationalizing his inability to win the affections of Socrates. The
military examples he provides demonstrate, moreover, that the
virtue Socrates displayed in spurning Alcibiades’ advances is
not an isolated incident; it is just another example of his
exceeding (and exceedingly strange) virtue.

Thus, while thinking that he has exposed the true Socrates
behind the eironic mask, Alcibiades has in fact explained why it
is he insists that Socrates is an eiron, and why it is that he
interprets Socrates’ eironeia in the way he does. For
Alcibiades, Socrates’ denial of knowledge must be eironic;
otherwise he would be at a complete loss to explain why it is
that Socrates has rejected him and left him so humiliated.
Socrates must have the wisdom he denies having—how else
could he be so sure that Alcibiades’ beauty and life are so
worthless? From this perspective, Alcibiades’ accusation of
eironeia appears to be a defensive maneuver, one that
resembles the wuse of eironeia at Apology 38a. It is
psychologically less demanding for Alcibiades to continue to
insist that Socrates’ disavowal of knowledge is eironic than to



grapple with the potentially unsettling consequences that

would follow from Socrates’ sincerity.® From this perspective,
Alcibiades’ understanding of Socratic eironeia appears as an
attempt to tame him, rather than to reveal the truth about
him.8Z

A similar dynamic is at work in Thrasymachus’ accusation in
the Republic. Thrasymachus has just reproached Socrates and
Polemarchus for acting like fools (euéethizesthe, 336¢c1-2) by
giving in to each other in their discussion of justice, and he
accuses Socrates in particular of misrepresenting his desire to
know what justice is; if he was sincere, Thrasymachus explains,
then he would provide his own answers, rather than just asking
questions. For Thrasymachus, Socrates’ refusal to provide his
own answers reveals his real motive in engaging in such
conversations—to win honor for himself by refuting others
(336b7-c6). He concludes with the demand that Socrates state
what he thinks justice is.

Socrates claims that any mistake he and Polemarchus made
in their investigation is the result of their incompetence, rather
than a lack of seriousness in trying. He then pleads with
Thrasymachus not to be hard on them (mé chalepos hemin),
explaining that it would be much more fitting for a clever man
like him to pity them rather than to treat them harshly (336e2-
337a2). Socrates then narrates Thrasymachus’ response: And
upon hearing this he gave a very sarcastic laugh and said: “By
Heracles!—this is the usual eironeia of Socrates about which I
had already informed these men here, that you would be
unwilling to answer but would eironize (eironeusoio) and would



do anything rather than answer if someone asked you

something.” (337a3—7)®

Like Alcibiades, Thrasymachus points to a specific example of
Socrates’ eironeia, and evinces from this evidence Socrates’
habitual eironeia. Unlike Alcibiades, Thrasymachus does not
think that Socrates is hiding any great wisdom. Rather,
Thrasymachus is accusing Socrates of hiding his lack of
wisdom by refusing to assume the role of answerer in a

dialectical discussion.29 It is the specific way in which Socrates
conceals this lack of wisdom that Thrasymachus identifies as
eironic; Socrates has pretended that he thinks that
Thrasymachus is clever while downplaying his own intellectual
abilities.Z0

This is not to say, of course, that Thrasymachus thinks that
Socrates lacks an answer to the question “What is justice?”
Rather, Thrasymachus thinks that Socrates lacks a good
answer, and, because of that, he refuses to give that answer in

order to avoid Dbeing refuted by Thrasymachus.ﬂ
Thrasymachus assumes that Socrates is motivated by the same
love of honor (philotimia) that he is; his eironeia is hence a
trick designed to defeat Thrasymachus in verbal combat by
forcing him to answer. Here it is important to stress that
Socrates has not had the same effect on Thrasymachus as he
did on Alcibiades: his words have not thrown Thrasymachus
into a corybantic frenzy or reduced him to tears. What
Thrasymachus sees in Socrates is someone like himself, and
whose motivation for engaging in verbal contestation is no
different from his own. Thrasymachus’ account of Socrates’
eironeia, in this sense, appears to be more a projection of his



own motivations than an accurate revelation of Socrates’
character.

Finally, Callicles’ accusation in the Gorgias most closely
resembles that of Thrasymachus in the Republic. Callicles
emphatically asserts that we must look to nature to determine
what is just, and that the equality legislated by convention is
unjust. What is just by nature is that the better rule and have a
greater share than the worse. Having staked out this position
in his speech at 482c-486d, Socrates then asks Callicles to
clarify his meaning—by better, does he mean the superior, the
better, the stronger? Do these terms have the same meaning,
or different ones? Callicles asserts that these terms all have the
same meaning, which provides the opening for Socrates to
advance the argument that since the many are stronger than
the few, and the many make the laws that state everyone
should have an equal share, then that is what is just by nature.
Callicles vociferously objects to such an interpretation of his
argument, stating that Socrates should know from what he has
already said that the type of superiority he is referring to is not
that of the superior strength of the many over the few. Rather,
by the superior he means the better, and not a group of
worthless men like slaves and the poor (488b-489c). After
Socrates confirms Callicles’ assent to this more specific
definition of the superior he goes on to say: But I myself had
earlier guessed, O divine one, that you were saying that the
stronger was some such thing, and it is because I am eager to
know clearly what you are saying that I am questioning you
[about these things]. For I did not suppose that you, at any
rate, thought that two are better than one, or that your slaves
are better than you because they are stronger than you. But



once more, from the beginning, say what you mean by the
better, since it is not the stronger. And, you wondrous man,
instruct me more gently, lest I cease to attend your school.
(489d1-8) Callicles responds by accusing Socrates of being
eironic, to which Socrates replies that it is in fact Callicles who
had been eironic with him by invoking the character Zethus in
their earlier conversation.

This is only one of three places where Socrates uses the
word eironeia. It is, moreover, one of only two instances where
he accuses someone else of acting with eironeia, and it is the
only place where he accuses someone of eironeia to their face.
Thus, it is worth pausing to consider what Socrates means by
it. Earlier in the dialogue, Callicles had invoked the mythical
figures Amphion and Zethus to frame the advice he gives
Socrates—that he should abandon philosophy and take up
oratory, lest he find himself the victim of an unjust prosecution.
Callicles’ reference is to a now-lost play by Euripides, the
Antiope, in which Amphion and Zethus, two brothers, argue

respectively for the intellectual life and the practical life.Z2
Why does Socrates think this invocation to be eironic? It is not
so much framing their debate with reference to Amphion and
Zethus that Socrates find eironic, I would argue, but the feeling
of goodwill it implies exists between them, and that Callicles
explicitly states. For Socrates, Callicles’ desire to help Socrates
is insincere—what he really wants to do is win the argument.
Like Socrates, Callicles is accusing Socrates of being
insincere, but about what? He cannot be accusing Socrates of
being insincere in supposing that Callicles meant by the
superior the superior strength of the many; Socrates has just



explicitly stated that he did not think that this was what
Callicles meant, implying that he already suspected so before
he initiated his line of questioning. It would make no sense for
Callicles to be accusing Socrates of something to which he had
just previously admitted. What is more likely is that Callicles is
accusing Socrates of being insincere in his plea that the former
be more gentle with him, and in positioning himself as
Callicles’ inferior. Callicles thinks Socrates is being insincerely
self-deprecating, but he also thinks that Socrates is being
insincere when he states that he anticipates learning
something from Callicles. As with Thrasymachus, Callicles
accuses Socrates of being motivated by his desire to win the
argument (philonikos ei, 0 Sokrates, 515b5), and accuses
Socrates of playing the demagogue with his rhetoric
(demegoreis, 482c5). Callicles is convinced, as is
Thrasymachus, that Socrates is playing the same game that he
is.

While Callicles might begin by questioning whether Socrates
is being serious or joking (481b-c), he does not seem to remain
undecided for long. As he tells Socrates, if he is serious that it
is better to suffer injustice than commit it, and if he is right,
then the whole world will be turned upside down, and they will
be doing the opposite of what they should be doing (481c). We
should not interpret Callicles’ question concerning Socrates’
sincerity as expressing any deep puzzlement; rather, Callicles
seems to be saying that Socrates must be joking, since his
argument is so strange that there is no way he could really
mean what he says. Callicles considers Socrates’ arguments
nonsense, and he thinks Socrates refutes others with verbal
tricks. Callicles thinks Socrates must be joking, since he



already believes that his arguments make no sense; and his
arguments are so absurd that he refuses to consider that
Socrates is truly interested in the truth, or is interested in
learning anything from him at all. For Callicles, Socrates wants
to win, just as he does, and his absurd arguments and faux
earnestness are all part of that game.

In Callicles’ case, then, the attribution of eironeia to
Socrates represents a deliberate refusal to grapple seriously
with the truly challenging arguments Socrates is making.
Socrates’ claim that it is better to suffer injustice than commit

it does not produce any instant aporia in Callicles;Z3 rather, it
triggers the assumption that Socrates must be joking. Again,
what is ironic about Callicles’ accusation that Socrates is being
eironic, as Plato presents it, is that he thinks he has figured out
Socrates’ game, when he may have only projected his own
desires and values onto Socrates. In this sense, Callicles’
attribution of eironeia to Socrates is part of his more general
refusal to grapple with Socrates’ argument that it is worse to
commit injustice than suffer it, a belief that Socrates appears to

count as a very firm commitment (508d6—509a7).H As with
Alcibiades, we can interpret this refusal as a psychological
defense mechanism—it prevents Callicles from grappling with
the consequences that would follow if Socrates were correct,
consequences that would lead to the conclusion that Callicles’
choice of the political life over the philosophical life has been
based on faulty arguments.

Thus, in all three cases, we see that Plato depicts Socrates’
accusers as unreliable witnesses to Socrates’ supposed
eironeia; in particular, rather than Socrates’ supposed eironeia



giving rise to his perceived strangeness, in these examples it is
the strangeness of Socrates’ beliefs and practices that give rise

to the perception that he is engaging in eiréneia. 12 Attributing
eironeia to Socrates is a means for these interlocutors to make
sense of the nature and purpose of Socratic cross-examination.
What Callicles and Thrasymachus perceive as Socratic eironeia
is a deceptive misrepresentation of his abilities and motives,
and for them the mockery associated with its practice is a sign
that Socrates’ primary motivation is to defeat his dialectical
opponents. For Alcibiades, attributing the practice of eironeia
to Socrates allows him to avoid confronting the possibility that
he does not possess the characteristics on which he prides
himself; at the same time, the mockery entailed in such
pretense is experienced by Alcibiades as particularly cruel and
hubristic. By depicting the accusations of Thrasymachus,
Callicles, and Alcibiades in this way, Plato seems to cast doubt
on the accuracy of their explanations of the nature and purpose
of Socratic eironeia.

One possible conclusion we might draw from this analysis,
then, is that Socrates was not in fact an eiron, and that the
above-named interlocutors are simply mistaken about him. The
following section suggests that we ought to resist this
conclusion. When we look to Plato’s use of eironeia in the
Euthydemus, Cratylus, and Sophist, we see that Plato’s
association of eironeia with sophistry in those dialogues casts
the attribution of eironeia to Socrates by his interlocutors as
reflecting the broader question of whether Socrates ought to
be classified as a sophist. Examining the uses of eironeia in
these later dialogues indicates how the epistemological and



ontological arguments treated in the Theaetetus and Sophist
illustrate the difficulty in drawing a clear distinction between
Socratic philosophy and sophistry, and, as a consequence, of
identifying the nature and purpose of Socratic eironeia. Doing
so, moreover, illustrates how Plato’s depiction of Socratic
eironeia is more ambiguous than the above passages alone may
suggest.

THE EIRONIC IMITATOR: OR, THE SOPHIST

While the passage from the Laws discussed above already
establishes the link between eironeia and sophistry, the use of

eironeia in the Sophist deepens this connection.Z8 The Eleatic
Visitor employs the term eironeia to construct the seventh, and
final, definition of the sophist in the dialogue. Having
demonstrated the possibility of speaking and thinking that
which is not—an argument necessary to establish that imitation
is possible—the Visitor revives his previous effort to define the
sophist as a type of imitator (Soph. 235a ff.). To isolate the
sophist from other types of imitators, the Visitor distinguishes
between imitation produced through belief (meta doxés)—
which he names “belief-mimicry” (doxomimetiken)—and
imitation produced through knowledge (epistemés)—which he
calls some kind of imitation based on inquiry (historikén tina)—
and classifies the sophist as belonging to the former class. The
Visitor then further divides the class of belief-mimics into the
simple (haploun) imitator and the eironic (eironikon) imitator:
while the former is foolish (euéthes) and thinks he knows
things that he has only beliefs about (oiomenos eidenai tauta



ha doxazei), the latter, from his experience in discussions, is
suspicious and fearful that he is ignorant concerning the things
that he pretends to know. The sophist, the Visitor decides, is
one of these eironic imitators, and, specifically, an eironic
imitator who uses short speeches to force others to contradict
themselves (Soph. 267e-268d).

Central to the Sophist is the question of the relationship
between Socrates and the sophists, a concern that is
highlighted both by Socrates’ contribution at the beginning of
the dialogue and the links between the Sophist and the
Theaetetus. The dialogue begins with Socrates’ remarks
concerning the difficulty of distinguishing counterfeit
philosophers from real philosophers (hoi meé plastos all’ ontos
philosophoi, 216¢6), likening the task to that of discerning the
presence of gods among men. Due to the ignorance of others,
philosophers seem to take on many different appearances; to
some they appear worthless (tou medenos timioi), while to
others they seem worthy of everything (axioi tou pantos);
sometimes they appear as statesmen (politikoi), other times as
sophists (sophistai), and sometimes they even appear entirely
mad (manikos) (216c¢2-217a2). Socrates’ claim that ignorance
(agnoian, 216c¢5) causes the philosopher to appear different to
different people is a reminder of the difficulty his fellow
citizens had in distinguishing his philosophical practice from
the sophistry of men like Protagoras, Gorgias, and Hippias.
With this in mind, Socrates asks the Eleatic Visitor to explain
whether he himself thinks that sophistry, statesmanship, and
philosophy are each distinct practices or not.

The Visitor’s final definition of the sophist appears to provide
a clear distinction between Socratic philosophy and sophistry:



the sophist pretends to have knowledge that he does not
possess, while Socrates repeatedly, and insistently, disavows
the possession of any certain knowledge. This distinction
appears even starker if we consider it in light of Plato’s
reassessment of Socratic philosophy in the Theaetetus. In that
dialogue, Socrates deploys the analogy of the midwife to
describe his philosophical practice, an image that reinforces
his disavowal of knowledge. While he himself is barren, he is
capable of helping those who are pregnant in soul give birth to
their ideas and test whether they are true or mere “wind-eggs”;
those who are not pregnant in this way he sends to the sophist

Prodicus.ZZ As in the Apology, Socrates construes his
midwifery as divinely mandated: “The god compels me to
attend to the travail of others, but has forbidden me to

procreate” (Tht. 150d).E He also highlights the disapprobation
that attends his midwifery: some reproach him for always
questioning others and never revealing his own beliefs; others
treat him harshly when he tries to take their children from
them, refusing to believe that he is acting out of goodwill
(151c-d). In short, the dialogue both recasts the image of
Socrates we get from the so-called early Platonic dialogues,
and places it in conversation with the attempts to distinguish
between the sophist, statesman, and philosopher in the Sophist

and Statesman.Z2 The problem of distinguishing these
practices is thus bound up with the question of where to place
Socrates.

In both dialogues, however, these distinctions are closely
linked to a number of important epistemological and
ontological questions. Crucial to Socrates’ deployment of the



midwife analogy in the Theaetetus is the claim one can
distinguish between true and false beliefs. As the dialogue
makes clear, this is not an uncontroversial claim. The first
definition of knowledge tested in the dialogue is the
Protagorean claim that knowledge is perception. If knowledge
really was equivalent to perception (as that claim is interpreted
by Socrates in the dialogue), then false belief would be
impossible. If, for example, a wind feels cold to Socrates but
hot to Theaetetus, then it is cold for Socrates and is hot for
Theaetetus. If the wind itself is neither hot nor cold, then
neither Socrates nor Theaetetus would be incorrect in their
judgment of the wind’s temperature (152a-d). The problem this
conception of knowledge would pose, if correct, to the account
of Socratic philosophical practice as midwifery is clear: if
knowledge is perception, as Protagoras maintains, then false
belief is impossible; if false belief is impossible, then the
practice of sorting between true and false beliefs is also

impossible.& Thus, Socratic questioning would be little more
than a series of verbal tricks designed to trip up one’s
interlocutors and make them look foolish. If Protagoras is right,
then the midwife analogy in the Theaetetus would not make
sense, and it could not provide a clear way to distinguish
between what Socrates does and what the sophists do.
Establishing the possibility of false belief, however, is itself
insufficient for fully explicating the distinction between
Socrates and the sophists. Returning to the Sophist, we see
that the sixth appearance of the sophist in the dialogue bears a

striking resemblance to Socrates himself.81 This type of
sophist cleanses the soul of his interlocutor by refuting his false



belief in his own wisdom (230a ff.). Though the Visitor is
hesitant to label such a practice sophistry—thinking this would
award too high an honor to the sophists—he eventually settles
on labeling it noble sophistry (gennaia sophistike, 231b8). At
this point, the dialogue takes a distinct turn. Theaetetus, the
Eleatic Visitor’s interlocutor in the dialogue, confesses his
confusion: given the many appearances of the sophist in their
discussion up to this point, he is at a loss (apord) concerning
the truth about the sophist (231b9-c2). To clarify Theaetetus’
confusion, the Visitor turns to the expertise sophists possess in
disputatious argumentation (tés antilogikés technes)—they are
able to contradict anyone about anything and, because of this,
are able to convince others that they are wise (232e-233b).
They do so, the Visitor argues, through a type of imitation. Yet,
if the sophists are imitators, then imitation must be possible;
but for imitation to be possible, one must be able to say that
which is not. To demonstrate the possibility of imitation, then,
the Eleatic Visitor must refute the argument of “father

Parmenides” (ton tou patros Parmenidou logon, 241d5).&
What follows is a lengthy argument demonstrating both that
that which is not is, and that one can speak of it.

By demonstrating the possibility of imitation, the Eleatic
Visitor is able to offer his final definition of the sophist as an
eironic imitator, one that, as noted above, would seem to
exclude Socrates: while both engage in question and answer,
rather than in long speeches, the sophist pretends to know
things he does not. This shift in the classification of Socratic
philosophy highlights the crucial role of the Eleatic’s apparent

act of intellectual parricide.& An orthodox Eleatic, one who



closely adheres to Parmenides’ injunction against the existence
of, and ability to speak, that which is not, could not allow for
the existence of imitation and, thus, could not define the
sophist as an eironic imitator. Without the Visitor’s willingness
to refute the founder of his philosophical school, we could
imagine the dialogue ending with the sixth definition of the
sophist, and with Theaetetus at a loss concerning the truth
about the sophist. If this had been the case, then it would be

difficult not to classify Socrates as a sophist;& indeed, not just
the sixth appearance of the sophist, but almost all of the
previous appearances of the sophist bear at least some
resemblance to the Socrates we see elsewhere in Plato, from
the sophist’s first appearance as the hunter of young men to his

last appearance as a type of magician (goéta, 235a8).&

This excursus on the connection between the epistemological
and ontological questions of the Theaetetus and Sophist and
the relationship between Socrates and the sophists ought to
inform our understanding of Plato’s depiction of Socratic
eironeia. While a number of earlier dialogues draw contrasts
between Socrates and other sophists (such as Protagoras,
Hippias, and Gorgias), the arguments in the Theaetetus and
Sophist indicate the difficulties involved in offering a

philosophical justification for such a distinction.88 While we
may surmise that Alcibiades, Thrasymachus, and Callicles are
mistaken about who Socrates is and what he does, the
Theaetetus and Sophist indicate that their judgments reflect a
broader ambiguity surrounding Socratic philosophical practice.
The conception of midwifery in the Theaetetus requires
maintaining certain beliefs about what knowledge is, and the



discussion of knowledge in that dialogue that might underwrite
such a distinction ultimately ends in aporia. That the Eleatics
could distinguish between Socrates and the sophists only by
abandoning one of their core beliefs, moreover, speaks to the
range of individuals for whom this distinction was unclear.
Thus, while we may have reason to doubt the accuracy and
sincerity of the judgments of those interlocutors who accuse
Socrates of being an eiron, the above analysis suggests that we
ought not to dismiss them altogether. In fact, what they may
point to is how the phenomenon of Socratic irony more broadly

is bound up with the perceptions of his interlocutors.8Z

SOCRATIC EIRONEIA AND SOCRATIC IRONY

The word eironeia and its cognates appear only thirteen times
in the entirety of the Platonic corpus, and, if the argument
above is correct, the word signifies not irony generally but a
specific form of solipsistic irony. It would thus be myopic to
claim that the use of this term can fully account for the wide
array of phenomena generally associated with the concept of
Socratic irony in Plato. For starters, there are examples in the
Platonic corpus where we may suspect that Socrates is
deploying eironeia without the word or its cognates being used.
While an exhaustive account of such passages is beyond the
scope of this chapter, the following remarks from the Meno are
representative in this regard. Having claimed that if Meno
wanted to become a doctor they ought to send him to study
with a doctor who charges fees for his instruction, and that the
same would hold true should Meno wish to learn any of the



other technai, Socrates asks whether they ought to send Meno
to those who profess to be teachers of virtue and charge a fee
for their instruction—namely, the sophists (90c-91b). Anytus
responds that he thinks it would be madness (mania) to send
anyone to the sophists (90c). Socrates then asks whether it is
the case, then, that the sophists, of all those who claim to have
knowledge, to teach it, and to charge a fee for it, actually
corrupt those with whom they associate? And is it also the
case, he continues, that they have managed to avoid censure
for doing, and in fact, like Protagoras, have been held in high
regard by all of Greece for their wisdom (90c-92a)? Anytus
continues to maintain that those who willingly pay fees to the
sophists are mad (92b).

It is true that in both cases Socrates is asking Anytus a
question; he is thus not explicitly claiming to agree with the
judgment of “all of Greece” concerning the sophists. Yet these
questions are of such a form that it appears that Socrates is
affirming that they ought to send Meno to the sophists, and
that it would be strange if the sophists alone corrupted those

they taught.& That Anytus thinks that Socrates believes that
they ought to send Meno to learn from the sophists is thus an
understandable reaction, and not one that we can easily
dismiss by claiming that Anytus misunderstands the intention
behind Socrates’ questions. Readers of Plato’s dialogues will
doubt, based on the views Socrates expresses concerning
sophistry elsewhere, that Socrates believes that the sophists
teach wisdom, or that the popularity of the sophists is a reliable
indicator of the benefit they provide to those they instruct. In
this sense, it would not be unreasonable for readers of the



dialogue to believe that Socrates is deploying eironeia against

Anytus in this passage from the Meno.82

There are also other examples where we may suspect that
Socrates is practicing a form of irony, but where this form of
irony ought not to be categorized as eironeia. In the Phaedrus,
Socrates’ first speech at 238d-241d, which denigrates the
lover, entails a form or irony that is perhaps intended to be
more transparent to his interlocutor. Socrates prefaces his
speech by stating that Phaedrus ought not to be surprised if he
becomes frenzied (numpholeptos), and claims that he is already
on the verge of speaking in dithyrambs (238c9-d3); after
concluding his speech, he notes how he has broken into epic
verse, and claims that if he continued his speech he would be
completely possessed by the Nymphs (241el-5). Afterward,
Socrates goes on to criticize this speech as terrible (deinon),
foolish (euéthe), and somewhat impious (ti asebe, 242d4-7),
since it attributed bad things to something that is divine—
namely, eros. In light of these remarks, we might view the
enthusiasm of Socrates’ speech as a pretense that mocks those,
such as Phaedrus, who are sincerely enthusiastic concerning
such matters.

Yet, Socrates’ speech ought to be situated in the context of
the playful pretense, initiated by Phaedrus, with which the
dialogue begins. Phaedrus has just come from a meeting with
Lysias, and is eager to share with Socrates the speech he has
just heard (227c). While Socrates appears equally eager to hear
the speech, Phaedrus demurs, claiming that the ability to recite
Lysias’ speech from memory in a manner that would do it
justice is beyond him (227d). Socrates, however, is convinced



that Phaedrus’ hesitation is a pretense (ethrupteto, 228c2), and
that his interlocutor has both heard and read the speech many
times, and is eager to recite it. When Phaedrus still insists that
he has not memorized the speech word for word, but will do his
best to recite it from memory, Socrates requests that Phaedrus
show him what he is concealing under his cloak (228d-e),
which turns out to be Lysias’ speech. This playful jesting,
initiated by Phaedrus at the beginning of the dialogue, frames
Socrates’ later use of irony. Just as Socrates doubts Phaedrus’
sincerity, Phaedrus doubts Socrates’ claim that he has been
overcome with Bacchic frenzy upon hearing Phaedrus recite
Lysias’ speech (234d). Phaedrus also questions Socrates’ initial
unwillingness to contribute a speech of his own, noting in
Socrates’ denial that he could match Lysias’ wisdom the same
coyness Socrates initially accused him of demonstrating
(ethrupteto, 236c¢6). Read in this context, Socrates’ mock
enthusiasm during his first speech is an attempt to further
tease Phaedrus for the latter’s own enthusiasm for Lysias’
speech; yet its spirit is good-natured, and it is part of a series
of mutual and reciprocated joking.

Socrates’ playful and humorous engagement with Phaedrus
is quite distinct from his encounter with Anytus, or from those
with Thrasymachus and Callicles. At the same time, the types
of behaviors that Socrates engages in with each of these
interlocutors are quite similar. With both Thrasymachus and
Phaedrus, for example, Socrates downplays his own intellectual
abilities; with both, he also highly praises the intellectual
ability of his interlocutors. What distinguishes these
encounters, then, is not simply Socrates’ comportment with his
interlocutors, but the relationship between Socrates and his



interlocutor, as well as how these interlocutors perceive their
relationship with Socrates and the stakes of their encounter. In
particular, it is indicative of the fact that Phaedrus does not
seem to view himself as engaged in the kind of zero-sum
dialectical agon that Thrasymachus believes he is engaged in
with Socrates.

There are other examples that illustrate the range of
reactions the kinds of statements generally associated with
Socratic irony may elicit—Euthyphro, for example, remains
unaware of the irony Socrates deploys against him. Yet, what
this range of reactions suggests is that Socratic irony itself
does not consist solely in what Socrates does or does not intend
to say. Rather, it suggests that the nature and purpose of
Socratic irony are constituted by the relationships between
Socrates, his interlocutors, and the audience present at any
supposedly ironic speech act. Thus, the potential ridicule and
mockery bound up with such irony are also products of these
relationships. In this respect, Plato’s treatment of Socratic
humor broadens our perspective to include not just the
humorous actions and utterances of Socrates, but the ways in
which the meanings of these actions and utterances depend, at
least in part, on the characters of Socrates’ interlocutors and

the perceptions of the audience.20

THE POLITICS OF SOCRATIC EIRONEIA AND IRONY

In the previous chapter, we saw how Aristophanes depicts
Socrates as engaging in a form of mockery that derides his
intellectual inferiors. Socrates ridicules Strepsiades for his



inability to comprehend the abstract lessons he provides, and
Strepsiades in turn deploys his rather spotty understanding of
these matters in order to ridicule his creditors and dismiss
their claims. In this scenario, the mockery and ridicule of
Socrates and Strepsiades are not only derisive, but also
attempts to use humor to reshape the operation of power
between the participants in the humorous exchange.
Strepsiades uses the knowledge he acquires from Socrates to
establish his own authority over his creditors; his mockery of
them is not just an expression of that perceived authority, but
an attempt to create such authority; more specifically, it is an
attempt to transform his relationship with his creditors from
that of democratic citizens who are equally authorized to hold
each other accountable, to one in which those who possess
specific forms of knowledge are rendered unaccountable to
their intellectual inferiors. The Socratic mockery we find in
Aristophanes’ Clouds thus operates both within and upon these
relations of power in ways that appear disruptive to the
horizontal distribution of political power within democratic
Athens.

In Plato’s dialogues, Socrates does not engage in the kinds of
direct mockery and ridicule deployed by his Aristophanic
counterpart. This difference appears to be closely connected to
the fact that the Platonic Socrates does not claim for himself
the kind of expertise, either scientific or moral, that the
Aristophanic Socrates does. While Socrates may believe in the
possibility that human beings can possess such moral

expertise,ﬂ he repeatedly denies that he himself possesses
such wisdom; he further eschews the study of the natural world



in which the Aristophanic Socrates engages (Phaedo 96b-
100b). If, then, the mockery of the Aristophanic Socrates is an
expression of the authority and superiority such expertise
conveys, it is perhaps unsurprising that it is absent from Plato’s
depiction of Socrates. Rather than claiming authority for
himself, the Platonic Socrates appears to efface whatever
authority he might possess, and his ironic mode of humor
appears as a tool for practicing a type of pedagogy that

emphasizes the moral autonomy of the student.22 From this
perspective, the Socratic practice of irony actually resembles
the Aristophanic denial of authority outlined at the end of the

previous chapter.ﬂ

At the same time, Plato illustrates how the force of such
ironic humor is more complicated than the above sketch
suggests. For interlocutors like Thrasymachus, the effacement
of authority represented by what he terms Socrates’ eironeia is
nothing but a pretense. It is a pretense, moreover, that is
designed to provide Socrates with an advantage in their
dialectical contest. Socrates’ eironic denial that he possesses
an answer to the question of what justice is, in the eyes of
Thrasymachus, is an attempt by Socrates to monopolize the
seemingly advantageous role of questioner. Not only is the
mockery involved in such eironic humor an expression of
superiority, it is also a tool for establishing dominance over

one’s interlocutors.24

For interlocutors like Phaedrus, by contrast, such ironic
humor carries with it neither an expression of superiority, nor
the desire to assert such dominance. It constitutes instead a
more egalitarian mode of laughing and joking with, rather than



at, others. This form of irony, which is both reciprocal and
reciprocated, creates the framework for an alternative to the
zero-sum agon in which Thrasymachus views himself as
engaged in with Socrates. Read against the eironic form of
humor that appears to be associated with the sophists in Plato,
the humor found in Socrates’ engagement with Phaedrus is
somewhat transgressive insofar as it seeks to disrupt and
reshape the parameters of such contests: to paraphrase
Socrates, the “loser” of such contests still wins in that he
discovers the limits of his own knowledge (Gorg. 457d-458D,
470c, 487a-488b). As some scholars have recently contended,
this reimagined model of philosophical investigation constitutes
an alternative to the standard practices of political engagement
and debate in democratic Athens; at the same time, it is a mode
of engagement that is both distinct from, and yet in some ways
a continuation of, the democratic principles that animated

these institutions.22

Between these two interpretations lies the question of the
nature and purpose of Socrates’ cross-examination of his
interlocutors. Though it may be tempting to conclude that
Socrates’ encounter with Phaedrus is more representative of
the true nature of Socratic philosophical practice, Plato’s
depiction of a wide range of reactions to Socratic questioning,
coupled with the ambiguities and difficulties surrounding the
attempt to distinguish Socrates from the sophists, suggests
that Plato’s “defense” of Socratic practice is not that
straightforward. We might draw a comparison here with how
Plato’s Apology responds to Polycrates’ accusation that
Socrates conducted himself arrogantly during his trial.



Socrates’ interpretation of the oracle is at once both arrogant
and humble: arrogant in that it still asserts that he is the wisest
of the Athenians; humble in the sense that it interprets this
superior wisdom as inferior to that which is conventionally
understood as wisdom. In short, the speech depicted in Plato’s
Apology does not provide any straightforward answer to the
question of whether Socrates behaved arrogantly at his trial or
not; rather, Socrates’ speech problematizes the accusation
itself by raising the question of the nature and legitimacy of the
kinds of claims to superiority that may provoke accusations of
arrogance. Rather than attempting to conceal such potential
arrogance from readers of the text, Plato offers his readers a

framework for investigating these claims.26

In much the same way, while the accusations made by
Thrasymachus, Callicles, and Alcibiades may not reveal the
truth about Socrates, that does not mean that they do not
reveal something important about his practice of irony. Plato’s
Socrates denies that he has wisdom, and he denies that he is a
teacher; his irony is thus bound up with what appears to be an
effacement of authority, and a denial of any intellectual
superiority. Yet these “complex ironies,” as Vlastos terms them,
may not efface authority so much as they reposition and
refound it. On this understanding, Socrates’ intellectual
superiority does not lie in his possessing knowledge that others
do not possess; rather, it lies in possessing the self-knowledge
that others lack. Socratic “authority,” in this sense, is not
predicated on the possession of knowledge in the conventional
sense. Socrates’ discussion of Athenian decision-making in the
Protagoras, discussed at the beginning of the previous chapter,



is helpful for elucidating this distinction. The type of authority
vested in possessing knowledge that others do not possess is
displayed in those discussions that the Athenians consider to
be technical; while any adult male Athenian citizen in good
standing is legally permitted to speak concerning any matter,
during technical discussions, only those who possess the
relevant techne are held to possess the authority to advise the
demos. The Socratic mode of authority, in contrast, is not
founded on the possession of that kind of knowledge, but of
knowledge of oneself. At the same time, it may provide the
basis for justifying a type of Socratic authority, one in which
Socrates’ intellectual superiority is founded wupon his
possession of self-knowledge (in contrast to his self-ignorant
interlocutors and his fellow citizens).

This latter notion of authority is implicit in Socrates’ cross-
examination of Meletus in Plato’s Apology (24c-25c). When
Socrates asks Meletus who it is that cares for and improves the
young in Athens, Meletus responds that it is the laws, the 6,000
potential jurors who have sworn the Heliastic oath (dikastai),
those nonjurors who attend trials, members of the Council of
500, and those who attend the Assembly—in short, all
Athenians except for Socrates improve the young. Hearing this
response, Socrates attempts to demonstrate the absurdity of
Meletus’ claim, using the training of horses as an analogy. In
horse training, Socrates asks, is it the one or few who are
experts that improve horses, or the many who are not experts?
He then concludes from Meletus’ agreement that it is the
former, that Meletus is clearly mistaken in thinking that the
many—in the sense of the Athenian jurors, assemblymen,
councilmen, and so on—improve the young, while the “one”—in



this case Socrates—corrupts them. Socrates’ analogy implicitly
frames his own activities as those of an expert educator, akin to
the expert horse trainer. At the same time, the kind of
educational expertise Socrates implicitly claims for himself is
quite distinct, as is evident from the second equine analogy
Socrates draws in the Apology—that which casts the city of
Athens as a horse and Socrates as a gadfly (30e). According to
this latter analogy, Socrates attempts to improve the city of
Athens not by imparting expert knowledge to its citizens, but
by provoking those citizens to care for themselves. It is thus a
type of educational expertise that is compatible with Socrates’
claims concerning his own wisdom.

Such claims to intellectual superiority do not necessarily
translate into an antidemocratic stance, nor would they
necessarily be interpreted as such within the context of
Athenian political discourse. While the ideal of political equality
was central to the operation of Athenian demokratia, the
achievement of such political equality was not predicated on
the elimination of social and intellectual inequalities; in fact, a
central component of Athenian democratic ideology was a
recognition of not only the danger, but also the benefit, that
elite citizens provided to the political decision-making

process.ﬂ Maintaining such a balance was the work of a mass
democratic ideology that channeled elite competition into
public benefits, and in doing so, aimed at preventing
inequalities in wealth and social status from being translated
into inequalities in the political sphere.% At the same time, the
types of benefits that elite citizens could provide to the political
decision-making process were circumscribed by the strong



belief in the collective wisdom of the Athenian demos, a central
component of which was the conviction that the demos, qua
demos, was capable of better political decision-making than
that which would be produced under any alternative political

regime.% Thus, elite participation was valuable insofar as
demophilic elites could check the ambitions of other,
oligarchically minded elites who might seek to dominate the

demos as a whole and/or individual, ordinary citizens; 190 elite
leadership in the assembly might also facilitate alignment

around the recommendations of informed individuals.1OLl In
neither case, however, was elite participation viewed as
supplanting collective decision-making or the participation of
ordinary citizens in these decision-making procedures.

This understanding of the relationship between mass and
elite in democratic Athens can help us explicate the distinct
nature of the kind of intellectual superiority implicitly claimed
by the Platonic Socrates and its place within such a democratic
ideology. Crucial here is the way in which Socrates frames

Meletus’ response as absurd.192 As Ober has argued, it is
unlikely that Meletus’ answer would have been viewed as such

by the Athenian jurors at Socrates’ trial 103 To start with,
Meletus’ claim that “the laws and public institutions of the
polis, and . . . those who participate in their use, . . . educate
and therefore improve the youth of Athens” is not unique, and
it reflects a “core ideological conviction” concerning the

educational value of Athenian democratic institutions.104
Socrates’ claim, in denying the ability of either ordinary
Athenian citizens or the demos in any of its institutional
manifestations to improve the young, thus constitutes a



rejection of this key premise of Athenian democratic ideology.
As such, it also sits in tension with the belief in the collective
wisdom of the déemos, insofar as it was not just the institutions
themselves that served to educate the young, but the
substantive operation and outcomes of those institutions as

well. 102 Tg deny that Athenian civic institutions could educate
the young in this way thus constitutes a rejection of the belief
in the collective wisdom of the demos: it implies that the
decisions made by the demos within the context of such
institutions are wrong, and, thus, they serve to corrupt, rather
than improve, the young. In this sense, it constitutes a rejection
of the idea that Athenian citizens were capable of teaching
both themselves and each other in ways that could improve and
promote effective collective decision-making. It also suggests
that his refusal to practice politics, in the conventional sense, is
motivated not just by his belief that the demos cannot be
educated, but further by the belief that there is nothing that he

could learn from the démos.106

This brief analysis can thus help us recover a more
charitable interpretation of the critiques of Socratic eironeia
presented in Plato’s dialogues. Though Plato casts doubt on
these accusations through his depictions of those interlocutors
who make them, the substance of these critiques might be
interpreted as indicative of Socrates’ refusal to engage in
dialogue on an equal footing with his interlocutors. This charge
is highlighted by Thrasymachus, who accuses Socrates of
deploying eironeia in order to avoid submitting to cross-
examination. From Thrasymachus’ perspective, Socratic
eironeia is viewed as a technique for maintaining his



superiority over his interlocutors; it is a mocking kind of
pretense through which Socrates takes pleasure in “pulling one
over” on his interlocutors. Coming from Thrasymachus, as
Plato depicts him, this accusation appears disingenuous and

self—serving;M yet, it does indicate the way in which we might
interpret the Socratic practice of eironeia as predicated on a
hierarchical positioning of Socrates vis-a-vis his interlocutors,
one in which the potential for intellectual and moral benefit in
such exchanges lies primarily with Socrates’ interlocutor.
Socrates’ ironic mode of engagement thus verges on a kind of
uncharitableness, one in which his mocking pretense that his
interlocutors are wise constitutes a presumption that they are
not. From this perspective, we might interpret Socrates’ ironic
mode of engagement as relying implicitly on the same kinds of
beliefs that animate his cross-examination of Meletus in Plato’s
Apology.

It is a sign of the nature of Plato’s depictions of Socratic
questioning that readers of the dialogues can reconstruct these
distinct interpretations of both this practice and the
significance of Socratic irony within it. The question of whether
Socrates was an eiron, connected as it is with the question of
whether Socrates was a sophist, indicates the ambiguity
surrounding the Socratic practice of humor as Plato presents it.
It is this ambiguity at the core of Socratic eironeia and irony,
moreover, that gives it the potential both to exacerbate the
anxieties surrounding equality and inequality within
democratic Athens, and to make it a site of productive tension
where those anxieties can be interrogated and negotiated. In
the next chapter, we will see how Xenophon’s portrait of



Socratic humor navigates these same anxieties through his
depiction of the relationship between Socratic leadership and
Socratic questioning.



CHAPTER THREE
Xenophon, Socratic Mockery, and Socratic
Irony

At Memorabilia 1.2.58, Xenophon notes that Socrates was
accused of quoting the following passage from the Iliad (2.188-
91, 198-202), which describes how Odysseus attempted to
prevent the Achaians from retreating to their ships and
abandoning their campaign at Troy: Whenever he found one
that was a captain and a man of eminence, he stood by his side
and restrained him with gentle words: “Good sir, it is not
seemly to be frightened like a coward, but take a seat yourself
and sit the others down,” but whatever man of the people he
saw and found him shouting, him he drove with his scepter and
berated him with loud words: “Good sir, sit still and hearken
the words of others who are your betters: for you are no
warrior and a weakling, never reckoned whether in battle or in

council.” (1.2.58 = Iliad 2.188-91, 198-202, trans. Henderson)

According to Socrates’ accuser,l Socrates interpreted this

passage as indicating that Homer approved of striking ordinary
citizens and the poor (epainoie paiesthai tous démotas kai
penetas, 1.2.58). Socrates’ fondness for reciting this passage,
the accuser seems to have been implying, was a sign that he

also approved of such behavior.2 Xenophon, of course, denies



that Socrates ever said these things; had Socrates held such a
view, Xenophon notes, then he would have thought that he
himself deserved such treatment. What he did say was that
those who are not useful (ophelimous) either to the army, the
polis, or the demos ought to be chastised in such a way, even if
they happened to be very wealthy. Socrates, by contrast,
showed himself to be friendly to both the demos and to all of
mankind (demotikos kai philanthropos, 1.2.60).

While this particular accusation, as it is presented by
Xenophon, does not touch directly on the theme of Socratic
humor, the context from which the above passage from the
Iliad is drawn may be indicative of such a connection.
Odysseus’ efforts to restore order within the Achaian camp
culminate in his chastisement of Thersites, who is attempting
to raise the laughter of the Argives against Agamemnon
(2.215). Thersites reproaches Agamemnon as a greedy Kking,
always seeking some further prize from the spoils won by the
labor of his soldiers, while he himself remains in his tent and
does not share in the fighting. He urges the men to leave
Agamemnon “here by himself in Troy to mull his prizes of
honour that he may find out whether or not we others are
helping him” (2.236-38, trans. Lattimore).

Odysseus rebukes Thersites for abusing Agamemnon in this
way, and for daring to quarrel with his betters. Though
Odysseus acknowledges that Thersites is a skilled orator (ligus

. agoretes), he is also reckless in his speech (akritomuthe),
abusing Agamemnon without knowing whether the Achaians
will succeed or fail in their appointed task (2.246). Having
reproached Thersites, Odysseus then strikes him with his
scepter, and “he [Thersites] doubled over, and a round tear



dropped from him, and a bloody welt stood up between his
shoulders under the golden sceptre’s stroke, and he sat down
again, frightened, in pain, and looking helplessly about wiped
off the tear-drops” (2.265-69, trans. Lattimore). Despite being
grieved (achnumenoi per), the crowd laughed (gelassan) at
Thersites, and thought it was an excellent deed that Odysseus
kept this scurrilous slanderer (lobetéera epesbolon) out of the
assembly (2.270-75).

While there is disagreement over Thersites’ rank within the
Achaian camp, Odysseus’ treatment of him strongly suggests

that he is a common soldier.3 As has often been noted,
Thersites’ speech is reminiscent of Achilles’” critique of
Agamemnon in the first book of the Iliad. Like Achilles,
Thersites accuses Agamemnon of taking an unfair share of the
army’s spoils (1.225-30; 2.225-34). Both men also chastise
their fellow soldiers for allowing Agamemnon to continue
engaging in such outrages (1.231-32; 2.235-42). Wihile
Thersites thus parodies Achilles’ speech, he is also presented

as a parody of Achilles.4 Thersites’ speech does not provoke
laughter from the other soldiers. In fact, the other Achaians
were angered by Thersites’ abuse of Agamemnon (2.222-23),
and they are pleased by Odysseus’ harsh treatment of
Thersites. While the noble Achilles can voice his criticisms of
Agamemnon in the assembly, the sight of the ugly and base
Thersites doing the same is comical. The ridicule that is
directed at Thersites thus serves to police the boundary

between mass and elite that he threatens to disturb.2
Hence, in accusing Socrates of reciting this passage from the
Iliad, what is at stake is broader than the question of whether



Socrates approved of the use of physical violence against
ordinary citizens; the accusation raises the issue of Socrates’
comportment toward ordinary citizens more generally. Was
Socrates demotikos, as Xenophon avers? Or does his treatment
of ordinary citizens betray an aristocratic bearing toward the
demos? As the above overview of the Thersites scene suggests,
this accusation may have also reflected a concern about
Socrates’ use of mockery and ridicule toward the demos. As
Xenophon notes elsewhere, and as was mentioned in the
introduction, Socrates’ accuser also noted that “he [Socrates]
taught his companions to despise (huperoran) the established
laws, saying how it would be foolish (moron) to appoint
magistrates by lot when no one would want to choose a pilot or
a builder or a flute player by lot or for any other such task,
although the harms committed when someone errs in those
things are far lesser than those concerning the city” (1.2.9).
Such language resembles the charge recorded by Libanius—
that Socrates “persuaded his companions to mock the
democracy” (tes demokratias katagelan, 53)—and may reflect
the worry that Socrates’ use of humor was inappropriately
directed against the demos and Athens’ democratic
institutions.

This chapter argues that Xenophon’s depiction of Socrates
was in part shaped by such concerns over the nature and
purpose of Socratic humor. Xenophon’s Socrates, unlike his
Platonic counterpart, never denies possessing knowledge; in
fact, he argues that he clearly merits the claims made by the
Delphic oracle that he is “freer, more just, and more moderate”
(eleutherioteron . . . dikaioteron . . . sophronesteron, Apol. 14)
than all other men, and that he is superior to all others in



matters concerning education (peri paideias, 21).8 Xenophon's
Socrates also engages in direct, often abusive ridicule and
mockery of others. He compares Critias to a pig (Mem. 1.2.30);
he uses abusive language against Xenophon, calling him a
wretch (tlemon, 1.3.11) and a fool (more, 1.3.13); he explicitly
mocks Euthydemus for thinking he can practice politics without
an education (4.2); and on a more general level, Xenophon
indicates that Socrates would use abusive language when
reproaching those who thought that their wealth meant they
had no need of education (4.1.5). Unlike the Aristophanic
Socrates, however, Xenophon’s Socrates does not use such
mockery as an expression of his superiority over his intellectual
inferiors; rather, Xenophon illustrates how Socrates’ expertise
in paideia made him useful to his fellow citizens, the demos,

and the Athenian polis.Z From this perspective, Socrates’
mockery of others was an effective pedagogic tool; it was also
connected with a distinctive form of irony he deployed in order
to navigate the potential resentment that might be aroused by
his self-declared superiority.

The chapter begins with an overview of Xenophon’'s
treatment of humor, one that highlights the connection
between these discussions and the theme of effective
leadership that is central throughout his corpus. Doing so both
situates Xenophon’s depiction of Socratic humor within his
broader discussion of this theme and illustrates the
distinguishing characteristics of the Socratic practice of humor
—in particular, his use of irony. The chapter then turns to
examining this distinctive mode of irony in more detail, with
particular focus on Xenophon’s most explicit treatment of this



theme at Memorabilia 2.6 and Socrates’ conversations with his

fellows citizens at 3.1-7.8 The exegesis offered in this section
establishes the differences between the Socratic practices of
irony in Plato and Xenophon, while further illustrating how
Xenophon’s Socrates adapts the modes of irony and mockery
he deploys to his particular interlocutors. The final section
explicates how the irony of Xenophon’s Socrates functions
within the pedagogical framework he deploys.

CYRUS AND THE POLITICS OF HUMOR IN
XENOPHON

Xenophon’s interest in humor extends well beyond his
treatment of Socrates, and is connected to the central theme of
his social and political thought: the ability of good leaders to

secure the willing obedience of others.2 This interest is
displayed in Xenophon’s attention to how exemplary figures
(both good and bad) engaged in laughter and the practices of
humor. In the Cyropaedia, Cyrus’ sense of humor is an
important aspect of Xenophon’s characterization of the Persian
emperor (1.3.8-12, 1.4.4, 1.4.15, 1.6.27; 2.2.1-16, 2.2.28-31;
3.1.42; 5.2.18, 5.5.9; 6.1.1-6, 6.1.34; 7.1.20-22, 7.5.13-14,
7.5.45; 8.1.33, 8.4.12-23), and he is presented as striking a
laudable seriocomic balance (Cyr. 2.2; 8.4). In the Hellenika,
Xenophon notes Theramenes’ cheerfulness in the face of death,
praising his ability to retain his sense of humor up until the
moment he was forced to drink the hemlock by the Thirty (Hell.

2.3.56).10 In the Anabasis, Meno the Thessalian, by contrast, is
described as never mocking his enemies but as always giving



the impression that he was mocking his friends (Anab. 2.6.23),
a clear inversion of the conventional Greek ethical maxim of

helping friends and harming enemies.ll Further evidence for
this interest in humor can be found in Xenophon’s portraits of
Cyrus the Younger (Anab. 1.19.13), Agesilaus (Ages. 8.1-2),
and the Greek generals Socrates the Achaean and Agias the
Arcadian (Anab. 2.6.30), as well as in his self-depictions (Anab.

3.1.26, 4.6.14ff.) 12

The potential political stakes of such humor are well
illustrated in the two symposia scenes in books 2 and 8 of the
Cyropaedia. The first symposium (2.2) is held in the wake of
Cyrus’ decision to admit the common soldiers, who had until
this point been excluded from having an equal share (ou
meteichete ton ison, 2.1.15), into the ranks of the peers
(homotimoi). This reorganization of the Persian camp raises
anxieties among the original peers concerning their status
(2.2.21), and the humorous stories told at the beginning of the
symposium provide an outlet for these anxieties. The laughter
that arises among the officers, which is primarily directed at
the actions of common soldiers, serves an important social
function: it solidifies the camaraderie among the original peers
who may feel their status is now threatened or undermined by

the admission of the commoners to their ranks.l3 Xenophon
notes, moreover, that they laughed “as was fitting” (hosper
eikos, 2.2.5; hos eikos, 2.2.10)—a signal that such laughter
strikes the right balance between seriousness and
playfulmess.M The men avoid the vice displayed by the agelast
Aglaitadas, who accuses those who relate these stories of being
boasters (alazones, 2.2.11), and denies that the laughter they



raise is Dbeneficial (2.2.14); and while Cyrus corrects
Aglaitadas, stating that such men are more rightly
(dikaioteron) called witty (asteioi) and agreeable (eucharites,
2.2.12), these qualities entail both moderation and the ability to
recognize when such laughter is appropriate. The latter trait is
exemplified by Hystaspas’ attempt to restrain himself from
laughing directly at a common soldier (2.2.5); while such
laughter is fitting among the officers, Hystaspas’ sense of
restraint reflects a concern that it might disturb Cyrus’ attempt
to fully integrate the peers and common soldiers.

The second symposium scene (8.4) occurs after Cyrus has
completed his conquests and reorganized the Persian republic
into an empire. As a reflection of this transformation, this
second symposium is more formal than that depicted in book 2;
while in the former scene there is no mention of seating
arrangements, in the latter the guests are assigned their seats
around Cyrus according to merit (8.4.4). The laughter that
occurs here is also markedly different from the lighthearted
humor of the previous symposium, and is indicative of the
tensions and anxieties generated by this new hierarchical

structure.12 It begins when Hystaspas complains to Cyrus that
Chrysantas has been put in a more honorable place than he
(8.4.9-10). Cyrus explains that Chrysantas presents himself for
service even before he is called; he not only fulfills his orders,
but improves upon the original directive; he provides advice to
Cyrus and divines what Cyrus is hesitant to speak to
ambassadors and says it for him; finally, he is always content
with whatever he is given, but is always searching for some
new way to benefit Cyrus; in short, he “takes much more



pleasure and joy in my [Cyrus’] good fortune than I do myself”
(8.4.11, trans. Miller). Upon hearing Cyrus’ explanation,
Hystaspas reports that he is glad that he raised his concern,
since he now knows what he must do to gain Cyrus’ favor; he is
only unclear about one thing, he tells Cyrus rather testily: “I do
not know how I could show that I rejoice at your good fortune.
Am I to clap my hands or laugh or what must I do” (8.4.12)?
While Xenophon reports that laughter arose from this exchange
(epi toutois men de gelos egeneto, 8.4.12), Chrysantas’
remarks highlight the fact that the Persians no longer have
equal shares in the affairs of the state, which would entail
ruling and be ruled in turn (1.6.20). The new order established
by Cyrus is hierarchical, and its functioning depends on
everyone knowing their place within that hierarchy and
obeying their superiors. At the beginning of book 8 Chrysantas
emphasizes that this new arrangement is not akin to slavery:
while slaves serve their masters unwillingly (akontes), they, as
free men (eleutheroi), must obey willingly (dei poiein ho

pleistou axion phainetai einai, 8.1.4).16 And Hystaspas believes
that he has shown such willingness to Cyrus: he has done
everything eagerly and cheerfully (prothumoés, hedomenos),
and Cyrus agrees with this assessment (8.4.9). Herein lies the
sarcastic force of Hystaspas’ question: Just how willing must he
show himself to be? Must he wildly gesticulate every time he
performs some task for Cyrus? And if this demonstration of
willingness is compulsory, just how different is his condition
from that of a slave? While this scene ends with Cyrus’
demonstration that he is still able, despite his new status, to
take a joke (8.4.22), it is nonetheless marked by an uneasiness



surrounding the question of how to engage in humor in the

context of such political inequality.ﬂ

As was noted above, Socrates’ self-declared superiority
figures prominently in Xenophon’s attempt to demonstrate
Socrates’ usefulness to the demos and to Athens’ democratic
institutions. While such superiority might raise worries over
Socrates’ political allegiance, Xenophon focuses on how
Socrates’ educational expertise is a central part of what made
him demotikos. In this sense, Socrates’ attempts to use humor
to navigate his relationship to the demos mirrors Cyrus’
attempts to navigate the changing power relationships with the

Persian republic and empire. In the Symposium,ﬁ Xenophon
illustrates how Socrates also exemplified the ideal of the

spoudaiogeloios.ﬁ There, Xenophon draws a series of
contrasts between Socrates and the other attendees that
demonstrate Socrates’ ability to balance properly the demands
of seriousness and playfulness. Socrates does not refrain
entirely from engaging in humor (unlike the boorish
Hermogenes); he does not jest excessively nor do so in a
merely playful way (unlike the jester Philipos); nor does he
deploy aggressive and abusive forms of ridicule against others

(unlike Antisthenes).@

While Cyrus is able to use humor to gain and solidify the
allegiance of his followers, Socrates does so in order to
improve his interlocutors by helping them achieve the noble
goals at which they aim. Socrates’ use of humor, however,
extends beyond the blend of seriousness and playfulness Cyrus
displays in the two symposia scenes discussed above. In
particular, Socrates consistently deploys a form of irony that is



absent from Xenophon’s depiction of Cyrus.ﬂ The remainder
of this chapter details how Xenophon’s Socrates deployed such
humor to navigate the inequalities between himself and his
interlocutors in ways that enabled him to be useful to them.
Before doing so, however, it is necessary to address the
question of whether Xenophon’s Socrates is ironic or not.

VLASTOS ON SOCRATIC IRONY IN XENOPHON

It has often been remarked that Xenophon’s Socrates is not
ironic, or at least not ironic to the same extent, or in the same

way, as his Platonic counterpart.ﬁ In an early essay on
Socrates, Gregory Vlastos maintained that Xenophon's
Socrates is devoid of both irony and paradox, characteristics
that Vlastos took to be central to the Platonic (and historical)

Socrates.23 Though Vlastos later revised this view, recognizing
that we can find in Xenophon that “complex irony” that he
argues is distinctively Socratic, he nonetheless concludes that
the portrait Xenophon provides of Socratic irony is deficient.
First, Socrates does not engage in irony as frequently as his
Platonic counterpart, which, for Vlastos, indicates that irony is
not a central characteristic of Xenophon’s Socrates. Thus he
notes: “If we had only Xenophon’s picture of Socrates, we

would have no reason to think that Socrates’ contemporaries

had thought of eironeia as a distinctively Socratic trait.”24

Second, Vlastos argues that the ironies of Xenophon’s Socrates
are ualitatively inferior to those found in Plato. More
specifically, the ironies Xenophon’s Socrates does deploy
contain little doctrinal or philosophical significance: while



Plato’s Socrates uses irony to address issues of central
philosophical importance, such as the possession of knowledge,

the ironies of Xenophon’s Socrates are comparatively banal.22
Third, they are, from a stylistic standpoint, less excellent
representatives of the practice.

In this respect, Vlastos’ analysis of Socratic irony in
Xenophon is consistent with his solution to the Socratic
problem. Particularly telling are the conclusions he draws from
his comparison of Memorabilia 4.4.9 and Republic 337a. In the
latter passage, Thrasymachus rebukes Socrates in the
following manner: And upon hearing this he gave a very
sarcastic laugh and said: “By Heracles!—this is the usual irony
(eiothuia eironeia) of Socrates that I had already informed
these men here about, that you would be unwilling to answer
but would ironize (eironeusoio) and would do anything rather
than answer if someone asked you something.” (Rep. 337a3-7)
In the former passage, Hippias offers the following reproach
against Socrates: For it’s enough that you mock (katagelais)
others, questioning and examining everyone, while you yourself
are unwilling to give an account to anyone nor to reveal your

judgment concerning anything. (Mem. 4.4.9)i
For Vlastos, Thrasymachus correctly perceives what he terms
Socrates’ “habitual irony,” and Plato, in representing the
encounter as he does, does not shy away from highlighting its
practice. In Xenophon, however, “that noun [eironeia] and its
cognate verb [eironeuomai], so conspicuous in Thrasymachus’
attack on Socrates . .., drop out when the identical reproach is
ventilated by Hippias in the Memorabilia . . . . The reference . .
to Socrates’ ‘habitual eironeia’ has been washed out.



Fortunately, we have Plato’s Socratic dialogues where what
Xenophon denies us is supplied in such abundance that to go

through all of it would be work for a whole book.”2Z Vlastos’
language here is telling: Socrates’ irony drops out, has been
washed out, is denied to us, by Xenophon.

For Vlastos, this “substitution” of katagelao for eironeia is
evidence of the overzealousness of Xenophon’s apologetics.
Given the pejorative connotations of eironeia during the
classical period, both Plato and Xenophon are engaged in
defending Socrates from the charge of eironeia; their
respective strategies, however, are quite distinct. For Vlastos,
Plato indicates that Socrates did not practice -eironeia
(understood as a kind of deceitful shamming), but rather
deployed a kind of complex irony in which he both meant and
did not mean what he said. Socrates’ denial that he is a teacher
is a paradigmatic case of such complex irony for Vlastos: in the
traditional sense of a teacher as one who imparts knowledge to
his students, Socrates’ denial that he is a teacher is sincere;
but he does engage in a type of teaching by purging his

interlocutors of their false beliefs.28 That Socrates’ complex
ironies constitute puzzles that his interlocutors must figure out
for themselves is, for Vlastos, part of Socrates’ pedagogical
method. Crucially, however, it also saves Socrates from the
charge that he is deceptive in his discursive engagements with
others, a charge that, if accurate, would eliminate the
distinction Plato attempts to draw between Socrates and the
sophists.ﬁ For Vlastos, then, while Plato acknowledges that

irony was a central trait of the historical Socrates, he argues
that such irony has generally been misunderstood by Socrates’



interlocutors as a form of eironeia. Xenophon, in contrast,
denies, through omission, that irony was a central trait of the
historical Socrates.

Yet, if we look more closely at Memorabilia 4.4.9, it is
difficult to maintain that Xenophon denies Socrates’ irony to us
simply by omitting the word eironeia. Hippias, encountering
Socrates while he is conversing about the relative difficulty of
finding a teacher of justice, makes fun of Socrates (episkopton
auton) by stating that Socrates is still saying the same old
things (4.4.6). Hippias, we are told, had not been to Athens in
quite some time (4.4.5), and so the implication is that Socrates
has been boring his companions for a long while by droning on
with the same old arguments. Socrates takes the jest in stride,
exclaiming that not only is he still saying the same things, he is
further still stuck on the same old topics as before. Socrates is
sure, however, that Hippias himself would never commit such a
faux pas, observing that he [Hippias] is so well-educated
(polumathés) that he never says the same things about the
same subjects; Hippias responds that he at least always tries to
say something new (4.4.6).

This prompts Socrates to ask whether Hippias also tries to
say new things when the topic of discussion is something that
he knows: for example, does he always try to give a new
answer to the question “How many letters are there in the
name Socrates?” Hippias answers that no, in such matters he
always gives the same answers, just as Socrates does; but
when it comes to justice, Hippias explains, he thinks that he is
able to say something that neither Socrates nor anyone else
could contradict (4.4.7). At this point, Socrates remarks that
Hippias seems to have discovered a great good (mega . . .



agathon heurékenai)—if it really will stop jurors from voting
differently, citizens from engaging in stasis, and cities from
making war against each other. He does not know, therefore,
how he could be torn away from Hippias’ company before he
has heard such a great discovery (4.4.8).

From this passage, it is evident that Socrates uses irony to
mock Hippias, even if Xenophon does not use the word eironeia
to describe this practice. First, Socrates self-deprecatingly goes
along with Hippias’ mockery, adding that he not only always
says the same things, but about the same topics. Second, he
plays dumb, asking whether Hippias’ claim to novelty extends
to such matters as basic grammar and arithmetic. Finally,
Socrates offers high praise for Hippias’ discovery concerning
justice, and emphasizes his great desire to hear it. Each of
these elements of Socrates’ conversation with Hippias finds

easy parallels with the irony of the Platonic Socrates.3Y Thus,
as others have argued, the absence of the word eironeia and its
cognates in Xenophon is not indicative of the absence of

Socratic irony.ﬂ

Even if we concede Vlastos’ claim that Xenophon’s Socrates
is less frequently ironic than his Platonic counterpart, we need
not resort to any supposed defect in Xenophon’s depiction of
Socrates in order to explain this difference. In fact, we might
trace the difference to Xenophon’s decision not to focus on
Socrates’ practice of the elenchus, one that he explains to his
readers early on in the Memorabilia. At Memorabilia 1.4.1,
Xenophon addresses those who might hold the opinion that
while Socrates was skilled in exhorting (protrepsasthai) others
to virtue, he was incompetent in actually leading (proagagein)



them to it. Xenophon implies that this opinion is based on a
one-sided consideration of the kinds of conversations in which
Socrates engaged; he further suggests that a response to this
charge would involve considering more than just those
occasions where Socrates refuted (elenchen) those who
thought they knew everything in order to correct them, but
also his regular conversations with his companions. Those
wishing to judge whether Socrates was capable of improving

others must consider both kinds of conversations.32

The distinction Xenophon draws at 1.4.1 thus provides the
reader with an understanding of what it is that Xenophon plans
to offer in the Memorabilia, and what it is that we in fact find.
Though Socrates does engage in the elenchus in the
Memorabilia, this practice is not presented as the only, or most
important, method through which Socrates engaged his

interlocutors.23 And this relative dearth of the Socratic
elenchus is directly related to the relative absence of his irony
—or, at least, the kind of irony that we find in Plato’s dialogues.
In Plato, Socrates is at his most ironic when engaged in the
elenchus, when he is engaged in refuting those who think they

have knowledge that they do not in fact possess.ﬂ His practice
of the elenchus also goes hand in hand with his denial that he
possesses knowledge, a denial that does not have a clear

counterpart in Xenophon’s Socratic works.32 Xenophon's
Socrates, in contrast, rarely engages such characters, and

hence, rarely engages in such irony.ﬁ

Socrates’ interactions with the young Euthydemus, which
dominate the fourth book of the Memorabilia, indicate the
balance Xenophon strikes in depicting these different modes of



Socratic engagement. The fourth book of the Memorabilia
recounts the development of Socrates’ relationship with
Euthydemus from an outsider who is confident he has no need
of instruction from Socrates to a model pupil and member of
the Socratic circle. Socrates begins by mocking Euthydemus’
confidence that he can practice politics competently without
the Dbenefit of a teacher (4.2.2-5). Having attracted
Euthydemus’ attention, Socrates then submits him to a series
of refutations, relenting only when Euthydemus finally
recognizes his complete ignorance and his need to associate
with Socrates in order to become a worthy man (aner
axiologos) (4.2.6-40). After this, Xenophon states that Socrates
stopped disturbing Euthydemus (hékista dietaratten), and
started explaining to him in a very straightforward and clear
way (haploustata de kai saphestata) what he thought the young
man needed to know (4.2.40). In what follows, Socrates sets
forth his ideas concerning the gods (4.3), justice (4.4), self-
control (4.5), and skill in dialectics (4.6). This stark contrast
between Socrates’ treatment of Euthydemus in 4.2 and his
discussions with him in 4.3-6 maps onto the key distinction
Xenophon outlines at 1.4.1, and the relative emphasis on
Socrates’ straightforward treatment of Euthydemus also
corresponds with the layout of the work as a whole. Thus, while
Xenophon’s Socrates does engage in the same kind of irony as
his Platonic counterpart, the relative lack of such irony in
Xenophon is better explained by the structural organization of
the Memorabilia itself, rather than by Xenophon’s inability to
perceive or understand it.

Vlastos also argues, finally, that the quality of Socratic irony
in Xenophon is inferior to what we find in Plato. This criticism



is most evident in his treatment of Memorabilia 3.11, where
Socrates visits the courtesan Theodote. At the conclusion of
their conversation, Theodote requests that Socrates visit her
often, to which Socrates responds: “Theodote,” said Socrates,
making fun of his own lack of activity (apragmosunén), “it is
not very easy for me to spare the time to be at leisure. For
there are many private and public affairs that allow me no
leisure; and there are my girlfriends, who are learning potions
and spells from me, and will not allow me to leave them,

neither day nor night.” (3.11.16)3Z

While Vlastos recognizes this as a clear case of Socratic irony
in Xenophon, he concludes that it is a rather poor example of
irony as such. Thus he writes: Since she [Theodote] is meant to
see, and does see, that these “girlfriends” are philosophers,
depressingly male and middle-aged, there is no question of her
being misled into thinking that her visitor has a stable of pretty
girls to whom he teaches love-potions. So here at last we do get
something Cicero and Quintilian would recognize as ironia,
though hardly a gem of the genre: its humor is too arched and

strained.38

What makes this “hardly a gem of the genre,” then, is that it
lacks the ambiguity contained by the Platonic Socrates’
philosophically weighty complex ironies. Yet here, Vlastos
seems to miss what constitutes the irony in Socrates’ response,
or at least overlooks Xenophon’s note on where the irony lies.
As seen above, Xenophon glosses Socrates’ response with the
claim that he was “making fun of his own leisurely habits”
(episkopton ten hautou apragmosuneéen). At least as Xenophon
portrays it, then, the irony involved here concerns Socrates’



dissimulation concerning his lack of leisure time. And this is

not something that Theodote seems to readily grasp.ﬁ

At the same time, Vlastos’ larger point is still applicable. For
what we see Xenophon doing here is flagging the fact that
Socrates is joking; this removes, at least for readers of the
work, the mystery concerning what Socrates might mean by
the statement that it would not be easy for him to find the time
to visit Theodote often in the future. What perhaps falls flat,
then, is not the irony itself, but Xenophon’s presentation of

it.40 The irony is not as enigmatic as those ironies we
encounter in Plato’s Socratic dialogues; yet this difference, at
least in part, may not lie in the ironies themselves but in the
different presentations of such ironies by Plato and Xenophon.
Plato keeps us guessing as readers of the dialogues as to what
Socrates might mean when he deploys at least some of his
ironies—for example, his denial that he has knowledge.
Xenophon, at least at Memorabilia 3.11, does not. This
distinction, however, plays itself out not on the level of the
inner frame of their respective works (in which Socrates
interacts with his interlocutors) but at the level of the outer
frame (in which we as readers engage with Socrates).

From this analysis, an alternative explanation for the
differences between Plato’s and Xenophon’s depictions of
Socratic irony emerges, one that does not interpret those
differences within the framework of Vlastos’ solution to the
Socratic problem. Rather, these differences can be explained in
terms of both Xenophon’s focus on Socrates’ nonelenctic
encounters with others and his tendency to signal explicitly
Socrates’ ironies to his readers. In the following section, I



argue that not only is Xenophon’s depiction of Socratic irony
different from that of Plato, but that Xenophon points us
toward a type of Socratic irony that is itself distinct. This type
of irony is more direct than the solipsistic mode of eironeia that
is sometimes associated with Socrates in Plato, and is deployed
by Xenophon’'s Socrates in his nonelenctic encounters with
others. This distinct type of irony is connected with the
similarly unique approach Xenophon’s Socrates employs in
attempting to educate others.

SOCRATIC IRONY AND MOCKERY IN MEMORABILIA
3.1-7

At Memorabilia 2.6, Socrates discusses with Critoboulos the
qualities that make an individual desirable as a friend, as well
as the techniques by which one can gain the friendship of such
desirable individuals. Likening the pursuit of friends to the
practice of hunting, Socrates stresses that the techniques
deployed must be suited to the prey in question. In hunting
friends, one must not engage in swift pursuit (kata podas), as
with the hunting of hares; nor must one deploy deception
(apatei), as with the hunting of birds; finally, one must not use
force (biai), as one does with enemies. Capturing a friend
against his will, and trying to keep him prisoner like a slave,
Socrates explains, will produce enmity rather than friendship
(2.6.9). To catch a friend, then, one must use charms (epoidas)
and drugs (philtra), just like the spell the Sirens used in
attracting Odysseus (2.6.10).



The spell itself must also be fitted to the listener. The Sirens
address Odysseus, for example, as “much-praised” (poluain’),
and as the “great glory of the Achaeans” (mega kudos Achaion,
2.6.11), and Socrates explains that the Sirens sang in this way
only to those who aspired toward virtue (tois ep’ aretei
philotimoumenois, 2.6.12). As Critoboulos rightly surmises, the
song must be suitable for its audience so that the one being
praised does not think that he is being mocked (katagelonta),
for to praise one for his beauty who knows that he is ugly will
create further enmity and drive him away (2.6.12).

This passage invites comparison with the irony of the
Platonic Socrates, and specifically with his ironic praise of his
interlocutors. In the Euthyphro, for example, Socrates praises
the eponymous interlocutor for his wisdom, and professes his
desire to learn what piety is from him. This pretense is
maintained throughout the dialogue, even after Euthyphro is
repeatedly unable to provide an adequate definition of piety. As
has been argued, the supposed pedagogical function of such
irony is predicated on Socrates’ interlocutor remaining
unaware of his ironic comportment. By praising Euthyphro for
his wisdom, Socrates draws Euthyphro into an elenctic
encounter, one that can lead to his moral improvement by

cleansing him of his self—ignorance.ﬂ Hence, this element of
praise, discussed at Memorabilia 2.6 as the kind of charm one
must use in order to gain friends, is reminiscent of a particular
interpretation of the Socratic practice of irony as it is depicted
by Plato.

Nevertheless, there are crucial differences between these
two practices. First, the praise of which Socrates speaks in the



Memorabilia is not connected with any disavowal of knowledge
on his part. In this sense, if we did label the practice that
Socrates is describing at Memorabilia 2.6 as irony, we would at
the very least need to acknowledge that it seems quite different
from the phenomenon of Socratic irony as it is practiced in
Plato. As Louis-André Dorion notes, if we understand by
Socratic irony “a dialectical strategy that consists in concealing
knowledge and feigning ignorance, one must admit that this
form of irony is not practiced by Socrates in the Memorabilia. .

. If, however, we mean by irony the practice of mocking
someone by saying something contrary to what we want to
make understood, there are a number of passages in the
Memorabilia . . . and in the other Socratic writings . . . that

attest to this form of irony."ﬁ Yet, that mode of irony, Dorion
argues, is much less distinctive and much less original than the
Platonic version that involves feigning ignorance.

There is a second crucial difference, however, that points to
something distinctive and interesting about the practice of
irony by the Xenophontic Socrates. Euthyphro, for example, in
the dialogue that bears his name, is depicted as completely
unaware of his own ignorance, so much so that he never stops
to question Socrates’ praise of him. In the Memorabilia,
however, Socrates seems to suggest that the objects of these
praise incantations are aware of their ignorance—this, at least,
is the implication behind his recommendation that to praise
someone for qualities that he knows that he does not possess is
more likely to repel him than to win his friendship. This signals
an important difference between Xenophon’s presentation of
Socratic irony and many of the characteristic examples of that



practice that we find in Plato. In Plato, Socrates praises
interlocutors like Euthyphro for qualities he appears to suspect
they lack, but that they think they possess. By contrast,
Xenophon’s Socrates praises his interlocutors for qualities they

know they do not possess.ﬁ

This passage also suggests that there is a fine line between
praise and mockery, one that Xenophon’s Socrates exploits in
pursuing his pedagogical goals. And if we turn to the
conversations that Socrates conducts with his fellow citizens at
Memorabilia 3.1-7, we see that despite the recommendation at
2.6 that praise ought to be fitted to the listener so he does not
take such praise as mockery, Socrates does employ a kind of
ironic mockery in attempting to motivate his interlocutors to
learn what they need to know in order to be useful to their city.
By examining some of these conversations in close detail, we
can see this distinctive mode of irony in operation.

At Memorabilia 3.3, Socrates converses with a man who has
just been chosen as a cavalry commander. He begins by asking
the man why he desired the office of cavalry commander, but
before the man has a chance to answer, Socrates states that it
could not have been in order to have the privilege of leading
the cavalry charge, since that honor goes to the mounted
archers (3.3.1). To this, the man gives his assent. Socrates then
proceeds to eliminate other possible answers: his goal could
not have been to become recognized, since even madmen (hoi
mainomenoi) are recognized by everyone (3.3.1); perhaps it is
likely that he wants to turn over the cavalry to the city in a
better condition than they were in when he assumed the
command (3.3.2). The man again assents to both of these



statements. At this point, Socrates asks his first open-ended
question: since the cavalry commander has been chosen to
command men and horses, Socrates asks how he intends to
improve the horses (3.3.3). When the man answers that he does
not think that it is his job (ouk emon oimai to ergon einai), but
that each man must care for his own horse (3.3.3), Socrates
asks how he would be able to benefit the city if his men end up
with malnourished and badly trained mounts (3.3.4). The man
responds that Socrates is of course correct, and he will try to
care for the horses as much as he is able (3.3.4).

Socrates then starts on a series of rhetorical questions: Will
you also try to improve the men (3.3.5)? Will you first train
them to mount better (3.3.5)? Before a campaign, will you train
your men to fight on the same kind of ground the enemy
occupy (3.3.6)? Will you attend to training your men to bring
down as many of the enemy as possible while remaining
mounted (3.3.7)? Have you considered sharpening the souls of
your troops and arousing their rage against the enemy (3.3.7)?
The cavalry commander gives his assent to each of these
questions/suggestions. When Socrates then asks if he has
considered how to get his men to obey him, the commander
responds by asking Socrates what he thinks the best way would
be to encourage them to obey (3.3.8). Socrates then states: I

suppose (dépou)ﬁ you know this, that in all matters men are
most willing to obey those who they think are best. During an
illness, they think this is whoever is most skilled in medical
matters, and they obey this man most, and while on a ship
whoever is most skilled in piloting, and in farming the one with
most skill in agriculture. (3.3.9) The cavalry commander readily



gives his assent to this statement, and to Socrates’ subsequent
claim that in horsemanship as well the one who knows what is
best concerning the activity in question will most readily
receive the obedience of others. Yet, such knowledge itself will
not be enough, Socrates claims. The cavalry commander must
also show them that it will be better and safer (kallion te kai
soterioteron) to obey him than not, and for this it will be
necessary to concern oneself with the ability to speak well
(epimeleisthai dein kai tou legein dunasthai). Just as the
Athenian chorus so outshines its rivals at Delos because of
Athenian love of honor (philotimia), so would the Athenian
cavalry exceed all others if someone would care for it (ei tis
epimeletheie) in the same way, by teaching the knights that
they will win honor and glory by performing their tasks well.
Thus, the cavalry commander who wishes to benefit the city by
improving the men under his command must know how to gain
the willing obedience of his men by exhorting (protrepein)
them in this way (3.3.10-12).

What should we make of this exchange between Socrates
and the cavalry commander? To start, much of the advice
Socrates provides concerning the training of cavalry recalls
that which Xenophon himself offers in his work On the Cavalry

Commander.22 The emphasis on willing obedience, as was
noted in the introduction to this chapter, is also central to
Xenophon's social and political thought. Thus, the content of
Socrates’ advice raises the familiar suspicion that Xenophon

has projected his own concerns and ideas onto his Socrates.26
This may very well be true, at least in terms of the content of
Socrates’ discussion with the cavalry commander; the manner



in which he conducts the conversation, however, might more
plausibly be regarded as distinctively Socratic.

First, Socrates asks only one truly open-ended question: how
do you propose to improve the horses? Socrates does not start
with this open-ended question, but builds to it after having
asked a series of questions that clearly signal what the
“correct” answer is. The man first responds that this is not
something he thinks he needs to concern himself with as a
cavalry commander, and when Socrates illustrates that he does
indeed need to care for such things, the man avers that he will
dedicate himself to these concerns. The remainder of Socrates’
questions are again posed in such a way that the correct
answer is obvious. At the same time, however, it appears
equally evident to the reader that the correct answer was not
entirely obvious to Socrates’ interlocutor before the question
was asked. What we see in this exchange, then, is a very subtle
mode of questioning, one that reveals the ignorance of
Socrates’ interlocutor without doing so directly and explicitly.
Socrates’ interlocutor is never forced to acknowledge his
ignorance, explicitly and publicly, since Socrates himself
provides the correct answers to his questions within those very
questions themselves.

This type of questioning does involve a kind of irony, insofar
as Socrates pretends that his interlocutor already knows the
correct answers to the questions he is asking. Yet it is a mode
of irony that is at once both more subtle and more direct than
the irony characteristic of the Platonic Socrates. It is more
subtle insofar as it is less clear to those who may be present
that Socrates does not think that his interlocutor has the
answer to the question he is asking. It is more direct insofar as



this is something that is more readily apparent to the
interlocutor himself. Socrates’ “hint” as to what the correct
answer to his question is allows the interlocutor to recognize
that he does not know the answer himself. Yet it compels such
recognition without forcing the interlocutor to acknowledge his
ignorance publicly. In this respect, this mode of questioning
can be understood as a form of ironic mockery. The form of
Socrates’ questions functions as an assurance that he thinks
his interlocutors already know the answers to these questions;
given that they do not, they may reach the conclusion that such
an assurance is only a mocking pretense.

This last point is something we can see in operation if we
look to some of the variations of this mode of questioning that
occur later in book 3 of the Memorabilia. At Memorabilia 3.5
Socrates converses with Pericles (son of the fifth-century
general), and here his irony is more transparent to his
interlocutor. Socrates begins by praising Pericles, stating that
his election as general has given him hope that the city will
become better in military matters (3.5.1). Pericles, however, is
doubtful that the Athenians will be able to return to their
former military glory, placing the blame squarely on the
Athenians themselves. The Athenians, unlike the Spartans, do
not show proper reverence for their elders, they mock those
who care for (epimelomenon) their physical fitness, they
disdain (kataphronein) their rulers, and are far more concerned
with their private (and petty) interests and quarrels than with
the common good (3.5.4). Socrates, however, notes that the
Athenians are capable of being disciplined (eutaktoi), pointing
to the examples of the Athenian fleet and choruses (3.5.5-6,
18). Socrates suggests that the problem with the infantry and



cavalry is due to the incompetence of the officers, rather than
to any inherent lack of discipline on the part of the soldiers
themselves (3.5.21). Echoing the conclusion he reaches with
the cavalry commander at Memorabilia 3.3, Socrates states
that no one attempts to rule over choristers or dancers who
does not have knowledge of such matters; while all choristers
and dancers can clearly demonstrate where they learned about
such matters, most generals are improvisors
(autoschediazousin, 3.5.21). At the same time, he claims that
he does not think that Pericles is like most of the other
generals in this respect: I do not think that you, at any rate, are
such a person, but I think that you are able to speak no less
about when you began to learn about being a general as when
you began to learn about wrestling. And I think that you
remembered many of the things concerning generalship that
you heard from your father, and many other things you
gathered from wherever one is able to learn something useful
when it comes to being a general. And I think you have been
careful (merimnan) that it not escape your own notice that you
are ignorant about one of the things that is useful for
generalship, and if you recognize yourself not knowing some
such thing, you seek the ones who know these things, sparing
neither gifts nor gratitude, so that you might learn from them
the things you do not know and so you will have good coaches.
(3.5.22-23) Pericles replies that it has not escaped him (ou
lanthaneis me) that Socrates does not in fact think that he
cares for these things (touton epimeleisthai); rather, he thinks
that Socrates is attempting to teach him that someone who
wants to be a general needs to study all of these things. And
Pericles readily consents that Socrates is correct (3.5.24). The



conversation ends with Socrates providing the young Pericles
with some tactical advice concerning the defense of the
mountain passes leading to Boeotia.

In Socrates’ conversation with Pericles, we can see even
more clearly the dynamic articulated at Memorabilia 2.6, but
with one significant twist. Socrates indeed praises Pericles
twice during their conversation, once at its commencement,
and again in distinguishing between Pericles and most other
generals. And it would also appear that Pericles is aware of his
ignorance, since he quickly recognizes that Socrates is praising
him for possessing qualities that he does not in fact possess.
Yet, according to the strategy for “hunting” friends outlined at
Memorabilia 2.6, we would expect that, if deployed correctly,
Pericles would not recognize the falsity of Socrates’ praise.
Recall that the advice Socrates gives is that the praise must be
well suited to the listener, so that the one being praised does
not, recognizing that he does not possess the qualities that he
is being praised for possessing, take such praise as mockery.
What should we make of this discrepancy?

One approach would be to interpret Socrates’ conversation
with Pericles as a failure, but the outcome of the conversation
itself hardly warrants that conclusion. The two part on
amicable terms, with Pericles grateful for the tactical advice he
receives from Socrates concerning the defense of Attica.
Rather, it would seem that this encounter illustrates that the
intention behind such praise is that it is taken as misplaced—in
other words, that the interlocutor does recognize, in a sense,
that he is being mocked. This recognition, moreover, seems
necessary to the kind of teaching that Xenophon’s Socrates is
attempting to provide. As mentioned above, Xenophon’s



Socrates only rarely engages in the elenchus; thus, his primary
method of improving his interlocutors, or to put it in
Xenophon's terms, being useful to them, is not that of refuting
their beliefs. Rather, as we can see from Socrates’ interactions
with the cavalry commander and the young Pericles, he
benefits them by getting them to realize that they lack the
characteristics necessary to perform the tasks that they wish to
perform well, and by motivating them to educate themselves so

that they can excel at those tasks. %2

More explicitly, we can compare the connection between
irony and the elenchus with the dynamic operating here. If we
follow the pedagogical interpretation of Socratic irony outlined
by lakovos Vasiliou, then the success of Socrates’ practice of
irony is dependent on its victim remaining unaware that he is
in fact the victim of such irony. Irony, on this reading, is used
to lure Socrates’ interlocutors into a dialectical encounter. The
interlocutor is then benefited by having his beliefs refuted, and
that refutation is made possible through the use of irony. In
Xenophon, in contrast, the mode of irony practiced by Socrates
(the mode of ironic praise described at Mem. 2.6) appears just
as successful when it is perceived by its interlocutor, and this is
because the interlocutors against whom it is deployed are
aware of their own ignorance when it comes to the matters
being discussed. Socrates’ irony, in this case, provides a gentle
way for him to suggest to his interlocutors that he is aware of
their ignorance without forcing them to acknowledge it
publicly; it thus serves to inspire them to acquire the
knowledge they need in order to become worthy of such praise.



In his conversation with Glaucon in Memorabilia 3.6,
however, Socrates’ approach is far more direct, and his
mockery is much less subtle. Glaucon, we are told, had been
attempting to achieve a position of political leadership in the
city. His attempts, however, had been rather unsuccessful, and
he had made himself into an object of ridicule in the eyes of the
polis (katagelaston onta, 3.6.1). Socrates begins by asking
Glaucon if he has decided to become leader of the city, to
which Glaucon assents (3.6.2). Socrates then praises this goal,
explaining that if Glaucon accomplishes it, he will then be able
to obtain whatever he desires, be capable of helping his friends
and increasing his household, and his name will be known, like
that of Themistocles, throughout Greece and perhaps even in
barbarian lands (3.6.2). Glaucon, we are told, became puffed
up (emegaluneto) when he heard these words, and gladly
remained in Socrates’ company (3.6.3). From the start, then,
Socrates uses praise in order to “catch” Glaucon—to engage
him in conversation so that he can attempt to check his
political ambition—in a way that is reminiscent of the Platonic
Socrates.

Once he has done so, Socrates begins to interrogate
Glaucon’s readiness for a position as a political leader. After
soliciting Glaucon’s assent to the claim that acquiring such
honor will require benefiting the city, he asks Glaucon how he
plans to do so (3.6.3). Glaucon gives no answer—Xenophon
describes him as remaining silent as if he were considering the
question for the first time (diesiopésen, hos an tote skopon
hopothen archoito)—so Socrates offers a suggestion (3.6.4). If
you wanted to increase the household of a friend, you would try
to make him richer; so, he asks Glaucon, will you also try to



make the city wealthier (plousioteran)? Glaucon agrees that he
will do so, and further agrees that the city would be wealthier if
its revenues (prosodoi) increased. Socrates then asks Glaucon
what the sources and total of the city’s current revenues are,
adding the assurance “for it is clear (delon) that you have
considered (eskepsai) this” (3.6.5). Glaucon responds that he
has not considered these things (tauta ge ouk epeskemmai). If
you have neglected (paraelipes) learning about the city’s
revenues, Socrates continues, then tell us about the city’s
expenditures, “for it is clear (delon) that you intend to
eliminate those that are excessive.” Glaucon responds that he
has not had the time to investigate these matters either.

Socrates’ questions to Glaucon are consistently open-ended,
forcing Glaucon to admit that he has no knowledge of how he
can make the city wealthier. At the same time, they are
inflected with Socrates’ apparent confidence that Glaucon has
in fact considered the matters under discussion, as evidenced
by his repeated use of delon. Yet, Socrates refrains from
concluding from Glaucon’s admissions that he is completely
ignorant of political affairs; rather, he maintains a particular
kind of pretense, one that presumes that his interlocutor does
possess the knowledge about which he is inquiring.

Socrates concludes that they ought to move on from
discussing how to make the city wealthier, since it would seem
impossible to care for (epimelethénai) the city’s expenditures
and revenues without knowing what they are (3.6.6). To this,
Glaucon objects that it is possible to enrich the city with the
resources taken from its enemies (3.6.7). Socrates agrees, but
insists that wealth can be acquired in this way only if one is
stronger than one’s enemies. Hence, to rely on military victory



to enrich the city requires knowledge of the city’s military
strength (dunamin) and that of its enemies; otherwise, the city
will end up losing resources if it imprudently chooses to fight
wars against its military superiors (3.6.8). When Glaucon
agrees, Socrates asks him to explain the strength of the city’s
infantry and navy, and that of its enemies. After Glaucon
responds that he is not able to provide that information from
memory, Socrates requests that he go fetch any notes that he
has taken concerning these matters, since he would be very
pleased to hear about them (3.6.9). Glaucon, of course, does
not possess any such notes.

At this point, Socrates moves to a further topic, while still
maintaining the pretense that Glaucon’s oversight in this
matter is not indicative of his complete ignorance and
incompetence. Thus he states: “For perhaps on account of the
great importance of these matters, and because you have only
just now begun to exercise political leadership, you have not
yet investigated them” (3.6.10). Socrates continues, “I know
(oid’) that you already have attended to (soi ede memeléke) the
defense of the city’s territory, and that you know (oistha) which
garrisons and troops are well placed and which are not.” He is
also sure that Glaucon will propose that the city strengthen the
garrisons that are strategically well-placed, and eliminate those
that are not (3.6.10). Glaucon responds that, on the contrary,
he will recommend the elimination of all the garrisons. When
Socrates asks how Glaucon knows the garrisons are poorly
maintained, he says that he is guessing (eikazd), to which
Socrates responds by asking whether they ought to wait until
they know, and are no longer guessing, before offering such
advice.



Finally, turning to the topic of the silver mines at Laurium
(3.6.12), he tells Glaucon that he is sure that he has not visited
them and thus could not explain why the revenues from them
have fallen recently; when Glaucon confirms that he has not
visited them, Socrates says that given that the land there is
unhealthy, this will serve as a fitting excuse (prophasis) should
he be asked to give advice on the matter. At this point, Glaucon
claims that he is being mocked (skoptomai). Finally, when
Glaucon admits that his uncle will not even allow him to look
after his household, Socrates asks how he can possibly think

that he will be able (dunétheies, 3.6.14)ﬁ to persuade all the
Athenians that they should entrust the affairs of the city to him
if he cannot even persuade his own uncle to entrust his
personal affairs to him (3.6.15).

The tenor of Socrates’ conversation with Glaucon is thus
quite different from that of his conversation with Pericles.
While the latter does recognize that Socrates is only pretending
that he believes that he is an expert concerning generalship,
the mockery conveyed by such pretense is fairly gentle. With
Glaucon, however, such mockery is both more direct and more
biting. Socrates’ repeatedly forces Glaucon to acknowledge his
ignorance, while at the same time repeatedly pretending that
Glaucon does possess at least some knowledge that would
make him a competent political leader. While Socrates’ opening
gambit of praising Glaucon’s ambition to be a political leader
needs to remain hidden in order to accomplish its intended
goal of luring Glaucon into a discussion, these latter ironies are
meant to be recognized by Glaucon as the kind of mockery that
they are.



In these chapters from the Memorabilia, we can thus see
that Socrates’ approach is, as is suggested at 2.6, fitted to the
particular individual with which he is engaged. At the same
time, we can also see that his irony is not confined to the ironic
praise discussed in that passage, and, moreover, that it is not
always his goal that his interlocutor remain free from the
suspicion that he is being ridiculed. With those interlocutors
who appear to be aware of their own ignorance, such as the
anonymous cavalry commander and the young Pericles,
Socrates’ approach consists in a form of gentle mockery that
prods them to acquire the knowledge that they need to succeed
in their chosen occupations. With those interlocutors who
persist in their confidence that they already know what they
need to be successful, Socrates’ mockery appears both harsher
and more direct.

We also see this more direct use of mockery on display if we
return to Memorabilia 4.2, and the early stages of Socrates’

encounter with Euthydemus.ﬁ Xenophon introduces Socrates’
first encounter with Euthydemus by informing the reader that
he will explain Socrates’ approach to dealing with those who
thought they had received the best education and prided
themselves on their wisdom (4.2.1). Euthydemus, we learn,
thought himself distinguished (diapherein) among those of his
age group in wisdom on account of the fact that he had
amassed a large collection of the writings of poets and wise
men. During his first encounter with Euthydemus, one of
Socrates’ companions asks whether Themistocles became
distinguished (dienegke) among the citizens of Athens by
associating with some wise man (sunousian tinos ton sophon)



or was it by nature (phusei), and Socrates, wanting to move
(boulomenos kinein) Euthydemus, says that it is foolish
(euethes) to think that one can become accomplished in
political matters, which is the greatest of all deeds, by oneself
(apo tautomatou), while one cannot even do so in the lesser
crafts without competent teachers (4.2.2). Thus, while Socrates
is ostensibly responding to his companion’s question, his
remark is actually directed toward Euthydemus in an attempt
to urge the young man to question his own competency to
engage in political affairs.20

While Socrates implies that Euthydemus is foolish in his first
encounter with the young man, it is their second encounter
that is most illuminating for explicating Socrates’ use of
mockery. Euthydemus remains reluctant to join Socrates and
his circle, Xenophon reports, because of his reluctance to
betray any wonder (thaumazein) at Socrates’ wisdom (4.2.3).
Socrates, sensing this reluctance, tears into Euthydemus,
mocking the pride he takes in being self-taught. He imagines
the exordium Euthydemus has prepared for addressing the
Assembly along the following lines, announcing it to those who
are currently gathered: I have never, at any time, men of
Athens, learned anything from anyone, nor when I have heard
that others are capable in speech and action did I seek to meet
them, nor did I attend (epemelethén) to finding a
knowledgeable teacher—but I have done the opposite of all
these things. I have continuously avoided not only learning
anything from anyone, but also the appearance of having done
so. Nevertheless, whatever happens to pop into my head, I will
recommend to you. (4.2.4) As Josiah Ober demonstrates, the



general suspicion of clever speaking in democratic Athens
generated two interrelated rhetorical topoi: accusations that
one’s opponent was a clever speaker and/or professionally
trained rhetorician, and claims that one was oneself an

incapable and amateur speaker.ﬂ While Euthydemus prides
himself on his skill and wisdom, there is nothing skillful or wise
in the speech that Socrates places in his mouth. That is
precisely Socrates’ point in composing the speech as he does:
without a real education, Euthydemus will be capable of doing
nothing more than aping the familiar tropes he himself has
heard from others. He is, in short, far from being “self-taught.”

The humor of the scene gathers force when Socrates next
speculates on how Euthydemus might adapt this speech to
other occasions—specifically to a decision concerning
medicine: From no one, at any time, men of Athens, have I
learned the doctor’s art nor did I seek a teacher among those
who are doctors. For I have continuously avoided not only
learning anything from the doctors, but also the appearance of
having learned this art. Nevertheless, give the task of medical
matters (to iatrikon ergon) to me; for I will attempt to learn by
experimenting on you. (4.2.5) The joke here recalls Socrates’
earlier point that it is foolish to think that one can practice the
art of statesmanship without expert teaching, especially since
everyone would admit that none of the less noble arts can be
practiced well without expert learning. Euthydemus’ claim,
transferred to the sphere of medical practice, is made to
appear patently absurd. And following Socrates’ mock
speeches, Xenophon notes that everyone present laughed
(egelasan, 4.2.5).



While these passages do involve pretense, they do not
involve the pretense that Euthydemus possesses the knowledge
that he needs to advise the Assembly well. Socrates’ pretense,
rather, consists in imagining how Euthydemus might attempt to
establish his authority to advise the démos; in so doing,
Socrates characterizes such claims as ridiculous. Thus, while it
is important to note that Socrates is still not addressing
Euthydemus directly at this point, it would be difficult to
maintain that his mock speeches are in fact examples of

irony.ﬂ Socrates explicitly names Euthydemus, and
Xenophon’s description of the passage makes it clear that both
Euthydemus and those present know that Euthydemus could
hear what Socrates is saying. Rather than irony (or rather than
ironic mockery), what we get here is a very direct and explicit
form of mockery. Socrates ridicules, viciously, both
Euthydemus’ confidence in his ability to participate in politics
and the beliefs underpinning that confidence.

From these four Socratic conversations, we can see that
Socrates’ use of humor in the Memorabilia ranges from a
gentle and somewhat transparent form of irony to outright
mockery of his interlocutors. What connects these modes of
humor is that Socrates’ interlocutors are meant to recognize
that they are being mocked, and this is also what distinguishes
the practice of both humor and irony by Xenophon’s Socrates
from that of his Platonic counterpart. While Plato’s Socrates
only rarely engages in direct mockery, and his eironeia is a
solipsistic form of irony, Xenophon depicts a Socrates who is
not only more direct in his mockery of others, but also more
successful in his conversations with his interlocutors. In the



following section, we turn to analyzing the connections
between the pedagogical approach of Xenophon’s Socrates and
his use of such humor and irony.

SOCRATIC TRONY AND SOCRATIC TEACHING

As Xenophon explains, the core of his defense of Socrates
consists in demonstrating his usefulness to his friends, family
members, and fellow citizens. Considering his fellow citizens in
particular, and hence, the city of Athens, Socrates’ usefulness
did not take the form of seeking and assuming any positions of
leadership; like his Platonic counterpart, Xenophon’s Socrates
willingly abstains from seeking political power, and lacks the
ambition for political leadership that his interlocutors, like

Pericles, Glaucon, and Euthydemus, possess.ﬁ Unlike Cyrus,
Xenophon’s Socrates was not a leader himself, but “a teacher

of leaders.”2% And his teaching, for the most part, consisted in

the moral advice he provided to his interlocutors.22

Socrates’ advice to his interlocutors, as we saw in the
previous section, emphasizes the need for knowledge if one is
going to become a useful and effective leader capable of
contributing to the flourishing of the polis. At the same time,
the kind of knowledge Xenophon’s Socrates discusses with his
interlocutors is not the same kind of philosophical knowledge
pursued by the Platonic Socrates in his elenctic encounters. In
the Euthyphro, for example, the kind of knowledge sought is
the philosophical knowledge of what piety is; given that Plato’s
Socrates considers knowledge to be both necessary and
sufficient for acting virtuously, knowledge of what piety is will



lead Euthyphro to act piously. Xenophon’s Socrates, however,
focuses on what are, in comparison, more mundane areas of
competence, such as knowledge of the city’s revenues and the
methods that could be used to increase them (Mem. 3.6.4-7),
and he argues that it is the possession of such knowledge, and
the esteem that comes from being recognized as possessing
such knowledge, that can generate the willing obedience of
those whom one wishes to lead.

As noted previously, the overlap between this kind of
mundane advice given by Socrates and the recommendations
made by both Xenophon and some of his characters in his other
works has often led to the suspicion that such “Socratic” advice
is not very Socratic at all. Yet, the distinctiveness of
Xenophon’s Socrates ought to be located not in the specific
advice that he gives, but in the way he attempts to teach
others. Along these lines, the different types of knowledge
emphasized by Socrates in Plato and Xenophon point toward
their distinct treatments of enkrateia (mastery of oneself). As
was noted in the introduction, while Plato’s Socrates believes
that enkrateia is a consequence of possessing knowledge,
Xenophon’s Socrates maintains that enkrateia is a precondition

for acquiring such knowledge in the first place.i The
importance Xenophon’s Socrates places upon enkrateia as the
precondition for acquiring knowledge explains why—despite
the fact that the kind of knowledge Xenophon’s Socrates urges
his interlocutors to acquire requires a lower level of intellectual
sophistication than the more philosophically demanding
knowledge sought by the Platonic Socrates—others nonetheless
fail to acquire it. Without the mastery of oneself that enkrateia



entails, one is too distracted by desires for sleep, food, drink,
and sexual pleasure to learn those things that will enable one
to be useful to one’s friends, family, and fellow citizens (4.5.9-
10). What is difficult is not acquiring the knowledge that one
needs in order to be useful to others, but acquiring the

enkrateia necessary to gain such kmowledge.ﬂ

The importance of enkrateia, however, is often downplayed
by Socrates’ interlocutors, as it is by Critoboulos in the
Oeconomicus. While Socrates stresses the need for enkrateia if
one is to manage one’s household well (1.22-23), Critoboulos
quickly assures Socrates that he has already examined himself
(autos emauton exetazon) and found that he possesses this
quality (2.1). What he wants to learn from Socrates are the
types of knowledge necessary for household management (4.1).
Socrates has already emphasized, however, that such
knowledge does not always end up being profitable to those
who possess it (1.16), and it is only those who pursue such
endeavors with care (epimeleia) who succeed (2.17-18). This
point is further emphasized by Ischomachus in the
conversation that Socrates recounts to Critoboulos by way of
providing him with the knowledge that he seeks. Having
received Ischomachus’ instruction concerning the art of
farming, Socrates asks why it is that so many fail to succeed at
this endeavor when the knowledge required is so easy to learn
(20.1). Ischomachus responds that it is a lack of care
(epimeleia) that leads individuals to neglect performing the
tasks that they know they ought to perform (20.4), and that
they shirk such tasks in order to avoid the toil that
accompanies them. While Ischomachus does not directly state



that this lack of care is due to a lack of enkrateia, such a
connection is consistent with Socrates’ advice to Euthydemus
in the Memorabilia that the ability to endure such toil is what
enables one to attend to the tasks that are necessary to
manage one’s household well and benefit one’s city (4.5.9-10).
Indeed, Socrates’ aim in recounting his conversation with
Ischomachus to Critoboulos appears to be to emphasize the
fact that acquiring knowledge of how to manage one’s
household is fairly easy; it is acquiring the enkrateia necessary
to put such knowledge to good use that is much more

important, and much more difficult.28 Socrates’ conversation
with Critoboulos thus focuses our attention on the distinct
challenge Socrates faces in attempting to make himself useful
to his fellow citizens. Xenophon’s Socrates, unlike his Platonic
counterpart, never denies that he possesses knowledge; in fact,
he appears to possess the kingly art (basiliké techne) needed to

lead the polis.ﬂ Socrates could teach them such knowledge,
but that knowledge will not benefit them unless they are
motivated to learn it and to apply it with care.

Here, I would suggest that Xenophon’s depiction of Socratic
humor and irony operates within a similar dynamic. The type of
ironic praise described at Memorabilia 2.6 serves as an
inspiring reminder of the noble deeds (3.1.1) sought by those
with whom Socrates converses at 3.1-7. With those who are
aware of their own ignorance, like the cavalry commander and
Pericles, Socrates’ pretense that they already possess the
knowledge that they need to be successful in their respective
occupations signals their inability to excel in these occupations
and achieve the renown and recognition they desire. From this



perspective, the irony of Xenophon’s Socrates serves to
illustrate the disconnect between the noble goals toward which
such interlocutors aspire and their actual abilities to achieve
them—it is by creating this recognition that Socrates can hope
to provide his interlocutors with the motivation to attempt to
acquire the knowledge that they lack. With interlocutors like
Glaucon and Euthydemus, Socrates’ deployment of more overt,
and harsher, forms of mockery is consistent with their
comparative resistance to recognizing their need for
knowledge if they are to become successful political leaders. It
is by repeatedly demonstrating that their confidence in their
abilities to lead is foolishly and ridiculously misguided that
Socrates hopes to disturb and ultimately puncture such self-
assurance, thus pushing them to the point where they
recognize the need to learn from others, and hence, become
motivated to do so.

This psychological explanation for Socrates’ use of irony and
humor finds support in his conversation with Euthydemus.
When Socrates recognizes that Euthydemus has changed his
attitude toward him, he no longer “thoroughly disturbed him”
(dietaratten; lit. “to thoroughly shake or stir up”), but
“explained very plainly and clearly the things he thought it was
necessary to know in order to act and to be excellent” (4.2.20).
And, before his very first address to Euthydemus, Xenophon
states that Socrates wanted to “move” (kinein) him. While such
language is used to describe Socrates’ general approach to
educating Euthydemus, this language of “moving” and
“disturbing” is particularly well-suited for describing the role of
mockery in Socrates’ encounter with the young man; mockery
here takes a very physical dimension, literally pushing



Euthydemus from his former position. It is the shock, shame,
and painfulness of this mockery that move Euthydemus to
abandon his former position on education and seek Socrates’
help in transforming himself.

The humor of Xenophon’s Socrates is thus distinct from that of
both his Aristophanic and his Platonic counterparts. Unlike his
Platonic counterpart, he is much more willing to directly mock
his interlocutors, even if such mockery ranges from subtle and
gentle to overt and harsh. In this respect, the gelastic practices
of Xenophon’s Socrates resemble, in at least one respect, those
of the Aristophanic Socrates insofar as they both engage in
such mockery. Yet, while the mockery of the Aristophanic
Socrates is an expression of intellectual superiority, that of
Xenophon’s Socrates is designed to expose his interlocutors’
inability to achieve the noble goals for which they aim, and in
doing so, to motivate them to seek the knowledge they need to
achieve those goals. Xenophon thus illustrates how this aspect
of Socratic humor was consistent with Socrates’ aims as a
teacher, and how it fit within the moral psychology expounded
by Socrates in Xenophon’s works.

In the opening section of this chapter, we saw how
Xenophon’s depiction of Socratic humor was driven by a
concern over the accusation that Socrates believed that it was
appropriate for elites to treat ordinary citizens with physical
and verbal abuse. Lurking within this accusation, as the
analysis of the Thersites scene suggests, was perhaps a more
specific anxiety surrounding Socrates’ supposed mockery of the



demos and Athenian democratic institutions. Xenophon
responds by acknowledging these elements of Socratic
practice, while demonstrating how they are part of what made
Socrates demotikos. Just as Cyrus was able to use humor to
manage the tensions introduced by his reorganization of the
Persian army and then republic, so Socrates was able to use
humor and irony to navigate the potential anxieties raised by
his emphasis on his own moral and intellectual superiority
within a democratic society that placed great emphasis on the
egalitarian relationship between adult male citizens. According
to Xenophon’s depiction, Socrates was able to encourage
aspiring political leaders to acquire the kinds of knowledge that
would enable them to benefit both the demos and the city of
Athens. His irony was a means of getting his interlocutors to
realize the extent of their ignorance without forcing them to
acknowledge such ignorance publicly; thus, it was a means of
downplaying, rather than flaunting, his superiority. At the same
time, Socrates was willing to express such superiority directly
by mocking those who insisted on their knowledge.

In this sense, the use of humor by Xenophon’s Socrates is a
sign of the hierarchical relationships between him and his

interlocutors.8Y Xenophon’s Socrates never denies that he
possesses knowledge, and the benefits dispensed during his
conversations with others are decidedly one-sided—it is always
Socrates who is beneficial and useful to his interlocutors, and
not the other way around. In itself, however, this need not
entail that the approach that Xenophon’s Socrates takes with
his interlocutors is antidemocratic. While Xenophon’s Socrates
emphasizes the importance of good leadership, and frames



such leadership in a way that mirrors the relationship he

constructs with his interlocutors,2l the recognition that elites
possess qualities that make them particularly useful to the
Athenian demos and Athens’ democratic regime was part of

Athenian democratic ideology.Q
Along these lines, we might view Xenophon’s depiction of
Socratic humor as part of an immanent critique of Athenian

democracy and its institutions.23 Xenophon’s Socrates does
offer a balanced critique of Athenian democracy, insofar as he
criticizes both ordinary citizens (Mem. 3.7.5-6) and political
leaders (3.5.21-23). At the same time, the way Xenophon
construes the kinds of relationship mentioned above risks
reducing the Athenian demos and Socrates’ interlocutors to an

overly passive positiom.M Thus, while Xenophon may not
envision such relationships as exploitative, insofar as the
superior party in the relationship benefits the inferior, the
absence of exploitation does not itself erase the anxiety that
Xenophon’s conceptions of leadership and friendship may carry

with them certain antidemocratic implications.ﬂ This is
especially so if we consider the emphasis placed on the ability
of the demos to participate as more than just judges in the

operation of Athenian democracy.®

This tension is worth keeping in mind as we turn to
Aristotle’s analysis of the ethics and politics of humor. While
Aristotle acknowledges that ironic forms of humor might
constitute part of what it means to practice eutrapelia (the
virtue that pertains to laughing and joking well), his analysis of
eutrapelia appears to model its practice along more egalitarian
grounds. From this perspective, we might read Aristotle’s



analysis of eutrapelia and its ethical and political implications
as informed by, yet in tension with, the Socratic forms of
humor found in Aristophanes, Plato, and Xenophon.



CHAPTER FOUR
Aristotle, Eutrapelia, and Socratic Eironeia

And he [Aristoxenus] says that he [Socrates]
was at times quarrelsome, abusive, and
hubristic in interactions with others.

Aristoxenus, Vita Socratisl

This chapter offers an account of Aristotle’s virtue of eutrapelia
—the virtue pertaining to laughing and joking well that he
analyzes at Nicomachean Ethics 4.8—as an alternative to
Socratic eironeia. Before delving into the details of this
interpretation, it will be useful to specify the precise nature
and scope of this claim. In moving to Aristotle, we are dealing
with a different kind of source for Socratic humor and irony
than we find in those authors treated in the previous three
chapters; Aristotle, of course, did not write Socratic dialogues,
nor any work devoted specifically to the figure of Socrates.
While there are many references to Socrates’ philosophical

beliefs and practices throughout Aristotle’s works,2 they are
scattered, and framed by the particular philosophical concerns
driving Aristotle’s analysis.

There is, however, a series of intriguing passages that
provide the starting point for a commentary on Aristotle’s



views concerning Socratic eironeia. First and foremost,
Aristotle mentions Socrates as an example of those eirones who
deny possessing reputable qualities (ta endoxa aparnountai), a
mode of eironeia that Aristotle indicates appears more refined
(chariesteroi . . . phainontai) than others (EN 1127b22-26).
Second, Aristotle appears to associate the practice of eironeia
with magnanimity (EN 1124b29-30) and, in a separate
passage, connects Socrates with one particular conception of
magnanimity—that which involves indifference to good and bad
fortune (An. Post. 97b21). Taking these three passages
together, we might conclude that Aristotle, in recognizing more
refined versions of eironeia and associating its practice with
the virtue of magnanimity, offers a positive reevaluation of the
concept; on the basis of the association of Socrates with both
magnanimity and this more refined practice of eironeia,
moreover, we might further speculate that it was Aristotle’s
assessment of Socratic eironeia that motivated this positive

reassessment.2

In what follows, I maintain that this is a plausible
reconstruction of Aristotle’s view concerning Socratic eironeia
and its place within Aristotle’s ethical thought. At the same
time, it is necessary to highlight the ambiguities and limits of
this reconstruction. First, while a much later Peripatetic like
Aspasius might claim that Aristotle did not believe that all
forms of eironeia were vicious, Aristotle’s discussion of eironeia
at Nicomachean Ethics 4.7 does not fully warrant this
conclusion.? Second, Aristotle’s association of eiréneia with
magnanimity is itself ambiguous; while Aristotle notes that the
magnanimous man will speak truthfully except when he



addresses the many, it is unclear whether this deviation from
truthfulness is identified as a type of eironeia or distinguished
from the type of insincerity Aristotle associates with eironeia at

Nicomachean Ethics 4.7.2 Third, though Aristotle cites
Socrates as an example of one particular type of magnanimity
in the Posterior Analytics, it has long been a matter of scholarly
debate whether Aristotle endorses this philosophically minded
conception of magnanimity in Nicomachean Ethics 4.3 or one

that is more civic-minded.£ All three of these considerations
raise a more general question concerning Aristotle’s
engagement with Socrates: to what extent did Aristotle
consider Socrates to be a philosophical and/or moral exemplar?
As the epigraph to this chapter indicates, the Peripatetic view
of Socrates was not, on the whole, uniformly positive.
Aristoxenus, a fourth-century Peripatetic, wrote, in his life of
Socrates, that Socrates was abusive and hubristic. He also
labeled Socrates a bigamist, a charge that was repeated by
other Peripatetics (fr. 57), and taken seriously enough that the

Stoic Panaetius responded to it (fr. 58).Z Louis-André Dorion
notes, moreover, that this claim may be one that can be traced

back to a lost work by Aristotle.8 Finally, as will be discussed
in more detail in chapter 5, Aristo of Ceos, another Peripatetic
philosopher, maintained that Socratic eironeia was a vicious

form of alazoneia (boastfulness).g

While Aristotle’s broader treatment of Socrates will be
addressed in more detail in the following section, for now it is
sufficient to note that there are reasons to hesitate before
claiming that Aristotle offers a positive reevaluation of eironeia
in general and of Socratic eironeia in particular. At any rate,



Aristotle’s association of eironeia with magnanimity suggests
that the scope for the practice of such a virtuous mode of
eironeia would be dquite limited—limited, that is, to the
interactions between magnanimous individuals and their
inferiors. It is here that we can discern the starting point for
thinking about eutrapelia as distinct from eironeia when it
comes to Aristotle’s thoughts concerning the ethical and
political dimensions of humor. While Aristotle does not
explicitly discuss eironeia in connection with his analysis of
eutrapelia at Nicomachean Ethics 4.8, he does draw these
connections elsewhere. In discussing eutrapelia, moreover,
Aristotle identifies the sphere of its practice as the daily
interactions between friends, strangers, and fellow citizens;
while this broader framework is also that under which Aristotle
treats eironeia, he identifies truthfulness as the virtuous
practice in such interactions. This suggests that eutrapelia is
intended to govern a much wider range of contexts than
eironeia, and that the former ought not to be conflated with the

latter.10

The remainder of this chapter will focus on explicating these
differences, with particular attention to the potential political
dimensions of eutrapelia. The first section examines Aristotle’s
association of Socrates with eironeia and magnanimity in order
to explicate the claims made above concerning those
connections. The second section of the chapter turns to
Aristotle’s analysis of eutrapelia and its potential connections
with eironeia as a particular gelastic practice. The third section
situates both eutrapelia and eironeia within the context of
Aristotle’s analysis of the “social virtues” that ought to govern



our everyday interactions with others by way of explaining
what leads Aristotle to classify eironeia as a vice. The fourth
section explores the danger that hubristic modes of laughter
and joking might pose to political order through a return to
Demosthenes’ speech Against Konon. This analysis indicates
why Aristotle labels eutrapelia as “educated hubris” in the
Rhetoric, and leads to the analysis in the fifth section of how
such “educated hubris” might be cultivated. The final section of
this chapter examines the political significance of eutrapelia
(and the more general disposition it signifies) through an
analysis of the political significance of Aristotle’s choice of the
word eutrapelia to identify the virtue pertaining to laughter
and joking. This final section indicates the centrality of
reciprocity to Aristotle’s conception of eutrapelia, which
highlights its key difference from the vertical practice of
eironeida.

ARISTOTLE’S SOCRATES, EIRONEIA, AND
MAGNANIMITY

As noted above, the nature of Aristotle’s testimony concerning
Socrates is distinct from that of the authors considered in the
previous three chapters. Given that Aristotle had no firsthand
knowledge of Socrates, this makes him an even less likely
source for solving the Socratic problem than these other

authors.ﬂ Aristotle’s discussions of Socrates are, moreover,

primarily driven by his own philosophical concerns; 12 they are
introduced by way of surveying the endoxa (those opinions,

that for various reasons, carry some epistemic weight)ﬁ



relevant to a given topic. For example, in book 7 of the
Nicomachean Ethics, Aristotle examines what he considers to
be two important endoxa concerning akrasia (weakness of will)
—that of the many, that it is possible for us to err even when
we have knowledge of what we ought to do, given the power of
appetite to overcome reason; and that of Socrates, that moral
error is impossible if we have knowledge. As Socrates states in
the Protagoras, and Aristotle notes at Nicomachean Ethics
1145b23-25, it would be strange if when knowledge was
present in a man it could be mastered and dragged around like
a slave. Aristotle’s sophisticated solution relies on a distinction
between a universal decision (such as I will not smoke any
more cigarettes) and the particular decisions that are issued in
the applicable circumstances (such as I will not smoke this
particular cigarette that my friend has just offered to me); what
happens with the akratic is that he or she ceases to issue such
a particular decision without, however, revoking or replacing it
with a contrary decision. Akrasia, then, arises when there is a
disconnect between our perceptual knowledge and the
knowledge on the basis of which our universal decisions were

made.12 In this sense, the many are correct that akrasia does
happen, but Socrates is also correct to maintain that
knowledge (in the form of such universal decisions) cannot be
overcome by appetite.

It is worth recounting Aristotle’s analysis of akrasia here,
since it is indicative of the manner in which Aristotle
establishes his relationship with Socrates. As with his other
philosophical predecessors, Aristotle clearly believes that at
least some of Socrates’ beliefs hold sufficient epistemic weight



to make them worthy of consideration; at the same time, these
examinations are always conducted in a critical light. Though
Socrates was correct about the inability of appetite to master
reason, he was ultimately wrong that akrasia is impossible. And
this is closely connected with Aristotle’s claim that Socrates
failed to properly distinguish between distinct types of
intellectual virtues. At Eudemian Ethics 1246b34-36, Aristotle
notes that Socrates was correct to claim that nothing is
stronger than phronesis (practical wisdom), but wrong to hold
that nothing is stronger than epistemeé (scientific knowledge);
thus while Socrates was right to believe that arete (virtue) is a
form of gnosis (cognition), he erred in identifying it with
epistémé.ﬁ Elsewhere, Aristotle criticizes Socrates for
equating courage with empirical knowledge (MM 1190b28-33;
EE 1229al15, 1230a7; EN 1116b3-5) and for failing to
recognize the importance of the irrational part of the soul for

virtue (MM 1182a15-23).16

A similarly critical approach to Socrates is evident in
Aristotle’s analysis of eironeia at Nicomachean Ethics 4.7. As
noted above, it has been argued that Aristotle offers a positive
reevaluation of eironeia, one that was influenced by the

Socratic practice of eironeia. 1L This argument is based on the
distinction Aristotle draws between those eirones who deny
possessing small and manifest things (ta mikra kai ta phanera),
who are called humbugs and are rather despicable, and those

who deny possessing reputable qualities (ta endoxa),ﬁ who
appear rather refined (1127b22-27). Aristotle further claims
that eironeia is less opposed to the virtue of truthfulness than
its corresponding vice, alazoneia (1127b31-32). Given that



Socrates is named as an example of the latter group, it may be
the case that Aristotle’s assessment of the Socratic practice of
eironeia led him to draw a distinction between a base and a
cultivated form of eironeia.

As we saw in chapter 2, Aspasius’ commentary provides an
ancient precedent for the view that Aristotle identifies the
specific type of eironeia he associates with Socrates as
unblameworthy. Yet, as the testimony of Aristo of Ceos
indicates, this was not a universally shared view among
Peripatetics; moreover, given the evidence we have from
Aristoxenus, it is possible that Aspasius’ positive view of
Socratic eironeia is a later development within the Peripatetic
school, one that may have been influenced by the particular
philosophical milieu in which Aspasius wrote. There are, in
fact, other elements of Aristotle’s discussion of eirdoneia in
Nicomachean Ethics 4.7 that suggest that Aristotle’s use of
Socrates as an example is more critical than it might at first
appear. First, even though Aristotle does indicate that
alazoneia is a worse vice than eironeia, there is no reason to
suppose that this judgment entails a positive reevaluation of
the practice of eironeia. In fact, there are other instances
where Aristotle names a particular vice as more or less
opposed to the virtuous mean than its counterpart: stinginess is
held to be more opposed to liberality than prodigality (EN
1122a14-16); and smallness of soul is held to be more opposed
to magnanimity than vanity (1125a32-34). By maintaining that
prodigality and vanity are closer to the virtuous mean than
their corresponding vices, Aristotle is not offering positive
reevaluations of those vices. The indication of such an
imbalance between two vices does indicate that one is less



blameworthy than the other, but it does not indicate that one is
unblameworthy.

Second, though Aristotle cites Socrates as an example only
in discussing those eirones who deny possessing reputable
qualities, he would seem to fit just as well in the category of
those who deny ta mikra kai ta phanera. As an example of that
form of eironeia, Aristotle names those who adopt the dress of
the Spartans, which we see associated with Socrates in earlier

sources.l2 As Lowell Edmunds has argued, Socratic eironeia
possessed practical (i.e., nonverbal) dimensions that centered
on issues of bodily comportment and dress. Practices like
furrowing one’s eyebrows, walking in a swaggering manner,
putting on a grave face, and going barefoot (Ar. Clouds 362-63)

are mannerisms that project an attitude of superiority,@ and
this appears to be the type of attitude that Aristotle has in mind
in connecting this particular mode of eironeia with

alazoneia.2l Aristo of Ceos, moreover, identified precisely this

kind of eironeia with Socrates himself (fr. 14, VI—VIII).Q Thus,
while Aristotle names only Socrates as an example of those
eirones who deny possessing ta endoxa, at least one later
Peripatetic thought that Socrates provided an example of the
type of eironeia Aristotle argues is actually a form of alazoneia.

Third, though it appears that Aristotle distinguishes between
two types of eironeia, his analysis suggests that there might be
a third. In concluding his discussion of eironeia, Aristotle
writes: “Those who use eironeia with moderation and do not
dissimulate about that which is manifest and clear appear

refined” (1127b29—31).£ At first glance, it might appear that
Aristotle is merely reiterating his description of those eirones



who deny ta endoxa; yet, there are important modifications in
this passage that suggest otherwise. First, Aristotle adds the
qualification that eironeia needs to be used moderately
(metrios) in order to appear refined. Second, the wording of
this passage recalls that which Aristotle also uses to describe
the second type of eironeia. Those eirones who appear to be
alazones deny ta mikra kai phanera; in the passage quoted
above, those who appear refined dissimulate concerning that
which is not very manifest and clear (peri ta me lian empodon
kai phanera). This suggests that dissimulation concerning ta
phanera is not sufficient for classifying such eironeia as a type
of alazoneia; indeed, Aristotle notes that both excess and
excessive deficiency (he lian elleipsis) are boastful (1127b28-
29). These two qualifications indicate that the distinction
between ta endoxa and ta mikra kai ta phanera does not fully
capture the difference between more refined and more vicious
types of eironeia. This is particularly evident if we consider
some of the reputable qualities that Socrates denies
possessing. While Socrates’ denial of knowledge falls within
this category, so does his denial that he has the ability to make
and/or comprehend long speeches (e.g., Plat. Prot. 335¢c-336Db).
In the latter case, moreover, it is quite clear that Socrates does
possess the reputable quality he denies possessing.

Taken together, these aspects of Aristotle’s discussion of
eironeia are important for considering the extent to which the
Socratic practice of eironeia is figured as a positive practice.
First, Aristotle classifies all forms of eironeia as vicious, even
that which he associates with Socrates; second, Aristotle’s
description of the boastful form of eironeia also appears to fit
the Socratic practice of eironeia, and we have evidence that at



least one later Peripatetic drew this connection; third, it is
unclear whether Socrates’ practice of eironeia could be
described as moderate, or that he refrained from denying the
possession of qualities that he clearly possessed. Thus, while
Aristotle does name Socrates as an example of those eirones
who, by denying ta endoxa, appear rather refined, Aristotle’s
analysis of eironeia at Nicomachean Ethics 4.7 does not appear

to warrant the further claim that Aristotle viewed Socratic

eironeia as a positive practice.M

This reinterpretation of Aristotle’s use of Socrates as an
example of the eiron is worth bearing in mind as we turn to his
association of eironeia with magnanimity. Aristotle states that
the magnanimous individual “is a frank speaker on account of
being disdainful, and he is truthful, except for when he is not
truthful to the many on account of eironeia” (EN 1124b29-30).
Here, Aristotle notes that the magnanimous man—who, as a
precondition for being magnanimous, must possess all the
other virtues—will speak with eironeia when he is interacting

with his inferiors. If this is indeed the sense of this passage,ﬁ
it would suggest that eironeia, at least insofar as it is practiced
by the truly magnanimous man, is not a vice. In this respect,
Aristotle does make a place for eironeia as an acceptable
practice.

At the same time, it ought to be stressed that the space for
such a nonvicious practice of eironeia appears quite small—it is
limited to the interactions that take place between the
magnanimous individual and his inferiors. While this does not,
in itself, make eironeia a type of boastfulness, it does
emphasize the connection between eironeia and an attitude of



superiority.E Such an attitude is not, of course, a sign of
viciousness in the case of the truly magnanimous individual.
Yet it does suggest a lack of reciprocity, as do a number of the
other characteristics Aristotle identifies with the magnanimous
individual. The magnanimous individual, for example, will
benefit others, but will be ashamed to be benefited by others,
since to be benefited by others would lessen his status as
superior (EN 1124b9-10). The connections between this type of
superiority and the practice of eironeia offer a vantage point
from which we might consider eutrapelia as, on the whole,
indicating a distinct type of social practice. The following three
sections will attempt to unpack this distinction by explicating
Aristotle’s analysis of eutrapelia and the ethical and political
dimensions of its practice.

EUTRAPELIA AND EIRONEIA

At Nicomachean Ethics 4.8, Aristotle names eutrapelia
(wittiness) as the virtue pertaining to laughter and joking, and
as with the other virtues Aristotle discusses, it stands in
relation to both an excess and a deficiency. Buffoons
(bomolochoi) are excessive with respect to laughter; they are
desirous of raising laughter on all occasions, and they care
more about producing laughter than about saying something
decent (euschémona) or not paining the individual they are
mocking.ﬂ Boors (agroikoi), in contrast, will not utter

anything laughable and are disgusted by the laughable things
others say. Those who possess the virtue of wittiness—



eutrapeloi (sg. eutrapelos)—will joke and raise laughter in
appropriate ways (EN 1128a3-10).

What does it mean to laugh and joke in appropriate ways?
Aristotle raises this question in the Nicomachean Ethics,
offering two possible answers: either appropriate laughter is
that which avoids pain (me lupein) and gives pleasure to the
hearer, or it is that which is fitting for the free man (me aprepe
eleutherioi). In the Eudemian Ethics, Aristotle opts for the
latter: the eutrapelos should seek to give pleasure to the
individual of good judgment (ho eu krinon), and need not
refrain from paining the one being mocked (1234a18-24).
Though the same conclusion is reached in the Nicomachean
Ethics, more emphasis is placed on the avoidance of pain.
While it appears impossible to categorize eutrapelia in terms of
avoiding pain and giving pleasure (because different people
find different things pleasant or hateful), the eutrapelos will
not engage in all forms of jokes and laughter (EN 1128a29);
nor will he avoid painful laughter altogether. Just as legislators
might need to prohibit certain types of joking as forms of abuse
(loidoréema ti, 1128a30-31), the eutrapelos, as a law unto
himself (nomos on heautoi), will be able to judge in what
contexts abusive joking would be appropriate (EN 1128a32).

Aristotle’s discussion of eironeia in the Nicomachean Ethics,
however, is completely divorced from this discussion of
laughter and joking. There, Aristotle’s discussion of eironeia is
confined to his description of the virtue of truthfulness, which
entails speaking and acting in a straightforward manner. The
boaster (alazon), in contrast, claims qualities for himself that
he either does not possess or possesses to a lesser extent than



he claims,ﬁ while the ironist (eiron) disavows or belittles his
actual qualities (EN 1127a20-26). This separation of irony from
laughter and joking may reflect Aristotle’s focus in
Nicomachean Ethics 4.7 on the element of deceit associated
with eironeia. Yet, in the Rhetoric, Aristotle alludes to the
different forms of the laughable (eide geloion) that had been
discussed in the now-lost Poetics II, and appears to include the
ironic as one of these modes (1419b7). In fact, he even
recommends eironeia as a mode of joking preferable to that of
buffoonery, insofar as the ironist jokes for his own sake, while
the buffoon jokes for the sake of others (1419b9-11).

As was discussed in chapter 2, this passage from the
Rhetoric suggests that Aristotle considers eironeia to be a
particular type of gelastic practice, one in which the audience
for the humor is the ironist himself. While this makes eironeia
preferable to buffoonery for Aristotle, it does not equate
eironeia with eutrapelia. Nor does this recommendation
necessarily carry any ethical significance. In this passage,
Aristotle is recommending a particular rhetorical technique
that will be useful for an orator in contending with his
opponent; to be effective, these stylistic choices must be fitting
for the individual. Thus, when Aristotle contends that eironeia
is an appropriate mode of jesting for the free man (1419b6-

8),29 his emphasis is on what the audience will view as fitting

given the orator’s character.30

The distinction between eutrapelia and eironeia, however,
can best be grasped by attending to the particular social
contexts Aristotle identifies in discussing these characteristics.
It is to this that we now turn.



EUTRAPELIA AND CIVIC FRIENDSHIP

At Nicomachean Ethics 4.6-8, Aristotle discusses those “social
virtues” that ought to govern our everyday interactions with
others, and are geared toward promoting harmonious social
interaction: friendliness, truthfulness (of which eironeia is a
related vice), and eutrapelia. Each of the three social virtues is
connected with a particular quality or sphere of social
interaction—truthfulness concerns truth; eutrapelia concerns
the pleasure we take in amusements (en tais paidiais); and
friendliness concerns pleasure in the other areas of life (kata
ton allon bion, EN 1128b4-9). Yet, as we have already seen
from the discussion of eironeia in the Rhetoric, the boundaries
between these three virtues are more porous than this
classification suggests. What interests Aristotle about eironeia
in the Nicomachean Ethics is not only whether it is virtuous to
tell the truth or not, but also to what extent truth telling shapes
our social interactions with others. Likewise, the eutrapelos
would not joke and laugh in ways that were overly quarrelsome
(nor would he do so in ways that caused pleasure with the aim
of flattering or being ingratiating). The social virtues, then,
allow us to cause pain to and be critical of strangers, friends,
and enemies, but require that we do so in a reciprocal way that
avoids either dominating or being obsequious to those we
encounter in our daily interactions.

It is in Aristotle’s discussion of the virtue of friendliness that
this emphasis is most clear. Friendliness differs from actual
friendship (the discussion of which occurs in books 8 and 9) in
that it does not involve any emotion or love toward those we
encounter; in this sense, it is oriented toward our interactions



with strangers,ﬂ though it is also the state that underlies our
interactions with both friends and enemies. “Friendliness” is
best described as an intermediate state disposing us to cause
pleasure and pain in the right way and on the right occasion to
those we meet. The ingratiating person (areskos), unlike the
“friendly,” will always please and never pain those he
encounters; if he does so for monetary gain, he is called a
flatterer (kolax); those who are peevish (duskoloi) or
quarrelsome (duserides), on the other hand, oppose others in
everything and do not care at all about causing pain to others.
The one who occupies the intermediate state will generally aim
to avoid causing pain or to share pleasure, but will do so within
the parameters of what is fine and beneficial; in particular, he
will object to sharing in pleasures if they are not fine or are
harmful, and will choose, rather, to cause pain (EN 1126b11-
20).

On this last point, Danielle Allen’s analysis of “friendliness,”
friendship, and their connections to Aristotle’s account of
justice is helpful. For Allen, while distributive justice concerns
the distribution of goods such as wealth, corrective justice

involves the distribution of the good of agency.ﬂ In corrective
justice, each party to the dispute is treated as equal. The social
status of each individual is irrelevant; all that matters is who
committed the injustice and who suffered it. What is
“corrected” in corrective justice is the imbalance created by
the act of injustice that marks the doer of injustice as the agent
who acts and the sufferer of injustice as the subject to be acted
upon. The public procedures of corrective justice, then, are
what maintain the polis as a community of citizens who rule



and are ruled in turn by recognizing the equal agency of each
citizen to share in ruling.
“Friendliness” and friendship also deal with the preservation

of agency insofar as “friendship achieves what justice does.”33
In claiming that “if people are friends there is no need of
justice, but if they are just they still need friendship” (EN
1155a26-27), Aristotle calls attention to how friendship brings
about what justice seeks to accomplish without recourse to
legal procedures. In this sense, we can think of the virtue of
“friendliness” as “a midway point between acquiescence and

domination.”34 Those who act toward others in accordance
with the virtue of “friendliness” neither subordinate them to
the position of subjects nor allow themselves to be so
“subjected.” Likewise, those who act toward others in
accordance with the virtue of wittiness will neither joke and
laugh in ways that dominate others nor acquiesce in the
domination of themselves or of others.

By situating Aristotle’s account of eutrapelia alongside the
concerns with agency raised by the connections between
wittiness and friendliness, we can discern the civic dimension
of eutrapelia as a virtue. Eutrapelia, like friendliness, does not
just help us get along with others in our daily interactions;
rather, these virtues shape our interactions with our fellow
citizens in ways that respect both their and our equal agency.
Insofar as the polis is, for Aristotle and for other Greeks of the
classical period, a community of free and equal citizens who
share in ruling and being ruled in turn, the social virtues
Aristotle adumbrates are crucial for generating and
maintaining the reciprocal relationship necessary to political



life; necessary, in other words, to prevent the political
relationship between citizens from devolving into one of
mastery and servitude. Aristotle’s conception of wittiness as a
virtue indicates an appreciation for both how “everyday talk”
between citizens shapes the ways in which they act toward and
deliberate with each other, and how their everyday laughter

and joking function in this way.ﬁ

Attending to the political dimensions of Aristotle’s discussion
of friendliness also helps elucidate the viciousness of eironeia
within the context of our daily interactions with others. As was
noted in the previous section, the eironeia of the magnanimous
man is figured as a device used by a superior toward his
inferiors. While such eironeia would be justified, in Aristotle’s
view, in the case of the truly magnanimous individual, it might
also appear arrogant and boastful to those against whom it is
practiced. As itself a form of contempt, the practice of eironeia
also carries with it the potential to anger those against whom it
is deployed (Rhet. 1379b31). Finally, as was argued in chapter
2, eironeia itself is a private form of joking, one where the
ironist mocks his target for his own amusement; and when such
eironeia is perceived by its targets, as Plato well illustrates, it
is often met with strong objection. Finally, while the eiron
might appear refined when he employs his eironeia moderately,
he might also appear to be boasting of his superiority. Based on
these considerations, we can see how irony might disrupt the
reciprocity that is central to Aristotle’s conception of
friendliness, insofar as it is perceived as an assertion of
superiority and/or a refusal to engage with others on equal

terms.ﬁ



At the same time, the kind of laughter and joking that
constitutes eutrapelia also carries with it the potential to
disrupt such harmonious social interactions. These dangers are
evident in Aristotle’s alternative definition of eutrapelia in the
Rhetoric as “educated hubris.”

EUTRAPELIA AS EDUCATED HUBRIS

In the Rhetoric, Aristotle defines eutrapelia as “educated
hubris” (pepaideumene hubris, 1389bl12). Eutrapelia is
educated hubris insofar as the forms of laughter and mockery
with which it is associated may still pain its targets and portray
them as inferior with respect to the fault that has been
exposed. It is educated hubris, however, insofar as it requires
that much of the aggressive current in such laughter be
“educated and moulded . . . into a medium of reciprocated

friendship.”ﬂ Those who possess the virtue of eutrapelia, then,
will be able to laugh and joke both at and with others in ways
that are critical, while allowing them to continue to interact
harmoniously in the future.

To explicate this definition of eutrapelia, it is helpful to turn
to both Aristotle’s understanding of the laughable (to geloion)
and the concept of hubris more generally. Let us begin with the
first. In the Poetics, the laughable is defined as some fault or
something shameful that is both painless and not destructive
(Poet. 1449a33-35); this definition, however, is specific to the
production of the laughable through imitation for the comic

stage.ﬁ Elsewhere, the account of laughter as an effective
rhetorical weapon in court (e.g., Rhet. 1419b3 ff.), and



Aristotle’s own use of the category of the laughable to describe
and criticize competing arguments (Met. 357a24 ff.), provide
examples of forms of the laughable that may be both painful to

one’s opponents and destructive of their arguments.ﬁ Indeed,
as noted above, in the second section of this chapter, Aristotle
observes that a joke is a type of abuse (loidoréma ti), and just
as legislators prohibit some forms of abuse, it may also be
necessary for them to prohibit certain types of joking (EN
1128a30-31). In laughing at others then, or making them
appear laughable (through joking, mockery, or ridicule), we are
exposing their faults in ways that might mark them as

inferior.2

The element of superiority involved in laughter helps explain
what is hubristic about educated hubris. As noted above, the
public charge of hubris (graphe hubreos) was applicable in
cases of verbal and/or physical assault where the deliberate

intent was the dishonoring or disrespecting of another.£l And
Aristotle himself recognizes the dangers hubristic actions
might pose to political order in his discussion of stasis (civic
conflict) in book 5 of the Politics. There, Aristotle identifies
hubris as one of the seven causes of stasis (Pol. 1302b1l).
Underpinning this discussion is his analysis of hubris and its
connection to anger in the Rhetoric, where he identifies
suffering hubristic treatment as one of the three forms of
slighting that give rise to anger. Anger, in turn, is defined as “a
desire, accompanied by pain, for apparent retribution for an
apparent slight” (1378a30—32).£ For Aristotle, then, suffering
hubristic treatment can generate anger and the desire for
revenge; acting on these desires can in turn lead to political



disturbance, stasis, and even the overthrow of a political
regime.

On the whole, Aristotle’s analysis of the political dangers of
hubris is focused on nondemocratic regimes: he argues that
monarchies, tyrannies, and aristocracies are the regimes most
vulnerable to stasis arising from the revenge of hubristic acts,
and lists a number of monarchs who were brought down
through hubristic action: Hipparchus (the brother of Hippias)
of Athens; Periander of Ambracia; Evagoras of Cyprus; and
Philip II and Archelaus of Macedon, to name a few (Pol.
1311a32-b6). Tyrants, he claims, must be especially wary of
hubristic action (1315al14, 27), and even the women of their
households must avoid the appearance of treating other women
hubristically, since “many tyrannies have been destroyed on
account of the hubristic actions of women” (1314b25-27).
Finally, so-called aristocracies are more vulnerable to stasis
arising from hubristic action than polities. In general, the
majority of citizens, who constitute the most powerful element
in the regime, are content with having an equal share;
however, when the rich are granted more power, as they are in
so-called aristocracies, they act hubristically and try to acquire
even more power for themselves (1307a20). This last example
illustrates why Aristotle’s analysis of hubris as a cause of stasis

focuses on nondemocratic regimes; echoing Herodotus,43
Aristotle claims that hubris is cultivated in those who are
placed in positions of superior political power. While
monarchies, tyrannies, and aristocracies are all predicated on
inequality between rulers and ruled, acts of hubris can



exacerbate the felt experience of inequality, leading to the
overthrow of inegalitarian regimes.

While hubristic laughter does not figure prominently in
Aristotle’s analysis of stasis, there is one example that does
appear to involve hubristic mockery: “And they plotted against
Periander, the tyrant in Ambracia, because when he was
drinking with his young male beloved he [Periander] asked him
[the young male beloved] if he [the young male beloved] was
pregnant by him [Periander] yet” (Pol. 1311a39-bl). Who
“they” are is unclear, though earlier in the Politics Aristotle
notes that the demos of Ambracia joined with Periander’s
enemies in overthrowing him (1304a31-33). While the precise
force of the joke is also unclear, it does, at the very least, call
attention to the hierarchical relationship between Periander
and his beloved. Rather than avoiding the appearance of acting
hubristically, Periander’s joke is a means of reveling in such
hubristic behavior.

Finally, while Aristotle does not provide any examples of the
political dangers of hubristic mockery within democratic
regimes, Demosthenes’ Against Konon provides a historical
example that links Aristotle’s definition of eutrapelia as

educated hubris to democratic concerns about hubristic

laughter. As was discussed in the introduction,*4

Demosthenes’ speech indicates a concern that hubristic
laughter could undermine the recognition of political equality
that supported the equal agency of democratic citizens. As
such, the treatment of hubristic laughter in the speech
resonates with Aristotle’s concern with the potential for certain
forms of laughter and joking to disrupt our social interactions.



The speech also offers an illustrative portrait of what virtuous
forms of laughter and mockery would not look like. Given that,
for Aristotle, the laughable is connected to a perceived fault or
shortcoming, the laughter and joking engaged in by the
eutrapelos would seem to remain derisive, at least in some
sense. At the same time, eutrapelia, as educated hubris, would

be hubris “only in a severely attenuated sense.”42 The
potential hubris involved in laughing and joking would be
“educated” in such a way that it would not constitute a pure
expression of superiority, or at least not be perceived in that
way. How can the hubristic element of laughter be educated in
this way? How would such laughter and joking not fall prey to
the same problems of perceived superiority associated with
irony? The following section provides an answer to these
questions by returning to the practice of laughter within the
context of friendship.

CULTIVATING EUTRAPELIA

Despite the danger that hubristic actions and hubristic
laughter pose to political order, Aristotle does not
conceptualize eutrapelia as devoid of this agonistic element,
but as tempering it. What, then, is the positive contribution of
wittiness to one’s ethical development and to life within a
political community? Why, in other words, not champion the

agelast as virtuous with respect to laughter and joking?ﬁ In
this section, I argue that the positive value of laughter lies in
its ability to serve as a medium for critical engagement with

friends, enemies, and strangers with whom we disagree.ﬂ In



attending to how laughter functions in this way, I hope to
illustrate how eutrapelia can be cultivated through such
engagements, and how such cultivation creates the social
space for laughing with, rather than at, others.

The necessity of friendship to the flourishing human life
provides us with a useful starting point. John Cooper argues
that the self-knowledge we gain from virtue friends (those
friends whom we care for because of their characters and for
their own sakes) is a necessary constituent of the good life,
since human flourishing requires both leading the best life
(that of activity in accordance with the virtues) and choosing it

for its own sake.28 Given the “double tendency to deny the
presence in oneself of what one recognizes in others as faults,
and to claim for oneself virtues that one does not really have at

all,”49 gaining knowledge of the character of our “second self”
through sharing in a community of conversation and thought
(EN 1170b10-12) with our friends is a potential means to
nonbiased information about our own self. Though Cooper
acknowledges that our assessment of our friends is also liable
to bias, he insists that we must balance this fact against the
very difficulty of attaining such self-knowledge. Unlike the
gods, whose self-knowledge is perfect, human self-knowledge is
inherently imperfect, and is dependent on our relationships

with others for its illumination.29

Virtue friends are necessary to the flourishing life, then,
insofar as self-knowledge is necessary, and self-knowledge is
best acquired by using our friends as mirrors of our selves (MM
1213a10-26). Yet, this is not the only way in which friends help
us to acquire such self-knowledge. In his discussions of both



“friendliness” and eutrapelia, Aristotle notes that the virtuous
individual will cause pain to those with whom he associates,
when it is appropriate. How does one cause pain in this way?
The friendly person, it seems, will share in the pleasure of
others only insofar as it is fine and beneficial to do so; if it is
not, he will not only cease sharing in such pleasure, but cause
pain instead. Though Aristotle does not specify what such
paining will look like, it is likely to take the form of rebuking
others for their faults; as he notes in the Rhetoric, “Everyone is
pained when they see their own faults exposed” (1379b22-23).
The friendly person, then, will cause pain by exposing and
critiquing the faults of friends, enemies, and strangers; the
eutrapelos, likewise, will do the same via laughter and joking.
When practiced within the context of virtue friendship, then,
laughing at the faults of our friends may be a further method
by which friendship can help cultivate self-knowledge. In
conversing and thinking with our friends, we come to recognize
their faults and can expose them to our friends via laughter.
This critical laughter and its link to self-knowledge offer one
possible conception of the positive contribution of virtuous
laughter to ethical life; yet, it does not itself fully explain how
such laughter would be practiced and cultivated within the
context of virtue friendships. In the Rhetoric, Aristotle argues
that we seek out witty individuals as friends for their ability to
both make and take jokes: “And those are liked who are adept
at both mocking others and enduring mockery (hoi epidexioi
kai tothasai kai hupomeinai), for each strives for the same goal
as the other, the ability to be mocked and to mock others
appropriately” (1381a33-35). Likewise, individuals seek out
“those who do not dissemble (plattomenous) with them; such



individuals are those who speak about their own faults (ta
phaula ta heauton)” (1381b29-30). These passages suggest
that for such critical laughter to be sustained within a
relationship of friendship it must be reciprocal; in this regard,
one must both be able to joke and laugh in virtuous ways and
be disposed to laugh at oneself.

Here, Aristotle’s accounts of eutrapelia in the Eudemian
Ethics and Magna Moralia offer a crucial supplement to the
account offered in the Nicomachean Ethics. In both the
Eudemian Ethics and Magna Moralia, Aristotle distinguishes
between two types of eutrapelia. The first type, which
corresponds to the definition offered in the Nicomachean
Ethics, consists in the ability to produce jokes and laughter; the
second type, however, consists in the disposition to endure
being laughed at and even to take pleasure in jokes told against

oneself (MM 1193al17-18; EE 12345115—17).ﬂ If the first type
of eutrapelia distinguishes the witty individual from the buffoon
(who produces too much laughter and/or too much pain with
his mockery), the second type of eutrapelia distinguishes the
witty person from the boor (who cannot endure the laughter of
others). Both types of eutrapelia are necessary, however, for
such laughter to be reciprocal; and such laughter must be
reciprocal in order to prevent the friendship from devolving
into a relationship of domination and obsequiousness where
one party to the relationship is consistently mocking the other,

and the other is consistently being mocked.22

If the disposition to laugh at oneself captured by this second
form of eutrapelia is necessary to explain how laughter
functions within the context of friendship to enrich the ethical



development of individuals, it is also true that the relationship
of friendship itself is integral to cultivating such a disposition.
The Aristotelian Problems offers a clue to how this latter
dynamic operates: “Why are individuals less able to restrain
their laughter when in the presence of those with whom they
are intimately familiar? Is it because when something is stirred
up, it is easily moved? And goodwill causes one to speak more
that is laughable, on account of which it moves [us]” (Prob.

950al 7—19).$ This passage suggests that given the presence
of goodwill among friends, we are less concerned, in laughing

at them, that our laughter will cause offense;24 conversely, it
suggests that we are more likely to laugh at jokes directed at
us by our friends because we recognize that such jokes are
animated by a spirit of goodwill. The presence of goodwill
signals that the joke or laughter is not motivated by a desire to
cause pain, or at least not to cause pain with the goal of
demonstrating superiority. Given that Aristotle defines
friendship as mutually recognized, reciprocated goodwill
(eunoia; EN 1155b27-1156a5), friendship would seem to offer
an ideal social space for developing the disposition to laugh at
ourselves.

Drawing together these various threads on laughter in
Aristotle’s works allows us to reconstruct what I take to be a
plausible account of how laughter functions in his ethical
thought. So far, however, this argument has focused solely on
the operation of laughter within the context of virtue
friendship. Is this the only context in which laughter can
function in the abovementioned way? Is this account
transferable to the other forms of friendship that Aristotle



names? Is it applicable to what he calls civic friendship? To our
daily interactions with enemies and strangers?

If the mutual recognition of goodwill in friendship facilitates
laughter, then the practice of laughter becomes more
complicated as we move from virtue friendship to other, more

conflict-prone relationships.i Insofar as Aristotle thinks that
these less complete forms of friendship are more vulnerable to
dissolution through slander, it would seem to follow that they
would also be more prone to conflicts arising from one or both
of the parties taking offense at the laughter and jokes of
another (EN 1157a20-25). This problem is compounded by the
fact that “what is hateful to one is pleasant to another, and vice
versa” (EN 1128a27-28); insofar as laughing well requires
knowing the character of the one we are laughing at (i.e., what
he or she finds pleasant and hateful), the practice of eutrapelia
is more difficult in utility and pleasure friendships where we
know the characters of our friends less well. With strangers,
where there is no preexisting feeling of affection, all of these
difficulties are compounded even further.

In spite of these difficulties, it is specifically within the
context of our daily interactions with friends, enemies, and
strangers that Aristotle situates the virtue of eutrapelia. What
such virtuous laughter and joking will consist in will change
according to the relationship in question; jokes and laughter
directed at others might need to be more tempered in these
contexts; and more emphasis might be placed on laughing at
oneself as a mode of facilitating social interaction. Yet, laughter
will still be an important part of both the personal and the civic
friendships of citizens. It will be both a medium through which



they relax and bond with each other, and one through which

they criticize each other’s faults and those of their city.i

THE POLITICS OF EUTRAPELIA

While the discussion of eutrapelia has, up to this point, focused
on the activities of joking and laughter that Aristotle associates
with its practice, eutrapelia is also connected with a more
generalized disposition that enables individuals to engage in
such gelastic practices in excellent ways. This disposition can
best be uncovered by attending to the ways in which eutrapelia
and its opposite, dustrapelia, are used by authors other than
Aristotle; the wuse of eutrapelia, moreover, indicates its
connection with a type of democratic versatility.

Eutrapelia is commonly translated as “wittiness,” and the
adjective describing the individual possessing this virtue

—eutrapelos—as ”witty."ﬂ “Wittiness,” however, does not
capture the broader range of meaning with which the word is
connected. An individual who is eutrapelos is literally “one who
turns easily”; the word conveys a sense of versatility and
flexibility that is apparent in its larger, though limited, use in

the classical period.@ Attending to its use in Thucydides and
Plato—and the use of its antonym, dustrapelos, in Sophocles—
will help to elucidate the place of such versatility within
classical Greek political thought, and to situate Aristotle’s
conception of eutrapelia within this intellectual context.

In Thucydides, Pericles uses eutrapelos to epitomize the
character of the Athenians: “In sum, I hold that the whole city
is an education for Greece, and it seems to me that every man



among us, exhibits his body to be self-sufficient, with the most

versatile grace, for most kinds of conducts” (2.41.1).@ This
versatility/adaptability is a thick current running through
Pericles’ encomium of the city of Athens and its citizens: it is
evident, for example, in the unique Athenian ability to combine
opposing character traits. Indeed, the Athenians defy simple
categorization: they are lovers of beauty and lovers of wisdom,
but without succumbing to the softness or idleness such
extravagance and indulgence might breed; their penchant for
deliberation, far from inhibiting swift, decisive, and courageous
action, serves as its prerequisite. This versatility has forged a
city and citizen body that is innovative and unique, one that
does not imitate the practices of others (mimoumenoi heterous)
but serves as a model (paradeigma) for them (2.37.1).

The importance of versatility to the Athenian character is
perhaps most prominent, however, in Pericles’ analysis of
Athenian courage. In his comparison of Athenian and Spartan
courage, Pericles contrasts the arduous training of the
Spartans with the relaxed lifestyle of the Athenians, contending
not only that the Athenians are just as courageous as the
Spartans, but that theirs is the true courage: Spartan courage
is based in ignorance, whereas “the ones who are rightly
judged to be strongest with respect to spirit are those who both
recognize most clearly that which is fearful and that which is
pleasurable and yet do not turn away from danger on account
of these things” (2.40.3). As Ryan Balot has argued, Pericles’
conception of democratic courage demands that individual
citizens possess rational understanding of ultimate values,
practical knowledge of what to do in particular situations, and



a character that disposes them to act bravely.® The Athenians
know, Pericles declares, that they were raised in a world of
changing fortunes, and their ability to act virtuously depends
upon their ability to judge what it means to act virtuously amid
such variable conditions (2.41.1). Here, versatility (in the form
of intellectual dexterity) is of no small importance. The
Athenian decision to abandon their city during the second
Persian invasion is an apt illustration of the intellectual
dexterity demanded by Pericles’ vision of practical judgment.
The decision itself is not only bold and creative, but may have
also been interpreted at the time to be the direct opposite of
courage—they were abandoning their homeland and their city
in order to save their lives. Yet this apparent act of cowardice
becomes a consummate act of bravery—it is the sacrifice of the
Athenians that not only allows their city to endure, but saves
the rest of Greece from Persian conquest in the process.

Plato also uses eutrapelia in connection with his analysis of
democracy in book 8 of the Republic, but for him it is
symptomatic of democratic disorder. As in Pericles’ oration,
democracy is cast as a form of constitution that defies
conventional categorization: both the democratic city and
democratic soul contain within them many types of
constitutions. In the Republic, however, this disorder is what
makes democracy the second-worst form of regime, and the
adaptability of the democratic soul is held up for ridicule. The
democratic individual is the one who bounces from desire to
desire without attempting to order his soul in any particular
manner; he leads an “isonomic” life where each desire is of
equal worth with every other desire (Rep. 562el-2); the



democratic regime, likewise, is one where isonomia pervades,
inverts, and/or demolishes the traditional hierarchies between
ruler and ruled, man and woman, parent and child, and teacher
and student. As Socrates notes, the teacher in a democracy
fears his students and flatters them, and students hold their
teachers in little regard and treat their tutors in the same way.
And generally the young imitate their elders and heatedly
compete with them in their words and deeds, while the old
lower themselves to the level of the young, filling themselves
with  wittiness and playfulness (eutrapelias te kai
charientismou), mimicking the young lest they seem to be
unpleasant and despotical. (563a4-b3)

Democracy breeds, it would seem, its own culture of

laughter.ﬂ

This passing reference to eutrapelia in the Republic’s
analysis of democracy is emblematic of democratic disorder,
and not only because of its connection with the inversion of the
traditional hierarchy between old and young. In outlining the
education the ruling elite of the utopian Kallipolis will receive,
Socrates remarks that they must not be lovers of laughter
(philogelotas), “since when someone yields to strong laughter
(ischuroi geloti), he seeks a strong change (ischuran .
metabolen)” inside himself (388e4-6). To allow oneself to be
conquered by laughter (kratoumenous hupo gelotos) is
dangerous; it constitutes a loss of rational control over the
soul, and could lead to unsettling the careful psychic balance
that constitutes justice on the individual level. At the level of
the polis, we can think of democracy as the regime that results
when citizens are lovers of laughter; they mock all distinctions



and hierarchies as authoritarian and unjust, preferring to live a
life of pure equality between both individuals in the city and
desires in the soul. Thus, the versatility signaled by eutrapelia
and praised by Pericles threatens to undo the psychic and
political orders outlined in the Republic. The ideal citizens of
Kallipolis are not versatile at all, but must order their souls
through a regimented educational system and guard against
any change to that order, just as they must seek to guard
against any such changes to the social and political order of
Kallipolis. For Plato, it is this unchanging model of order, in
contrast to democratic Athens, that is the true paradeigma
(592b1).

If the type of versatility praised by Pericles is undesirable, if
not dangerous, in a city like Kallipolis, it is because Kallipolis is
a polis devoid of politics; it is a city cleansed of the spontaneity,
disagreement, and turbulence that characterize the very

concept of the political.Q Conversely, the citizen who is
incapable of adapting is dangerous to the political community
that is truly political in this sense. This inadaptability and its
unsuitability to political life are highlighted by Ajax in
Sophocles’ tragedy of that name. Ajax feels dishonored when
he loses the judgment for Achilles’ arms to Odysseus, and he
resolves to avenge this slight by murdering the Greeks who
have humiliated him. Athena intervenes, and deceives Ajax into
thinking that his Greek enemies are a herd of sheep, and he
slaughters the animals with glee. Upon returning to his senses,
he experiences further humiliation in his failure to exact his
revenge, and sees no other option but to take his own life,
which he eventually does.



Upon learning of his suicide, the chorus (composed of sailors
from Ajax’s native Salamis) laments the fate of the dustrapelos
Ajax (913). As Bernard Knox has argued, noting the resonance
with Pericles’ use of eutrapelos in the Funeral Oration, Ajax’s
dustrapelia mirrors his inability to live within a community of
equals where one must adapt to the actions, beliefs, and

decisions of others.83 If a political community is one in which
citizens share in ruling and being ruled, then citizens must be
able and willing, some of the time, to come to terms with loss—
with the fact that their vision of the direction the community
should take will not always win out. They must also come to
terms with a world in which alliances and coalitions shift,
where one’s friends today might be one’s enemies tomorrow,
and vice versa. Ajax cannot adapt to this flux of the political
community; he remains stuck in an aristocratic, heroic world
that lies in tension with these social and political
circumstances. He cannot adjust to the community’s judgment

to award Achilles’ arms to Odysseus.M He believes he has no

choice but to kill himself.02

Amid this debate (if we can call it that) on the political value
of eutrapelia and dustrapelia, we might interpret Aristotle’s
choice to make eutrapelia a virtue as reflecting his broader
conception of the polis as a multitude of diverse citizens who
share in deliberation and in ruling and being ruled. It embodies
the ethical disposition citizens need for the polis to flourish and
that they need to flourish within the polis. In the Eudemian
Ethics, the boor, who cannot take a joke, is equated with the
dustrapelos; in the Nicomachean Ethics, he is called hard
(skleros; EE 1234a4-5; EN 1128a9). Both terms describe a



character that is unmoving in the face of the demands, desires,
and criticisms of others. Such characters might be suitable for
Kallipolis, but they are not well suited to Aristotle’s vision of
political life.

This chapter has illustrated how we can interpret Aristotle’s
conception of eutrapelia as part of a larger conversation about
Socratic humor during the classical period. Aristotle’s
association of Socrates with the practice of eironeia, along with
his distinction between eironeia and eutrapelia, allows us to
situate eutrapelia as an alternative to the forms of Socratic
irony depicted by Plato and Xenophon. At the same time, it also
demonstrates how Aristotle’s engagement with Socratic
eironeia may have informed his broader account of the ethics
and politics of humor, and, more specifically, his concern with
identifying a virtuous practice of humor citizens could use to
navigate their everyday interactions with friends, strangers,
and fellow citizens. While Aristotle’s classification of eironeia
as a vice is not without its qualifications, the potential for
eironeia to function as an expression of superiority is indicative
of the ethical and political concerns its practice may raise: by
placing himself above his interlocutor, the eiron refuses to deal
with him in a straightforward manner. This element of
superiority can manifest itself in those forms of eironeia that
Aristotle identifies as modes of alazoneia (boastfulness), though
Aristotle’s apparent association of eironeia with magnanimity
might indicate a more generalized connection between the
practice of eironeia and the expression of superiority. The



practice of eutrapelia, in contrast, appears to be modeled along
more egalitarian and reciprocal lines in ways that point to the
ability of citizens to make and take jokes in excellent ways in
their everyday interactions with each other.

This emphasis on reciprocity does not, in itself, make
Aristotle’s conception of eutrapelia democratic. Aristotle would
have conceived its possession as a virtue as beyond the reach
of most democratic citizens; moreover, the reciprocal
framework within which eutrapelia appears to operate is one in
which citizens rule and are ruled in turn, a type of political
relationship that can also characterize an aristocratic regime.
The uses of eutrapelia outside of Aristotle, however, do suggest
that Aristotle’s conception of eutrapelia may harbor certain
democratic potentialities. At the very least, this emphasis on
reciprocity highlights how the gelastic practices associated
with eironeia and eutrapelia constitute two distinct modes of
social and political engagement.

These issues will be taken up in more detail in the conclusion
to this book; for now, however, we turn to the legacy of
Socratic humor during the Hellenistic period.



CHAPTER FIVE
Socratic Humor in the Hellenistic Period

One should not take up the task of teaching lightly. So
Epictetus advises his auditors, reproaching those who
immediately “vomit up” the lessons they have learned without
first properly “digesting” them through successful practice.
Such misguided action is akin to the belief that the words
spoken during the Eleusinian Mysteries would be equally
efficacious regardless of the context in which they are spoken;
the words themselves, Epictetus explains, do not possess any
sacred force, but must be spoken at the right time and in the
right place, and by the right person. And so he speculates that
perhaps wisdom alone might not be sufficient for caring for the
young (to epimelethenai neon) through teaching: There is a
need, in addition to this, for some readiness and fitness for the
task, by Zeus, and a certain kind of body, and, above all, for
god to advise one to occupy this position, just as he advised
Socrates to take up the task of cross-examination, Diogenes
that of kingship and chastisement, and Zeno that of teaching
and doctrine. (Diss. 3.21.18-19) What one needs, Epictetus
suggests, is a mode of philosophical engagement that
possesses transformative power.



Epictetus’ inventory of his philosophical predecessors makes
for an interesting history of philosophy, one that divides its
chapters not by the invention of novel doctrines but according

to distinctions in the teaching and practice of philosophy.l The
Stoic lineage Epictetus traces from Socrates to Zeno does
share a core set of doctrines—namely, that virtue is the only
good and that its possession is sufficient for happiness. While
this glosses over important philosophical differences, those
differences in doctrine are not the ones named by Epictetus
here; rather, as Malcolm Schofield has noted, “the crucial
differences between the three of them are to be found not in
what they believed, but in how they sought to convert others to
acceptance—practical as well as intellectual—of what they

were united in seeing as the key to the good life.”2 Socrates
used the elenchus; Diogenes of Sinope deployed kingly speech;
and Zeno systematized the ethical teachings of his
predecessors. And in doing so, each practiced a method that he
believed could bring others to see the truth about virtue and its
connection with happiness.

While Epictetus singles out the elenchus as the distinctive
aspect of Socratic philosophical practice, the discussions of
Socrates among the Hellenistic philosophical schools also
reveal a continued interest in Socratic humor. In line with the
above passage, this interest is less explicitly political than we
find in our classical-era sources; it is focused, especially in our
Stoic and Epicurean sources, on the appropriate use of humor
and irony in the relationship between teacher and student.
These sources nonetheless offer an important chapter in the
legacy of Socratic humor, one that illustrates how the nature



and purpose of Socratic humor continued to be debated beyond
the classical period.

The present chapter begins with brief overviews of the
legacy of Socratic humor in the Stoic and Epicurean traditions
before turning to a more extensive analysis of Cynic humor. It
is in the Cynics that we can find the clearest continuation of a
particular brand of Socratic humor, which they deployed in

their attempts to live in accordance with nature.3

THE STOICS

Among the Hellenistic schools, the Stoics aligned themselves

most closely with the figure of Socrates.4 For the early Stoics,
there is evidence that they understood themselves as defending
key Socratic doctrines against rival philosophical schools, such
as the sufficiency of virtue for happiness, the conception of
virtue as knowledge of good and evil, and the idea of natural

law.2 Diogenes Laertius, moreover, reports that it was reading
Xenophon’s Memorabilia, and the depiction of Socrates it
contains, that sparked Zeno’s conversion to philosophy (6.2-3).
Socrates, finally, was considered to be one of the few

individuals to approach the Stoic ideal of the sage.ﬁ
The discussions of Socrates found among later Stoics focus
mainly on ethical considerations. Seneca frequently uses

Socrates as an exhortative exemplum in the Epistulae

morales, . pairing him both with other Greek philosophers,

such as Zeno, Cleanthes, and Plato, and with key Roman
exempla, such as Cato, Laelius, Regulus, Mucius, and Rutilius.
For Epictetus, Socrates is not just an important example, but



the model that he exhorts others to follow and that he himself
emulates. Of the four quotations Epictetus urges others to keep
always at hand (procheira), in the final chapter of the

Encheiridion,8 two are attributed to Socrates.2 Finally, in the
Meditations of Marcus Aurelius, Socrates is listed as one of the
great figures of the past who already met with the inevitable
fact of death (6.47, 7.19); he is contrasted with Alexander,
Caesar, and Pompey as someone whose ruling center
(hegemonikon) was autonomous (8.3); he is associated with the
admirable qualities Marcus also found in his adoptive father—
strength, endurance, and sobriety (1.16); and he is praised for
his arguments with the sophists, his endurance of inclement
weather, and his noble refusal to follow the orders of the Thirty
to arrest Leon of Salamis (7.66). In short, Socrates appears in

Marcus Aurelius as a good Stoic.10

The Socrates depicted by the Stoics, however, does not
appear to have been an eiron. In fact, there are two key
passages suggesting that the Stoics viewed eironeia as a
negative trait, one from the early Stoa and one from the Roman
Stoics. The first is from the Stobaean epitome of Stoic ethics:
The noble man, being affable, clever, encouraging, and like a
hunter in his pursuit of goodwill and friendship through his
interactions with others, is as accommodating as possible with
the multitude (pléthos anthropon), in the company of whom he
is also charming, pleasant, and trustworthy, and further he is
wily, shrewd, opportune, quick-witted, straightforward, simple,
frank, and without artifice. But the base person is subject to
the opposite of all of these qualities. And they [the Stoics] say
that to dissemble is a characteristic of those who are base,



since no one who is free and noble dissembles (to d’
eironeuesthai phaulon einai phasin, oudena gar eleutheron kai
spoudaion eironeuesthai); and they say the same thing about
sarcasm (to sarkazein), which is dissembling with a type of
mockery (eironeuesthai met’ episurmou tinos). (SVF 3.630)
Besides providing evidence for the claim that eironeia was
viewed as a negative trait in the early Stoa, there are some
further aspects of this passage worth highlighting. First, the
passage appears to detail specifically how the noble man
(spoudaion) will act in relation to the multitude (pros pléthos
anthropon). In this sense, we can discern a contrast (whether
consciously made or not) with Aristotle’s remark that the
magnanimous man will be truthful, except insofar as he speaks
with eironeia toward the many (EN 1124b30). Second, while
both eironeia and sarcasm (to sarkazein)—which is defined as a
type of eironeia that is combined with mockery (episurmos)—
are viewed negatively, the noble man will be clever (epidexion),

a characteristic that may indicate a type of humorousness or

wittiness.u

In the second passage, which is part of a long chapter
(11.18) of the Meditations detailing the considerations that we
ought to bring to bear when dealing with others, Marcus
Aurelius likewise eschews eironeia. This chapter recapitulates
a number of key themes found throughout the Meditations, and
is designed as a guide for avoiding both anger and flattery in
our interactions with others, and in particular, with those with
whom we disagree. The chapter lists nine central points
(kephalaion): (1) human beings were born to help one another,
and he [Marcus Aurelius, presumably in his role as emperor]



was born to preside over them; (2) the compulsions (anangkas)
experienced by others are the results of their opinions
(dogmaton); (3) if they are acting rightly, there is no need to be
annoyed, and if they are acting wrongly they do so involuntarily
and through ignorance (akontes kai agnoountes); (4) you
yourself commit many wrongs and have the inclination to
commit others; (5) you cannot be certain that what others are
doing is wrong; (6) when annoyed by others, you must recall
how ephemeral human life is; (7) the actions of others do not
trouble us—only our beliefs about their actions trouble us; (8)
our anger at such actions creates more harm than the original
actions that gave rise to such anger; and (9) kindness
(eumenes) is unconquerable (akineton). Marcus identifies this
last quality as the ethos that ought to guide how it is that we
interact with those who disagree with us. As elsewhere,
Marcus stresses that we ought to attempt to correct those who
err, but we must do so gently (praos, euaphos), reminding them
that such behavior does not befit a creature with a gregarious
nature. Further, one must not do so eironically (eironikos) or
reproachfully; nor in the manner a schoolmaster would correct
a student; nor as if one were trying to impress others in a
crowd. Thus, in what is a key summary of the social ethics
Marcus describes throughout the Meditations, we see that

eironeia is not a suitable technique to deploy in conversation

with others.12

It is important to note that both passages discuss the use of
eironeia specifically in the context of a superior interacting
with an inferior. The passage from Stobaeus details how a
noble man will conduct himself in relation to the many; the



passage continues with “They [the Stoics] allow for friendship
only among the wise,” which introduces a contrast between
how the noble man will act toward other noble men and how he
will act toward the many. In the above passage from the
Meditations, Marcus is likewise reflecting on how he ought to
attempt to correct those who err, reminding himself in this
context that it is his role as emperor to preside over others.
Both of these passages, but especially the latter, connect this
Stoic interest in the ethics of eironeia with pedagogical
concerns—in other words, how will the Stoic engage with those
who have made little or no progress on the path toward
happiness?

This is an important concern, especially for Epictetus and
Marcus Aurelius. In the Discourses, Epictetus repeatedly
returns to the example of Socrates to illustrate his ability to
endure both the errors and criticisms of others (2.2.14; 4.5.3-4,
33-35). For Epictetus, Socrates’ endurance in these situations
was the product of his recognition that no one is the master of
another’s ruling principle (oudeis allotriou heégemonikou
kurieuei, 4.5.4). To seek such mastery is misguided in a
number of ways, but most important for our purposes here is
the fact that it reflects the mistaken judgment that the beliefs
of others are “up to us.” To seek to master another’s ruling
principle is thus an impossible goal, and also one that
constitutes a failure to respect the autonomy others have in
forming their own beliefs. As Marcus Aurelius notes, this
recognition is compatible with the attempt to correct the errors
of others, but it constrains the manner in which such correction
ought to be conducted (4.6, 5.28, 6.27, 11.13). The passages
from Stobaeus’ epitome and the Meditations indicate that



eironeia was not appropriate in this context; unfortunately, our
sources do not shed much light on why it was held to be
inappropriate.

Given the sage-like status of Socrates, and the fact that the
Stoics rejected the practice of eironeia, it is unlikely that they
considered Socrates to be an eiron. That does not mean,
however, that the Stoic depiction of Socrates was completely
devoid of irony and humor. As was argued in chapter 2,
eironeia signified not irony generally, but a more specific form
of solipsistic irony: the variety in the ironic practices depicted
by Plato and Xenophon is indicative of the fact that a rejection
of eironeia need not entail a wholesale rejection of Socratic
irony. Aristotle’s analysis of eironeia, moreover, further
distinguishes between forms of irony based on both the intent
of the ironist and the content of what he denies. And as the
above passage from Stobaeus indicates, the Stoic rejection of
eironeia did not entail a rejection of all forms of humor—while
sarcasm (to sarkazein) is categorized as a humorous variety of
eironeia that should also be avoided, this description of the
noble man appears to leave room for more general forms of
wittiness or cleverness (epidexion).

If we look more closely at the Stoic depiction of Socrates, we
can see that he does indeed practice forms of humor and irony.
As Eric Brown has argued, the Stoic paradoxes can be viewed
as “gently mocking expressions . . . that pose riddles without

intending to deceive.”13 As such, Stoic paradoxes like “Only
the sage is rich” are akin to the “complex ironies” Gregory
Vlastos identifies with the Platonic Socrates, insofar as they
trade in distinctions between the conventional and technical



meanings of the terms being used—the sage may be poor in the
conventional sense, since he does not possess material wealth,
but is rich if we agree with the Stoics that only virtue has real
(positive) value. With this in mind, we can see how the Stoics

could reject eironeia “without disparaging Socratic irony."M At
the same time, it is important to note that such complex ironies
do not exhaust the practice of Socratic irony as it is depicted by
Plato and Xenophon. In particular, while both Socrates’
complex ironies and the Stoic paradoxes might gently mock
without intending to deceive, they do not target particular
interlocutors in the way that other forms of Socratic irony do.
Thus, while there may have been some continuity between a
particular form of Socratic irony and the Stoic paradoxes, there

may have been some discontinuities as well 12

Epictetus also deploys forms of irony, but in ways that are
distinct from the complex ironies discussed above. In
particular, Epictetus deploys both self-deprecating (3.20.19)
and other-directed (3.23.19-21) forms of ironic humor in his
engagements with others in ways that are reminiscent of the

Socrates found in Plato and Xenophom.m In the latter passage,
which is a characteristic example of Epictetus’ irony, he
exclaims: “Wow, listen to the words of a philosopher, the
character of humanity’s benefactor! Here’s a person who has
listened to reason, who has read [aloud] the Socratic literature
in the genuinely Socratic way, and not as something by Lysias
and Isocrates. . . . You have been reading the Socratic

literature as if it were an operatic libretto!”1Z Coming as it
does in the middle of a long denunciation of those who are
more concerned with epideictic displays of philosophical ideas



than the real work of philosophy, the irony in this passage is
quite transparent, and verges on the sarcastic. In this respect,
while Plato appears to have been the principal source for

Epictetus’ references to Socrates,18 his use of humor and irony
has more in common with Xenophon’s Socrates. Not only is
Epictetus’ irony more transparent, as the above example
indicates, Epictetus also readily engages in forms of abuse and
mockery that are absent in Plato but present in Xenophon'’s

Socratic writimgs.ﬁ Epictetus, for example, addresses an
interlocutor as “slave” (doule, 4.1.146) and another as a

“wretch” (talas, 4.1.21), to cite just a couple of examples.m
These are not the only examples of irony and humor

associated with Socrates by our Stoic sources; 2L yet, they are
indicative of how the Stoic assessment of Socratic humor is far
more nuanced than the rejection of eironeia might initially
suggest. And while most of the Stoic figures discussed above
are far removed from the democratic anxieties that shaped the
accounts of Socratic humor in Aristophanes, Plato, Xenophon,
and (to a lesser extent) Aristotle, these pedagogical
considerations do reflect a similar concern with the power
relationships between teacher and student. While our sources
do not provide a clear explanation for why the Stoics held
eironeia to be inappropriate in this context, they do indicate
that other forms of humor were considered appropriate
pedagogical practices.

THE EPICUREANS



The Epicureans did not consider themselves to be Socratics,
and among them Socrates is depicted as an eiron and strongly

criticized on that basis.22 This critique of Socratic eironeia
appears to have originated with Epicurus himself: Cicero
informs us that Epicurus reproves (reprehendit) Socrates for
his ironia (Brut. 292), though, unfortunately, we possess no
evidence indicating Epicurus’ reason for this judgment. We do
know, however, that Epicurus’ student Colotes attacked
Socrates for being a sophist and a boaster (alazon), accusing
him of hypocrisy in acting in opposition to what he said in the

dialogues (Plut. Adv. Col. 1108b, 1117d).23 Zeno of Sidon, in
his Against Plato’s Gorgias, gave to Socrates the nickname

scurra Atticus (Attic buffoon).M The most sustained of the
Epicurean criticisms of Socrates, however, can be found in the
tenth book of Philodemus’ On Vices, in which Philodemus
focuses on the vice of arrogance (huperephania), offering a six-
fold classification of the vice that he draws from a summary of

a work on the same theme by the Peripatetic Aristo of Ceos.22
Philodemus, following his Peripatetic sources, identifies the
fifth kind of arrogant person as the eiron, associating eironeia
both with alazoneia and with Socrates. What makes eironeia an
expression of arrogance for Philodemus is not simply the fact
that it entails dissimulation; rather, it is a kind of superiority

expressed through wit.26
Why, though, do the Epicureans engage in such criticisms of
the figure of Socrates, and, in doing so, focus such attention on

his eironeia? Knut Kleve has suggested that Socrates and the

Epicureans are simply “two different human types,”ﬂ a

suggestion that Anthony Long rightly judges “cannot be a



sufficiently penetrating explanation."ﬁ Long’s own suggestion,
that the Epicurean hostility toward Socrates is possibly
connected with the positive role he serves for the rival Stoics
and Academic Skeptics, is likely to be at least part of the
explanation; and in this regard, we might interpret the
Epicurean emphasis on Socratic eironeia as a response to Stoic
attempts to deny (either directly or through omission) that
Socrates was an eiron. Yet, as Mark Riley has argued, there is
perhaps an even more fundamental explanation, one with roots
in Epicurean pedagogy. As is emphasized in Philodemus’ On
Frank Speech (Peri parrhesias), the Epicurean teacher must
show his students their errors in a frank manner (anupostolos);
to act in secret (lathraiopragein), or to fail to report such
errors, is considered to be a quintessentially unfriendly

(aphilotaton) action (40—41).@ It is such frank speech on the
part of the good teacher, complemented by the ability to listen
to and learn from frank speech on the part of the good student,
that creates friendship and trust between them; moreover, it is
the horizontal practices of frank speech, between teacher and
teachers and between students and students, that both
exemplify the egalitarian nature of friendship and create

solidarity and cohesion among members of the school.39 For
the Epicureans, then, Socrates’ eironeia illustrates his failure
to act as a true friend to his interlocutors, arrogantly mocking

them rather than healing their mental diseases.31

As with the Stoics, the Epicurean criticism of eironeia
appears to have been driven by pedagogical concerns. The
above evidence suggests, then, that the source of their
disagreement lies not in their evaluations of eironeia, but in



their answers to the question of whether Socrates was an
eiron.

THE CYNICS

With the Stoics and Epicureans, we can see how Socrates was
used as a positive and negative example of how to practice
philosophy. With the Cynics, however, we do not have any
direct discussions of Socrates and Socratic humor—a fact that
is perhaps partly the result of the relative paucity of our
evidence for the Cynics, and partly a reflection of the

distinctive way in which the Cynics practiced philosophy.ﬁ
The Cynics did, however, deploy a type of Socratic humor,
albeit one that was not ironic. This section begins with an
analysis of Xenophon’s Symposium—and, in particular, his
depiction of Antisthenes in that work—in order to suggest the
possible connection between Socratic and Cynic humor. The
section then turns to an analysis of how the Cynic practice of
humor figures in their attempts to live in accordance with
nature.

Xenophon, Antisthenes, and Cynic Humor

In the opening sentence of his Symposium, Xenophon indicates
that his work will focus on the playful deeds of good men,
informing us that such deeds, alongside their serious
counterparts, are also worthy of remembrance. The Symposium
thus treats a theme that is important to Xenophon throughout
his corpus—namely, the gelastic tendencies that are connected



with good and bad leadership. In the Symposium it is the
playful deeds of Socrates that are highlighted, and as the work
unfolds, Xenophon develops a series of contrasts between
Socrates and the other guests at the symposium, contrasts that
illustrate the former’s excellence in blending seriousness with
playfulness. There is Philippos the jester, who is always
attempting to raise a laugh regardless of the appropriateness
of the joke and/or context, and is thus always playful and never
serious (1.11-16). At the opposite end of the spectrum stands
Hermogenes, who is too reserved and will not engage in playful
banter with the other guests—for this reason, Socrates
reproaches him for his paroinia (6.1-4). In contrast to these
figures, Socrates does engage in playful humor, but he always
does so for a serious purpose. In an example of the kinds of
complex ironies mentioned above, he jokes that he is more
beautiful than the quite striking Critoboulos (4.19), explaining
how each of his features (like his bulging eyes), though ugly in
appearance by conventional standards, are in fact more
beautiful because they are better suited to the task that nature
intends them to perform (5.1-11). Socrates thus uses humor to

make a serious point concerning the nature of the beautiful.33
Equally important is the fact that Socrates’ jests are not
abusive, and he is able to endure the joking of others. These
two characteristics of Socratic humor are illustrated through
the contrasts that Xenophon draws between Socrates and his

student Antisthenes.34 At Symposium 6.6-10, the Syracusan,
who is providing the entertainment for the gathering, becomes
annoyed that the guests are so rapt in conversation with each
other that they are paying no attention to the performance of



his dancers. Jealous, he begins to mock Socrates with jokes
borrowed from Aristophanes’ Clouds—he asks if Socrates is the
one called the “Thinker” (phrontistés), and requests that
Socrates tell him the distance between the two of them in flea’s
feet. Observing this interaction, Antisthenes turns to Philippos,
and suggests that the latter retaliate on Socrates’ behalf.
Socrates, however, intercedes, stating that to do so would be to

stoop to the level of abuse.32

While Xenophon depicts Antisthenes’ gelastic practices as
tending toward the abusive end of the spectrum, he also
indicates that he is unable to take a joke. Having earlier stated
what they each take most pride in, Xenophon recounts the
explanations they provide for these choices. Many of the
answers offered display the kind of complex irony Vlastos
associated with Socrates—wherein one both means and does

not mean what one says.i Antisthenes, for example, though
being poor, states that he prides himself on his great wealth,
explaining afterward that he believes that true wealth resides
not in one’s possessions but in one’s soul (3.8, 4.34-44).
Charmides, though quite wealthy, states that he takes most
pride in his poverty (3.9, 4.29-33). When it is his turn, Socrates
states that he takes pride in his trade as a procurer
(mastropeia, 3.10, 4.56-60). He explains, of course, that he
does not mean this in the conventional understanding of such a
trade (as one who obtains a prostitute for another); rather, like
a good procurer, he is able to make his clients attractive to

others, which is what he does in bringing people together.ﬂ
He then observes that Antisthenes has brought to perfection
the complementary trade of the panderer (proagogeian, 4.61).



Antisthenes becomes quite annoyed (mala achthestheis) at
Socrates’ remark and asks him how he could accuse him of
such a thing (4.62). Either Antisthenes does not get the joke, or
he is unable to take the joke. Though he is willing to engage,
with the other guests, in the mildly self-deprecating complex
ironies mentioned above, he is unable to find such remarks
humorous when they are directed at him by others.

This general depiction of Antisthenes’ demeanor is further
developed elsewhere in the Symposium. When Callias seeks to
defend his wealth, he states that while Socrates puzzles over
what justice is, he (Callias) actually makes men more just.
Socrates asks how he does this, to which Callias jokingly
replies, “By giving them money” (4.1). At this point,
Antisthenes stands up and begins to question Callias “very
elenchtically” (mala elenchtikos), attempting to refute the idea
that wealth has the power to make individuals more just (4.2).
Callias defends his claim by stating that those to whom he
provides money are no longer tempted to engage in crime; he
freely admits, however, that those to whom he gives his money
do not usually repay him, nor do they even thank him. In fact,
they often end up disliking him even more than they did before
he gave them the money. At this point, Xenophon observes that
Antisthenes looked at Callias as if he (Antisthenes) had refuted
him (Callias) (eisblepon hos elenchon auton), and said, “It is
amazing (fthaumasta) . . . that you are able to make them just
toward others but not toward yourself!” Callias promptly
dismisses this as unremarkable, using the example of
carpenters who can build houses for others but cannot do so
for themselves. And when Callias tells Antisthenes to admit
that he has been refuted, Socrates seconds the motion (4.2-5).



One might be tempted to interpret this as a critique of the
elenchus itself, and perhaps even an attempt to dissociate
Socrates from its practice. After all, while the elenchus is the
predominant method Socrates deploys in engaging his
interlocutors in Plato’s dialogues, it is nearly absent from
Xenophon’s depiction of Socrates. Yet, as was discussed in

chapter 3,38 Xenophon does acknowledge Socrates’ use of the
elenchus (Mem. 1.4), occasionally depicts its practice (Mem.
4.2), and, finally, provides an explanation for why it is not
depicted more frequently in his Socratic works. A more
accurate explanation of the critical presentation of Antisthenes
in this passage is that his use of the elenchus is overly
aggressive (hence Xenophon's use of the qualifier mala) as well
as inappropriate, given the symposiastic context. If anything,
Antisthenes remains too serious—the humor he deploys is not
at all playful, but harsh and caustic. And his eagerness to
refute Callias appears as a breach of the mix of seriousness and
playfulness appropriate for the occasion. In short, Xenophon
casts Antisthenes as rather nasty, with a biting and caustic wit
that is contrasted with the seriocomic urbanity of Socrates.
Antisthenes, however, is not just another guest at the house
of Callias. He was, as Xenophon notes (Mem. 3.11.7), and we

have no good reason to doubt,32 one of Socrates’ students and
close companions. He was also purported in antiquity to have
been the teacher of the best-known (if not the first) Cynic

philosopher, Diogenes of Sinope.ﬁ In depicting Antisthenes as
he does, Xenophon appears to be engaging in the same kind of
rivalry that occupies Plato in the Euthydemus: that of
contesting the legacy of Socratic humor among Socrates’



immediate successors. And while Xenophon’s assessment of
Antisthenes’ humor is critical, we can perhaps discern in that
assessment another offshoot of the legacy of Socratic humor in

antiquity, one that runs from Antisthenes’ brand of Socratic

humor through the Cynics.ﬂ

Lucian’s Demonax

From the extant testimony and fragments, it is clear that the

use of humor within the Cynic school was widespread, both as

a literary practiceﬁ and as a mode of interpersonal

engagement. Most importantly, humor was also central to the

Cynic practice of philosophy itself.43 While such humor,
moreover, may reflect a Socratic pedigree, it is generally not
ironic. As with the Stoics and the Epicureans, there is evidence
that the Cynics eschewed the type of eironeia that is associated
(either rightly or wrongly) with the Socrates of the Platonic
dialogues. This distinction between Cynic humor and Socratic
eironeia is one that is explicitly addressed, albeit in a much

later text: Lucian’s Demonax.24 In that work, Lucian offers a
brief biography of the life of his older contemporary, the

philosopher Demonax.22 Most important for our purposes is
the way in which Lucian frames the relationship between
Demonax and Socrates. Lucian writes: And he [Demonax] did
not appropriate one form of philosophy for himself, but he
mixed many forms into one, and did not clearly reveal to
anyone which of them pleased him [most]. He seemed to
endear himself (oikeiosthai) more to Socrates, although in
dress and in the leisureliness of his life he seemed to emulate



the man from Sinope, not by defacing the currency so that he
would be wondered and marveled at by those he encountered,
but he led the same kind of life as all others and was simple
and was not overcome with vanity and he participated in
politics (sunepoliteueto); he did not practice the irony of
Socrates (tou Sokratous eironeian ou prosiemenos), but his
conversations with others showed him to be full of Attic grace
(charitos Attikes mestas), so that those who associated with
him went away neither disdaining him because he was ignoble
nor fleeing the anger (to skuthropon) of his criticisms, but they
were in all ways happier, much more orderly, cheerful, and
filled with good hope for the future. (5-6) Here, we see that
while Demonax had most in common with Socrates, he did not
share Socrates’ eironeia; that does not indicate, however, that
Demonax was not humorous. In fact, much of Lucian’s account
is dedicated to recording his witty remarks. This direct, and
often more caustic, form of humor is even on display in the
other important parallel that Lucian draws between Socrates
and Demonax: the latter’s prosecution by the Athenians under
the same charges previously brought against Socrates.
Demonax even begins his defense by daring the Athenians to
sacrifice him as they did Socrates (11); but, on this occasion,
not only is the philosopher acquitted, but upon his death he is

accorded a public funeral by the city (63).ﬁ

Lucian’s treatment of Demonax does not, in itself,
demonstrate Cynic antipathy toward Socratic eironeia, neither
during the Second Sophistic nor earlier.2Z Yet, his other works
do offer us some speculative clues that may help account for
the way he positions Demonax between Socrates and Diogenes.



Here, it is useful to briefly consider the ways in which Lucian
treats eironeia elsewhere in his corpus. First, there are a
number of passages that, as in the Demonax, associate
Socrates with eironeia. In De domo, Lucian, in a reference to
Plato’s Phaedrus, refers to Socrates sitting under a plane tree
deploying his irony against Phaedrus (4). Elsewhere, the
association of Socrates with eironeia is more clearly negative.
In the True History, Rhadamanthus is said to threaten Socrates
with banishment from the Isle of the Blest unless he quits his
irony (apheis ten eironeian, 2.17). And in the Dialogues of the
Dead, we see an intriguing denial on the part of Socrates that
he deployed eironeia—when Menippus informs him that the
Athenians all think he was an amazing man and that he knew
everything, even though, as Menippus thinks, Socrates knew
nothing, Socrates responds, “And I used to say the same thing
to them, but they thought I was being ironic” (6.5).

Other usages of the term, though not directly connected with
Socrates, are reminiscent of the kind of irony generally
associated with Socrates in the Platonic dialogues. In the
Lexiphanes, Lexiphanes responds to Lycinus’ praise of the
former’s response to Plato’s Symposium with the charge that
he dispense with his irony (ton men eirona pedoi katabale, 1).
Lucian responds to the claim that he is like a “Prometheus in
words” with the suspicion that those who call him such are
excessively praising (huperepainon) him, and that their words
seem to contain some irony and an Attic sneer (tis eironeian . . .
kai muktéra hoion ton Attikon, Prometheus es in verbis, 1).48
This characterization of eironeia as an Attic trait appears
elsewhere as well. When Solon states that the city of Athens



will not be ashamed to learn from a foreign guest, Anacharsis
suspects that this is an example of Attic eironeia (Anacharsis,

18).ﬁ Finally, Plato is also associated with eironeia in The
Dead Come to Life (22).

It is thus tempting to suggest that what we see in Lucian’s
portrait of Demonax is a philosopher whose deployment of

humor reflects a Socratic lineage,m but one that has been
refracted through the very different approach to humor
deployed by Antisthenes and Diogenes. For the latter, humor is
still a central part of philosophical practice; yet, the direct,
caustic, and often abusive nature of such humor is a form that
fits better with the Cynic emphasis on parrhesia.

Cynic Humor and Cynic Philosophy

To understand how Cynic humor is connected with the Cynic
practice of philosophy, it is necessary to consider briefly the
Cynic goal of living a life in accordance with nature. Given that
the Academics, Peripatetics, Epicureans, and (especially) the
Stoics placed central value on nature as an important standard
in the conduct of life, the attempt to live a life in accordance
with nature does not in itself distinguish Cynicism from its

contemporary philosophical rivals.2l Unlike these other
philosophical traditions, however, the Cynics appear to have
lacked any systematic, theoretical articulation of what nature
was and what it would mean to live in accordance with it. It is
thus mainly through our knowledge of Cynic practices that we

can discern that simplicity was a central concern.22 Diogenes
reportedly owned nothing besides a knapsack, double-folded



cloak, and, later in life, a stick to help him walk (but only when
traveling). Yet he still found opportunities to shed even more of
his possessions—coming across a child who used his hands to
drink water, he reportedly smashed his wooden cup on the
ground, stating that he had not realized that nature had
already provided him with a cup (SSR V.B.158, 160, 175). He
was noted for eschewing luxurious foods, and was reported to
have eaten an octopus raw in order to avoid having to cook

it.23 Diogenes was also noted for his parrhesia—his frank and
direct speech.

To live in accordance with nature in this way requires
combating the hold that conventional norms and practices
exert over the conduct of our lives. According to Diogenes
Laertius, “He [Diogenes] would often loudly proclaim that the
gods have granted human beings the means to an easy life, but
this has been hidden from sight because they seek out honey-
cakes and perfume and the like” (SSR V.B.322 = D.L. 6.44).
The path of nature, in other words, is hidden by desires for
luxurious goods, desires that for the Cynics are not themselves
natural. While human beings possess a natural desire for food
in order to satiate their hunger, they do not possess any
natural desire for luxurious food in order to satiate their
hunger. The desire for luxurious food, and the subsequent
belief that one ought to satiate one’s hunger with luxurious
food, arise from the practices and beliefs we learn from family,
friends, and the surrounding culture. And these beliefs can
become so engrained in our psyches that we come to take
these conventional practices, and the desires to practice them,
as natural.



While such a life in accordance with nature required a
withdrawal from politics (as conventionally understood and

practiced), it did not require a withdrawal from social life.24 In
fact, if we look to the metaphors the Cynics deployed in
describing their way of life, we can see the social dimension of
Cynic philosophical practice. The Cynics describe themselves
as spies (kataskopoi) or watchers (episkopoi), watching over
the vices of humanity and attempting to correct them; they are
benefactors and saviors, who, motivated by philanthropia,
attempt to benefit mankind through moral correction; and they
are the true kings who attempt to improve their inferiors with

their kingly speech.ﬂ In this sense, the aim of Cynic
philosophical practice was both to free oneself from the fetters
of convention and to attempt to free others.

Given the way in which conventional beliefs and practices
become so easily engrained in our psyches as natural, we can
view the Cynic use of humor as a way of shocking one’s
audience into recognizing the conventionality of those
practices. Consider the well-known example of Diogenes
masturbating in public (SSR V.B.147). If one believes that
living in accordance with nature entails attending to one’s
sexual desire when it arises, in the simplest manner possible,
and that under at least certain conditions the simplest manner
possible is masturbation, then Diogenes’ action makes sense.
At one level, it seeks to violate the convention that such sexual
matters ought to be relegated to the private sphere, and in this
respect Diogenes’ response to those who chastised him for
eating in the agora is also applicable to his public act of
masturbation—“Why, it was in the marketplace that hunger



took me” (SSR V.B.186 = D.L. 6.58). In other words, at least
part of what is entailed in fulfilling sexual desire naturally, as
with other desires, is fulfilling it when and where it arises,
without concern for the norms and conventions that designate
only certain places as appropriate for the fulfillment of such
desires.

This also fits with Diogenes’ response to those who
reproached him for masturbating in public: “If only one could
do away with hunger by rubbing one’s stomach!” (V.B.147 =
D.L. 6.46). On its surface, one might interpret this statement as
a lament that hunger cannot be satiated as easily as one’s
sexual desire. In a basic sense, this is of course true: all
Diogenes needs to satisfy his sexual desire is his hand, whereas
satisfying his hunger will require food, which he will need to
acquire through purchase, begging, stealing, or some other
means. Yet, interpreted in light of Diogenes’ more general
approach to eating, the statement also contains a reminder that
the satisfaction of our desire for food is in fact much easier
than we often take it to be—easier precisely to the degree that
we free ourselves from the conventional norms that govern
when, where, and what we ought to eat. Diogenes’ onanism is
thus a quite literal demonstration of just how simple it is to
satisfy those desires, desires that most individuals agonize over
because they are constrained by norms that permit them to
satisfy those desires only in certain ways. And in this respect, it
also demonstrates how such humor can be a technique through

which the Cynic attempts to free himself,20 and not just others,
from the hold of such conventions: it is through cultivating the



ability to laugh at such conventions that we come to view those

conventions as unnatural and ridiculous.2Z

This is true both of the Cynic use of mockery and joking, and
of the way that certain Cynic practices figure the Cynic himself
as an object of ridicule and laughter. It is by being laughed at,
by becoming the object of ridicule, that the Cynic can learn to
resist the desire to conform to convention. This point is well
illustrated by the following anecdote: “To someone who said,
‘Many people laugh at you (katagelosin),” he [Diogenes]
replied, ‘Yes, but I'm not laughed down (katagelomai)’” (SSR
V.B.430). This distinction is conveyed by using the same verb,
but in the active and passive voices. Many people laugh at
Diogenes (in the active voice), but he does not become the
passive object of their laughter. He resists their laughter,
which is, after all, nothing but an expression of societal
conventions; to resist such laughter is to resist being pulled
back within the ambit of these conventions, to resist the power
they can exercise. Sometimes this sentiment takes a more
aggressive stance: “When someone said to him, ‘Most people
laugh at you,’ he replied, ‘And perhaps donkeys laugh at them;
but just as they are not corrected (epistrephontai) by the

donkeys, I am not by them” (SSR V.B.431).£ Explicit here is

the intended corrective force of such laughter,@ as well as the
contempt with which Diogenes regards it.

In this respect, we can view the Cynic practice of making
oneself the object of laughter as a technique connected with
Cynic askesis—it is a technique through which the Cynics train
themselves to become the kinds of subjects capable of living in

accordance with nature.80 As Michel Foucault has argued, the



philosophical-pagan practice of askeésis is crucially distinct

from a Christian practice of asceticism.2l While the latter is
driven by self-renunciation, the former is linked to a process of
subjectivation—a working upon the self as a mode of
constructing the self. From within this framework, the Cynic
practice of subjecting oneself to the laughter of others is
deeply connected with the formation of a Cynic self that is
indifferent to societal conventions and practices that the Cynics
view as unnatural. The Cynics do not remain unaffected by
such laughter, since the effect of the experience of being
laughed at is part of what constitutes them as subjects that
have the ability to speak the truth about the societies in which
they live. The laughter works upon them, but as the example
above illustrates, they are not simply its passive subjects.

As the analysis above indicates, the negative assessment of
eironeia persisted during the Hellenistic period, and appears to
have been a shared judgment among the Stoics, Epicureans,
and Cynics. At the same time, it also reveals the complexity of
the continuing debate concerning Socratic eironeia, and about
the nature and purpose of Socratic humor more generally. As
Aspasius notes in his commentary on the Nicomachean

Ethics,22 the question of whether Socrates was an eiron
continued to be debated well beyond the classical period, and
the evidence surveyed above suggests that the Stoics and
Epicureans held opposing views. For the Stoics, Socrates was a
positive exemplum, yet the Stoic Socrates was not an eiron; for
the Epicureans, Socrates was an eiron, and his eironeia is an



important element in the Epicurean critique of Socrates. With
the Cynics, the picture is both less clear and more complicated;
if Lucian’s Demonax is representative, then it is possible that
the Cynics did believe Socrates was an eiron and did think that
eironeia was a negative trait, but did not wholly reject Socrates
as a negative model on that basis.

The assessments of eironeia by the Stoics, Epicureans, and
Cynics are also each bound up with their respective
understandings of the proper relationship between the
philosopher and those he or she seeks to educate. The
emphasis Marcus Aurelius places on kindness and gentleness
in correcting the errors of others is at odds with an eironic
comportment toward others. For both the Epicureans and
Cynics, the practice of eironeia conflicts with their respective
emphases on parrhesia. For the former, it is necessary for the
Epicurean teacher to explain, in a clear and straightforward
manner, those doctrines that will protect the pupil from
physical and mental disturbance; for the latter, the task of the
episkopos is to declare frankly the foolishness and vanity that
lie within social conventions. At the same time, the evidence
surveyed in this chapter further demonstrates that the legacy
of Socratic humor was broader than the question of whether he
was an eiron or not. While the Stoics may have rejected the
practice of eironeia, the Stoic use of Socrates as a positive
example includes a number of anecdotes that highlight
Socrates’ use of humor. And the Cynic practice of humor may
well have a Socratic pedigree, even if it eschews both eironeia
and irony more generally.

Finally, this Cynic practice of humor highlights the ways in
which a variety of gelastic practices can be harnessed both to



contest and to resist the social and political exercise of power.
Living in accordance with nature requires freeing oneself from
the power that social norms and conventions have in shaping
and constraining one’s behavior. The use of humor to make
those norms and conventions look ridiculous was thus an
important practice through which the Cynics attempted to
weaken the power norms and conventions held over both them
and others. Just as important, however, was the cultivation of
the ability to endure the laughter and joking of others,
especially that which expressed the ridiculousness of the Cynic
way of life from the perspective of such norms and conventions.
If such laughter and joking can be viewed as an attempt to
reassert the power of societal norms and conventions, then the
ability to endure such laughter and ridicule is a crucial means
toward cultivating the ability to continue to resist them. Just as
Diogenes would not be corrected by the laughter of donkeys, so
would he not be corrected by the laughter of those who would
seek to prevent him from living in accordance with nature.



Conclusion

In Laughter in Ancient Rome, Mary Beard notes that “it is a
truism that the practice of laughter is closely bound up with

power and its differentials.”l As she also observes, however,
how such laughter (and humor more generally) is bound up
with power and its differentials is shaped by the particular
social, cultural, and political contexts in which it is practiced.
To attempt to recover the political significance of practices of
humor from the distant past demands attention to such
specificities—to how laughter and humor can reflect, challenge,

and reveal tensions within a given society’s ideological

Comstructs.2

In this book, I have argued that ancient depictions of
Socratic humor reflect a specific anxiety surrounding Socratic
intellectualism and the danger it might pose to the democratic
operation of authority in classical Athens. Thus, the practice of
Socratic humor and its representations within our extant
sources can be understood against the backdrop of a set of
Athenian democratic practices that distributed political power
among adult male citizens in a remarkably egalitarian way, and
in light of a democratic ideology that placed great faith in
political judgments reached through collective decision-making
procedures. Such equality, however, was far from complete.



Even among the adult male citizen population there were
noticeable discrepancies in how the poorest class of citizens—
the thetes—were treated, and it is likely that members of
Athens’ different socioeconomic classes would have both
understood and experienced such democratic equality

differently.§ And while the Assembly and jury system required
participation by large numbers of ordinary citizens, the
educational and economic advantages possessed by elites
allowed them to exercise disproportionate political influence.
The persistence of such inequalities thus created tensions
within an Athenian democratic ideology that emphasized a
robust and extensive notion of political equality.

These tensions between a democratic ideology that stressed
political equality and the persistence of various forms of
inequality created fertile ground for exploration, examination,

and contestation within Athenian political discourse.4 The
preceding chapters have indicated how the Socratic practice of
humor was situated within this ideological context by our
classical sources. In Aristophanes’ Clouds, Socrates’ use of
mockery is presented as a reflection of his own sense of
intellectual superiority; it is a derisive form of humor that
Socrates uses to denigrate his intellectual inferiors, and it
expresses disdain for ordinary citizens who lack his scientific
and technical knowledge. It is this disdainful, mocking attitude
that Strepsiades ultimately learns from Socrates. While he fails
to master such knowledge, his rudimentary understanding of
the subjects Socrates attempts to teach him suffice, in his eyes,
to render him unaccountable to his fellow citizens. Socratic
mockery, in this context, reflects the belief that intellectual



superiority ought to translate to greater political power and
authority; it is thus a transgressive form of humor, one that
sought to transform the ways in which political power and
authority were distributed in democratic Athens.

The depictions of Socratic humor we find in Plato and
Xenophon are quite distinct from that found in Aristophanes’
Clouds; nonetheless, both authors also address the anxieties
surrounding Socratic wisdom and the suspicion that Socrates
sought to mock his fellow citizens and the institutions of
Athenian democracy. Plato’s engagement with the question of
whether Socrates was an eiron is indicative of the ambiguity
surrounding the nature and purpose of Socratic philosophy and
its political significance. Those who accuse Socrates of being
an eiron do so convinced that they understand what Socrates is
up to when he questions his interlocutors. While Plato’s ironic
depiction of these accusations casts doubt on the accuracy of
their judgments, this doubt must be situated within the broader
context of how Plato addresses the distinction between
Socratic philosophy and sophistry. Attending to the
epistemological and ontological positions that undergird this
distinction can help to explain why it is that Socrates’
interlocutors exhibit such varied reactions to his use of humor
and irony.

These reactions are closely linked, moreover, to the nature of
Socratic wisdom as it is presented in Plato’s Apology. Socrates’
interpretation of the Delphic oracle simultaneously asserts and
downplays his intellectual superiority: while it may be true that
there is no Athenian who is wiser than he, his wisdom consists
in his knowledge of his own ignorance, and is far inferior to the
wisdom possessed by the gods. As such, it represents an



attempt to navigate the tensions and anxieties raised by this
form of inequality; Socrates may be wiser than others, but not
much wiser, and he uses this wisdom to benefit both his fellow
citizens and the city of Athens. Socrates’ irony likewise
represents an attempt to navigate the anxieties that might flow
from such inequalities, and involves downplaying his own
intellectual abilities and praising those of his interlocutors.
How we interpret the ultimate nature and purpose of such
irony depends on our understanding of Socrates’ goal in
questioning his interlocutors. For Socrates’ defenders, such
irony was a playful form of jesting that attempted to grapple
seriously with the difficulties involved in making others aware
of their self-ignorance. It was also a genuine reflection of
Socrates’ recognition of the limits of his own knowledge. For
his accusers, it was a pretense designed to help him defeat his
interlocutors in dialectical combat, and mocked what he took to
be their intellectual inferiority.

In Xenophon, Socrates’ claim to superiority is far more
straightforward; he never denies having wisdom, nor the
virtues of character that set him apart from his fellow
Athenians. At the same time Xenophon presents Socrates’ use
of both mockery and irony as techniques deployed in order to
benefit his interlocutors. His use of irony in particular
demonstrates that while he is aware of his own intellectual
superiority, he is also aware of the difficulties in getting others
to recognize the extent of their own ignorance. His subtle use
of irony attempts to guide his interlocutors to the recognition
that they lack the knowledge that they need in order to achieve
the noble goals they desire, and does so while refraining from
explicitly acknowledging their ignorance. Xenophon’s Socrates



is also aware, however, that a more direct approach is
necessary with those who insist that they already possess
knowledge; his ridicule is a means of forcing them to recognize
their ignorance in a humiliating and public way. The range of
humorous practices deployed by Xenophon’s Socrates, from a
subtle form of irony to a direct form of mockery, thus
constitutes a technique for adapting his pedagogical approach
to the particular interlocutor with whom he is engaged.

For Aristotle, eironeia can also be a technique for
negotiating power imbalances; he thus notes that the
magnanimous man may use eironeia specifically when dealing
with his inferiors. Thus, Aristotle’s association of Socrates with
the practice of eironeia reflects a tacit recognition of the kinds
of concerns Socrates had to contend with in engaging with his
interlocutors. At the same time, Aristotle also recognizes in the
practice of eironeia a mostly vicious way of interacting with
others, one that sits in tension with the “social virtues” he
identifies: friendliness, truthfulness, and wittiness. By contrast,
his conception of virtuous laughing and joking—eutrapelia—
offers an alternative to eironeia in its emphasis on reciprocity:
the eutrapelos must know how to laugh and joke well, and must
also be able to endure the laughter and joking of others that is
directed at him.

While the material on Socratic humor in the Stoics,
Epicureans, and Cynics is not drawn from this same ideological
context, it still reflects a concern with the relationship between
humor and power. This is especially true in the case of the
Cynics, for whom the practice of a nonironic, Socratic form of
humor was a technique used to resist the power of social norms
and conventions. Cynic mockery was a means of “defacing the



currency,” of ridiculing such norms and conventions in order to
weaken the power that they might exert over both others and
themselves. Thus, it was a means by which the Cynic attempted
to become the kind of individual who was capable of living a
life in accordance with nature. This Cynic mockery of such
conventions went hand in hand with Cynic attempts to turn
themselves into objects of laughter and ridicule. Such laughter
and ridicule sought to “correct” the actions of Cynics like
Diogenes, and by doing so, draw them back to beliefs and
practices of normal life. Making oneself into an object for such
laughter and ridicule was a means by which the Cynics could
cultivate the ability to resist its power to lead them away from
living according to nature.

The preceding chapters thus illustrate how Socratic humor
was a contested practice during the classical period and
beyond, and that a large part of that debate revolved around
how to place the Socratic practice of humor within the context
of democratic Athens. Reconstructing this debate can help us
understand how and why the Socratic practice of philosophy
raised the kinds of suspicions described above, and how the
Socratic practice of humor could either exacerbate or mitigate
the anxieties surrounding certain forms of inequality within
democratic Athens. As was previously noted, that the Socratic
practice of humor might provoke such anxieties does not, of
course, make it antidemocratic; in fact, navigating such
anxieties concerning equality and inequality was already a
central facet of Athenian democratic politics. As Josiah Ober
has ably demonstrated, the political activities of elite orators
were effectively constrained by a mass democratic ideology
that emphasized the wisdom of collective decision-making by



the demos. In advising the demos, political elites had to
contend with the suspicion that they might attempt to use their
rhetorical abilities to manipulate the people, and to persuade
them to pursue public policies that furthered the private
interests of those elites over those of ordinary citizens. In
contending with these anxieties, elite orators needed to stress
how they used their elite status and abilities in order to benefit

the demos and its democracy.5

Socrates’ claim to wisdom, as it is depicted by Aristophanes,
Plato, Xenophon, and Aristotle, is quite distinct from the
rhetorical abilities possessed by elite orators. Yet, it raised
similar concerns about the place of such inequality within
Athenian democratic politics. In Aristophanes’ Clouds, Socratic
mockery is depicted as an antidemocratic expression of
Socrates’ superiority. In both Plato and Xenophon, however,
Socrates emphasizes the benefits that he provides to his fellow
citizens and to Athens’ democracy on account of his superior
wisdom. While such wisdom might set him apart from his
fellow citizens, he uses it to their benefit. His irony, in this
light, is a technique for mitigating the anxieties that his
superiority might raise.

Yet, just as the demos worried that elite orators might
manipulate this ideological terrain in order to pursue their own
private advantage, so Socrates’ critics worried that his claim to
benefit others masked his desire to defeat them in dialectical
combat and humiliate them. For them, his irony and other
forms of humor expressed a disdain for what he perceived as
their inferiority. The accusations of Thrasymachus in the
Republic and Hippias in the Memorabilia situate Socrates’



mockery of his interlocutors as part of his monopolization of
the role of questioner in their dialectical exchanges, and they
further express resentment over the one-sided nature of these
conversations. And his accusers, moreover, worried that his
irony and humor also expressed disdain for the demos and for
Athens’ democratic institutions.

It is in this respect that Aristotle’s analysis of eironeia proves
valuable, precisely because it highlights the hierarchical
element of Socratic humor while pointing toward a potential
alternative. As was emphasized in chapter 4, Aristotle views
laughter and joking as expressions of superiority; at the same
time, he identifies virtuous laughter and joking as requiring the
ability to both laugh and joke well and to join in the laughter
and joking of others, even when they are directed at oneself.
This understanding of eutrapelia appears to be reflected in
Aristotle’s definition of the concept as “educated hubris,”
which both highlights the element of superiority expressed by
such laughter and joking and emphasizes that the virtuous
practice of such humor requires that it be socialized in such a
way that the agency of both parties is maintained. This points
toward a reciprocal practice of laughing and joking, one that
requires the possession of both types of eutrapelia delineated
in the Eudemian Ethics.

This interpretation of Aristotle’s account of eutrapelia relies
heavily on a distinction he draws in the Eudemian Ethics,
which does not appear in the Nicomachean Ethics. And even
though the account of eutrapelia that results from this
emphasis appears to entail a more egalitarian and reciprocal
disposition than eironeia, these qualities alone do not make it a
democratic virtue. The mode of reciprocity it embodies, that



which is akin to ruling and being ruled in turn, reflects a
conception not just of democratic citizenship, but of citizenship
in oligarchic and aristocratic regimes as well, not to mention
the politeia that Aristotle identifies as the correct form of
popular government. Aristotle would also not consider the
citizens of a democracy, as he understands the terms, to be
virtuous. Yet these qualities do lend themselves to thinking
about an ethics of laughter and joking that might be suited to a
democratic regime. The democratic anxieties concerning
hubristic laughter in Demosthenes 54 provide us with one such
opportunity for thinking about how that might work; unpacking
the seemingly democratic connotations of the word eutrapelia
in fifth-/fourth-century Athenian political discourse provides
another. In this respect, Aristotelian eutrapelia may provide a
better starting point for thinking about a democratic practice

of humor than Socratic iromy.ﬁ

One might object that this distinction between irony and
eutrapelia ignores the self-deprecating elements of irony; in
other words, it overlooks the ways in which the ironist figures

both others and himself as an object of ridicule.Z Yet, there is
still an important distinction here between the practice of the
eiron and that of the eutrapelos. While the former may figure
herself as an object of ridicule, the latter is able to endure (MM
1193a17-18) or even take pleasure in (EE 1234a15-17) the
laughter and joking that others direct at her. Overlooking for
the moment the potential difference between enduring and
taking pleasure in such laughter and joking, what Aristotle
requires from the eutrapelos is far more demanding than the
kind of self-deprecating humor in which the eiron might be



seen as engaging. This distinction is exemplified by Xenophon’s
depiction of Antisthenes in the Symposium, as was discussed in
chapter 5. While Antisthenes participates in the kind of ironic
jesting that each of the guests deploy in describing which of
their characteristics or possessions they most take pride in, he
is quite resistant to, and offended by, the joke Socrates directs
against him concerning his trade as a procurer.

To be sure, this ability to endure the laughter of others does
appear to be an element of the Socratic practice of humor, at
least as it is depicted in Plato and Xenophon. For the Platonic
Socrates, being laughed at does not matter (Plat. Euth. 3c),
especially if that laughter is the laughter of the many. And in
the Memorabilia, Socrates advises the young Charmides not to
worry about the laughter he might encounter at the hands of
the base, stupid citizens who attend the Assembly (3.7). What it
means to endure such laughter in these contexts is to cultivate
an indifference toward it. This mode of endurance is one that is
captured well by that arguably Socratic (but not ironic) form of
humor practiced by the Cynics, especially in the following
anecdote: “When someone said to him, ‘Most people laugh at
you,’ he replied, ‘And perhaps donkeys laugh at them; but just
as they are not corrected (epistrephontai) by the donkeys, I am
not by them” (SSR V.B.431). As discussed in chapter 5, the
ability to endure such laughter was, for the Cynics, a way of
training themselves to resist being pulled back within the
ambit of conventional norms and practices. Diogenes might be
laughed at, but such laughter does not affect him.

Aristotelian eutrapelia, in contrast, demands a very different
kind of endurance, one that is reflected in the etymology of the
word. Eutrapelia literally indicates a kind of “turning well,” and



more generally, a type of versatility. Such versatility fits well
with the kind of endurance exemplified by the second type of
eutrapelia Aristotle identifies in the Magna moralia and
Eudemian Ethics—the ability to take pleasure in the laughter
and jokes of others that identify and ridicule our own faults.
While Diogenes is not turned (epistrephontai) by the laughter
of others, the eutrapelos will be turned by such laughter and
joking, when appropriate. Eutrapelia thus demands both an
ability to use laughter and joking to educate others, and an
ability to be educated by the laughter and joking of others. It is
in this sense that it might be interpreted both as constituting a
critique of Socratic eironeia and as representing an alternative
political ethos of laughter and joking.

Thus, by reconstructing the classical debate surrounding
Socratic humor, we can recover a democratic critique of
Socrates’ gelastic practices, one that risks being overlooked if
we focus solely, or primarily, on the Socrates of the Platonic
dialogues. To be clear, to recover such a democratic critique is
not equivalent to demonstrating its historical veracity; as was
explained in the introduction, the latter kind of claim is
inconsistent with the methodological approach to the study of
Socrates deployed in this book. Rather, placing Plato’s
depiction of Socratic eironeia into conversation with the
portraits of Socratic humor we find in Aristophanes, Xenophon,
and Aristotle allows us to identify the potential democratic
anxieties surrounding Socrates’ gelastic practices and to
observe how those anxieties shaped the accounts of Socratic
irony found in Plato and Xenophon. The result is a richer
understanding of the relationship between Socratic
philosophical practice and Athenian democracy.



This emphasis on the democratic critique of Socratic humor
does sit in tension with other accounts of Socratic irony and
politics, especially those by contemporary political theorists
who use the figure of Socrates and his critical philosophical
practice as a model for contemporary democratic citizenship.
Such accounts, which focus exclusively on the Platonic
dialogues, emphasize the immanent nature of Socrates’
critique of Athenian democracy, and highlight the continuities
between Socrates’ philosophical mode of engagement and

Athenian democratic values and practices.ﬁ In particular, these
interpretations argue that the critical, aporetic nature of
Socratic questioning mirrors the “openness” of democracy as a
type of political regime. Thus, while the Platonic Socrates is
critical of Athenian democratic practice, his critical efforts are
directed at cultivating and fostering practices and principles
that are essentially democratic.

Though they are primarily directed at contemporary political
concerns, these interpretations of Socratic politics and the role
of Socratic irony in shaping such practices risk presenting a
one-sided account of democracy, in both its contemporary and
ancient Athenian manifestations. While we might count
“openness” as a democratic principle, its importance ought to
be balanced against that of the agency of the demos, qua
demos, to govern its own affairs. This is especially true in the
case of Athenian demokratia, in which not only was the
importance of the collective wisdom of the demos emphasized,
but that of “openness” was secondary to the emphasis placed

on consensus.2 Valuing the supposed “openness” of Socratic
questioning over the collective wisdom of the demos as



displaying a superior mode of democratic citizenship overlooks,
moreover, the ways in which this vision of Socrates as
practicing an alternative mode of democratic citizenship is part
of Plato’s defense of Socrates against the charges made by his
democratic critics and accusers. In doing so, it also neglects
the ways in which this portrait of Socrates as an immanent
critic is entangled with Plato’s rejectionist critique of Athenian
demokratia; Socrates’ abstention from politics is ultimately
underwritten by the belief that the demos, as a collective
agent, is incapable of governing its own affairs well.

Ultimately, however, the interpretation of Socratic humor
offered in this book questions the extent to which we ought to
interpret Socratic irony as aporetic in this way. Such
interpretations of Socratic irony, and of irony more generally,
are driven by Romantic conceptions that link the practice of

irony to concerns with authemticity.m For Alexander Nehamas,
Socratic irony creates a puzzle that Socrates’ interlocutors

must solve for themselves;ll for Jonathan Lear, Socrates’
ironic approach provides a model for living a truly authentic

life; 12 for contemporary theorists, irony provides a mode of
engagement suitable for a postmetaphysical, postfoundational
world—it entails an awareness of the contingency of our
political beliefs and the limits to their theoretical

justificatiom.B The view articulated in this book, by contrast,
frames Socratic irony as a variation on the practices of Socratic
humor and mockery found in our other ancient sources. It
further contends that while the particular dynamics involved in
Socratic irony may differ from those involved in the mockery
depicted by Aristophanes, the social force of such humor may



be quite similar, insofar as both can be viewed as establishing
and reinforcing the superiority of the one deploying such
humor over his target.

This last observation in particular points toward the
democratic critique of Socratic irony articulated in this
conclusion, as well as to a democratic critique of irony more
generally. While Richard Rorty, for example, contends that

“what the ironist is being blamed for is not an inclination to

humiliate but an ability to empower,”ﬂ the above analysis

suggests that what the ironist is being blamed for is his refusal
to place himself on an equal footing with his interlocutors. It is
not, as Rorty contends, that the ironist, unlike the

metaphysician, cannot offer ordinary citizens social hope,ﬁ
but that the ironist assumes, from the start, that his
interlocutors’ beliefs are faulty. In this sense, what the ironist
lacks is not an ability to empower, but a kind of presumptive
generosity that entails an openness to the possibility that one’s

interlocutor’s beliefs may be correct.1® Such an ethos reflects
the belief that we may not only educate our fellow citizens in
our encounters with them, but that we might learn from them
as well. And while Socrates, in speech, insists that he is open to
this latter possibility, in deed his practice of irony leads his
interlocutors to doubt his sincerity.

Again, to reconstruct the classical debate concerning
Socratic humor is not the same as closing the debate.
Hopefully, however, this book provides a new starting point for
thinking about Socratic humor, one that can inform attempts to
understand both the relationship between the Socratic practice



of humor and Athenian demokratia and the legacy of Socratic
irony for contemporary democratic politics.
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Socrates, Aristotelian, 129; Aristotle’s critique of, 133-35; eironeia of, 129-30, 131,
134, 155; intellectual virtues and, 133; on moral order, 133; second-hand
knowledge of, 132

Socrates, Cynic, 166-76

Socrates, of Diogenes Laertius: accusers of, 3; use of ridicule, 13

Socrates, Epicurean, 164-66; as eiron, 164-65, 176

Socrates, historical, 11; impiety charges against, 29; literary accounts of, 9; memory
of, 13

Socrates, Libanius’, 13-14; as misodémos, 3

Socrates, Peripatetic, 130-31; boastfulness of, 131

Socrates, Platonic: abstention from politics, 188; accusations of arrogance against,
87-88; accusations of demagoguery against, 75; accusations of impiety against,
65; on akrasia, 9-10; Alcibiades on, 68-71; Anytus’ response to, 82-83, 84;
authority of, 86, 88; bravery at Potidaea, 70; Callicles’ accusation of, 73-76, 84;
on citizens’ laughter, 28; conception of gods, 66; conception of piety, 66-67;
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egalitarian laughter of, 87; as eiron, 52, 53-56, 63-65, 67-77, 81, 122, 180;
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28; on Delphic oracle, 96; democratic citizenship of, 20; as demotikos, 95, 100,
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Xenophon'’s defense of, 122
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of, 158; depiction of Socratic humor, 158, 163, 164, 177; on dissimulation, 160;
enduring of criticism, 162; ethics of, 159-60; on Socratic irony, 162, 163; on
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superiority: Aristophanes’ claims to, 43-44; Aristophanic Socrates’, 43-46, 126; in
Aristotelian eironeia, 137, 155; associated with irony, 145; in Gorgias, 73-74; in
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91; Platonic Socrates’, 65, 73-74, 88-89, 90; Xenophontic Socrates’, 96, 99-100
126-27, 181
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threats to democracy, 29, 86; Socrates’, 19-20, 95; in Socratic intellectualism, 19,
28-29, 40, 179; through laughter, 132

tragedy: as oratory, 49; Plato’s engagement with, 47

truthfulness: in eironeia, 138, 182; social virtue of, 139

Vasiliou, Iakovos, 115
Vlastos, Gregory, 9; on irony, 51, 88, 100, 163; on Socrates’ theology, 66

wittiness: versus buffoonery, 148; in political community, 146; in Stoicism, 162;
virtue of, 141-42. See also eutrapelia

Xenophon: lack of eironeia in, 101, 102; interest in humor, 97-99; treatment of
akrasia, 9-10. See also Socrates, Xenophontic
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—Cyropaedia: Aglaitadas in, 98; humor in, 97-100; laughter in, 98-99; social
hierarchy in, 99

—Hellenika, humor in, 97

—Memorabilia, 3; abuse of Critias in, 96; accusations against Socrates in, 14, 23;
Critoboulos in, 107-8; lack of eironeia in, 102; enkrateia in, 124; friendship in,
107-9, 114; Hippias’ accusation of Socrates, 101-3, 184; irony in, 103, 106, 107-
22, 125; justice in, 103-4, 105; laughter in, 121; mockery in, 101-4, 105, 107-22;
mocking of Euthydemus in, 96, 105, 119-21; mocking of Glaucon in, 116-19;
Pericles (son of the general) in, 113-15, 118-19; political ambition in, 116-18;
questioning of cavalry officer, 110-12; Socrates’ accusers in, 93, 103, 184;
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—QOeconomicus: Critoboulos in, 123-24; enkrateia in, 123-24
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—Symposium: abusive humor in, 167-68; Antisthenes in, 25; attendees, 167;
depiction of Antisthenes, 166-70; humor in, 167; idea of spoudaiogeloios in, 100;
on leadership, 166-67; use of Clouds, 167; wealth and poverty in, 168-69
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