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S O C R A T I C IRONY 1 

" I r o n y . " says Quintîlïan, is that figure of speech or trope ' ' in which 
something contrary to what is said is to be understood " conlrarium a 
quod dichter intelligendum est' z His formula has stood the test of time. 
It passes intact in Dr Johnson's dictionary / ' m o d e of speech in 
which the meaning is contrary to the words"' [1755]), and survives 
virtuali) intact in ours: " Irony is the use of words to express 
something other than, and especially the opposite of. [their] literal 
mean ing" {Webster's , Here is an example, as simple and banal as 
I can make it: a British visitor, landing in Los Angeles in the midst 
of a downpour, is heard to remark, " W h a t line weather you are 
having he re . " The weather is foul, he calls it "'fine," and has no 
trouble making himself understood to mean the contrary of what he 
says. 

Why should we want to put such twists on words, making them 
mean something so different from their " l i te ra l" - i.e. their 
established, commonh understood- sense that it could even be its 
opposite? For one thing, humour. For another, mockery. Or. 
perhaps both at once, as when Mac West explains why she is 
declining President Gerald Ford's invitation to a state dinner at ihe 
White House : "It's an awful long way to go for just one meal. " The 
joke is on someone, a put-down made socially acceptable by being 
wreathed in a cerebral smile. 

A third possible use of irony has been so little noticed3 that there 
is no name for it. Let me identify it by oslension. Paul, normally a 

1 Originally written for the Β Club ofthe Classics Faculty of Cambridge Unïversitv, this cssav 
has been presented and discussed at Cornell 'as a Tovnsend Lecmre- and Columbia at a 
1 rilling Seminar . I thank those whose comments have Influenced the essay's present form. 

2 Instiiutio Oratonca 9.22.44. Much the same definition occurs at 6.2.15 a n c " 8.6.54. 
3 The .samples in Muccke, 1969: 15-19. several of them perfect gems, include no pure 

specimen of this variety. Neither in this nor ir. that other excellent book. Booth, :g74, is this 
dimension of irony noticed, fai less explored. 
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good student, is not doing well today. He stumbles through a 
tutorial, exasperating his tutor, who finally lets fly with, ' ' P a u l , you 
are positively brilliant today. '" Paul feels he is being consigned to the 
outer darkness. But what for? What has he done that is so bad? Has 
he been rambling and disorganized, loose and sloppy in his diction, 
ungrammatica l , unsyntactical, ill-prepared, uninformed, confused. 
inconsistent, incoherent? For which sub-class of these failings is he 
being faulted ? H e hasn't been told. He has been handed a riddle and 
left to solve it for himself. T h o u g h certainly not universal, this form 
of irony is not as rare as one might think. Only from its most artless 
forms, as in my first example, is it entirely absent. There is a touch 
of it in the second. M a e West puts us offteasingly from her reasons 
for declining that gilt-edged invitation. She is implying: ' ' I f you are 
not an utter fool you'll know this isn't mv real reason. Try guessing 
what that might b e . " 

λ\ hen irony riddles it risks being misunderstood. At the extreme 
the hearer might even miss the irony altogether. If Paul had been 
fatuously vain, sadly deficient in self-criticism, he could have seized 
on that remark to preen himself on the thought that he must have 
said somel/iing brilliant after all. l i so , we would want to say that the 
deception occurred contrary to the speaker's intent. For if the tutor 
had meant to speak ironically he could not have meant to deceive. 
Those two intentions arc at odds; in so far as the first is realized the 
second cannot be. T h a t in fact there was no intention to deceive 
should be obvious in all three of my examples. And that this is not 
a contingent feature of these cases can be seen by referring back to 
the definition at the start. Just from that we can deduce that if the 
visitor had meant to deceive someone - say. his wife back in London 
— into thinking that the weather just then was fine in L.A.. he could 
not have done it by saying to her ironically over the phone, ' ' T h e 
weather is fine over h e r e . " For to say this ironically is to say it 
intending that by " f i n e " she should understand the contrary; if she 
did. she would not be deceived : the weather in L.A. was the contrary 
of " f i n e " just then. 

This is so basic that a further example may not be amiss. A crook 
comes by a ring whose stone he knows to be a fake and goes round 
saying to people he is trying to dupe. " C a n I interest you in a 
d i a m o n d r i n g ? " T o call this " i r o n y " would be to confess being all 
at sea about the meaning of the word. Our definition tells us why: 
to serve his fraud the literal sense of " ' d i a m o n d " has to be the one 
he intends to convey. T o see him using the word ironically we would 
have to conjure up a case in which he did not have this intention 
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say, by his saying to his ten-year-old daughter with a tell-tale glint 
in his eye, "Luv. can I interest you in a diamond r i n g ? " Now 
suppose he had said this to her without that signal. Might we still call 
it " i r o n y " ? We might, provided we were convinced he was not 
trying to fool her: she is ten. not five, old enough to know that if that 
trinket were a diamond ring it would be worth thousands and her 
father would not let it out of his sight. If we thought this is what he 
was about - testing her intelligence and good s e n s e - w e could still 
count it irony: a pure specimen of the riddling variety. I t would 
not be disqualified as such if the little girl were to fail the test, for 
the remark was not made with the intention to deceive. Similarly. 
the tutor might have said " b r i l l i a n t " well aware there was a 
chance Paul might miss the irony and mistake censure for praise — 
knowing this and for good reasons of his own willing to take the 
chance. 

Once this has sunk in we are in for a surprise when we go back to 
the Greeks and discover that the intention to deceive, so alien to our 
word for irony, is normal in ils Greek ancestor eirôneia. eiröli, 
eiröneaomai.4 The difference is apparent in the first three occurrences 
of the word in the surviving corpus of Attic texts, all three of them 
in Aristophanes. In Wasps 174. cos ειρωνικούς refers to Plulocleon's 
lying to get his donkey out of the family compound to make a dicast 
out of him. In Birds 1211. it is applied to Iris for lying her way into 
the city of the birds. In Clouds 44g, e'ipcov. sandwiched in between two 
words for "'slippery.'' figures in " a catalogue of abusive terms 
against a man who is a tricky opponent in a lawsuit." 5 We meet 
more of the same in fourth-century usage. Demosthenes (/ Phil. 7) 
uses it of citizens who prevaricate to evade irksome civic dutv. Plato 
uses it in the Laws goiE] when prescribing penalties for heretics. 
The hypocritical ones he calls the eirönikon species of the class: for 
them he legislates death or worse; those equally wrong-headed but 
honestly outspoken are let off with confinement and admonition. In 
the Sophist* pronouncing Socrates' dialectic a superior form of 
sophistikF* Plato contrasts it with the run-of-the-mill sophistikë 
practiced by ordinary sophists: these are the people he puts into the 
eirönikon species of the art. Not Socrates, but his arch-rivals, whom 
Plato thinks imposters, are the ones he calls eirones (268A—B). 

4 On EÎpcou as a term of abuse • Schimpfwort} in the classical period see the groundbreaking 
paper by Ribbeck. 1876: 381IT. : it has not been superseded by the later studies, which I shall 
not be undertaking to review. 

5 Do \e r (196S) ad lo;. in his invaluable edition of the Clouds 
6 ή yévst γενναία σοφιστική ["the sophistry of noble lineage**), 321B. 
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How entrenched in disingenuousness is the most ordinary use of 
eirön we can see m the picture uf the eirön in Aristotle and 
Thcophrastus . Strikingly different though he is in each - odious in 
Theophras tus , amiable in Aristotle7 - in one respect he is the same 
in both 0 : he willfully prevaricates in what he says about himself. 
Aristotle takes a lenient view of such dissembling in the case of 
Socrates. Casting him as an eiron Aristotle contrasts him with his 
opposite, the braggar t [alazön), and finds him incomparably more 
attractive because the qualities he disclaims are the prestigious ones 
and his reason for disclaiming them — " to avoid pompousness " - is 
commendable LY.E. 11271323-6), though still, it should be noted, 
not admirable in Aristotle's view. When he expresses admiration for 
Socrates' personal character he shifts to an entirely different trait: it 
is for indifference to the contingencies of fate apatheia , not at all for 
Ειρωνεία, that he reckons Socrates " great-souled " {megalopsuclios, Po. 
An. q 8 a i 6 - 2 4 : cf. D.L. 6.2}. In Theophrastus the eiron is flayed 
mercilessly,9 portrayed as systematically deceitful,1 0 venomously 
double-faced. 1 1 adept at self-serving camouflage. 1 2 

This is how Thrasymachus views Socrates in that famous passage 
in which he refers to Socrates" "cus tomary " eirôneia: 

τι R. 3 3 / Λ : "Heracles ! " he said. "This is Socrates* habitual shamming 
είωθυΐα Ëipcoveia . I had predicted to these people that you would refuse to 

answer and would sham εϊρωνεύσοιο and would do anything but answer 
if the question were put to yon." 

T h r a s y m a c h u s is charging that Socrates lies in saying that he has no 
answer of his own to the question he is putting to others: he most 
certainly has. Thrasymachus is protesting, but pretends he hasn't to 
keep it under wraps so he can have a field-day pouncing on our^ and 
tearing it to shreds while his is shielded from attack. So there is no 

7 In the references to Socrates in the .V.E., E.E.. and λί.Λί . but perhaps not in the Rk(t.. 
where ειρωνεία is reckoned a "d i sda in fu l " trait (καταφρονητικόν. 1379031-2 '•• 

8 T h e samt- at the core ; ττροστΓοΐησ-ις έττί τ ο EACTTTOV in Aristotle AVE, 1 :08:1.2 
ττροσττοίησις έτη τα χείρον in Theophrastus ι . l ì : affectation or pretense} m either casc-

9 "Such men are more to be avoided than adde r s " 1. subßti.'-. 
10 " H e pretends not to have beard what lie heard, not to have seen what he saw. to have no 

recollection of the thing to which he agreed" 1.5 . 
11 " H e will praise to their fares those lie attacks behind their backs" 1 2 ' I find it 

astonishing that F r i e d e n d e r . 1938: Ì38 should say that Theophrastus portrays, but "does 
not e v a l u a t e , " ειρωνεία. Could there be a more emphatic devaluation than the remark 
quoted here a n d in the preceding notes^1 By leaving Socrates out of it. Theophrastus feels 
free to vent on the εϊρων the scorn he deserves in the common view. 

1 2 Aristotle too observes that your most dangerous enemies are " the quiet, dissembling, and 
unscrupulous "" -o\ π ρ ά ο ι και είρωνες και π α ν ο ύ ρ γ ο ι . hiding their evil intent under a cool 
exterior Rhet. i3Ö2b2i ) . 
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excuse for rendering eirôneia here by " i r o n y " Bloom. Grube , 
Shorey) ;13 if that translation were correct, lying would be a s tandard 
form of irony.14 

From the behavior of ειρωνεία in all of the above Attic texts from 
Aristophanes to Theophrastus one could easily j u m p to a wrong 
conclusion : because it is so commonly used to denote sly, intentionally 
deceptive speech or conduct throughout this period, must it be always 
so used of Socrates by Plato? This is what many noted Hellenists 
have assumed : Burnet/ 3 Wilamowitz.1* Guthrie. 1 7 among them. Let 
me point out how unsafe this kind of inference would be. From the 
fact that a word is used in a given sense in a multitude of cases it does 
not follow that it cannot be used in a sharply different sense in 
others. Such statistical inferences are always risky. This one is 
certainly wrong. Consider the following: 

T2 G. 4890 E: [a] Socrates: "Since by "better" you don't mean 
'stronger.' tell me again what you mean. And teach me more gently, 
admirable man. so that I wont run away from your school.f* Gallicles: 
"You are mocking me ;ΕΪρωνεύη . " 

[b] Socrates: "No, by Zctlius. whom you used earlier to do a lot of 
m o c k i n g π ο λ λ ά ε ί ρ ω ν ε υ ο υ of m e . " 1 5 

l j Bloom .1068 and Grübe ν 1974! take this 10 be the sense of ειρωνεία and dpccvEUOcio 
Shorey too j 19301 takes " i r o n y " to be [he sense of ειρωνεία (referring to Smp. 2 I 6 E . to be 
discussed below); but he shifts, without explanation, to " d i s s e m b l e " for the latter 1 
suspect he is confused about the meaning of the English ward " i r o n y , " taking it to mean 
"dissembling;. " 

14 For acceptable translations consult Lindsay. 1935 "slyness " . Gornfôrd, 194-) . " s h a m ­
ming i g n o r a n c e " . Rohm, 1956 -feinte ignorance" ì . Tha t " s h a m m i n g , " " f e ign ing" U 
the sense should be completely clear from the contest . 

15 In his note on Piato. .1/J 38AI : " T h e words ε'ιρων. ειρωνεία, ειρωνεύομαι (in Plato) are only 
used of Socrates by his opponents, and have always an unfavourable meaning.** H e ia not 
overlooking είρωνευομενω at Ap. 38.Λ 1 ; '.he same sense in Allen's translation 115184. : " Y o u 
will think that 1 am being riy and dishonest. " But Burnet is ignoring or mis­
u n d e r s t a n d i n g " ? bolli of the notable uses of the u o r d in Alcibiades" speech in the 
Symposium to be discussed below . 

[6 1948: 451, n. 1 : " W o [die Ironie] dem Sokrate? beigelegt wird [im Platon] geschieht es 
immer als Vorwurf, auch von Aikibiadcs. Smp. a iÖE." Neither he nor Burnet preceding 
note' takes any notice of Ribbcck's discussion of R. 3 3 ; A , which captures exactly the sense 
of είωθυΐα ειρωνεία here 

17 " I n Plato it retains its bad sense, in the rr.outh of a bitter opponent like I 'hrasymachus or 
of one pretending to be angry at the way in which Socrates deceives c\ eryone as to his real 
character Alcibiades at Smp. -2I6E. 2180 " Guthr ie . 1969:446· . Guthrie could have 
added Ap. 38AI, ου ττεισεσθε μοι &s ε ι ρ ω ν ευ ο μένω Socrates exocets the " c o m m a n d " he 
gets from the oracle story, and the story itself, to be taken as a dishonest fiction. But G u t h r i e 
is taking no notice of £7. 489D-E -to be discussed directlv in the text above; ; and he assumes 
that in R. 337A είρων- has the same sense as at Smp. 2 I 6 E and 2 i3o. 

:8 My translation follows Croisée & Bodin, 1955. Woodhead's "you are i ronical ' is 
acceptable in [a] where the mockery is ironical .it takes the form of saving something 
contrary to what the speaker believes to be t rue: , but not at [b] , where this is not the ease. 


