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Laughter, Humor, and Comedy in Ancient Philosophy



Introduction

Pierre Destrée and Franco V. Trivigno

When a joke is met with a blank, uncomprehending stare, one often tries to explain the joke, but this response never works. A joke explained is hardly ever funny. Theorizing about humor and comedy is also like this—understanding the inner workings of comedy or the psychological profile of laughter will not make one laugh. This is not necessarily a problem or a limitation in our ability to understand humor, as some people seem to think, unless one also thinks that the explanation of why one laughs should also cause one to laugh. But why should one think that? No one, we assume, makes it an adequacy condition of the explanation of weeping that it make one weep; or, to take an even more absurd example, makes it an adequacy condition of the explanation of belching that it make one belch. The chapters in this book are as a result not themselves funny, but they will treat the reader to a number of funny passages from ancient philosophy.

To judge from the relative paucity of secondary literature on laughter, humor, and comedy in ancient philosophy, one might have gotten the impression that the ancients were simply not interested in this theme or only wrote in a dry and stuffy way. This impression is simply mistaken on at least three counts. First, the ancients theorized about laughter and its causes, they moralized about the appropriate uses of humor and what it is appropriate to laugh at, and they wrote treatises on comedic composition. Second, they were often merciless in mocking their opponents’ positions, hoping to get their audience to laugh at and thus reject the laughable opponent’s side of the debate. Third, they borrowed comedic devices and techniques from comic poetry and drama often, though not always, to ridicule their philosophical opponents. In short, we mistakenly expect that ancient philosophers are more like contemporary ones, who are mostly dry and stuffy in their style and have shown relatively little theoretical interest in laughter and comedy. The lack of attention to ancient theorizing thus has much more to do with our contemporary expectations and scholarly prejudices than with any lack of source material. There is, for example, a great deal of humor and comedy in Plato, but scholars who have noticed that a stretch of text is comedic have more often than not neglected to provide an analysis of it, presumably on the grounds that once one has identified the text as comedic, one has said all that needs to be said about it. The explanation for this attitude can be found, we think, in a subtle but problematic slide between what is comedic, what is unserious or playful, and what is trivial. If something is comedic, one might be tempted to think along these lines, then it does not have a serious philosophical purpose and is thus not worthy of serious scholarly attention. This line of thinking is misguided, and we hope to demonstrate with this volume how fruitful and philosophically informative scholarly attention to these passages can be. One of our main motivations for this volume is to give the themes of laughter, humor, and comedy their due, as it were. While volumes on tragedy in ancient philosophy abound, there has unfortunately not been a parallel proliferation for volumes on comedy. Laughter and humor are so basic to human existence—so present in our everyday lives—that we believe that they deserve more philosophical attention than they get.

The volume is organized around three themes or sets of questions. The first set concerns the psychology of laughter. What is going on in our minds when we laugh? What background conditions must be in place for laughter to occur? At what exactly are we laughing when we laugh? Is laughter necessarily hostile or derisive? Aristotle famously wrote that, amongst the animals, only humans laugh (Part. An. 3.10.673a1–b3). But what about the gods? Do they laugh? If so, what is the nature of their laughter? The second set of questions concerns the ethical and social norms governing laughter and humor. When is it appropriate or inappropriate to laugh? Can laughter harm others? Does laughter have a positive social function? What kinds of jokes are appropriate to make? Is there a virtue, or excellence, connected to laugher and humor? The third set of questions concerns the philosophical uses of humor and comedic technique. How do philosophers typically use humor in their writings? Does the humor play primarily a negative role in criticizing other rivals, or can it play a positive educational role as well? If it can, how does philosophical humor communicate its philosophical content? Our aim with this volume is not to settle these fascinating questions but more modestly to start a conversation about them, and we hope our volume will be a reference point for discussions of laughter, humor, and comedy in ancient philosophy, as well as being an engine for future research about them.

1. The Psychology of Laughter

The four chapters in this section of the book treat a number of overlapping themes and topics. Chapter 1, Franco V. Trivigno’s “Plato on Laughter and Moral Harm,” provides an account of Plato’s views on the moral psychology of laughter and the different ways in which laughter may be morally harmful to the laughing agent. Pierre Destrée’s “Aristotle on Why We Laugh at Jokes” in Chapter 2 provides a general picture of what Aristotle thinks causes us to laugh, making unexpectedness the central feature. In Chapter 3, “The Laughing Philosopher and the Physician: Laughter, Diagnosis, and Therapy in Greek Medicine,” R. J. Hankinson provides a reading of a Hippocratic epistolary novel, wherein Democritus’ incessant laughing is diagnosed not as a symptom of madness or sickness but rather as a sign of wisdom. In Chapter 4, Malcolm Heath traces the subtly shifting attitudes toward human and divine laughter in the later Platonist tradition in “Divine and Human Laughter in Later Platonism,” arguing that while attitudes toward human laughter hardened, divine laughter was given a new, more positive interpretation.

A common assumption undergirding much of the ancient analysis of laughter is that laughing is very often, though not always, laughing at someone and expresses a kind of aggressiveness aimed at the one laughed at. A starting point for much of the debate is the famous analysis of laughter as an expression of phthonos, envy or malice, found in Plato’s Philebus (48a–50b). Since this emotion is directed at our friends, it is unjust and laughing in this way morally harms us. This passage is central to Trivigno’s account of the moral harms of laughter and an important starting point for Heath’s account of the Platonist tradition; both agree that the account cannot be intended as Plato’s final word on laughter as such, but is rather aimed at a particular kind of laughter caused by comic theater. Heath sees the later tradition, particularly Alcinous and Iamblichus, as apparently taking overly strong stances against laughter, even as they attempt to hold to Plato’s position. Destrée argues that Aristotle rejected Plato’s analysis in terms of phthonos, arguing that a different kind of aggressiveness—educated hubris (Rhetoric 1389a9–b11)—is what explains laughter’s aggressive side. Proclus makes divine laughter, as Heath shows, an “aphthonos, or generous, activity” of the gods, freeing their laughter from the negative associations with an unjust emotion.

The assumed aggressiveness of laughter is often accompanied by an assumption about the felt superiority of the one laughing, and in the case of comedy, the inferiority of the figures that it stages to the spectators. As Trivigno and Destrée show, both Plato and Aristotle made the inferiority of comedic figures central to their respective accounts of the experience of comedy (Poetics 5.449a32–33; cf. Laws 7.814e4–5, 816d5–6). Plato’s definition of the laughable, to geloion, as weak self-ignorance in the Philebus can be seen as a precursor to Aristotle’s understanding of it the laughable as “a mistake or deformity not productive of pain or harm to others” (Poetics 5.1449a34–35). Those laughed at are conceived of as both powerless in general and inferior in relation to the ones laughing. Hankinson’s account of the encounter between Hippocrates and Democritus, the laughing philosopher, most clearly brings out the implications of superiority. On his reconstruction, there is a pervasive worry about Democritus that he is simply mad and suffering from a pathological condition, like excessive bile, and indeed this is why, in the novel, the Abderans call in a doctor. But Hippocrates concludes that the philosopher was “extremely wise in everything” (Letter 17.1.72.26–27) and that his laughter is caused by a deep insight into the folly of all human pursuits, such that his perspective is that of the divine.

As Hankinson notes, attributing this kind of laughter of superiority to the gods seems troubling, and Plato at any rate would have none of it. In Republic 3, he criticizes the scene in Homer in which the gods are overcome by unquenchable laughter at the sight of Hephaestus serving drinks (Iliad 1.599–600). On Trivigno’s account, the core problem is that the gods are put in a passive position, and this is both impossible because of the gods’ nature and irreconcilable with their role as moral exemplars of perfect self-possession. Heath also traces the implications of this passage for later Platonist reflections on divine laughter: while Iamblichus would deny the possibility that gods laugh, Proclus turns the laughter in Homer into an important symbol of the gods’ joy in their own creative activity and good will toward the cosmos. This is divine superiority to be sure, but one that stands in stark contrast to the divine perspective taken up by Democritus. Living beings may be the “playthings” of the gods, as Plotinus and Plato assert (Enneads 3.2.32–39; cf. Laws 644d), without thereby being worthy of derisive laughter.

But what of more benign forms of laughter? Drawing on a passage from the Rhetoric, Destrée argues that unexpectedness is important for Aristotle’s understanding how laughter functions, particularly in puns and wordplay. He places Aristotle in opposition to Plato on phthonos and provides an account of a more benign sort of laughter, one that does not depend necessarily on superiority or aggressiveness, but rather on the raising and failing to meet of certain expectations. On Heath’s account, some of Plato’s portrayals of laughter may be understood as violations of expectations, but Plato’s theorizing about laughter shows no sign of this. As both Trivigno and Heath notice, Plato’s more playful form of laughter in the Laws still employs ridicule, but in a playful and nonaggressive spirit. Heath also finds a more benign and less aggressive interpretation of Plotinus’ put-down of Longinus as “a philologist, but not a philosopher,” as reported by Porphyry (Plot. 14.18–20). By interpreting the phrase as a pun, or play on words, in response to Longinus’ own wordplay in a work highly critical of Plotinus’ understanding of forms, Heath shows how the anecdote can be squared with Porphyry’s overall presentation of Plotinus as gentle and welcoming of criticism.

2. The Ethical and Social Significance of Laugher and Humor

In the following three chapters, the authors take up an ethical and social perspective on the appropriateness of laughter and humor. In Chapter 5, “Aristotle on Wittiness,” Matthew D. Walker offers a detailed reading of the chapter Aristotle devotes to wittiness (eutrapelia) in the Nicomachean Ethics, arguing that it should be considered a virtue dealing with the irrational—epithumetic—part of the soul. In Chapter 6, “Laughter, Social Norms, and Ethics in Cicero’s Works,” Charles Guérin focuses on the notion of decorum as a bridge between the pragmatic and the ethical understanding of laughter. In Chapter 7, “Laughter and the Moral Guide: Dio Chrysostom and Plutarch,” Michael Trapp analyses how these philosophers share a concern with good and bad laughter at both the individual and communal level, and how they propose ethical self-improvement on that matter.

Laughter poses some serious ethical and social challenges, especially when one’s laughter is directed at a friend or fellow citizen and when there is an audience who shares (or not) in that laughter. If the primary cases of laughter are aggressive, as Plato seems to think, then the social standing of the target of laughter may be damaged, the relationship between the target and the joker may be harmed, and the joker himself may be perceived by the audience as a buffoon. More broadly, laughing at fellow citizens might ultimately destroy the bonds of friendship that hold the polis together. How can one navigate this difficult terrain, and what kind of laughter would be appropriate for a good and socially cohesive city?

Two types of answers have been given to this challenge: The first is to insist that some kinds of humor and laughter are “nonaggressive” and indeed are aimed at providing amusements and entertainment in social settings that strengthen bonds of friendship. And in that case, aggressiveness should not be thought to be usually, or necessarily, present; mocking laughter is only one type of laughter, not the typical laughter that goes with wittiness. On the contrary, as Walker argues, the virtue of wittiness consists in joking and taking jokes that aim at amusement and entertainment, not at criticizing people or undermining their social status. For Aristotle, joking is central to amusement, which is an important part of human life, and a boorish person who never enjoys a joke is a vicious figure, who seems to want to deny that part of our humanity. Some of these jokes will be at a friend’s expense, for example, in the context of a symposium, but these cases of teasing may be understood as instances of “educated hubris,” that is, a kind of mock or false hostility. Of course, such teasing can go wrong or be taken in the wrong way, and this is why we need a virtue to avoid our laughter becoming a source of enmity, both in the sphere of private friendship, and in the broader social or political framework. For Cicero, especially in his De officiis and his Letters, as Guérin shows, joking is also part and parcel of our humanity, if in a different way. Since our humanity very much depends on our ability both to avoid violence and to show kindness through our deeds and words, nonaggressive humor is plausibly the best tool to make sure our verbal exchanges with our fellows go in a properly human way. A pleasant, charming, humorous art of conversation is therefore an essential ethical requirement.

A second response is to show that even aggressive laughter can be appropriate and a source of social cohesion by identifying enemies and established a shared conception of the social unit’s values. One can think of this as an educational kind of laughter, since it teaches the citizens about what they stand for and what kind of behavior they will not tolerate. This type of humor can be used in symposium settings among friends, in line with the norms of Aristotelian wittiness, but there are other, more public circumstances in which aggressive laughter can be used in a proper way. In the Roman public sphere, such aggressive laughter was quite commonly used to call an opponent’s behavior or morality into question. As Guérin argues, this is a central feature in Cicero’s conception of rhetoric, which he develops in his De oratore. Adapting Aristotle’s definition of the ridiculous in Poetics 5, which consists in the physical deformities or foolish misdeeds of an “inferior” character, into his own rhetorical framework, Cicero advocates using deformity, mistakes, and social degradation as sources for laughter in order to defeat one’s opponent in a political assembly or a courtroom. For Cicero, this use in turn constitutes an important tool that helps bind the community together, reinforcing shared norms and values.

These community- and friendship-building cases of laughter also have a darker side, as Trapp demonstrates in his analyses of Dio Chrysostom’s discourse to the Alexandrians and Plutarch’s Life of Antony. According to Trapp, the aim of Dio Chrysostom’s discourse is to try to make Alexandrians see how deeply ridiculous they are, because they are fond of each and every joke and become subject to an “intense and intemperate laughter” (Alex. orat. 29). They have, as a community, laughed too much, as it were, and their bonds have been established on problematic and ultimately harmful premises. Instead, Dio recommends that they, in the typical Stoic fashion, attempt to follow the truly wise person and experience joy or rejoicing (chara), as opposed to the foolish laughter that make them unable to follow and exercise their reason. Similarly, in his Life of Antony, Plutarch aims at showing that it is the very propensity to jesting and being jested with that made Antony vulnerability to flatterers, especially to Cleopatra, and this susceptibility is the ultimate cause of his undoing. Here, Plutarch offers a very subtle moralizing exercise, as his readers are meant to feel, reflect on, and ultimately be warned against what Trapp calls “the seductive pull of shared laughter.” Here, shared laughter does not function as a way of reinforcing good moral values, but of fostering and sustaining immoderate tendencies that ultimately cause moral harm.

Worries about the consequences of laughter for the jester himself, as we have seen it in Dio and Plutarch, go as far back as Plato, who, in Republic 10, warns against buffoonery. This is also a central concern in Aristotle’s exposition of the virtue of wittiness, since buffoonery is one of the excesses or vices. Defending what he calls a “epithumetic” view on wittiness, Walker contends that if pleasure and amusement is crucial to (nonaggressive) laughter, the excess of laughter, both in joking and in hearing jokes, amounts to a kind of “lack of self-control” (akrasia), or even “overindulgence” (akolasia), which is the typical flaw of epithumia, or irrational desire. In a similar vein, for Cicero, as Guérin argues, the jester should be seen as the incarnation of good taste and moderation, and this should be the case both in the context of letters and exchanges with friends, and in public discourses; jesters who would not be able to exert restraint and joke at any time and at all costs would end up buffoons, become ridiculous themselves, and ruin their standing. Here too, moderation in joking, whether it is aggressive or not, is a virtue, at least in the social sense that it allows one to do one’s “duty” and fulfill one’s proper “function” (officium) as a human being and a citizen. For Cicero, this obligation amounts to an implementation of decorum, or appropriateness, that partly constitutes the good life.

3. The Use of Humor and Comedy in Philosophical Discourse

The previous section analyzed some ways of dealing with the potential danger of laughter in the ethical and social realms as well as with the moral and social benefits one can get from humor and laughter. This section deals with the usages of humor that nearly all ancient philosophers show in their writings from Plato up to Lucian and Sextus Empiricus, and what role these passages play in communicating with their readers. The two first chapters in this section explore some of the multifaceted humorous devices that we find in Plato’s work. Focusing on the figure of Socrates in “Self-Ridicule: Socratic Wisdom,” Paul B. Woodruff argues that ridicule, especially self-ridicule, helps one to remain close to truly human wisdom, that is, the full-fledged recognition of one’s ignorance. In “Ridicule and Protreptic: Plato, His Reader, and the Role of Comedy in Inquiry,” Mary Margaret McCabe provides an analysis of the Philebus’ account of the laughter to show how Plato, particularly in the dramatic frames, causes in his readers the mixed pleasure of laughter in order to create deep puzzlement and provoke them toward philosophical reflection. If Aristotle’s use of humor as a philosophical device is quite limited, we find that Hellenistic and Roman philosophies made the widespread use of its various forms. In “Humor as Philosophical Subversion: Especially in the Skeptics,” Richard Bett presents humor as it was used in a critical spirit, with a focus on how the ancient Skeptics exploited humorous devices. In “Philosophy is Great Fun! Laughter in Epicureanism,” Geert Roskam examines how a similar polemical and critical laughter at empty ideals is connected with truth and true freedom in Epicureanism. On the Stoic side, in “The Mouse, the Moneybox, and the Six-Footed Scurrying Solecism: Satire and Riddles in Seneca’s Philosophy,” Margaret Graver rehabilitates Seneca’s sense of humor, and examines how both other- and self-directed humor is used as a way of marking the boundaries of philosophy in his Letters. Finally, in “Diogenes vs. Demonax: Laughter as Philosophy in Lucian,” Inger N. I. Kuin examines how Lucian describes the figures of Diogenes and Demonax, and contends that through the latter, Lucian offers an implicit defense of laughter as a tool for expanding the philosophical mind.

Since aggressive laughter is generally considered to be the central case of laughter, it is no surprise then that the most widespread usage of humor is derisive, sometimes even strongly abrasive, aimed polemically either at philosophical opponents and their views or against common opinion. Such philosophically derisive laughter was already present before Plato: consider, for example, Xenophanes’ criticism of divine anthropomorphism. But it is first in Plato’s depiction of Socrates that we get a methodology whereby such laughter, or the potential exposure to it, becomes a crucial part of philosophic critique. The Socratic elenchus, as Woodruff reminds us, aims at shaming and ridiculing the interlocutor, exposing his self-ignorance and the defects of his mind. While Socrates usually targets non-philosophers, at least in the dialogues, philosophers using humor to shame and ridicule one another was very common.

Several comedic devices were commonly used. The most direct, and harshest, one was defamatory language and direct abuse: as Bett and Roskam highlight, Timon and Epicurus were among the toughest insulters of their rivals. One strategy, borrowed directly from Old Comedy, was to come up with inventive nicknames. Not even Socrates escapes the Epicurean Zeno’s vindictiveness, as the latter dubbed him “the Attic clown.” Since competition between philosophical schools was fierce, especially during Hellenistic and Roman periods, insulting and laughing at your philosophical opponents was a forceful tool to unite one’s followers or disciples against other schools of philosophy, and therefore to reinforce their sense of belonging to their philosophical community. But more interestingly, as Roskam proposes, this ridicule must have also had the effect of demystifying the aura that surrounds the big names in the philosophical tradition and thus provoking independent thinking. One widespread usage of derisive laughter consisted in making fun of the arguments of one’s opponents by vividly illustrating their absurd consequences, or by analogizing the argument to some absurd or illogical parallel. Epicurus, Seneca, and Sextus Empiricus were especially fond of, and good at, such practices. As Roskam, Graver, and Bett relate in detail, the strategy of exposing argumentation as ridiculous and absurd can have a devastating effect. The ridiculousness of such arguments gets attributed to their defenders and, by implication, to the defenders’ philosophical schools, and as a consequence laughing readers are strongly encouraged to reject the lot and rather to endorse the author’s non-ridiculous philosophical proposals and arguments. A third device is typical of Plato’s dialogues: we find humorous scenes, especially at the beginning of the dialogue, such as the famous episode of the bench at the beginning of the Charmides, wherein the older men shove one another to make room for the beautiful young Charmides, with the result that the two on the end are knocked clean off. As McCabe argues, in those episodes Plato’s readers are meant to take part in the audience’s laughing at the victim(s); but given Plato’s conception of laughter as a mixture of pleasure and pain, these readers must experience a rather uneasy, uncomfortable laughter, which is intended to provoke a high sense of puzzlement, and arouse in them critical, philosophical reflection.

In these forms, laugher is at someone else’s expense. But we find also quite a few cases in which laugher is directed toward oneself. One paradigmatic case, Woodruff argues, is that of Socrates who, in the Hippias Major, has the anonymous contradictor, that is, his own conscience or voice, who mocks him and subjects him to ridicule. Here, Socrates seems to embody philosophical dialogue within his own mind, constantly employing his own tactics of refutation and ridicule on himself.

As Graver demonstrates, Seneca’s letters are tinged with self-mockery and contain numerous instances of self-directed humor. Unlike Socrates’ self-ridicule, Seneca’s does not seem to be part of a strategy of ethical and epistemic improvement. Rather, arguably more in line with Cicero, it is part of a device for maintaining the generic decorum of the Epistulae morales, by holding himself to the same standards as the others. A rather different self-directed mode of humor is to be found in Diogenes. As Kuin examines through the portrait of Diogenes that Lucian offers, Cynics exposed their bodies engaged in indecent behavior in order to provoke laughter and shame against themselves, but for the paradoxical aim of showing their imperviousness to mockery and their absolute freedom from all conventional morality, though Lucian himself seems to reject this as a form of hypocritical exhibitionism.

Besides these cases of ridicule and derisive laughter, more benign forms of humor were also sometimes used. As Bett reminds us, puns and other forms of wordplays are regularly to be found in Aristotle’s work, in which the main aim seems to focus the mind of the reader and help her to follow the philosophical inquiry, not to laugh at anything or anyone. Also, Roman philosophers, both Stoics such as Seneca and Epicureans such as Lucretius, were keen on trying to maintain laughter and humor within the boundaries of decorum, that is, the appropriate way of a decent and affable citizen practicing moderate and non-hostile laughter. It is in this context that the figure of Demonax is relevant. He may have been the ideal of Lucian, as Kuin argues, and he is presented as a very easy-going, amicable, and witty philosopher. He is thus rather unusual as a paradigmatic figure of philosophical humor, as opposed to the tougher and more derisive humor of figures like Diogenes, Timon, and Epicurus. Demonax does criticize philosophers by using humor, but he does so in a very gentle way, using sophisticated forms of incongruity rather than hostile or dismissive forms of ridicule.

4. Conclusion

Our aim in this volume is not to give an exhaustive account of ancient philosophy on the theories of laughter and comedy, the ethical and social analyses of humor, and laughter or the philosophical uses of humor and comedy. We do hope that we may redeem these topics as philosophically fruitful avenues into ancient thinking more generally and that our volume contributes to a growing interest in ancient philosophical engagements with laughter, humor, and comedy. In one of his most fascinating sentences, Epicurus says that we must “laugh and philosophize at the same time” (SV 41). If readers of this volume do laugh, we hope it is not because of some egregious error or deformity in one of its chapters, but because they are amused by the wittiness of ancient philosophers, or, even better, because through them one is gaining understanding and getting just a little bit closer to Democritus and the standpoint of wisdom.
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The Psychology of Laughter
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Plato on Laughter and Moral Harm

Franco V. Trivigno

Plato presents his characters as laughing on numerous occasions.1 A good deal of this laughter is mocking or derisive—for example, Thrasymachus laughing at Socrates and Adeimantus (Rep. 337a3), Polus laughing at Socrates (Grg. 473e2), and the crowd laughing at Clinias’ helplessness in answering Euthydemus’ and Dionysodorus’ questions (Euthd. 276b7, 276d1). Socrates, who seldom is depicted as laughing, will often refer to absent or imaginary interlocutors, who would laugh at him and his interlocutor(s) were they present—for example, the many laughing at Socrates, Protagoras, and Prodicus (Prot. 355c8) and the absent questioner laughing at Socrates and Hippias (Hipp. maj. 289c1, 291e6–7, 299a1).2 There are other examples of laughter that do not seem to fit this competitive or derisive model—the symposiasts’ good-natured laughter at Alcibiades’ drunken entrance (Symp. 213a1, 222c1); the group’s laughter at the ludicrous scene caused by everyone’s desire to sit next to Charmides (Chrm. 155b9–c1); Cephalus’ laughter at Polemarchus’ joke about inheriting the argument (Rep. 331d9); and so on.3 Further, Plato employs the techniques of comedy in presenting several of Socrates’ interlocutors as ridiculous figures, and it is plausible to think that we are meant to laugh at them, even if Socrates does not. Consider, for example, the presentation of the characters of Ion, Hippias, Euthydemus, and Dionysodorus—each of these characters is portrayed in ways that employ the techniques of Aristophanic comedy.4

Despite the prevalence of laughter both inside and outside the dialogues, Plato’s explicit theorizing about laughter and comedy is mainly critical and focused on particular sorts of laughter that are presented as morally harmful. This chapter takes up the question of what exactly Plato’s views on the moral harmfulness of these kinds of laughter are, how they are related, and what space there is left over for what we might call “ethically appropriate” laughter. I provide an account of Plato’s three distinct analyses of the moral harm of laughter: (§1) in Republic 3, Socrates rejects stories of gods being overcome by laughter on the grounds that powerful laughter will provoke a powerful change in one’s condition; (§2) in Republic 10, Socrates charges that comedy, like tragedy, has the power to tempt even those with knowledge to let down their guard and to laugh at jokes that would be inappropriate to tell, thus strengthening the lower part of one’s soul; and (§3) in the Philebus 48a–50a, Socrates gives a definition of to geloion (the laughable or ridiculous) in terms of self-ignorance, and he provides an analysis of what I will call “derisive laughter,” on which it indulges an unjust emotion, phthonos (“envy” or “malice”). On the face of it, these criticisms seem to have little in common: the first seems focused on powerful or intense laughter, the second on the seeming harmlessness of laughter in the theater, and the last on the emotional causes and consequences of derisive laughter. On my reconstruction, these criticisms are not only logically consistent but also mutually supporting. I argue that Republic 10’s analysis helps to flesh out what is harmful about powerful laughter in Republic 3 and that the emotional analysis in the Philebus helps to flesh out how laughter affects one’s character and strengthens the lower parts of the soul. All three passages share a concern with the ways in which poetical and theatrical performances, and Old Comedy in particular, model, incite, and encourage morally harmful laughter. In the fourth section of the chapter (§4), I turn to the possibility of ethically appropriate laughter as outlined in the Laws, in which the Athenian distinguishes between ridicule in savage earnest and ridicule in a playful spirit (935a–936a) and lays out the educational benefits of comedy (816d–817a).5 On this account, laughter may be a useful educational tool for developing the right attitude toward vice.6 In the end, I briefly consider the implications of my account for Plato’s own use of comedy.

1. Powerful Laughter in Republic 388e5–389b1

The argument against powerful laughter comes in the context of Socrates’ discussion with Adeimantus about the regulations governing poetry and the musical education of the guardians. Socrates has just argued that “the lamentations and pitiful speeches of famous men” (387d11–12) should be excised from the poetic canon (387d–388e). On Socrates’ account, the decent man (ὁ ἐπιεικὴς ἀνὴρ) is “most self-sufficient for living well and, above all others, has the least need of anyone else” (387d11–e1); he will thus “least give way to lamentations and bear misfortune most quietly” (387e6–7). By contrast, the one who approves of intense lamentation of the sort cited from the Iliad will “chant many dirges and lamentations at even insignificant misfortunes” (388d6–7).7 After this account, Socrates turns to the parallel case of laughter, here quoted in full:


—Moreover, [the guardians] mustn’t be lovers of laughter (φιλογέλωτάς) either. For nearly whenever someone gives in to powerful laughter (ἐφιῇ ἰσχυρῷ γέλωτι), he pursues a powerful change of condition (ἰσχυρὰν καὶ μεταβολὴν ζητεῖ τὸ τοιοῦτον).

—So I believe.

—Then, if someone represents worthwhile people (ἀνθρώπους ἀξίους) as overcome (κρατουμένους) by laughter, we won’t approve, and we’ll approve even less if they represent gods that way.

—Much less.

—Then we won’t approve of Homer saying things like this about the gods:

And unquenchable laughter (ἄσβεστος . . . γέλως) arose among the blessed gods

As they saw Hephaestus limping through the hall. [Il. 1.599–600]

—According to your argument, such things must be rejected.

—If you want to call it mine, but they must be rejected in any case. (Republic 388e5–389b1)



The argument of the passage is very much in line with the other restrictions on poetry. In short, a moral exemplar—a god, hero, or famous person—ought not to be portrayed as possessing a vice and acting viciously and ought to be portrayed as possessing a virtue and acting virtuously. By portraying the gods as overcome by powerful laughter, Homer implicitly endorses the practice as ethically appropriate.8 The core interpretive challenge comes in identifying what exactly is ethically inappropriate about powerful laughter.

Just as in the case of lamentations, Socrates draws a link between the poetic representation of powerful laughter, the approval of that experience, and the development of a disposition toward laughter. A “lover of laughter” may be thought of as one who desires all experiences of laughter and enjoys its pleasures frequently, indiscriminately, and intensely,9 and, on this account, one approving of and indulging in intense laughter will become such a person. Socrates’ explanation for this psychic progression is somewhat vague. It is, first, not obvious what “condition” (τὸ τοιοῦτον) is changed by powerful laughter, but state of character and emotional state are viable candidates. Second, assuming that Socrates has either or both of these in mind, it is still not clear what the argument is. I suggest that there are two compressed arguments here: one that focuses on the intensity of powerful laughter and one that focuses on the passivity of the agent laughing.

First, the idea that powerful changes to one psychic condition are problematic in themselves seems quite plausible. In particular, it seems clear that powerful changes to one’s condition that result from experiences of intense pleasure are morally harmful. If Socrates here assumes powerful laughter to be intensely pleasurable—a highly credible thought—then the structure of the argument seems straightforward, since intense pleasure changes both one’s emotional state and state of character, often, if not always, for the worse. Second, Socrates’ descriptions of the experience of powerful laughter put the laughing agent in a passive position, in which it is the laughter, not the agent, that is in control: people “give in” to powerful laughter (388e6), they are “overcome” by it (388e9), and the gods’ laughter is “unquenchable” (389a5). This passivity also seems to be a likely result of intense pleasure and incompatible with the self-possession of virtuous agents and divine beings. Indulging in powerful laughter seems to threaten the stability of an agent’s emotional state and thereby his character and self-sufficiency. This analysis dovetails with what Socrates says about lamentations and grief: misfortunes should be born in a way that best reflects the self-sufficiency of the virtuous agent, and indulging in excessive mourning threatens this stability.10 Further, intense pleasure might lead one to become a lover of the experience that caused it. Since the criticism here is aimed at powerful laughter, we might reasonably speculate that, as in the case of lamentations, a quieter, less intense kind of laughter is permitted. This suspicion gets partial confirmation from the two times in the Phaedo that Socrates is described as laughing: in those cases, he does so “quietly” (84d8) or “softly” (115c6). He seems, in short, in control of himself when he laughs.

Socrates does not say what would be inappropriate to laugh at, but we might glean some clues from his example. Homer portrays the gods laughing at Hephaestus, who, in trying to broker a truce between Zeus and Hera, assumes the role of a servant and hobbles around (he had a lame foot) pouring nectar into the gods’ cups. Hephaestus is playing the buffoon here, setting himself up for ridicule on purpose, and it seems clear that the gods are laughing at Hephaestus for his absurd display. What might be inappropriate about this laughter? The most obvious answer is that it is inappropriate to laugh at a god. This need not be merely speculation regarding what piety would permit—it follows directly from two claims that Socrates clearly endorses elsewhere in the dialogue. The first comes in Republic 2’s discussion of the gods: they are, in short, good, indeed perfect (379a–c; 381b–c); the second comes later in book 5, where Socrates seems to specify what is genuinely or truly laughable: “[I]t’s foolish to think that anything besides the bad (τὸ κακόν) is ridiculous (γελοῖον) or to try to raise a laugh at the sight of anything besides what’s stupid or bad (τοῦ ἄφρονός τε καὶ κακοῦ)” (452d6–e1). If only what is bad is genuinely ridiculous and the gods are good, they cannot be proper targets for laughter.

While this passage provides some content to the moral harm of powerful laughter, as well as providing some guidance regarding the nature of the objects at which it would be inappropriate to laugh, it still leaves unexplained the psychic mechanisms whereby powerful laughter effects a change in one’s condition. To make some headway on these questions, I turn to Republic 10.

2. Laughter and the Lower Part of the Soul in Republic 606c2–10

In Republic 10, Socrates returns to the question of poetry, and the issue of lamentations and laughter again emerges, and again we have a slightly longer account of lamentation followed by a shorter account of laughter. The central context here is Socrates’ so-called greatest charge against imitative poetry,11 namely, that “with a few rare exceptions it is able to corrupt even decent people” (605c6–8). This greatest charge builds upon the previous criticism (602c–605c), in which Socrates argues that imitative poetry systematically aims at pleasing, and thus strengthening, the appetitive-emotional part of the soul at the expense of the rational part.12 Whereas the first argument is focused on the mass audience, whose desires imitative poetry reflects (605a1–6), the greatest charge (605c–607a), by contrast, is concerned with the good or decent people, who are tempted to think of the pleasures of imitative poetry as harmless, and thus willingly subject themselves to it. On Socrates’ analysis, the lower part of the soul “hungers for the satisfaction of weeping and wailing,” since it “desires these things by nature” (606a3–7), while reason, mistakenly thinking that there is nothing shameful about “praising and pitying another man . . . who grieves excessively,” “relaxes its guard” over the soul, and allows it to weep and sympathize with the tragic figure in order to achieve “the definite gain involved in doing so, namely pleasure” (606a8–b5). Thus, the decent audience members enjoy the suffering in tragedies, not realizing that this will affect how they respond to misfortunes in real life. Socrates then turns to the parallel case of comedy, here quoted in full:


And doesn’t the same argument (ὁ αὐτὸς λόγος) apply to the laughable (περὶ τοῦ γελοίου)? If there are any jokes that you yourself would be ashamed to tell, but that you very much enjoy hearing and don’t hate as something base (πονηρά), either in comedies or in private, aren’t you doing the same thing as in the case of what provokes pity? The part of you that wanted to tell the jokes and that was held back by your reason, for fear of being thought a buffoon (βωμολοχίας), you then release, and making it strong, you do not realize that you often get carried away in your own affairs, such that you become a comedian (κωμῳδοποιὸς) yourself. (Rep. 606c2–10)



Socrates’ reference to “the same argument” means that this very short analysis is meant to borrow some of its core features from the analysis of watching pitiful scenes.

Given the context and parallel case, the argument is fairly straightforward: a good person might allow herself to enjoy and to laugh at a joke that she would be ashamed to make herself. This permission involves an implicit approval of the joke. There is, in such a case, a psychic conflict that is being played out in the mind of the decent audience member. There is a part of her soul—the lower part—that would gladly have made the joke herself, since that part desires these shameful jokes by nature. Given this, one might assume that the jokes will have something to do with the body and bodily pleasure and/or honor and competitiveness. Indeed, one finds a wide range of such jokes in Old Comedy: there are fart and sex jokes, obscene and vulgar language, satirical portrayals, and direct verbal abuse. The lower part of the soul is ordinarily restrained by reason, such that we do not find the decent person making fart jokes and engaging in direct verbal abuse. However, in allowing oneself to laugh at a joke one would be ashamed to make oneself, reason miscalculates, thinking that, though there would be harm and shame in making the joke, there is no harm in enjoying it. The mistake is to think that this is a harmless pleasure and not to see that even merely enjoying the joke strengthens the lower part of the soul. Further, reason’s fear of becoming “buffoon” is eventually actualized, and the decent person becomes a “comedian” in the sense of the sort of person who makes vulgar and shameful jokes, also making himself a target of the laughter. The buffoon is, in short, indiscriminate with respect to joking, and, like the clown, will make his audience laugh at him, not just with him.13

The common structure and focus of the passages from books 3 and 10 make it quite natural to read them together. The passage from book 10 deepens and helps to explain the previous one in several ways. First, the specific danger posed by laughing at shameful jokes and the psychological story used to explain it helps to give some content to what is dangerous about powerful laughter—it “nurtures and waters” the appetitive part of the soul, establishing it as a ruler in our souls (606d4). The lack of control, or passivity, that the analysis of powerful laughter cautions against can now be understood in terms of the lower part of the soul exercising control over reason. Second, the idea in book 3 that laughter leads to more laughter might have seemed ad hoc—here we have the reproductive aspect grounded in a specific psychological mechanism. In short, the lower part of the soul has a natural tendency toward laughter and giving in to its desires only serves to strengthen it—the image of the many-headed hydra of book 9 is a striking illustration of this point. This also helps to make sense of the focus on powerful laughter, since the lower part of the soul is always seeking deeper and more intense pleasures. Third, if we apply book 10’s criterion of appropriateness to the laughing Olympians in book 3, it seems clear that they are laughing at a kind of joke—a limping god playing at servant—that they would never themselves make and that Hephaestus is acting inappropriately like a buffoon. Last, the role of pleasure in laughter—arguably in the background in book 3—is now front and center as the aim of the lower part of the soul. Indeed, the lower part of the soul’s desire for pleasure serves as the common explanation for powerful laughter and laughing at inappropriate jokes.

It is noteworthy that Socrates does not suggest that decent people never laugh or make jokes of any kind. In sum, we have made some further headway in understanding Plato’s view of laughter, but there seem to be some important gaps in the overall picture sketched so far, most significantly, a robust account of what makes something genuinely laughable and a description of the emotional complexity of laughter. In order to fill in the picture, I turn to the Philebus.

3. Comedy, Phthonos, and the Ridiculous in Philebus 48a–50b

In this section, I turn to the moral psychological analysis of derisive laughter in the Philebus. I argue that phthonos is both a causal precursor to, and partly constitutive of, derisive laughter. While discussing mixtures of pleasure and pain within the soul, Socrates provides a list of emotions, “anger, fear, longing, lamentations, love, emulation, phthonos,” each of which is described as “pain within the soul itself” (47e1–3). All of these pains are then described as being “mixed with pleasures” (48a1–2; cf. 47e5–6). Socrates foregrounds the cases of anger, longing, and lamentation, and he points to tragedy as an example: “The same thing happens in those who watch tragedies: There is pleasure mixed in with the weeping (ἅμα χαίροντες κλάωσι)” (48a5–6).14 Socrates then tries to make a parallel case for comedy—that “it also involves a mixture of pleasure and pain” (48a9)—but Protarchus does not understand. Though it may be of little solace to interpreters who have struggled with this passage, Socrates admits that the connection is “not easy to see” (48b1–2).15

Since the locus of harm is connected to a particular emotion, phthonos, it is crucial to get clear on this vexed notion.16 Socrates describes phthonos as first and foremost “some kind of pain of the soul” (48b8–9); he further claims that “the person of phthonos will display pleasure at the evils (or failures) of those around him” (48b11–12). Phthonos is thus a mixed emotion—that is, it contains both pleasure and pain—but Socrates does not specify the intentional object of its painful aspect. However, we might reasonably speculate that it is the converse of the intentional object of the pleasurable aspect, that is, the pain is directed at the goods (or successes) of those around one. This conjecture receives indirect support from pseudo-Plato, Aristotle, and Xenophon, who all define phthonos as pain directed at others’ goods and success.17 If we understand pain as deprivation and pleasure as replenishment in the emotional mixtures, as Socrates strongly suggests (47c–d), then, as in the previous cases, the “deprivation gives rise to the desire for replenishment, and while the expectation is pleasant, the deprivation is itself painful” (47c6–7). Thus, the person of phthonos will be pained by the success of others and be pleased by the expectation that those others lose their prosperity, that is, in the imagined and desired future. As in the previous cases of mixtures of pleasure and pain, phthonos will be experienced as primarily pleasurable or primarily painful, depending on whether the pain or pleasure predominates (cf. 46d).18 In this case, pain usually predominates, though the pleasure is still present. However, when one sees the targets of phthonos actually lose their prosperity (or experience evils), pleasure then predominates.19 I thus claim that the core psychological components of phthonos are as follows:


1. Pain at another’s success or access to goods

2. The desire that the other fail and/or be deprived of success or access to goods

3. Pleasure at the other’s (real or imagined) failure and/or loss of success or access to goods



Thus, for Plato, phthonos encompasses both what we would call “envy”—the painful part aimed at others’ success—and “malice”—the pleasurable part aimed at others’ failures—as in Figure 1.1. This point is crucial for seeing how phthonos works in the case of laughter.20 Socrates is somewhat vague concerning the scope of those toward whom we feel phthonos—he initially speaks of “one’s neighbors” (48b11), but then switches to talk of “one’s friends” (49d6, 49d11, 49e3) in the course of arguing that phthonos is fundamentally “unjust” (49d7). Bury cautions against reading too much into the reference to “friends,” arguing that it is “not to be construed too precisely” (1897: ad loc). Thus, I think it safest to take Socrates to be working with a wide political notion of friendship, which encompasses both one’s loved ones and neighbors, and one’s fellow citizens more generally.
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Figure 1.1 The pleasures and pains of phthonos.



Socrates’ analysis of to geloion, the “ridiculous” or “laughable,” is connected to the moral psychological analysis of laughter in an obvious way as its object or target. In short, to geloion is the intentional object of laughter, but this does not exhaust its meaning, since to geloion is more specific in that it picks out that ethical state of an agent at whom one laughs. This specification provides some more content to the claim in the Republic that only what is bad is ridiculous—here it is a particular kind of ethical badness, namely, self-ignorance, that is genuinely ridiculous. As in book 5, Socrates is operating with an implicit distinction between what is genuinely and apparently laughable—between what we should laugh at and what we do laugh at. Thus, to geloion is both a negatively loaded normative notion and a descriptive notion, with (as often in Plato) much more weight on the normative side. The fact that we do laugh at self-ignorance is not what makes self-ignorance laughable. Regarding “the nature (physis) of to geloion” (48c4), Socrates claims that it is “a kind of vice (πονηρία)” (48c6) and an “evil (κακὸν)” (48c2, 49a4). It is the possession of a disposition that directly contradicts the Delphic injunction to “know thyself” (48c–d); in short, to geloion fundamentally involves self-ignorance, or ignorance about one’s own qualities (48c2–49a5).21

Socrates’ analysis does not stop with the reference to self-ignorance. He identifies three classes of goods about which “it is possible not to know oneself” (48d8–9): external goods, including wealth and property; bodily goods, like athletic prowess and beauty; and psychic goods, like wisdom and virtue. Socrates assumes that, in each case, self-ignorance goes in one direction; that is, we overestimate, rather than underestimate, our wealth, beauty, and virtue. Socrates claims that “the overwhelming number are mistaken” about their own virtue, and amongst the virtues, it is especially concerning wisdom that people think themselves to be superior (48e–49a). Socrates then subdivides the self-ignorant into those “who are weak and unable to avenge themselves when laughed at” and “those who have the power and strength to take revenge” (48b6–9): the latter are “dangerous and hateful” because their ignorance is “odious and ugly” (48b9, c1), as well as being “harmful” (48c2), while the former are laughable or ridiculous. With this further specification, Socrates concludes that weak ignorance “deserves to be placed amongst the ridiculous things in rank and nature” (49c4–5).22

Derisive laughter, then, is directed at our weak and self-ignorant fellow citizens. If my analysis of the pain and pleasure of phthonos is on target, then it will turn out that the laughter relies on, indeed is a continuation of, preexisting emotional hostility, and it builds on, though it is not identical to, the pleasure of phthonos. The account seems to assume that, within any given community, phthonos is relatively common, such that there will be numerous opportunities for derisive laughter. Since the possibilities of self-ignorance range over all possible human goods—external, bodily, and psychic—and very many people actually are self-ignorant, there will be many opportunities for the pleasure of phthonos to burst forth into laughter. In sum, it is only the preexisting pain at another’s goods that makes possible the pleasure in that other’s evils; watching the other revealed as self-ignorant, that is, as possessing a laughable evil, causes laughter. Thus, laughter depends on, expresses, and reinforces phthonos: the painful part of phthonos is the preexisting causal precursor to derisive laughter, and the pleasurable part of phthonos is partly constitutive of it. Thus, since derisive laughter is, in all cases like these, an expression of phthonos, and phthonos is a derisive and unjust emotion directed against weak fools, it is easy to see why it is morally harmful.

Socrates’ analysis begins with laughter in the comic theater and ends with “life’s tragedies and comedies” (50b1–2).23 This kind of move is, as we have seen from the Republic, quite natural for one who thinks that reactions to stage drama model and shape reactions to real-life situations. The analysis seems well suited to explain what is ethically harmful about viewing Attic comedy, since it is well known for representing actual historical figures, including—perhaps most famously—Socrates himself, as well as stock professional types, as imposters, ἀλαζόνες, that is, as “impudent and absurd pretenders . . . [who] put up a claim to share in the advantages and delights which they have done nothing to deserve” (Cornford 1961: 122). The imposter scene is a standard motif in Attic comedy,24 which quite plausibly taps into audience phthonos toward well-known figures, as well as general hostility toward politicians, intellectuals, and craftsmen, and indeed toward anyone who seems to enjoy certain advantages and special access to goods. Hostility toward such figures grounds audience desire to see the comic target fail or lose access to goods.25 When the comic action reveals the target to be self-ignorant, and thus ridiculous, and it deprives him of his access to goods—the desire of phthonos is satisfied, and thus pleased and delighted, the audience laughs at him. The comic poet thus manipulates the audience by making them expect something painful—that the comic figure will get to enjoy success—and then providing them with something pleasurable—that the target experiences failure and is exposed as ridiculous. The comic theater provides a safe space for a general audience to laugh at those with power, status, or authority, since within the comic theater’s confines, all stage figures—even those who represent powerful politicians—are weak, since a character quite literally cannot, qua dramatic character, take revenge on the audience for laughing. This distance seems built into the nature of comic drama.

Laughter directed at our friends and fellow citizens, that is, outside of the theater, appears to be more sinister for several reasons. The psychological structure of this laughter is identical to the case of comedy: pained at our neighbors’ success, we are pleased by their being revealed as ridiculous and we laugh at them. First, having enjoyed seeing a friend or fellow citizen mocked and made to look ridiculous on stage, we might be inclined to laugh at that person in real life. As we have seen, such indulging of emotions will only intensify them, so what may have started out as a kind of mild hostility may end up becoming more intense, as the case of Socrates may be taken to reveal. Second, it is inappropriate, indeed unjust, to feel phthonos toward our friends and fellow citizens. We should rather share their pleasure in the enjoyment of goods, rather than be pained by it. Indeed, the “commonality of pleasures and pains” (464a2) is made a principle of the good city in the Republic, and phthonos is a direct violation of it. Third, our reaction to our fellow citizens’ vices and evils should be consolation and instruction. It should be of utmost concern to correct their vices and to help them to attain self-knowledge. In several places, Plato marks out “care for the citizens” as the mark of justice and a core task of the political art.26

The Philebus helps to fill in the picture of the moral harm of laughter in several ways. First, we get a more detailed account of what makes something genuinely ridiculous, filling in the suggestion in Republic 5. Second, the example of Hephaestus in book 3 can be understood more precisely, both in how it works and in why it is inappropriate. It works as a representation of self-ignorance on at least two levels: first, a hobbling drink servant is a servant who fails to see about himself that, because of his condition, he should not be serving drinks; second, a divine servant is a servant who fails to see about himself that, because he is a god, he should not be serving anyone. Again, this is wrong because the god, being good, could never really possess—nor even feign the possession of (Rep. 380c–383c)—self-ignorance. Further, the gods’ laughing at Hephaestus is unjust, since he is a friend, who, by comparison with the other gods, is weak. This is derisive laughter, and the gods, being perfect, could neither be unjust nor feel phthonos, and should never be represented as such (cf. Tim. 29e). Third, the reference to a specific emotion, phthonos, gives more content to book 10’s claim that the lower part of the soul is strengthened, since it is, at least in the case of derisive laughter, one particular emotion that is indulged and made stronger. Indeed, Socrates refers to comedy’s laughter as involving “puerile (παιδικὸν) phthonos” (49a8), reinforcing the idea that it is the childish, or adolescent, part of us that really enjoys such laughter. Fourth, since emotional content of derisive laughter probably has an intensifying effect—we are emotionally committed to the laughter—it seems probable that powerful laughter is more likely to result from derisive laughter. Last, in both comedy and real life, derisive laughter may bolster inappropriate self-confidence of exactly the sort that made one laugh in the first place. By laughing at someone who mistakenly thinks he is wise, one might begin to mistakenly think oneself to have the wisdom that the other lacks (cf. Ap. 23a). In short, laughter can reveal one’s own self-ignorance and, thus, one’s own ridiculousness. If this point is right, then we have yet another way to understand the Republic’s claim that one becomes buffoon by laughing inappropriately.

As in the previous analyses, the moral harm is restricted to a certain kind of laughter—derisive laughter—and Socrates does not condemn laughter as such. Further, it seems clear from his analysis of derisive laughter that he thinks that someone’s being genuinely laughable does not entail that we must, or ought to, laugh at her. Indeed, if she is our friend or our neighbor, we really ought not.27 Thus, being genuinely laughable and being appropriately laughed at come apart. However, Socrates does seem to leave space for laughing at one’s enemies, since it is neither unjust nor a sign of phthonos to “rejoice about evils” that happen to them (49d3–4).28 This possibility suggests that the problem with derisive laughter is not hostility per se, but rather misplaced or unwarranted hostility. While this may seem to be an unpromising starting point for an account of appropriate laughter, the Laws will show a way to give this general thought some interesting and philosophically sound content.

4. Appropriate Comedy and Laughter in the Laws

So far, I have been trying to reconstruct a consistent account of morally harmful laughter on Plato’s behalf. In this section, I turn to the suggestive remarks made by the Athenian about comedy and laughter in the Laws. It is my hope that, by fleshing out at least one case of appropriate laughter,29 the moral harm of inappropriate laughter will come into sharper focus. In this section, I argue, first, that appropriate laughter will be free of intensifying emotions, and second, that appropriate comedy will be morally educational by accurately representing the ridiculous and emotionally training its audience to be hostile toward vice. Appropriate laughter will, in short, be truth tracking and encourage virtue.

In book 11, when the Athenian discusses the laws pertaining to defamation (934e) and ridicule (935aff.), he describes disputes in which people shout abuse at one another, even when the issue is trivial. The analysis hangs on the unleashing of one’s anger: “In gratifying this graceless thing, anger (θυμῷ), and in thus feeding his fury (ὀργὴν) a banquet of evils, the speaker makes savage again the part of his soul that was once tamed by education, and he becomes a beast living in peevishness, gladly accepting the bitter pleasure of anger (θυμοῦ)” (935a3–7). Such people “call one another shameful names” (934e6–935a1) and “quickly resort to uttering something that ridicules (τό τι γελοῖον) their opponent” (935a7–b3). This analysis generates an unexpected conclusion about comedy and important distinction for understanding appropriate comedy and laughter. The Athenian asks, “[A]re we prepared to tolerate a comedians’ eagerness to ridicule people, making comedies about the citizens provided that it is not inspired by anger (ἄνευ θυμοῦ)?” (935d3–6); and whether to “divide comedy into two kinds, according to whether it is playful (τῷ παίζειν) or not?” (935d6). The Athenian rejects completely the representation of citizens in comedy of any sort, but endorses the idea that only playful comedy will be permitted, referring back the previous discussion of comedy in book 7 (to which I turn shortly). The passage in book 11 brings to the fore a hitherto unexplored causal connection between the attitude of the comedian and the attitude of the audience—between the spirit in which one ridicules and the spirit in which such ridicule is experienced by the audience.

Thus, the Athenian provides two distinct motives for the comedian’s ridicule and, by implication, two distinct ways in which the audience might receive and interpret the ridicule. In line with this distinction, “the playful comedian” will be permitted to ridicule “without anger,” while ridicule driven by animosity will be forbidden entirely (935d6–e2). It does not take much imagination to think that the comedy that is forbidden is precisely the kind of comedy that is described in the Philebus, since it both targets citizens and is driven by animosity.30 To be sure, the emotional components of the two accounts are not identical—the Philebus is focused on phthonos, while the Laws highlights thumos/orgē—but this is not necessarily a problem. First, even if one takes the Athenian to be referring to be anger in a narrow sense—identical to orgē in the Philebus’ list of painful emotions (47e1–2)—it may be that Plato thinks that comedy taps into audience anger in addition to phthonos. The pain-pleasure matrix of anger will be structurally identical to that of phthonos,31 and comedy may be seen as dramatically satisfying a desire for revenge. This would suggest, not entirely implausibly, that the Philebus’ analysis is incomplete. Second, Plato may think that phthonos causes anger, that is, that people generally feel angry when they feel phthonos toward someone. This line of thinking receives partial support from a passage in the Euthyphro, in which the motives for laughing at someone are discussed and phthonos appears as a possible cause of anger (3c6–d2). Third, given the imprecision with which the Athenian describes the emotional aspect—employing thumos and orgē indiscriminately—we might speculate that he means to indicate something more general than the particular emotion of anger, like passion, intensity, hostility, or animosity. This more general description would imply a kind of emotional commitment to or investment in the ridicule that might contrast with the psychological distance from the ridicule that playfulness implies. In any case, it seems clear that the restriction in the Laws clearly bans the kind of comedy described in the Philebus.

However we understand the precise relationship between the emotional analysis of harmful comedy in the Philebus and that in the Laws, its opposite, playful comedy, is to be understood as not having deleterious effects on its audience at all. Indeed, this point is clearly implied by stipulation that “the minister with overall responsibility for the education of the young” will be responsible for policing the distinction between playful and hostile comedy (936a5–6). This distinction will be enforced, first and foremost, by restricting the way in which comedic ridicule is composed and thus enacted—the ridicule will be playful, and so too, by implication, will the audience reaction. The second strategy by which anger is eliminated from playful comedy is by controlling who may be the proper targets of comedy—no citizen is to be portrayed or impersonated in any comedy, even if the comedy is playful. This strategy might be seen as an acknowledgment of an inherent limitation of the restriction on comedic composition—in short, a playfully intended sendup of an actual figure may nevertheless tap into audience phthonos. It is thus safer not to portray citizens at all. The audience, it seems, will laugh at such comedies and their ridiculous figures, but this laughter—call it playful laughter (cf. 816e10–817a1)—will not be burdened by any unjust or inappropriately hostile emotions. If we take seriously the idea that the spirit of the comedy influences the spirit in which the comedy is experienced by the audience, then playful laughter might be characterized by precisely the lack of emotional intensity that characterizes playful comedy. If that is right, the emotional moderation of playful laughter might provide a natural block against powerful laughter, which might plausibly get its power from the force of the emotions underlying it. Therefore, according to the Laws, laughter may be playful and playful laughter may be less likely to be very intense.

In Laws 7, where the Athenian is discussing the educational laws directly, he has the following to say about “playful laughter (γέλωτά . . . παίγνια)” or “comedy” (816e10–817a1):


It is necessary to examine and pronounce on the shameful bodies and thoughts of those who have turned to producing laughter-inducing comedies through speech, song and dance, and the comic imitation of these things. For someone who intends to obtain practical wisdom (φρόνιμος ἔσεσθαι), it is impossible to understand serious things without understanding the ridiculous ones—or indeed anything at all except in the light of its opposite. Nor is it possible to act in both ways, if someone intends to partake of virtue even on a small scale, and this is precisely why we must also learn to understand what is laughable, in order to avoid, through ignorance, doing or saying anything laughable when there’s no need for it. Such imitation must be assigned to slaves and hired foreigners, and no one must ever take it at all seriously. No male or female citizen must be found learning it, and the imitations must always contain some novel element. With that law and explanation, playful laughter—what we all call “comedy”—may be dismissed. (Laws 816d3–817a1)



In this passage, two core points are made about the educational benefits of comedy. First, comedy will be ethically informative; that is, it will communicate a certain content; and second, it will be action guiding; that is, it will provide practical guidance for how we should live and act. Let us call these the epistemic and practical benefits of comedy, and keep them separate for now, though they are clearly intimately related to each other. The epistemic benefit is derived from a more general principle about the understanding of any given field—in order to fully understand something, one must also understand its opposite. In this case, the goal is not to understand the ridiculous per se, but to understand the ridiculous qua the opposite of the serious. This is no small isolated area of interest, but may be understood to be the ethical realm in general—since the serious here, as becomes clear in the ensuing sentence, is shorthand for what is virtuous, and the knowledge in question is that had by the person of practical wisdom, the phronimos. The practical benefit has to do with what the knowledge will enable you to do. The goal is clearly to “acquire virtue” and the specific contribution of comedy to that goal is the provision of models of ridiculousness that we should avoid emulating. Once we are familiar with the models, we are better positioned not to act in the ridiculous ways comedic figures act. In sum, the Athenian sets clear restrictions on comedy to be truth tracking, that is, to communicate the truth about what is ridiculous and what ridiculous speech and action are like. On this view, then, laughter is truth functional; that is, it is committed to a claim about something’s being ridiculous, and that claim may be true or false. These claims are not merely aesthetic, determined by the tastes of the agent, but claims about value—about what is virtuous and vicious—and these are determined by the moral reality.

Thus, comedy provides true content about the ridiculous and provides the audience with models of how not to behave in order to be virtuous. Regarding the residual hostility, this also can be understood within the educational framework of Magnesia, as comedy may be also thought to contribute to the audience having the right attitude to what is ridiculous. They are, in short, to reject and avoid it. This hostility will be directed against generic figures representing ridiculousness, rather than against individual citizens.32 Ridiculousness picks out a vice, and one core aim of the educational program of Magnesia is to get its citizens to have the right attitudes toward virtue and vice. Educational laughter is thus not harmful, since the hostility is appropriately directed against vice in general and representations of vice, and not against particular fellow citizens. This idea fits nicely with the Philebus passage that permitted laughing at one’s enemies, if we reinterpret “enemy” in a philosophical or moralized sense as those who are vicious, or morally bad. In that case, it seems both just and highly appropriate to laugh at the enemies of virtue and goodness. The restriction that no citizen actually perform in comedies is crucial for blocking those who learn about vice from being corrupted by it: given the role of imitation in Magnesia education (cf. 656a–c), it is clear that imitating ridiculousness would cause one really to become ridiculous.33 Because the citizens will laugh at these imitations of vice without having themselves to imitate them, they can learn about vice with the appropriate ethical distance. Further, since they will laugh together at these vicious figures, they will reinforce or consolidate their shared social rejection of vice.

In sum, this section has established that there is a kind of comedy that makes fun of its figures in a way that is playful and not fueled by anger, and thus a kind of laughter that seems free from unjust emotions. Further, such comedy can play an important role in the education of the citizens, since they will be trained to identify what is ridiculous so as to avoid it. Directing our laughter at those figures who are self-ignorant, that is, genuinely laughable, will help to identify and thus avoid self-ignorance in ourselves. If this is Plato’s idea for what morally appropriate comedy and laughter is, then the criticisms of comedy and laughter laid out earlier must be understood as failures to live up to this standard. Instead of tracking the truth about virtue and vice and training our emotional responses appropriately, most extant comedy taps into and strengthens the lower part of our soul and misleads us about what is, and is not, worthy of laughter.

5. Conclusion: Comedy in Plato’s Dialogues

In concluding, I very briefly want to address how Plato’s own use of comedy reflects the norms of acceptable comedy from the Laws, in particular, regarding the portrayal of certain interlocutors as self-ignorant imposters and Socrates’ ironic handling of them. In short, Plato criticizes Old Comedy, while simultaneously borrowing some of its comedic techniques. There are obviously very complex issues involved here, and I will not have space to address them in detail. Instead, I will make a couple of suggestive but incomplete points.

In portraying famous historical figures as self-ignorant imposters, exposed and made laughable via the irony and argumentation of Socrates, Plato invites us to laugh at them. Several points seem to suggest that Plato is following his own advice. First, these self-ignorant figures claiming to be experts are plausibly enemies of virtue and models of vice, and it seems perfectly appropriate that they are exposed as charlatans such that their possible hold on Plato’s audience is undermined by making them look ridiculous. Indeed, they are ridiculous in that they are self-ignorant, thinking themselves wise when they are not. Second, the relevant 4th-century figures—primarily foreign sophists and local aspiring politicians—are all dead by the time of their portrayal in the 5th-century dramas, so Plato does seem to follow his own ban on portrayal fellow living citizens. Last, the dialogue’s humor does not induce belly laughs. Its comedy produces perhaps only a chuckle or a smile.

So far, so good. But isn’t there a real danger here that Plato’s readers might react with a glee that has its root in phthonos at the downfalls of vividly drawn historical celebrities like Protagoras, Gorgias, and Thrasymachus, and thus mistakenly think themselves superior in virtue? After all, these figures were still famous in the 5th century for being rich and influential and were still remembered by those in the older generation and idolized by some in the next generation at the time Plato is composing his dialogues. Aren’t the portrayals in, for example, Ion, Hippias Major, and Euthydemus just a bit too close to Aristophanic comedy? Wouldn’t Plato have understood that his comedies might have precisely the wrong effect on his audience? I think this is a real problem. In what remains, I consider the outlines of two responses: what I will call the sinister view and the calculated-risk view.

The sinister view is held by Alexander Nehamas, who, in considering this issue, says that Plato “lull[s] . . . the dialogues’ readers into the very self-complacency it makes them denounce. It is deep, dark, and disdainful” (1998: 44).34 On this view, Plato is not merely aware of the possibility that his dialogues might morally harm his readers; he is rather harming them on purpose! If the Philebus model of comedy is all there is to work with, then it is hard to see how to escape Nehamas’s conclusion. The challenge of Nehamas can be met, I think, even while one accepts the very real possibility that some readers will simply laugh at and reject the foolish interlocutor, identify with Socrates, and thus become as self-complacent, overconfident, and self-ignorant as those they are laughing at. The calculated-risk view holds that Plato was aware of the possibility that his dialogues might have unintended morally harmful effects, but he thought that this risk is worth taking under non-ideal political circumstances, in which there are various models of virtue and the good life competing for public attention. I think this is a much more plausible and attractive view to attribute to someone who cares so much about virtue.

Plato might be trying to mitigate the risk in his portrayal of Socrates’ encounters with these figures: First, Socrates meets such interlocutors with an attitude that we might call playful admiration or mock jealousy, and he expresses this attitude mainly through ironic praise. In short, Socrates seems to take on a playful version of the unjust attitude of phthonos and subtly ridicules such figures with praise, given the false assumption that the interlocutor actually possesses the wisdom he claims to possess. Such praise is usually accepted by the interlocutors as genuine, but the irony is always clear to the reader. By modeling this playful attitude, Socrates can be seen as discouraging genuine hostility in the readers. Second, Socrates spends the dialogue attempting to get the self-ignorant interlocutor to see that he lacks the knowledge he thinks he has and this goal is accomplished through detailed and careful argumentation. Thus, Socrates exposes his interlocutors as ridiculous, but he does so with the aim of moral improvement in mind.35 Thus, a preexisting evil is revealed and Socrates attempts to remedy it, practicing care for his fellow citizens. Third, Socrates often seems to make himself out to be a target of laughter, along with his interlocutor—Euthyphro (3c–e, 11b–c), Euthydemus (278d–e, 279d, 291b), Protagoras (340d, 355d, 361a–b), Meno (96d–e), Phaedrus (236d), and Lysis (223a) are some examples.36 He thus does not set himself very far above even his defeated interlocutors. At the same time, we get clear indication from Socrates that he does not want to be truly ridiculous and that achieving this goal involves examining and testing oneself and one’s own views (Phaedrus 229e–230a) and avoiding holding contradictory views or acting in a way contradictory to one’s views (Phaedo 117a). In short, Socrates models a reaction to the imposters of Plato’s dialogues that is neither derisive nor triumphant and takes himself to need to be very careful not to fall into the same trap of self-ignorance as his opponents. Again, the model of Socrates cannot guarantee that we readers will follow his lead—and indeed it is clear that many modern readers do not—but, for those who are properly attuned, Socrates can lead the way.37
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1. See de Vries 1985; for a useful index of laughter words in Plato, see Mader 1977: 130–32.

2. Cf. Tht. 200a12. On Socrates’ concealed or implicit laughter, see Halliwell 2008: 276–300.

3. Cf. Phaedo 59a8, 62a8, 64a10, 77e3, 84d8, 101b3, 115c5; Rep. 398c7; Lys. 207c6.

4. See Trivigno 2012a; Trivigno 2016. Cf. Athenaeus’ vivid descriptions of Plato’s satirical portrayals in Deiphnosophists 11.505–7. On Plato’s use of parody to critique rival methodologies and genres, see Trivigno 2009; Trivigno 2012b.

5. These passages in Plato are also treated in Heath’s chapter in this volume, and our accounts are quite similar. The Philebus passage is important for McCabe’s chapter in this volume, but we have very different ideas about how best to understand it.

6. One might object to my methodology on the grounds that I am taking four passages out of their native context, examining them as freestanding accounts of laughter, and reconstructing an independent view out of them. While I see the force of the objection, my analyses are focused on the ethical implications and moral psychology of laughter and these issues are precisely what is at stake in the four passages. Halliwell, e.g., denies that these passages can be used to construct “a simple conception of laughter” or to create a theory of laughter (2008: 301). My aims in this chapter are more modest: to construct a consistent account of the moral harm of some kinds of laughter.

7. The translation of the Republic and Philebus passages are Cooper 1997, with slight modifications. The translations of the Laws passages are my own.

8. Cf. Od. 8.326, in which the same line is used to describe the male gods’ “unquenchable” laughter at the sight of Ares and Aphrodite in flagrante. This passage (Od. 266–366) is excised at Rep. 390c for its effect on the guardians’ moderation because of the scene’s sexual illicitness. On the Homeric portrayal of laughter, see Halliwell 2008: 51–99.

9. Cf. Rep. 474c on lovers’ lack of discrimination.

10. Cf. Laws 732c on the avoidance of excessive laughter and tears.

11. I understand “imitative poetry” to refer to poetry that contains a lot of varied imitation and gives much pleasure, not to all poetry insofar as it contains imitations or representations. See Nehamas 1982; Ferrari 1989; Janaway 1995; Moss 2007.

12. I am bracketing larger interpretive questions about how many parts of the soul are implicated in book 10’s analysis, though I take it as uncontroversial that references to the lower part are meant to encompass the motivations previously attributed to appetite and spirit. See Adam 1902: 602c ad loc.

13. Cf. Aristotle’s account of the vice of buffoonery (EN 1128a4–7; 1128a33–b1). In the Myth of Er, Thersites is referred to as a “joker,” or γελωτοποιός (Rep. 620c3), and he might be a model of one who goes too far in trying to raise a laugh (cf. Il. 1.215). See Halliwell 2008: 69–77.

14. Frede’s translation, “laughter mixed with the weeping,” in Cooper 1997, is directly misleading. First, χαίρω does not mean “to laugh” in any of its senses according to LSJ. Second, it muddles the philosophical point of the parallel between the experiences of comedy and tragedy. It is enjoyment or pleasure, rather than laughter, that is mixed with weeping, just as in the case of laughter, there is pain, not weeping, that is mixed with laughter.

15. See, e.g., Destrée forthcoming; Austin 2012; McCabe 2010; Miller 2008; Wood 2007.

16. See, e.g., Konstan 2006: 111–28; Delcomminette 2006: 441–42. My analysis draws heavily from the more extensive conceptual analysis of phthonos in Plato and Aristotle in my forthcoming “Was Phthonos a Comedic Emotion for Aristotle? On the Pleasure and Moral Psychology of Laughter.” As in that paper, I leave phthonos untranslated, since it is part of my conclusion that “malice” and “envy” are independently wrong but jointly right. Cf. Gosling 1975: 47e1 ad loc.

17. Def. 416a13: “Phthonos is a pain at the present or past goods (ἀγαθοῖς) of one’s friends”; Rhetoric 1387b23 defines phthonos as “pain at the appearance of success (εὐπραγίᾳ)”; Memorabilia 3.9.8 attributes to Socrates the view that “phthonos is a pain at the successes (εὐπραξίαις) of friends.”

18. The passage, as a whole, is inconsistent when it comes to how it characterizes the relationship between the pleasure and pain of phthonos in the case of laughter. In particular, at 50a, Socrates seems to suggest that laughter independently accounts for the pleasure, while phthonos independently accounts for the pain, suggesting an alternative analysis whereby phthonos is merely a painful causal precursor of pleasurable laughter (see Destrée forthcoming). On my account, Socrates speaks imprecisely here: because it is taken for granted that laughter is pleasurable, Socrates only needs to show that there is pain involved as well, and simply pointing to phthonos is the most efficient way to do so. I am filling in the moral psychological mechanisms, providing more detail about the process, and making its consistent with the general theoretical framework.

19. The continued presence of pain when pleasure predominates is very likely accounted for by the memory of the past goods of the target. This suggestion would preserve the structural parallelism between the two “moments” of phthonos, since the anticipation or imagination of future evils is what accounts for the pleasure when pain predominates. Indeed, without the enduring presence of the pain, the pleasure of phthonos loses its motivation. On memory’s role in pleasure and pain, see 21b–d, 33c–35d.

20. For a quite different analysis of the psychological profile of phthonos, see McCabe’s chapter in this volume. She sharply distinguishes envy and malice and understands phthonos exclusively as malice. We have very different ways accounting for the pain of phthonos.

21. Socrates assumes, rather than argues for, the idea that we primarily laugh at other human agents. See McCabe 2010: 193; Heath’s chapter in this volume. Both deny that Socrates’ account is meant to be exhaustive. I leave this as an open question here.

22. The use of the plural τῶν γελοίων here, may indicate that Socrates thinks that self-ignorance is just one among several kinds of ridiculousness, but this suggestion is by no means certain.

23. On the text of this phrase, see Bury 1897: ad loc.

24. Cornford 1961: 115–19.

25. See Hackforth 1972: 92, who speculates that “the envy and the malice are only half-real,” since the audience already knows and expects that the comic figures and their pretensions will eventually be exposed.

26. Cf. Grg. 464c–d; 513e–514a; Menex. 248b–249c.

27. See Wood 2007: 85–87.

28. Commentators (e.g., Bury 1897: ad loc.) have worried about this passage, since it seems to imply that it is just to harm one’s enemies, and this claim would contradict a basic principle of Socratic ethics, that it is never just to harm anyone (e.g., Crito 49b; Rep. 335e). Since self-ignorance is not the kind of evil that can be inflicted on another, it seems to me that the implication is blocked.

29. McCabe gives an account of a kind of positive community-building laughter that she calls “humane laughter” (2010: 201–2), and this might plausible be another case of appropriate laughter.

30. Pace Halliwell 2008: 301.

31. Cf. Arist. Rhet. 1378a30–32.

32. The Athenian thinks that there will be some occasion to say ridiculous things, but he does specify what such occasions would be like. Playful teasing in the controlled setting of the symposium would be a promising candidate; see Halliwell 2008: 100–154.

33. Cf. Rep. 3.395c–396e.

34. McCabe also considers and rejects this alternative (2010: 199–200).

35. Cf. Austin 2012: 131.

36. See McCabe 2010: 200; Woodruff’s chapter in this volume.

37. I presented this paper in the summer of 2016 at a workshop at the University of Oslo I organized in connection with this volume and at the Southern Association for Ancient Philosophy conference at the University of Cambridge in the Fall of 2016. I would like to extend my gratitude to the audiences at both meetings for their comments and feedback and especially to Thomas Johansen, who was my commentator at the Oslo workshop.
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Aristotle on Why We Laugh at Jokes

Pierre Destrée

In contemporary studies on laughter and humor, it is quite striking that scholars very much tend to oppose the two main theories that have been defended from early Modern philosophy on: on the one hand, the so-called Superiority theory which Hobbes proposed, and the so-called Incongruity theory which, one century later, Hutcheson vigorously opposed to Hobbes.1 Nowadays, almost everyone seems to defend one version or another of the incongruity theory. Indeed, following Hutcheson, scholars have noticed again and again that many jokes can hardly be seen as including any obvious sense of superiority that might explain why they are funny.

Take light-bulb jokes like these:


How many academics does it take to change a light bulb? Five: one to write the grant proposal, one to do the mathematical modeling, one to type the research paper, one to submit the paper for publishing, and one to hire a student to do the work.

How many philosophers does it take to change a lightbulb? Three: one to change it and two to stand around arguing over whether or not the light bulb exists.



Or take one of the jokes making up the Philogelōs, a 3rd- or 4th-century anthology of jokes in Greek, where mutatis mutandis the scholastikos corresponds to our modern academics, especially philosophers:


A witty, distinguished professor who is short of cash sells the books from his own library. He writes a letter to his father: “Dear father, you can congratulate me: now I’m finally making a living out of my books.” (Philogelōs 55)2



What causes amusement and laughter in all these jokes is evidently one sort or another of what one generally calls “incongruity.” Superiority, at least if one takes the term literally, does not seem to play any obvious role; it would be difficult to describe our amusement as consisting in a feeling of “a sudden glory,” as Hobbes would have it.3 And yet, in all these jokes, one can hardly miss a certain mark of hostility, or animosity. In most light-bulb jokes, it is typically a specific group of people who are the butt of the joke, and who are mocked (as is, even more evidently, also the case in the moron jokes, or ethnic jokes); and it is also the case in most jokes from the Philogelōs. And of course, mocking someone implies some sort of aggressiveness—whether it translates into sheer hostility, or slight animosity, or more or less deep contempt or disdain (which in certain cases may perhaps include a certain sense of superiority as well).

Interestingly enough, when Aristotle reports witticisms and wordplays, or what I would call “jokes” in a general sense, we indeed find a very similar picture. Take these two jokes that he reports in his Rhetoric:


—Let’s call the first one the Sandal Joke. Aristotle reports a verse that comes from a comedy, and explains why it is funny: “ ‘There he was walking around with . . . blisters (χίμεθλα ) on his feet,’ while the hearer thought he would have said: slippers (πέδιλα).” (1412a31–32)

—Let’s call the second one the Thracian joke. Here we have a character named Nikon who is a kithara player from Thracia. We know neither the playwright’s name nor the play this is supposed to have taken place in nor what exact circumstances the scene took place in, but presumably at one point, another character addresses Nikon, who has readied himself to play, and instead of saying (I adapt the Greek somewhat in order to make a similar pun in English): “Now, are you going to play something on your trumpet?” (θράττεις συ—literally: you are playing the kithara),” unexpectedly says: “Now, are you going to play the . . . strumpet? (Θρᾶττ’ εἶ συ—literally: you are a Thracian girl).” (Rhetoric 1412a35–b1)4



In both jokes, there is a pun playing on homophony (chimethla/pedila; thratteis su/thratth’ ei su), causing amusement because of the incongruity involved. But a certain degree of aggressiveness is part and parcel of both jokes, and thus, one may suppose, of our amusement. Nikon is rather harshly mocked, even insulted, to the audience’s delight. As Aristotle emphasizes, if we did not know that Nikon was from Thracia, the joke would not be funny: its funniness at least partly relies on the audience’s knowing that Nikon is a Thracian by origin—an origin that would be commonly despised by an Athenian audience. (Actually, being called a Thracian is a common equivalent of being called a slave; and thus, in this context, being called a Thracian girl practically amounts to being called a sex slave.)5 And this may also be the case for our first pun, even if less obviously. As this is a joke from a comedy, one may well suppose that that person is mocked, since the audience is expected to imagine him walking around with painful blisters on his feet—where the walker’s pain seems to be part of our amusement.

But what sort of hostility, or animosity, may be supposed to be at stake? And how does it relate to incongruity? These are two questions that are, I think, crucial to joking and enjoying jokes (at least when there is a butt of the joke). Aristotle, I want to show in this chapter, clearly saw that these two features, incongruity and animosity, were central in (many) jokes. And he also furnishes a few key points from which, I will propose, one can reconstruct what may have been his answer to these questions.

1. The Importance of Humorous Expression in Comedy

In the Poetics, the plot (muthos) is the central and most important feature constituting dramatic poetry, and Aristotle thus devotes a detailed analysis to it. In the case of tragedy, things are quite straightforward. A well-constructed plot is the one that follows the rule, or norm, of what one might call the “law of likelihood”: in the course of an action, every event should follow from another “according to necessity or likelihood.” This “law” is the conditio sine qua non if a plot is to evoke pity and fear. Were the events following each other at random (as is the case in history), an audience’s attention and emotional involvement in the play would flag. Besides the plot, there are many other features (which Aristotle calls the “parts,” or “elements”) that have a certain importance; but all of them, such as music, staging, or even expression (or style: lexis), are in the service of the plot and the emotions the plot is supposed to produce.

In the case of comedy, things are much more complicated. To be sure, plot is also referred to as a key element: “As to the creation of plotlines, that comes originally from Sicily [Epicharmis and Phormis]. From amongst the Athenian poets, it is Crates who is the first to have dropped satire in iambic metre and written stories with an over-all structure, that is to say, plots” (5.1449b5–9).6 If Sicilian writers “invented” plotlines, it is Crates who really managed to reach the true nature of plot, as it were, since he was the first to build a plot with an overall structure, that is, a plot in which all the events follow the “rule of likelihood” (9.451b8–9). And there, in chapter 9, Aristotle will even add that, in the case of comedy, that last feature is even more evident: “This much is obvious from the start with comedy: it is only once the plotline is composed from a series of likely events that the poets assign fictional names; and that is unlike the satirists who write about a real person” (1451b11–15). Now if the Poetics seems to put tragedy and comedy on the same footing as regards that key feature of dramatic poetry, we don’t get exactly the same picture in what Aristotle says about comedy in his Rhetoric: “And similarly, since games are among pleasurable things, all relaxation is, too; and since laughter is among pleasurable things, necessarily laughable things (human beings and words and deeds—ἀνθρώπους καὶ λόγους καὶ ἔργα) are also pleasurable. The laughable has been defined elsewhere in the books On Poetics” (1.11.1371b34–72a2). Whether Aristotle refers to the definition of the laughable we find in the Poetics or not, the difference between this presentation and that definition is striking. While in Poetics 5 (1449a34–35), what is laughable refers only to human beings (αἶσχος: their ugliness, or physical deformities) and their deeds (ἁμάρτημά τι: e.g., a slip-up of one sort or another), the presentation given in this Rhetoric passage adds words or jokes as a third component of the laughable. And this is also what we find in at least one other passage from the Rhetoric where Aristotle refers his readers to his Poetics (here, presumably its second book), saying that there “the number of forms of humor (εἴδη γελοίων) have been stated” (3.18.1419b6).

This difference is not at all insignificant. For, as I said, in the case of tragedy, the expression or style is a welcome help to the plot; metaphors, as Aristotle states, very much help in evoking emotions. But help, however welcome, is certainly not crucial. After all, pity and fear “must be effected from within the events,” as Aristotle emphasizes (14.453b2–3; b13–14). The best possible events are linked to a violent deed that causes suffering (which is what Aristotle means by a pathos in chaps. 11 and 14) and a recognition, and the paradigmatic case for a good tragedy is when a kin is about to kill or harm a kin (1453b19–22). This means that the “best,” or “most successful tragedy” (καλλίστη τραγῳδία) is the one with a well-constructed plot that has a pathos and a recognition, and that, through those two features, can best evoke pity and fear.

Expression or style has a much bigger role in comedy. Aristotle forcefully implies this role in a passage from the Rhetoric that is dedicated to comparison: “If poets do not do this well, their public failure is keenest; and if they do it well, they are popular. I mean when they make the two terms of the comparison correspond: ‘Hey! here he comes—with hairy legs like curly parsley’ (ὥσπερ σέλινον οὖλα τὰ σκέλη φορεῖ)” (3.11.1413a10–13).7 As this example indicates, the poets Aristotle refers to are comic playwrights; they succeed when they invent good comparisons. A good comparison (which is a kind of metaphor) is the one that vividly makes us “see” such and such in such and such a light.8 So the comparison here should make us “see” the densely hairy legs of the character as parsley leaves. As Aristotle adds, “you would think he had parsley for legs, they’re so densely haired” (1413a29), a vision that of course causes amusement. Another such figure of style, indeed of metaphor, is the hyperbole “such as for a black eye: You’d think he was a basket of mulberries” (1413a22–23), in which presumably the text (unknown to us) Aristotle refers to was “he had an eye like a basket of mulberries.” In other words, it is these expressions, or style figures, that on their own produce amusement and laughter; and since making his audience laugh is the very aim of a comic poet, one fully understands why these figures are so important for him, and why he should be good at inventing such humorous figures if he wants to be a successful poet (and presumably win contests at the Dionysia and other festivals). Perhaps this is not to say that plot is unimportant in comedy, but humorous expression is certainly a crucial element without which a play would quite simply fail.

2. Incongruity and Surprise

Making his audience laugh is the comedic poet’s aim, and one important, if not his most important, tool, as we have just seen, is constituted by various figures of expression, such as funny metaphors, bon mots, puns, or jokes generally speaking. But why do these expressions make us laugh?

Actually, the Sandal joke is an example Aristotle provides of a bon mot (he calls this an asteion, literally an “urbanity”) that is funny (geloios). More precisely, it is an example of a bon mot that has been labeled a “new word” (τὸ καινὰ λέγειν) by Aristotle’s predecessor, the rhetorician Theodoros (1412a26). As Aristotle says, such bon mots are typically those that are


against opinion (παράδοξον), or, as he [Theodoros] says, not according to our previous opinion (πρὸς τὴν ἔμπροσθεν δόξαν), such as in jokes when words are altered (ἐν τοῖς γελοίοις τὰ παραπεποιημένα)—an effect that is also obtained when jibes involve the change of letters (τὰ παρὰ γράμμα σκώμματα). For they are deceptive (ἐξαπατᾷ). This occurs too in verses, when what is said is not as the hearer supposed. (Rhet. 1412a27–31)



First of all, since Aristotle refers to verses, that is, comedy, as an additional framework where such bon mots take place, we must suppose that he also has in mind jokes as we hear them in the real, social world. His explanation should thus count as a general explanation of why jokes make us laugh. Theodorus had described this as “not being according to our previous opinion.” Aristotle reshapes this explanation in a stronger way: a word is funny when it runs up “against opinion.” The hearer is “deceived,” that is, as we would say, surprised in his expectation: while she quite naturally expects to hear “slippers,” she unexpectedly hears “blisters.” And the same goes for the Thracian joke in which a word is pronounced slightly differently, producing another, unexpected, meaning—let me quote that joke again with Aristotle’s explanation:


Change of letters makes the speaker mean not what he says but what the word plays on, like what [the actor] Theodorus says to Nikon the harpist, “Now, are you going to play the . . . strumpet? (Θρᾶττ’ εἶ συ), while he pretends to say: “Now, are you going to play something on your trumpet?” (θράττεις συ), and deceives (ἐξαπατᾷ), for he means something different. (Rhet. 1412a33–b1)



Aristotle’s insistence on a new, unexpected meaning coming up and causing amusement has a necessary condition, though. The hearer must understand certain features that lie behind the joke: “Thus it is pleasing to the person who understands it; for, if she does not understand that Nikon is a Thracian it will not seem witty” (1412b1–3). Indeed, were the hearer to believe Nikon is from Athens, or Crete, the joke would just fall flat. In certain cases, such knowledge is not necessary, but it can considerably increase the funniness of a joke. This is the case with the Sandal joke. Actually, this verse is a parody of a well-known description that comes up in Homer, where the description “walking with fine sandals” (where the same word πέδιλα is used) applies to gods or goddesses.9 In this case, the joke may still be funny if one does not know those Homeric verses, but obviously if the hearer reminds herself of that Homeric description and gets the parody (as any well-educated ancient hearer would easily do), the joke is much funnier.

Contrary to the impression we may have at this point, “to be deceived,” that is, unexpectedness or surprise per se, cannot explain why we laugh when hearing such jokes. After all, it is Aristotle himself who in the Poetics links surprise to tragedy, where pity and fear are at stake, not laughter or amusement: “With reversals of fortune, poets aim at one of the effects they aspire to: surprise. This is what happens when a wise but wicked man is deceived, like Sisyphus, or when a courageous but unjust man is defeated—this is tragic because of the sense of humanity it brings out” (1456a19–22).10 Here, clearly, the effect of surprise is what a certain unexpected situation, such as a particularly courageous and strong man ending up defeated, creates. Here too it may be very tempting to take surprise to be what creates pleasure: isn’t it, as Aristotle says, what the poets “aspire to” while he repeatedly says that pleasure is what poets should seek to produce? But as Aristotle emphasizes in the Poetics, pleasure in tragedy should essentially come from the emotions of pity and fear. Surprise, therefore, should rather be conceived as a very forceful tool for enhancing the emotions from which tragic pleasure derives.

Now how does surprise work in comedy or jokes? As we have just seen, surprise in a tragedy is best seen as a sort of welcome, but not necessary, enhancement to our emotional reaction. If we deny (as I will in a moment) that there is any special emotion involved in laughing, a strict parallel with tragedy cannot be made on this: in jokes, surprise is not meant to enhance any sort of special emotion. And just as in tragedy, surprise is not meant to be a necessary condition of our laughter: as Aristotle himself admits, “In most cases witticisms are due to metaphors and to accompanying deception” (1412a19–20)—not in all cases. Thus, surprise should best be seen, I would contend, as what allows us to get the incongruity of a word (or probably a situation, too) more vividly. Surprise would thus very much enhance the funniness of a joke (or gag).

Admittedly, Aristotle does not use a term that would directly correspond to what we call “incongruity.” But this is what he means in the Rhetoric in presenting the general property that expression, or style (lexis), must have in a serious discourse aimed at persuasion: appropriateness (τὸ πρέπον). That property is indeed a sine qua non: if your expression, or your style, is not appropriate, you will end up arousing laughter, and not serious emotions like pity, or fear, or grandeur, with which you might have been trying to persuade the jury of your innocence. And indeed, using inappropriate metaphors (and other figures of style) would make your speech “appear like comedy” (κωμῳδία φαίνεται), Aristotle says, adding a comparison with the style of the tragic poet Cleophon: “Some of what he used to say amounted to comic speech, as if he were to say: ‘ō venerable fig-tree’ (πότνια συκῆ)” (3.7.1408a14–16). For an ancient Greek audience, it’s a humorous addressee, since the feminine adjective potnia is the typical word used to address a goddess or a queen, while the fig tree was considered a very common, worthless tree.

Whether Aristotle invented that humorous addressee, or reported a sort of widespread joke, we find a general presentation of inappropriateness, or what we would call incongruity: a property is attributed to an object that is totally inappropriate to it, such as the adjective “venerable,” or “august” to a fig tree. And this incongruity is probably best revealed when surprise comes in; after potnia, every ancient audience would naturally suppose the invocation of a divinity.

3. Types of Aggressiveness in Comedy

Yet incongruity does not seem to be working alone in the mechanism of laughter. As is evident in the Thracian joke, there is some animosity on the joker’s part and, presumably, on the hearer’s, too: Nikon is rather harshly mocked, even insulted, for the joy of the audience—being called a “Thracian girl” amounts to no less than being considered a Barbarian, a slave, and effeminate! And of course, such hostility, or aggressiveness, also emerges in the famous presentation of comedy we find in Poetics, chap. 5:


Comedy, as we said, is the representation of the baser sort of person who is not entirely bad; after all the laughable is only one part of the despicable. The laughable consists in some kind of slip-up or something ugly which is neither painful nor deadly. This is immediately obvious with comic masks: ugly yes, and deforming, but they do not convey any pain. (Poetics 1449a32–37)



Here, what is funny comes from some ridiculous feature, either a physical deformity, or a slip-up of one sort or another. One may suppose that those deformities and mistakes must in one way or another be inappropriate or incongruous to be funny (and certainly, comic masks and accoutrements aimed at exaggerating those deformities). But it is quite evident that a certain aggressiveness must be part of our laughter, too. For Aristotle is also keen on emphasizing that those characters must be supposed to be “worse than we commonly are,” and the reason we can so easily mock and despise them. Thus, whether by its jokes or by the events or physical characteristics, laughter in comedy seems to be first of all caused by incongruity. But, as our examples indicate, and the definition of the laughable in Poetics 5 implies, aggressiveness seems to be part and parcel of it, too. But how exactly does it operate? And first of all, what sort of aggressiveness is supposed to be at work in our laughter when we are in the theater?

In a famous passage from the Nicomachean Ethics, Aristotle draws an analogy between the right and the wrong ways of having a sense of humor (eutrapelia), and Old Comedy and what Aristotle called “new comedy” (which we nowadays call Middle Comedy), where he says that “new comedy” aims more at innuendo, while the Old Comedy aimed at foul language (aischrologia) (1128a23–24). This analogy has led some readers to draw the conclusion that Aristotle would certainly have preferred Middle Comedy (and presumably New Comedy that emerge with Menander, just after Aristotle’s death) over Old Comedy. And also, since foul language is commonly associated with aggressiveness, one may infer that “new comedy” had the advantage of being much less aggressive than the Old Comedy tended to be.11

But this passage is not supposed to make a judgment about comedy. It is meant only as an analogy between comedies and forms of eutrapelia in order to see how a good, measured eutrapelia is supposed to work: it should deal with aggressiveness and shameful language more in the fashion of what we find in “new comedies” than in Old Comedy. As Malcolm Heath has famously argued, there is no reason to think that what should apply in the real, social world should also be the case in the world of theater.12 The world of fiction, Aristotle forcefully says in the Poetics (25.1460b13–21), should not follow the same rules as the real world and, one may conclude, following what he says more generally for poetry, mistakes, even moral mistakes, can be allowed in comedy if (and only if) they allow for greater pleasure. It is perhaps wrong to represent a horse galloping with his two right legs forward at the same time (Aristotle thought this to be physically impossible), but if that makes the whole picture more powerful, and more pleasurable for its audience, so be it! Even if admittedly Aristotle does not explicitly say so, there is no reason to think that the same shouldn’t go for comedy. If, as in our case of Nikon, harshly mocking a character on stage produces more laughter and more pleasure, why should a comedian not take advantage of it? And indeed, as Aristotle himself explicitly says in a crucial passage of his Politics:


The law should prohibit younger people to attend spectacles of iambic invectives and comedies until they have reached the age when it is appropriate for them to participate in the banquets and drink wine, and at which their education will make them all immune to the harm that comes from such spectacles (τῆς ἀπὸ τῶν τοιούτων γιγνομένης βλάβης ἀπαθεῖς ἡ παιδεία ποιήσει πάντως). (Politics 7.17.1336b20–24)



In this passage, the comedies Aristotle refers to are similar to invectives that consisted in a harsh way of mocking, vituperating, and verbally attacking people. So comedy can have some very aggressive traits that may shock and hurt younger people, who must therefore be prohibited from going to comic theater. As he says (and in this he certainly endorses what Plato too reiterated), since “whatever we encounter first we like better . . . everything bad or vulgar should be alien to the young, particularly if it involves either vice or enmity (μάλιστα δ’ αὐτῶν ὅσα ἔχει ἢ μοχθηρίαν ἢ δυσμένειαν)” (1336b33–35), implying that comedy, in one way or another, does normally contain enmity or ill will. And of course, that implies that our laughter at a comic show, as well as during iambic poetry recitations, must also be supposed to contain some greater or lesser degree of aggressiveness.

One could argue that in his second book of the Poetics Aristotle did name an emotion, or set of emotions, that is typical of comedy. Indeed, it is very tempting to draw a close parallel between tragedy and comedy not only as Aristotle explicitly does in his Poetics at the level of muthos, and other constraints of unity, and plausibility, but also at the level of the emotions and pleasure. In brief, since tragedy aims at producing the emotions of fear and pity that, in turn, produce the proper pleasure of that poetic genre, comedy could, or should, also involve some specific emotion(s) that in turn must be supposed to produce the pleasure proper to that genre. And since Plato famously took phthonos to be the cause of laughter in the famous Philebus passage dedicated to inquiring into “the nature of the ridicule” (48c4), the most likely candidate for such a role should be that emotion.13

I don’t think this is a promising view, though. First of all, if Aristotle does make some strong parallels between tragedy and comedy throughout his Poetics, there is no place where he does it on the subject of emotion. Interestingly enough, when they mention a katharsis in the case of comedy, neither Neoplatonic reports nor the Tractatus Coislinianus specify any emotion there would be a katharsis of; quite to the contrary, and curiously enough, the TC defines comedy as “a mimesis of an action that is ridiculous . . . which through pleasure and laughter achieves the katharsis of the like emotions.”14 Scholars have expressed strong doubts about such an awkward definition paralleling the definition of tragedy we find in Poetics 6: at least in the corpus aritotelicum that we have, laughter and pleasure are never said to be a pathos, or a pathēma. In any case, if there is something we can safely say, this definition seems to indicate that the author of the TC simply never read a word like phthonos or any other like it in the material he had the opportunity to read.

True, even if Aristotle didn’t mention any emotion when evoking a comic katharsis, he may have done so when talking about pleasure (whether or not pleasure is directly linked to katharsis). Indeed, wouldn’t any reader be tempted to draw from the phrase that describes the tragic pleasure as “coming from pity and fear through mimesis” (τὴν ἀπὸ ἐλέου καὶ φόβου διὰ μιμήσεως [. . .] ἡδονὴν, 1453b12), the idea that comic pleasure should come “from phthonos through mimesis”? But when he mentions comic pleasure in the Poetics as we have it, here is what he has to say:


The second best tragedy—though some judge it to be first—is the tragedy which has a double structure, in the way the Odyssey concludes with opposite endings for the good and bad. It seems rather that it is the poor judgement of audiences who rank that kind first. For the poets follow the requests of their audiences. But this is not a pleasure we derive from tragedy—this pleasure is more proper to comedy where even worst enemies throughout the play, like Orestes and Aegisthus, end up exiting together having become friends, and no one gets killed by anyone. (Poet. 13.1453a30–39)



For my present purposes, two things are crucial. First, if there is an emotion involved in this example of comedy, it can hardly be phthonos: what sort of envy, or malice, would any audience feel toward these characters? Most naturally, an ancient audience would have immediately (if perhaps unconsciously) felt indignation as well as contempt: it is outrageous that Orestes does not kill Aegisthus, and instead makes friends with him; for any good son must avenge his father when the latter is murdered, especially when the murderer is also he who has seduced his own mother away from his father.

This passage shouldn’t allow us to conclude, though, as Leon Golden did,15 that the emotion involved in comedy was not phthonos but indignation (nemesis), which Aristotle presents in his Ethics as being a virtuous emotion.16 For sure, as I said, in the case of Orestes who does not kill Aegisthus, indignation is the emotion the audience does, and should rightly, feel. But that emotion could hardly work for each and every comedy, let alone for the jokes Aristotle reports in his Rhetoric. And also, and most importantly, as we have seen, it is Aristotle himself who takes enmity (dusmeneia) to be the emotion involved in the comedies and spectacles of iambic poetry that he allows the citizens of his ideal city to attend. And in another famous passage from the Rhetoric, he presents the virtue of eutrapelia, the sense of humor, as a “well-educated insolence (πεπαιδευμένη ὕβρις)” (1389a9–b11). Thus, if Aristotle didn’t perhaps explicitly reject Plato’s proposal to take phthonos as the central emotion involved in comedy, he may have had good reason not to follow it. Comedies and jokes do include a certain aggressiveness, but it may take on different guises, such as “insolence,” or “enmity,” or again “indignation,” depending on the type of situation the audience is faced with.

This Poetics passage gives us a second crucial clue as to how to conceive the link between emotion and pleasure. As I said, in the case of tragedy, that link is direct and essential: the proper pleasure of tragedy is an emotional one, coming “from pity and fear through mimesis” (14.453b11). Here, in our passage with the example of a comedy involving Orestes, where pleasure is also at stake, there is no such link, and the very example that is given cannot possibly be interpreted along the same pattern. Surely the audience must be supposed to feel indignation and contempt toward the main character of Orestes. But how could we say that the pleasure we get from such a play, or more specifically such an ending, would be best characterized as “coming from our indignation,” or “our contempt”? Much more plausibly, our pleasure must come from the incongruity of the whole scene, where we are completely surprised and baffled in the face of such an incongruous end. In the case of tragedy, as Aristotle repeatedly says, the poet must aim at producing pity and fear; these emotions are, as it were, the proximate aim of the poet in attaining his ultimate end, which is the pleasure that these emotions are supposed to give the people in the theater feeling them. But it would be rather odd to say that the comic poet, in aiming to produce pleasure as his ultimate end, does so by generating aggressiveness. What he must clearly try to produce as his proximate end is incongruity, and he must best manage this by producing it through unexpectedness and surprise, especially when it comes to the words, that is, jokes, he uses—an essential device, as we have seen. Also, it should be noticed that this comic play is of course a parody of a tragedy—contrast Aristotle’s report with the dreadful end of Sophocles’ Electra. Thus, not only is its end completely unexpected and incongruous, given who Orestes and Aegisthus are and how Orestes is supposed to act against Aegisthus, but also the audience is supposed to enjoy that end as a complete parody of the tragic play—the parody perhaps being a sort of second-order incongruity that adds to the audience’s amusement.17

Thus, what this Poetics passage has allowed us to see is twofold. First, if there is indeed aggressiveness in comedic laughter, there is no single emotion, or even one privileged emotion at stake. Depending on the case, we may have a variety of such emotions involved. And, second, and most important, such aggressive emotions are not what the comic poet is seeking to produce when he writes plays that are aimed at making his audience have fun and enjoy themselves; the main cause of amusement is incongruity, especially when it is discovered by way of surprise and unexpectedness. But then our main problem remains: what place does aggressiveness have in comedy and jokes? And how does it relate to our pleasure of laughing? Is it a marginal phenomenon that shouldn’t have any relevance to our pleasure in laughing? Or is it supposed to enhance it in some way(s)?

4. Playful Aggressiveness

Before we can answer these difficult questions, it would be well to return to the Rhetoric passage I briefly mentioned earlier, where Aristotle present the passions, or emotions, of youth. Here is the whole bit of text:


Young men have strong epithumetic passions (οἱ μὲν οὖν νέοι τὰ ἤθη εἰσὶν ἐπιθυμητικοί), and tend to gratify them indiscriminately. [. . .] They also have strong thumetic passions too (καὶ θυμικοί): they are quick tempered, and apt to give way to their anger; bad temper often gets the better of them, for owing to their love of honor they cannot bear being slighted, and are indignant if they imagine themselves unfairly treated. While they love honor, they love victory still more; for youth is eager for superiority over others, and victory is one form of this. [. . .] They are ready to pity (ἐλεητικοί) others, because they think everyone an honest man, or anyhow better than he is: they judge their neighbor by their own harmless natures, and so cannot think he deserves to be treated in that way. They are fond of fun and therefore witty, wit being well-bred insolence (καὶ φιλογέλωτες, διὸ καὶ ευτράπελοι· ἡ γὰρ εὐτραπελία πεπαιδευμένη ὕβρις ἐστίν). (Rhet. 1389a9–b11; trans. Roberts, slightly amended)



What Aristotle states is that laughter and wittiness, together with anger or pity, sensitivity to honor or the sense of shame, are all part and parcel of thumos generally speaking, which is what Plato more specifically called the thumoeides; and these “passions,” or “emotions,” are to be distinguished from those related to epithumia.18 Here, laughter and wittiness are, more than in any other passages, directly related to one form of aggressiveness, insolence, which is one way of being “hubristic”: it is the aggressiveness involved in attacking someone verbally. But if youth are quite naturally prone to such desires and to laughter, they need to be educated in order to become eutrapelos, that is, to have the right sense of humor.

What does that mean, to educate hubris? Aristotle doesn’t tell us. But education in the realm of ethical virtues amounts to acquiring a certain mesotēs, a certain mean. A mesotēs may refer to a certain quantitative amount of an item, but also, metaphorically, to the right judgment relating to the circumstances, such as the person involved in our emotional reaction, the place and time of our reaction, and so on. In the case of hubris, as Aristotle emphasizes in the EN 4.8 chapter devoted to the virtue of eutrapelia, it is important to show a degree of hubris toward a person that avoids hurting her. But of course not hurting someone quite naturally involves showing one’s hubris according to the circumstances: unless you want to offend the person you are teasing, you won’t do it in the same way in front of, say, that person’s boss, or in front of common, good friends.

Now, as I said, there is no reason to believe that comedians should aim at exercising eutrapelia in the sense we have just defined. This is a virtue that should be cultivated in social gatherings, especially between friends. In the Politics, Aristotle clearly links comedies to harsh iambic poetry: the youth must be forbidden from attending such entertainments, since they have not yet become “immune” to their putative dangerous effects—such as, presumably, the effect of producing the desire to emulate aggressive characters and their foul language. That implies that when you are in the theater, you can give free rein, as it were, to your aggressiveness. After all, when you are laughing at one character on stage, you are not hurting anyone real! To be sure, Aristotle thinks that doing so would produce bad effect for yourself when you are still young: exercising aggressiveness in the theater could lead you to bolster, not educate properly, your propensity to offend people in the real world. But then, what makes adults “immune” to such an effect?

I propose that we address this question from what Plato suggests in the Laws. His position there appears to be more nuanced than what he wrote in the Republic and Philebus, where he seemed to condemn comedy outright. In the Laws, in book 7 (816d–e), he still condemns comedy that attacks citizens and, more generally, comedy in which anger or hostility comes to the fore; but he does not banish it from Magnesia. All he recommends is that virtuous people “not learn such jokes” (μηδέ . . . μανθάνοντα αὐτὰ [= γελοῖα]) as those comedies contain—presumably because that is supposed to prevent their retelling them. Virtuous people are allowed—in fact, they are even recommended—to attend such comedies under the condition that they watch them as “something odd,” or “strange” (καινὸν . . . τι), not something familiar that they might easily enjoy as being part of their own lives—the only aim of this condition being to help them know what is ridiculous or laughable in order to avoid doing or saying anything ridiculous (μή ποτε δι’ ἄγνοιαν δρᾶν ἢ λέγειν ὅσα γελοῖα). It is not completely clear whether Plato wants to advise the citizens of Magnesia to attend such comedies without being allowed to laugh and enjoy them, as if they were some sort of external, non-involved spectators. But this detachment is what that passage seems to suggest, and this is perhaps why Plato, who must have realized how problematic such a suggestion is, returns to this problem a little further along, in book 11 (935c–936b). There, he actually forbids having comedies that would target citizens or anyone else with hostility. But he fully admits what he calls “playful comedies” in which no hostility is involved. And he adds a second requirement: the only targets of our laughter should be characters who are not citizens, and presumably not real persons, but fictional characters. With this new genre of comedy, Plato seems to be advocating, citizens of Magnesia are clearly allowed to laugh in the theater and enjoy the plays. For the audience’s laughter at those comedies will be free of any sort of hostility, being a “playful laughter” (γέλωτά . . .παίγνια—816e–817a).19

The problem, which Aristotle may well have noticed, is that it is hard to imagine such laughter: when we mock someone, or laugh at him or her, it is hard to consider such laughter as completely devoid of any sort of aggressiveness. And indeed, if laughter can be seen as typical of the spirited part of the soul, it would be somehow contradictory to lay claim to such a nonaggressive laughter.20

As we have seen, Aristotle never suggests that a comedy should be entirely devoid of all hostility. Nor does he seem to shy away, as does Plato, from having even citizens mocked on stage. But that should cause no moral harm to those who have received the right moral education, and who have become “immune” to the effects of those violent comedies. They have become fully virtuous, or at least virtuous enough to be able to ward off any damage (not yet virtuous) children or younger people might suffer from. But how?

It is here, I would like to submit, that the concept of “play” should come into the picture. In the case of eutrapelia, joking and teasing are essentially a playful way of spending leisure time with friends. Here, “playful” refers to the venue itself. But it could, and probably should, also refer to how eutrapelia is exercised. As Halliwell has proposed, “where genuine eutrapelia is achieved, the appearance of hubris will be nothing more than playful pretense.”21 Indeed, feigning hostility when verbally attacking a friend is probably the best way to avoid hurting her. But in the real, social world, exercising hubris must also avoid certain types of humor. Aristotle warns us that the virtuous person who has the right sense of humor “will not indulge in every kind of humor. For mockery is a kind of abuse (τὸ γὰρ σκῶμμα λοιδόρημά τι ἐστίν), and law-givers forbid us some types of abuse; perhaps they should have included mockery as well” (1128a29–31). Aristotle is too well aware that even with a feigned hostility, laughing at people may too easily end up hurting them. In other words, pretending hostility does not seem to be enough to avoid hurting people; the domain of exercising hubris should also be reduced. Again, this should not be the case in comedy: here, as our jokes have shown, mockery may be harsh and tough, and the audience is meant to take part in laughing at the expense of the characters who are verbally abused. At least when it is constituted by the morally good citizens of an ideal city, a theater audience can indulge in all sorts of verbal abuse—under the condition that hostility is feigned. In the real world, pretense of hostility is necessary to avoid hurting the friends we are teasing. In the theater, such a pretense is rather that which “blocks,” as it were, the damage the laughing audience may suffer from their own laughing.

To get to my final question, is this expression of feigned aggressiveness supposed to enhance our enjoying humor and jokes? If for Aristotle incongruity seems to be the central cause of our laughter when it comes to humorous situations, aggressiveness is hardly a purely marginal feature. Indeed, as we have seen in an important passage from the Rhetoric, it is the youth who are fond of laughter. And they seem to be so because they are especially prone to thumetic desires, or passions—thumetic desires being in one way or another linked with thumos, that is, spirit, or aggressiveness. In other words, laughter is one way of expressing one’s aggressiveness, and that’s the reason that Aristotle doesn’t hesitate to call the virtue of eutrapelia an “educated hubris.” But, then, when a joke allows us to express aggressiveness (even if in a feigned way), our laughter must be supposed to be more enjoyable. After all, human beings do have, as Aristotle fully recognizes, epithumetic and thumetic desires, as well as rational ones—and each kind must be given its own due from time to time.22
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1. See most recently the short but illuminating introduction to the philosophy of humor by Noël Carroll (2014).

2. Σχολαστικὸς εὐτράπελος ἀπορῶν δαπανημάτων τὰ βιβλία αὐτοῦ ἐπίπρασκε· καὶ γράφων πρὸς τὸν πατέρα ἔλεγε· Σύγχαιρε ἡμῖν, πάτερ, ἤδη γὰρ ἡμᾶς τὰ βιβλία τρέφει.

3. This is the famous phrase we find in Human Nature, chap. 9, and in Leviathan, chap. 6. Whether or not Hobbes wanted to offer a genuine theory of laughter in these passing remarks is a matter of debate. On this, see esp. Ewin 2001 vs. Heyd 1982.

4. The text of this joke is unsure, and various readings have been proposed. I follow the suggestion made by Cooper 1920. Indeed, one word for playing the kithara was thrattein: see the famous passage in Aristophanes’ Frogs 1284 ff., in which φλαττοθραττ- is an onomatopoeia for kitharodic playing (think of the similar English word “thrum”). On this, see also Borthwick 1994, who points to a use of θράττω in a musical sense in the 4th-century comic poet Mnesimachus (fr. 4.57).

5. See, among many other examples, Aristophanes’ slave character Xanthias, whose very name means “Blondie”—a physical characteristic commonly associated with Thracians, or the Thracian slave girl in the famous passage of the Theaetetus (174a). On the attitudes of the Athenians toward Thracians, see Sears 2015: esp. 314–16.

6. I quote from the Poetics translation I have prepared with A. Bronowski.

7. Actually, σέλινον means celery, that is, in our case, the celery leaves.

8. See esp. 1405b12: ποιεῖν τὸ πρᾶγμα πρὸ ὀμμάτων. Aristotle uses the phrase πρὸ ὀμμάτων no fewer than eleven times in these chapters devoted to metaphor and comparison.

9. Cf. ὑπὸ ποσσὶν ἐδήσατο καλὰ πέδιλα (Od. 1.96 and Il. 24.340); αὐτὸς δ᾽ ἀμφὶ πόδεσσιν ἑοῖς ἀράρισκε πέδιλα (Od. 14.23)

10. This passage has been subject to much controversy. At 1456a20, I read with Tyrwhitt θαυμαστῶν (vs. the mss. θαυμαστῶς, edited by Kassel); following Susemihl, I read τραγικὸν γὰρ τοῦτο καὶ φιλάνθρωπον as the conclusion of the whole argument.

11. See esp. Halliwell 1986: 273–74.

12. Heath 1989.

13. See esp. Trivigno (forthcoming), who forcefully defends this reading; see also Munteanu 2011. Cooper 1924: 66–67 only briefly suggested it (I also defended such a view in Destrée 2009). R. Janko takes a fragment from Philodemus as a proof that phthonos must have been part of Aristotle’s conception of comedy: “There is vice even in the best of souls, folly in the wisest, intemperance in the most temperate; likewise, there are fears in brave souls, and phthonoi in the magnanimous ones. One can observe this regarding such pleasures and dreams, and again in drunken states, illnesses, and outbursts of anger [. . .]” (mod. trans. Janko). I very much doubt that this passage faithfully reflects Aristotle’s views: esp. since the evocation of dreams and drunkenness seems to be drawn from Plato Rep. 9. See Sutton 1982 and Heath 2013 vs. Janko 2001 and Nardelli 1978.

14. κωμῳδία ἐστὶ μίμησις πράξεως γελοίας [. . .] δι’ ἡδονῆς καὶ γέλωτος περαίνουσα τὴν τῶν τοιούτων παθημάτων κάθαρσιν (as published by Janko 1984). For the Neoplatonic testimonies, see Janko 2011: 458–59 (published as F55 and F56 of Aristotle’s On the Poets).

15. Golden 1987.

16. EN 2.7.1108a35–b1: νέμεσις δὲ μεσότης φθόνου καὶ ἐπιχαιρεκακίας. See also Rhet. 2.9, entirely dedicated to that emotion (which he there calls nemesan).

17. I assume that Aristotle is referring to an actual play (perhaps, the Orestes by the Middle Comedy author Alexis); others have suggested that Aristotle may be inventing a limit case, but that seems to be less natural in this context.

18. But see Matt Walker’s chapter in this volume for a very different view on this point.

19. On these two passages of the Laws, see Jouët-Pastré 2006: 89–96.

20. It may be also worth noting that it is Plato himself who mentions “the comedian’s eagerness to raise a laughter against people” (τὴν τῶν κωμῳδῶν προθυμίαν τοῦ γελοῖα εἰς τοὺς ἀνθρώπους λέγειν—935d3–4; trans. Saunders)—where “eagerness,” prothumia, does not seem to imply kindness or good will (as the word can in other contexts) but readiness to attack people with their jokes.

21. Halliwell 2008: 324.

22. I presented a very first draft of this chapter at the conference that Franco Trivigno organized in Oslo. I am grateful to the audience for the comments I there got, and also to Andrea Capra and Franco Trivigno, who offered very useful comments and suggestions on a penultimate version of it.
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The Laughing Philosopher and the Physician

Laughter, Diagnosis, and Therapy in Greek Medicine

R. J. Hankinson


After looking over several Greek books entitled “On Jokes” (de ridiculis), I began to hope I might learn something from them. . . . But those who have tried to give an account of laughter and how to produce it seem to be so witless that nothing other than their own witlessness is to be laughed at.

—Cicero, De oratore 2.54.217

Delirium (παραφροσύναι) attended with laughter (μετὰ γέλωτος) is less dangerous than delirium attended with seriousness (μετὰ σπουδῆς).

—Hippocrates, Aphorisms 6.53

Ces gens étaient fous—Démocrite le sage.

—La Fontaine, Fables 8.26



Cicero’s tart judgment should give pause to anyone who thinks of venturing onto the treacherous ground of the philosophical analysis of laughter. The Hippocratic aphorism, on the other hand, is reassuring for those of us who are prone to saying the wrong thing, at the wrong time, in the hope of raising a cheap laugh. This chapter deals with intemperate laughter as a diagnostic tool, from the Hippocratics to Galen, focusing on the pseudo-Hippocratic correspondence concerning the “madness” of Democritus, in which the concerned citizens of Abdera, Democritus’s hometown, ask the great doctor to advise them concerning the philosopher’s continuous laughter at any and every circumstance, no matter how inappropriate. “Hippocrates” allows that this might be a genuine case of mental disturbance, but wonders whether there might not be another, perfectly rational, explanation for this bizarre behavior: Democritus is laughing, entirely justifiably, at the absurdity of the human condition. And so, indeed, it turns out. This is, of course, fiction. But it affords a useful entrée into the general questions I want to deal with: when, and under what circumstances, is laughter pathological, and hence a genuine diagnostic tool? And when is it better understood as merely the manifestation of an admittedly esoteric, but not for all that pathological, view of life?

1. The Laughing Philosopher?

The historical Democritus, apparently, did concern himself with laughter and its philosophical explanation; and Cicero no doubt consulted his work, albeit perhaps not at first hand, hoping to find enlightenment concerning the nature of the ridiculous, and the art (if such there is) of inducing laughter. At all events, a little later on he writes,


(T1) Let Democritus consider the particular nature of laughter (quid sit ipse risus), what causes it, where it resides, its manifestations, and how it breaks out so forcefully that, in spite of our wishes we are unable to restrain it, and it immediately affects the sides, the face, the veins, the expression, and the eyes. (De oratore 2.58.235)



This point is, however, irrelevant to Cicero’s main concern, namely, the discussion of what sorts of jokes are appropriate, and when, and directed at what, in forensic speeches, something at which Cicero plainly considered himself an expert. He elaborates at length, offering numerous droll examples, before concluding that the so-called experts (presumably including Democritus himself) in fact know nothing whatever about the subject. It seems reasonable, then, to suppose that Democritus wrote about laughter (perhaps in his On Cheerfulness),1 its physiological causes and manifestations, its involuntary and sometimes embarrassing nature, as well as, very probably, its relation to decorum (on which more later on). But the only (supposed) actual fragment that addresses the issue is severely austere:


(T2) Since we are human, we should not laugh at the misfortunes of others, but rather pity them. (B 107a DK: ἄξιον ἀνθρώπους ὄντας ἐπ’ ἀνθρώπων συμφοραῖς μὴ γελᾶν, ἀλλ’ ὀλοφύρεσθαι)



The authenticity of this fragment, like that of many others, has been disputed (it occurs in the sequence attributed to “Democrates”); however, the sentiment seems real enough, as another, perhaps more securely Democritean, fragment attests:2


(T3) Those who take pleasure in the misfortunes of those close to them do not understand that matters of chance are common to all; they fail to take delight in what is appropriate. (B 293 DK: οἷσιν ἡδονὴν ἔχουσιν αἱ τῶν πέλας ξυμφοραί, οὐ ξυνιᾶσι μὲν ὡς τὰ τῆς τύχης κοινὰ πᾶσιν, ἀπορέουσι δὲ οἰκηίης χαρᾶς)



For all that, laughing at others’ misfortunes was a deeply ingrained Greek habit, and one central to Greek comedy. It goes back to the “unquenchable laughter” of Homer’s Olympians at the crippled gait of Hephaestus (Iliad 1.595–600); while Thersites is a figure of fun as well as of contempt and mockery (Iliad 2.212–77).3

Lucretius, Democritus’s distant atomist legatee, descants on how pleasurable it is to watch the travails of others in peril on the storm-tossed sea from a position of terrestrial stability, even if the real source of the pleasure is one’s own security (2.1–4), a view adumbrated by Democritus in a lengthy fragment, which summarizes his relatively ascetic hedonism:


(T4) Men achieve cheerfulness (εὐθυμίη) through moderation in enjoyment (μετριότητι τέρψιος) and harmoniousness of life. Things that are either excessive or deficient are prone to change and to cause great disturbance in the soul. Souls agitated by great variances are neither stable nor cheerful. Therefore one must concentrate on what is attainable, and be content with what one has, paying no attention to what is envied and admired. . . . Rather you must consider the lives of those in distress, reflecting on their intense sufferings, so that your own possessions and condition may seem great and enviable, and by ceasing to desire more, you may cease to suffer in your soul. (B 191 DK)



The general message, that the key to contentment is to restrain out-of-control desires so that desire satisfaction will be relatively easily attainable, is hammered home elsewhere (B 3.69–78, 102.170–74, 189, 194, 207–11, 218–24, 229–36, 283–86 DK); indeed, it becomes something of an ancient commonplace. Still, if you’ve got to have the Schaden, you might as well have the Freude.

Democritus the laughing philosopher appears only relatively late in surviving literature; but by the time the character does show up, in Horace’s Epistles 2.1.194 (“if Democritus were still alive, he’d laugh”; cf. 2.1.194–200), it seems to have already become a familiar topos. A century later, Juvenal wrote that “Democritus’s lungs shook with continuous laughter” (Satires 10.33; cf. 46–53). Later still, the image becomes canonical, and Hippolytus offers the following explanation for it: “he laughed at everything, since he considered all human concerns laughable” (Refutation 1.13.4 = A 40 DK).

The laughing Democritus also appears in the charming epistolary novel that plays out in letters 10 to 17 of the collection attributed to Hippocrates.4 That collection is a forgery; or rather, since it can hardly have been intended to be taken as documentary fact, a jeu d’esprit. It probably dates from the 1st century bc,5 and it seems to have had a certain vogue.6 It is interesting both as an appealing and sophisticated literary production, and for the popularized Cynic/Stoic philosophy it exemplifies. But I am concerned rather with the light that it sheds on the role played by inappropriate amusement as a diagnostic tool, and whether, and if so when, what it points to amounts to an authentic pathology as opposed to mere social ineptitude. Catullus (39.16) may be right that “there is nothing sillier than a silly laugh” (risu inepto res ineptior nulla est); but can it really betoken genuine mental illness?

2. Setting the Scene

For a preliminary to that question, it is worth following the intricacies of the dramatic setting a little more closely.7 In the first of the letters in our sequence (no. 10 in the collection as a whole: 54.23–58.14 Smith),8 an anachronistically Romanesque “Senate and People of Abdera”9 begs the great physician to come to their aid:


(T5) A very serious danger, Hippocrates, now threatens our city, in threatening one of ours, the one in whom we repose all of our hopes, and who will be our glory, now and for ever more.10 . . . No-one would now envy him his lot, since his surpassing wisdom has made an invalid of him. . . . Oblivious of everything, indeed principally even of himself, he stays awake day and night, finding in great and small matters alike occasions for hilarity (γελῶν ἕκαστα μικρὰ καὶ μεγάλα), and estimating life itself as utterly worthless. Somebody gets married, another does some business, this one speaks in front of the people, that one takes up a command, or goes off on an embassy, or gets himself elected, or becomes impoverished, or falls ill, or is wounded, or dies even: he laughs at everything (γελᾷ πάντα), no less when he sees them sad and pained than he does at others who are enjoying themselves. (10.1, 54.23–56.8 Smith)



The question, evidently, is what to make of such behavior. It is obviously bizarre, and possibly offensive. But does it signal anything more than eccentricity, and perhaps insensitivity? After all, one person’s entertaining character is another’s intolerable boor.

As Hersant (1989: 104 n3) notes, the symptoms are artfully chosen from the Hippocratic repertoire in an attempt to convince “Hippocrates” of the gravity of the situation. Indifference or obliviousness, both to one’s own condition and to the rest of society, is a sign of depression or related mental disorders (cf. Epidemics 3.17.15). Insomnia is both a sign and a cause of both psychological disturbances and physiological conditions (Epidemics 1.10), as too is a sense of the worthlessness and hopelessness of life (Epidemics 5.84 = 7.89). And then there is the unseemly and intemperate laughter itself (cf. 17.4, 78.15–24 Smith). Moreover, his choice of activity and study is curious:


(T6) He makes Hades and what goes on there the object of his researches, which he commits to writing.11 He affirms that the air is full of images (eidōla);12 he listens to the voice of birds; he often wakes up in the middle of the night and sings softly to himself;13 sometimes he claims to be travelling through the infinite, and that there are innumerable Democrituses just like himself;14 and his complexion is no less ruined than his judgement. (10.1, 56.9–13 Smith; cf. 17, 76.26–78.5)



The Abderites beg Hippocrates to come to their aid. He will be paid not only in coin, but also in fame and glory; he will have the eternal reputation, as the greatest doctor, of having saved the life of a most brilliant man, indeed of the very city itself, which will fall into ruin without him (cf. T5):


(T7) Everybody, of course, thinks they have some sort of relationship with wisdom; but those who, like us, have come into closer contact with it, do so more. . . . Even goods themselves, when they exceed all appropriate measure, transform themselves into evils.15 Democritus has scaled the heights of wisdom; but he now risks being stricken with intellectual paralysis and imbecility;16 while the rest of the Abderites, uneducated though they are, retain their common-sense, and . . . can recognize that a wise man is ill. (10.2, 56.26–58.9 Smith)



Hippocrates crafts a tactful reply (11, 58.15–60.27 Smith). He expresses surprise that a city could be so thrown into turmoil by the fate of a single individual, but praises the Abderites for trusting more in their wise men for their defense than in towers and walls. Arts like medicine are gifts of the gods, while men are works of nature; and it is nature itself, rather than they, who calls him to offer a cure. And since neither nature nor the gods will pay him in silver, he will accept none from the city, either. A liberal art should be liberally exercised; working for money is a form of slavery, corrupting both the practice and the practitioner (11, 58.19–60.7 Smith). Greed is a sickness more serious than madness itself:


(T8) Human life is a pitiful thing: the intolerable love of money [philarguriē]17 has penetrated all of it, like some winter wind. If only all doctors could unite to cure a disease more dangerous than madness, because it is honoured, even though it is ruinous. I consider all diseases of the soul to be virulent forms of madness, imprinting18 certain opinions and representations in the mind: only someone who is purged by means of virtue is cured of it. (11, 60.7–13 Smith)



The talk of “diseases of the soul” is significant. Moreover, they are here apparently distinguished from physiological ailments in that their cure, although described as a purging, involves the acquisition of virtue: in this case presumably self-restraint (cf. T32). Psychological conditions apparently call for psychological, rather than pharmacological, remedies.

If money were his object, he could make a whole lot more by going to the King of Persia, as indeed he had been asked to do to cure an outbreak of plague,19 but that would have amounted to shamefully betraying Greece for lucre (60.13–21 Smith).


(T9) Genuine riches do not come from acquiring money at any cost. Virtue is something holy, and justice . . . makes it evident . . . I take no profit from sickness. I learned of Democritus’s problems with regret—if he is in good health he will be my friend, and all the more so, once he is cured, if he is ill. I know that he is serious, of austere habits, and an adornment to your city. (11, 60.21–27 Smith)



Thus, Hippocrates associates himself with the philosophical disdain for worldly goods, which Democritus himself will exemplify. In the 3rd letter (12, 60.28–62.33 Smith), Hippocrates gives his provisional distant diagnosis. Democritus’s curious comportment may simply be the exaggerated performance of the solitary philosopher, who seeks to distance himself from the world’s grubby commerce and the unworthy society of the common herd: “he offers clear signs not of madness, but of a strength of spirit pushed a little too far” (12, 62.2–3 Smith). He is not distracted by the usual sorts of concern with family20 and fortune, and is content with his own company (62.3–7 Smith):


(T10) This sort of condition often afflicts melancholics, who are sometimes taciturn, solitary, and fond of lonely places; they shun human company and regard their own as strangers. But equally, among those who devote themselves to learning, their dedication to wisdom often makes them forgetful of every other concern (12, 62.7–12 Smith).



“Melancholia” of this sort is a general psychological trait, rather than a full-blown mental disorder: “it is not only the mad who seek out solitary places, but also those who, in their desire for peace of mind, come to despise ordinary human concerns” (12, 62.16–18 Smith). Such people also distance themselves from those sorts of human commerce that provoke strong emotional reactions: “when wisdom appears, all the other affections (pathē)21 yield like slaves” (62.15–16 Smith). Undisturbed by anything that produces agitation, the sage can concentrate on properly intellectual matters; this may well be the case with Democritus (62.18–29 Smith). The fundamental point is that such symptoms are equivocal. They may indicate an actual disorder, one that requires treatment; but equally they may simply be signs of a superior intellect. And again, there is a kernel of historical truth here, deriving from Democritus’ well-attested championing of the virtue and desirability of an untroubled mind (T4).

In the brief 4th epistle (13, 64.1–29 Smith), Hippocrates seems more convinced of Democritus’s probable sanity: “I think that it is not a matter of disease, but rather of an excess of learning, a learning that is immoderate only in the opinion of laymen, and not in reality, since an excess of virtue is never harmful” (64.6–8 Smith). Democritus’s fellow citizens are the ones in need of treatment: those who are not endowed with a particular virtue suppose that in others it is an excess, that is, a pathological one (64.4–13 Smith).

In the 5th letter, Hippocrates again questions whether Democritus is really stricken with madness (14, 66.10–11 Smith), although he does allow that he might be (telemedicine has never been an exact science). If he is, Hippocrates will apostrophize him as follows:


(T11) A sickness, murder, a death, the siege of a city: any evil that occurs, indeed anything that occurs, gives you cause for laughter. But if the universe contains both joy and distress, are you not fighting with the gods by ignoring one of them? You would have been fortunate indeed if, per impossibile, neither your mother, nor your father, nor your children, nor your friends have ever been ill, and your laughter had the power in and of itself to keep all of them safe. But you laugh at the sick, you rejoice when someone dies, and news of some misfortune is a source of delight to you. . . . You are in the grip of black bile, and risk becoming a proper Abderite;22 the city is indeed wiser than you are. (14, 66.18–28 Smith)



In the worst-case scenario, this sort of grotesque insensitivity to, indeed apparent reveling in, the pain of others, is a genuine psychological disorder, moreover, one with a determinate physiological cause: an excess of the celebrated black bile.

Physiological causes demand physiological cures; or so an obvious and seductive line of inference might lead one to expect. The 7th letter (16, 70.5–72.24 Smith), written just before his departure, is addressed to a herbalist named Crateuas,23 asking him for a supply of suitable materia medica, should it be required. The medicament in question is hellebore, the Greek purgative drug of choice,24 terrifyingly enough, in such cases. If the malady is caused by an excess of some noxious substance, in this case black bile, it needs to be purged violently: “purges with hellebore are always more reliable for this reason” (16.70.19–20 Smith*). Prior to actual examination, Hippocrates is sanguine: “I don’t think that we will need such remedies, although one must be prepared for any eventuality” (70.11–13 Smith). Still, better safe than sorry:


(T12) The soul of healing is timeliness, and we need to be attentive to it. I hope that Democritus will be well without need of a cure; but if there is some other defect of nature, or of timeliness, or some other cause (since many things escape us, as we are mortal and not well suited for infallibility), we need to forearm ourselves against every unseen eventuality. (72.3–8 Smith)



Matters are finely poised. Democritus’s behavior is bizarre, disturbing, and distasteful. But is it pathological? That takes us to the final letter, by far the longest of the collection (17, 72.25–92.12 Smith), which describes what happens when Hippocrates finally confronts Democritus in Abdera.

3. Conduct Unbecoming?

Hippocrates has outlined three basic diagnostic possibilities. Either (1) Democritus is suffering from some purely psychological disease, something deriving directly from some disorder of his mental faculties (which apparently calls for a psychological remedy). Or (2) he may be in the grip of some fundamentally physiological disorder, which derives in some way from an imbalance in the basic physiological make-up of his body (an excess of black bile), which in turn will demand a physiological cure. Finally, (3) there remains the possibility that, in spite of the apprehensions of the Abderites, he is perfectly sane (if a bit eccentric).

Hippocrates eventually comes down in favor of the third option, but not before canvassing the other two, and vacillating to some extent between them:


(T13) We are hopeful . . . that what he exemplifies is not depravity, but an overwhelming strength of soul. Such things [sc. a preference for a solitary life] generally characterize melancholics . . . on the other hand, when people are serious about learning, that single drive towards wisdom can often drive out other concerns. (12, 62.1–12 Smith)



Again,


(T14) It is my wish, or rather my prayer, that he is not truly mad, but only seems so. . . . He laughs continually, they say, and never stops. . . . Tell your friends . . . to be always moderate and neither laugh too much nor be too stern, but always to cultivate the mean between them, so that you will seem to be most delightful to some, and to others a deep thinker, meditating on virtue. Yet there is something bad in his laughing at everything . . . If disequilibrium (ἀμετρίη) is bad, unmitigated disequilibrium is worse. (14, 66.10–18 Smith)



There is, presumably, a further possibility: Democritus’s behavior may express a sort of social deviancy, but one that does not rise to the level of an actual pathology. Perhaps he just has an offensively weird sense of humor. As Aristotle notes,


(T15) There is a kind of intercourse which is tasteful, consisting in saying the right thing and in the right way. . . . Clearly in these cases too there is both an excess and a deficiency from the mean. Those who are excessive in laughter seem to be buffoonish and vulgar, concerned with humour and raising a laugh at all costs, rather than saying something charming and avoiding causing pain to the butt of their jokes. (Nichomachean Ethics 4.8.1127b34–1128a7)



This condition is contrasted with those who can neither make nor take a joke, who are “boorish and harsh,” and with the happy medium of eutrapelia (1128a7–12), often translated as “wittiness,” but better rendered “congeniality,”25 and which is associated with social grace, epidexiotēs26 (1128a16–20). People naturally tend toward Thersitean buffoonery: “the ridiculous is readily at hand, and most people take more pleasure than they should in fooling around and making fun of people; and buffoons are often thought to be congenial because they are found pleasing; but the two differ greatly” (EN 1128a12–16). Social competence consists in saying the right thing at the right time to the right people, and neither too much nor too little of it. Equally, it will be a virtue only to laugh at the right things, in the right circumstances, and so on, in the theater, for example. Comedy presents people as worse than they are, ridiculous, and they are fit to be mocked, but only because the deformities they represent are not real, and not properly the cause of pain (Poetics 1449a34–7). So which is it?

Hippocrates is met by a crowd of desperate Abderites. He goes at once to visit his patient, telling them to have confidence: it might not be anything at all, but even if it is, the season is propitious,27 and a cure should be easy (17.1, 72.26–74.10 Smith). Democritus is discovered sitting by his house, a little outside the city. He is disheveled, haggard, and unkempt, surrounded by books and partially dissected animals, engrossed in his thoughts (17.2, 74.11–27 Smith). Hippocrates asks him what he is writing. “A treatise on madness,” Democritus replies: “what it is, how it attacks people, and how to relieve it” (17.3, 76.5–78.3 Smith). By his dissections he is investigating “the nature and location of bile: you know how for the most part overabundance of it is responsible for human madness, since while it is naturally present in everybody, it is so less in some and more in others” (78.5–8 Smith).

Hippocrates, already convinced of Democritus’s fundamental sanity, remarks on how lucky he is to have time for such pursuits, as Hippocrates himself has not, burdened as he is by children, travel, debts, death and disease, his household, and his marriage (78.9–14 Smith). At which Democritus first falls about laughing, and then falls completely silent. Hippocrates is somewhat taken aback by this socially aberrant behavior:


(T16) I want to discover the reason for your affection (pathos), how I or my words seemed worthy of ridicule, so that . . . if you are found to be wrong, you can repress your inappropriate laughter.28 (17.4, 78.15–24 Smith)



The problem, Hippocrates thinks, is that Democritus can’t distinguish the good from the bad (78.16–17): he laughs as much at terrible things as at those which should inspire joy (78.26–80.1; cf. T5, T11). In fact, neither is the proper object of derision. The good fortunes of others might be a source of pleasure; but Democritus appears to be laughing at, rather than with, them. His behavior seems seriously socially inept, not to say deviant, although not to himself (“if you can show me to be at fault, you will have contrived a cure the like of which has never yet been contrived for anybody, Hippocrates”: 17.4, 78.24–6 Smith). The social unacceptability of his practice is underlined, in slightly different language, a little later: “perhaps, then, your laughter in these cases is unbecoming?” (17.6, 84.7 Smith). Risus ineptus, perhaps; but a mark of genuine illness?

4. Melancholy and Black Bile

Hippocrates has suggested more than once that Democritus might be suffering from an excess of black bile (see 12, 62.1–12 Smith quoted earlier), ironically the object of his own zoological investigations (78.5–8). As it turns out, he isn’t; and we will return to the final diagnosis of his condition—extreme wisdom—shortly. But let us first pursue the “melancholic” hypothesis a little further.

The history of “black bile” is long, complicated, and controversial. It starts out simply as a chromatic variant of regular bile, which ancient authorities held to present itself in a bewildering variety of colors (red, grey, green, and “woad-like,” among others).29 In the Hippocratic Nature of Man, it becomes established as an independent constituent of the human body, one particularly associated with quartan fever, the season of Autumn, and the age range twenty-five through forty-two (Nature of Man 15.5, 204.8–19 Jouanna). Overabundance of it is held responsible for genuine physical illnesses and susceptibilities, generally of an acute nature. There is no hint yet of the idea of the melancholic temperament, a generalized set of more or less persistent psychological, but not necessarily pathological, dispositions, which was to play such an important role in the subsequent history of psychology, from Theophrastus and the Aristotelian Problems, by way of Chaucer, to Robert Burton and beyond. Nor is black bile much mentioned in the classical Hippocratic texts in connection with acute (as opposed to chronic) psychological conditions, although the following passage is suggestive:


(T17) Sufferers from phrenitis30 are most like melancholics in their derangement (paranoia), for melancholics too, when their blood (which makes the greatest contribution . . . to intelligence) is disordered by bile and phlegm, become deranged as well, and even raving. It is the same in phrenitis, but the madness and derangement are less severe to the extent to which this [i.e., presumably yellow] bile is weaker than the other one [i.e., black bile]. (Diseases 1.30 = 178 Potter)



Numerous Hippocratic cases associate various conditions with delirium, random talk, weeping, distress, and general despondency;31 but laughter is hardly ever mentioned. Not only, as Aphorisms 6.53 of my epigraph has it, are such cases less serious; they seem to be much less frequent as well. I have found only two occurrences in the entire Epidemics:


(T18) Third day: general exacerbation, . . . no sleep at night, much rambling, laughter, singing, could not control himself32 (Epidemics 1.27.2);



and


(T19) From the beginning, she wrapped herself up, and without saying anything, would fumble, pluck, scratch, pick hairs,33 weep and then laugh; no sleep. (Epidemics 3.17.15)



In the second case, the alternation of laughter and weeping is intriguing, although it is unclear whether they are supposed to signify actual changes in mood, or are purely physiological symptoms. Compare with the following:


(T20) Parmeniscus was previously afflicted with depressions (athumiai) and the desire (epithumiē) to end his life, but sometimes on the other hand with cheerfulness (euthumiē). (Epidemics 5.84 = 7.89)



Here at least we have evidence of mood swings of a significant sort, recorded prior to the onset of an acute disease. Celsus, writing early in the Imperial period, notes that different sorts of disorders present with radically different affects:


(T21) There are several types [of madness]. As a result of phrenitis, some are depressed, others elated. . . . After the fever abates, one should rub them, but less vigorously in the case of those who are happier than normal than for those who are too sad . . . In some cases, inappropriate (intempestivus) laughter must be checked by reproaches and threats. (Celsus, On Medicine 3.18.3–10)



These sufferers present with excessive, apparently unwarranted moods, ones unjustified by their actual circumstances; these are thus pathological symptoms.34 Here is another point of comparison with the case of Democritus: he finds absolutely everything risible, even things that manifestly aren’t, and for different, indeed conflicting, ostensible reasons. The key determinant of the pathological nature of such affects, and their attributability to physiological factors, is their excessiveness and persistence:


(T22) If there is fear and despondency (φόβος ἢ δυσθυμίη) which last for a long time, this is melancholy (μελαγχολικόν). (Aphorisms 6.23)



Commenting on this text, Galen writes that “if someone becomes fearful or depressed without any obvious cause, these symptoms are clearly melancholic, particularly if they last for a long time” (On Hippocrates’ Aphorisms 18A.35 K.). They can indicate a state of melancholia (considered as an actively predisposing, humoral condition of the body: 18A.36 K.), even if the initial affective response was justified by some external circumstance.

As black bile establishes itself as a recognizable pathological entity, it gradually becomes associated with the more general psychological disposition to melancholy. Some of the texts already canvassed suggest this tendency, but it finds its first detailed expression in the longest and in many ways most interesting of the pseudo-Aristotelian Problems 30.1.35 Here a general character type is explicitly attributed to a preponderance of the humor, as well as being associated with what we would now characterize as cyclothymia, or bipolar affect. It begins with a striking question:


(T23) Why is it that everybody who has become eminent in philosophy, politics, poetry, and the arts is obviously melancholic, some so much so that they are stricken with the diseases caused by black bile? (Problems 30.1, 953a10–13)



After mentioning the case of the mythical Heracles, the author instances


(T24) Empedocles, Plato, Socrates, and many other well-known people; and also the majority of the poets, for in many people of this sort, diseases have come from this sort of bodily mixture (krasis), while in others their nature clearly inclines them to such affections. (Pr. 953a27–32)



There is a distinction between those who merely exhibit a certain temperament, along with what that entails, and those in whom it leads to more serious medical conditions (either because the temperamental imbalance is more pronounced, or because they are subject to more serious predisposing external causes). Even so, the latter are simply exacerbations and intensifications of the former.

Moreover, we can make progress with understanding the condition if we consider the effects of alcohol, which produces all of the stages of mood associated with melancholia: “irascibility, benevolence, compassion, and recklessness; but neither honey, nor milk, nor water, nor anything else of this sort does so” (953a33–38). These changes occur gradually, and in order: after drinking a little, taciturnity yields to garrulousness, then forwardness and reckless action, which is followed by violence and insanity, which in turn gives way to comatose stupidity.


(T25) Just as an individual’s character changes because of drinking a certain amount of wine, so too there are different people corresponding to each type of character. For just as one is talkative, agitated, or tearful because of drink, so another is by nature. (Pr. 953b7–11)



Drink can also make people depressed, detached, and introverted, “especially those melancholics who are also out of their minds (ekstatikoi: 953b14–15).” Finally, wine loosens inhibitions and affects judgment: drunks will kiss people they wouldn’t go near when sober (953b15–18). The effects of wine and of a prevalence of black bile resemble each other in two distinct but complementary ways. Just as particular alcoholic episodes tend to pass through distinct phases, so too the experiences of an individual melancholic will differ at different times; and just as there are different types of drunks (the hearty, the gregarious, the morose, the violent, the sexually abandoned), there are different types of melancholics. Different people will present with different symptoms, depending upon their particular structures and dispositions; the link between both alcohol and melancholy with hypersexuality is detailed at length (953b27–54a5).36

Wine is occasionally said to provoke madness in the Hippocratics. Epidemics 4.15 records the case of a young man who becomes delirious (his symptoms included severe lack of self-control, fighting, and uncharacteristic bad language): “I believe the cause was his drinking a lot of undiluted wine just before he went mad.” It can also be associated with black bile: “In Elis, Timocrates drank too much, and went mad from black bile. He took the drug [hellebore, presumably] and was purged” (Epidemics 5.2).

In Problems 30.1, however, the connections are far more tightly and intricately drawn. The types of “melancholic” condition thus aggregated go further than mere depression, or the association with fear and distress that we find in other texts, such as T21. We have a description of a range of conditions characterized by their labile nature, which we might recognize as bipolar. This volatility is ascribed to the nature of the humor itself, which is an unstable mixture of the hot and the cold, and thus prone to rapid shifts from one to the other, as a result of relatively insignificant causes (954b11–15).37 Or perhaps rather black bile is naturally cold, but nonetheless easily combustible: “when it is in its natural condition, it produces apoplexy, or lethargy, or lack of spirit (athumia), or fear, but if it becomes overheated, it produces high-spiritedness (euthumia) with song, and abandonment (ekstasis)” (954b15–25). People who have an unusual quantity of this mixture will become either “sluggish and stupid” if it is cold, or if it is hot “manic, quick-witted and erotic, and prone to anger and desire; and some become talkative” (954b25–34). They may also become inspired prophets or poets: “Maracus of Syracuse was an even better poet when he was mad” (954b34–39); and in general there is a condition, characterized by an abundance of black bile, but in which “the excessive heat is moderated towards the mean.” Such people are “melancholic, but more intelligent and less eccentric, in many ways superior to other people, some in intellectual attainments, some in the arts, and some in politics” (954a39–b4): in other words, the people mentioned at the beginning (T23).

In general, in spite of the range and variousness of the spectrum and its associated manifestations, the basic mixture is responsible; but “the melancholic mixture is itself inconsistent (anōmalos) and so produces inconsistent results in the diseases; for, like water, it is sometimes cold, sometimes hot” (954b8–10; cf. 954b15–34). This inconsistency accounts for the differing reactions of different people (and of the same people at different times) to similarly fearful stimuli (954b11–15):


(T26) The same thing applies in the case of everyday despondency (athumia): for often we are in such a state as to feel distress, although we cannot say why, and sometimes we are cheerful, although it is not clear why. Affections of this sort, the ones called “superficial,” occur to some extent to everybody, for everyone has this capacity to some extent. But those who experience them profoundly do so because they are already of this sort in respect of their characters. (Pr. 954b15–22)



In sum,


(T27) [t]he mixture (krasis) is the cause of this particular power, according as to how much heat or cold there is in it. When it is colder than it ought to be, it produces irrational despondencies; this is why hanging oneself is more common among the young, although it does happen to the older too; and many kill themselves in a drunken condition. (Pr. 954b33–38).



Although old age is naturally colder (so the old are naturally more despondent, and the young more cheerful), when young people suddenly experience a sudden chilling as a result of drinking (and its reaction to their natural temperament), the effect is more catastrophic (954b38–955a23; compare Parmeniscus’s suicidal ideations: T20).

Problems 30.1 is mainly concerned with the fact that some people have extraordinary endowments, not as a result of disease, but naturally, in terms of their particular constitutions (955a29–40). Such constitutions may render them more vulnerable to certain types of disease, particularly if they adopt an unwise regimen (this is a medical commonplace), and in particular if they overindulge in alcohol. But what matters from our point of view is the care with which the various dispositions and symptoms are ranged on a series of spectra, and associated both with permanent, chronic, and temporary conditions, as well as with distinct types of affect; and the extent to which such dispositions and their attendant symptoms are carefully distinguished from associated actual diseases. With that in mind, let us return to the case of Democritus.

5. The Social and the Philosophical Life

“Democritus was not in fact demented, but was extremely wise in everything” (17.1, 72.26–27 Smith). So Hippocrates begins his final, climactic letter, the bulk of which is taken up with Democritus’s lengthy harangue about the vanity of ordinary human pursuits, and the instability and insatiability of human desires (17.5, 80.15–82.27; 17.7–9., 84.8–90.24). Much of this is recycled commonplace, not to say cliché; but it contains allusions to demonstrably Democritean attitudes. Democritus explains himself as follows:


(T28) You think there are two causes for my laughter, both good things and bad. But I laugh at one thing only: humanity, full of ignorance, incapable of right action, childish in all its pursuits, suffering useless troubles for no benefit, travelling to the ends of the earth and into her boundless depths with unmoderated desires, melting gold and silver, never checking this acquisitiveness, and always clamouring for more so that they themselves can become less. (17.5, 80.15–26 Smith)



The theme of uncontrolled, vacillating, and unfulfilled desire is expounded with verve and variation, but the central point is straightforward enough:


(T29) They want to be master of much, but cannot master themselves; they rush to marry women whom they reject soon after; they love, and then they hate; their desire engenders children, then when they are grown they throw them out: what is this but empty and irrational passion, which differs not at all from madness? (17.5, 82.1–5 Smith)



Hippocrates agrees, up to a point, that human life is wretched, but the wretchedness is a necessary consequence of what people have to do to survive. Certainly, ambition gets the better of people. But loss and disappointment are unavoidable; and no one marries or produces children expecting a miserable outcome (although one might object that that is hardly Democritus’ point). Hope keeps us going: is that something contemptible (17.6, 82.27–84.7)? Democritus redoubles his diatribe, accusing Hippocrates of stupidity. Ordinary people are unteachable, indeed mad: but as long as one is not deranged by greed, nature is perfectly bountiful in its provisions (84.8–13).

Democritus vacillates between presenting his mockery simply as a natural reaction to the idiocy of the world, and as a form of reproach, even an attempt to shock people from their complacent and self-destructive delusions:


(T30) I laugh at their failures, and I prolong my laughter at their misfortunes (Καταγελῶ ἐφ’ οἷσι κακοπραγέουσιν, ἐπιτείνω τὸν γέλωτα ἐφ’ οἷς δυστυχέουσι); for they have transgressed the decrees of truth, trying to outdo one another in hatred. (17.5, 82.10–12 Smith)

(T31) If they managed things with careful thought, they would soon be free of my laughter. (17.7, 84.10–11 Smith)

(T32) Some give themselves over to hedonism and self-indulgence, others to laziness and indifference. When we see so many of these wretched, unworthy pursuits, how can we not mock their lives for such lack of self-control (akrasiē)? . . . They are disaffected from everything by their lack of self-control, and they call wisdom madness. (17.9, 90.9–14 Smith)



Democritus thinks the rest of the world is suffering from a sort of radical and destructive instability; however, his own attitude is not entirely settled, either. His laughter is sudden, and while sometimes it follows on some occasion, at other times it appears spontaneous. The very presentation of Democritus’s own condition, as well as Hippocrates’ eventual encomium of his wisdom and sanity (he is the one right-minded person in an entirely wrong-headed world), is shot through with irony. It is by no means clear, at the end, that we are meant to suppose that he is simply a misunderstood Cynic hero.

In the abrupt and rather unsatisfactory ending to the novel, Hippocrates is suddenly converted to the view that Democritus is, after all, a paragon of wisdom, and that his harsh contempt is entirely justified: “He smiled as he said these things to me, and he was revealed to me as divine, and I forgot his earlier appearance” (17.10, 90.25–26 Smith). Hippocrates takes his leave with a brief paean of fulsome praise, addressed first to Democritus and then to the Abderites (90.26–92.11). Still, we might be less than convinced. Is such an attitude really representative of an almost divine, superhuman wisdom, or of something altogether less desirable? That is the central philosophical, as well as medical issue; and it is still a perplexing one.

Aristotle’s remarks on eutrapelia evince a concern both with social propriety and with an understanding of the good life. The good Aristotelian life centrally involves high-level abstract thought. But it is not one simply of withdrawal from the world of affairs. The Aristotelian paragon of justifiable pride, megalopsuchia, is someone who engages with the world, albeit not in a petty or vainglorious way (EN 4.3.1123a33–25a34). And while contemplation is the best and most divine life for man (EN 10.7.1177a11–1178a8), “life in accordance with the other excellences [i.e., the social ones] is also happy” (EN 10.8.1177b9–10). Democritus’s Hellenistic heirs, the Epicureans, despised the pursuit of wealth and glory,38 but they did not shun friendship,39 or marriage and the procreation of children, for that matter.40 Nor were the Stoics in general quietists; indeed, in contrast with the Epicureans, they favored a life of active civic and political engagement,41 even if Stoic megalopsuchia involves contempt for the foolishness of worldly concerns.42 The Hippocratic Democritus closely follows the model of the Cynics,43 in particular their promotion of unaffectedness (apatheia) and self-sufficiency (autarkeia) as philosophical ideals (DL book 6). But the Cynics were by no means universally admired; and the reconciliation of the ideal of autarkeia with the endorsement of social living is a problem for Stoic, Epicurean, and Aristotelian alike.44 Indeed, there is an obvious, general tension between the philosophical ideal of detachment and self-sufficiency, at least when pushed to extremes, and the ability to conduct anything like a normal, human, social life.

Democritus shuns human contact and commerce, but he also seems to be advocating a sort of moral science, and a moral therapy, as a counterpart to the physiology and medicine practiced by Hippocrates. On the other hand, he hardly seems himself to be actually in the business of supplying any kind of remedy, unless derisive mockery itself really is the last and rather desperate hope for a cure. Indeed, he seems to think that the whole world is beyond saving: “I don’t think that it is right to laugh—in fact I wish I could give them something to be sorry about—but there is no treatment or panacea to be devised for any of these things” (17.8, 88.5–7 Smith). His attitude is extreme, even if one thinks it partially justified by the facts, and disproportionate responses even to genuine stimuli may signify a distorted set of values, even some kind of genuine pathology (compare the case of melancholia).

In the latter case, there is the further question as to what role is played in it, either causally or consequentially, by facts of physiology. Democritus justifies his misanthropy by saying that the cosmos itself is misanthropic, and that the human condition is one of congenital illness (17.9, 88.10–15). Even his own actions are questionable: “Don’t you see that I too have a share of the evil? I torture and cut up animals looking for the cause of madness; that cause, however, should be sought in men” (17.9, 88.8–10). Throughout his diatribe, Democritus himself shows signs of lability, not least between the optimism that seems to provoke the search for a cause, and hence a cure, and the despair, which is the cause of his own, now partially explicable but still nonetheless troubling hilarity. Such cyclothymia is characteristic of melancholy, and the result of the protean nature of the black bile itself. But to hold that we are humorally disposed to particular sorts of emotional and affective response does not mean that we do not act on reasons, although it may mean that we are disposed to give them an unreasonable weighting. The fearful overestimate the clarity and presence of danger—but for all that, they take these purported dangers to be compelling reasons for taking steps to avoid or minimize them. It is one thing to overestimate (or underestimate) the threat presented by some present circumstance—quite another simply to imagine or hallucinate the supposed dangers. Once again, the issue becomes thus: when do such natural (and quite possibly physiologically based) variations in individuals’ tendencies to react to their perceived circumstances tip over into actual pathology? That is a large and complex question, and here I can do no more than sketch some ancient (and modern) approaches to it, primarily in connection with the origins of laughter, and its reasonableness or otherwise.

6. The Nature and Origins of Laughter: Stimulus and Response

The historical Democritus wrote on the causes of laughter; and he probably did so, from both a physiological and a psychological standpoint, in his discussion of euthumia. Euthumia is a term that we have already seen in the medical literature, designating a certain type of psychological affect. It seems generally to describe a sort of generalized feeling of good cheer, optimism, perhaps simply feeling good. Sometimes, though, it makes sense to ask what its external origins are in a particular case: what are you feeling good about? Similar questions can be asked in the case of laughter itself, and they are equally complex.

Aristotle famously remarked that only humans laugh (Parts of Animals 3.10.673a1–b3).45 His account is physiological, attributing it to sudden heating in the midriff, but it is tempting to suppose that Aristotle thought that only humans laugh (properly) because only humans have the degree of psychological complexity required to find things funny. Whatever hyenas, kookaburras, and mockingbirds are doing when they produce their distinctive vocalizations, it isn’t because they get the joke. Aristotle deals with two cases of involuntary laughter, and he clearly thinks that they are in some sense off-cases. The first is that produced by tickling (also a concern in the Problems 35.6, 8), which results from our particularly sensitive skin (Part. An. 673a5–7); but tickling, of course, need not actually be amusing. This point is certainly true of his second phenomenon, the so-called risus sardonicus:46 laughter as a physiological reaction to certain wounds in the diaphragm. Aristotle is cautious about whether this phenomenon actually occurs, but thinks that some reports are credible (673a10–32). Perhaps ones like the following:


(T33) Tychon, in the siege at Datum, was struck in the chest by a catapult-missile, and shortly after was seized with raucous laughter; . . . the doctor who operated removed the wood but left the iron in the diaphragm.47 (Epidemics 5.95 = 7.121)



What links the two phenomena is that they are both cases in which laughter occurs even when nothing amusing, to put it mildly, is going on. Laughter is generally a cognitive response, either to events in one’s environment, or to things one is told; as such it is a psychophysical phenomenon, and one in which the causation runs from the psychological to the physical. But apparently it doesn’t have to be. Equally, there are cases that are difficult or controversial to classify. Is the bizarre behavior of the delirious patient a response of the rational faculty to nonstandard cognitive stimuli, or is it a purely physical manifestation? This question also applies to such behavior as excessive moaning and tears. The disordered speech reported in many Hippocratic case histories (see note 31) must presumably be linked in some way to proper articulate vocalizations (one might rave, but at least one raves in a language one has learned), it may still be, or at least seem to be, entirely random and automatic. The same goes for irrational fears, even when they have particular intentional objects:


(T34) Melancholia is always accompanied by fear, but the types of unnatural mental impression are not always of the same sort. One person will suppose that he is made of shell, and for this reason shuns people in case contact with them will shatter him; another imitates cockerels, crowing and flapping his wings; yet another is terrified lest Atlas collapse under the weight of the heavens, killing himself and the rest of us along with him. (Galen, Affected Parts 8.190 K)



Later, Galen distinguishes between two types of phrenitis, one characterized by perceptual hallucination, the other by cognitive and argumentative dysfunction (Affected Parts 8.225–26 K). He describes a case of the former that happened to himself: he thought he saw twigs and other bits of extraneous matter on his bedclothes, and tried obsessively to pluck them away,48 but was still perfectly well aware that he was hallucinating, and able to give medical instructions to his associates (Affected Parts 8.226–27 K). It is not surprising that the doctors of the Epidemics concerned themselves largely with the manifest signs and symptoms, and only secondarily, and then cautiously, with etiological explanations; and this priority is particularly evident when the symptoms, and perhaps also the causes, are at least in part psychological.

Even Galen, who devoted a great deal more effort to the classification of symptoms, both physical and mental, and their association with an underlying physiology of the humors (see note 37), tended to steer clear of laughter. It is noticeably absent from his treatment of psychological symptoms such as yawning and sneezing (Causes of Symptoms 7.196–200 K). In his Problematic Movements,49 bodily movements that straddle the general distinction between the voluntary and the involuntary, he confesses himself baffled by the inexplicability of laughter:


(T35) One might adapt an explanation of that [sc. the causes of breathing] to coughing and sneezing but not to the laughter that occurs when we are tickled under the armpits or the chin. It is entirely unclear why the contact of the hand should produce an effect similar to what happens when we see or hear something ridiculous, or why those who see or hear such things should be moved to laughter even if they try as far as possible to resist it. (Galen, Problematic Movements 10.4–5, 164.14–17 Nutton 2011; cf. The Movement of Muscles 4.442 K)



Galen talks both of laughter as a purely physiological reaction, and of its irresistibility in certain psychological cases, in which people attempt unsuccessfully to restrain themselves, aware that their response is somehow inappropriate (cf. Character Traits 1.25.4–7 Kraus = 135–36 Singer 2013). In this particular, it is of a piece with other “problematic movements,” such as involuntary and embarrassing erections. In these cases, people find something funny (or arousing), and presumably perfectly explicably so. Such dispositions may be unfortunate; but they are neither unusual nor obviously pathological, although they might be regrettable, and indeed are regretted. Democritus, by contrast, has no such arrière-pensée regarding his own laughter, no sense that it might be untimely, inappropriate, excessive, unjustified, or in any other way aberrant, even though it is self-evidently highly uncommon and extraordinary. The onus is, in a sense, on him to show that it is not, for all that, pathological (a task that is, of course, precisely what he seeks, albeit not entirely convincingly, to do in his concluding diatribe).

7. Conclusions

Laughter, then, is uniquely resistant to rational analysis, whether on philosophical, physiological, psychological, medical, or indeed sociological grounds. We still have trouble classifying it and accounting for it, and it still figures, sometimes bizarrely, in clinical assessment. There is a recognized syndrome known as Witzelsucht (“joke-mania”), which is characterized by pathological and often inappropriate punning, and sometimes by hypersexuality, and is associated with damage to the right frontal lobe. There are also gelastic seizures, epileptic episodes associated with uncontrollable laughter (or crying), and with damage to the temporal and frontal lobes, as well as hypothalamic brain tumors (cf. Odyssey 20.345–94; Halliwell 2008: 17); and pseudobulbar affect (spontaneous emotional disturbance characterized by uncontrollable crying or laughing unrelated to actual mood).50 These cases are not so far removed from the ancient ones with which we have been dealing. And they raise similar problems: when does a type of behavior tip over from the merely unusual into the definitely abnormal and ultimately into the pathological? In some of the modern cases mentioned earlier, the association with actual trauma and discernible lesions of course makes a difference (as it would have done for the risus sardonicus, if it had actually existed). But often we are simply left with a syndrome, a constellation of symptoms. It is a matter of judgment, and in a sense necessarily arbitrary judgment, where those lines are drawn and when they are deemed to have been crossed, for us no less than it was for the ancients.

So if laughter—or indeed any other normal indicator of an affective response to circumstances, such as sadness or anger—is not a symptom of some physical illness or lesion, when might we treat it as genuinely pathological, indeed as evincing, or perhaps even constituting, a “disease of the soul” (T8)? One widespread modern criterion of disease demarcation (applied in cases of addictive or compulsive behavior) is whether or not the behavior in question seriously affects the patient’s ability to lead a normal life. Such criteria are obviously normative—indeed literally so. But this sort of approach was adumbrated in the ancient world as well, most notably by Galen, who offered a general, functional definition of “disease” as “a disposition of the body which is such as directly to impede one of its activities” (Differences of Symptoms 7.50 K; cf. Ars Medica 1.379 K; Therapeutic Method 10.78–81 K). The “activities” are the body’s natural functions; and he makes it clear that this account applies just as much to diseases of the soul as it does to those of the body, since the soul too has its natural activities, which can equally be subject to impediment. Galen also offers a structural account of both types of disease:


(T36) Just as health of the body consist in the proper balancing of its simplest parts, which we call the elements—I mean hot, cold, dry, and wet—in the same way I suppose that health of the soul should be some proper balancing of its simple parts. . . . Disease of the soul will be an equivalent unbalancing of and mutual dissension between those very same parts for which the proper balancing constitutes health of the soul. These parts are, as Plato said, the spirited, the rational, and a third in addition to these, the appetitive, so that the symmetry between health and disease of body and soul is preserved in every respect. When the three parts are in harmony with one another and do not conflict in any way, they produce health of the soul, but when they are discordant and in conflict, they produce disease. (The Doctrines of Hippocrates and Plato 5.440–41 K = 302.2–6 De Lacy)



This analysis of mental illness is supposed to mirror the humoral account of bodily health and disease (we can afford here to ignore the complications created because Galen, like other theorists we have been concerned with, also thinks that the humors and their various imbalances are implicated in psychological complaints). In his Affections of the Soul,51 he considers the various pathē that the soul is subject to, and behavioral therapies for dealing with them. And in a strikingly modern fashion, the point at which behavioral disorders shade into the pathological is when they begin to make a normal life difficult, and ultimately impossible, to live. His central case is that of anger. Irascibility may simply make someone difficult to take and unpleasant to be around. But at the limit (Galen tells stories of people injuring themselves and others in fits of rage: Aff.Dig. 5.16–23 K = 12:11–16, 18 De Boer; in another anticipation of a standard modern criterion, these people are a danger to self or others), anger amounts to a disease, since it renders the activity of the rational soul ineffective:


(T37) Anger is nothing less than madness . . . men in the grip of it, lash out, kick, tear their clothes . . . to the point where . . . they even lose their temper with doors, stones and keys, which they shake, bite and kick. . . . Any act of ferocity, even if only a mild one, perpetrated against a human being is indicative of a kind of madness, or of an animal that is savage and devoid of reason. For is not the power of reason the characteristic that marks out the human from the other animals? If you wish to remove this and gratify the spirit of anger, your life is that of an animal, not a human. (Affections of the Soul 5.22–23 K = 16.6–18 De Boer)



This emotion, then, involves damage to a specifically human function: the proper exercise of reason, and a life under its control. And while the point at which we choose to decide that the function is actually significantly affected may to some extent be arbitrary, the general criterion is clear enough. For all that, it is hard to see how a simple disposition to inappropriate laughter, no matter how pronounced and exaggerated, could in itself have such a radically destructive effect on the ability to live a fully human life. If that is right, then excessive laughter cannot itself constitute a disease of the soul, although of course it may still be a symptom of some other, more fundamental disease, as “Hippocrates” initially feared that in Democritus’s case it might be.

But that is quite enough of that. The investigation of laughter is a serious, not to say depressing, experience:


“No-one who devotes too much effort to thinking about some science can avoid ending up with melancholy.” (Rufus of Ephesus, On Melancholy fr. 35 Pormann)



And


Ceux qui cherchent des causes métaphysiques au rire ne sont pas gais; ceux qui savent pourquoi cette espèce de joie retire vers les oreilles le muscle zygomatoïque . . . sont bien savants. (Voltaire, Dictionnaire philosophique)



Time to cultivate our gardens.52
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1. 68 B 2c DK: Peri euthumias, also translated as On Well-Being.

2. Cordero 2000 supplies references for the laughing Democritus (and his counterpart, the weeping Heraclitus), from antiquity, through the Middle Ages and Renaissance, all the way up to one of Walter Scott’s lesser-known novels.

3. The source of the Olympians’ merriment at Hephaestus may well not simply be his crippled condition, but rather his playing the fool as a parody of a cupbearer. Even so, the joke depends on the fact the he is lame and ugly, unlike the beautiful youths who usually perform the office: see Halliwell 2008: 58–64. I should acknowledge a general debt to Halliwell’s learned, acute, stimulating, and perhaps surprisingly (see my envois from Rufus of Ephesus and Voltaire) amusing study.

4. The letters are edited, with notes and English translation, in Smith 1990; they also appear in volume IX of Littré; and in a French translation with a useful brief Introduction and notes in Hersant 1989. The epistolary novel, and the subsequent history of Democritus the laughing philosopher, are dealt with in Rütten 1992.

5. On dating, see Smith 1990: 19, 24, 29. The collection as we have it was almost certainly added to over time, and the product of different hands.

6. An Egyptian papyrus from the early 1st century ad contains part of the second letter in our group that deals with Democritus’s laughter (no. 11 in the collection as a whole), as well as nos. 3–6: see Smith 1990: 19, 29.

7. For a detailed account, see Smith 1990: 20–29.

8. Henceforward, ordinals (“1st,” “2nd”) will refer to the position of the letters within the sequence relating to Democritus’s madness; cardinals to the collection of “Hippocratic” letters as a whole; Smith* 1990 references employ the cardinals in this way.

9. For the legend of the connection between Hippocrates and Democritus, see Jouanna 1999: 18–20, and n60; one story makes him Democritus’s “pupil” (Celsus, Med. Pr. 8; Soranus’s Life of Hippocrates also tells the tale of Democritus’ madness).

10. Democritus was famous in his time: see DL 9.36–37.

11. Note the titles attributed to him: On Those in Hades and On Hades: 68 B 0c, 1 DK; DL 9.46.

12. The Democritean term for the atomic films that peel off objects and produce visual perception by entering the eyes (Aristotle, de Sensu 2.438a5–13; DL 9.44; cf. Theophrastus, On the Senses 50). But eidōla may also be ghostly presences in the air, and the Abderites’ language is (pointedly) ambiguous.

13. Possibly an oblique reference to 68 B 154 K, in which Democritus claims that we learn our most important skills from the animals, including singing from the birds. On singing as symptom of psychological disorder, see Epidemics 1.27.2 (T18); of course it may also simply be an expression of happiness and high spirits: Rufus of Ephesus, fr. 61 Pormann 2008, “wine drunk in moderation delights the soul and cleanses it of sadness, but other things too have this effect, . . . which is why some people feel like singing when taking moderate baths.”

14. The Democritean universe is infinite; our cosmos is only one of infinitely many, in which all possible combinations of atomic types will be instantiated infinitely many times. Thus, there will be an infinite number of identically structured Democritus-type individuals. On the infinity of worlds, see the 8th letter (17, 80.9–13 Smith).

15. Traditional Greek ethics proverbially praised moderation, and so did Democritus: cf., e.g., 68 B 172–73 DK; and 191, T4.

16. The suggestion that an excess of intellectual ability and energy may be a cause of mental unbalance, and perhaps even illness, is echoed explicitly by Rufus, fr. 35 Pormann 2008; T8.

17. “Love of money,” is also blamed for human ills at 16, 70.16–20 Smith; and in Democritus’s diatribe against human folly (17.8, 86.9–23 Smith). It is of course a common subject of ancient moral disapproval, not least for St. Paul.

18. This terminology of imprinting has a Stoic flavor: cf. Sextus M 8.410, = SVF 2.285.

19. The subject of letters 1–9, 48.1–54.22 Smith.

20. Democritus expresses a distaste for female manners and character excessive even by the high standards of Greek misogyny. Women talk too much, are too concerned with their appearance, and are prone to malice (68 B 272–73 DK); they should not engage in argument, and to be ruled by a woman is “the worst insult for a man” (B 110–111).

21. There is a play here on the ambiguity of pathos, which can mean a strong emotion, but also an affliction.

22. The Abderites’ proverbial stupidity (ironically prefigured in their own address to Hippocrates: T5–7) was a topos well known to Cicero: to Atticus 4.16, 7.7; see also Juvenal 10.46–53; and 14, 66.10–28 Smith.

23. The most famous Crateuas was the herbalist to the legendarily long-lived Mithridates VI of Pontus, whose universal antidote, the so-called Mithridaticum, eventually made it impossible for the monarch to poison himself after defeat at the hands of the Romans. He flourished in the first half of the 1st century bc, not long before the probable date of composition of our text, but centuries after its dramatic date (an earlier Crateuas was King of Macedon from 399). Hippocrates begins the letter by saying “I know, my dear friend, your great talent as a herbalist, which derives both from your own practice and from your illustrious ancestors, which is such as to rival that of your grandfather Crateuas” (16.70.6–7 Smith*). “Crateuas” may have been a common name for herbalists; the comic poet Alexis (4th century bc) wrote a Crateuas the Drug-Seller (frs. 115–20 Kassel and Austin); see Smith 1990: 19–20, n51.

24. It was a particularly effective purgative: Regimen in Acute Diseases 23. Its usage was controversial. According to the 4th-century Cnidian doctor Ctesias, “in my father’s and grandfather’s day, one generally did not prescribe hellebore, since neither the mixture, nor the measure, nor the weight in which it ought to be administered was known. When it was prescribed, the patient was warned that he was running a great risk, and of those who took it many died. Now its use seems to be safer” (Oribasius 8.8).

25. Or “conviviality,” with Barnes and Kenny 2014: 300.

26. Halliwell (2008: 316–17, 322) renders “playful adroitness”; his whole discussion of “How Aristotle Makes a Virtue of Laughter,” at 307–31, is well worth reading. On that chapter, see also Walker’s chapter in this volume.

27. Earlier, Hippocrates remarked that “by good fortune, the year is healthy, and has its original [sc. uncorrupted] nature, so that not many diseases will make a nuisance of themselves” (13, 64.17–18 Smith). This is a reference to the Hippocratic notion of a “constitution (katastasis),” a specific concatenation of prevailing climatic circumstances, which predisposes a particular year in a particular places to particular diseases: Epidemics 1.1–26; 3.2–16.

28. The term for “inappropriate,” akairos, recalls the doctor’s insistence on the importance of timely intervention: T12. This medical commonplace is encoded in the first Hippocratic Aphorism: “Life is short, the art long, opportunity (kairos) fleeting, experience deceptive, judgement difficult.”

29. See, e.g., Galen, Black Bile 5.109–10 K., = 74.4–11 (De Boer 1937); and On Hippocrates’ “Nature of Man” [HNH] 15.35 K, = 20.21–24 (Mewaldt 1914).

30. Defined by Galen as fever accompanied by delirium: Affected Parts 8.225–26 K.

31. Note the extremely detailed history of the wife of Hermptolemus: she suffered from babbling, anger, fright, weeping, tantrums, erratic behavior, and perceptual disturbances and amnesia (although “she could recognize everybody and all objects after the first days”), as well as mania and hyperesthesia: Epidemics 7.11. Cf. 7.75, the wife of Theodorus: delirium, disturbed vision, carphology: see T19, and n33.

32. The lack of self-control is frequently associated with delirium: 1.27.8, 12; 3.17.12. Compare the Abderites’ reports of Democritus’ symptoms: T6.

33. This is the symptom still clinically recognized as “carphology.” See also Prognostic 4 = 15 Jones; Epidemics 7.25; see Jouanna 1999: 294–95.

34. Unprovoked distress (lupē) is another commonly reported symptom of many of the acute diseases recorded in the Epidemics (e.g., 3.1.6, 3.17.13, 15). For immoderate fear, cf. Rufus, fr. 11 Pormann: “Why do they [i.e., melancholics] flee some things as though they were terrifying, and pursue others as though they were good when they are not? Why do some fear their family members and others all human beings, and so on?” Compare the curious case of Nicanor and his nocturnal fear of flute girls: Epid. 5.81.

35. The Problems have been recently re-edited and translated in Mayhew 2011. On 30.1, and how a “melancholic” condition can both be “unbalanced” and beneficial, see Northwood 1998.

36. Rufus made the connection in a therapeutic context: “sex is useful for those in whom black bile and madness predominate; for sex even with someone other than the beloved restores the lover’s intelligence, diminishes preoccupation, and soothes his temper” (fr. 57 Pormann; cf. frs. 59, 60).

37. This “melancholic humour” does not have the constitution attributed to black bile by Galen, for whom it is cold and dry (see, e.g., HNH 15.87, 88, 97 K, = 46.10, 46.31, 51.23–32, Mewaldt). But Galen too distinguishes between what he calls “melancholic humour” and genuine black bile (Affected Parts 8.176–78 K.), as well as black bile produced from blood and that caused by the burning of yellow bile. Each of these is responsible for distinct types of condition; and yellow bile is hot and dry.

41. See, e.g., Stobaeus, 2.109.10–110.4 (= SVF 3.686 = 67W LS).

42. Cicero, On Duties 1.5.15, 1.13.

43. Smith 1990: 20, 22, 28; Temkin 1985: 461–62.

44. Stoics: DL 7.87–88, (= SVF 3.178, = 63C LS); Seneca, Letter 92.3 (= 63F LS); Cicero, Tusculans 5.40–41 (= 63L LS). Hippolytus Refutation 1.21 (= SVF 2.975 = 62A LS). Epicureans: To Menoeceus 130 (= 21B[4] LS): “We regard self-sufficiency as a great good, not with the aim of always living off little, but to enable us to live off little if we don’t have much.” Aristotelian self-sufficiency is even less ascetic: EN 1.7.1097b8–11: “By ‘self-sufficient’ we do not mean that which is sufficient for someone leading a solitary life . . . since man is social by nature”; see also 1097b7–22, 5.6.1134a27–30, 10.8.1179a1–10. The Aristotelian megalopsuchos, the high paragon of virtue, is notable for his disdain for ordinary human concerns: EN 4.3.1123a33–1125a33; and self-sufficiency does not mean living without friends, that greatest of goods: EN 9.9.1069b3–10.

38. Lucretius, 5.1105–57 (= 22L LS); Epicurus, To Menoeceus 127–32 = 21B LS).

39. Vatican Sentences 23, 28, 34, 39, 52, 66, 78 (= 22F LS); Cicero, On Ends 1.66–67 (= 22O LS); cf. 22G–I LS.

40. Lucretius, 5.1011–27 (= 22K LS);

45. See Labarrière 2000.

46. Not the contemporary condition of the same name, which is a type of facial rictus.

47. Cf. Problems 35.6.965a14–17: “people struck in the diaphragm burst out laughing”; Pliny, Natural History 11.198: “wounds in the diaphragm cause both laughter and death”; see Fortenbaugh 2000. The condition is no longer clinically recognized, although it was still being reported, albeit anecdotally and largely with reference to ancient reports, as late as Laurent Joubert’s 16th-century Traité du ris.

48. See n33.

49. Edited in Nutton 2011.

50. A case of the latter made headlines in Britain in 2017; a man called Paul Pugh was stricken with it after being beaten into a coma and suffering a fractured skull; since the incident, he expresses deep distress in the form of uncontrollable laughter: http://www.bbc.com/news/disability-40629897.

51. Aff.Dig. 5.1–57 K; also edited in De Boer 1937: 1–37; English translation in Singer 2013.

52. This chapter is an expanded English version of some ideas I first aired in French in Grenoble in 1997, and then further developed in Louvain in 2016. A French, much shorter version is published as Hankinson 2000. I am grateful to both audiences, and in particular to my Louvain commentator (and friend), Teun Tieleman, for their useful questions and comments.
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Divine and Human Laughter in Later Platonism

Malcolm Heath

Though wit and kindly good humor can be found in Plotinus, laughter is almost entirely absent (§1). By contrast, laughter abounds in Plato (§2), alongside an awareness of its negative potential (§3) that foreshadows the later Platonist tradition’s increasingly somber view: for Iamblichus, laughter is a merely human trait that obstructs assimilation to the divine (§4). Yet Syrianus and his pupils found in the laughter of Homer’s gods a celebration of divine providence (§5), inspired (as one might not have predicted) by Plotinus’ playfully serious reflections on the seriousness of play (§6).

1. Plotinus

There is very little laughter in Plotinus, though there are things that are laughable: the adjective geloios occurs twenty-three times; cognate nouns (gelōs, “joke”) and verbs (gelān, “laugh”; katagelān, “ridicule”) occur only four times.1 That is not a paradox. The cognitive assessment of something as laughable or ridiculous can be dissociated from the affective and physical response, and sometimes ought to be. When laughter would be potentially harmful to oneself (Rep. 10.606c2–9) or to others, or when the stimulus to laughter is no laughing matter (for example, because it is repellent, obscene, or impious), then any impulse to laugh should be restrained.2 When Plotinus (2.9.16.14–39) dismisses the gnostics’ denial of the universal scope of divine providence as laughable (γελοῖον, 34), it is unlikely that their impiety (16, 36) moved him to actual laughter.

The paucity of laughter in Plotinus is in striking contrast to Plato. Writing dialogues, it is true, gave Plato plentiful opportunities to portray laughter, which he freely exploited (§2). Those opportunities were not available to Plotinus, writing philosophy in treatise form. But literary form cannot explain why Plotinus, unlike Plato, never made laughter a subject for discussion. Plotinus, too, could have talked about laughter if he had wanted to: apparently, he did not. Even in the (admittedly sparse) glimpses of Plotinus in action that Porphyry gives us there is no report of his ever having laughed.3 We cannot be sure whether that is representative of Plotinus’ actual demeanor, or an artifact of Porphyry’s sense of propriety: as we will see (§4), Porphyry preferred laughter that did not go beyond a smile. It may therefore be significant that, though there is no Plotinian laughter in Porphyry, there is one Plotinian smile.

When Porphyry had only recently joined Plotinus’ circle, he wrote a critique of the thesis that the Intelligibles (Forms) are internal to Intellect. Plotinus asked his associate Amelius to read it out; and having heard it through, Plotinus smiled as he invited Amelius to resolve the perplexities into which the newcomer had fallen (Plot. 18). This anecdote is, not coincidentally, reminiscent of a passage in Plato’s Parmenides. Each involves a sage, his junior associate, and an argumentative young newcomer. In Plato, the youthful Socrates has been criticizing Zeno’s book defending Parmenides’ argument against those who had tried to make a laughingstock of it (κωμῳδεῖν, Parm. 128c6–d1).4 Instead of being annoyed by Socrates’ criticisms, as one of those present feared, Parmenides and Zeno looked at each other and smiled, as if in admiration (130a3–7). Parmenides recognizes Socrates’ philosophical promise, even though his youthful inexperience holds him back (130e1–2). He twice comments appreciatively on Socrates’ eagerness for arguments (ὁρμὴ ἐπὶ λόγους, 130a8–b1, 135d2–6), the second time urging him to apply himself to training in seemingly useless “idle talk” (as most people call it) while he is still young: “if not, the truth will completely escape you.”

On another occasion, Porphyry tells us, he persisted for three days raising questions about the soul-body relationship, and Plotinus kept on providing reasoned explanations. When someone who wanted to hear Plotinus giving a connected exposition with reference to written texts lost patience with Porphyry’s persistent questioning, Plotinus pointed out that they would have nothing to say in relation to a written text if they could not resolve the problems that Porphyry was raising (Plot. 13.10–17).5 Porphyry remarks that Plotinus’ mildness (πραότης) shone out in his seminar, and that he made his openness (τὸ προσηνές) to questions clear (Plot. 13.8–10).6

According to Porphyry, therefore, Plotinus took pleasure in displays of philosophical commitment and potential, even when they raised objections to, or probed unresolved problems in, his own teaching, and that he encouraged questioning as a means of forwarding the shared philosophical enterprise. That is no more than one would hope for in a follower of Plato. Consider, for example, a passage in the Phaedo. When Socrates notices Cebes and Simmias whispering to each other, he encourages them to raise their doubts about what he has been saying (84c1–3). Simmias’ admission that they had been holding back, reluctant to trouble him in such distressing circumstances, was received with gentle (ἠρέμα) laughter (84d8). After Simmias has set out his concerns, Socrates smiles (86d5–6), and then turns to encourage Cebes to explain what has been troubling him, before trying to answer them both.

Porphyry’s portrayal of Plotinus may help us interpret another of his reports from Plotinus’ seminar. When two written works by Longinus were received and read,7 Plotinus commented that Longinus was a philologos rather than a philosopher (φιλόλογος μέν . . . φιλόσοφος δὲ οὐδαμῶς, Plot. 14.18–20). Pépin’s philologically exhaustive study concludes that Plotinus’ remark was full of agressivité.8 That conclusion, though widely accepted, is implausible. The one thing we know for certain about Plotinus’ remark is that Porphyry chose to record it: but the standard interpretation conflicts with Porphyry’s agenda in two respects.

First, aggression would conflict with Porphyry’s stress on Plotinus’ habitual mildness. There is, admittedly, some agressivité in Plotinus’ lengthy and uncompromising critique of opponents in the treatise against the gnostics: he makes uncomplimentary remarks that call his opponents’ intellectual integrity into question, and is sometimes bitingly sarcastic.9 Even so, he refers to his targets as “friends” (φίλοι, 2.9.10.3–5),10 although their impious belief in an evil creator (2.9.10–13) posed a more serious and direct threat to the piety of Plotinus’ pupils than did Longinus’ objections to the thesis that the Forms are internal to Intellect. That is not to say that Plotinus saw no connection between his disagreement with the gnostics and the theory of Forms.11 But, as we have seen, Porphyry’s initial dissent on that issue when he joined Plotinus after studying with Longinus was met with nothing more aggressive than a smile and an attempt to correct his misunderstandings.

Second, Porphyry goes on to appeal to Longinus’ assessments of Plotinus and other philosophers with the clear implication that his philosophical competence was sufficient for those assessments to carry weight (Plot. 19–21).12 That would be nonsensical if Porphyry had previously quoted, and implicitly endorsed, a devastatingly negative assessment of Longinus’ philosophical competence.

Underlying the attribution of agressivité is a derogatory account of Longinus’ approach to philosophy derived from a later, deeply unsympathetic source. Proclus, after reporting Longinus’ assessment of Plato’s stylistic artistry in Timaeus 21a (in Tim. 1.86.17–87.6 = F33 Patillon-Brisson), dismissively reproduces Plotinus’ epigram and goes on to quote Iamblichus’ remark that a preoccupation with diction is unworthy of Plato (87.6–15 = F9 Dillon). That is one of a series of comments that contrast Longinus’ “philological” approach (1.16.22–23) with exegesis that keeps hold of realities (1.94.9–10); Longinus is probably the target of “the sightseers (φιλοθεάμονες) of diction” (1.90.16 = F34, alluding to Rep. 5.475d1–476b8).13 Proclus’ lack of sympathy with Longinus should make us cautious. We cannot be sure that his polemically motivated characterization of Longinus’ exegesis was based on a representative sample;14 nor should we assume that Longinus followed the same procedures in the exegesis of others’ philosophical writings and in the composition of his own treatises on philosophical issues. Proclus’ presentation of a conflict between philosophy and philology may conceal a philosophical disagreement between one philosopher and another.

Is there an alternative way of reading Plotinus’ epigram, more consistent with Plotinus’ manner and Porphyry’s deployment of it? A starting point is provided by the titles of the two works by Longinus that prompted it. There can be no doubt that On Principles (Περὶ ἀρχῶν) was a contribution to the debate about the Forms in which Porphyry had intervened when he joined Plotinus. Nor can there be any doubt that in the title of the companion piece, Philarchaios (Φιλάρχαιος), the -arch- derives from antiquity (archaios) rather than first principles (archai). But it is hard to believe that the echo is coincidental.15 Alongside its primary meaning, the title Philarchaios contains an allusion to the first principles of the treatise that it accompanied. What was the significance of this wordplay? An obvious possibility is that the two treatises developed distinct but mutually reinforcing lines of criticism: On Principles argued that Plotinus’ view is philosophically untenable per se; Philarchaios argued that Plotinus’ view is an innovation that deviates from the ancient tradition. Longinus would then be presenting complementary systematic and exegetical treatments of the subject in dispute. If so, the goal of Philarchaios could not have been achieved by literary critical commentary on Plato’s style, or by antiquarian scholarship: philosophical exegesis of the ancient sources was required.

For Plotinus, an argument that his views were inconsistent with ancient tradition would have had more than merely scholarly or exegetical significance. He did not believe that philosophical inquiry consists in simply rehearsing what ancient philosophers have said: we need to achieve understanding for ourselves (3.7.1.14–16). But he did accept the presumption that some of the “ancient and blessed philosophers have found the truth” (13–14). That is what makes it possible for him to appeal to the argument from antiquity in his polemic against the gnostics (2.9.6.10–28, 35–38, 52–57). When elsewhere he calls on Plato for evidence that “these arguments are not novelties, not modern, but were made long ago, though not overtly, and that the present arguments have been exegeses of those, confirming that these doctrines are ancient on the basis of the writings of Plato himself” (5.1.8.10–14), Plotinus is doing what I suspect Longinus did in Philarchaios.

If Longinus presented a philosophical critique of Plotinus’ innovation in On Principles, he may also have argued for the superior merits of his own positive thesis: that the Forms are posterior to Intellect and analogous to Stoic “sayables” (λεκτά).16 That position could not have been derived from Plato’s text by exegesis alone: it would need a philosophically grounded defense. Plotinus’ assessment of its philosophical cogency is clear from a comment he makes elsewhere on Longinus’ view (mentioned in passing, without explicit attribution): “But if they are without intelligence and life, what sort of realities are they? They are certainly not ‘premises’ (προτάσεις) or ‘axioms’ (ἀξιώματα) or ‘sayables’ (λεκτά); for then they would only say something about other things and would not be the things themselves” (5.5.1.37–40, trans. Armstrong). That provides a straightforward explanation of Plotinus’ denial of the status of philosopher to Longinus: he had identified what he believed was a fatal philosophical weakness in his opponent’s position.17

What is implied by the affirmative part of Plotinus’ assessment? Longinus presents a pair of texts, whose titles involve wordplay on archai and archaios. When Plotinus responds to the challenge in Philarchaios with a pair of phil- compounds of his own he is surely meeting wordplay with wordplay. Denying that Longinus is philosophos is unequivocally negative; but acknowledging that he is philologos need not be. A careful reader of the Republic would know that it is no bad thing to be a philologos, “lover of argument” (Rep. 9.582e8–9; cf. Tht. 161a7; Lach. 188c3–e4); he would also know, from the Phaedo, that it is much worse to be a misologos, “misologist”—one of argument’s bitter, disillusioned ex-lovers (Phd. 89c11–91a6; cf. Rep. 3.411d7–e2). Porphyry speaks of the philologos life, “the life of wisdom” (in Tim. F1.2.12 Sodano = Proclus, in Tim. 1.19.10, trans. Tarrant), pairing it with love of truth. Proclus speaks approvingly of the character of Hermogenes in the Cratylus as loving learning, logos and truth (φιλομαθὲς καὶ φιλόλογον καὶ φιλαληθές: in Crat. 32).18 Since this positive use of philologos was available to Platonists in late antiquity, we may safely assume that Plotinus was also familiar with it.

So we need not conclude that Plotinus was aggressively recycling a polemical cliché.19 Instead, I suggest that he was responding to his opponent’s wordplay with a wordplay of his own that, while unequivocally withholding the highest philosophical accolade, acknowledges Longinus’ unquestioned scholarly excellence and at the same time—though with deliberate ambiguity—pays a qualified tribute to his philosophical leanings. In addition, he pays a compliment to his new follower. When Porphyry was eventually won around to Plotinus’ view of the Forms, he wrote what he described as a “palinode” (Plot. 18.19–20; cf. 20.95–97). The allusion to Socrates’ palinode in the Phaedrus (243b3–5, 257a3–4) evokes that dialogue’s emphasis on the distinction between being philologos and philosophos (e.g., 236e4–5, 257b1–6, 261a3–5). Plotinus’ comment on Longinus is therefore also a comment on Porphyry, who in achieving the philosophical insight that his former teacher still failed to comprehend had made the transition from philologos to philosophos. Given the characteristic kindliness which Plotinus showed in answering questions (Plot. 13, cf. 23), it seems more likely that he responded to Longinus’ critique of his metaphysics, misguided though he thought it was, with a smile than with derisive laughter or a sarcastic sneer.

2. Laughter in Plato

In Plato, laughter is plentiful, and often aggressive. Laughter vocabulary (cognates and compounds of gelān) is around four and half times more frequent in Plato than Plotinus (relative to the size of the respective corpora). The unequivocally mocking katagelān and cognate forms account for just over 30% of these occurrences (in Plotinus, less than 4%); but the total amount of derisive laughter will be well above 30%, since the uncompounded form is often used with the same force. That is clear (for example) from the shift from one form to the other in Gorgias 473e2–4a1. In Socrates’ conversation with Gorgias there were no references to laughter of any kind; but here, when Polus laughs at him, Socrates draws attention to and rebukes this intrusion of derisive laughter into the discussion. Callicles will later say that Socrates deserved Polus’ derision (482d5–6), and goes on to make free use of katagelān and its cognates (484e2–5c2); Socrates responds in kind (509a4–b5, 512d2–6, 514d9–e9), but reverts to the less pointed geloion toward the end, when he reflects on the futility in which they have both participated (517c4–5). The laughter of Polus and Callicles is, at least, more restrained than Thrasymachus’ sarcastic guffaw (ἀνακαγχάζειν, Rep. 1.337a2), in a context marked by sustained personal abuse (336d3–4, 338d3–4, 343a3–9).

“Laughable” (geloion) and “ridiculous” (katagelaston), then, occupy different but overlapping segments of a semantic continuum. Both can designate a quality that makes a person, or their words and actions, potentially subject to degrading laughter or derision. Any individual runs the risk of being both the source and the target of others’ derisive laughter: incurring laughter (ὀφλισκάνειν: e.g., Tht. 161e5; Symp. 199b2; Rep. 6.506d8; Laws 6.778e1; Hipp.Maj. 281e9–2a3, 286e2) or providing an occasion of laughter for others (παρέχειν: Tht. 174c3, 175d4; Gorg. 474a1; Rep. 6.517a2). This may occur when someone contradicts themself or says something extravagantly implausible; offers technical advice which they are not qualified to give (Prot. 319c1–7); lays claim to a skill that they do not possess (Prot. 323a7–b1),20 or to some kind of specialized knowledge that is not recognized by others (Euthphr. 3b9–c2); or is incompetent when dealing with a situation for which they ought to be prepared (Gorg. 473e6–4a2).

In all these cases, individuals are exposed to the risk of derisive laughter when they violate the expectations of others, or fail to fulfill them. It follows that the outcome depends not only on the potential target’s words or actions, but also on the observers’ expectations, and on their attitude to the target. Since the observers’ expectations may be unreasonable, or their attitude hostile, ridicule is not always objectively justified: laughter can itself be ridiculous (καταγέλαστον, Rep. 7.518b3; cf. Hipp. maj. 291e7–2a1, with Gorg. 473e2–3). But ridicule sometimes is justified. Young people ought to ridicule things that would harm their moral development if taken seriously (Rep. 3.388d2–7: §1).

Not all of the laughter in Plato is hostile. The rhapsode Ion is aware that a poor performance will make him the target of the audience’s derisive laughter; but he will be laughing himself if the performance succeeds (Ion 535e4–6). That laughter would be an expression of personal pleasure in his own success. But laughter can also be an expression of shared pleasure. Plato uses the dialogue form to present philosophy in a variety of contexts of social interaction, some of them hostile or competitive, others friendly or even intimate. In the latter cases, good-humored laughter is common.21 Such laughter is more common in Plato than smiles. In addition to the shared smile of Parmenides and Zeno (§1), there are only two smiles in Phaedo (86d6, 102d2), as against six occurrences of laughter.22 There is one other smile, in Euythdemus: but that smile, in an intensely competitive context, is malicious (275e3–6), and is followed by demonstrative laughter when the trap is sprung (276b6–c1, d1–2; cf. 278b7–c1 for laughter provoked by a practical joke). By contrast, in a genuinely friendly context, it is even possible to call someone “ridiculous” (καταγέλαστε) inoffensively (Tht. 149a1; Lys. 205d5). Where derisive laughter is not expected, what in other contexts would be an act of aggression and a source of pain may be an expression of mutual trust and shared pleasure. Even such a minor witticism as Polemarchus’ claim to a conversation as part of his inheritance can raise a laugh (Rep. 1.331d9); so can a precocious youngster’s pushiness, once his sincerity and aptitude have been recognized (Prm. 136d4: §1).

3. Plato on Laughter

Against the background of Plato’s nuanced and varied representation of laughter, the analysis of laughter in Philebus (48a–50b) is at first sight surprising.23 When Socrates sets out to complete his survey of mixed pleasures by examining mixtures of pleasure and distress in the soul (47d5–9), he briefly mentions the obvious example of tragedy (48a5–6) before raising the less obvious—and therefore more instructive—case of comedy (48a8–b6). Prior to this, Protarchus has agreed that emotions, including anger, fear, desire, lamentation, jealousy (ζῆλος), and malice (φθόνος),24 are distressing but also “full of” or “mixed with” pleasures (47e1–48a4). Socrates now focuses on malice: it is a form of distress, but a person who feels it takes pleasure in bad things that affect those around him (48b8–12). Ignorance in general is a bad thing, and especially when it consists in a lack of self-knowledge (48c2–d2). Lack of self-knowledge typically takes the form of overestimating one’s own material resources, physical endowment, or moral and (especially) intellectual qualities (48d4–9a5). This failing encapsulates the nature of what is laughable (γελοῖον, 48c5), and victims of such delusions are laughable if they are weak and cannot retaliate when ridiculed (καταγελώμενοι, 49a7–b8, c4–5). In those who are capable of retaliation and can do harm to those around them, by contrast, such delusions evoke fear and hatred rather than laughter (49b–c4). Phthonos, as Socrates established initially and has more recently reminded us (49a7–9), is a combination of pleasure and distress. But Socrates now suggests that phthonos is a wrongful (ἄδικος) combination of distress and pleasure. Taking pleasure in the bad things that affect one’s enemies is not wrong or (therefore) malicious, phthoneros; but the pleasure we take in the bad things that affect our friends is wrongful (49d1–8). A friend’s lack of self-knowledge, if harmless to others, is laughable (49d11–e4). So, if we laugh at it, the pleasure we derive from the laughter is a malicious pleasure (49e6–50a3). Since malice is rooted in distress (at others’ good fortune), the pleasure of laughter is in such a case combined with distress (50a5–9). This justifies Socrates’ initial claim that pleasure and distress are combined in comedy, as in tragedy—though, as he points out, the discussion has broadened from tragedy and comedy to “the whole tragedy and comedy of life” (50b1–4).

This analysis seems puzzling, not least because it leaves so much of the laughter that Plato portrays elsewhere unaccounted for. There is plenty of derisive laughter in Plato that is directed at enemies. But taking pleasure in bad things that affect one’s enemies is not wrong; so this pleasure does not count as phthonos, and has not been shown to involve distress in any way. There is also laughter among friends that does not fit the pattern that Socrates has analyzed. When Cephalus laughs at his son’s inheritance joke (§2) it is hard to see that Polemarchus has manifested any lack of self-knowledge; if he has, it is hard to believe that his father is taking malicious pleasure in that;25 and, if he is, his laughter is wrong—which is not a credible conclusion. It would be even less credible to apply it to the intimate laughter in Phaedo.

It seems impossible, therefore, to read the analysis in Philebus as intended to give a comprehensive account of laughter.26 But that is not surprising. Socrates’ aim in this discussion is to give an account specifically of comic laughter. To that end, he examines two concepts: malice and the laughable. Malice is unmotivated ill will (unmotivated, since ill will directed at enemies is not wrongful or malicious). Someone who feels ill will toward others (whether or not it is motivated) will take pleasure in bad things that affect them. So the distress involved in feeling unmotivated ill will is (in the right circumstances) mixed with that pleasure. Some of the bad things that affect other people are laughable: in particular, lack of self-knowledge in those around us who are not able to retaliate when ridiculed.27 These two concepts lay the foundations for Socrates’ argument, but have not yet got us to laughter itself, since (as noted earlier: §1) the affective and physical response is separable from the cognitive judgment that something is laughable. Laughable things are laughable, whether or not we laugh; but if we do laugh, we get an additional pleasure, since laughter is pleasant (this, perhaps, is the only general claim about laughter in the whole discussion). If the target of that laughter is a friend (or not an enemy), then this is malicious laughter. In this case, the pleasure of laughter is mixed with the pain inherent in malice. On the assumption that laughter in comedy is directed at characters who are not our enemies and who have no capacity to retaliate, comic laughter is malicious. So for comic laughter, as for some real-life laughter, the pleasure of laughter is mixed with pain.28

In the Republic, Socrates maintains that one should not be fond of laughter (φιλογέλως). The target, as in Philebus, is not laughter in general. But here attention switches from malicious to violent laughter, which has profound psychological effects. The bad consequences of succumbing to overpowering and uncontrollable laughter make a partiality for laughter dangerous (3.388e5–9a2). Comedy, too, poses a threat to one’s character, though in a different way. As the emotional response evoked by tragedy subverts our self-control with respect to demonstrative expressions of grief (605c10–6b8), the self-control by which we censor our jocularity is likely to be subverted if we allow ourselves (whether at theatrical performances or in private gatherings) to enjoy jokes that we would normally be unwilling to make ourselves (10.606c2–8).

The Laws provides an analysis of the dangers of laughter that starts from its socially disruptive potential. The citizens of Magnesia are required to conduct their disagreements without resort to abuse (κακηγορεῖν). Abuse produces hatred and enmity, and also has an adverse effect on character: indulging in abuse turns what was tamed by education wild again (Laws 11.934e2–5a7); making fun of an opponent obstructs or subverts good character (11.935a7–c4). For this reason, citizens are not permitted to take an active part in comic ridicule, either (935c4–e6): as previously agreed, performers must be slaves and hired foreigners (7.816e5–6). Nor may citizens be the targets of comic ridicule (11.935e3–6a2): the licensed performers may only ridicule each other, and only on the condition that they do so in play (παιδιά) and without animosity (θυμός), and subject to stringent prior censorship (11.936a2–b2). Clearly, abuse and ridicule are seen as putting the stability of the citizens’ character too seriously at risk to allow them to engage in it themselves, or to be exposed to others engaging in it in any but the most diluted and regulated form. Why, then, is it allowed at all? Because the laughable is necessary to understanding what is serious: nothing can be understood except in contrast with its opposite (7.816d5–e2). Of course, ridicule is not the only kind of laughter in Magnesia: but in other cases the citizens are supposed to be self-regulated, restraining themselves from extremes of laughter and tearfulness, and maintaining their composure by concealing intense joy or grief (5.732b2–d3).

4. The Platonist Tradition

Though Plato is alert to the dangers of laughter, he does not condemn laughter as such. The apparent denial in a later handbook of Platonic doctrines that laughter is ever acceptable is therefore surprising. Alcinous (32.4) classifies affects (πάθη) as “wild” (ἄγρια) and “tame” (ἥμερα). They are tame if they are in accordance with human nature, necessary and appropriate (οἰκεῖα), provided that they are also proportionate (σύμμετρα); but when they lack proportion they are defective. This category includes pleasure and distress (it is appropriate to be pleased by what is in accordance with nature, and distressed by the opposite), anger (necessary for repelling and taking vengeance on enemies), pity (appropriate to humane feeling), and shame (useful for inhibiting shameful behavior). Affects are classified as wild if they are contrary to nature and arise from perversion and depraved habits. Wild affects include laughter, joy at others’ misfortune (ἐπιχαιρεκακία), and misanthropy. They are defective regardless of degree or any other variable, since they cannot be proportionate. The opposition of tame and wild is derived from a sustained theme in the Republic.29 It also appears, as we have seen, in the law on abuse in the Laws (11.934e2–5a7). But there the laughter is directed at enemies, and so falls outside the scope of the analysis of laughter in Philebus. Assigning laughter to the category of wild affects that are inherently defective would make sense if we assume that Alcinous’ use of “laughter” tacitly shares the restricted scope of the Philebus. The pairing with ἐπιχαιρεκακία might then add pleasure in bad things affecting enemies to the wild category.30

Anecdotal sources, though they cannot be trusted as evidence for Plato himself, do throw light on his image in later tradition. It is reported that as a young man Plato was never observed laughing to great excess (ὑπεράγαν, D.L. 3.26).31 The anecdote suggests a notable degree of restraint, rather than a repudiation of laughter per se. It was sufficiently notable, however, for a contemporary comic poet to criticize Plato’s constantly sullen look (σκυθρωπάζειν, Amphis F13 KA = D.L. 3.28). That, though presumably a comic exaggeration, still implies a seriousness of demeanor beyond the social norm. Diogenes Laertius also records an anecdote in which Plato persistently rebukes Xenocrates for his sullen appearance (σκυθρωπός, D.L. 4.6 = Xenocrates F2). Consistently with the evidence of Plato’s own writings, in which the risks consequent on excess make restraint of laughter advisable without requiring total abstinence, the Plato of these anecdotes looks for an avoidance of extremes: but he may set the point of balance further toward the serious end of the scale than most people around him.

Other evidence indicates that the Platonist tradition’s awareness of laughter’s potential danger was not thought to entail comprehensive rejection. Aelian reports that at one time laughter was banned in the Academy (VH 3.35). Though the source is unreliable, it is worth noting that the ban is precautionary in nature, and restricted to a specific locality. The stated rationale is to keep the Academy free of hubris and idleness. The premise, then, is not that every instance of laughter is bad, or that laughter per se is bad in all contexts, but that laughter’s disruptive potential poses a sufficiently serious threat to the Academy’s special character as to require its complete exclusion from the Academy’s precincts.

According to Diogenes, Pythagoras,32 a figure important to later Platonists, abstained from specific kinds of laughter: derisive laughter (κατάγελως),33 and using vulgar jokes and stories to court popularity (ἀρέσκεια, D.L. 8.20). Diogenes also reports Pythagoras’ recommendation against being in the grip (κατέχεσθαι) of laughter, but also against sullenness (σκυθρωπάζειν, 8.23). Here, too, moderate laughter is, by implication, not only permitted, but preferable to erring in the opposite direction.

In the third century, however, the point of balance seems to move further toward seriousness. According to Porphyry, Pythagoras maintained a constant demeanor, never making his pleasure or distress observable, and was never observed either laughing or crying (Pyth. 35). That is consistent with Porphyry’s admiration for Egyptian priests whose laughter is sparing, and never goes beyond a smile (Abst. 4.6: cf. §1).34 Iamblichus, too, speaks of the tranquility and calm of Pythagoras’ demeanor, remarking inter alia that he was never seized by any disturbance or rash impulse: laughter is one in a list of examples of disturbances and impulses to which he was immune, along with anger, jealousy, and contentiousness (Pyth. 2.10).

On the other hand, Iamblichus’ account of the demanding pre-assessment applied to young people wanting to associate with Pythagoras says only that he watched for laughter at the wrong time (ἄκαιρος), and for undue silence or loquacity (Pyth. 17.71). This is reminiscent of Diogenes’ Pythagoras in looking for an avoidance of excess in either direction and recognizing that laughter is sometimes appropriate. A five-year silence was imposed on those candidates ultimately accepted (17.72): but, like the supposed ban on laughter in the Academy, this practice need not imply that what is banned is bad per se. The thought is more probably that a period of total abstinence will strengthen the candidates’ resistance to excess. It is possible that Iamblichus envisaged Pythagoras himself as following a stricter discipline than his followers. If so, then he (like Plotinus, perhaps, and Porphyry) aimed to meet that more demanding standard.35 For, according to Eunapius, Iamblichus was not much disposed to laughter. The context suggests that this should be read as an understatement. On one occasion, however, he did depart from his habitual demeanor: when a pupil naively repeated a rumor that he levitated when praying to the gods, Iamblichus laughed (VS 5.1.9–10, p. 458).36

In his commentary on the Pythagorean maxims (or σύμβολα), Iamblichus interprets “do not be gripped by uncontrollable (ἄσχετος) laughter” (Protr. 21.107.29 Pistelli) as an instruction to control one’s emotions through philosophical reason, and to keep unstable human emotions in check; laughter is singled out for mention because it is the emotion that above all others declares itself publicly (121.9–17). But he also offers a second, more tentative, suggestion (121.18–25): since laughter is a distinguishing characteristic of humans as against other animals,37 along with reason, the exhortation may be an encouragement not to remain fixed in one’s humanity, but to imitate god so far as one is able by giving precedence to reason over laughter as a mark of distinction. Halliwell says of Aristotle that he is “arguably the only ancient philosopher who saw laughter as necessary for a fully human life.”38 Iamblichus would perhaps object that Halliwell and Aristotle have both missed the point. After all, Aristotle himself says that we should “so far as possible make ourselves immortal” (EN 10.7.1177b31–3). The aim, then, is not to be fully human, but to be more than merely human. To the extent that we are unable to avoid it altogether, laughter remains necessary to human life. But it will have disruptive and degrading effects in those who do not exercise vigilance and fail to keep it under control. Those who aspire to the highest assimilation to god that is humanly possible will need to detach themselves from this symptom of mere humanity.

5. Divine Laughter

So far, we have been concerned with human laughter: what of the laughter of gods? Iamblichus (§4) sees laughter as a uniquely human characteristic, distinguishing us not only from other animals but also from the gods: abstention from laughter is a means of imitating god so far as one is able. If so, we should not expect later Platonists to have anything to say about divine laughter—except, perhaps, in criticizing a poetic tradition in which gods are portrayed as laughing.39

In Homer, certainly, gods laugh. They smile, too. Aphrodite is repeatedly described as smile loving (φιλομ(μ)ειδής).40 But Zeus, Hera, Athena, and Calypso also smile. Smiles express Zeus’s affection for Artemis and Athena (Il. 5.426, 8.38),41 Calypso’s fondness for Odysseus (Od. 5.180), and Athena’s appreciation for Odysseus’ cunning (Od. 13.287). Hera smiles affectionately at her protective son (Il. 1.595–96), but deceptively when she tricks Aphrodite (Il. 14.222–23), and maliciously in the battle of the gods (Il. 21.434, 21.491; cf. sch. Ge Il. 21.491b). Laughter reveals Zeus’s enjoyment as he watches the battle of the gods (Il. 21.389); when Hera joins the other gods after an uncomfortable interview with her husband, her scowl shows that her laugh is forced (Il. 15.101; cf. sch. A Il. 15.101–3a). She, along with all the other gods, laughs unquenchably (ἀσβέστως) when her lame son bustles about serving wine to defuse another tense exchange with her husband (Il. 1.599–600). All the gods (but not the goddesses, who modestly absent themselves) laugh unquenchably at the spectacle of Aphrodite and Ares entrapped in an adulterous embrace by the cuckolded husband, Hephaestus (Od. 8.326). All the gods, except Poseidon (sch. E Od. 8.344), laugh again, though not unquenchably, when Hermes says how much he would like to take Ares’ place (Od. 8.343–45).

Plato objects to the portrayal of gods in the grip of uncontrollable laughter. His target is the gods’ reaction to Hephaestus in Iliad 1 (Rep. 3.388e–9a), perhaps because he wants to reserve the portrayal of sexual misbehavior on the part of gods for later use (3.390b–c), but perhaps also because his objection to the loss of self-control as such would be obscured by an example in which the laughter had in addition an inappropriate target. Plato was not alone in objecting to Homer’s treatment of divine laughter. Zoilus objected to the gods’ undisciplined (ἀκολάστως) laughter when they saw the adulterous deities in Hephaestus’ trap, and also to Hermes’ joke that he would happily swap places with Ares (sch. T Od. 8.332 = FGrH 71F18). Plato would presumably not have dissented. There is, however, a subtle but significant difference between the two critiques: Zoilus focuses on the impropriety of the gods’ laughter, Plato on their loss of self-control.

In Plutarch’s essay on how young people should be taught to read poetry, the story of Ares and Aphrodite is turned into a moral lesson: the internal commentary provided by the other gods (Od. 8.329–32) draws attention to the adverse consequences of adultery (4.19d).42 Plutarch does not discuss the divine laughter here. Later on, he praises Thespis for saying that Zeus (but Zeus alone) refrains from “foolish laughter” (14.36b–c). That leaves it unspecified whether Zeus laughs at all: probably not, since the following line of the fragment denies him any knowledge of pleasure.

Since Plutarch regards the explicit or implicit moral message of the divine adultery and similar passages as sufficient defense (4.19f–20b), he has no need to appeal to allegorical interpretations—which, in any case, he regards as violent distortions of the text (19f).43 It is not that Plutarch rejected allegory as a hermeneutic technique in principle: he uses it elsewhere, notably in On Isis and Osiris. But he distinguished the fictionalized and embellished myths of the poets from religious myth, which (along with religious ritual) preserves ancient wisdom in “riddling” form. Homer’s migration from the poetic to the theological side of that distinction was an important development in the Platonic tradition: its consequences can be sampled in Porphyry’s exegesis of the Cave of the Nymphs.44 But nothing in Porphyry’s surviving works addresses the question of divine laughter in way that is relevant to our present concerns.45 We must therefore turn to Proclus, whose commentary on the Republic provides us with the richest evidence for Platonist thinking on Homer.

The scholion that reports Zoilus’ objection to the gods’ undisciplined laughter responds by saying that poetic gods are not philosophers: they are figures of fun.46 The obvious retort is that this is just what gods should not be. And, as we have learned from Iamblichus, laughter is a human trait that impairs assimilation to the divine: gods do not laugh. On this account, Homer’s laughing gods would seem, in terms of Proclus’ classification of the forms of poetry,47 to be an example of the subcategory of imitative poetry that provides only an illusion of imitation (in Remp. 1.179.15–32, 188.28–191.25). Proclus maintains that all three categories of poetry can be found in Homer (192.6–195.12), including illusionistic imitation (192.18–28). The challenge facing Platonists who revere Homer as a theological poet is to assign divine laughter to the highest category (178.10–179.3, 180.10–186.21, 192.9–12, 193.10–194.5), which is most characteristic of Homer (195.13–21).

Poetry of the highest category communicates, not through imitations, but through symbols, which may indicate meaning even through opposites (198.12–34: cf. 77.13–28),48 including laughter (185.21–27). What, then, does divine laughter symbolically indicate? The key point is that the two instances of collective and unquenchable divine laughter are both prompted by the actions of Hephaestus, the divine craftsman: that is, the demiurge of the phenomenal world (126.19–127.4). The primary activity of the gods is contemplation of their causes at higher levels of the ontological hierarchy;49 but they are also themselves causes of lower levels. Because it is secondary to the gods’ serious activity, contemplation, this downward causality may be described as play (παιδιά, 127.4–9); and play is associated with laughter. So the laughter of the gods signifies divine providence towards the phenomenal world (127.9–11). The gods’ laughter is unquenchable, because it never ceases (127.24–27). Significantly, divine tears, which also signify divine providence, are not described as unquenchable, because they symbolize providence in relation to perishable entities in the phenomenal world (entities that come and go), while laughter symbolizes providence in relation to the world’s universal structures, which are eternal (127.27–128.4; cf. 122.25–126.4). “In summary, then, the laughter of the gods is to be defined as their generous (aphthonos)50 activity within the universe and the cause of the orderliness of things within the cosmos” (127.21–24, trans. Lamberton).

Proclus’ commentary on Timaeus also makes use of these ideas.51 Parallels in Hermias’ commentary on Phaedrus show that they were not unique to him: both were drawing on the teaching of their master Syrianus.52 Hermias, too, explains the laughter in Il. 1.599–600 as expressing the gods’ joy in what Hephaestus, the cosmic demiurge, has made—but also its relative insignificance: the whole cosmos is a plaything (παίγνιον) to the gods (260.22–28 Couvreur = 274.1–8 Lucarini-Moreschini). This is a recurrent theme in Hermias’ commentary: the gods’ demiurgic activity toward the cosmos is a game (παίγνιον) by comparison with their primary activity in relation to their own causes (40.5–10); the ascent to the intelligible is their serious concern (41.4–6)—just as, at the human level, in comparison to Socrates’ inner activity, his outward expression is play (263.24–29).

This interpretation is not an ad hoc apologetic device for rescuing Homer: Proclus also uses it in his commentary on Plato’s Parmenides.53 We have seen the exchange of smiles between Parmenides and Zeno (130a: §1). Later, when Parmenides has pointed him toward the rigorous training to which he will need to subject himself, Socrates asks for a demonstration. When Parmenides demurs on the grounds of old age, Socrates turns to Zeno with a request that he supply what is needed. Zeno laughs, and seconds the request to Parmenides (136d). Proclus discusses the exchange of smiles as a human interaction (779.26–781.21), and his first comments on Zeno’s laughter are concerned with the etiquette observed between master and pupil (1022.1–23). But then he looks deeper (1022.24–31). In the first passage, Parmenides and Zeno both smile; in the second, Zeno laughs—and only Zeno: Parmenides remains in a state of calm. “The smile, then, represents the invisible and hidden activity of the divine, whereas the laughter represents its progression onto a more visible plane; for laughter is more perceptible than smiling. So the one represents the permanent and quiescent and hidden god, the other a god who remains above, but is already in the process of proceeding forth and becoming manifest” (trans. Morrow and Dillon). Furthermore (1022.31–1023.9), Zeno looks at Parmenides when he smiles, but addresses himself to Socrates when he laughs: “this is because in the divine realm the mediating class is hidden in so far as it is united with what is above it, but becomes manifest in so far as it consorts with what is below it. So therefore when Zeno laughs, he is manifesting himself to Socrates by ranking himself with him, through this union calling forth the thought of Parmenides.”

This superimposition of divine and human laughter is unexpected,54 but on reflection reasonable. Humans resemble gods in this: their primary activity is to turn inwards and look upwards, while external causality is their secondary activity. Because of the structural parallel between entities at different ontological levels, descriptions applicable at one level can be transferred symbolically to a higher level even in the absence of direct resemblance.

6. Plotinus Revisited

Finally, let us return to Plotinus. Ennead 3.8 opens with play: Plotinus “playfully” (παίζοντες) puts forward the suggestion that everything (even if it is inanimate or vegetative) aspires to contemplation—a seemingly intolerable paradox (3.8.1.8). But he invites his companions (πρὸς ἡμᾶς) to play with the thought, and confirms that they—and every other child or adult—are engaged in, or aspire to, contemplation when they play. Both play and seriousness are for the sake of contemplation, and every action (including, by implication, play) has contemplation as its serious business (σπουδή). “Play” occurs eight times in 159 words: then Plotinus sets this aside, and raises the—once more, paradoxical—question of how nature that is devoid of mental imagery or reason “has contemplation in itself, and makes what it makes by contemplation, which it does not have” (3.8.1.22–24). This passage is the beginning of the longer treatise, which Porphyry redistributed (n17), culminating in the polemic against the gnostics (2.9).55 By then, as we have seen (§1), the tone will have hardened. So this playful opening leads proximately to a serious philosophical point, and ultimately to a profoundly serious ideological conflict.

There is one other passage in Plotinus with a dense cluster of play vocabulary: in Ennead 3.2.15 there are twelve occurrences in 274 words. (In the whole of the rest of the Enneads, there are only six more occurrences.56) Plotinus says that living creatures are playthings (παίγνια) and all human concerns are play (παιδιά, 32–39); only the inner life is serious: “the rest of man is a plaything”—though playthings may, mistakenly, be treated seriously. “And if indeed Socrates should actually play, he plays in the external Socrates” (51–59): this external “play” has nothing to do with the real, inner Socrates. Here we have a very strong contrast between the only serious part of human life, the inner life, and everything else, which is just play. That is interestingly different from the recognition in 3.8 (chronologically earlier than 3.2) that there is a seriousness in play. There, too, external activity is a substitute for contemplation; but it is a substitute for contemplation, so that this “play” has contemplation as its serious point: it is for the sake of contemplation (3.8.1.13–15). I am not sure whether that difference reflects a change of mind on Plotinus’ part: but there is certainly a change of emphasis. Perhaps the challenge posed by the gnostics’ negative view of divine providence sharpened Plotinus’ awareness of the need to articulate the positive value of the secondary activity of the divine in the phenomenal world—and, in consequence, also of the exterior life of humanity.

This positive note is taken up by the later Neoplatonists—most clearly by Hermias, who says that the gods’ play is serious insofar as it is as perfect as it can be (40.10 = 43.6). Later on, having described Socrates’ outward expression as “play” in comparison to his inner activity, he adds an important supplement: “. . . even though it deserves to be taken with great seriousness” (263.24–29 = 277.12–18). It seems, then, that Plotinus’ play with play in 3.8 provided the later Neoplatonists with the starting point for their conception of divine activity as play. But in associating this divine play with laughter they went beyond Plotinus. For that further step, they are likely to have been indebted to Homer the theologian.57

One does not get much of a sense of fun from reading Proclus. But in Plotinus, the playfulness of the opening of 3.8 does, along with the play on words in his riposte to Longinus (§1), provide reassuring evidence that adherence to a philosophy that encourages restraint (in some versions, extreme restraint) on laughter is consistent with a sense of humor. It is easy to imagine the beginning of Ennead 3.8 being delivered with a Plotinian smile.
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1. 2.9.15.14: Epicurus turns self-control (σωφροσύνη) into a joke (ἐν γέλωτι); 3.2.8.21: it would be a joke (γέλως) if boys with superior souls who have neglected their physical condition are overpowered and robbed by stronger boys with inferior souls; 6.6.18.34: one will laugh (γελάσει) at the pretensions to substantiality of the lower levels of nature; 1.6.7.18: anyone who has seen intelligible beauty will ridicule (καταγελᾶν) what they previously reckoned beautiful.

2. But see n48 for a qualification.

3. Hadot 1993: 82 infers from Plotinus’ domestic arrangements that “the house where he lived probably resounded with bursts of laughter, games, and shouting.” Even if that inference is correct, it would not follow that Plotinus joined in the laughter.

4. Those who make fun of Parmenides’ argument claim that the thesis “it is one” leads to many (presumably a joke?) laughable (γελοῖα) and contradictory consequences (138c7–2). Zeno’s response is that “it is many” leads to consequences that are even more laughable (γελοιότερα, 138d2–6). Cf. Pl. Phlb. 14d8–e4 for ridicule (καταγελᾶν) of interlocutors lured into paradoxes by one/many arguments.

5. Porphyry’s account of this episode is obscure: see Lim 1993.

6. Compare Pl. Hipp. min. 364c8–d6 for the importance of answering questions “mildly” (πράως), without ridicule (καταγελᾶν).

7. As one would expect, Porphyry uses the imperfect tense (ἀνεγινώσκετο, 14.10) to report what Plotinus used to do as a regular practice in his seminars (συνουσίαι), and the aorist tense (ἀναγνωσθέντος, 14.18) to report a particular event. I do not understand Männlein-Robert’s argument (2001: 142) that the contrasting tenses show that Longinus’ books were not read in the normal course of Plotinus’ seminars.

8. Pépin 1992: 500–1.

9. Integrity: 2.9.10.6–7, 11–14; 2.9.10.33–34; 2.9.14.36–45. Sarcasm: e.g., 2.9.16.32–34: “who is so ordered or mindful among the mindlessly high-minded as the universe?” (τίς γὰρ οὕτω τεταγμένος ἢ ἔμφρων τῶν ὑπερφρονούντων ἀφρόνως, ὡς τὸ πᾶν; trans. adapted from Armstrong).

10. Though he distinguishes between these “friends” and his inner circle (γνώριμοι, 2.9.10.8).

11. See n17.

12. In Porphyry’s account Longinus did for some time have a low opinion of Plotinus—a result (Porphyry says) of being misinformed by others: but he came to acknowledge Plotinus’ philosophical stature, while still disagreeing with him, and was then eager to get hold of his books (Plot. 19–21). On Longinus’ view of Plotinus, see Menn 2001. It should not be forgotten that Longinus, like Plotinus, had been a pupil of Ammonius Saccas (Plot. 20.36–39). There is another Platonist comment on laughter in Subl. 38.5–6, if that was the work of Longinus: see Heath 1999; 2013a: 162–79; Heath (in preparation).

13. That Longinus is the implicit target is suggested by the following remark that “even Longinus” agrees that Plato is an excellent judge of poets (90.21). Other relevant passages: in Tim. 1.14.7–8 (F24), 1.59.10–60.1 (F28), 1.68.1–12 (F31), 1.93.31–94.9 (F35).

14. There is no evidence that Proclus had direct access to Longinus on the Timaeus. The material may have been mediated by Porphyry; and, if so, it may come from Porphyry’s notes of Longinus’ lectures rather than a written commentary.

15. Or a fiction, as Männlein-Robert 2001: 144–45 suggests.

16. F18 = Syrianus in Met. 105.25–30; F19 = Proclus in Tim. 1.322.20–24; cf. Proclus in Parm. 896.17–20. Frede 1990 gives an appreciative account of Longinus’ theory (“Su teoría de la Ideas revela cierta originalidad y creatividad,” 98); see also Männlein-Robert 2008.

17. Plotinus’ comment comes in the third installment of the anti-gnostic treatise, the four parts of which were redistributed by Porphyry (3.8, 5.8, 5.5, 2.9) when he edited the Enneads.

18. See also Damascius F102 Athanassiadi = F265 Zintzen (Suda Π1709.5).

19. Pépin 1992 assembles references. See also Whittaker 1987: 120 (with n150); Männlein-Robert 2001: 46–47.

20. The reaction here is laughter or anger.

21. E.g., Rep. 1.331d9; 3.398c7; 5.451b2; Symp. 189b7; Chrm. 156a4; Lys. 207c6; Prt. 301d4, 358b2. On laughter in Plato see Halliwell 2008: 276–95.

22. Phd. 62a8, 64a10, 77e3, 84d8, 101b3, 115c5. There is also a general observation on the combination of laughter and tears (59a7–11), and five other instances of γελᾶν and its cognates and compounds. See Halliwell 2008: 278–83 on the laughter in this dialogue.

23. The summary treatments of complex Platonic texts here are intended only to provide background for the following sections. More detailed (and in some points divergent) discussions can be found in Trivigno and McCabe (this volume).

24. Phthonos is a complex emotion: see Konstan 2006: 114–28, 224, 306 n4. “Envy” captures the element of distress at others’ good fortune, but not the pleasure at others’ misfortune that is essential to Plato’s argument. To foreground this aspect, I have opted for “malice.” For a different view of the term in this passage, see Delcomminette 2006: 441–43.

25. Contrast a father laughing at this witticism because he knows that he has secretly written his son out of his will.

26. McCabe 2010: 193: “the following discussion of malice may be intended to illustrate, rather than to exhaust, the account of ‘the nature of the ridiculous.’ ”

27. Socrates says that this is only τὸ κεφάλαιον (48e6): that is, the expression focuses on a key point, without excluding other less important considerations (e.g., Euthd. 8e3, 14a1–7; Rep. 10.615a6; Tim. 17c2). So the possibility of other categories of the laughable is left open.

28. One potential source of confusion in Socrates’ analysis is that the mixed pleasure of comic laughter combines a pleasure (laughter) with a pain (malice) that is itself already mixed with a pleasure (in bad things that affect others).

29. Rep. 3.410c7–e3; 5.486b10–12; 9.571c3–d4, 588b6–9d3; 10.620d2–5; cf. Laws 6.766a1–4.

30. If so, Halliwell’s declaration that “the late-Platonist classification of gelōs as intrinsically immoderate at Alcin. Didasc. 32.4 is not authentically Platonic” (2008: 302 n95) is too hasty.

31. Citing Heraclides: most probably, Heraclides Lembus’ epitome of Sotion (F13 Wehrli).

32. Cf. Halliwell 2008: 271–76. On the “lives” of Pythagoras mentioned here see Laks 2014 (Diogenes); Macris 2014 (Porphyry); O’Meara 2014 (Iamblichus).

33. Following the transmitted reading καταγέλωτος. Halliwell 2008: 272 n20 adopts Cobet’s conjecture καὶ γέλωτος: but nothing in context suggests that Pythagoras abstained from laughter tout court, rather than from specific kinds of laughter and joking.

34. According to Aelian, a gentle smile was characteristic of Plato (VH 4.9).

35. Compare Plotinus, whose circle included politically active individuals (Porph. Plot. 7.28–31), though he discouraged such activity (7.17–21, 7.31–46). Note also Proclus’ distinction between the standards applicable to heroes and philosophers: in Remp. 1.124.1–23; cf. 1.100.10–12, 145.28–26. See Sheppard 1980: 82.

36. Wright, in his Loeb edition, compares Phaedo 64b; so, too Halliwell 2008: 279. But Iamblichus is habitually not given to laughter; Simmias was not in the mood for laughter on this occasion. Halliwell’s “Simmias’ self-description as ‘not at all inclined to laugh’ (οὐ πάνυ γέ . . . γελασείοντα) may reach beyond the immediate situation and allude deftly to a supposed Pythagorean trait” elides the emphatic “now” (νυνδή), which ties the disinclination to the present context. Olympiodorus in Phd. 3.9 is open to both contextual and habitual interpretations, but in the latter case posits a natural (not an ideological) disinclination. At Iamblichus Myst. 3.19, “I for my part laugh . . .” is figurative (a more vivid equivalent to labelling what follows as γελοῖον).

37. Laughter as a uniquely human capacity is a commonplace from Aristotle (Part. An. 3.10.673a7–8) onward.

38. Halliwell 2008: 265.

39. Contrast the witty inversion in Choricius’ defense of the mimes, which appeals to Homer to show that reason and laughter are the two things by which humans and gods together are distinguished (32.92–93).

40. Il. 3.424, 4.10, 5.375, 14.211, 20.40; Od. 8.362.

41. His smile to Hera in Il. 15.47 is more enigmatic: sch. T Il. 15.47a.

42. One might think that this commentary is subverted by Hermes’ subsequent joke: the omission of 8.333–42 in “some copies” (sch. H Od. 8.333–42) helps by leaving the moralizing gods with the last word (Hunter and Russell 2011: 108).

43. Plutarch mentions an astronomical reading of Ares and Aphrodite’s adultery, but this was not the only one available. Heraclitus (the allegorist) interprets this liaison in terms of Empedocles’ Love and Strife (69): that enables him to explain the laughter, though he does not address Plato’s concern about the failure of self-control.

44. Heath 2013a: 125–27, 134–37.

45. Partly because of difficulties of attribution: identifying Porphyrian material in the scholia, and Porphyry’s sources within whatever material one assigns to him, can both be problematic. I doubt Schrader’s attribution (ad 8.267ff.) to Porphyry of the citation of Zoilus discussed earlier (sch. T Od. 8.332).
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Aristotle on Wittiness

Matthew D. Walker

In his ethical works, Aristotle investigates a panoply of ethical virtues. Some of these virtues—such as temperance, courage, and justice—are familiar excellences that other philosophers also explore. Aristotle, however, also identifies wittiness, eutrapelia, as a virtue. Aristotle’s interest in wittiness invites questioning. In what sense is wittiness a virtue? Why should Aristotle devote attention to it? Wittiness, after all, typically falls off the tables of virtues that we draw up today. Wittiness might seem more like a good social skill than an ethical virtue per se.1

In what follows, I examine Aristotle’s views on the nature of wittiness, primarily as he presents them in the Nicomachean Ethics. Here, Aristotle offers his fullest account of wittiness as a virtue, strictly speaking.2 I tackle four main questions that Aristotle’s Nicomachean account generates: (1) What, according to Aristotle, is wittiness? (2) How do Aristotle’s moral psychological views inform Aristotle’s account, and how might Aristotle’s discussions of other, more familiar virtues elucidate wittiness? (3) How does wittiness, as an ethical virtue, benefit its possessor? And (4) how can Aristotle resolve key tensions that his commitment to a virtue of wittiness generates for his ethics?

1. Elucidating Aristotle’s Sketch

Aristotle situates his account of wittiness within a larger discussion of the social virtues, that is, virtues “concerning certain words and deeds in a community” (περὶ λόγων τινῶν καὶ πράξεων κοινωνίαν: EN 4.8.1128b5–6).3 One of these virtues, truthfulness (ἀλήθεια, explored in EN 4.7), concerns truthful self-presentation. Two other social virtues from this cluster—a nameless virtue akin to friendliness (identified as φιλία in EN 2.7.1108a28) and wittiness (εὐτραπελία)—“are about the pleasant” (περὶ τὸ ἡδύ: 1128b7). Aristotle, in turn, carves out wittiness’s proper domain. Recreation (ἀνάπαυσις) is part of human life (1127b33), indeed, a necessary part (1128b3–4).4 Such is the sphere of wittiness, which Aristotle examines in EN 4.8. Friendliness, which Aristotle explores in EN 4.6, concerns the pleasant in our other social engagements (1128b8–9).

In EN 10.6, Aristotle explains recreation’s necessity more fully. Recreation is required, he says, for the sake of keeping active at work in serious activity (σπουδάζειν: 1176b33–1177a2). As a general principle, a given X is a serious (σπουδαῖος) X when that X performs well as an X, that is, according to X’s proper virtues (EN 1.7.1098a9–12; 2.6.1106a17–21). For human beings, serious activity consists in the exercise of the soul’s rational element according to virtue. Hence, the serious person is characterized by his activity according to virtue (10.6.1176b27). Ethically virtuous activity, however, is strenuous. In acting, we must respond at the right time, about the right objects, toward the right people, for the right end, and in the right way (2.6.1106b21–22). Being serious is “work,” because it is tough to grasp the mean (2.9.1109a24–30; cf. 2.6.1106b28–33). Our human limitations prevent us from remaining at work in such serious activity always and continuously. Instead, to engage in serious activity as fully as possible, we require breaks. “Recreation, then, is not an end: for it comes to be for the sake of activity” (10.6.1176b35–1177a1).

Recreation characteristically involves passing time with playful amusement (διαγωγῆς μετὰ παιδιᾶς: 1127b34). Such amusement, in turn, characteristically involves joking and laughter. But we can joke and indulge laughter excessively or deficiently, both as speakers and listeners (1128a3–4). A virtue, then, is necessary to address how we amuse ourselves in our recreation. The buffoon, the bōmolochos, goes to excess in these ways, joking and enjoying jokes without restraint (1128a4–7; 1128a33–b1). The boor, the agroikos—or perhaps “the stiff”—is deficiently disposed toward joking and enjoying jokes. Boors are “those themselves saying nothing laughable and disgusted by those who do” (1128a7–9). The boor, who contributes nothing to playful amusement, is “useless” in this domain (1128b1–3).

The buffoon and the boor are excessive and deficient, respectively, concerning (1) what, (2) how, and (3) to whom they speak and listen (in relation to the laughable). The witty person, in contrast to both of these characters, exhibits an intermediate state. In the sphere of playful amusement, he enjoys saying, and listening to, that which one should—and as one should (1128a1). Further, the witty person discerns in whose presence he stands when he speaks and listens (1128a2). A certain dexterity or tact (ἐπιδεξιότης), then, is proper to the witty person (1128a16–17). The name given to witty people (eutrapeloi) speaks to their versatile (eutropoi) character (1128a10). The witty person displays a situational attunement in the sphere of playful amusement that enables him to joke, and to enjoy jokes, well. Aristotle observes that we tend to confuse witty people and buffoons. The latter, given their power to elicit laughter as such, are often called witty. But Aristotle thinks that we must carefully distinguish buffoons from witty people (1128a15–16). We can, after all, joke too much, about the wrong things, in the wrong way, and with the wrong people.

To get clear about “what” and “how” the witty person will enjoy speaking and listening, consider the tact that the witty person displays. Such tact, Aristotle suggests, exemplifies a decent, liberal, educated, and refined character, as opposed to a slavish, uneducated one (1128a20–22; a31–32). Hence, the witty person will say—and will listen to—those things that decent and liberal people would enjoy in their playful amusement (1128a18–20). The witty person “says what is not inappropriate for a liberal” person (1128a26). Although different people find different items pleasant and hateful (1128a27–28), the decent and liberal person’s pleasure sets the norm. Later, in EN 9.9, Aristotle holds that “the serious person, qua serious, enjoys actions according to virtue, but is disgusted by those [that come] from vice, just as the musical person is pleased by fine melodies, but pained by bad ones” (1170a9–11). Such is the “pure and liberal pleasure”—unlike mere indulgence in bodily pleasure—that the serious person enjoys (cf. 10.6.1176b19–21).

Thus, as both speaker and listener, the witty person enjoys innuendo (ὑπόνοια) as opposed to the foul language (αἰσχρολογία) common in older forms of comedy (1128a23–24).5 He will not enjoy all kinds of jokes—especially if they indulge in, or constitute, direct personal abuse (λοιδόρημά) (1128a28–31). Existing laws that forbid such abuse, then, need not restrain the witty person (1128a30–31).6 On the contrary, the witty person, exemplifying a graceful or refined (χαρίεις) character, is a law in himself (1128a31–32). As suggested by the Politics’ description of law as intellect without desire (3.16.1287a32), the witty person regulates his own behavior according to reason.

2. Wittiness and Epithumia for the Pleasures of Laughter

Aristotle’s account of wittiness follows the general pattern of EN 3–4’s discussions of other ethical virtues. In particular, it follows the doctrine of the mean, as articulated in EN 2.6.1106b25–1107a8. (1) Aristotle’s account of wittiness identifies a sphere of concern, namely, speaking and listening as part of playful amusement during recreation. (2) The account identifies excessive, deficient, and mean states, namely, buffoonery, boorishness, and wittiness. (3) The account explains the ways in which the buffoon and boor are excessive and deficient with respect to what, how, and to (and with) whom they engage in the relevant domain.

Aristotle’s doctrine of the mean, and, indeed, Aristotle’s account of ethical virtue, emerge against the background of Aristotle’s moral psychology. How do Aristotle’s psychological views inform and illuminate his discussion of wittiness?

To put this question into sharper focus, recall that, on Aristotle’s view, the ethical virtues concern the reason-responsive element of the human soul. The ethical virtues are states in which this element not only listens to, but also harmonizes with, practical reason’s orders (EN 1.13.1102b13–1103a10; 3.12.1119b15–16; 9.4.1166a13–19; EE 2.8.1224a24–25). More specifically, I take Aristotle to hold that the various ethical virtues concern the reason-responsive element’s epithumetic and thumotic aspects.7 If so, then precisely which aspects of the reason-responsive element does wittiness concern?

Aristotle is less than clear on this point.8 But we can make headway by considering Aristotle’s remarks on buffoons and boors. Buffoons, Aristotle says, are notable for “wholly striving for the laughable and aiming more at making laughter than at saying elegant things and not causing pain to the object of joking” (EN 4.81128a4–7). The buffoon “is weaker than the laughable, and sparing neither himself nor others if he will cause laughter” (1128a33–35). Buffoons, that is to say, are dominated by a certain love of laughter. Boors, by contrast, are “disgusted” with or “unable to endure” (δυσχεραίνοντες) those who would say something funny (1128a8–9; 1128b4).

Buffoons and boors, in short, are inordinately attracted to, and repulsed by, the pleasures of laughter and the humorous. Rhetoric 1.11, for its part, emphasizes such pleasures: “[S]ince playful amusement, every indulgence, and laughter are pleasant, it is necessary for laughable things—men and words and deeds—also to be pleasant” (1371b34–1372a1). EN 10.6 similarly highlights the pleasures of playful amusement (1176b9). On its account, those who elicit laughter are welcome company for tyrants. For such jokers make themselves pleasant (1176b13–16). Pleasure, however, is the characteristic object of epithumia (Topics 6.3.140b26–30; 6.8.147a1; EN 3.1.1111a32; 7.9.1151b11–12; EE 2.7.1223a34; Rhetoric 1.10.1369b15–16).9 On this basis, I suggest, wittiness concerns a specific kind of non-rational desire, namely, epithumia for the pleasures of laughter.

We have good reason to identify the pleasures of laughter as objects of epithumia. For Aristotle, as for the Plato of the Republic, bodily pleasures—the pleasures of food, drink, and sex—are epithumia’s paradigmatic objects (cf. Republic 4.437e and 439d with DA 2.3.414b5–15; Part. An. 2.17.661a6–8; EN 3.10.1118a31–32; Rhetoric 1.11.1370a17–27). Epithumia, however, can extend to other pleasant items, such as honor and wealth, perhaps via our associating the satisfaction of bodily pleasures with the possession of honor and wealth.10 On the one hand, the pleasures of laughter have an intense, strongly bodily component, which shows them akin to other bodily pleasures. In the throes of laughter, our faces contort and turn red; our eyes squeeze closed; our bodies convulse in paroxysms; we gasp for breath. On account of the human midriff’s thin, sensitive skin, stimulating this area can lead us involuntarily to burst out in laughter (PA 3.10. 673a1–12).11 Recognizing how overpowering the pleasures of laughter can be, Aristotle allows that we may forgive laughter-akratic people who burst into laughter at inappropriate times (EN 7.7.1150b5–12). On the other hand, we tend to enjoy the pleasures of laughter in the same recreational contexts that we enjoy certain bodily pleasures, such as eating and drinking. In EN 10.6, Aristotle segues from remarks on tyrants’ enjoyment of the pleasures of laughter to remarks on the other, bodily pleasures that tyrants enjoy (1176b9–21; cf. EN 1.5.1095b20–22). Hence, we are prone to associate the pleasures of laughter with these bodily pleasures. In multiple, overlapping ways, pleasure from laughter stands to count for Aristotle as a secondary or derivative object of epithumia. Aristotle thus invites additional comparison with Plato’s Socrates, who says that the soul’s pleasure-desiring element takes strong delight in jokes (Republic 10.606c).12

For Aristotle, then, the buffoon and the boor are to the laughable what the intemperate person and the insensible person are to sex, food, and drink. Aristotle’s Eudemian account of wittiness makes this comparison explicitly: “In matters of food and drink, there are finicky people and omnivorous people—those who take next to nothing and do not even like it, and those who take and enjoy everything that comes. The boor and the vulgar buffoon stand in just the same relation to each other” (EE 3.7.1234a5–8; trans. Kenny).13 Others have noted wittiness’s similarities to temperance. Aquinas, for instance, proposes that the virtue of modesty (or decorum) both (1) includes what Aristotle calls wittiness and (2) composes part of temperance (ST 2–2.160.1; 168.3).14 Indeed, Aquinas follows Gregory in describing “excessive play” or “senseless mirth” as the “daughter of gluttony” (ST 2–2.168.3).

In virtue of their excessive disposition toward epithumia for the pleasures of laughter, buffoons reveal a motivational structure akin to that of intemperate people. The buffoon, unlike the witty person, is relatively undiscriminating with respect to the objects and sources of laughter. He is excessively greedy, or even hungry, for laughs. Various etymologies of the Greek bōmolochos highlight these aspects of the buffoon’s standpoint. According to LSJ, bōmolochos (“altar-ambusher”) originally signified someone who stole scraps of meat at sacrificial altars. This definition, which portrays the bōmolochos as a kind of shameless mendicant, recalls the etymology offered by the 2nd-century ce grammarian Harpocration, whose remarks explicitly refer to a passage from Tyranny by Pherecrates, a 5th-century bce comedian. According to Harpocration’s lexicon (B27), the bōmolochoi are the kinds of people whom we find “sitting under the altars and begging with flattery.”15 This general etymology foregrounds the buffoon’s similarity to the intemperate person. Both seek to gratify their epithumiai without regard to propriety.

Modern scholarship challenges this etymology; yet such work still draws a tight link between bōmolochia and intemperance. Stephen Kidd, for instance, notes another use of bōmolochos in Aristotle, namely History of Animals 9.24.617b18, which identifies the bōmolochos as a kind of bird, a species of daw. Kidd offers multiple examples of Greek vase imagery of birds flying over altars, ready to steal food. He also cites imagery of such altar-ambushing birds from Aesop (Archilochus fr. 172–81 West) and Aeschylus (Suppliants 751). Stealing food from altars, Kidd suggests, befits “the understandably impious domains of non-human animals.”16 Like the buffoon narrowly conceived, the bōmolochos qua altar-ambushing bird is guided by intemperate, unconstrained appetite. The intemperate person displays the tendency of human beings, as animals, to drift to extremes in enjoying bodily pleasure (EN 2.8.1109a14–16; 2.9.1109b1–2). Likewise, the buffoon shows the proclivity, seen in “most people,” for “enjoying playful amusement and joking more than one should” (4.8.1128a13–14).17

My proposal—an epithumetic reading of Aristotle on wittiness—thus differs from a 2012 alternative defended by Howard J. Curzer. On this alternative reading, wittiness principally concerns friendly feeling, which, it contends, motivates people to tell and listen to jokes. On this friendly-feeling reading, buffoons (on the one hand) display deficient friendly feeling insofar as they enjoy abusive humor; boors (on the other hand) display excessive friendly feeling insofar as they refrain from enjoying even innocuous humor. Witty people, by contrast to both, “have the right friendly feeling for others.” On the friendly-feeling reading, wittiness concerns not all enjoyment of humor, but only the enjoyment of jibing, mocking humor. According to Curzer, “wit governs only put-downs.”18

The claim that friendly feeling is wittiness’s proper pathos is well motivated. For both wittiness and friendliness concern the pleasant in social engagements. Whereas the former virtue concerns playful amusement, the latter concerns the rest of life. Perhaps, then, these two virtues concern different spheres in which friendly feeling can express itself.

Yet this friendly-feeling reading quickly faces problems. A first problem: this reading is too general. On this reading, to be witty is simply to have appropriate friendly feeling in recreational contexts. By this account, then, those who play board games or sing in such contexts are witty if they do so with neither excessive nor deficient friendly feeling. This result, however, stretches the notion of wittiness too far. Accordingly, the friendly-feeling reading fails to account Aristotle’s strong focus on laughter and joking per se. A second problem: this account highlights only certain kinds of humor in recreational contexts. If humor has other sources (other than mockery), then this account risks being insufficiently general to address humor of these other varieties. A third problem: the friendly-feeling reading fails to account sufficiently for other key aspects of Aristotle’s account of wittiness. In particular, it has little to say about Aristotle’s explicitly linking wittiness, buffoonery, and boorishness (on the one hand) and temperance, intemperance, and insensibility (on the other hand). My account, I argue, captures this feature of Aristotle’s view more fully.

A defender of the friendly-feeling reading can reasonably respond that EN 4.8 highlights mockery. Moreover, Rhetoric 2.11 famously describes a certain wittiness as “educated hubris” (πεπαιδευμένη ὕβρις: 1389b11–12). Contrary to the common assumption that Rhetoric 2.11 defines the virtue of wittiness, however, I note that this passage appears in a psychological character sketch of the young. Rhetoric 2.11 accounts for wittiness, at best, as a passion (along with anger, love of honor, pity, and so forth) toward which the young are prone. It does not account for wittiness as an authoritative ethical virtue.19 Still, Rhetoric 2.11’s remarks suggest that, for Aristotle, wittiness will somehow especially concern desires to tell and listen to abusive, or potentially hubristic, jokes or jibes. This point gives some support to the friendly-feeling reading. So, to succeed, my epithumetic proposal must accomplish three tasks. (1) My proposal must explain why Aristotle specially emphasizes abusive humor. (2) It must explain how wittiness concerns the desire for laughter from other sources. (3) It must apply not only to listening to jokes, but to telling jokes as well.

To address these matters, I call attention to two Aristotelian claims about the laughable. The first claim appears in Poetics 5: “The laughable is a certain mistake and deformity, free from pain and not harmful” (ἁμάρτημά τι καὶ αἶσχος ἀνώδυνον καὶ οὐ φθαρτικόν: 1449a34–35). The second claim appears in the Tractatus Coislinianus (TC), which is probably either a summary of the lost second book of Aristotle’s Poetics, or a compendium of Peripatetic views: “The joker aims to expose mistakes (ἁμαρτήματα) of soul and body” (8).20 How do these claims inform how we should think about wittiness?

Concerning task (1) (on mockery), both claims highlight mistakes or errors as objects of laughter. Abusive humor addresses a set of non-painful, non-harmful mistakes or faults pervasive in human life. Such mockable errors are especially prone to elicit laughter in recreational contexts. Aristotle presumably does worry, independently, about abusive humor’s potential for harm. For these reasons, Aristotle reasonably highlights mockery when he is discussing wittiness. But for all that, wittiness can still concern epithumia for the pleasures of laughter generally. Mocking laughter need only be a perspicuous type of laughter, not a defining concern of wittiness as such.

Concerning task (2) (on laughter from other sources), if Aristotle thinks that wittiness concerns only mocking laughter, then there is good reason to attribute to Aristotle a superiority account of the laughable. Laughter, on such an account, expresses both contempt for the object of ridicule and a sense of superiority to that object, namely, another person. If Aristotle thinks that wittiness concerns only mocking laughter, Aristotle may reasonably identify wittiness as a virtue concerning our responses to the laughable so construed.21

Yet Aristotle does not accept a superiority account of the laughable. For he points out that wordplay and puns as such also elicit laughter. Rhetoric 3.11 highlights the role of “deceptive” (ἐξαπατᾷ) misspellings, violations of audience expectations, and equivocation on the meaning of terms in eliciting laughter (1412a28b11). TC 5–6 follows suit. Hence, while EN 4.8 highlights mockery, Aristotle’s remarks on such non-mocking laughter show his awareness that laughter has causes other than personal characteristics. Again, Rhetoric 1.11 holds that the set of laughable items includes “men and words and deeds” (καὶ ἀνθρώπους καὶ λόγους καὶ ἔργα: 1372a1; my emphasis). TC 5 claims that “laughter comes about from speech [and] from actions” (my emphasis). Sometimes such words and speech might convey mockery and aggressiveness; but they need not always. For Rhetoric 3.11 simply appeals to surprise and incongruity to explain the humor of its wordplay examples.22 Therefore, contrary to those who attribute a superiority account to Aristotle, the laughable for Aristotle includes more than just what elicits contempt. Likewise, we should not restrict Aristotelian wittiness just to a virtue that concerns epithumia for the pleasures of mocking laughter. Non-mocking forms of humorous repartee, after all, can play no less a role in recreational amusement than mocking forms do. Wittiness’s operative sphere is playful amusement. Thus, wittiness should also address epithumia for the pleasures of laughter at amusing wordplay and such.

Aristotle’s account of the laughable, I suggest, and so too his account of wittiness, is broad enough to include both mocking jibes and amusing wordplay. Once more, Aristotle emphasizes the role of non-painful, non-harmful mistakes of soul and body in eliciting laughter. In doing so, he accepts a broad account of the laughable—“the non-painful, non-harmful mistake” account—according to which laughter is a response to perceived non-painful, non-harmful mistakes of body and soul. I take Aristotle’s view to invite comparison with, and perhaps even to constitute an early version of, the recently discussed benign violation account of humor, according to which laughter is a response to objects or circumstances that subjects simultaneously appraise (1) as violating norms and (2) as harmless.23 Aristotle can identify non-painful, non-harmful personal faults and deficiencies as one key set of relevant laughable mistakes, and fitting candidates for jibing laughter. Another important set of non-painful, non-harmful mistakes, however, includes the violations of spelling, audience-expectation, and pragmatic norms examined in Rhetoric 3.11 (and TC 5–6)—violations that traditional incongruity accounts of humor emphasize.24

Concerning task (3) (on listening to and telling jokes), perhaps my proposal that wittiness concerns epithumia for the pleasures of laughter adequately explains the witty person’s disposition toward listening to jokes. For one who listens to jokes is prone to laugh. But can my proposal explain Aristotle’s focus on telling jokes? We typically tell jokes to other people, after all, not to ourselves.25 The joker aims to make other people laugh. But if so, the worry goes, then it is unclear how wittiness concerns the joker’s epithumia for the pleasures of laughter. In joking with others, the joker seems not to satisfy such epithumia. So, perhaps the friendly feeling reading fares better than my epithumetic reading on this score.

My reading, however, can address this worry. For joking with others provides a ready occasion for the joker’s enjoying the pleasures of laughter—especially when the teller and listener are friends. First, we are psychologically primed to laugh in the presence of friends (Problems 28.8). In such circumstances, we are in good spirits, and are more open to laughter than we are when alone. Second, laughter requires a certain surprise (Rhetoric 3.11.1412a28). But it is hard to surprise oneself when one is alone. The loss of this element of surprise explains, for instance, why one cannot tickle oneself into laughter (Problems 35.6).26 Hence, joking to oneself provides a poor way to satisfy the relevant epithumia. Joking with others, however, allows for a certain surprise on the joker’s part.

Joking includes everything from improvisatory teasing banter to recounting structured narratives with funny punchlines. When the joker engages in the former, he is usually as surprised as his friends, and he laughs just as much as they do. Yet telling a more structured joke to another, even when the joker knows the punchline, usually makes the joker laugh as well. For in actively retelling a joke, one characteristically attends to the joke’s surprising elements. True, the joker need not always laugh when he tells old jokes. Yet even then, the joker’s seeing and listening to another laugh at such jokes permits the joker to take vicarious pleasure in the listener’s laughter (and pleasure). In such cases, the other’s laughter reminds the joker of his own past laughter—and past pleasure. Nevertheless, even then, the joker is still prone to laugh along with friends—again, on account of the convivial atmosphere in which he tells his jokes.27

On my reading, then, wittiness for Aristotle concerns epithumia for the pleasures of laughter arising from the full range of harmless mistakes. It does so both insofar as one listens to and insofar as one tells jokes. True, buffoons tell hurtful jokes. But contrary to Curzer, buffoons are also “raucous people who tell too many innocuous jokes” and who are prone to “spoil a serious moment with an ill-timed jest.”28 In all these ways, the buffoon fails to participate well in the sphere of playful amusement.

Engberg-Pederson 1983: 90 identifies the proper passion regulated by wittiness as the pleasure and pain one gives to others in the domain of playful amusement. This proposal, while not entirely off track, is nevertheless overly broad insofar as it has nothing to say about laughter as such.

3. The Stance of the Buffoon and the Boor

The buffoon’s kinship with the intemperate person, in conjunction with Aristotle’s remarks on the buffoon’s lack of innuendo, suggest, though do not determine, the sort of foul language, or aischrologia, in which Aristotle thinks the buffoon characteristically takes pleasure (1128a24). The intemperate person, recall, enjoys the “most widely shared pleasures” (EN 3.10.1118a32–b4), that is, the blunt, largely tactile bodily pleasures of food, drink, and sex that even non-rational animals pursue (1118a26–32). Accordingly, the buffoon will take special pleasure in the laughter to be found in “the bodily lower stratum.”29 The buffoon, I suggest, takes excessive pleasure, most of all, in the blunt forms of laughter and humor to be based on, and found in, what is “at hand” (1128a12–15), namely, the parts of our lower bodies linked with pleasures and epithumiai that we share with other animals. Such parts of our bodies serve as a simple and most shared source of laughter in virtue of the benign violations associated with them. The buffoon, then, will be especially inclined toward the crudest and least sophisticated forms of humor, namely, joking explicitly oriented around food, drink, and sex. And the buffoon will especially enjoy foul language that refers to these parts of our bodies and their activities—all as a way of taking pleasure in the laughter that these parts of our bodies elicit.

But the buffoon need not be restricted to such laughter. The buffoon will also be concerned to expose faults of the mind as well. Hence, the buffoon will be excessively disposed to laughter of this variety, too. The buffoon, however, will enjoy such laughs especially insofar as bodily pleasures elicit them. He will enjoy such laughs especially insofar as, say, someone’s needs to eat, drink, and have sex generate these other kinds of mistakes, and especially insofar as such joking approximates crude humor. Further, the buffoon will indulge too much, on the wrong occasions, in more sophisticated kinds of humor, such as punning and wordplay. For the buffoon associates the pleasures of laughter of any sort primarily with the pleasures of laughter of the crudest sort.30

The intemperate person is slavish to his appetites and not in proper control of himself (EN 3.10, 1118a23–25). The buffoon is similarly slavish (4.8.1128a33–b1; cf. a20–21), lacking discrimination and rational regulation over his epithumia for the pleasures of laughter. Thus, the buffoon will offend and abuse other people through joking. But as I understand the buffoon’s vice, offense and abuse as such are not so much the buffoon’s intentional aims as they are side effects of the buffoon’s inordinate lust for laughs. The buffoon abuses others, but incidentally, as he goes about satisfying his desire for laughter. The buffoon, in this sense, is more akin to the intemperate adulterer than to the pleonectic adulterer who performs adultery for the sake of gain (EN 5.2.1130a24–33).31 The buffoon does not seek to profit from his abuse; instead, he simply desires the pleasures of laughter too much.

The boor’s deficient disposition toward epithumia for the pleasures of laughter, by contrast, shows up in the boor’s stiffness and discomfort with the laughable. Boors, Aristotle says, seem to be “hard” (σκληροὶ: 1128a9). Whereas the buffoon has an overly undiscriminating sense of humor, the boor lacks a sense of humor—or displays a kind of psychic shell against being affected by what at hand is laughable. Just as the insensible person responds insufficiently to the “necessary” pleasures of food, drink, and sex (EN 7.4.1147b23–28), so too the boor responds insufficiently to pleasures in a realm of human existence—namely, playful amusement—that is also, in its own way, “necessary” to life (EN 4.8.1128b3–4). Like the intemperate person and the buffoon, the insensible person and the boor overlap. Indeed, struggling in EE 3.2 to formulate an example of vicious insensibility, Aristotle actually refers to the “rustic boors (ἀγροίκους) the comic poets lead [to stage], those [who] do not [even] approach what is measured and necessary with respect to pleasures” (1230b18–20; cf. EN 2.2.1104a22–25).32

The insensible person’s overlapping with the boor is not just an interesting coincidence. Instead, this overlap results from their similar uneasiness with human embodiment, and with the attendant frustrating and messy desires for food, drink, and sex that such embodiment generates. The intemperate agent neglects the rational side of his nature and indulges excessively in the pleasures that he can enjoy by satisfying the epithumiai that he possesses in virtue of his animality. Such epithumiai, however, disturb the insensible agent. And so, the insensible agent resists them and dissociates himself from these markers of his animality—especially insofar as they give rise to various faults of mind and body. The insensible agent aspires, in some way, to possess the disembodied rationality proper to the god. For this reason, perhaps, Aristotle says that insensibility is “not human” (οὐ . . . ἀνθρωπική: 3.11.1119a6–7), and that “if [to] someone nothing is pleasant, nor different from anything else, he would be far from being human” (πόρρω . . . τοῦ ἄνθρωπος εἶναι: 1119a9–10). The boor and the insensible agent display the same ambition to resist their humanity, an ambition rooted in their uneasiness with humanity’s animality. Even when humor emerges from, and addresses, our animality in the form of innuendo, the boor cannot take it. Like the buffoon, the boor associates laughter of any variety with laughter of the crudest variety. Such association sustains the boor’s aversion to laughter as such.33

4. The Benefits of Wittiness, the Harms of Buffoonery and Boorishness

On Aristotle’s view, ethical virtues bring their possessors into a good condition, especially with respect to passions, and conduce to their well-being and good functioning (EN 2.6.1106a16; Physics 7.3.247a20–24) The vices, by contrast, undermine and harm their possessors. But here, a question arises. Sure, we might admire the witty person. And a bad sense of humor—whether excessive or deficient—may well be blameworthy. Yet how can buffoonery and boorishness harm you?34

In response, the analogy between wittiness, buffoonery, and boorishness (on the one hand), and temperance, intemperance, and insensibility (on the other) again proves useful. Consider the intemperate person, who desires bodily pleasures “at the expense of others” (ἀντὶ τῶν ἄλλων: EN 3.11.1119a2–3). Such a figure neglects his rational capacities and the regulation that they provide over non-rational desires. He attains certain ends set by appetite (e.g., the pleasures of rich, sweet, fattening chocolate cake). But excessively disposed toward these pleasures, the intemperate person sacrifices other ends (most notably, health, but any other end that potentially conflicts with his excessive appetites). The result is an internal incoherence in the intemperate person’s soul, a disharmony marked by the intemperate person’s pain and regret. The intemperate person’s state of soul, rent by conflict, Aristotle argues, is intrinsically unsatisfying (EN 9.4.1166b17–22).

To the extent the buffoon is like the intemperate person, Aristotle can suggest, the buffoon’s character harms the buffoon in a parallel fashion. The buffoon, in virtue of his unrestrained sense of humor, takes too much pleasure in laughter, and excessively gratifies the appetite for it. As a result, the buffoon neglects other objects of epithumia, objects that also have an important place in human life. Hence, the buffoon gratifies epithumia for laughter in a way that fails to harmonize this epithumia with other epithumiai. The buffoon is always after a laugh (EN 4.8.1128a5). He is disposed to elicit or enjoy laughter at the expense—at the pain—of both himself and others (EN 4.8. 1128a6–7; a35). As I follow Aristotle, buffoons may well elicit laughter and attention from others. But in gratifying their excessive desires for laughter, they tend to alienate others, for their unrestrained desires for laughter lead them to abuse other people. That such abuse angers other people, and generates interpersonal conflict, would explain why legislators are apt to enact legal prohibitions on it—prohibitions that the self-regulating witty person does not require. Thus, buffoons pursue the pleasures of laughter at the expense of honor and their own good reputations. Buffoons, we might also expect, will pursue laughter even at the expense of securing wealth. Aristotle, however, indicates that honor and wealth are other natural—and personally beneficial—objects of epithumia (7.4.1147b30; 1148a25–26). Like the intemperate person, who harms himself (1) by eating more than he should and (2) by generating conflicts with his other desires, the intemperate person harms himself by enjoying laughter at the cost of satisfying other epithumiai for, and attaining the stable possession and enjoyment of, such goods as honor and wealth.35

The boor, for his part, fails to enjoy recreation as well as he could. He takes insufficient pleasure in those amusements that are good for him. For as an enmattered, finite being, the boor is not a god. He cannot engage in serious activity eternally and continuously. On the contrary, he must engage in recreation, and enjoy himself in the sort of playful amusement fitting for human beings, who form communities and live with others. Insufficiently disposed to a form of pleasure beneficial for beings of his kind, he fails to pursue it sufficiently. This failure renders the boor’s serious agency insufficiently stable, for he deficiently enjoys those activities that would enable him fully to recharge his ethical batteries. Given serious action’s demands, the recreation-averse boor is prone to a harmful kind of ethical burnout that undermines his effectiveness in serious contexts.

The witty person, unlike either of these figures, demonstrates a well-harmonized soul, one under reason’s regulation, but capable of granting the appetite for laughter its appropriate—necessary—place in human life. The witty person’s dexterity in conversation and easy “movements” (κινήσεις) of character (1128a10–12) signal the harmony between his rational and reason-responsive elements, and between his desire for the pleasures of laughter and his other non-rational desires. Unlike the boor, the witty person enjoys a necessary part of human life. Unlike the buffoon, however, the witty person can benefit from the pleasures of laughter, for he enjoys them without sacrificing other goods. Moreover, the witty person’s distinctive way of engaging in playful amusement—free from both detached stiffness and tiresome indulgence—makes him welcome, enjoyable company. And it enhances those social engagements in which he participates, so that they can attain their restorative, recreational aims for all involved, including the witty person. In all these overlapping ways, Aristotle can say, wittiness benefits the virtuous.

5. A Puzzle about Recreation and Wittiness’s Virtuousness

In closing, I consider a puzzle that emerges from Aristotle’s acceptance of wittiness as a virtue concerning playful amusement and our epithumiai for the pleasures of laughter.

As noted, wittiness’s proper sphere is recreation, which reinvigorates our powers for serious action. The claim that playful amusement is for the sake of serious, virtuous activity—Aristotle holds further—explains common beliefs and appearances concerning playful amusement. It would be “out of place” (ἄτοπον), Aristotle says, if we exerted ourselves and suffered the trials of life for the sake of playful amusement as an unqualifiedly ultimate end (EN 10.6.1176b28–31; cf. Politics 8.3.1337b33–1338a1). Serious action appears “better” (βελτίω), or more choiceworthy for its own sake, than playful amusement does (1177a3–4).

So, here is the problem. On the one hand, Aristotle holds that although playful amusement is choiceworthy for its own sake, just as a pleasant pastime, it does not constitute serious action. Playful amusement remains choiceworthy for the sake of serious action. On the other hand, Aristotle apparently accepts that the witty enjoyment of playful amusement is a kind of virtuous action. But then, it seems, witty joking should count as a serious action in its own right. In other words, by introducing a virtue concerning playful amusement—a sphere distinct from serious action, but rather, for the sake of serious action—Aristotle’s account of wittiness generates a tension. Playful amusement, it appears, cannot be serious; yet wittiness, qua virtuous, seems to meet Aristotle’s conditions of seriousness. Or, to state the tension from another perspective, by introducing a virtue of wittiness, Aristotle seemingly suggests that the serious person qua serious is never free from the demands of seriousness; yet Aristotle insists on the virtuous person’s need occasionally to free himself from these demands, if he ultimately stands any chance of reliably meeting them.

To deal with this worry, Aristotle should hold that the exercise of wittiness is a proper part of serious, virtuous action (and not just instrumentally valuable for its sake). (1) Playful amusement, while recreational, is still a kind of rational activity; it too is an exercise of the human function. Yes, recreation provides rest, but not the sort that sleep offers. “For sleep,” Aristotle says, “is an idleness of the soul in that respect in which it is said [to be] serious and bad” (EN 1.13.1102b7–8). (2) As an exercise of the human function, playful amusement can be performed seriously, in some sense at least. After all, the witty person’s playful amusement differs in kind from the buffoon’s or the boor’s. (3) If one were to deny that witty modes of playful amusement constitute serious, virtuous action, then one would have equally good reason to deny that other, paradigmatic ethically virtuous actions also were serious. Once more, consider temperate eating, drinking, and having sex. Presumably, one can enjoy these activities as part of one’s recreation and for the sake of serious action. Temperate drinking seems especially important in symposiastic settings, prime locations for playful amusement.36 Aristotle, at any rate, suggests that playful amusement can include the enjoyment of bodily pleasures (EN 10.6.1176b19–21).

Since witty modes of playful amusement are types of serious action, one must clarify the precise kind of serious action that serves as playful amusement’s end. In EN 10.6, I suggest, Aristotle construes serious action as something like the whole range of virtuous actions—that is, virtuous agency in general. According to EN 10.6, in other words, recreation enables one fully to exercise practical wisdom, courage, temperance, justice, liberality, and the rest of the virtues, as one’s circumstances require. But to exercise—and to continue to be able to exercise—this whole range of virtues is a demanding task. Recreation and playful amusement, Aristotle can say, are necessary for serious action in this robust sense.

On my proposal, then, Aristotle’s view amounts to the following: When one enjoys playful amusement as regulated by wittiness, one still acts seriously and virtuously, at least in some absolute sense. For such witty behavior, Aristotle can say, still constitutes virtuous agency. But the restricted range and kind of serious and virtuous agency that one exercises in recreational contexts differs—at least in degree, if not necessarily in kind—from the sort that one exercises in non-recreational contexts. In recreational contexts, one’s virtuous agency is principally restricted to the exercise of wittiness (or perhaps temperance). In witty recreation, one does not exercise the full range of virtues. This omission is not because one’s immediate situation compels one to be fully absorbed in one kind of virtuous activity (as, say, a courageous soldier is not in a position to have sex temperately while he fights a battle). Instead, the full range of one’s agency is largely offline in recreational contexts. Therefore, witty recreation is relatively unserious—though not necessarily unserious in an absolute sense. The tensions, then, that Aristotle’s account of wittiness generates can be eased. On the one hand, witty (and temperate) action, qua virtuous, still counts as serious (in one sense). On the other hand, such action is still analytically distinct from, and instrumentally valuable for, the sake of serious action (in a second, different sense), that is, the performance of a complete range of virtuous actions.37
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1. As Curzer 2012: 7 notes.

2. In EE 3.7, Aristotle is unwilling to describe wittiness as a virtue, strictly speaking. Instead, he makes the puzzling claim that wittiness, like friendliness and truthfulness, is praiseworthy, yet not a virtue, “for it is without choice” (ἄνευ προαιρέσεως γάρ: 1234a24–25). Following Gottlieb 2009: 48, I assume that the EE discussion construes wittiness as a temperamental character trait, rather than as a virtue. On wittiness as a temperamental character trait, see also Aristotle’s characterization of the “educated hubris” of youth in Rhetoric 2.11, which I discuss briefly. Magna moralia 1.30’s discussion is noncommittal on wittiness’s virtue status.

3. Unless otherwise indicated, Greek translations are my own from the TLG. I have benefited from consulting various translations, however.

4. I choose “recreation” for ἀνάπαυσις, given Aristotle’s view, to be discussed, of ἀνάπαυσις’s role in reenergizing and reinvigorating our capacities.

5. Taylor 2006: 234 and Halliwell 2008: 317 contend that Aristotle has in mind the scurrilous comedy of Aristophanes. Cullyer 2013: 148 identifies the speech of the sausage seller in Aristophanes’ Knights as a paradigm of the sort of “old” comedy that Aristotle has in mind. Janko (1984) 2002: 206, by contrast, denies that Aristophanes is the target. According to Janko, Aristophanic comedy actually exemplifies the intermediacy between buffoonery and boorishness constitutive of wittiness. On this reading, “old” comedy is exemplified in the direct personal abuse seen in the so-called Megarian comedy of Susarion (c. 580 bce). For a discussion of ancient evidence, see Janko (1984) 2002: 244–50.

6. Aristotle does not necessarily endorse these laws in EN 4.8—see ἴσως, “perhaps,” at EN 4.8.1128a31.

7. Here, my account of Aristotle on ethical virtue’s concern for the reason-responsive element of the soul is influenced by Aquinas’ discussion of the various ways that the ethical virtues concern concupiscible desire (= epithumia) and irascible desire (= thumos). See ST 1.81.2; 1–2.23.1. For fuller discussion, see Walker 2018: chap. 6. On this distinction’s Platonic origins, and on Aristotle’s acceptance of it, see Cooper (1996) 1999: 255–64. On the concupiscible/irascible distinction’s historical development, see Meyer and Martin 2013: 653–54.

8. As Bostock 2000: 48 and Curzer 2012: 172 note. On this basis, Bostock 2000: 48 denies that wittiness actually is a virtue of the nonrational part.

9. On epithumia as “pleasure-based” desire, see Pearson 2012: chap. 4.

10. Cf. Lorenz 2006: 47–48 on epithumia for external goods in Plato’s Republic. Against the thought that Aristotle restricts epithumia only to bodily pleasures, see Pearson 2012: 100–104; 109–10.

11. On the bodily aspects of laughter in Aristotle, see Halliwell 2008: 314–16.

12. Cf. Plato, Philebus 48c–50a on the peculiar (mixed) pleasures of the laughable.

13. Virtues and Vices—often judged as pseudo-Aristotelian, but defended as authentically Aristotelian by Simpson 2013—also links buffoonery and intemperance as vices concerning the epithumetic aspect of the soul: cf. 1.1249b31 and 6.1251a16–20. Even if the Virtues and Vices is not authentically Aristotelian, its author, I suggest, had good reason to make this point.

14. Curzer 2012: 186, by contrast, suggests only that temperance has only highly generic similarities with wittiness.

15. Greek text in Kidd 2012: 240.

16. Kidd 2012: 249–50.

17. Cf. Halliwell 2008: 319 on the buffoon’s “promiscuous desire for laughter.”

18. Curzer 2012: 173. Aristotle identifies friendly feeling as rooted in, or as a kind of, thumos (Politics 7.7.1327b40–1328a1). Hence, one may identify the friendly feeling reading as a thumotic reading. Although I take issue with Curzer’s account of wittiness, I have found his discussion of this neglected virtue suggestive and philosophically stimulating. Destrée (Chapter 2, this volume) emphasizes the thumotic aspects of laughter. I grant that various passions might be implicated as causes of laughter. Yet my account here insists that the virtue of wittiness concerns our epithumia for laughter (however such laughter is caused).

19. On natural vs. authoritative virtue, see EN 6.13. My view of wittiness in Rhetoric 2.11 differs from Destrée’s (Chapter 2, this volume).

20. Translating from Janko (1984) 2002: 36. On using the TC as a source of Aristotelian views, see Janko (1984) 2002: 42–90 and Watson 2012.

21. On superiority accounts, see Morreall 2009: 4–9 and Carroll 2014: 8–16. Skinner 2004: 140–42 suggests that a superiority account is implicit in Plato and Aristotle, even if apparently first formulated with explicitness in Quintillian, Institutio oratoria. Skinner traces the development of Hobbes’s own account of humor in, e.g., Leviathan 6.42, to Hobbes’s engagement with classical views. As Skinner points out, Hobbes wrote a Latin paraphrase of the Rhetoric in the early 1630s.

22. Destrée (Chapter 2, this volume) makes the interesting suggestion that even the joking wordplay that Rhetoric 3.11 considers has some aggressiveness to it. Perhaps. But Aristotle’s account there, as far as I can see, highlights only surprise and incongruity as proper causes of such wordplay’s humor.

23. For developments of the benign violation account, see Veatch 1998 and McGraw and Warren 2010. I do not assess this account here.

24. On incongruity accounts, see Morreall 2009: 9–15 and Carroll 2014: 16–37. Morreall 2009: 11 appeals to Rhetoric 3.11 to show that Aristotle appeals to incongruity to explain certain kinds of humor. I agree with Morreall, but argue that such incongruity belongs to a larger set of “mistakes” (or benign violations) that constitutes the object of humor for Aristotle.

25. Fortenbaugh 1968: 217 holds that wittiness concerns a kind of appreciation for the laughable. Curzer 2012: 172 criticizes Fortenbaugh’s approach. Although my account of wittiness’s scope differs somewhat from Fortenbaugh’s, Curzer’s worries still apply.

26. On tickling, cf. EN 7.7, 1150b22–25; Part. An. 3.10.673a8–10.

27. Thanks to Franco Trivigno for some helpful points about these matters.

28. Curzer 2012: 171. Cullyer 2013: 148 agrees that the witty person is apt to enjoy both the putdown and the pun. But she proposes that the relevant passion regulated by wittiness is “the pleasure of social interaction.” In some sense, this proposal is right: Aristotle explicitly holds that wittiness concerns activity in the domain of playful amusement, and so, wittiness (by extension) concerns the pleasures to be enjoyed in that domain. But Aristotle presumably does not think that wittiness, strictly speaking, concerns, say, games such as knucklebones, except insofar as they were occasions for laughter.

29. I borrow this term from Bahktin’s 1984 analysis of grotesque comedy.

30. On the role of memory and phantasia in associating one item with another, see, e.g., On Memory 2.451b10–25, discussed by Lorenz 2006: chap. 11. Similarly, memory and phantasia play a role in one’s associating pleasure in one item with pleasure in another item: see Physics 7.3.247a11–14 and EN 3.10.1118a10–13.

31. At a conference on neglected virtues at the University of Auckland, I was pleased to see Micah Lott independently make this comparison between the buffoon and the intemperate adulterer in his own work on ready wit.

32. Theophrastus, Characters 11, goes further in this direction, identifying agroikia less as a deficient disposition toward playful amusement and more as a general lack of sophistication. Similarly, Theophrastus does not offer an account of the buffoon per se. Meanwhile, since I disagree with Curzer’s view that wittiness solely concerns mocking humor, I also disagree with his thesis that the vice of boorishness is identifiable with oversensitive solicitousness. See Curzer 2012: 169. I grant, however, that boors will be prone to such traits when mocking humor is at issue.

33. As Halliwell 2008: 314 observes, “The corporeality of laughter may have given some Greek philosophers, especially the Pythagoreans, an urgent reason to distrust it, just as in due course it would give Christian moralists grounds to condemn it.”

34. The account in this section follows Walker 2018: chap. 6, §3. For applications to other virtues, see chap. 9.

35. Aristotle suggests that ethical virtue is a necessary condition for being able to benefit from the possession and use of various goods. See EE 8.3.1248b26–37; Politics 7.1.1323a37–41. On this conditionality view, see Broadie 1999: 244–47. For the thought that ethical virtue allows for the compossible enjoyment of different goods, see Den Uyl 1991: 203–6. See also Cooper (1996) 1999: 274–76 on virtue and the integrating order that it establishes within a life. In attaining the mean, in enabling an agent to harmonize the pleasures of laughter with the enjoyment of other goods choiceworthy for themselves, and in disposing an agent to attain what is fitting within recreational contexts, wittiness and witty action are marked by proper order, symmetry, and boundedness. In these ways, contrary to Engberg-Pederson 1983: 91–92, wittiness and witty action attain the kalon (on the features of which, see Metaphysics Μ.3.1078a36–b1 and Topics 5.5.135a13, discussed by Rogers 1993: 355–57).

36. I thank Emanuel Mayer for this point. Cf. Halliwell 2008: 319, noting Politics 7.17. 1336b16–23 on symposiastic recreation.

37. I presented versions of this chapter at a meeting of the Yale–NUS College Ancient Worlds research cluster; at a University of Auckland conference on Neglected Virtues convened by Glen Pettigrove in honor of Rosalind Hursthouse; at a Union College workshop organized by Krisanna Scheiter on Virtue and Emotion in Nicomachean Ethics 4.5–9; and at a University of Oslo workshop on Laughter and Comedy in Ancient Philosophy organized by the editors of this volume. I am grateful for the questions and suggestions that I received from the participants at these events; the comments of Colin Guthrie King (at Union) and Panos Dimas (at Oslo); written feedback from Franco Trivigno, Pierre Destrée, Howard J. Curzer, and an anonymous reviewer; and the Yale–NUS College Small Research Grant (IG15-SR102, funded by the Singapore Ministry of Education Tier 1 Academic Research Fund) that supported my work.
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Laughter, Social Norms, and Ethics in Cicero’s Works

Charles Guérin

It was customary for members of the Roman elite to maintain an active correspondence with their familiares when away from Rome. The correspondents would often lament the distance, the lack of an actual face-to-face discussion, or the scarcity of the letters they received. But Cicero would sometimes add another complaint to these: what he also missed was the lack of a good laugh with his friends.1 Jokes and witty remarks were a central feature of elite sociability, but also a prominent—though controversial—aspect of Cicero’s public persona, who considered himself a wit and practiced the art of joking (risum movere) in all possible forms.

But Cicero was not a mere jester. He also contributed to the ancient reflection on laughter and is our most important Latin source on the issue. As a philosopher and a rhetorician, he tried to offer a comprehensive analysis of laughter and found himself in a peculiar position. First, he had to take into account the many debates that had flourished on the topic since the 4th century bce in the Greek world. He also had to take a pragmatic stance: laughter was nothing abstract or theoretical for him, but something he dealt with on a daily basis, either in his various social encounters or as part of his forensic and political activity. And since one of his aims, from 55 bce onward, was to Romanize the teachings of the Greeks and to ground their literature and philosophy in Roman cultural and social practices, he had to present his readers with a properly Roman understanding of laughter. As a “social practice with its own codes, rituals, actors and theatre” (Le Goff 1989: 40), laughter always has a vernacular ring, and Cicero needed to pinpoint what could make laughter specifically Roman.2

For Cicero, laughter is one of the most crucial aspects of a civilized relationship: it creates warmth, eases the tensions that arise in human encounters, and strengthens the bonds of friendship. However, he also embraces the fact that laughter is commonly used as a weapon in the Roman public sphere, as scholarship on ancient laughter has pointed out.3 When used aggressively, jokes and puns offer an efficient way to call an opponent’s behavior and morality into question, and thus weaken his social and civic standing. Those two aspects might seem incompatible at first, and one might conclude that, for Cicero, laughter simply had both a public (or aggressive) and a private (or friendly) side. As a matter of fact, Cicero analyzes laughter from two different and complementary angles, one mostly rhetorical in his dialogue On the Orator (De oratore, 55 bce) and his treatise The Orator (Orator, 46 bce), and one ethical in his treatise On Duties (De officiis, 44 bce). It could be tempting to restrict Cicero’s properly philosophical analysis of laughter to De officiis, and to reject the relevant passages of De oratore as a kind of manual explaining how to use laughter in a forensic or political setting, and how to abide by the social norms regulating the proper use of wit in oratory. De officiis, then, would deal with the friendly side of laughter from an ethical point of view, and De oratore with the violent one, in a pragmatic approach. But De oratore and De officiis show no sign of such a division, and the scope of De oratore encompasses at times both the forensic and the private sides of laughter.4

Laughter is obviously a unified phenomenon for Cicero: friendly jokes and aggressive witticisms belong to a continuum.5 More generally, it would be a mistake to isolate Cicero’s philosophical thought (on laughter, or on anything else) from his political and literary activity, or even from his struggle for recognition and social climbing.6 A correct reading of Cicero’s writings on laughter will be possible only if we accept the entanglement of, first, the social and rhetorical agenda driving him, and, second, the philosophical commitments that shape his understanding of ethics. This chapter tries to offer such an approach by linking Cicero’s ethical concerns on the subject, and his pragmatic precepts regarding the use of jokes. Whether friendly or violent, laughter is seen by Cicero as a mode of communication regulated by a set of social norms, which echo a very Roman understanding of what a proper public behavior should be. But since social norms are at the core of the self as it is conceived by Cicero in De officiis, laughter can also be analyzed in relation to the agent’s individual character taken as an ethical touchstone. Laughter thus is tackled by Cicero with three different uses and contexts in mind: the enhancing of human relationships, the enforcing of the norms shared by the community, and the maintaining of the ethical agent’s individual coherence.

1. Jokes, Friendliness, and Sociability

In Cicero’s letters, friendliness (comitas) is one of the chief qualities expected from a correspondent. This friendliness aims at strengthening a relationship and creating a sense of closeness (familiaritas) when the circumstances do not allow the face-to-face meetings that form the core of social life for the Roman elite.7 It appears through the evocation of shared references, through a careful choice of words, and, above all, through a warmth that usually involves joking and laughing accordingly. A friendly exchange (sermo familiaris) needs to include jokes and puns,8 and even implies the use of a particular epistolary genre. In the typology Cicero builds up for C. Curio’s sake in 53 bce (Fam. 2.4.1), he has four distinct categories of letters in mind. The first one is informative, the second deals with private affairs, the third one is familiar and funny (genus familiare et jocosum) and is directly opposed to the last one, which deals with serious matters in a severe fashion (genus severum et grave).9 Among Cicero’s letters, very few fully belong to the “familiar and funny” type, but those that do always have the same purpose: getting a relationship back on track by easing the tension after a misunderstanding or a strong disagreement.10 The epistolary genres are usually mixed, and letters alternate jokes and puns with more serious matters in order to keep a potentially tense exchange as relaxed as possible.11 At any rate, raising laughter seems to be a legitimate and useful aspect of epistolary practices in Cicero’s time. In that regard, letters are similar to an actual, face-to-face discussion (sermo).

The ability to discuss and share one’s views is a defining feature of human sociability for Cicero, as his De officiis, written in 44 bce, clearly shows. Based on the (now lost) treatise On Duty (Περὶ τοῦ καθήκοντος) written by Panaetius—who became head of the Stoic school in Athens in 129 bce after living in Rome—, the first two books of De officiis remain very close, as far as we can tell, to the Panaetian understanding of duties in a civic context.12 Although one can find a properly Ciceronian—and Academic—touch to some developments, Cicero nevertheless adheres entirely to the social and civic philosophy he has found in Panaetius, and turns it into an ethic that is largely congruent with the expectations of the Roman elite. Putting aside the ideal sage, Cicero deals in a very pragmatic way with the Stoic theme of human fellowship and with the obligations this fellowship entails in everyday life.13

De officiis holds reason and speech (ratio and oratio) to be the very bond uniting all human beings into “a kind of natural fellowship” (quaedam naturalis societas). Human beings, as opposed to beasts, are meant to communicate, teach, learn, debate, and persuade one another: their very humanity depends on their ability to forfeit violence and show kindness (benignitas) through their deeds and words (Off. 1.50).14 The stress Cicero puts on the importance of community and public speech goes far beyond the usual praise of eloquence stemming from the sophistic tradition.15 Already in his De inventione (c. 86 bce), Cicero depicted the development of civilization as a victory over brutality and cruelty, thanks to the use of public discourse regulated by reason.16 The core idea illustrated by this myth—clearly dependent on the teachings of Philo of Larissa,17 the last head of the Academy and teacher of Cicero—reemerges in De officiis but is now linked to the Stoic concern for human fellowship and communication. Oratory (oratio) helped unite human beings in De inventione, and now gives way to discussion (sermo) as a means of maintaining human interactions in their best possible state.

Sermo, as oratio, is a manifestation of reason and is viewed as the very opposite of violence. Moreover, sermo is also opposed to the tension or competition (contentio) that defines oratory. Sermo, therefore, is chiefly characterized by this absence of tension. It should be “gentle and without a trace of harshness (lenis minimeque pertinax); it should also be full of charm (lepos)” (Off. 1.132),18 and one ought to engage in a discussion only for the pleasure it provides, not to dominate the exchange in any way or to pursue any agenda (Off. 1.134). Thus, proper sermo is characteristic of the freeborn and well-educated man, and the absence of aggressiveness goes along with the potential charming effect one’s words can have on others. In fact, the word lepos fully belongs to the realm of humor, and is also used by Cicero to describe the mix of attractiveness and wit that one encounters among the Socratics.19

Cicero views wit and laughter as essential components of a well-balanced and pleasant exchange. Although, as he points out, “we have not been created by nature to seem as if we were made for jesting and play, but rather for earnestness,” De officiis acknowledges the necessity of joking and relaxing “when we have given enough time to weighty and serious matters” (Off. 1.103).20 We find here again the ideal of equilibrium that presides over the exchange of letters. One cannot conceive a mode of communication that excludes laughter entirely, and laughter must give an exchange a friendly touch—or at least keep it as friendly as possible21—rather than damage it. Joking freely (libere jocari) is the essence of a successful discussion.22

Those remarks are perfectly in line with the Greek tradition. Plato, in his Laws, draws a sharp distinction between morally good and morally bad humor, and uses the presence or absence of aggressiveness (thumos) as a criterion. Laughter shall be acceptable only if it is free of any thumos, if it is not used to obtain an advantage on others and if it does not aim at hurting its object.23 We find a very concrete echo of this concern in one of Cicero’s letters, where he regrets having joked at the expenses of Vettienus in too aggressive a manner (θυμικώτερον eram jocatus, Att. 10.11.5) and asks Atticus to help him mend their relationship.24 The joke was meant to tease Vettienus for having brusquely asked Cicero to pay what he owed in a business affair, and Cicero’s move was obviously ill advised. Humor in a balanced relationship must have no other goal than laughter itself. Xenophon adopts the same stance in his Cyropaideia, where he condemns aggressive laughter, and praises friendly joking as something done without any other purpose than entertainment.25 Plutarch, commenting on Xenophon, will later stress the potential for harm that comes with laughter, and will advise caution when joking: aggressive jokes can hurt and humiliate their victims worse than an insult, and can ruin a conversation.26

By combining a traditional view of laughter as a social and friendly activity with the behavioral expectations of elite Romans, De officiis sets laughter within the framework of civic duties that must be observed in order to foster, or at least protect, human fellowship. While laughter, of course, is not a duty (officium) by itself, it helps fulfill several duties (officia) in day-to-day relationships. It also plays a role in the psychological approach that is prevalent in the treatise: in discussions, laughter is a most essential mark of comitas and familiaritas, and therefore a sign of the jester’s good character, whom Cicero depicts as being pleasant (jucundus), cheerful (hilarus), entertaining (festivus), and witty (facetus).27

The relationship between laughter and character has been one of the most central issues in ancient discourses on the topic. Having a bodily origin, laughter carries a stigma that led the Pythagoreans to condemn it entirely—a condemnation that had a strong influence on many subsequent thinkers.28 Thus, besides his rejection of aggressive laughter, Plato condemns jokes and comic banter in general for their negative effects on one’s character. In his Republic, in particular, excessive laughter is viewed as a threat to rationality, since it creates a “dangerous psychic turbulence,” as S. Halliwell puts it, that debases the soul.29 A jester can ruin his character when he indulges too much in laughter.30

Cicero acknowledges the bodily origin of laughter,31 and repeatedly warns his readers against any excess in those matters. De officiis calls for moderation by condemning “the kind of jokes that is immoderate (profusum) and unrestrained (immodestum)” (Off. 1.103). But the idea that one’s character is debased by laughter itself is nowhere to be found in Cicero’s analysis of day-to-day exchanges as long as it is self-restrained (as we will shortly see). Joking and jesting are viewed positively in Cicero’s works, and are depicted as a required competence among the Roman upper class. Unsurprisingly, Cicero’s first concern seems to be with the jester’s image rather than with his soul.

In a letter to Volumnius, written in February 50 bce, Cicero expresses his concerns about the lame jokes that were circulated in Rome under his name. He asks his friend to fight against these faulty attributions, and to protect his reputation as a wit. De oratore offers a set of rules regarding laughter and witticisms, and Cicero now explicitly asks Volumnius to apply them and decide for himself if he could possibly be the author of the jokes under consideration.32 There is much at stake for his reputation, and Cicero does not want his own jokes to be mixed with other ones that reek of bad taste and low social standing. Jokes and witticisms were not only tools for everyday communication: they were also worth publicizing. Cicero did everything he could to circulate his own quips, and Quintilian mentions a three-volume anthology of Cicero’s bona dicta, possibly edited by his freedman Tiro.33 We also know, thanks to the Letters, that Gaius Trebonius compiled a volume of Ciceronian witticisms in 46 bce, and sent it as a gift to Cicero himself. The work of Trebonius is a token of affection and political support (amor), as it does much for enhancing Cicero’s reputation.34

Joking thus turns out to be a very serious matter of public standing, apparently worth a lot of work and effort. But it is also a slippery slope, since poor jokes, as the ones Cicero decries in his letter, can badly stain a reputation. And of course, there is no general agreement on where the line should be drawn between a witticism and a poor joke, as Cicero notes in his letter to Trebonius:


You find wit in every saying of mine—another perhaps would not. (Epistulae ad Familiares 15.21.2)



The literary tradition keeps a score that is not entirely positive for Cicero. Quintilian himself, for all his admiration, regrets that a large number of very poor dicta have been included in Tiro’s compendium.35 And various sources attest that Cicero’s humor was not always well received—Cato himself calling Cicero a γελοῖος consul after he was derided during Cicero’s defense of Murena in 63 bce. The quip was quite insulting, since geloios translates the Latin ridiculus, both “funny” and “ludicrous.”36 Cicero deemed himself a wit, but others often found that he overplayed his own wittiness and fell into a degraded, almost vulgar, form of humor.

Aggressiveness is once again the central problem here. It is telling, however, that De officiis treats aggressiveness not as the cause of a bad joke, but as something that can be uncovered (indicare) through a discussion and can ruin a reputation:


One should take care above all that his speech does not reveal that there is some fault in his behavior; in general that happens particularly when someone speaks quite deliberately about people who are absent in an abusive or insulting manner in order to disparage them, whether he does so to raise a laugh or with severity. (De officiis 1.134)



Joking in an insulting way (contumeliose), therefore, not only threatens human societas, and directly hurts the victim. It also backfires on the jester himself and weakens his standing. This concern—preserving one’s reputation while jesting—is clearly the most important one for Cicero. It supersedes the Platonic worry about character, and is seen as a necessary condition for familaritas, since one would not want to deal with someone who routinely debases himself by joking in an unacceptable manner. Cicero’s analysis of laughter thus shifts from a perspective centered on the enhancement of human relationships to one centered on the shaping and preserving of the jester’s persona. This second line of inquiry appears more clearly when one leaves the realms of sermo to enter those of contentio typical of public speech.

2. Laughter, Community, and Control

The sense of community fostered by the use of gentle joking during conversations, or in letter exchanges, takes a different shape when jokes are made in the competitive context of the Roman forensic or political arena.37 Here as well, laughter will prove useful for creating a bond among fellow citizens, but this bond will rest on a basis that seems to contradict all the rules we have encountered until now—namely, aggression and exclusion, as exemplified by De oratore.

2.a. An Aggressive Approach to Laughter

De oratore is a peculiar text in many ways. The characters of the dialogue, all of them great orators and jurists from the nineties bce, discuss the nature of eloquence, its rules, its relationship to philosophy, and its use in a civic context. De oratore thus represents a lot more than a simple rhetorical treatise. It is both a reflection on public speech and its power, and a political manifesto asserting the importance of public debate and the role of knowledge in dealing with public issues, at a time when the usual political workings of the Republic were threatened and soon to yield to military power.38 By defending eloquence as the only alternative to political violence, Cicero advocates a new understanding of rhetoric, grounded both in Roman tradition and Greek theories, which would reclaim as its own the teachings of philosophy and encompass much more than a simple set of abstract rules: the achievements of the great orators of the past, the needs of the Republic, the requirements of Roman mores, and actual oratorical practices.

As an essential feature of elite behavior, laughter becomes a valid object of inquiry for this new rhetorical approach, and De oratore sets about building the art to which Cicero refers in his letter to Volumnius. The claim that “it is fitting for the orator to stir up laughter” (De orat. 2.236) might well signpost the whole project as a defense of Cicero’s own behavior and use of jest.39 Nevertheless, the section on laughter (De orat. 2.216–89, commonly referred to as de ridiculis) gives us invaluable insights into both Roman attitudes to laughter and Cicero’s understanding of the phenomenon.40

Through the speech delivered by the character of C. Julius Caesar Strabo Vopiscus (a renowned though controversial orator and wit of the nineties bce), laughter is analyzed mainly as a political tool, a weapon to be used in order to convince, fight, and win the various battles of the public sphere. Cicero takes up an approach that Aristotle attributed to Gorgias, who considered laughter as a means to destroy the opponent’s seriousness.41 It is along the same lines that Caesar Strabo expounds the usefulness of oratorical laughter:


It is indeed clearly fitting for the orator to stir up laughter [. . .] because laughter crushes an opponent, obstructs him, makes light of him, discourages him, defeats him. (De oratore 2.236)



While he insists that his remarks are relevant both to private conversation and public speeches, Caesar Strabo neglects entirely the call for gentleness that is implicit in epistolary practices, and clearly stated in De officiis. With this comes a definition of the laughable that indeed leaves little room for gentleness and closeness:


The seat, the region, so to speak, of the laughable [. . .] lies in a certain dishonorableness (turpitudo) and ugliness (deformitas). (ibid.)



Deformity, nonconformity, gross mistakes, and social degradation are the best sources of laughter. Such a definition entails a kind of humor mostly based on aggression, and meant to pinpoint someone’s shortcomings.

In this context, laughter is not used the way it was in a friendly sermo. It now needs a victim to be laughed at, and supposes a gap between the jester and his audience on the one side, and the object of laughter on the other. If we turn to De oratore and to Cicero’s speeches, what we encounter is in fact a different instance of community building, still resting on puns and wittiness, but also relying on the exclusion of the victim.42

2.b. The Mechanisms of Laughter

The examples provided by De oratore show that joking also helps build a shared language and a shared understanding of the world. The treatise gathers many jokes based on quotations or allusions to well-known comic plays, and uses the trial of M. Duronius (97 bce) as a telling example. Duronius was accused by C. Coelius Caldus of exacting bribes out of him through his son. When the witness left the bench, Crassus quipped “See: the old man’s been tapped for thirty minae,” a verse from an unknown comedy that everyone recognized at the time, and that implied that Caldus’ son had kept the money for himself.43 Caldus was depicted as a character in a comedy, and everything suddenly made sense. A simple comic pattern efficient enough to stir up laughter provided a cogent account of the whole story, and Crassus used laughter as a framing device. This is precisely how Cicero proceeds in his most famous speech, Pro Caelio (56 bce), where Caelius is charged with attempted poisoning and murder. By using several comic patterns, the advocate depicts the whole case as a love affair, in which everyone is cast in roles directly taken from Menander or Terence.44

Beyond the plots of well-known comedies, there were patterns, themes, and common narrative structures that formed the basic material for a good Roman laugh: ridiculous names, physical deformity, sexual impropriety, strange behavior, or improper dressing. In a face-to-face society such as Rome, so obsessed with conformity, the length of a man’s toga, his gait, and his tone of voice were inexhaustible sources of criticism and therefore of laughter. Humor thus becomes a most efficient tool of social control. By laughing down what the orator—and the community—sees as “dishonorable” and “ugly,” humor both helps to define social norms and to enforce them.45 In this new configuration, witticisms and laughs are not only shared and exchanged to sustain a relationship. They are also used to shape it in a particular way, by helping the audience see and understand something that had escaped their attention until then.46

Caesar Strabo implies that a joke must give the audience an occasion to understand, or even learn, something new, and force them to change their views according to this discovery. The case of Helvius Mancia, who was accusing one of Caesar Strabo’s clients, offers a good illustration of the process:


I said to Helvius Mancia: “Now I’ll show everyone what you are like.” When he replied “go ahead,” I pointed at the picture of a Gaul on one of the Gallic shields captured in Marius’ famous battle, which was hanging next to the New Shops: a distorted figure, with tongue sticking out and flabby cheeks. People laughed, for this looked more like Mancia than anything. (De orat. 2.266)



This comic device is defined as an imago by Cicero, a joke based on resemblance. It is of course doubtful that Mancia would have looked like the painted apotropaic figure of the Gaul: what Strabo does, by joking in such a way, is remind everyone that Mancia—who was the son of a freedman—is inferior from a civic and social point of view.47

Caesar Strabo does not explain any further the mechanism at play here, but his joke obviously exploits the learning, or mathēsis, function of witticisms and vivid metaphors that Aristotle underlined in his Rhetoric. According to Aristotle, we find a witticism—or a metaphor—pleasant if it surprises us,48 and if it makes us discover something that had previously escaped our attention. We thus make new associations, thanks to the vividness and relevance of the jester’s remark: witticisms, just like metaphors, teach us something new.49 It is no wonder that, in De oratore, jokes depending on content—as opposed to wordplays50—always reveal something unexpected or previously unnoticed about their object.51 Laughter is the mechanical effect of the discovery facilitated by the joke.

Theophrastus’ analysis of comic aggression (skōmma) provides another interpretation of the process. According to Theophrastus,


[a] gibe is a reproach for some fault, hidden under a figure; thus the hearer uses the allusion to supply the missing part, as if he knew the thing beforehand and believed it.52 (Quaestiones convivales. 2.1.4, 631 F)



Here, a gibe works well when the audience goes along with it and supplies what the jester leaves unsaid. It does not actually frame their views; it makes them all the clearer. Everybody knew that Mancia was an outsider, and the joke made sense only because the public shared this knowledge and drew the right conclusions.53

Both Aristotle’s and Theophrastus’ approaches enrich Caesar Strabo’s analysis, and both describe laughter as a process that creates an understanding between the jester and his public. By using patterns the public can quickly grasp, laughter makes the jester an insider, it builds a community of shared values based on the inclusion of himself and everyone around, and it depends on the exclusion of those whose flaws are now perfectly clear and spelled out. The jester still aims to enhance human relationships, but the circle of human societas is now reduced and excludes those whose “dishonorableness and ugliness” have been detected and pointed out.54

When used in an oratorical context, laughter loses its gentleness and lightheartedness. Whereas sermo, in its ideal form, means that nothing is at stake except the pleasure and charm of the exchange, public speeches can never be reduced to a mere entertainment. The speaker aims at definite goals—persuading his public, winning an argument, or replying to an opponent—and uses jokes and laughter to achieve these. As a matter of fact, Cicero does not condone joking in a public setting unless the jokes have a clear purpose and help convince the audience:


We orators utter jokes for a specific reason, that is, not to seem funny, but to achieve something [. . .].55 (De orat. 2.247)



One could claim that laughter also proves useful in sermo when it creates cheerfulness. But it does so by itself, not by pursuing an external goal (ridiculing an opponent, excluding an outsider). In the realm of contentio, laughter has become instrumental and leaves no room for comitas. Even though laughter still helps create a community, the reversal seems almost complete.

2.c. Public Image, Limits, and Restraint

This use of aggressive laughter in the public sphere explains Cicero’s interest in the jester’s image. Joking can of course have a very positive effect on the orator’s ethos, since laughter helps him win the goodwill of the audience, and can do much good for his reputation:


It is indeed [. . .] clearly fitting for the orator to stir up laughter, [. . .] because cheerfulness (hilaritas) by itself wins goodwill for the one who has excited it, or because everyone admires cleverness (acumen) [. . .] or because it shows the orator himself to be refined (politus), educated (eruditus), and sophisticated (urbanus). (De orat. 2.236)



All characters in De oratore agree that wittiness is a natural ability. It is not possible to impart the capacity to joke through theory or teaching, says Caesar Strabo, and everyone can see that a good pun has to be made on the spot, not prepared in advance. Laughter depends on the jester’s ingenium, and a laughing crowd is in some way a tribute to the orator’s intelligence.56 Joking certainly helps assert one’s sense of superiority. But the preceding passage shows that this sense of superiority is also imparted by the orator’s social and cultural skills, since joking helps him prove himself to be “refined,” “educated,” and “sophisticated.” These social qualities all depend on the literary and artistic culture the orator will showcase through his puns and funny stories.57 But in Cicero’s mind, they should also give him the ability to avoid any impropriety and to control himself while joking.

Joking always involves a risk. In the context of sermo, laughter may endanger the friendliness and closeness that bond human beings together, if it goes too far and becomes aggressive. The contentio implied by oratory, on the other hand, means that aggression is allowed whenever it can help the cause (as Roman forensic ethics imply that an advocate shall do everything to help his client), as long as it does not prove degrading (turpiter) for the jester himself or detract from his authority (gravitas).58 Restraint and self-control are of prime importance here and Cicero emphasizes the need to preserve one’s image while joking.

De oratore thus develops a social interpretation of laughter that seems to take a clearly Peripatetic view of the phenomenon.59 Aristotle’s Nicomachean Ethics reflect on how to joke properly: shall we define the good jester as one “who says what is not inappropriate for a liberal human being,” or as one “who does not cause pain to the listener (but instead causes him delight)” (ΕΝ 4.8.1128a25–27)? Aristotle dismisses the second criterion as unsuitable, since one cannot predict what people will like or dislike,60 and he suggests that social acceptability is the only efficient norm in this case. The good jester, tactful and witty (epidexios and eutrapelos: 1128a33), will personify this norm. In the same way, Cicero leaves aside any consideration for the feelings of others, and focuses on the jester as an incarnation of good taste and moderation.

Cicero’s goal is to define the limits within which one can joke appropriately. The orator shall refrain from joking if the joke does not help his client or cause (laughter being once again instrumental) or if it exceeds the boundaries of good taste, for fear of jeopardizing his own status.61 Efficiency is the paramount criterion here, as one could expect. The orator shall also use consideration and not turn great crimes into jokes: it would be inefficient, and, in these cases, stirring up emotions works much better. He must not antagonize the public either by making fun of misery or by ridiculing someone popular.62 But above all, he must exert restraint (moderatio) and not joke at an unsuitable time or at all costs, unless he wants to be ridiculed himself and ruin his standing. The orator L. Marcius Philippus once joked on the small size of a witness in front of a judge who wanted him to proceed quickly: “Don’t worry,” Philippus quipped, “I’ll question him just a tiny bit.” But one of the jurors happened to be even smaller than the witness, and “all laughter was directed toward the juror” (De orat. 2.245). For sure, the joke was funny (ridiculus), but that does not mean it was also witty (facetus). By joking at the wrong time and in front of the wrong person, Philippus alienated the jury and endangered his case: he indulged in buffoonery (scurrile ridiculum) and forgot his duties as an orator.63

Here again, the Peripatetic influence is obvious, and Cicero’s reflection seems to take up Aristotle’s insistence on the difference between a kind of laughter that is suitable for the liberal man (eleutherios), and another one belonging to the buffoon (bōmolochos).64 The Aristotelian good jester we just encountered is defined as a middle term between the excessive laughter characteristic of buffoonery (bōmolochia), and the complete lack of humor characteristic of boorishness (agroikia). The buffoon does not control himself and jokes as often as he can with no concern for the requirements of good taste. On the other hand, the eutrapelos always stays in control and cares only for jokes worthy of a free man.65 Cicero, who is not interested in building a theory of the virtuous middle term, completely leaves aside the boor in his musings, but he makes full use of the counter-model of excessive laughter.

When he outlines the limits of proper joking, Cicero uses two examples of excess: the buffoon (scurra) and the mime (sannio, mimus, ethologus). Both are socially degraded and illustrate a corrupt version of the two correct comic practices, jest (dicacitas) and funny anecdotes (cauillatio).66 The scurra jokes without any consideration for his audience (petulantia) or the circumstances (intempestiuitas), and without any regard for his own dignity: he simply cannot refrain from joking.67 The mime, in line with his theatrical model, is obscene and makes himself the object of laughter by using antics and comic caricatures.68 They both illustrate the excessive use of laughter that the orator must avoid at any cost for fear of looking like a social inferior and of proving unable to refrain his impulses. By joking at the wrong time, on the wrong topic, or in the wrong way (as Philippus did), the orator might ruin his own authority and, along with it, the very sense of community he was trying to convey.

Contentio has replaced the ethics of friendliness by concerns for one’s image. Rhetoric thus redefines what counts as an improper joke: not one that might hurt the victim’s feelings, but one that is not in accordance with the general expectations of the public. The Ciceronian good jester seems of course very close to the Aristotelian eutrapelos and his tactful use of laughter, but as a rhetorical and political treatise, De oratore limits its approach to the self-fashioning of the orator. It does not tackle the relation between laughter and the jester’s character, an issue that reemerges in Cicero’s De officiis, where the respect of social norms is put at the core of the moral agent’s persona.

3. The Jesting Persona: An Ethic of Laughter

In the first book of De officiis, Cicero gives a philosophical twist to the notion he used as a cornerstone of his rhetorical doctrine two years before in Orator (46 bce), that of decorum (“propriety”), which translates the Greek notion of prēpon. The term decorum—which is entirely absent from De oratore—is in fact coined by Cicero to replace various rhetorical notions linked to the proper choice of ideas or words, and to oratorical action.69 Cicero’s Orator innovates by stressing the link between decorum in speaking and in life, and calls openly for a philosophical treatment of the concept instead of a rhetorical one: decorum thus becomes a guiding principle for speech, behavior, and actions, both in public and private settings.70 In fact, the more Cicero uses the concept, the more it expands. In 44 bce, De officiis will try to give decorum its full scope by linking it to the Stoic tradition, and, in particular, to the ethical prēpon devised by Panaetius.

Cicero’s theory of duties divides the honorable (honestum) into four parts: the perception of truth, the conservation of society and the upholding of contracts, greatness of spirit and, last, order and moderation.71 The last division corresponds to the ethical decorum that Cicero analyzes in Off. 1.93–151. Following Panaetius, Cicero makes the decorum one of the four cardinal virtues, and the principle of propriety thus becomes a cornerstone of one’s ethical life. To maintain decorum, the moral agent must, first, be adequate to human excellence (decorum generale), and, second (decorum subjectum), seek this propriety by showing moderation (moderatio), control over his emotions (temperentia), and a behavior characteristic of a free man (liberalitas). Cicero then takes two examples from Accius’ play Atreus to explain that decorum is maintained when a man’s actions and speeches are in accord with his character (persona, Off. 1.97). Decorum thus turns into a general principle of appropriateness between an agent and his actions.72 Being appropriate to oneself becomes a virtue to be protected at all costs, and De officiis develops what can be characterized as a particularist ethic, in which an agent’s character plays “a prominent role in the determination of what counts as right or wrong action.”73

Decorum subjectum goes beyond this general principle of balance between agent and action, and gives it a definite content, which is socially determined. This definition might stem from Panaetius or entirely from Cicero. In any case, Cicero endorses the view and suggests that nature should not be the only principle governing decorum, but that decorum also needs to rest on a social standard. This principle and its social basis bring Cicero back to laughter.

After defining the decorum principle, Cicero outlines the various duties deriving from it. Decorum calls for seriousness, which itself consists in rational control over one’s impulses (constantia and moderatio, Off. 1.102). The moral agent must avoid showing his passions (whether joy or anger) or doing anything without due consideration. He must also avoid any infringement of social norms, and joking is no exception. But as we have seen, De officiis does not forbid laughter and jest. It comes as a perfectly legitimate activity when serious matters have already been dealt with, and it contributes to harmonious human relationships. Nevertheless, respecting decorum means that the jester has to abide by a few essential rules, and De officiis divides laughter into two opposite kinds that translate the categories used in De oratore, turning them into properly ethical norms. These two kinds of laughter are opposed to each other according to the social qualities or flaws they imply in the jester:


There are, generally speaking, two sorts of jest: the one unworthy of a free man (illiberale), insolent (petulans), outrageous (flagitiosum), indecent (obscenum); the other, refined (elegans), sophisticated (urbanum), clever (ingeniosum), witty (facetum). (Off. 1.104)



Cicero then sums up his argument by contrasting an ingenuus and an illiberalis jocus:


It is easy to make the distinction between a well-bred joke (ingenuus jocus) and one unworthy of a free man (illiberalis jocus), the former, provided the time is right, as when one is relaxing, is worthy of even the <most serious> man; the latter, if one uses indecent words (obscenitas) to treat a dishonorable subject (turpitudo), is unworthy of any free man. (Off. 1.104)



Applied to laughter, this principle of ethical propriety feels a lot like a mere respect for social order and good taste.74 It also seems quite similar to Cicero’s approach in De oratore. We can easily go beyond that first impression, however, and further explain this last stage of Cicero’s analysis of laughter.

Although proper joking seems to follow the rules already defined by Cicero in the context of oratory (timely, not endangering one’s gravitas, rejecting vulgarity), it is now linked to the characteristics of the freeborn man (ingenuitas and liberalitas) that were never explicitly used in De oratore.75 Instead of describing how to joke by using negative examples (scurra and mimus), Cicero now defines the good jester as someone who embodies the respect for social norms. The similarity to the Aristotelian eutrapelos—whose tact is characteristic of the free man, and whose way of having fun greatly differs from that of the slave—is now even greater, and the point of view seems to have changed radically. Whereas Cicero was concerned only with the orator’s image in De oratore, he is now, and for the first time, interested in the jester’s character—not as a disposition making one prone to witticisms or to vulgar puns, but as something that laughter can affect, in a way that recalls Plato’s concerns.

The main challenge of laughter, for Cicero, does not only lie in its potential for excess and irrationality (even though his fears in this regard are clearly stated in Off. 1.104, as we have seen); it might also threaten the coherence of the self, a coherence on which the maintaining of decorum, and thus the upholding of duties, directly depends. This combination of arguments centered on sociability (Off. 1.134 sq.) and social norms (Off. 1.103–4) with a concern for the self should not come as a surprise. The doctrine of decorum is precisely meant to close the gap between social and ethical norms, as well as between civic community and individual self. And it is to further the understanding of decorum and insist even more on the centrality of human societas to ethical life that Cicero takes up Panaetius’ well-known four-personae theory.76

According to Off. 1.107–21, every human being has been given four personae that form not a “purely theoretical or analytic framework for the understanding of the person,” but “key normative reference-points in rational, moral choice.”77 The first two personae are given by nature: the agent’s human nature endowed with reason, and his own individual dispositions. The two others are added to these “natural” elements, the third persona stemming from the agent’s social standing, the fourth one from the course of life he has chosen, which is partly conditioned by the three other personae and depends on one’s personal aspirations.

These reference points build what Carlos Lévy calls “a pedagogical casuistry,”78 an ethical tool that the moral agent can use to assess his choices and ponder if they are adequate to his personae. The validity of an action thus depends not only on respecting the fundamental principles of justice, but also on being true to oneself.79 This principle explains why Cato’s suicide is laudable: “since nature had assigned to Cato an extraordinary seriousness” that he “had consolidated by the unfailing constancy” he had chosen as a course of life, “he had to die rather than look upon the face of a tyrant.” Had his companions done the same thing, “it would perhaps have been counted as a fault, for the very reason that they had been more gentle in their lives, and more easy-going in their behavior” (Off. 1.112).

Not all examples chosen by Cicero are as tragic as this one, and when he defines the second persona (individual dispositions), he contrasts those who display charm (lepos: L. Crassus, L. Philippus) with those endowed with more seriousness (severitas: M. Scaurus, M. Drusus), those who are cheerful (hilaritas: C. Laelius) and those who show more earnestness (vita tristior: Scipio, Off. 1.108). Some, in other words, are prone to laughter and others less, and it would be easy to conclude that the witty ones might have to display their wit in order to stay true to themselves. But Cicero then adds a caveat:


Each person should hold on to what is his as far as it is not vicious, but is peculiar to him, so that the propriety that we are seeking might more easily be maintained.80 (Off. 1.110)



Does vice (vitium) bring us back to the more general principles of justice or honorableness, and force us to leave aside the particularist ethic and methodology the four-personae theory seems to build? Not necessarily, since the third and fourth personae—social standing and choice of life—do offer other normative references to use. In the case of laughter, the well-born individual who has chosen the path of honorability should favor the well-bred kind of jokes, and control his jesting at all times. In other words, the characteristics of the second persona have to be regulated by the requirements of the other ones. Respecting decorum means adhering to all four personae at the same time, and social standing is as much a part of a man’s identity as his emotional character. And in light of the general orientation of the treatise and its concern for civic community, the third and fourth personae might even “take precedence over other normative reference points.”81 Above all, a behavior is deemed adequate when it fits with a man’s status (that is, when he keeps in mind that he is a member of the elite), and every action becomes an occasion to renew and reinforce this coherence between the agent and his deeds. This standard is why the mainly social approach to laughter we find everywhere in Cicero is not at odds with the ethics he builds in De officiis. In his views, social norms are at the core of an agent’s persona and, as G. Reydams-Schils points out, the “philosophical norm of a rational human nature” becomes fused with the “construct of social values.”82

4. Conclusion

From his first comprehensive analysis in De oratore to his last reflections in De officiis, Cicero’s understanding of laughter seems to take very different shapes. Four strands can be identified in his works. First, laughter appears as a means for protecting and even enhancing human relationships, mostly in a private setting. In the public sphere, Cicero sees laughter as a tool used to enforce social norms by aggressively excluding deviants and strengthening the bonds of the community. The question of self-control thus plays a central role in Cicero’s De oratore, since joking and laughing have a strong impact on the jester’s image, either enhancing or ruining it. Lastly, in De officiis, Cicero’s thought takes an ethical turn to tackle the effect of laughter on the jester’s self, and social norms are placed at the core of the moral agent’s persona.

Since the norms that regulate the jester’s behavior are the very same ones that help him maintain his own appropriateness and ethical coherence in De officiis, there can be no gap between the jester’s image and his actual ethical self, or any contradiction between his individual aspirations and the requirements of his social standing. If a bad joke can shatter the jester’s image in front of the public because it is not liberalis, it also puts his real self at stake by compromising his ethical stability. The jester is always what he seems to be and, in the end, there is no real difference between Cicero’s rhetorical and ethical approach to laughter.

From 55 to 44 bce, the coherence of Cicero’s analysis stems from the fact that laughter, in his views, illustrates perfectly what’s at stake in the relationship between the moral agent and the community he belongs to. Cicero never sets jokes, puns, and funny stories in a separate space where the free spirit of banter would rule without any regard for the usual workings of human relationships or the requirements of civic duties. Whatever the approach Cicero chooses, he always views laughter as a tool used to enhance the cohesion and strength of the community. When used properly, laughing and joking are not rebellious acts, and even if joking helps showcase the jester’s culture and wit, it should never be disruptive and should never hurt the public’s expectations. The jester Cicero has in mind is not an outsider or a critic of the social order, and laughter is never seen as a moral threat deserving a global condemnation. Quite the contrary, the accomplished jester, whom Cicero fancied himself to be, makes a useful contribution to the general welfare of the State, and embodies somehow a lighthearted version of the perfect citizen, whose behavior always abides by the norms of the community. Those are the very same norms, of course, which his enemies accused Cicero of infringing by the jokes he made.83
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Laughter and the Moral Guide

Dio Chrysostom and Plutarch

Michael Trapp

The phrase “a barrel of laughs” is not one you would immediately associate either with Dio Chrysostom or with Plutarch. Plutarch is famously on record as strongly preferring Menander to Aristophanes, and indeed citing a line of Aristophanes on hearty laughter as an example of the kind of “nauseating tripe” he found in him.1 Dio, perhaps not quite so famously, is quoted as asserting that a human face is less well graced by laughter than by tears.2 Yet there is in fact a lot of laughter in both of these authors. And it is not so very difficult to see why this should be, given the deep and consistent interest both profess in the moral health and moral progress of their fellow men. Because laughter matters morally: how one laughs, with whom one laughs, at whom one laughs, and how one reacts to being laughed with or at are important indicators of moral condition,3 and laughter itself—properly understood and properly controlled (whatever we may think of the criteria of propriety being employed)—can be seen by the moral teacher and guide not only as a useful diagnostic tool but also as a strikingly effective therapeutic resource. By the same token, the moralist’s commentary on laughter and sense of its proper deployment clarifies his own standpoint as teacher.

So much in broad outline is obvious enough; the subtlety and the interest is in the detail. Much of what I shall have to say about both authors should be read as a set of footnotes to Stephen Halliwell’s excellent analysis of the ethics of Greek philosophical hilarity in chapters 6 and 7 of Greek Laughter, though I do also take myself to be directing attention to a region of this landscape that, though relatively marginal to his concerns, was a well-populated and influential one in the first few centuries ce. I shall begin, then, with Dio.

1. Dio Chrysostom

My main exhibits here are Dio’s Euboean and Alexandrian Orations (Orr. 7 and 32), in both of which he speaks in his persona as the roving moral adviser. In the latter he admonishes the people of Alexandria for what he portrays as their indecorous and dangerous over-boisterousness as audiences in the concert hall and hippodrome; in the former, the Euboicus, he sermonizes to an audience in an unknown location (wherever it is, it is not Euboea) on respectable employment for the urban poor.

It is one of the many fascinations of the surviving corpus of Dio’s work that it gives us not only instances of his moralist’s persona in action (besides Orr. 7 and 32, one could also point to Or. 36, the Borysthenitic) but also his own account of how he came to adopt this persona in the first place. This is the familiar story of Dio’s years of exile, and how he wanted to make out that they had changed him, which he tells in the incomplete Oration 13. It is worth pausing to notice, by way of preface to examining the persona in action, how laughter features also in this story of its origins.4

Dio recalls in Oration 13 how, during his wanderings in exile, his reticent manner and humble style of dress gave some observers the impression that he was a sage. They therefore started bringing him questions about their lives and requests for advice, which he felt unable not to try to answer. But at the same time, he records, he was conscious of his own ignorance and clumsiness, and therefore deeply nervous of offering responses from his own unaided resources, for fear of derision: “afraid that I should be laughed down and be thought an idiot” (μὴ καταγελασθῶ τε καὶ ἀνόητος δόξω φοβούμενος: 13.29). His remedy, particularly when he got to Rome, and the questioning from strangers did not end even there, was to take refuge in the words of an unimpeachable and universally respected authority, Socrates (the protreptic Socrates of the Clitophon).5 Dio used the secure reputation of the older icon as his own shield against derisive laughter: “perhaps they will not laugh me down if I speak these words” (τυχὸν οὐ καταγελάσουσί μου ταῦτα λέγοντος), he remembers reassuring himself.

But whereas in these reminiscences the apprentice status of the tentative, trainee Dio is expressed in his apprehension of the derision of others, and he is content simply to insure against it by declining to expose himself in his own voice, the mature preacher of the Alexandrian Oration comes across as a now accomplished master; and this mastery is in its turn embodied in his sure grip of laughter and the laughable. The oration is a speech of reproof to the people of Alexandria, taking them to task for their excessive, and dangerous, boisterousness and flippancy—a flippancy that they themselves evidently regard as amiable and endearing, but that to the cool external eye (Dio’s) threatens not only their self-respect, but also civic order—thus opening the way to forceful and painful intervention from the Roman authorities.6 In a persuasive strategy that I have tried to analyze elsewhere, Dio presents himself to this audience as one who simultaneously has both a sympathetic, insider’s understanding of their own view of themselves and also the critical detachment and the grip on sound values that is needed to see the dangers.7 Laughter, in two carefully differentiated forms, is key to both of these poles and the play between them.

The Alexandrians’ own view of themselves book-ends the oration: they are introduced in §1 as “full of laughter” and “funny” (γελοῖοι, ἡδεῖς), because never short of “playfulness and fun” (παιδιά, παίζειν, ἡδονή)—and laughter (γέλως); and their sense of themselves as jolly (ἱλαροί) and good at jokes (σκῶψαι) is reiterated in §99, just two paragraphs short of the end of the oration. In between, they are reminded that they are perpetually only a breath away from jests and laughter (σκώμματα, γέλως) in §30, and in §59 that they are constitutionally “jovial, laughter-loving and keen dancers” (ἱλαροί, φιλογέλωτες, φιλορχησταί). Each time, however, Dio offers, and recommends, a less sympathetic perspective on this characteristic than the Alexandrians’ own.

This work of disenchantment is most emphatically done in the conclusion (§99), where Dio asserts that the Alexandrians, for all that they feel their city to have a special relationship with Homer and Homeric poetry, have failed to realize that the Homeric character they most resemble is Thersites—the jester (γελωτοποιός), who in Homer’s own words was constantly on the lookout for whatever the Argives would find comic (γελοιίον, Il. 2.214–16), and was anything but a positive role model.8 Far from being a warm and happy thing, he asserts, Alexandrian laughter is sardonic in the loaded sense of resembling the sour, distorting, mouth-twisting, unhappy laughter that is brought on by tasting the plant sardonion.9 They have failed to register that what the truly wise and responsible have is not “laughter” and “hilarity” (γέλως, τὸ γελοῖον), but “joy” and “rejoicing” (τὸ χαίρειν, χαρά).10 But there is comparable, even if less emphatic, undermining going on in three earlier passages. In the opening paragraph of the oration, Alexandrian laughter is associated with a total lack of seriousness (σπουδή) and a complete inability to pay attention. In §30, their readiness for laughter and jokes is also a readiness for fisticuffs (πληγαί), and is compared to the destructive power of the sea, stirred up to a storm by the winds. And in §§58–59, their jollity and proclivity to laughter and dance is said to show that their inspiration comes not from the Muses (as once more, like good Alexandrians and proud possessors of a Mouseion, they might like to make out) but instead from some kind of Corybantes, stimulating them not to creativity, but to the maddened revels of Bacchantes and satyrs. As Dio insists early on, in §29, there is something undesirable and dangerous, on both the personal and the civic level, in their laughter, and indeed in unbridled laughter in general: “intense and intemperate laughter” (γέλως σφοδρὸς καὶ ἀκόλαστος) is the mark of the bad, autocratic dēmos, as opposed to its virtuous, tractable counterpart.

The criticism is indeed pervasive in the oration. Laughter in the Alexandrian style is held up again as the characteristic of fools (ἀνόητοι) rather than people of proper self-control (σώφρονες) in §53, and in §56 the Alexandrian tendency to be roused to violent exuberance rather than calmed and soothed by music is compared to the laughter of barbarian tribesmen high on hemp fumes. The point of all this is to offer, and recommend, the possibility of a saving change in perspective. The Alexandrians are being nudged toward acknowledging that they are geloioi not in the sense of being full of laughs, but in the sense of being laughable. Though in §1 the ostensible message may seem to be that they are geloioi in the sense of “witty” or “good fun” (ἡδεῖς), by §81–86 their conduct in the hippodrome is being stigmatized as merely laughable, and they themselves as clowns (γελωτοποιοί), not real, sturdy men (ἄνδρες ἐρρωμένοι).

The Alexandrians are in short, if only they could see it, not so much “full of laughs,” geloioi, as derisory or contemptible, katagelastoi, and it is in fact this cluster of kata- words—katagelan, katagelōs, katagelastos—that carries the main lexical weight in articulating the critical, reductive perspective. The Alexandrians should heed it because besides being the view of abstract good sense (embodied of course on this occasion by Dio himself) it is also the view of authoritative critics, and the view of their political masters. The wise Scythian Anacharsis (§45) may have been wrong to mock and make sport so (παίζειν, καταγελᾶν) of Greek athletics, Dio suggests, but he would have been fully justified in deriding Alexandrian behavior in the theatre and hippodrome.11 When recently the boisterous behavior of an Alexandrian audience spilled over into riot, the result was a laughable (γελοῖον) incident in which the commander of the Roman garrison simultaneously demonstrated his confident control and defused the situation not by armed intervention but by a contemptuous joke, “laughing you to scorn and making fun of you like children” (καταγελῶν καὶ καθάπερ παισὶ προσπαίζων, §72).12 Indeed, the Alexandrians according to Dio should imagine the gods themselves deriding them: “just how heartily do you suppose the gods are laughing you to scorn?” (πόσον τίνα γέλωτα τοὺς θεοὺς ὑμῶν καταγελᾶν οἴεσθε;) he asks in §50. Dio’s own sense of the truly laughable is thus lined up with three variants of a detached, transcendent perspective—Scythian, Roman, and divine—two of which, moreover, embody transcendent power as well as transcendent insight.

Like these higher critics, Dio (himself, as a philosophical adviser, a divine envoy) knows what is or is not truly laughable. But there is also a further dimension to the importance of laughter to the position he has constructed for himself, which emerges in the opening paragraphs of the oration, where he is establishing what the relationship between himself and his Alexandrian audience actually is, and what it ideally should be. As a philosopher, besides knowing the ins and outs of laughter, he also knows that he himself is likely to be exposed to the derisive laughter of others. This likelihood is true in general, but especially true in this particular place and on this particular occasion. Local experience of buffoonish Cynics has made the Alexandrians particularly prone to laugh down philosophers (§9), and in setting himself up to exercise some kind of authority over them Dio only increases his exposure, since distancing, superior laughter is the standard Alexandrian response to any kind of irksome authority (§22). But this very propensity shows that what the Alexandrians need above all is a candid friend, an honest critic who is with them for the long haul and will not be deterred by their ridicule—and Dio is just such a resolute friend (§§11, 22). Willingness to be derided is an essential part of Dio’s identity as a moral doctor, and by underlining the point he challenges the Alexandrians to realize what is at stake for them if they simply try to laugh him off.13

The Alexandrian Oration thus shows us Dio directly confronting an audience (a theaterful of moral patients) with their own laughter and their own laughability. In his Euboean Oration (Or. 7) he deals rather with reported laughter; but narrated laughter too can carry moral weight. Not that the Euboean Oration is an entirely narrative piece. It is important to remember that its celebrated and much anthologized narrative section (§§1–80) is simply the extended curtain raiser to a discussion of good and bad occupations for the urban poor, which takes up nearly as much space (§§81–152) and is the real point of the exercise. By displaying the spontaneous hospitality, straightforward goodness, uncomplicated happiness, and virtuous closeness to nature of a small rustic household, Dio prepares the way for his argument that virtue can flourish among the poor in any surroundings, urban as well as rustic.14

In brief summary, Dio tells the story of how one autumn during his wanderings he was stranded by a storm on the lonely shore of Euboea and abandoned there by the fishermen who had been transporting him. Here he was found by a huntsman, who took him back to the simple home he shared with his family and in-laws. En route, this huntsman explained to Dio how he had come to live where and as he did, and in particular how he had once been summoned to the big city (presumably Chalcis or Carystus, though it is not named), where he had had to defend his right to his smallholding before a skeptical and initially hostile dēmos. On arrival at the simple dwelling, Dio is warmly entertained by the two families, who, he discovers, are happily about to marry a son of the one to a daughter of the other.

Within this tale, laughter would seem to play two interconnected roles, between town and country, and between the two layers of the narrative (that is, Dio’s enclosing narrative, and the huntsman’s tale, the story within the story). In the huntsman’s simple dwelling, laughter underlines the natural ease and reciprocal affections of the happy household. But in the remembered polis of the huntsman’s story, laughter serves as much to underline misapprehension and differences of outlook as it does to associate and endear. Moreover, in this latter context, mass laughter as well as the laughter of individuals is tellingly in play.15

In his embedded narrative, the huntsman tells how he was brought into the city by his summoner and accuser, who presented him to the magistrates with a laugh (γελῶν, §23). In context, this has to be heard as a superior, derisive laugh, the laugh of the confident prosecutor against his manifestly guilty victim.16 And it is also, necessarily, the laugh of the townsman against the rustic: at precisely this point in his story, the huntsman also expresses the worry that Dio too is laughing at him (ἴσως δε μου καταγελᾷς) for his naiveté in comparing the theater into which he was led to a rocky ravine. The sense of hostility and of reciprocal incomprehension intensifies soon afterward, when the huntsman, now standing before the whole citizen assembly, simply shakes his head in response to what he sees as the totally unjustified charges of fraud that are being brought against him. The crowd laughs, and the accuser is goaded by this derision to still more vitriolic denunciation. At this, the huntsman breaks his silence to laugh as loudly as he can; his answering laugh shifts the audience in their turn from laughter to outright uproar, and moves the accuser to the angry claim that he is being mocked: “How is that for disingenuous impudence! Do you see how utterly brazenly he is mocking me?” (ὁρᾶτε τὴν εἰρωνείαν καὶ τὴν ὕβριν . . . ὡς καταγελᾷ πάνυ θρασέως; §30). The reciprocal laughter between huntsman and prosecutor, expressing the indignant hostility of the one and the honest bewilderment of the other, playing out before an audience representing the city, has moved that audience from a combination of enjoyment of the prosecutor’s bafflement (once more expressed in laughter) with superior amusement at the simple rustic, to a more worrying and more dangerous mood.

The ugly situation into which things have thus escalated is, however, defused by the intervention of a second speaker, who takes the huntsman’s part and reorients the laughter, in both direction and tone. It is the city itself, he declares, that is most at risk of justified derision—the scorn of visitors from abroad—for allowing its countryside to languish in such neglect (§39). He proposes that instead the huntsman should be allowed to keep his land, and pay only a modest tax for it, and the huntsman’s agreement to this brings applause from the assembled citizenry. This shift in sympathy is underscored, but also nuanced, when the huntsman then (in §43) translates his general readiness to pay a tax into the concrete offer not of money but of four deer pelts, thus provoking the majority of the audience to laugh once more: the laugh is a more friendly one now, but it is still tinged with an urban audience’s sense of superiority over a naive rustic. Yet even if not wholly on the huntsman’s side, they have definitely turned against the initial accuser: when he accuses the huntsman again of having hidden gold of which he intends to cheat the city, their response is once again to laugh, and the huntsman comments, “I got the impression that it was him they were laughing at” (ἐκείνου μοι δοκεῖν καταγελάσαντες; §48).

The day is finally won for the huntsman when another speaker raises his voice—a citizen who himself had been wrecked on the rocks of Euboea, and has only just recognized in the huntsman the kindly benefactor who rescued him on that occasion and took care of him. This heartwarming moment of recognition and the ensuing tale of true benevolence win all hearts, and the huntsman leaves the assembly lauded as a public benefactor and secure in the possession of his humble estate. Yet even in this mood of gratitude and reconciliation, a gap remains, and is underscored by one final mass laugh, resuming that of §43: when the huntsman in his turn recognizes his former guest in §59, he greets him and advances to kiss both him and his other defender, at which the audience guffaws (ἐγέλα σφόδρα), because social kissing is not an urban(e) habit.

There is a sense, then, in which laughter remains a mark of difference throughout this embedded narrative from the huntsman; even when essentially sympathetic, it still carries some charge of distancing and superiority. Although the citizens’ laughter backfires on them, to the extent that it underlines to the reader the shallowness that prevents them from fully understanding and appreciating the huntsman and his values, it also represents the huntsman as still at odds with the mass of those who surround him in this unfamiliar environment. It is only when we shift back from the huntsman’s to the primary narrative, and from the journey from the shore to Dio’s arrival at the huntsman’s farmstead, that we encounter affectionate laughter between loving equals, or if not quite equals, at least participants separated only by the legitimate gradations of family status. On arrival, Dio laughs in happy recognition of the place he has been hearing about and at the thought (misguided as it turns out) that he can tease his host for not having been quite honest with his city audience about his property (§64). The herdsman laughs at Dio’s mistaken guess that the daughter who greets them now is the same as the one (her elder sister) whom he had mentioned earlier on in his story (§68). One of the sons laughs with pleasure at being able to boast that he has caught a hare by himself; and his father and uncle laugh at the fact that in explaining the circumstances he has inadvertently also declared that the conditions are right for his marriage (§§71–72). Further laughs arise over the pig that has been fattened to be sacrificed at the wedding ceremony in §§74–75. And along with the laughter, affectionate smiles also pass between the members of the family (§§70, 77). The hostile, distancing, derisive laughter of the city has indeed been left far behind; here, the greatest distance a laugh establishes is the superiority of teaser over teased, or of the listener realizing that a speaker has inadvertently given himself away, but all within the safe confines of family and guestly affection.17

But how—to return to the issue of Dio’s strategies as moralist—does all this work as part of the overall act of communication—moral communication—that is constituted by the Euboean Oration as a whole? Clearly the deployment of laughter helps construct a significant contrast between simple rustic virtue and the more compromised world of the town, a contrast that will serve as a platform for the move made in the argumentative part of the oration, to the proposition that the poor of all kinds, urban as well as rustic, deserve the chance of an honest occupation. One might also say that the less comfortable moral state of the city, to which the laughter of its inhabitants draws attention, underscores the point that it is even more of a challenge and a necessity to find good trades for the urban poor. But may there also be a subtler level of communication going on as well, that we can detect by reminding ourselves of the context in which Dio himself must be assumed to be delivering the whole speech?

Although we do not know exactly where Dio gave the Euboean Oration, we can be sure it was to a city audience, gathered together at some kind of self-consciously civic event; and its message is of course a message for the reflection and edification of a city community. That it begins not in the city, but in the country, with Dio as a deracinated wanderer, is a device to provide some critical distance on the issue at stake, and to give Dio himself the authority of a detached, clear-sighted observer. But within this story of country folk, Dio, as we have seen, embeds a confrontation with the city, conjuring up the spectacle of a virtuous rustic out of his element before an urban audience, assembled in a theater. Is it too fanciful here to see a deliberate mise-en-abîme? If it isn’t too fanciful, then the ambiguous, initially hostile, and persistently supercilious city audience in their theater within the story match the external audience listening to Dio, in whatever urban theater or odeion he is delivering the oration. And it is above all the attitude-revealing laughter of this embedded audience when faced with the huntsman that challenges Dio’s audience, the target audience of the Euboean Oration, to reflect on their own attitudes and evaluations: are they or are they not more enlightened, and so more likely to come to a sensible policy on the handling of the urban poor as well, than that Euboean crowd? Laughter in the Euboean Oration thus calls on its audience to decide whom they should really be laughing at and with, just as the Alexandrians had been challenged in Or. 32.

2. Plutarch

In concentrating thus on just two of Dio’s Orations, I have of course not done full justice to the importance of laughter in his moralizing. There is much more that a fuller discussion would have to take account of: the role of derision in Dio’s portrayal of Diogenes, for instance (particularly in relation to his self-presentation);18 the diseased smile of Tyranny in Oration 1; the contrasting laughter of avarice and hedonism in Oration 4; and the cosmic laughter of Zeus in the Myth of the Magi in Or. 36.19 But even so, the turn from Dio to Plutarch takes us into still richer territory for the presentation, analysis, and exploitation of laughter. Plutarch’s interests are so varied, and his generic range so broad, that this could hardly not be the case. In what follows, therefore, I must be still more selective than before.

Like Dio, Plutarch has a consistently moralizing interest in laughter. Like Dio, he works confidently with a distinction between safe, contained, legitimate laughter, and the immoderate, unrestrained laughter that damages both the laugher and those within his range. Unlike Dio, he subjects laughter to direct as well as indirect analytical attention, and he does so from a greater variety of points of view. Thus, in the Quaestiones convivales a whole quaestio (2.1) is devoted to the regulation of teasing at the symposium—how to draw the line between constructive, sociable laughter in a social setting and damaging aggression.20 But it is also to Plutarch that we have to go to discover the physiologico-moral truth that the kind of laugh produced by being tickled under the arms is not a comfortable or a merry one, or even in fact a proper one at all: “Tickling the arm-pits so affects the mind as to produce laughter which is not proper, or even mild or happy” (αἱ τῶν μασχαλῶν ψηλαφήσεις οὐκ ἴδιον οὐδὲ πρᾶον οὐδ’ ἵλεων γέλωτα τῇ ψυχῇ παρέχουσιν; De tuenda sanitate 125c, trans. Babbitt) where I take it “proper” (ἴδιον) refers to what is proper to a human being, so we are being told that this sort of laughter is “foreign” (ἀλλότριον) to our nature.21

Plutarch’s interests extend equally to the place of laughter in the constructive (morally constructive) handling of the group—whether the group is of the scale of the symposium or of the polis—and to the place of laughter in the moral formation and self-monitoring of the individual. So in the Quomodo quis suos in virtute sentiat profectus we learn that a growing resistance to being put off the pursuit of philosophical values by the mockery and laughter of the ill-disposed is a sign of progress (78b), just as it is also one to begin to admire the calm smile of the man of virtuous self-control (the σώφρων, 84e). The De cohibenda ira warns against the capacity of “banter and horseplay and someone’s laughter” (σκῶμμα καὶ παιδιὰ καὶ τὸ γελᾶσαι τινά) to arouse anger even in apparently trivial cases (454d) and holds up the example of Diogenes’ imperviousness to the mockery of others—he did not ever feel he was being laughed down at—as an example to imitate (460e);22 but it also recommends the calming influence of good humor, laughter, and friendly feeling (εὐκολία, γέλως, φιλοφροσύνη) in dealings with friends (461e). Laughter is also a significant topic in the Quomodo adulator ab amico internoscatur, though the picture that Plutarch wishes to propose there is not without some ambiguity. At all events, the flatterer seems to have a compromised relationship with laughter. On the one hand he is prepared, when the object of his flattery laughs inappropriately, to palliate the offence by indicting himself for still more immoderate laughter on the same occasion (54d); on the other he is said to shy away from the exposure (ἔλεγχος) that goes with laughter, wine, and jokes (59b)—though the context in this latter case leaves it unclear (to me) whether it is the flatterer or the object of his flattery who is potentially at risk here.23 Yet at the same time, Plutarch also stipulates, as he turns from description of the flatterer in himself to the topic of frank criticism (παρρησία), that some kinds of laughter—particularly from coarse jesting like that of Old Comedy (τὸ βωμολόχον, βδελυρία)—far from aiding the criticism to strike home can in fact blunt and obstruct it (68c).

Jests and laughter (παιδιὰ καὶ γέλως) are, however, welcome in the right places, which include between husband and wife: as Plutarch puts it at Conjugalia praecepta 142a, “the woman who is afraid to laugh and jest a bit with her husband, for fear of appearing bold and wanton, is no different from one who will not use oil on her head in case she is thought to be using perfume” (trans. Babbit). Quaestiones convivales 2.1, as we have seen, legislates for tactful jesting at the symposium, and as has been shown in 2016 by Katarzyna Jazdzewska, the sympotic dialogues, especially the Septem sapientium convivium, demonstrate sociable and associative laughter in benevolent action.24

On the level of the city community, Plutarch’s concerns join up with Dio’s when in the Praecepta gerundae rei publicae he speaks of the risks run when people are incited to riot by rabble-rousing talk of the glory days of Marathon and the Persian Wars: their behavior becomes ridiculous, but the punitive sanctions this exposes them to from the Roman authorities are no laughing matter (814a, γέλωτά τε ποιοῦντες οὐκέτι γέλωτος ἄξια πάσχουσιν). The responsible statesman himself will use laughter as a tool of necessary reproof, but will avoid using it coarsely or insultingly (no ὕβρις or βωμολοχία), and will employ it more in rejoinder than by preconceived plan, so as to avoid alienating his audience by appearing mean spirited (803b–e). He should not mind being laughed at by those who do not understand his purposes—as Plutarch himself is prepared to be mocked by visitors to Chaeronea when they see him taking an active interest in refuse collection and drains—but he should also shun the more justified public derision that is directed toward those who seem too keen to take on every possible civic responsibility (811b–c).

Clearly, derisive laughter has its place in public life. Some sorts of behavior deserve it and should be exposed to it, as deterrent and control; but the responsible statesman himself needs to be careful about how directly he himself unleashes it against others. The situation becomes more complicated and nuanced when we turn to philosophical life. On the face of it, derisive laughter seems to have a substantial role to play here, too. For Plutarch’s controversial works apparently echo with crosscurrents of dismissive laughter, passing both ways between him and his targets, and between them and the other objects of their disapproval. Each side mocks and derides the other, using their laughter to mark their own rejection and the (to them) obvious, objective unacceptability of what they reject. Colotes laughs at the idea of “knowing oneself” (Adv. Colot. 1118d), at the monstrous creatures envisaged in Empedoclean cosmology (1123b), at ideas of divine justice (1124f), and at respect for great statesmen (1127a). But in return the Epicurean notion that pleasure of soul can compensate for bodily pain is an absurdity, crediting the individual involved with what can only be described as “a sardonic laughter of the soul” (ψυχῆς Σαρδάνιος γέλως, Non posse 1097f).25 A Stoic shows contempt for non-Stoic philosophical writing (καταγελᾷς, Sto. rep. 1037a), but it is the Stoic doctrine of the absolute identity of the fine and the good that is truly absurd (καταγέλαστον, 1039d).

But two qualifying comments might be in order here. First, it might well be questioned how much actual, first-order laughing is going on when this or that position is stigmatized as laughable or derisory; the main thrust is after all either conditional (deserves [only] to be laughed at) or negative (does not deserve serious consideration). Secondly, the controversial works have to be set against the counterexample of the dialogues, where a happier, more sociable kind of laughter (legislated for in part in that piece from the Quaestiones convivales referred to earlier) reflects and promotes a more cooperative ideal of philosophical debate that goes both with dialogue form and with Plutarch’s own ethical ideals.26

Laughter is thus as much of a serious business for Plutarch as it is for Dio, but over a much greater range of contexts and in a correspondingly wider range of forms. And so far, we have been looking just at the Moralia. I turn now for the final stage of this chapter to the Lives, for just one example—but a particularly striking one—of how Plutarch’s moral concern for laughter can be seen working itself out not only in the explicit moralizing of his ethical works but also in the implicit moralizing of his biographies. It is an instance that neatly conforms to the current critical perception that the moralism of the Lives can work in subtle and sympathetic ways, sometimes at odds with the surface layer of Plutarch’s direct comments;27 and it is also one that, happily for the symmetry of the chapter, takes us back to the city that was also the concern of Dio’s Oration 32—Alexandria. But I should also concede that it does seem to be something of a special case: as far as I can see at present, no other item in the Lives gives laughter quite this significance.28

The Life of Antony, like the life of Demetrius the Besieger with which it is paired, is the story of a great nature balked of what would otherwise have been its destiny of great achievement by an innate flaw, which the circumstances of its life contrived to feed and augment rather than to allay. It is thus a story in which the central figure stands condemned, and is held up in the end as a negative rather than a positive example for readers to use in their own moral self-formation; but this does not make the characterization of that figure crude and unsympathetic.29 Even if we did not now, inevitably, read him in the light of the Shakespearean Antony,30 we would surely find our sympathies being more than half engaged on the side of the Plutarchan figure.

Antony is a leader of men, with great personal qualities of toughness and resolution. In a military context he succeeds so well as a leader because of the bonds of sympathy between him and his troops; he shares their hardships, and maintains an easy relationship by tolerating good naturedly their jokes about him (σκωπτόμενος οὐκ ἀηδῶς: 4.3). He is magnanimous, but large also in his appetite for pleasure. Already in Rome, even before he moves east, he lives a dissolute life of drunken revelry and womanizing, the depth of which is reflected in his participation in the “wedding-celebrations of mimes and jesters” (διατριβὰς ἐν γάμοις μίμων καὶ γελωτοποιῶν: 9.3). All of this behavior makes him easy meat for flatterers, who can cloak their self-interested designs under a joking exterior that will insinuate them into his good books and leave him unable to realize how he is being harmed. This is a constant condition of his adult life, but where it is most devastatingly exploited and the fatal damage is really done is, of course, in his entanglement with Cleopatra. As Plutarch puts it at the beginning of the pivotal chapter 25,


[s]uch, then, was the nature of Antony, where now as a crowning evil his love for Cleopatra supervened, roused and drove to frenzy many of the passions that were still hidden and quiescent in him, and dissipated and destroyed whatever good and saving qualities still offered resistance. (Life of Antony, trans. Perrin)



What I want to draw attention to against this background is the role played by carefully positioned references to laughter, in not only articulating the analysis of Antony’s weakness, but also enlisting an agonized sympathy for him in spite of it.

We have seen two implicit references already, in the description of Antony with his soldiers in chapter 4 (σκωπτόμενος οὐκ ἀηδῶς), and in the reference to his keeping company with jesters (γελωτοποιοί) in chapter 9. These are picked up in the description of his vulnerability to flatterers in chapter 24, by which time he is in Ephesus. A joker himself, he is now said to have positively enjoyed being jested at in return (γελώμενος οὐχ ἧττον ἢ γελῶν ἔχαιρε). And it was precisely this enjoyment that created the vulnerability: he could not believe that a flatterer who jested with him could also be flattering him for real, to the detriment of his own interests. Thus, given the other facts about his nature, the very quality that made him a popular and successful commander (and indeed might make him look fun to be with in general) was also what sapped and undermined his ability to act effectively as the situation developing around him demanded.

And then comes Cleopatra, the arch-flatterer—mistress of many more than just the four forms of flattery distinguished by Plato (29.1)—who is also the arch-manipulator of laughter. Entirely appropriately, since we are now in Alexandria, the city that we already know from Dio as the city of jests and mirth. Wrapping Antony round her little finger, she matches him in all his activities, business and leisure alike, including the disguised night-time excursions around the city during which he jeered at the inhabitants in their homes and was jeered at in return (σκώπτοντι; σκωμμάτων . . . ἀπολαύσας). The Alexandrians love it, joining in the fun (συνέπαιζον) and commenting that Antony shows a tragic mask to the Romans, but a comic mask to them. So here is Antony once again endearing himself to those around him in a community of laughter; but once again, what may seem endearing from inside the cozy relationship is also a fatal vulnerability. The Alexandrians may not make any move to take advantage of it, but Cleopatra does, in the most brilliant and most brilliantly revealing of all the tricks Plutarch credits to her—it may seem a trivial matter by comparison with the stunt with the barge on the Cydnus,31 but it is far subtler and more telling.

I am referring to the escapade reported in 29.3–4. Antony goes fishing one day, with Cleopatra in attendance, but has no luck. Annoyed at the prospect of losing face, he instructs his minions to dive down and load his hook underwater with fish they have already caught, so he can seem to be more successful. Next day, Cleopatra, realizing what he has done, gets her minions to do the same for him, only this time with a salted Pontic herring; so the next time Antony triumphantly pulls up his catch, it turns out to be a kipper. Everyone naturally laughs, and Cleοpatra turns to Antony with her punchline: “leave fishing to the locals, autokratōr, your prey is cities, kingdoms and continents.”

A practical joke followed by a witticism: just right to endear Antony still further, but at the same time also just right to allow her to slip under his defenses and enlist him to her imperial agenda. For all the talk about his proper prey, Cleopatra is the one who has made the real, serious catch, by playing fishing games. Antony is as blind to this manipulation, delivered under the cover of a jest, as he was to the machinations of his common or garden flatterers back in Ephesus. But at the same time, even as we realize the damage and acknowledge the personal weakness that has made it possible, we feel the seductive pull of the shared laughter, which is so immediately endearing in itself, and so perfectly in place in Alexandria, and in spite of ourselves we want also to approve of the man at the center of it. This is subtle moralizing, in which the commentator demonstrates precisely by the attractiveness he can impart to what he is warning against that his warning against it is not one issued in ignorance, or from any blindness to the range of human experience; and the attractiveness underlines the reality of the danger that is being warned against.

3. Concluding Observations

Plutarch and Dio, then, agree that Alexandria is a dangerous place, dangerous both to itself and to others, and that the danger is epitomized in the nature of Alexandrian laughter. This verdict in its turn reflects a stern view of laughter as a potential threat that seems to run through their work more generally. What is disturbing about laughter in this perspective is that it threatens a loss of control on several levels:32 not only on the level of an individual’s moral grip, but also on that of collective—civic—order; and in addition to that, if we add in the somewhat isolated comment from Plutarch in the De tuenda sanitate, it can threaten the calm and good working of the body. Laughter therefore needs to be watched and controlled. But Plutarch and Dio also agree that this control can be achieved, and that when it is, laughter becomes as valuable in multiple contexts as it had previously seemed a threat. It can be a benign socializing force, reinforcing bonds of solidarity and reciprocal goodwill; but it is also (the other side of the same coin) an effective tool of nonviolent guidance and influence over conduct and belief. Rightly judged its application can both increase the chances of benign criticism being constructively received by its target, and also where necessary, in a different tone, convey stern moral or intellectual disapproval with a strength that can shock its targets into realization of their errors.

In this perspective the application of laughter—realizing the constructive potential by avoiding the pull toward disorder—calls for moral insight, good judgment, and tact: moral insight to appreciate the nature of the benefits to be gained and the damage to be avoided, good judgment in discriminating between profitable and unprofitable kinds of humor, and tact in their application to particular individuals—or peoples—in particular concrete situations. Both Plutarch and Dio give the impression of being confident that they themselves possess all these attributes, so as to be able both to wield laughter themselves and to instruct others implicitly or explicitly in its use.

But of course this confidence of theirs rests on a particular, and contestable, set of assumptions and criteria. Among these, one that strikes me with particular force is their sense of the distinction between profitable and unprofitable means of raising a laugh. For here their sense of the risk of disorder (in a social rather than a psychological frame of reference) brings with it a very obvious and a very restrictive concern for seemliness. As we have seen from both of them, anything that can be stigmatized as coarse or buffoonish is, in their view, in all circumstances to be avoided as counterproductive. This opinion in turn leads to some interesting consequences when it comes to identifying allies and sources of inspiration, in what one might want to identify as close to the heart of their venture: the principled application of laughter to show up faults and failings. Old Comedy in general and Aristophanes in particular might seem to offer a rich set of precedents for the morally virtuous use of derisive laughter to stigmatize bad examples; and there was indeed a critical tradition—surfacing, for instance, in Horace Satires 1.4.1–533—that read Old Comedy in exactly this way. But in the perspective of seemliness, they have instead to be discredited as possible models, as Plutarch does both in his Comparison of Aristophanes and Menander and in the Friends and Flatterers (68c). Again, the caustic, mocking laughter of Diogenes is well established as a virtuous model of morally enlightened, even if sometimes uncomfortable, criticism; and it is of course particularly close to Dio’s heart (and self-image). But it too has to be carefully differentiated, as a positive force and example, from the improperly disrespectful behavior of modern Cynics, as Dio can be seen to do in the Alexandrian Oration (§9).

Laughter, as it turns out once more, cuts both ways, revealing for better or worse the values and assumptions of the critic as well as those of the criticized. Among the things it might well be thought to reveal here, inextricably enmeshed with ideas of seemliness, is the shared class interest of these two thinkers, both men with a strong concern for seemliness as a social as well as an ethical marker, and for good order as a maintainer of the social and political status quo as well as the replication of a divine or cosmic pattern. They are surely not alone in this concern, in the wider perspective of ancient philosophical views of laughter, as surveyed in this volume as a whole. Buffoonery, bōmolochia, as a dismissive, stigmatizing category with strong social overtones is already established as a key concept and term in Aristotle’s declarations about the inclination to laughter and moral character in the Nicomachean Ethics—just as, indeed, his category terminology in the Ethics more generally is shot through with socially conditioned elements.34 Similarly Cicero.35 What may mark Dio and Plutarch out, though, is the comparatively greater subtlety, scope, and confidence with which, once the safety net of propriety has been put in place, they can exploit the positive potential of laughter for achieving their own communicative ends.
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1. Plut. Mor. 853c (φλυαρία ναυτιώδης). On Plutarch’s criticism of Aristophanes, see Hunter 2009: chap. 3 (“Comic Moments”).

2. Dio fr. 7, quoted in Stob. Flor. 84, 60 M: “Uninterrupted and intense laughter is worse than anger, and thus flourishes particularly among call-girls and the stupidest children. For my part, I believe that the face is better graced by tears than by laughter: tears normally go with some useful lesson, whereas laughter goes with immorality; no-one ever encouraged a rapist by crying, but by laughing you get his hopes up.” (Γέλως δὲ συνεχὴς καὶ μέγας θυμοῦ κακίων, διὰ τοῦτο μάλιστα ἑταίραις ἀκμάζων καὶ παίδων τοῖς ἀφρονεστέροις. ἐγὼ δὲ κοσμεῖσθαι πρόσωπον ὑπὸ δακρύων ἡγοῦμαι μᾶλλον ἢ ὑπὸ γέλωτος. δάκρυσι μὲν γὰρ ὡς ἐπὶ τὸ πλεῖστον σύνεστι καὶ μάθημά που χρηστόν, γέλωτι δὲ ἀκολασία. καὶ κλάων μὲν οὐδεὶς προυτρέψατο ὑβριστήν, γελῶν δὲ ηὔξησεν αὐτοῦ τὰς ἐλπίδας)

3. On the issue of the relationship of laughter to individual moral character, see also Guérin in this volume, esp. 137–41.

4. The classic account of Dio’s personae and their construction is Moles 1978, followed up by Moles 2005.

5. For this connection with the Clitophon, see Trapp 2002: 231–34, but note also the alternative view propounded by Brancacci in the same volume (251), claiming Antisthenes as Dio’s primary source, and the comments of Moles 2005: 115–20.

6. Compare again Guérin in this volume (126–29, 134–37) for another view of the potential of misjudged humorousness (albeit in other contexts) to cause unwanted disruption.

7. Trapp 1995: 167–75 and 2004: 117–20. Halliwell 2008: 43–44 touches on the Alexandrian Oration, but only fleetingly, and to my mind mistakes its overall thrust.

8. Here at any rate; contrast the Cynicizing perspective offered in Lucian, Demonax 61 (on which in general cf. Kuin in this volume, 274–81).

9. With this use of the idea of sardonic laughter, in which a misleading outward impression of merriment is coupled with actual feelings of precisely the opposite kind, compare Plutarch Non posse 1097f (quoted later in this chapter).

10. It is surely significant that the vocabulary Dio chooses to express the virtuous alternative has a Stoic colour to it, joy (χαρά) in Stoic moral psychology being the “good feeling” (εὐπάθεια) allowed to the Sage in lieu of the passion of pleasure. Something of the same color attaches also to his choice of the term “fools” (ἀνόητοι) to characterize the immoral. This unobtrusive use of Stoic terminology and ideas is characteristic of Dio’s work more generally: compare especially his use of Stoic political theory and cosmology in the Borysthenitic Oration (Or. 36).

11. Anacharsis is widely used in writings of this period as a trenchant critic of Greek ways from the outside: see, e.g., Lucian’s Anacharsis. Kindstrand 1981 provides a comprehensive if flat-footed survey, König 2005: 45–96 something sharper on Lucian’s use of the figure.

12. A situation of a kind that Plutarch in his Praecepta gerendae reipublicae memorably warns the aspiring statesman not to allow to arise (17.813d–814c): “officials in the cities, when they foolishly urge the people to imitate the deeds, ideals, and actions of their ancestors, however unsuitable they may be to the present times and conditions, stir up the masses and, though what they do is laughable (γέλωτα . . . ποιοῦντες), what is done to them is no laughing matter (οὐκέτι γέλωτος ἄξια)” (814a, trans. Fowler).

13. Contrast here the earlier nervousness Dio attributes to his younger self in Or. 13. It is precisely a mark of the confident moral authority he has since acquired and is trading on in the Alexandrian Oration that he no longer regards being laughed at as a source of shame or a mark of inferiority. In his mature imperviousness he is now like one of his heroes, Diogenes, as described by Plutarch in De cohibenda ira 460e (discussed later in this chapter); cf. Halliwell 2008: 380, and Kuin in this volume. Among other things, Dio is pointedly showing himself to be a truer disciple of Diogenes than the self-styled “Cynics” of modern Alexandria.

14. Analysis of the Euboean Oration in Russell 1992: 8–14 (with detailed commentary 109–58).

15. I am grateful to Eyjólfur Kjalar Emilsson for underlining this point to me.

16. On the topic of advocates’ laughter, cf. Guérin on Cicero in this volume, 129–37.

17. Compare, to some extent, the account given by Guérin in this volume of sociable laughter in Cicero (124–29).

18. On Diogenes and derision, in particular as depicted and critiqued by Lucian, see Kuin in this volume.

19. Diogenes: Orr. 4.20, 46, 66, 92; 6.13, 21; 9.22; 10.2, 19, 31 (comparing Or. 13.29 as well as Or. 32 for Dio himself). Tyranny: Or. 1.79 and 81. Avarice and hedonism: Or. 4.91–92 (cf. Halliwell 2008: 19). Zeus: Or. 36.36.

20. On this distinction, cf. Guérin in this volume, 134–37.

21. As Michiel Meeusen points out to me, Plutarch is here taking an interesting angle on a popular puzzle topic. “Why are the armpits ticklish?” is a question raised in the Aristotelian Problemata (35.2.964b30), and listed as an insoluble issue (ἄπορος ζήτησις) in the Medical Puzzles and Natural Problems of pseudo-Alexander of Aphrodisias. Whereas Aristotle, using the armpits as an example, attributes laughing when tickled to the thinness of the skin in certain parts of the body, combined with the fact that only humans are able to laugh (Part. an. 3.10.673a2–10; cf. Halliwell 2008: 315), Plutarch for his own moralizing purposes is apparently prepared to defy Aristotelian authority and declare that sort of laughter unnatural.

22. Also in the Life of Fabius Maximus 10.2; and cf. Dio in Or. 32 (see n13).

23. The point is that people’s true nature is exposed when they drink and laugh together (in vino veritas); but is this undesirable to the flatterer because he wishes to keep his own devious nature concealed, or because he does not want his victim to become more self-aware?

24. Jazdzewska 2016: 75: “Laughter in the Conv. sept. sap. occurs mostly in the context of sympotic bantering, and serves to mitigate censorious utterances and potentially offensive remarks, as well as to acknowledge others’ playful intentions.” On the topic of sociable jesting, see again Guérin in this volume, 124–29.

25. For sardonic laughter, see 148 and n9 in this chapter.

26. In his treatises on self-formation and on political engagement Plutarch lays repeated stress on the need for reflective and nonabrasive interaction with one’s peers: see, e.g., Quomodo quis suos in virtute sentiat profectus 78a ff.; De cohibenda ira 452f ff. (and passim); Praecepta gerendae rei publicae 799b–c, 800a–b, 808b–e.

27. See Pelling 1995; Duff 1999: 52–71; Nikolaides 2014.

28. The genuinely distinctive character of the Life of Antony in this connection deserves to be underlined: laughter has a centrality to Plutarch’s analysis in this work that is not found in any other Life, although the Life of Alexander (and perhaps, oddly, the Life of Lycurgus) might be felt to be partial exceptions to this generalization (Alex. 6.5, 14.5, 25.2, 28.4, 29.6, 31.2, 39.2 and 5, 50.9 and 10, 58.9, 74.3 and 5; Lycurg. 9.3, 15.6 and 10, 25.2, 28.4).

29. Pelling 1988: 10–18; cf. Duff 1999: 69: “The moral texturing, then, of Plutarch’s Parallel Lives is, very often, of this subtle and implicit kind. Thus the sensitive interest which we see in the Antony in a great man’s psychology and frailty fits much better this model of Plutarch’s moralism. . . . But though Antony is not made into a paradigm of virtue and vice, there is still material here for moral reflection, something for the reader to learn from in his own life.”

30. Pelling 1988: 37–45.

31. Life of Antony 26; Antony and Cleopatra, 2.2.195–223.

32. A widely shared concern: cf. Halliwell 2008: 9 (n23) and 10 (n25). The passage from Gregory of Nyssa that Halliwell quotes (Hom. in Eccl. 2.4.645 PG) is especially telling in its cataloguing of the unsightly physical distortions caused by the “madness” of laughter.

33. But see also Cicero, Rep. 4.11 and Brut. 224.

34. As discussed by Matt Walker in this volume.

35. See Guérin in this volume, esp. 137–41.


Part III

The Use of Humor and Comedy in Philosophical Discourse
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Self-Ridicule

Socratic Wisdom

Paul B. Woodruff

1. Seeking Reverence

Ridicule is the handmaid of reverence. Reverence is the felt recognition of human vulnerability or mortality—of our not being godlike through and through. Comic ridicule cultivates reverence by bringing human weakness into the open, especially in the case of people of near-superhuman reputations. The plays of Aristophanes pulse with scathing ridicule, and yet they were performed in a sacred precinct as part of a festival in honor of the gods. Male actors were equipped with substantial leather phalluses and indulged in the most ribald humor—all as part of an exercise in reverence. Aristophanes’ mocking plays are intrinsically reverent, and mockery was an essential part of some reverent practices in ancient religion. On one report, candidates for initiation in the most sacred mystery religion of Attica, situated in Eleusis, were seated and subjected to ridicule.1

Ridicule can be reverent? In the ancient Greek value system, it was arrogance, not mockery, that was irreverent, and the worst irreverence was arrogating to yourself the qualities of a god.2 In the modern world we scarcely have a concept comparable to reverence as the ancient Greeks understood it.3 Reverence is the virtue for which arrogance or hubris is the vice. Reverent actions reflect the agents’ recognition that we human beings are not divine, that we are mortal, prone to ignorance, and vulnerable in success to overlooking our many weaknesses. The reverence of comedy is that it cuts successful people down to human size, averting the wrath of the gods and dispelling any tendency they might have to think they are too good to fail.

Tragic drama also brings the great people of myth down to human size, making them objects not of laughter but of grief. Oedipus’ brilliant success in solving the riddle of the sphinx set him up on a proud course of self-confidence that could end only one way—with his fall. He has mistaken his one display of cleverness—in solving the riddle—for wisdom.

If the gods don’t make you fall (as often seems to happen in tragic poems), then human beings will pick up the slack, as history shows. The Athenians were puffed up with victory after winning the first phase of their war against Sparta. Feeling invulnerable, they showed no compassion for the people of Melos, whom they killed or enslaved. In myth, gods too feel invulnerable, because they are, but the Athenians are not godlike. They will discover how vulnerable they are a few years later, outside Syracuse. Thucydides arranges this history to bring out its tragic shape.4

The gods had no need to leave Olympia to bring Athens to its knees; Athenian overreaching set the stage, and then Sparta and her allies finished the business. Grow too big to remember your limitations, runs the warning, and you’ll find someone eager to cut you small again. Ridicule, applied in the right way, might have saved the Athenians by restoring their reverence.

Reverence in the practice of philosophy would make you see how limited your wisdom is; the wise philosopher is confident about her own ignorance, and this confidence is human wisdom. The world we humans inhabit teems with forces able and willing to cut most irreverent people down to human size, but in the case of philosophy they tend to miss their target. Overweening pride in wisdom does not make it onto the tragic stage. Pride in knowledge or cleverness does. Tragic figures often depend too heavily on the knowledge they have. Creon, for example, thinks he knows too much to listen to his son Haemon, who does know the one thing Creon most needs to hear—what people are saying in the streets and are afraid to say to him (Antigone 690–95).

Philosophers are hard to portray as tragic figures, however, for the simple reason that they are funny even at their best—at least to the eyes and ears of those not yet seduced by its siren song:


When such a one is compelled to speak, in court or anywhere else, about what’s under foot or in plain sight, he’s a butt of laughter not merely to Thracian women but to the whole crowd, as he falls into a well—or into every kind of impasse—owing to inexperience.5 (Theaetetus 174c1–d1, cf. 175a)



Socrates’ audience knew well how he had been ridiculed on the public stage by Aristophanes. But this ridicule, as Socrates is at pains to show in the Apology, flies wide of its target: there is nothing in it to make philosophers ashamed or wish to change their lives. There can’t be. What makes philosophers funny to the crowd is that their work, even at its very best, seems to make no sense to those outside their orbit. Philosophy is, at least, hard to appreciate by non-philosophers. Philosophers spend their careers at the painful limits of what they can accomplish by means of reason, and they often make mistakes. In this they are cruising for a tragic fall only if they deceive themselves or others about their wisdom.

Only a philosopher could conceivably bring down a philosopher, because only a philosopher can see precisely where it is that a philosopher overreaches. Empire builders and others who are arrogant in familiar ways are easy to humble on stage or in history. Their limits are plain to see for everyone. Even Achilles knows that, although he is the greatest fighter on earth, he too will die. A clever dialectician such as Socrates, who is an Achilles on the battlefield of ideas, knows that he will die. But he does not know that he will be refuted. To make matters more difficult for reverence in philosophy, a Socrates may have such clever dodges open to him that he will never admit to himself or to others that he has been refuted. Ask how many figures in the history of philosophy have accepted defeat and given up their theories. Very few. Most of them tinker endlessly with ways to squirm out of logical tangles. And, after all, who could get the better of Socrates—and force him to admit he had been bested?

Yet Plato’s Socrates achieved the reverence of what he called human wisdom—the recognition that he cannot match the gods for wisdom. How could he have recognized this? No other thinker bested him in argument; no comic playwright or public laughter caused him to pull back. The only one who could bring down Socrates was Socrates. And the manner of his cutting down is not tragic, but comic. Socrates’ genius is that he knows how to see himself as ridiculous—not in the way the crowd sees him, but in the way that only Socrates can see Socrates. At the same time, he is able to cling to a set of ethical commitments, based on recurrent intuitions,6 that have so far survived intense self-examination.

When Socrates has been told to drink the hemlock, Crito encourages him to take some time to enjoy a few more minutes of his life, as others do. Socrates answers thus:


It is like7 the people you mention to act in such a way, Crito, because they think they gain by doing so. But it is like me not to do this. You see I think there’s no gain in drinking [the poison] a little later; the only advantage I’d get would be to be to deserve my own laughter,8 if I struggle to live and eke out my life when I have nothing. (Phaedo 116e7–117a3)



Only Socrates could see himself as laughable in this situation. And because he can do so, he is able to show a higher measure of wisdom in his last moments than others facing execution.

2. Human Wisdom and the Ridiculous

Ridicule keeps Socrates close to human wisdom, but only because he practices it on himself. Socrates’ solution to the riddle he finds in the oracle is well known. The oracle had answered that no one was wiser than Socrates, though Socrates was aware of his failure to be wise. If the oracle could not lie, some truth must be concealed in its answer. Socrates tells the jury that the oracle probably meant this:


That man is wisest, O humans, who, like Socrates, has recognized that, in truth, he is worth nothing with respect to wisdom. (Apology 23b2–4)



Socrates does not tell the jury how he has come to recognize this about himself, but much later in the speech he gives a hint:


If I tell you that the greatest good for a human being turns out to be really this: to hold reasoned conversations every day about virtue and the other topics you hear me discussing when I examine myself and others—an unexamined life is not to be lived by a human being—you’ll believe me even less. (Ap. 38a1–6)



Socrates implies that he lives an examined life, and so far as we know, he has only himself to thank for this, as he is the only such examiner in Athens. Socrates insists that he is doing a favor to Athenians by being a persistent examiner. Those who live an unexamined life, as Socrates pointed out in the context of the oracle, are easily deceived by what small knowledge they have into thinking that they are wise. The false conceit of wisdom deprives them of such wisdom as human beings may have, with the result that they set value on things other than virtue, such as money and power. A human life is not worth living if it is unexamined, says Socrates, implying that you cannot examine your life without seeking virtue. And you cannot seek virtue if you think you have it. Hence the huge importance of maintaining a strong sense of lacking the most vital thing you do not have—the wisdom on which perfect virtue would depend. That strong sense of lacking something just is what human wisdom amounts to, and this is the ground for such virtue as human beings can achieve. Virtues of this kind, which are an antidote to arrogance, would be recognized by the poets as reverence.9

If you think you know what virtue calls for but do not, then you are in moral danger. You may take actions that are not conducive to the development of virtue or, worse, contribute to the formation of vile habits. You may inadvertently destroy your own character. Socrates compares character to health in the Crito: if you ignore the advice of trainers and physicians, thinking you know best how to exercise, you can damage your body seriously. We too must know this hazard to our bodies as we age: exercising in ignorance, many of us have done irreparable damage to our knees. In the same way, Socrates claims, we can, by acting in ignorance, and ignorance of our ignorance, damage our characters.

The wisdom we need in order to forestall such damage is the wisdom to stop—to stop stretching in the way that endangers the knee, or to hold back from telling the lie that would contribute to a lifetime habit of falsehood on important matters. It’s no fun living with a pain in the knee; it could be a disaster to live in the false belief (for example) that love is a blight for human beings. Socrates stops halfway in his speech against love (Phaedrus 241d) and turns back from crossing the river until he has given voice to the defense of love (242bc). He has the wisdom to stop when he should stop and, confident in that wisdom, is sure he has done nothing for which he deserves to be punished by the Athenians.

The wisdom to stop—where does that come from? At the end of this chapter I speculate about what Socrates means by the daimonion, his uncanny sense of when to stop. Before that I explore the idea that Socrates knows when to stop because he knows when it would be ridiculous to go on.

In Socrates’ culture, you become ridiculous—a butt of laughter—if you are exposed as a failure. Many kinds of defeat make you ridiculous in ancient Greek culture, but Socrates’ focus is on defeats of the mind.10 To have your ignorance exposed is to be ridiculous if you claim knowledge. Self-contradiction leads to refutation, and then refutation leads to shame and ridicule. Socrates shames and ridicules others through his questioning; after all, the first meaning of elenchein, the verb for his kind of questioning, is to shame or disgrace. In shaming others he is at least doing them this favor, that he is advancing their human wisdom, their sense of un-wisdom.

If Socrates has succeeded in maintaining his own sense of un-wisdom, he must have done so by refuting himself, which would involve shaming and ridiculing himself.11 He tells us very little about how he does this, except in one extraordinary dialogue: the Hippias Major.12 There we have a report, albeit laced with irony, of how Socrates faces himself, constantly, as a questioner.

3. Dividing Socrates

Socrates would have to divide himself into examiner and exam subject to carry out his self-investigation. Literature had a fine precedent for this already, in the Homeric poems. There, often, a hero addresses himself. We moderns may find this puzzling, because we bring to it the assumption of a unified self or consciousness. But the language of Homer suggests that the poet and his audience were not committed to such an assumption of personal unity. The hero can speak to one of his psychological organs, of which there is a good number (heart, diaphragm, liver, etc.)13 Plato’s Socrates easily imagines a soul dividing into political parties determined to drive one another into exile (e.g., Phaedrus 237d, ff.). In the Hippias Major, Socrates indicates to the readers that he keeps an alter ego at the back of his mind, ready to pounce whenever he goes wrong.

Here Socrates confronts Hippias indirectly by introducing his own unnamed questioner, whom, Socrates says, he cannot escape. We readers realize that Socrates cannot escape the questioner because the questioner is in his own mind, and because (as we learned from the Apology) Socrates needs to keep his self-questioning active in order to live the examined life that is worth living. Hippias shrinks from direct confrontation, but he can sympathize with Socrates’ plight—believing, as he does, that the questioner is simply a pest who follows Socrates around. The effect on the reader is richly comic.

The comic style and language Plato adopts to achieve this effect is unusual and has aroused suspicions concerning the dialogue’s authenticity. But these surprising features of this dialogue are brilliant, appropriate to the material, and original. I cannot imagine an imitator deviating so markedly from the Platonic models he would have been imitating, and so I have argued that the dialogue is Plato’s work. I should warn the reader that not all scholars agree with me on this, and I must admit to doubts of the dialogue’s authenticity on my own part.14 I should confess, also, that without the Hippias Major I could not make as strong a case for my thesis about self-ridicule. In the Symposium, however, Socrates speaks through the persona of Diotima15 to question himself in a dismissive and mocking tone (201e10, 202b10), and to express doubt that he is capable of full initiation into the higher mystery of love (209e5–210a2).

Back to the Hippias Major. There, the questioner mocks him (so Socrates says) and, speaking to Hippias, Socrates follows suit, ridiculing the questioner with insulting language. The mockery on both sides is tinged with irony, of course, but it carries a real bite nonetheless. Socrates does not beat himself with a stick, but he must be hard enough on himself to maintain his human wisdom. He would defeat himself if he had offered, even only to himself, a bad answer to a question, and he would see himself as laughable in defeat. Socrates has divided himself in two in such a way that one part can keep cutting the whole self down to human size. If Hippias could only see himself, as Socrates is able to see himself, he would not be shown up as the fool he is, accomplished in many technical subjects, but he makes the ignorant mistake of thinking that his expert knowledge of other matters qualifies him as an expert on what is valuable or fine.16

What size is human, for Socrates? When Socrates defeats himself he is a proud victor as well as an abject and laughable failure. We shall see later that Socrates’ capacity for self-defeat is uncanny, almost supernatural. At least it goes beyond what we expect of the human. And yet Socrates must expect that we ordinary folks can follow his example, or he would be deceiving us about his mission to Athens—to set an example for us. Nothing would be more cruel than to insist on our following an example that is beyond us. Socrates knows that the questioner is not really superhuman, because he knows he is just Socrates. Socrates divides himself only for purpose of argument—not merely the argument with Hippias, but the argument he continuously stokes in his own mind.17 He remains a single human being. The two halves share alike in the ignominy of defeat and the glory of victory.

The questioner starts with what looks like an innocent question, “What is the fine?” (τὸ καλόν). He asks it rudely, as if he has already concluded that Socrates is ridiculous:


He asked me a question like this, in an insulting (ὑβριστικῶς) manner. From what source do you know the sorts of things that are fine or foul? Are you able to tell me what the fine is? (Hippias Major 286c7–d2)



Later, after the questioner has rejected an answer Hippias thought irrefutable, we have this exchange:


Hippias: What’s this, then, Socrates? He’s simply got to accept anything that was said correctly, or else—if he does not accept it—he’ll be an object of ridicule.

Socrates: That answer he won’t accept for sure; what’s more, he’ll jeer at me awfully and ask: “Are you crazy?” (Hipp.Maj. 289e–290a4)



Socrates has returned the insults, using language not found elsewhere in Plato:


Hippias: Who is this man, Socrates? What an ignorant boor he is to speak such common words on an august occasion!

Socrates: He’s like that, Hippias. Not refined. Garbage (συρφετός), really. He cares about nothing but the truth. (Hipp.Maj. 288d1–5)



The irony is palpable, to us readers.18 Hippias may feel that Socrates is on his side here, but, while insulting his alter ego, the questioner, Socrates is also insulting Hippias. Yes, Hippias has mastered many refinements, but (Socrates seems to imply) he is better at sounding refined than at finding the truth and telling it. As for finding truth, Socrates is no better off than Hippias. He would be wrong to suggest that Hippias does not care at all about the truth. Plainly, he does try to get things right in some sense. But Socrates has a better way of caring about the truth: fostering his internal questioner.

Socrates’ way is a painful way, however. Socrates seems to be expressing real discomfort in his life with the questioner—a discomfort we should expect from what he has said in the Apology about his ignorance. He has trained himself to be a pain to himself:


Hippias: Won’t you tell me who he is?

Socrates: You wouldn’t know if I told you his name.

Hippias: I know this, at least: he’s an ignoramus.

Socrates: Oh, Hippias, he’s a real pain (μέρμερος). (Hipp.Maj. 290e1–e4)



And so the dialogue ends with an insult that Socrates has given himself, a reminder that any judgments he might make about what is or is not kalon would be pretentious. He must live on the edge of being ridiculous.


When I’m convinced by you and say what you say, that it’s much the most excellent and powerful thing to be able to present a speech well and finely, and prevail in court or get things done in any gathering, I hear every insult from that man (among others around here) who has always been refuting me. He happens to be a close relative of mine, and he lives in the same house. So when I go home to my own place and he hears me saying those things, he asks if I am not ashamed that I dare discuss fine ways of life when it’s clear I don’t even know at all what that is itself. “Look,” he will say. “How will you know whose speech—or any other action—is finely presented or not, when you are ignorant of the fine? The state you’re in! Can you really believe it’s better for you to live than die?” (Hipp.Maj. 304c6–d8)



Socrates has not given answers as far off the mark as Hippias’ answers were at the start, and, for all he seems to say to the contrary, his answers do not make him ridiculous in the way they did Hippias. But the answers he does supply toward the end of the dialogue, after Hippias is wrung out, are evidently Socratic. Here Socrates’ self-questioning is in earnest, and his answers are the best he can give. The result is a genuine embarrassment for him. His best account of the fine is that it is beneficial (296e5), but this he is unable to maintain against his own assault. Although he believes that this is the best thing to say about to kalon, he still finds it unsatisfactory as an answer to his question.19 Worse, he finds this answer the most laughable one they have considered:


So it turns out for us not as we had thought earlier. This is not the finest of accounts—that the beneficial and the useful and that which has the power to produce some good is fine. That’s not how it is, but this is, if possible, more laughable than the first answers when we thought a young girl was the fine, or any one of the things we said before. (Hipp.Maj. 297d3–8)



Why more laughable? I suggest that is because this is the point at which Socrates’ own wisdom is under attack. Hippias’ answers (e.g., that a young girl is fine) were plainly nonstarters. Socrates’ self-defeat is humiliating to him, and that, from his point of view, is a greater humiliation than Hippias experienced. Hippias never had the ambition to know what is to kalon, as Socrates does. That ambition is the anvil on which ridicule is hammered out.

4. Mischievous Questions

If you say that your action is reverent, or that some speech is elegant, or that you and I are friends, Socrates is likely to ask you to say what reverence, or elegance, or a friend really is. He asks these questions of himself, and ridicules himself too when he fails to provide a satisfactory answer.

Socrates’ questions are mischievous in two ways. First, he represents them as demanding an answer on pain of ridicule: we will be laughable if we go on as we are without answering them. The second point makes matters worse: Socrates has carefully framed the questions in such a way that they cannot be answered, at least not by a human being. The double mischief adds up to this: that we human beings are in a ridiculous state, unable to know the things it is imperative for us to know.

A peculiar assumption lurks behind the first mischief: that we cannot use such concepts properly without being able to explain what they are to a philosopher’s satisfaction. That is nonsense at the human level.20 We can be friends in a human way and understand ourselves to be friends without being able to answer Socrates’ question.21 Nevertheless, Socrates seems to insist that it is ridiculous to use concepts unless we can explain them at the level Socrates requires.22 If he is right to insist, then we are all ridiculous, for Socrates could answer his questions if anyone could, but, if we are to believe what he says about himself, as I think we must, he cannot.

The second mischief lies in the nature of his questions. Normally, when we ask a question, we presuppose that the question has an answer.23 There is no answer to the question “what is the last digit in the number pi?” and so we do not ask it on exams and would never fault a student for failing to supply an answer. That question is unanswerable in principle; it is not like asking how many grains of sand are in Libya. There is an answer to that, though no human being can know it, and so we do not ask it, except in fun or as a rhetorical flourish.

Socrates asks questions that are mischievous in each way, some questions no human being can answer, and some that are in principle unanswerable. For an example of the first, consider the question Socrates asks about friendship. Such evidently is the question of the Lysis. Perhaps the gods know the answer, in which case Socrates’ question serves to mark the line between human ambition and divine knowledge:


We’ve become objects of ridicule, you and I, old as I am. When these people go home they will say that we think we are friends of one another—I even include myself with you—but we are not yet able to find out what a friend is. (Lysis 223b5–8)



And they never will. But we can reasonably expect that there is an answer to this question; the gods, at least, ought to know the criterion for determining who their friends and enemies are, at least among other gods; that criterion will be connected to their knowledge of good and evil. And their judgments of other gods will be stabilized by the stability of divine natures.

In the prologue to the Ajax, Athena is shown to be confident in her enmity toward Ajax; so is Odysseus, but he has been a friend of Ajax in the past and knows that enmity and friendship are in flux among humans, and so he will not act on his current enmity.24 At the human level, there may be no stable criterion that accurately picks out friends from enemies. Friendships shift and turn, as Sophocles has his Ajax say later in the play: “For now I know that I must be no more enemy to my enemy as befits a man who will later be my friend, and when I support my friend with good deeds, that he will not always remain so. For most mortals, comradeship is a treacherous harbor” (678–83). Poor Ajax! He is committed to his friendships, but he cannot know what they are. Socrates’ question brings out sharply this absurdity at the center of our moral lives.

Our human quest to live well is ridiculous: we have ambitions we cannot satisfy. These are evident in the Hippias Major, where Socrates reports the question that torments him. The questioner supposes there is a single thing, the fine (to kalon), that makes all the fine things fine, and that this is something, by which he means something we should be able to identify with language other than “the fine” (287c8–d1, 288a8–9). After failing, Hippias picks up on Socrates’ basic assumption: “I think you are looking for the sort of thing, as an answer, that will never turn out to be foul for anyone at any time or in any place” (291d1–3), and Socrates agrees.

Even when Socrates takes over the inquiry, however, he is unable to provide a completely successful answer. Hippias’ candidates all turned out to be foul in one context or another, and this result is not surprising. All of them belong to what Socrates will later call the many fine things: “Is there any of the many fine things that does not show up foul? Or of the many just things, unjust? Or of the many reverent things, irreverent? (Republic 5.479a5–8).25 Socrates’ candidates fail for deeper reasons, and we are left with the impression that we will go wrong if we call the fine by any other name than its own. The quest is, at a deep level, absurd for us mortals.

The point is even sharper in the Euthyphro. There, Socrates also has enough mischief in him to ask questions that even the gods could not answer, questions that bring to light the boundaries of the knowability of the world in which we live. Euthyphro is confident that he knows reverence precisely enough to be sure that he is not going wrong in prosecuting his father. Socrates asks,


So . . . do you really think you know with such precision (οὑτωσί ἀκριβῶς) about the divine and about what is reverent or irreverent that, in view of the actions you describe, you have no fear that in prosecuting your father you may turn out to be committing an act of irreverence? (Euthyphro 4e3–8)



Then Socrates introduces a bold assumption, that the basis for such knowledge would be a model or paradigm such that whatever matches it is reverent, and not at all irreverent:


Then teach me what this visible form (ἰδέα) is, so that looking at it (ἀποβλέπων) and using it as a model (παράδειγμα) I may affirm that any action, if it is such as it is, is reverent (whether you or someone else does it) and deny this for any action which is not such as it. (Euthyph. 6e3–6)



There is no such thing. That is, there is nothing we can know that will assure us that our actions are faultlessly, purely reverent. That is because no human action can be reverent in that fashion; any of the many reverent actions will be found to be irreverent in some respect (Republic 479a5–8). Euthyphro’s indictment of his father is a fine example—reverent in prosecuting the guilty, irreverent in violating family ties. There is no harbor from the moral treachery of the human situation. And to think that there is such a harbor is indeed ridiculous—and deeply irreverent in overlooking the limits of human possibility. Socrates’ question is based on Euthyphro’s false and irreverent presupposition that such things can be.26

Socrates’ question misled Euthyphro, but it also misleads most readers into thinking that it must have an answer. He is luring us into a trap into which he has already lured himself. It is a device for showing himself and others to be ridiculous. To ask a question that cannot be answered is serious mischief.

5. Living with Oneself

Socrates is not content with being ridiculous. Although he is stuck with the global absurdity of being human, he is not stuck with absurdity in his own life: he could easily achieve local absurdity by entangling his life in inconsistent beliefs. Keeping his tools for self-ridicule always handy, he is able to avoid using them, to an uncanny—almost superhuman—extent. The route to ridicule goes by way of internal contradiction—by acting or speaking against values to which one is committed. Such local absurdity Socrates is able to avoid, thanks to the presence of his inner critic.

The global absurdity arises from the tension between our ambitions for knowledge (expressed in Socrates’ questions) and our ability to answer them (sadly limited by Socrates’ refutations). Socrates is able to bring out local absurdity in people like Callicles who declare their allegiance to one value but collapse, under questioning, into countervailing values. Callicles declares himself for a kind of untrammeled hedonism, and then, under questioning, shows that he remains in thrall to certain conventional non-hedonic values, such as avoiding the shameful life of the catamite no matter how pleasant it might be (Gorgias 494e–95a).


As for me, I always have the same logos: I don’t know how these matters are, but those logoi I’ve stumbled on by sheer luck—as now—no one has been able to say otherwise without being an object of ridicule (Gorgias 509a4–7).



An object of ridicule as Callicles has turned out to be, in fact, as Socrates has shown. He may seem admirable to the untutored. Socrates may seem ridiculous to Aristophanes’ audience, but he is not in fact an object of ridicule; he has avoided that fate by being ready to bring ridicule to bear on himself for any deviation from his long-held ethical commitments. This stance becomes clear in the Crito, when even the threat of death does not scare him into changing his values:


I respect and honor the same logoi as before; unless I have something better to say for the present circumstance you can be sure I will not give in to you (Crito 46c1–3).



Having lived his life committed to the belief that one should never commit an injustice, he holds that to violate that belief in old age would be to make a joke of his earlier life:


Could it be that we old men have spent all these years in serious discussion and not realized that we are no better than children? (Cri. 49a10–b1)



We might well ask why past commitments should weigh so heavily. If I see now that I have been wrong all along, should I not change, no matter how late in the day? In such a case I should accept the pain of self-ridicule. Suppose I have believed all my life that the earth’s shadow causes the phases of the moon. Now you show me that this is false, and I must admit that I have been laughably wrong for seventy years. Self-ridicule should not stop me from learning astronomy. Why should it stop Socrates from changing his views about justice and injustice?

Socrates’ commitment to justice has been the cornerstone of his ethical life. His changing his mind on that would not be like my changing my mind about the phases of the moon. For me to cling to my moon theory would be to turn my back on the plain evidence that bears on the case; I would have to shut my eyes when the moon is gibbous. But for Socrates to cling to his rejection of injustice requires no such irrationality. Everything he has said and done relating to ethics is connected with his commitment to justice as he understands it. To reject that now would tear a great rip in the fabric of his life. Of course, that may be what ethics requires one to do. The reformed Nazi must tear a rip in his life, but only because he had not examined his life earlier.

One should try to live, as Socrates does, in a way that does not expose it to such dangers, weaving from the very start a fabric that will never need to be torn asunder. The safest course is the sort of self-examination that would prevent your doing anything that you will later regret. To take one’s life seriously is to try to keep it intact, so far as possible. This view is not unique to long-dead Socrates. Modern thinkers write of narrative ethics, of preserving the narrative flow of a life. Virtue ethicists such as Christine Swanton argue that different ethical choices may be defensible for different lives.27 Bernard Williams appeals to personal integrity as an ethical consideration telling against consequentialism in certain cases.28

For all that his life is pulsing with irony, Socrates takes his life with utmost seriousness. Is it a paradox to say that Socrates’ capacity for self-ridicule is crucial to his taking life seriously?

6. Uncanny Socrates

Socrates claims an uncanny ability to catch himself before he goes wrong. In the Apology he explains this ability as due to a voice that he has heard since childhood, “something divine and uncanny” (θεῖον τι καὶ δαιμόνιον), which turns him away from what he was about to do, but never urges him forward (31c8–d4).

Meletus, one of Socrates’ prosecutors, evidently supposes that this voice is a new god, and that Socrates is corrupting the youth by teaching them about this god. Some scholars have—and this is amazing to me—made the same mistake as Meletus. We have no reason to suppose that the voice is a god or directly from a god. First, the word I translate “uncanny” does not mean divine; daimonios can simply mean “surprising,” “out of the ordinary.” Second, the word I translate as “divine” can mean simply what goes beyond what we usually expect from human beings; even quite human Homeric heroes can display the excellence in virtue of which one might be is called theios.29

Stepping back from the point about language, we need to look at what Socrates is asking us to do and to be. He is not asking us to find our own personal gods. He is asking us to practice self-examination and thereby to hold back from actions that we cannot support on the basis of consistent ethical commitments.30 This practice, he believes, explains how he has lived so well, and his teaching of it explains why he thinks he deserves not punishment but a reward.

We have only one detailed, undisputed account of how this practice works:


Just as I was about to cross the river, my friend, that uncanny thing—the sign I am used to—came to me. It holds me back from what I am about to do each time it comes. I thought I heard a voice from this place, which would not let me depart until I had made myself holy for having violated the divine in some way. I am really a mantis you see, though I am not professional, but I do it well enough for myself—like those who can barely read. So I clearly grasped my violation. In fact, my friend, the soul too is mantic. (Phaedrus 242b8–c7)



Socrates has defamed a god—Love—and realizes now that he must make amends. Here the word mantis apparently means an interpreter of divine signs. Hearing the prohibition (which must be purely apotropaic), he interprets it as requiring him to take further steps.31 If “the soul too is mantic,” then anyone who pays attention to his or her soul should be able to do the same thing.

What is it that Socrates has done? Simply, he has recognized an inconsistency between what he has just said against Love and an earlier commitment to its divinity. Socrates’ capacity for catching inconsistencies is rare and uncanny, but not miraculous. No divine intervention is necessary. For the examiner who is always examining himself as he goes along, this is part of a normal day’s work. If we can emulate this self-examination, as he urges in the Apology, then we too can catch ourselves before proceeding on the basis of beliefs that are inconsistent with other long-held commitments. If Socrates is to be our model, then his success cannot be due to a unique relationship with the gods. We too have souls, and they have a divine aspect. Otherwise, Socrates’ example would be wasted on us. We too can cultivate abilities that are uncanny. Our souls too can be mantic.
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1. The report is from a late source, Plutarch, and may not be reliable.

2. Keep in mind that the gods of the Greek poets were not moral exemplars. Sophocles, for example, treats compassion as an essential human virtue, while recognizing the ruthlessness of the gods. Human virtue, to the poets, is not godlike. Plato, of course, has a different view of the gods and consequently a different view of reverence (see Woodruff 2015). But Socrates in the Apology, in recognizing that his wisdom is not godlike, is in harmony with the ethics of the poets.

3. Greek uses two words, very close in meaning, for this virtue: to hosion and eusebeia; a third word, aidōs, has a wider range of meaning that includes a sense of shame as well as reverence. The most common English translation is “piety,” but this, I think, is misleading. The Roman virtue of pietas is closer to dutifulness or loyalty. In any case, there is no English word that fully captures the Greek meaning. I have written about this extensively in my Reverence: Renewing a Forgotten Virtue (Woodruff 2014).

4. For example, Thucydides chooses the events at Melos for special coverage and then moves directly from the story of Melos to that of the ill-fated Sicilian expedition. Cornford first observed that the external form of the History involved “conscious imitation of tragedy,” focusing mainly on Thucydides’ way of presenting characters and speeches ([1907] 1971: 129–52; on Melos, 181–87).

5. The Thracian (woman, as we were told earlier) laughed when she saw Thales, said to be the first of philosophers, fall into a well.

6. By “intuitions,” I refer to the intimations that are accessible to him through his yearning for the good (Republic 505d5–506a2).

7. It’s like the people: εἰκότως. A fuller translation would read thus: “It is reasonable to expect this of them.” All translations in this chapter are my own.

8. “The only advantage I’d get drinking it a little later would be to be to deserve my own laughter”: οὐδὲν γὰρ οἶμαι κερδανεῖν ὀλίγον ὕστερον πιών ἄλλο γε ἢ γέλωτα ὀφλήσειν παρ᾽ ἐμαυτῷ.

9. Here I open large themes that I have treated elsewhere. On reverence, see Woodruff 2014. On Socrates’ mission to the Athenians, see Woodruff 2018.

10. In the Philebus he argues that failures of self-knowledge are ridiculous (48c).

11. For a sophisticated account of Socrates’ use of laughter and ridicule, see Halliwell’s magisterial work (2008: 276–302).

12. Vlastos accepts the authenticity of the Hippias Major, but argues that Socrates has ditched the elenchus in this dialogue, as he considers the elenchus to be an adversary procedure that requires a distinct interlocutor (1983: 58). I disagree: I have treated the argument there as standard Socratic practice, in which Socrates uses the same method on himself that he uses on others; in the same way, in Euthyphro, he uses his method both against Euthyphro’s bad answers and against his own much better ones. In both cases, he uses the same method (Woodruff 1982).

13. The question of whether the Homeric Greeks had a non-unitary conception of self is vexed. I follow Snell (1948) 1953 and Adkins 1960, on the whole, but am well aware of the criticism by scholars such as Williams (1993: 23 ff.). In any case, the fragmentation cannot be as severe as Adkins suggests, as the various terms often appear to have been chosen for their metrical properties (Cairns 2014: 34–35). In this important paper, Cairns goes on to argue that the divisions in Plato’s tripartite model of the soul are metaphorical.

14. Kahn’s argument against authenticity is thorough and goes well beyond the use of comic vocabulary (1985: 267–73). On the linguistic points, see also Thesleff, who rejects the dialogue on the basis of its vocabulary (1976). I have defended the dialogue (Woodruff 1982: 94–103) but have been somewhat shaken by Kahn’s verdict. For further discussion of its authenticity, see Trivigno 2016: 56–62 with 31 n4. Trivigno corrects my defense of the dialogue on a number of points.

15. Diotima’s questioning of Socrates is so closely tailored to Agathon’s speech that it is very unlikely to represent a historical event, even if Diotima is a historical character. On the historicity of Diotima see, for example, Prior 2006: 148 ff., Sheffield 2006: 66 n33.

16. I owe the point to Trivigno, who compares Hippias with the craftsmen mentioned in Apology 22d (2016: 62).

17. But see Trivigno, who treats the questioner as a dialectical and literary device aimed at Hippias (2016: 48–49).

18. For a review of accounts of Socratic irony see Bernstein 2016: 54–73.

19. I have argued that Socrates’ case against the beneficial is sound: Woodruff 1982: 70–77. Note that here the questioner is not mentioned. That this is the most Socratic answer to the question I show at 183–87.

20. Socrates may or may not be clear on this. See n22.

21. On the supposed priority of definition, see, for example, Brickhouse and Smith 1994: 45–46.

22. I would argue that he insists on irrefutable definitions of value terms only as a consequence of arrogant claims by people such as Euthyphro and Hippias who pretend to a godlike ability to use value terms inerrantly.

23. Following Belnap, Santas argues for the relatively weak position: “Every question presupposes that at least one of its proposed alternatives is true” (1979: 86).

24. See Knox 1979.

25. The point applies to all value concepts, so it does not matter here that Plato’s view of reverence in the Republic differs from that of the poets.

26. For a defense of my reading of the Euthyphro, see Woodruff 2019.

27. Swanton 2017.

28. Williams 1973.

29. See LSJ s.v θεῖος, definition 3.

30. This account of the daimonion is controversial. For a range of opinions on the matter see Smith and Woodruff 2000 and more recently Destrée and Smith 2005. For an argument defending a view close to mine, see Destrée’s piece in that volume.

31. This resolves the difficulty posed by this passage taken with the Apology: that Socrates derives a command from an apotropaic sign. The sign does not give the command. On the difficulty, see the note in Rowe 1986: 164–65 ad loc.
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Ridicule and Protreptic

Plato, His Reader, and the Role of Comedy in Inquiry

Mary Margaret McCabe

At Philebus 48a–50a, Socrates offers an account1 of “the ridiculous” or “the laughable” (to geloion) and of the mixture of pleasure and pain that constitutes our response2 to comedy. This discussion is at the service of a more general purpose at this point in the dialogue—the analysis of mixed pleasures, as a preface to the discussion of their “pure” counterpart (50e ff.). The detailed context is fixed, at 47e, in terms of a general list of emotions—anger, fear, desire, grief, love, envy, malice, and so forth. So the short discussion of comedy pays special attention to the workings of phthonos, malice, but it is carefully bracketed by a discussion of what seems to be treated as the inverse of comedy—tragedy and the emotion of “lamentation” (thrēnos) (47e, 48a, and 50b). The discussion that follows seems oddly fractured; but this bracketing makes clear its focus: on the audience of tragedy and comedy, or the spectator of the comic event.

For in what follows, Socrates provides us both with a view of the object of ridicule and with a view of the state of mind of the audience of comedy, both in formal and informal situations. But his primary focus of attention is the audience; and he offers us an explanation of the phenomenology of the comic, or the ridiculous, in those who respond to it as the audience.3 That response is, Socrates strikingly maintains, a mixture of pleasure and pain. The phenomenon to be explained, thus, is the response to comedy that—Socrates maintains—is not exhausted by the simple enjoyment of what is ridiculous—any more than our response to tragedy is limited to the weeping (for we enjoy the weeping, 48a6). Instead, by thinking about the relation between the audience and the ridiculous object, he picks out the phenomenal complexity of the response. That response, in turn, is taken to be a psychological event or state, rather than merely its manifestation (so, finding something funny rather than guffawing, just as in tragedy we are lamenting rather than weeping).

It is this psychological complexity that Socrates seeks to explain by talking of mixed pleasure; and it is this psychological complexity, I shall suggest, that Plato exploits in the ways in which he engages with his readers, the audiences to his own comedies and tragedies, indeterminate as they are. That this is Plato’s project is made clear here by the complex ways in which the first-order discussion between Protarchus and Socrates is interrupted by framing remarks about how the discussion is to proceed. Thus, at 48b they talk about how obscure the discussion will be; at 48d Socrates proposes to proceed by division, alluding back to his self-characterization at 23d as laughably obsessive about a method of division;4 Protarchus professes himself puzzled at 49c; Socrates closes the section at 50b by some remarks about how compelling the argument has been. This elaborate framing is not, I suggest, an accident. First, it marks the ways in which Socrates proposes an account of these mixed emotions that is generalizable (his express aim at 47e). Second, it underlines how these methodological interruptions in the dialogues, by reflecting on what is interrupted, both present the interlocutors as reflecting on what has been said and remind the reader of her own position, reflecting on those reflections as well. In what follows I invite consideration of the role of some small and apparently insignificant comic episodes in three other dialogues to provoke just such a reflective stance.

1. Comic Attitudes

Just as we respond to tragedy by lamentation, thrēnos,5 when we are in a state of enjoying weeping (literally, “enjoying we weep,” 48a6), so in laughing at comedy6 we have both pleasure and pain. Think about malice, phthonos:7 malice is both some kind of pain in the soul (48b8)8 and also phenomenally pleasant, when the malice enjoys the ills of one’s neighbors.9 At first, Socrates seems to leave to one side just what the pain is, to think about the enjoyment and its objective source. For we can explain what is objectively funny or ridiculous, he argues, as a failure of self-knowledge by the ridiculous object. The self-knowledge in question can be classified, he suggests,10 as a failure to know oneself in one of three ways (48c–49a)—a failure to understand one’s own financial situation;11 a failure to comprehend one’s own physical attributes;12 and a failure to recognize deficiencies of one’s own ethical state.13 Such failures, in the cases in which the ridiculous object is weak rather than dangerous, may provoke laughter in their audience. But this response is to be explained by the “power of malice.” That is constituted by “an unjust kind of pain and pleasure”:14 here, instead of being distressed by the failings of our friends, we enjoy them—this is a kind of malice, a schadenfreude that generates laughter (50a).15

The elliptical composition of this passage makes it tricky to figure out just how Socrates proposes this account to work. Certainly there are causal connections described here (between the injustice or evil of malice and its painfulness; or between the malicious response to the misfortunes of our friends and the enjoyment). The comparison with tragedy may help. In tragedy, we lament the events we are watching and the lamentation itself involves pleasure (“enjoying we weep”)—it may be fun, or satisfying, or even admirable to cry.16 Since comedy is the inverse, then perhaps malice supplies the laughter; but that malice may give rise to, or constitute, the pain, just because malice is unjust and thus bad for us. But in either case, two things seem to hold. The first is that the causal connection between the lamentation or the malice and the pleasure, in the case of tragedy, or the pain, in the case of comedy, is not considered here as somehow importing a chronological contrast: instead, Socrates is suggesting that the phenomenon in question is an actual and present mixture of pleasure and pain. The second is that one element of the mixture, albeit an objective feature of the situation (the fine pleasures of tragedy or the evil injustice of malice) may not be explicit nor felt directly by its subject.17 It may be that in laughing at the ridiculous object we are unaware that our malice is a bad thing.18 Nonetheless, even if we are not always explicitly aware of both of the separate elements in our response to comedy, there is still a phenomenology of these mixtures, as such. For, at least as they are illustrated by tragedy and comedy, they are somehow disturbing. Weeping while enjoying the play, laughing with a sense of unease at this attitude to one’s friends, are both phenomenologically complex: this phenomenon gives rise—as the Republic documents, 388e ff.—to a troubling emotional conflict.

This account seems right. Consider Malvolio. We sit through the first half of Twelfth Night with some disdain for the vainglory of the man, and for his sheer humorlessness. He does indeed lack self-knowledge (“the best persuaded of himself, so crammed, as he thinks, with excellences, that it is his grounds of faith that all that look upon him love him . . .” Twelfth Night, act 2, scene 3) so that when we learn of the plot to trick him into yellow stockings with cross-garters in a vain attempt to please his mistress, we may find it amusing, pleasing, in just the ways that the characters on the stage predict (“Sport royal, I warrant you”).

But when he finds himself thus decked out, and when he recognizes his own complete humiliation before the woman he so admires, we find, perhaps, some pity, as he asks his desperate question of Olivia (speaking for the first time in verse):


Malvolio: . . . Why have you suffered me to be imprisoned,

Kept in a dark house, visited by the priest,

And made the most notorious geck and gull

That e’er invention played on? Tell me why. (Twelfth Night, act 5, scene 1)



The same conflicted attitudes are characteristic of tragedy, too—consider Lear, and the infuriating obstinacy with which he brings about his own miserable downfall. Recall the frustrated irritation one may feel in the audience, the pantomime response “don’t do it!” as he asks Cordelia to tell him she loves him most:




. . . Now, our joy,Although the last, not least, to whose young loveThe vines of France and milk of BurgundyStrive to be interess’d, what can you say to drawA third more opulent than your sisters? Speak.

Cordelia:Nothing, my lord.

Lear:Nothing?

Cordelia:Nothing.

Lear:Nothing will come of nothing: speak again. (King Lear, act 2, scene 1)



Consider too the ways—in both these cases—in which the role of the audience is confused by the conflicted attitudes the plays provoke—we may be bothered, disturbed, distressed (or we may not), at the same time as we may enjoy the play, laugh at the antic Belch and Aguecheek, or admire the extraordinary beauty of Lear’s words as his folly drives him to madness. That conflicted emotional state is familiar, expected, satisfactory as the product of a fine evening at the theater.19

So the experience of comedy is a mixture of the pleasure and the pain of unjust malice, phthonos.20 This mixture will be there, irrespective of whether its subject is aware of it; but the fact of the mixture may itself cause disturbance. And that aspect of the complexity is connected to another feature of the emotional responses to tragedy and comedy as Socrates here describes them. For neither is merely a brute feeling nor even a tangle of brute feelings (after all, some of the elements of the response may not even be felt), but rather a complex of attitudes to detailed and intricate content (hence Socrates’ careful account of the ways in which the object of comedy is laughable). I may enjoy that Belch and his friends think up their cruel trick; but I may, in the end, find that the trick turns out too cruel for my comfort. The experience of comedy, thus, is explained as a pair of attitudes in tension with each other: enjoyment of the situation of the ridiculous object; and the pain or evil of indulging the malice.21 That they are attitudes, states of mind with content that is directed at particular objects and that might be articulated (for example, in the “that . . .” clauses), rather than mere feelings, is a point to which I shall return. That this matters in the Philebus may be explained by the placing of this discussion after the Philebus account of false pleasures. For that account makes best sense if pleasures are understood as attitudes with intentional content, rather than merely pleasant feelings attached firmly to some false beliefs.22 Equally, our responses to comedy will be complexes of attitudes (since they are mixtures of pleasure and pain); and the same analysis will apply to other emotions than malice (including lamentation as the generic response to tragedy).

The critic of such an account of comedy might begin by complaining that the evil of malice may not be felt, and so may not count as painful.23 If the malice is not felt as painful, the experience of comedy may not be mixed after all. But this complaint fails to recognize that Socrates’ account is not about feelings, but about attitudes that explain the disturbance of emotion: attitudes—malice toward and laughing at—with content, which are causally connected to each other by virtue of their content. So the ground for laughter is the schadenfreudlich content of the malice; and the evil aspect of schadenfreude is sufficient for the malice to count as pain.24 The content may not, so described, be reflective, or subject to scrutiny, or self-conscious: but this description does not imply that the malice, an attitude with content, is not present—and if present, then painful. This business of laughing at, then, involves a response that is incurably complex and mixed. But that mixture as such may also be uncomfortable (that it may be so is suggested by Socrates’ contrasting interest in pure pleasures, in the next argument, 51b). The discussion of comedy is contextualized, however, in a broader discussion of emotion (from 47e). So it is generalizable—I take Socrates to be suggesting—across other emotions: and the mixture is what explains why these are emotions rather than some other cognitive state.25 I shall suggest that this emotional discomfort helps to explain how Plato himself deploys comedy in the dialogues.

This story about comedy may seem dispiriting: it may seem to some (and I include myself) as though it missed some of the shared joyousness of comedy, and missed too that comedy need not be unkindly.26 But putting that aside, the Philebus view offers four features of comedy that may illuminate some passages in the dialogues that, to both a modern and an ancient eye, may seem genuinely comic. First, there is the clear contrast between the object of the comedy and the audience, expressed in cognitive terms:27 the attitudes of the audience have as their intention {what happens to the ridiculous object}. Second, even although the Philebus account of what makes the object ridiculous—her failure of self-knowledge—may be expressed in cognitive terms, the distinctive cognitive content of comedy is to be found elsewhere: in the mind of the audience. For the mental state of the audience, a response constituted by the pair of attitudes of pleasure and pain, is cognitive just by virtue of these intentional attitudes: attitudes that have content that could be articulated (for example, in “that . . .” clauses or marked as {. . .}) even if they do not always so articulate it. Third, it is intrinsic to Plato’s account of comedy (and not merely a consequence of the agenda of the Philebus) that those attitudes are mixed or conflicted: I shall claim that this conflict in fact serves his purposes when he deploys comic motifs elsewhere.28 Fourth, however cognitive the account, the tension of the audience’s attitudes to the ridiculous is also firmly affective and directly ethical: a mixture of pleasure and pain. To this I shall return.

2. Frame Drama

The structural features of comedy are echoed in the structural features of the dialogues themselves. For, as in the cases of responses to the ridiculous, so also in the dialogues we find content embedded in the attitudes of an audience, where that audience is represented in the dialogue, framing the direct conversations of the protagonists.29 It is a rich and embellished feature of the dialogues to represent not only the content of conversation between one character and another, but also reflections on that content by the speaking characters (for example, Critias’ comments on his own inconsistency at Charmides 164d), by bystanders (for example, Callicles’ remarks to Chaerephon on the discussions between Socrates, Polus, and Gorgias at Gorgias 481c–d), and, in many cases, by the narrator (for example, Socrates on the satisfactory conclusion of his discussion with Hippocrates at Protagoras 314c). Many of the Platonic dialogues, indeed, are constructed with such framing devices;30 and in many cases the frames provide an elaborate introduction to the dialogue as a whole (most notably the baroque narrative frames opening the Symposium and the Parmenides). Many have thought that these devices give us a sense of tone and context, but little more. Others have suggested that the narrative frames have the function of introducing the dialogue, and giving us some kind of program for what follows (the Timaeus is an obvious example).31 In what follows I shall ask (again) whether the cognitive relations that the complex framing of the dialogues represent—relations between the attitudes of an audience and the content or the intentional object of those attitudes, represented by the framed discussion—may have a greater role in the philosophical content of the dialogues than merely to stand as tone setters or precise prefatory remarks. Focusing on three examples, chosen especially for their features of physical comedy,32 I shall suggest that Plato uses comic moments to direct the attention of his own audience, his reader, toward the attitudes of Socrates and his interlocutors—attitudes that, occurring as a “mixture of pleasure and pain,” may provoke puzzlement if their mixed nature is recognized, either by the dramatic character, or by the reader herself. The puzzlement that is generated by comedy—what I describe as the phenomenology of comedy—may be a provocation to attention and then reflection by either the audience, or the audience of the audience (the reader, in many cases).33 This reflection—figured by the logical relations between the pair of intentional contents of the mixture—may be a part of these dialogues’ special interest in how people are turned to philosophy; so it becomes an element in both the methodology and the epistemology of the dialogues.34 But it is also, as the case of these comic interludes makes clear, ethically loaded: and that makes a point of some significance about the evaluative content of the epistemology itself.

The Philebus account of comedy is, as I have observed, both complex and savage.35 For it focuses on the failings of the ridiculous object, and results in an attitude on the part of the audience that is, in respect of one element of the mixture, a bad thing. Both complexity and savagery are described in passages in the dialogues where the discomfiture of one of the interlocutors is the object of the laughter of the bystanders (for example, and repeatedly, in the Euthydemus the crowd following the sophists shouts and roars with laughter at their arguments: see, e.g., 276d, 303b). The complexity may be especially acute in the case in which the comic elements of the frame jar with the seriousness of what follows (again, we might think of the Euthydemus or of the Charmides). This happens, in particular, when the frame introduces an element of apparently crude comedy into the seriousness of the dialogue. In such cases, the crudeness seems particularly to recall the slapstick doings of Old Comedy.36 For they are marked by a physicality that we see often in Aristophanes—and these dialogues sometimes even offer explicit recall of particular plays.37 This marking makes these episodes more prominent, and the question about their role in the dialogue as a whole becomes pressing.

There is a parallel in dialogues where the narrative frame has overtones, not of comedy, but of violence. Consider, for example, the ways in which the opening exchanges of the Republic foreshadow some of the argumentative violence that follows. Polemarchus, meeting Socrates in the Piraeus, about to return to the city, and seeking to detain him, threatens, “Do you see us, how many we are? . . . [Y]ou need to be stronger than us, or else to stay here” 38 (Republic 327a7–9).39 His words anticipate both the fierceness of Thrasymachus (gathering himself like a wild beast about to spring, 336b) and the savage content of his claims, that justice is the interest of the stronger (338b ff.). In a case such as this we could think that the language of the frame gives us a representation of the content to follow—so it would work as the posing of an agenda, or a table of contents—the formulation in dramatic terms of a point to be made later in argument.40 Or we might think—in ways that may be more productive—that the approach to discussion exemplified by Polemarchus’ words and Thrasymachus’ rhetoric is expressly in tension with the more irenic approach offered by Socrates. For Socrates is interested in figuring out how to give and receive an account in ways that preclude force majeure; the tension between the two approaches offers a challenge, to readers and interlocutors alike, to decide just which kind of discourse we should prefer, and why.41

In a similar case, the Charmides—a dialogue about self-knowledge, self-control, or integrity42—is darkly overshadowed both by the political violence represented by Critias and Charmides, later to be involved in the rule of the Thirty, and by the dramatic background of Socrates’ return from the Potidaea campaign.43 Here again, the exemplars of violence seem to be in direct conflict with the argumentative strategy of the dialogue: that argument should be pursued where it leads, in calm rationality (for example, 165c ff.). So there is a deep tension here between the representation of events in the dialogue’s action and the argumentative strategies that followed there. This kind of tension is not, I propose, merely a literary flourish, or even a table of contents, but rather a central feature of the frame discussions of epistemology and methodology—and what is more, of the connections between those discussions and the dialogues’ ethical content. And that connection between frame dialogue and argument is made by the fact of the tension—between violence and pacificity, or between constrained argument and the unconfined ability to follow the argument.44

The cases of comic business, like these exemplars of violence, may seem at first to run afoul of any commitment to seriousness in what follows. So, for example, the comedy of the frame of the Euthydemus may seem to undermine Socrates’ running challenge to the sophists: that they commit themselves to serious discussion about the protreptic to wisdom (278a ff.). I shall consider three comic interludes—from the Protagoras, from the Charmides, and from the Euthydemus—in which the sheer physicality of these moments in the setting seems to be thoroughly at odds with the dialogue’s later more rarefied and abstract purposes. I suggest that this physicality is expressly marked, in part by exploiting connections between these passages and Old Comedy; and I shall ask whether we can understand those comic moments in the frame to tell us anything that contributes philosophically to each dialogue, considered as a whole: whether we should take this comedy seriously. Conversely, if the comedy is serious, how is it funny? I shall ask, then, about how this “old” comedy may be in tension with the argumentative content of the dialogue, in each case; and how we are to understand that tension, if indeed it has any philosophical significance at all.

I am not here, however, engaged with the discussion of tone—of the many and profound ways in which how the characters speak may determine how we understand what is going on. I shall not thus seek to determine whether Socrates, in saying something apparently polite to apparently disreputable interlocutors, is engaged in a kind of concealment or subterfuge, or whether this should be understood as “irony” (or, further, whether that would contribute to whether the dialogues are funny).45 Indeed, the determination of tone is treacherous, not least because it often has us make assumptions, in advance of reading the dialogues, about the evaluation of different arguments therein.46 Instead, I shall consider these highly physical moments of comedy, whose ridiculousness is—or so we might think—built in to that physicality. Moments of incongruity, of physical absurdity or minor disaster here are played for laughs—fitting pretty well the Philebus’ description of the ridiculous object, even if not rigorously obedient to its tripartite classification of the failures of self-knowledge. Is the laughter provoked in the audience—whether the audience in the dialogue, or the reader—part of a response in which pleasure is mixed with pain? If it is, does that help us to understand what these episodes are doing here?

3. Charmides and the Bench

The Charmides, on integrity, starts notoriously at a different end of the ethical spectrum. For here we have a Socrates who is apparently prepared to deceive his interlocutor (155b ff., about whether he has in fact a cure for the headache from which Charmides is suffering) and whose self-control, confronted by the beautiful Charmides, seems to fall severely short.47 The unsettling nature of the setting is exacerbated by the dramatic dating, when Socrates has just returned to Athens after a lengthy and grim campaign at Potidaea;48 and heightened further by the complexity of the narrative frame: Socrates narrates an encounter he had on some unspecified previous day49 with Chaerophon and Critias, who introduce him to Charmides, the cynosure of all eyes.


. . . He arrived, and caused great laughter (ἐποίησε γέλωτα πολύν). For each of us who were sitting down tried to get Charmides to sit next to him, making space for him by vigorously pushing his neighbor, until we forced one of those sitting at the end to stand up, and the other to fall off sideways. But he, coming along, sat between Critias and me.50 (Charmides 155b–c)



We are primed by the narrative to imagine the situation, and to observe the laughter of the assembled characters. So here the comedy may be direct—the joke is on the object, there and then in the view of an audience. If the Philebus is right, then the audience within the Charmides will experience a mixed pleasure. We too, as we read, may laugh in sympathy with those we watch—so the laughter is, if it is not too lumpish to say so, transitive from the staged comedy to the audience.

But comedy may be at a remove—whether on stage or in a narrative—occurring in an audience outside rather than among those present at the scene.51 Sometimes neither the ridiculous object nor the immediate audience may laugh; but we do, watching from the outside. This lack of response may be staged: a famous edition of The Morecambe and Wise Show had a sketch in which the two protagonists, Eric Morecambe and Ernie Wise, were presented as stage hands trying to fix the raised blocks of set on which a glamorous singer—the courageous Shirley Bassey—was walking, plunging her elegant feet into one of the blocks and continuing to walk and to sing with her foot encased by the block. None of the participants laughed; but the sketch, in its physical detail, was famously funny to watch.

However, it is hardly amusing in this bare description. So while the audience may, from their privileged perspective, find a sketch like this funny, the comic content may not be transparent across its description to a further audience, such as the reader of this chapter. It would be a different matter if you recall the sketch itself, and laugh in recollection; and a different matter again if I were able to describe the sketch with such wit that my description itself makes you laugh. So, a comic event may be narrated in such a way that the comedy is indeed transparent not so much to some immediate or imaginary audience, but primarily to the reader:


I don’t know if the name of Lot’s wife is familiar to you, and if you were told about her rather remarkable finish. I may not have got the facts right, but the story, as I heard it, was that she was advised not to look round at something or other or she would turn into a pillar of salt, so, naturally imagining that they were simply pulling her leg, she looked around and—bing—a pillar of salt. And the reason I mention this now is that the very same thing seemed to have happened to Uncle Percy. Crouching there with his fingers riveted to the marmalade jar, he appeared to have turned into a pillar of salt. If it hadn’t been that the ginger whiskers were quivering gently, you would have said that life had ceased to animate the rigid limbs. (P. G. Wodehouse, Joy in the Morning, chap. 29)



Comedy may not be evident at all to the immediate audience or to the participants, even although a more remote perspective shows it up as funny. Recall Jack’s stony-faced response to Lady Bracknell’s resoundingly famous line: “To lose one parent, Mr. Worthing, may be regarded as a misfortune; to lose both looks like carelessness.”52 So for some comic event (given some object of ridicule) the audience may be at some remove. Conversely, we cannot assume that comedy is transparent. The audience may after all be restricted to the proximate viewer and entirely exclusive of someone more remote (some jokes in Aristophanes may be forever lost to us) just as the hilarity provoked in a remote audience may find no precedent in those close at hand.

This disconnection may be expressed in cognitive terms. The relation between the ridiculous object and the audience is expressible as the content of attitudes taken by the audience. So this relation may occur, or it may fail, in complex ways (Bertie Wooster’s Uncle Percy is both constitutionally and circumstantially deprived of the joy of our view of him). But the analysis of the Philebus tells us more. For the object, in being laughable, may also be such as to provoke other emotions—pity, or sympathy, or distress.53 This may then be the source of the audience’s changing recognition of the mixed nature of the response. Somehow these moments of comedy involve both the absurd and the humiliating. And these features of comedy may iterate. Consider once again Shirley Bassey’s Morecambe and Wise moment—here the audience both laughs at and feels some kind of sympathy for the elegant singer, admiring her, perhaps, for knowingly subjecting herself to these disasters. She is admired, in this kind of second-order thought, for having the common feeling to agree to participate in such an apparently humiliating situation; but the situation itself may demean her all the same. The comic event may directly provoke all of these attitudes in response, and explicitly so.

Return to the case of the Charmides. We might think, of course, that this material offers some kind of example for what follows—that a discussion of a virtue that includes self-control should address the cases in which, and the reasons that, self-control becomes overturned. But that still does not tell us why the sheer slapstick of the scene is prominent.54 Apart from setting a lighthearted and congenial tone for a discussion that soon turns dark,55 does it do any more? And for whom does it do whatever more it does, for which audience of the several invoked here—the people on the bench who manage not to fall off; Socrates’ “we”; the bystanders, whoever they may be; or the audience of Socrates’ narrative; or the reader?

The contextualizing of this comic sequence in the Charmides brings out clearly just how the paired attitudes—the attitude of pleasure at the discomfiture of the unfortunate at the end of the bench, and the painful malice of that enjoyment—may be brought to our explicit attention. For the darkness of the setting itself may be just what forces the negative attitude to our attention and brings out the tension between the enjoyment of the comic moment and the discomfort of its ethical implications: where this reflection takes place at a remove, in the responses of the reader. Thus, further, the observer notices both the content of the intentional object and her own distance from it.

It is, after all, central to the savage account of comedy that the observer feels a sense of self-satisfaction in not being the fool who gets her own situation so wrong; so the laughter is itself already predicated on some kind of distance or alienation between the observer and the object. So it is part of the content of the laughter that the observer registers her own distance from its object. In the Charmides episode the narrative frame gives us more: here in describing the comic event and the laughter that followed to the narrated audience, the reader of the dialogue is herself at a further remove from what is described. For the reader—coming to this exchange against the backdrop of the Potidaea campaign—the embarrassment of the person shoved onto the floor and the laughter of his companions are at a distance, shaded by the grimness of war: so as we read we see some deeper tension between the laughter and its comic object. In general, the comic object is not just laughable, but also unfortunate; and that, like the tension that generates the uneasy laughter, may generate also a sense of puzzlement, of dislocation in the reader.

These emotional responses in the reader are also cognitive attitudes: the reader laughs at the situation of the object, and the situation of the object is what the reader’s laughter is about; equally, the reader uncovers her own regrettable malice, or feels some sympathy for the ridiculous object, whose situation is the intentional object of her cognitive attitude. Yet—thought of in terms of pleasure and pain—these two attitudes (laughter and the awareness of malice or sympathy) are at odds with each other, a mixture of pleasure and pain. But, since they are also intentional attitudes, they can be articulated and their tension made explicit (to reiterate, they can be made articulate, but need not be: I deal here only with the possibility of fully described puzzlement). This tension is then part of what the reader may see; and it is expressed in cognitive terms. So the reader takes on the phenomenal tension, and it may then, in turn, provoke her to wonder about just how the various pressures that generate the episode are to be resolved. This sense of puzzlement—rather than the crude hilarity that provokes it—is, I suggest, the role of this episode in the Charmides: to arouse the critical reflection of the reader, both in terms of the ethical content of the dialogue (comedy and death in war; Socrates’ interest in integrity and his willingness to lie; the overtones of physical excitement set against the importance of virtue and the care of the soul) and in terms of the different points of view that the complex setting reveals. But it does so, too, in Philebus terms, as a mixed pleasure: the critical reflection is indivisible from the ethical content, both of what is seen by the characters of the dialogue and of what is imagined by the reader.

4. The Protagoras and the Clouds

The Protagoras has a lighter background than the Charmides; and it is forcibly reminiscent of Aristophanes’ Clouds.56 Once again the dialogue is carefully framed (not least by its intertextuality57). Socrates tells the story to an unnamed friend in an outer dialogue that presents the detailed staging of the narrated story in an initial mode of detachment.58 As at the theater, we are formally set apart as the audience, not participants in the scene; and, as sometimes in the theater, we are made aware of our position before the scene by its framing.59 This narrative feature, the detachment of the frame, recurs in the discussions of philosophical conversation that punctuate the dialogue—notably at the point where Socrates, who recounts the entire narrative, complains that he needs to converse by short question and answer, because he cannot remember the beginning of a long speech when it gets to the end:


Protagoras, I happen to be a forgetful sort of person, and if someone speaks to me at length, I forget what the speech was about. Just as if I happened to be deaf, you would think it necessary, if you were going to have a conversation with me, to talk more loudly than you would to others, so now too, since you have encountered a forgetful person, chop up your answers and make them shorter, if I am to follow you. (Protagoras 334c–d)



These moments are striking and amusing, too. And they serve once again to remind us of our place outside the scene; for we, unlike the protagonists of the narrated dialogue, know that there is a narrator, Socrates himself (to those within the narrative, the fact of the narration the following day is inaccessible). If anyone raises a wry laugh just here, it can be only the reader: we, if anyone, will feel the mixture of pleasure and pain.

The narrated dialogue begins with Hippocrates’ banging at Socrates’ door early in the morning:


[Socrates and Hippocrates arrive at Callias’ house to visit Protagoras] Now I think that the doorkeeper, a eunuch, heard us arriving, and that he was already fed up with all the visitors at the house on account of the crowd of sophists there. For when we knocked on the door, he opened it, and seeing us he said, “Sophists, eh? Go away, he’s busy.” And at the same time he grabbed the door with both hands and shut it with all his might. And when we knocked again, he answered us from behind the closed door, “You there, didn’t you hear that he is busy?” And I said, “Good fellow, we have not come to visit Callias, and we are not sophists. Brace yourself, we have come to see Protagoras, so announce us!” He then reluctantly opened the door to us. And when we went in, we came across Protagoras pacing in the colonnade, and pacing along with him in order there were, on the one side, Callias, son of Hipponicus, and his half-brother Paralus, son of Pericles, and Charmides, son of Glaucon, while on the other side there were Pericles’ other son Xanthippus, Philippides, son of Philomelus, and Antimoerus of Mende, who is the most well-known of Protagoras’ pupils and studying with him to become a professional sophist. The people who followed behind, trying to listen to what was said, seemed to be mostly strangers, whom Protagoras had brought along with him from the cities that he frequents, enchanting them with his voice like Orpheus, and they follow his voice, enchanted; and some of our own citizens were also dancing attendance. (Prt. 314e–315a)



Reading on the outside, we may recall the sleepless night of Strepsiades at the beginning of Clouds, and his peremptory banging at Socrates’ door (133 ff.), amid a series of philosophical tropes, to demand to be taught, as here, in the presence of an attending chorus (in the case of the Clouds, an all-seeing chorus of clouds: see 275 ff.). Hippocrates begins with a daft diatribe against Protagoras, whom he has never met, on the grounds that Protagoras has withheld his knowledge from Hippocrates. We may recall the Clouds, and Strepsiades’ injured tones: and that recalling focuses on our role outside the action itself, prompted as it is by the comedy of these opening episodes.

The parade of sophists that follows in the Protagoras echoes Strepsiades’ son Phidippides’ complaint of the pale-faced barefoot array of sophists all living in a tiny house (Clouds 94 ff.). And Plato’s version has its own comic slant—the grumpy doorman, unwilling to admit yet another sophist (314c); Protagoras walking amid his entourage so that when he turns around they all manage to stay choreographed (315b); and Prodicus, still in bed in a little room used for storage,60 talking from under the covers in a booming (buzzing) voice, impossible to discern clearly:61


. . . He was in a little room that Hipponicus had previously used for storage, but now because of the crowd of visitors Callias had cleared it out and converted it into a guestroom. Prodicus was still in bed, seemingly quite covered up in sheepskins and lots of blankets, and around him on the nearby couches sat Pausanias from Cerames and with Pausanias a young lad who was, as I imagine, beautiful and excellent in nature, as he was handsome in appearance. . . . [and others]. The subject of their discourse I could not understand from the outside, even though I was really keen to hear Prodicus, for he seems to me to be a thoroughly wise man, and godlike, but because of his deep voice there was a buzzing in the room, and that made what was said inaudible. (Prt. 315d–e)



This comic business may make us laugh.62 That laughter relies on both the cultural echoes of the staging of Old Comedy and the critical view that the Clouds took of Socrates and his sophistic friends.63

What—if anything—does the comic setting of the Protagoras then do for its philosophical content? And how does it relate to the Philebus account of the mixed pleasure of comedy? These comic moments notably turn on the question of how knowledge is transmitted or heard (Hippocrates is annoyed that he has not had Protagoras’ knowledge transmitted to him already; Prodicus is indiscernible; Protagoras dictates to his arrayed entourage, who do nothing but follow behind) just as the issue of the transmission of knowledge is central to the plot of the Clouds. The question of how we, the learning subjects, hear or learn or understand is fundamental to the Protagoras. Socrates’ opening conversation with Hippocrates, for example, is not only engaged on the question of what—and how—he will learn from the sophists (along with the puzzle about how to deal with the apparent indelibility of what is learned, 314a ff.), but it is satisfactorily complete, even although we are not told its content (314c). Here once again the dialogue exploits a distance between the characters of the dialogue and the reader; and reminds the reader of her own position in the cognitive framework. Equally, much of the frame dialogue addresses the tricky question of how the conversations should proceed: who should speak, in what order, under what conditions, or on what principles (notably in the lengthy passage when many of those present get a word in, 334c–338e). Socrates, by striking contrast, insists that the only way to proceed is by question and answer, simply because he cannot remember long speeches (334c–d). The joke is in the setting—Socrates, the narrator of the whole dialogue, has no trouble at all with his memory; but only the reader is in a position to take the point. The divergence between Socrates’ role as narrator and his role as interlocutor is not given much fanfare in the dialogue; but once it is noticed, its comic tension aligns well, I suggest, with the opening descriptions of Hippocrates’ awakening of Socrates and of the crowd of sophists at Callias’ house. For these descriptions too provide a comic tension with the argumentative sections of the work—and in doing so, they make immediate to the reader, to the audience of the comedy here, the questions that Socrates initially asks: how is it that we learn, and what does it do to us when we do?

These questions are made urgent for the reader by the phenomenology of comedy. This works at several levels—in the reader’s noticing of the incongruity of Socrates’ claim to have a poor memory; in the allusions to the Clouds; and in the sheer physicality of the episode with the doorman, of Protagoras’ choreographed walking, of Prodicus’ buzzing inaudibility. The phenomenology is, as the Philebus suggested, a rather tangled affair: made up of a conflict between what we find ridiculous (Hippocrates banging at Socrates’ door or the grumpy response of the eunuch) and how we are brought to understand that the object of ridicule is in a position of disadvantage (Hippocrates is at risk of becoming a sophist; the eunuch is just overrun with them). The key to the phenomenology here, I suggest, is the conflict itself, the mixed business of laughing at something that may be pathetic, or pitiable, or an object of humiliation after all (Hippocrates fails in self-knowledge, notably in being unable to answer the question “who will I become, if I visit the sophists?”64). The response to the comedy instantiates that tension—its uneasily mixed pleasure and pain, our emotional engagement in the scene.65 But if the response expresses our unease at the complexity of the situation, that unease itself may then provoke some (possibly remote) recognition of the tension itself, and even of embarrassment that we were so ready to think ill of others, even within a fiction. For this awareness of conflict and tension, even if it stays unacknowledged, is a part of the phenomenology of comedy as the Philebus accounts for it, and just by virtue of the unease is ripe for full disclosure. Here that complex unease has a direct focus: on questions about how we speak and listen, about how learning is transmitted and communicated—the running themes, not of some of the argumentative passages of the dialogue, but of the frame as a whole. To the epistemology of this reflective feature of the comedy of the dialogue I shall return.

5. Seeing and Hearing in the Euthydemus

The Euthydemus has a running theme of seriousness and play, which is often (wrongly in my view66) construed as a mere classification of the difference between (bad) sophistic argument and its (good) Socratic counterpart. But the dialogue is subtler than that. For one thing, Socrates stresses throughout the contrast between seriousness and play, and the ways in which both his attempts to talk to Cleinias and the sophists’ overturning arguments should or should not be taken seriously. This is a major topic, for a different occasion. But for present purposes the complex framing of the Euthydemus offers another example of the role of physical comedy in the dialogues, and especially in the frames.

Consider the opening scene. Here the outer frame describes a conversation between Crito and Socrates, in which Crito asks Socrates about an encounter the day before between Socrates and some of his friends, and the brother sophists Euthydemus and Dionysodorus: the body of the dialogue is Socrates’ narration of that encounter, broken at midpoint and at the end by a return to the outer discussion. Crito arrived too late the day before to be a part of the discussion; so on the outside of the crowd he found himself peering over the top67 and unable to hear what was going on.


Crito:Who was it, Socrates, that you were having a conversation with yesterday in the Lyceum? There was a huge crowd around you, so that I—wanting to hear and coming up close—was unable to hear anything clear. So peering over the top I had a view (ὑπερκύψας μέντοι κατεῖδον), and it seemed to me that it was a stranger you were talking to: who was he?

Socrates:Which one are you asking about, Crito? For there was not one of them, but two. (Euthydemus 271a)



Crito’s hapless situation is described in language that focuses on his physical incapacities: he is bobbing about in a comic manner at the back of the crowd; and his eyesight is none too good, either. At the end of the dialogue this outside position is the place for another conversation, between Crito and an anonymous critic, a conversation in which Crito seems again very much at a disadvantage (304c–305b). But by the end of the dialogue it is not so much Crito as the commonplace practitioners of any art or skill who turn out to be laughable (307b). What role does this comic cast of the frame have in the dialogue?

The focus of Crito’s inadequacy—underlined by his mistake about how many people he sees—seems to be his perceptual incapacity: he finds it hard to hear properly or to see, and as a consequence is reduced to the comic disadvantage of peering from the back of the crowd. But the same kind of absurdity is repeated throughout the dialogue to underline those extreme moments when either speech or hearing becomes impossible. So, for example, Socrates describes the sophists’ overthrow of Cleinias in the first sophistic episode as like someone pulling the stool out from under someone about to sit down (278b); or the sophists’ admirers shout and laugh at his discomfiture (276d), just as they roar with laughter until the pillars of the Lyceum resound at the close of the display (303b); or Crito’s inability to see and hear reappears in the central interruption, in which he is unable to identify who it might have been that made the clever observations in Socrates’ discussion with Cleinias (290e ff.). For sure, a great deal of this material is important in determining the argumentative tone of the piece: and in determining just what we should take seriously here.68 But it also calls attention to the physical aspect of these moments in the dialogue—where the absurdity is generated by sheer physical incapacity: whether that be an incapacity to speak (as Cleinias is smitten at 286c, for example, at the close of the sophistic argument about the impossibility of contradiction) or an incapacity to hear (Crito at the back of the crowd). Indeed, it is a regular theme of the dialogue that individual interlocutors are incapacitated—whether from speaking or from hearing or, as in Crito’s case, from seeing, too.69 That incapacity itself is presented in language and context as funny, from the point of view of some audience, as embarrassing from the point of view of the comic object, and as problematic from the point of view of the audience who seem to enjoy it (compare the remarks of the anonymous critic whom Crito meets outside the crowd, 304d ff.). The audience falls victim, that is, to a kind of malice toward those unfortunates who suffer these incapacitating moments. And the comedy is a result, not so much of the tone of one person’s remarks about another, but rather by virtue of the ignominy of his physical position of exclusion or speechlessness or inaudibility. This feature of the dialogue is marked; and it is different, in its comic content, from the ways in which the dialogue may raise a smile in its audience or its reader by, for example, picking up something like sarcastic tone in Socrates’ voice when he speaks admiringly of the sophists’ work. What—if anything—is the role of this physical comedy in the Euthydemus?

Suppose the focus of the comic interlude with Crito is indeed his physical incapacity to hear and the ensuing restrictions on his involvement with the discussion. The response to this comedy is complex. First of all, it constituted by our laughing at his failure and enjoying our own immunity from it—immunity that is given to us by Socrates’ narration. Second, and in tension with the first, it may involve pitying Crito, or deploring his failure or suffering an attack of dreadful malice (we enjoy toward him, I think, a kind of vicarious friendship—so, just as in the Philebus, we have some kind of sympathy for a character, whatever its formal label). But these mixed attitudes, these complex emotional states—especially when they are brought clearly to our attention by the narrative devices of the dialogue—are uncomfortable at the same time as they are enjoyable. So both when they are unclear to us and when we may come to figure them out and express them fully, they are mixed. The mixture invites us to notice both the emotional features of our response (malice and sympathy) and their legitimacy. If we laugh at Crito, and pride ourselves on our own skills at hearing and listening, how far do we risk being the object of ridicule ourselves? And how far do we castigate ourselves for being malicious or smug? If the condition for ridicule is a failure of self-knowledge, how far do our responses to Crito betray our failure to know ourselves? The very conflict of these comic attitudes encourages this kind of reflection; and the reflection is focused on our understanding of our own listening capacity and our ability to speak. Then, if we recognize that the dialogue as a whole is directed at the delicate issue of just how we speak in ways that can be heard, and hear in ways that allow for serious speech, the provocation to reflection on this very issue, arising from the opening of the dialogue and throughout the well-formed narrative frame,70 shows how this particular piece of comic business does its philosophical work.71

6. Conclusion

In all three of my examples of comic episodes in the dialogues, I conclude, there is philosophical work done by the complex response of the observer, in which that complexity instantiates what the Philebus describes as mixed pleasures. I have suggested that the phenomenology of comedy involves tension between two kinds of attitude to the ridiculous object: an attitude that laughs at the object; and an attitude that evokes either pity or malice toward it. At this level, these attitudes may be relatively uncomplicated; but still they are mixed. If, however, we come to attend to the cognitive content of the attitudes—perhaps as a result of the turbulence of their phenomenology—then the conflict between them may become more acute, and more formally noticeable. And as we notice it, we may ourselves become the object of ridicule, by virtue of the nasty attitudes we have taken to the original object of ridicule. If that noticing occurs—and the highly ornate features of these narrative frames prompt it to happen—then the comic response becomes much more reflective; and that reflection in turn is informed by the content of the original comic event. So in the case of the Charmides the focus of attention is the audience’s response to physical exigency—whether that be the grimness of war, or the entry of a beautiful young man—and the ways in which that may be resisted by the more rarefied stance of reason.72 In the case of the Protagoras the echo of the Clouds provides us with a commentary on the theme of the dialogue itself—the relation between teaching, learning, and the methods of discourse. In the case of the Euthydemus the focus is on the possibilities of speaking and hearing.

But the case of the Euthydemus shows most clearly how the immediate comic contexts can broaden to include the larger viewpoint of the dialogue itself. For the Euthydemus has a running theme of seriousness and play (278b ff.; 288b ff., etc.) that allows us to see that the question of how the responses to comedy are understood can themselves be the subject of puzzlement and tension. In the Euthydemus the contrast between the sophists and Socrates is central to understanding the argument of the dialogue—a contrast that attends to the metaphysical, logical, and epistemological commitments (or otherwise) of each party.73 Here Socrates represents himself as “ridiculous,” and takes his own willingness to be a comic object to be an important element in “protreptic wisdom” (as he describes it in the Euthydemus): in the philosophical progress toward being wise. Here his stance is highly self-conscious: and it focuses on the role of the psychological attitudes of the interlocutors in inquiry—attitudes that condition the asking of philosophical questions. These attitudes are precluded by the ways in which the sophists approach argument and the transmission of knowledge; for the sophists block off the possibility of reflection.74 Socrates’ stance throughout, by contrast, is thoroughly reflective; his epistemology, consistently with Plato’s deployment of these comic moments, may properly be accounted for as demanding internal conditions on wisdom, a reflectiveness without which we cannot think we are wise at all. The contrast between seriousness and play is the marker for this psychological point.

Then, finally, notice that the role of comedy for these philosophical purposes cannot be separated out from the ethical features of the attitudes involved. The tension of the mixed pleasure and pain of comedy is demanding because it is pleasure mixed with pain, not because it is a completely abstract conflict between two distinct attitudes to the comic object. The mixture of pleasure and pain is—I take the Philebus account to suggest—actually uncomfortable; and in the best cases that discomfort prompts reassessment and reflection. When two attitudes conflict, on this view, this situation cannot merely be understood in terms of the conflict between two statements or two propositions, but rather in terms of two conflicting commitments by the subject. This ethical feature of the comic situation is indissoluble from the epistemological one; and it is for this reason that comedy has such power in forcing the audience of Platonic comedy to think, and to think again.
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1. I have discussed this passage before, McCabe 2010. In what follows I retract some of the stronger claims I there made about the status of this discussion in the Philebus—Halliwell (2008: 301) seems right to say this is not a theory of comedy or of laughter, but rather an account that is determined by the context, of the wider discussion of pleasure. That does not, I think, preclude its being carefully constructed. There are other significant accounts of comedy, notably Republic 388e and 606c and Laws 816d ff. I have not pursued further here the question of any canonical “theory” underlying these passages; instead my purpose is to see how, from Plato’s point of view, we might understand the philosophical significance of some comic moments in the dialogues.

2. The discussion opens with a comparison between those who watch tragedies, and “our” state of mind “in comedies”: so, I take it, in the audience of comedy, 48a8. I do not here discuss in detail whether Plato is right to suggest that we can draw inferences about ordinary cases of laughing at something from the more formal cases of comedy in the theater (compare 50b). However, I suggest that he exploits the formal cases in constructing his own descriptions of some ordinary comic moments (this shows up in the rich cross-references to staged comedies: for example, in the way the Protagoras exploits Aristophanes’ Clouds). For more on this area, see especially Griffith 2015, Halliwell 2008, Kurke 2011, and Teló 2016. My thanks to Mark Griffith, Leslie Kurke, and Mario Teló for discussion of some of these issues, to Franco Trivigno for comments on an earlier draft, and as always to Verity Harte for more general discussion: in this case about the Philebus and about jokes.

3. This, I think, is a regular feature of Plato’s reflection on the role of his reader; see McCabe 2015: chap. 1, and McCabe 2016.

4. Discussed in McCabe 2010; it is not then surprising that the various versions of division in the early stages of the dialogue are puzzling and hard to reconcile with one another.

5. The sequel makes it clear just how tricky it is to translate this expression: it is not intended, I think, to describe the manifestation of the emotion (such as weeping or verbalized lamenting) but rather the emotion itself. To explain it, Socrates speaks of those who “enjoy weeping” (χαίροντες κλάωσι), and seeks, in this expression, to capture the mixed emotion of lamentation parallel to the mixed emotion of malice in comedy. “Grief” is thus too particular to fit the case of tragedy, likewise Gosling’s “sorrow” (1975). I adopt Frede’s “lamentation” (1993) with these reservations: it captures, for one thing, the rather excessive feature of loud lamenting, in which the lamenters get pleasure from the very business of the lament.

6. There is a slipperiness here: does the complex phenomenon constitute what it is to laugh? Or is the laughter a part of the complex phenomenon, the source of pleasure in tension with the source of pain? It is tempting to agree with Socrates’ point at 50a5 that laughter itself is the mixed phenomenon, just because laughter seems to have, internal to it, an uneasiness that needs explaining (consider the physical phenomenon itself—the explosiveness of laughter): on this see much of Halliwell 2008, especially his discussion of early classical texts in chaps. 2–5. Occasionally, the passage itself takes laughter as the pleasant component, so the analogue of weeping in tragedy (e.g., at 49e9). For the point I make in what follows, the possibility that Plato slides from one role for laughter (where it constitutes what happens when malice is at work) to the other (where it is merely the pleasant part of what happens when malice is at work) may not matter; for I focus in what follows on the situations that seem to count as comic (or are expressly presented as such) and the ways in which they can be explained as a mixture of opposed attitudes (on the Philebus account, attitudes of pleasure and pain). The words cognate with laughter (gelan) are mostly used of the object of the ridicule in the passage, which is geloion: 48c4, 49b8, c4, e2, e4, 50a5; but although the pleasant part of the response is described as laughter at 49e9, at 50a5 laughter is taken to be the complex response itself (corresponding as it does to the complex situation of the object of ridicule).

7. “Malice”: so both Gosling and Frede: this translation seems to me to capture the emotional state whose complexity underpins the whole discussion. Halliwell has “spite,” “resentment” (2008: 300), seeking to locate the enjoyment in the evils of others as “enjoyment of the (harmless) mishaps produced by their folly,” and so in a different emotional state from that of malice. However (taking Plato to have a rich understanding of schadenfreude), I suppose that “malice” somehow has an enjoyable aspect (see, e.g., 49a8–9); and this complexity in the emotion explains the tangled line of thought in this short passage. Further, I take there to be a sharp difference—outlined by the list of emotions—between malice, enjoyment of the misfortunes of others, and envy, distress at the goods of others; contra Trivigno, this volume.

8. This point is readily agreed (compare 48b8 and 50a7): should it be? The previous discussions of the physics of pleasure and pain suggest that we may understand pain in objective terms, as an actual lack or an objective need for filling (compare, e.g., 32a ff.; or the questions about falsity in pleasure and pain, 41c ff.). The argument later explains that malice is unjust; and this injustice I take to be the basis for its being objectively painful. That does not require, of course, that it is felt as painful; but rather that the evil of malice is the source of pain, even if the pain is not always acknowledged. The cases of public comedy and tragedy bring out how public performance provokes, over the space of a play, conflicting emotions in the audience: we are, after all, willing to go to performances of tragedy again the next year.

9. The passage moves from talking about neighbors to taking the canonical case to be the sufferings of our friends. Plato understands well the ways in which watching a play causes the audience to treat the characters on stage as if they were friends and neighbors: compare his subtle accounts of self-identification in cases of mimēsis, Republic 392c ff.

10. In McCabe 2010, I suggested that Socrates’ own confession at 23d that he is ridiculous about classifications—and the second-order absurdity of this as a failure of self-knowledge—is intended not only to make us wonder about the coherence of the accounts of classification, but also eventually to make us wonder whether in fact the dialogue as a whole endorses this view of comedy, a view that I called “savage.” For my present purposes, I consider just how the “savage” view and its attendant account of mixed pleasures may serve Plato’s purposes in the dialogue form.

11. This class of the ridiculous may not merely be about people who get it wrong about how much cash they have in the bank, but more about their circumstances, here characterized in material terms.

12. This, of course, is classic comic material: consider Malvolio’s delight in his smart new turnout, Twelfth Night, act 3, scene 4; see my brief discussion of Malvolio on p.186.

13. The classification suggests a stock set of comic characters: the profligate; the dandy; the complacent moralist, etc. See Halliwell 2008: 238, on Theophrastus.

14. The sense of the point is obscured by the attenuated language. The foregoing argument suggests that malice is directed at the failures of those who are friends, and not powerful over us; this constitutes its injustice (hence the careful setup in terms of an extended discussion of neighbours at 48b11). But (if I am right about the source of the pain) the injustice is evil and thus objectively painful. At the same time, the pleasure is also based on injustice—an outrage of proper feeling toward our friends. So the terse “an unjust kind of pain and pleasure” brings out the ways in which injustice lies at the heart of the phenomenon of the response to comedy and explains the conflicting attitudes.

15. There is an additional question here whether the attitude of schadenfreude is necessarily self-referential, and therefore itself a kind of failure of self-knowledge.

16. See n5 on the phrasing. The case of tragedy may be symmetrical with the case of comedy, if I am right about the role of injustice in the explanation of both the pleasure and the pain of comedy: in tragedy, the pleasure may derive from a kind of catharsis we undergo when we weep or, perhaps from an exalted sense of the heroic (so Konstan 1999).

17. See Frede 1985.

18. An argument against this view might be that if comedy is transgressive by nature, then the sense of doing the wrong thing might be necessary to it. Compare Halliwell on the workings of comedy in classical Athens (2008: chaps. 3–5).

19. See Konstan 1999, on the “triumph and exaltation” produced by Attic tragedy.

20. I think that, contra Trivigno, this volume, the malice here is supposed to explain the eventual mixture; so it explains, or causes, or constitutes the pain. It is, to repeat, no objection to this construal of the passage that the pain may not be noticed by its patient; as Frede has well observed (1993: 30–66), much of what happens in this dialogue is objectively characterized rather than thought of in terms of the subjective, conscious feel of the thing.

21. See here Frede 1985, on how we should understand the pleasure and the pain as attitudes; I shall make more of the intentionality of this account of comedy later.

22. Frede speaks of “propositional attitudes”: even if we eschew talk of propositions here, the point is surely right—Socrates’ argument is designed to deal with Protarchus’ resistance to the idea of false pleasure, on the grounds—so Protarchus suggests—that false pleasures are compounds of false beliefs with the raw feeling of pleasure. Instead, Socrates proposes that the pleasure itself is an attitude with content that may be false. So both affections and emotions will be constituted by their content and the attitude that is taken to it—hence pleasures can be false. Whether or not one agrees with this claim about pleasure, as an (cognitivist) account of emotion it has considerable force. See here in general Goldie 2000.

23. This complaint either supposes that the pain of the source of comedy need not be felt to count as pain or that as a matter of fact the pain is inevitably felt because it is the grounds for the laughter. See Frede 1985; Harte 2014.

24. There is a separate issue, to which I shall return, about whether this content is fully reflective. I have defended (2010) the suggestion that Plato is talking here about schadenfreude.

25. So there is some particular phenomenon—of being moved—that the mixtures are designed to explain. This phenomenon does not, I think, require that the elements of the disturbance (in the case of comedy, the pain of the evil of malice) should be explicitly felt, but rather that there is some objective feature of the psychological state that causes disturbance, namely, the presence of a mixture of pleasure and pain.

26. Socrates’ analysis leaves untouched other aspects of laughter (aspects that might not be thought of as ridicule); for laughter might involve something like companionship or complicity or joint venturing, along with a kindlier view of what provokes the laughter in the first place. In McCabe 2010, I offered the example of (victimless) jokes to illustrate this kind of companionship; but there, too, I acknowledged the ways in which such companionship may also serve to exclude those who do not “get” the joke; see Cohen 1999.

27. Instead of Frede’s “propositional” I speak here of how the attitudes and experiences described in the business of comedy are “cognitive.” By this I take such attitudes to meet at least three conditions: first, that they are expressible in terms that would allow them to be known or believed or thought about, irrespective of whether they are explicitly known or believed: I mark this here by {. . .}; second, that these expressible features allow various items of cognitive content to be related to others by both logical rules (for example, rules governing conjunction and disjunction) and epistemic attitudes (for example, one item of cognitive content can be a part of the content of another: they can be embedded in higher-order attitudes); and third, that they have a crucial element of intentionality: these attitudes are about their intentional objects. I prefer “expressible” or “cognitive” (depending on the context) to “propositional”—first, because commitment to propositions may be more theoretically loaded than is suitable for this material; and second, because these attitudes described by Plato are not understood as neutral or value free, in the ways that propositions might require, but are instead attitudes that have evaluative loading from the start.

28. Halliwell 2008: chaps. 2–5 on the conflicted character of ancient laughter.

29. I have discussed framing elsewhere: see McCabe 2015: chap. 1.

30. Sometimes the framing seems at first invisible: both the Republic and the Protagoras trade on the fact that Socrates is the narrator, but that the reader needs to be shocked from time to time into remembering it. See §4 on the case of the Protagoras, and a promissory note here for how this framing works in the Republic.

31. On this see Burnyeat 1998. But note the ways in which the Timaeus introduction falls short of a satisfactory résumé of the Republic; this discrepancy might make it more puzzling than just a preface.

32. This kind of physicality is a commonplace, of course, of Old Comedy (as it is of contemporary examples: think of Buster Keaton, for example—my thanks to Peter Adamson). But in echoing Old Comedy the dialogues represent physical circumstance directly, in a highly visual way, to the audience constituted by the reader (who is not able to see what happens, but is able to visualize it). I seek in what follows to make something of this example of the visual character of Plato’s writing.

33. I claim here neither that such a provocation is necessary for reflection (all sorts of other things in the dialogues do hard philosophical work) nor that it is sufficient (obviously enough). But I do suggest that these comic episodes may do some philosophical work.

34. The three dialogues on which I focus in what follows have a particular interest in how people are turned to philosophy: vide the running question of the Protagoras, “who will you become?”; the underlying theme of the Euthydemus of the education of young Cleinias in virtue; and the thematic relation between Charmides and Critias, the pedagogical relation between the elder male and the beautiful young man—in this case uncle and nephew—as a context for developing thought.

35. McCabe 2010.

36. Halliwell 2008: chap. 5.

37. See, e.g., Nightingale 1995: chap. 5.

38. My translations of Plato throughout.

39. Socrates asks if there is not a third possibility, that he may persuade them to let him go—and Polemarchus responds that for persuasion, Socrates would need a respondent who will listen. For another occasion is the observation that the theme of listening and hearing is dominant in the Republic.

40. See here again Burnyeat 1998.

41. The discussion of epistemology and methodology that puts the coping stone on “the long way round” in books 6 and 7 invites the reader to consider just why we might think that “giving and taking an account” matters so much; and how the ability to do it may be learned.

42. McCabe 2011: I prefer “integrity.”

43. See here Nails’s invaluable discussion, 2002: 111 ff.

44. It would be, in my view, a mistake to treat this contrast as one between, for example, passion and reason: Plato’s account of reason is as evaluatively loaded as is his account of spirit or of desire: see Republic 443d or 516c.

45. On irony see of course Vlastos 1991 and Nehamas 2000; and also Halliwell 2008: chap. 6. I take no stand here on what “irony” might even be.

46. I have discussed this with reference to standard treatment of the sophistic arguments in the Euthydemus as “fallacies” in, e.g., McCabe 2019.

47. I have argued, however, that the text is expressly unclear on whether Socrates is overcome by seeing Charmides’ naked body, or his naked soul, in McCabe 2007.

48. Compare Theaetetus 142a ff. for a parallel case.

49. Compare and contrast the direct “yesterday” of the Republic, the Timaeus, and the Euthydemus, all of which exploit this determinate time frame in complex ways; and also the ways in which the Sophist plus Politicus pair offer reflection on the conversation that allegedly took place the previous day, the Theaetetus.

50. The military idiom returns here: “on the flank,” compare, e.g., Thuc. 4.32. Socrates, indeed, seems to take this as a victory.

51. I shall return in §5 to this distancing in thinking about the Euthydemus.

52. Oscar Wilde, The Importance of Being Earnest, act 1. The increasingly remote perspective is embodied in the way that this line and variants of it have become a regular gag.

53. A case like this one may call for one of the other-regarding emotions, of which pity is an example. My thanks here to Franco Trivigno, who objected to “pity” as too tragic; but if comedy is an inversion of tragedy perhaps the painful attitude toward the victim of comedy is indeed something like pity.

54. The “falling-off-a-bench” trope is common in slapstick (compare the slapstick, and the skill, of Buster Keaton’s trip on a coil of rope in Steamboat Bill, Jr., with my thanks again to Peter Adamson); and see also Euthydemus 278. There is more to the Old Comedy of this trope; see Halliwell on exposure 2008: chaps. 4–5. I have argued (2007) that this trope is here manipulated by Plato—we think we know what Socrates sees inside Charmides’ cloak; but in fact all he is interested in is Charmides’ soul.

55. The grim futures of both Critias and Charmides are underlined by the post-Potidaea dramatic setting.

56. On Clouds see Teló 2016: chap. 3.

57. Both with Old Comedy and with other works of Plato—Gorgias 481d, for example (in the figure of Alcibiades), or the repeatedly shadowy figure of Prodicus, e.g., at Euthydemus 277e, or at Meno 96d.

58. Compare the elaborate detachment of the complex introductions of the Symposium and the Parmenides. As there, this narrative frame does not reappear at the end of the dialogue.

59. It is perhaps important to reiterate: this reflectivity is not committed to the thought that any attitude (to comedy or to anything else) must be thus reflective, only that it can be. There is nothing here, either, about a conception of consciousness, of what it is like to experience comic moments, or some such thing (I do not here take talk of the phenomenology of comedy to imply a claim about consciousness).

60. The little room is the parallel of Aristophanes’ oikidion, Clouds 92.

61. The Corybants buzz, too: see Harte 1999; Wasmuth 2015.

62. This dialogue keeps the formal expression geloios, “laughable,” mostly for arguments, especially for the risk of contradiction in the denial of the possibility of akrasia, 355b–c.

63. Compare the notorious complaint made against comic writers by the Socrates of the Apology, 18a ff.

64. 311b ff. The argument appears initially to be about acquiring a profession (so its question often translated “what will you become?”) but ends up being about a moral question, the shame of becoming a sophist, hence “who will you become?”

65. Often, in the dialogues, this tension in the response of the reader is mirrored in the anxious awareness of inconsistency in one or more of the characters.

66. See, e.g., McCabe 2019.

67. ὑπερκύψας; compare the commonplace κύπτειν in Aristophanes for ignominious positions, bending over, stooping, etc.: e.g., Frogs 1091.

68. See discussion of this in Halliwell 2008: 287 ff.

69. I go further: it is a dispute between Socrates and his friends on the one hand, and the sophists on the other, about whether we can make any sense of the idea of a capacity and its loss. On this compare Bailey 2012.

70. This dialogue is unusual in its attention to the completeness of the frame: contrast the way in which the elaborate frames of the opening of both Symposium and Parmenides vanish by the end.

71. There is more comedy elsewhere in the dialogue, to different effect; see, e.g., McCabe 2015: chap. 7.

72. It would be a mistake, I believe, to think that here reason is taken to be free of emotional content; but it has other objects than the physical beauty of young men.

73. See McCabe 2015: chaps. 7, 11.

74. McCabe 2019.
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Humor as Philosophical Subversion

Especially in the Skeptics

Richard Bett

Aristotle is not exactly a comedian. He wrote about comedy in the lost second book of the Poetics, and, as discussed in another chapter in this volume, he wrote about wittiness (εὐτραπελία) in his ethical works. But he does not exhibit much of either. What humor there is in Aristotle seems to fall into two main varieties. First, there is wordplay that engages the reader’s attention, humor that can perhaps be seen as an instance of a technique he describes in Rhetoric 3.10, that of saying “smart things and things that create a good impression” (τὰ ἀστεῖα καὶ τὰ εὐδοκιμοῦντα, 1410b6–7). Early in the Nicomachean Ethics, he says that in endeavoring to determine the principles, archai, of ethics, we should begin, arkteon, with things known to us (1095b2–4). A little later, introducing the idea of the function, ergon, of a human being, he asks whether we can seriously consider that a human being as such (as opposed to people in various occupations) is argon (1097b28–30)—which is intentionally ambiguous between “without function” and “lazy.” In De caelo, introducing the topic of minimal magnitudes, he says that positing such a minimal magnitude (τὸ ἐλάχιστόν) will make the biggest difference (τὰ δὲ μέγιστα) in mathematics (271b10–11). And in De interpretatione, discussing names, he says that “non-human being” (τὸ οὐκ ἄνθρωπος) is not a name, and adds that this category has no name (16a29–31).1

The other type of humor in Aristotle is critical; to put it bluntly, someone or something is made fun of. There is some overlap with the previous category in that wordplay is sometimes the method. Thus, in his discussion in book I of De anima of the view that the soul is a harmonia, Aristotle comments that it is difficult to “harmonize,” epharmozein, the data with this theory, and that it is “more harmonious,” harmozei de mallon, to conceive of health, and bodily aretai in general, as harmonies than to regard the soul in this way (408a1–4). And in book 4 of the Physics, considering the idea of void (kenon), he remarks that this idea is “vacuous” or “empty” (kenon, 216a26–7). But on other occasions he drops the decorous punning and goes after an opponent more actively, and here things get more lively. A good example is in Metaphysics Γ, where Aristotle discusses those who claim to deny the Law of Non-Contradiction. He catalogs at considerable length the absurdities that this denial leads to, and in a number of places it seems pretty clear that he is making fun of the holders (or purported holders) of the view; this is perhaps most obvious in the places where he considers what the actions of someone who actually believed it would be like. If you really thought that nothing was of any particular character rather than its opposite, there would be no basis for choosing any one course of action over any other; you might as well walk into a well or chasm, instead of staying on level ground—which is what you obviously would do in real life (1008b15–16).2 Another case appears in his survey of previous philosophers’ views on causes in the first book of the Metaphysics, where he says that anyone who posited nous, “mind,” as a cause in nature, over and above the purely material causes recognized by the early physicists, “came across as a sober person in comparison with the random speakers (εἰκῇ λέγοντας) who came before” (984b17–18).

To my mind, these cases of overt ridicule are the most appealing examples of humor in Aristotle. In any case, they point to one major function of humor in philosophy: drawing attention to where one might go wrong. This need not involve an attack on someone else’s thinking, though it very often will; it could be used to avoid the pitfalls of a view that might seem initially attractive. Sometimes it can prepare the ground for a positive treatment of the topic in question, but this is by no means always so. In what follows, I am going to explore a number of the ways in which this critical variety of humor is employed in the Greco-Roman philosophical tradition. Perhaps not surprisingly, this kind of humor is especially easy to find among the people who see something suspect in the whole enterprise of philosophy itself—or at least of philosophy as normally understood, whatever that might amount to. For this reason I will be spending spend most of my time on Skeptics,3 although the discussion will not be entirely restricted to them. My sense is that this kind of humor is the dominant one in philosophy; but it would be very hard to demonstrate that, and I will not attempt to do so. It will be sufficient for my purposes to highlight its presence across numerous different periods and schools.4

1. Timon of Phlius

I began with Aristotle in part because he is a, perhaps the, paradigmatic philosopher, and will therefore serve as a useful foil for the more subversive figures with whom I will be largely concerned. As an example of humor in philosophy that is virtually a polar opposite of Aristotle, one might point to Timon of Phlius, Pyrrho’s disciple. In contrasting the two, I do not mean to deny that Timon has a positive philosophical goal; it is to present Pyrrho’s attitudes and demeanor as the ideal for humans to strive for. But his pursuit of that goal involves none of the elaborate laying out of arguments, consideration of objections, and construction of theories that mark a philosopher such as Aristotle—and to which the humor that we find in Aristotle’s writings is decidedly subordinate. All of that is, from Timon’s perspective, pointless, indeed counterproductive. We actually have a line of Timon bemoaning “Aristotle’s painful pointlessness” (Ἀριστοτέλους εἰκαιοσύνης ἀλεγεινῆς)—or perhaps “randomness” would be better (DL 5.11); in any case the Greek word eikaiosunē is a hapax, an abstract noun coined apparently for the express purpose of making a jab at Aristotle.5 As Dee Clayman points out in her study of Timon,6 there is an exquisite twist here in that pointless or random discourse is precisely what Aristotle would have prided himself on getting beyond; as we saw earlier, Aristotle himself makes fun of “random speakers” among his predecessors. But eikaiosunē is also a characteristic Timon attributes to all those who fail to follow Pyrrho’s path. We have a four-line fragment contrasting Pyrrho with these others, quoted by the Peripatetic Aristocles in his critical discussion of Pyrrhonism (preserved verbatim in Eusebius, Praeparatio evangelica 14.18.19):

But such he was—I saw him, the man without vanity and unbroken


By all the things [or perhaps, “all the people”] by which [or, “whom”] both the unknown and the celebrated among mortals are overpowered,

Empty hosts of people, weighed down on this side and that

By the sufferings of opinion and pointless (eikaiēs) laying-down-of-the-law.7



The “opinion” and “laying-down-of-the-law” from which Pyrrho is free no doubt include the everyday opinions and laws of society. But they probably also include the theories and postulates of philosophers who think that they have discovered the detailed workings of nature, of whom Aristotle is a prime example. In this case “laying-down-of-the-law,” nomothēkēs, has a further irony to it; these theories are mere nomos—that is, of human devising—rather than genuinely answering to phusis, nature. In any case, these ideas are all “empty.”

The reason for thinking that philosophers (other than Pyrrho himself) are at least one major focus of Timon’s attack here is that we have many other fragments of his work making fun of philosophers by name, several of them introduced by the same epic formula “such he was” (οἷος).8 Although in many cases the poem from which these lines came is not named, they almost certainly all came from Timon’s poem Silloi, or Lampoons, in which, as Diogenes Laertius tells us, Timon “mocks (sillainei) the dogmatic philosophers in the form of a parody” (9.111). As has long been recognized (though Diogenes does not tell us this), one important element of the parody is that the narrative is cast as a nekuia, or visit to the Underworld, where Timon encounters a number of now-dead philosophers; among the indications of this visit are the frequent opening phrases “And then I saw” and the like, recalling the words of Odysseus in the original Underworld visit in Odyssey book 11. There are other, earlier spoof nekuiai, notably that of Aristophanes in the Frogs and, closer to our present theme, Plato in the Protagoras (314e3–316a2); the scene where Socrates and Hippocrates enter Callias’ house and find numerous Sophists, each immersed in his characteristic intellectual activities and being pandered to by rapt followers, is a beautiful piece of satire, and again we find numerous “then I saw”s and other indications (including a mention of Homer himself, 315b9) that Socrates is being cast in the role of Odysseus and the Sophists as the heroes of old. The motif itself is of course heavily ironic; Plato’s Sophists are far from heroic, as are Timon’s philosophers. But the success of the device depends at least as much on the detailed portraits of the sub-heroes depicted. Plato’s focus is mainly on pieces of behavior: Protagoras’ followers are always careful not to get in his way, Hippias is seated, pontificating, on a thronos, and Prodicus is still lounging in bed.9 By contrast, as far as we can tell from the surviving fragments, Timon tends to focus more directly on aspects of the philosophers’ ideas and intellectual milieu. We have already seen a penchant for gleeful sarcasm in Timon’s approach to philosophers; but his thumbnail sketches of individual philosophers in the Silloi are very pointed and often quite savage, in the manner of some political cartoons. I will unpack a couple of examples.

Several fragments about Plato or members of Plato’s Academy have fun with Plato’s name and the various Greek words that sound like it. A single line, quoted by both Athenaeus (505e) and Diogenes Laertius (3.26), reads ὡς ἀνέπλαττε Πλάτων ὁ πεπλασμένα θαύματα εἰδώς, “as Plato made them up (aneplatte Platōn), he who knew fabricated wonders (peplasmena thaumata).” Without the previous line, it is hard to be sure of the force of aneplatte, “made up” or perhaps “refashioned”;10 but at any rate we do not have a picture of Plato simply describing reality—instead of describing, something is being devised, and this already invites suspicion. In peplasmena thaumata, “fabricated wonders,” this device is more obvious, although what these thaumata might be is open to conjecture. Athenaeus says that it was the dialogues themselves: Gorgias and Phaedo are said to have reacted to the dialogues named after them with “I never said that, nor did the other characters.” Other suggestions by modern scholars are the various Platonic accounts of the ideal state, the Platonic myths,11 and the puppets in the Republic’s cave that cast the shadows on the wall (thaumata can mean “puppets,” and is so used at 514b6);12 going in the opposite ontological direction, I would add that Platonic Forms could also, from the point of view of someone unimpressed with philosophical theorizing, qualify as “fabricated wonders,” and the resonance with the meaning “puppets” would add an extra piquancy to this interpretation. In any case, Plato (along with, by extension, the Academy) emerges as a wholesale purveyor of fictions; you can even tell it from his name!13

Turning from Plato to Socrates, we find just one fragment of Timon (in DL 2.19), but it is a zinger:


 But from them the stone-cutter, blatherer on the lawful, turned away,

 Spellbinder of the Greeks, who made them nitpicking arguers,

 Sneerer, rhetoricians’ snot, sub-Attic ironist.



From whom, or from what, did Socrates turn away? Clement (Strom 1.14.63.3) and Sextus Empiricus (M 7.8), both of whom quote the first line, tell us that this verb refers to Socrates’ widely reported turn away from physics and toward ethics; “them,” then, are either physicists or questions in physics. But if avoidance of physics is something Timon might have been expected to see as a positive, it is clear that engagement with ethics, at least in Socrates’ fashion, is not. “Blatherer on the lawful,” ennomoleschēs, Sextus plausibly tells us, is a reference to Socrates’ concentration on ethics, and the suffix -schēs shows this in a light that is anything but favorable; this ending and its cognates always seem to signify idle or trivial talk. A spellbinder or enchanter might in principle be either a positive or a negative influence. But characters who deserve this label, from Homer on, are often dangerous figures, and the combination of a “blatherer” on ethical topics and a spellbinder sounds worrisome indeed. It is also, at least from a certain perspective, fiendishly apt in the case of Socrates, many of whose discussions in Plato’s dialogues are both impossible for the interlocutors to shut down and (in these hapless interlocutors’ own view) obsessed, to no good end, with mundane and uninteresting topics such as shoemaking. The latter point seems to be continued in akribologous, rendered as “nitpicking arguers.” An akribologos is literally someone who uses logos in an akribēs, or precise, way; here too, in the abstract, the word could be read favorably or unfavorably—surely precision is sometimes a good thing—but the context strongly suggests the negative reading. Muktēr, which I have translated as “sneerer,” literally means “nostril,” and here seems to connote a person who looks down his nose at others; again, it is not hard to see this description as a good fit for Socrates’ dismissive attitude toward many of the things that the average Athenian considered of the highest importance. The suffix –muktos in the next word, rhētoromuktos (another hapax) is from the same root and seems to mean “blown out of the nose”; Diogenes’ following remark shows that he takes the word to indicate a rhetorical training, and my “rhetoricians’ snot” is an attempt to capture the Greek word’s combination of the two ideas.14 Finally, “stone-cutter” alludes to Socrates’ family occupation, and completes the portrait by drawing attention to his lowly social origins. A lot is packed into these three lines: personality, methodology, influence, and more. As an extraordinarily subtle yet stinging critique, delivered by means of devilish humor, it would be hard to improve on.

Timon’s devilish humor could easily occupy a whole paper, but I am trying to paint a broader picture. I close my discussion of Timon by noting that not all philosophers are equally worthy of ridicule in his eyes; some did manage to achieve insights that at least partially approximate the ideal attitude of Pyrrho. And it is striking that when Timon tones down the criticism, the humor recedes as well. Parmenides is described as “high-minded” and “not full of opinions”—opinions being inherently suspect, as we saw in the earlier fragment on Pyrrho—and is said to have “elevated our thought-processes from the deception of appearance” (DL 9.23).15 There is nothing obviously critical here, and nothing particularly funny, either. Similar things could be said about another fragment on Zeno (of Elea) and Melissus (DL 9.25). Finally, Xenophanes, who seems to have played something of a leading role in the Silloi (and to whom a poem called Silloi is also attributed, though this may very well be a retrospective title), is depicted regretting his only partial attainment of the correct, Pyrrho-like mindset, saying that he failed to be amphoterobleptos, “looking both ways” (Sextus, PH 1.224). There is room for debate about what exactly this description amounts to and why, in Timon’s view, it would have been a good thing.16 But the fragment continues with Xenophanes’ self-criticism, which has to do with his failure to avoid a monistic worldview; there is a certain self-deprecation here, which is perhaps a source of mild humor, but it has nothing like the sting of Timon’s lines on Plato or Socrates. The same is true of another fragment quoted immediately afterward in Sextus, where Xenophanes is referred to as hupatuphos (partly free from tuphos—conceit or bombast) on the basis of having laudably exposed “Homeric deception”—probably a reference to Xenophanes’ critique of the Homeric view of the gods—but then gone on to fashion a single unchanging god of his own.17

2. The Skeptical Academy

However, as we have seen, it is when Timon is in full critical mode that the humor is on full display. At its most intense, this brings with it a skewering of individual philosophers. But there is also at least a broad suggestion that philosophy itself—or at least, philosophy understood as the development of detailed theories explaining how the world works and accounting for the appearances—is a suspect, as well as laughable, activity that we should keep at arm’s length. We can find something of the same combination in the much more extensive surviving writings of Sextus Empiricus, in the late phase of the Pyrrhonist tradition, to whom we shall turn in a moment. But first, just a word about the skeptical Academy. The evidence here is secondhand and limited in scope; but their use of comedy as a critical tool is nonetheless easy enough to detect.

The skeptical Academics were known for generating opposing arguments on whatever topic one liked. Arcesilaus, the head of the Academy who first turned it in a skeptical direction, is said by Cicero to have invited his interlocutors to say what they thought; he would then offer arguments against these opinions, and they were invited to defend them as well as possible (Fin. 2.2). Now, Cicero does not say that Arcesilaus used humor in his counterarguments. But he does say that Arcesilaus was reviving the practice of Socrates, and that Socrates’ practice, as revealed in Plato’s dialogues, was to make fun of the Sophists. Many passages of Plato do of course fit this description, and Socrates himself in Plato’s Apology is made to say that the reason that he has attracted a following is that listening to those with pretensions to wisdom being shown up as fools is fun (ἔστι γὰρ οὐκ ἀηδές, 33c4—elegantly translated by Hugh Tredennick as “an experience which has its amusing side).18 While we have very little detailed evidence of Arcesilaus’ argumentative practice, it is natural to assume that comedic high jinks sometimes made their appearance.

A good example of comedic high jinks comes in a series of sorites arguments about the existence of god attributed by Sextus to Carneades, the second great skeptical Academic, about whom we are somewhat better informed than about Arcesilaus (M 9.182–90). Carneades is represented as arguing that if one accepts the existence of various standardly recognized gods, one is forced also to accept the divinity of all sorts of beings that no one in his right mind would regard as such. If Poseidon, standing for the sea, is a god, then major rivers will also be gods (and a number were so regarded); but in that case, every body of water, no matter how small, will be a god. If the sun is a god, then the day is a god; but in that case, any arbitrary time period will be a god. If Eros is a god, so is Pity (who, it is observed, was accepted as a god by some, M 9.187); but in that case all the emotions will be gods. If Demeter, Earth, is a god, any stone will be a god.19 Without clear standards for divinity, the fun one can have making up gods is virtually unlimited, and Carneades is obviously expecting his audience to share in the enjoyment.

It is worth pointing out that sorites arguments, which can be employed in a critical spirit by many philosophers, not just skeptical ones, have an inherent potential for humor. The whole idea is to show that if one accepts a certain starting point, one is forced to accept absurd consequences—and it is not hard for “absurd” to tip over into “laughable” or even “farcical.” The same can be said, more generally, of reductio ad absurdum arguments, of which sorites arguments are one species. It is notable that the word “absurd,” atopos, is ubiquitous in Sextus Empiricus.20 The absurdities he exposes do not always come with a humorous punch line. But again, the potential for comedy is there, and the potential is not infrequently realized.

3. Sextus Empiricus

Humor in Sextus comes in several forms, sometimes obvious and sometimes subtle. We can perhaps distinguish three kinds of humorous effect in his work, although these are not wholly distinct categories. First, there are cases of outright ridicule or humorous dismissiveness in the language used to describe his dogmatist opponents. Referring to their contribution to a debate on whether sense perception and thought can function together as a criterion of truth, he says that they “run on at the mouth” (M 7.359). Discussing difficulties with Stoic theories of demonstration, he mentions a disagreement within the school on whether arguments with just one premise were possible, and comments that it is silly to reject one-premised arguments on the basis that Chrysippus did not accept them: “For it is not necessary . . . to trust Chrysippus’ utterances like deliverances of the Delphic oracle” (M 8.443).21 Raising difficulties for various accounts of how our conception of god originated, he mentions Democritus’ idea that we encounter huge human-shaped images that we interpret as divinities, and comments “as for there being huge images in the surrounding area having human form and, in general, the kinds of things Democritus wants to make up for himself, that is extremely hard to accept” (M 9.42). And picturing the state to which his objections to their theories of whole and part have reduced the dogmatic philosophers, he describes them as “securing for themselves a little breather” (M 9.352) as they devise a response that will save their position—only temporarily, of course.

Second, there are cases in which the consequences for the dogmatists of holding a certain view are described in sardonic or even farcical terms. This includes instances of sorites-type reasoning, as we saw in Sextus’ use of Carneades, and in another case (in which no source is named) involving the gods; Sextus says that if we suppose that our conception of gods arose from things that benefited human life (a view earlier attributed to Prodicus, M 9.18), “we would have to think of human beings, and especially philosophers, as gods (for they benefit our life), and most of the non-rational animals (for they work alongside us), and household utensils and everything more trivial still” (M 9.41). Just in case we do not pick up on the tone, he adds “But this is completely laughable.” Commenting on the Stoic view that everyone other than the wise person is ignorant, and that the Stoics themselves did not measure up to the wise person’s standard, he cheerfully remarks that this puts them in the same position as they claim the skeptics are in (M 7.433). He does not spell out in general terms what position this is, but I take it to be one where, by one’s own admission, one does not have a argumentative leg to stand on; in the Stoics’ case, the results are as follows. “For since among the inferior, according to them, are numbered Zeno and Cleanthes and Chrysippus and the rest of their school, and every inferior person is gripped by ignorance, then undoubtedly Zeno was ignorant as to whether he was contained in the universe or whether he himself contained the universe, and whether he was a man or a woman, and Cleanthes did not know whether he was a human being or some beast more crafty than Typhon.” The bit on Cleanthes is an allusion to Socrates’ self-description in Plato’s Phaedrus (230a), brought up by Sextus himself earlier in the same book (M 7.264). But whereas ignorance was a central and serious element in Socrates’ self-conception (at least in Plato’s version of him), the Stoics were vastly ambitious and systematic theorists; if they are ignorant in the same way, they can only look ridiculous. A more glancing blow, containing wry humor rather than flat-out ridicule, is directed at Aristotle. Discussing Aristotle’s view of place as the limit of the containing body, the outermost body being heaven, which is therefore directly or indirectly the place of everything else, he adds that in that case the heaven itself is not in any place, “but is itself in itself and in its private ownness” (αὐτὸς ἐν ἑαυτῷ καὶ τῇ ἰδίᾳ οἰκειότητι: M 10.31). Now Aristotle is quite aware that his view leaves heaven as the ultimate place, which is not itself in any other place (Physics, 212b22), but he does not use any phrase resembling “private ownness,” and Sextus is surely making fun of the idea; “itself in itself” is also perhaps a crafty dig, the language recalling Plato’s terminology for describing separately existing Forms—items that Aristotle is relentlessly critical of Plato for positing.

My third category of humor in Sextus is a kind of exuberance or playfulness in the way an anti-dogmatic argument is developed—especially in the way an example or other detail in the argument is developed. Here it may be more debatable in any given case whether humor is really involved, but I will offer a few cases that seem to me to qualify. In his arguments against the existence of a criterion of truth in the first book of Against the Logicians, Sextus considers the idea that human beings are the criterion of truth, and with this, the definition “a human being is a rational mortal animal.” One objection to this definition is that it is not a true definition, but merely an enumeration of attributes (M 7.269–75). But in the case of “mortal” he goes one better, saying that “mortal” is not even an attribute, “but something that comes after the human being; for when we are human beings, we are alive and not dead” (M 7.272). This argument may seem very feeble; after all, “mortal” means “subject to death” not “actually dead,” so that unless one rejects the existence of not yet realized potentialities, someone can of course be mortal while still alive. But I suspect Sextus is playing on the etymological connection between thnētos, “mortal,” and thnēskō, “die,” coupled with a common ambiguity in the force of the adjectival suffix -tos. Adjectives with this suffix connote either having undergone a certain process, or being in some way able or suitable to undergo that process; so, for example, anepikritos, a word often used by Sextus in connection with words such as diaphōnia, “dispute,” can mean either “undecided” or “undecidable”—which way one reads it can sometimes make quite a difference to one’s interpretation of Sextus. Thnētos is used only in the second way; it means “able to die,” “marked out for death,” or the like. But given the regular ambiguity of -tos, it might not be hard for a native Greek speaker to hear it in the first way, as “having died”; if so, Sextus’ statement becomes a piece of wit as opposed to a mere conceptual ineptitude.

Other examples involve something amusing or preposterous in the scenarios dreamed up to create objections. Near the end of his discussion of motion in the second book of Against the Physicists, Sextus is considering the question whether the places through which things move, and the times during which they move, are infinitely divisible or terminate at minimal units that cannot be further divided. Among the various views on this question, he addresses the view (attributed to the Peripatetic Strato, M 10.155) that the distances are infinitely divisible, but the times have minimal, indivisible durations. And his response is that in that case one can construct a scenario in which a falling body would have to stop in mid-air—or else contradict the theory; for added comedic effect Sextus makes the object something heavy, a lead ball (M 10.160–62). Whatever distance the lead ball travels in one of these minimal units of time, one just has to add an extra distance that is a fraction of the first distance. Then either, per impossibile, it will cover this extra distance in less than one minimal unit of time, or it will have to stand still after covering just the original distance, which is absurd (and here is one of Sextus’ frequent uses of atopos, 161). He might have added a third possibility—that it abruptly and unaccountably gets slower, so as to cover the smaller distance in the same minimal unit of time; this effect would have only added to the merriment. A simpler case occurs in Against the Ethicists, where Sextus is considering the consequences of saying that the wise person has self-control or continence (ἐγκράτεια), which the Stoics, unlike Aristotle, regarded as a virtue. The wise and self-controlled person either has impulses toward bad actions but masters them, or has no such impulses—and there are problems with either supposition. Against the latter, his response is “where is the self-control in not succumbing to an impulse one does not even have?” “And just as no one would call the eunuch self-controlled about sexual intercourse, or the person with a bad stomach self-controlled about the enjoyment of food . . . in the same way the sage should not be described as self-controlled” (M 11.212). Part of the humor here is in the sheer incongruity of imagining the eunuch and the person with the queasy stomach fighting against impulses that they obviously do not have; another part is the put-down of the Stoics’ wise person implied here—if this is what the wise person is like, wisdom seems more like an impairment than a virtue.

Another example, again from Sextus’ treatment of motion in Against the Physicists, involves a slightly different kind of humor. He is subjecting to scrutiny the definition of motion as transition from place to place, and one of his complaints is that something can move but stay in the same place. “Imagine a ship,” he says, “running with a fair wind, and someone carrying a vertical beam from prow to stern, moving at the same speed as the ship” (M 10.56). Presumably Sextus chooses the beam as the focus, rather than the person, because the person’s legs will not stay in the same place—whereas the beam, in one sense, stays absolutely stationary, even though in another sense it is clearly moving, since it is being taken from the front of the ship to the back and the person transporting it is putting one foot in front of the other. Now here, the outlandishness of the example certainly brings a chuckle—and I cannot help thinking that this is part of the goal; however, it is not that the example makes the theory under consideration look ridiculous, as in the two cases from the previous paragraph. If anything, the lengths to which one is forced to go to find a counter-example to the theory is an indication of the theory’s plausibility, even though the counterexample does genuinely make trouble for the theory. The humorous outlandishness of the case puts both points into sharp relief. Yes, the theory was attractive, and yes, it does look vulnerable to this counterexample. The reason one has a laugh in coming to see this is, I suggest, twofold: the example has to be a weird one in order to serve its function, and there is a comic reversal of expectations in the fact that, weird or not, it actually does so.

In both respects, this example recalls contemporary epistemology’s Gettier cases, which were designed to undermine a conception of knowledge that had seemed very persuasive, namely, justified true belief.22 Devising Gettier cases takes real ingenuity, because most everyday cases of knowledge seem to fit that traditional conception quite well; with Gettier cases, then, one enters the realm of the outré and the absurd—and humor is often not far behind. And yet, humor included,23 they do their work of showing that in order for a belief to count as knowledge (as Gettier cases, in most people’s judgment, do not), its justification and its truth must be connected with each other in a quite particular way; and the difficulty or impossibility of spelling out that requirement has been a major driver of epistemology’s agenda in the past half-century. So both Gettier cases and Sextus’ example of motion that is not transition from place to place are indeed instances of humor in a critical context; but the function of the humor is somewhat less direct than in most of the cases I have considered.

I offer one more example of my third category of humor in Sextus. This is from Outlines of Pyrrhonism, where Sextus argues that dogs are in no way inferior to humans. This is in the first of his Ten Modes, focused on differences in the way things appear to animals and to humans (PH 1.40–78). After many examples of such differences, it is argued that there is no non-question-begging means of showing that the way things appear to humans should be considered truer; and this is said to force us to suspend judgment about the way things really are (59–61). And now, to rub in the message (62), Sextus gives numerous reasons that the dog is fully the equal of humanity—for instance, in virtue, reasoning power, and the ability to take care of itself (63–72). He explicitly marks this as humor (καταπαίζειν, 62) directed at the “demented and self-important dogmatists (τῶν δογματικῶν τετυφωμένων καὶ περιαυτολογούντων)” (another instance here of my first category). The humor in Sextus’ treatment of the dog rests in part on the fact that the dogmatists are so sure that humans—and especially they themselves—are superior in their discernment of reality; another aspect is the huge gulf between the lowly status of the dog in popular culture, acknowledged by Sextus at the outset (63), and the high praise it receives in Sextus’ account; and another is that a good part of the mischief comes from Sextus’ exploitation of the dogmatists’ own ideas (especially those of the Stoics, singled out as his main opponents, 65). The Stoic Chrysippus is said to have attributed logic to the dog; in chasing another animal, sniffing down two of three possible tracks and failing to pick up the scent, and then pursuing the third track without bothering to sniff, it is employing the syllogism “A or B or C; but not A or B; therefore C,” which is a multi-pronged instance of the Stoics’ fifth indemonstrable (in other words, foundational) form of argument (69). Again, the Stoics advocate pursuing what conforms to and fosters one’s nature, and the dog does just that (65–66). And having argued that the dog has justice, Sextus then appeals to the Stoic doctrine of the unity of the virtues to argue that it must have the other virtues as well (68).

It will perhaps have been noticed that this is the only passage I have cited as a case of humor in Outlines of Pyrrhonism.24 All my other examples have been from Sextus’ longer work, the surviving portions of which (Against the Logicians, Physicists, and Ethicists) cover roughly the same material as the second and third books of Outlines.25 Without having done an exhaustive analysis of the topic, I do have the sense that Outlines has considerably less overt humor than the other work; certainly I have found examples easier to spot in the other work. I suspect that this difference has to do precisely with the “outline” character of Outlines, to which Sextus frequently draws attention; he is here sticking to the bare bones. In the other longer, much more discursive work, there is an opportunity to expand on his points, and this is where humor is more likely to thrive. Nevertheless, some of the examples I have considered perhaps point to a more global propensity toward ridicule behind a great deal of Sextus’ writing, and here there is not necessarily a difference between the two works. The tendency to portray the dogmatists as figures of fun implies a “what is all this nonsense?” attitude toward constructive philosophy in general; and here Sextus’ language in Outlines—“demented and self-important”—is as stinging as any. The passage on the dog, coming as it does early in the first book of Outlines, also sets a tone; after this, one is led to wonder whether dogmatists are ever again to be taken seriously. I do not mean to suggest that Sextus is always on the verge of bursting out laughing. But, as I said, the potential for humor is very often present—as well it might be, given that Sextus considers the claim to have discovered the truth about the world an absurd overreach. Thus, I find in Sextus at least a hint of the kind of attitude I detected in Timon: ridicule of positive philosophy as a whole, rather than simply of particular ideas and arguments.

The words “philosophical subversion” in my title are intended to capture both these ideas: subversion of particular ideas within philosophy, and subversion of philosophy itself (where the term is understood in a positive or constructive spirit). It is open to the skeptics to be humorously subversive in both these ways, and I hope to have shown that they welcome the opportunity. I will end the chapter with a brief glance at critical humor in some non-skeptical philosophies; here, since they do of course have constructive ambitions, the “subversion” is only of the first kind.

4. Non-Skeptical Philosophies

Having already touched on both Plato and Aristotle, I will limit myself in this last section to the Epicureans and Stoics. Still, it is worth noting that a full treatment of the subject would start considerably earlier than even Plato. There is surely an element of ridicule in Xenophanes’ critique of the traditional anthropomorphic conception of divinity. If cows had a god, it would be a cow; and different ethnic groups create gods that—surprise, surprise—look just like themselves (DK 21B 15, 16). Heraclitus’ invectives, too, contain a sizeable dose of mockery. However, constraints of space prevent me from pursuing this any further.

It is easy to suppose that the Epicurean and Stoic schools both produced plenty of works containing little or no humor, and this supposition may be correct. This is the impression I get of the charred remains (among the Herculaneum papyruses) of Epicurus’ On Nature, as well as of some sentences of Chrysippus quoted in authors such as Plutarch; they seem complicated, verbose, and somewhat forbidding. But our access to these works is, to put it mildly, extremely limited, and it would no doubt be unfair to make wholesale judgments on the basis of what we have. In any case, we can certainly find examples of humor in later writers of both schools, of whom we have complete works—Lucretius on the Epicurean side and Seneca and Epictetus on the Stoic side. However, we should not dismiss Epicurus too quickly. The letters of Epicurus preserved in Diogenes Laertius are certainly more readable than the fragments of On Nature. And while this is by no means frequent, one can find flashes of humor. Perhaps the reason there are not more is that these letters are basic expositions of Epicurean principles, without much concern for criticizing others; for the places where we do find humor are in the relatively rare contexts where criticism occurs.26

One is in the Letter to Menoeceus, where Epicurus is contrasting the correct view of the pleasant life with a common but incorrect view; the incorrect view is described as follows. “It is not continuous drinking sessions and revelry, or the enjoyment of boys and women, or of fish and the other things on an extravagant table, that produce the pleasant life” (οὐ γὰρ πότοι καὶ κῶμοι συνείροντες οὐδ’ ἀπολαύσεις παίδων καὶ γυναικῶν οὐδ’ ἰχθύων καὶ τῶν ἄλλων ὅσα φέρει πολυτελὴς τράπεζα τὸν ἡδὺν γεννᾷ βίον, DL 10.132). This is not laugh-out-loud humor; but there is humorous exaggeration in “continuous,” and there is a quizzical perspective implied in lumping together sexual partners and fancy foods as things of which one might—indiscriminately, as it were—have “enjoyments.” A slightly more outspoken case comes in the Letter to Pythocles, where Epicurus lays into those who explain celestial phenomena not as having multiple possible causes (all consistent with the basic atomic theory), but as having one cause—namely, divine intervention. “To offer one cause for these things,” he says, “when the phenomena call for several,27 is insane and done not as one should by those who eagerly pursue the empty-headed kind of astronomy and offer causes of certain things28 in vain (eis to kenon), when they in no way release the divine nature from public service (leitourgiōn)” (DL 10.113). The abuse is plain, and the final word, “liturgies,” is a nice touch; it conjures up an image of the gods as like rich Athenians organizing dramatic festivals, embassies, and the like. In addition, there is an ambiguity in eis to kenon that adds to the fun. It could mean simply “in vain,” as I translated it just now. But kenon is also Epicurus’s term for the void, the empty space in which atoms move; and so these misguided astronomers can also be thought of as sending out their explanations “into the void”—or as we might put it colloquially, into thin air, where they will be deservedly forgotten.

Lucretius goes somewhat further in making fun of the misguided. Perhaps the best examples come in book 4, which begins with the physical mechanisms of sense perception and ends with love and sex. On the latter subject, he expands on the comic possibilities of the infatuated lover who interprets any physical feature of his beloved (no matter how objectively undesirable, as Lucretius presents it) as praiseworthy and invents endearing language to describe it (4.1160–69). The topos goes back to Plato’s Republic (474d–e), but Lucretius exploits its full potential; both constraints of space and the risk of lapsing into sexism make me hesitate to go into detail, but the satirical purpose is in no doubt. Lucretius continues in the same vein by saying that even if the beloved is really as beautiful as the lover thinks, her beautification regimes behind closed doors would drive him away immediately if he saw them—or, more to the point, smelled them; they make her servants laugh, and we the readers are clearly meant to be in on the laugh, too, though the joke is more on the deluded lover than on the scheming beloved (4.1171–84). The section ends on a more humane note: if both parties are honest and accept the truth, they can maybe make a go of it without all this pretense on both sides (4.1188–91). In this case the truth, as Lucretius sees it, is that we are bodies composed of atoms, which, in sex and maybe even in love, undergo processes that can be very pleasurable, but that do not warrant the agonies, ordeals, and resort to theological explanations that they all too frequently generate. Some humor at the expense of those in the grip of such attitudes is all to the good, if it can help to bring people around to this truth.29

A not altogether dissimilar kind of humorous critique occurs at the end of book 1 of Seneca’s De ira, where the opponent is the person who thinks of anger as something noble. If this is the case, argues Seneca, then self-indulgence, avarice, lust, and ambition are also to be celebrated; and the book ends with a series of parodic descriptions of each of these qualities in a mock-positive light (1.21). Here again, there is a common, although thoroughly misguided, attitude that needs to be corrected, and comedy is one way to achieve this.

But philosophical attitudes, as well as everyday ones, can also be the subject of critical humor in both Stoic and Epicurean texts. A common butt of Epictetus’ jokes in the Discourses is the person who is absorbed in the book learning of philosophy—including, interestingly, the books of the Stoics themselves—but has utterly failed in the real project of philosophy, which is to transform one’s life for the better. A good example is book 2, chap. 19, entitled To [or perhaps, Against] Those Who Take Up Philosophers’ Business Just at the Level of Talk. Such a person may mouth something read in a book—a Stoic book, say, that holds that the only bad thing is vice, so that a shipwreck, for example, is indifferent rather than bad; how is this person going to do in an actual shipwreck (2.19.15–16)? This is just one of a number of humorous elements in this chapter; Epictetus’ caricature of the bookish pseudo-philosopher puts the focus on one of his central themes, the need to do the hard work of self-improvement.

Another philosophical character who comes in for ridicule, both in Epictetus and in Lucretius, is the philosophical skeptic. Since much of this chapter has been about humorous critique issued by skeptics, it is only fair for them to receive some comeuppance; this turn-about also allows me to end as I began, since Epicurean and Stoic humor at the expense of sceptics has much in common with Aristotle’s humor against the denier of the Law of Non-Contradiction. The picture of a person who literally does not know where he is going (or would not, if he actually believed this nonsense) recurs in both authors; just as Aristotle’s opponent might as well fall into a chasm, Lucretius’ skeptic might as well fall over a precipice (4.507–10) and Epictetus’ skeptic might as well go to the mill when he wants to go to the baths (1.27.19). Such a person (again, if anyone really existed who believed these things) would in fact be reduced to complete inaction; he would be standing on his head, according to Lucretius (4.472), and he would be “even worse than a corpse” according to Epictetus (1.5.8), just as in Aristotle the denier of the Law of Non-Contradiction would be no different from a vegetable (Met. 1008b11–12).

5. Conclusion

I hope I have done something to make plausible the idea of subversion as a major category of humor in philosophy. Obviously, this approach need not be limited to the ancient period. I mentioned the humorous dimension to Gettier cases. I would also float the suggestion that in certain respects Nietzsche stands to Kant as Timon does to Aristotle; Kant is the rigorously serious philosopher, while Nietzsche is the trickster who makes fun of philosophy as usually practiced (and a great deal besides). Some people treat Nietzsche as a systematic philosopher, but to me the anti-systematic tendencies in his thinking and writing have always loomed larger. And Nietzsche is certainly an enthusiastic exponent of humor. Just one example in closing: I invite you to consider the opening section of Twilight of the Idols’ “Raids of an Untimely Man,” which consists of a number of thumbnail sketches of well-known authors. Among the philosophers in this group are “Seneca: or virtue’s bullfighter . . . Kant: or ‘cant’ [Nietzsche uses the English word] as intelligible character . . . John Stuart Mill: or clarity as an insult.”30 The family resemblance to Timon’s sketches of philosophers in the Silloi is almost uncanny; and like his, these ones would deserve plenty of unpacking.31
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1. For drawing my attention to these examples and connecting them with the Rhetoric passage, I am indebted to Marko Malink.

2. Cf. 1010b10–11.

3. The Cynics also fit the description in the previous sentence, and the version of this chapter that was presented at a University of Oslo workshop on Laughter and Comedy in Ancient Philosophy organized by the editors of this volume included a section on them. However, the Cynics are known to us only through multiple, often untraceable, layers of transmission; thus, we cannot generally talk about what Diogenes, for example, said or did, but about the uses to which he is being put by other, generally unknown, authors or raconteurs. In view of this complication, philosophical humor attributed to the Cynics (of which there is plenty) would need a complete paper of its own. Thanks to Michael Trapp for emphasizing the complexities in this area.

4. I will not have anything to say about the image of Democritus as the laughing philosopher (e.g., Seneca, De ira 2.10.5). Apart from its dubious historicity, it is not really a case of humor in philosophy; Democritus’ laughter is supposed to have been prompted by, or directed toward, everyday human follies, and it is never connected in any significant way with his philosophical outlook. Nonetheless, it is an instance of laughter in a critical spirit—or “laughing at”—and to that extent conforms to the model I am interested in. Another case of critical humor that is surely relevant to my topic, but not central enough to be included, is Lucian’s comedy about philosophy, delivered from an outside perspective.

5. Unless otherwise noted, translations are my own. In the case of Timon, I sometimes draw on translations in Bett 2000 and Bett 2015. In the case of Sextus I generally draw on Bett 1997, Bett 2005, and Bett 2012.

6. Clayman 2009: 126, n35. Other important works on Timon are Long 1978 and di Marco 1989.

7. ἐκ παθέων δόξης τε καὶ εἰκαίης νομοθήκης. I follow Clayman 2009: 81 in taking δόξης and νομοθήκης as dependent on παθέων, rather than reading all three genitives as parallel, as do all other translators I am aware of (including myself in Bett 2000: 70).

8. On the epic credentials of this formula, and more generally on the mock-Homeric set-up of the Silloi, see Clayman 2009: 78–82.

9. A case can be made that all three of these illustrate something about the person’s thought; Plato depicts these Sophists in action, but thereby intends further implications. However, explaining the details would take us too far afield.

10. Clayman 2009: 103 prefers “remade” and suggests a reference to plagiarism; another fragment accuses the Timaeus of being plagiarized (from Pythagorean materials, according to one source, Aulus Gellius 3.17.4).

11. Both these suggestions in di Marco 1989: 153.

12. Clayman 2009: 103.

13. Other fragments playing with Plato’s name are at Athenaeus 610b (the individual targeted is not clear), DL 3.7 (Plato), DL 4.42 (Arcesailus), DL 4.67 (Academics in general). I have discussed the last two of these in Bett 2015: §V.

14. Is there perhaps a sly reference here to Thrasymsachus’ outburst against Socrates in book 1 of the Republic—that he needs a nurse to wipe his runny nose (343a)? Thanks to Thomas Johansen for this suggestion. Note that there is also a comic reversal in the contrast between this and the previous word muktēr. I am not sure what to make of the following word, “sub-Attic” (ὑπαττικός). With most other scholars, I had been inclined to regard it as a comment on Socrates’ style. But Michael Trapp pointed out that “Attic” as a stylistic term post-dates Timon by a couple of centuries. Trapp suggested that the force might be not of something inferior to Attic, as my translation implies, but something sneakily or underhandedly Attic. But in either case, without the stylistic connotation it is unclear to me what Timon is suggesting.

15. Παρμενίδου τε βίην μεγαλόφρονος οὐ πολύδοξον// ὅς ῥ’ ἐκ φαντασίας ἀπάτης ἀνενείκατο νώσεις. Reading ἐκ (with Long and Sedley 1987: vol. 2, 16) for the mss. ἐπί.

16. On this see Bett 2000: chap. 3.5.

17. Xenophanes’ critique itself has a humorous aspect; I touch on this at the opening of §5.

18. Tredennick 1969: 66.

19. The one argument I have omitted exploits the practice of applying epithets to divinities; Carneades proliferates this practice to what we are clearly supposed to regard as an absurd degree (M 9.185). For details, see note ad loc. in Bett 2012.

20. The entry for atopos in Janáček 2000 does not attempt to catalog all the instances. Janáček tries whenever possible to give a complete list of the occurrences of significant words, but with atopos, he simply says “ub.” (i.e., ubique, “everywhere”) and lists some representative examples.

21. The text in this sentence is corrupt, but the part that I have quoted is secure, and the general point (delivered in this comedic register) is clear: why trust Chrysippus any more than a member of the same school who maintains the opposite?

22. The original Gettier cases were presented in Gettier 1963; many others have been offered since. A good recent discussion of Gettier cases and their influence is Hetherington 2011.

23. I remember the lecturer from whom I first learned about Gettier cases apologizing for the silliness of these examples. But I now think their silliness—or, to put it less pejoratively, their amusingly bizarre character—is, if not essential to their effect, at least hardly an accident.

24. I omit any treatment of Sextus’ third work, usually called Against the Professors (M 1–6), since its subject matter is less directly philosophical. However, there is no shortage of humor in this work, and a fuller discussion of the subject would certainly need to include some consideration of it.

25. Sextus calls this work by the name Skeptika Hupomnēmata, or Skeptical Treatises; see M 1.29, 2.106, 6.52, which are clear back-references to passages in these surviving books.

26. Geert Roskam’s chapter, “Philosophy Is Great Fun! Laughter in Epicureanism” (in this volume), develops the theme of critical Epicurean humor much further than I can do here; see especially §2, “Polemical Laughter.” Roskam also interestingly finds traces in Epicureanism of what he calls “a positive laughter that is focused on the philosopher’s own happiness.” I would simply observe that this kind of laughter seems to be more a reflection of one’s demeanor than an effect of philosophical humor, and hence somewhat outside my concerns in this chapter; while there can certainly be philosophical humor that is not, to use my term, subversive, the positive laughter Roskam describes looks like an example of something rather different.

27. Bywater’s conjecture πλεοναχάς for the mss. reading πλεοναχῶς may be correct. The language is somewhat crabbed with the text as it stands; one would have to read it as something like “when the phenomena require [them to be explained] in multiple ways.”

28. I retain the mss. reading τινῶν, but read it as dependent on αἰτίας, rather than as the subject of a genitive absolute with ἀποδιδόντων (as Inwood and Gerson 1997 read it). Instead of τινῶν, Usener conjectured ἄστρων, “of the stars,” and Bignone conjectured τούτων, “of these things.” (Hicks’s Loeb edition prints τινῶν but translates “for the stars.”)

29. Lucretius’ tone, here and elsewhere, reflects his debt to the diatribe tradition. On this see Wallach 1976.

30. I use the translation of Richard Polt in Nietzsche 1997: 50–51.

31. Thanks to all those who took part in the discussion at the Oslo conference, especially to my commentator on that occasion, Marko Malink; and to Franco Trivigno and Pierre Destrée for inviting me to contribute to this project.
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Philosophy Is Great Fun!

Laughter in Epicureanism

Geert Roskam

1. Laughter and Philosophy, an Odd Pair

Risus abundat in ore stultorum: “Laughter abounds in the mouth of fools.” Intelligent people are serious, and as a rule, philosophers are intelligent people, so philosophers, as a rule, are serious. This impeccable syllogism is both valid and, as far as the ancient world is concerned, true, for the Greek philosophical tradition was generally opposed to laughter. Was this the consequence of the fact that the poor Thales became victim of the stupid laughter of a Thracian servant girl (Plato, Tht. 174a4–8)? However that may be, most Presocratics seemed to have preferred a solemn gravity. Pythagoras, for instance, is reputed to have avoided laughter (Diogenes Laertius, 8.20; cf. Porphyry, VP 35), Heraclitus preferred weeping to laughing,1 and Anaxagoras was never seen to laugh or smile at all (Aelian, VH 8.13). According to Heraclides, the same was true for the young Plato (Diogenes Laertius, 3.26). Later, he stated in his Republic that the guardians should not be fond of laughter (Rep. 3.388e5), and an anonymous Athenian tradition has it that laughter was not allowed in the Academy (Aelian, VH 3.35). Epictetus warns both against laughing (Ench. 33.4) and raising a laugh (33.15).

This ideal of dignified seriousness was endorsed by many statesmen, too. Pericles was influenced by Anaxagoras in adopting a facial composure that never relaxed into a laugh (Plutarch, Per. 5.1). Phocion, an alumnus of Plato’s Academy, was never seen in laughter (Phoc. 4.2–3). Roman politicians followed the same path: Cato the Younger hardly ever laughed, although he sometimes smiled (Ca. Mi. 1.5), whereas Marcus Crassus laughed only once in his life (Cicero, Tusc. 3.31; Fin. 5.92). Examples could easily be multiplied, but these largely suffice to evoke a panorama of deep seriousness. At the high level of influential intellectuals, life proves a serious business.

Yet there were also dissentient voices that were much more positive about humor and laughter. And among them was that of Epicurus. In one of his Vatican Sayings,2 he indirectly underlines the importance of laughter (41):


One must philosophize and at the same time laugh (γελᾶν ἅμα δεῖ καὶ φιλοσοφεῖν) and take care of one’s household and use the rest of our personal goods, and never stop proclaiming the utterances of correct philosophy.

(Vatican Sayings, trans. B. Inwood and L. P. Gerson)



In this celebrated saying, laughter is directly connected with philosophy,3 and as such obviously gains considerable importance. The word ἅμα (“at the same time”) in fact closely links both components. Moreover, Epicurus does not seem to be thinking of a merely theoretical perspective, for by adding the domain of economy, he also includes practical life. Is the suggestion, then, that both laughter and philosophy should permeate our life?

That would be a particularly challenging and controversial position, as it runs counter to the earlier mentioned communis opinio among the great majority of philosophers. But Epicurus was not afraid of adopting such unconventional views, and at first sight, his saying is not really surprising. It is the obvious consequence of the fait primitif of his thinking, that is, his choice for pleasure as the final goal of man. In such a perspective, an appreciation of laughter can be expected indeed, since it is both an excellent means to reach pleasure and a consequence of enjoying pleasure. Humor, fun, jesting, jokes: they are all part and parcel of the sunny picture of a cheerful life among witty friends. Where pleasure occupies the central place, laughter cannot be neglected, and a philosophy that regards pleasure as the final end should welcome laughter as one of its powerful allies. Therefore, a grumbling Epicurean is like an apodictic Academic or a profligate Stoic: a contradictio in terminis.

Yet on closer inspection, we are confronted with a strange paradox. This sunny picture of the good-humored, laughing Epicurean who enjoys his entertaining pleasures is not confirmed in our extant ancient sources. We indeed have surprisingly little information about this positive character of laughter. The verb gelan (“to laugh”) and its compounds are used neither in Epicurus’ Kuriai doxai nor in his three extant Letters, and relatively few occurrences can be found in the remaining fragments. No wonder, then, that the topic of Epicurean laughter has hardly received attention in scholarly research.4 Yet it is a topic that both repays further study and cannot really be ignored by specialists of Epicurus. We should try to determine whether SV 41 is only a marginal, isolated statement or rather reflects a key concern of Epicurus. If the latter turns out to be the case, a better understanding of the precise meaning and scope of the fascinating SV 41 will clearly add to our insight in an important aspect of Epicurus’ philosophical thinking and approach. In this chapter, I therefore propose to have a careful look at the different aspects of laughter in the history of Epicurean philosophy, from its very beginning (Epicurus and the members of his school) to the Imperial period (Diogenes of Oenoanda), in order to throw some light on its nature, functions, objects, and philosophical foundations.

2. Polemical Laughter

The first thing that strikes the eye is that in the overwhelming majority of relevant passages, Epicurean laughter appears as polemical laughter. Contrary to what we suggested in the previous section, the nature of Epicurean laughter is negative and destructive: gelan is as a rule tantamount to katagelan, “to laugh at,” or “to deride,” and is often connected with contempt.5 This kind of disdainful laughter is directed at everyone who does not accept the Epicurean insights.

2.a. Deriding Philosophical Opponents

Not surprisingly, a frequent target of the Epicurean laughter are the philosophical opponents, whose doctrines are time and again characterized as “ridiculous,” geloios. Epicurus repeatedly called Plato’s doctrine of the elements ridiculous in his On nature (Peri physeōs).6 Later Epicureans followed suit: Polystratus introduced and/or regarded several opinions as laughable (De cont. col. 6.28–29 Indelli), and Philodemus did the same in many of his works.7 The doctrine that there exists a virtue of love, for instance, is considered to be greatly ridiculous (De mus. 4, col. 127.10–16: καταγέλαστον οὐ μετρίως), and it is, in Philodemus’ view, not easy to find a doctrine that is more ridiculous than Cleanthes’ belief that music contributes to our knowledge of the gods (col. 142.14–15). Diogenes of Oenoanda characterizes the Stoic view of God as a maker of the universe as ridiculous (fr. 20.I.4) and points out that his opponents’ theories about the origin of language are absolutely ridiculous, indeed more absurd than any absurdity (fr. 12.IV.3–6: γελοῖον γάρ ἐστι, μᾶλλον δὲ παντὸς γελοίου γελοιότερον).

However, not only the doctrines are derided with merciless laughter: the philosophers themselves also undergo the same fate, as is amply illustrated in a well-known passage from Diogenes Laertius:


[Epicurus called Nausiphanes] “jellyfish,” and “illiterate,” and “swindler” and “prostitute.” And the Platonists he called “Dionysius-flatterers”; Plato himself “golden”; Aristotle a debauchee, and one who had squandered his family property and joined the army, and a druggist; Protagoras a porter, Democritus’ secretary, and a village schoolmaster; Heraclitus “The Stirrer”; Democritus “Lerocritus” (Judge of Idiocies); Antidorus “Sannidorus” (Giver of Foolishness); the Cyzicenes “enemies of Greece”; the Dialecticians “destruction-mongers”; and Pyrrho “uneducated” and “uncultured.” (trans. D. N. Sedley)



This, to say the least, is quite an impressive catalogue of insults.8 And again, later Epicureans followed the example of their master Zeno, for instance, head of the Garden in the 1st century bc, called Socrates an “Attic clown” and always referred to the Stoic “Chrysippa” (systematically preferring the feminine gender to the male) (Cicero, De nat. deor. 1.93). And Velleius does not hesitate to call a great many eminent philosophers fools, idiots, and madmen (1.94). Of course, such an approach was highly offensive to the members of the other schools. Plutarch insists that such defamatory language suffices to discredit the Epicureans (Non posse 1086F). That may well be true in the eyes of non-Epicurean philosophers, but from an Epicurean perspective, it rather shows a particularly clever, sharp-witted, and meaningful humor that is fully justified and efficient. We shall soon come back to this topic.

Another Epicurean strategy of deriding the philosophical opponents consisted in presenting the implications of their doctrines in a concrete and absurd way. Several salient examples of this polemical approach can be found in Colotes’ notorious pamphlet entitled On the Point That Conformity to the Doctrines of the Other Philosophers Makes It Even Impossible to Live.9 There, the Epicurean refutes the views of a whole list of major philosophical predecessors, and often does so in a particularly humorous way. To confine myself to a few examples: Socrates, according to Colotes, is unable to explain why he puts his food in his mouth and not in his ear, why he eats food instead of grass, and why he wraps his cloak about himself and not around a pillar (Plutarch, Adv. Colot. 1108B and 1117F). Arcesilaus, the great champion of Academic skepticism and suspension of judgment, cannot tell why he walks to the door and not to the wall if he wants to go out, or why he runs to the bath rather than to the mountain (1122E). These are only two of the more telling examples,10 but they already give a good idea of Colotes’ method. Rather than refuting his opponents through a thorough, technical, and in-depth discussion of their doctrines, he ridicules them with a lively and playful humor. And thus, we can find in these fragments an illuminating illustration of what the combination of laughter and philosophy (mentioned in SV 41) means in an Epicurean perspective. In a polemical context, both perfectly collaborate and even overlap.

This polemical technique remained popular among later generations of Epicureans. Lucretius, for instance, making fun of the doctrine of metempsychosis, imagines how thousands of preexistent souls would gather together around a corpse and hunt for the seeds of little worms in order to be incarnated (DRN 3.722–29). Diogenes of Oenoanda refutes the theory that language was a deliberate invention by evoking tongue in cheek how one individual succeeded in primitive times to assemble a large number of people and then taught them, as a kind of schoolmaster, the names of every separate thing: “let this be called ‘stone,’ this ‘wood,’ this ‘human being,’ ” and so on (fr. 12.V.4–14). And elsewhere in his inscription, he describes how the Stoic god was before the creation of the world roaming at random like a beggar, being devoid of city and fellow citizens (fr. 20.II.6–10). All this shows that from the very beginning up to the end, the Epicurean polemic against other philosophical schools was impregnated by a laughter that was as lucid and acute as it was destructive.

2.b. Deriding Common Convictions

The same polemical laughter returns in the Epicurean attacks against common opinions. Epicurus mocks what is currently regarded as honorable and base (Cicero, Tusc. 5.73: haec nostra honesta turpia irrideat). He laughs at traditional, widespread ideals and at the paradigmatic figures who embody these ideals. The great accomplishments of Themistocles and Miltiades are laughed down (Cicero, Rep. 1.5 and Plutarch, Non posse 1097C = fr. 559 Us.).11 Epameinondas is called “iron-guts”—an obvious parallel to the derogatory nicknames of eminent philosophers: in both cases, the same polemical strategy is at work—and it is suggested that he would have done better in staying at home with a nice felt cap on his head, instead of embarking on a military campaign in winter (Plutarch, Adv. Colot. 1127B = fr. 560 Us.). Concrete silly behavior is similarly mocked. Philodemus straightforwardly states that everyone will burst into laughter at the sight of a man who turns to song and musical instruments in order to give political advice or consolation (De mus. 4, col. 142.35–41). Needless to develop this point further: the targets are different, but the laughter has always the same polemical nature.

2.c. Functions of Epicurean Laughter

This material provides a good picture of the dynamics of Epicurean laughter. All the examples discussed so far (except SV 41) are rooted in a polemical context and rest on the conviction that we should make fun of burdensome chatter (Philodemus, De mus. 4, col. 63.11–12). In such a context, laughter is multifunctional and yields several advantages.

First, it makes any further argument unnecessary, suggesting as it does that the Epicurean position is evident. By laughing off possible objections or alternative perspectives, the Epicurean closes the discussion from which he thus emerges victorious.12 Polemical laughter makes the Epicurean, as it were, unapproachable, invulnerable, invincible. It is difficult indeed to refute such destructive laughter. Yet non-Epicureans could benefit here from the rhetorical tradition, more particularly from Gorgias’ advice to destroy the opponents’ earnestness with laughter, and their laughter with earnestness (Aristotle, Rhet. 3.1419b4–5). We saw that the Epicureans were fond of the first alternative, but that means that their opponents could in turn adopt the second course, and this is actually what they often did. Cicero opposes the merriment, laughter, and jesting of the inveterate hedonist Lucius Thorius of Lanuvium, who is (wrongly) introduced as the paradigm of the Epicurean happy man, to the seriousness, even sadness of the virtuous Marcus Regulus, and argues that it is the latter who followed the best course and should be considered happy (Fin. 2.65).13 And elsewhere, he insists that the Epicurean ridicule of the doctrine of providence is unseemly (De nat. deor. 2.74: non decet, non datum est, non potestis). The intended result of this strong and repeated emphasis on the impropriety of jesting is presumably that Velleius’ laughter should die on his lips. Plutarch makes use of the same strategy in order to counter Colotes’ attack on Socrates. The Epicurean apparently mocked Socrates’ attempt to discover who he was, whereas Plutarch in reply elaborates with stern seriousness on the great philosophical importance of this question, which, as he points out, is fully in line with the Delphic inscription “Know Thyself” and which was discussed by Heraclitus and even by Epicurus himself (Adv. Colot. 1118C–1119C). Of course, Plutarch’s criticism was pertinent, but that does not alter the fact that Colotes’ laughter was a particularly strong polemical weapon. As Kleve correctly remarks, “when all arguments are forgotten the pictures still linger of Socrates putting food in his ear, or Arcesilaus running to the mountain instead of to the bath.”14

Second, polemical laughter is an easy alternative, which spares the Epicurean philosopher the trouble of discussing and refuting a theory that is, after all, of little relevance for a man’s happiness. An interesting example can be found in the fragments from Epicurus’ On Nature. In book 28, he discusses the sophism of the “Veiled Man.”15 Of course, the sophism can be refuted by means of a more elaborate argument, but Epicurus does not regard the problem as important enough to devote much time to it. It does not pose practical problems, nor is it a real menace to a person’s happiness. Therefore, the best answer to such sophisms is laughter, and Epicurus adds that this is also the easiest solution (fr. 13, col. 9 sup., 11–12 Sedley).

Of course, this strategy could also be used by Epicurus’ opponents, and his polemical laughter occasionally evoked other scorning laughter in return. Posidonius, for instance, derided Zeno’s attacks against geometry (Proclus, in Euc. 216.20–21 Friedl.), and in Plutarch’s On the Decline of Oracles, Cleombrotus turns the Epicurean laughter against the Epicurean doctrines themselves.16 Yet as a rule, such a strategy seems to have been less popular among Epicurus’ opponents. We have already seen, at the beginning of this article, that the philosophical tradition was generally opposed to laughter, and accordingly, many non-Epicurean philosophers may well have refrained from jesting and ridicule because of their concern for the decorum. Illustrative in this respect is Plutarch’s evaluation of Colotes’ treatise at the outset of his polemic Against Colotes: “I fear that I shall appear to take the book more seriously than is proper” (1108B). From his own Platonic point of view, this remark was absolutely correct, and Plutarch knew it. He could just laugh the treatise down and reply to Colotes’ jesting with equally clever jesting, yet he preferred to compose a lengthy, serious treatise. The above mentioned strategy of countering laughter with earnestness was apparently more in line with his authorial personality, and that may well have been true for the majority of Epicurus’ opponents. It is perhaps no mere coincidence that we have so many examples of satirizing nicknames in the Epicurean tradition, whereas we do not know of similar nicknames given by the opponents to the Epicureans. It is true that Plutarch makes fun of Colotes’ nicknames at the beginning of his Against Colotes (1107E; cf. also 1112D), but these were names given by Epicurus himself. Plutarch was probably more than able to find out several nasty alternatives, but typically enough, he preferred not to do so.

Third, the polemical laughter demystifies the aura that surrounds the big names of the philosophical tradition. We may a priori feel some respect for Democritus, but what about Lerocritus? Or take Zeno’s Chrysippa: we can image that every listener begins to smile, even before the doctrines of the great Stoic are mentioned. The same holds true in the case of famous statesmen and generals: how can we still take big heroes like Epameinondas seriously if they are introduced as “iron-guts”? The great efficiency of this Epicurean laughter appears from the indignation of Epicurus’ opponents and from their attempts to both restore the dignity of the great models of the past and to underline the insignificance of the Epicurean philosophers. Cicero is scandalized that Leontion, a whore, dared to write a book against Theophrastus: “such was the license that prevailed in the Garden of Epicurus!” (De nat. deor. 1.93: tantum Epicuri hortus habuit licentiae). Plutarch is no less offended that Colotes and his Epicurean friends have spared not one of the eminent names (Non posse 1086F). And since these honorable philosophers have all proved their worth, both in their private life and in public affairs (Adv. Colot. 1126A), keeping silent and leaving Colotes’ attack unanswered would amount to downright impiety (1108B).

Finally, this polemical, destructive laughter can also have a positive, constructive function. This continuous mockery of other convictions is for the members of the Garden also a telling confirmation of their own philosophical perspective. In that sense, it even helps in holding their community together. Epicureans laugh at everything, except at their own insights and ideals. Every polemical laugh thus confirms the truth of the Epicurean point of view. In that sense, too, gelan and philosophein are a pair, even though this constructive function of laughter is never explicitly mentioned in our extant fragments.

3. “Laugh if You Are Wise”: The Philosophical Foundations of Epicurean Laughter

The previous sections have shown how important laughter was in Epicurean philosophy.17 Yet we should go one step further and delve more deeply in search of the philosophical foundations of Epicurean laughter. At this stage, we can be sure that laughter was a particularly efficient and powerful means in polemical debates, but can it also be connected with a more fundamental experience or insight?

First, at this point, I would like to leave the world of the Garden for a brief while in order to focus on a modern theory of laughter. In 1921, the Austrian writer Hugo von Hofmannsthal published a short essay “Die Ironie der Dinge,”18 where he developed an interesting view of irony. The starting point of the text is Novalis’s remark that comedies should be written after an unhappy war. For after a lost war, people begin to realize that everything for which they had fought turns out to be of no value. Honor, common ideals, the great reputation of their leaders: it all has come to nothing. Even money has lost its value, and intellectual thinking is held in little esteem. In short, the whole social system that is sanctioned by a common set of values, and in which people are imprisoned, is ruined. This was the experience after the First World War, which gave a severe blow to the European civilization. Hofmannsthal suggests that a similar experience may have informed Aristophanes’ Comedies, which were written during the Peloponnesian War. However that may be, Hofmannsthal has convincingly shown how laughter can originate in a fundamental insight that is itself caused by a crisis of common ideals. And most interestingly, he concludes his little essay with a reference to the new freedom that follows this insight, “such a great inner freedom that it almost appears to us as drunkenness.”19

The kind of irony and laughter that Hofmannsthal describes can, mutatis mutandis, also be found in antiquity. A remarkable parallel is Democritus, who was often characterized as the “laughing philosopher.”20 According to Seneca, Democritus always laughed because he could not find anything serious in the pursuits of ordinary men (De ira 2.10.5). And Lucian suggests that Democritus was laughing because he considered all the affairs of men as empty, as nothing more than drifts of atoms and infinitude (Vit. auct. 13). Here we find an attitude which bears some striking similarities with the experience and insight described by Hofmannsthal. Democritus’ laughter is likewise caused by his insight into the emptiness of the common ideals and concerns. Unlike Hofmannsthal, however, this insight is not caused by the unsuccessful outcome of a war, but it is rather the result of careful philosophical thinking (viz. a deeper understanding of nature). The resulting attitude towards the world, however, is twice the same.

It is not clear, though, whether this traditional picture of Democritus is reliable at all.21 In fact, one of his fragments contains a completely different message: Democritus has it that we should not laugh at another’s misfortune but rather lament about it (fr. 68 B 107a DK). This suggests that Democritus’ reputation was later created, and it has been argued that it was influenced by the Epicurean tradition.22 And this finally brings us back to the Garden. To my mind at least, there is a thread connecting Hofmannsthal’s and Democritus’ laughter with that of Epicurus and his followers. Epicurus, too, was conscious of the emptiness of the ideals that are pursued by the great majority of people, and, as we have seen, he reacted with sharp, polemical laughter. We now begin to see the broader significance and philosophical relevance of this laughter. We indeed come across a basic experience of Epicurean thinking: Epicurus looks around him, realizes the emptiness of all commonly accepted ideals, the silly character of superstitions and fears, and . . . laughs. This laughter has a philosophical meaning and is an adequate and logical consequence of a deeper, philosophical insight.

And thus, we may finally have discovered the more fundamental, philosophical meaning of Epicurean laughter. This laughter has no emotional basis but is firmly rooted in reason. Moreover, it is closely connected with knowledge (cf. Epicurus, Peri Phys. 14, col. 37.13–15 Leone: γελοίως . . . καὶ οὐκ ἐπισταμένως) and with the inner certainty of having insight into the truth. This connection appears from a key passage from Polystratus’ On the Irrational Contempt of Popular Opinions. There, the Epicurean argues that truth is a safe guarantee against fears and superstitions, and brings with it a stable confidence that allows one to despise and truly laugh at the silly and empty words of fools (col. 30.10–14 Indelli: καταφρονεῖν . . . καὶ γελᾶν ἀληθινῶς ἐπὶ τοῖς ἀβελτέρως καὶ κενῶς ὑπὸ ἀνοήτων λεγομένοις). What makes this passage so interesting and exceptional is that it is very clear about the direct causal link between truth and despising laughter.

Nevertheless, this laughter has nothing to do with arrogance. The Epicurean laughter should not be confused with the malicious laughter at another’s misfortune.23 It rather recalls the pure pleasure of the Epicurean sage who looks down from his templa serena on the arduous toils of the multitude while being safe himself (Lucretius, DRN 2.1–13). This laughter reflects the Epicurean’s possession of independence and self-sufficiency, of security, and of insight into the truth. This opens a completely different dimension of the combination of gelan and philosophein: Epicurean laughter is ultimately founded in extremely important values.

Moreover, just like Hofmannsthal, the Epicureans connected laughter with true freedom. Such freedom is the freedom of the man who has thrown off the chains of empty social conventions, who has freed himself from the prison of silly common convictions and ideals (cf. SV 58). This intimate connection between laughter and true freedom is illustrated by a beautiful fragment from Metrodorus’ On philosophy:


Certain sages in their prodigality of conceit, have been so well able to detect the function of the state that in their discourse about ways of life and about virtue they go flying off after the same desires as Lycurgus and Solon. It is therefore fitting to burst into the laughter of one truly free (διὸ καὶ καλῶς ἔχει τὸν ἐλεύθερον ὡς ἀληθῶς γέλωτα γελάσαι) at all men and more particularly at these Lycurguses and Solons.

(Plutarch, Against Colotes 1127BC = Metrodorus, fr. 31 and 32 Koerte)



This is one more example of a sharp polemical laughter, directed against philosophers who try to imitate Solon and Lycurgus,24 but not only against them: all people (πᾶσιν ἀνθρώποις) who are imprisoned in empty conventions deserve to be derided. In opposition, Epicurean philosophy entails a radical liberation and emancipation, and this experience of true freedom is expressed in relieved and mocking laughter.

Second, this kind of fragment throws an interesting light on the deeper meaning of Epicurean laughter and thus on the broader relevance of SV 41. So far, we have encountered only examples of a negative, polemical laughter, but we can now add that this laughter stems from the inner source of the Epicurean’s philosophical insights, or, to put it differently, that it is born in the treasure house of his ataraxia.

This also explains why we can find no traces in the Epicurean tradition of self-ridicule. According to Cicero, Epicurus sometimes spoke as if he wanted to provoke laughter (Tusc. 2.17: ut . . . risus captare videatur), and Plutarch likewise suggests that Colotes is nothing more than an ordinary buffoon (Adv. Colot. 1108B).25 Cicero even finds it surprising that the Epicureans can contain their laughter when they are among themselves and hear their own doctrines (De nat. deor. 1.71), but none of our sources suggest that the Epicureans indeed indulged in such self-ridicule. Epicurean laughter is always directed against the stupidity of other people, never against oneself or one’s Epicurean friends. Socrates could behave with mild self-irony, but in the Epicurean tradition, this attitude precisely yielded him the label of “Attic clown.”26 The end of Philodemus’ On Arrogance, which deals with the ironic man, is particularly revealing here. This man, according to Philodemus, is used to humble and blame himself (col. 22.3–4). Whenever someone bursts into laughter, he readily agrees that he is rightly despised and in fact even despises himself (col. 23.11–14). Throughout the whole section, Philodemus has Socrates in mind, and his supposedly clownish conduct is diametrically opposed to the Epicurean attitude. Such self-mockery, even in its mildest form, is very difficult to find in the Epicurean tradition. The best examples I know of are Horace’s famous and humorous (si ridere voles) self-characterization as an Epicuri de grege porcum (Epist. 1.4.16) and Philodemus’ pun on his own name in one of his epigrams (10 Sider), but twice, we read a poet rather than a professional philosopher. Laughter was of paramount importance in Epicureanism, no doubt, but as philosophers, the Epicureans took themselves very seriously.

The Epicurean’s laughter also shows his awareness of his own superiority, and this is further illustrated in intellectual debates. The smile of Torquatus is that of the self-conscious philosopher who knows the truth (Fin. 2.6). This, of course, is a well-known motif in philosophical polemics, and in fact, this laughter is a common feature of many philosophers from different schools. Torquatus is not the only one who laughs, for Piso does so, too (Fin. 5.8 and 5.86). The first person who laughs in Plutarch’s Non posse is Plutarch himself (1087B). In that respect, it is quite relevant that Boethus, Plutarch’s Epicurean friend, does not laugh in the dialogue On the Oracles of the Pythia, or, more precisely, he does laugh (398D), but it is the usual despising, aggressive laughter with which we have become familiar by now. The more refined laughter of the intellectual philosopher is reserved for Theon (397B) and Philinus (400AB).27

Finally, a somewhat similar kind of laughter can perhaps be found within the context of the moral teaching and education of the school. A few passages from Philodemus’ On Frankness seem to suggest that laughter played a role in the Epicurean therapy of the passions (fr. 23.2 and Tab. IV J 2–3). Again, we are confronted with a negative laughter, directed against moral shortcomings, yet probably of a milder and disarming kind and with a more constructive purpose. But unfortunately, the relevant fragments are too damaged to be sure.

4. Tamed Laughter

Up to this point, we have discussed quite a few instances of Epicurean laughter, and one leitmotif has always remained the same: the laughter is sharp and polemical, directed against other people. The question remains whether there also existed another kind of laughter in Epicurean circles: a milder laughter or even a positive exuberant laughter. A few traces seem to point in this direction, but they are all to be found in later generations of the school.

As a starting point, we may take a fragment from Epicurus’ works that we have not yet discussed (Plutarch, Non posse 1088BC = fr. 600 Us.):


And Epicurus asserts that in illness the sage often actually laughs at the paroxysms of the disease.



Here, we at least find a laughter that is not directed against other people: the sage is alone, struggling with his own excruciating pains. Yet in this case too, the laughter seems to be negative, being directed at the pain. The sage laughs at this pain, probably even with feelings of contempt. We may recall how Epicurus (or Metrodorus?), in spite of his dropsy, did not refrain from drinking during common meals with friends (Plutarch, Non posse 1097E = fr. 190 Us and Metrodorus, fr. 46 Koerte). What these passages have in common is the sage’s attempt to neglect and overcome pain. To the extent that laughter plays a part in this process, it is once again the despising, polemical laughter with which we are familiar by now.

That this laughter, however, can also be connected with feelings of deep joy is suggested by the famous letter that Epicurus wrote on his last day. There, he asserts that his extreme pains are counterbalanced by the joy he feels in his soul by recalling his former conversations (Diogenes Laertius, 10.22 = fr. 138 Us). At that moment, Epicurus or his loyal friends may also have felt that curious feeling of pleasure mingled with pain. Epicurus experienced this feeling before, when he recalled Neocles’ last words (Plutarch, Non posse 1097EF = fr. 186 Us.), and Metrodorus also knew of it (Seneca, epist. 99.25 = fr. 34 Koerte). Plutarch polemically interprets this feeling as Sardonic laughter (Non posse 1097F), but it is unlikely that the Epicureans were even thinking of it as a kind of laughter. They probably had in mind a mixture of pleasure and pain (not unlike Phaedo’s feelings on Socrates’ last day; cf. Plato, Phd. 59a), rather than a laughter choked with tears (κλαυσιγέλωσις). About a possible positive laughter, these passages say nothing at all.

The fragment from Epicurus discussed above may now be confronted with an interesting passage from one of Horace’s Odes (2.16.25–28):


The mind which feels delight in the present moment should not worry about what is to come, but should dilute all bitterness with a slow smile (amara lento temperet risu). Nothing is perfect in every part.

(trans. D. West)



Here we recognize a similar attitude of countering suffering with laughter, yet the general tone is quite different. Horace explicitly talks about a “slow smile” (lentus risus). If this is still Epicurean laughter,28 it is presumably stripped of its sharp character. It is more a kind of flexible smile,29 a meidiama with which we have to face unavoidable misfortune. This difference in tone should primarily be explained by Horace’s authorial perspective: this is the voice of a poet, not a philosopher. We may wonder, though, whether a similar change of tone can also be found in other sources and, if yes, whether this may be the result of later evolutions or new insights.

We have already seen that Philodemus very often rejects the arguments of his philosophical opponents as ridiculous, geloios (in §2.a, with note 7). Many of his works contain sharp attacks and repeatedly recall the offensive, provocative character of earlier Epicurean polemics, yet one cannot escape the impression that Philodemus’ polemical attacks are as a rule somewhat more refined and polished than those of Epicurus. This is not to say, of course, that Philodemus always observed the standards of academic politesse and that he systematically refrained from bitter attacks against other polemical schools. Of course not. But as a rule, he makes use of basically the same polemical strategies and language that can also be found in his erudite opponents and that were apparently accepted in learned philosophical circles. The style of Philodemus’ polemics hardly differs from what we read in Plutarch or Epictetus. In Philodemus’ works, then, we hear the voice of an erudite intellectual who feels at home in scholastic, technical discussions, and of the elegant “well educated,” pepaideumenos, who associates with the distinguished members of Piso’s aristocratic circle. In such a milieu, it would be improper to jeer at honorable ideals: frank criticism of erroneous doctrines may be tolerated, but coarse insults ad hominem are not fitting for a well-respected gentleman. Philodemus, of course, will always maintain his own Epicurean convictions, but it looks as if he usually bore in mind the social decorum.30 As far as we can conclude on the basis of the extant fragments, there are no iron-guts in Philodemus!

This tendency, if indeed it is one, seems to be confirmed by what we read in a few other authors. Particularly revealing is Cicero’s remark about Velleius. While blaming the Epicurean school, and especially its founder, for their inappropriate laughter, he makes an exception for Velleius, who has polished manners and a Roman urbanity (De nat. deor. 2.74).31 Here too we detect the same concern for decent behavior. This may perhaps be understood against the background of the gradual transition from dicacitas to urbanitas in Roman intellectual circles.32 Passages such as these seem to suggest that the Roman Epicureans mitigated their sharp polemical laughter at least to a certain extent, in line with the contemporary standards of proper social conduct.

A similar picture can also be found in Lucretius. He too seems to avoid all too direct and sharp attacks, and sometimes gives preference to refined parody.33 But of particular interest in this context is book 5, where Lucretius develops an elaborate genealogy of human civilization. There, he evokes a locus amoenus where primitive men were having a pleasant time among jests and sweet guffaws (dulces cachinni; 5.1397), and tells how their early attempts at dancing gave rise to laughter and similar sweet guffaws (risus dulcesque cachinni; 5.1403). There is little doubt that these primitive men hold a mirror up to us. Finally, we can find a clear example of a positive, relaxed, and delightful laughter that directly results from pleasure and happiness. Yet these primitive people were no Epicureans, and we should not rashly conclude that we here find a straightforward picture of Lucretius’ own Epicurean ideal.34 We may well wonder indeed what would remain of these unabashed guffaws when Lucretius updated the scene in terms that would be acceptable for his own day and environment. In my view, it is not unlikely that these guffaws would have been replaced by refined laughter and urbanitas.35

The same general attitude can finally be found in Diogenes of Oenoanda as well. His inscription is full of polemical arguments, directed at many different philosophical opponents (from the early Presocratics to the Stoics) and widespread opinions, but the extant fragments do not contain harsh insults or mocking abuse. And this is not so surprising after all: Diogenes’ inscription was found on the so-called Esplanade, one of the busier places of the city, where dignified citizens could meet. In such places, insulting jeers were not becoming indeed: this was a place for decent conversation, for people who are asteios, “urbane,” rather than rustic.

5. Conclusion

We have seen that laughter occupied a very important place in Epicurean philosophy. In that sense, Vatican Saying 41, with which we began, was definitely no Fremdkörper but rather the expression of a key component of Epicurean thinking. It can even be regarded as part and parcel of the Epicurean’s self-definition as a philosopher: in this philosophy, gelan and philosophein are closely connected indeed. Epicurean laughter is deeply rooted in philosophical convictions and is a powerful weapon in debates. Nearly always, it turned out to be a sharp, merciless, and destructive polemical laughter. What we have not found are traces of a positive laughter that is focused on the philosopher’s own happiness, the kind of laughter that naturally arises from the contemplation of one’s own happiness or that of one’s friends. There are plenty of passages in ancient literature that sing the praise of the Epicureans’ great pleasures and joy, but hardly any about his happy laughter.

A few instances of such positive, even exuberant laughter can be found in Lucretius, but it is never the laughter of Epicureans. We already mentioned the relaxed guffaws of the primitive men. We can now add the laughter of the sea (DRN 1.8, 2.559, 5.1005), of the air (3.21–22), of the weather (5.1395), and even of things (4.1125; cf. 2.502). Several of these passages illustrate a positive outlook on the world, even an enthusiastic gladness, but it is very difficult to see any connection with the Epicurean’s sunny laughter among likeminded friends. Such laughter must have existed in the Garden, no doubt, and the Epicurean school must have been a place of much shared laughter. For the Epicureans, sumphilosophein, “philosophizing together,” was often combined with suggelan, “laughing together,” but the latter term, unfortunately enough, nowhere occurs in extant Epicurean literature.

Yet there is one precious fragment that may allow us a brief glimpse of this kind of laughter. It can be found in Diogenes of Oenoanda (fr. 19.II.6–11):


We ought to make statues of the gods genial and smiling, so that we may smile back at them rather than be afraid of them.

(trans. M. F. Smith)



This is a smile that seems to originate from the source of deep Epicurean happiness.36 In Diogenes’ view, the visual contact with an image of the blessed gods will cause feelings of a similar blessedness, expressed by smiling. In such a context, there is no place for polemical, despising laughter, nor for excited guffaws. The Epicurean’s purified inner gladness becomes evident in a quiet, mild smile (meidiama). It is a smile, though, that is directly connected with the gods, in a shared, perfect happiness. It is the beautiful, blissful smile of the Epicurean sage that here appears one last time, before Epicureanism forever left the scene of ancient philosophy. 37
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1. On the tradition of the weeping Heraclitus, as opposed to the laughing Democritus, see, e.g., Lutz 1953–54. On the laughing Democritus, see §3 of this chapter.

2. Koerte 1890: 564 ascribes the saying to Metrodorus, on the basis of the latter’s interest in the administration of one’s private household. This, however, is quite a shaky basis.

3. A far echo of this combination may be found in Lucretius (DRN 2.983–84: loqui ridereque . . . et sapere); see also Plutarch, De def. or. 420B.

4. A notable exception is Salem 1989: 167–74. There is no separate discussion of the Epicurean position in Jäkel and Timonen 1994, 1995, and 1997; or in Trédé and Hoffmann 1998; or in Desclos 2000. The monograph of de Saint-Denis 1965 focuses only on the Latin world, but ignores Lucretius.

5. Cf. Philodemus, De bono rege 20.17–18 Dorandi: γελᾶσαι μετὰ καταφρονήσεως (“laugh with contempt”).

6. See Peri Phys. 14, col. 34.1–4 and col. 38.12–16 Leone.

7. See, e.g., De mus. 4, col. 89.40 and 138.9–12; De poem. 3, col. 9.23–25 and 4, col. 120.7–19; De sign. col. 6.5 and 15.25; De ira col. 1.24 and 27; De morte col. 16.7; Rhet. 7, PHerc. 1669, col. 13.8–13 (I.244 S.).

8. Cf. also Plutarch, Non posse 1086EF. For a systematic discussion of the passage from Diogenes Laertius, see Sedley 1976; on Plutarch, see Zacher 1982: 45–51.

9. The title is mentioned in Plutarch, Adv. Colot. 1107E; cf. also Non posse 1086CD. Good discussions of Colotes’ philosophy and of his work are to be found in Westman 1955 (esp. 26–107); Kechagia 2011 (esp. 47–132); and Corti 2014 (esp. 61–136).

10. Cf. also Plutarch, Adv. Colot. 1114B (on Parmenides) and 1115CD (on Plato).

11. On the Epicurean polemic against political ideals and politicians, see Roskam 2007a and 2007b: 17–41.

12. This victory, at least, is what he claims—his frustrated dialectical opponents would disagree, of course, and may well have regarded the Epicurean’s laughter as a dialectical or argumentative weakness.

13. See Roskam 2007b: 63–64 for a more detailed discussion of Cicero’s argument.

14. Kleve 1978: 49.

15. Peri Phys. 28, fr. 13, col. 9 sup., 11–col. 10 sup., 14 Sedley. The sophism goes like this: a person recognises that it is impossible both to know and not to know the same thing. Then, he is confronted with a veiled person, whom he does not recognize but who happens to be his own father. So he is forced to accept that he both knows and does not know his father. A good discussion of the passage from Epicurus’ Peri physeōs can be found in Sedley 1973: 71–73.

16. De def. or. 420B: “If there is need for laughter in philosophy (εἰ δὲ χρὴ γελᾶν ἐν φιλοσοφίᾳ), we should laugh at those spirits, dumb, blind, and soulless, which they shepherd for boundless cycles of years, and which make their returning appearance everywhere, etc.”; all translations, unless otherwise indicated, are borrowed from the Loeb Classical Library.

17. The quotation in the section heading (Ride si sapis) comes from Martial 2.41.

18. Hofmannsthal 1979: 138–41 (I quote from the Opera omnia edition); cf. Jäkel 1994: 10–12.

19. Hofmannsthal 1979: 141: “einer so großen inneren Freiheit, daß sie uns fast wie Trunkenheit erscheinen könnte.”

20. For the tradition of Democritus the laughing philosopher, see, e.g., Lutz 1953–54; Rütten 1992; Müller 1994; Cordero 2000. See also Hankinson in this volume.

21. In a seminal article, Steward (1958: 186–87) has argued that the whole picture should be traced back to a later Cynic tradition.

22. Thus Cordero 2000: 238; contra Müller 1994: 44–45, who argues the other way round (Epicurus influenced by Democritus).

23. Mentioned in Philodemus, De sup. col. 12.30–13.8 Jensen; cf. also De dis I, col. 11.6–9 Diels.

24. Cf. Westman 1955: 214.

25. Philodemus, however, rather blames Thersites for playing the buffoon; De bono rege col. 21.31–39 Fish; cf. Dorandi 1982: 158: “Filodemo, come si è visto, presenta la figura di Tersite a scopo paradigmatico, come esempio di buffone.”

26. The Epicurean view of Socrates has received much attention; see, e.g., Riley 1980; Kleve 1983; Vander Waerdt 1989: 253–259; see also Acosta Méndez and Angeli 1992 and Clay 2003 on Philodemus.

27. Cf. Frazier 2000: 484.

28. Most commentators agree that this Ode is influenced by an Epicurean perspective and more specifically by Lucretius; see, e.g., Nisbet and Hubbart 1978: 254 and 266; West 1998: 112–19; Syndikus 2001: 435–38 and, on this passage, 447: “Nichts in dem Gedicht spricht schöner die gelassene Ruhe des epikureischen Weisen aus als diese Strophe.”

29. Zinn 1960: 51–52.

30. This, by the way, is not necessarily an un-Epicurean aspect of his position. Epicurus also argued that the sage will be concerned about his own reputation (Diogenes Laertius, 10.120 = fr. 573 Us.).

31. A similar exception is made for Zeno in De nat. deor. 1.59: non igitur ille ut plerique, sed isto modo ut tu, distincte graviter ornate.

32. On this point, see de Saint-Denis 1965: 145–61.

33. See, e.g., Brown 1983 on Lucretius’ attacks against Heraclitus, Empedocles, and Anaxagoras.

34. See Furley 1977.

35. Cf. in any case Cicero, Tusc. 4.66: si ridere concessum sit, vituperetur tamen cachinnatio.

36. As may be inferred from fr. 43.II.5–9.

37. I am much indebted to the lengthy comments of G. Ranocchia, as well as to the many useful observations of the participants in the discussion after the presentation of this chapter in its original form, esp. P. Destrée, M. Graver, R.J. Hankinson, M. Heath, M. Meeusen, B. Pérez-Jean, T. Tieleman, and M. Trapp.
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The Mouse, the Moneybox, and the Six-Footed Scurrying Solecism

Satire and Riddles in Seneca’s Philosophy

Margaret Graver

Flat-footed critics have too often failed to see the vein of humor that runs through Seneca’s prose. Writing on the Apocolocyntosis farce, Martha Nussbaum once went so far as to call the philosophical Seneca a “sober killjoy,” for which she was rightly scolded by a more perceptive reviewer.1 And others have made the same mistake, seeing in Seneca the moralist, the rhetorician, and (sometimes) the intellectual, but missing entirely the wit. The resulting picture is defective, and not only in that it misses an entire stylistic register of the author. It also impoverishes our understanding of Seneca’s objectives as a philosophical writer and sometimes of his actual philosophical views.

Previous studies have done something to reclaim Seneca’s use of humor as a rhetorical device to engage his readers.2 I hope in the present chapter to contribute to that effort, by bringing out Seneca’s debt to Horatian satire and to the conventions of Roman invective humor. Still more important, however, are several specific passages in which sensitivity to Seneca’s style of wit is required in order to properly assess his positions in philosophy. These include, among others, his management of Epicurean sententiae in Letters 1–29; his attitude toward formal logic as displayed in Letters 45, 48, and 49; and an extraordinary riff on Stoic metaphysics in Letter 113. In each of these cases, I will argue, Seneca directs his humor against a certain mode of philosophical discourse; and yet it would be a mistake to read his mockery as indicative of philosophical self-positioning. The aim is not to endorse or reject specific views that were associated with one school or another. Rather, the use of humor serves to mark and maintain boundaries within the project of the philosopher as a writer or speaker. In essence, humor functions as a disciplinary mechanism for the preservation of generic decorum.

Before making that case, however, I need to recover a more general picture of Seneca’s characteristic style of humor and of his place within the tradition of Roman humor.

1. Seneca’s Comic Style

In the Epistulae morales especially, there are many passages where the humor is quite easy to recognize. Fond of verbal wit, Seneca occasionally brings in a cross-linguistic pun, naming with appreciation the originator of the witticism. In Letter 29, for instance, he attributes to Mamercus Aemilius Scaurus a line about a soi-disant philosopher who rides everywhere in a litter: “Well, he’s certainly not a Peripatetic!” (utique Peripateticus non est; Ep. 29.6). Probably traditional is the bon mot at the end of Letter 51, where the pleasures of the flesh are compared to the Egyptian robbers called phēlētai or, homophonically, philētai, “sweethearts”; thus, “They embrace us just to throttle us” (amplectuntur ut strangulent; Ep. 51.13).3 Another, more difficult pun is attributed to Albinovanus Pedo, who was an associate of Ovid: the wastrel who is up half the night is called lychnobius, meaning either “one who lives by the lamp” (lychnos) or “one who lives greedily” (lichnos) (Ep. 122.16).4 Another obvious species of humor, and one that draws more on Seneca’s own imagination, is the incongruous juxtaposition. A troupe of stylishly mounted bon vivants meets Cato the Elder on his packhorse, hung about with various useful articles.5 The provincial governor Pacuvius performs like Trimalchio his evening ritual of being carried off to bed on a funeral bier, as musicians play and the funeral chant is raised in handclapping rhythm—by his catamites.6 Similarly, the absurd exaggeration: Sattia, who died at age ninety-nine and boasted of her longevity on her tombstone, could easily have appeared in an epigram of Martial. “Who could have put up with her if she had lived to be a hundred?” (Ep. 77.20).

Now and then we are treated to a more elaborate sketch of human folly in the harlequin style of verse satire. The bathhouse scene of 56.1–3 is especially memorable, with its many varieties of ridiculous behavior—the weightlifters grunting with pretended effort, the noisy masseurs, the swimmer who cannonballs into the frigidarium, the armpit-hair-plucker (alipilum) peddling his services in a screeching falsetto until he gets a client, who then screeches in his place.7 Like the verse satirists, Seneca caps the scene with a snatch of dialogue. “You must be made of steel,” says the interlocutor “or deaf, to retain your concentration” amidst all that noise: just think of Crispus, who died from an excess of guests! (Ep. 56.3).8 Even better is Calvisius Sabinus of Letter 27.5–8, a wealthy man, but ill educated, who buys slaves to memorize poetry for him: “I never saw such a vulgarian with such a fortune,” says Seneca. Here, too, the sequence culminates in a bit of witty repartee: Satellius Quadratus, the parasite, encourages Sabinus to take up wrestling next, and when Sabinus protests that he is a poor physical specimen, replies “Oh, please don’t say that! Don’t you see how many super-healthy slaves you have?” At more length, Seneca goes on about the “Antipodeans” of Letter 122, strange-minded Romans who sleep during the daytime and are out and about in the wee hours of the morning. “They are as sinister as birds of the night” (tam infausti ominis quam nocturnae aves sunt; Ep. 122.3). Very much in the Horatian manner, Seneca first ridicules the behavior as a widespread fault, then singles out an individual as egregious in this regard: one Sextus Papinius, who does his accounts after nightfall, practices his vocal exercises at midnight, and finally gets to the dinner table as day is dawning. The entire passage is peppered with witticisms quoted from public figures of the preceding generation, perhaps drawn from a published collection or from the notebooks of Seneca’s father, although an autoptic first person at 122.15 (audieramus) suggests the material is Seneca’s own.9

In his more aggressive moments, Seneca’s characteristic style of humor pillories its objects with a sharp-sighted and very personal cruelty that can make the modern reader squirm. That element of invective, frequently directed at a named individual, was quite common in Roman humor; indeed, some version of it was stock-in-trade in every genre. A joke normally has a butt, who is exposed to ridicule; the reader or listener joins forces with the humorist against the targeted individual or group and enjoys the sensation of being included. In general terms this form of humor is sometimes referred to as the humor of superiority.10 Amy Richlin, in her 1992 monograph The Garden of Priapus, explores this highly typical mode of Roman humor through the paradigm figure of Priapus, the agricultural deity whose ithyphallic image symbolically threatens to rape the invader of garden or orchard. Richlin’s thesis is that in Roman literary culture, the humorist assumes that same aggressive posture vis-à-vis some excluded and transgressive figure. The language used seeks characteristically to soil or degrade that outsider, and the response of laughter expresses solidarity with the satirist in his endeavor to protect the privileged domain.11

Again, it is instructive to compare this aspect of Seneca’s writing with the techniques of verse satire. The invective element is particularly strong in satire: according to Horace, it was typical of Lucilius, the founder of the genre in the 2nd century bce.12 The satirist thus has “hay on his horns” like an angry bull, or speaks “with black tooth” like a serpent (Hor., S. 1.4.34, Epod. 7.15). Names may be used, and yet the satirist’s aim is easily distinguished from that of the invective orator.13 Where the orator seeks to diminish the social standing of a particular individual, the satirist is concerned rather with some objectionable form of behavior that might be emblematized by the named individual. The broader interest creates the opportunity for thematized development, rich in pictorial detail, involving numerous persons, real or imagined, and enlivened with snatches of dialogue. The resemblance is very striking between Horace’s standard satiric technique, as seen, for instance, in Sermones 1.1 (social climbers), 1.2 (adulterers), or 2.8 (dinner parties), and such passages in Seneca as Ep. 27.5–8, 95.22–33, and 122.2–16. Given that Seneca clearly knows Horace’s work,14 it is reasonable to suppose that his own invective technique has been directly influenced by his satiric predecessor.

Meanwhile, there is another side of the invective tradition that must be considered. Readers of Roman satire and of Horace’s other invective collection, the Epodes, have been quick to point out that the tactic of aggressive verbal shaming is counterbalanced by a frequent impulse toward self-incrimination, in which the attack is humorously turned back on the speaker.15 The paradigmatic figure of the humorist as threatening Priapus is then replaced by the transparently impotent vituperator of Epodes 8 and 12 or by the Saturnalian master of Satire 2.7, taken to task by his own slave. The strong first-person voice of verse satire makes this inversion a natural device for the humorist. The tables are turned; the social critic is implicated in his own criticism.

Remembering this element of self-caricature gives us a way to understand the moments of ignominious self-disclosure that are surprisingly frequent in Seneca’s letters. A particularly lively example is in Letter 12, where an irate Seneca scolds his caretaker for the age of a grove that he himself had planted, and sneers at a toothless gaffer who turns out to be younger than himself:


Turning to the door, “Who’s that?” I asked. “He’s decrepit! You were right to station him by the door—he’s on his way out! Where did you get him? Is it some whim of yours to take a corpse off someone’s hands?”

But the man said, “Don’t you recognize me? I’m Felicio! You used to bring your trinkets to show me. I’m the property manager Philostitus’s son, your playfellow.”

“He’s nuts!” said I. “Has he now turned into a little child, and also my playmate? Perhaps so! He’s losing teeth enough!” (Epistulae 12.3)



Such exaggeratedly awkward self-portraits occur over and over: Seneca attending philosophy classes alongside the teenagers (Ep. 76.1); Seneca beaten in a foot race by a six-year-old (Ep. 83.4); Seneca lurching along the public highway in a mule cart (Ep. 87.4); a dripping wet Seneca vomiting on the beach (Ep. 53.1–5). But the undermining of Seneca’s own authorial voice may also be more subtle, a matter of tone, a faint sense of the ridiculous. It may come out in the figurative language: Seneca venturing into a volume of Epicurus “as a spy” (Ep. 2.5) or camping out like a “shipwrecked sailor” (Ep. 87.1). Or it may take the form of an interruption by the internal reader, a constant but undifferentiated presence whom one is only rarely tempted to identify with the addressee Lucilius.16 In Letter 24, the interlocutor responds to a string of exempla for courageous death with jam mihi . . . Catonem narrabis, “I expect you’ll now tell me about Cato.” “Why shouldn’t I?” says Seneca the letter writer, and proceeds undeterred, as if unaware of the doubts that have just been created by Seneca the author. These pseudo-interruptions in the stream of discourse run the tonal gamut from entirely neutral to sharply confrontational. Even when they are mere requests for clarification, they serve to remind Seneca’s readers that his authorial perspective is not the only one that matters. When the tone rises to a challenge, we see the moralist faring forward against a resisting wind.17

In what follows, I explore some instances of Senecan humor that are more specifically concerned with the writing of philosophy. When these are directed at others, they can be best understood in terms of the border-policing function of Roman invective humor. Like every author, Seneca has made certain choices about how his subject matter can best be addressed; from his point of view, these choices are norms of discursive conduct. On occasion he makes use of aggressive humor to punish other speakers and writers on philosophical topics for (as he sees it) violating the norms he, Seneca, wishes to uphold. In so doing, he notifies his audience of what those standards are, and gives them reason to appreciate his own observance of generic decorum. In other cases, the humor is self-directed, or directed simultaneously at other philosophers and Seneca himself. The policing function of invective humor then turns into self-policing. Instead of punishing the transgressive conduct of others, Seneca points out his own authorial transgressions against norms he himself has established. In this way, he is able to preserve his achievement as the creator of a new genre of philosophical writing while also allowing himself the freedom to violate those generic expectations.

2. Tambourines and Riddle-Syllogisms

To illustrate the model, I begin with a relatively straightforward example of Seneca’s aggressive style of humor against those whose approach to philosophical teaching differs from his own. The example comes from chapters 12–13 of the dialogue De vita beata; the transgressive practitioners are proponents of Epicureanism. In the preceding pages, Seneca has given an extensive critique of Epicurean hedonism, with particular attention to the fifth of the Kuriai doxai, which states in part that it is impossible to live a pleasant life without also living prudently, honorably, and justly. Like Cicero in De finibus book 2, Seneca is concerned about the use of this statement by his Epicurean contemporaries as a pretext for a sybaritic lifestyle. He grants that the real Epicurean pleasure was nothing of the kind—it was indeed austere, sobria ac sicca. But he argues that the hedonist claim is corrupting nonetheless, just because it is misunderstood. The proponent of Epicureanism who informs others about the school has misrepresented the doctrines of the founder in order to make them seem attractive. The result is predictable:


What then? Any fellow who holds that happiness consists in idleness, and gluttony and lust by turns, seeks an authority for his misdeeds: led there by the alluring language, he follows not the pleasure he was told about but the pleasure that attracted him.

 . . . For this reason, I do not say, as many of our authors do, that the sect of Epicurus promotes debauchery; but I do say this: it is ill spoken of; it is disreputable. “But it doesn’t deserve it.” Who knows that, if he has not yet got inside? The forefront of it gives credence to the story and stirs up nefarious expectations. It is like a strong man wearing a dress: your chastity is intact, your manhood unimpaired, your body is free of vile abuse—but in your hand is a tambourine! So let them choose an honorable placard, with a slogan that rouses the spirit, for the one that is there was devised by the vices. (De vita beata 13.2–3)



Seneca does not say that his Epicurean counterpart is effeminate; indeed, he says the reverse.18 But when he dresses him in women’s clothing, notes primly that he has never been raped, and then puts in his hand the instrument used in the worship of Cybele, there can be no doubt as to the implications. The effect is ludicrous, and acerbic, calculated to punish a transgression. But the offense does not consist in the hedonist lifestyle itself; for Seneca freely acknowledges that the habits of the philosophical hedonist are abstemious, and the pleasure-seeking Romans who incline toward Epicurus are not the target here. The complaint is against those who promote the system by dishonest means, abusing the task of philosophical protreptic in order to gain more adherents. Those who tender Epicurean ethics as a pretext for vice have merely been exploited by Seneca’s rivals.

A more challenging case of Seneca’s satirical aggression spans a whole series of letters in book 5 of the Epistulae morales. In these, Seneca explains and criticizes a particular mode of philosophical discourse that I refer to here as the cavillatio, or riddle-syllogism. (As will be seen, the name is itself a point of interest.) Examples include the “horn” syllogism mentioned in Letter 45.8 and spelled out in Letter 49.8:


What you have not lost, you have.

But you have not lost horns.

Therefore you have horns. (Ep. 49.8)



Also, the “liar” syllogism of 45.10 (which must be some version of the Epimenides paradox) and the two “mouse” syllogisms of 48.6:


Mouse (Mus) is a syllable.

But a mouse eats cheese.

Therefore a syllable eats cheese.

Mouse is a syllable.

But a syllable doesn’t eat cheese.

Therefore a mouse doesn’t eat cheese. (Ep. 48.6)



These conundrums were not of Stoic origin; they seem to have been propounded first by the Megarian dialecticians;19 but they were of interest to the Stoic founders as well,20 and Seneca certainly associates them with Zeno and Chrysippus, for illi quoque in 45.4 must refer to the leaders of his own school. In presenting them, he complains again and again of the waste of time they represent, comparing them to a whole series of pointless, picayune, and mildly cruel pastimes: tying knots, knitting ambiguous meanings into words, and then unraveling them again (45.5); “the conjurors’ shells and pebbles” (45.8); or in Letter 48 “twisting words on the rack, pulling syllable from syllable” (48.5); “childish pranks” (48.7). “For shame,” he says, “that we who are mature men should play games with such serious matters!” (48.5).


Sure, I’d have to watch out—someday I might find myself catching syllables in mousetraps! Better be careful—my cheese might be eaten by a book! . . .

Is this what makes us knit our brows? Is this why we let our beards grow long? Are we pale and earnest in our teaching of this? (Ep. 48.6–7)



The recipient of this sort of philosophical discourse is put in a ludicrous position, feeling his own forehead to see if he has horns (45.8)—but no, that incongruous image is denied; it is the philosophers themselves who are made ridiculous, with their long beards and their pale, earnest complexions bending over the children’s game.

There is some slippage in Seneca’s choice of terms that may prove instructive here. In introducing the riddle-syllogism for the first time in Letter 45.5, he refers to it first as cavillatio and then in the plural as captiosae disputationes; just below, in 45.8, he claims that captiones (“riddles”) is the best translation for the Greek term sophismata. But later, at the beginning of Letter 111, he returns to the point and cites Cicero as his model for preferring the term cavillationes.


You asked me what is the Latin for sophismata? There have been lots of attempts to find a word for them, but no single term has stuck. We don’t, of course, like actual sophisms or make use of them, and we don’t like the word either. I think Cicero’s word cavillationes is the most apt. (Ep. 111.1)



This is a peculiar claim, because in fact, our texts of Cicero never use cavillationes or any related word in the sense indicated here. At Lucullus 45–46 we find captiones, and at Lucullus 75 the preferred term is fallaces conclusiunculae. When Cicero does use cavillatio or cavillari, it is in reference to verbal amusements in a much broader sense, essentially to any joke or quip that can raise a laugh from an audience.21 So it must be Seneca himself who applies the term cavillatio to the riddle-syllogism.22 Perhaps he simply misremembers which of his own preferred renderings was derived from Cicero. Still, his mention of Cicero in this connection is significant, in that it establishes a link between verbal humor and this rather technical style of philosophical discourse. In choosing this word in particular, Seneca alleges that the riddle-syllogism is humorous in intent, meant simply to discomfit some chosen interlocutor and raise a laugh from the crowd.23 Seneca’s own move is then to turn the tables on the proponent, shaming those who make use of such methods under the guise of philosophy.

Now, at one time it was common to allege that Seneca was simply hostile to logical argumentation as a way of doing philosophy; that he preferred a more rhetorical style and had no time for philosophy proper.24 That reading, however, was put to rest some time ago by Jonathan Barnes, in Logic and the Imperial Stoa.25 Barnes argues convincingly that Seneca’s objection in these passages is not to the study of logic in itself. Seneca’s real attitude is comparable to that of Epictetus a generation after him: he complains of the abuse of syllogistic reasoning for the purposes of display, but he also has considerable appreciation for the systematic argumentation of the Greek Stoics. Indeed, he makes an effort to reproduce it in some of his works. Two of his longer letters, 85 and 87, proceed almost entirely in the format that propounds a syllogistic argument, explains the opponent’s rebuttal, then proceeds with a counter-rebuttal; and the same technique can be observed in De beneficiis.26

Seneca’s critique of Zeno of Citium in Epistulae morales 82 appears disingenuous for this reason. Zeno is mocked for using an argument in syllogistic form to show that death is not an evil. Referring to such arguments as cavillationes (82.8), Seneca charges his Stoic predecessor with trying to rouse a laugh (risum movere, 82.9), and counters with his usual refrain: what matters is not the elegance of the philosopher’s argumentation but the pupil’s inner preparedness for death. But in fact his own interest is in the syllogism, for he goes on to quote in full an alternative version that takes the same form and appears to prove the opposite. Then he proceeds to analyze both arguments himself, showing the fallacy that sneaks in with the minor premise:


You can see where this argument sneaks by a person. It is not death that is glorious, but dying bravely. When you say, “Nothing indifferent is glorious,” I concede the premise only with the stipulation that nothing is glorious which does not involve indifferents. (Ep. 82.10)



And so forth: not an especially sophisticated discussion, but certainly one that uses some of the language and habits of mind that are associated with technical philosophy. As readers we are left in doubt. On the one hand, the passage pits Seneca’s own expansive style of rhetoric against the pinprick manner of the Stoic founders; but simultaneously, it demonstrates his own ability to use that style himself. In mocking the Stoics for their “perversity” (ineptias), Seneca indeed marks a distinction between their precise and logical way of speaking philosophy and the way he deems appropriate for his own letters. Yet he himself is sometimes seen wielding the pin.

3. The Pilferer in the Garden

I return now to the early books of the Epistulae morales to pick up an especially elaborate instance of Seneca’s self-directed humor. The game begins with an act of discursive trespass. Following on a discussion of meditative reading in Letter 2, Seneca recommends selecting a single maxim from some book to memorize and reflect upon throughout the day. To illustrate, he gives a sample maxim from his own reading—in the works of Epicurus, which he says has invaded, like an enemy’s camp, “not as a deserter but as a spy” (2.5). The move is repeated at the end of Letter 3 with an example from Pomponius, and then again at the close of Letter 4, drawing once more from Epicurus. “This too,” says Seneca, “is lifted from another’s Garden” (hoc quoque ex alienis hortulis sumptum est; 4.10).

The pattern has now been established, and Seneca begins to play with it. In each of the subsequent letters down to Letter 29, he closes with a similar maxim, usually from Epicurus or a writer of Epicurus’ school. The implications of thievery in “lifted from another’s Garden” rapidly devolve into a series of financial metaphors. Material from other people’s books becomes first a commodity, “the daily dole” (diurnam mercedulam) or “little gift” (munusculum) (Ep. 6.7, 10.5, 16.7); then an actual “bit of money” (peculium) or “money owed” (aes alienum) or “travel money” (viaticum) or “payment” (pensionem) (12.10, 23.9, 26.8, 29.10). The act of quotation becomes a figurative borrowing (mutuum sumere) and, toward Lucilius, the payment of a debt (liberare) (17.11, 26.8, 23.9). “You know whose money-box I use,” Seneca says, referring to Epicurus’ book (26.8). Lucilius is soon co-opted into the game. In Letter 12.11 he recognizes the source and chides his friend for taking other people’s material; in 16.7 he looks ahead to the end of the letter, peeking like a child for his “little gift”; in 18.14 he demands outright, “Pay what you owe!” By the twenty-ninth letter he has become importunate, and Seneca makes only a token show of resistance:


If you had any shame, you would excuse me the final payment. But since my debt is so nearly at an end, I won’t be a cheapskate (no, not even I!), but will pay you what I owe. . . . “Who said that?” you say, as if you did not know where I get my funds. Epicurus said it. (Ep. 29.10–11)



Lightly, but with an undercurrent of seriousness, Seneca makes his interlocutor challenge his right to retain and repeat Epicurus’ well-phrased sentiments.27 It is as if he as epistolographer has become both a trespasser and a thief, taking for his own use what does not belong to him.28

Failing to catch on, interpreters have sometimes marked Lucilius for an Epicurean because Seneca says to him, “I can give you a saying of your dear Epicurus (Epicuri tui) in payment of this day’s bond” (Ep. 23.9.).29 This suggestion goes back to an earlier generation of scholars but has more recently been reiterated, notably by Miriam Griffin.30 Griffin is aware, however, that Seneca’s manner of addressing Lucilius in other contexts does not indicate that the real Lucilius Junior was an adherent of Epicurus; if anything, he is a Stoic or one strongly interested in learning about Stoic thought. Her suggestion, then, is that in the Epistulae morales, Seneca deliberately misrepresents his friend as an Epicurean in order to provide a surrogate for the popularity of Epicurean views within the reading public. But it would surely be a strange gesture for a Stoic author to publicly assign Epicurean views to a friend who did not actually hold such views. The better answer is that Lucilius’ proprietary interest in Epicurus has nothing to do with his philosophical adherence, real or imagined, but belongs rather to the humorous imagistic pattern that Seneca has established in this group of letters. Just as the Seneca whom we encounter within the letters has been found in possession of stolen goods, so Lucilius appears as the creditor who is to be paid off with those ill-gotten gains.

One cannot but wonder at Seneca’s readiness to represent himself as a pilferer from the Garden of Epicurus. After all, within the conventions of Roman humor the fruit thief is paradigmatic for the butt of the joke, the one whose trespass is subject to symbolic rape by the aggressive humorist. But we have seen already that Seneca’s authorial presence in the letters is often tinged with self-mockery. Moreover, there is at least one end that is served by self-directed humor in this instance. While Seneca has good reason to instruct his readers in the method of meditative reading he associates with Epicurean authors, he also wants to raise questions about an overly submissive approach to philosophical reading. By representing his own use of Epicurean sententiae as transgressive, he can take advantage of the Epicurean achievement in therapeutic reading while also signaling his readers that there is something not quite right about that practice. The growing discomfort will eventually be explained and dispelled in Letter 33, which puts in a plea for a very different practice of reading, a sustained and intellectually serious engagement with Stoic texts. At that point, Epicurus and the Epicurean method of handling texts fall spectacularly out of favor, and the game begun in Letter 2 is discontinued.31

4. “Greek shoes and cloaks”

One further demonstration of Seneca’s humor, and a particularly explicit one, can be found in the 113th of the Epistulae morales. One of the latest letters in the collection as we have it, Letter 113 is also one of only a dozen or so that venture outside the realm of ethics. The question addressed is a strange one: “whether justice, courage, prudence, and the other virtues are animalia,” that is, whether they are animate creatures. It soon becomes clear that the issue is one of metaphysics. Within Stoicism, each of the virtues is just the mind of some particular human disposed in a certain way: justice does not have independent existence but is simply a mind disposed toward just actions.32 Since the animus, or psuchē, is what animates the body, it must itself be an animate thing, and thus a Stoic can take the position the virtues are likewise animate, incidentally so as Aristotle would say. It appears that at least some Stoics did hold that view, although the central postulates of Stoic metaphysics do not require it, and there is evidence of relevant disagreements among leading members of the school.33 If there was disagreement, however, Seneca may not be aware of it, for he speaks of “our school’s doctrine” (quid nostris videtur) as if there were only one Stoic view. His stated aim in the letter is to explain the doctrines of his preferred school, responding (he says) to Lucilius’ request; he gives notice, however, that his own opinion is different:


I will comply with your request and expound our school’s doctrine, but I warn you that I am of a different opinion. My view is that some topics are only right for people who go in for Greek shoes and cloaks. (Ep. 113.1)



He does not say at this point whether his difference from the Stoics consists in taking a different metaphysical stance, with him as one participant in the debate, or in repudiating the debate altogether. As the letter proceeds, we will see that he means to do both.

At first, he seems intent on straightforward exposition. Without taking a position himself, he first explains two lines of reasoning that undergird the Stoic claim and then resolves two objections: that if virtue is animate it must itself possess virtue (113.3) and that if the virtues are animate, so are all other mental states, with the result that each individual mind will also be a multitude of different creatures (113.3–5). Concerning the second he actually defends the Stoics at some length, appealing to their mereology and to their concept of the distinctive property of a thing, its proprium. Quite soon, however, he turns against the Stoic position and begins to argue for his own view. The virtues are not animate creatures, because that would imply that not only all mental states but even all mental events must also be animate creatures, including all emotions, all thoughts, and all actions, with many different animals occupying the same space. Because the implication produces such counterintuitive results, Seneca prefers to say that although the mind undergoes many configurations, it remains a single animate being persisting through change (113.7).

Bolstering his position, Seneca wends his way through a series of important philosophical issues: the stability of virtue, the causes of action, the unity of the virtues, and the uniqueness of individuating qualities. But the argument that carries the most weight takes the form of a reductio ad absurdum. Bringing out some ridiculous consequences of his opponent’s view, he argues in effect that the Stoic position in metaphysics is untenable because it is laughable.


The point will go so far that you cannot stop laughing. Prudently holding your tongue is a good, <and so too is dining well>; therefore holding your tongue and dining are animate creatures. Indeed I will not stop playing around and amusing myself with these pedantic absurdities. If justice and courage are animate creatures, they are certainly earthly. Every earthly animate creature gets sick, and hungry, and thirsty. Therefore justice gets sick, courage gets hungry, and mercy gets thirsty.

What next? Won’t I ask them what shape these animate creatures have? Is it a human being’s or a horse’s or a wild beast’s? If they give them a round shape like that of a god, I will ask whether greed, luxury and madness are equally round. For they too are animate creatures. If they make them round too, I will even ask whether prudent walking is an animate creature. They have to grant that, and go on to say that walking is an animate creature—and in fact a round one. (Ep. 113.20–22)34



In this part of the letter, the humor is functional within the argument. The notion of courage being hungry or walking being round is amusing because it is silly, and silly because it is illogical: walking should not be the sort of thing that can be round, and a philosopher who says that it is must be mistaken. One can hold a view that runs contrary to ordinary intuitions: the Stoic paradoxes are just such views, meant to arrest attention until they can be explicated. But some statements cannot be right.

Now, it is one thing to argue against a position on grounds of absurdity, quite another to say that an entire controversy is absurd—that it is the sort of discussion in which all who participate make themselves ridiculous. As we are nearing the end of Letter 113, we watch Seneca shift from the first assertion to the second. In section 25, he is still pursuing the reductio ad absurdum, drawing out ever more amusing consequences of his opponents’ view:


I too grant for the moment that the mind is an animate creature, deferring my final judgment on the matter to a later date. However, I deny that the mind’s actions are animate creatures. Otherwise all words will be animate creatures, and so will all lines of verse. For if prudent speech is a good, and every good is an animate creature, speech is an animate creature. A prudent line of verse is a good, and every good is an animate creature, therefore a line of verse is an animate creature. In that case “Arms and the man I sing” is an animate creature—but they cannot call it a round one since it has six feet! (Ep. 113.25)



But then, at the beginning of section 26, he uses the voice of his interlocutor to turn the whole discussion on its head.


“For heaven’s sake!” you say, “what a web you are weaving at this point!” I burst out laughing when I envision that solecisms, barbarisms and syllogisms are animate creatures and, like a painter, I give them suitable faces. Is this what we are discussing with bent brow and knotted forehead? Can I not quote Caecilius and say, “What solemn idiocy!” It’s simply ludicrous. So let’s instead turn to something that is useful and salutary for us, and ask how we can arrive at the virtues and what route will bring us to them. (Ep. 113.26)



This exchange with the interlocutor replicates a discursive move that Seneca makes repeatedly in the more ambitious philosophical letters. Dubbed by Brad Inwood the “pragmatic break,” the device consists in an interruption by the interlocutor scolding Seneca for excessive technicality in a foregoing discussion.35 The exposition of Platonic ontology in Letter 58, the analysis of causation in Letter 65, and the treatment of Stoic metaphysics in Letter 106 all are cut short by this device, after which Seneca returns in each case to his more usual themes in personal ethics.36 The move calls attention to a departure from the rule of genre Seneca has established for the Epistulae morales, which decrees that each and every letter must concern itself with the values and modes of conduct conducive to happiness. Here, the metaphor of the tangled web (“For heaven’s sake! what a web you are weaving at this point!”) recalls the pattern of imagery we saw earlier in connection with the cavillatio: intricate and pointless intellectual activity. The humor in Seneca’s reply adds vigor to his agreement, distancing the author from his own venture into technical philosophy.

Should we then say that the 113th letter expresses a hostility toward metaphysics, a belief that such studies should never be undertaken? Not at all. Humor serves two functions within the letter: it is first a means of refuting a philosophical opponent and then a way for the epistolographer to back out of a topic that has gotten out of hand. But of course Seneca himself is responsible for the choice of topic, as well as for having pursued the discussion with gusto. Even his raillery has brought in additional elements of Stoic metaphysics that display his knowledge of the subject: the analysis that makes “prudent walking” a disposition of the wise psyche and hence a material thing; the peculiar doctrine that deities and also some human minds are spherical in form.37 So we can hardly read the little drama of self-ridicule in section 26 as a genuine effort to exclude technical material from the Epistulae morales. All it does is remind the reader that not everything Seneca chooses to include is in keeping with the stated purpose of his work.

***

If we think of Roman humor as a means of policing boundaries, of othering certain individuals and certain ways of behaving, then the passage in De vita beata that makes the Epicurean into a transvestite with a tambourine is one such police action, serving to maintain a boundary around Seneca’s preferred manner of explaining concepts in ethics. In these three case studies from the Epistulae morales, we see on the face of things a similar dynamic. Seneca uses humor to criticize representatives of the Stoic school whose ways of practicing and teaching philosophy are not properly edifying. In all these cases, however, the practices Seneca seeks to exclude are ones in which he too is implicated. The quasi-Epicurean practice of meditative reading, the habit of syllogistic reasoning, and the disquisitions on metaphysics did not wander into his book by accident; he himself chose to include that material. My claim has been that the exuberant use of humor in these cases serves as a means for Seneca to establish boundaries within his own project. Humor serves to delimit legitimate and non-legitimate zones within his philosophical practice, thus marking just one mode of discourse as proper to the work even where both are on display. We can read it, then, as a device for maintaining the generic decorum of the Epistulae morales.38
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Diogenes vs. Demonax

Laughter as Philosophy in Lucian

Inger N. I. Kuin

1. Lucian, Philosopher?

Lucian of Samosata is perhaps not a household name for a volume on ancient philosophy. In his works Lucian reflects frequently on the kind of literature he wants to write. The most important piece in this regard is Bis accusatus (Twice accused). It describes the trial brought against an unnamed Syrian by two plaintiffs, Oratory and Dialogue. Oratory personified accuses the Syrian of abandoning her after many years to write dialogues instead. Dialogue personified, in turn, accuses him of marring the reputation of dialogue by making it funny. In the piece, itself a dialogue, the bold and irreverent Syrian defends the genre of comic dialogue by arguing that it is more substantial than oratory, and more enjoyable and accessible than philosophical dialogue. Though Lucian himself is purposely absent in Bis accusatus and in other pieces that make similar claims, it is safe to interpret the dialogue as being at least loosely programmatic. In Bis accusatus the Syrian defends the literary output of Lucian as being his own: most of the pieces transmitted under Lucian’s name are comic dialogues.1

We typically associate the dialogue form with philosophy, and with Plato in particular. The same was true for Lucian. In Bis accusatus Dialogue accuses the Syrian of contaminating Plato’s dialogue with Old Comedy, using quotations from the Phaedrus to describe his former dignified status (Bis acc. 33). The Syrian responds that Dialogue should rather be thankful for this contamination, because it has made him more popular with audiences. He mocks “those sticky and minute issues” (τὰ γλίσχρα ἐκείνα καὶ λεπτά) of Platonic dialogue, quoting phrases from the Timaeus and the Gorgias (Bis acc. 34). The implicit claim of Bis accusatus is that Lucian’s dialogues will revive the Platonic tradition. Indeed, Lucianic dialogue adopts many of the formal features of Platonic dialogue, like introductory frames, competitive interlocutors, and aporetic endings; even the humor of Lucian’s characters echoes the wit of Plato’s Socrates. Yet, whereas Plato’s dialogues aim at promoting Socratic questioning as philosophical method in competition with sophistic argumentation, in Lucian’s dialogues no single paradigm or interlocutor is dominant. The common thread of his oeuvre consists, instead, in its defiant inconsistency and the author’s ability to always surprise his audience.2

In spite of his adoption of the Platonic medium of dialogue, Lucian was no Platonist. He ridicules Platonism and its adherents throughout his works. In fact, unmasking “fake” philosophers and debunking philosophical ideas are key features of Lucian’s literary project. Scholars have sifted through his writings to determine which philosophical creed is presented in the most positive, or, rather least negative light, and Lucian is sometimes categorized as an Epicurean, sometimes as a Cynic. The former attribution draws primarily on the works Jupiter tragoedus (Zeus rants) and Alexander pseudomantis (Alexander the false prophet). In both pieces characters identified as Epicureans have strong, compelling voices. The attribution of Cynicism is connected to the large role of the Cynic philosopher Menippus of Gadara in Lucian’s works. He is the main protagonist of several pieces (Menippus, Icaromenippus), and an interlocutor in many more dialogues. The problem with these attributions, aside from the fact that they contradict one another, is that Epicureans and Cynics are frequently the victims of abuse in Lucian as well. Even the pieces that are cited in support of Lucian’s alleged Epicureanism or Cynicism do not adhere to “their” respective creeds unequivocally.3

Demonax is the only philosopher who is exempt from ridicule and critique in Lucian. He is known almost exclusively from Lucian’s biography of him, and some have doubted if he was a historical figure at all. Lucian emphatically presents him as a historical philosopher who refused to belong to any of the established philosophical schools (Dem. 5). Demonax’s refusal to belong mirrors the difficulties of fitting Lucian into a philosophical box, and modern scholars have been reluctant to consider him as a philosopher at all. He made it into the recent Dictionnaire des philosophes antiques compiled by Richard Goulet, but the author of the lemma for Lucian refuses to attribute a “philosophy” to him, opting for a pensée instead.4 It is easy to understand why: we simply cannot extract a coherent set of philosophical views on the major questions of the day—such as the nature of the gods, the best life, and the best constitution—from Lucian’s eclectic corpus.

We are still faced, then, with our initial question: why include Lucian in a volume on laughter and ancient philosophy? An opportunistic but valid answer would be that Lucian is an invaluable source for the activities of the philosophical schools in the 2nd century ad and their attitudes to laughter. Though the author certainly exaggerates his unflattering depictions of contemporary Stoics, Skeptics, or Platonists, in order for his humor to work the caricatures would have to ring somewhat true to his audience. Yet, I will also argue in this chapter that Lucian can be understood as a philosopher, especially for his views on the value of laughter in philosophy and laughter as philosophy. In this piece I analyze these views in order to show that Lucian’s writings form a key stage in the history of laughter’s place in philosophical thought.

2. Two Models of Laughter

The 5th-century ad biographer Eunapius briefly mentions Lucian in his work Lives of the Philosophers, but not because he considered Lucian to be a philosopher. He writes,


Lucianus of Samosata, a man who was serious about raising a laugh, wrote a life of the philosopher Demonax, who was his contemporary. In that book and in very few others he was wholly serious (δι’ ὅλου σπουδάσας). (Vitae sophistarum 2.1.9)



Eunapius viewed Demonax as a rare serious exception in Lucian’s corpus: everywhere else Lucian is interested only in laughter. Eunapius’ remarks occur in a prefatory survey of predecessors who, as he is setting out to do, have written about philosophers. These predecessors are foils to Eunapius’ own undertaking, which, he emphasizes, will focus on the serious side of philosophy (τὸ σπουδαζόμενον, Vit. soph. 1.1.3). Eunapius’ evaluation of Lucian, then, reads as quite mean, yet seemingly appreciative of the serious nature of Lucian’s Demonax.

Eunapius is right in observing that Demonax is portrayed without irony or ridicule, unlike any other philosopher in Lucian. The work itself, though, is like the rest of Lucian’s corpus in that it tries to raise a laugh. Demonax is not really a biography but a collection of anecdotes about the philosopher and of his apothegmata, or sayings. Both are frequently very funny. For those who come to challenge him Demonax has witty responses at the ready. He subverts the challenges that are put to him, and as a result the tension of the encounter dissolves (usually) into laughter. Lucian’s biography of Demonax, then, is not an outlier but part and parcel of the author’s project to make audiences laugh.

There are several other philosophers connected to laughter who play large roles in Lucian’s corpus. The Cynics Menippus and Diogenes, though they do not get their own biographies, are recurring protagonists. Also, in contrast to Demonax, their historicity is well attested, and especially in the case of Diogenes we can compare Lucian’s characterization with other sources. A first, brief example makes clear just how important laughter is for these philosophers in Lucian: the Dialogi mortuorum (Dialogues of the Dead) begin with Diogenes making a request to Pollux to bring Menippus down in order that the two of them can laugh at the grieving underworld dwellers together (D. mort. 1.1). The passage, which I will discuss in more detail later, is programmatic for the Dialogi mortuorum as a whole—to the Cynics the underworld and its inhabitants are hilarious.

In what follows I analyze Demonax’s laughter and the laughter of the Cynics, Diogenes in particular, as they occur in Lucian. Because the author hides behind his authorial personae and interlocutors, the only way to approach the subject is by looking at these characters of Lucianic dialogue. I have chosen Diogenes instead of Menippus because for the former we can better contextualize Lucian’s account with other sources. Branham has aligned Demonax’s and Diogenes’ laughter and argues that both are fundamentally improvisational and inclusive.5 I will propose that there are important differences between the two types of laughter, in Lucian and (in the case of Diogenes) in the larger tradition. I suggest that Demonax’s laughter is inclusive, discursive, and self-reflective: it arises exclusively out of the occasion, anyone can join in, and Demonax can be object and subject. Diogenes’ laughter, on the other hand, is exclusive, premeditated, and self-immune: Cynics espoused “unmockability” and their mockery of others follows certain (political) patterns. The aim, ultimately, of my analysis of Lucian’s representation of these two types of philosophical laughter, which are both very prominent in his works, is to achieve a better understanding of the author’s own gelastic project. Was Lucian more of a Demonax, more of a Diogenes, or, perhaps, neither?

3. Diogenes the Laughing Cynic

The importance of laughter in the rhetoric and philosophy of Diogenes of Sinope is established firmly in the different traditions about him, from Diogenes Laertius’ vita, to Lucian, Dio Chrysostom, and the Diogenes letters in the Cynic epistles. All these texts at best bear a loose relationship to the historical figure of Diogenes. When we speak of “Diogenes” we are in truth always referring to the character Diogenes as created collectively by the ancient traditions.6 This character used laughter in two important, mutually connected ways. He used his wit to ridicule others, and he intentionally provoked laughter and mockery at and of himself through his indecent and unusual behavior. The two forms of laughter are connected in that together they stage the difference between the Cynic, Diogenes, and the unenlightened people he encounters. Diogenes mocks his victims for many different kinds of reasons, as I discuss later, but already the fact that they can be mocked shows their weakness and their susceptibility to social norms. He uses his body to scandalously perform his own unmockability in order to show that he lives outside of conventional morality.7

There is an ongoing debate on what precisely Diogenes sought to ridicule in others, and, by extension, on the purpose or agenda of his ridicule. Branham, as already mentioned, has argued for the improvisational, pragmatic quality of Diogenes’ humor. In his interpretation laughter is essential as the expression of the Cynic’s freedom in any society. If Diogenes’ arousal of laughter aims at anything, it is the rejection of social norms.8 This analysis attributes a quasi-existential quality to Cynic laughter, as it is said to stem from the absurdity of human existence in society as such. Halliwell, in contrast, distinguishes Cynic laughter from existential laughter, which he attributes to (the legacy of) Democritus. In his view Cynics are committed to a set of values, which, if universally realized, would produce a non-laughable world in which Cynic mockery would no longer be necessary.9 On this more political reading Diogenes sought to show with his ridicule that people are attached to the wrong things in life—money, power, status, or beauty—in order to make them change their ways.

I disagree with Branham that Diogenes’ humor is improvisational. We will see that in Lucian and in other authors the Cynic’s mockeries follow predictable patterns. Yet, there appears to be a tension in Branham’s analysis between the improvisational Diogenes and his seemingly consistent rejection of social norms. The tradition shows Diogenes variously as quasi-existentialist mocker of the structure of society or politically driven scourge of the rich and powerful, so in this regard Halliwell and Branham are both right. In Lucian’s representation, Diogenes’ laughter also takes on various guises. First, the piece Vitarum auctio (Lives for Sale), in which several philosophical creeds are auctioned off to the highest bidder, gives us a brief vignette of a Diogenes-like Cynic and his biting wit. Second, Diogenes himself is an interlocutor in no fewer than five Dialogues of the Dead (Dialogi mortuorum), in which the philosopher laughs at life from the vantage point of death. In Piscator (Fisherman), finally, Diogenes is one of the philosophers suing Parrhesiades, a partial alter ego for Lucian. Together these works underline the complexity of Diogenes’ laughter, and they provide some initial clues for Lucian’s response to it.

3a. Diogenes in Vitarum auctio

In Lucian’s piece Vitarum auctio the god Hermes, as auctioneer, sells off “life philosophies of every kind and persuasion” (Vit. auct. 1). In practice this means that he sells teachers of philosophy. Among them is also a Cynic philosopher, or is it actually Diogenes? When Parrhesiades defends himself in Piscator, as will be discussed in §3c, he claims that the individuals put up for sale in Vitarum auctio were not the “real” philosophers, so not Plato, Diogenes, and the others, but their sham philosopher followers (Pisc. 37). The problem is that the advertisements for the philosophers, either by Hermes or in their own voices, contain many biographical details. Hermes says, for instance, that the Cynic is from the Black Sea region, as was Diogenes (Vit. auct. 7), and he suggests that his potential buyer should eat a “raw octopus or squid and die” (Vit. auct. 10). This is, according to the tradition, exactly how Diogenes died (DL 6.2.76). It seems reasonable, then, to argue that Lucian modeled the Cynic philosopher in Vitarum auctio closely after the “real” Diogenes.

The self-advertisement of “Diogenes” in Vitarum auctio incorporates both of the gelastic tenets of Cynicism discussed earlier. First, he says that the prospective buyer will be able to become a true Cynic if he learns how to “abuse (λοιδορεῖσθαι) everyone, kings and common people” (Vit. auct. 10). The buyer need not be an intellectual, because as a Cynic you can “easily become admired if you learn how to abuse people properly” (οὐδέν σε κωλύσει θαυμαστὸν εἴναι λοιδορεῖσθαι καλῶς ἐκμάθῃς, Vit. auct. 11). λοιδορία is the common term for the abuse that Diogenes and his followers direct at others to illicit laughter from bystanders and for their own gelastic enjoyment.10 Second, “Diogenes” instructs the buyer that he himself needs to cause laughter by his behavior:


Put away shame, decency, and moderation, and wipe away the capacity for blushing from your face completely. ( . . . ) Do boldly in view of everyone what someone else would not do in private and choose the more laughable ways (τὰ γελοιότερα) of satisfying your sexual desires (Vitarum auctio 10).



The speaking merchandise explains that the Cynic must behave as shamefully and ridiculously as possible in order to elicit laughter. Such laughter provides the Cynic philosopher with the opportunity to show that he cannot be shamed and is impervious to mockery. The prospective buyer is not attracted by the Cynic lifestyle, but he is willing to buy “Diogenes” for the low price of two obols, to use him as a sailor or gardener. Hermes gladly accepts the bid, because he cannot stand his loudmouth and outrageous behavior any longer.

We should note that “Diogenes” tells his buyer to ridicule everyone, “kings and common people.” This may be a reference to Diogenes’ famous encounter with Alexander the Great. More importantly, it would contradict a strictly political interpretation: “regular” people, for this Diogenes, are deserving of mockery as much as the rich and powerful. The phrase encompasses all of humanity, suggesting that everybody is living a life that is laughable, an attitude that fits well with an existential interpretation of Cynic laughter. Diogenes’ methodical depiction of the Cynic “way of life”—the prospective buyer needs to learn to abuse and be abused most effectively—is in part due to the setting of the dialogue: Diogenes is on sale, notionally, as a teacher of philosophy. At the same time, Lucian’s Diogenes seems to undermine the notion that Cynic laughter is improvisational through his emphasis on education here, which is less pronounced in the sales pitches of the other philosophers in the dialogue.

A third important element in the Diogenes passage in Vitarum auctio is the emphasis on fame. The Diogenes character tries to sell being a Cynic as “a shortcut to fame” (ἐπίτομος πρὸς δόξαν ὁδός, Vit. auct. 11).11 This remark exposes one of the central tensions in Cynic laughter. Diogenes is supposedly above social standards. Yet, he can show off his temerity only when he has an audience.12 This need renders him vulnerable to the charge that, in pursuing one of the core social goods of ancient society, fame, he is not at all above popular norms. Lucian, by explicitly charging the Cynics with an opportunistic desire for celebrity, picks up on an existing current in criticism of Diogenes. Diogenes Laertius reports two exchanges between Plato and Diogenes in which the former mocks the latter for his vanity and his desire for fame (DL 6.2.26, 41). He also tells an anecdote in which the philosopher starts whistling when nobody is paying attention to his discourse. The bystanders then flock to him, and Diogenes rebukes them for noticing only frivolous things, and ignoring what is serious (DL 6.2.27). Perhaps Diogenes was genuinely distressed at his audience passing up an opportunity to learn, but his whistling seems also suggestive of not being able to bear a (momentary) lack of attention, aligning with Lucian’s characterization of Cynicism as an opportunistic scheme for becoming famous.

3b. Diogenes in Dialogi mortuorum

I return to the opening passage of Lucian’s Dialogi mortuorum, mentioned earlier, which presents the underworld as the ideal setting for Cynic laughter. Diogenes asks Pollux, because of his reputation for being able to return from the dead, to retrieve Menippus from the world above. Pollux is to give the following message to Menippus:


Diogenes bids you, Menippus, if you are done laughing (σοι ἰκανῶς καταγεγέλασται) at the things on earth, come down here to laugh much more (πολλῷ πλείω ἐπιγελασόμενον). There your laughter was (ὁ γέλως ἦν) uncertain, and there was much wondering, “Who knows really what happens after death?” But here you can finally laugh confidently without stopping just as I do now (οὐ παύσῃ βεβαίως γελῶν καθάπερ ἐγὼ νῦν), especially when you see the rich and the satraps and the tyrants so humble and insignificant, standing out only through their moaning, as they are weak and contemptible when they remember their lives above. (Dialogi mortuorum 1.1)



For Diogenes the underworld confirms the message that the Cynics try to spread in the world above, namely, that earthly possessions and attributes are null. Diogenes now knows that the dead are stripped of both, whereas in life, in spite of loudly proclaiming it, he was not really sure about the insignificance of worldly goods.

Laughing at the formerly rich and powerful is the most enjoyable for Diogenes. The underworld is a perfect place for Cynic laughter because death, the great equalizer, removes the differences between the haves and have-nots. Other appearances of Diogenes in Dialogi mortuorum confirm this. He has a conversation with Alexander the Great, in which he teases him for having died even though in life he was thought to be a god. Diogenes brings Alexander to tears by listing all of the luxuries and privileges the great king had to leave behind on earth.13 In another exchange Diogenes heckles king Mausolus. The philosopher makes the king understand that neither his large tomb at Halicarnassus nor any of his worldly possessions can benefit him in the underworld. When the king asks incredulously whether he will in death be on an equal footing with Diogenes, the philosopher responds that he will be worse off: the report of the life of Diogenes towers over and will outlast Mausolus’ tomb (D. mort. 29.3). But if Mausolus cannot reap any benefit from his tomb in death, how can Diogenes gain anything by his reputation among the living in the underworld?

The questions raised by the Mausolus exchange become even more pressing in a conversation between Diogenes and another Cynic, Crates. The latter says that he inherited no money from Diogenes but “wisdom, independence, truth, plain speaking, freedom,” which Diogenes had inherited from Antisthenes. He adds that the Cynics will retain their “wealth” (τὸν πλοῦτον) in the underworld, while “they”—the rich and powerful—can bring only an obol, which they have to give to Charon anyway (D. mort. 21.3–4). Crates assumes that the Cynics’ special form of “wealth” is immortal. Yet, even if one accepts, for the sake of the literary scenario, that tangible goods cannot cross the Styx but intangibles can, kings and princes should be able to bring their authority with them as well. Although these, unlike Cynics’ intangibles such as wisdom, still require the cooperation and regard of others.

Cynic underworld laughter, though problematic, so far does appear to be consistently political: Diogenes enjoys the precipitous fall from grace of the formerly powerful and rich in death.14 An encounter between Diogenes and a beggar, however, undermines this consistency. Diogenes, Antisthenes, and Crates have gone to the entrance of Hades to have a laugh at the crying new arrivals. Diogenes asks a sad old man whether he had been rich and powerful; why else would he be grieving over the loss of his life? The man’s response baffles him:


Beggar:Not at all. I was about ninety years old, I made a poor living with my fishing rod, I was begging, childless, and on top of this lame and half blind.

Diogenes:And you still wanted to live?

Beggar:Yes, the light was pleasant to me (ἡδὺ γὰρ ἦν τὸ φῶς), and death is a frightening thing and to be avoided.

Diogenes:You are out of your mind old man! (D. mort. 22.7)



This man was almost living a Cynic’s life. He was an ugly beggar, but this condition did not cause him to loathe his existence. The half-blind man thinks of life as “the light,” yet still enjoyed being alive.15 Diogenes implies that the quasi-Cynic life could not have been worthwhile or enjoyable, an opinion that appears to amount to an existential rejection of life as such.

But, of course, Diogenes’ laughter at the beggar’s love of his pitiful life primarily concerns his fear of death, which distinguishes him from the true Cynic. For the Cynics death is nothingness: everybody is reduced to skull and bones.16 This view creates an insurmountable paradox. Diogenes admits in Dialogi mortuorum that Cynic laughter is best enjoyed from the vantage point of death. But if the Cynics are equally disembodied in death as the formerly rich, famous, and beautiful, how can they experience, let alone enjoy, this laughter? Even more fundamentally, if its finitude robs life of all meaning, the Cynic’s ostentatious resignation of worldly goods is as meaningless as other people’s attachment to them.17 Precisely because death can only ever be an imaginary space, Lucian’s underworld dialogues expose the cracks in Cynic laughter, be it political or existential, as a philosophical attitude. Among the living it is always uncertain, and among the dead it is impossible.

3c. Diogenes in Piscator

While Lucian challenges Diogenes’ detachment from social norms by pointing to his need for fame in Vitarum auctio, in Piscator he undermines the notion that Diogenes cannot be laughed at even more explicitly. As mentioned earlier, in this piece a group of philosophers sue a character named Parrhesiades for ridiculing them, specifically in Vitarum auctio. The philosophers choose Diogenes to speak on their behalf in the lawsuit, notionally because of his vehemence (Pisc. 23). However, Lucian must have given Diogenes this role in the piece intentionally: within the group of philosophers Diogenes should be the least offended by Parrhesiades’ ridicule on account of his reputation for unmockability, but instead Diogenes comes across as the most offended.

In the indictment of Parrhesiades several passages appear to draw particular attention to the irony of Diogenes’ indignation. First, Diogenes opens his speech by saying that Parrhesiades abuses him and the other philosophers (ἀγορεύων κακῶς), and induces his audience to laugh at them (καταγελᾶν, Pisc. 25). In his invitation to Menippus at the opening of Dialogi mortuorum Diogenes used the same vocabulary, and the same verb occurs in the two anecdotes marking Diogenes’ unmockability in Diogenes Laertius (DL 6.2.54, 58). In other words, the term that Diogenes uses to indict Parrhesiades here elsewhere describes either his own practice or his imperviousness to this practice if he is the target. Second, Diogenes compares Parrhesiades unfavorably to the comedy writers Aristophanes and Eupolis. They had the license of the holiday, while Parrhesiades had abused the philosophers outside of a festival context (Pisc. 25). Parrhesiades’ alleged behavior, of course, matches Diogenes’ own mocking tendencies closely.18 Lucian’s audience would likely be familiar with the tradition about Diogenes, and perhaps with his heckling in other Lucianic pieces, so the comic hypocrisy of Diogenes’ accusations would not have been lost on them. What’s more, Diogenes criticizes Menippus for refusing to join the suit (Pisc. 26), thereby revealing that the latter is a much better Cynic than he is.19

Diogenes closes his indictment by turning to Vitarum auctio specifically, while his arguments so far could be about Lucian’s general tendency to make fun of philosophers. He is especially pained about how the piece treated him:


Bringing us like slaves to the auction house ( . . . ) he sold us, some, they say for a high price, some for an Attic mina, and me, depraved scoundrel that he is (ὁ παμπονηρότατος οὗτος), for two obols. And those present laughed! (Piscator 27)



Diogenes feels personally slighted. He thinks he was ridiculed the most, because of the low price he fetched at auction. As we know Parrhesiades argues in his defense that his pieces do not mock the “real” philosophers of old, but are merely directed at modern-day impostors. He is actually doing the philosophers who are suing him a service (Pisc. 37)! The philosophers, including Diogenes, fall for this explanation, but audience members familiar with Vitarum auctio would realize that Parrhesiades is deceiving the accusers here. Diogenes, once he believes that he was not personally under attack, immediately reconciles himself with Parrhesiades (Pisc. 38).

After looking at Diogenes’ laughter in three different Lucianic pieces it is quite clear that it is multidimensional and complex. At times the author presents Cynic laughter in political guise, when Diogenes targets the rich and powerful; in other passages Diogenes appears to ridicule the human condition as such, leading to what has been called “existential” laughter. One constant element in Lucian’s representation of Diogenes is the premeditated nature of his mockery. He and the other Cynics go to the entrance of Hades in order to laugh at the recently deceased, and Diogenes summons Menippus in order to laugh at the skulls of kings with him. There is, also, a pattern to why Diogenes makes fun of people: conceit of any kind, be it based on beauty, wealth, power, or learning, is the central charge, but, as the example of the beggar shows, fear of death can be sufficient cause. The second component of Cynic laughter—arousing the laughter of others through behavior—is also clearly present in Lucian’s depiction of Diogenes. Our author is keenly attuned to the paradox of Cynic exhibitionism: its purpose is to show that the Cynics are above social norms, but in order to do so they need attention, a key social currency. Lucian connects this vanity to the charge that Diogenes is not unmockable at all: in Piscator he is most affected of all the philosophers by laughter at his expense. Diogenes’ exhibitionism is exclusionary in staging the differences between Cynics and the general public. According to Lucian, it is ultimately hypocritical and, therefore, funny in its own right.

4. Demonax: Laughter and Reversal

In his Demonax Lucian gives an account of a man who was his contemporary and, perhaps, his teacher. Up until relatively recently many doubted Demonax’s historicity, because of the paucity of evidence about him in other sources. But several 21st-century scholars have declared themselves strongly in favor of the view that Demonax was a historical philosopher, and that Lucian’s biography of him reflects real events, even if they have been molded for the sake of Lucian’s literary objectives.20 Instrumental for this change in the communis opinio appears to have been Searby’s new edition of the fragments of Demonax outside of Lucian, published in 2008, and deriving from Greek gnomological sources. There is no overlap with the sayings attributed to him in Demonax, a distinction that supports their authenticity, and, by extension, the historicity of Demonax.21

Lucian tells us that Demonax was born in Cyprus and studied with Epictetus. It appears that he spent most of his life in Athens, but he may have traveled for his studies. Demonax participated in public life, and was well trained in oratory. Modern scholars more often than not refer to Demonax as a Cynic philosopher. Yet, as I already mentioned, Lucian writes that Demonax did not want to be confined to any particular philosophical school: “He did not isolate a single form of philosophy for himself, but mixed together many of them, and never revealed much about which one he preferred” (Dem. 5). Lucian explains this statement by saying that Demonax was “probably” most similar to Socrates, while he followed “the man from Sinope,” i.e., Diogenes, in his dress and “ease of living” (τῇ τοῦ βίου ῥᾳστώνῃ, Dem. 5). The author attributes some central Cynic virtues to Demonax: asceticism, liberty, free speech, and self-sufficiency (Dem. 3–4). Within the vita, however, Lucian also emphatically differentiates Demonax both from Socrates and from the Cynics.

Like Socrates, Demonax fell afoul of the Athenians (allegedly) for religious reasons. He was charged for not making sacrifice and for not being initiated in the Eleusinian mysteries. Lucian presents Demonax’s trial as a repeat of Socrates’ trial, but with the opposite outcome. Demonax wittily defends himself and wins over the Athenians. He did not sacrifice to Athena, because he did not think she needed his sacrifices,22 and he did not dare to be initiated into the Eleusinian mysteries for fear of divulging them. If they were bad he would have to prevent others from getting initiated, if they were good he would have to tell everybody about them. Demonax is acquitted and ever since the trial, writes Lucian, the Athenians honor and respect him (Dem. 11). This account shows that humor was an important tool for the philosopher.

Among the testimonia for Demonax, Lucian’s vita emphasizes the element of humor more than the other sayings, which are moralizing in tone and less funny.23 The key differences between Demonax and the Cynics, and Diogenes in particular, lie in their respective attitudes toward humor and laughter. I turn to these differences in the next section, followed by a discussion of Demonax’s alternative approach to laughter. Lucian’s description of the “character of his philosophy” (ὁ τρόπος τῆς φιλοσοφίας) as “kind, gentle, and cheerful” (πρᾶος καὶ ἥμερος καὶ φαιδρός) (Dem. 10) serves to distance Demonax not only from Diogenes, but also from Socrates.24

4a. Demonax vs. the Cynics

After his statement that Demonax dressed like Diogenes, cited earlier, Lucian rushes to make clear that Demonax’s behavior was very different from Diogenes’. He writes the following:


But he [Demonax] did not alter his way of life in order to be admired and looked at by everyone who encountered him, but he led the same life as everyone else, was unassuming, and not in the least overcome by pride (τύφῳ). (Demonax 5)



Though it does not explicitly name him, the criticism of Diogenes is obvious enough in this remark. As in Vitarum auctio and Dialogi mortuorum Lucian calls the Cynics out for their attention-seeking exhibitionism. I noted earlier that provoking laughter from others in order to show that you are above their social norms, as Diogenes did, is a highly exclusionary act: it showcases the difference between the enlightened few and the unenlightened many. In Demonax Lucian explicitly differentiates between Demonax and Diogenes on this count: the former did not seek to separate himself, but “led the same life as everyone else.” τύφος, “vanity,” is what Demonax lacks, and Diogenes, is the implication, had too much of it. Notably, this is the same term that Plato uses to expose Diogenes’ concern for reputation and glory in Diogenes Laertius’ vita (DL 6.2.26).

Demonax’s aversion to Cynic exhibitionism plays out in two ways in Lucian’s Demonax. First, the laughter-provoking behavior that is so familiar from anecdotes about Diogenes is simply absent in the Demonax vita. Diogenes, as we know, used his body to shock and provoke, while Demonax in Lucian and in the non-Lucianic apothegmata is exclusively a speaking subject. When his body or his appearance comes up in conversation, Demonax shows himself to be truly unconcerned with his appearance, in contrast to the studied and emphatic neglect of the Cynics. For instance, when somebody notices a liver spot on Demonax’s leg and asks him about it, he replies with a smile that it is Charon’s tooth mark (Dem. 45).

Second, Demonax frequently ridicules others who do use their body as a site of philosophy. There are three anecdotes on this topic in Lucian, and in all three cases the “victim” is a Cynic philosopher. In the first example Demonax is said to have made fun of a Cynic philosopher who went around while wearing a bearskin, presumably to display his disregard for proper attire. Demonax consistently calls him Arcesilaus, from ἄρκτος for “bear,” instead of using his real name Honoratus (Dem. 19). Another anecdote is explicit in its rejection of Diogenes’ love of bodily display:


Most of all, he made war on those who philosophize with an eye not to truth but to public display. When he saw a Cynic with a cloak and a leather pouch and a club (ὕπερον) instead of a staff, who was crying out and saying that he was a follower of Antisthenes, Crates, and Diogenes, Demonax said: “Do not lie, you are actually a disciple of Hyperides (Ὑπερείδης).” (Dem. 48)



Perhaps the Cynic in question was carrying a club because of Diogenes’ claim that he imitated Heracles in his life. Alternatively, this philosopher may have been trying to outdo his predecessors in modesty by carrying a club instead of the customary staff.25 On either interpretation Demonax is ridiculing the man for his ostentatiousness. In the third example Demonax advises a depilated proconsul who has been heckled by a Cynic philosopher to punish the Cynic not by locking him up or sending him into exile, but by having him depilated, too (Dem. 50)—a rough, and funny, punishment for the Cynics who wanted so badly to appear unkempt. Demonax, then, not only keeps himself aloof from Cynic exhibitionism, but also is eager to criticize it in others.

We have seen that the Cynics’ exhibitionism and their avowed unmockability are closely related, and Demonax’s ridicule of the former doubles as a challenge to the latter. Unfortunately, Lucian does not relate the responses of the Cynics in the three anecdotes just recounted, but one can easily imagine them failing to stay composed. One element of Cynic unmockability that we have not discussed yet is the question whether or not the Cynics themselves laughed at their mockeries of others. In Lucian they certainly can, but both in Diogenes Laertius (DL 6.2.36) and in Dio Chrysostom (10.31) Diogenes is described as laughing only once.26 An exchange between Demonax and Peregrinus suggests that participating in laughter was frowned upon in some Cynic circles.

Peregrinus was a Christian holy man turned Cynic philosopher, and, like Demonax, the subject of a Lucianic biography.27 According to Lucian the two men shared a teacher, the Cynic Agathobulus, who was reportedly active in Egypt (Per. 17, Dem. 3). Peregrinus ended his life by throwing himself on a pyre, and he was quite well known among Lucian’s generation and after.28 Their meeting goes as follows:


When Peregrinus Proteus rebuked him that he laughed most of the time and played with people (ἐγέλα τὰ πολλὰ καὶ τοῖς ἀνθρώποις προσέπαιζε), and he said, “Demonax, you are not doggish (οὐ κυνᾷς),” he responded, “Peregrinus, you are not human (οὐ ἀνθρωπίζεις).” (Dem. 21)



Peregrinus upbraids Demonax for laughing too much. The charge suggests that it was a Cynic virtue to cause laughter through mockery without participating in it, a view that should perhaps be understood in the context of Cynic asceticism. The pleasure of laughter may have been thought to be at odds with the philosopher’s austere simplicity. There was a broader concern, as Michael Trapp shows in his chapter on Dio Chrysostom and Plutarch, that philosophical laughter had to be carefully managed; Peregrinus accuses Demonax here precisely of failing to do so. Further, Peregrinus’ description of Demonax’s behavior as προσέπαιζε, “playing with” people, implies that his humor is not sufficiently biting. Demonax’s sociability is at odds with being a true Cynic/dog. Diogenes was alone even (or perhaps especially) in crowded places, to showcase his self-sufficiency (Vit. auct. 11), while Demonax associates with people. Demonax’s interactions are simply too easygoing, or, as he himself would say, too human, and his enjoyment of laughter is another sign of his susceptibility to convention and conviviality.

Finally, the Cynics’ attitude toward mockery and laughter appears to exclude being able to laugh at oneself. This is another aspect of the self-immunity of Cynic laughter: their avowed unmockability precluded self-mockery. Diogenes’ heavy-handed response to Parrhesiades in Piscator shows him mocked and feeling mocked, and taking himself very seriously. In this regard Demonax is again quite different. One example is his exchange with the eunuch sophist Favorinus. He has come to defend himself, after Demonax criticized his style as being too effeminate (Dem. 12).29 When he asks Demonax combatively what philosophical school he favors, Demonax responds, “Who told you I was a philosopher?” As Favorinus leaves, Demonax “laughs very heartily” (μάλα ἡδὺ ἐγέλασεν), and Favorinus asks him what he is laughing at. Demonax says,


It seemed funny (γελοῖον) to me, that you think it is wise to judge a philosopher by his beard, when you yourself have none. (Dem. 13)



This exchange, as do many others, confirms Peregrinus’ charge against Demonax: he likes to laugh and laughs a lot. In this case Demonax’s laughter is directed both at himself—after all, he is a bearded philosopher—and at Favorinus, who, in spite of not confirming to this stereotype himself, still mistakes the caricatured appearance of a philosopher for a “real,” dogmatic philosopher. Something that Demonax refuses to be.30

Demonax, unlike the Cynics, did not participate in scandalous behavior with the purpose of displaying imperturbability in the face of mockery. The result of this choice, I suggest, is that Demonax’s laughter is more inclusive than Cynic laughter. Being unmockable—very difficult even for true Cynics—is unattainable for most people, and the Cynics’ exhibitionism served primarily to differentiate them from others. Demonax’s laughter, in contrast, can reflect back on himself.

4b. The Laughter of Demonax

So far, we have primarily seen Demonax mock philosophical colleagues. These jokes are probably equal parts competition between philosophical creeds and spirited jostling among peers—compare, for instance, the teasing between Diogenes and Antisthenes reported by Dio Chrysostom (8.2). Other than philosophers some groups of people that Demonax makes fun of are effeminate men (Dem. 16 and 18), people who engage in excessive mourning (Dem. 24, 25, and 33), soothsayers (Dem. 23 and 37), and (wannabe) athletes (Dem. 38, 49, and 57). But this list is not exhaustive. Some of these categories could be connected to Cynic ideals of fearlessness in the face of death, toughness, and lack of superstition, yet ultimately the motley rabble that populates the anecdotes of Demonax does not reflect a consistent agenda of abuse. Some interlocutors who are ridiculed are given no descriptors at all (e.g., Dem. 32, 45, or 52).

A category of people who are frequent targets of Diogenes in Lucian is remarkably absent from Demonax: the rich. There is one anecdote in which Demonax makes fun of an aristocrat who prides himself on the purple border of his toga, and even in this case his arrogance is targeted more than his wealth. Demonax says to him, “A sheep wore this before you and he was just a sheep!” (Dem. 41). The political and egalitarian agenda that prompts many of Diogenes’ engagements in Lucian is almost completely absent from Demonax.31 On the basis of this lack, not only of a political agenda, but of any consistent agenda, I propose that Demonax’s laughter can truly be called improvisational: he does not seek out specific (groups of) people to make fun of, and the anecdotes in Lucian show that he could make a joke about anyone. The implication of the fact that there is no agenda or pattern to Demonax’s mockeries is that his approach always incorporates the feature of surprise, an essential ingredient in humor generally. To anyone listening to a collection of Demonax’s anecdotes the next target of a joke would be unexpected.

Aside from the element of surprise in the selection of the recipient, incongruity is also a key element within Demonax’s mockery. A good example of incongruity or reversal is his answer to Epictetus’ remark that he ought to get married. It will be useful to compare this anecdote to Diogenes’ answer to a similar question. In Diogenes Laertius someone asks Diogenes what the right time to marry is, and he responds, “Not yet, for a young man. For an old man, never at all” (DL 6.2.54). Diogenes shapes his answer like a riddle. The attentive reader will understand that he is actually saying “never.”32 When Epictetus tells Demonax to get married and have children he responds. “Give me one of your daughters then!” (Dem. 55). Demonax’s answer to the marriage question is evasive as well as ad hominem: Epictetus himself did not have any children, let alone daughters to give away! The difference between the two answers, aside from the fact that I think Demonax’s response is funnier, is that Demonax shifts the conversation onto an entirely new plane. Diogenes does not give a direct answer, but it is still a response that is à propos to the question; he just gives two versions of it. Demonax’s reply, in contrast, moves the conversation to a different place. He pretends to take Epictetus’ advice to heart and turns their philosophical conversation into a negotiation about marriage arrangements. The well-informed recipient of the anecdote will understand that Demonax has—under the guise of feigned innocence—turned the tables on Epictetus, who now has to explain why he does not have a family, either. Demonax’s reply shifts the meaning and the stakes of the conversation, forcing the recipient to think on two levels at once.

In a third and final category of incongruities in Demonax the philosopher upends the conversation by viewing a question from the perspective of animals. When a friend asks him if he is not afraid to travel by ship in the wintertime, lest he should end up as fish food, he responds that he has eaten so many fish in his life, it would be only fair if they got to feed on him (Dem. 35). Demonax is asked if he eats honey cakes and he answers. “Do you think the bees store their honey for fools?” (Dem. 52.).33 In both cases some kind of agency is transposed to the animals. In the first scenario Demonax implies a tit-for-tat relationship between him and animals: he eats the fish, so they should get to eat him. In the second answer the absurd, playful suggestion is that the bees would take an interest in who eats their honey. Although Demonax is in reality not trying to say anything about animals in these anecdotes—the point is, respectively, that he lacks fear of death and is not afraid to sail in the winter; and, that unlike the ascetics he is perfectly happy to eat honey cakes—on the level of the exchange he effects the conversational reversal by looking at the question from the incongruous animal perspective.

Branham was right to focus on the element of surprise in his analysis of Lucian’s Demonax. He writes that for Demonax humor is “not only a rhetorical instrument, but also a source of insight.” By forcing his interlocutors to view their situation from unexpected angles, Demonax lets them think on two planes at once.34 Yet Branham focuses on the shared genre of the anecdote, or chreia, between the two philosophers, and does not sufficiently distinguish between the respective styles of humor of Demonax and Diogenes as represented by Lucian. We have already noted several important differences between Demonax and Diogenes in regard to their self-presentation and their targets, but even on the micro-level of the joke their approaches vary significantly. On the whole Demonax’s responses are more surprising and often absurd. One does not encounter anything like the animal perspective of the two last examples cited in the Diogenes tradition. Whereas Diogenes went much further in shocking people by his behavior, Demonax was more demanding of his audience with the mental gymnastics he required.

5. Conclusions

Our purpose was to show the spectrum of philosophical laughter in the Lucianic corpus to understand better Lucian’s own view on laughter as philosophy. I have treated two forms of philosophical laughter that scholars have often compared with Lucian’s own philosophical attitude, and, not coincidentally, equated with each other. I hope to have shown that the laughter of Demonax and Cynic laughter are actually quite different from each other. Where the former is truly improvisational, the latter generally has a sociopolitical agenda, and at times veers even toward existential laughter. The twin features of exhibitionism and (espoused) unmockability, key to Cynic laughter, are absent from the anecdotes about Demonax. These two differences render Demonax’s laughter more inclusive than Cynic laughter, which, as the tradition shows, could be alienating. Exhibitionist behavior and the virtue of unmockability are exclusive because they are attainable only for the enlightened few. This exclusivity is actually one of its defining features: if many people started behaving like Diogenes, his antics would no longer be transgressive and scandalous, and they would lose their meaning.

Demonax’s laughter is accessible to anyone because of its spontaneous, self-reflective, and unbiased nature. Lucian emphasizes repeatedly how well loved Demonax was. We have no way of knowing whether or not this was true, but if anyone and everyone—as seems to have been the case—could be the next “target” of mockery, there is no real shame in being a “victim.” The ultimate purpose of a Demonax joke is temporarily viewing something in a different light rather than distinguishing between the philosophically virtuous and the (still) unenlightened. The recurring incongruity and absurdity of Demonax anecdotes are key features in this regard, because the more surprising and strange the philosophical response is, the larger the mental leap and benefit that is to be derived. There is of course a danger of overstating the difference between Demonax and Diogenes: laughter is an important medium for both of them, incongruity is a recurring element in Diogenes’ jokes (and in humor generally), and both are wont to ridicule arrogance. Yet, it is vital for any insight into Demonax to take seriously his criticism of the Cynics and to recognize the differences between them.

Finally, what, if anything, have we learned about Lucian? First, as in the case of Demonax, we need to pay more attention to Lucian’s criticism and ridicule of the Cynics, and in particular of their exhibitionist program. Even if the author seems to have had a fascination with Cynic mockery, and probably felt kinship with its irreverent and anti-authoritarian streaks, ultimately the self-importance and, ironically, philosophical elitism of this creed seem to have alienated him—and provided easy targets for his own mockery. Demonax’s inclusivity, agility, and propensity for the absurd would naturally seem to bring him much closer to Lucian’s own approach to philosophical laughter. In large part this assessment is accurate: Lucian’s humor is not meant to reform people or to exclude and mark consistently certain groups. Rather, it aims at prompting audiences—whoever they may be—to temporarily interrupt their patterns of thought and look at the question at hand differently. This is precisely what encounters with Demonax, and the anecdotal accounts of them, do. Frequent repetition of this procedure cultivates flexibility and openness of mind, giving Demonax’s seemingly opportunistic form of philosophical laughter ethical significance. Hence, the audiences of the anecdotes stand to gain even more than those who engaged with Demonax once or twice in person.

As is so often the case with Lucian, however, we should not be confident that we have now solved the question of his philosophical laughter. Demonax is a special character in Lucian, and his brand of philosophical laughter does seem to fit most closely with Lucian’s own. Yet, this does not mean that for Lucian his was the only viable form of philosophical laughter. One major problem that remains on the table is the question of efficacy. Even if Demonax’s laughter comes across as the more democratic and sympathetic mode, this does not mean that it is the most powerful form. If we take the later history of philosophy into account, there can be no doubt that Diogenes’ impact was far greater than Demonax’. Perhaps the bite and the spectacle of Cynic laughter are necessary in order to make a difference after all. And Lucian too, in spite of his love for his “master” Demonax, may well have known that to be true.35
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1. Compare, for instance, Lucian’s Prom. es where an anonymous first-person speaker accepts the title of “Prometheus,” the inventor of inter alia ritual sacrifice, because of his invention of the comic dialogue.

2. This discussion is indebted to Branham’s (1989: 67–123) excellent chapter on Lucian and Plato.

3. See Fuentes González (2005: 153–55) for a general discussion of and much bibliography on these issues. On Lucian and Epicureanism see especially Branham (1984) and Van Nuffelen (2011: 179–99). On Lucian and Cynicism, see Relihan 1987 and Nesselrath 1998.

4. Fuentes González 2005: 148.

5. Branham 1993, 1994. Husson 1994 does not distinguish between the two types of laughter at all.

6. Cf. Sluiter 2005: 140. Among these three texts scholars working on Diogenes rely on Diogenes Laertius by far the most; on his vita and its afterlife see Branham 2018. In terms of humor and laughter, however, the other two sources are equally significant. Among the letters Malherbe nos. 1 and 24 are particularly humorous, cf. Kuin 2019. In Dio Chrysostom Cynic mockery and exhibitionism are important features throughout, cf. Branham 1993; contra Jouan 1993.

7. Cf. Branham 1994: 471. For Diogenes’ unmockability see DL 6.2.54, 58.

8. Branham 1993, 1994. Bosman 2006 follows Branham in assuming that Diogenes had a blanket antisocietal agenda, but he views Diogenes’ humor not as part of his philosophy, but rather as a way of sugarcoating his radical ideas for the general public.

9. Halliwell 2008: 383–84; cf. Jouan 1993, with a focus on Dio Chrysostom’s Diogeniques.

10. On Cynic abuse and its relationship to laughter see Halliwell 2008: 372–87. How common it was for Cynics to enjoy laughter themselves differs between the sources. I return to this issue later.

11. This phrase invokes the well-known trope of life’s easy and short path to vice (λείη καὶ βραχεῖα ὁδός) vs. the long and hard path to virtue or happiness; see, e.g., Prodicus’ myth at Xen. Mem. 2.21–33, cf. Hes. Op. 286–92 and Pl. Rep. 2.364c–d. On Lucian’s use of the same trope in Rhetorum Praeceptor (The Teacher of Rhetoric), see Cribiore 2007.

12. On this aspect of Diogenes see Krueger 1996; Sluiter 2005; and Bosman 2006.

13. There was a tradition that Diogenes and Alexander died on the same day, Plut., Quaest. conv. 717c; DL 6.2.79 (citing Diogenes of Magnesia’s Homonymoi), cf. Mejer 1981: 464.

14. See also D. mort. 21, 22.7.

15. Compare E. fr. 816 and 533. The “sweetness” of “seeing the light,” i.e., “being alive,” is a commonplace in Euripides (e.g., E., Or. 1523, Ion 1121, I. Aul. 1218–19, 1250). In D. mort. 8.1 Menippus asks Cheiron why “being alive and seeing the light” was “not pleasant to him” (οὐχ ἡδὺ ἦν ζῶντα ὁρᾶν τὸ φῶς;). Perhaps we should imagine that Menippus is being sarcastic.

16. Compare D. mort. 5.1 and Men. 15.

17. Cf. Halliwell 2008: 384–85, 454–62.

18. Bosman (2006) describes Diogenes’ own behavior as derived from theatrical comic abuse. Trapp (in this volume) shows that even Diogenes’ admirer Dio Chrysostom was better at being laughed at than Lucian’s Diogenes. Rosen (2016: 152–53) rightly argues that in Pisc. Diogenes confuses literaty satire with lived reality, but he glosses over the implications for the characterization of Diogenes as a Cynic.

19. Camerotto (2014: 109–35) argues that Lucian modeled his satirical heroes Parrhesiades and Menippus on Diogenes, but in Piscator the three are very distinct figures.

20. Clay (1992: 3425–29) and Branham (1989: 236n84, 1994: 39) are agnostic on the issue. Jones (1986: 90–98) thinks that Demonax existed, but considers Lucian’s Demonax part biography, part autobiography. In favor of authenticity of the man and the work are Fuentes González 2009; Hägg 2012: 294–300; Beck 2016.

21. Searby 2008. Another factor is that there is only one philosopher called Demonax known from antiquity.

22. This explanation taps into the central contradiction of ancient sacrifice, cf., e.g., Pl., Euthphr. 14a–15e.

23. Lucian was probably especially interested in humorous sayings, whereas the late-Antique compilers of the gnomoi would have been predisposed toward sayings with a general, protreptic application; cf. Searby 2008: 120–1; Beck 2016: 91.

24. Cf. Dem. 6: Socrates upsets his interlocutors; Demonax makes them happy and hopeful.

25. DL 6.2.71; D. Chrys. 18.36. Heracles’ club, however, is typically described with the Greek word ῥόπαλον, not ὕπερον, e.g., at S., Tr. 512; Ar., Ra. 47, 495. On Antisthenes’ staff see D. mort. 21.3.

26. Cf. Halliwell 2008: 378. At D. Chrys. 72.7 philosophers are said to not laugh at “regular” people in public, but to do so only when they are among themselves, in private.

27. Lucian actually mocks Peregrinus for his Cynic exhibitionism at Per. 20.

28. Cf. Aul. Gell. 12.11. Good treatments of Lucian’s Peregrinus are Fields 2013 and Bremmer 2017.

29. Favorinus may have been a student of Dio Chrysostom, and he was known to get into fights, VS 1.8.

30. Cf. Dem. 14, 62. Demonax appears to laugh at himself also at Dem. 16 and 42. For other Cynics who cannot take a joke in Lucian see Fug. 19 and Per. 37.

31. Contra Branham (1989: 62), who writes that the second most common category of “victims” of abuse in Demonax, after “sophists, philosophers, and religious figures,” are “representatives of officialdom, wealthy aristocrats, and Roman officers.” The latter group, however, are not typically ridiculed because of their wealth or power (see, e.g., Dem. 41), but for other reasons. Branham also erroneously includes an example of a completely anonymous man in this category of just seven (Dem. 32).

32. Lucian makes fun of Diogenes’ attitude toward marriage by depicting him as enjoying the afterlife on the Island of the Blessed while being married to a courtesan (VH 2.18).

33. Whether or not philosophers eat honey cakes was a trope of the Diogenes tradition, see DL 6.2.44, 55, and 56.

34. Branham 1989: 62–63; cf. Branham 1994: 45–46.

35. I want to thank the editors of this volume, as well as Michael Trapp, for their helpful suggestions and comments on this chapter.
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