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Introduction

This volume reflects the fairly recent development

of a sustained, focused philosophical conversation

about literature in the analytic tradition. But this

conversation did not come out of nowhere. The

historical sources collected in this section give a

sample of influential works, but it is a rich sample

and can be read in a number of ways. The readings

are interesting in relation toeachother: considerhow

Plato,Aristotle, andSigmundFreud conceive of the

social and psychological dimensions of popular fic-

tion, or how David Hume and Friedrich Nietzsche

account for the pleasures of tragedy. And how does

each of them engage with questions of reality and

illusion, knowledge and deception? Some of these

texts are candidates for literary status themselves,

and some of them comment explicitly on the rela-

tions between philosophy and literature, so they can

also be read with those concerns in mind: how can

literature be philosophical or philosophy literary?

Collectively these readings display qualities that

distinguish them in temperament, as it were, from

much recent work: the historical sources are ex-

pansive, ambitious, speculative, and evaluatively

confident in ways that do not really seem available

to us now. Even Hume, writing a nicely focused

essay on tragedy, moves freely from the logical

consequences of a view to psychological specula-

tion to aesthetic evaluation. These qualities are

also part of what makes these sources very inter-

esting in relation to the thematic sections that

follow, as the older works tend to address clumps

of thematic issues at once. The connections are too

numerous to document here. For instance, along

with making the explicit link between Hume’s

essay and the essays on tragedy in the emotion

section, one could read Aristotle at least in relation

to the sections on definition, emotion, fiction, and

values, and Freud in relation to emotion, fiction,

interpretation, and values, and so on and on. Since

the historical thinkers are uniformly concerned

with the pleasures and values found in experience

with literature, these readings make especially

deep contributions on the concluding theme of

literary values.
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Plato

Book II

What is this education to be, then? Perhaps we

shall hardly invent a system better than the one

which long experience has worked out, with its

two branches for the cultivation of the mind and

of the body. And I suppose we shall begin with the

mind, before we start physical training.

Naturally.

Under that head will come stories; and of these

there are two kinds: some are true, others ficti-

tious. Both must come in, but we shall begin our

education with the fictitious kind.

I don’t understand, he said.

Don’t you understand, I replied, that we begin

by telling children stories, which, taken as a whole,

are fiction, though they contain some truth? Such

story-telling begins at an earlier age than physical

training; that is why I said we should start with the

mind.

You are right.

And the beginning, as you know, is always the

most important part, especially in dealing with

anything young and tender. That is the time

when the character is being moulded and easily

takes any impress one may wish to stamp on it.

Quite true.

Then shall we simply allow our children to

listen to any stories that anyone happens to make

up, and so receive into their minds ideas often the

very opposite of those we shall think they ought to

have when they are grown up?

No, certainly not.

It seems, then, our first business will be to

supervise the making of fables and legends,

rejecting all which are unsatisfactory; and we

shall induce nurses and mothers to tell their chil-

dren only those which we have approved, and to

think more of moulding their souls with these

stories than they now do of rubbing their limbs

to make them strong and shapely. Most of the

stories now in use must be discarded.

What kind do you mean?

If we take the great ones, we shall see in them

the pattern of all the rest, which are bound to be of

the same stamp and to have the same effect.

No doubt; but which do you mean by the great

ones?

The stories in Hesiod and Homer and the poets

in general, who have at all times composed ficti-

tious tales and told them to mankind.

Which kind are you thinking of, and what fault

do you find in them?

The worst of all faults, especially if the story is

ugly and immoral as well as false – misrepresent-

ing the nature of gods and heroes, like an artist

whose picture is utterly unlike the object he sets

out to draw.

That is certainly a serious fault; but give me an

example.

Republic
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A signal instance of false invention about the

highest matters is that foul story, which Hesiod

repeats, of the deeds of Uranus and the vengeance

of Cronos; and then there is the tale of Cronos’s

doings and of his son’s treatment of him. Even if

such tales were true, I should not have supposed

they should be lightly told to thoughtless young

people. If they cannot be altogether suppressed,

they should only be revealed in a mystery, to

which access should be as far as possible restricted

by requiring the sacrifice, not of a pig, but of some

victim such as very few could afford.

It is true: those stories are objectionable.

Yes, and not to be repeated in our common-

wealth, Adeimantus. We shall not tell a child that,

if he commits the foulest crimes or goes to any

length in punishing his father’s misdeeds, he will

be doing nothing out of the way, but only what

the first and greatest of the gods have done before

him.

I agree; such stories are not fit to be repeated.

Nor yet any tales of warfare and intrigues and

battles of gods against gods, which are equally

untrue. If our future Guardians are to think it a

disgrace to quarrel lightly with one another, we

shall not let them embroider robes with the Battle

of the Giants or tell them of all the other feuds of

gods and heroes with their kith and kin. If by any

means we can make them believe that no one has

ever had a quarrel with a fellow citizen and it is a

sin to have one, that is the sort of thing our old

men and women should tell children from the

first; and as they grow older, we must make the

poets write for them in the same strain. Stories like

those of Hera being bound by her son, or of

Hephaestus flung from heaven by his father for

taking his mother’s part when she was beaten, and

all those battles of the gods in Homer, must not be

admitted into our state, whether they be allegorical

or not. A child cannot distinguish the allegorical

sense from the literal, and the ideas he takes in at

that age are likely to become indelibly fixed; hence

the great importance of seeing that the first stories

he hears shall be designed to produce the best

possible effect on his character.

Yes, that is reasonable. But if we were asked

which of these stories in particular are of the right

quality, what should we answer?

I replied: You and I, Adeimantus, are not, for

the moment, poets, but founders of a common-

wealth. As such, it is not our business to invent

stories ourselves, but only to be clear as to the

main outlines to be followed by the poets in

making their stories and the limits beyond which

they must not be allowed to go.

True; but what are these outlines for any ac-

count they may give of the gods?

Of this sort, said I. A poet, whether he is writing

epic, lyric, or drama, surely ought always to repre-

sent the divine nature as it really is. And the truth

is that that nature is good and must be described as

such.

Unquestionably.

Well, nothing that is good can be harmful; and if

it cannot do harm, it can do no evil; and so it

cannot be responsible for any evil.

I agree. [ . . . ]

It follows, then, that the divine, being good, is

not, as most people say, responsible for everything

that happens to mankind, but only for a small part;

for the good things in human life are far fewer than

the evil, and, whereas the good must be ascribed to

heaven only, we must look elsewhere for the cause

of evils.

I think that is perfectly true.

So we shall condemn as a foolish error Homer’s

description of Zeus as the ‘‘dispenser of both good

and ill.’’ We shall disapprove when Pandarus’

violation of oaths and treaties is said to be the

work of Zeus and Athena, or when Themis and

Zeus are said to have caused strife among the

gods. [ . . . ]

The poet will only be allowed to say that the

wicked were miserable because they needed chas-

tisement, and the punishment of heaven did them

good. If our commonwealth is to be well-ordered,

we must fight to the last against any member of it

being suffered to speak of the divine, which is good,

being responsible for evil. Neither young nor old

must listen to such tales, in prose or verse. Such

doctrine would be impious, self-contradictory, and

disastrous to our commonwealth. [ . . . ]

To be deceived about the truth of things and so to

be in ignorance and error and to harbour untruth

in the soul is a thing no one would consent to.

Falsehood in that quarter is abhorred above every-

thing.

It is indeed.

Well then, as I was saying, this ignorance in the

soul which entertains untruth is what really de-

serves to be called the true falsehood; for the

spoken falsehood is only the embodiment or

image of a previous condition of the soul, not

pure unadulterated falsity. Is it not so?

It is.
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This real falsehood, then, is hateful to gods and

men equally. But is the spoken falsehood always a

hateful thing? Is it not sometimes helpful – in war,

for instance, or as a sort of medicine to avert some

fit of folly or madness that might make a friend

attempt some mischief? And in those legends we

were discussing just now, we can turn fiction to

account; not knowing the facts about the distant

past, we can make our fiction as good an embodi-

ment of truth as possible.

Yes, that is so.

Well, in which of these ways would falsehood be

useful to a god? We cannot think of him as em-

bodying truth in fiction for lack of information

about the past.

No, that would be absurd.

So there is no room in his case for poetical

inventions. Would he need to tell untruths because

he has enemies to fear?

Of course not.

Or friends who are mad or foolish?

No; a fool or a madman could hardly enjoy the

friendship of the gods.

Gods, then, have no motive for lying. There can

be no falsehood of any sort in the divine nature.

None.

We conclude, then, that a god is a being of

entire simplicity and truthfulness in word and in

deed. In himself he does not change, nor does he

delude others, either in dreams or in waking

moments, by apparitions or oracles or signs.

I agree, after all you have said.

You will assent, then, to this as a second

principle to guide all that is to be said or written

about the gods: that they do not transform them-

selves by any magic or mislead us by illusions or

lies. [ . . . ]

Book III

So far, then, as religion is concerned, we have

settled what sorts of stories about the gods may,

or may not, be told to children who are to hold

heaven and their parents in reverence and to value

good relations with one another.

Yes, he said; and I believe we have settled

right.

We also want them to be brave. So the stories

they hear should be such as to make them unafraid

of death. A man with that fear in his heart cannot

be brave, can he?

Surely not.

And can a man be free from that fear and prefer

death in battle to defeat and slavery, if he believes

in a world below which is full of terrors?

No.

Here again, then, our supervision will be

needed. The poets must be told to speak well of

that other world. The gloomy descriptions they

now give must be forbidden, not only as untrue,

but as injurious to our future warriors. We shall

strike out all lines like these:

I would rather be on earth as the hired

servant of another, in the house of a landless

man with little to live on, than be king over

all the dead;1

or these:

Alack, there is, then, even in the house of

Death a spirit or a shade; but the wits dwell

in it no more.2

We shall ask Homer and the poets in general not to

mind if we cross out all passages of this sort. If

most people enjoy them as good poetry, that is all

the more reason for keeping them from children or

grown men who are to be free, fearing slavery

more than death.

I entirely agree.

Wemust alsoget ridof all that terrifying language,

the very sound of which is enough to make one

shiver: ‘‘loathsome Styx,’’ ‘‘the River of Wailing,’’

‘‘infernal spirits,’’ ‘‘anatomies,’’ and soon.Forother

purposes such languagemay be well enough; but we

are afraid that fever consequent upon such shivering

fits may melt down the fine-tempered spirit of our

Guardians. So we will have none of it; and we shall

encourage writing in the opposite strain.

Clearly.

Another thing we must banish is the wailing and

lamentations of the famous heroes. For this reason:

if two friends are both men of high character,

neither of them will think that death has any

terrors for his comrade; and so he will not mourn

for his friend’s sake, as if something terrible had

befallen him.

No. [ . . . ]

We shall do well, then, to strike out descriptions

of the heroes bewailing the dead, and make over

such lamentations to women (and not to women of

good standing either) and to men of low character,

so that the Guardians we are training for our

country may disdain to imitate them.
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Quite right. [ . . . ]

Again, our Guardians ought not to be overmuch

given to laughter. Violent laughter tends to pro-

voke an equally violent reaction. We must not

allow poets to describe men of worth being over-

come by it; still less should Homer speak of the

gods giving way to ‘‘unquenchable laughter’’ at the

sight of Hephaestus ‘‘bustling from room to

room.’’ That will be against your principles.

Yes, if you choose to call them mine.

Again, a high value must be set upon truthful-

ness. If we were right in saying that gods have no

use for falsehood and it is useful to mankind only

in the way of a medicine, obviously a medicine

should be handled by no one but a physician.

Obviously.

If anyone, then, is to practise deception, either on

the country’s enemies or on its citizens, it must be

the Rulers of the commonwealth, acting for its

benefit; no one else may meddle with this privilege.

For a private person tomislead such Rulers we shall

declare to be a worse offence than for a patient to

mislead his doctor or an athlete his trainer about his

bodily condition, or for a seaman to misinform his

captain about the state of the ship or of the crew. So,

if anyone else in our commonwealth ‘‘of all that

practise crafts, physician, seer, or carpenter,’’ is

caught not telling the truth, the Rulers will punish

him for introducing a practice as fatal and subver-

sive in a state as it would be in a ship. [ . . . ]

We have now distinguished the kinds of stories

that may and may not be told about gods and

demigods, heroes, and the world below. There

remains the literature concerned with human life.

Clearly.

We cannot lay down rules for that at our present

stage.

Why not?

Because, I suspect, we shall find both poets and

prose-writers guilty of the most serious misstate-

ments about human life, making out that wrong-

doers are often happy and just men miserable; that

injustice pays, if not detected; and that my being

just is to another man’s advantage, but a loss to

myself. We shall have to prohibit such poems and

tales and tell them to compose others in the con-

trary sense. Don’t you think so?

I am sure of it.

Well, as soon as you admit that I am right there,

may I not claim that we shall have reached agree-

ment on the subject of all this inquiry?

That is a fair assumption.

Then we must postpone any decision as to how

the truth is to be told about human life, until we

have discovered the real nature of justice and

proved that it is intrinsically profitable to its pos-

sessor, no matter what reputation he may have in

the eyes of the world.

That is certainly true. [ . . . ]

Book X

Indeed, I continued, our commonwealth has many

features which make me think it was based on very

sound principles, especially our rule not on any

account to admit the poetry of dramatic represen-

tation. Now that we have distinguished the several

parts of the soul, it seems to me clearer than ever

that such poetry must be firmly excluded.

What makes you say so?

Between ourselves – for you will not denounce

me to the tragedians and the other dramatists –

poetry of that sort seems to be injurious to minds

which do not possess the antidote in a knowledge

of its real nature.

What have you in mind?

I must speak out, in spite of a certain affection

and reverence I have had from a child for Homer,

who seems to have been the original master and

guide of all this imposing company of tragic poets.

However, no man must be honoured above the

truth; so, as I say, I must speak my mind.

Do, by all means.

Listen then, or rather let me ask you a question.

Can you tell me what is meant by representation in

general? I have no very clear notion myself.

So you expect me to have one!

Why not? It is not always the keenest eye that is

the first to see something.

True; but when you are there I should not be

very desirous to tell what I saw, however plainly.

You must use your own eyes.

Well then, shall we proceed as usual and begin

by assuming the existence of a single essential

nature or Form for every set of things which we

call by the same name? Do you understand?

I do.

Then let us take any set of things you choose. For

instance there are any number of beds or of tables,

but only two Forms, one of Bed and one of Table.

Yes.

And we are in the habit of saying that the

craftsman, when he makes the beds or tables we

use or whatever it may be, has before his mind the
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Form of one or other of these pieces of furniture.

The Form itself is, of course, not the work of any

craftsman. How could it be?

It could not.

Now what name would you give to a craftsman

who can produce all the things made by every sort

of workman?

He would need to have very remarkable powers!

Wait a moment, and you will have even better

reason to say so. For, besides producing any kind

of artificial thing, this same craftsman can create

all plants and animals, himself included, and earth

and sky and gods and the heavenly bodies and all

the things under the earth in Hades.

That sounds like a miraculous feat of virtuosity.

Are you incredulous? Tell me, do you think

there could be no such craftsman at all, or that

there might be someone who could create all these

things in one sense, though not in another? Do you

not see that you could do it yourself, in a way?

In what way, I should like to know.

There is no difficulty; in fact there are several

ways in which the thing can be done quite quickly.

The quickest perhaps would be to take a mirror

and turn it round in all directions. In a very short

time you could produce sun and stars and earth

and yourself and all the other animals and plants

and lifeless objects which we mentioned just now.

Yes, in appearance, but not the actual things.

Quite so: you are helping out my argument. My

notion is that a painter is a craftsman of that kind.

You may say that the things he produces are not

real; but there is a sense in which he too does

produce a bed.

Yes, the appearance of one.

And what of the carpenter? Were you not saying

just now that he only makes a particular bed, not

what we call the Form or essential nature of Bed?

Yes, I was.

If so, what he makes is not the reality, but only

something that resembles it. It would not be right

to call the work of a carpenter or of any other

handicraftsman a perfectly real thing, would it?

Not in the view of people accustomed to think-

ing on these lines.

We must not be surprised, then, if even an

actual bed is a somewhat shadowy thing as com-

pared with reality.

True.

Now shall we make use of this example to throw

light on our question as to the true nature of this

artist who represents things? We have here three

sorts of bed: one which exists in the nature of things

and which, I imagine, we could only describe as a

product of divine workmanship; another made by

the carpenter; and a third by the painter. So the

three kinds of bed belong respectively to the

domains of these three: painter, carpenter, and god.

Yes.

Now the god made only one ideal or essential

Bed, whether by choice or because he was under

some necessity not to make more than one; at any

rate two or more were not created, nor could they

possibly come into being.

Why not?

Because, if he made even so many as two, then

once more a single ideal Bed would make its ap-

pearance, whose character those two would share;

and that one, not the two, would be the essential

Bed. Knowing this, the god, wishing to be the real

maker of a real Bed, not a particular manufacturer

of one particular bed, created one which is essen-

tially unique.

So it appears.

Shall we call him, then, the author of the true

nature of Bed, or something of that sort?

Certainly he deserves the name, since all his

works constitute the real nature of things.

And we may call the carpenter the manufacturer

of a bed?

Yes.

Can we say the same of the painter?

Certainly not.

Then what is he, with reference to a bed?

I think it would be fairest to describe him as the

artist who represents the things which the other

two make.

Very well, said I; so the work of the artist is at

the third remove from the essential nature of the

thing?

Exactly.

The tragic poet, too, is an artist who represents

things; so this will apply to him: he and all other

artists are, as it were, third in succession from the

throne of truth.

Just so.

We are in agreement, then, about the artist. But

now tell me about our painter: which do you think

he is trying to represent – the reality that exists in the

nature of things, or the products of the craftsman?

The products of the craftsman.

As they are, or as they appear? You have still to

draw that distinction.

How do you mean?

I mean: you may look at a bed or any other

object from straight in front or slantwise or at
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any angle. Is there then any difference in the bed

itself, or does it merely look different?

It only looks different.

Well, that is the point. Does painting aim at

reproducing any actual object as it is, or the ap-

pearance of it as it looks? In other words, is it a

representation of the truth or of a semblance?

Of a semblance.

The art of representation, then, is a long way

from reality; and apparently the reason why there

is nothing it cannot reproduce is that it grasps only

a small part of any object, and that only an image.

Your painter, for example, will paint us a shoe-

maker, a carpenter, or other workman, without

understanding any one of their crafts; and yet, if

he were a good painter, he might deceive a child or

a simple-minded person into thinking his picture

was a real carpenter, if he showed it them at some

distance.

No doubt.

But I think there is one view we should take in

all such cases. Whenever someone announces that

he has met with a person who is master of every

trade and knows more about every subject than

any specialist, we should reply that he is a simple

fellow who has apparently fallen in with some

illusionist and been tricked into thinking him om-

niscient, because of his own inability to discrimin-

ate between knowledge and ignorance and the

representation of appearances.

Quite true.

Then it is now time to consider the tragic poets

and their master, Homer, because we are some-

times told that they understand not only all tech-

nical matters but also all about human conduct,

good or bad, and about religion; for, to write well,

a good poet, so they say, must know his subject;

otherwise he could not write about it. We must ask

whether these people have not been deluded by

meeting with artists who can represent appear-

ances, and in contemplating the poets’ work have

failed to see that it is at the third remove from

reality, nothing more than semblances, easy to

produce with no knowledge of the truth. Or is

there something in what they say? Have the good

poets a real mastery of the matters on which the

public thinks they discourse so well?

It is a question we ought to look into.

Well then, if a man were able actually to do the

things he represents as well as to produce images

of them, do you believe he would seriously give

himself up to making these images and take that as

a completely satisfying object in life? I should

imagine that, if he had a real understanding of

the actions he represents, he would far sooner

devote himself to performing them in fact. The

memorials he would try to leave after him would

be noble deeds, and he would be more eager to be

the hero whose praises are sung than the poet who

sings them.

Yes, I agree; he would do more good in that way

and win a greater name.

Here is a question, then, that we may fairly put

to Homer or to any other poet. We will leave out of

account all mere matters of technical skill: we will

not ask them to explain, for instance, why it is that,

if they have a knowledge of medicine and not

merely the art of reproducing the way physicians

talk, there is no record of any poet, ancient or

modern, curing patients and bequeathing his

knowledge to a school of medicine, as Asclepius

did. But when Homer undertakes to tell us about

matters of the highest importance, such as the

conduct of war, statesmanship, or education, we

have a right to inquire into his competence. ‘‘Dear

Homer,’’ we shall say, ‘‘we have defined the artist

as one who produces images at the third remove

from reality. If your knowledge of all that concerns

human excellence was really such as to raise you

above him to the second rank, and you could tell

what courses of conduct will make men better or

worse as individuals or as citizens, can you name

any country which was better governed thanks to

your efforts? Many states, great and small, have

owed much to a good lawgiver, such as Lycurgus

at Sparta, Charondas in Italy and Sicily, and our

own Solon. Can you tell us of any that acknow-

ledges a like debt to you?’’

I should say not, Glaucon replied. The most

devout admirers of Homer make no such claim.

Well, dowe hear of anywar inHomer’s day being

won under his command or thanks to his advice?

No.

Or of a number of ingenious inventions and

technical contrivances, which would show that he

was a man of practical ability like Thales of Mile-

tus or Anacharsis the Scythian?

Nothing of the sort.

Well, if there is no mention of public services,

do we hear of Homer in his own lifetime presiding,

like Pythagoras, over a band of intimate disciples

who loved him for the inspiration of his society

and handed down a Homeric way of life, like the

way of life which the Pythagoreans called after

their founder and which to this day distinguishes

them from the rest of the world?
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No; on the contrary, Homer’s friend with the

absurd name, Creophylus, would look even more

absurd when considered as a product of the poet’s

training, if the story is true that he completely

neglected Homer during his lifetime.

Yes, so they say. But what do you think, Glau-

con? If Homer had really possessed the knowledge

qualifying him to educate people and make them

better men, instead of merely giving us a poetical

representation of such matters, would he not have

attracted a host of disciples to love and revere him?

After all, any number of private teachers like Pro-

tagoras of Abdera and Prodicus of Ceos have suc-

ceeded in convincing their contemporaries that

they will never be fit to manage affairs of state or

their own households unless these masters super-

intend their education; and for this wisdom they

are so passionately admired that their pupils are all

but ready to carry them about on their shoulders.

Can we suppose that Homer’s contemporaries, or

Hesiod’s, would have left them to wander about

reciting their poems, if they had really been

capable of helping their hearers to be better men?

Surely they would sooner have parted with their

money and tried to make the poets settle down at

home; or failing that, they would have danced

attendance on them wherever they went, until

they had learnt from them all they could.

I believe you are quite right, Socrates.

We may conclude, then, that all poetry, from

Homer onwards, consists in representing a semb-

lance of its subject, whatever it may be, including

any kind of human excellence, with no grasp of the

reality. We were speaking just now of the painter

who can produce what looks like a shoemaker to the

spectator who, being as ignorant of shoemaking as

he is himself, judges only by form and colour. In the

sameway the poet, knowing nothingmore than how

to represent appearances, can paint in words his

picture of any craftsman so as to impress an audi-

ence which is equally ignorant and judges only by

the form of expression; the inherent charm of

metre, rhythm, and musical setting is enough to

make them think he has discoursed admirably

about generalship or shoemaking or any other tech-

nical subject. Strip what the poet has to say of its

poetical colouring, and I think you must have seen

what it comes to in plain prose. It is like a face which

was never really handsome, when it has lost the

fresh bloom of youth.

Quite so.

Here is a further point, then. The artist, we say,

this maker of images, knows nothing of the reality,

but only the appearance. But that is only half the

story. An artist can paint a bit and bridle, while the

smith and the leather-worker can make them. Does

the painter understand the proper form which bit

and bridle ought to have? Is it not rather true

that not even the craftsmen who make them know

that, but only the horseman who understands

their use?

Quite true.

May we not say generally that there are three

arts concerned with any object – the art of using it,

the art of making it, and the art of representing it?

Yes.

And that the excellence or beauty or rightness of

any implement or living creature or action has ref-

erence to the use for which it is made or designed by

nature?

Yes.

It follows, then, that the user must know most

about the performance of the thing he uses andmust

report on its good or bad points to the maker. The

flute-player, for example, will tell the instrument-

maker howwell his flutes serve the player’s purpose,

and the other will submit to be instructed about how

they should be made. So the man who uses any

implement will speak of its merits and defects with

knowledge, whereas the maker will take his word

andpossess nomore than a correct belief,whichhe is

obliged to obtain by listening to themanwho knows.

Quite so.

But what of the artist? Has he either knowledge

or correct belief? Does he know from direct ex-

perience of the subjects he portrays whether his

representations are good and right or not? Has he

even gained a correct belief by being obliged to

listen to someone who does know and can tell him

how they ought to be represented?

No, he has neither.

If the artist, then, has neither knowledge nor

even a correct belief about the soundness of his

work, what becomes of the poet’s wisdom in re-

spect of the subjects of his poetry?

It will not amount to much.

And yet he will go on with his work, without

knowing in what way any of his representations is

sound or unsound. He must, apparently, be repro-

ducing only what pleases the taste or wins the

approval of the ignorant multitude.

Yes, what else can he do?

We seem, then, so far to be pretty well agreed

that the artist knows nothing worth mentioning

about the subjects he represents, and that art is a

form of play, not to be taken seriously. This de-
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scription, moreover, applies above all to tragic

poetry, whether in epic or dramatic form.

Exactly. [ . . . ]

But now look here, said I; the content of this

poetical representation is something at the third

remove from reality, is it not?

Yes.

On what part of our human nature, then, does it

produce its effect?

What sort of part do you mean?

Let me explain by an analogy. An object seen at

a distance does not, of course, look the same size as

when it is close at hand; a straight stick looks bent

when part of it is under water; and the same thing

appears concave or convex to an eye misled by

colours. Every sort of confusion like these is to

be found in our minds; and it is this weakness in

our nature that is exploited, with a quite magical

effect, by many tricks of illusion, like scene-

painting and conjuring.

True.

But satisfactory means have been found for

dispelling these illusions by measuring, counting,

and weighing. We are no longer at the mercy of

apparent differences of size and quantity and

weight; the faculty which has done the counting

and measuring or weighing takes control instead.

And this can only be the work of the calculating or

reasoning element in the soul.

True.

And when this faculty has done its measuring

and announced that one quantity is greater than,

or equal to, another, we often find that there is an

appearance which contradicts it. Now, as we have

said, it is impossible for the same part of the soul

to hold two contradictory beliefs at the same time.

Hence the part which agrees with the measure-

ments must be a different part from the one which

goes against them; and its confidence in measure-

ment and calculation is a proof of its being the

highest part; the other which contradicts it must

be an inferior one.

It must.

This, then, was the conclusion I had in view

when I said that paintings and works of art in

general are far removed from reality, and that the

element in our nature which is accessible to art and

responds to its advances is equally far from

wisdom. The offspring of a connexion thus formed

on no true or sound basis must be as inferior as the

parents. This will be true not only of visual art, but

of art addressed to the ear, poetry as we call it.

Naturally.

Then, instead of trusting merely to the analogy

from painting, let us directly consider that part of

the mind to which the dramatic element in poetry

appeals, and see how much claim it has to serious

worth. We can put the question in this way.

Drama, we say, represents the acts and fortunes

of human beings. It is wholly concerned with what

they do, voluntarily or against their will, and how

they fare, with the consequences which they

regard as happy or otherwise, and with their feel-

ings of joy and sorrow in all these experiences.

That is all, is it not?

Yes.

And in all these experiences has a man an un-

divided mind? Is there not an internal conflict

which sets him at odds with himself in his con-

duct, much as we were saying that the conflict of

visual impressions leads him to make contradictory

judgements? However, I need not ask that ques-

tion; for, now I come to think of it, we have already

agreed that innumerable conflicts of this sort are

constantly occurring in the mind. But there is a

further point to be considered now. We have said

that a man of high character will bear any stroke of

fortune, such as the loss of a son or of anything else

he holds dear, with more equanimity than most

people. We may now ask: will he feel no pain, or is

that impossible? Will he not rather observe due

measure in his grief?

Yes, that is nearer the truth.

Now tell me: will he be more likely to struggle

with his grief and resist it when he is under the

eyes of his fellows or when he is alone?

He will be far more restrained in the presence of

others.

Yes; when he is by himself he will not be

ashamed to do and say much that he would not

like anyone to see or hear.

Quite so.

What encourages him to resist his grief is the

lawful authority of reason, while the impulse to

give way comes from the feeling itself; and, as we

said, the presence of contradictory impulses proves

that two distinct elements in his nature must be

involved. One of them is law-abiding, prepared to

listen to the authoritywhich declares that it is best to

bear misfortune as quietly as possible without re-

sentment, for several reasons: it is never certain that

misfortune may not be a blessing; nothing is gained

by chafing at it; nothing human is matter for great

concern; and, finally, grief hinders us fromcalling in

the help we most urgently need. By this I mean
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reflection on what has happened, letting reason

decide on the best move in the game of life that the

fall of the dice permits. Instead of behaving like a

child who goes on shrieking after a fall and hugging

the wounded part, we should accustom the mind to

set itself at once to raise up the fallen and cure the

hurt, banishing lamentation with a healing touch.

Certainly that is the right way to deal with

misfortune.

And if, as we think, the part of us which is ready

to act upon these reflections is the highest, that

other part which impels us to dwell upon our

sufferings and can never have enough of grieving

over them is unreasonable, craven, and faint-

hearted.

Yes.

Now this fretful temper gives scope for a great

diversity of dramatic representation; whereas the

calm and wise character in its unvarying constancy

is not easy to represent, nor when represented is it

readily understood, especially by a promiscuous

gathering in a theatre, since it is foreign to their

own habit of mind. Obviously, then, this steadfast

disposition does not naturally attract the dramatic

poet, and his skill is not designed to find favour

with it. If he is to have a popular success, he must

address himself to the fretful type with its rich

variety of material for representation.

Obviously.

We have, then, a fair case against the poet and

we may set him down as the counterpart of the

painter, whom he resembles in two ways: his cre-

ations are poor things by the standard of truth and

reality, and his appeal is not to the highest part of

the soul, but to one which is equally inferior. So

we shall be justified in not admitting him into a

well-ordered commonwealth, because he stimu-

lates and strengthens an element which threatens

to undermine the reason. As a country may be

given over into the power of its worst citizens

while the better sort are ruined, so, we shall say,

the dramatic poet sets up a vicious form of gov-

ernment in the individual soul: he gratifies that

senseless part which cannot distinguish great and

small, but regards the same things as now one, now

the other; and he is an image-maker whose images

are phantoms far removed from reality.

Quite true.

But, I continued, the heaviest count in our indict-

ment is still to come. Dramatic poetry has a most

formidable power of corrupting even men of high

character, with a few exceptions.

Formidable indeed, if it can do that.

Let me put the case for you to judge. When we

listen to some hero in Homer or on the tragic stage

moaning over his sorrows in a long tirade, or to a

chorus beating their breasts as they chant a lament,

you know how the best of us enjoy giving ourselves

up to follow the performance with eager sympathy.

The more a poet can move our feelings in this way,

the better we think him. And yet when the sorrow

is our own, we pride ourselves on being able to

bear it quietly like a man, condemning the behav-

iour we admired in the theatre as womanish. Can it

be right that the spectacle of a man behaving as

one would scorn and blush to behave oneself

should be admired and enjoyed, instead of filling

us with disgust?

No, it really does not seem reasonable.

It does not, if you reflect that the poet ministers

to the satisfaction of that very part of our nature

whose instinctive hunger to have its fill of tears

and lamentations is forcibly restrained in the case

of our own misfortunes. Meanwhile the noblest

part of us, insufficiently schooled by reason or

habit, has relaxed its watch over these querulous

feelings, with the excuse that the sufferings we are

contemplating are not our own and it is no shame

to us to admire and pity a man with some preten-

sions to a noble character, though his grief may be

excessive. The enjoyment itself seems a clear gain,

which we cannot bring ourselves to forfeit by

disdaining the whole poem. Few, I believe, are

capable of reflecting that to enter into another’s

feelings must have an effect on our own: the emo-

tions of pity our sympathy has strengthened will

not be easy to restrain when we are suffering

ourselves.

That is very true.

Does not the same principle apply to humour as

well as to pathos? You are doing the same thing if,

in listening at a comic performance or in ordinary

life to buffooneries which you would be ashamed to

indulge in yourself, you thoroughly enjoy them

instead of being disgusted with their ribaldry.

There is in you an impulse to play the clown,

which you have held in restraint from a reasonable

fear of being set down as a buffoon; but now you

have given it rein, and by encouraging its impu-

dence at the theatre you may be unconsciously

carried away into playing the comedian in your

private life. Similar effects are produced by poetic

representation of love and anger and all those de-

sires and feelings of pleasure or pain which accom-

pany our every action. It waters the growth of
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passions which should be allowed to wither away

and sets them up in control, although the goodness

and happiness of our lives depend on their being

held in subjection.

I cannot but agree with you.

If so, Glaucon, when you meet with admirers of

Homer who tell you that he has been the educator

of Hellas and that on questions of human conduct

and culture he deserves to be constantly studied as

a guide by whom to regulate your whole life, it is

well to give a friendly hearing to such people, as

entirely well-meaning according to their lights,

and you may acknowledge Homer to be the first

and greatest of the tragic poets; but you must be

quite sure that we can admit into our common-

wealth only the poetry which celebrates the praises

of the gods and of good men. If you go further and

admit the honeyed muse in epic or in lyric verse,

then pleasure and pain will usurp the sovereignty

of law and of the principles always recognized by

common consent as the best.

Quite true.

So now, since we have recurred to the subject of

poetry, let this be our defence: it stands to reason

that we could not but banish such an influence

from our commonwealth. But, lest poetry should

convict us of being harsh and unmannerly, let us

tell her further that there is a long-standing quar-

rel between poetry and philosophy. There are

countless tokens of this old antagonism, such as

the lines which speak of ‘‘the cur which at his

master yelps,’’ or ‘‘one mighty in the vain talk of

fools’’ or ‘‘the throng of all-too-sapient heads,’’ or

‘‘subtle thinkers all in rags.’’3 None the less, be it

declared that, if the dramatic poetry whose end is

to give pleasure can show good reason why it

should exist in a well-governed society, we for

our part should welcome it back, being ourselves

conscious of its charm; only it would be a sin to

betray what we believe to be the truth. You too,

my friend, must have felt this charm, above all

when poetry speaks through Homer’s lips.

I have indeed.

It is fair, then, that before returning from exile

poetry should publish her defence in lyric verse or

some other measure; and I suppose we should

allow her champions who love poetry but are not

poets to plead for her in prose, that she is no mere

source of pleasure but a benefit to society and to

human life. We shall listen favourably; for we shall

clearly be the gainers, if that can be proved.

Undoubtedly.

But if it cannot, then we must take a lesson from

the lover who renounces at any cost a passion

which he finds is doing him no good. The love

for poetry of this kind, bred in us by our own

much admired institutions, will make us kindly

disposed to believe in her genuine worth; but so

long as she cannot make good her defence we shall,

as we listen, rehearse to ourselves the reasons we

have just given, as a counter-charm to save us from

relapsing into a passion which most people have

never outgrown. We shall reiterate that such

poetry has no serious claim to be valued as an

apprehension of truth. One who lends an ear to it

should rather beware of endangering the order

established in his soul, and would do well to accept

the view of poetry which we have expressed.

I entirely agree.

Yes, Glaucon; for much is at stake, more than

most people suppose: it is a choice between be-

coming a good man or a bad; and poetry, no more

than wealth or power or honours, should tempt us

to be careless of justice and virtue.

Your argument has convinced me, as I think it

would anyone else.

Notes

1 Spoken by the ghost of Achilles, Od. xi. 489.

2 Spoken by Achilles when the ghost of Patroclus

eludes his embrace, Iliad xxiii. 103.

3 The source of these poetical attacks on philosophy is

unknown. The earliest philosophers to denounce

Homer and Hesiod had been Xenophanes and Hera-

clitus, about the beginning of the fifth century.
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