First Semester


Criticism (5)
Third Year
Participation quiz – Group work
The teacher asked the students the following questions:- 

Q: Talk about the idea of optical illusion, he doesn't talk about the term "optical illusions" but he refers to the idea of optical illusions (الخدع البصرية).
Q: Talk about the three divisions of the soul.

Q: Talk about a quotation that begins "the imitative art is an inferior". Find the quotation and explain it?

Q: Poetry addresses the emotions not the mind. What does it mean?

Q: Talk about the types of characters portrait in poetry?

Q: "poetry waters the passions", how does poetry water the passions and he talks about four specific passions?

The discussion:

The first point, poetry is based on appearances and poetry only tells lies. one of the reasons why Plato rejects poetry was that it was full of lies especially about the God, except the religious poetry or poetry that talk about virtues anything else is imitative poetry, poetry that depended on imitation is rejected and one of the reason that it tells lies about God or about other things, like the painters which depend on appearances, poets only depend on what they hear or what is said to them. 

Plato challenges Homer and asked him to prove to people that poets are not imitators. Poetry is in the third position from the truth. 

Plato asks Homer "if you are in the position of making - not of imitating - tell us an example of any place that has become a better place because of the poets who lived in that place".
Before it, we have to understand why he is saying this?

In his country or in his republic, he wants kinds of people who have functions, productively or have roles in the advancement of the city (remember, he said he wanted ideal state with virtuous people, this reminds us of the balance before, who was respected and admired and who was not respected or banished, the poets were respected and admired and philosophers were not admired when Plato was writing). 

Why poets are admired, how they have made people's lives better, have they given anything to society, have they developed anything?

Poets write about certain characters like heroes, warriors or soldiers, if the poets really could become the heroes they would become the heroes themselves but they can't because they lack the knowledge and they lack the skill, they only depend on appearances, they can talk or reflect but they can never be the heroes. 

Homer in a way lies to us, how he lies to us?
He doesn't really know about the truth. He said that poets are unable to create the genuine and unable to become the real, they can only give us a copy. He said that poets can write about characters but they cannot be those characters. Poets can write about heroes and warriors but they can't be them, they can only give reflections and imitate.
He said that the poet could not be the maker and that the poet is an imitator. He said that the poet is an imitator because the poet lack knowledge or lack the skill to be the maker or in the second position.

The poet is like a painter who, as we have already observed, will make a likeness of a cobbler though he understands nothing of cobbling; and his picture is good enough for those who know no more than he does, and judge only by colours and figures.
- Then he asked if they have any followers and he found that they have not any followers and they did not left any school that people can follow. Then he gives one image about the cobblers. He said that painters paint the image of a cobbler and deceived people who look at the picture and believe that he is a real cobbler while it is not.
Page 858:

In like manner the poet with his words and phrases may be said to lay on the colours of the several arts, himself understanding their nature only enough to imitate them; and other people, who are as ignorant as he is, and judge only from his words, imagine that if he speaks of cobbling, or of military tactics, or of anything else, in metre and harmony and rhythm, he speaks very well --such is the sweet influence which melody and rhythm by nature have. And I think that you must have observed again and again what a poor appearance the tales of poets make when stripped of the colours which music puts upon them, and recited in simple prose.

He also said that all their poetry is just a poor tale, if not for melody and rhythm. In other words, if you take away the rhythm and the melody, all is left is a poor tale. Poetry itself doesn't have beauty, it depends on the harmony, the rhythm, the sounds and the meter, and otherwise it is a poor tale. He compares it to people in their youth, their faces are blooming if they might be not beautiful but it is the beauty of the youth, once they lose their youth they lose all their beauty. So, the beauty of the poetry is the rhythm, the harmony and the sound, poetry itself lacks beauty.

This is the first point, he talks about the first reason why he banished the poets from his ideal society because they told lies about the God and men, and their stories weren't real because they weren't based on knowledge and experiences but they were just based on appearances, and he said that they are tricking people in the same way they take a mirror and make people believe that they were creating a story which is just reflection but it isn't real. 

The second point that he talks about when he gives some reasons why he expels the poets from the republic is because they are useless (keep remembering that he wants every individual in his republic to be useful and contribute to society). 

Q: Why poetry is useless?

When he talks about any idea, he said that there are three skills involved in any form of idea, (1) the skill of using and anyone who uses we call a user, (2) the skill of making and anyone who is involving in that skill we call a maker and (3) the third skill which is imitating and anyone who imitates we call an imitator. So, we have levels - the makers and the users, there is a sort of independence on each other, the user depends on the maker and the maker depends on the user (the maker has knowledge to make something but he needs the opinion of the user to improve and develop his product). Plato gives us an example of someone makes saddles (soldiers and warrior who ride saddles), so when saddle maker makes saddle, he tries his best to make a perfect saddle but he hasn't enough knowledge to know if it is really good or needs to be fixed or developed. So, the maker needs to listen to the user in order to improve the saddle, in other word, both depend on each other, the user needs the maker to make for him the product and the maker needs the user to help him in improve the product.

The imitator (like painter and poet) has no knowledge of what he imitates and he doesn't need the feedback to improve it and he has no opinion, so he hasn't anything to contribute in society and there is no need to him in Plato's republic because in Plato's republic (the ideal republic) everyone should function instructively and should add to society, the maker can add to society and the user can add to society but the imitator has no role or function in the society so he is useless, consequently poetry is useless and it isn't needed - so poets themselves aren't needed. The imitators are inferior to the makers and the users. Plato gives us another example of flutes (musical instrument), the flute maker may know how to make it but he might not know how to play the flute and he depends on the user to tell him the faults, the weaknesses and the positive points after his experiences.

The imitators "poets" are ignorant and the audiences who believe the poets are ignorant too.

The idea of the optical illusions, Plato said before, poetry depends on illusions and deceptions. There is a conflict between sense and logic or mind, he gives us an example when you put a pencil in water it seems broken but it isn't, your eye tells you the pencil is broken but your mind tells you the pencil is still straight. So, there is a conflict between your sense and your mind. He gives us another example of optical illusion is when you see the picture and try to show the distances, to show a man is far away the painter will usually draw him small and to show someone near the painter draws him bigger, when you see it your eye tells you that this is distances and you brain tells you there is no such thing, it is just small man and big man. Your mind, your reason, your logic and your sense of sight are at conflict. Poetry doesn't speak to our mind but it speaks to emotional senses, so poetry has the same effect, when we hear the poetry our mind stops thinking and working and we believe what we hear or see, he gives an example to show us the same way images are sometimes deceiving us, poetry is also deceiving. If you watch a movie or listen to a poem and you are affected by it you cry then your brain has stopped reasoning and working and saying that is not true and you accepted the image that is presented. 

Plato believed that the soul was divided into more than one part, it was divided into three part the rational (logic, reason when our minds are working), the emotional (spirited - it concerns with the will, it seeks courageous, honor, victory and nobility, all these things are positive), the rebellious (appetitive - desires, it concerns with food, drink, pleasure, money, physical satisfaction). 

Plato paints an image as if each one of us within, there is a horse rider and he has two horses, on the right hand there is a white horse (the spirit side) and on the left hand there is a black wild horse (desire) and it is the reason who has to drive us either he allows the white horse to lead him and take him to courage and nobility or he allows the black horse to lead him that leads us to our desires. The reason controls which side lead the white horse or the black horse.
The contradictions inside a person result from what he sees and what his mind believes. Plato said "that part of the soul which has an opinion contrary to measures is not the same with that which has an opinion in accordance with measures. Reason is what believes in measurements (mathematics-reason-logic) and it is the better part and the superior of the soul and trusted to measures and calculation. The other part is opposed to the reason part. 

The companions and friends are the poets, the imitators and the painters (the art of imitation), they are friends of our desires, they speak to our desires, and don't speak to our reason because they need knowledge to speak to our mind, so they have become friends to the lower or the inferior part of us.


The imitative art is an inferior who marries an inferior, and has inferior offspring.

He compares the imitative art (painting – poetry – imitation) to the original art (creation), the original art is the superior. And the inferior who marries the imitative art is the poet, and works which resulted from this relationship between the imitation and the poet aren't truth. 

Poets or painters deal with the world of appearances then the work which they create is fault and not truth which speaks to the inferior part within us which is the appetite.

We have the "inferior" three times here, the first one refers to the painter or the poet, the second one refers to the imitation and the third one refers to their works and the result of their works.

The third point of why poetry should be banished from the society. Poetry addresses and speaks to the emotions, so it is dangerous because it feeds our emotions and lets our emotions take control, if you want someone to be reasonable person you will speak to his mind not his emotions. He describes the image of a man who has gone through some misfortune, this man lost his son and when he was with people he tried to control his emotions though he has a lot of pain and there is nothing like the lost of a son, he was able to control his emotions and use his logic. He tries to prove to us usually in life we forget our problems and use our reason and logic.
When the poet wrote a poem about him and expressed about his emotions, he sympathized with him and may be the audience will cry but it is something not real so it is dangerous, it is addressing their emotions and this is a kind of deceiving because it addresses the inferior part of us "the appetite". 

Q: What does he show us a man that is using his logic or a tragedy of a man's suffering? He presents the suffering of a man because he addresses the emotions.

The types of characters, he talks about the types of characters to prove that what is presented are addressed our emotions and our desires not our logic, he talks about the types of characters that we see when we watch a play or hear a poem.  
Poet wants to write about emotions (irrational and desires) not about reason or logic because it is easy to talk about the irrational and the audience want to see imperfect characters because they prefer to see the characters who have mistakes and suffer and sometimes they are interested to see dark characters. Perfect characters are boring and have become strangers because the audience used to see faults, mistakes and imperfections and the perfect character becomes an ordinary character, so when the poet writes, he doesn't write about the perfect character because it is easy to imitate the imperfect character like (an evil man - a greedy shopkeeper - a murder) you have so many forms of imperfections, while the wise character is very limited. 
The second reason is the audience don't come to see perfect characters because they can't associate themselves with the perfect character, if the hero is a peaceful character the audience become a little bit worried, confused and feel that there is something strange and unknown to them because perfection is unknown to them. A hero to the audience is someone who has problems and emotions not someone who is wise. The imitative poet who aims to be popular isn't made by nature, he isn't speaking to reason or logic but he will prefer the passions and fitful temper which is easily imitated.
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