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"The Republic" by Plato (The theory of imitation)

   Last time we did "the theory of inspiration". Today we are going to take "the theory of imitation" before reading the text I will summarize it to you quickly. 

  ۩۩ For the theory of inspiration, we have the main points in the handout and we talked about the state of the poet when receiving inspiration and we have the relation between the different agents: from god, to the muses, to the poet to rhapsode.
In the theory of imitation
 ۩۩  The first point

     We have a completely different idea as Plato considers poetry and all arts as imitation. They are imitating everything on earth. He considers everything on earth to be an imitation of another thing and it is created not by its maker but by a god. For example anything we see on earth like a bird or tree, we believe that it is created by God but they believed in so many goddesses and gods, so who created what?
    They could see their gods and they could talk to them. They didn't see them creating, so they cannot say that god created this, so from where do all creatures come?  

   For example: They say it's not the carpenter who got the idea of the table but the idea is sent by a god to a carpenter.

  ► What about the human beings and other creatures?
    According to Plato, all of them were made after an idea. They are different in shape and in qualities but at the end they are all one idea. Trees also are different in colors in size and what they produce but at the end they come from one idea. Man-made things like tables, beds, chairs also came after ideas. Of course they have so many gods and goddesses at that time. They believed that they can see them and marry them, they can get children from them who are half-gods.   

   They also believed that they could marry animals and have a half man and half animal like half horse half man. Of course we don't believe in this. This is how they thought and poetry reflected this. We're just studying not believing in this. So they believed that everything started by an idea and this idea comes from a god and sends it to the mind of anybody. He starts to think about the idea and to give it a form.

   For planting a tree, you should know the difference between different seeds. You can tell this is the seed of an apple tree; this is the seed of an orange tree and so on. So if you want an apple tree, you will bring a seed of an apple tree   and because you know that the trees have to grow in earth, so you put it in earth not water or stone.

  Trees are not the same and they are not planted by the same person   but we can give a general idea or definition of a tree, a plant that comes from a seed. And it has different parts like a trunk, branches, leaves, fruits and it needs water and earth to grow. All trees come from this idea. We have different shapes that depend on the maker.
    So if I want a specific shape of the tree I have to select the seed and the environment, heat, water, earth.
    Plato gives an example of the bed and the table. Any bed or table starts by an original idea that comes at a person who starts giving a shape to the idea in his mind. Of course there are so many shapes but the original idea is something made of any material for someone to sleep on. At the beginning they made it of stone then it was developed using straw, wood, metal …

    But the idea of having something raised from the ground for a person to sleep on is the original idea of the bed that was sent by a god to a man who started to give it a form. 
 For art they thought the muse didn't carry only the ideas but what beyond them, the words the colors in painting.  
 This is what we call god and maker
►Why the artist is not a good person to be admitted in Plato's Republic?
► Why should poetry be banished from his ideal society?

► What is the artist going to do?
     He's going to imitate an imitation of the original idea. For example if a painter wants to draw a bed, he is just drawing an imitation of the original idea of the bed, so it's an imitation of an imitation. 

   Plato says that anybody can imitate by bringing a mirror in front of a thing or a creature. When I see the reflection of a cat in a mirror, so I am reflecting the appearance not the original idea.

    So he concludes by saying that what artists are doing is only imitating an imitation? He calls this thrice remote from reality which means three times away from reality. We have 1- (a god), 2- (the maker), 3-(the artist). The artist is imitating the appearance of reality because reality is the original idea. 

     That's why the artist is not a good person to be admitted in Plato's Republic in which he wanted to make an ideal society. He wanted to say what to be included and what to be excluded. So he considered all arts are only imitating appearance not reality and they are three times away from reality. Because of that, poetry should be banished from his ideal society.

۩۩  The second point

   There is another division rather than the god maker the artist. It is the god, the maker, the user, the artist. For those who are involved in making a bed, we have a fourth person, the user. He placed the user before the artist. He says that the user is more beneficial for the bed than the artist. 
     The artist draws, who is going to benefit from this drawing? According to Plato, no one. Later on Aristotle saw the benefit of art. Plato said art is useless and Aristotle said it's useful. Plato thinks that art is only delightful and entertaining but has no real benefit, Aristotle said no beside the entertaining there is a  lesson to be taught. For example if I see the picture I can see how to mix colors and dimensions, so I benefit from it in a way. 
    According to critics, the utility of art is different. Plato thinks that the user is more beneficial than the artist. Who is better judge of what is made: the user or the painter? it's the user who can give a real criticism of the bed for example….. is it comfortable, short, long and the maker can benefit from this and improve like what the companies nowadays do asking the people about the products. 

► What is the second reason he banished poetry from his Republic?
    So we have 1- god, 2- the maker, 3- the user, and 4- the artist from the point of view of the utility; that's why this was the second reason he banished   poetry from his Republic.
۩۩  A third point

   Poetry has a very strong effect on audience as we said in "Ion".  In order to be a good artist, you must have the power to affect the audience and in affecting the audience, you are addressing emotions not reason.    Philosophers address the reason but artists address the emotion.  According to Plato, he divides the human soul into two parts: 1- the upper part is the reason which he calls the superior principle of the soul and 2- the inferior part is the emotion.  

  ► What is the third reason for banished poetry?

 He said that during the act of recitation and inspiration, the mind is unconscious. Even when the audience receives poetry, the mind is unconscious. So it is addressing the inferior part of the soul, so the outcome will be more inferior. He said it is like an inferior marrying an inferior, so the children will be more inferior. This is another reason for banishing poetry from   ideal society.

  ۩۩  The last point

► Which poetry Plato didn't banish from his Republic?

    Poetry has a strong effect on people and it is affecting the majority not only the simple minded people. He said at the very end that he is not against poetry as poetry but he is against the   effect of poetry on people.   

   Having a powerful effect is not only made by love poetry but it is made by all kinds of poetry. There was another kind of poetry at that time called the religious or divine poetry that was glorifying deeds of the gods and goddesses.  He didn't banish that kind of poetry from his Republic. 
   He said that most of the people could not understand correctly, so why would we have it for the minority?  It's better to banish it. So he was against poetry because of its power, because he himself was a poet and turned to be a philosopher.
۩۩ Text 

   From the beginning we have another dialogue between Socrates and Glaucon. Socrates was a philosopher before Plato and Plato was using his name to present philosophy. In the argument, Plato is showing us what he believes in imitative poetry, so he doesn't speak about poetry in general but about imitative poetry   because this is what he is against. 
   Poetry as he sees is full of lies because it's only imitation of appearance. This means that the poet is lying and because it's full of lies, so we cannot accept it in ideal society. But in another chapter about education, he admits lying because he says when we are teaching our children, we make up stories.  

   They believe some gods and goddesses at that time were jealous and destructive, caused many wars; they were not perfect. But according to Plato, we should not write about these things, so he permits people to lie when they are saying good things. 

 At the very beginning he starts by giving us an introduction and this is how you should write your practical criticism. You should follow the steps of Plato. 
  OF THE many excellences which I perceive in the order of our State, there is none which upon reflection pleases me better than the rule about poetry.

  To what do you refer?

  To the rejection of imitative poetry, which certainly ought not to be received; as I see far more clearly now that the parts of the soul have been distinguished.
    He is going to talk about imitative poetry. From the beginning he is telling us rejection of the imitative poetry.
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.
      All kinds of arts are bad…Why? Because they are ruining the understanding which is part of the reason and the mental processes. If understanding is destroyed how can we remedy this? 
    By having an antidote which is a remedy for poison. The more   the poison is strong or poisonous the more you need antidote. So he thinks that art is poisonous, so the antidote he is suggesting here is the true knowledge of what poetry is. 

► Can you tell me what imitation is?
   Instead of giving him a direct answer he gives him a wise saying 

  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 enquire yourself?
    Duller eye can see but not clearly. Another lesson we learn from Plato you have to be careful with the choice of words. The keen eye goes deeper and deeper beyond the appearance to see reality. The poet has the dull eye and he only sees appearances; but the keen eye is that of the philosopher who will keep investigating until he reaches the truth.

 In order to explain this, he gives the example of the bed and the table.
 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 yourself?

    No maker makes the idea himself. Plato lived three centuries before the Christ. They had few things and didn't have so many inventions like electricity, refrigerators televisions and so on. 

  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.
     At that time the more you are accurate and copying nature you are considered good artists.  This is how they evaluated the art if you're making a statue of a tree or a man, it must be like a tree or a man exactly. 
     Glaucon says he must be an extraordinary man because he can draw any   thing or speak about anything .

 Socrates says: 

 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.
Artists can make even statues of the god or in poetry they speak about the god.
  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? 
 Wizard = Magician . 

   He says there is a way that you yourself can make everything while you are not making anything.
  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.
    Just hold the mirror and you will have pictures of everything you want. So you're going to be able to make all the things: the sun, the earth, the tree but you're not making reality as these things are appearance not true. 

  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 any one 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.
    We have 1- god who creates the idea and 2- then we have the maker who creates the bed and 3- then we have the artist who is the imitator of what others made.  It's an imitation of things as they are or as they appear… 
  He said let me ask you a question which is the art of painting……. an imitation of the things as they are or as they appear? 
 He said appearance not reality 

hen 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.
    So the artist is just copying an image and this is why he is far away from truth he takes Homer as an example to show that poetry like all other arts is imitation of appearance . 

  But, if Homer never did any public service, was he privately a guide or teacher of any? Had he in his lifetime friends who loved to associate with him, and who handed down to posterity an Homeric way of life, such as was established by Pythagoras who was so greatly beloved for his wisdom, and whose followers are to this day quite celebrated for the order which was named after him? 

  Nothing of the kind is recorded of him. For surely, Socrates, Creophylus, the companion of Homer, that child of flesh, whose name always makes us laugh, might be more justly ridiculed for his stupidity, if, as is said, Homer was greatly neglected by him and others in his own day when he was alive?
   He asks a question ….does Homer know about everything he writes? He is the best poet and in order to write, you must have knowledge of what you're writing about.
  According to Plato, he's only taking part of reality and talking about. He is only taking the appearance not reality.
nd now tell me, I conjure you, has not imitation been shown by us to be concerned with that which is thrice removed from the truth?   Certainly.  And what is the faculty in man to which imitation is addressed? 

  What do you mean? 

  I will explain: The body which is large when seen near, appears small when seen at a distance? 

  True. And the same object appears straight when looked at out of the water, and crooked when in the water; and the concave becomes convex, owing to the illusion about colours to which the sight is liable. Thus every sort of confusion is revealed within us; and this is that weakness of the human mind on which the art of conjuring and of deceiving by light and shadow and other ingenious devices imposes, having an effect upon us like magic.
     The aim of any artist nowadays is to become famous and that's why they care to publish their work. Most of the old English poets' works were not published until they died and most of them died poor. 

     This is the real motive of artist to become famous and in order to become famous, he must leave masterpieces, memorials of himself. He speaks about how they are moved from reality and how they are just imitating   appearances. And if they wanted to become famous, they must deal with   reality not appearance.

 ۩۩  Here is another point 

Then if he does not make that which exists he cannot make true existence, but only some semblance of existence; and if any one 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.
    He gives an example of horsemen, saddles, and reign. He says who knows more about horses: the artist or the user. And here he comes to the idea of the user and the usefulness of the work of art.
    He says for the horse's saddle and reign, we have the idea then the maker then we have two other people: The painter who can draw saddle and the horseman who is going to use saddle. According to Plato, the horseman would be more beneficial because he's using the saddle and he can tell the maker about it and how to improve and take away things that are not necessary.  
 So 1- after the idea, we have three persons: 2- the maker, 3-the user, and 4-the imitator.
Then the user of them must have the greatest experience of them, and he must indicate to the maker the good or bad qualities which develop themselves in use; for example, the flute-player will tell the flute-maker which of his flutes is satisfactory to the performer; he will tell him how he ought to make them, and the other will attend to his instructions?
Thus far then we are pretty well agreed that the imitator has no knowledge worth mentioning of what he imitates. Imitation is only a kind of play or sport, and the tragic poets, whether they write in iambic or in Heroic verse, are imitators in the highest degree? And now tell me, I conjure you, has not imitation been shown by us to be concerned with that which is thrice removed from the truth?
  He achieved this point and moved to another.
  nd that which is opposed to them is one of the inferior principles of the soul? 

  No doubt. 

  This was the conclusion at which I was seeking to arrive when I said that painting or drawing, and imitation in general, when doing their own proper work, are far removed from truth, and the companions and friends and associates of a principle within us which is equally removed from reason, and that they have no true or healthy aim.
    He speaks about the rational principle of the soul: 1- the superior part is the mind, the reason and 2- the inferior part is heart and emotions and what part is poetry addressing at the end? It is addressing the inferior part of the soul. They are far removed from reality, they don't have a name and they don't teach. 
Glaucon agrees he says. And now we may fairly take him and place him by the side of the painter, for he is like him in two ways: first, inasmuch as his creations have an inferior degree of truth --in this, I say, he is like him; and he is also like him in being concerned with an inferior part of the soul; and therefore we shall be right in refusing to admit him into a well-ordered State, because he awakens and nourishes and strengthens the feelings and impairs the reason. As in a city when the evil are permitted to have authority and the good are put out of the way, so in the soul of man, as we maintain, the imitative poet implants an evil constitution, for he indulges the irrational nature which has no discernment of greater and less, but thinks the same thing at one time great and at another small-he is a manufacturer of images and is very far removed from the truth.
 This applies to all art.
 Imitation imitates the action of men……..   Accordingly…

    Poetry does not offer anything to the audience more than being happy or sad, so people go only for entertainment. This is according to Plato and in this case we don't have any teaching or moral lesson from poetry. It's only for entertainment and this is inferior part of the soul and this is why it should be omitted from the ideal Republic

    The imitator poet who aims at being   popular……….temper..

    The poet in order to be famous will not be interested in mind because not everybody would understand. He's going to address emotions not the mind.    Even nowadays the absurd theater which is difficult to understand few people go and watch. And even in reading if you're reading and find something difficult you may leave it. But if it's funny or sentimental, you will read.  

    This is the human nature and that's why the imitative poet who wants to be famous is going to address the emotions in order to reach the majority of people.  And now we may……. Painter ….. Inferior.. Both the poet and the artist are not true but they are imitating appearance not reality. They both address emotions not the mind.

۩۩ The last point

       But we have not yet brought forward the heaviest count in our accusation: --the power which poetry has of harming even the good (and there are very few who are not harmed), is surely an awful thing? 

  Yes, certainly, if the effect is what you say. 

  Hear and judge: The best of us, as I conceive, when we listen to a passage of Homer, or one of the tragedians, in which he represents some pitiful hero who is drawling out his sorrows in a long oration, or weeping, and smiting his breast --the best of us, you know, delight in giving way to sympathy, and are in raptures at the excellence of the poet who stirs our feelings most.
    Poetry has a harmful power over the majority and there are very few who are not harmed and that's why it's better to be banished from the republic.
 Then he comes to the quarrel between philosophy and poetry and this is not our interest.
► Why poetry should be banished from Plato's ideal society or Republic?

1- Plato considered all arts are only imitating appearance not reality and they are three times away from reality. Because of that, poetry should be banished from his ideal society.

2- Plato thinks that the user is more beneficial than the artist. We have 1- god, 2- the maker, 3- the user, and 4- the artist from the point of view of the utility; that's why this was the second reason he banished   poetry from his Republic.
3- Even when the audience receives poetry, the mind is unconscious. So it is addressing the inferior part of the soul, so the outcome will be more inferior. He said it is like an inferior marrying an inferior, so the children will be more inferior. This is another reason for banishing poetry from   ideal society.

4- Poetry as Plato sees is full of lies because it's only imitation of appearance. This means that the poet is lying and because it's full of lies, so we cannot accept it in ideal society.
 ۩۩ Practical criticism 
I told you about the poem called Eagle by Lord Tennyson.

 ۩۩  In the exam I will give you the poem and I will say attempt a critical appreciation of the poem.  How can you do it?
  In order to criticize a work of art we have to read all of it I can give you a poem or a short story to criticize but I prefer always to start with poetry.

  The first thing that you have to look for is the theme …what is the poem about. Usually in poetry, we have the theme in the title. I have to explain I can not say only it's about an eagle. 
Any writer who wants to write must have an idea at the beginning that he wants to express and then I have to choose a certain theme to express this idea through. I can have two couple married and quarreling for example or I have two children to tell me about the parents and so on. So I'm talking about marriage but from whos point of view and how, this is the theme. 
We have many works of art that talk about love but they are not the same. 
    Shakespeare once in a poem "That Time of Year", He speaks about a certain season but this is not the idea of the poem…. it's the theme but beyond that he wants to say something else.

    Also here is he just talking about what is an eagle or how he looks   or there is something beyond that I have to find out.
    The eagle is a strong bird of the birds of prey الجوارح . You have to go very carefully word by word and this is analysis not paraphrasing. I am not saying what is the meaning of an eagle but I say what is an eagle and what are the connotations of an eagle. It is wild, powerful, and fast. So from the title I prepare myself. This is the introduction then move to the body of the essay. 
► How does the writer expresses his theme through words and images, punctuation, tone, rhyme, rhythm, use of pronouns?
   You have to analyze you have to have a keener eye not a dull eye you have to stop with every word. 
  The first word is /he/, so he is personifying the eagle, he is expressing his power and he is attacking our attention to what he's going to say. If he uses comma or a full stop…… why?  

    If there is a question mark …..is it a rhetorical question…. or he is really asking us….. you have to ask yourself about every single detail. You can have four paragraphs you can write about the form, the use of lines.  
► Why does Tennyson write about an eagle….. What does he see in an eagle that deserves to be described and be immortalized in poetry?
   The third part is the conclusion. It is what the writer really wants to say now we get to the main idea or the original idea did you really find something in the poem …..did you feel it? Why? Did you feel it….. did you hear it and why? You have to give me your own opinion not liking or disliking. 
    I don't like the things that are pre prepared like the poem is very smooth or very Romantic; you have to explain if you want to say anything …..Say it but   give reasons. This is your assignment and I will choose a part for each one of you and ask.
    Whenever you write anything first of all you have to say what you're writing about introduce your topic. You write an introduction in order to have a good mark after that you can give details, so we know that all the essay will be why he is rejecting this kind of poetry. 
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