PLATO: THE REPUBLIC – 

The Quarrel of Philosophy and Poetry 

In the Republic, Plato, via Socrates, denigrates art and poetry; he says that they would not be permitted within the just society. We will go through the basic outline of his argumentation supporting this exclusion of the arts (from Book X), but we should keep in mind, if only parenthetically, that there is a great deal of debate as per the varying ways in which we can interpret Plato's position on art. 

· Some, for instance, emphasize the fact that Plato could be asserting the falsity of art only in an ironic fashion – he was, after all, someone who wrote dramatic dialogues himself.

· Others, within the hermeneutic and poststructuralist traditions -- such as Heidegger, Gadamer, Sallis, Derrida, and Deleuze -- stress that there is an unsaid or an unconscious affirmation of art and simulation within or underneath the manifest/conscious negation of them. For one such "deconstruction" of Plato, see Jacques Derrida's "Plato's Pharmacy" in his Dissemination (1981).

· Leo Strauss points out that Plato’s “city in speech” needs a “noble lie”; this can only be provided by the poets. The poets are represented, in this sense, by the figures who parade the stick-figures along the track behind the prisoners in the cave allegory.

· So, in the Laws, the poets are given a primary role in writing “Preludes” to the laws of the coummunity to be founded ( 719b) (cf. Strauss 1989, 168-83).

Let us leave these issues, which we cannot solve quickly, and return to Book X of the Republic. In that book, Plato defends the fact that he had denied poets entry to the ideal state. Why does Plato, at least in Book X, denigrate art? 

The Contest with the Poets:
HOMER:

Homer’s poetry was the educational and cultural curriculum of Greece. 

· One could endeavour to be courageous, like Achilles 

· Or wise, like Odysseus

Plato attempts to replace, or at least add to, this curriculum with his own sense of intellectual virtue and the standards (the philosophers) one should imitate to cultivate that virtue (cf Republic 540b-d).

ARISTOPHANES:

The comic poet Aristophanes had criticized Socrates in his lifetime.

· In The Clouds, Socrates is depicted as a Sophist who teaches students how to prevail in argument – how to make the untrue position convincing

· He is portrayed as someone who does not worship the city’s gods

· He is portrayed as someone who accepts payment for teaching

Plato’s depictions of Socrates refute are, to a certain extent, refutations of this critique. He clearly distinguishes Socrates from the relativism and greed of the Sophists.

The Metaphysical Charge (595b – 598c):

Plato’s metaphysical critique of art has the following point of departure: that art is a "representation" of pre-existing things. This representation is more or less poor in relation to the original; art, to different degrees, conceals the original which it copies: the painting shows the mountain from one angle only, for instance, thus concealing other angles of the mountain, other possible lightings and times within which the mountain can be. 

The leads to the metaphysical charge: art and poetry lie, so to speak; they conceal the truth of the mountain rather than allow it to show forth. 

Plato also puts forth a moral charge: because art is removed from the truth, it appeals to the lower aspects of humanity -- while the higher, more rational, aspects are drawn to that which is true and enduring (cf. 602c-603d). 

The key point is, then, Plato's point of departure, his assumption that there is a form or essence (of "bedness" for example) which includes all of the possibilities, ways of being, or meanings of a bed. The form of the bed is made by god. 

In addition to the form of the bed we can understand that there are many particular manifestations of bedness; these having been made by a craftsperson. In the case of the bed made by the craftsperson, the source is the form; the craftsperson keeps in mind the nature of bedness and then brings forth a particular embodiment of that nature. 

Thirdly, the artist, in his or her painting or poetry, can only present a bed by representing the particular beds that he or she sees; the artist does not, in the true sense of the word, create a bed. (cf. 597).

The following chart aligns this categorization of three types of maker to the images of the Sun, Line and Cave.

	Three Makers
	
	Sun / Line 

	The Cave
	Mode of Truth

	
	
	(The Good:  
Grants Intelligence)
	(The Sun) 
(516b)
	A-letheia 
(Un-concealment)

	GOD: creates form of bedness
	A
	Intelligence (noesis)(511a-b) 
Dialectic (pure reason)
	Things themselves  
(516a-b)
	Out of cave = 
Out of concealment

	
	B
	Mathematical reasoning, 
based on assumptions 
(511a-d)
	Reflections of things  
(516a)
	an-amnesis = 
un-forgetting

	
	
	(Sun: Grants Sight)
	(The Fire) (514b)
	Lethe (forgetting / 
concealment)

	BEDMAKER: creates particular bed
	C
	Belief (pistis) 
eg. empirical sciences
	Stick figures 
(514c; 517d)
	In cave = 
un-truth, concealment

	ARTIST: creates image of the particular bed
	D
	Illusion (eikasia) 
eg. second-hand impressions
	Shadows of figures 
(515a-b)
	forgetting


The Text:

What follows is the text of this “metaphysical” critique of poetry, from the Republic (595b – 598c).

Text is from the Benjamin Jowett translation, Late Regius Professor of Greek in the University of Oxford 
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	Speaking in confidence, for I should not like to have my words repeated to the tragedians and the rest of the imitative tribe—but I do not mind saying to you, that all poetical imitations are ruinous to the understanding of the hearers, and that the knowledge of their true nature is the only antidote to them.

Explain the purport of your remark.

Well, I will tell you, although I have always from my earliest youth had an awe and love of Homer, which even now makes the words falter on my lips, for he is the great captain and teacher of the whole of that charming tragic company; but a man is not to be reverenced more than the truth, and therefore I will speak out.

Very good, he said.

Listen to me, then, or, rather, answer me.

Put your question.

Can you tell me what imitation is? for I really do not know.

A likely thing, then, that I should know.

Why not? for the duller eye may often see a thing sooner than the keener.

Very true, he said; but in your presence, even if I had any faint notion, I could not muster courage to utter it. Will you inquire yourself? Well, then, shall we begin the inquiry in our usual manner: Whenever a number of individuals have a common name, we assume them to have also a corresponding idea or form; do you understand me?

I do.

Let us take any common instance; there are beds and tables in the world—plenty of them, are there not?

Yes.

But there are only two ideas or forms of them—one the idea of a bed, the other of a table.

True.

And the maker of either of them makes a bed or he makes a table for our use, in accordance with the idea—that is our way of speaking in this and similar instances—but no artificer makes the ideas themselves: how could he?

Impossible.

And there is another artist—I should like to know what you would say of him.

Who is he?

One who is the maker of all the works of all other workmen.

What an extraordinary man!

Wait a little, and there will be more reason for your saying so. For this is he who is able to make not only vessels of every kind, but plants and animals, himself and all other things— the earth and heaven, and the things which are in heaven or under the earth; he makes the gods also.

He must be a wizard and no mistake.

Oh! you are incredulous, are you? Do you mean that there is no such maker or creator, or that in one sense there might be a maker of all these things, but in another not? Do you see that there is a way in which you could make them all yourself?

What way?

An easy way enough; or rather, there are many ways in which the feat might be quickly and easily accomplished, none quicker than that of turning a mirror round and round—you would soon enough make the sun and the heavens, and the earth and yourself, and other animals and plants, and all the other things of which we were just now speaking, in the mirror.

Yes, he said; but they would be appearances only.

Very good, I said, you are coming to the point now. And the painter, too, is, as I conceive, just such another—a creator of appearances, is he not?

Of course.

But then I suppose you will say that what he creates is untrue. And yet there is a sense in which the painter also creates a bed?

Yes, he said, but not a real bed.

And what of the maker of the bed? were you not saying that he too makes, not the idea which, according to our view, is the essence of the bed, but only a particular bed?

Yes, I did.

Then if he does not make that which exists he cannot make true existence, but only some semblance of existence; and if anyone were to say that the work of the maker of the bed, or of any other workman, has real existence, he could hardly be supposed to be speaking the truth.

At any rate, he replied, philosophers would say that he was not speaking the truth.

No wonder, then, that his work, too, is an indistinct expression of truth.

No wonder.

Suppose now that by the light of the examples just offered we inquire who this imitator is?

If you please. 

Well, then, here are three beds: one existing in nature, which is made by God, as I think that we may say—for no one else can be the maker?

No.

There is another which is the work of the carpenter?

Yes.

And the work of the painter is a third?

Yes.

Beds, then, are of three kinds, and there are three artists who superintend them: God, the maker of the bed, and the painter?

Yes, there are three of them.

God, whether from choice or from necessity, made one bed in nature and one only; two or more such ideal beds neither ever have been nor ever will be made by God.

Why is that?

Because even if He had made but two, a third would still appear behind them which both of them would have for their idea, and that would be the ideal bed and not the two others.

Very true, he said.

God knew this, and he desired to be the real maker of a real bed, not a particular maker of a particular bed, and therefore he created a bed which is essentially and by nature one only.

So we believe.

Shall we, then, speak of him as the natural author or maker of the bed?

Yes, he replied; inasmuch as by the natural process of creation he is the author of this and of all other things.

And what shall we say of the carpenter—is not he also the maker of the bed?

Yes.

But would you call the painter a creator and maker?

Certainly not.

Yet if he is not the maker, what is he in relation to the bed?

I think, he said, that we may fairly designate him as the imitator of that which the others make.

Good, I said; then you call him who is third in the descent from nature an imitator?

Certainly, he said.

And the tragic poet is an imitator, and, therefore, like all other imitators, he is thrice removed from the king and from the truth?

That appears to be so.

Then about the imitator we are agreed. And what about the painter? I would like to know whether he may be thought to imitate that which originally exists in nature, or only the creations of artists?

The latter.

As they are or as they appear? you have still to determine this.

What do you mean?

I mean, that you may look at a bed from different points of view, obliquely or directly or from any other point of view, and the bed will appear different, but there is no difference in reality. And the same of all things.

Yes, he said, the difference is only apparent.

Now let me ask you another question: Which is the art of painting designed to be—an imitation of things as they are, or as they appear—of appearance or of reality?

Of appearance.

Then the imitator, I said, is a long way off the truth, and can do all things because he lightly touches on a small part of them, and that part an image. For example: A painter will paint a cobbler, carpenter, or any other artist, though he knows nothing of their arts; and, if he is a good artist, he may deceive children or simple persons, when he shows them his picture of a carpenter from a distance, and they will fancy that they are looking at a real carpenter.

Certainly.
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