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PREFACE

Conducting an inquiry can be very personal. Even more so when we put out thoughts on to
paper. For better or worse these things can often feel like they take something of us with them.
This seems especially true of Plato’s works. The character of his philosophy is strikingly
distinctive both in thought and expression; and one of his most pronounced idiosyncrasies is
his irony. In this study I attempt to illustrate how Plato employs irony to address his audience
in an intelligent, fruitful and characteristically Platonic way. In general, Plato uses irony to turn
a defect or limitation—whether it’s an unwillingness to admit ignorance or an attachment to
the corporeal—into its opposite. He uses irony to breathe life into the ‘dead’ written word.
Many scholars regard the literary form of the dialogues as essential to their philosophical
message. Perhaps we may say that for Plato using a dry treatise for philosophy would be as
useful as using sign language to sing a song. Irony, then, is one of the means he employs to
overcome the limitations of the written word and turn them to his advantage; to make his mute

texts, not just speak to us, but sing.

It is a pleasure to acknowledge the invaluable guidance and support of Rick Benitez, who
always humoured my ramblings and treated me like a peer rather than a student. I’ve no doubt
the shortcomings of this study would be far worse were it not for your help. Thank you.

I would also like the acknowledge the efforts of my sister, Sivan Nathan, in proof-

reading my work.



INTRODUCTION

...some truths are too important to stand or fall
by mere argument.

—Myles Burnyeat

The purpose of this study is to isolate, explain and account for Plato’s use of irony. There are
a growing number of articles and chapters on irony in Plato that deal with certain ‘types’ of
irony, most notably Socratic irony; there are a few essays on particular ironic passages in Plato;
and there is an increasing amount of work being done under the banner of ‘Platonic irony.” My
efforts, however, although not always at odds with these trends, generally do not coincide with
them.

The phrase ‘Platonic irony’ for instance has appeared with increasing regularity in the
scholarship and is often employed as if it referred to some specific thing. This suggests that
scholars think they have found that one special type of irony in Plato that deserves the epithet
‘Platonic.” For example Eckstein (1981) 9-12 uses the term to refer to Plato’s use of
deliberately fallacious arguments; Vlastos (1991) 245 uses it to describe how Plato sets up a
double audience by hiding his meaning so that only certain readers perceive his true teaching.
Others take this latter idea further and argue that ‘Platonic irony’ involves the absence of an
authorial voice which forces the readers to think things through themselves. Nehamas (1998)
44 and Gordon (1999) 129-30, for example, argue that the reader is in fact tricked into
becoming complacent: we think we are superior to Socrates’ victims (like Euthyphro) because
we perceive their mistakes, but this superiority is a self-delusion that vitiates the examined life
and makes us resemble the ignorant Euthyphros. Landy (2007) 92-5, while incorporating some

of these themes, limits ‘Platonic irony’ to implicit criticisms of Socrates. By and large ‘Platonic



irony’ is most often employed to refer to authorial anonymity.! This ‘irony’ tends to be
understood as a simple concomitant of Plato’s refusal to speak in his own voice. In this way
the term ‘irony’ has simply been diluted to mean ‘literary’ or the like.? Virtually all fiction
would be ‘ironic’ in this sense. The attempt to account for ‘Platonic irony’ in this sense is
actually an attempt to explain why Plato wrote in the dialogue format. That topic, however, is
not my primary concern. The irony that interests me is much more specific. As such my inquiry

has a narrower focus and is, I believe, more original.

Plato contra Socrates and the Non-Doctrinal View
Within the scholarship on Plato’s literary techniques there is a strong tendency to associate
Plato’s irony with the rejection of the following two assumptions: (1) that Socrates is put in a
privileged position and (2) that Plato puts forward philosophical ideas and theories. That is, for

certain scholars Plato’s irony is synonymous with the idea that he does not use Socrates (or

! Plato’s irony is also discussed by e.g. Merlan (1947), Rowe (1987), Griswold (1987) and (2002),
Hyland (1988), Michelini (2000) and Long (2007). The following thematise anonymity: Edelstein
(1962), Plass (1964) and (1967) and Benitez (2010); and see further Press (2000). One of the most
measured assessments of ‘Platonic anonymity’ I have encountered is Edelstein. He argues that Plato
attributed his philosophy to Socrates in the tradition of the Pythagoreans who humbly attribute their
philosophy to the master (11-13). This anonymity is carried down to the level of Socrates in that ‘the
dialogues always divert attention from the person of Socrates and direct it to the truth; they always
appeal not to his authority but rather to the strength of his argument’ (17).

% See e.g. Griswold (1996) 12-3. Benitez (2010) 18, by contrast, is refreshingly explicit: ‘One of the
problems generic to the interpretation of literature is the gap between author and character.” Plass (1964)
makes the surprising move of interpreting ‘anonymity’ or ‘irony’ as virtually anything that reduces the

role of the speaker, whether attributing one’s view to another or disparaging oneself.



anyone else) to put forward positive doctrine. This being so, I feel obliged to make plain from
the outset that, although this is a study of Plato’s irony, I do not take this approach.

Regarding Socrates, and leaving aside the other principal speakers, I do not think that
every word he says can be attributed to Plato. Socrates, as [ understand him, is frequently ironic,
elusive and, as [ will argue, even manipulative. Yet [ maintain that he is something like an ideal
philosopher in Plato. He always acts to improve the people he speaks to, even if he must
administer a bitter pill. Where Socrates is found to be using bad arguments and we have reason
to believe that Plato knows these are bad arguments, I tend to bring Socrates in on it and ask
why he might behave this way. Thus I do not think that Plato endorses everything that Socrates
says. Indeed, I do not even think that Socrates endorses everything that he says. And yet those
scholars who wish to undermine Socrates’ authority frequently argue that, since he cannot be
taken as a straightforward ‘mouthpiece,” he cannot be put in a privileged position.? But this is
a false dichotomy. We are not faced with an exclusive choice between the radical mouthpiece
view (whereby Socrates matter-of-factly stands in for Plato) and the anti-Socrates view. A
middling view whereby Socrates is privileged yet elusive has traditionally been the dominant
one among literary approaches to Plato and at times it can be a little disappointing to read some
of the uncharitable interpretations of Socrates that are employed by scholars to pit Plato against
his Socrates.*

Frequently these scholars behave as if there is a burden of proof to be borne by anyone

who takes Socrates as privileged. I think this is incorrect. Plato writes in such a way as to make

3 For the view that Plato never speaks in his own voice because none of his characters speak for him
see e.g. Griswold (1987) 76, Hyland (1988) 318 and 332, Frede (1992) 215-7, Nails (2000) 16, Press
(2000b) 27-8, Waugh (2000) 39-40 and West (2000) 100-1. Gonzalez (2000) is one of the more
measured attempts to account for the distance between Plato and his Socrates; cf. Clay (2000) 100-15.

* See especially Landy (2007) and Nails (2000) 18-9.



Socrates an obvious hero. Consider a question that is put forward by Debra Nails (2000) 15:
‘Who is Jane Austen’s mouthpiece in her novels? Is it, as is widely believed, the lively
Elizabeth Bennet of Pride and Prejudice?’ 1f we leave aside the distracting mention of a
‘mouthpiece,’ talk of Jane Austen is apt to recall how easy it often is to see which characters
we are supposed to identify with or sympathise with and which characters we should not.
Although this can be complicated at times and characters need not be entirely good or entirely
bad, but in broad strokes (and notwithstanding academic quibbles) it is usually quite obvious
and intuitive what the author intends in this respect. Mr. Darcy, for instance, is made to seem
a cold prig at the start of Pride and Prejudice only to emerge as something of a hero at the
end—so much is surely obvious. And even when writers defy these canons of literature (as in
Camus’ The Stranger, say) it is often quite obvious that this is what is happening. At any rate,
it hardly seems that Plato—who consistently portrays his Socrates either refuting the arrogant
or educating his friends—is such a writer. No doubt this is why generations of readers from
antiquity onwards, both friends and foes of Plato, have taken it as self-evident that Socrates is
put in a privileged position. Indeed, Plato’s Socrates surely counts as one of the most
marvellous and potent portraits in the history of literature. And we should not forget that while
Jane Austen wrote love stories, Plato wrote philosophical discussions; thus while Austen’s
heroines may not always speak with wisdom (for example, the self-deluded Emma), we would
not expect Plato’s philosophical heroes to be so afflicted. The burden of proof must rest with
those who would deny Socrates’ privileged position.”

Although these scholars do raise pertinent objections against the naivety of certain

analytic approaches to Plato, they do not give us sufficient reason to throw Socrates out with

3 See Ford (2008) for a discussion of the rise of Sokratikoi Logoi. He notes that the persona of the

character Socrates plays an essential role in this genre (42).



the bathwater. The anti-Socrates view is unusual and difficult, and as such it would require a
compelling explanation. Instead we are told that Plato undermines Socrates because he is not
interested in putting forward doctrines, but merely wants us to think for ourselves.® But how
could such a view even begin to explain the fabulous intricacy of the Phaedrus or the grandeur
of the Timaeus? Some claim that for Plato to offer answers in the manner of an authority is
anathema to philosophy.” There is certainly some truth to this. But Plato—who wrote the
Republic and the Laws, who knows nothing of our modern egalitarianism and who is
instinctually elitist by our standards—cannot be turned into a modern progressive pluralist who
cares only that we come to our own conclusions, regardless of what they may be. He does not
reject authority in this sense. He is openly hostile to relativism, deeply committed to the
existence of an objective moral order, and he represents one of the most extreme forms of
metaphysical realism available. A better way to understand his rejection of authority is that the
‘think for yourself” principle is pedagogical. It is not the destination, but a means to an end. To
properly learn and understand something one must think it through and actively engage. Thus
we should not dogmatically accept the pronouncements of Plato (or, say, Homer or Solon) on
faith. But this does not imply that Plato has no beliefs or theories to give us. Only that he wants

us to learn them by our own mental efforts.

® While I agree that Plato requires the reader to think, I argue that this is not all they do. That is, I
believe that Plato both wants to draw particular conclusions from his texts and he requires us to think
our way through to these conclusions. For the view that Plato merely wants to make you think, see e.g.
Mackenzie (1982), Woolf (1999), Michelini (2000) 180, Nails (2000) 25, Waugh (2000) 49-50, West
(2000) 111 and Landy (2007) 93-4.

" E.g. Nails (2000) 16 and Benitez (2000) 84.



We have, then, come to the second assumption that the irony scholars tend to reject:
namely, that Plato has doctrines. To a certain point, I am sympathetic to this view: Plato’s
philosophy might not be concrete or systematic; perhaps he does not give us the pure
unadulterated truth. Indeed, he may think the truth cannot be presented in a fixed once-and-
for-all account for us mortals.® On the other hand, I cannot accept the suggestion that we give
over the hunt for Plato’s positive philosophy full-stop. One wonders what would be left of Plato
if we truly tried to apply this idea to his texts. Can we really believe that one of the most
influential thinkers in Western history has nothing substantial to tell us, but only problematises
and leaves us to our own devices? Even if we try to gloss his teachings as ‘merely
methodological’ it must be acknowledged that these methods are nothing short of iconoclastic.

I appreciate that Plato’s literary presentation is problematic, that he does not address us
in his own voice and that this calls for careful interpretation, but I believe these scholars go too
far in rejecting the two assumptions I have mentioned and, more importantly, I have found it
fruitful to employ these assumptions in interpreting the dialogues. Possibly the problem is that
these scholars are concerned (quite rightly) with the assumptions underpinning analytic
interpretations of Plato and this orientation has understandably affected the substance and tone
of their arguments. I certainly agree with these scholars that Socrates is not some simple
surrogate or mouthpiece for Plato and I strongly agree that Plato writes in such a way as to
encourage us to think. But this does not commit me to the view that he has no positive
philosophy. The transfer of knowledge is not simply a matter of putting information into souls
(see Smp. 175d3-7). It requires active engagement on the part of the student. Accordingly, Plato

is allusive and elusive precisely so he can impart his message.

¥ E.g. Merlan (1947) 429, an old but interesting essay. Consider also Benitez (2007) who urges that
Plato’s dialogues be given an epistemic status comparable to myth in that they attempt to give a probable

and instructive image of reality, but not the real thing, which would be impossible.



The Ironies to Be Discussed

There can be no question that Plato had a keen eye for what would eventually come to be called
‘irony.” Socrates marvels at how strange (¢ dtomov), how curious (o¢ Oavpocing), it is that
pleasure and pain are unwilling to co-exist in a man at the same time yet the one almost always
follows the other as though they were joined at the hip—or rather the head (Phd. 60b). In the
Republic it is similarly atopos, ‘out of place’, that the philosopher stumbles back into the cave,
blind and discombobulated from the light of the truth, while the simpletons all around him are
exonerated for their counterfeit knowledge (Rep. 513e3-517a4). Perhaps there is something of
this atopia in the Apology: we witness Socrates turn a defence speech into something of an
accusation speech, in which he holds aloft the ignorance that makes him the wisest man in
Athens (e.g. 23a8-b4); ultimately he argues that the guilty verdict of the jury in fact only
condemns themselves, but never Socrates (30d5-¢e1, 38c). Or consider the thinly veiled sarcasm
that Socrates levels at Polus in the Gorgias (461c5-d4): it is handy to keep young men like
Polus around, Socrates explains, so that these youngsters can correct their elders when they
stumble. I could easily go on. Indeed, I have every intention of doing just that; but to begin
with I will indicate in general terms which of Plato’s many ironies I intend to discuss, and
which will be passed over.

I am not interested in every little ironic passage. I am not interested in any sort of

exhaustive taxonomy of Plato’s irony.’ I am only interested in ‘big’ ironies that are applied

? Taxonomy is not the panacea it is sometimes thought to be. In and of itself it could be worthless. I
could divide the dialogues according to whether they have an even or odd number of words, for instance.
Any taxonomy needs to be conducted in reference to meaningful distinctions and these are not always

immediately ready-to-hand. For example we should not rush to divide up ‘types’ of irony in reference



throughout a dialogue or across a range of dialogues, and even then [ have been selective about
the ironies I included. In conducting my research, I found a family of ideas associated with a
particular pedagogic-cum-literary strategy which I have been content to focus on.!° Two of the
more obvious omissions are that I do not discuss Plato’s self-contradictory criticisms of writing
or his use of dramatic irony. I decided against discussing Plato’s criticisms of writing because
it upset the overall balance of the work without adding anything substantial.!' As for a

discussion of dramatic irony I do not think this would have formed a natural part of the present

to structural features alone. Griswold (2002) attempts a such a taxonomy of irony in Plato which is,
accordingly, rather wooden and, at times, perfunctory.

19T have inevitably focused on Socrates rather than other main speakers, moreover I have gravitated
towards the so-called middle dialogues. While Socratic irony is native to the ‘early’ dialogues, it is the
‘middle’ dialogues that showcase the literary playfulness we are largely concerned with. I stress,
however, that my approach does not commit me to any theory of Plato’s development.

! Inevitably Plato’s critique of writing has been used to support the non-doctrinal view, but many
have come to less extreme conclusions. Klein (1989) 16-7 suggests that the rejection of writing is geared
to Phaedrus’ character but that we should be able to decipher that there is an approach to writing that
Socrates does not mention; namely, one that leads you to figure out its answers yourself. See further
Strauss (1964) 54, Ebert (1973) 165 and (2002) 44 and cf. Griswold (1996) 218-226. The most thorough
account I know of comes from Ronna Burger (1978). In particular she does a good job of bringing out
the way Plato’s criticisms themselves exonerate his work against these very criticisms. That is, she
explains how Plato’s text recommends itself because of these self-criticisms. In general terms she argues
that, inasmuch as the dialogue denies the appearance of wisdom, it precludes the passivity of its
readership; thus, as the reader is required to engage with the text, the ‘dead’ text is ‘resuscitated’ (114,

cf. 120).
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study and I suspect that the topic would be better grouped alongside Plato’s treatment of
historical individuals, rather than annexed off to a peninsula on the continent of irony.'?

This study begins with a general account of irony in Chapter One. In Chapter Two |
discuss Socratic irony. Here I argue against the ingenious accounts of the modern scholarship
to side with the old view that Socratic irony involves trading praise for blame and blame for
praise so as to expose the ignorance of one’s interlocutor. In Chapter Three I turn to something
I call ‘Paragogic irony’ whereby Socrates exploits the baser urges of his companions and puts
them to good use. For instance, since Simmias and Cebes are chained to their bodily desires
and fears, Socrates appeals to their somatic fear of death to turn them away from the body.
They are threatened with physical pain unless they overcome physical attachments. Both
Chapter Two and Chapter Three are concerned with the way Socrates wields his irony on other
interlocutors. For this reason I group them together as Part Two (Part One being the
introduction to irony). In Part Three we move from Socrates to Plato. These are the ironies
aimed directly at us, the readers. Chapter Four looks at the way Plato likes to use an item to
typify two opposite things. For example, vision is used to typify both the mind and its opposite,
the physical senses. The final chapter culminates in an interpretation of the Phaedrus’ Palinode
which reveals how Plato deliberately and carefully employs irony to further his literary goal of
turning his readers into philosophers. These final two chapters focus on the way Plato uses
eros—ironically—to typify philosophy.

It is of course inevitable that one distinguishes between the irony of Socrates and Plato,
but my tendency is to let this distinction fade into the background. Take Socratic irony for

example. Although it is Socrates who wields this irony on his interlocutors, we are the ones

12 There is a useful essay on dramatic irony in Republic 1 by Gifford (2001), though I wonder if he

overexaggerates the significance of his findings at times.
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who notice it for the irony that it is. Thus even here there is a sense in which the reader is given
a special role to play. Keeping in mind the privileged position Socrates holds in the dialogues,
Plato and his Socrates can and do ‘work together” in some sense. For this reasons then I do not
apply a hard and fast distinction between Plato and Socrates. Rather the important distinction
for me is whether an irony is aimed at a character or the reading audience. All of the ironies I
examine are inevitably aimed at the reader because I am ultimately interested in Plato’s use of
irony. But by this same token it becomes important to differentiate the intended response of

the reader from the response of, say, Simmias or Euthyphro.
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PART ONE

...one of the frustrations of [literary] criticism
is that many of the effects that require
explication are of a kind that lose their savor in
being made explicit. Their authors left them
implicit in the first place because open
discussion threated to destroy them.

—Wayne Booth
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CHAPTER ONE
IRONY

Mit der Ironie ist durchaus nicht zu scherzen.
(There is absolutely nothing funny about
irony.)!

—Friedrich Schlegel

The Protean nature of irony and the bewildering array of scholarly literature it has generated
present a rather daunting task for anyone who hopes to extract a clear and intelligible account
which they can then apply to, say, the study of the Platonic dialogues.? Nevertheless, providing
some concessions are made regarding conceptual exactitude, a useful account can be rendered
that will assist in identifying something as ironic, understanding why it is ironic and
recognising some important uses and effects of irony. Let us consider, for instance, the ample
use of irony made by the ancient Greeks. It is enough to mention Odysseus on Ithaca, the term
‘Sophoclean irony’ or even the particle dnmov to call to mind the Greek penchant for irony. In
fact, that the Greek poets told stories of which the audience already knew the outcome makes

dramatic irony almost inevitable. And again, since irony can be understood as a type of

! Translations are my own unless otherwise stated.
2 Cf. Muecke (1969) 3: ‘Getting to grips with irony seems to have something in common with
gathering mist; there is plenty to take hold of if only one could...Yet if, upon examination, irony

becomes less nebulous, as it does, it remains elusively Protean.’
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contrast, it is noteworthy that the Greek language and thus the ‘Greek mind’ is over-fond of
contrast and antithesis.’

Yet the Greeks clearly lacked a distinct term to refer to this rich and complex
phenomenon. The Greek ancestor of ‘irony,” eipwveia, will at best overlap with our term only
in certain contexts. The term evtpamneAia, ‘wit,” could at times refer to cases of verbal irony.
Aristotle employs this term to label the mean in respect of joking between the overly stern and
the buffoonish (e.g. EE 1234a4-24).* We can also see our ‘dramatic irony’ in his use of
apaptio, ‘ignorance’ or ‘error’ in the Poetics; and his meputéteia ‘reversal’ can often be an
ironic turn in the plot, where say some apparent good leads to disaster. Thus, even though these
usages can tend towards our ‘irony’ they still fall well short it. And this absence is rather
striking because, although the Greeks lacked a discrete term for it, irony is deeply rooted in
their literature and even Greek thought.’

That the Greeks could use and appreciate irony, all the while lacking an explicit concept
of it, is explained by that fact that irony is in some sense intuitive. What [ mean by this can by

grasped by analogy with humour. Clearly one can get a joke without a critical, self-reflexive

3 For examples of verbal irony in Greek literature see e.g. Denniston’s Greek Particles under &y
(229-39) and Minchin (2010) entitled, ‘From Gentle Teasing to Heavy Sarcasm: Instances of Rhetorical
Irony in Homer’s /liad.” She claims that ‘Homer clearly identifies rhetorical irony in all its diversity as
a discourse’ (388).

* See Gray (2010) 331.

> Cf. Thomson (1926) 186, ‘The Greek simply took a certain view of life for granted; no other view
struck him as possible, and so the need for a distinguished name did not arise’ and Sedgewick (2003¢)
61, ‘the sense of contradiction as between appearance and reality in circumstance, the sense of mocking
fate...colours practically the whole of Greek literature (and much later literature) as with an Aeschylean

’

dye.
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understanding of how humour works: you hear something funny, you laugh. Indeed, nothing
ruins a joke like having it explained. We might say that our appreciation of a joke is a discrete
datum, instantaneously apprehended. Moreover, there is something intrinsically delightful
about enjoying something comical. I submit that irony shares this same basic aesthetic quality:
it can be enjoyed without a critical understanding or awareness of how it works. For this reason
it could thrive in Greek literature and beyond even though a clear concept of irony would not
be made fully explicit until the nineteenth century.

This in turn will have an effect on the way we need to approach irony. One needs to
acknowledge the role that experiencing irony plays; we cannot rely on dry definitions alone. In
practical terms it is essential to discuss irony in reference to examples, and these should not be
limited to banal examples. Without further ado then, here is a brief missive penned by Groucho
Marx. He is responding to the accusation made in Confidential Magazine that his gameshow

was rigged.

To Confidential Magazine,

If you continue to publish slanderous pieces about me, I shall feel compelled to cancel
my subscription.

Sincerely,

Groucho Marx®

Here the comic effect is coloured or informed by irony. For there can be no question that this

is (intended to be) funny.” And while one could make any number of observations about the

 Marx (1967) 10.
7 Arthur Sheekman, who introduces the collection of Groucho’s letters, call this line ‘gently

withering.’
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use of irony here, we will not get ahead of ourselves and instead keep in mind this sort of
‘phenomenology of irony’ I am proposing. The ironic twist or tension relies on Groucho’s
thoroughly underwhelming ‘threat.” The effect is rather delightful. The author appears urbane,
witty and charming. The joke is also rather silly. Notice then how one might ‘catch oneself in

the act’ of appreciating a fine piece of irony. Hence the need for examples.

This chapter is divided into three further sections. In the next section—A Brief History of the
Word ‘Irony’—we will track the term from its beginnings in the Greek term gipoveia through
the Latin ironia and then into the English irony by looking at the important junctions through
which our term came about. One of the more interesting conclusions to be gleaned from this
survey is the central role that Plato’s Socrates has played. The survey also makes for a useful
prolegomenon to the next section, The Nature of Irony. This is the focal point of the present
chapter: here I attempt to elucidate what irony is and how it works. In the final section—
Simplistic and Sophistic Accounts of [rony—I discuss some alternate approaches to irony, raise

some criticisms against them and use these as a foil for my own view.

1
A BRIEF HISTORY OF THE WORD ‘IRONY’

Before attempting to analyse the concept of irony I would like to turn to the history of the word
‘irony,” coming as it does out of Greek, through Latin and eventually into English. This review
has at least two immediate purposes. Firstly, it provides an illuminating background to our
inquiry and will furnish us with an excellent introduction to the concept of irony. Secondly, in
regard to the ancient ancestors of our term (which already interest us as students of Classics)
the conclusions I reach are directly relevant to the connection between Plato and irony. For this

reason I discuss the Greek ancestor of the term at length. Beyond this, I shall establish more
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firmly or philologically the claim made above regarding the late arrival of a dedicated term to

describe irony.

Antiquity: eipoveio and ironia
The basic sense of the term &ipwv and its cognates (eipwveia, eipwvevesBour etc.), stripped of
their connotations, is o conceal the truth, often in the sense of affecting innocence or playing
coy. It is useful to distinguish between four different aspects of this term. (1) Deceit: the eiron
was a slippery rogue trying to weasel out of something. (2) Sneering sarcasm: here he is
someone who scornfully scoffs at someone (in a manner comparable to sarcasm) and his ‘lie’
is not supposed to deceive but should be clearly transparent. (3) Indolence: someone who is
lethargic and underrates their own ability. And (4) an urbane affectation: here the eiron finds a
sophisticated outlet for his contempt. It must be stressed that these are not real distinctions, but
practical expedients. We are not initially dealing with a semantically fixed concept but a
slippery, changeable and loaded term. It does however take on a more technical character in
certain contexts from Aristotle onwards.® If there is an important distinction to be established
it is between the first two senses and the second two insofar as the pejorative sense of the term
recedes into the background and is ultimately replaced by its opposite, with the non-pejorative
sense eventually being used as technical term in rhetoric. Curiously enough the main impetus

for this change is Plato’s Socrates.

8 Cf. Bergson (1971) 414, 416-7 and 420. He tries to minimize the range of meanings by

distinguishing between the Socrates-inspired Aristotelian usage and the everyday usage.
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We begin, as does Otto Ribbeck, with Aristophanes.’ Ribbeck’s pioneering 1876 essay
Uber den Begriff des €ipwv is the standard work on this topic and I draw from him throughout. '

He asserts that the term first appears in Aristophanes with very distinct connotations. Namely,

? There is a fading tendency to see fixed character types in Aristophanes, and in particular we find a
central contrast between the eiron and the alazon (‘braggart’). Some for example look to the Tractatus
Coislinianus which says, ‘The characters of comedy are that of the buffoon the eiron and the braggart
[te Popordya kal ta gipmvikd kol td Tdv dAalovov]’ (7.12 in Janko, 1984). Thus Cornford (1914)
136-8, Thomson (1926) 20-33, McLeish (1980) 53-6 and Janko (1984) 242-50. On the other hand, Silk
(2002) 232 and Ruffell (2014) argue against such fixed character types. My claims assume as little as
possible and do not go beyond the observation that such-and-such plays the eiron in a certain passage.
This approach should be sufficiently innocuous.

1 Ribbeck (1876) is criticised by Biicher (1941) e.g. 340-1, who attempts to reduce the term to
Aristotle’s ‘understatement.” This is easily dismissed by Bergson (1971) 409-10 and 416-7 (but see
418). The history of the term is also discussed by Thomson (1926) 3 and Cornford (1914) n. 1 on 137.
They do not deviate from Ribbeck, which must be regarded as the locus classicus, as noted by e.g.,
Vlastos (1987) n. 3 on 80, Muecke (1969) 7, Booth (1974) n. 1 on 138-9 and Nehamas (1998) n. 7 on
202. Knox (1961) 3-7 gives a brief overview of the history of the term. Both he and Muecke e.g. 47
draw on Sedgewick (2003), who is also parasitic on Ribbeck (see 7 and n. 2 on 109). See also Pavlovskis
(1968), Markantonatos (1975), Wolfsdorf (2008) 243-5 and Nehamas (1998) 50-62. That Lane (2006)
must spend some 15,000 words to show that eironeia does not mean ‘irony’ in the dialogues reflects
something of a regression in modern scholarship. The gap between eiréoneia and irony was established
over a century ago by Ribbeck. In the 1970’s even Wayne Booth, who is not a classicist, could say, ‘As
every schoolboy knows, the standard work on the concept of the eiron in Greek literature is Otto
Ribbeck’ (ibid.). Although Lane’s main contention is correct, her account tends to oversimplify and she
has an unhelpful aversion to attributing irony to Socrates (see especially her heavy-handed treatment of

eironeia after Plato on 78-80).
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it has vulgar origins as a crude insult (ein Schimpfwort)'! and is clearly a pejorative term (381).
The eiron was a slippery rogue, a fox, usually trying to weasel out of something. Ribbeck also
surveys the relevant scholia and ancient lexica (382): the eiron is a dissembler or actor who
cheats and jokes around (0 mdvta moilewv koi SwyAevdlmv, €lp®VELOUEVOS, ATATEDV,
vrokptrc—scholium to the Clouds 443-51); Hesychius and Photius confirm that the eiron is
a cheat and a joker. The joking aspect will come to the fore presently, but we can keep it in the
back of our minds while we explore the deceptive nature of the eiron.

Of the three occurrences in Aristophanes the most illuminating is in the Wasps. Here
the aged Philocleon is trying to escape from his home where his son has detained him, and
when he gives out the excuse that it’s the first of the month (when debts are due) so he must
take the donkey to town and sell it, he is accused of playing the eiron: ‘Such an excuse he gives
out! like an eiron trying to make you release him’ (ofov tpdpactv kabfikev, o¢ elpovikdg, / v’
avtov ékmépyelonc—174-5). In the Clouds we encounter the term amidst a catalogue of
scoundrels. Strepsiades presents himself to Socrates’ house of learning and reels off a list of
things he hopes to learn from Socrates. This is informative insofar as it characterises the eiron
as a deceitful rogue who manipulates people with words. Strepsiades wants to learn how to be

a liar, cheater or an eiron so as to shirk his debts.

...if I can escape from my debts and appear to men as bold, eloquent, audacious,

reckless, appalling, a fabricator of lies, resourceful, a pettifogger, a shiesty lawyer, a

' But see Bergson (1971) 411.
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rattle, a fox, a knave, slippery, an eiron, greasy, a braggart, a criminal, a sinner, a

twister, a troublemaker, a scavenger.!? (443-51)

We can come to a clearer idea of how exactly the eiron is a scoundrel by turning to Plato’s
Apology. Here Socrates claims that he cannot cease his philosophical quest because he is
following the dictates of the god, yet he worries the jury will think he is being eironikos (38al).
That is, they will think he is giving off a convenient and disingenuous excuse, much as
Strepsiades might have done to weasel out of his debts.

Accordingly, Ribbeck (384-5) may be correct in claiming that Aristophanes plays with
the notorious ignorance of Socrates in the Birds (1211). Iris, who has unexpectedly flown into
the new city in the clouds, evidently oblivious that the Olympians are unwelcome, is asked
which door she came in through. She gives the understandable answer, ‘By Zeus! I haven’t a
clue which door.” The rejoinder: ‘Did you hear her? What an eiron’ (§xovcag odtiig, olov
eipovevetar;). The (absurd) implication is that Iris is playing coy: she snuck her way in, but
they’re much too clever for all that. Here then is feigning ignorance as a cunning excuse.

A more general sense of lying appears in the Laws and the Sophist. In Laws 908b-d the
Athenian mentions a certain type of atheist who pretends to be a theist: he is full of cunning
and treachery (66Aov o0& xai €védpag mAnpnc—908d3) and rises to positions of power as a
demagogue or a general, presumably through his concealed cunning. As with Aristophanes,
the Athenian mentions sophists in this connection. Similarly in the Sophist (268) the Eleatic

Stranger describes two ‘imitators of justice,” one being an eironikos imitator. That is, from

12 gimep oL ypéo SrapevEodpa, / Toig T avOpmdmolg lval 86Em / Bpacvg, dyAmTToc, TOAMPOC, TTNe
/ BdEAVPOG, YELODY CLUYKOAAN TG / EDPNCIEMNC, TEPITPIULN KAV / KOPPIC, KpOTOAOV, Kivadog, TpOUN

/ paoBing, eipwv, yAoloc, dralmv / kévipwv, uapog, oTpoelc, apyaréog, / LaTloAoLOG.
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‘rolling around in discussion’ (dud v 101¢ AOYOIS KVAIVONGIVv—268a2) they have come to
realise that they only have the appearance of knowledge which they then offer up to others so
as to deceive. They can keep up the pretence in long speeches or in private discussion where
they try to make their interlocutor contradict themselves (268b1-5). Here the eiron is a
deceptive liar, and in this case he conceals his ignorance. When we come to Aristotle we shall
see a contrast between eironeia and alazoneia (‘boasting’), the former understating what the
latter overstates. This makes sense of the Wasps passage and is at least consistent with the
Apology passage. However the sense of affecting innocence, does not square with the liars in
the Laws and the Sophist. They are practically alazones, braggarts, in that they exaggerate or
overstate by claiming a knowledge which they actually lack. Thus at the start of the Cratylus
Hermogenes tells Socrates how Cratylus claims that words (dvopoata) are applied to things by

nature, but he continues,

I am eager to know what on earth he means, but he doesn’t make anything clear and
plays the eiron with me, pretending he has some special knowledge of such things...
[elpwvevetal T€ TPOG e, TPOGTOIOVUEVOGS TL ODTOG &V £0VTY dlovoeichot Mg e10MC

nepi avtod...] (383b8-384a3)

Cratylus is thought to be lauding himself in a rather coy manner. This, again, is not feigning
innocence, but the pretence of knowing something, perhaps coupled with a convenient and
cunning excuse (cf. similarly Euthydemus 302b3-4).

Now we turn to (2) the way in which the eiron is thought to sneer at people. This sense
emerges more explicitly in Aristotle and the Romans but under the civilised guise of
‘expressing contempt.” We can approach this aspect of the term by degrees, moving from the

occurrences in the Republic, the Gorgias and finally the Symposium. 1 do not think this sense
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of the term should be completely distinguished from the previous one—being deceitful, often
by feigning ignorance—but I have separated out the senses to illustrate the various shades of
meaning available.

In a well-known passage in Book 1 of the Republic Socrates is accused of eiréneia by
Thrasymachus. The latter is getting fed up with Socrates and Polemarchus prattling on like
idiots, but Socrates pleads with Thrasymachus to pity them in their paltry attempts to

understand justice (336b1-337a2).

But Thraysmachus laughed sardonically when he heard this and said, ‘By Heracles,
here is that trademark eiréneia of Socrates [abtn ‘keivn 1M elwBvia eipoveio
Yokpdbrovg]. In fact I knew well and told these people to expect that you would be
unwilling to answer, but would play the eiron [elpwvedoolo] and do anything rather

than answer a question someone might put to you. (337a3-7)

Plainly this is feigning ignorance and plainly ignorance provides a convenient excuse. But I
would cautiously suggest there is something else in play here. Thrasymachus thinks that
Socrates is not merely concealing something, but that he is obliquely insulting him. That is,
when Socrates begged that ‘clever people’ (dewvoi) like Thrasymachus show pity to the humble
Socrates, Thrasymachus espies a backhanded compliment, intended to insult. This is why he is
angry at Socrates. The aggression in Thrasymachus’ response will find an echo in Callicles in
the Gorgias and here we begin to see the way in which the eiron transparently disparages and
sneers at his victims.

In the Gorgias at 485e-486¢ Callicles expresses what appears to be sincere goodwill
towards Socrates and says he feels like the Zethus to Socrates’ Amphion in Euripides’ play.

That is, like Zethus, he feels compelled to criticise Socrates for neglecting practical concerns
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in his enthusiasm for philosophy such that, notwithstanding his noble spirit, he could never put
together a persuasive speech in the assembly or the like. But this goodwill has all but
evaporated by 489d1-e4. After repeatedly failing to deal with Socrates’ incessant questions,
Socrates asks that Callicles ‘take it easy on him’ or he might quit his tutelage (xoi & Oovpdote
TPAOTEPOV LE TPOJIdaoKE, Tva n) dmoportiom mapd cod). In response to this thinly veiled barb
Callicles simply brands Socrates an eiron. But Socrates, not to be outdone, throws the insult
right back: ‘No I’m not, Callicles, by Zethus, whom you evoked so much a moment ago in
playing the eiron with me’ (Ma tov Zfj0ov, & Karlikhel, @ oV xpduevog moAld viv &1
elpovevov pog pe). ‘Playing the eiron’ here shades into mocking or sneering at and should
not be limited to affecting ignorance. This is close to sarcasm and falls within the modern sense
of the term irony. Socrates is suggesting (whether or not justifiably) that Callicles had been
deriding him by casting him as the Zethus; and Callicles, for his part, perceives that Socrates
is being cheeky and labels this eironeia. We find this sense of eironeia spelled out in the
Rhetoric to Alexander at 1434a17-24 in even more strikingly modern terms: ‘eironeia is to say
something while pretending not to say something or to call things by contrary names’ and this
is said to be an effective means of ridiculing and showing one’s superiority (1441b25-9).1?
Finally we come to the celebrated passage in the Symposium. Alcibiades is essaying his

case that Socrates is a Silenus, the lusty patron of sex and intoxication:

For you see that he loves the beautiful, he’s always after them and is besotted, and

'3 On the connection between Socrates, eironeia and sneering see Ribbeck (1876) 385-6 and cf.
Thomson (1926) 167-8 and Nehamas (1998) 58. Vlastos (1987) 83-4 argues, pace Burnet, Guthrie and
others, that eironeia was not limited to ‘deceit’ but extended to include ‘mockery’ in the late fifth
century. He compares the English ‘pretending,” which can mean deceiving as well as putting on a

transparent act. For a different view see Wolfsdorf (2008) 242-5 and Lane (2006) 62-4.
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again, he’s always ignorant and knows nothing. Isn’t this like the appearance of
Silenus? Obviously! The man wears this on the outside, like the hollowed-out Silenus
statues. But if we open him up, do you know, gentlemen, how incredibly sound of
mind he is on the inside? Whether someone is beautiful means nothing to him and
he’s more contemptuous than you could imagine as to whether someone is rich or
holds any other honour the masses esteem; he thinks all such possessions worthless
and us as well. I tell you, he spends his whole life playing the eiron and toying with
people [elpwvevdpevog d¢ kai mailwv mhvta TOV Plov Tpdg TOLG AVOPOTOVS dUTENET].

(216d2-¢5)

Thus to play the eiron can be to conceal, not least in feigning ignorance and at the same time
to scorn and mock those whom you treat with eironeia.'*

We have seen then how eironeia can be (1) deceit and how this can phase into (2)
sneering sarcasm. This leaves (3) indolence and (4) an urbane affectation. We find sense (3)
in Demosthenes. In the First Philippic, while attempting to rally the Athenians against Phillip,

he chastises them for failing to take the initiative and seize the present opportunities. In a word

they are indolent. Demosthenes says at section 37, ‘These opportunities for action will not wait

'4 Lane (2006) 71-4 denies that mocking plays a role here. Vlastos (1987) 87-90 thinks this passage
is precisely where the meaning of the term shifts from deception to irony. Yet Alcibiades makes much
of Socrates’ deceit. Vlastos looks to Smp. 218d6-219al to support his reading. Here Alcibiades quotes
something Socrates had said and describes it as péio eipovikdc. But the quote is not the unequivocal
irony that Vlastos thinks it is and is far more complex and playful than he seems to realise. We cannot
really say with precision what Alcibiades thinks is eipaovik®dg about the quote and the fact that he doesn’t
specify makes a novel usage unlikely. Cf. Burge (1969) 6 for a more subtle account that acknowledges

the playful blend of praise and blame in Alcibiades’ ‘eulogy.’
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around for your lethargy and eironeia’ (oi 0¢ t@v Tpaypudtov 0O LEVOLGL KAPOL TV TUETEPAY
Bpaodvtita kai eipmveiov). And again at section 7 he urges, ‘if each of you should throw off
all your eironeia [maoav aeeic v eipoveiav] and take the initiative for action...” (cf. his
Funeral Speech 18). This usage involves playing things down and as such recalls Socrates (see
also Dinarchus Against Aristogeiton 11). However the tone here is different. Demosthenes is,
one surmises, not being quite so flippant and disparaging as to suggest the Athenians are
deceptive scoundrels weaselling out of something. Rather, it is easier to take the term as a
reproach of their indolence.'® Though this is still an insult, the disparaging and insulting
overtones of the term are beginning to fall away to some extent.

Turning now to Aristotle, his usage of the term is obviously informed by the fact that
he is employing his doctrine of the mean. For example, he sharply distinguishes between
alazoneia and eironeia, the one being a braggart who overstates and exaggerates, the other
being a dissembler who understates. The latter recalls Socrates. Thus in the Nicomachean
Ethics (1108a10-11), having discussed how the great-souled man occupies a mean in relation
to honour, he turns to social interactions in words and deeds (mepi AOywv Koi mpa&ewv
rxowamviav). The first subcategory concerns speaking the truth: alazoneia is excessive, eironeia
is deficient, pretending to be less than one is (1] tpocmoincig énil 10 EAattov). Similarly in the
Eudemian Ethics the eiron pretends to be less (0 éAdtTo T®V HTAPYOVI®V TPOGTOIOVUEVOG—
1221a8) and is said to disown or diminish his good qualities (1127a21-3).'® This all follows
quite naturally from the preceding with the specification that eironeia concerns playing things

down, not lying in general. In the Rhetoric (1419b2-8) eironeia is contrasted with buffoonery

15 See further Ribbeck (1876) 386-7 and see also Knox (1961) 4.
161t is noteworthy that, although Aristotle is concerned with speaking the truth, he explicitly extends

eironeia to praxis or behaviour. Cf. Sedgewick (2003) 15-16.
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(Boporoyia) and is said to be more gentlemanly (éAevBepidtepov) than buffoonery because
the buffoon acts for other people’s entertainment, but the eiron pleases himself.!” This recalls
the dismissive sneer we found in the Gorgias and Aristotle explains that one should confound
his opponent by being trivial about what they take seriously (just as we saw in the Rhetoric to
Alexander). This eironeia is a sign of contempt (see Rhetoric 1379b25).'8

The exoneration of eironeia (in at least some contexts) is almost complete. For the last
leg we return to the Nicomachean Ethics.'® At 1127b21-31 eiréneia is said to be more refined
(xapiéotepor) than alazoneia because it stems from a disdain of ostentation (@eOyovteg t0
oxynpov)—to which we might add that it seems not just to be the opposite of alazoneia but the
remedy to it insofar as the latter is a prime example of ostentation. Eironeia can be used to
criticise things held in high regard by others—significantly—as Socrates did. Aristotle even

goes on to grace eironeia with its own mean: when people use it in moderation they have a

'7On the other hand, in the Rhetoric (1382b19-22) Aristotle strongly cautions us against eirones and
brands them scoundrels (mavodpyot). On the inconsistency of his treatment see Pavlovskis (1969) 22-
4. Bergson (1971) 412-3 explains the shift in Aristotle’s usage thus: in the ethical works the eiron is
contrasted with the braggart because we are concerned with degrees of speaking the truth; in the
Rhetoric, by contrast, we look to types of jokes and thus the eiron is contrasted, favourably this time,
with the buffoon. This makes good sense. However when Pavlovskis says ‘Aristotle’s attitude toward
irony is not as clear as one may wish it to be’ (22) one detects the assumption that the term ought to be
univocal. I am not convinced that Aristotle needs saving in this regard. He is using the term, not
explaining it.

'8 Bergson (1971) 418 ties this closely to Socrates.

1 Gooch (1987) 97-8 notes that the alazon comes off much worse than the eiron and concludes that
Aristotle gives the term eiron a more positive meaning than what we find in Aristophanes and Plato

because of Socrates (103-4).



27

certain elegance (yapievieg paivovrtar). Finally at 1124b30-1 we read that even the great-souled
man can avail himself of eironeia: ‘for he must speak and behave openly (being outspoken and
frank about those he disdains, except inasmuch as he uses eironeia, which he does before the
masses).” The reason for this is that it is vulgar to lord it over the feeble. Here then (4) an urbane
affectation comes into view.2® This is a far cry from the scoundrel we meet in Aristophanes
and the move towards a more refined concept of eironeia in light of the ‘Socratic revolution’

continues with the Romans.?!

We can afford to be more brief with the Romans. Here our quarry emerges as a technical term
in rhetoric. There are two main points to establish. The first is that the refined conception of

eironeia is usually maintained with an eye to Socrates. The second is that our modern sense of

20 We will not stop to examine Theophrastus’ account in the Characters inasmuch as his discussion
of the eiron is rather unilluminating. Not only is the text corrupt, but the account he offers would be
better understood in light of what we know about eironeia rather than one that adds to our
understanding. Ribbeck (1876) 389-95, e.g., exerts himself in untangling Theophrastus’ account of
eironeia and concludes that it is broadly Aristotelean (392) and Socratic (394-5), while Ussher (1977)
thinks that Theophrastus’ Characters looks to Aristophanes (75). Bergson (1971) 415 sees an attempt
to blend everyday notions with Aristotle’s. And Biicher (1941) 348 sees an indolent man who makes
convenient excuses, as in Demosthenes. This view is followed by Pavlovskis (1968) 25-6, who
nevertheless remarks that the account ‘baffles us.’

2l To gesture in the direction of a more substantive survey of Greek usage, consider some
occurrences in Plutarch: Fabius Maxiumus 11.1 (overcautious); Pompey 30.6 (deceitful false modesty);
Agis 19.4 (arrogant pretense); Timoleon 15.4 (mocking jest); Caius Marius 24.4 (scornful jest);
Demetrius 18.4 (humility); Cleomenes 4.2 (transparent falsehood). See further Ribbeck (1987) 395-8

and Bergson (1971) 415-6.
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(verbal) irony comes explicitly to the fore. Although the pejorative early sense of the term
never dies out, we are interested in how the modern concept comes about and as such we will
focus on the antecedents to this; though we shall do well to keep the pejorative sense in the
back of our minds.?*

Our two key sources for the Romans are Cicero and Quintilian. Although Quintilian
comes later, since he has more to say on the matter, I would like to foreground his account and
subsequently turn to Cicero for confirmation. The key passage in Quintilian’s Institutio Oratia
18 9.2.44-5 and it begins by noting that the Greek term eipwveia has been rendered dissimulatio
(‘dissimulation’ or ‘disguising’). ‘But,” he continues, ‘this is inadequate to account for the
power of this figure’ (parum totius huius figurae vires), so he must use the Greek term. Further,
he plainly uses it as a technical term. Thus he goes on to state that both the ‘figure’ and ‘trope’
of ironia are broadly similar: ‘for in both, one is to understand the contrary of what is said’ (in
utroque enim contrarium ei quod dicitur intellegendum est). This matches the modern sense of
‘verbal irony’ (see also 8.6.54 and Cicero De Oratore 2.262 and 269). Quintilian betrays a
sufficiently complex understanding of this rhetorical technique. The frope (or ‘figure of
speech’) employs ‘local’ irony where a word carries its opposite meaning and the real meaning
is quite clear: for example, ‘that excellent Metellus.” The figure (or ‘figure of thought’), by
contrast, is not so localised and can inform a whole passage; indeed, a whole life can be ironic

as Socrates’ was. The reference to Socrates, significant in itself, illustrates Quintilian’s

22 On the persisting pejorative sense see Ribbeck (1876) 395, Markantonatos (1975) 19 and
Pavlovskis (1968) 26 and cf. Bergson (1971) 415-8. It is perhaps important to recall the Epicurean
criticism of Socrates, most notable in Philodemus. As Riley (1980) notes, Socrates is taken to task for
being deceitful (since philosophers ought to be frank) and though Philodemus does not use the term

eironeia, this is clearly what he has in mind.
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meaning in that Socrates’ irony could inform or colour his whole approach to a conversation,
not just this or that phrase or term.

Turning to 4.1.38-9 Quintilian demonstrates how irony can minimize and scorn, which
accords with Aristotle and much besides. Accordingly, Quintilian can refer to the trope as
illusio (8.6.54-9); mocking or jeering which reveals itself via an incongruity between the words
used and the delivery, the character of the speaker or the nature of the topic. Revealingly, he
gives the Socratic technique of ‘praising via blame’ and ‘blaming via praise’ as examples. In
6.3.68 Quintilian notes that not only can ironia be used to joke but it can be urbana, ‘refined’
or ‘urbane.” Indeed, this technique is even more delightful (periucunda) when used in
conversation (9.1.29-30). In sum then, ironia is a particularly Socratic affectation that can be
used effectively in speeches or in conversation, either as a general approach or in a specific
quip. It can be derisive, humorous, urbane and delightful.

This is confirmed by Cicero.? Firstly, ironia is Socratic (see Brutus 292 and cf. De
Officiis 1.108). Indeed, where necessary Socrates can be used to vindicate irony. Thus Cicero
rehearses the story that the historian Fannius, having attributed ironia to Scipio Africanus the
younger, forestalled any aversion to irony by noting that Socrates had the same habit
(Academica 2.15).** But even still, Cicero maintains, no one compares to the master: ‘In my
view Socrates far outstripped all with the charm and refinement of his irony and dissimulation’
(Socratem opinor in hac ironia dissimulantiaque longe lepore et humanitate omnibus
praestitisse—De Oratore 2.270-1). And he continues: irony blends wit and gravitas (salsum
cum gravitate) and is suitable for oratory and conversation (see further De Oratore 2.269).

While these may not be the only usages of our term in this period, they will certainly prove to

2 See further Tarrant (2000) 26, who discusses the role of the speakers used in Cicero’s dialogues.

2% See further Ribbeck (1876) 398-9 and see also Knox (1961) 5 with n. 2.
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be the most important. Moreover, it is clear to see the important effect that Plato’s Socrates has
had.? This term was originally an insult designating a slippery and deceitful fox which attached
itself to Socrates only for him to turn around and put his stamp on the word. For the term
changes from a derisive insult to an urbane rhetorical technique, quintessentially associated
with his name. Better still, our term comes to be through an act of ironia. One of the trademark
features of this Socratic technique is trading praise for blame and blame for praise. I leave it
for the reader to decide if it is ironic or apt that the word which indicates this exchange has

itself moved from a reproach to a compliment.

The Modern Period
Here we turn to Norman Knox (1961) The Word Irony and its Context, 1500-1755. He registers
the inseparability of irony from Socrates (e.g. 4 and 20) and states that the basic sense of ‘saying

one thing but meaning the contrary’ persists from Cicero and Quintilian through the medieval

23 Socrates appears constantly throughout studies of this term. Thus Ribbeck (1876) emphasizes how
he functions as a model for subsequent writers which ultimately exonerated the eiron (e.g. 386 and
399); as does Bergson (1971) 414 (‘Der “alte” Eiron lebte indessen weiter, nur fiir die Nachwelt ist die
sokratische Eironeia musterhaft geworden’). Cornford (1914) 161 mentions that the Greek term lost its
negative association in this connection. And Thomson (1926) 3-4 acknowledges Plato’s mastery of
irony and notes that he recreated the Greek term. Regarding Socratic irony he says that, although it left
people insulted and confused, ‘they were sure it was irony. They called it so, and it is because they so
called it that it has its modern meaning’ (168). Sedgewick (2003) lavishes praise on Socrates and his
irony calling it ‘the most famous and noble of all ironies’ and ‘the most important of all the ironic
forms’ (18); few ironies stray far from the Socratic (20), which is ‘the germ of all newer ironies’ (21).
See further Pavlovskis (1968) 25 and 27-8, Knox (1961) 3-4, Markantonatos (1975) 17 and Vlastos

(1987) 84-5.
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rhetoricians into the sixteenth century and beyond.?® Although focusing on blame-through-
praise (12-13), the original sense of deception (thus dissimulatio) does not entirely disappear
(11-12).?” Knox identifies three phases in the development of the term. (1) In the sixteenth
century it was a seldom used and erudite technical term. (2) In the seventeenth it came into
wider use but was still very erudite. (3) In the eighteenth century, by 1730, it had gained
currency in English largely due to its extensive use surrounding the writings of Jonathan Swift
and Daniel Defoe (24). Regarding the meaning of the term, the most popular meaning cited (as
opposed to implicit in usage) was ‘saying the contrary or opposite of what one means.” Knox
traces this from the Rhetoric to Alexander to Cicero and Quintilian and then through the
medieval rhetoricians into English (30). Another formulation, which Knox prefers, is ‘using
praise to blame and blame to praise’ (33) for which he cites Quintilian (8.6.54-58) adding that
the sense of mocking or scoffing often predominates in these cases but begins to fade in the
seventeenth century (34-5). None of these senses is without precedent in what we have seen
already, nor do any of them stray too far from Socrates. Indeed, the preponderance of ‘blame-
through-praise’ is proverbially Socratic and this will prove to be the dominant usage of ‘irony’
in the period surveyed by Knox, namely 1500-1755.2% Even the more general formulation of
‘saying the opposite’ tends to revert to the Socratic model: ‘Irony as “saying the opposite of

what one means” nearly always reduces itself to blame-through-praise or vice versa’ (76).

% Colebrook (2004) 7-10 adds that the Latin and Greek sources we have looked at were not
rediscovered until the Renaissance; instead people looked to the treatments of, say, Isidore of Seville
(Etymologiae 1.37.22-4 and 2.31.40), who was parasitic on Quintilian. Regarding the Renaissance,
unsurprisingly it is Plato’s Socrates who makes the decisive difference. See D. Knox (1989) e.g. 141.

27 See also Markantonatos (1975) 20-1.

% Accordingly Socrates dominates certain entries in Knox’s ‘dictionary,” most notable III ‘blame-

through-praise’ (45-7, which is roughly half the ‘dictionary’).
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There is, however, a preference to limit irony to blame through false praise (as opposed to
praise-through-blame) not least because ‘irony never lost its overtones of contention and spite’
(55-6).

Knox makes the important observation that situational irony is generally not recognised
as ironic (92-8). However he does note, for example, how the palpable irony of Cervantes,
while building on the verbal irony of Swift and Defoe, often exemplifies dramatic irony (most
notable, the deluded ‘heroics’ of Don Quixote) and thus indicates how the term can be expand

to include other forms of irony (185-6).

‘Some readers may be a little surprised to see irony attributed to a tragic poet.” This wonderful
little line was in no way offered ironically. It is the first line of an article by Connon Thirlwall
called ‘On the Irony of Sophocles’ and it marks the final development in the English word
‘irony.” The essay appeared in 1833 though the notion may have taken some time to gain
common currency.?’

After surmising the basic outline of ‘what we will call verbal irony’—that is, a contrast
between thought and expression (484-5)—Thirlwall goes on, without departing from the

(113

‘analogy of verbal irony’ to distinguish two types of ‘“practical” irony.” The first type of
practical irony appeals to the old pejorative sense of our term, particularly in connection with
the deceptive eironeia (as we may call it): ‘Such is flattery under the mask of friendship’ or
generally any sort of deceit that leads to the other’s downfall (485-6). The second sort of

practical irony is less malicious and recalls, for example, the benign father who lets his son

stumble and fall where needs be. It is something like the mockery of fate. Thus Thirlwall finds

¥ See Muecke (1969) 8 and Sedgewick (2003) 29. Sedgewick argues, with mild reservations, that
the effects were felt almost immediately. Muecke, following Sedgewick, notes that as late as 1907 one

could still speak of ‘dramatic irony, so-called’ as if in doubt over the term.
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an analogue of verbal irony in the way a false smile can conceal a dagger in the back, or in the
way Fate seems to look down on us knowingly as our best laid plans are undone. The author
goes on, like a modern-day Herodotus, to show how this is in fact a ‘universal law which
manifests itself, no less in the moral world, than in the physical.” This solemn decree is
followed by a catalogue of ancient powers (Persia, Athens, Sparta) whose greatness led to their
demise (487-8), while—we may surmise—fate smiled on. Regardless of his historical musings
or the putative analogy with verbal irony, Thirlwall’s discussion of Sophocles played an
instrumental role in extending the term ‘irony’ from a rhetorical technique to an observable

phenomenon that has nothing to do with rhetoric.°

In summary we may trace the path of the word ‘irony’ into its modern English usage via four
great moments. The first is Plato and his Socrates, who set the term on its trajectory, the second
is its rhetorical usage in Cicero and Quintilian, the third is in the Modern period where the term
came into common parlance, and the fourth follows on from Thirlwall. It is interesting to note
that the original, Aristophanic sense of deception never really dropped out but, like a sub-plot,
stayed lurking in the background so that Thirlwall could use it as a means of moving from
verbal irony to ‘practical’ irony. Before moving on, however, let me register one of the more
notable omissions in my survey. It is no coincidence that Thirlwall had sympathies with

contemporary intellectual trends in Germany and he translated not only works by

3 T have potentially oversimplified the development of the term. Thirlwall is generally thought to
have brought dramatic irony out into the open. See Muecke (1969) 49. We need not split hairs here.
Thirlwall’s innovation is generally recognised as significant for English usage, and his ‘practical irony’
certainly proceeds from verbal irony. His coinage naturally focused on drama and presumably

encouraged the term ‘Sophoclean irony,” the ancestor of ‘dramatic irony.” Cf. Sedgewick (2003) 63.
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Schleiermacher and Ludwig Tieck but also Friedrich Schlegel.*!

These writers, especially the
last, made much of irony and pioneered the so-called ‘Romantic irony’ which emerged as a

programme for literature if not a philosophy unto itself.

11
THE NATURE OF IRONY

We now turn to a discussion of what irony actually is and how it works. I shall aim for a
somewhat prescriptive account. Certainly it is easy to be sceptical of those who seem to extend
the concept of irony too broadly; not only the attempt to extend irony so that it includes all
literature (discussed below), but the tendency of irony to lend itself to its ‘neighbours.’
Consider the sports journalist who tells us that the home team ‘ironically’ lost the match, when
in fact there was nothing really ironic about it. Here the term, simply means ‘contrary to hopes
or expectations’ and while this can lead to irony, it is not really sufficient for it. The confusion
between coincidence and irony is even more prevalent.>? Or again, the Revised Third Edition
of Fowler’s Modern English Usage, published in 1998, can give under ironical, ‘odd, strange,
paradoxical’ where only the last item is actually ironic in the sense that I am interested in. I

will return to these issues at the end of the chapter. For now I will focus on outlining an account

3! On Thirlwall in his connection with the Germans see further Sedgewick (2003) 26.

32 An example: ‘Ironically, George bought a new Studebaker the day before the automobile company
announced it was going out of business.” Here the irony is so slight as to be negligible. The example is
from Clark and Gerrig (2007) 29, a scholarly article about irony, which identifies this as ‘irony of fate.’
Shelley (2007) 546 defends these ironies because they are commonly identified as such. This puts the
cart before the horse; some words may be slaves to popular usage, but often times it is possible to
misapply a term. See generally Booth (1974) xi and 2, who shows that we can and do misapply ‘irony,’

which implies that there is a standard, however inchoate.
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of irony. The two main sources I have drawn on are D. C. Muecke’s The Compass of Irony and
Wayne Booth’s 4 Rhetoric of Irony.

My discussion in the present section is divided into various subsections. Following a
common distinction, the first two subsections look to Verbal Irony and Situational Irony
respectively. However, in the subsequent subsection, entitled The Active Ingredient, 1 try to
look past this distinction, insofar as we often find these two types of irony inextricably
combined; especially in the complex literary usages of irony that we are ultimately concerned
with. In broad strokes I argue that irony is a special type of contrast between two opposite or
‘unlike’ items. From here the discussion shifts away from generalities about what irony is
towards a discussion of its use: I offer up a number of ‘principles’ designed to bring out
particular or striking features of irony. These principles look mainly to the use of irony in
literature and, as the discussion progresses, they tend to hone in on things that will be
particularly relevant to our subsequent inquiry into Plato.

As mentioned I make extensive use of examples. My intention here is to illustrate and
exemplify my claims so that you can see what [ mean for yourself. This is not only an important
part of any attempt to discuss irony, it also forms part of my conception of irony. Namely, that
irony has an aesthetic quality that we experience or appreciate. I trust that this way of
understanding irony will become increasingly apparent as we progress. Suffice it to say that,
while I might reject some conceptions of irony (for example, mere coincidence) I am not simply
stipulating what irony is. Rather I am attempting to render the implicit explicit, or to elucidate

an account of irony that coheres with the readers’ own intuitions.

Verbal Irony
One may be excused for coming away from certain discussions of verbal irony with the

impression that the paradigmatic case of our elusive quarry is when someone utters that
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profound witticism ‘Great weather we’re having’ when it is in fact raining. Not to stray too far
from the familiar, we shall begin with the following case of verbal irony: it is raining cats and
dogs and a chap, thoroughly soaked, comes upon a colleague and says, perfectly deadpan, ‘I
do believe it’s raining.” For this to be ironic certain things need to be stipulated, particularly in
regard to the personalities of the characters involved and the relationship between them. As we
have seen, Quintilian and Cicero can parse irony as ‘saying one thing but meaning another.’
Ultimately this must be rejected as a definition because it would include all non-literal modes
of expression, for instance, metaphor. But Quintilian also gives us ‘saying one thing but
meaning the opposite.” Although some have rejected this as well, they do so on the rather
unhelpful assumption that ‘opposition’ here refers to logical opposition.>* Leaving this aside
let us apply Quintilian’s account to some examples. A student comes in late to a class and the
teacher turns on them and says, ‘How nice of you to join us.” Here we have a reproach
disguised as a compliment. These are opposite and the tension between explicit and implicit
meaning creates irony. Now let us try the Groucho quote above: ‘If you continue to publish
slanderous pieces about me, I shall feel compelled to cancel my subscription.” Here the

opposition is not between explicit and implicit meanings. Rather, the contrast emerges from

33 This error is committed by Ferrari (2008) 4 and Nehamas (1998) 55 and scholars working in
pragmatics: Wilson and Sperber (2007) 36; Kumon-Nakamura, Glucksberg and Brown (2007) 59 and;
Shelly (2007) 139. Wilson and Spencer, for instance, use as an example the ironic remark ‘You can tell
he’s upset’ (said of someone throwing a full-blown tantrum). They then test out the definition that irony
is saying the opposite by attaching a negation to the remark. Thus they end up with, “You can ’t tell he’s
upset’ or perhaps “You can tell he’s not upset.” This is unhelpful. The irony, which is litotes (ironic
understatement), involves presenting the obvious as though it were a shrewd observation. These two
are clearly opposite but logical opposition has little to do with it. As I shall argue, opposition is the

essential feature of all types of irony, not just verbal irony.
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the implication that cancelling his subscription is an appropriate response to slander. One way
to phrase this is to talk about a contrast between fone and content (rather than between a thing
said and a thing understood).** Or more generally, to employ such irony involves the
transparent affectation of sincerity. Quintilian cannot accommodate this, but he does not need
much to be set right: to intimate or imply something but mean the opposite.

Let us then return to our original example. Our chap is soaking wet and apparently over
prone to dry jokes. A squall of wind, rain and lightning is hurling itself against a nearby
window. He turns to his old friend and says, ‘Call me crazy, old friend, but I do believe that
it’s raining.” Our ironist here is intimating that his observation is perhaps novel or pertinent,
but nothing could be further from the truth. He is ironically alluding to the fact that it’s not just
raining, but it’s really coming down. He brings the severity of the weather to the fore precisely
by playing it down. More generally, notice how unremarkable, or rather unremarked, this all
is. At the beginning of this subsection when I mentioned that profound witticism ‘Great
weather we’re having’ you would have intuited not just the inversion of semantic meaning
(‘banal joke’ for ‘profound witticism’), but also the somewhat affected lofty fone. This is a

matter of intuiting intentions; to which we now turn.*

3* Groucho’s witty remark actually leaves a lot unsaid. Perhaps he is trying to criticise the magazine
all the while appearing unperturbed by the business; that is, to respond to their accusations but also
trivialise them.

331 avoid the issue of how we actually identify something as ironic because it is at once obvious or
intuitive and inexplicably complex. In very brief, we can interpret something as ironic in light of hints
or clues in the ‘delivery’ (spoken or written) as well as contextual or background information. Booth

(1974) discusses this at length (47-229) and his account is, in the final analysis, inconclusive (227-9).
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Gregory Vlastos famously sought to elucidate Socratic irony by analysing irony in
contradistinction to deceptive lies.>® Irony is different from a lie in that it is supposed to be
seen through, he claimed. But this fails to grasp how sophisticated irony can be. A clear counter
example is what Muecke refers to as ‘private irony.” Jane Austen’s Mr. Bennet, for example,
is frequently seen to make ironic jokes which only he gets.>” That is, he deceives his addressee
even though he is employing verbal irony. Although verbal irony is deliberately employed to
indicate its contrary, it need not be the case that everyone is in on the joke. If there is an
audience of two people, for example, and the ironist designs his irony so that only one gets it,
this is still irony. Above all, it is entirely possible for an addressee to be an unwitting victim of

a verbal irony. Let us look at some examples.

3¢ Vlastos (1987) 79-80.

37 Muecke (1969) 59-60 also notes the “private irony’ of Socrates in the Euthyphro. He quotes the
following passage from Pride and Prejudice on 46-7: (the vain fool, Mr. Collins, is speaking) ...you
may imagine that I am happy on every occasion to offer those little delicate compliments which are
always acceptable to ladies...’

“You judge very properly,” said Mr. Bennet, ‘and it is happy for you that you possess the talent
of flattering with delicacy. May I ask whether these pleasing attentions proceed from the impulse of the
moment, or are they the result of previous study?’

‘They arise chiefly from what is passing at the time, and though I sometimes amuse myself
with suggesting and arranging such little elegant compliments as may be adapted to ordinary occasions,
I always wish to give them as unstudied an air as possible.’

Mr. Bennet’s expectations were fully answered. His cousin was as absurd as he had hoped, and
he listened to him with the keenest enjoyment, maintaining at the same time the most resolute
composure of countenance, and except in occasional glances at Elizabeth, required no partner in his

pleasure.’
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Odysseus encounters the one-eyed ogre, Polyphemus, and tells him that his name is
Nobody (Ovtic). There is certainly irony here (‘Nobody is hurting me!”) and the poets makes
excellent use of dramatic irony, but Odysseus is clearly not employing verbal irony. Note that
Odysseus’ companions are within ear-shot and they too can perceive this irony, but this does
not make Odysseus’ lie verbal irony. The difference lies in the intentions of the speaker. If
Odysseus had said his clever lie in such a way as to draw attention to the lie as a lie, then we
might have verbal irony and it would not matter if he, like Mr. Bennet, were the only one
around to appreciate the irony.*® We can see this more clearly when Socrates ironically mocks

Euthyphro’s intelligence and the latter fails to get it:

Soc.: In the name of Zeus, Euthyphro, do you really believe you know so
exactly where the divine stands in regard to the holy and the unholy? Don’t you fear
that, assuming things turn out as you say, you would actually be committing an unholy
deed yourself in taking your father to court?

Euth.: Yes, Socrates: I would be of no use, nor would Euthyphro stand out from
the common man, if I did not have exact knowledge of all such things. (Euthphr. 4e4-

5a2)

Plato has a keen interest in the false conceit of knowledge and in this example Euthyphro
signals his own ignorance precisely by affirming his ‘exact knowledge.” Socrates’ remarks are
delibertely ambivalent: to Euthyphro they seem complimentary, but we are supposed to

understand them for the veiled insults that they are. Thus, not only do Socrates’ remarks reflect

3% In fact Odysseus often makes ironic remarks amidst the suitors and Penelope which only he gets

(e.g. 18.384-6). These are both verbal ironies and dramatic irony.
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poorly on Euthyphro, but Euthyphro’s blithe ignorance actually sharpens the verbal irony. Pace
Vlastos, the fact that Euthyphro doesn’t get it increases the irony, it doesn’t undermine it.
Socratic irony is in fact a paradigmatic example of the way irony and deception overlap (which
is no doubt why a Greek word for deception became the English word for irony). Note also the

ability of irony to discriminate between listeners. This will play no small role in Plato’s usage.

Situational Irony

The example from the Euthyphro contains not only verbal irony but also situational irony.
Euthyphro’s claim to knowledge actually betrays his ignorance. This is an ironic state of affairs.
So is a gilded cage, an over-weight nutritionist or a shy attention seeker. Or again, there is irony
when I lose my glasses and then cannot find them because I need my glasses to see them.
This general type of irony need not be rhetorical. That is, it need not be tied to
communication. It can merely be an observed phenomenon. A striking and quintessentially
Greek example of this appears in Herodotus.* For him the vicissitudes of man are deeply
informed by irony. Eudaimonia or happiness, he says, does not tarry in one place, but the great
become small and vice versa (1.5.4). God smites the great and the overweening but leaves the
small intact (7.10e). In its most paradigmatic form this divine envy attacks those who are not
only prosperous but excessively proud or arrogant (e.g. 1.8.1-2). The story of Croesus is a
programmatic example which accordingly dominates Book 1. The turning point for Croesus
comes when his Lydian empire is at the height of its prosperity (1.29.1). Ignoring the sage
advice of Solon, Croesus dives headlong into a war with Persia. But, with divine Nemesis

pursuing him (1.34.1), his actions inevitably lead to his own undoing. Here then we can see an

3% Thomson (1926) 116-34 discusses the irony of Herodotus.
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ironic situation quite devoid of anything to do with rhetoric. In a word, prosperity leads to
ruin.*

In broad strokes situational irony is a type of contrast where a situation either leads to
its opposite or is endowed with some opposite significance. The loss of my glasses leads to a
situation whereby it becomes harder to find my glasses. The ironic contrast does not emerge
from the mere fact that I need or lack something, but from the fact that this lack itself feeds
into and exacerbates the problem. However, my glasses—you shall not be surprised to hear—
were on my head all along. So I was blustering about the house throwing things into disarray
and brandishing accusations (‘You must have moved them!’) when they were with me all
along. Here the contrast is not causal but an ironic juxtaposition between where I think my
glasses are and where they actually are. In general, we may think of a contrast between (a) what
actually is the case or comes to pass and (b) what we expect, desire or what is likely. To put it
in a nutshell: a contrast between appearance and reality, the apparent and the actual. And yet,
many unexpected things are not ironic: for example, hklaga hufaph ttttt. And again, the mere
fact that something is contrary to desire is also not enough for irony (like an undesirable typo).

Rather, irony involves a special type of incompatibility, a particular type of contrast between

the actual and the apparent.

40 See further Gould (1989) 78-82. Herodotus’ sensitivity to irony is clearly evident in the story of
Adrastus (1.43-4). Adrastus killed a family member and comes to Croesus to be purified from the
pollution. The king not only cleanses him but welcomes him into his home. He also sends Adrastus out
on a hunt so as to protect his son, but alas the ‘protector’ ends up killing the son and the king laments
the bitter irony by calling on Zeus of the hearth because he had unwittingly welcomed and supported
his son’s killer into his own home (310t d7 oikiolot vVmode&apevog v Eeivov povéa 00 TOIOOS
élavOave Bookmv) and calling on Zeus of comradeship because having sent him along as a protector

he had found his worst enemy’ (Og pvAaxa couméuyog aTOV EDPNKOL Tolsuidtatov) (1.44.2).



42

Let us play with some examples. Imagine a young man, Bruce, who has spent the whole
morning berating his poor girlfriend, Bianca, for her ‘terrible driving.” Later that afternoon
Bruce crashes the car. The one event does not lead to the other, but they do contrast in the right
way. Imagine that Bruce and Bianca are in the car together and he is berating her and then—
CRASH—he has an accident. The irony is stronger. The contrast is more immediate. Finally,
let us suppose that Bruce is so invested in his harangue, even pointing and indicating—*This
is how you’re supposed to do it!’—that this actually brings about the accident. In this case the
irony is at its sharpest. Here is a similar sequence: (1) a tourist is pick-pocketed having bragged
about how ‘clued up’ he was; (2) a tourist is pick-pocketed while he is fiddling around with an
expensive ‘theft-proof” money belt he bought just for this trip. In general then it seems that the
more immediate the contrast, the sharper the irony and when one action actually leads to the
opposite outcome, irony abounds.

Though much more could be said about situational irony this should suffice for our
present purposes with the addition of one final observation. This irony implies a spectator or
at least a point of view from which a contrast can been seen. In this connection commentators
are inclined to mention that irony always ‘looks down’ on people inasmuch as it implies an
‘objective’ or ‘detached’ point of view. This is apparent in the case of dramatic irony, which is
where the spectators are privy to something that the victims of an ironic situation are not. For
example, the fate of Croesus or Oedipus in Oedipus Rex. The classic case of dramatic irony
involves a speaker who utters a line that is more meaningful to us than the speaker or addressee
(as when Oedipus swears to find the cause of the plague that has beset Thebes). Here then we

have an objective point of view that ‘looks down’ on the unwitting characters.
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The Active Ingredient

I have presented my account hitherto along the lines of the traditional distinction between
verbal and situational irony. This also reflects the development of the word irony, which was
only extended to ironic situations with Thirlwall (1833). Muecke (1969), offers three routes by
which the term was extended. The first one recalls Thirlwall: ‘Fate’ or ‘Fortune’ is seen to
mock us ‘behaving like an ironist who says one thing to our hopes and expectations and another
to himself” (49-50). Thus, similarly, Aristophanes readily ‘mocks’ his Socrates, his Cleon and
his Euripides. Secondly the term might have been extended by the observation of those, like
Euthyphro, who are confidently unaware of a verbal irony’s implicit meaning (50-1). This,
suggests Muecke, opens the way ‘for the recognition, as irony, of the situation in which there
is an “innocent” [who is blissfully unaware] even though there is no ironist of a Socratic or
Swiftian kind’ (51). Thirdly, we can understand the ironist as a ‘pseudo-victim.” As the ironist
says one thing but means another, some hypocrite, say, might say one thing but betray another
with her actions. This is an ‘ironist” who unwittingly does what the ironist does wittingly (49-
50). Ultimately Muecke finds something like a common element between the two types of
irony in that they both have a certain duality whether in respect of opposition of terms or in
respect of a certain ‘victim’ whether a real or a pretended one (49).

To my mind we encounter some of the most striking and sophisticated cases of irony
not in the verbal irony we use in conversation, nor in the situational irony we perceive in the
world around us, but in the irony employed by authors and artists. Ultimately our interest is in
Plato’s literary use of irony and I have often found it unhelpful to analyse this in terms of verbal
and situational irony. Consider the following example. Socrates has been asked what charge

has brought him to the courthouse and he answers by heaping praise on his accuser, Meletus.

What charge? Not an undignified one it seems to me at least, since it is no slight
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matter for a young person to have determined such an important affair. For that man,
as he claims, knows how the young are being corrupted and who are corrupting them.
He is probably some wise man since he identifies me as an ignoramus corrupting his
peers, and thus he comes to denounce me to the state, as if to his mother. In fact, he
alone, it appears to me, is beginning his political career in the right way. Because it is
right that he takes care of the young first so that they turn out as well as possible, just
as it is fitting for a good farmer to take care of the young plants first, but the others
only after that. So too in this case, Meletus is first weeding out those of us corrupting
the young shoots, as he claims; and then after this it’s obvious that, having taken care
of the elderly, he will turn out to be responsible for the greatest number of the most
important benefits for the state; as is sure to be the likely outcome for someone setting

out from such a beginning. (Euthphr. 2c2-3a5)

There are two basic ironies here. The first is Socrates’ false praise for Meletus (which,
typically, Euthyphro fails to get). This is verbal irony. The second is that Meletus is a young
man charging an older man for impiety. But piety includes respect for one’s elders and Socrates
is much older than Meletus. This is situational irony. It is also the focal point of Socrates’
covert diatribe. He says that it is no slight matter for someone so young to know these things;
Socrates is corrupting Meletus’ peers; Meletus runs to the state like a tattle-tale running to his
mummy; he begins his career correctly. Naturally Meletus is among the ‘young plants’ that
needs to be tended to.

Here Socrates alludes to an ironic state of affairs. And yet his account of the ironic
situation is entirely coloured by verbal irony. It begins to emerge here how the two can in fact

be fused into one: Socrates employs irony to insinuate that Meletus is an impious fool so that
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false praise of his wisdom and the mischievous references to his youth all work together.
Perhaps this might put us in mind of Fate as an ‘author’ who ironizes her ‘victims.’

In very broad terms verbal irony occurs when one’s explicit meaning is deliberately
undermined. In an ironic situation on the other hand, although some action or thing indicates
its opposite, it is not a deliberate contrivance, but a state of affairs. Even when we meet an
ironic situation in literature—like the circumstances that lead to Croesus’ demise—this is not
a rhetorical strategy like verbal irony. In a word, verbal irony is used or employed, situational
irony is observed. And yet it is possible for a writer to offer up a text or a character ironically.
For example, where Plato has Socrates raise doubts about the use of writing (Phdr. 275c5-
276a9), this undermines the written text in the manner comparable to verbal irony because
Plato seems to deliberately undermine his message. But at the same time it also creates a
paradox in the manner of an ironic situation. In this way Plato uses an ironic situation. Or again,
in the case of Aristophanes’ Clouds where the playwright seeks to expose ‘the new learning,’
Aristophanes offers up the character of Socrates in an ironic fashion. The portrait ‘undermines’
itself insofar as it is ridiculous and we are supposed to understand it as a satirical caricature.
This differs from an earnest portrayal of a character in the same way a sincere utterance differs
from an ironic one. And yet, an important part of this satirical caricature is situational irony.
The all-too-transparent folly of Socrates is like my inability to find my glasses or Bruce the
cocksure driver. Bruce’s excessive self-confidence only exposes how foolish he is. However,
unlike those cases of situational irony, this ironic state of affairs has been deliberately contrived
to make a point. That Aristophanes offers up his Socrates satirically cannot be separated from
the situational irony. And this will often be the case in complex literary uses of irony. In saying
this I do not mean to suggest that there is a distinction between (a) irony classed as verbal or

situational irony and (b) irony employed by authors and artists. I am simply noting that the
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distinction between verbal and situational irony does not always furnish us with the most
illuminating way of understanding certain ironic usages we find in literature and the like.

Where the distinction between verbal and situational irony is useful, we do well to make
use of it, but we should not be anxious to straight-jacket the thing into our terminology. Wayne
Booth, for instance, looks to the use of irony in literature but does not use this distinction. And
although he sets out with what is clearly verbal irony he moves from this into more complex
cases of irony in literature, always with a view to the rhetorical aim of the usage.*! Thus he
says of parody that the surface meaning must be rejected for a ‘higher’ meaning (72) and he
writes as though authors ‘talk about their characters behind their backs’ when discussing how
characters betray themselves (65 and 146).

Here then I would like to isolate the basic character of irony as I understand it, the
‘active ingredient’ if you will. It is a type of contrast between opposites, a sort of inversion of
the ancient principle of ‘like to like.” Two variants can be provisionally distinguished. The first
one is where some item is endowed with a significance opposite to its usual or superficial
meaning or to typical expectations. More generally it employs a contrast between appearance
and reality. To offer a paradigmatic example consider the portrait Alcibiades draws of Socrates
in the Symposium (215-216): on the outside he’s a randy know-nothing, and an ugly one at that,
but on the inside he is a divine paragon of self-control and wisdom. Verbal irony falls under
this category along with certain situational ironies. In the second variant ‘unlike’ engenders
‘unlike.” One times causes or brings about its ironic opposite. This is also well illustrated in

the Symposium. In Socrates’ speech we hear how Eros is far from beautiful. And yet he is

1 Booth (1974) does note on 236, 238, 240 and n. 7 on 241 the importance of distinguishing ironies
that need to be ‘reconstructed’ from those that do not, like simple situational ironies. Our interests are
in the ones that need reconstruction. Cf. Muecke (1969) 92-4 (and following) who can talk about those

who present ironic situations as ‘ironists.’
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obsessed with beauty and tries everything in his power to get it (203c6-204a). In this way his
lack of beauty is presented as the cause of his love for it. As the poet Callimachus puts it, desire
is like a hunter who lives only for the thrill of the chase: ‘it is apt to pursue what runs away but
ignores what lies at its feet’ (Epigrams 33.5-6).

Thirdly, the combination of these two variants is illustrated by the pregnant sense of
aporia as we find it in the Symposium, namely the knowledge that one does not know
something. This is ironic in the first sense in that a piece of ignorance—of not knowing—is
presented as an advancement in knowledge. In addition to this, aporia properly understood
also engenders a desire within us for the truth we lack: ‘For he who does not consider himself
lacking does not desire what he does not think he lacks’ (obkovv émBupel 6 pun oidpEVOS EvOENC
givar o v pny ointan émdeicOor—Smp. 203e5-204a7).

To round off our account of what irony is let us take a moment to look to the aesthetic
quality, and thus the irreducibility, of irony. Consider the robbed robber. Suppose a pickpocket
is himself pick-pocketed. We can analyse the irony here by say that the robber ought to know
about stealing and find the contrast there. But I suspect there is more going on here. There is
something intuitively striking about the contrast. Or consider again the gilded cage. Here we
contrast luxury with imprisonment. Or what about going to war for peace, or an ambulance that
crashes into and harms a person? What these examples show is the importance of antonyms or
opposing pairs: the opposition between a victim and a criminal; luxury and imprisonment; war
and peace; healer and harmer. This in turn suggests to me a certain irreducibility. The gilded
cage contrasts luxury with prison—not freedom with imprisonment—and is more ironic on
account of this even though freedom is the direct opposite of imprisonment. There is also a
certain plasticity to the types of antonyms we are interested in. For instance, we could produce
ironies from the following antonyms: man and beast, man and machine, man and nature. To be

sure, there will often be something subjective about which antonyms are more striking to us
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and more apt for irony. Intuitively war and peace, master and slave, perhaps even clean and
dirty strike me as more apt for irony than hot and cold, rest and motion or tall and short. Such
things are presumably subject to cultural and personal variations,*? but this does not mean that
irony is purely subjective. On the contrary, there seems to be a basic pattern that can be realised
in different things according to personal and cultural sensibilities (not unlike humour). Irony,
I argue, is best understood as a type of contrast, but as to the precise nature of the contrast, it
is a lot easier to observe it than it is to analytically account for it. However, I would urge that

this is a concomitant of the aesthetic aspect of irony which any account needs to take stock of.

Principles
Here I would like to outline in brief some important points or ‘principles’ concerning the effect
and use of irony.

Irony is drawn to the alazon. We met the alazon, or braggart, in Aristotle. For Aristotle
there is an important contrast between the exaggeration of alazoneia and the understatement of
eironia. In general, the overconfident alazones are magnets for satirical irony and the less work
the satirist appears to do the more effective the ridicule. For instance, if someone were to boast
about their rhetorical ability by saying, ‘I know words, I have the best words,’ they virtually
ridicule themselves and a satirist can mock them while seeming to do virtually nothing. In this
way, irony can be a very effective form of ridicule, especially for exploding over-confidence
or arrogance. As Thirlwall (1833) 484 eloquently puts it, the ironist makes another’s opinion
‘sink by the weight of its own absurdity.” This phenomenon is of course common in

Aristophanes as well as Plato’s refutational dialogues.

42 Cf. further Muecke (1969) 96 on the ability to apprehend ironies: ‘A man with a developed sense
of irony will be able to confront anything whatever with something with which it is incompatible.” See

also his (1982) 42.
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Irony adds objectivity. By ‘objectivity’ I mean to refer to the way irony entails a view
from ‘outside’ as it were. In the case of dramatic irony the victim is oblivious to an irony which
only the audience can appreciate. With the previous principle in mind we can also see that to
ridicule someone with irony is also to put oneself ‘above’ them in an analogous way.

This however leads us just as surely to the opposite principle: Irony is often inclusive.®’
Many cases of verbal irony will simply not have a victim (for example the ‘great weather’ line),
but even when we do ridicule a victim, we often do so to a crowd ready to receive the ridicule.
Although irony can be used to mock someone to their face it is also used to encourage us to
laugh with the ironist. Where irony puts us ‘above’ some character, we are at the same time
invited by the author to come ‘up’ and join the inner circle of those in the know. The subsequent
principles are all concerned with the special bond formed between the ironists and their
audience.

Irony cannot be ‘translated’ without loss.** This has already begun to emerge and is
evident even in the banal cases of irony. For example, to say ironically, ‘Great weather we’re
having,’ is quite different in tone from the mere statement of its implicit meaning, ‘Bad weather
we’re having.” The one cannot be reduced to the other without loss. This is even more apparent
in the case of ridiculing irony where someone is made to sink by the weight of their own
absurdity. Suppose someone makes a silly claim and is reproached with the ironic rejoinder,
‘What a brilliant observation’ or ‘Nice idea, Einstein.” As mentioned, in such cases irony can

be used to great effect because it implies that the other’s flaws are obvious. (Conversely, if the

‘silly claim’ was not silly at all, the irony will miss its mark.) Again it is not the case that we

# See Booth (1974) 27-31.
# See Booth (1974) 39-43. ‘The act of reconstruction...become[s] an inseparable part of what is

said, and thus that act cannot be said, it must be performed’ (39).
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could simply trade the ironic complaint for its literal counterpart (‘It is obvious that that was a
silly claim”). When we successfully employ irony in these cases we don’t just suggest that a
criticism is obvious, in some sense we demonstrate this insofar as the audience can be expected
to intuit the irony. The reason for this is that irony leaves its meaning implicit.*’

Thus we may say that irony makes its audience work. It co-opts the audience into
figuring out the meaning. Under this head, not least in connection with ridicule, we can
understand the important role verbal irony has played as a rhetorical technique. In some cases
we might even speak of irony being a riddle, especially in the more complex literary cases, like
Oedipus Rex and Don Quixote. There is something intrinsically satisfying about unpacking a
complex irony. Plato, as we will see, is masterful in exploiting this tantalising aspect of irony.
Plato uses irony as a kind of seduction that hints at something while leaving it concealed; it
draws us in precisely by leaving something unsaid. In a sense irony provides a seductive way
of tricking the other into eagerly executing your will.

Finally: some ironies are best left unexplained. 1t is presumably true for a number of
the ironies discussed above that we savour them all the more if we figure them out ourselves.
Nevertheless, I do not think you missed too much in having me explain them. Which is to say
that you probably still savoured and enjoyed the irony. In some cases, however, much may be
lost in having an ironic riddle simply solved for you. I suspect that such a point is impossible
to demonstrate, but self-evidently true. Here I would merely like to anticipate the way this idea
informs the Platonic dialogues. Consider the analogy of an activity book. You would never buy
an activity book that had all the activities already filled out because it is essential to figure them
out yourself. For Plato education is not like pouring knowledge into a vessel to be imbibed.*®

He wants to inculcate an intellectual ability in the reader. To this end he writes in such a way

* Muecke (1969) 52-60 explores how ironies come in degrees ranging from the overt to the covert.

% See Smp. 175d3-7, Rep. 518b6-c2 and Prt. 314b1-4.
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that without proper engagement his real meaning will remain obscure. Irony is entirely apt for
this. The reason that some ironies are best left unexplained, I will argue, is that the act of
uncovering them is essential. In other words, completing an activity, say a geometric problem,
to which you already know the answer is quite different from completing one to which you
don’t. Regrettably, then, there is an irony in this study that by rendering Plato’s ironies apparent

I spoil their effect.

111
SIMPLISTIC AND SOPHISTIC ACCOUNTS OF IRONY

To round off this chapter I would like to distinguish my approach from two others. On the one
hand we have the ‘pragmatic’ approach of linguistics, which I argue is reductive and simplistic;
on the other hand, there are more progressive scholars who err in the opposite direction. For
them irony cannot be contained but points to the instability of language and truth. My own
view, as will be apparent, tries to strike a balance between these respectively anaemic and

excessive approaches.

Pragmatics
Much has been written on irony by scholars working in pragmatics and the cognitive sciences.
These include both analytic accounts and empirical studies of what irony is. These empirical
surveys involve questioning everyday people about what is and isn’t ironic. However I wonder
whether this approach is more likely to shed light on the issue than obscure it. Such empirical
surveys naively assume that popular usage is immune from errors. On the contrary, although
usage is important, [ believe the procedure I have employed in this chapter of trying to uncover

the latent essence of irony—which is exhibited by, but not in thrall to, popular usage—provides
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a more meaningful and useful account.*” As I have stressed, we are blessed with the ability to
appreciate irony without a critical self-awareness of it; but this does not mean we cannot err in
our application of the term. On the contrary, it fixes the referent to some degree.

With these scholars we also find the rather disappointing assumption that verbal irony
always disparages.*® This is a rudimentary error. One could just as well say ‘Great weather!’
about a miserable day as one could say ‘Terrible weather!” about a beautiful sunny day. Other

attempts to understand why irony is employed are no more helpful.*’

One example is the
‘allusional pretense’ theory of Kumon-Nakamura, Glucksberg and Brown (2007). They claim

that verbal irony requires ‘an allusion to some prediction, expectation, or norm that has been

7 Worse still some of these empirical surveys are appallingly inept. In an apparently model study in
Colston (2007) 107-8 the participants were asked to ‘rate the degree of sarcasm.” That they refer to
‘sarcasm’ rather than ‘irony’ clearly favours insulting irony (‘you’re so intelligent, Euthyphro’) and
taints the study. This particular experiment purported to show that certain ironies ‘were interpreted as
more sarcastic than earnest comments,” which is not merely banal, but quite troubling. The earnest
comments they used were in no way sarcastic, not merely less sarcastic. These studies ultimately
revealed their worth in the listless ironies they employed. To give a sample: ‘You and Julie want to go
to a concert but neither of you have enough money for the ticket. She says, “This is great.”” And again:
“You and Julie want to go to a concert and you both have enough money for the ticket. She says, “This

299

sucks.”” Something has gone horribly wrong here. They have all but offered up vinegar at a wine tasting.
* Wilson and Sperber (2007) 41 say, ‘Verbal irony, we argue, invariably involves the expression of
an attitude of disapproval.” See also Colston (2007) 100 (but see 106); Martin (1992) 78 and; Gibbs
(2007) 184.
4 Empirical studies applied to this question do not seem to go beyond the obvious: Dews, Kaplan

and Winner (2007) purport to prove that irony achieves a humorous effect or dilutes an insult; Colston

(2007b) shows that irony can in fact sharpen an insult.
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violated’ (60). That is to say, that irony is intrinsically corrective, it is exclusively used to
indicate that something or other should have happened but didn’t (or should not have happened
but did). This is disconcerting. Counterexamples include any number of ironic
understatements®’ as well as the usual ‘Great weather!” Kumon-Nakamura, Glucksberg and
Brown in fact discuss this example: ‘Such statements allude to the failed expectation of good
weather...” (89). Although this might be the case, it is certainly not necessary. To suggest that
one could only say ‘Great weather’ ironically because they though it ought to have been great
weather is preposterous.

Above all pragmatics tries to pin down irony by isolating its structure. Consider for
instance the ‘echo mention’ theory developed by Wilson and Sperber (2007). Here verbal irony
is thought to be a subcategory of indirect speech. Namely, it is ‘echoic’ speech, which is where
you indirectly quote someone but also add some interpretive element. Thus if Bill told me the
weather would be ‘fantastic,” but lo and behold it’s atrocious, I can say to Bill, ‘Fantastic
weather,” and this is ironic because I indirectly quote Bill’s word to disparage him. This is to
be understood as second-order speech about language because I am mentioning Bill’s word not

using it.>! To my mind this is needlessly technical and cumbersome. Subtracting the linguistic

% Ironic understatement (or litotes) is probably the most ubiquitous form of verbal irony in a spoken
language. It requires little effort to think up examples of this that are not corrective in the sense
stipulated by the ‘allusional pretense’ theory. Say you’re standing at the foot of Mt. Everest and you
say to your friend, ‘That’s not a bad hill.” Or again, you sip an exquisite red wine and ironically exclaim
to the table ‘It’s not terrible.” And so on and so forth.

! Thus Martin (1992) 79: ‘In short, something is said about p, rather than by means of p.” The
use/mention distinction might be illustrated thus: (1) ‘Sydney’ starts with the letter S; (2) Sydney is a

city in Australia. While (2) mentions the world ‘Sydney’, (1) uses it.
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focus of this account we end up with something like the ‘pretense theory’ of verbal irony, which
is one of the most popular of these pragmatic theories.

Clark and Gerrig (2007) offer up a classic treatment of the pretense theory. The basic
idea is that in being ironic one dons the pretence of being someone else and then ridicules this
person’s point of view. We might gloss this as a self-mockery of an assumed ‘self.” Thus I
parroted Bill in the previous example to mock him. While this account does provide quite a
useful distillation of parody it hardly seems a satisfactory account of verbal irony. Many cases
of ironic understatement (or litotes™?), for example, are hard to explain on this model. If I say,
‘He’s no fool’ intending to draw attention to someone’s intelligence, it’s hard to see what
parody has to do with it. Perhaps one could argue that I am positing a patsy who says ‘He’s no
fool’ in earnest and I am making a parody of him. But it is not obvious that this is what is
happening. I would go so far as to say that this is obviously not what is going on. The
supposition that verbal irony is exclusively or radically employed for the rhetorical purpose of
ridicule is clearly wrong. Although we may be able to fit the examples to the theory, the theory
does not reflect or respect our intuitions about what is happening here. In this way I would
reject the pretense and echo mention theories on grounds of insufficiency. Moreover, these
parody-centred accounts also fail to provide a necessary condition. Consider the following
counter example: two schoolboys are playing when one of them shoves the other. The offended
party exclaims, ‘What’d you do that for?!” The other replies by affecting a mocking, nasal tone
of voice, ‘What’d you do that for?’ he parrots. ‘Stop it!” replies the first boy. So again with a
mocking tone of voice: ‘Stooop it.” — ‘I said stop it, Thomas.” — ‘I said stop it, Thomas.” And

SO on.

32 Litotes is generally understood either as (a) an ironic understatement or (b) the use of a double
negative like ‘not infrequently.’ In the latter case clearly not all instances of litotes will be ironic, in the

former case they will be. I generally refer to ‘ironic understanding’ to avoid misunderstanding.
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The mocking tone of voice is surely not ironic. At best it seems to almost sneak in on a
sort of technicality. Yet this example is a paradigmatic instantiation of what the pretense
theory, and even more so the echo-mention theory, identify as ironic. The ‘ironist’ pretends to
be and ‘echoes’ the person whom he wishes to mock (namely, Thomas) in the most immediate
and obvious sense. That such a trite exchange emerges as the quintessential instance of these
theories is disconcerting to say the least. And beyond this, even if one could satisfactorily
reduce irony to a tidy definition, it should be clear that a merely extensional account of irony

would leave a lot to be desired.

Irony and Relativism
From German romanticism to postmodernism irony has become a touchstone for those who
think truth and meaning are in a constant state of flux. In some cases this involves singling out
a particular, often eccentric, usage of irony as quintessential. One example of this is the Lacan
inspired study by Gary Handwerk that focuses on the way irony dissolves the notion of
identity.> Or Cleanth Brooks (1949) who uses ‘irony’ to refer to ‘the kind of qualification
which the various elements in a context receive from the context’ (191). This would ultimately
mean that all literature is ironic. Or consider the case of Clair Colebrook (2004). In the context
of a survey of postmodern models of irony she is seemingly drawn to one unjustified

generalisation after the next. She glosses irony as distancing oneself from something (3); later

33 Handwerk (1985) see e.g. viii: ‘...irony is a form of discourse that insists upon the provisional
and fragmentary nature of the individual subject and thus forces us to recognize our dependence upon
some mode of intersubjectivity that exceeds the furthest extension of any individual subject.” Handwerk
is interested in a particular type of irony (‘ethical irony’) in a particular period (from the Romantic
period to the present), but then seems to pit his view against other, more general, accounts of irony; see,

e.g., his criticisms of Booth (6-7).
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it seems to refer to anything which means something other than its explicit meaning (5); irony
is necessarily political (12); and again: ‘Irony is just this capacity to consider a work as a text:
as a production that is not reducible to conscious intent or the manifest work’ (13) and so on.
Then there is the not-uncommon claim that our whole postmodern world is ironic (see
Colebrook, 18).

Atbest I can say [ am simply not concerned with such ‘irony.” At worst I might say that
these accounts are misleading. But rather than dwell on them, let us turn to a less impenetrable
or oracular example, namely Ronald Bedford (2010). He seems both to deal with a familiar
notion of irony and to essay for a more sophisticated and modern understanding of it. As such
he provides an easier example to engage with. He tries to undermine the ‘stability’ of irony

thus:

‘Verbal irony’ occurs as a familiar phenomenon not only in Plato’s Socrates but in
everyday behaviour: we all know speakers (and may be such individuals ourselves)
who characteristically communicate ironically—and although we may be perfectly
convinced of our own ability to recognize our own irony, we may be equally
convinced, as teachers or scholars, that what we recognize is not something that really
exists at all except in our own claim that it does, validated—if we are fortunately

understood—Dby the appropriate decryptions of our listeners. (167)

Thus I may know that some utterance I make is (intended to be) ironic, but I may also think
that the ironic status of my utterance has no ‘real’ existence. This is plainly false: if I knowingly
and deliberately utter an ironic statement and someone else fails to pick up on it, then this
person has erred. A more fine-grained analysis would account for that fact that some ironists

do an insufficient job of uttering ironies, but this only demonstrates that we sometimes fail to
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convey our meaning as well as we intend. That the intentions of others must be inferred,
sometimes with difficulty, in no way demonstrates that they do not exist. Moreover, given the
ubiquity of irony, inexplicable or problematic cases are easily in the minority. Indeed, our daily
interactions are littered with irony, for instance ironic understatments. If anything, irony
furnishes us with a striking example of our miraculous ability to communicate effectively with
one another.

An approach like Bedford’s will naturally gravitate towards a rejection of truth. Thus
Stanley Fish (1989) advances similar claims about irony (e.g.186-7) and ultimately touts the
sophist’s mantra: ‘there are no facts that are not the product of persuasion’ (194). Focusing on
the case of irony, while I concede that there may be room for multiple interpretations of a text
or an utterance, it is unhelpful to insist that this is all there is. Some texts may be well served
by such an approach, others clearly are not. Who could deny, for example, that Sophocles
deliberately built irony into his texts? Though I have endeavoured to preserve and respect the
mystique of irony in my analysis, I cannot follow those who would lead us off the pier and into

relativism like so many pied pipers.

By my account the central feature of irony is a special type of contrast between ‘unlikes.” The
main obstacle to definition is the precise nature of the contrast itself. However, it seems to me
that it is as hard to define as it is easy to observe. I put this down to our intuitive appreciation
of irony. I have endeavoured to show how irony works—through the contrast of opposites—
which in turn points us to why it works: because it has some intrinsic, aesthetic appeal. Lastly,
I hope to have indicated what irony can be used for: it can be humorous and urbane, it is great
for ridicule, it can be used for rhetorical effect to buttress a point; it can build rapport between
ironist and audience and; being indirect it can entice the audience and make them work. Above

all, it is one of the ways an author can ‘say’ something without actually saying it.
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PART TWO

"Emedn) Aoyov dvvopig tuyydvel yoyoymyio
odoa, TOV péAdovio  pntopikdv  EoecBot
avaykn idévar yoymn 6ca €ion Exet.

(Since the faculty of speech is in fact soul-
guiding, the true orator must know how many

types of soul there are.)

Phdr. 271¢10-d2
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CHAPTER TWO
SOCRATIC IRONY

There is a work that represents Napoleon’s
grave. Two tall trees shade the grave. There is
nothing else to see in the work, and the
unsophisticated observer sees nothing else.
Between the two trees there is an empty space;
as the eye follows the outline, suddenly
Napoleon himself emerges as from nothing,
and now it is impossible to have him disappear
again. Once the eye has seen him, it goes on
seeing him with an almost alarming necessity.
So also with Socrates’ rejoinders.

—Kierkegaard'

There is a strong connection between irony and Socrates. He played the formative role in
bringing this strange yet instinctual thing to light and has hovered above it ever since.
Moreover, Socratic irony has received an increasing amount of scholarly attention in recent
years. However, the line I take in what follows tends to be quite different from what we find in
the modern scholarship. On the one hand, some scholars focus mainly on detecting the formal
structure of Socrates’ irony; on the other hand, some emphasise its profound impenetrability.
Regrettable, I have found these approaches to be, respectively, too reductive and too vague.

After addressing these issues in the scholarship, I will attempt to set out a skeletal account of

! Translation by H. V. and E. H. Hong from Kierkegaard (1989).
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Socratic Irony from which a more rigorous treatment could be fleshed out. However, since it
would prove unilluminating to pursue this topic while remaining at a general, abstract level,
we will proceed through paradigmatic cases studies. I begin with a brief treatment of the

character Lysis, followed by a discussion of Euthyphro and then Callicles.

|
THE MODERN SCHOLARSHIP

The last three decades have seen a profusion of articles and chapters dedicated to Socratic
irony.? And yet we still find a certain lack of clarity about some of the basic issues. This section
will first look at three preliminary questions: (1) What is ‘Socratic irony’? (2) Is it ironic? and
(3) Is it Socratic? Then we will move on to an overview of the main scholarly contributions
regarding how Socrates uses irony in the elenchus. We shall find that those who are interested
in the effect Socrates’ irony has on his interlocutors tend to look to the formal structure of
‘Socratic irony,” while those interested in the effect it has on the reader look to the profound

and the inexplicable.

Preliminary Questions
(1) What is ‘Socratic irony’? Some use this phrase to refer to any irony that Socrates employs.

This seems understandable, yet these scholars are in the minority. Most use the phrase as

? Friedlinder (1958) 137-53, Burge (1969), Burger (1987), Vlastos (1987), Gooch (1987), Gottlieb
(1992), Nightingale (1993), Gellrich (1994), Roochnick (1995), Gordon (1996), Michelini (1998),
Nehamas (1998) ‘Part One’, Vasiliou (1999) and (2002), Clay (2000) 93-9, Brickhouse and Smith
(2000) 58-67, Griswold (2002), Sedley (2002), Edmunds (2004), Scolnicov (2004), Lear (2006),
Wolfsdorf (2007), McCabe (2007), Ferrari (2008), Piering (2010), Layne (2010), Lane (2010), Futter

(2013) and Cocei (2015).
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something like a proper name or a technical term with a more-or-less fixed meaning—and with
good reason. Consider, to begin with, Thrasymachus’ claim that Socrates is using his
‘characteristic eironeia’ (abtn ‘keivn 1 elwbvia eipoveio Zokpdrovc) and that he just knew
that Socrates would resort to that old ruse (Rep. 336d5-337a8). If we merely focus on this
‘characteristic thing’ it is hard to deny that Thrasymachus has a point. Indeed, Plato is calling
attention to what is clearly a characteristically Socratic move.> However we interpret it, so
often when Socrates refutes people it seems to be hovering behind his words like a spectre: he
pleads ignorant, lauds the wisdom of the other or claims to be merely inquiring in concert with
someone—but he is ‘not attempting to refute them.” Recall that Aristotle too linked eironeia
with Socrates and feigning ignorance while Cicero and Quintilian helped reinterpret the term
in light of Socrates. Indeed, the association between Socrates and this ‘ironic’ refutational

strategy will only increase over time.* Socrates is not only the definitive example of irony, he

3 Plato calls attention to it in e.g. Rep. 337e1-3, 341a7-c4; Ap. 23a7-b7, Hp. Mi. 369d and Meno
79¢7-80b7.

* On the reception of Socrates’ characteristic irony in Antiquity see: Aristotle EN 1127b22-25;
Cicero Academica 1.16, 2.15, Brutus 292, De Oratore 2.270; Seneca De Beneficiis 5.6.6; Quintilian
9.2.46; Gellius Attic Nights 18.4.1-2; Julian the Apostate To the Cynic Heracleios 237b-c; Proclus In
Timaeum 1.62.21-5, In Parmenidem 654-655.8, In Cratylum 27; Olympiodorus In Alcibiadem. 1.147-
153, 52.21-54.8, 88.3-11, In Gorgiam. 34.3. For discussion see Sedley (2002) and Tarrant (2000) 25-6
and 108-11. Against this connection stands a certain tradition that flourished in the Hellenistic period,
most notable in the Stoic appropriation of Socrates. Socrates was practically canonized as the
paradigmatic philosopher and to facilitate this he was purged of various undesirable traits, especially
his coy and caustic wit. See Long (1988) 150-6. Long notes that un-ironic Socratics tend to favour

Xenophon’s portrait over Plato’s.
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is thought to be quintessentially ironic. By 1901 we encounter our quarry in James Murray’s
Oxford English Dictionary.” The third entry on ‘Irony’ reads as follows: ‘In etymological
sense; Dissimulation, pretence; esp. in reference to the dissimulation of ignorance by Socrates
as a means of confuting an adversary (Socratic Irony).” We need not dwell on the specifics of
this account (which, quite understandably, are oversimplified); what is important is that
‘Socratic irony’ is proffered as a definite thing. This usage is still evident in English dictionaries
today.

Thus not only is there a time-honoured connection between Socrates and this particular
‘refutational irony’ but ‘Socratic irony’ has currency as a proper name. This, however, tends
to go unremarked in the modern scholarship, and can at times lead to confusion about what in
fact ‘Socratic irony’ is. Consider, for instance, a point of dispute between Gregory Vlastos’

‘Socratic Irony’ and Jill Gordon’s ‘Against Vlastos on Complex Irony.” Vlastos (1987) argues

After Antiquity and the Middle Ages the number of writers who might refer to Socrates as a
renowned ironist are positively legion. D. Knox (1989), which is a study on irony in the Medieval and
Renaissance periods, finds that Socrates dominates the latter period: after a reference to yronia Socratia
in one of Petrarch’s letters from 1336, ‘Socrates’ ironia became not just his ironia but, as Erasmus
(t1536) put it, his ironia familiaris (‘“habitual irony”). Similarly, Lorenzo Valla (1407-57) and the
French theologian and historian Jene de Serres (c. 1540-98) described it as Socrates’ mos (“habit”).
Others spoke of his ironia perpetua (“continual ironia”); and so on. At the beginning of the seventeenth-
century Panfilo Persico (11626), a secretary to many distinguished Italian ecclesiastics and princes,
could refer to “that ironia for which Socrates is so celebrated.” Eipwv had become Socrates’ epithet’
(100-1). N. Knox (1961) The Word Irony and its Content, 1500-1755 provides a host of similar cases
from the time period in his title; nor would it be hard, albeit time consuming, to find more recent writers
who take Socrates’ irony for granted, from Goethe to Emerson, Schleiermacher to Macaulay or John
Stuart Mill to Nietzsche.

> Though this was officially entitled 4 New Dictionary on Historical Principles.
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that Socrates uses something called ‘complex irony.” He claims, ‘In “complex” irony what is
said both is and isn’t what is meant’ (86). Vlastos applies this to Socrates’ remarks about
knowledge, teaching and love. For example, where Socrates claims to know nothing, he is
being earnest in one sense of ‘know,” but in some other he is being ironic and again when he
purports to ‘love’ boys. Most of Vlastos’ energy goes into explaining the ‘love’ paradigm. But
how does this account relate to the dictionary account of Socratic irony? Vlastos mentions the
disavowal of knowledge so perhaps it is not too far removed. More importantly, Vlastos is
treating ‘Socratic irony’ as a definite or specific thing, rather than any irony that Socrates says.
He thus follows the dictionary usage in at least this respect. It is then particularly noteworthy
that he does not specify that he is using the term in this restricted sense. What then can we say
to Gordon (1996) who criticizes Vlastos’ account for being too narrow? There are many types
of irony produced at the hands of Socrates that are not ‘complex’ she notes. Is this a fair
objection for Gordon to make? Did Vlastos really want to say that all and every irony we find
in Socrates’ mouth is a ‘complex irony’? Then again it seems Gordon also wants ‘Socratic
irony’ to be a specific term (albeit one that Vlastos has missed) since she also looks to uncover
some particular type of irony consistently used by Socrates. We may wonder whether Gordon
and Vlastos are even talking about the same thing. Gordon clearly thinks so since she criticises
his view and endeavours to replace it. Possibly ‘Socratic irony’ refers to any (particular) irony
that is deemed to be quintessentially Socratic. But what then of the dictionary account?
Although Gordon tries to reject it (132), this only makes us wonder how her account squares
with others’. She does not, for example, discuss the millennia-old association of Socrates with
feigning ignorance so as to refute.

This much is at least clear: scholars need to explain how they are using ‘Socratic irony.’
The term comes to us with a history and with ‘baggage.” But to my knowledge even the

rudimentary question of how any given scholar employs it is scarcely broached. In general
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terms, we usually find scholars employing the phrase ‘Socratic irony’ to refer to the specific
‘refutational irony’ not least in connection with false praise and false modesty. However
(ironically) when we come to essays and chapters that are explicitly concerned with ‘Socratic
irony,” they scarcely seem to be aware of this traditional usage.® Indeed, I have even

encountered one scholar using the term to refer to an irony that takes Socrates as its victim.’

(2) Is ‘Socratic Irony’ ironic? 1f we follow up the narrow sense of ‘Socratic irony’ this is the
next question we encounter. You may have noticed that the so-called ‘etymological sense’ of
irony I quoted from Murray’s dictionary is not necessarily an example of irony. The definition
was, ‘In etymological sense; Dissimulation, pretence; esp. in reference to the dissimulation of
ignorance by Socrates as a means of confuting an adversary (Socratic Irony).” The problem
with this is that, in and of itself, it does not imply the use of verbal irony. In fact, it tends to

suggest that Socrates simply wants to trick people into thinking he is a fool. This is not so much

® E.g. Gellrich (1994), Roochnick (1995) and Griswold (2002). Against this, the ‘traditional’
approach to Socrates’ special brand of irony is ubiquitous and has been for some time, e.g.: Forbes
(1913 [1905]) 142, ‘Against the false knowledge—the conceit of knowledge which blocked the way to
the entrance of the true, he directed the force of his “irony”..."’; Raven (1965) 35, ‘Invariably, with his
well-known irony and professions of ignorance, he set about the merciless exposure of the self-satisfied
blindness of the alleged expert...”; Enricht (1986) 9, ‘Socrates introduced irony into the world. He
pretended to be ignorant—“Come now, my dear Euthyphro, inform me, that [ may be made wiser”—
and, under the guise of seeking to be taught by others, he taught others’; Gerson (2013) 88, ‘Socrates’
famous irony...is always expressed in relation to the pretensions of his interlocutors or in relation to his
perceived inadequacies....”

7 Plax (2008) refers to what ‘maybe the most profound dimension of Socratic irony’ (287 cf. 303-4)

in discussing how Socrates ironically betrays the hedonism of his philosophy’
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irony as it is deceit; and though the two are not mutually exclusive, it is striking that the ironic
part of Socratic irony seems to have dropped out of the account. Moreover, it is reasonably
common to find this account of ‘Socratic irony’ in dictionaries as a sub-entry under ‘Irony.’
Here are some samples from online dictionaries accessed in April 2017: ‘pretend ignorance in
discussion’ (dictionary.com); ‘the feigning of ignorance in argument; often called Socratic
irony’ (Collins Dictionary, under ‘American English’); ‘a pretense of ignorance and of
willingness to learn from another assumed in order to make the other’s false conceptions
conspicuous by adroit questioning—called also Socratic irony’ (Merriam-Webster). We find
this usage in Richard Robinson’s landmark (1953) Plato’s Earlier Dialectic: ‘This denial that
he is conducting an elenchus is insincere, and constitutes what is known as the Socratic slyness
or irony’ (8—mnote that the header of the page 9 is ‘Socratic Irony’). It is not insignificant that
Robinson refers to ‘what is known as....” Thus, following Thrasymachus, we may say that
‘Socratic irony’ is apparently some cunning ruse designed to trick people, but not designed to
be seen through. If this is so, then Socratic irony, without further qualification, is not really an
example of irony.

Let us stop to appreciate how bizarre this state of affairs is. Socrates is branded a lying
scoundrel—an eiron. This then becomes the term for an ironist. Finally, it seems ‘Socratic
irony’ can shed its ironic quality and still be considered ironic. It would seem then that today’s
popular usage will insist that Socrates is an ironist, even if his ‘Socratic irony’ is not an actual
example of irony. Amidst this confusion, we encounter scholars who claim that Socrates is not

in fact an ironist at all, which leads us to the third and final question.

(3) Is ‘Socratic irony’ even Socratic? There are in fact scholars who would deny this. That is,

‘Socratic irony’—understood as a technique whereby one praises the intelligence of the other


https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/conspicuous
https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/adroit
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only to expose their ignorance—is not, they claim, used by Socrates.® This must be false. In
regard to Socrates’ disavowals of knowledge, I appreciate that there is a measure of truth to the
claim that he is ignorant, but this is ignorance of a special sort and in many cases it is clear that
Socrates is grossly misrepresenting the state of his knowledge by claiming to be an innocent
know-nothing. The vogue for insisting that Socrates is being perfectly sincere when he
disavows knowledge should not blind us to the obvious.” To take but one example, when
Socrates tells Meno that, far from knowing whether virtue is teachable, he has no idea even
what virtue is (§y® 0& T060DTOV 06® €lTe O0AKTOV £lTE PN SOOKTOV €10EvaL, OOT 0VOE AVTO
Ot o’ €611 TO TOPATAY APETT TVYYAV® E10DC—Meno 72a-b) he is obviously not being honest.
There is of course truth in what Socrates says and this no doubt turns on a particular notion of
what it means to truly know something. But this is clearly not what Socrates communicates to
Meno. He presents himself as a hapless know-nothing. Note that Socrates makes this
‘disavowal’ in the context of a discussion about whether virtue is taught. Thus, keeping in mind
that “virtue is knowledge’ is a core Socratic tenet, it should be quite clear that he is not ‘entirely

unable to answer.” Socrates grossly exaggerates his ignorance and misrepresents the state of

¥ Those who explicitly deny Socrates his irony tend to employ a limited understanding of irony,
typically claiming Socrates can’t be ironic unless his interlocutor perceives it. Against this view it is
easy enough to recall Muecke (1969) 59-60 on ‘private irony’ (discussed in Chapter One and below),
which involves an ironist ironizing over another’s head. Unsurprisingly Muecke cites Socrates as a
prime example. The scholars who most emphatically deny that Socrates is ironic are Wolfsdorf (2008)
242-60, who proffers a number of unusual and unconvincing claims to vouchsafe his rejection of irony,
as well as Layne (2010) and especially Lane (2010), who seem almost hostile toward the suggestion
that Socrates uses irony.

% Senn (2013) lists over twenty scholars who appear to endorse the view that the disavowals are

sincere (n. 5 on 98), and argues forcibly against them.



67

his knowledge. Nor is this an isolated case. In fact, it is entirely typical in the refutational
dialogues.

An important feature of Socrates’ irony which has fed into the confusion is that it is
Janus-faced, so to speak. It has two aspects: an eironikos one and an ironic one. It is a sly
falsehood to some people and a transparent irony to others; it lets some people in, and slams
the door shut in the face of others. This view appears quite often in the modern scholarship on
‘Socratic irony.”'® A moment’s reflection will reveal that this is a reasonably strange thing for
Socrates to do. Much of the scholarship is dedicated to explaining how this irony is structured,
and their accounts only tend to make the irony appear stranger. Accordingly we cannot help
but ask, why on earth would Socrates behave like this? Yet I have found that this question is
almost systematically obscured in the scholarship. Most notably, the claim that Plato or his
Socrates makes people think for themselves is the means by which scholars have overlooked

the question and failed to think through the answers they give.

Survey of the Scholarship
For reasons that were left implicit in the preceding and which should eventually become clear
I intend to focus on that one ‘characteristic’ aspect of Socrates’ irony we find in the elenchus
whereby Socrates uses false praise and false modesty to expose the ignorance of the other. I
call this ‘Socratic Irony’ with a capital ‘I’ to remind you that it is something like a proper name.
I believe that this thing warrants a detailed inquiry and that to some extent it can be understood
as a discrete phenomenon. Thus the following survey looks only to those scholars who are

concerned with Socratic Irony in the strict sense.

' E.g., Friedlinder (1958) 145-6, Gottlieb (1992), Gordon (1996) 136, Vasiliou (1999) 463 and

(2002) 221, McCabe (2007) 21, Ferrari (2008) 22-3.
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Gregory Vlastos (1987) ‘Socratic Irony’ is the first full length engagement with (at least a part
of) strict Socratic Irony that I know of in recent English scholarship.!" At the heart of his
account is the idea of ‘complex irony.” This concerns the structure of Socratic irony which is
thought to involve ambivalence and equivocation. When Socrates says ‘I know nothing’ this
means (a) ‘I lack true, divine knowledge’—which is true—as well as (b) ‘I am a hapless fool’—
which is false and ironic.'? The reason Socrates does this is to encourage thought. When
Alcibiades fails to get the irony and thinks Socrates /oves him in the traditional sense of the
term, Socrates lets Alcibiades deceive himself so that he might come to the truth for himself
(93).

This is either incorrect or underdeveloped. How does it help Alcibiades think? we must
ask. Is it because he is not informed of what is going on? If so, how does neglecting to mention
something encourage thought? We need an explanation. At best such a concealment might
result in independent thought, but so do a lot of things. In a discussion-based tutorial, for
example, it is the tutor’s job to encourage participation and make people think, but they usually
do not employ riddling complex ironies. Indeed, it is easy enough to simply ask the students to
think. If this bizarre Socratic charade is employed systematically just to make people think we

need a sufficient reason. In fact I broadly agree with Vlastos here, but not only does he not

! The following earlier accounts are generally cursory: Robinson (1953) 7-20, Versényi (1963) 120-
21, Gully (1968) 64-4, Guthrie (1969) 442-9, Eckstein (1981) 9. Burge (1969) deals with a different
sort of irony. Burger (1987) mentions ‘Socratic irony,” but appeals to the concept rather than explains
it. Friedldnder (1958) 137-53, though he doubtless sheds light on the issue, is simply too obscure for
our present purposes.

2 Note that I am paraphrasing Vlastos and I have left out his notion of ‘elenctic knowledge’ which

I find speculative and unhelpful.
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account for how Socrates’ usage ought to work, his generic account of irony leaves a lot to be
desired.

Vlastos gives three examples of irony, only one of which has an important role to play.
What he calls ‘riddling irony’ requires someone to solve an irony as a riddle: ‘Paul, normally
a good student, is not doing well today. He stumbles through a tutorial, exasperating his tutor,
who finally lets fly with, “Paul, you are positively brilliant today”’ (79). Vlastos’ analysis of
this is unsatisfactory. The above exchange is obviously not a good example of pedagogy, the
tutor is simply exasperated. Note firstly, the tutor in no way requires irony here. He could
simply neglect to give the reasons for Paul’s shortcomings and leave it at that (for example,
‘Paul, you need to do better’). More importantly, insulting someone is much more likely to
engender resentment than critical reflection. Thus Vlastos continues: ‘Paul feels he is being
consigned to the outer darkness.’ Indeed, think of Thrasymachus or Callicles. These people are
overtly humiliated by Socrates. This seems important, for Plato constantly depicts Socrates
making people angry. How then is Thrasymachus encouraged to ‘think for himself’? On the
contrary, insulting people is perhaps the surest means of reducing a philosophical conversation
to a shouting contest. Vlastos could be on to something with his ‘riddling irony’ but we would

desperately need an explanation of how it works and why Socrates feels inclined to use it.

Next we have Jill Gordon (1999) Turning Towards Philosophy, Chapter 5, a modified version
of her (1996). She argues that Socrates’ ironies do not yield a straightforward meaning or
interpretation. They are ambiguous. Socratic irony is ‘inherently unstable’ so as to reflect ‘the
limitations of human knowledge’ (129-30). Thus Plato uses Socratic irony to leave us puzzled
and without an answer so that we are encouraged to do philosophy (e.g. 130-2). This putative
‘instability’ is another thematic misapprehension. Although Gordon’s discussion has much

more depth than Vlastos’, we are still left with a bald inference from ‘Socrates leaves
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something in abeyance’ to ‘Socrates makes you think.” While Vlastos merely left too many
questions unanswered, Gordon creates new problems of her own. She distinguishes between
the impact Socrates’ irony has on the reader from the impact it has on the interlocutor but says
precious little about how Socrates effects his purpose on the interlocutor (see 127-8). Following
Gottlieb (1992) she says Socratic irony has an ‘in crowd’ who get the irony, but it is far from
clear how the ‘outsiders’ are drawn in. More significantly, in her account of the effect on the
reader she relies on the view that Plato does not provide definite answers. As discussed in the
Introduction, I find such claims unhelpful and unconvincing. Does Gordon mean that any
conclusion is acceptable as long as it is the product of self-reflection? Or are all answers
ultimately flawed? Such a meaningless position would seem to discourage enquiry rather than
engender it. The Phaedo’s ‘misology’ or Meno’s paradox, for instance, identify such
scepticism towards knowledge as anathema to philosophy insofar as they cause us to give up
the quest for knowledge.

Vlastos’ main contribution to the study of Socratic irony concerns its form which is
‘complex’ in the specific sense of his complex irony; Gordon looks to the confusion and
ambiguity apparently engendered by irony (129-31). But in both cases we find the ‘think for
yourself” principle. This proves to be thematic: reductive accounts of the structure of ‘Socratic
irony’ are used to show how Socrates’ interlocutors are encouraged to think for themselves, or

something approaching relativism explains why the reader is confounded with irony.

lakovos Vasiliou (1999) ‘Conditional Irony in the Socratic Dialogues’ argues that Socrates
employs a conditional that, although true, has a false protasis and that Socrates only assumes
this unreal if-clause ironically. Generally, this involves the attribution of knowledge to
someone (462-3). ‘If you were wise, Euthyphro, I would praise you to the skies.” For Vlastos

Socratic irony turned on an equivocation, here it is an unreal conditional. By this means,
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Socrates assumes the presence of a ‘knowledge’ he wishes to mock and expose. Here is a quote

from Vasiliou:

An important goal of the elenchus is to try to show the interlocutor that he does not
know what he thinks he knows. Euthyphro is famously obtuse on this point. Socrates
never tells the interlocutor that he does not know something. Instead Socrates always

honours the person’s claim to know and proceeds to draw out the implication (469).

Socrates wants to show you something, therefore he neglects to mention it? Again, I actually
agree with a lot of Vasiliou’s account. Although his analysis is oversimplified and reductive in
places, and although I am not really interested in the conditional structure, there is much that
is sound in it. Nevertheless it is ultimately underdeveloped and at times pedestrian. For
example, Vasiliou claims, ‘Socrates’ use of conditional irony is a way of mocking his
interlocutor into conceding his own lack of knowledge and appreciating the necessity for
further examination’ (472). But it remains unclear how this is supposed to work, where we see
it, and why it requires irony. Indeed, on the same page we read that it is often unintelligible to
the interlocutor. Vasiliou concludes that conditional irony ‘is also a way of simultaneously
revealing the character and philosophical sophistication of his audiences—both inner and
outer.” Although not wrong, this does little to actually explain Socrates’ behaviour in a
meaningful way. Here, then, a detailed account of the formal structure displaces a more

meaningful account.

Julie Piering (2010) ‘Irony and Shame in Socratic Ethics’ builds on Vlastos by claiming that
irony induces shame to spur you on to critical reflection. She supports this with reference to

Alcibiades in the First Alcibiades and in the Symposium (485-7) but makes no attempt to apply
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this evidence to her claims. In fact, the Alcibiades scarcely contains Socratic Irony (Socrates
tends to be explicit) and in the Symposium it remains to be seen that it is actually irony that
leads to shame. Alcibiades’ own comments on the matter are almost oracular and he seems to
identify the fact that he cannot abandon his wicked ways as the cause of his shame (215d-
216b). Although Piering at least acknowledges the role that humiliation plays in Socratic Irony,
she claims that it encourages ‘intellectual revision’ (482) and then on the last page frustratingly
notes that it doesn’t seem to work like that in the dialogues after all. And thus having burdened
Plato with this cumbersome view we read that, in fact, it was Plato’s erroneous commitment to
Socratic intellectualism that has led him to endorse then abandon this view (488). It is hard to

see how such an account has any explanatory power at all.

Dylan Futter (2013) ‘On Irony Interpretation: Socratic Method in Plato’s Euthyphro’ begins
with the observation that Socrates attributes knowledge to Euthyphro and argues that Socrates
is in fact (ironically) attributing irony to Euthyphro. That is, Euthyphro is interpreted as an
ironist himself. In support of this unwieldy mechanism it is argued, for instance, that we can
use it to explain Socrates’ questioning and his ad hominem refutations (1034). Although this
may be true, we hardly need this account to make sense of Socrates’ behaviour here.!? Futter
further claims that Socrates does not aim at refutation but wishes to reveal Euthyphro’s
inchoate wisdom (1039-43). As to why Socrates might do this, Futter argues that the
interlocutor is guided to the dual recognition that he both knows the answer and that he cannot
express it. It ‘disrupts’ one’s sense of self (1047-8). Unsurprisingly, it turns out that Euthyphro

does not make the necessary realisations, so instead he is encouraged to question his self-

"3 Socrates does in fact ironically attribute irony—or more exactly ‘riddling speech’ (aivicoesOar)—
to others. See e.g. Ap. 21b2-7, 27d5-6, Phd. 69¢3-7, Tht. 152¢5-10 Rep. 332b9-c3. But Futter does not

remark this.
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assurance (1048-9). Once again, we have an unsatisfactory formal mechanism coupled with

some undercooked claims about Socrates’ motives.

M. M. McCabe (2007) ‘Irony in the Soul: Should Plato’s Socrates Be Sincere?’ gives a dense
account that almost recalls a Pythagorean table of opposites. We encounter the following pairs:
(1) irony and (ii) sincerity, (i) concealment and (ii) being revealed, (i) the external perspective
and (ii) the internal. Socrates conceals himself while the other is revealed; we see the ironized
victim from an external perspective and—importantly—we then apply this same scrutiny to
ourselves (29). It is true that an ironized victim is seen ‘from without’” or from a ‘privileged
position’ but the claim that we also apply this to ourselves is speculative and unsupported (see
21). It is also the linchpin of her argument. The intended effect of this irony, treated at the end
of the essay, is ‘to emphasize the detachment of the audience...bringing out the fictional nature
of the dialogue...[and] bringing the status of the discussion itself into reflective scrutiny.” From
this perspective, she continues, we see not what the truth is but how we might find it because
only you can figure it out ‘and you, or course, are not Socrates’ (30-1). Although intriguing,

this is undeveloped and highly speculative.

Samuel Scolnicov (2004) ‘Plato’s Ethics of Irony’ seems of a piece with the preceding. He
claims, ‘Socrates’ irony is an open irony, an irony that makes it clear what is not the case, but
never gives us what the case is’ (292). The reason for this seems to be that Socrates is using
words in new ways (equivocating) but he cannot tell others that that is what is he doing, because
they would not accept it (290-1). Or again, the reason is said to be that his irony is ‘an attempt
to point to the inherent contextuality of all speech and to force us to go beyond it” (293).
Although Scolnicov focuses on the need for the interlocutors to think for themselves, this does

seem to spill over onto the reader (299).
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Much of this is speculative, most notably the important role assigned to irony, viz. to
transcend the contextuality of speech (see 295). I think this is a wonderful idea and I would
like nothing more than a concrete account of how such contextualisation works. Instead we
read that irony points to the context-dependent nature of language, that we must find the truth
in ourselves to go beyond contextual speech and that Socrates’ interlocutors are in fact required
to be sincere and think for themselves (see 294-7)—but none of the connections are established

and we are given no indication that Plato really held this view about irony.

Alexander Nehamas (1998) The Art of Living: Socratic Reflections from Plato to Foucault is,
after Vlastos, the most often cited account of Socratic Irony.'* In Nehamas the ‘think for
yourself” principle displaces everything else and the inexplicable as such is offered up in lieu
of explanation. He begins with an account of Thomas Mann’s Romantic irony in The Magic
Mountain by which Mann apparently tricks the reader into a false sense of security only to
expose their ignorance: ‘The novel relentlessly undermines our ability to make unconditional
judgments in the same process that it tempts us to keep doing so’ (30). Thus, he claims, Plato
would have to wait until Friedrich Schlegel and his account of Romantic irony before he could
be properly understood (92). This is not only anachronistic towards Plato, it is dubious in its
treatment of Mann and Schlegel. One might expect at least a mention of the self-aware or self-
disparaging irony typically associated with Romantic irony. Instead, Nehamas follows
Kierkegaard (a critic of Schlegel) in adducing a negative account of Romantic irony. On the

contrary, Romanticism tends to be idealistic and for Schlegel irony is an almost religious means

4 He discusses Socratic Irony in Part One of this book. His view was first put in print in his (1992).
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to enlightenment.!> Nehamas’ unnecessarily negative emphasis is then carried over to Plato:
Socrates is extremely ‘nasty’ to Euthyphro on account of the latter’s self-delusion (37-8);
moreover, ‘Socrates’ irony is directed at Euthyphro only as a means; its real goal are the readers
of Plato’s dialogue’ (41). This Plato is thus a malicious writer who is out to trick us into feeling
superior to Euthyphro in order to nurture our self-conceit. This is ‘Plato’s irony’ and it is ‘more
disturbing than Socrates’’ (44). Nehamas’ claim that we must examine ourselves to pass Plato’s
test (42) seems fair enough, but the far-fetched interpretation of Socratic Irony is unconvincing.
That this is the reason Plato depicts the irony of Socrates remains to be seen.

Nehamas then applies himself to uncovering the paradox of Socrates: namely that he
was virtuous but did not have knowledge of virtue. Nehamas is particularly awed by the
profundity of this paradox (e.g. 85-6) and will reject other views insofar as they are less
profound or striking. Regarding the claim that Socrates did not teach he says, ‘Taking Socrates’
attitude towards his teaching as a complex irony robs him of much of his strangeness’ (67).
With this strangeness in the foreground he posits a Plato who, confounded by this paradoxical
Socrates, could not understand the character he created (68-9) and who somehow ironizes
himself, Socrates’ author (87). Although there is a passion and a sincerity to Nehamas’ view
which cannot help but endear him to us, ultimately I believe that my explanations account for

more while assuming less.

!> On Romantic irony consider F. Schlegel in Athenaeum Fragments §51, Ideen §69 and Critical
Fragments §42 and §108 where he refers to irony as ‘constant self-parody.” Further, note Mann’s
comments about The Magic Mountain in his letters (1970) translated by R. and C. Winston: ‘But let us
be just in the matter of hostility to life. Is my book not, despite its own inner fatality, a book of good

will?” (125).
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Finally we have G. R. F. Ferrari (2008) ‘Socratic Irony as Pretence.” He is concerned with the
question of who the audience of Socrates’ irony is (e.g. 12). Strange as it may seem it is entirely
plausible for Socrates to be ‘a man alone on a mountaintop ironizing for his own amusement’
(13). To explain this Ferrari makes an excellent case for what he calls ‘solipsistic irony,’
complete with endearing examples of mothers and dog owners offering up ironies to their
uncomprehending partners (15-17). We have already encountered this as Muecke’s ‘private
irony’ whereby you might offer up an ironic quip even though you are the only one who gets
it. Ferrari argues that this irony is constantly employed and is central to Socrates’ demeanour
(21). Although he does not discuss the more important issues surrounding why Socrates uses

irony, he deals with the tasks he sets for himself with rare insight and poise.

Plato is a consummate ironist and of all his ironies ‘Socratic irony’ has received the lion’s share
of the scholarly attention. Yet my engagement with this scholarship has left me frustrated and
disappointed. Even Ferrari’s insight was made plain decades ago by Muecke (1969) 59-60.
Generally where scholars do strike on a sound intuition these are squandered on pedantries and
obfuscations. As such it is better not to fall into the groove etched out by these scholars. We
need to be clear about what Socratic irony is. We should not overestimate the value of a formal
structure; sometimes these are revealing and enlightening, but we should not assume this from
the outset. Finally, although we should respect the enigmatic charm of Socrates’ irony, we must
try to be as clear and precise as possible, especially when it comes to explaining why Socrates
is ironic.
I
SOCRATIC IRONY IN THE STRICT SENSE

Socrates’ eponymous irony, as we have seen, is historical, habitual and esoteric, and though an

emerging consensus would include themselves as ‘initiates’ we are still at a loss to explain
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Socrates’ behaviour. This justifies, if not demands, an inquiry into Socratic Irony in the strict
sense. It is well founded that Socratic Irony has two audiences—an ‘in crowd” who get it and
an exoteric audience who don’t—and this, as mentioned, is why the Greek word for deception
could become our word for irony. For the time being we will look to the effect Socrates has on
the exoteric audience who are deceived or even shamed by his irony. I will argue that Socratic
Irony is a technique involving false praise and false modesty which Socrates plies against those
who have a false conceit of knowledge or alazoneia, as we may call it. In particular, Socrates
uses this technique to combat their unwillingness to admit fault and reach aporia. He does so
by playing off the very alazoneia that gave rise to their unwillingness in the first place: they
are too arrogant to see the folly of their ways, so Socrates exploits this very arrogance in an
attempt to combat it. As will become apparent [ am interested in the motive and function of
Socratic Irony rather than its structure.

Finally, a word about my approach. The present topic requires close reading of
particular passages; however, it is also necessary to indicate that my claims have general or
thematic relevance to other passages in other dialogues. To balance these requirements I
examine particular passages while focusing on thematic features of these passages. That is, I
identify certain ‘themes’ that appear frequently in the refutational dialogues. Although the
themes I present provide a useful means of isolating certain features of Socratic Irony, they are
ultimately artificial. Socrates’ usage is much more fluid in practice than my ‘themes’ might

suggest.

Lysis
We begin with a baby step: the character of Lysis in the Lysis as it is revealed in the first
refutation of that dialogue (207d-210e). Comparatively, this young boy receives scarcely any

Socratic Irony at all. There is some there, but nothing like we see in other dialogues. Socrates
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does not laud the boy’s wisdom and his affected ignorance plays a relatively minor role.
Socrates begins harmlessly enough by asking Lysis if his parents love him (207d5-6). But
Socrates’ cunning soon becomes apparent. For he will argue that Lysis’ parents do not in fact
love him via the premise that if you love someone, you let them do whatever they want. Here is

a charming little excerpt:

‘Since your father and mother love you and want you to be happy [g0daipoval],
obviously they will strive in every way to make you eudaimon.’

‘Of course,’ he said.

‘Then they let you do whatever you want and neither punish you or stop you
from doing what you want?’

‘Oh god no, Socrates, they stop me doing all sorts of things [Nai pa Ala gpé ye,
® TOKPATEG, Kol LAAC Ye TOALX KmADovowvy].

‘How do you mean?’ I said, ‘They want you be happy [poaképiov] but don’t let
you do what you want? Tell me this then. If you wanted to take out one of your father’s
chariots and hold the reins in a race, they wouldn’t let you, but they stop you?’

‘By Zeus, of course they won’t let me,” he said [Ma A’ o0 pévtotl dv, Eon,
£Qev].

‘But surely they let someone?’

‘There is a charioteer my father pays.’

‘What’s this? They’d sooner entrust a hired hand than you to do as he will with
the horses and they even see to it that the man gets paid? [I1dg Aéyelc; moBwtd
HaALov Emttpémovcty §| ool Tolelv Ot av PodAntar mepl ToVg mmovg, Kol TPoGETL

avTod TOVTOL APYVUpPLoV TELODGLV;] (207€3-208b1)
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And such behaviour continues, 208d-e being particularly rich with this gentle irony. Suffice it
to say Socrates is leading Lysis on. But let us turn to the end of this preliminary dialectic with
Lysis. The Lysis is a narrated dialogue, so we have the benefit of Socrates’ interpretative
comments. By this stage we have already encountered one Hippothales to whom Socrates has
promised an object lesson in how to speak to one’s beloved (206c4-8). As Lysis’ dialectic
draws to a close, Socrates will explicitly insult his intelligence then stop to emphasise the
importance of diminishing people. The relevant passage runs from 210c5 to 211c3. Here is the
beginning of it. Socrates has just registered that neither Lysis’ father nor anyone else will love

Lysis until he is wise and then he says,

016V 1€ 0VV &mi ToVTO1G, O AVGL, Péyo PPOVElv, &v oig TIC uAT® epovel;—Koi mdg dv;
gpn.—El & dpa ob dwackdrov 0O€n, odmw @poveic.— AANOR.—OVd’ dpa
HEYOAOQP@V &1, glmep dppmv ETt.—Ma Ala, EQn, @ ZdKpoTeg, 0O Lot SOKEL.

Kol éym dkovooag avtod améfreya mpog tov  ‘ImmobdaAn, xoi OAiyov
gEquoptov: Emfilde yap pot eimelv 11 OBtw ¥pf, ® ‘InmdOodeg, toic moudikoig
Stodhéyechat, TAmEWODVIO Kol GUOTEAAOVTO, GAAL U] GOTEP GV YovvodVTO Kol

daBpvmTovTa.

‘Can then, Lysis, someone be high minded about things they don’t yet have a mind
for?”—*‘How could they?’ he said.—‘And if you need a teacher, you don’t yet have a
mind for something.” [L. previously conceded needing teachers]—‘That’s right.”—
‘So you’re not high minded, since you’re still “mindless”.”—*‘By Zeus, Socrates, it
seems so to me!’

And hearing him say this I turned to Hippothales and almost slipped up. For it

occurred to me to say, ‘That, Hippothales, is how to talk to a beloved: humble them



80

and cut them down, don’t pamper and gratify them like you do.’

But in an almost typical Platonic twist, these comments are relevant to Lysis precisely to the
extent that they do not apply to him. He does not really need this treatment for the same reason
that he does not require Socratic Irony: he lacks the false conceit of knowledge. Without this
conceit he simply does not need a dose of Socratic Irony.

First we can glance over the character of Lysis and then we will look to the alazon. It
is worth emphasizing the importance of character here. Any approach to Socratic Irony which
does not factor in the way Socrates responds to different people is unlikely to succeed.!® Lysis
is revealed early on as shy (207a5-b1). He does of course implicitly claim to know what philia
is—but who wouldn’t? Nowhere do we find any ‘high mindedness’ or over-confidence. He is
a ready and willing participant. The passage | mentioned earlier (210c5-211c3) includes Lysis’
response to his ‘humbling’ refutation. It seems that he rather enjoyed himself and that he knew
full well Socrates was out to refute him. He even asks Socrates to do the same thing to

Menexenus. More notably, after Menexenus has received his refutation, Lysis interrupts the

16 See e.g. Brickhouse and Smith (2000) for an example of such a failure: ‘if Socrates is attempting
to deceive when he claims to be ignorant, then we must suppose that he is attempting to deceive every
time we find him making such a claim’ (64), or, ‘Once we have convicted someone of being a liar or a
riddler on one issue, we will have no clear reason to accept the person’s apparent meaning in any other
case’ (66). Sedley (2002) 44 finds the view that Socrates tends to ironize sophists in particular in the
ancient Platonists, but he makes the regrettable remark, ‘The most important point, however, is not why
Socrates speaks ironically to sophists, but that he does.” For the ancient commentators see e.g., Proclus
In Timaeum 1.62.21-5, In Parmenidem 654-655.8 and cf. Cicero Brutus 292 and Seneca De Benificiis

5.6.6
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discussion only to stop short and blush (213c7-e3). Once again, Socrates’ comments are

revealing:

And as he spoke, he blushed. It seemed to me he spoke unintentionally being so
wrapped up in the discussion, for this was apparent when he was listening. So I
decided to give Menexenus a break since I was pleased with the other’s passion for

philosophy [éketvov 1100¢ig T} prAocoeiq].

Socrates poses as a naive inquirer only to expose the naivety of the other. To be sure,
Lysis was encouraged and required to ‘think for himself’ and his ignorance was tangibly
demonstrated to him. The crucial point, however, is his curiosity. This is essential to aporia
properly understood. Lysis is not only willing to accept his aporia but he is also filled with
desire to know. If this is hard to account for explicitly, it is also relatable, intuitive and easy
enough to indicate. This is the germ of philosophy taking root. And it is the exact opposite of
the false conceit of knowledge, alazoneia. For this reason the connection between arrogance
and ignorance is a central theme of the refutational dialogues. This is treated explicitly in the
Apology where Socrates details how, upon examination, those thought to be most wise or
competent actually proved to be the most incapable of recognising their ignorance.!” He even
claims that it is his god-given vocation to reveal people’s ignorance to them (4p. 23b4-7). But

rather than getting carried away with this topic let me limit myself to two observations.

17 See e.g. Ap. 21¢5-d2, 22a3-6, 22¢5-6, 22d6-el. See also Ly. 210e1-5, 218a2-b5; Meno 84a3-c9;

Chrm. 169c3-d2; Rep. 338a4-8, 341a7-b2; Grg. 449a5-c8.
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Firstly, our interest is in the way this informs a person’s disposition.'® For our present purposes

it is less important if an interlocutor believes that p when in fact not p is the case. What is
important is that he is overconfident about his intellectual prowess. We are concerned with
people’s general attitude towards their intellectual ability. Consider this contrast: Socrates
endorses a certain humility in the face of knowledge. This philosophical humility is different
from the knavish ignorance he ironically affects. One must test and examine oneself, not just
in regard to this or that answer, but constantly, as a way of life.!” This is a matter of habit or
disposition. The alazon, by contrast, overestimates his ability. His failing is not limited to a
certain belief but applies to his arrogant disposition in general.

The second detail is that alazoneia manifests itself in unwillingness. Here we begin to
see why irony is necessitated. Unwillingness is in fact precisely what is wrong with alazoneia:
such arrogance makes people unwilling to see their errors or accept aporia, and thus they are
unwilling to engage in inquiry or improve themselves. These two details are obviously related.
Many of Socrates’ victims can scarcely come to grips with the notion that they are ignorant.
This is no doubt because of a deep-seated belief in their own abilities, it is part of how they
view themselves, and it leads them to be unwilling to admit they don’t know what they think

they know. The significance of this issue should be obvious. Plato has dedicated an entire wing

'8 That the false conceit of knowledge concerns dispositions is implicit in Socrates’ tendency to look
for the conceit of knowledge in people’s actions. Thus Socrates urges that Euthyphro must surely have
knowledge or he would never dare to prosecute his father (Euthphr. 15d2-8); Nicias and Laches must
be confident in their knowledge or they would never have given their opinions so confidently and
readily (La. 186¢8-d3); so too Protagoras must be very knowledgeable, or he wouldn’t be so bold in his
claims to teach others (Prt. 348d4-349a6) and so on.

' On the importance of self-refutation see e.g. Grg. 480b6-e2 and cf. 478d1-e3.
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of his philosophical mansion to the study of self-delusion.?® This combination of arrogance and
unwillingness will play a central role in much of what follows. It was something that Lysis
lacked, but which Euthyphro and Callicles, whom we now turn to, clearly exhibit. They provide
two differing forms of alazoneia: the one a simple, unreflecting arrogance, the other a sophos,

learned conceit.

Euthyphro
Euthyphro signals his vanity in the dialogue’s opening lines. He asks Socrates why he is at the
courthouse and is anxious to brag about his own trial: ‘Surely you foo don’t have a suit to bring
before the judge as I do’ (00 yép mov kai 6ot ye §ikm Tic 0vG0 TVYYAVEL TPOG TOV Paciiéa Homep
épot). Euthyphro is in the peculiar position of prosecuting his own father for wrongful death,
and though Plato could easily have portrayed him as some tragic figure, torn between filial
piety and respect for the gods, he does absolutely nothing of the sort.>! He does not play down
the inappropriateness of prosecuting someone on behalf of a non-relative, but emphasises the
strangeness, not to mention impiety, of prosecuting one’s father (see e.g.,4all-b6); and

Euthyphro if anything gloats about his trial:

Soc.: But what is the lawsuit that you have? Are you prosecuting or defending?
Euth.: Prosecuting.

Soc.: Whom?

2 The textual evidence for this special unwillingness is thus conspicuously profuse in the dialogues.
See e.g. Chrm. 169¢3-d1; Ap. 27b3-9; Euthphr. 11¢7-d2, 14all-c4; lon 536d4-7, 539d4-540b2; Hp.
Mi. 369b8-cl, 373a-bS; Meno 92d6; Prt. 331b8-332a3, 333b3-d3, 333e2-4, 335a4-b3, 348bl-c4,
360d1-e5, 361e5-6; Rep. 342¢5, 344d1-345b6, 350c12-¢10; Grg. 458b4-e2, 497a3-c2, 501¢5-8, 505¢1-
506c4, 509¢2-510a2, 513¢4-8; Euthd. 287b2-d6, 297a1-d9.

2! On Euthyphro’s trial see Edwards (2000) 216-8.
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Euth.: A man I am thought mad to bring to trial.

Soc.: Why? Is he #rying your patience and giving you the run-around?
[TeTOUEVOV TV DIDKELS; ]

Euth.: Indeed, he’s far from running around because he happens to be well old.
[TToAAoD ve 8l métecBon, B Ye TVYYAVEL BV €D POA0 TPESPOTNC.]

Soc.: Who is this man?

Euth.: My father.

Soc.: Your own father, you marvellous man?

Euth.: Absolutely.

Soc.: So what is the charge and what is the case about?

Euth.: Murder, Socrates.

Soc.: Heracles! I would surely suppose, Euthyphro, that the masses are ignorant
about what on earth the right course of action is here, since I for one imagine that it
is not typical of the man in the street to know how to manage this correctly, but rather
of someone presumably well advanced in wisdom.

Euth.: By Zeus! Well advanced indeed, Socrates. (3e7-b3)

Euthyphro, far from remorseful, is making puns about how old his father his. He positively
revels in his own audacity. He is also anxious to identify Socrates with himself as a fellow
victim at 3b5-c5: people tend to laugh at Euthyphro but, he assures Socrates, ‘they’re just
jealous of those like us.” The ridicule is grist to his arrogance-mill.

Socrates is quick to heap praise on Euthyphro and to encourage him in his arrogance.
We see this at the end of the passage just quoted and then again at 4e4-5d1. Here is the

beginning of that passage:
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Soc.: In the name of Zeus, Euthyphro, do you really believe you know so
exactly where the divine stands in regard to the holy and the unholy? Don’t you fear
that, those things having happened as you say, you would actually be committing an
unholy deed yourselfin taking your father to court?

Euth.: Yes, Socrates: I would be of no use, nor would Euthyphro stand out from
the common man, if I did not have exact knowledge of all such things.

Soc.: It would then, my marvellous Euthyphro, be best for me to be become

your student...

In what follows we get the ridiculous suggestion that Socrates might be retrospectively cured
of his impiety now by learning from Euthyphro. Here, as often, Socrates diminishes himself
and lauds the other. This is perhaps the single most memorable and revealing ‘theme’ of
Socratic Irony. Socrates’ opening move is to draw the other in and make them amenable, or in
other words, to trap them. Socrates gets the other to explicitly confess or boast about their
knowledge. He pulls people in via false flattery.?* This theme was largely absent with Lysis

because he is not an alazon. He does not vaunt his own ‘knowledge.’?® The irony by which

22 For Socrates pulling people in see Ion 530b5-d5, 532d6-e4; Hp. Mi. 363c7-364a9, 364c8-d6; Grg.
449b4-d7, 455¢c2-e3,461c5-462b2, 486d2-487¢7; Euthphr. 4al1-b6, 4e4-5a5; Meno 71b9-71el; Chrm.
162d7-e7; Prt. 316b8-317d4, 318al-b4, 320b4-320c2; Euthd. 273bl-274e7, 275a7-b6. Note the
tendency to respond to Socrates’ opening question by saying, ‘But that’s easy’ or the like: La. 190e4;
Meno 71el, 82e2; Prt. 329d3.

2 Other comparable examples include Charmides, who is not goaded into a dialectic, but explicitly
urged to offer himself up to be tested (Chrm. 158c5-e5) and Menexenus who immediately defers to

Socrates’ opinion regarding whether he should pursue a political office (Mx. 234b3-4). Similarly the



86

Socrates pulls people in is virtually a pH test. Those who are not arrogant accordingly do not
need to be purged of their vanity in the first place and simply don’t fall into Socrates’ trap.

The first point, then, regarding the pulling people in theme is that it is a magnet for
alazoneia, it brings the thing out to the surface for all to see. The second point is that it can
pacify it. The false conceit of knowledge is a hindrance that makes one unwilling to admit their
ignorance, but here the unsuspecting Euthyphro can’t wait to show Socrates his wisdom. [ have
already emphasised the importance of unwillingness as a key manifestation of alazoneia and
this is clear to see in Euthyphro. For example at 11¢7-d2, 14a9-c4 and the ending of the
dialogue. The more important of these passages is the first. Here, having proved unable to
define the holy, Euthyphro is now given the chance to accept responsibility for his failed
definitions, but instead he blames Socrates. That is, Socrates implies that Euthyphro is a
Daedalus who makes his answers move around like the robots Daedalus made. Euthyphro,
however, insists that this is all Socrates’ doing and is quite unwilling to recognise his ignorance
and accept his aporia.

We can throw Socrates’ technique into relief via a hypothetical example. If Socrates
had been more direct in his attempt to challenge Euthyphro, the refutation would probably
never get off the ground in the first place and even if it had, it would have been less likely to
shake Euthyphro’s instinctive self-delusion. ‘You’re just jealous,” he’d probably say. Socrates
needs him to engage, to give his own answers, to stand by them and in a word to be willing.

This in turn provides Euthyphro with a tangible proof of his inadequacies as his own lauded

Crito does not have a refutation as such: Socrates argues positively towards the claim that he should

stay in prison because Crito is a willing participant.
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abilities fail him. Ultimately, Socrates needs to make him sink by the weight of his own
absurdity for his own good.?*

Socrates of course constantly appeals to people’s vanity. For example, where
Euthyphro is starting to feel the strain, Socrates can encourage him, keeping in key with his
ironic pose: Socrates turns a failure into a compliment by saying that Euthyphro’s definition

fails because e is holding out on Socrates.

...it looks like you’re unwilling [kivduvevels...o0 BovrecBar] to make this plain to
me...don’t conceal this from me, but say again from the beginning what on earth the
holy is...tell me earnestly [tpoB0Opwg], what are the holy and the unholy? (11a6-b5;

cf. 12a3-6).

Here Socrates employs the facetious assumption that the other has failed to instruct Socrates

on purpose. This appears frequently enough that we can regard it as thematic.?

2 Brennan (2006) 293-5 stoutly confronts the apparent nastiness of Socrates’ irony, only to argue
(cautiously) that it stems from emotional scars of Socrates’ youth. Namely, his resentment at being
snubbed by erastai when he was young. I believe my interpretation provides a more satisfying
explanation than this, not least in that it gives a pedagogical account of Socrates’ putative nastiness.

2> On this post-refutation false praise see Ion 535b1-2 (un dmokpoym), 541el-542a6 (éEamatic
LE...epl MV dewvog el 0éhelg einely. . .domep 6 [Ipwtevg); Euthphr. 11a6-b5 (un pe dmoxpoyn), 14b8-
3 (00 TpdBupdg pe el aidaéar), 15b7-11 (odtdg [sc. ov] dv ToAD ye TexVIKdTEPOC TOD Aduddiov); Hp.
Mi. 370d6-e11 (CE&amortdg pe...kai antog tov Odvocéa pupfi); Grg. 499bd-c7 (dg mavodpyog &l...
gEomotdv pe); and cf. Chrm. 174b11-c3 (Q wapé...mohon pe meptédkelc koK Am); Euthd. 288a8-d4,
(ovk €0édetov Nuiv émdei&aocbor omovddlovie, dAla Tov Ilpmtéa pipeicbov tov Alydmtiov codprotnv

yontevovte NUAC. NUelg ovv TOV Mevédaov pumpeda...), 297d6-9.
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Similarly Socrates can use false praise to get an answer to a particular question. For
example at 12e1-4 Socrates is imploring Euthyphro to teach him about the relationship between
the holy and justice so that, having being taught by the wise Euthyphro, he can get the better

of Meletus. Socrates clearly plays on Euthyphro’s arrogance to spur him on:

Now you try to teach me what part of the just the holy is, so that we could tell Meletus
to stop treating us unjustly and not to indict us for impiety, having learnt from you

sufficiently what is pious and holy, and what is not.

Here, and in many passages besides, Socrates appeals to someone’s vanity to get a particular
answer out them.?°

Finally, a word about the ending of the dialogue. The conversation in the Euthyphro is
of course a dialectical failure—but surely not a literary or philosophical one.?’ In the very least
we in the ‘in crowd’ have at least something to show for having observed this failure insofar
as it displays a crucial impediment to knowledge. Moreover, it is not actually a total failure.
Contrast the brazen Euthyphro from the beginning of the dialogue with the man who hurries
away at the end, tail between his legs, no longer keen to show off his wisdom. By the end all
Euthyphro can do is fob off Socrates questions: ‘Well, some other time, Socrates, because now
I am in a hurry to go somewhere, and it’s time for me to go’ (15e3-4). That he is no longer

willing to exhibit his ‘knowledge’ suggests that has been improved—if at least for a moment.

% On Socrates getting particular answers in this way see the following passages and the text that
immediately follows: Euthphr. 12e1-4; lon 536d8-537a4; Hp. Mi. 366¢5-e3; La. 191¢7-e2; Meno 71b9-
el, 91b7-92a6; Prt. 328d8-329d2; Grg. 459¢8-460a4, 466¢13-467c3; and cf. Euthd. 286¢8-287b1.

27 On the literary function of Euthyphro and what we can take away from his failure see Nathan

(2013).
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Callicles

In keeping with the complexity of the sophists, the irony Socrates uses on them is similarly
more complex. The Gorgias in particular is a tour de force of dramaturgy (for want of a better
word) where virtually nothing is free from personality and power struggle. As before, I want
to use the conversation with Callicles to isolate and illustrate certain ‘themes.” Where
Euthyphro was naive and simpleminded, Callicles is outrageous. His repeated claims to
shamelessness are themselves shameless. Thus he lambasts Socrates for shaming Gorgias and
Polus into submission, at the same time distancing himself from their ‘merely conventional’
attitudes that go ‘against nature’ (482c4-483d2). As Callicles sees it, to feel shame like this is
a sign of weakness (see e.g. 491e5-429a4). Socrates for his part constantly encourages Callicles
to continue in his shamelessness (487d5-6, 489al1-2, 492d1-e1 and 494c4-d5).

It makes sense to begin by looking for the pulling people in theme in Callicles’ dialectic.
Here however we find something slightly less typical or thematic, but which nevertheless
works to the same effect. Socrates does not so much compliment Callicles as insult him and in
this way arouses his pride. Socrates accuses Callicles of being in thrall to popular opinion—a
biting criticism Socrates seems to casually mention in passing. Just as Socrates is a slave to
Philosophy, Callicles keeps shifting his stance because he’s a slave to the demos and thus he
changes his mind to gratify the fickle masses (481c5-482a6). Naturally this earns Socrates an
almost bellicose response followed by a lengthy speech from the sophist, who thus brazenly
struts into the trap (482c4-486d1). Callicles is angry at Socrates’ insinuation. Indeed, as
mentioned, he revels in his apparent freedom from conventional shame (see 481c5-483a5). In
addition to this he is also angry at Socrates’ treatment of Polus and Gorgias and he is confident
he can do better; he would never fall victim to the parlour tricks that Socrates practiced on

those two (482c4-483a8). In this connection Callicles actually engages Socrates of his own
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accord before Socrates even ‘pulls him in.” And this at least is thematic.?® As usual it plays off
the others’ pride and alazoneia.

My main interest in Callicles, however, lies in a different direction. There are two key
points here. First we have a major theme whereby Socrates, often protesting his innocence,
claims that he is not conducting a refutation. For want of a better name I call this playing coy.
It is generally employed on sophists and the like and is perhaps second in importance only to
the pulling people in theme. Together these are the most distinctive and memorable aspects of
Socratic Irony. The simpletons are assured of Socrates’ fawning admiration, the ‘learned’ man
meets an earnest and innocent co-inquirer. That said, while Socrates has frequent recourse to
this technique, he uses it in a range of elenchic situations that I have found difficult to pin
down. Nonetheless, it is easy enough to indicate some of the main usages. For instance,
Socrates frequently proclaims his good intentions to alleviate the (well founded) suspicion that
he is out to refute the other. We see this when Socrates assures Hippias that he only interrogates
wise people like him because he is so anxious to learn from them (Hp. Mi. 369d1-e2, 372a5-
d4); and in the Protagoras when he assures Protagoras that his real interest is to test out

arguments.?’ Sometimes Socrates augments these assurances of goodwill with a dash of shame,

8 We find this technique even more explicitly in the way Polus came into his elenchus (461b3-c4).
It is also evident with Thrasymachus (Rep. 336b1-337a8, 338a4-8) and Critias (Chrm. 162a10-d6). In
all of these cases the victim is ensnared by the ardent belief that they could do better against Socrates.
In the interesting case of Critias, Charmides and Socrates are discussing a definition which Critias is
secretly responsible for. They claim it doesn’t matter who actually said it, only whether it’s true. But
when Socrates refutes the definition (in part by attributing some bizarre intention to the ‘unimportant’
speaker) Critias is compelled by his pride to defend it.

? See Prt. 333b8-c9 (with 331c4-6) and note Protagoras’ unwillingness to subject himself to

Socrates’ questions.
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generally playing off the other’s claims to knowledge. Thus when Critias accuses Socrates of
trying to trip him up, Socrates insists that he is simply trying to root out ignorance (Chrm.
166b7-e3): ‘Or don’t you consider this a common good for almost everyone?’ In this way
Critias is cowed by the implication that he doesn’t value truth. Similarly, when Gorgias proved
unwilling to return to the fray, Socrates explicitly denies that he is merely trying to beat Gorgias
amidst exaggerated claims of good will (Grg. 457¢1-458a8). Yet he doesn’t win Gorgias over
until the shame gets to him. As Gorgias concedes: ‘If I were unwilling [to converse with you]
it would be to my shame, Socrates, since I claim I can answer any question’ (Grg. 458d7-¢2).
Here Socrates plays off Gorgias® claims to knowledge.*® But for all that Socrates is constantly
branded as a victory-lover who merely quibbles to catch people out.*! Clearly, then, his
protestations of innocence are often considered insincere. But here the technique really comes
into its own; for it easily adapts itself to this situation. For example, in the Republic when
Thrasymachus flatly accuses Socrates of being an eiron, Socrates’ denials only spur
Thrasymachus on and inflame his desire to beat him (341a7-c3). Which of course is exactly
what Socrates wants. As usual it is their alazoneia that pulls the alazon into the trap by which
their alazoneia is exposed as empty and vain.

In the case of Callicles, through an absolute masterstroke Socrates shames him via his
self-proclaimed shamelessness (see 486d2-488b1). Socrates cunningly burdens Callicles with

a keen intelligence, good will and fidelity to the truth, and uses this to seduce Callicles into the

3% In general Socrates is very proactive in assuring Gorgias of his good intentions. See Grg. 453a8-
453¢5 with 454b8-c7, 455¢5-d5, and 457¢1-458b3.

31 See e.g. Meno 79¢7-80b7; Rep 337a3-7, 337el-3, 337e1-3, 338d3-4, 341a7-c3; Grg. 461b3-c4,
482c3-483a5, 497b6-b11, 515b5; Hp. Mi. 369b8-c; Chrm. 166b7-c6; and cf. La. 187e6-188a3 and Prt.

336b8-ds.
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trap; for Callicles would never concede a point to Socrates ‘through lack of wisdom or excess

of shame (oVte codiog Evdeiq 0Ot aioyvvng meprovcig—487e3-5). Here is a brief excerpt:

I am confident that if you were to agree with me about the things I hold dear, then
these very things would be true. For I recognise that to adequately examine whether
a person, in their soul, is living correctly or not, one must have three things, all of
which you have: knowledge, good will and a ready tongue [rappnciav]. For I
encounter many people who are unable to examine me because they aren’t wise like
you are. Others may be wise but are unwilling to tell me the truth because they don’t
care for me like you do. And these two guests, Gorgias and Polus, while both wise
and fond of me, are wanting in frankness and more modest than one might hope

[aioyvvinpotépm paAlov tod déovtog] (486e5-487b2)

It is genuinely difficult to say whether Callicles swallows all this and I suspect that seeking a
black and white answer to this question would not be faithful to Plato’s dramaturgy. What is
clear is that Socrates gets Callicles talking and, as usual, he pulls him in via his pride. This is
significant, for once it sinks in that Callicles is unable to match Socrates he becomes
increasingly and predictably unwilling to engage. This, in turn, leads to a total breakdown of
the dialectic (see 504d5-506c5 and what follows in general). ‘Thinking for yourself” is quite
irrelevant here. Callicles is battered, bruised, humiliated and angry. This too is typical. Socrates

constantly makes people angry.?> And in the present case he is unrelenting in his abuse of

32 For Socrates making people angry see e.g. Ap. 21a5-6 (with 21a5-6—pn QopvPeite), 21d7-e5,

22e6-23a5, 23d9-24b1, 28a2-7, 34b7-d1, 37¢5-d6; Meno 94e3-95al; Prt. 332a2-4; Rep. 352b3-6; Grg.
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Callicles. We should not however labour some account of how Socrates is actually encouraging
Callicles to philosophy. Rather Callicles is what Socrates would refer to as ‘incurable.” Ann
Michelini (1998) 58-9 does well to notice in this connection that the myth at the end of the
Gorgias makes mention of the ‘incurable soul’ (e.g. 525b1-c8).3 Socrates explains that a
corrupt soul must be kept away from that which it desires, and we must never let it be sated
(504d5-505c6). A man without self-control who lets his appetites run rampant is a scourge to
himself and those around him (507c8-508a8).3* Rehabilitation is essential for the corrupt soul,
but if they are too far gone then one must be sure not to gratify their baser urges and more
importantly to make an example of them for others. This is the second point I want to stress
regarding Callicles. It is worth remembering here that this conversation takes place in front of,
not only Gorgias and Polus, but also many would-be students (see 455¢5-d5) including the
reader. In sum Socrates appeals to Callicles’ pride to lead him into a trap. And even when
Socrates’ ‘innocence’ is called into question this only inflames Callicles’ pride all the more.
That is, until the trap snaps shut and Socrates strikes where Callicles is most vulnerable, his

pride.

Conclusions
Like a Jane Austen novel, Socrates causes the pompous fools to reveal themselves at every turn
and the villains to get their comeuppance in the end. The arrogance of Socrates’ patients makes

them unwilling and ashamed to admit ignorance, so Socrates plays off this arrogance to trick

462c10-463a5 (pdabr), 489b7-8, 491al-3, 494d1, 521d6-522a7. Some good examples of Socratic Irony
humiliating people are Chrm. 169¢3-d1; Prt. 348c1; Rep. 350c12-d3.

3 We also encounter ‘incurables’ in the afterlife myths of the Republic (615¢5-616b1) and the
Phaedo (113e1-6).

** And cf. Grg. 472e4-7, 473d7-el, 477a2-b1, 4778d1-4 and 511e4-512b2.
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them into participating. Then he shames them so as to expose their ignorance to the cold light
of self-realisation. And of course by attacking their pride and making them feel shame, he
communicates in a way they simply cannot ignore. It is, then, entirely apt that Socrates
ministers humiliation to the alazon since humiliation from being refuted is a consequence of
alazoneia; a better interlocutor would not feel shame at being deprived of a false belief. And
best of all, the more they struggle against him the further down they sink, like quicksand. In
this way Socrates turns their very arrogance against them. His otherwise surprising pedagogical
technique is in fact necessitated because the unwillingness of the alazon has precluded a more
congenial approach.

Yet although Socrates tries to heal people, where this is not possible he tries to prevent
the disease from spreading. In the best cases, Socratic Irony is hardly required, as with Lysis.
In slightly worse cases, it brings the other to see their folly by their own intellectual efforts, as
seems to be the case with Gorgias.>® In still worse cases it will check their alazoneia and in the
very least starve them of harmful praise as with Euthyphro (cf. Grg. 518c-el). All of these
people are thus benefited and presumably so too are we for having seen them exposed. But in
the case of Callicles—the worst, incurable case—only the spectators stand to benefit. Socrates
must goad Callicles into a refutation not to make him realise how shallow his knowledge is,
but so to make others realise it.

The ironic pattern of opposites seems to touch every aspect of Socratic Irony. One’s

high opinion of oneself is the very thing that undermines one’s worth. Socrates’ false pretence

3% Gorgias is perhaps the most successful case of Socratic Irony we witness. Some achieve aporia,
but no one seems to move from alazoneia into the true philosophical spirit. Gorgias, on the other hand,
is overtly sure of himself to begin with (e.g. 449a7-b3) but having been refuted, he will then intervene
on three occasions in support of Socrates against Callicles and Polus (463d6-e4, 497b4-2, 506a8-b3).

It seems to me his curiosity is at least piqued.
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expose the true state of affairs. Socrates appears alternatively as a knave or a sophist but is in
fact the opposite. To say the least, Socratic Irony is not what it appears to its patients or victims:
Socrates’ fawning praise of Euthyphro exposes the latter’s baser qualities; Socrates’ self-
disparaging pretence of ignorance—as opposed to genuine humility—conceals a pronounced
superiority; the perceived attempt to injure and defeat the other is in fact an attempt to improve

him.

Finally, then, we turn to the question of the effect Socratic Irony has on the ‘in crowd.’
Why, we may ask, has Plato left all this implicit rather than spelling it out for us? The answer
is that the passages we are discussing are case studies of self-delusion.*® One must be able to
recognise that they don’t know what they think they know and be like Socrates, who is not
ashamed to learn (ov yap aicyvvopar pavBdvov—~Hp. Mi. 372b7-c3). This is prerequisite for
philosophy. As such, it is entirely apt that the text seeks out and speaks to readers of a particular
temperament. Better still, Plato attempts to instil that temperament in the reader by encouraging
our curiosity. He can achieve this effect by leaving it up to the reader to think things through
and figure it out for themselves. I claim that my interpretation, in broad strokes, is obvious
once you’ve seen it, but at the same time it is hiding in plain sight (hence the epigraph to this

chapter). For Socrates never really lifts the ironic mask. Nehamas, Gordon and others tend to

3 Cf. Blank (1993) on the nature and purpose of the emotional effect Socrates has on his
interlocutors. Related issues are also raised by Beversluis (2000) although he approaches them from the
opposite point of view (namely, from the perspective of Socrates’ interlocutors) and naturally comes to
rather different conclusions. Such a perspective is not immediately relevant to my purpose in the present
chapter, moreover, as discussed in the Introduction, I believe that Plato consciously puts Socrates in a

privileged position and expects us to draw our conclusions in light of this.
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deprive Plato or Socrates of any substantive teaching by claiming that Plato makes you ‘think
for yourself.’ I agree that he wants us to think but I believe that in any given context there is a
particular conclusion he wants us to reach; say, about Euthyphro’s piety or Callicles’
shamelessness. Indeed, this is precisely what awakens our curiosity and encourages us to think:
the belief that something has been concealed. I suspect that you would be able to find this idea
inchoate in a number of modern accounts of Socratic Irony. Plato conceals but also hints at
what is being concealed. Anyone can be obscure, but Plato is enigmatic; his obscurity is
designed to encourage us to discover what lies beneath.

In Chapter One I discussed how irony can be a kind of seduction that draws you in and
co-opts the audience’s resources towards its own ends: it makes us work to solve the riddle and
is all the more persuasive or appealing because we have uncovered it for ourselves. Similarly
there is something coquettish about Plato’s depiction of Socratic Irony and this proves to be an
excellent way to effect his meaning because it requires active engagement on the part of the
student. Although there is a certain risk involved because many will simply not get it, this too
is by design, or at least a necessary evil. Above all, it is a technique that rewards and encourages
that special sort of willingness while excluding the unwilling who already think they know.
Such a state of affairs, however, is regrettably rather ironic: if it is essential to figure it out
yourself, then in explaining how Socratic Irony works I have done you and Plato a disservice
and robbed you of the opportunity to experience the text as it was meant to be experienced.
Another failing of my survey is that it tends to present the various ‘themes’ in isolation.
Although a useful expedient, this can give a distorted impression. Socratic Irony is not a
mechanical, paint-by-numbers technique, it is more like a toolbox of tricks and manoeuvres
that Socrates applies with grace and economy. This, in turn, should discourage us from

focusing predominantly on the formal structure of Socratic Irony.



97

A Postscript to Socratic Irony
I stand by my decision to separate out Socratic Irony and treat it in isolation. At the same time
this irony does strike me as but one facet of a bigger pattern. “Wisdom dressed as folly’ is
virtually Socrates’ calling card. His tendency to mask the profound with the ridiculous is surely
one of the most ubiquitous and far reaching aspects of his irony. Vlastos’ complex irony has
certainly struck on something pertinent by observing Socrates’ strange way with words.
Socrates also exhibits this inversion of values in his person. I will return to the theme of wisdom
dressed as folly in Part Three and I will argue there that it characterises not only Socrates but

the dialogues in general.
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CHAPTER THREE
PARAGOGIC IRONY

Kol Npeg 1@ vt Tomg téBvapev: 1OM yap tov
g&yoye kol fKovso TOV coddV OG VOV MUES
TEOvapey Kol TO PEV oAU E0TIV UV GTHaL, THS
8¢ yoyfic Todto &v @ mBupion eici Tuyyavel dv
oilov dvamneifecon kai petaninTey dvo KaTo.
(And perhaps we truly are dead. In fact I've
even heard from some wise man that we are
indeed now dead and the body is our tomb but
that the part of the soul where desire resides is
just the sort of thing to be won over and easily
redirected.)’

Grg. 493al-5

There is a popular idiom that distinguishes between a proverbial carrot and a stick, the former
being a means of encourage good things where the latter discourages bad ones. Socratic Irony,
as we have seen, is a technique for discouraging bad qualities in the manner of a ‘stick.’ In the
present chapter we turn to a technique whereby Socrates can encourage people towards positive
goals in the manner of a ‘carrot.” Accordingly, Socrates only plies this irony on interlocutors
who are capable of philosophical discussion and who no longer need to be purged of their

conceit by Socratic Irony. Nevertheless, although these good interlocutors can, for example,

'For petamintewy as ‘to redirect’ compare petaPiBalety in 517b5-7, as noted by Lodge (1896) 167.

Note that petamintew is used as the passive of petafdAiom.
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acknowledge their ignorance they are still possessed by certain unphilosophical and harmful
beliefs or habits. This is where irony comes into play. We saw in the last chapter how Socrates
made use of and exploited the very arrogance he was trying to combat; here we will see how
he turns the bad habits of his friends to good purpose. The technique he employs is actually
rather deceptive in the way it plays off people’s weaknesses and desires. With this in mind I
have settled on ‘paragogic irony’ as a convenient handle. The Greek term mapdayewv (napd +
dym) can mean ‘lead astray’ or ‘divert’ and the noun mapaywyn can easily carry the sense of
‘deception.” Notwithstanding the negative overtone, this is how Socrates deals with the bad
habits of his friends—or so I hope to show. Namely, he co-opts their unhealthy desires or
beliefs and diverts them towards good ends.

The bulk of this chapter is given over to a discussion of paragogic irony in the Phaedo
inasmuch as this dialogue provides a particularly rich and interesting example. To begin with,
however, we will briefly glance over a handful of examples in other dialogues. This should
serve to introduce and illustrate what I mean by paragogic irony. Moreover, it demonstrates
that the paradigmatic example in the Phaedo is not an isolated case. This is important for at
least two reasons: firstly, it indicates the importance of this particular irony for the dialogues
in general and; secondly, it lends credence to my interpretation in that it suggests the pattern I
have identified is a deliberate contrivance of Plato.

The irony involved in the present chapter is ironic in a slightly looser sense of the term.
However, even if for some readers it does not seem entirety ironic, it should become clear that
it is closely related. Thinking back to my discussion of ‘the active ingredient’ of irony, what
we have here is directly concerned with just that sort of opposition. Glaucon, I shall argue, has
political ambitions which Socrates direct appeals to so as to turn him away from politics. In
this way, some item leads to its opposite. And again, Simmias and Cebes see their somatic

attachments exploited so that these very somatic afflictions lead them away from the body.
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Moreover, the theme explored in this chapter is very much in keeping with the other ironies I
discuss (especially if [ am right in thinking that Plato has consiously conceptualised this ‘irony’
in the manner I discuss). In fine, whether or not it technically counts as irony, an understanding
of paragogic irony enriches our understanding of Plato use of irony, or at least the pattern of

unlike-to-unlike as it applies to pedagogy.

|
MINOR EXAMPLES OF PARAGOGIC IRONY

In the Phaedrus we encounter an interlocutor, Phaedrus, who not only adores oratory but
wishes to become an orator himself. Thus he steals away with Lysias’ speech and tries to
practice his oratory on Socrates (e.g. 228a5-c5). He also betrays a working familiarity with the
rhetorical handbooks of the day (see 273a6). Socrates, for his part, tries to exploit and
undermine Phaedrus’ love for oratory. This is quite easy to observe in the second half of the
dialogue where Socrates repeatedly emphasises that the true orator will require a
comprehensive knowledge of the subjects he wishes to speak on as well as the souls he wishes
to address.? Such a skill set could only come from philosophy and in this way Phaedrus is led
away from oratory and towards philosophy because of his desire to become an orator. In other
words, he is led away from Lysias and towards Socrates, away from Isocrates’ brand of
‘philosophy’ and towards Plato’s. (A more complex example of this protreptic technique is

evident in the Palinode, as I argue in Chapter Five.)

2 See 259¢1-260d1, 262b2-c3, 263a6-c5, 269e4-272b4, 277a9-c6. Socrates all but reveals his
motives at 261a3-5: ‘Come forward, you noble logoi! Persuade Phaedrus, who begets such fine

speeches, that unless he philosophizes sufficiently, neither will he suffice to speak on any topic.’
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In the Republic Socrates exploits Glaucon’s political ambitions to turn him away from politics.
Leaving aside Adeimantus, Socrates paints a picture of the city for Glaucon that he can reflect
upon as he tries to mould his soul, for the city is an image of the soul after all. This at once
appeals to Glaucon’s political ambitions and turns him away from politics: he is allured by the
promise of ‘enthroning’ a powerful yet benign leader in the ‘citadel’ of his soul; but to realise
this ‘political’ ideal within his soul he must keep out of politics.

Glaucon’s character is a blend of the philosophical and the honour-loving.> He
frequently betrays his wisdom-loving side. For example, when he challenges Socrates to defend
justice at the start of Book 2, he demonstrates his critical acumen and his fidelity to the truth
(357a5-362c8, esp. 358b2-d8). And we can throw into the bargain that he desires to be just
(358c6-d6). On the other hand, he has a natural inclination to indulge his thumos and pursue
honours.* For example, he is unsatisfied by the simple existence of Socrates’ so-called ‘city of
pigs’ (372c2-e8) and he is explicitly called victory-loving by his brother at 548d8-9. It is of
course entirely typical for someone of his pedigree to gravitate towards a career in politics.

Given that the just city would have so much appeal to his honour-loving spirit, it is
striking—and ironic—that Socrates explicitly uses it to steer him away from politics.
Contemporary institutions, that is democratic ones, are said to be toxic for the soul, virtually
guaranteed to corrupt an otherwise philosophically inclined person (449c4-d7, 497b, cf. 493e2-
494a10); Socrates is explicit that the quiet life is the only acceptable option for someone who
happens to find himself in such a city. Conversely, of all the non-philosophical cities
democracy is singled out with special praise for leaving one free to do what they want (557b4-

558c6, esp. 557e¢2-558a2) and this should make it easier for Glaucon to keep out of politics.

3 On the character of Glaucon (and Ademantus) see further Blondell (2002) 119-228.
* According to Xenophon Glaucon had a keen interest in politics before he was dissuaded by Socrates

(Memorabilia 3.6.1).
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To close our discussion of the Republic, here is a telling exchange between Glaucon

and Socrates about how a man of sense (0 vodv &mv) will behave:

And again, when it comes to honours, by consulting that constitution in his soul he’ll
deliberately take up and enjoy those honours that he thinks will make him better but
he’ll shun those that will undo the presiding state of his soul, whether public or private
honours.

He surely won’t take part in politics, Glaucon said, so long as he is concerned
with having a just soul.

By the dog, I said, At least in his own kind of city he very much would, however
probably not in his own fatherland unless there is some divine windfall for him.

I understand, he said, you mean in the city we have established in our
discussion, a city of words since I don’t think it exists anywhere on earth.

Rather, I said, like a paradigmatic city laid up in the heavens for someone who
wants to look at and organise his soul. It doesn’t matter whether it does or will exist
somewhere, for he would take part in the affairs of ¢his city and no other.

That seems reasonable, he said. (592a-b)

In the Cratylus Socrates exploits Cratylus’ etymological interest in words (onomata) and
diverts it away from words to the true beings ‘behind’ them.

Socrates quite obviously appeals to Cratylus’ interest in etymology. He positions
himself against Hermogenes and in support of Cratylus’ view by arguing that there is indeed a
‘natural’ way to employ words (e.g. 390d7-391b2 and 427c¢6-d2). Moreover, the ensuing

discussion is something of a tour de force of etymological ingenuity that simply must have
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thrilled any budding etymologist. Certainly Cratylus endorses it. And yet, by the time we get
to the end of the dialogue Socrates quite explicitly changes tack and rejects such inquiries.
Although Cratylus claims that inquiry into words is the only way to inquire into being,
Socrates forces him to concede that words can in fact be misapplied. One of the key examples
Socrates employs concerns how Cratylus’ doctrine seems to suggest that being is in flux and
at rest. Accordingly, Socrates rounds off the discussion by urging Cratylus, in no uncertain
terms, not to rely on etymologies to lead him to the truth, but to turn to things themselves
(435d7-439b9). As he says at 440c3, ‘it certainly doesn’t suit a man of sense to entrust himself
or the cultivation of his soul to words, by trusting those words or the people who established
them and confidently affirming that he has knowledge’ (440c3-6). Ultimately, to settle the
etymological issue of whether words point to a stable or changing reality requires one to leave

aside the study of words and turn to metaphysics.

I hope it is now clear how paragogic irony works. Rather than the negative ‘stick’ of Socratic
Irony, we have a positive ‘carrot’ that attempts to lead people away from their bad impulses
towards good ones. With Glaucon and Phaedrus Socrates seizes on their desires—Glaucon’s
desire for honours, Phaedrus’ desire to become an orator—and repurposes this desire to an
opposite goal. This then is like a proverbial carrot, but with the ironic caveat that it leads one
away from carrots. In a broadly analogous way, Cratylus’ fondness for etymologies was
exploited to turn him away from words and towards the underlying things themselves. Now we

turn to our main example, the paragogic irony of the Phaedo.

|
PARAGOGIC IRONY IN THE PHAEDO

It should come as no surprise that the Phaedo contains some choice irony; the theme of

opposites appears not infrequently in this dialogue. For example, Phaedo begins his account by
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trying to explain the strange mix of pleasure and pain he felt on the day of Socrates’ death
(58e1): not the pity he should have felt before a dying friend, nor still the usual pleasure of
philosophical discussion, but some outlandish (§tomov) mixture of pleasure and pain. Indeed,
all those present felt caught between weeping and laughing (58e1-59b1). This uncanny blend
of pleasure and pain is given even more emphasis by Socrates in what is his opening speech:
he marvels at how outlandish and strange (g @dtomov...0¢ Bavpacing) pleasure and pain are
(60b3-c7). He claims they are joined at the hip, or as he puts it, joined at the head like a beast
with two bodies; and he marvels that pleasure and pain, although opposites, always follow one
another. For instance, his shackles had caused him pain and now that they are removed this
brings pleasure. That Socrates is alluding to a phenomenon we would term ‘ironic’ is made
quite explicit.” This gives way to perhaps the most glaring ‘opposite’ of them all: death is
apparently a good thing. Indeed, it is the true goal of life.® We find the theme of opposites a
number of other places in the dialogue and, while these are not ironic, their presence is
noteworthy. As I have argued, irony is closely connected with opposition.

The first argument of the dialogue is centred on opposition. The so-called Argument

from Opposites (also called the ‘Cyclic Argument’) claims that all things that have opposites

> (¢ Bopaciog [sc. 0 100] mépvke TPOC TO Sokodv Evaviov etvat, TO APy, T Gpo eV ot
un ‘Béhewv mopayiyvesBor 1 avOpomm, &av 6¢ TG didkn TO Etepov Kol AapPdvn, oxedov Ti
avaykaleoBon del AapPavery kai to Erepov (60b4-cl).

% Plato draws attention to the humorous side of this at 64a10-b6: Socrates had said that philosophy
is preparation for death and dying and Simmias, laughing and swearing an oath, remarks that most
people would readily agree that philosophers are ripe for death and deserve no less (...0t1 @ &vtt ol
drhocododvteg Bavat®dot, kol ohpdg ye o0 AernBacty 6t d&loi eiowv todto mhoyew). The irony of
Socrates’ treatment of ‘death’ is perhaps latent in the mystic doctrine that the body (soma) is a tomb

(sema).
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come from these opposites. The second argument, on recollection, takes as its focal point the
example of equality. Thus the first two arguments move from opposites to equality, which is
another case of opposition. The third argument, the Affinity Argument, brings to the fore the
central idea of the dialogue. Inevitably it is an opposition: namely, the distinction between body
and soul, the bodily senses and the mind, the visible and the invisible, life and death ef cetera.

After the Affinity Argument Socrates fields some objections from Simmias and Cebes.
Simmias’ objection makes mention of opposites; he claims that the soul is a harmony of
opposites (86b5-c1). Socrates too, in his response to Simmias, finds another opposition
concerning the soul. Namely, the soul opposes the afflictions of the body (t0ig xatd 10 cduA
ndOecwv...Evavtioopévny [woynv]) and draws it to the opposite of what it wants (94b7-9). And
in his lengthy response to Cebes, Socrates’ Final Argument culminates in the claim that the
soul gua bringer of life can never admit death because death is the opposite of life. Thus, again,
opposition plays a central role (see, for example, 102d6-103c9). All in all, the foregoing
strongly suggests that opposition was never far from Plato’s mind when composing the Phaedo.

Irony, which bears a special relation to opposition, is thus a natural fit.

Outline
The example of paragogic irony in the Phaedo we shall explore involves the way Socrates
appeals to the physical attachment of his companions only to undermine it; he co-opts their
somatic dispositions and re-orients them against the body. In its broad strokes my argument is
quite simple. Socrates’ companions are deeply afflicted by bodily concerns and emotions
(notwithstanding their claims to the contrary). We see this, for example, in the emotional and
tearful reaction to Socrates’ death and in their fear of death in general. Socrates, however, is
very critical of such attachments. So, to get through to his companions, he pitches his

arguments in a ‘somatic register.” For example, he threatens them with physical pain in the
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afterlife if they don’t abstain from a somatic existence. The irony is that if they were detached
from bodily concerns, this argument would be meaningless to them; it only works insofar as
they are attached to the bodily. In particular what makes this an example of paragogic irony is
that the somatic attachments are turned against themselves. Socrates appeals to their aversion
to physical pain to lead them towards a disposition that rises above such bodily concerns.’
Our discussion begins by examining the negative impact of the body for the aspiring
philosopher. This serves as background for an understanding of the fear of death and how this
works to chain the soul to the body. From here I demonstrate how Simmias and Cebes exhibit

these somatic afflictions and finally we will be in a good position to understand how and why

Socrates plies his paragogic irony to ween his companions off the body.

The Problem with the Body: Ethics and Epistemology
Our key sources for Socrates’ view of the body are two-fold. The first is in the ‘apology speech’
that runs from 63b4-69c5. The second is at the tail end of the Affinity Argument: at 80e2
Socrates veers off and starts generalising about the fate of the soul in death. For the sake of
convenience I call this latter section ‘the Recapitulation.” These two passages frame the first
half of the dialogue’s argumentation (the middle of the dialogue being marked by the misology

digression) and they tend to register the moral themes and conclusions that are otherwise

7 Regarding the way Socrates using fears etc. to reshape the fears of Simmias and Cebes, I have
since found a similar view in Jansen (2013) 343. However, she argues that the emotional force of
Socrates’ approach vindicates the role of such emotions in general. I think this is mistaken. Emotional
appeals of this sort should be considered a means to an end or even a necessary evil; thus Socrates
appeals to somatic fears to ultimately undermine the source of these fears. Jansen tends to push her
interpretation too far, even suggesting that the reader’s vicarious grief over Socrates’ death will

somehow lead us to become philosophers (248-9).
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ignored in the argumentation proper. Thus they provide a useful source for Socrates’ view of
the body. (Socrates’ four arguments, on the other hand, focus on the narrow claim that the soul
is indestructible).

To begin with Socrates makes some useful remarks about the problems created by the
body at 66b7-d7 in the apology speech. First he claims that there are countless distractions
(noplag doyoriag) created by the need to tend to the body and these distractions, such as
sickness, divert our attention from the hunt for truth (66b7-c2). Socrates develops this idea with
special emphasis on passions, desires and fears (€pmteg, émBupion and @oPor) which are said
to lead one away from phronésis (66¢2-5). Further, desires of the body are said to bring about
wars because the body craves wealth, and wars are fought over wealth. Thus we becomes slaves
to the body (dovAgvovteg 1] ToVTOL Bepameiq) and have no time for philosophy (66¢5-d3). But
not only does the body distract us, it also directly impedes philosophical inquiry. Socrates
moves (seamlessly) from issues of character and ‘free time’ to an epistemological issue: even
if we do get some respite from servicing the body, it is still a source of confusion to an inquiring
mind (66d3-7). Socrates is clearly and predictably concerned with the epistemological
limitations the body places on a would-be philosopher. For instance, at 79¢2-8 he says that
whenever the soul inquires in conjunction with bodily senses, it is dragged about by the body,
‘led astray, agitated and confounded like a drunk,” and it never lights upon reality (79¢2-8).
More interestingly, Socrates will in fact marry these two strands of criticisms: the ‘ethical’ and
the epistemological. For example he claims in the apology speech that the soul thinks most
clearly when it is unencumbered by the body: ‘For presumably it reasons best just when it is
not troubled by the senses, neither hearing or vision, nor pain nor pleasure’ (65¢5-7). Socrates
speaks of pleasure and pain in the same breath as hearing and vision; the sensual and the

sensory are of a piece.
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While it is easy enough to make sense of the ethical claim that the passions distract us
and the epistemological claim that the senses impede inquiry, the combination of the two is a
little more delicate. The basic idea might be expressed by saying that to indulge the senses is
to place value on emotions and to make a de facto philosophical judgement.® Consider for
example the following passage where Socrates explains how bodily pleasures and the use of

the senses can make us shun philosophy and come to think that only physical things exist:

But think about a soul that is released from the body, corrupted and impure from

8 There are a melee of issues here concerning the parts of the soul and their relationship with belief,
desires, the good etc.; developmental theories being added to taste. See e.g. Moss (2006) 524-30, Beere
(2010) 261-79, Barney (2010) 34-5, Young (2013) 469, Kamtekar (2017) 1-4. I am yet to be convinced
that the dialogues actually attempt a disinterested topography of the soul. Socrates usually argues under
the shadow of a particular ethical contention imbedded in a particular dialectical context and, as often
as not, steeped in metaphor (cf. Rep. 611c6-d2). Regarding the point I am making in the body of the
text cf. Kahn (1987) and Devereux (1995). Devereux, in his important article on Socratic
intellectualism, notes the role desires can play in Plato’s ‘Socratic’ dialogues (as opposed to the
‘Platonic’ view developed later). For example, he claims that desires can undermine judgements and
thus: ‘According to [Socrates’] preferred way of describing the experience, the agent succumbs to
temporary ignorance’ (395); see further Brickhouse and Smith (2010) e.g. the fifth chapter entitled
‘Educating the Appetites and Passions.” However, where Devereux lets desire affect judgement, Kahn
places reason closer to the lower desires. Discussing the psychology of the Republic (and the
Symposium), he argues that reason is a type of desire. For example: ‘It is precisely as a desire for what
is judged to be good and beneficial that reason is set apart from appetite and the thymoeides’ (85). For
either scholar, then, the body and the mind can both play formative roles in motivating our actions and

the two are seemingly brought closer together. See further Cooper (1984) and Burnyeat (2006).
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always being in thrall to it, beguiled by its desires and pleasures [épdoo Kai
yontevopévn VI’ aVTOD VIO TE TAV EMBL BV Kol 11dovdV] so that it holds nothing to
be true except the physical things which one can touch, see, drink, eat and take sexual
gratification from; but on the other hand, what is dim to the eyes, invisible, intelligible
and can only be grasped by philosophy—these things the soul is accustomed to hate
and fear and flee from. Do you think that such a soul will get away in a pure state,

alone by itself? (81b1-c2)

Here we can note how the passions and desires lead the soul to hate the ‘invisible’ and take
only the physical as true. That is, to indulge the senses seems to lead to a metaphysical-cum-
ethical judgement. But I do not think that this somatic individual, captivated by physical
pleasures, needs to be understood as explicitly making any metaphysical speculations. Rather,
insofar as he lives a life given over to the body and in ignorance of the incorporeal, he is as one
who takes only the physical as real.’

This comes through forcibly in one of the most striking passages in the Phaedo on the
theme of the soma. The passage runs from 82d9 to 83e3 and occurs near the end of the

Recapitulation. It is particularly climactic and it helps round off the first half of the discussion.

? Regarding whether Socrates endorses either a total rejection of the senses or an ‘evaluative’
asceticism (whereby bodily pleasures are permitted provided they are evaluated correctly) see Ebrey
(2017) 30-1 for a bibliography. I am sympathetic to the view of Bulter (2012) 108: ‘the soul’s becoming
of like character and nurture to the body are presented as necessary effects of pleasures, desires, and
pains; and this is true of every person (83¢5).” At least this is what Socrates conveys to his companions
in the specific context of the Phaedo. We might say that somatic pathémata induce a sort of

philosophical miasma.
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The passage begins with the arresting claim that the body co-opts the soul into imprisoning
itself through the seductive charm of physical pleasures (83e1-83al): Socrates explains how
the soul is bound and affixed to the body (dradedepévny €v T@ cOUATL KOl TPOCKEKOAANLEVIV),
and how it is forced to investigate being through the body as through a prison. But the most
devious part (dewvotnta) of this prison is that it works through our own desires so that the
prisoner is the greatest accomplice to his captivity (©g av PAMGTO OVTOG O OEOEUEVOG
cuAMjmTop £in Tod 8edéc0an).!? In a word we are made to want to ‘imprison’ ourselves. As
always, Plato has a sharp eye for irony. In a sense, this is an inverse image of what (I claim)
Socrates is doing to his companions. While the body uses its intrinsic allure to trick the soul
into imprisoning itself, Socrates uses the same bodily pleasures and pains against the body to
free the soul.

From here Socrates explains how philosophy tries to dissuade the imprisoned soul by
revealing that the body limits inquiry and so on. But he quickly returns to the theme of somatic
passions and how these are cashed in as ontological and ethical convictions. Thus at 83b6-d5
we learn that when one experiences extreme sensations he ends up believing that the source of
these feelings must be what is most real and most true (todto &vapyéotatév te sivor Kod
ainbéotatov—~83c7). And this, above all, is how the soul is bound and captured (katadeiton),
each pleasure and pain is like a nail hammering the soul to the body until they turn it corporeal

(Tolel copatoeldi)) so that it takes as true whatever the body says (&mep dv kol O cdpa ¢f))

10 For attempts to account for sow exactly the soul is bewitched by the body see Beere (2010) 268-
79; Ebrey (2017) 4-9 and 13-6 and; Bulter (2012) 108-9 and 116-8. Moss (2006) discusses the role of
pleasure in other dialogues and emphasises how deceptive it can be: ‘It leads us astray with false
appearances, bewitching and beguiling us, cheating and tricking us. In particular, it deceives us by

appearing to be good when it is not’ (504).
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and finds delight in whatever the body delights in.!! In this way the ensnared soul is

enculturated to value somatic existence via the immediate pleasures and pains of the body.

The Fear of Death

We are now in a good position to understand the fear of death.'? The question that initially sets
off the discussion in the Phaedo concerns whether Socrates is right to be sanguine about death,
the implication being, naturally enough, that death is something to dread (62¢9-63b2). Further,
the question of whether one should fear death constantly resurfaces in the ensuing discussion
and is clearly the paramount issue motivating it.!> We are interested in this theme because it
exposes the deeply somatic nature of Socrates’ companions.

One of the more memorable passages regarding the fear of death comes just after the
second argument (concerning recollection) where it transpires that the companions still want
Socrates to continue persuading them, even though, as he suggests, the arguments he had given

should have sufficed. Socrates says,

But nevertheless it seems to me that you and Simmias would gladly go over the issue
further still and that you have a childish fear that the wind might really send the soul
flying in all directions once it leaves the body, especially if one happens to die in
gusty weather rather than on a calm day.

And Cebes said laughing, Well on that assumption try to bring us round. Better

' Cf. 94d5-6 on the body ‘speaking.’

12 It is quite common to emphasise the role the fear of death plays in the Phaedo. See e.g. Klein
(1989) 126, Cobb (1977) 174-5, Burger (1984) e.g. 99-100, Beere (2010) 254-60, Bailly (2010) 298
and Futter (2014) 96-7.

3 See e.g. 69¢7-70a6, 84d9-e3, 88a10-b8 and 95d4-95¢l.
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yet, don’t assume we are afraid, but maybe there’s some child in us who fears such

things. Try to convince him not to fear death like a bogeyman. (77d5-e7)

That these fears are deeply serious despite the playful trappings cannot be doubted. The many
hold death to be one of the greatest evils (68d5-6) and Cebes implicitly assumes that death,
understood as the destruction of the soul, is a fearful prospect (88a10-b8, cf. 95c1-4). Note,
moreover, Socrates’ response to the passage just quoted: ‘Well then, you need to charm
[émaderv] this child every day until you charm him away [éEendonte]’ (77€3-9). Shortly after
this, Socrates will encourage them to ‘spare no expense nor toil” in seeking out a charmer once
he has died (78a5-7). Clearly the fear of death is something one must overcome. Furthermore,
all this talk of ‘inner children’ and ‘charming’ strongly suggests that we are dealing with a non-
rational affliction, an affliction of the body.'* So much is to be expected insofar as the fear of
death is in fact a fear.

In the previous section we saw how pleasure and desire, pain and fear, not only
distracted us from philosophy but also tricked us into abandoning philosophy: we shouldn’t
recognise or ‘obey’ these bodily sensations because this lends credence and authority to the
body, the senses and the material world. The fear of death fits naturally into this picture as it
motivates us to act in certain ways and make to value judgements, whether consciously or not.

Consider for instance what Socrates says in the Apology at 28b3-d5 where he imagines

4 On ‘charming’ as non-rational persuasion see Baima (2015) 269-70. Naddaf (2016) 122 and 133
notes that, while logoi persuade with reason, myths about the underworld persuade by charming and
appealing to the emotions. He cites Laws 903b1-2. See also Gallop (2003) 324-6. Many have noted
that, to some extent, Socrates employs persuasive techniques (as opposed to rational ones) to quell his
companions’ fear of death: e.g. Cobb (1977) 173-5, Bolotin (1987) 43, Dorter (1982) 95 Wood (2008)

20, Jansen (2013) 341-3 and Baima (2015) 269-70.
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someone asking him if he is not ashamed that his behaviour might lead to a death sentence.
Socrates responds that such considerations are beneath the dignity of a worthy man; rather, one
should only be concerned that his actions are noble. Note the disjunction between clinging to
life or nobility, that is between the fear of death or virtue. Socrates then cites that celebrated
example of Greek virtue, Achilles. Given the choice between a noble death or letting Hector
go unpunished, Achilles is unflinching: ‘Let me die right after I’ve given justice to the
wrongdoer, so [ don’t remain here being laughed at by the curved ships, a burden on the earth’
( Ap. 28d2-4). Presumably Socrates has couched his point in terms the audience of Athenian
jurors might relate to, but the principle remains sound. Indeed, Socrates’ behaviour in the
Apology in general is surely supposed to advertise the equanimity that the philosopher
possesses in the face of adversity (see e.g. Ap. 34b6-35b8). Rather than fall under the influence
of fears and pleasures the philosophers must rise above these petty concerns. I doubt any
dialogue in the corpus displays the self-mastery of the philosopher more vividly than the
Phaedo."® Socrates seems to rise above the fear of death effortlessly, to meet his fate with
dignity, poise and, above all, virtue. His friends by contrast are deeply afflicted by the fear of
death. Perhaps the most poignant illustration of Socrates’ virtue is his selfless desire to help his
friends overcome their fear of death, even though /e is the one who is actually dying.

The emotional breakdown of the companions as they watch Socrates take the poison
not only functions as a foil to highlight Socrates’ equanimity in the face of death, it also
furnishes us with an obvious example of the companions being overawed by the fear of death.
Even though they had claimed to find Socrates’ argument convincing (see e.g. 107a1-3), when

the final moment comes they all burst into tears (117c¢5-d6). A little earlier when Crito asked

' The connection between courage and mastering the fear of death is emphasised in Republic 386a6-

388d7, see also 486b1.
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Socrates about the funeral arrangements, Socrates seized on this as proof that Crito does not
actually believe Socrates, who insisted his dead body will be nothing but a discarded husk
(115c4-d2). Here too Crito betrays his fear of death. And again, when Crito urges Socrates to
wait as long as possible before drinking the poison, Socrates similarly remarks that such
conduct only befits those non-philosophers who fear death (116e). The important connection
here is that the fear of death leads one to side with the body implicitly and thus reject
philosophy. The fear of death in the Phaedo is an emblem of the love of (somatic) life and
attachment to the body.!® The fear of death engenders a preference for life over death, a
preference for the life of the body over the life of the soul. But Socrates, as we will see, counters
this with a vision of death that reverses these preferences so that the philosophical life is akin

to being dead.

Socrates’ Paragogic Irony
Socrates is up against a non-rational opponent, namely a childlike fear of death, a ‘baked in’
somatic attachment. Thus it is appropriate, if not necessary, that he fight fire with fire and

charm away the fear with non-rational means.!” An obvious example of this is the myth that

' Note that desires and fears are ‘convertible.” For instance, those who love wealth (¢pthoyprjpator)
are said to fear squandering their wealth or being in poverty, while those who love power and honour
(oi dpihapyoi te kai prAoTnor) fear being held in low esteem (82c2-7).

17 Cf. 94d2-6 where the soul is said to use pleasures and pains to hammer the body into shape: ‘it
punishes some bodily urges more severely with physical pain through gymnastics or medical treatment,
others it punishes more gently, now with threats, now with reproach, via desires, passions and fears
[Taic émbupiong kai opyaic koi poPoic], like one thing conversing to another.” These ‘gentle’ protreptics

bear a similarity to what Socrates is doing to Simmias and Cebes.
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caps off the argumentation.'® In general the myth attempts to persuade by the promise of
wonderful things for good souls and the threat of horrible things for bad souls.'® Socrates tends
to dwell on the bad souls. For example, they have a very hard time making the journey into the
afterlife (108a6-c5), and when they finally get there they alternate between begging for
forgiveness and enduring the torment of the underground channels—unless they are deemed
incurable, in which case they are thrown into Tartarus forever (113e6-114b6). Clearly Socrates’
mythologising is designed to speak to the soma, but unlike the normal somatic afflictions which
weigh the soul down, this one ironically demands, shun the body or else!

Regarding the good souls Socrates makes some otherwise odd sounding claims that
reveal his somatic sales pitch. Although the good souls seem to have moved on from the sense-
world, these enviable individuals boast better eyesight, hearing and intelligence, living a
blessed life with the gods. They are also said to live longer (111bl-c3), which seems

particularly bizarre given that (a) they’re already dead and (b) living is supposed to be a bad

'8 There is a burgeoning industry dedicated to the role of myth in Plato and here we touch on one of
its key themes, the distinction between logos and muthos. On this distinction see Edmonds (2004) 162-
71. On myth in Plato and philosophy in general see Benitez (2007) 226-7. My core contention is that
the body needs bodily pleasures and pains to motivate it and that these are to be found in the myth. That
myth speaks to the non-rational parts of the soul is a common view in the scholarship. See e.g. Janaway
(1995) 160, Moss (2008) 43-5, Brisson (2007) 142 and Speliotis (2007) 212. This need not imply that
that is a// myth can do.

!9 Note how Plato is careful to set off the intrinsic value of justice from the beneficial consequences
in the Republic (357b4-358d6 and following). When he comes back to discuss the beneficial

consequences, Socrates has much to say about the afterlife (e.g. Rep. 614a5-8 and following).
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thing.2’ Moreover, this is only the ‘gold class’ heaven; there is said to be a better one, the
platinum class if you will, which Socrates only tantalises us with (114c2-6). But it is not just
the myth that is tainted by this somatic allure; the argumentation in general is complicit in the
attempt to divert the somatic attachments of the companions. Ultimately, one cannot cleanly
separate the somatic appeal found in the myth from the argumentation for the simple fact that
the desirability of death (for the philosopher) informs the argument on the whole.?! For
example, when Socrates promises divinity to the good souls (82b10-c1) he is in the midst of
an argument, not (explicitly) mythologizing. The same is true where he tells us that philosophy
is in fact practice for death and that a philosopher who fears death is a ridiculous self-
contradiction (64a4-9). These claims about the afterlife (though not directly supported by the
argumentation) do much to support Socrates’ conclusions. Indeed at 66b1-7 Socrates argues
that since the truth is not available to the living, the philosopher ought to believe that he can
get it in the afterlife. This is clearly not a rational argument if it starts from the claim that one
lacks knowledge here and now. It is rather a spur to those who wish to live the philosophical

life, especially in regard to the fear of death. This, however, is not to relegate the entirety of

22 Some attempt to take the corporeal aspect of the ‘true earth’ literally. See e.g. Pender (2007) 219
and 230-3. Though one assumes they must acknowledge the figurative status of the ‘heaven’ Socrates
locates on the Earth’s surface.

2! For the view that Socrates charms even with his arguments see Klein (1965) 147-8: ‘had not
Socrates said (77¢8-9), playfully and truthfully, that daily incantations are required for that child until
that fear is charmed away? Are not the Adyot of the dialogue a series of such “incantations,” including
the very last tale (114d5-7)?° See also Friedldnder (1969) e.g. 43-4, 49-50, Cobb (1977) 175, Morgan

(2010) 74 and 78, Jansen (2013) 338-9 and Futter (2014) 97-8.



117

the text to a mere philosophical con.?? To say the least, the forms, the epistemology, the
criticisms of inquiry into nature and much besides are clearly serious and important. Nor need
we reject that pillar of Platonism, the immortality of the soul.

Although Socrates takes for granted that no one with their wits about them will imbibe
the myth as is, still he insists that its message is noble and that one should use it to charm
oneself (kai xpn & Towdta Honep Endoety eavtd—114d1-7). It is essential for any would-be
philosopher to clear away the fear of death and thus we find this theme hovering in the
background throughout the dialogue. For example, Phaedo explicitly links his perception that
Socrates was in high spirits as something that alleviated his (Phaedo’s) reservations about the
afterlife (58e1-59a2) and the reassuring effect of Socrates’ demeanour is subsequently given
due emphasis in the misology digression (89a1-7). Plato brings the philosophical discussion of
the Phaedo into view by having Socrates casually mention that Evenus, if he is a true
philosopher, should be eager for death (61b7-c9). This, in turn, leads to the apology speech,
which attempts to defend Socrates’ eagerness for death by arguing that good things await the

philosopher in the afterlife—indeed, the philosopher’s whole life is preparation for death (see

2 Some have argued (reasonably, I think) that Socrates does not really believe the arguments for
immortality see e.g. Cobb (1977), Gadamer (1980) and Burger (1984) e.g. 50, 184-6. It is generally
accepted that Socrates’ arguments do not establish the immortality of the soul (see Bolotin, 1987, 46
for references). Hackforth (1972) 16-7 seems to be trading in common sense when he says, ‘Important
as Plato clearly conceives it that the human soul should be proved to be immortal, no careful reader of
the dialogue can believe that such a proof is its main purpose. The need for it arises from the feeling of
Socrates’ friends....” Cf. Bolotin 39: ‘Socrates’ primary intention, it seems, on many or even most
occasions was to impart opinions that would be salutary for his particular interlocutor, rather than to
teach them what he regarded as the truth (cf. Republic 382a1-d4).” Thus Dorter (1982) 95-7, Jansen

(2013) 339-40 and Gallop (2003) e.g. 317, 312.
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63b9-c7 and 63e9-64a9). The Affinity Argument is immediately cashed in in terms of a
mythical eschatology with all the Orphic trappings (81a4-82d7 and following). Namely, the
happy soul is freed from fears and wild desires (kai eoPwv kai dypiov épdTmv) to spend its
days in the company of gods like an initiate of the mysteries (81a3-9); meanwhile that torpid
beast, the unphilosophical soul, wanders around hopelessly until it meets its just desserts in a
new incarnation—or should we say ‘incarceration.” Socrates assigns donkeys for the
overindulgent, wolves for the avaricious and so on (81d6-82b9). And of course, at the end of
the discussion, once Socrates has completed the Final Argument, he renders his conclusions in
terms of eschatology and the ethical implications therein (from 107cl).

From start to finish the argumentation takes its orientation from the tenet that death is
a blessing for those who shun the body. I argue that Socrates must appeal to these somatic
bribes and threats in the manner of the ‘demotic music’ (v dnumon povsiknv—o61a7) which
appeals to the sub-rational soma. Such a notion is neatly encapsulated in the epigraph that
opened this chapter and it is justified for a least two reasons. In the first place it seems to be a
necessary expedient to overcome somatic attachment, which, especially regarding the fear of
death, seems very hard for us mortals to avoid. 2> And in the second place, although this is
disingenuous of Socrates, it is the sort of lie that will ideally ‘self-destruct.’ If the companions
imbibe the lesson, they will be led to a non-somatic life and, moreover, a life of inquiry and

reflection. Ultimately, the influence of pleasure, fear and all the rest will fade away and they

2 Cf. Moss (2006) on pleasure and illusion in the Gorgias: ‘One cannot easily correct someone who
is under the illusion that a harmful but pleasant thing is good; one cannot easily redirect her desire for
good toward its proper objects’ (513); ‘The [Gorgias] thus suggests that the belief that pleasure is good
(and pain bad) is often immune to argument. Pleasure appears to be good, and for most people,
appearances win out over reasoning’ (514); ‘Morally and intellectually, appetites are stuck in the realm

of appearances’ (530).
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will be perfectly poised to assess such tough questions about (say) the fate of the soul with
philosophical equanimity. For by this stage they will not be worried about such bodily fears.
In a word, the body contaminates and fetters the mind, not least through hopes and fears and
in particular through the fear of death. To combat this Socrates repurposes somatic hopes and

fears so as to encourage his companions to shun the body and to eagerly anticipate death.

Trading Pleasures and Pains
To round off our discussion of the Phaedo’s paragogic irony I would like to look at one final
passage. At 68c5-69d6 Socrates discusses how the many trade fears for fears and pleasures for
pleasures to end up with a ridiculous copy of true virtue. This passage is the final section of the
apology speech and might be understood as a sort of coup de grace argument.

Up to this point in the defence speech Socrates has been concerned to show how
ridiculous it is for the true philosopher to fear death (64a6-9, 67d12-68b6). Here Socrates shifts
the discussion (a little abruptly) to bravery and sophrosuné. Only the philosopher, he claims,
is apt to possess these virtues, while the non-philosophers have no share in real bravery or
sophrosuné. For instance, they ‘bravely’ endure death in fear of an even greater evil
(presumably shame). It is absurd (&Aoyov), Socrates says, to be brave through fear and
cowardice (68d2-69a4). Yet again Plato betrays his keen eye for irony. More to our purpose,
this ironic exchange should remind us of Simmias and Cebes who are (hopefully) led to spurn
somatic attachment because of the somatic fear of punishment in the afterlife. Socrates goes on
to explain that the many are self-controlled through intemperance: ‘Because they fear being
deprived of certain pleasures which they desire, they restrain themselves from some pleasures
being mastered by others’ (68e5-7). Here too we might espy a sly reference to Simmias and
Cebes. Socrates presents the afterword in such fabulous colours so as to lead them towards the

philosophical life by means of certain desires; and since the philosophical life involves the
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rejection of pleasures, they are trading pleasures for pleasures. (Though this is not to suggest
that they are pleasures seekers per se, but merely that they are afflicted by bodily desires, like
the fear of death.)

At 69a6-c3 we come to the infamous coin metaphor: Socrates explains his meaning
about trading fears for fears and so on through the analogy of buying and selling—but it proves
to be rather cumbersome. The image obscures rather than clarifies his meaning and one
wonders why he bothers with the analogy in the first place. Here is Burnet’s text for most of

the passage:

"Q poxépie Twyupio, pn yap ody abtn | | 0pON mpdg dpetiv dAAayn, NSovag TPOC
ndovag Kol Admag mpog Amag kol dofov mpog poPov kataArdrtesOar, [Kai] peilo
npog EMdtte domep vopiouota, GAL 1 Ekeivo pndvov 1O vopouo 0pBov, avti o Sel
mévto TodTo KataAlartecOat, ppovnotg, [koi tovtov pdv mavro]* kol petd tovTov

[Gvoduevd te kol mmpoockopeva] @ vt N koi dvdpeio kol coPppocvvn Koi

SkaosvvT Kot GUAMPBINY aANONC dpet, petd dpovioewt... (69a6-b3)

And here is a translation (that ignores some of Burnet’s brackets):?’

My dear Simmias, perhaps this isn’t the right exchange when it comes to virtue,

24 Burnet bracketed koi To0TOV &V TAVTAL...MVOVUEVE T Kol mupackopeva. This has generally been
rejected by scholars, rightly as it seems to me. | have translated accordingly. See Luce (1944) 61, who
is followed by Bluck (1952) 4, Verdenius (1958) 205 and modern translators (e.g., Gallop, Hackforth
and Grube).

5 See previous note. For discussion of the grammatical and translations issue in this passage see

Luce (1944) 60-2, Bluck (1952) Verdenius (1958) 205 and Dorter (1982) 28-9.
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trading pleasures for pleasures, pains for pains, fear for fears, the greater for the lesser
like coins—but the only true coin that all these can be exchanged for is presumably
phronésis, buying and selling everything for this and with this; true bravery,

sophrosunée, justice and in a word, real virtue, with phronésis...

Part of what is confusing here concerns how we use phronésis to buy and sell pleasures and
pains. Burnet tried to remove the offending part of the text, but this has not been well received.
Instead, many scholars have simply asserted that the metaphor should not be pushed too far.
For example W. D. Geddes (1863) 35 thought that, although the analogy was sound for the
most part, it failed inasmuch as wisdom does not need to be ‘given away’ (35), R. S. Bluck
(1952) 5 made a similar claim and R. D. Archer-Hind (1883) argued: ‘If we press the metaphor
too hard, it breaks down; for money is of value only for the sake of what it can buy. Plato
however merely means that gpdvnoig is the only true currency’ (67).

Others, however, have sought to make sense of the text as it stands. These scholars

usually expend a fair amount of effort to get their interpretations from the text.2® One of the

% See e.g. Luce (1944), who posits an implicit contrast between bartering and buying: ‘bargaining
and bartering is not the right way to purchase virtue. Trading by means of money is a more advanced
form of trading, and this is what the philosopher does. He uses the one true currency, namely wisdom’
(62—but see Bluck, 1952, 5). Luce tends to gloss over the difficulties of ‘buying’ virtue with wisdom
(see 63). Gooch (1974) argues against the claim that wisdom is identical to virtue (155, 158-9) and thus
it cannot be identified as intrinsically valuable (155). Although he concurs that the metaphor should not
be pushed too far (158). Nevertheless, he contrives an interpretation whereby wisdom is both of intrinsic
and instrumental value (155-8). Beere (2010) 278-85 finds a similar dual role for wisdom. Responding
to Beere, Bailly (2010) 296-7 is notably impatient with the imagery and roundly chastises scholars who

push it too far.
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most persuasive and least demanding is Kenneth Dorter (1982). He argues that wisdom and the
other virtues are materially the same and that Socrates refers to exchanging different
denominations of the same currency (like two five-dollar notes for a ten-dollar one) in which
case nothing is lost. In this way, wisdom might be ‘cashed in’ for other forms of virtue (30-1).
The problem with this is that it is merely consistent with the text rather than something the text
positively encourages. So much is clear from the state of the scholarship. Thus it must be
acknowledged that the text as it stands is not easy to interpret. Whether we simply have to
ignore parts of the analogy or expend some ingenuity to wrest free a consistent reading, all of
these readings tend to tell us what Socrates meant in spite of what he says, and they all turn on
what we think Socrates is likely to have meant.

For me, on the other hand, the key to the metaphor comes right after the section I have
just quoted: Socrates suggests that popular virtue, as distinct from phronésis, is a sort of
‘shadow painting’ (oxwaypoadia Tic), servile, unsound and false (69b5-8). These shadow
paintings were painted in such a way to produce the illusion of depth and Socrates alludes to
them to highlight the false appearance of popular virtue. More importantly these illusions only
work from a distance, but once you get close enough they stop working.?” As Socrates says in
the Theaetetus: ‘But now, Theaetetus, since I’ve come closer to our account, like a shadow
painting, I don’t understand anything; but from afar it seemed to make some sense (208e7-10;
cf. Prm. 165c6-d2.) This, I would argue, is a pretty good description of Socrates’ coin
metaphor. The image is easy enough to deal with providing we don’t look too closely. In fine,

I think that Plato has carefully contrived a situation whereby Socrates pays his companions

27 On shadow-painting see Petraki (2018) 2-5.
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with counterfeit coins (to some extent).?® At one level Socrates condemns these false
‘transactions’ that resemble shadow paintings. But over and above this his own account is a
shadow painting of sorts. So far as I know this is the only interpretation of the imagery that
accounts for its obvious limitations.

There are two key things to observe regarding Socrates’ counterfeit image. The first is
that the transaction mirrors the way Socrates treats his companions. He trades one somatic fear
for another; he appeals to their bodily attachment to overcome their bodily attachment. The
second thing is that, counterfeit though it may be, it can still be an effective exchange. While
it is unfortunate that Simmias and Cebes are beholden to the body and afraid of death—but
who can blame them?—Socrates has found a cunning and ingenious technique to undermine
this. As with Socratic Irony, this is not some flippant use of irony, or some malicious use of
deception, it is a carefully considered response to the nature of the souls that Socrates needs to
operate on. The counterfeit coin analogy, I would argue, is a nod to the savvy reader. Which

takes us to the final issue of this chapter: the role of the reader.

Paragogic Irony and the Reader
As with Socratic Irony, Plato’s technique highlights the role of the teacher or the ‘doctor of the
soul.” Pedagogy is not a simple exchange of information; it requires the teacher to carefully
and thoughtfully respond to the needs of the student (thus Phdr. 271¢10-272a3). The Phaedo
is as apt as any dialogue to illustrate this point. Simply paying lip service to the claim that death

is a blessing does not mean that Crito, for example, has truly internalised it. If philosophy were

8 Though this is not to suggest that all the arguments in the dialogue are ‘counterfeit.” Rather,
Socrates must resort to such measures to combat the somatic tendencies in his interlocutors. Certainly
we can take seriously much of what he says about the forms as well as his explicit encouragements to

tend the soul at the expense of the body.
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the simple transfer of information, like pouring liquid from one vessel into another, then Plato
might be content to offer his teachings up on a silver platter. Though we shall look at this more
closely in the coming chapters, for now we can note that the paragogic irony of the Phaedo (to
some extent) tries to trick Simmias and Cebes into turning away from the body. Socrates
employs a two-pronged approach or direct argumentation coupled with paragogic irony. In this
sense the less penetrating reader who simply accepts Socrates claims about the rewards of the
afterlife and the life is benefitted by the otherwise misleading information. Though this may
seem an initially unsavoury idea, it actually makes good sense if we accept that Plato requires
a fair amount of effort and engagement from readers. In this way, he has not only left a positive
message for the uninitiated, but this message is designed to turn them towards Philosophy in
the long run. As usual however, if my interpretation is correct, I have evidently revealed the
secret mysteries to the uninitiated, namely that Socrates’ treatment of the soul is (justifiably)

disingenuous in places.

Let us take stock: in the previous chapter Socrates needed to combat the arrogance and
attendant unwillingness of his interlocutors and he did so by appealing to and exploiting this
very arrogance. He built it up only to cast it down all the more vigorously. Here too Socrates
exploits the shortcomings of his interlocutors, whether their non-rational emotions or false
conceptions (as in Cratylus). As mentioned the big difference between Socratic Irony and what
I have called paragogic irony is that the former is negative, in that it attempts to quash the
patient’s intellectual arrogance, while paragogic irony has more of a positive aspect that tries
to encourage its patients towards something. But in both cases Socrates starts from some failing

or flaw in his interlocutor and tries to overcome it.
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PART THREE

otepidarc pu&v odv dpa [sc. 1 Aptepic] odk
g0wke potegvesBat, Ot M avBpomivny dvolg
dc0evectépa f| AafEiv Téxvnv OV v 1 melpog.
([Artemis] didn’t grant the barren to be
midwives, for human nature is too weak to

possess skill without experience.)

Tht. 149c¢
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CHAPTER FOUR
IRONIC SYMBOLISM

10 OVEPOTTEY apa oD T0de otiv, &4vie &v
Dve T €4vt’ €ypnyopds TO SUOOV T® un
dupotov GAL adTod NyfTon eivar @ ZolKev;
(Isn’t this dreaming; when someone, whether
asleep or awake, thinks that a likeness is not
like the thing it resembles, but the thing
itself?)

R. 476¢5-7

KvduvedeL yap NUGV EKacTog olov Svap ei80C
dmavto vt ad Ty Gomep Brap Gyvosiv.
(For it appears that each of us, knowing
everything in a sort of dream, is then ignorant
when awake.)

Plt. 277d2-4

In Part Two of this study (that is, the last two chapters) we looked at the ironies Socrates
employs on his interlocutors. Here, in Part Three, we will focus more directly on the way Plato
interacts with his readers. In the present chapter we are concerned with the way certain items
are employed in an ambivalent way across various dialogues. The key example I examine is
the treatment of eros in the Symposium: while eros is generally presented as the very antithesis
of philosophy, in the Symposium it is all but equated with philosophy. I argue that this is
ultimately unconvincing and far-fetched, but that this far-fetched appearance conceals a serious

message, like wisdom dressed as folly. I ultimately interpret Plato’s usage in the Symposium
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as a paradigmatic (if not exaggerated) example of how the dialogues work in general. In other
words, Plato uses irony here to reflect on his philosophical use of literature. This theme is

carried over into the following chapter.

Students of Plato are no doubt well aware how easy it is for the unsympathetic reader to ferret
out contradictions and errors of judgement on Plato’s part. Given that Plato tends to receive an
almost obligatory mention in introductory courses on political theory, law, aesthetics and so
on, there is probably no shortage of commentators ready and willing to score points on Plato
via some glib criticism. For the simple fact of the matter is that in many cases Plato all but
invited such easy pot-shots. This present chapter is directly concerned with one particular way
in which Plato may seem to invite these quibbles. All too often he characterises the same thing
in two totally opposite ways. Consider the example of images. Plato sometimes characterises
these as bad, sometimes as good. And this is not some accidental feature of his treatment of
images. Rather he often appeals to images as paradigmatic. Images can be held up as prime
examples of what it means to be ontologically derivative and flawed one moment, but then they
seem to be indispensable pedagogical tools the next. This Janus-faced ambivalence is
everywhere in the dialogues. I call it ‘ironic symbolism’ and in employing this phrase I
especially wish to isolate those cases where Plato takes some particular type of thing, say that
which is visible, and then use it as a paradigmatic example in a strikingly unexpected way, say,
by employing visible things as an analogy for the invisible objects of knowledge. In this case
the ‘visible’ symbolises the corporeal realm at one moment, only to take up an opposite role

the next.!

! That Plato can take up an established concept or tradition and repurposed it (usually towards

philosophy) is not a novel observation. This is discussed, in some sense or other, by e.g. Gonzalez
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I intend to pursue this topic, as usual, via a paradigmatic case study. For this chapter
our chosen example comes from the treatment of erds in the Symposium. In addition to this we
will also glance over two examples of ironic symbolism that appear in the subterranean imagery
of the Phaedo and the Republic. In the previous two chapters I have tried to balance the need
to illustrate both the range and the depth of the ironies under discussion; that is, the extent to
which a type of irony is relevant to the dialogues on the whole and how in particular Plato
manages the finer details. This balancing act becomes a little hard to maintain in the present
chapter. While I do scroll through a range of minor examples, I do not explain how or why
Plato employs them. And again, when I turn to the subterranean imagery of the Phaedo and

Republic my analysis is rather cursory inasmuch as it is preparatory rather than the main event.

|
MINOR EXAMPLES OF IRONIC SYMBOLISM

To begin with I will glance over a range of examples of ironic symbolism to help impress upon
the reader the extent of this studied ambivalence in Plato. We begin with particular or one-off
examples and then move on to more generally applicable ones.

Eugenio Benitez (2000) has argued that in the Laches Plato turns the classic image of

courage on its head by making ‘hoplitics’ or training in armour an emblem of cowardice (see

(2017), de Romilly (1975) 25-43, Belfiore (1980), Gellrich (1994), Pender (2007) and Morgan (2010).
My treatment differs, however, in that I argue that Plato does not merely reuse old ideas, but rather that
the new usage contains an ironic inversion which calls for interpretation. I discuss this explicitly in what

follows and I try to show how the relevant irony is philosophically significant.
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La. 182¢5-184a7).? In the Phaedo Socrates ventures the theory that a fulfilled life is one that
approximates death (e.g. Phd. 64a4-9); and again, by refusing to escape from prison Socrates
escapes the real prison of being alive and trapped in a body. In the Meno it is possible to argue
that one of Meno’s main short-comings is that he simply repeats what he has heard from other
people rather than thinking things through himself (cf. Meno 86b1-c2 and Klein, 1989, 103-7).
That is to say, he is incapable of ‘recollection’ because he relies overmuch on his memory.?
Here the irony involves using recollection to typify independent self-reflection in
contradistinction to remembering (sc. the opinions of others). Something similar to this seems
to be implicit in the Phaedrus where Socrates distinguishes between writing which acts as a
reminder and which is anathema to knowledge and remembering which aids in knowing.*

In the Apology Socrates explains how the most seemingly accomplished people can be
the most incapable of learning (e.g. Ap. 22a); this, in turn, leads to that quintessential irony
whereby ignorance represents knowledge in some sense. Here the general theme seems to be
less is more inasmuch as learning proves to impede wisdom and ignorance is presented as a
step towards wisdom. With this example we begin to see how these ironic symbols can inform

general themes that apply across the dialogues. For instance, Socrates condemns images yet

? This, Benitez argues, furnishes us with an object lesson in separating accidental from essential
attributes: ‘The military conception of courage was tyrannized by accidentals, so much so that fighting
in armor seemed to be the essence of courage’ (86).

3 In this connection consider Meno 71c8-10 where Socrates laments that he cannot remember what
he thought of Gorgias at their previous meeting as asking Meno to remind him what Gorgias’ views
are. In the very least, this anticipates the terminology what will later prove crucial. I own this
observation to Harold Tarrant.

* See Phdr. 257a5 where the inventor of writing is criticised thus: “You have discovered a drug for

reminding not remembering’ (0¥kovLV PVAUNG GALL DTOUVAGEDS PAPLAKOV OPES).
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has almost constant recourse to them: that the sensible world is a derivate copy of the true
world and by that very fact inferior is a typical refrain in Plato (e.g. Rep. 514); yet at the same
time Socrates and the other main speakers constantly employ images, often explicitly calling
attention to the fact (e.g. Rep. 487¢4-6, Plt. 297¢8-13, Laws 897d8-¢3).’

In keeping with this, Plato is apt to pour scorn on poetry and poets (e.g. Phdr. 248el-
2, Rep. 603a10-b2) and yet this would seem to be a gross hypocrisy since he is the consummate
poet-philosopher. We can develop this point in two directions, both of which betray the same
pattern: (a) the enchanting power of beautiful words is thoroughly condemned by Socrates,
though he himself makes use of it; and (b) being possessed by the god (in the manner of a poet
or prophet) is held up as a prime example of ignorance, only to be positively endorsed in other

places.® Regarding (a) the charming power of words, this idea is frequently associated with

5 Gonzalez (2017) admirably confronts Plato’s ambivalence over images head on, but his
conclusion—that images point beyond themselves and are delightful in and of themselves—is
unconvincing. This obscures a central distinction between the philosophical use of images and its
opposite. Thus Gonzalez tries to assimilate the Republic’s ‘lovers of sights and sounds’ to the
philosopher (48-9). In fact these are fundamentally different in terms of metaphysics (only the
philosopher moves beyond sights and sounds), in terms of epistemology (the philosopher is not stuck
in the sense world) and in ethics (the philosopher is not oriented towards the bodily delights). Similarly
Gonzales approximates Agathon to Socrates in the Symposium (58) in spite of the fact that Agathon ‘is
satisfied with images because he fails to see the great gulf that separates the image from the original’
(62).

® This family of issues is explored by e.g. de Romilly (1975) 25-43, Belfiore (1980) and Gellrich

(1994). Morgan (2010) 68-71 discusses divination and prophesy.
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deceitful sophistic oratory and the like.” But on the other hand, Socrates himself is readily
presented as a sorcerer of sorts.® Thus in the previous chapter Socrates was said to charm away
the fear of death like a kind of poet in what was clearly a positive sense (Phd. 77¢8-9, 114d6-
7). We also encounter idealised statesmen as charmers (e.g. Laws 840b7-c3, Plt. 268bl1-5).
Turning to (b) divine possession or prophesy furnishes a glaring example of the absence of
knowledge (e.g. Meno 99b11-c5, Ap. 22b8-c3, lon 533c¢9-535a5), but can also be presented as
a genuine means of knowing,” not least with Socrates’ divine sign (e.g. Ap. 31c7-d2, Phdr.
242b8-d1).

Just as the last few examples (from images to possession) can be linked together in
various ways, there is also a cluster of ironies surrounding the body/soul distinction. For
instance, Plato represents knowledge as food (e.g. Rep. 585a8-b10, Prt. 313¢9-d1, Phdr.
248b5) when food is clearly more akin to the irrational part of a person (see e.g. Rep. 571¢5-6,
Phd. 64c10-d4). More significantly we find incorporeal forms presented as sensible objects,
while the knowing faculty, the mind, is conflated with its opposite, vision. More strikingly still,
philosophy is presented as a lusty irrational indulgence, namely erés. These last two cases shall
occupy us for the rest of this chapter.

If one conclusion can be drawn from the proceeding list, it is that Plato is certainly fond
of the pattern I have identified. Beyond that however I am not prepared to generalise about
how and why Plato employs ironic symbolism. There are, no doubt, some common details
between this irony in general and the treatment of eros which I will focus on, but I would not

like to give the false impression that the preceding examples form a tight unity. If they do, |

"E.g. Rep. 413c1-4 (and cf. Phd. 81b2-5), Prt. 315a8-b8 (with 328d4-6), Laws 933d7-e4 and 909b4-

8 E.g. Rep. 358b2-3, Smp. 215c1-d1, Meno 80a2-4 and cf. Chrm 155€6-157c6 and Smp. 203d7.

 E.g. Smp. 202¢3-203a7, Cri. 54d2-5, Phd. 60e1-61b1, Laws 719¢c1-d1.
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have failed to discover it. Indeed, I presume there are a host of other examples of this pattern

which I have not noticed.

11
SEEING AS KNOWING

One of the most common metaphors in Plato is the analogy of seeing to explain knowing.
Frequently Socrates talks about ‘seeing’ the objects of knowledge.!® Even the words for a
Platonic form, €id0og and i84a, contain a visual connotation; they can be glossed as meaning
form in the sense of ‘shape’ or ‘appearance,” understood as the cognate nouns from verbs of
seeing (*€idw, id€iv). And yet for Plato forms are quintessentially invisible. That is to say, Plato

frequently uses vision to typify the senses and the manifest world, which thus can be called the

' E.g.: Socrates asks Euthyphro to teach him the idea (t|v i3éav) of the holy so that he can look
(dmoPAénv) to it and consult it as a paradigm (Euthphr. 6¢3-6); Socrates discusses the difficulties of
inquiring into justice via an extended metaphor in which the inquirers are said to be ‘dim-sighted’ and
in need of ‘the same letters writ large’ and so on (Rep. 368c4-d7); knowledge, we are told, is not like
putting sight into blind eyes, but more like turning the ‘eye’ to look at the right things (Rep. 518b8-d1);
similarly, we encounter a reference to the ‘vision of the soul” (v tf|g yoyfic dywv) at Rep. 519al1-d2
(see also 520c5); in a rather striking example in the Phaedrus Socrates is in the midst of explaining how
the intelligible world is without colour, shape, and extension when he adds that it is only ‘visible’
(Beatn) to the mind (Phdr. 247¢5-7); in a similar fashion in the Palinode, Socrates both rejects the
bodily senses and praises the ‘sights’ of the heavens (Phdr. 250b1-c6); so too Diotima, while waxing
lyrical about the climax of the Ladder of Love, employs vision terms for the mind’s apprehension of
Beauty (Smp. e.g. 211d8-e4); and finally Socrates, in the Phaedo’s ‘Autobiography’ (99e2-4), warns

against inquiry via the senses because using the eyes might make the soul ‘blind’!
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‘visible word’ in contradistinction to the ‘invisible’ world of the forms.!! Here vision is a
metonymy for the senses in general. In this way vision—viewed from a certain point of view—
is perfectly unsuited as an analogy for knowing; whatever else forms may be they are certainly
not visible. Thus ‘visible’ is applied to both the forms and their opposites, and in neither case
is it some accidental feature of Plato’s usage.

It is important to note at the outset that this is not merely a simple case of using the
sensible as a metaphor to help explain the intelligible; rather, the imagery deliberately exploits
an ironic tension between the ‘vehicle’ and the ‘tenor’ of the metaphor. This comes through
forcibly in the subterranean caves we find in the Phaedo and especially the Republic. These
caves allegorise the perceptible world while the surface of the earth allegorises the world of
the forms. That means that this world with its visible couches and tables is to be used as an
analogy for the invisible world of the forms, and that sensible objects stand in for intelligible
ones. In this way the analogy confuses the an important distinction in Plato’s ontology, that
between the sensible and the intelligible. To anticipate, I will argue that the subterranean

imagery in the Phaedo and the Republic sends these mixed messages partly to emphasise its

"' In the Phaedo’s Affinity Argument Socrates tends to couch his ontological distinction in terms of
the visible and the invisible (t0 pév 0patov, 10 08 adéc—79a6-7); admittedly this is partly motivated
by the similarity between the words ‘Hades’ and ‘invisible’ ("A1dng and d161(g), yet we find the visible
(in contradistinction to mwévta dopata) carrying the same load at Soph. 247b1-5 and we find the locution
‘sight or any other sense’ at Phd. 65¢8-9. Parmenides compliments a young Socrates for not allowing
Zeno ‘to remain among the visible things’ (611 00k glog év T01g Opmuévoig) as opposed to the intelligible
(Prm. 135e1-2). While discussing the view that knowledge is perception, Socrates can lump together
knowledge, perception and vision in one breath (Oyig yop xoi aicOnoilg kol émoTiun TOVTOV
opordyntar—T7Tht. 164a6-7). And in the Timaeus the manifest world is often glossed as “visible’ (e.g.

30a3, 30d, 36e5-6, 49al, 92c4-7).
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own status as mere imagery so that we, unlike the cave dwellers, do not mistake the image for
the original. The contradictory nature of the imagery requires the intellect to step in so that we

can untangle the conflicting information. That is, it ‘summons the intellect’ as Socrates puts it.

The Caves in the Phaedo

First let us look at the Phaedo. At the end of this dialogue Socrates launches into a myth about
the fate of the soul after death. Halfway through the myth, however, he makes a digression
which seems less concerned with eschatology than with the here and now. In broad strokes,
this digression places the manifest world (somehow) beneath the surface of the ‘true’ earth,
while the intelligible world is situated on the surface of the true earth. The passage begins
properly at 108e4 and looks to the shape and location of the Earth—this Earth upon which ‘we
Greeks’ live—before discussing our place under the surface of the earth in caves of some sort.
The caves are ultimately contrasted with the heavenly abode on the surface of the Earth, thus
tying in an eschatological aspect (110b5-111¢3). Socrates emphasises how large the Earth is
and thus how small the Mediterranean is, its inhabitants like ants or frogs round a pond (109a9-
b3). He then moves on to the all-important cave (or underground hollows). These litter the
Earth in all shapes and sizes and into them are mixed air, mist and water (109b4-7). These
substances are the medium in which we live. By contrast, above ground is marked by purity
(109b7-c2): the pure earth lies in the pure heavens (trv yi|v kaBapav &v kabapd KeicOot T
ovpav®) which people are wont to call acther. This is a sort of ‘original’ of which water, air
and mist are the ‘sediment’ (bmootdOun). Thus Socrates portrays the manifest world as a kind
of subterranean realm beneath the pure world of knowledge which is depicted—ironically—as
the surface of the (true) earth.

We, Socrates assures us, are dwelling in the hollows though we think we are above

ground. To paraphrase the extended simile he employs, it’s as if someone deep within the sea
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were to think he was on the surface, and when he looked through at the sun and the stars he
would mistake the water for air (109c4-d5). This, Socrates claims, is precisely parallel to our
case: we live in caves thinking they are the surface of the earth and we, in our underwater
caves, are slow to move and feeble (see 109c7-d1 with 109d7-e2). Note that the ‘underwater’
extended metaphor is something like an analogy explaining an analogy; we are said to live in
‘hollows’ and this, in turn, is explained almost clumsily via another analogy of being
underwater while thinking you are above ground. Socrates insists that we are in fact in these
hollows, but of course this is nonsense. Rather what he wants to foreground is how we mistake
the apparent for what is real. You think you are looking at what really is when you perceive
the manifest world, but the real world is ‘hidden behind’ this world and is only available to the
mind.'? Or as he would have it, you think you are looking at directly at the sun and the stars,

but you only see them through a dim and distorting medium. However, Socrates explains,

if someone could reach the top or fly up having grown wings, he would poke his head
through and perceive such things—just like the fish here emerge from the water and
look at this world. And if his nature could endure holding these things in his gaze, he
would realise that this is the real heaven and the real light and the true earth. (109¢2-

110al)

In a dialogue so utterly preoccupied with the mind/body distinction, this self-sabotaging
imagery is astounding and if one actually stops and tries to digest the imagery, the experience

can be quite disorienting. This, I think, is aimed beyond the purview of Simmias and Cebes; it

12 See Benitez (2007) 232-3 for a comparable treatment of the imagery here. Most notably his claim
that ‘the real world is not the “true earth” inside the myth, but rather one that lies beyond the myth, as

reality lies beyond a picture. That world can only be apprehended by mind (nous).’
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is scripted into the dialogue for our benefit. Socrates’ account employs /ooking as a stand-in
for knowing even though vision is the very antithesis of knowledge; and the surface world of
the true earth stands in for the invisible world of the forms even though it is the very antithesis
of this. To effect this relocation we are pushed underground so that the surface word can be
‘elevated’ to the intelligible world. Similarly, the faculty of vision is distorted so that
unimpeded vision can refer to knowing. In this way Plato has designed his imagery so that
seeing visible things now stands for knowing invisible things, the latter being understood—
ironically—in sharp contradistinction to seeing the visible. Such imagery is not unique to this
dialogue.'® The mention of growing wings in the indented quote might remind you of the
Phaedrus where, in a broadly analogous way, Socrates applies a distinction between the
heavens and the hyperuranian realm in the Palinode (see Phdr. 246d6-248c2).!* More

interesting still is the image of the cave in the central digression of the Republic.

13 Benitez (2007) 231-2 collects passages which employ spatial images of above and below to
convey an ontological distinction.

4 On this passage compare Griswold (1996) 105 on the mythology of the Phaedrus: ‘The
indirectness of the access the fallen souls have to the truth is captured by the nautical terminology used
in this passage (247c7, €3, 248a5). This terminology suggests that the universe is like an ocean and the

hyperuranian place like the air above the surface.’
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The Cave in the Republic
The famous sun-line-cave complex (507a7-535al) is possibly the most well-trodden passage
in the Platonic corpus. While I would sooner not wade into the scholarly debates here, I believe
I can shed an interesting light on the image of the cave understood as ironic symbolism. !

To begin with, this complex of images—especially the image of the line—comfortably
ticks the relevant boxes as an ironic symbol. In fact I can think of no other passages that better
illustrate the conflict between using vision to stand in for the senses in general and as an analogy
for knowing. In the sun-line-cave passage Socrates constantly refers to seeing and the visible
realm as a shorthand for the senses and the manifest world. I cite a number of examples in the
footnote of which the most familiar instance is that the image of the line distinguishes between
the ‘visible’ and the ‘intelligible’ realms.'® On the other hand, Plato’s imagery here is deeply

invested in an analogy whereby seeing stands in for knowing. This comes across most forcibly

15 Useful treatments of the sun-line-cave image can be found in Smith (1996) and (1999) 131-40. I
have not encountered any accounts that make any serious use of the ironic tension between seeing and
knowing.

'6 Socrates presents his metaphysical distinction thus: ‘Some things we say are visible and not
intelligible, the forms on the other hand we say are intelligible and not visible (Kai ta p&v 61 opdc0ai
dapev, voeichar 8 ob, tac & ol idéag voeichor pév, OpiicOar & oB—507b9-10). He compares the
intelligible realm (o070 €v 1@ vont® T0m® and td voovpeva) with the visible realm (todto &v 1@ Opatd
and & Opmdpeva) at 508b12-c2 and again at 509d1-4 (10 p&v vontod yévoug Te Kai TOmov, 1o & o
opatod...0AN" oV Exelg todta dtrtd £i0n, Opatdv, vontdv;). The image of the line is divided into two
segments, the visible and the intelligible (16 t& T0D OpwuEVOL Yévoug kal 10 10D voouuévor—>509dS),
and this terminology is maintained throughout (e.g. 616cl and 517b2). In the image of the cave,
although Socrates refers to the underground prisoners searing various sounds, the image is dominated

by references to seeing shadows, being dazzled by /ight and so on.
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in the images of the sun and the line (see e.g. 50812-d9). That is, the sun is like the Good which
‘illuminates’ the forms for the mind just as the sun illuminates visible objects for the eyes. The
role of vision dominates the imagery here and, in conjunction with the sun, is the key to the
images of the sun and the line.

Turning to the image of the cave (514al-517c5) we can see how Plato makes use of the
ironic ambivalence of vision which typifies both the senses and the mind. Just as we found in
the Phaedo, the human condition seems to involve a fundamental ontological misidentification.
Here Socrates situates prisoners in the depths of a cave who can only see shadows on the wall
before them, cast by a fire behind them. The misidentification is that the prisoners hold these
shadows to be true (e.g. 515c1-2, 516d2-6). In one of the more cumbersome yet brilliant parts
of this image a freed prisoner who escapes the visible realm is dazzled by the light of the sun
once he clambers out of the cave and gains the surface (516al-3). It is only our familiarity with
this image that might dull the otherwise confusing and discombobulating effect. The sun,
although similar to the Good, has been explicitly and unambiguously distinguished from it: the
sun exists in the visible realm, the Good in the intelligible. But now it seems the sun is the
Good: when the escaped prisoner is blinded by the sun it is not his eyes that are blinded but the
mind’s eye, as it were. We can unpack this mismatch in two ways. (1) We can follow the sun,
whereby Socrates switches from a simile to a metaphor. In the first two images (the sun and
the line) the Good was said to be /ike the sun, but the two were kept apart by nothing less than
a fundamental ontological distinction. In the image of the cave, by contrast, the actual sun is
now represented metaphorically by the fire. The sun is not /ike the fire (in the manner of a
simile) it is directly represented by the fire. Accordingly the Good is represented by the sun.
In the previous two images the Good was ‘represented’ by the Good as well as being likened
to the sun; but now the Good is directly represented by the sun. This is an astonishing sleight

of hand in a series of analogies so fixated on the sun. Another way to unpack the mismatch is
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(2) the image requires us to have two sets of eyes: the one to see with in the cave (namely, our
real eyes) and another to see with outside on the surface world (namely, the mind’s eye). This
is the ambivalence of vision that we have been tracking. Thus, as with the role of the sun, a
central part of the image turns back in on itself: seeing is both the opposite of knowledge and
knowledge. Above all we are now expected to understand the visible things on the surface-
world—the things you see and touch on a daily basis—as stand-ins for the forms. As with the
Phaedo, Plato downgrades the actual sense world so as to present the world of the forms via
the image of a figurative sense world. Clearly this is a careful and deliberate contrivance. The

question, of course, is Why? To what end?

Images that ‘Summon the Intellect’

The way I intend to account for the ambivalence of these subterranean images can be
encapsulated as follows. It is something like trying to make an advertisement for three-
dimensional television which will air on our normal two-dimensional TVs. The problem these
advertisers face is that they simply cannot show you the product. The same issue must have
occurred to those trying to assure us of the superior definition of DVDs while we were still
stuck on VHS. The advertisers are limited by their medium. For Plato the problem is similarly
one of leading the reader to a genuinely new experience. One solution he employs is to appeal
to a familiar experience while at the same time going beyond that self-same familiar
experience. For example, you already know the difference between dreaming and being awake;
now apply that same distinction to being awake such that ¢his (namely, being awake) is actually
like dreaming and there is another ‘wakefulness’ higher than the one you know.

Turning to the cave imagery let’s start with a pair of reasonably obvious observations
about images in general. Firstly, they are intrinsically ambivalent. In a sense such images need

to be both identified with what they represent and distinguished from it. Thus in the Cratylus
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Socrates insists that images cannot actually be the things they image or they would not be
images, but those very things themselves; an image of Cratylus cannot be identical to Cratylus
or it would not be an image but a second Cratylus (see Crat. 432b2-d10 and see also Soph.
240a7-b13). For this reason Plato can refer to images as quintessentially derivative. But at the
same time they must be capable of representing the things they image or they could not function
as images. It is because of this ambivalence that they are useful educational tools. This is the
second observation: namely, images can function as pedagogical instruments or analogies.
Since they can resemble something without being that thing, we can use them to present
simplified versions that nevertheless capture and isolate some relevant detail. Plato indicates
the pedagogical role of images in many places. The most detailed is in the Statesman (277d1-
278e10) where the Eleatic stranger, employing the paradeigma of learning one’s letters,
explains how we employ familiar paradeigmata to conquer unfamiliar problems. In the same
dialogue (at 285d-286b) we read that images can make some things more accessible. Or again,
in the Phaedrus Socrates turns to an image of the soul because the real thing would only be
accessible to the mind of a god (Phdr. 246a4-6); and in the Republic the discussion shifts from
the ‘hard to see’ soul to its more accessible analogue, the city (R. 358a).

The subterranean imagery in the Phaedo and the Republic, while clearly didactic, is
also designed to contradict itself and thus to emphasise its own status as mere imagery. In fact,
the idea that images be viewed and understood as images is emblematic of the crucial
realisation that the manifest world itself should be considered as a derivative copy. This of
course is an important part of the content of these images. It is the converse of the
misidentification that we cave-dwellers are apt to make when we misidentify the physical as
fundamental. In making this misidentification we are like people confusing an image for an
original. But by contradicting itself the cave image ultimately encourages us not to misidentify

it as the whole truth or a complete statement of doctrine, but a dumbed-down likeness or a
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means to an end. And in this way we cannot rest content with these images but are forced to
go beyond them.!” More exactly, the contradictory nature of the imagery forces us to engage
with the imagery in an intellectually demanding and philosophical way. To unpack these
suggestions, especially the latter, we turn to Socrates’ subsequent account in the Republic of
‘summoning the intellect” where he explains how visible stimuli can encourage us to go beyond
the apparent and into the intelligible.

After elaborating the image of the cave and its account of philosophical education,
Socrates ambles round to an account of how to actually effect this ‘turning of the soul from a
kind of night-like day to a true day’ (wuyfig meplaymyn €k VOKTEPIVIG TvOog MUEPOS €1
dAnOwnv) which he calls true philosophy (521¢5-8).!8 Socrates is looking for modes of inquiry
that will draw the soul from its present abode in the cave up into the intelligible world of the
forms (see 521d3-4). This will turn out to be those subjects that ‘rouse’ or ‘summon the
intellect,” Tnv vonow mopaxarelv (523a5-524d5), and the key examples of this just so happen
to involve a special type of opposition: namely, things that ‘send perception off in opposite
directions’ (éxBaivet gic évavtiov aicOnowv dua—see 523c1).!” For instance, when a person’s
finger appears both taller than (one finger) and shorter than (another) it rouses the intellect. Or
if, as in the Phaedo (102b2-c9), Simmias is taller than Socrates but shorter than Phaedo, we
need to call in the mind, as it were, to isolate this Tallness and Shortness which cannot be
intrinsic to Simmias. The senses are said to be inadequate inasmuch as they provide conflicting

information so the mind must be called in, perhaps as a ‘witness’ (this being one of the senses

7 Cf. Miller (2004) 79-80.

'8 This presumably looks back to 518c4-d7 where Socrates rounds off the image of the cave by
saying that mind cannot be turned towards the light without first turning the whole body and that
education is this very art of redirection.

! On summoning the intellect cf. Moss (2008) 49 and Smith (1999) 131-7.
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of mapaxoirelv). Where perception sees the Tall and the Short as mixed up, the mind can
untangle them by positing intelligible forms. Similarly, when the image of the cave gives us a
sun that pulls in two directions, we are required to perform the same mental exercise. In this
way the ironic symbolism of using the surface-world to typify the intelligible world or using
vision to typify knowledge can summon the intellect. That is to say, this ironic symbolism
engages the intellect because it requires abstract thought to extract the message. In addition to
this and in keeping with it, the content of this image also directs us towards the intelligible
since one of the key ideas in the image of the cave is that the truth is only found in the
intelligible realm.

There are two related ideas here. Firstly, in the sense just described, this ‘summoning’
works via a lack of sorts. When we properly engage with these ironic images we detect a gap,
a detail that doesn’t make sense, and are required to fill this gap by our own mental resources.
Simmias can’t be tall and short! we are expected to exclaim. Similarly, the discombobulating
effect of these cave images are supposed to make us do a double take: The forms are visible!?
The sun is the Good now!? We are supposed to notice these irregularities and thus be enticed
to go in for a closer look. Or to anticipate, Plato engenders in us a desire to know more. In this
way we are encouraged to proceed via our own mental efforts. Secondly, and in the same vein,
Plato is careful to undermine his account in terms of the overall import of the image so that we
do not take it as gospel. This is not to suggest that Plato has no positive doctrines but only that
what we are given (for we are surely given something) tends to fall short of a complete, fully
worked-out account. We do not get the thing being advertised, but merely an image of it. Plato

shows us a glimpse of the invisible and seduces us to go out and buy it for ourselves.
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111
EROS IN THE SYMPOSIUM

That Love does serious philosophical work in Plato is not an uncommon idea. Nevertheless,
while I acknowledge that Plato’s texts are often multi-faceted and that something like eros may
be employed in different ways in different contexts, one cannot ignore how strikingly
unexpected it is to employ passionate desire in the way that Plato sometimes does. The idea
that Platonic philosophy can be typified by eros is surely supposed to be jarring, even more so
than using the visible world to typify the invisible. Eros in fact can be presented as the defining
feature of the tyrant or the quintessential somatic desire. Moreover, it runs afoul of Plato’s
basic philosophical disposition and it is almost the last thing we should expect to find in the
philosopher.

There is no shortage of evidence to supply us with the basic building blocks of the
ironic symbolism here. On the one hand, eros is clearly the very antithesis of philosophy; on
the other hand, it is used to typify philosophy. To take the latter theme first, we occasionally
encounter references to philosophers who desire wisdom or are ‘boyfriends’ of wisdom in the
Phaedo.?® In the Republic (490a9-b7) the philosopher is said to cling fast to his erotic love
(008 dmorrjyor Tod Epwtog) and to have sex with reality (® mAncidoac kai prysic @ vt
vtmq), giving birth to truth. Beyond this there are the well-known examples in the Symposium
(see e.g. 204b, 210) and the Phaedrus (e.g. 249e1-4, 251c¢).

Even more readily available, however, is the evidence for Plato’s hostility towards erds.

This, we must recall, resonates with Plato’s general ethical and even metaphysical disposition

2 See Phd. 66b5-7, ‘while we have a body...we cannot sufficiently possess what we desire (o0
émBopuodpev); 66e2-3, ‘we will have what we desire and what we claim to be lovers of, namely wisdom
(dmbopoduév e kol dapev épactoi eivar, Pppoviceng); 68a2, ‘they loved wisdom’ (fpov 88

GPOVNGEMC).
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which is antithetical to carnal pleasures and attachment to the sensory world. In the Republic
the aged Cephalus recalls a witticism of Sophocles that painted sex (dppodicia) as a tyrannical
master he was glad to escape from (329¢2-4). Sex is then subsequently held up as the prime
example of an unhealthy indulgence with which Socrates rounds off his proscriptions of poetry
in Book 3 (403a4-5, 559¢6). Moreover, eros proves to be the crucial ingredient in the making
of a tyrant (572e4-573a2), hence the old saying that Eros is a tyrant (10 mdAot 01 TO TO0DTOV
Topavvog 0 "Epwg Aéyetonr—573b6-7; cf. Euripides Hippolytus 538). While this is presumably
a joke, the connection between tyranny and erds is repeatedly and emphatically stressed in the
Republic: the tyrant, properly so called, is like a drunk inflamed by desire (peBvotikdc te xai
EPOTIKOC Kol peAayyolkog yévntor—>573¢7-9; see also 578a10-13); and the various other
desires goad the tyrant into a frenzy of avarice, with Eros leading the other desires as though
they were his body-guards (1o "Epwtog, mdcaig toic dAlaig domep dopuddpois 1yOLUEVOD).
Amassing a personal army is, of course, what tyrants do®!, thus here Erds is presented as little
‘tyrant’ inside the tyrant spurring him on to his tyranny. Accordingly, eros is presented as the
very antithesis of philosophy (587a13-bl). Regarding the Phaedo we have already seen how
physical pleasures and desires are given short shrift (see e.g. 66¢2-4, 81a6-9) and this sentiment
is borne out by the dialogues in general.?? It should be clear, given Plato’s general outlook, that

eros has all the wrong associations.

21 See 566b4-8 where the tyrant’s request for a bodyguard is called a ‘notorious’ or ‘famous request’
(aitnua to moAvBpOAnTov). This is a mainstay in Greek history. Thus Aristotle mentions as a throw-
away example in the Rhetoric (1357b30-33) that asking for a bodyguard implies tyrannical designs.

22 A passage in the Phaedrus (Phdr. 238b7-c4), although from Socrates’ first speech, clearly
registers some typical themes when it says that eros is an unreasoning desire (Adyov 86En¢), driven by

pleasure which overpowers the impulse to do right. Similarly Gorgias 493b1-2 identifies the desiring
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The Ironic Symbolism of Er0s
Inasmuch as my view goes against mainstream trends in the scholarship it is necessary to make
a preliminary case for my claim that in using eros to typify philosophy in the Symposium Plato
is doing something striking and unexpected.?* While there is an obvious superficial sense in
which Plato appears to endorse erotic relationships, this gives way to a deeper meaning that
has very little to do with erds as it is traditionally understood. In fact it negates eros.

Firstly, there surely must be a measure of truth to Alcibiades’ claim that Socrates
merely poses as a lover of beautiful boys. In reality he only cares for what’s on the inside (e.g.
Smp. 216¢7-217a2).%* For Plato leaves no doubt that Socrates appears overtly sexual: his ‘usual
haunts’ are the gymnasia and wrestling schools (see Euthphr. 2al-3, Chrm. 153a); he likes to
ask if any boys have distinguished themselves for beauty (e.g. Ly. 204b1-2, Chrm. 153d3-5);

and most obviously his apparent infatuation with Alcibiades is taken for granted by everyone,

part of the soul (tfic yyfig o0 ai émbvpuio ict) as a weak point, easily susceptible to persuasion and
undisciplined; and Protarchus (at Phlb. 65¢5-d2) decries pleasure, especially sexual pleasure (taig mepi
Tadpodicta, oi &M péyioton Sokodotv givar) for its antipathy to reason; in the Timaeus (42a6-b2) the
difference between being just and unjust in couched in terms of whether one can master erds or not.
See further Laws 649d4-7 and 836d9-e3.

3 Halperin (1986) 61 remarks that Plato has been used as a key source on sex in Ancient Greece
since the start of the 20th Century, but from the 60s onwards scholars progressed far enough to abandon
their exclusive reliance on Plato and thus to appreciate the originality of his contribution. Although
most assume that the Symposium does offer a doctrine of love, many will implicitly acknowledge that
Plato takes extreme liberties with the established notions of love. This might provide a point of contact
between my view and more standard readings.

24 Pace Blondell (2006) 164-8, who must labour an account in defence of physical beauty.
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including himself (see Smp. 213c7-8, Grg. 481d3-4, Prt. 309a). Yet even the most naive
reading must acknowledge that all these antics don’t square up with his fabled self-mastery and
rejection of worldly trappings. That Socrates spurns external things like physical beauty and
cares only for the soul strikes me as an essential part of Plato’s portrait. Thus Theaetetus’
physical imperfections (see Tht. 143e6-9) hardly count against him, while Meno’s beauty (see
Meno 76b4-5) surely does not vindicate him.

To turn more directly to the issue at hand, Socrates’ Diotima is very clearly talking
about philosophy in her would-be encomium of Eros. As this speech plays out, it becomes
harder and harder to take the erotic side of her account seriously. The ultimate expression of
this supposed ‘love’ is the relationship between a thinker and the objects of knowledge and this
is quite different from an interpersonal relationship. A fellow human has feelings and can
respond to you, the objects of knowledge are inanimate and unresponsive. Though benefits
certainly accrue to the ‘lover’ of truth, it is not a two-way relationship like you have with
another person. Or again, when a man loves a beautiful boy he teaches the boy, but when a
philosopher ‘loves’ beauty, the philosopher is the learner not the teacher.?> If Diotima were
simply talking about traditional eros this would register a significant difference between the
philosophical and the carnal instances of erds, and thus a significant issue in Diotima’s account,
but for my reading this detail is merely a quibbling point of disanalogy. Indeed, that Plato
manages to employ the analogy of erds so consistently is a profound testament to his literary
prowess. But this can be hard to see when we focus instead on trying to extract a philosophy

of love from the Symposium.

23 Price (1989) 28 makes the incredible suggestion that the beautiful boy is, among other things, like

a midwife.
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It is convenient to begin with Gregory Vlastos (1981) who attributed to Plato a
philosophy of love which thoroughly devalued individuals by treating them as a means to one’s
own philosophical enlightenment rather than intrinsically valuable. I would argue that this
interpretation is, so far as it goes, quite right because Diotima is only pretending to talk about
love of people but is actually talking about the objects of knowledge (and thus beautiful boys
are understood qua visible instances of Beauty that can lead up to the forms). Vlastos even
notes that Plato’s account is not primarily about interpersonal relationships (see 26) but this
leads Vlastos to conclude that Plato has a rather unsavoury view of love and the value of other
individuals.?® In response to this others have accordingly tried to vindicate Plato against such
a self-centred philosophy; but always on the assumption that the Symposium does indeed give
us a philosophy of love. As a result scholars have exerted themselves trying to fit Diotima’s
account into a coherent and agreeable view of interpersonal relationships.

Martha Nussbaum (2001) 165-84, for example, expends much of her considerable
creativity on vindicating Plato against this charge. Similarly Alexander Nehamas (2007)
develops a thoughtful and sensitive account of love, which he then attributes to Plato. But in
both cases (even if we accept their speculative readings) we are still left with the bizarre view

that beautiful boys are an important or paradigmatic step on the path to enlightenment (144).

% In fairness Vlastos (1981) does develop his view in reference to the Lysis and the Republic as well
(6-19), but his use of the textual evidence is very selective. If we consider Socrates’ conduct towards
his friends, for example, a far more sympathetic view of ‘Socratic love’ emerges. Vlastos says at one
point, ‘Plato is scarcely aware of kindness, tenderness, compassion, concern for freedom, respect for
the integrity of the beloved, as essential ingredients of the highest type of interpersonal love’ (30). To
my mind Socrates’ conduct towards his friends in the Phaedo, for example, not only shows that Plato

is aware of such things, but that he places great value upon them.
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Leaving aside for a moment Plato’s consistent antipathy to bodily pleasures, I find it very
difficult to attribute such a view to Plato. A dialectical partner can be useful regardless of age
or physical beauty. At best sex appeal would be irrelevant. In truth it would be a positive
hindrance to anyone but a Socrates.?’

The more sober-minded Richard Kraut (2008) patiently deals with many of the
considerable oddities in Plato’s would-be philosophy of love. Although he claims that Plato’s
‘greatest contributions to the study of intimate human relationships’ takes place in the
Symposium and the Phaedrus (287) his essay is largely given over to damage control.
Regarding the Symposium he carefully goes through a range of issues, pacifying each in turn.

I have skimmed over some of the more eye-catching claims in the footnote?® and while none

27 Another attempt to save Plato from Vlastos’ view is Price (1989) 44. First he say that, if the lover
does repudiate his initial love of a boy on the path to wisdom, this is a series of ‘deceptions and
disillusionments.” Then he says this is ‘clearly contrary to the text.” Regarding the first claim, if we
ignore the loaded term ‘deception,’ the ascending lover will indeed discover untold new metaphysical
realms. It is not wrong to call this ‘disillusionment.” Regarding the second claim, I do not agree that
this is contrary to the text.

*® When Diotima says that all desires point to a lack, Kraut addresses the objection that she is
incorrect (e.g. one might desire the needs of another to be fulfilled) by saying that Plato is only
concerned with ‘the distinctive psychological phenomenon that goes by the name of eros’ (289); he
tries to explain the putative about-face whereby the object of erds seems to shift from beauty to
goodness by arguing that Plato wants to expand erds to the desire for good in general (289-90); he
explains, without batting an eyelid, that giving birth to offspring is essentially the same kind of activity
as having philosophical discussion, both being forms of ‘giving birth’ and the object of eras (293);
regarding the Ladder of Love Kraut simply puts it down to a lack of detail that Diotima does not specify

what sort of words the lover will apply to a beautiful boy, or how the transition from beautiful bodies
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of these particular suggestions is foolish or unpersuasive, the whole taken together is highly
suspect. Kraut does far too much work for far too little gain.?’

An exception to this trend in the scholarship is Frisbee Sheffield (2012), to whom I
direct the reader for more on the secondary literature (117-122). She argues that eros should
not be understood as an interpersonal relationship, but rather as the desire for happiness that
ultimately leads to the form of Beauty. However, Sheffield does not take eros as a metaphor
which Socrates playfully applies to philosophy; rather she tries to show that it can literally refer

to the relationship between the knower and the object of knowledge.** This tends to ignore the

to beautiful souls is supposed to work (296); he notes that Diotima’s conception is too narrow—in that
it refers to a homosexual relationship between an older lover and a younger beloved, in which only one
is ‘pregnant with ideas’ and the beauty of the beloved is somehow relevant—but argues that (a)
homosexual pederasty provides a familiar ‘template’ of a conversation-based relationship that might be
expanded to include woman and (b) that man-boy relations are chosen because of a desire to teach the
future generation (299-300); given that Diotima neglects to discuss the bad form of eros, her account is
‘radically incomplete’ because Plato clearly held such a view (303-4), but this short-coming is
apparently remedied by the presence of Alcibiades who represents that tyrannical bad lover (304-6).

? A more protracted attempt to pacify all the irregularities and oddities of Diotima’s account is Price
(1989) 15-54.

3% Sheffield (2012) argues extensively that erds can be applied to a range of intense desires and that
Socrates does nothing out of the ordinary by recasting eros as the desire for the good. She argues that
Plato does not stretch the term eros beyond normal usage (122-3); she takes Socrates seriously in the
suggestion that ‘people are mistaken to suppose that eros refers to sexual desire exclusively’ (124); and
she claims that not just Socrates but all the speakers ‘place their accounts of erds in the wider context
of a discussion of good things and happiness.” Even if we accepted these general claims about the term

eros (which strike me as tendentious), Sheffield tends to ignore the whole drift of the text which is
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obvious: Socrates clearly presents pederastic desire as paradigmatic for the relationship
between knowledge and a knower; indeed, at one point Diotima will actually use ejaculation
as a paradigm for philosophy (discussed below). Plato deliberately chose to focalise the ascent
to philosophy via the paradigm of eros understood as passionate love for sexy boys. The
implication that this term speaks to some special item which Plato simply 4ad to namecheck
in his account of philosophy is highly unusual-—delightfully so. Sex and desire are the very
antithesis of Platonic philosophy. To be sure, Plato never drops the mask in this respect and
the symposiasts are presumably supposed to swallow the idea that philosophy is indeed the
completion of eros, but if we peek beneath the dress of the dialogue it reveals some of Plato’s

most intriguing and cunning imagery.>!

clearly centered on passionate desire for beautiful boys. Thus in her monograph (2006) 57 she writes
‘If x is perceived to be beautiful, then Eros desires it; wisdom is perceived to be beautiful; therefore
Eros desires wisdom,’ blithely unaware that ‘Eros desires beauty’ now means the opposite of what it
ought to mean; philosophical eros is the activity of the mind not bodily appetite. On the other hand, her
claim that Socrates reveals what we really want (i.e. happiness) via his treatment of eros makes good
sense.

3! Two scholars who are broadly consistent with my reading are Kahn and Pender. Kahn (1987)
develops a view of desire in the Republic such that reason is a special desire for the good sharply
demarcated from the lower desires (81-91). He finds this same view in Diotima’s account of eros (98-
100) and argues that the Ladder of Love involves a fundamental shift in the nature of the objects being
desired (100-101). Anticipating one of my overarching claims, Kahn suggests that the movement up
the Ladder is similar to the subjects that ‘summon the intellect’ in the Republic (101). Pender (1992)
77-9, who is not averse to bringing out the points of disanalogy in Diotima’s account of ‘pregnancy’,
argues that the tendency to stress male ‘pregnancy’ (i.e. ejaculating semen) and sexual desire is geared

to the interests and experiences of the symposiasts and Plato’s intended audience; ‘an attempt to wean
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Perhaps the most obvious place where misguided sympathies have obfuscated our
reading of the text is the famous ‘Ladder of Love,” where Diotima sketches out the stages of
development from the love of a particular beautiful body, to all beautiful bodies, to the beauty
of the soul then the beauty of knowledge, all the way up to the vision of Beauty itself (210a4-
211d1). I would argue (with Vlastos) that an uninterested assessment of this passage must
conclude that the carnal delights of the flesh are left behind and with them the beautiful young
boys. The lover is led to value beautiful souls over bodies (210b6-7), then to scorn*? physical
beauty altogether (210c5-6) and eventually to apprehend Beauty itself, against which you
cannot even compare the earthly beauties of clothes and boys (211d3-7). Throughout this
account the emphasis is on the /ogoi one gives birth to in the presence of beautiful things (see
210a7-8, 210c1-3, 210d4-6). Are we to believe that Plato actually sees a necessary connection
between sexual appetite and the ascent to philosophy? Or that sexy boys are required to loosen
a beautiful /ogos from one’s lips? Socrates, for one, is hideous, but he is the quintessential

‘midwife.” If anything, such external things like sex and beauty will be a distraction to

the lover from physical and unto spiritual delights’ (78). Note further, Rowe (1998b) 257-8 teases out
two layers of meaning, an erotic one and a philosophical one and even notes that the erotic strand is all
but undermined by the philosophical one in the end (259).

32 Here is the Greek: iva 10 mepi 10 o®po KaAdv ouukpdv Tt fynonto sivor. Kraut (2008) 297 n. 5

argues against most translators that ‘smikron ti—“something small”—does not imply that the lover’s
estimation of physical beauty sinks to zero. He never becomes completely indifferent to physical
beauty.” Kraut is surely right about the precise implications of the Greek locution, just as he is surely
wrong about its interpretation. The whole drift of the passage speaks to an increasingly diminished view

of the body—as one would expect from Plato.
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philosophy, which is how they are usually presented.>* Though the symposiasts crow over their
‘noble’ love, we cannot be so naive to think sexual gratification slips out of the transaction. As

Kenneth Dover (1989) 43 notes, erds immediately connotes sexual pleasure for the erastés.>*

33 Sheffield (2006) e.g. 114-33 tries to make sense of the lovers’ ascent. She is forced to supply a
great deal to get around the obvious fact that pursuing boys generally does not lead to philosophy and
her account gets increasingly speculative. So far as I can tell she supplies no reason why the love of
beautiful boys should be paradigmatic of the ascent from sensible particulars to forms. And she fails to
address the obvious objection that sex is moreish and encourages all the wrong impulses. See further
Patterson (1991), who works equally hard to make some sense of the passage, and Payne (2008).
Although Payne attempts to counteract the oddity of Diotima’s proposed ascent (see 132-3), his
suggestions ring hollow. Payne is mainly interested in a special type of teleology in the Symposium and
he claims that, within this teleology, love of a boy could lead one to ascend the Ladder even if the lover
doesn’t have the form of Beauty as his explicit goal to begin with. Though this may exemplify his
special teleology, I struggle to see how such an account of love has a basis in reality either then or now.
The claim that boy-love is actually incipient wisdom-love is comfortably refuted by what actually takes
place in real life. Price (1989) 36-47 gives an extended, problem oriented, reconstruction of how the
ascent works, registering various deficiencies in Plato’s account along the way (see 55-8). Ferrari (1992)
gives a balanced treatment of Diotima’s account that acknowledges how Plato commandeers love to
explain philosophy (253-62). Nevertheless, he claims that in the Ladder of Love Diotima ‘connects
sexual passion to the life of true virtue (the pursuit of the good) by a series of plausible steps’ (260).
But, again, it is hardly plausible that copious sexual exploits will lead anywhere but down, away from
the soul and away from the forms. Although Price 36-42 raises the issue and provides a lengthy
discussion, it seems to me that he never really addresses the problem (on 47 he simply sidesteps the
issue). The view that sleeping with one, then many beautiful boys will awaken the intellect is not only
absurd, it overtly clashes with Plato’s general attitude towards carnal pleasures. Indeed, even the

pleasure-seeking Epicureans are more chaste than this.
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In the Symposium, as in the Phaedo, Plato wishes to direct us towards the incorporeal
world of ideas and away from the physical. And here too a similar trope of servitude to the

physical is employed:

...and now [the ‘lover’] is turned to that great sea of Beauty no longer attached to
some one-off beautiful thing, like a household slave [®domep oixénc] attached to a
young boy or a certain person or some particular act, a base and trifling servitude

[SovAev@v Qodlog 7 kai Gpkpoddyog]. (210¢7-d4)

The reason we begin with sex and external beauty is that the Ladder of Love is actually an
example of paragogic irony. The symposiasts are given an image of philosophy that makes it
seem like the completion of pederasty. They are supposed to conclude that philosophy will
scratch that erotic itch in ways they couldn’t even imagine. Indeed, this erotic philosophy is
presented as a something akin to poetry that issues in immortal fame (209c¢7-e4), a suggestion
which is bound to titillate those speechifying urbanites at Agathon’s party.*> But in truth to
ascend to those lofty philosophical heights is to leave these physical attachments behind; hence
we have an example of paragogic irony since Socrates appeals to sex only to negate it.

That eros has been co-opted comes to the fore when Diotima explains that passionate

love is but one specific sense of the term ‘eras.” Not unlike the way poiésis refers to ‘making’

3% See further Burnyeat (1999) 232-5 on the cultural associations of the kAivn. This ‘dining couch’
was a symbol of luxury and an essential ingredient in any half-decent symposium. Symposia were
regularly associated with the enjoyment of food, drink and sex among other things (cf. Prz. 347¢3-d6
and Phdr. 276d5-8).

3> Rowe (1998b) 254-5 similarly argues that Socrates is appealing to the predilections and

vainglories of the symposiasts with his references to fame and immortality.
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in general and ‘poetry’ in particular, we are told that ‘eros’ has the specific sense we are
familiar with as well as a general sense that refers to the desire for happiness which drives all
people (205d1-8). Inasmuch as Plato is trying to discuss philosophy in the guise of erds, this is
a nice move and | have no doubt that a little ingenuity could make some literal sense of this
(thus Sheftield, discussed above). Nevertheless, to view Diotima’s usage as a natural outgrowth
of the word’s regular semantic range does not strike me as the strongest interpretation here.
Diotima is clearly taking liberties and transforming the meaning of the word ‘eras.’*® Suffice
it to say that this term does not refer to that all-too-Platonic distillation, the pan-human drive
for eudaimonia. Presumably this is why Socrates ends his speech by saying, ‘take this speech,
Phaedrus, if you will, as my encomium of Eros; or if not, use whatever name you want’ (&1t
Kai Omn yaipeig ovopdlwv, todto dvopale—212c2-3).

Even still, it might be urged that the model of eros advocated by the symposiasts is of
a noble kind that does in fact somehow anticipate and accord with philosophy. That is, it may
seem that this new-fangled philosophical eros does not lead to a rejection of eros traditionally
understood. To my mind this ignores the obvious: namely, the sexual nature of traditional eros
and the non-somatic nature of Platonic philosophy. Although I do see the appeal of such a
view, the clear contrast between love and philosophy cannot be ignored. Ultimately, however,

my most persuasive argument is how well this contrast can be used to make sense of the text.

Eros as Philosophy
Eros, as Socrates presents it, takes on the meaning of /onging in a specific sense which involves

the recognition of a lack within oneself and a desire to fill this lack (see 200a5-¢9). For

3% Rowe (1998b) 251 acknowledges the presence of figurative language regarding the claim that

human desire in general has the same structure as sexual desire.
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example, Socrates explains to Agathon that anyone who desires something ‘desires what is not
at hand or not present or what he does not have or what he himself is not or what he lacks’
(200e2-5).3” Or again, Diotima explains the erotic nature of the philosopher in the following
familiar terms: ‘whoever doesn’t think he is lacking surely doesn’t desire what he doesn’t think
he lacks’ (obxovv &mOvpel O | oidpevog 8vdeng tvar ob dv un ointat émdeicOar—204a6-7).
This of course should put us in mind of aporia and it is ultimately concerned with knowledge.
As usual the crucial idea is that one needs to become aware that one does not know
something—this is the lack that Plato is actually interested in. In this context beauty, 10 KaAoV,
refers to that thing which inspires this special ‘longing.’ It is this type of ‘beauty’ that we found
in the subterranean imagery of the Phadeo and the Republic. This imagery is superficially
paradoxical—like a finger that seems both tall and short—such that the superficial incoherence
summons the intellect or creates a desire to make sense of the apparent contradictions. In other
words, these images are carefully designed to draw us in and make us dig a little deeper, and
this effect is what we might call ‘erotic’ in the otherwise sexual context of the Symposium.
Note that this ‘beauty’ directs us beyond superficial perceptions while normal beauty is purely
superficial. That is, philosophical ‘beauty’ has the opposite effect of physical beauty since
physical beauty leads towards the body and away from philosophy. Accordingly, we are
aroused to figure out what Plato actually means by ‘beauty’ in the Symposium and thus Plato’s
ironic use of ‘beauty’ is itself ‘beautiful.’

Socrates is presumably the definitive example of Erds in the special sense as he is the
prime example of a philosopher, someone who ‘longs’ for ‘beauty.’ Indeed, it is glaringly

obvious that Diotima’s Eros, with his mixture of cunning and lack, recalls that barefoot

37 Kai odtog dipa kod SALoC mdic 6 EmBopdv Tod i £toipov EmBvpsi kai Tod P TapdvToc, Kai d pm

Eyet kad O pn Eotv anTog Kai o0 &vdeng £6T1, Towadt’ dtto £6Tiv MV 1) mbvpio te kai 6 Epwg EoTiv;
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buffoon, Socrates (see 203c6-¢5).3® He too has no concern for finery and doesn’t wear shoes,
he cunningly pursues the beautiful and the good, he is courageous, daring, full of schemes,
unrelenting in his passion for wisdom, a magician and a sophist. Above all, his odd combination
of abundance and lack speaks to the very essence of Plato’s Socrates. But Socrates is not just
an Eros striving after ‘beautiful” wisdom, he is also a ‘beauty’ himself. That is, Socrates is the
beautiful thing that awakens Alcibiades’ eros; he helps him realise his lack and stirs up longing
in him. Socrates is both lover (in regard to wisdom) and beloved (in regard to Alcibiades). In
this latter case, curiously enough, we have an inversion of the lover-beloved relationship in
that Alcibiades ought to be the beloved (see 213¢7-d4, 217¢7-8, 219d8-e1, 222b3-4).%° You
may recall that I prefaced my treatment of the paragogic irony in the Phaedo with a catalogue

of opposites. In the Symposium the same can be done with the related theme of role reversals.*°

3% But see Blondell (2006) 161.

3% Edmonds (2000) also looks to role reversals in the Symposium, but our interests and conclusions
are quite different.

40 On the theme of role reversal consider the following: the usually barefoot Socrates is all dolled up
for Agathon’s party (174a2-4); Socrates reverses Homer’s proverb that good men go willingly to the
lesser man’s feast (174b4-c4); although Socrates is supposed to lead Aristodemus into the party
(174ab1-d2), Aristodemus ends up in the vanguard (174€9-11); Agathon orders the slaves to behave as
if they are the hosts (175b5-c2); Phaedrus claims that Alcestis is ‘closer kin’ to her husband than his
own family (179¢2-3); the gods, according to Phaedrus, are most impressed when a beloved is attached
to his lover, which reverses the normal order (180b1-3); Pausanias claims that any action could be good
or bad (181al-6); he also explores the double standard whereby it is acceptable to pursue boys, but
shameful for a boy to yield too easily (184a2-3); and he claims that the most abject behaviour suddenly
becomes acceptable when a lover does it (182e1-183a3); Eryximachus argues that unlike loves unlike

(186b6-7); and that doctors turn enemies (or hostile things) into friends (186d5-6); Agathon argues,
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This resonates with my overall reading of the Symposium which turns sex into its opposite,
philosophy, and swaps booze for /ogoi.

Turning to Alcibiades, he, as he relates it, was not a lover of wisdom to begin with and
did not realise his lack. But Socrates drew him in posing as a lover of boys, not least because
Alcibiades considers himself a rare beauty (217a2-6). Thus Alcibiades is misled in the manner
of paragogic irony: Socrates advertised sex but turned out to be peddling philosophy.
Alcibiades, once he’s been pulled into Socrates’ trap, realises his own shortcomings and lack
(e.g. 216al-c3) though he does not actually explain in any detail how Socrates humbled him
beyond the suggestive imagery of Socrates as an enchanting satyr using his /ogoi to bewitch
him (215c1-216¢3). What he does explain is the sharp ironic contrast between Socrates’

appearance and reality.

For you see that he loves the beautiful, he’s always after them and is besotted, and
again, he’s always ignorant and knows nothing. Isn’t this like the appearance of
Silenus? Obviously! The man wears this on the outside, like the hollowed-out Silenus
statues. But if we open him up, do you know, gentlemen, how incredibly sound of
mind he is on the inside? Whether someone is beautiful means nothing to him and
he’s more contemptuous than you could imagine as to whether someone is rich or
holds any other honour the masses esteem; he thinks all such possessions worthless

and us as well. I tell you, he spends his whole life playing the eiron and toying with

pace Phaedrus, that Eros is not the oldest god, but the youngest (195b6c¢-2); Diotima gives Socrates a
taste of his own elenchic medicine (201d-202d); in Diotima’s myth of Eros the crafty Poros is outplayed
by the lowly Penia (203b7-c1); Alcibiades’ speech, half serious half playful, flits between an encomium
and an accusation of Socrates (see e.g. 214el1-3, 215a5-6, 215b7, 216¢1-3, 219c¢5-6, 222a7-8); and

Socrates is famously ugly, yet secretly beautiful (e.g. 215a6-b3).
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people. I doubt anyone has seen the marvellous statues [dydApota] within him when
he is opened up [dvoryBévtog] and being serious, but / did once and they struck me as
divine and golden and so astoundingly beautiful that, in a word, I had to do whatever

Socrates told me. (216d2-217a2)

This inspiring contrast between Socrates’ outside and inside strikes the keynote of the ironic
symbolism of the Symposium and, although Alcibiades is an ultimately failed case, he reveals
the crucial idea required to understand the nature of erds in this dialogue. That is, his view of
Socrates is an emblem of how the dialogue should appear to the reader.*!

Firstly, note how Plato hints that Alcibiades’ imagery can be stretched in this direction:
Alcibiades connects the theme of ‘wisdom dressed as folly’ not only with Socrates’ person but
also with his logoi (221d7-222a6). His words have the ‘skin’ of some outrageous satyr
(catvpov om Tva VPEprotod dopdv—221e3-4) but conceal the greatest ‘statues’ of virtue within

them (mAgiota dydApot apetic &v adtoic Eyoviac—222a3-4).4?

Words as well as people can
exhibit this ironic structure. My contention is that the Symposium resembles Alcibiades’

Socrates inasmuch as it presents philosophy disguised as sex. The dialogue is like a Silenus

statue, lusty on the outside, divine on the inside (see 215a6-b3). It appears, at least initially, as

*! Ford (2017) does a fine job of developing this view. He focuses on Alcibiades’ image of Socrates
and discusses the historical background of this ‘likeness game’ (13-4); he emphasises the contrast
between outside and inside in the Silenus-likeness (14), which he understands in terms of looking past
the ‘surface’ of the text (15-7); this, he argues, is just how the dialogues work (18-20 and 24). He
discusses the relevant scholarship on 14-5.

42 Regarding the statuettes of gods found inside a Silenus see Rowe (1998) 206.
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obsessed with externals, like beautiful boys, but is in fact dismissive of such trivialities which
distract from the part that really matters, the unseen truth within.

Perhaps in a sense Alcibiades’ speech is an example of this special contrast between
surface and interior since it appears to be a ridiculous drunk ramble but has a ‘divine’ kernel
of truth to it.** A more important way the Symposium resembles Alcibiades’ Socrates is in the
role that rhetoric plays in the dialogue. Rhetoric is supposed to be ‘smooth.’ It is delightful and
persuasive. It seeps into your brain almost undetected and carries you away to its conclusions.**
Thus Socrates is apparently overcome by the beauty of Agathon’s speech (tig ovk dv £€emidyn
axovwv;—198b3-5). The Symposium certainly seems to be the most oratorically gratifying
work in Plato’s corpus given the number and the quality of the speeches. But this superficial
appearance is undermined in a crucial respect. Plato’s dialogue certainly possesses the ability

to delight and to appeal to the reader’s appetite for rhetoric, but when viewed from closer up

the text is not ‘smooth’ or easy, it is hard. It requires a great deal of mental labour to uncover

“ Nightingale (1995) 114-27 emphasises the errors and misapprehensions in Alcibiades’ speech. 1
am open to this approach, but the Silenus image with its inside/outside contrast resonates strongly with
my view of Socrates here and throughout the corpus, and the fact that Alcibiades is inspired to realise
his lack by what he sees in Socrates seems important. That said, I would agree with Nightingale (pace
Alcibiades) that Socrates is not divine but somewhere in between the mortal and divine like Eros (see
126-7). Blondell (2006) 158 sensibly rejects the ‘purported insights into Socrates’ inner nature,” but she
thinks we can trust Alcibiades’ reports of Socrates’ behaviour. Rowe (1998) 206 suggests that Plato
might like to ‘have it both ways’ with Alcibiades. Regarding the view that Alcibiades provides a
positive model of sorts see Sheffield (2006) 184 for bibliography.

* The locus classicus of this idea is probably Gorgias’ Encomium of Helen (esp. §§8-15).
Accordingly one could peruse this topic under the rubric of the enchanting power of logoi. See Gellrich

(1994) 278-81.
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Plato’s meaning. While the text may seem smooth and easy, it actually turns out to be hard and
confusing. The form presents us with gorgeous oratory that turns out to be laborious
philosophy, just as the content appears to focus on pederasty but turns out to be philosophy.
Plato draws in his readership via their interest in fine speeches, only to turn them towards
something deeper. Though we are neither as besotted with oratory as the classical Athenians
nor native speakers of Greek, it should be abundantly clear that the Symposium is a veritable
buffet of oratorical delights. The reason then that Plato makes such ample use of the pleasures
afforded by oratory is not to endorse or encourage them but, on the contrary, because he
ultimately wants to divert our baser urges away from such a source of ‘external’ gratification.
In sum, the dialogue is a ‘Socrates’ because it exhibits an ironic structure whereby the exterior
contrasts with the interior: Philosophy disguised as superficial oratory. Note that this contrast
is employed for pedagogical reason; this is the way Socrates tried to turn Alcibiades.

Finally, however, the most important way the dialogue resembles Silenus-Socrates and
exhibits this contrast between external appearance and internal truth is the use it makes of
‘eros.” Plato takes over the theme of erotic love and repurposes it to explore the ascent to
philosophy. The philosophical ascent naturally involves an epistemological shift towards the
metaphysical and away from the physical as well as with an ethical shift towards the cultivation
of the soul and away from the external trappings of honour, sex and wealth. Without a doubt,
Plato makes the image of Philosophy dressed as eros work. There are several points of contact
that make this a more than serviceable allegory. To give but one example, the structure of
desire is similar to aporia. Thus, Alcibiades is only spurred on when Socrates ignores his
advances, and this resembles the way that aporia leads you to pursue knowledge. In
philosophy, as in love, one’s awareness of an absence can have a tangible presence that spurs
you on or tantalises you. The image of Philosophy dressed as eros constitutes the main sense

in which the text is a Socrates. The text tantalises us by concealing its teachings under the
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surface and thus ‘arouses’ our interest. Just like the cave imagery which used corporeal things
to symbolise the incorporeal, the use of eras here is succinctly inappropriate. This new-fangled
philosophical eros draws attention to itself as an ironic symbol by being self-contradictory, if
not to say ridiculous, because philosophy is very much the opposite of eras. At the risk of being
a little less than serious, perhaps we might side with Alcibiades when he says that we shouldn’t
listen to Socrates, ‘Or didn’t you realise that everything is the complete opposite of what he
says?’ (f} olcOa 611 Tovvavtiov 6Tl v 7§ O Edeyev; —214¢8-d2)

Previously I explained the use of ironic symbolism via one of Socrates” own metaphors:
namely, it ‘summons’ the intellect. Here, then, is an even better one: this use of eros is ‘erotic.’
To feel the strangeness or atopia of Plato’s usage here is to be seduced by the ‘beauty’ of the

text, the distinct sense that something—surely something wonderful—is being withheld.

‘Progeny’
Diotima’s account of erds includes a discussion of giving birth, (toxog, tiktewv) at 206¢1-
209¢e4. In so doing Plato shifts the imagery to impregnating women and fathering children. As
E. E. Pender (1992) in her decisive treatment has shown, Diotima is mainly thinking of male
pregnancy in accordance with ancient belief that the man’s semen contains the seed of the
child.*> To bring out but one detail of Pender’s argument, 206d3-7 explains that beauty is
required for the pregnant person to give birth by describing what must be a man, aroused by

beauty, becoming erect and ejaculating into a woman:

if ever what is pregnant approaches something beautiful, it becomes gracious, melts

with joy, and gives birth and procreates; but when it approaches what is ugly, it

* See Pender (1992) 73-6.



162

contracts, frowning with pain, turns away, curls up and fails to procreate, retaining

what it has conceived, and suffering because of it.*® (Rowe’s translation)

This passage can hardly refer to a woman giving birth to a child, for what does beauty have to
do with that? Clearly we have an account of the sex act replete with phallic innuendo. Once
again, Plato has chosen quite a vehicle with which to allegorise the philosophical process. Note
that pregnancy is used in a figurative sense to understand pederasty qua pregnancy of the soul,
which in turn is an allegory of philosophy: ejaculating is like wooing a young boy (that is,
spiritual pregnancy) which is actually philosophy.*” As a matter of fact, the philosopher is even
said to have sex with the form of Beauty! As Pender notes (82-3), the constant talk of begetting
should deter us from translating cuvovtog avt® at 212a2 as merely ‘being in the company of.’

Diotima’s focus on ‘progeny’ or ‘things produced’ is certainly apt for the context of the
Symposium. This dialogue concerns rhetoric and pedagogy and is, in my view, one of the key
sources for Plato’s account of philosophical literature (the other being the Phaedrus, where
again sex and rhetoric are brought together). Here the Beautiful is virtually the form of the

Good viewed in its ability to inspire longing and produce logoi.*® This, I submit, is the Good

¥ Srav pgv kaAd mpoomeldln o Kvodv, Ihedv Te yiyvetar kol eDQpauvopevov Stoysitol Ko TikTel Te
Kol yevvd: dtav 08 aioypd, ckvOpomdv Te Kol AvToVUEVOV GLGTELPATOL KOl ATOTPETETAL KOl AvEIAAETOL
Kal 00 yevvd, aALG ioyov 10 kdnua yorendg eépel. But see Edmonds (2000) 267.

7 Cf. Pender (1992) 77-9.

* Earlier I emphasised the role of beauty in creating longing in the erotic man. Beyond this, beauty
is presented as the ultimate object of human motivation (e.g. 205d1-8) as well as the highest high in
what must be a metaphysical sense (211¢7-d1). This matches up with the form of the Good (cf. 204¢1-
205a7). Though it later it transpires that beauty is only a means to ‘giving birth,” which is our true goal

(206e2-5). Issues accrue here regarding, for instance, a putative shift from eros as the desire for the
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qua artist’s muse, the vision of the Good that the true poet consults. Aside from the literal
progeny that both humans and animals produce and the ‘progeny’ that is revealed in action,
like valorous deeds or being just (208c1-209b1), Diotima seems especially interested in the
sense of ‘progeny’ as logoi (209b5-c2), law codes (209d5-e4) and poetic works (209d1-d5).%
In fact it is a lot easier to think of these products as progeny than it is to think of actions as
progeny. An emphasis on poetic ‘products’ is of course apt for the symposiasts. Beyond this,
however, we can and should think of the Symposium and especially Diotima’s speech as itself
a ‘beautiful” offspring in this manner; that is, ‘beautiful’ in the manner of a Silenus-Socrates

who is ostensibly sexual but actually philosophical. We can apply the claims about progeny to

good to the desire for procreation (see e.g. Sheffield, 2006, 84-5); how to square immortality here with
accounts in other dialogues (e.g. O’Brien, 1984, 186, 190-1, 199); or even whether immortality is
treated consistently in this dialogue (e.g. Rowe, 1998b, 248-9). Consider the candid remarks of Price
(1989) 25: “in multiplying examples of quasi-immortality she [Diotima] at times loses sight of eros in
any familiar sense, so that we are left with the impression of hearing a more or less persuasive account
of we know not exactly what.” By and large, these issues do not accrue for my reading. If anything,
Plato’s usage is rather impressive in the economy of the eros/Philosophy metaphor. ‘Immortality’ links
procreation and the vision of Beauty (i.e. the Good) in that both lead to ‘offspring’ and some form of
immortality. Earlier ‘mortal’ and ‘immortal’ represented ignorance and wisdom respectively with the
philosopher occupying a space between them (see 204a); thus the accomplished philosopher who see
true Beauty becomes ‘immortal’ in the sense of having knowledge (see 212a). Needless to say the
imagery is rather dense. Although one must admire the efforts of (say) Sheffield (2006) 99-110 in trying
to make sense of the text, she is severely hampered by the dogged attempt to take it all as an actual
account of eros.

¥ Price (1989) 27-8 problematises the ‘descendances’ of Solon and Homer (for what role does
beauty play?) as well as Achilles (whose ‘begetting’ seems different from Homer) and seems to brush

them aside in favour of the pedagogical aspect of pederasty.
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the dialogue in the following way: the dialogue is (a) the ‘progeny’ of Plato’s eros as well as
(b) a beautiful thing that can engender its own progeny in us. To give a more concrete example
of how this giving birth can play out let me speculate the following historical reconstruction.
Plato meets the historical Socrates and is inspired by him. He then writes dialogues—the
progeny of Socrates’ beauty—and these dialogues in turn inspire others to give birth. These
others can then do the same with their beautiful progeny. Two further comments may be useful.
First, note that one’s ‘offspring” here does not refer to a ‘child’ who can /ove some beauty, but
to a beautiful thing that is /oved. That said, the process is still self-perpetuating. Secondly,
writing dry academic essays may not be the best way to carry on the flame; not least because
it requires the writer to simply expose the hidden secrets of the text which the readers ought to
discover for themselves.

Presumably Diotima is cautioning us from thinking we can learn from a text when she
says that only those who see Beauty itself can give birth to true virtue instead of images of
virtue inasmuch as they are not in contact with the real thing and but mere images of Beauty
(212a). Though such a remark seems to undermine the Symposium itself as a mere image of
Beauty, I suggest we make some limited allowances. For the Symposium does not operate like
most texts, just as Diotima’s speech is not like most speeches and Socrates does not teach like
most teachers. For one thing the Symposium is designed to make you work, and for another it
does not pretend to offer a fixed statement of doctrine. On the contrary, inasmuch as the
message is mediated by the erds metaphor, Plato is not revealing the ‘immortal truth’ but
keeping us at one remove (in the very least). In keeping with these values, although Diotima
does make some conspicuous remarks about beautiful /ogoi, the truly philosophical life—the
so-called ‘higher mysteries’—clearly prioritises knowing above making and doing above
producing. To my mind this recalls one of the most striking passages in Diotima’ speech,

namely that the ‘mortal image of immortality’ provided by giving birth also applies to
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knowledge such that one must constantly revise and resuscitate their knowledge to keep it
‘alive’ (207e5-208b5). In other words, a ‘rolling mind’ gathers no moss. This marvellous
passage should not be coerced into some Frankenstein of a doctrine of Love; it is a statement
that reflects on the nature of knowledge.® And in my experience, this is exactly how
knowledge works. If we think about how such knowledge might be effectively communicated

by a fixed text, the answer must surely be, ‘erotically.’

Conclusions

A central theme in this study is turning burdens into boons. We have seen how Socratic Irony
co-opts the interlocutor’s arrogance and turns it against him. Paragogic irony provides an even
more conspicuous example of this theme: for example, in the Symposium Socrates seduces the
symposiasts (and the naive readers) towards philosophy via their penchant for erds such that a
thoroughly unphilosophical urge is co-opted towards a philosophical end. Both of these
techniques concern the way Socrates interacts with his interlocutors, but at the same time we
need to explain why Plato would leave all this implicit rather than explicitly spelling it out. My
answer to this has generally been to claim that we benefit from doing the intellectual legwork.

The present chapter turns more directly to the way Plato interacts with the reader. I
began by collating examples of ironic symbolism to demonstrate its general relevance to the
dialogues. Then I argued in brief that the cave imagery in the Phaedo and especially in the

Republic can be understood as an attempt to ‘summon the intellect’ of the reader. That is, by

30 Sheffield (2006) 103 notes, rightly, that bodily and psychic replenishment cannot be examples of
reproduction in the presence of beauty because there seems to be no pregnancy and no beauty. I would
adduce this to show that we are firmly within the realm of metaphor not doctrine, but she suggests that
reproduction is the general class of which eros is a part. This is at best consistent with the text (and it

may even be contradicted by e.g. 207a6-7).
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allegorising the world of the forms with the surface world above the cave Plato creates an
image that does not make sense unless we step in and tease out the incoherence with our minds.
Further, although Plato clearly has a message to convey, the message itself is limited and
undermined. The imagery tries to point to an unknown, perhaps ineffable experience.
Accordingly, the imagery has a built-in ‘self-destruct mechanism’ which signals its derivative
status as a mere image. This prevents us from taking the image as the final word. It Aints but
does not deliver.”!

We have then two closely related techniques. Firstly, the imagery makes us aware of a
lack and requires us to look beneath its ambivalent surface meaning to the hidden truth inside.
The way philosophy is presented in the Symposium ‘summons the intellect’ to make sense of
the text; it ‘erotically’ draws us in to do the necessary thinking. At this level there is a particular
answer that Plato wants us to figure out. Secondly, inasmuch as we are given mere images and
not the real McCoy, Plato only takes us so far along the road to enlightenment. He does,
however, give us some very concrete advice. In sum, both the imagery and the content of the
imagery ‘point beyond themselves.” The imagery requires us to look beneath its ambivalent
surface meaning to the hidden truth inside; and this ‘hidden truth,” in turn, directs us to look
beneath the physical but does not attempt to take us all the way. These twin techniques conform
to the theme of turning burdens to boons in that they repurpose the fixity of the written word
and give it ‘movement’ so to speak.

In the Symposium the ironic symbolism of eros fundamentally informs the dialogue. I
suggest that this be taken as an account of the dialogues in general. That is not to say that all

of the dialogues exhibit the sharp contrast between surface and interior which is symbolised by

31 Benitez (2007) 233-4 treats Plato’s myths as emblematic of the dialogues on the whole in that they

present likely, but not literal, accounts of reality.
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Alcibiades’ Socrates.>? Rather, this is an exaggerated and playful caricature which emphasises
a key feature of the dialogues, namely that we are required to think things through ourselves

and look beneath their surface. In other words, Plato is saying that the dialogues are ‘erotic.’

>2 That said, the sharp ironic contrast of the Symposium almost has a correlate in the paragoric ironies
we met in the last chapter. For example, the Cratylus conceals an antipathy to etymologies beneath a
‘surface’ that appears decidedly in favour of etymologies. And regarding the Phaedo it could be argued
that while the ‘surface’ speaks of personal immortality and mysticism, the hidden ‘inside’ is dismissive

of the fears and desires that motivate such ideas in the first place.
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CHAPTER FIVE
IRONY AND EPISTEMOLOGY

TOvTEG TOIC AOYO1G AvamTEPODVTOL.
(By words all men are winged.)

—Aristophanes, Birds

Plato’s irony fosters a healthy distrust of the superficial meaning of the text and this, in turn,
resonates with an important feature of his epistemology. Though it appears that the senses are
reliable, if left unchecked they can actually be a hindrance to knowledge because they
encourage us to mistake the sense world for true reality, the image for the original.! This is
comparable to the way Socrates appears as a lusty Silenus but is actually a paragon of self-
control. In essence Plato’s irony encourages us to see through the superficial layer of the text
to the true meaning hidden within. And this exegetical move, I argue, is training for ‘seeing
through’ the world of perception to the hidden reality behind it. This ‘seeing through’ is not
book learning but an applied skill that needs to be developed and practiced. For this reason it
is essential for the reader to work through the irony by their own intellectual efforts. You need
to develop the skills and train your mind. If, for instance, you were given a mathematics

exercise book with all the answers filled out, you would be a lot less likely to develop the

! By this, however, I do not wish to endorse an overly esoteric approach to the dialogues. It is not
that there is some secret knowledge that will unlock these texts like a key; but rather that they can speak
to both a more sophisticated and less sophisticated readership at the same time. Though such an idea
may rankle with our modern egalitarian values, it is clear from the Republic and the Laws (for example)

that Plato is not this way inclined.
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relevant skills. As Plato sees it, you may even come to think that you are a maths whizz and
even neglect to try to develop the necessary skills. Plato’s dialogues resemble an exercise book
in that they provide a controlled environment to help us develop the necessary intellectual
abilities which lie at the heart of his epistemological enterprise.

To explore this idea we will look to the fabulous Palinode of the Phaedrus. In brief my
main contention is as follows. The divine experience of growing wings or recollecting or falling
under the spell of love—these all describe what is essentially the same thing, namely moving
from the sensible into the intelligible realm, and this very experience is what the Palinode
affords the reader. To engage the text in the right way requires us to ‘recollect’ a general,
intelligible idea. In this case we are given a host of examples of ‘recollection’ itself, glossed as
falling in love or flying, and our job is to see the single methodology being alluded to in each
case. The speech tries to train us in the techné of divining the ‘one’ behind the ‘many.” And
this of course is a skill rather than a simple piece of information—indeed, in what follows it

will come to light as an especially painful and maddening skill to acquire.

I
THE PALINODE IN THE PHAEDRUS

I argue that in the Phaedrus, just as in the Symposium, Plato explores the theme of rhetoric and
philosophical writing via the ridiculous surrogate of erotic arousal. And here too I am
swimming against the current of the scholarship. Harvey Yunis, for example, notices the
paradoxical position that Socrates takes up in the Palinode—namely, that erds, understood as
a type of madness, can be a good thing—and he makes the following remark: ‘This position is

a paradox, which S[ocrates] embraces not for epideictic purposes in the Lysianic manner but



170

because it reflects reality.’? I agree that Socrates is not ‘doing a Lysias,” but the supposition
that philosophy is really erotic madness is questionable. While Socrates does make these claims
about ‘erotic madness’ he almost completely transforms the meaning of these terms in the
process.? Socrates’ usage is similar to, say, a pacifist who claims that she will punch you in the
face with her passive resistance—it is absurd or in the very least atopos. The vehicle and the
tenor of the metaphor tend in opposite directions. As I will argue, the ironic tension between
the vehicle and the tenor of Socrates’ Palinode is precisely what makes it ‘erotic’ in the special

Platonic sense of the term.

2 Yunis (2011) 126; see also Plass (1967) 344. On the other hand Yunis (2005) 112 makes the
following astute remarks: ‘The Great Speech [sc. the Palinode], a memesis in prose, portrays the pursuit
of knowledge as an intense erotic experience, triggered and driven by the sight of beauty—the sight of
being itself and the parallel sight of the beauty of the beloved (251a-252b). The portrayal is so vivid
and the narrative tension so intense that the auditor himself acquires a desire for the very experience
that is portrayed. Eros, vividly portrayed, arouses eros.” But see 113: ‘the transcendent eros that seeks
knowledge of being always retains its innate affinity with sexual eros.’

3 So far as I know no one explicitly takes erotic madness as an ironic vehicle for philosophy. Cf.
Moss (2012), who does not reject the role of sex as I do, but nevertheless acknowledges that ‘although
frenzied love of sensual beauty tends to lead towards the empty pursuit of pleasure, it can perhaps be
exploited to lead people towards the love of truth’ (12). Moreover she espies various limitations on the
philosophical use of beautiful boys which render ‘interpersonal love an inadequate tool for soul-leading
in many cases—including, notably, the case at hand in the dialogue: Socrates’ attempt to seduce
Phaedrus away from rhetoric and towards philosophy’ (13). See also Carson (1998) 155 who remarks

an enormous difference between Socrates’ ‘erotic attitude’ and traditional views.
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Ironic Symbolism

While I appreciate that I am going against the scholarship on this issue, I that there is much to
recommend my approach. For it is hard to take Socrates at his word when he suggests that the
sight of a sexy boy will lead to philosophical enlightenment, or that it will lead us up into the
intelligible rather than down into the corporeal?* And again, it is suspicious, that the
paradigmatic philosopher, having lusted after a boy, then denies the consummation of that love.
Though sexual abstinence is no doubt a good thing, this is neither here nor there. Socrates is
suggesting that somehow in the process of this self-denial we emerge as, not just true lovers,
but philosophers. Whether as a theory of love or a theory of philosophy these are rather odd
claims.

G. R. F. Ferrari (1987) gives a sensitive and intelligent account of how a sexually
attractive person inspires philosophical reflection whereby ‘a person’s beauty prompts you to
care, not just about their beauty, but about them-as-beautiful’ (146-7; see 142-8). And yet, the
textual evidence for this crucial element is slight. In fact, as we shall see, Plato conflate bestial
and philosophical responses to beauty. Although Ferrari emphasises how the philosopher seeks
out boys of a particular character, for example Zeus-like (169-73), this only reveals the
inconsistency of Plato’s account: the beautiful boy is at one moment a surrogate for the form
of Beauty and at the next a surrogate for Zeus. To be sure, particular details of Plato’s ‘theory

of love’ make sense taken in isolation: beauty can inspire, intellectual wonder can be

*To be clear, beauty is an important value for the Greeks. Winkler (1990) 77, remarking the frequent
request for beauty in ancient spells, says: ‘To get the edge on competitors often means charming or out
foxing them rather than fighting or insulting them outright, so generalized prayers for success frequently
include what may seem to us a rather peacock-like pride in looking good and being seen as sexually
appealing.” I would urge that Plato rejects these values at both an ethical level and at an epistemological

level. The surface is ultimately not what matters for him.
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maddening, the urge to improve another may well lead to self-discovery. But the cocktail
produced by their combination, not to mention the speech’s elaborate presentation, make for a
rather odd account. It is scarcely possible for a ‘straight’ reading of the speech to make sense
of its wild eccentricity. We might neutralise it to some extent, but we can hardly embrace it.
My reading, although atypical, receives support from the fact that eros is glossed as a
type of madness. Mania, of course, is generally not at all a positive term in Plato. While
philosophy involves being in control of oneself and being in firm possession of one’s reason,
madness is the exact opposite. The term pavia frequently carries a strongly negative and
irrational association.® It can refer to being driven out of one’s mind (as we say) and being
bereft of one’s senses.® And of course it can allude to the depraved desire for sex and food.”
The tyrant, for instance, is painted as a maniac (Rep. 573a8-b4). Thus it seems fair to assume
that Plato is up to something when he characterises philosophy as a type of madness in the
Phaedrus. As we saw in the last chapter, he is more inclined to distinguish philosophy from,

say, divine possession than to approximate the two.® I acknowledge that Socrates never lifts

> For a negative and irrational association see, Rep. 382c8, 400b2, Laws 783a2, Tht. 1573, Euthd.
306d7, Meno 91c3, Prt. 323b5. The view of Nussbaum (2001) e.g. 202 and 223-33 that Plato has
changed his mind to embrace madness and poetry is ad hoc and untenable. There is hardly a trace of
this brave new Plato in the ‘subsequent’ dialogues no matter how late we date the Phaedrus.

® For ‘being bereft of one’s senses’ see Laws 869a3 (cf. 881b4).

’ For depraved bodily desires see Laws 839a7, Phlb. 45¢3, Smp. 213d6, Ti. 86b4.

8 I wrote that divine possession or prophesy tends to furnish a glaring example of the absence of
knowledge (e.g. Meno 99b11-c5, Ap. 22b8-c3, lon 533¢9-535a5). Hackforth (1972b), commenting on
Phdr. 244d2-5, explains away Plato’s negative views on mantics in other dialogues with the incredible
claim that those criticisms are actually directed at olwviotikn, reading omens (58). Regarding Plato’s

contradictory views on inspired poets Hackforth claims that Plato is a ‘compound of rationalist and
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the mask and that he goes through the motions of dividing off good madness from bad—but

this hardly mitigates the striking attempt to present philosophy as erotic madness.

Beautiful Boys and Beautiful Logoi
The Phaedrus has tended to baffle scholars because of its apparent lack of unity.” The two
halves of the dialogue don’t seem to go together and the prominence of the Palinode is almost
inexplicable. I believe that the solution to these puzzles lies in the following direction. The
Palinode, like the rest of the dialogue, is about logoi and in particular it is about the

philosophical, psychagogic, use of logoi.!® The intoxicating imagery regarding sex and

poet’ and that ‘in the Phaedrus the poet definitely gets the upper hand’ (61). Gonzalez (2011) similarly
posits a tertium quid between inspiration and techné to explain away the incongruity, though with more
subtlety and ingenuity. He argues that, since Socrates lacks true fechné but rejects inspiration, there
must be another way, which is then revealed in the Phaedrus. Gonzalez’ aims are understandable but
misguided. See further Janaway (1995) 168 for a middling position: ‘Though philosophy legitimately
embraces poetic methods, it can never abandon itself to them.” These attempts to make sense of Plato
tend to be ad hoc and apologetic. My interpretation, by contrast, easily accommodates Plato’s usage.

? See Werner (2007) for bibliography, especially 91-109 and 125-7 (though his own attempts to
address the issue strike me as perfunctory).

1 For a treatment of the love speeches in terms of rhetoric see the excellent discussion of Moss
(2012) 8-12, who argues that the ‘non-lover’ and ‘lover’ of Lysias and Socrates (respectively) are used
to explore issues of rhetoric. See also Yunis (1996) 189-93, who discusses Plato’s views on the relation
of the speaker to his audience, especially in terms of self-interest verses the interest of the audience;
and Rowe (1986) and (1989). Few fail to remark that Lysias’ arguments are based on self-interest and
expediency: e.g. Thompson (1868) 149, Griswold (1996) 47, Yunis (1996) 190 and Moss (2012) 9.

Rutherford (1995) 265 notes the use of probability (eikos) in this speech (citing, 231¢7, 232¢2, 233a2
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madness is used to illustrate the type of rhetoric being recommended. There are other dialogues
where Plato discusses rhetoric (like the Protagoras, the Gorgias and the Menexenus), but in
the Phaedrus and the Symposium he turns to the issue of his own rhetorical usages via the lens
of eros. Indeed, while the connection between erds and logos is left largely implicit in the
Symposium, it comes more readily to the fore in the Phaedrus and is crucial to an understanding
of the Palinode. It allows us to see the /ove of boys as a surrogate for the love of speeches and
thus to appreciate the ‘erotic’ attraction of this love speech itself. An obvious point of contact
between the love of boys and the love of speeches is that both can exhibit beauty.!! Another
connection between logoi and eromenoi is evident in Lysias’ speech. Here the speaker takes
the role of an (‘unloving’) lover, while the addressee of the speech is cast as the beloved. The
connection basically revolves around the identification of the lover/speaker as the pursuer and
the beloved/audience as the pursued. In general terms then, winning over a beloved requires
rhetoric and persuasion. This point is made by Pausanius in the Symposium at 182b5-6.
However, we also can invert this connection in that the audience loves the speech. Phaedrus
for example—who is clearly the beloved to Lysias’ faux courtship—can also be described as
his lover: he is the erastés of Lysias (257b4-6) and Lysias is his paidika or ‘darling’ (236b5).
In this way the audience resembles the lover of the beautiful speech and the speech is the
beloved (and thus by proxy the speechwriter). In other words, Lysias is pursuing Phaedrus but

at the same time, paradoxically, Phaedrus is also smitten by the speech. '

with 267a and 272¢). On the importance of Isocrates for Socrates’ first speech see Asmis (1986) 160-2
and 167-70.

' On the connection between logoi and beautiful boys cf. Moss (2012) 7 who says that ‘the love of
logoi is a species of erotic love’ but (happily) goes on to note how Plato uses love of people as a
metaphor for love of logoi (8, see further 9-12).

12 On erotic role reversals see Griswold (1996) 26-33.
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This, in turn, leads us to the most important and interesting connection between logoi
and eromenoi in the Phaedrus: both induce mania. Beauty, whether in words or people, has
the power to drive you out of your senses. The mania inspired by the eromenos is discussed
(negatively) in the first two speeches and (positively) in the Palinode and it clearly forms part
of the popular tropes surrounding the erastes, who is driven out of his mind by eros. Mania,
however, is not merely occasioned by beautiful boys but also by logoi, from the enchanting
power of poetry to the persuasive magic of rhetoric. Thus Agathon calls Erds a singer who
enchants men and gods (&1 0Aymv mavtov 0edv T€ Koi dvOpdrov vonua—:Smp. 197e4-5).13
In a nutshell, Plato intertwines mania, eros and logoi such that madness describes both the
response to boys and to /ogoi so that eros can be transferred from the lover’s gaze to the speech-
lover to the philosophical reader. Consider for instance how Phaedrus is overtly and
consistently characterised as a lover of speeches.!* This also applies to Socrates who is clearly
imitating and pandering to Phaedrus: Socrates is sick for speeches (228b6); he is an erastés of
speeches (228c1-2); Phaedrus could apparently lead Socrates anywhere just by dangling a
speech in front of him (230d5-e3, cf. 227d2-5); he is cowed by the threat that Phaedrus will
never give him another speech again (236e); and both are characterised as being in a Bacchic
frenzy because of logoi (228b7, 234d5, cf. 245a).'° In light of this broad connection between
eromenoi and logoi 1 hope to show that the ‘theory of love’ in the Palinode is more interesting
and philosophically rewarding when it is read as a covert account of how we interact with /ogoi

like Plato’s texts than an account of how we should act towards beautiful boys.

13 Calame (1992) 46-8 discusses the connection between the effects of love and the effects of poetry.
Gellrich (1994) 279-80, reflecting on the Phaedrus and Gorgias’ Encomium of Helen, remarks that to
be seduced by speech is to undergo the psychic equivalent of rape.

' See e.g. 228a5-c5, 234d1-6, 242a7-b2, 258e1-2.

!5 On the irony of reading see Ferrari (1987) 49.
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I
OVERVIEW OF THE PALINODE

The Palinode has it all: myth, narrative, close argumentation; cosmology, physiology
psychologys; it recalls the poets, the Presocratics, the medical writers, the mystics; it is equal
parts profound and perverse—but above all it is detailed, baroque even. As such it is imperative
to read it slowly and carefully.!® The speech works to develop the readers’ philosophical
capabilities or to help us ‘grow wings.” Yet it does not make for easy reading. Just like growing
wings, it is maddening and painful. With this in mind I have found it easier and more useful to
begin by going over the speech, blow by blow, drawing out the relevant details in situ as it
were. Although such a summary may seem banal to begin with, part of the magic of the

Palinode is the way the details surreptitiously build up right under your nose.

1 Lebeck (1972) and Griswold (1996) 74-137, for example, are patient and careful with the Palinode.
In contrast to this consider Price (1989). Although his treatment of the Phaedrus is rigorous and
sophisticated, his weapon of choice, rational reconstruction, proves to be a rudderless ship. The jumble
of half-cooked ideas that Price finds in the text make for a vapid interpretation of this otherwise
masterful piece of writing. E.g. Price criticises Plato’s scanty attempt to explain the transition from
beautiful boy to Beauty itself (77); he thinks the good and bad horses are presented with a degree of
carelessness which sacrifices substance to ‘bold strokes of presentation’ (79-80); Plato, torn between
traditional pederasty and a reciprocal model of love, was ‘driven to construe a loving response on the
boy’s part in a charming but overingenious way that seems not fully interpretable’ (87); and in sum:
‘Socrates has construed his task as a justification of love of a kind, not as a definition of love; the result
is less than systematic and exhaustive.... As it is, his first speech remains less edifying but more

rigorous’ (94)
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1 - Introduction (243e8-244a8): Socrates introduces the speech and foregrounds the central
issue, that lovers can be good. He signals that he will proceed by rejecting the view that love
qua madness is bad; indeed, some of the ‘greatest goods’ come to men through god-sent mania.
Socrates plans to invert the view of his previous speech, which praised the sophrosuné of non-
lovers and criticised the mania of the lover. This foreshadows a treatment of sophrosuné that

will prove to be highly suspect.

2 - Types of Madness. Socrates presents eros as one among four types of mania. The first is
inspired prophesy (244a8-244d5), which Socrates lauds at the expense of sophrosuné:
‘Prophets accomplish many fine things when they’re mad [paveicat], but little or nothing when
they are in their right mind [codpovodoar]” (244a8-b3). Moreover, those who use augury are
said to be ‘in possession of their senses’ (Eudpoveg) and accordingly valued beneath the
inspired prophets. Socrates then buttress this with an etymological argument to the same effect
and concludes that ‘to just the extent that mantic prophesy is more perfect and honourable than
augury, both in name and deed, the ancients testify that god-sent mania is finer than human
sophrosuné’ (244d2-5). As I argued earlier this is decidedly off-brand since Socrates usually
looks down on such ‘knowledge’ as incomplete or unphilosophical. Grace Ledbetter (2003) 90
puts it well: ‘The poet does not speak his verse any more than a radio speaks the voice it
broadcasts.’

The second type of madness is a sort of god-sent healing (244d5-245al) and the third
is poetry (245al1-8). Socrates compares composing verse to Bacchic intoxication, a highly
irrational state, and rather strikingly approves the educational value of the poetic tradition. As
before, there is a contrast between mania and sophrosuné: ‘He who comes to the threshold of
the Muses without mania...will be himself ineffectual and the poetry of the sophron poet will

be eclipsed by that of the maniacs’ (245a5-8). If nothing else the idea that intoxication trumps
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techné (skill) should set alarm bells ringing; it is of course contradicted at 265¢8-266b2 where
the very distinction between the types of madness is praised for its ‘technical’ nature.

At 245b1-c4 Socrates rounds off this section and links it to his theme, that the gods do
in fact send beneficial mania. We should not, he continues, ‘let any account bewilder us and
scare us into believing that one must favour a lover who is sophron over one who is possessed’
(245b3-4). The next phase of the speech is then signalled and its first topic, the soul, is

introduced.

3 - Immortality of the Soul (245c5-246a2): Here Socrates shows that the soul is immortal
because it is a self-mover. The style recalls Anaxagoras and is rather highfalutin (see Yunis
2011, 136). The emphasis on movement is also evident in the chariot image (Yunis, 129) and
this might be linked to the role of desire in motivating us, as it were, from the inside.!” In the
economy of the speech this proof (such as it is) lays a foundation for the related ideas of a

disembodied soul and recollection.

4 - The Soul Is Like a Winged Chariot (246a3-d5): Here we begin to feel something more
typical of Plato come to the fore, namely a paradigmatic image of the soul as a two-horsed
winged chariot. Socrates begins by undermining the veracity of his image as a merely human
likeness (246a4-6). Man is defined in contradistinction to god, the latter being all good, man
being of mixed stock. The race of man is then divided into embodied and disembodied souls,
such that disembodied souls roam the heavens with their wings intact, but a soul that loses it

wings falls until it hits solid earth and takes on bodily form. Thus we have a three-tiered psychic

17 On movement see Griswold (1986) 86-7 and Lebeck (1972) 269 and 284-5; cf. Burger (1980) 52.
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ontology of embodied mortals, disembodied mortals and gods. Note that ‘mortals’ are in fact
immortal-—such shifting nomenclature is indicative of what will follow.

Socrates then signals the next topic: how we shed our wings (v 6¢ aitiav tfig TV
nTEPDV ATOPOARG, 01 v Wuyfig dmoppel, AaPwpev—246d3-5). From here on the speech really
gets going. I should note that it becomes less clear how to divvy up the text and my divisions
are certainly not intended to be canonical. Excluding the introductory and closing segments of
the speech, the whole Palinode can be divided into two main sections: how we lose our wings
and how we re-gain them. First comes an account of ‘the fall” including details of our prenatal
life. Then comes the account of how we regain our former state. That said, inasmuch as the
second half is considerably longer, I have found it easier to further sub-divide it into two parts.
Thus there are three main sections in what follows: (5) Shedding Wings, (6) Growing Wings

and (7) The Love Story.!®

5 - Shedding Wings
Having introduced the chariot of the soul with its three parts, Socrates will make only limited
use of the image until much later in the speech. The image of wings, however, reoccurs often.
Indeed, this imagery almost seems to do too much work in the economy of Socrates’ account

of the soul.

'8 Griswold (1996) 74 divides the speech into three, with the middle part divide again into three and
the middle part of this similarly divided into three: e.g. (1 (2a (2bi 2bii 2biii) 2¢) 3). Lebeck (1972) 268
divides the myth into two halves at 249d, the first focusing on the disembodied philosopher, the second
on the lover trying to regain his former state; ‘thus one might call the one metaphysical, the other
physical.” For detailed outlines of the speech see Yunis (2011) 128, who also divides the myth in two,

and Sinaiko (1965) 40-1, who divides the myth into three at 249d and 253¢ (51).



180

5A4 - Wings and the Hyperuranian Beings. Here Socrates introduces the image of wings and
discusses the life of the disembodied—both gods and men. At 246d6-e4 we read that wings lift
us up towards the heavens and link us to the divine. Though the gods presumably have wings
it is quite clear that we are not talking about their wings (cf. 246c¢6-d2); our wings are the most
divine part of ‘that which is concerned with the body [t®v mepi 10 odpa]’ (246d7-8).
Accordingly wings are nurtured or nourished (tpédetai) by seeing the truth.

At 246e4-c2 comes the procession of the gods: in the heavens the gods live a blessed
existence while we have a hard time of it. It is noteworthy that Zeus’ wings are attached to his
chariot (mtvov Gppa). Moreover, it is curious that even in our disembodied existence we seem
to be weighed down compared to the gods. This oddity is also evident in Socrates’ account of
the formless and colourless hyperuranian realm (246¢3-247¢6): the ineffable home of all
knowledge is said to be only accessible to the gods and the charioteer of mortal souls (yoyfig
KuPepvnn nove Beati v—246¢7-8). Thus only part of the disembodied soul can access pure
truth. This, as I say, seems to invest something bodily into the otherwise disembodied soul.
Only three of the hyperuranian beings are singled out and mentioned in this section: Justice,
Knowledge and Sophrosuné (247d6-7). Increasingly we will encounter mention of
sophrosuné—the very thing that the mad lover is by definition said to lack.

At 248al-c2 Socrates turns from gods to men. While the best ‘mortal’ souls can raise
their heads out of the heavens and get a glimpse of the truth, others see less and less of it; and
in the melee to reach the top they get maimed and trampled, losing their wings and falling to

earth.

5B - Life Cycles of the Fallen Souls (248c2-248e3): Socrates now turns to focus on the fate of
embodied souls, a topic he is clearly preoccupied with. Little is said to explain why we fall.

Rather, ‘meeting with some misfortune’ the soul is weighed down by ignorance and falls to
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earth (248¢5-7).! Having fallen, the ‘law of Adrastea’—an Orphic Anagkée (Necessity)—
stipulates which souls fall into which bodies. Since these souls are reasonably fresh from the
heavens they fall into human bodies. The main thrust of the law is a hierarchy of types of soul
based on ‘amount of truth seen.” We are interested with three of the grades of soul, the first as
well as the fifth and sixth. The first-grade souls find their way into philosophers, lovers of
beauty, men of the muses and erotic men (248d3-4). Obviously the philosopher is the best; but
reference to lovers of boys and beauty is at least suspicious since beauty is clearly signalled as
ambivalent even in this dialogue (see 250e1-251a2, 254a1-7 and cf. 263¢7-12). Worse still, the
fifth and sixth classes include prophets, mystery-cult initiates and mimetic poets (248d7-e2).%°
These people are only better than manual labourers, demagogues and tyrants. Whom are we to
trust then? The Socrates who began the speech praising the inspired or this one?

From 248e3 to 249d3 we hone in on the movement between the various mortal lives as
souls are reincarnated from one to the next. Socrates posits a ten-thousand-year cycle before a
winged return to the heavens is possible, although the true philosopher and the philosophical
lover of boys can jump the queue and regain their wings in a mere three thousand years.
Regarding the reincarnation into human form Socrates says that ‘a human must be able to
comprehend speech through forms [kot” id0c] that bring together many sensible things into a

unit via the intellect’ (249b6-249c1). That is, loosely, speech implies some basic ability to

organise the manifest world, which ability we acquired in our heavenly, winged existence. This

!9 There are interesting questions here and in other passages regarding the interplay of fate and
choice; see Griswold (1996) e.g. 100-1 and Ferrari (1987) 133-7, who makes the compelling argument
that Plato’s picture gives us both an excuse for past failures and a desire for future success.

2% The issue of how or why Plato ranks the poets sixth here has received a lot of attention. Janaway
(1995) 161-5 has an extended discussion, including scholarly references. The response of Price (1989)

65-7 seems particularly speculative; see also Ferrari (1987) 118-9.
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is glossed as recollection of those hyperuranian beings and then identified, vaguely, with
having wings: ‘For this reason it is just for the mind of the philosopher [1] 10D ¢pthocodov
dtbvota] alone to grow wings’ (249c4-5). This makes good sense of the wings imagery, but it
seems to disrupt the mythical timeline. Earlier it seemed that the difference between being
embodied and disembodied was pricesly a difference in terms of whether one is winged or not.
Moreover Socrates is not entirely clear as to where exactly the wings are located. Is the chariot
winged? Is it the horses? Horses seem like a natural choice. Or is it the mind of some figurative
charioteer? Later on (in sections 6C and 6D) Socrates will recount the growth of wings in
excruciating detail, unmistakably referring to an embodied lover.?! The excessive use of
metaphor is distracting if not disconcerting. It is, I’'m sure, possible to overlook these
eccentricities. But as I will argue the speech is designed to make us feel confused and
perplexed: this is the stirrings of erds or the emergence of wings. It is—as advertised—

maddening. Here then is as good as any place to call up Socrates’ claim at 262a2-3 that when

21 Questions regarding the location of the wings date back to antiquity. See Hermias’ commentary
126.30-127.27, which tends to complicate matters. Beare (1931) 327-9 tries to smooth things over.
Griswold (1996) 63 having just remarked that ‘the horses too are winged,’ claims ‘any ambiguity about
the wings belonging to every part of the soul is resolved by 251b7; cf. 248c1-2.” Yet, although this
passage, 251b7, seems to say that all soul once had wings (mdico yép v 10 Téhar nepwt) the context
is explicitly concerned with one pair of wings re-growing on an embodied man (with no reference to
the chariot). In fact Ferrari (1987) 265 n. 20 is surely right to render the Greek as saying that the whole
soul was feathered (rather than winged). Further, 249c4-5 limits wings to the dianoia (u6vn TrepovTOL
1 100 drAocodov dtbvown). It seems like the soul is both a chariot team, on the one hand, and winged on
the other hand, with the two images falling in and out of step with one another in various places. For a

discussion of wings with a different focus see Carson (1998) 154 -64 and also Pender (2007) 20-2.
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a cunning speaker wants to turn one thing to its opposite, he does well to move in small steps
(CAAG ye O kot opuKpov petafoivov pdAlov AMcelg EABmv émi tO évavtiov 1| Katd péya).
We can connect this up with the way the twin themes of mania and eros finally come creeping
into view. The philosopher is described in a manner reminiscent of the lover: he ignores earthly

concerns and is reproached by the masses who can’t see that he is possessed (249d1-3).

6 - Growing Wings
Now we come to what must be the raison d’étre of the speech: the account of how we regain
our wings. Socrates will spend a great deal of time on this topic and once he is done he will
simply go at it again, but from a different point of view, namely in terms of a love story between
an erastés and his eromenos. In both cases we are concerned with the way beauty inspires the
lover to reclaim some of his former knowledge. We should recall that logoi no less than young

boys can be beautiful. Indeed, this must be one of the most beautiful speeches in Plato’s corpus.

6A4 - Recollection of Beauty (249d3-250b1): Here two important points from the preceding
section are given due emphasis. (1) Socrates identifies recollection with wings and (2) he ties

this whole strange complex to love. Thus we come to the fourth and best type of madness:

whenever someone who sees beauty down here and recollects true beauty, spreads his
wings and tries to flap up and away but can’t, he peers upward like a bird and,
neglecting the things below [t@v katw 0 dueldv], is accused of being mad. (249d5-

el)

Although Socrates goes through the motions of distinguishing philosophical madness from

normal erotic madness, it is clear that the aloofness of the philosopher is being conflated with
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the distracting infatuation of the lover, the latter being a well-established trope (see e.g. v
TV oikelmv apéieay in 231b2). But Socrates’ claim is more specific and more ingenious than
a simple sleight of hand: the beauty of a boy can ‘remind’ the philosophers of true beauty,
which leads to mania (249e23-4) and astounds them (ékmArjtTovtot) because they cannot grasp
what is going on (250a5-bl). This is an interesting account of the supposed mania of the
philosopher, not least in the connection with recognising one’s ignorance. Indeed, I would not
be averse to the use of such a metaphor to explain the sudden epiphany of insight. But when
all is said and done the philosopher must be the complete master of himself and his rational
faculties—the very opposite of an abject lover. Plato is up to something and it clearly involves
ironic symbolism. As will become increasingly obvious, Socrates has a tendency to conflate
the good and bad lovers. Both of them ‘love’ beauty in a sense, but the differences outweigh
the similarities. They are in fact fundamentally antithetical in the context of Platonic
philosophy. Consider for instance the mention of ‘neglecting worldly affairs.” In reference to
the lover this refers to debasing oneself for the object of one’s desire. In reference to the

philosopher this means the metaphysical rejection of the visible in favour of the intelligible.

6B - Beauty (250b1-e1): Socrates begins to hymn the form of Beauty. The other forms, he says,
are hard to see here on earth due to our dim senses. He only mentions two of them, Justice
and—yet again—Sophrosuné (250b1-2). The language here slips easily into the language of
mystery cults. We were ‘initiated’ (é¢tehodvto) into the vision of beauty in the manner of a
religious revelation (see 250b8-c4).2? He continues his praise of beauty by shifting to earthly
beauty. This provokes a very conspicuous apostrophe from Socrates: ‘Let these things, then,

be a tribute to memory. For my speech was so long because of her, in my longing for those

22 On the allusions to mystery cults see Lebeck (1972) 271-2.
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things’ (250c5-6). His longing for the forms seems to issue into a beautiful speech. At any rate,
here we learn that the other forms lack images here on earth while beauty shines forth to vision,
the clearest of the senses. He also adds that an image of Phronésis, were it possible, would
engender a terribly powerful love. While this may not be sophrosuné it certainly includes the

basic idea of self-possession and clearly clashes with erotic madness.

6C - Good Lovers and Bad Lovers (250e1-251c5): Socrates now pauses to mention the bad
response to beauty before starting on the all-important account of growing wings. This is one
of the few places where the good and bad lover are distinguished. Those who do not readily
call to mind divine beauty when they see a beautiful boy give themselves over to sexual
pleasure like animals (250e1-251al). It is of course not uncommon to separate a more noble
boy-love from a baser sort, but Socrates would ideally want to keep sexual gratification out of
it all together. This leads to the rather striking idea of eros without sex, an oxymoron akin to
the ‘philosopher’ who is out of his mind. Here then we have a non-lover posing as a lover, just
as Lysias proved to be a lover posing as a non-lover.?> Where the sophists use paradoxical
arguments to vaunt their skills and titillate their audience, Socrates’ Palinode is like an inverted
imitation of these paradoxical display speeches.

Socrates then returns to the good lover and begins to detail an account of growing
wings. Here, having just rejected the sexual approach of the bad lover, we get one of the most
visceral and sexual passages of the whole speech: in recounting the re-emergence of wings
Socrates seems to be describing nothing so much as the flush of sexual arousal in its most
bestial form. The good lover sees the boy and is reminded of true Beauty. Socrates is quite

explicit in referring to physical beauty as the lover is aroused by the face or body of the boy

2 Cf. Rutherford (1995) 244. On paradoxical encomia in general see Pease (1926).
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(6tav 020188 mpdowmov 181 KéArog €0 peppnpévov fj Tvo 6dpotog idéav—-251a2-3). Then

we veer into the typical trope of being over-awed by a beloved: the lover trembles (§pp1&e) and
reveres (c€PBetar) the boy (251a4-5). Again Socrates fudges the experience of the philosopher
with a common lover trope, but this time he really goes to town. ‘Seeing him, he is gripped by
a sweaty, hot flush’ (petafoln e kai 10pdG kai Beppotne andng Lappaver—251a7-b2) like a
character in one of Sappho’s poems.?* The lover runs hot (§0gpuévOn) as the vision of beauty
makes his plumage force its way through his skin (251b2-3), the shaft throbbing and driving
itself forward (ncé 1€ kai Gpunce—251b5-6). The sexual inuendo is palpable.”> Somehow
Socrates has found a way to describe the onset of philosophy as though it were the swell of an
erection. Such detail is difficult to overlook, not least in a speech that explicitly rejects the

carnal side of love.

% Pender (2007) has a thorough discussion of Plato’s use of lyric motifs in the Phaedrus. For
instance, she shows how the lush setting of dialogue recalls those idyllic meadows that foreshadow a
seduction (3-8); how the connection between horses and erotic scenes is common in lyric poetry (23-
4); and the various ways love poems make use of wings (30). The pleasure and pain of growing wings
is discussed in reference to Sappho 31 and other poets on 38-42. Pender considers the passage under
discussion ‘the strongest verbal allusion to Sappho’ in the dialogue.

3 For ‘shaft’ (kavldc,) meaning “‘penis’ see LSJ (AIII). Note also that the language of bodily fluids
melting through the eye is associated with sexual arousal as noted by Burger (1980) 60-1, citing Onians
(1951) 202-3. Socrates had said that the lover receives the ‘effluence’ of beauty through the eye
(0e&apevoc...o10 v opudtov) and turning hot melts the wing-openings (Oeppaviévrog 8¢ Etdxm ta
nepl TV Ekdpvoty). In the Homeric Hymn 7o Pan (19.33) the god is afflicted with ‘liquid longing’ (w600¢
VYpOG). In Euripides’ Hippolytus at 525-33 Eros is said to assault those he afflicts by pouring sweet
desire through the eyes ("Epwg, 0 xat’ dppdtov otalmv mobov). See Pender (2007) 39 for further

references to lyric poets.
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6D - Pleasure and Pain (251c5-252c2): In this section Socrates gets to work on the distracted
lover theme: through some confused and confusing mixture of pleasure and pain the lover is
driven crazy. It appears that seeing the beautiful boy recalls true Beauty, which in turns causes
the wings to grow. This causes pain, as the previous section explained, but paradoxically the
pain is also subdued by the vision of the boy. Now it is the absence of the boy that causes pain
as the feathers are impeded and painfully try to emerge. The all-important recollection of
Beauty drops out of the discussion: the lover is now obsessed with the boy per se; he thinks
about and recalls, not the form of Beauty, but the beauty of the boy to ease the pain of being
absent from him (251d6-7). From here it is easy for Socrates to tap into the besotted lover
theme. Our philosopher is a contorted mess of pleasure and pain who cares only for the
beautiful boy; he doesn’t eat, he doesn’t sleep and so on (e.g. 251d7-251e3). All of this is
apparently to be sharply contrasted with the sexual desire of the bad lover. And yet the sharpest
twist of the knife is still to come. Socrates claims that this is ‘what men call eros’ and he even
brandishes some lines of verse which prove that the gods call it [Ttépw¢ (Winged-eros), as if
his strange doctrine of philosophical love is part of traditional lore. It is said to be quite
outrageous (VPprotikov mavv) and liable to make the youngsters laugh that the gods call Eras
Pterds in light of his need for wings (dud wtepo@vTOp’ Avayknv). As William Arrowsmith
argues, this must be trading off a slang usage whereby ‘winged’ referred to an erect penis, or
one that had ‘risen’ so to speak. Though this connection is lacking in textual corroboration (as

we might expect from a colloquial term), there is sufficient visual evidence in the form of
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winged penises.?® Thus the lofty ascent into the ethereal realm of beatific wisdom is apparently
like getting an erection.

One thing that can be taken away from all this confusion is that the text itself seems to
possess the power to confuse even while (one assumes) it is the only thing that could redress
our confusion. It is just like the beautiful boy, the presence of whom first awakens our painful
longing but whose subsequent absence is also a cause of pain. Socrates linked such intellectual
confusion with maddening pain at 250a5-bl (my 6A above) and I suggest that we understand
this along the usual lines of aporia or realising one’s ignorance. To anticipate, it is a special
sort of ‘beauty’ that induces knowledge, one that makes you aware of some deeper reality you
are ignorant of. The nonsensical claim that beautiful boys induce wisdom has the power to

produce this effect and more generally the Palinode is the prime example of this ‘beauty.’

6F - Various Types of Lovers (252¢3-253¢c6): I have grouped together a long stretch of text
here. The present section is much less sexual and tends to link up more closely with the
mythical account of the heavens, especially the procession of the gods. The lover appears much
more dignified here and Socrates reasonably (or inevitably) draws on the pedagogical aspects

of eros. Various types of lovers are distinguished based on which god they followed in their

% For discussion see Arrowsmith (1973) 136 and 164-7; he has pictures on 132, 153. See further
Scully (2003) 32-3 nn. 77 and 79, who also has some pictures on 106. The winged phallus is part of a
more general Greek (and Roman) phallic symbolism; on which see Johns (1982) 68-70. Though these
need not always be sexual in nature they certainly can be, not least in association with supposedly sexual
animals like birds. Note further the slang use of ‘sparrow’ (ctpovbdc, passer) to mean penis. Others
have remarked that the sexual and especially phallic nature of the language here: Lebeck (1972) 273
n.15; Burger (1980) 61-2, who also notes the tension between carnal sex and psychic wings. Griswold

(1996) 268 n. 59 remarks the eroticism and cautiously endorses Arrowsmith.
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prenatal life with emphasis given to the philosophical ones, the followers of Zeus. This raises

the awkward question of how a non-philosophical lover fits into the picture.

7 - The Love Story
Here we enter the final phase of the speech (notwithstanding the closing prayer). Socrates
returns to the chariot image and starts putting it to serious use. Hitherto he has made limited
use of the tripartite nature of the soul to explain the fall from heaven; now he will avail himself
of the difference between the three parts of the soul. In one sense this tends to repeat much of
the preceding; we are still dealing with the ascent to philosophy via images of beauty. But in

another sense, it is totally different.

74 - The Chariot (253c7-e5): This passage re-introduces the image and explains the difference
between the two horses. The white horse is of course marked by self-control, paradoxically, as
a lover of modesty (T|ufic €pacTtig pHeTd cOPPocHVNC T€ Kol aidodc—253d6). It is responsive

and obedient while the black horse is difficult and deaf.

7B - The First Encounter (253e-254b3): As we expect the first encounter involves seeing the
beauty of the boy and wanting to have sex with him. It is the charioteer who sets the process
off by his desire. He sees the boy (6 nvioyxog idmv 10 épmtikov dupa) and the whole soul is
heated and tickled with the goad of desire (m60ov kévipwv); the good horse is ashamed (aidol
Bralopevog) and holds his desire in check; the bad horse is not so inclined and struggles against
the charioteer. Sexual desire is unambiguously the impetus of this soon-to-be philosophical

dalliance.
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7C - The Courtship (254b3-255a): Bizarrely it is by yielding to the black horse that the soul
consents to approach the boy and only then does the boy’s beauty cause the charioteer to
recollect true Beauty as it appeared in the heavens—next to sophrosuné (254b3-7). The rest of
the passage is given over to the violent clash between the black horse and the other two parts
of the soul. Ultimately, the black horse is beaten into submission so that the soul can finally
enjoy the beauty of the boy in peace. The desire for sex starts us on the path to philosophy, but
sophrosuné plays an essential role in the ‘consummation’ of this endeavour. The sensitive
reader, like the white horse, should find it quite disquieting if not shameful that seeing an object

of sexual desire evokes the recollection of Beauty.?’

7D - The Beloved (255a1-d6): Here Socrates turns to the beloved and the various benefits that
will accrue to him. This is directly related to the professed aim of the speech, to celebrate the
lover. The big surprise here is that the eromenos also catches some of the lover’s love: that is,
he somehow sees his own beauty reflected in the lover and is moved by a so-called ‘counter-
love,” avtépmg (255¢4-d3).2® The boy’s desire is sexual in nature, but he struggles to identify
it (255e1-3). The general pattern of like engendering like seems thematic: in direct contrast to
the traditional relationship between lover and beloved, we have a relationship whereby the one

engenders another just like himself. We also see this where Lysias wowed Phaedrus with his

27 Some examples of feeling shame at logoi can be found at 243b3-6 and 245¢5-e4.

8 On the ‘counter-lover’ of the beloved see Calame (1992) 189-90 and Halperin (1986) 60-8 who
discusses how this differs from existing social mores. He also remarks that Socrates tends to produce
this effect on other people: ‘For Socrates arouses in the beautiful youths whom he pursues a measure
of desire equal to his own; as Alcibiades ruefully testifies (Symposium 217¢c, 222b), Socrates awakens

in them an erotic response so powerful that they pursue him as if he were a boy’ (68).
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speech on the non-lover, only for Phaedrus to take this speech and try to use it on Socrates.
That is, Lysias turned Phaedrus into another ‘Lysias.” And again, Socrates’ longing for beauty
issued in a beautiful speech (250¢5-6; cf. Smp. 206¢). Thus beauty begets beauty. In a similar
way, then, the philosophical lover turns his beloved into yet another lover (255c4-d3).%” And
let me propose another instance: Plato or his Socrates can turn us into philosophers like them

inasmuch as the Palinode can turn us into philosophical lovers.

7E - The Ending (255e4-256¢e2): Here Socrates brings his love story to a close. There are two
potential outcomes for the couple, a better and a worse one. In the worse one they yield to
sexual desire and accordingly lose some of the benefits that might otherwise accrue to them.>°
Throughout, the theme of self-control is prominent: when the boy resits sexual urges, he is said
to do so with modesty and reason (pet’ aidodg koi Adyov dvtiteiver—256a5-6) and the happy
couple are masters of themselves (€ykpateic adtdv kol kKOGt dvtec—256b1-2). At one point
Socrates even has the chutzpah to say that when the good couple regain their wings in death,

‘there is no greater good that either human sophrosuné or divine mania can offer a man’

? Phaedrus himself is like the beloved who catches the lover’s erds in that both are vicariously
catching the ‘sickness’ that is inspired by their own beauty: the lover, seeing beauty, is filled with love
and the beautiful boy, seeing this love which he has inspired, gets a share of it; Socrates, inspired by
Phaedrus, gives him a speech that (presumably) engenders love in Aim. Cf. Burger (1980) 63, ‘The same
circularity which the lover actively performs in choosing a god after his own nature and then imitating
that god in his behaviour, is applied passively to the beloved, who is chosen for his likeness to the god
and then led to develop as far as possible into that “practice and form™ (235b).’

3% On the sticky questions of how much or little carnal pleasure the philosophical lover may enjoy
and whether one can only love young boys see Price (1989) 89-92. These issues do not arise for my

interpretation; they are part of the ridiculous exterior of the speech.
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(256b3-7).3! There can be no question then that ‘mania’ has a drastically changed meaning.
We might compare this with the start of the speech where it was said that ‘god-sent mania is
finer than human sophrosuné’ (244d4-5). Note also that Socrates has reverted to the original

idea that wings only come in the afterlife (see also 256d4).

8 - The Epilogue (256e3-257a2): Socrates rounds off the love story by driving home the point
that, clearly, the love of a lover is a true blessing. Conversely the love of the non-lover is
‘diluted with human séphrosuné’ (codpocivn Ovnri] kexpapévn—256e5). Self-control has
switched back to being a bad thing. Any yet in the prayer that closes the speech Socrates urges
Eros to turn Lysias towards philosophy so that he may devote himself to love through
philosophical discussion (GAL’ anA®dS Tpog "Epmta petd prrocddwv Loywv tov Plov motftor—

257b5-6).

111
GOOD AND BAD LOVERS

My main concern in this chapter is to elucidate how the Palinode functions as a paradigmatic
example of philosophical literature which trains the mind of the reader. Before coming directly
to this, I shall take a moment to explain how the speech accounts for and responds to two
different type of readers: on the one hand we can see how Socrates attempts to turn Phaedrus,
and Phaedrus-like readers, towards philosophy via their love of superficial beauty; on the other

hand there is a deeper meaning reserved for the more philosophical reading audience. The

31 Griswold (1996) 75 understandably appeals to an implied concept of ‘divine sophrosuné (see
further 132-6). Pender (2007) speaks of a ‘new understanding of” and a ‘redefinition of self-control’
(46) that requires mania (52). For my part [ would emphasise that the ‘madness’ or ‘erds’ that informs

this new sophrosuné has been radically revised.



193

philosophical lover in the speech can be understood not just as an ideal for Phaedrus to follow,

but in a way he also gives us an image of how one should react to the speech itself.

The Paragogic Irony of the Palinode
Consider for a moment how the bad desire of the black horse leads the chariot towards the boy
and thus functions as an antecedent cause of the soul’s recollection. The important role
assigned to the black horse is something like our paragogic irony. A bad habit is co-opted and
turned against itself. For the simple truth is that the desire for sex is really not a suitable
antecedent for philosophy on Plato’s view. It is a hinderance. The philosopher needs to
transcend such animalistic urges and obviously yielding to a desire will only strengthen it. The
image of the chariot reflects a soul that is already afflicted by base desires (like Phaedrus’) but
somehow transitions to a state of self-control through its baser urges. We should be quite
familiar with this sort of thing by now. Socrates’ ability to move ‘with the grain’ of base urges
even while he overturns them has been a key theme of this study.

It should be obvious that the Palinode is tailor-made for Phaedrus.>? He has an interest
in eros and he knows how to appreciate a beautiful boy, but above all else he loves speeches.
He’s mad for them. And the Palinode is nothing if not a magnificent piece of oratory, as
Phaedrus well knows (see 257c1-3, 265c4). Socrates makes the ascent towards philosophy
seem like falling in love. This is something that Phaedrus can relate to, something he thinks is

good and, inasmuch as it induces intoxicating mania, is remarkably similar to the way he

32 Many have noticed that Socrates adapts the speech to Phaedrus’ predilections. E.g.: Thompson
(1868) 163; Yunis (1996) 193, who claims ‘Phaedrus is transformed from a connoisseur of rhetorical
pleasure into a student of philosophy’ (see also 6-7); and especially Moss (2012) 9-12, who argues that
Socrates poses as a ‘Lysias’ to win Phaedrus over to philosophy and (on 19-23) that Socrates appeals

to Phaedrus’ penchant for beautiful rhetoric in the manner of psychagogeé.
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already feels about speeches. In this way the Palinode makes philosophy appeal to him all the
more and this should effectively lead him away from the superficial beauty of rhetoric in search
of true, internal beauty. We can also trace an analogous treatment of sexual love. True love is
distinguished from the bad love which only aims at sex, and even then the good lover comes
in better and worse varieties depending on whether they have no sex or maybe just a little. By
this mechanism the account of love appeals to the erotically inclined only to seduce them away
from their carnal preoccupation.

Later in the dialogue Socrates will end up putting a great deal of emphasis on
psychagogia.®® As he explains, the art of rhetoric is a kind of soul leading through logoi
(yuyayoyio tig S Aoywv—261a7-8), one that knows how to affect different types of people
so as to produce conviction in their respective souls (271a1-272b2). In the context of the
Palinode this can be connected with a passage I mentioned earlier: Socrates says that the artful
orator will exploit similarities to persuade his audience. More exactly, the artful speaker will
be able to make something seem like its opposite (262b5-8) without the audience noticing the
sleight of hand (262a5-5-7). This idea conveniently accommodates the way erotic madness is
made to resemble its opposite, chaste philosophy. A conspicuous example of this is the sensual
description of feathers thrusting their way forth from the soul. Philosophy, Socrates seems to

say, is just like sex, but even sexier.

33 On psychagogia Asmis (1986) 155 says that term suggests beguilement. She notes that it could
refer to calling souls up from death and that in the Timaeus (at 71a) it refers to ‘beguiling the desiring
part of the soul via images’ (156); but ultimately she argues that Plato veers away from deception in
developing an art of genuine rhetoric. I do not think that deception (of some sort) and pedagogy are
mutually exclusive for Plato. It is also worth recalling that dywyn can refer to a love spell (see LSJ 1

8b).
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To make this transaction work, Phaedrus is put in the position of the lover/philosopher
gazing over a beautiful boy. He and readers like him identify themselves with the philosophical
lover. However, the speech also works in the other direction. Phaedrus is constantly (if
ambiguously) hailed as a ‘beautiful boy’ to whom all three speeches are addressed, like a
beloved being wooed by the speaker>* and he is said to be the cause of the speeches (238d5).
Indeed, few could match his divine ability to inspire speeches in others (242a7-b5, cf. 243d8-
€2).% But not only does Socrates produce the speech for Phaedrus’ pleasure, not only does he
attribute the speech to Phaedrus’ inspiration, but in the context of the speech Phaedrus will hear
of the all-important role that beautiful boys play in inspiring the lover-cum-philosopher. In
both the occasion and the context of the Palinode Phaedrus gua beautiful boy comes off as
some sort of font of beauty. In sum, then, the Palinode offers a two-pronged attack: one for the
lover in Phaedrus and one for the beautiful beloved in him. As a lover his love is channelled
towards a more productive and philosophical end; as a beloved he is encouraged to attach
himself to a philosophical lover. One, we may assume, more like Socrates than like Lysias.

In this connection we might recall the strange ‘counter-lover’ (discussed above in 7D)
by which the beloved himself becomes a lover. This implies a degree of fluidity between the

roles of beloved and lover. At the level of the more sophisticated reader we can see how this

3 See 243e4-8, 252b2 and 256e3. 237b in Socrates’ first speech is probably the most explicit and
informative, and it also signals that Phaedrus was the ‘beloved’ to Lysias’ speech.

3> Some claim Phaedrus cannot be a beloved because he is too young: see Asmis (1986) 166 n. 15
for a bibliography and more recently see Yunis (2005) 123 n. 14. This misses the point. That Phaedrus
can be understood as the lover to either Socrates or Lysis is clearly signalled by the text and need not
be taken literally. Nor does it preclude him playing other roles as well. Indeed, role reversals of this sort
seem to be de rigueur in Plato. The obvious example concerns the way Socrates and Phaedrus take it in

turns to play the coquet (see 228 and 236b5-¢8; cf. Lebeck 1972, 280-3).
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‘counter-love’ applies to Phaedrus. Although he is consistently signalled as the beloved to
whom the speeches are addressed, at the same time the Palinode is clearly meant to engender

in him a new sense of ‘erotic’ longing.

Philosophical Readers
As I have stressed, we can connect love of beautiful boys with love of beautiful /ogoi. A
correlate of this is that the superficial love for the pleasure afforded by speeches matches the
superficial desire of the bad lover. Thus we may say that the ‘black-horse response’ to logoi is
exhibited by Phaedrus, who is beside himself with ecstasy over Lysias’ speech. This, in turn,
recalls one of Socrates’ criticisms of the written word, namely writing does not help us cultivate
knowledge from ‘inside’ but only gives the illusion of knowledge (275a2-b2). A clear example
of this superficial love, then, is how Phaedrus, enamoured with Lysias’ speech, tries to
memorise the thing word for word, with no real interest in whether it says the truth.*® For
consider the terms of Socrates’ critique as he presents them (via Thamus) in the Egyptian story
(275a6-b2): writing gives students ‘the appearance of wisdom, not the truth.” These students
‘learn much without being taught.” Although these remarks have a context of their own, it is
easy enough to match them up with Phaedrus aping the beautiful ‘wisdom’ of Lysias by simply
imbibing his speech, word for word. Socrates appeals to this desire for beautiful speeches and
co-opts it towards philosophy and inner beauty. He does this, as I argued in the chapter on
paragogic irony, by persuading Phaedrus that one must pursue philosophical study to become

a good orator. On the other hand, the deeper message of the Palinode (namely, the one that

3¢ Nightingale (1995) 136 notes that ‘Phaedrus has a penchant for repeating what people say.” She
lists a number of examples and discusses them in the context of ‘Phaedrus’ reliance on the opinions and

statements of others’ (137).
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realises that beautiful boys are only a surrogate for philosophical logoi) will not be readily
apparent to such superficial readers. This leads us to the philosophical reader who does not
fawn over appearances. This sort of reader is willing to acknowledge their ignorance and do
the intellectual leg work.>’

We have seen time and again how Plato avails himself of the seductive power of irony
to tantalise us and draw us in, to make us think things through ourselves. The charioteer of the
soul must come of his own accord, he must be ‘moved from within’ as it were. In point of fact,
the ability of words to instil a sense of longing is the basic sense of the Aristophanic line in the
epigraph. Clearly there is some ambivalence here as to whether we are motived by something
internal or something external. It is probably better to think of eros as an external force that
(violently) infiltrates the soul without your consent; at the same time, we can detect a sense in
which the self-moving soul, by seeing something as desirable, is motivated from within. This
latter sense is particularly relevant to the soul-leading art of rhetoric. As I will argue the
Palinode not only attempts to do this to the charioteer of our soul, the intellect, but also
thematises the technique itself.

We are told that the lover has a memory of Beauty and that this is awakened by seeing
the likeness of Beauty in a boy. This, I submit, parallels our interaction with the Palinode,
which is to say the Palinode is a ‘beautiful reminder.” To hear philosophy praised as erotic and
sexual or as a kind of irrational madness—a sexless eroticism and a self-controlled madness—
should probably not induce sexual arousal so much as it evokes your curiosity and creates

aporia. From the account of beautiful boys we ‘recollect’ an account of beautiful /ogoi. From

371t is possible to connect this up with the account of ‘misology’ in Phaedo 88c1-91c5 inasmuch as
this highlights the detrimental effects that philosophy can have on certain people. Namely, those who
are ‘unskilled in argument’ can be led to think that the truth does not exist by overexposure to

philosophy.
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the discussion of love we ‘recollect’ an account of philosophy. The ‘beauty’ that can effect this
is a new kind of beauty. It may well be that beauty is ‘more visible’ than justice or self-control
or the others, but it is hard to believe that the mere sight of a beauty can whisk one away to the
intelligible realm. On my view Plato means something quite different by ‘beauty’ here. Indeed,
the gap between normal beauty and philosophical ‘beauty’ is itself an example of philosophical
beauty. While normal beauty, if anything, chains one to the physical world, Platonic beauty
forces you to reject the surface meaning and makes you seek out a hidden reality behind it. I
submit that the word ‘beauty’ in this context does not what it usually means, so we have to dig
deeper. Similarly, Socrates’ beautiful speech is designed so that the thoughtful reader simply
cannot take it at face value. The speech forces us to dig a little deeper and tantalises us because
its superficial meaning is inadequate and one cannot resist the suspicion that there is more to it
than meets the eye. Those who respond to the speech in this way are philosophical ‘lovers’ as

opposed to superficial lovers.

In what remains of this chapter I shall try to lead the reader through one way the speech makes
us recollect. Here is an overview of how the technique works. By presenting philosophy as
erotic madness Plato can (a) appeal to and respond to superficial readers in a cunning and
constructive way while also (b) writing for philosophical readers in a correspondingly
appropriate way. For the philosophical readers it becomes particularly noteworthy that Plato
discusses philosophy at one remove. By leaving the message latent he not only conceals it from
the superficial reader, but he requires the philosophical reader to dig through and find it by
their own lights. The superficial meaning is hard to take seriously, so we are aroused to uncover
the real meaning we sense beneath the surface. That is, it makes us actively engage with the
text. A second reason why Plato presents his account at one remove is that it engages the

intellect. Having to unpack the imagery and move from one level of meaning to another can
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only be achieved by the mind, the faculty that trades in logoi. We have already encountered
this idea in reference to ‘summoning the intellect’ in the Republic where the intellect was
required to overcome contradictory sense perceptions. Where a finger seems both tall and short,
we deploy the mind to separate out tallness or shortness (Rep. 523e3-524d5). In addition to
this, there is the Eleatic Stranger’s account of paradeigmata in the Statesman (277d1-278e10)
where he explains how analogies use familiar ideas to explain more difficult ones. Say, for
example, how the city might be considered a ‘more visible’ analogue of the soul. The Stranger
is careful to stress that this procedure involves the recognition that the familiar and the difficult
share a single nature (see 278a8-c6). As Elizabeth Pender (2000) 53-6 notes, this common

element is intelligible, not sensible.*®

v
GROWING WINGS AND RECOLLECTING

Unlike its sexual counterpart, philosophical eras is good. This good eras might also be glossed
as growing wings. Or again, we might unpack philosophical erds or growing wings as
recollecting true Beauty after seeing a beautiful boy. If we stop to digest this, it becomes
apparent that Socrates’ presentation is more than a little convoluted, yet this erotic-madness-
cum-winged-recollection is central to the Palinode. It describes how we ascend to philosophy,
and this is what Plato’s dialogues fundamentally endeavour to facilitate. It is rather striking

then how little Socrates has to say about it in clear, concrete terms. As he would have it, when

3% Another, rather intriguing, connection is explored by Moss (2008) who argues that the non-rational
parts of the soul in the Republic are apt to confuse images with reality while only the rational part
understands images as images. For example in Book 10’s critique of poetry we read that the thoughtless
part of the soul ‘doesn’t distinguish greater things from lesser, but thinks that the same things are at one

time large and another time small,” as Moss translates 605b-c (45; see further 7i. 70d-71Db).
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the right sort of soul encounters a beautiful boy, if it has the sophrosuné to resist the powerful
urge to fornicate, then it somehow comes into a vision of the Beautiful. Worse still, the
keystone metaphor of growing wings seems to be confusingly applied to both prenatal life and
embodied life (not to mention its application, now to the whole soul, now the charioteer, now
the memory of the charioteer). This should make us stop and think. And in so doing, I argue,
we begin to form our winged recollection. Socrates’ imagery is deliberately confusing and
conflicted. Its purpose is to evoke our desire to know and understand. That is to say, the
discombobulating effects of Socrates’ imagery leads us to our own special example of
philosophical eras. To illustrate the type of mental activity I believe the Palinode is supposed
to encourage [ will go through fives passages which elaborate the theme of knowing in various
guises. As I hope to show by (somewhat artificially) isolating these passages, the Palinode
furnishes us with an object lesson in epistemology. I hasten to add, however, that ‘recollection’
in the pregnant sense I am here proposing is more than just careful analysis. It involves, among

other things, an ontological shift from the corporeal to the incorporeal.

Passage 1: 246d5-e4
Passage 1 opens the mythical account of our prenatal existence by addressing the nature of our

wings.

By their nature the purpose of wings is to carry heavy things aloft, rising to where the
race of gods dwell; of all things concerning the body they somehow take the greatest
share of the divine—the divine being beautiful, wise, good and everything of that
sort. The wings of the soul are nourished and fortified by just such things, but by the

ugly and the evil and the opposite of the former they are diminished and destroyed.
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The basic idea here is that wings represent the most divine part of a mortal. If down is mortal
and up is divine, wings raise heavy things upward (népvkev 1) trepod dOvapig to uppieg dyswv
dvw). Three pairs of antonyms are grouped together: up versus down (that is, the heavens versus
the lower regions); gods versus men; and the beautiful, wise and good versus the ugly or base.
For while good things nourish the wings, ugly things make them shrink. Wings are then broadly
associated with our divine side, by which we are granted access to knowledge. Beauty, kalon,
is rather cunningly included in this context more in its moral aspect meaning noble. Yet the
sense of superficial beauty cannot be cast off even though Socrates is quite plainly denouncing

the body.

Passage 2: 249b1-249d3
Passage 2 drives the mythical account to its crescendo, namely the fourth type of madness.
Socrates has just explained (at 248e5-249b1) that most embodied souls don’t regrow wings for
10,000 years, but that philosophers can do it in 3,000. Now he turns to the requirements needed

for a soul to come into a Auman life.

[1] Both the better and the worse souls come to the choosing and allotment of their
second life when a thousand years have elapsed and each chooses as they wish. From
here a human soul goes into the life of a beast or someone who once was human
comes from a beast back into a human. [2] But a soul that’s never seen the truth cannot
come into this shape here on earth. The reason for this is that a human must be able
to comprehend speech through forms [kat’ €1d0c] that bring together many sensible
things into a unit via the intellect. This is the recollection of those things the soul saw
while accompanying the gods, disdaining those things we now call real and peering

up at what truly is. [3] And that is why only the philosopher’s mind is apt to grow
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wings; through his memory he always remains as close as possible to those very
things that make even the gods godly.>* [4] Thus only the man who uses such
reminders correctly, constantly in consummate consummation of his mystic initiation,
is truly complete [téAeog]; aloof from human labours, drawing close to the divine, the

masses harass him for being out of his mind but fail to see that he is inspired by god.

To take human form any soul must have seen the forms and be able to ‘recollect’ them. As we
read in sentence 2, one must be able to abstract away from the many particulars to an intelligible
idea of some sort.*’ In this way we can understand how recollection involves moving from the

things that seem real, and shifting the mind to what is truly real (as per sentence 4).*! Socrates

3% A hard line to translate: mpd¢ yap éxeivoic del £oTv pvipm katd SHvapy, Tpdg oiomep HedC MV
0glog éotuv.

0 Here is the Greek: 3¢l yap dvOpomov cuvidvor Kat’ 100G AEYOUEVOV, &K TOAADY 10V aicOfcemy
€lg &v Aoyiopud cvvorpovuevov. I think the general sense of the syntax is sufficiently clear (which is not
to say its interpretation is straightforward), though there are difficulties involved. See Yunis (2011) 146
and Thompson (1868) 55. Yunis takes i6v with Aeyouevov (‘...discourse [which is] going from the
many...”) while Thompson changes it to idvta to match dvBpwmov (°...for a man going from...”).

1 On recollection see Kahn (2003) who builds on and corrects Scott (1995) 73-80. Scott is certainly
not wrong to stress that recollection is an achievement particular to philosophers, but Kahn’s view
accommodates this as well as the fact that ‘all human conceptual understanding’ implies some
acquaintance with forms (306). The difference being that ‘only philosophers reflect upon the similarity
between Form and sensibles, and hence only they explicitly recognize that the latter “fall short™” (309).
Ebert (1973) rejects a literal reading of recollection in the Meno and argues that it is employed
figuratively because it has the same structure as aporia: ‘recollection consists of two cognitive acts:

first, one has to realize that one has forgotten something, and then one can recollect what one has
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continues by linking memory up with growing wings: it is the mind of the philosopher that
grows wings (Lovn nrepodtal 1} Tod dprAocodov didvola) since his memory is always up among
the gods; for the philosopher is the one who ‘uses reminders’ of those divine things correctly.
The crucial idea here concerns an ontological leap from the physical to the intelligible. Since
we are mere mortals, we must approach epistemology from ‘in the cave’ as it were, and thus
we start in the sensible world and try to move beyond it (whereas the gods by contrast are
already up there). This basic mental transition is like being reminded of our prenatal experience
of the truth; or again, it is like growing wings and ascending to the heavenly realm of the forms.

Note that, since knowledge is located in a place, moving towards knowledge can be
described as some sort of movement, and since we used to live there it can also be described as
recollecting a past experience. In one sense, wings are associated with our prenatal existence
where we were close to knowledge; in another sense, recollection is the process by which we
come in contact with knowledge. Putting these two together we can see that to re-grow wings
in our embodied existences is much like recollecting the prior experience of our prenatal
disembodied existence. It becomes relevant here that, as mentioned previously, the role of
wings has been transformed. A few lines earlier wings only applied to our disembodied state,
now they (also) apply to our embodied state inasmuch as we begin to reclaim our former
‘loftiness.” Further, as Passage 2 rounds off Socrates links recollection to the distracted lover
trope. In sentence 4 the possessed individual forgets worldly concerns and is rebuked by his
fellows. Thus philosophy is assimilated to erotic madness. Socrates’ account of philosophy is
getting richer and denser but rather than adding clarity, the new details tend simply to add a

new layer of metaphor—which is not to suggest that the layers can be easily separated. Plato’s

forgotten’ (167-8). To my mind recollection makes far better sense as an interpretative model than a
fixed doctrine. This explains Plato’s selective deployment of the ‘theory’ as well as its absences in, say,

the Republic.
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uncanny ability to combine and link these themes together is breathtaking. Indeed, an extra
layer of imagery which Socrates adds in this passage involves initiation: the mortal who
recollects is perfect, ‘constantly in consummate consummation of his mystic initiation’
(teléovg del TeAETAG TEAOVUEVOG).

The account itself inspires ‘recollection’ in the reader by encouraging us to look past
the various scattered references to recollection and growing wings and to seek out the ‘reasoned
unity’ lurking behind them inasmuch as they all ultimately refer to a particular mode of thought

).*2 For none of Socrates’

(which is the very thing the Palinode tries to encourage in its readers
claims are simple statements of fact: they are figurative and simplified if not to say whimsical.
So let us take stock of our recollection so far: Socrates describes a mental act that crosses the
ontological divide and moves from the sensible to the intelligible. Above all, in sentence 2 we
learn the useful information that knowing involves forms which gather many sensibles beneath

them and that we must come to these primary entities from the wrong direction, via their

sensible reminders (as per sentence 4).

*2 Regarding the idea that the Palinode itself is supposed to occasion recollection I have found views
comparable to my own in the scholarship, but I believe my treatment to be largely original, especially
my attempts to show how the literary effects of the text are cashed in for philosophical benefit. Lebeck
(1972) 289-90 says the Palinode itself is supposed to occasion recollection, though she doesn’t seem to
develop the idea; Yunis (2005) 112 argues that the Palinode recreates the feeling of erotic desire (for
knowledge) in the auditor; Griswold (1996) 116-7 sees a movement throughout the Phaedrus toward
unity in the manner of recollection and almost connects the beauty of the text with the role of beauty in

the Palinode (117-8).
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Passage 3: 249d4-250b1
Passage 3 follows on immediately from the last and drives home the connection with the

distracted lover trope.

[1] Here then we come to the heart of the fourth kind of madness, which,** whenever
someone who sees beauty down here and recollects true Beauty, spreads his wings
and tries to flap up and away** but can’t, he peers upward like a bird and, neglecting
the things below, is accused of being mad—of all divine inspiration this one is the
best (aristos) and comes from the best both for the one who has it and the one involved
with it, and one whose eros for beautiful boys is aristos, partaking of this madness,
is called an erastés.*> [2] As mentioned, any human soul has by its nature already
seen the true beings or it wouldn’t have come into this life form; but it isn’t easy for
all to recollect those from the things here; not for the souls who saw those things too
briefly, nor those cursed to fall among bad company so they are turned towards
injustice, forgetting the sacred objects they once beheld. [3] However, a few remain
whose memory is sufficiently strong; and whenever they see some likeness of those
things, they are struck out of their senses and lose their minds, yet they don’t

recognise the experience because they lack the ability to discern it.

“ 1 try to capture the anacoluthon here.
# Brov...ntepdTai TE Kol AvamTeEpovIEVOC TPoBupovpevog avamtécOat. This is tough Greek to
translate. The wing-related terms tend be ambiguous between ‘flapping’ and ‘growing wings,” and they
can also carry the sense of ‘being excited.” Moreover, the texture of the language is quite remarkable.
¥ Eros + aristos = erastés. Yunis (2011) 148 perceptively picks up on the etymological word play;

I have accordingly taken liberties with the translation: TavTng petéyv g paviag 6 Epdv TOV KaADY

£pootng kaAeital (‘partaking of this madness the lover of beautiful [boys] is called an erastés’).
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When someone sees some earthly beauty and recollects the truth, he tries to ‘take wing’ but
can’t quite manage it and thus, held down by his mortal nature, he looks upward like a bird and
neglects the world below (8pvifog éiknv BAEr®V Gve, TV KaT® 6¢ dueddv). One might reply
that lovers don’t characteristically look up, but this is neither here nor there. With mania as a
fulcrum Plato manages to bring together erds, recollection and wings. The philosopher sees the
beauty of a boy—here is love, lust and arousal. This earthly beauty reminds him of true
Beauty—this is recollection. Using his wings—FEros’ trademark accessory—he tries to ‘ascend
to’ and recall the state of his prenatal life, but can’t. Although he has wings, they are not fully
formed. And all this drives him out of his mind according to the usual erotic trope. Thus he
ignores worldly concerns like a lover because he recollects true Beauty but can’t quite gain the
object of his affection. As Socrates explains, those lucky few who are capable of recollection
find it so disorienting and incomprehensible they are driven out of their minds (éxknAnttovton
Kol 0OKET™ €v anT@®v yiyvovtat). Naturally, we are dumbstruck with ignorance as we come into
knowledge, which is of course a variation on a typical Socratic theme. This heady mix of funny
and familiar, of commonplace and curious is impressive. But at the same time, it is, and is
supposed to be, confusing and confused. Socrates is moving further away from an objective
account of knowledge and focusing more on the subjective feeling of falling into, not love, but
knowledge. The disorienting effects described in sentence 3 should match the way the reader
feels. This is basically aporia, for which reason Socrates foregrounds the ignorance of the lover

(0 8" ot 10 WABOG Gryvoodat, d1d TO un ikavdg dtocddveshat).
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Passage 4: 251al-b7
There are two sections of the Palinode where Socrates dwells on falling in love. The first I
called ‘Growing Wings,” the second is ‘The Love Story.” Passage 4 opens the account of

Growing Wings.

[1] But when a recent initiate who saw much up there sees a godlike face or figure
that well exemplifies Beauty, at first he shivers [Epp1éc]*® and is overcome by the
dread and awe he felt before, then he reveres [c€Betat] the face like a god, and if he
didn’t fear being thought a complete maniac he would make sacrifices to the boy like
an idol or a god. [2] He looks at the boy and shivers and this naturally turns to a wave
of sweat and abnormal fever that grabs hold of him; and taking in through the eyes
the effluence of beauty he turns hot*” where the feathers naturally grow, and the heat
melts the joints that had closed over and held back any growth. As nourishment flows,
the shaft of the feathers swells and starts to grow from the roots beneath the surface

of the soul; for once the whole soul was feathered.

The good lover is called a ‘recent initiate’ (&ptiteAng). This distinguishes him from the bad
lover who was initiated a long time ago and who is not moved to recollect true beauty but loves
the boy himself and succumbs to his lust (see 250¢). In spite of that we are almost assaulted

with an account of being dumbstruck by beauty. No less interesting, Socrates seems to forget

% Socrates switches to the aorist (£ppi&e...OnAOev) to give these details a vivid, sharp quality. The
tendency is to gloss such things as gnomic (i.e. expressing general truths) which is fine so long as we
recall, with Goodwin’s Moods and Tenses (third revised edition) §30 that these ‘give a more vivid
statement of general truths.’

7 As per the previous note we are back to the aorist (¢0eppévOn, £tékm, dncé, Hpunoe).
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all about recollection in what follows. Beyond the passing mention of ‘initiation’ the key
themes here are growing wings and love in that the sight of a beautiful face or body leads to
the growth of wings. Mixed in with this is the extreme and violent process of growing wings,
which connects up with erotic madness. A number of details can be brought out. Firstly, we
are comfortably within the realm of traditional treatments of Love, that bittersweet, violent
delight. It is typical to cite parallels in Sappho and Anacreon and the like,*® so instead let me
mention the love spells that John Winkler (1990) astutely foregrounds. These detail the way a
lover wants the intended victim to be afflicted by love for himself. Yet the traumatic experience
directed at the beloved recalls the turbulent throes of the lover himself. Thus Winkler infers

that this is the externalisation of the lover’s experience. Here is an excerpt from 87:

The person to be affected by an agdgé [a love spell] is usually sleeping in her own
bed and what the agent wishes for her is an increasingly powerful feeling of
restlessness and inner torment so that she cannot sleep... ‘If she wants to sleep, put
thorn-filled leather whips underneath her and impale her temples with wooden spikes’
(XXXVI 142, 147-52%). The anxiety wished upon her is variously elaborated in
terms of physical and mental symptoms such as burning (‘burn her psyche with a
sleepless fire,” IV 2767), disorientation (‘make her dizzy, let her not know where she
1s,” LXI 15-6), and frenzy (‘let her be terrified, seeing phantoms, sleepless with lust

and affection for me,” VII 888-9).

8 E.g. Ferrari (1987) 154 and Nightingale (1995) 158. As mentioned in a previous note, Pender is
the authority here (2007) 37-46. She makes a strong case regarding Plato’s sympathy for poetry by
registering the extensive use of lyric themes in the dialogue (e.g. 10-14). See also Carson (1998) 148
for a spirited discussion.

* These references are to the Papyri Graecae Magicae.
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This violent physiology of love fits readily with what we find in passage 4.

A second detail to remark concerns the way Socrates twists into the description the
emergence of wings. This is rather elegant insofar as it builds on yet adapts traditional motifs.
It is essentially a fanciful aetiological story that accounts for the pain and turmoil of love. And
at the same time it serves to connect the whole contorted mess up to the philosophical
experience of flying into knowledge.

Finally we can observe how rich and dense the language is.*° It nods to the medical
writers yet maintains a deeply poetic aesthetic. As we read in the excellent essay of Anne

Lebeck (1972) 273:

The description of the growing wings (251a7-252) is in itself an aggregate of images.
Many of the words have multiple associations and some of them are onomatopoeic.
As a result they tease both mind and ear, and the passage produces that tickling

irritation which it so well describes.

I would add the perverse use of erotic imagery to the passage’s titillating effect. Aptly, the
language and the text become beautiful (after a fashion) just as Socrates really hones in on the
effects of seeing beauty. As I have stressed, seeing beauty really does not encourage the ascent
into philosophy; an object of sexual lust will not turn you away from the sensible world. This

only applies to certain beauties, in particular Plato’s dialogue.

%% Here is the Greek for sentence 2: 8s&dpevoc yop oD KEALOVS THV GTOpPOTV S8 TV OUUATOV
&0epudvon 1N 1 tod nrepod dvoig dpdetar, Oepuaviévrog 8¢ dtékm td mepl TV Exdvoty, 6 mahot V1o
oKANPOTNTOg GupUEpLKOTA Eipye ufy Prootavety, émppoeiong 88 tiig Tpodiic dGINcé te kol dpunoce

Ve amod TG Pilng 6 Tod TTEPOD KALADS V1O TV TO THS YuYTiG E180¢" THGA YA NV TO TAAKL TTEPOTY.
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Passage 5: 253e5-254c3
Passage 5, our final passage, is from the Love Story where Socrates goes over the experience
of seeing beauty yet one more time. Here it becomes almost self-evident that we are required
to compare and contrast the competing accounts of what is essentially the same transaction.
Though I shall not pause to dwell on it, a whole host of terms from the previous section reappear

in this one; in both cases the lover runs hot with sweat and so on.>!

[1] So when the charioteer who sees a lovely face [10 épotcov dupa] and inflames
the whole soul with the vision, is filled with the pricking goad of longing, the horse
obedient to him, compelled by shame as always, checks itself from jumping on the
beloved; but the other horse now has no regard for the goad or whip of the driver and
violently charges forward. It makes all sorts of trouble for its yokemate and driver,

compelling them to go and approach the boy and evoking the pleasures of sex. [2] To

> Many of the ‘linking’ terms between (a) the Love Story and (b) Growing Wings are not included
in my Passages, but here are some of the obvious ones. In (a) the soul is heated as it grows wings:
€0epudavn, Beppaviévtoc (251b1-3); just as in (b) the sight of the boy keats the soul: mdcav aicOnoet
dbepunvag v yoynv (253e5-6). The lover reveres (céBetar—251a5) the boy’s face in (a) much as
he does in (b): idodca 6¢ £0e16¢ 1€ Kol cedbeion (245b7-8). And finally, in (a) the lover is gripped by
sweat and fever: idpag kal Oeppotng andng AapPaver (251b1); just as in (b) he is drench in sweat: 1dp@dTL
naocav EPpeEe TV woynv (245¢4-5). Lebeck (1972) 277 says of the Love Story: ‘A particular kind of
interweaving connects this passage with that which it recalls, 251b-d7. The images of heat and tickling
which echo here were fully developed there (0epudtg, €0eppavin, Oepuavévrog, yapyariletar). The
image of the goad, on the other hand, which is fully developed here, was anticipated there [see 251d5-

6, 251e4-5].’
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begin with they resist the black horse, vexed at being coerced into something terrible
and lawless, but eventually, seeing no end to this evil, they are all but dragged forward
submitting in defeat to the demand. So they approach? him and see the vison of the
darling boy shine forth. [3] And as the charioteer looks on, his memory is led back to
pure beauty and he sees it yet again set beside sophrosuné on its holy pedestal. He
looks on terrified and stumbles backwards in awe, only to pull back on the reins so
aggressively that both horses are set on their haunches; one willingly and without

resistance, the other violently and totally against its will.

The last three passages begin with a lover seeing beauty.>® Although the last two passages

easily link up with the myth at the start, this passage makes a more direct link by returning to

32 As with Passage 4 Plato shifts into the aorist here. Once the lover actually decides to approach the
boy, the tense shifts and makes the important part of the narrative more vivid: éyévovto kai €idov,
Nvéxon, eidev, £de10é te kol oedBsica and NvaykacOn. Thompson (1868) compares Phd. 73d5-8: ‘For
don’t you know that when lovers see the lyre or cloak or anything else their beloved is accustomed to
use, they experience this, they recognise [€yvmodv] the lyre and mentally grasp [EAafov] the form of
the boy whom the lyre belongs to?’

33 Seeing beauty plays a key role throughout, especially in the present section. Here are some
examples that bring the intratextual resonance to the fore: Passage 3 says 6tav 10 1]0€ T1g Op@dV KGAOC,
00 aAnBol¢ avappvnokopevog (‘whenever someone who sees beauty down here and recollects true
beauty’); Passage 4 says &tav 0£0£18&¢ TPOCOTOV 181 KAAAOG €D UELUNUEVOV T TVOL GOUOTOG 1d£0v
(‘when he sees a godlike face or figure that well exemplifies beauty’); Passage 5 says, 6tov & ovv 0
Nvioyog idwv 10 £poTikov duua, tdoav aictnost dabepurivoc v yoxnv (‘when the charioteer who
sees a lovely face and inflames the whole soul with the vision’). On erds and eyes see Pender (2007)
37. She notes an established tradition in lyric love poetry whereby ‘the eyes are the most significant

points of contact,” which Plato subsequently reshapes.
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the chariot of the soul. The main function of the chariot image is to describe the internal strife
that comes with our somatic taint (see 246b4, 247b3-6). The present passage clearly recalls
Passage 4 in its physiological detail—the charioteer heats the soul (6100epunvog) and is beset
by the ‘goads of passion’ (m66ov kévtpwv dmonAncOii)—but here we are more concerned with
psychology.

On the other hand, Socrates does not talk about wings in the present passage. Keeping
in mind that wings really make more sense on chariots than on a soul (thus 246a7) the absence
is noteworthy. Socrates is also much more explicit about the role of recollection here. When
the charioteer sees the boy his memory is carried to the form of Beauty (106vtog 6¢ tod 1vidyov
M Lvnun Tpog v 10d KaAAovg dpvotv véyxOn) and this memory, itself ‘seeing’ Beauty, is forced
back in shock (avémecev Omtier). Oddly enough it seems the memory of the charioteer is a little
winged chariot unto itself. This is a kind of fractal-like imagery that reproduces itself at a micro
level: by remembering the previous winged existence the soul grows (different?) wings. More
generally the focus of the whole passage is like a ‘zoomed in’ version of the previous account
in that it gives the internal machinations of the lover. And again, where the previous account
distinguished good from bad lovers, here we focus narrowly on the good lover only to find the
good/bad dichotomy reproduced within him. In both accounts the descriptive details tend to
supplant any explicit account of recollection or philosophy.

This ‘zooming in’ movement from the general to the specific, or towards a more
internal point of view, is broadly borne out by the whole series of passages we have

examined.>* First the philosophical lover is but one among many types of soul, then (in Passage

> Cf. Griswold (1996) 88 and Sinaiko (1965) 50 who claims, ‘Every subject discussed [in the myth]
is an aspect or subdivision of some previous topic, and thus each part of the myth is essentially an

elaboration of a portion or a previous part which has not been fully developed....The result is that at
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4) there are only good and bad lovers, and in Passage 5 everything but the good lover falls out
of the frame. Passages 1 and 2 operate at the most topical and philosophically informative level.
They give a general account of the nature of wings and recollection (respectively). Passage 3
forms a link between these passages and the detailed narratives we find in Passages 4 and 5.
That is, in Passage 3 Socrates discussed madness and internal turmoil on the one hand, and on
the other, he still had much to say about the necessary conditions for a soul to properly recollect.
And this, as we have seen, is progressively supplanted, first by a physiological account of

growing wings, and then a psychological account of what takes place in the lover’s soul.

Recollecting from the Palinode

There is a strong sense in which the Palinode can be disorienting and maddening, it plays coy
and eggs you on, yet by doing much of the explaining myself I have significantly reduced its
potency for the reader. That said, you should still have been privy to some of the maddening
effects inasmuch as my exposition required me to let the details emerge gradually. Indeed, the
reason | have felt it necessary to rely so heavily on guided summaries of the text is that the
experience produced by the speech is difficult to convey in any other way. Plato is masterful
in his ability to run together the various ideas in the Palinode and our main task involves
carefully untangling them and seeing how he has combined them.

The mental movement of divining an intelligible unity behind a disparate many is
important for an understanding of the Palinode because this is both the thing being described
alternately as flying or growing wings, recollecting or going mad from erds or being initiated

into mystery rites—this is both the thing being described and it is the tool required to uncover

every point the reader feels (though he may not consciously understand why) that the particular subject

under discussion is intimately concerned with what has already been said.’
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that very thing. As we saw in Passage 2 that movement from the many to the one is tied to
recollection, which in turn is tied to growing wings. This should make sense. Both recollection
and growing wings involve the transition from a beautiful boy to Beauty itself, that is the
ontological leap from a particular sensible to a general intelligible, from a token to a type. And
if we keep in mind that love of boys can recall love of logoi we start to see how the Palinode,
for the right reader, can slip into the role of a particular beauty that makes us recollect an
intelligible one.>

In Passage 1 wings are associated with knowing via the prenatal myth: earlier when we
were disembodied we flew in the proximity of knowledge. Passage 2 takes place later and
lower down (because earlier and higher are closer to the truth). Here the wings are transferred
to an embodied soul and thus knowing can be either the recollection of our previous
life/knowledge or growing wings; and since we are recollecting our previous winged existence
it is not clear that the two are all that different. But this carnival of ideas is not enough for Plato.
Passage 3 brings to the fore the theme of erotic madness. This is the coup de grdce. The two
most obvious points of contact in Passage 3 are the role of beauty and the attendant pain and
turmoil. These are respectively the cause and the effect of erds: beauty is what causes and sets
off recollection; the resultant turmoil is maddening. In sum, Passage 3 links (a) beauty with
recollection as well as (b) recollection with mania, and (c) both of these connections slipstream
in behind the established trope of going mad for beautiful boys. And yet he is not really talking
about love. The text cannot be taken at face value, so the truth must be somewhere behind the

superficial beauty of the logoi.

> Regarding the ‘soul guiding’ effect of the Palinode, Yunis (2005) 112-7 emphasises the way the
speech uses eros to lead the soul and produce desire in the audience. Cf. Moss (2012) and Rutherford

(1995) 257.
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Passage 4 turns deeper into depravity with a physiology of love. Visible beauty causes
wings to force their way out of the soul and the maddening effects of this are rendered in
excruciating detail. Passage 5 supplants or overlays the physiology with a psychology of love
and in its own way discloses the two responses to beauty, lust and recollection. These, in turn,
recall the two types of reader, the pleasure-seeking superficial reader (who are actually drawn
to beautiful boys and display speeches) and the philosophical reader.>® Here it becomes clear
that Socrates is describing the self-same process but in radically different ways. And this of the
utmost importance.

All of the five passages basically describe under many guises the mental movement
from the visible to the invisible. But Plato’s presentation is anything but clear. We go from one
crazy idea to the next. At one moment knowledge is erotic madness, at another sexual desire
proves to be self-control. His exposition is elusive, alluring and enticing. It goads you on and
slips through your fingers. But one can always sense that there is something there lurking
behind the beautiful cacophony. The attempt to figure it all out involves (a) the aporia of
recognising that there is more than meets the eye and (b) sifting through the varia to find the
‘one’ that stands behind the ‘many.’ Plato plays a complex game where one thing simply refers
to another; each item points us to a different item, not unlike recollection. While reading the
Palinode we are moved between flying, recollecting and madness and from painfully growing
wings to the internal struggle with the black horse. This act of referring—of alluding to
something else—exemplifies the true message of the speech. It may seem a hollow message at
first glance, but this methodological technique is all-important. It is not a piece of information

to be imbibed but is something we need to practice time and time again. Basically, it is the skill

%% The pleasure seeking reader will take Socrates’ account of beautiful boys serioulsy while the

philosophical reader will not.
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of divining the one behind the many and it lies at the heart of Plato’s epistemology.>’ In a word,
if the mind were an engine it would run hot unpacking the imagery of the Palinode—that’s
what’s so ‘maddening’ about it—and this brain-work is not only the intended effect of the
imagery it is also the thing being described. By digging beneath the nonsensical exterior of the

Palinode we ascend into the intelligible and as such the text is an object lesson in epistemology.

The Palinode essentially provides an account of philosophical literature and as such it also
exhibits the quality it describes. Plato presents his paradigmatic account of philosophical
literature at one remove in that he discusses philosophy via the lens of erotic madness. This
allows him to encourage willing participation and to keep out the unwilling: since the true
meaning is not on the surface, only those who go looking can find the true message. Further,
the message is put in a place that one can only access with the mind. As I have tried to show
the space between the two levels is handsomely exploited by ironic symbolism: self-control is
sexual lust; the harmful superficial beauty that strikes the eye and the ear is conflated with the
true uplifting beauty that takes you away from the sense world; the sweaty flush of an erection
is the rise of philosophical insight; and Eros—who steals away your wits and forces you to act
against your will—now describes the way /ogoi moves you ‘from within’ by acting not on the

loins but on the mind.>®

> This is not the place to pursue the issue here but diving an intelligible unity might be involved in
any or all of the following: illustrative analogies, arguments from analogy (like the Socratic epagogeé),
positing forms, the method of collection, ascending the Ladder of Love, moving up the chain of forms
to the form of the Good and interpreting a Platonic dialogue.

3% Even though the reader needs to participate willingly and of their own accord, this willingness is

nevertheless encouraged from without by a beautiful /ogos which instils a sense of longing in you. On
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If the foregoing is correct, we can begin to see how reading a dialogue is analogous to
what philosophers need to do in the real world. The ‘surface layer’ of the manifest world is not
the true reality and we must penetrate to the intelligible forms behind it. The Palinode provides
mental exercises to train us in this fundamental philosophical skill. We are then, by this
hypothesis, to look on the world as we would a Platonic text: bring out the paradoxes and
contradictions of the surface layer and find the ‘elements’ lurking in the background. The text
is like the world, but it has been curated to encourage us in the right direction with so many

hints and clues. This is philosophy with training wheels.

the interplay of the passive and the active, being afflicted and actively pursuing your quarry, cf. Pender
(2007) 47-8, Ferrari (1987) 155-6 and Nightingale (1995) throughout Chapter 4. I suspect that the
desires of the intellect can be presented in both an active or passive way depending on whether one
emphasises the desire or the intellect. In the context of aporia and learning, it is important to stress the

active role of good students in contradistinction to the unwillingness of bad students.
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CONCLUSION

There is a crack—a crack—in everything
That’s how the light gets in

—Leonard Cohen

The scope of this study. Beyond the particular readings I have offered, beyond the ‘types’ of
irony [ have carved out, I am anxious to impress upon the reader the prevalence and importance
of irony in general as a literary and pedagogical technique in Plato. While it goes without saying
that I have left many ironical stones unturned, my hope is that I have made a substantial
contribution to both the basic issue of how to approach Plato’s irony and to some of the ironies
that Plato wields. In its broad strokes I believe this study is the first of its kind. This need not
be a boast. On the contrary. Although it is quite liberating to treat an issue in Plato not buried
under mountains of scholarship, there are significant hazards surrounding a virgin topic.
Without the safety net afforded by one’s peers it is all too easy to overlook the obvious or to
overplay one’s hand. That said, I do not think I could have remedied these problems by
narrowing the scope and concentrating all my efforts on particular passages or some particular
‘type’ of irony in Plato. Not only do my particular interpretations draw much of their strength
through the cumulative force of their neighbours, but in fact the bigger picture is arguably the
more important idea here. Had I been more fastidious and slow-moving, I risked obscuring the
bigger picture; but if I had lingered at the level of generalities, my conclusions would have

rung hollow.

Burdens and Boons. Plato and Socrates, as I have mentioned, confront the obstacles before

them and turn them to their advantage. Faced with the arrogant unwillingness of people like
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Euthyphro, Socrates applies his trademark irony which feeds off their alazoneia even while it
pacifies it. Simmias and Cebes, though willing participants, are still attached to bodily
existence; so for them Socrates prescribes an antidote that exploits this very somatic attachment
and explodes it from the inside. The ultimate obstacle however concerns the ‘dumb’ written
word which always says the same thing. This is an affront to Plato’s view of education. And
yet, the Palinode uses just this repeatability to create a text that can respond to the reader in a
philosophically efficacious way. No doubt it is better to teach people in person, but there are
clearly advantages to the written word. Most notably, it can carry its message far and wide, to

a whole different world thousands of years away.

Mental Exercise. The dialogues make you work. I have had repeated recourse to this idea to
account for why Plato leaves so much implicit. Yet [ have also cautioned against excessive use
of the ‘think for yourself® principle. With this in mind I have tried to be as explicit as possible
about why Plato would want to employ this technique in the ways I claim. I have always sought
for a sufficient reason. Thus in depicting Socratic Irony, Plato’s usage guards against arrogant
unwillingness on the part of the reader and this, in turn, is central to what Socrates is doing
with his interlocutor. Or again, the account of philosophy as erotic madness is both an account
of and an example of philosophical rhetoric. This interpretation of the Palinode can and should
be extended to the dialogues in general. While other dialogues might not be quite so dastardly
in their execution, they all attempt to do essentially the same thing: to arouse your aporia, to
draw you in and to exercise your intellect. In a word, a Platonic dialogue is a corporeal thing
that puts you in mind of an incorporeal one. This requires at a minimum that the reader actively
engage, and that the substance of the text is somehow distinct from the ‘visible reminder’ we
encounter on the page. And this in turn is training for the real world, where one also needs to

look past the surface.
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It is true that Plato doesn’t give us all the answers, but his voice is not absent, it’s just
hidden—seductively so. By concealing his wisdom—by presenting his philosophy through the
lens of sex, for example—he can speak to the right reader without the bad readers overhearing.
Moreover, the willing reader is aroused and goaded forward to seek out a destination that only
the mind can enter. This then points to an etymology of the term &ipwv, ‘ironist.” This term
finds its purest expression in Socrates’ love of boys. That is, they call him an €ipov because of

his €pwg 1@V VEéwv.
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