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ABSTRACT

The thesis focuses on Plato’s treatment of poetry in the lon, Gorgias and Republic
X. Although these discussions provide three quite different accounts of poets and
their activity and have thus commonly not been associated, a similar objective may
be detected in them: they all aim to disqualify poets, presenting them as
incompetent in what they do or also (in the Gorgias and Republic X) as morally
harmful. My aim is first to show how the three discussions differ from Plato’s
other major discussions of poetry in Republic 1I-111 and Laws 11 and VII: while the
former provide (disqualifying) answers to the descriptive questions of whether
poets have relevant knowledge and how they morally affect their public, the latter
are concerned with the prescriptive questions of what poets should do in their

envisaged role as political instruments (Chapter I).

In the close study of the three discussions, my aim is to identify, critically examine
and compare the ‘disqualifying’ strategies employed in them: I consider, on the
one hand, how they substantiate the charges of poets’ incompetence or moral
harmfulness and on the other hand, how they counter and account for the widely
shared appreciation of Homer and other poets (Chapters II-V). Before discussing
Republic X, however, 1 consider separately the notion of poets’ uipnoig
(representation/ imitation), which in Republic X has a prominent role, but at the
same time appears difficult to understand in itself as well as seemingly inconsistent
with Plato’s other arguments about poets’ uipnotg, in particular in Republic 111
Rejecting the widely accepted assumption of ‘narrower’ and ‘wider’ meanings of
the term piuno respectively in Books III and X of the Republic, 1 analyse the
notion of pipnoig in itself, and, following this I distinguish between three kinds of
poets’ pipnots and define in what elements they differ (Chapter IV). In the final
overview of the three discussions, I reconsider how successful are their

disqualifying depictions of poets.



Chapter |

PLATO AND THE POETS'

Diverse arguments

Plato’s interest in poetry may be detected throughout his work. Besides various
passing references to poets, his dialogues contain some extensive discussions about
them. In these discussions, poets — no differently from many other figures
appearing in Plato’s work: rhetoricians, sophists, politicians — do not feature as an
object of disinterested observation;” rather, they are subjected to a committed and
critical scrutiny. At first, however, Plato’s attitude towards poets — if we assume
that this attitude is represented by those interlocutors whose side Plato clearly takes

as the author of the dialogues — strikes us as oddly ambivalent.

In the dialogues, various charges are brought against poets, among which two in
particular are recurrent: poets are alleged to compose their works without the
relevant knowledge (most often, knowledge of the matters about which they speak
in their compositions) — as is the case in the Apology, lon, Meno, Republic, and
Laws — and further, they are accused of being potentially harmful to their public —
as in the Gorgias, and again in the Republic and Laws. These charges are
sometimes advanced with little or no justiﬁcation,3 but at other times — as we shall

see, this is the case in the lon, Gorgias and Republic X — they are defended with

" A brief historical note on the notion of o trg and related notions is given in Excursus A. Note,
however, that the noun ‘poet’ (and its cognates), as the translation of rtoutr|g (and cognate terms),
is used here with an extended meaning, for it applies to composers not only of versed compositions
(as ‘poet’ does in its ordinary meaning), but also of musical ones, as the Greek toutr|g did.

% By comparison, a disinterested and disengaged attitude towards poets is in my view characteristic
of Aristotle’s Poetics.

3 Such ‘unsupported’ charges of incompetence are directed at poets, for example, in Ap. 22a8-23¢6,
Men. 99¢11-d5 (implicitly), and L. VII 801b9-c5. Unsupported accusations of harmfulness, raised
either against specific compositions or against poets in general, are found on various occasions in
Republic 1I-111 (e.g., Rep. 11 377b5-8) and Laws 1l and VII (e.g., L. 11 669b8-c3, VII 811a9-b5).



extensive arguments. Yet, alongside this adverse attitude towards poets, a more
appreciative approach to them is also shown in the dialogues. Sometimes, poets are
appealed to in support of the arguments sustained; at other times, seemingly
genuine admiration is expressed for one poet or another, most often Homer, or
even for poets in general.* But more significantly, in the Republic and Laws, two
dialogues that aim to find an ideal, or optimal, political model, poets are entrusted
with a notable — although strongly supervised — educational task in the political
order traced out by the interlocutors of the discussion. This apparently ambivalent
disposition towards poets may be encountered even within the range of one work:
in the Republic, poets are first assigned the task of composing works to be studied
by the prospective guards® of the envisaged ideal state (Books II-III), but later on
they are accused of being incompetent as well as harmful to their listeners and, for

this reason, should not be admitted into this state (Book X).

An initial difficulty we encounter in the study of Plato’s treatment of poetry is thus
its apparently ‘capricious’ attitude towards it, i.e. its shifting from occasional
praise and admiration of poets, to the approval of some poetry, as in Republic 11-
II, Laws 11 and VII, and finally, to radical rejection by and large of all poetry,
notoriously, in Republic X. In this chapter, I will thus first address this initial
question of Plato’s apparent ambivalence towards poets. I will first consider
Plato’s interest in poetry in the wider framework of his writings. By then
identifying, and distinguishing between, two approaches in Plato’s treatment of
poets — descriptive and prescriptive, I will argue that different arguments about
poets differ in their aims and the questions they address, but not in their evaluation
of poets and their activity, and that they are therefore consistent. At the same time,

the distinction between the two approaches will enable me to explain my choice of

* Cf Charm. 161a2-4, Gorg. 492¢8-11, Men. 81al0-c4, where Socrates appeals, respectively, to
Homer, Euripides, and Pindar. Homer, Hesiod and ‘other good poets’ are held in high esteem by
Diotima in her speech recounted by Socrates, in Symp. 209¢7-d4; even Socrates’ criticism of Homer
is sometimes accompanied by his confessed admiration for the poet, e.g., in Rep. II 383a7-9, III
387b1-6, X 595b9-c3, 606e1-607a9.

> T adopt here Burnyeat’s translation of pvAaiceg in place of the traditional ‘guardians’ (‘Culture
and Society in Plato’s Republic’, 257, n.3). As he points out (following Malcolm Schofield’s
suggestion), the ¢VUAakeg do not constitute only a defensive organ (against the external
aggression), but also exercise internal control and repression (in the case of disobedience towards
the law; ¢f- Rep. 11l 415e, IV, 424b-d); the latter aspect is rendered better with the term ‘guards’.



arguments studied in the thesis; the lon, Gorgias and Republic X will in fact be
examined as the three cases of Plato’s descriptive and disqualifying treatment of

poets.

Poetry within the political frame

A fundamental question that perhaps needs to be asked first is the following: just
why do poets matter to Plato at all? By identifying Plato’s motives for dealing with
poets, the aims of his arguments may also be understood and differentiated more
clearly. A significant part of Plato’s writing may be understood as a search for
what is good, both for an individual as a member of a society and for society as a
whole, and thus for what men should pursue and how they should live. The focus
of this search is justice, which stands, it seems, as its fundamental value: what is
sought for as a model of the good life, with respect to a single man or society, is in
fact a model of the just life.® Such a model is presented explicitly in the Republic
and Laws; in the first, in the form of an imaginary paradigm, and in the second, as
a practicable proposal; however, these questions seem to be dealt with, in one way
or another, in virtually all Plato’s work. Inasmuch as these questions are concerned
with what is good for a man as a member of a society (i.e. in his relationship with
others), or for society as a whole, they may be described as moral questions, or in
the latter case, more specifically, as political questions. Presumably like any
argument addressing such questions, the dialogues do not merely convey certain
views, but contain an inherent, even if not straightforward, appeal: they call upon
their public to act and live in accordance with certain moral principles (and that is
to say, to assume a certain moral disposition, or character). We could say, in other

words, that the dialogues as a whole have, in this respect, an exhortative and not

8 Letter VIL, if it is authentic, also testifies to Plato’s fundamental concern with justice: in his old
age, Plato confesses in it that after his political disillusionment, ‘[he has] been forced to praise the
right philosophy, as it is this one that makes it possible to discern what is just in all public matters
and private matters’; in fact, he was dissuaded from taking up active political engagement by the
contemporary political events, which he describes with indignation, among them, the trial of
Socrates and his execution (Ep. VII 326a5-7: [...] Aéyew te NvaykaoOnyv, émawav Ty
000NV PpLrocodiav, wg €k TavTng €0TLV TA Teé MOALTIKA dlkalx Kal TX TV WKWtV
TIAVTA KATIOELV).



declarative character: ultimately, they are not intended to persuade their audience
about some matter or other, but rather, to persuade them to act and live in a certain

way.

Now, bearing in mind that, through his dialogues, Plato was promoting certain
principles of action and conduct, it becomes clearer what the various figures that
find themselves under attack in the dialogues have in common. Politicians,
rhetoricians, sophists and, indeed, poets, must have been Plato’s potential
antagonists inasmuch as they too were all, though from quite different positions
and by quite different means, promoting moral — religious, theological, social,
political — views and values, and presumably also ‘shaped’ the moral disposition
and conduct of those whom their activities concerned. In fact, subjects such as
justice and human excellence (&petr)), which are focal themes in the dialogues,
are on various occasions indicated also as principal concerns of all these other
figures.” Further, the dialogues themselves and other sources from the period
provide evidence of how each of these various figures exercised influence in this,
‘moral’, domain. Rhetoricians, versed specifically in the subject of law and in legal
practice, engaged in political, more specifically legislative, as well as didactic
activities; as teachers of law and related subjects, they were also (moral) educators
of prospective participants in politics. The Gorgias provides a mocking picture of
all these rhetorical practices.® Sophists, whose activity was mainly didactic and
private, dealt with very similar questions to Plato himself, among which moral
questions were prominent; again, they and their activity are under attack in the
Sophist. Last, poets also promoted moral views, values and principles; in particular
their compositions must have reached quite a large part of the population, both in

the course of education and at various public events and festivals.

7 See, for sophists, Euthd. 273d8-9, Gorg. 519c3-4, Soph. 223a3-4; for rhetoricians, Gorg. 454b5-7
(justice); for poets, Rep. 11, 363a-366e, 365a-b, Rep. X 600e. On various occasions in the dialogues,
Socrates also declares human excellence and justice to be his principal concerns; see, e.g., Ap.
38al-4, Cr. 53c6-8.

¥ The Gorgias® criticism of rhetoric is discussed in Chapter III. A brief historical note on rhetoric is
given in Excursus B.



Poets’ works may, in Plato’s view, have a moral impact on their public in a variety
of ways. Poets may straightforwardly state their moral views, make judgements of
this kind, or appeal for moral principles, and, on the other hand, they may do all
this in less direct ways, for example, by narrating (invented) stories about gods or
men (inasmuch as god or men feature as moral agents).” Here, the poets’ influence
consists in conveying moral beliefs to their public; the ‘preliminary’ discussion on
justice in Republic 1 as well as the discussion of ‘what poets should say’, in
particular about gods and heroes, in Republic 1I-11I provides several examples of
poets indirectly conveying such views. A different sort of moral influence is
attributed to poets’ impersonation (i.e. piunois: representation/ imitation) of
characters about whom they narrate, typically, for example, in dramatic
compositions. The assumption is that spectators of theatrical performances
(Republic X), and even more so the young who recite (as a didactic exercise)
compositions that involve impersonation and thus in their turn also impersonate
characters (Republic 1II), are influenced in that they tend to become /like these
characters in their moral conduct. A similar moral influence is attributed, perhaps
somewhat surprisingly to us, to musical compositions: music, in its elements of
harmony (or mode) and rhythm, is conceived of as mimetic, or imitative, of men’s
characters and modes of conduct (e.g., courageous, cowardly, temperate, orderly)
and is considered to affect its spectators and performers similarly to poets’

. . Cge . 10
impersonation of individual characters.

In all these ways, then, poets can act upon, and shape, men’s moral disposition:
what, however, greatly contributes to this moral impact of poetry, as is often
stressed in the dialogues, is its pleasantness. Pleasantness is sometimes attributed
to poetry as such without much attempt being made to account for it, but at other
times it is associated with specific aspects of poetry. In particular the musical
elements of poetry, harmony and rhythm, are considered to be in themselves

pleasant for men and thus ‘reasons’ for men’s proneness to both listening to poets’

9 . . . . .
Also among these is Hesiod’s narration about Cronus’ castration of his father Uranus; Socrates’
criticism of it is discussed in Excursus D.

!9 This understanding of harmony and rhythm, discussed in Republic III and Laws II and VII, will

be considered in more detail in Chapter IV. Cf. Rep. III 399a5-c2, 399¢8-40c5; L. II 655a9-b6 et
passim.

10



works, and performing them (Rep. X 601b1-2, L. II 653e3-654a7 and VIII 802c4-
d6). In Republic X, as we shall see in Chapter V, a peculiar type of pleasure is
associated with poets’ works that involve impersonation of characters, typically
tragedy and comedy, which is judged to be inherently harmful for the public who
experience it. In all these arguments it is assumed that, because of the pleasantness
of poetry, men will also be more easily influenced by it in their moral beliefs and

conduct.

On the other hand, nothing general can be said about the content of poets’ moral
influence: for poets were of course not an ideologically homogeneous group; in
their compositions, they spoke about different matters, held different views and
believed in different values and principles. Although the arguments concerned with
some piece of poetry or other are most often critical of them, Plato’s frequent
disagreement with individual poets does not seem to be the only, or even the main,
motive for his attempts to disqualify poets in general (in the lon, Gorgias and
Republic X). A more fundamental reason for these attempts seems to lie in Plato’s
understanding of how and by whom moral and specifically political questions

should be dealt with within society.

In many of Plato’s dialogues concerned with such issues, a very basic, yet also
questionable, assumption may be found: the assumption that what well-being of
men as members of a society, or as citizens, consists in is not a matter of
individual, arbitrary judgement, but rather is independent of such a judgement, and
is predetermined in a similar way to the well-being of the body, health; that is to
say, a matter that cannot be decided, but can only be discovered, or learned. The
comparison of the well-being of the citizens’ ‘soul’, or of their justice, with the
well-being of the body, which is first drawn in the Crito, is in fact a frequent one in

the dialogues."' Although it is not possible to discuss here Plato’s assumption that

' As observed by Kahn (‘Plato’s Jon and the Problem of Techne’, 369-371), in the Crito such
knowledge is for the first time envisaged as possible, while, for instance, in the Gorgias it is already
posited as the knowledge that constitutes the political art (as later in various other dialogues by
Plato; by contrast, in the /on it is not yet contemplated). In the Crito, this kind of knowledge is
introduced through the analogy of this (posited) knowledge with the knowledge of medicine (the
analogy that is later especially prominent in the Gorgias; see, e.g., 501al-c6): if there were
someone competent ‘concerning just and unjust, ugly and fine, good and bad’ (Cr. 47c; cf- 48a), we
should follow his advice alone (and not that of the many) in order to safeguard that part of us that

11



there is such knowledge of ‘what is good for men’, it is worth mentioning
Bambrough’s insightful examination of this assumption (‘Plato’s Political
Analogies’). In short, Bambrough disputes that questions such as what the men’s
well-being and good life consists in can be determined by the same method as
questions such as what constitutes the body’s well-being, inasmuch as ethical
questions are not about means to achieve an already agreed end (e.g., how to
recover health, or how to reach a destination by sea), but are about ends."> And
while there are ‘agreed standards’ by which means can be judged as being good, or
advantageous (in fact, they are such with respect to a specific end), there are no
agreed standards to evaluate different ends (ibid., 198); for, we may say, it is ends

themselves that set such standards.

Nonetheless, political views and models presented in various dialogues (Gorgias,
Republic, Laws) seem to rely precisely on the premise that there is knowledge of
what is good for men; it is described as the knowledge constituting the ‘political
art’ (Gorgias), or knowledge of ‘human excellence’ (Republic X).”> Thus in the
political order designed in the Republic, the task of caring for the citizens’ well-
being, i.e. (by definition) the task of governing the society, belongs exclusively to
those who have, to some extent at least, such ‘specialised’ knowledge. At the same

time, the ability to acquire such knowledge, and therefore, to govern the society, is

benefits from our being just and is harmed by being unjust, much as we follow advice from
someone competent in medicine or bodily exercise in order to safeguard our body, which benefits
from what is healthy and is damaged by what is noxious.

12 Bambrough’s crucial thesis is summarised well in the following passage: ‘Ethical and political
disagreement is different in logical kind from medical disagreement or disagreement between
navigators [in Rep. VI, 488a-489a]. Ethical and political disagreement is radical and interminable in
a sense in which scientific disagreement, or disagreement about the means for achieving an agreed
end, is terminable by recognized procedures, such disagreement remains terminable in principle
even when it is not terminated in fact. But ethical and political disagreement in its most
characteristic forms is interminable, because it is not about means, but about ends’ (‘Plato’s
Political Analogies’, 198). As Bambrough has suggested earlier on, there can be science, or a body
of knowledge, about means, but there is no such thing as knowledge of ends (ibid., 198). Distancing
himself slightly from Bambrough, Sharples (‘Plato on Democracy and Expertise’, 55) does not
exclude the possibility of such knowledge, but warns against a political order (seemingly promoted
by Plato) which entitles the presumed possessors of such knowledge to the exclusive government of
the society.

* On the other hand, Socrates famously, on many occasions in the dialogues, disclaims such
knowledge. But even if the question of whether there is knowledge of what is good does not receive
an unambiguous affirmative answer in the dialogues, the above-mentioned political models
nonetheless rely on the premise that there is such knowledge.

12



credited only to a very limited number of individuals; in the Republic, for example,
to those who have a particular ‘philosophical’ nature. By contrast, poets,
rhetoricians, politicians and sophists, who in the existing societies autonomously
engage in the moral and political domain, are in the fore-mentioned dialogues all
accused of being incompetent in these moral matters, and thus also of being

potentially harmful for the citizens.

From this perspective, in an ideally designed political order, poets (alongside these
other figures) obviously cannot maintain their actual status as autonomous agents.
However, that does not mean that there is no place for them at all in such an order:
poets are welcome to join it as agents subordinate and instrumental to the
governing body. In the political models drawn in the Republic and Laws, the task
of educating members of the society so that they acquire the desired moral
disposition, and that is to say, to turn them into law-abiding citizens, is in fact
entrusted precisely to poets. Their task is therefore to compose such works as will
promote those moral views, values, and principles that accord with the political
order, their composing being subjected to close supervision and censorship by the
ruling authority. Poets’ fitness for this educative role in the envisaged state is due
to the fore-mentioned agreeableness of poetry: as is assumed, composing under
political supervision, poets will then be able to exercise the moral influence they
already exercise in the existing communities; in the ideal, or optimal, order,
however, it will lie with the leadership (credited with moral and political
competence) to determine the content of this influence.'* In this envisaged order, it
is left to poets to make compositions within the framework given to them: for
instance, when they narrate stories about gods, they may attribute to them any
actions they will, on condition that these are virtuous actions (Republic 11); when
they impersonate characters about whom they narrate, they may impersonate

whomsoever they please, provided that those impersonated are, again, virtuous

" A similar judgement is pronounced on rhetoricians by Socrates in the Gorgias: he credits
rhetoricians with the power of persuasion, but regards them as incompetent in moral matters and
specifically in justice, and judges them to be potentially harmful in the existing circumstances; if,
however, rhetoricians acted under the direction of those competent in the true ‘political art’,
Socrates considers that they could benefit citizens. Their task would consist in persuading them, in
particular those who have offended the law, to abide by it, e.g., to choose to serve the sentence
imposed for the offence, rather than trying to evade it (480b7-d7).

13



characters engaging in virtuous actions (Republic 111); when they make musical
compositions, they may employ any musical modes (&opoviat) and rhythms they
like, provided that these are mimetic of virtuous conduct (Republic 111, Laws 1l and

VII).

Descriptive and prescriptive approaches to poets

In the light of the above observations, the adverse and disqualifying attitude
towards poets, displayed, for example, in Republic X, seems to be assumed
towards poets in their actual position, in which they are perceived as antagonists in
the moral and political domain, whereas the apparently appreciative approach in
Republic 1I-1II and the Laws seems to be assumed only towards poets in their
envisaged instrumental role in education. I shall shortly differentiate between these
two approaches in more detail, focusing first on the two discussions of poetry in
the Republic, where the apparent inconsistency in the evaluation of poetry is most
striking, and then I will apply the distinction to Plato’s other discussions of poetry.
But first I shall consider how the relation between the two discussions has been

viewed by scholars.

The two discussions have provoked on one side severe criticism of what is judged
to be an insolvable inconsistency, whereas on the other side, confident attempts
have been made to reconcile them."”” On the former side is, notably, Annas (4n
Introduction to Plato’s Republic, 336), who judges the ‘attack’ on poetry in Book
X of the Republic ‘impossible to reconcile with Book 3°, later on suggesting that
‘Plato seems to hold two inconsistent views about poetry: that it is important and
dangerous, and so should either be censored and tamed in the service of a truly
moral life (Book 3) or expelled from the truly moral life altogether as being
hopelessly untrustworthy (Book 10); and that it is trivial and fatuous thing, too

pathetic even to be immoral’ (where Annas is referring to the epistemological

'3 For a more extensive survey of scholarly views on the relation between the two discussions, see
Levin, The Ancient Quarrel between Philosophy and Poetry Revisited, 152-153, and Naddaff
Exiling the Poets: the Production of Censorship in Plato's Republic, 135, n.4.

14



argument in Book 10; ibid., 342 and 336-344).16 Among scholars on the other,
‘conciliatory’ side, Levin (The Ancient Quarrel Between Philosophy and Poetry
Revisited, 166; cf. 152-153, 165-167) accounts for the different evaluation of
poetry in the two discussions by pointing out a different social setting in them: she
sees the second discussion as a further critical examination not of all poetry, but of
the kind of poetry that was approved in the first discussion as educational
‘material’; however, this poetry would now be viewed in its ‘broader civic role’,
i.e. in its ‘marking of important civic occasions’ and ceremonies, and therefore
further restricted to ‘hymns to the gods and praises of good men’ (Rep. X 607a4).
Also in Halliwell’s view (Plato: Republic X, 5), the second discussion would not
disagree substantially with the first one, but would rather constitute a development
and enlargement of the earlier criticism of poetry in the light of the arguments
advanced in the central books of the Republic: ‘Book 10 itself in fact picks up the
earlier allegations of falsehood and psychological harm, but it enlarges and
modifies the import of both, and thereby carries altogether further philosophy’s
‘quarrel” with poetry (607b5)’. Burnyeat (‘Culture and Society in Plato’s
Republic’) also defends the consistency of the two discussions in the Republic; yet
quite differently from most scholars, he argues that they attack and reject the very
same kind of poetry, i.e. dramatic poetry (i.e. “poetry which is mimetic in the sense
of Book III’; ibid., 313) and that [bJook'’ X [...] is designed to be consistent with
book III and to give a retrospective, theoretical commentary on its major claims’
(ibid., 319)."®

' Murray (Plato on Poetry, 1-32; see esp. 2 and 24) expresses a similar, though less critical view.
Ferrari (‘Plato and Poetry’, 110) sees a break between the more appreciative attitude towards poetry
in the Republic and the more radical earlier criticism of it (especially in the /lon, but also in the
Apology, Protagoras, Gorgias): ‘[a]fter all, by acknowledging once more the didactic function of
poetry (after the violent break of the earlier dialogues) Plato was to that extent returning to a
traditional position [...] .

'7 Square brackets here (and in all similar cases) indicate the changed case of the letter in the
brackets (upper case/ lower case).

'8 Tate (¢ “Imitation” in Plato’s Republic’) and, more recently, Biittner (Die Literaturtheorie bei
Platon und ihre anthropologische Begriindung, 170-214, esp. 208) also see as the target of Republic
X only the kind of poetry that had already been rejected in Republic 111, though they offer
considerably different interpretations of the argument

15



However, the interpreters who see in the second discussion of poetry merely a
modified continuation of the earlier assessment of poetry (Levin, Halliwell), or
even a ‘theoretical commentary’ on it (Burnyeat) in my view underestimate some
evident differences between them. For although the second discussion concludes
with the admittance of ‘hymns to the gods and praises of good men’ (Rep. X
607a4) for the reformed state, the charge of incompetence in the first
(‘epistemological’) argument is in my view undoubtedly launched against poets in
general and shows no interest to ‘spare’ any of them from it: it is directed, for
instance, at ‘Homer or any other poet’ (599b9-cl), at ‘all poets starting from
Homer’ (600e6-7), or simply at a generic ‘poet’ (601a4); similarly, the conclusive
‘apology’ for the banning (cf. ¢k tn¢ MOAews ameotéAAopev 607b2-3) is again
addressed to ‘poetry’ without qualification, and moreover, to ‘poetry’ as the party
having an old quarrel with philosophy (607b1-6). Agreeing with Annas, I thus
believe that the attack and the final ban is general and not ‘selective’ (for instance,
as Levin seems to suggest, concerned only with the already selected ‘educative
poetry’, which would now be put to a further test in view of its ‘wider civic role’,
for which it would then prove unsuitable). On the other hand, I agree with
Burnyeat that these charges cannot refer to poetry that is to be used as educative
material for the prospective guards in the envisaged state (whereas Halliwell seems
to imply that they do); however, the reason for their exemption from it is not that
poetry targeted in Republic X is of a different kind (e.g., dramatic poetry, as
Burnyeat suggests). More simply, I would suggest that such ‘educative’ poetry as
well as ‘hymns to the gods and praises of good men’ are exempted from these
charges because the poetry referred to here does not exist yet, that is to say:
because Republic X is concerned with pre-existing poetry in the actual
circumstances of the time, and not yet with the poetry of the envisaged state, which
is to be composed anew and under considerably different conditions, i.e. under the
direction, supervision and censorship of the political leadership of this envisaged

state.

In fact, the aim of Book X is to discredit actual poets as autonomous agents and
rivals in the moral field, showing them first as lacking knowledge about the

matters of which they speak, among which, however, moral matters feature
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prominently;'® and secondly, as being harmful to their public. The whole
discussion of poetry in Book X may in fact be divided into two separate arguments,
‘epistemological’ (595¢-602b) and ‘ethical’ (602¢c-607a), as we may call them: the
former aims to substantiate the charge of poets’ lack of knowledge, whereas the
latter, the charge of their harmfulness (as I shall argue, by the extent to which they
engage in impersonation, i.e. because their poetry involves this kind of piunoic).
By contrast, in the setting of Books II-III, poets feature as agents already subjected
to another authority credited with moral competence, i.e. the founders of the
envisaged state, whose role the interlocutors themselves assume: in the envisaged
order, poets act as an ‘educational instrument’ of the governing body. Or to put it
differently: in an imaginary sequence of events, the second discussion of poetry in
the Republic should precede the first discussion: poets are first to be cast out of the
present, still unreformed state in which they act as autonomous agents, charged
with moral incompetence and potential harmfulness (Book X); in the new political
order, they will be assigned a place subordinate to the ruling philosophers, in order

to serve its cause (Books II-III).

The case, then, is not that, in Books II-III, poets receive some credit, while in Book
X they receive none. Neither discussion, in fact, credits them with any knowledge
of moral matters nor, thus, with any ability to compose with a view to the (moral)
benefit of their public: however, poets’ incompetence in these matters features in
the first discussion as a tacit assumption that legitimises the subordinated position
of poets in any moral aspect of their composing, whereas in the second discussion
it is an assumption that is yet to be proved by the argument. But while the two
discussions rely on the same evaluation of poets, the fundamental difference
between them lies in the kind of questions they are concerned with: the first
discussion is concerned with the prescriptive question of what poets, within their
subordinate role, should do in matters considered to be morally relevant; whereas

the second discussion provides negative and disqualifying answers to the

!9 j.e. war, generalship, government of state, education, and lawgiving, are all regarded as matters
related to human excellence (see 599¢6-600e3).
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descriptive questions of whether poets have relevant knowledge and how they, as
0

autonomous agents, morally act upon others.*
Now, Plato’s other discussions concerned with poets may be characterised in the
same way as either ‘descriptive’ or ‘prescriptive’ in their approach: the lon and
Gorgias are examples of the former approach, while Laws Il and VII are examples
of the latter. Like the epistemological argument of Republic X, the lon addresses
the question whether poets have knowledge of the matters they speak about and
aims to show that they do not (though then offering, on the premise of poets’
ignorance, a considerably different account of their activity). And similarly to the
second, ethical argument of Republic X, the short discussion of poets in the
Gorgias (implicitly) addresses the question of how poets morally act on their
public, providing an account (again different from the one developed in Republic
X) that accuses them of not pursuing what is in fact morally best for their public,
and thus of being potentially harmful for them. These three discussions each
disqualify poets: the arguments provided are intended to prove their lack of
relevant knowledge, as in the lon, Gorgias and the epistemological argument in
Republic X, or their potential moral harmfulness, as in the Gorgias and the ethical

argument in Republic X.

Differently from these three discussions, but similarly to the first discussion of
poetry in the Republic, the treatment of poets in the Laws (Books II and VII)
focuses on the prescriptive question of what poets should do in the future political
order; more specifically, its concern is what kind of musical compositions, both in
content and form, will best contribute to developing, or just preserving, the desired
moral disposition of the citizens, thus designing an entire system of controlled

production and performance of poetry. Just as in Republic 1I-11I, poets here no

2 Previously, I defined the two types of questions as ‘theoretical’ (in place of ‘descriptive’) and
‘pragmatic’ (in place of ‘prescriptive’); however, these terms proved to be misleading, for they
wrongly suggested that the distinction concerned the content of the criticism of poets (i.e. what
charges are raised against them; the distinction related to this content was and is that between
‘epistemological’ criticism and ‘ethical’ criticism). But in fact the distinction concerns the type of
inquiry: 1 have defined the first type of inquiry as ‘theoretical’ or ‘descriptive’ inasmuch as it
addresses questions of the form ‘what is the case (about one thing or another)?’ and the second type
as ‘pragmatic’ or ‘prescriptive’ inasmuch as it addresses questions of the form ‘what should be
done (with regard to one thing or another)?’. In the first case, the inquiry provides a description of a
state of affairs, in the second case it determines, or ‘prescribes’, how one should act.
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longer feature as antagonists in the moral domain, whose imputed incompetence
and harmfulness is yet to be proven, but instead as agents already at the service of
the political leadership; here, their incompetence in moral matters, unlike in

Republic 1I-111, is explicitly stated (as a granted assumption; see, e.g., L. VII 801a-
c).

lon, Gorgias, Republic X: questions discussed

The focus of this thesis is Plato’s discussions of poets that have been characterised
above as descriptive and disqualifying in their approach: the lon, Gorgias and
Republic X. At first, however, the three discussions do not seem to have much in
common: in the Jon, poets are portrayed as divinely inspired beings, who, although
lacking relevant knowledge, deliver beautiful works through some godly
assistance; in the Gorgias, they are, together with rhetoricians, compared with
cooks who aim only to gratify men, but may for this reason actually be harmful to
them; in Republic X, poets are compared with painters and alleged to make some
sort of worthless ‘images’ that are perceived by naive people as ‘true things’. In
particular the Jon and Republic X may appear to provide two contrasting views on
poetry, and have been sometimes thus perceived. For example, Annas (An
Introduction to Plato’s Republic) suggests that we should not trust the
(epistemological) argument in Republic X that accuses poetry of being ‘a trivial
and fatuous thing’ and that ‘[t]o find Plato’s views on poetry, we would do better
to look at Book 3, the third argument of Book 10, and other dialogues such as the
Ion and the Phaedrus’ (ibid., 342); in the latter two, ‘[...] though [Plato] is inclined
to be sceptical about the poets’ own attitude to their gifts, he takes poetry seriously
in realizing that the good poet composes as the Muse or god’ (ibid., 343).
Similarly, Murray (Plato on Poetry, 2) observes that ‘in the lon and the Phaedrus
poets are described in what appear to be terms of extravagant praise, yet in the
Republic poets are categorized as at best worthless, at worst dangerous, and
expelled from the ideal society’. On the other hand, the brief argument about

poetry in the Gorgias has most often been (dis)regarded as no more than a ‘casual’
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criticism of poetry’s ‘merely’ pleasant character from which no substantial account

of poetry can be derived.

In my view, however, there is some fundamental similarity between the lon, the
Gorgias and Republic X, which the variety of depictions of poetry in them seems
to conceal. As I in fact hope will become more apparent in the course of this study,
the three discussions, though employing very different arguments and further,
‘embedding’ these in very different imageries, are similar, as [ suggested above, in
their aim: they constitute three different attempts to disqualify poets, or more
precisely, to deprive poets (in the Gorgias, alongside rhetoricians) of the authority
and esteem they evidently had, especially in moral matters. In the following
chapters, my aim will be to identify and critically examine, and finally to compare,
the arguments that in separate discussions are employed to this purpose; on the one
hand, they aim to show poets as incompetent or (also) morally harmful, while on
the other hand, they each provide an explanation as to why we, their public, do not
perceive poets as such, but may instead credit them with wisdom or even follow

them as moral guides.

Chapter I discusses the Jon, in which poetry is for the first time approached as
discourse on matters related to arts. As I shall argue, this approach, which will be
adopted again in Republic X, enables Socrates to present poets as being
incompetent in what they do and as speaking about matters that do not pertain to
them. On the other hand, the picture of poets as divinely inspired ‘deliverers’ of
poetry, which has often been regarded by scholars as the core of the Jon’s account
of poetry, will appear to supply ‘only’ a half-serious explanation of how poets’
alleged incompetence can go together with fineness of (some of) their works,
which is still acknowledged in the lon (unlike in Republic X, where it will be

compromised).

Chapter II attempts an interpretation of the charge raised against poets in the
Gorgias that they only pursue gratification for their public, but disregard what is
best for them and may thus morally harm them. While this charge, which in the
dialogue is primarily directed against rhetoricians, may at first sight seem to be

quite straightforward, it turns out to be rather complex. After analysing the notion
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of ‘gratifying the soul’ and pointing out the cognitive character of the ‘pleasure of
the soul’, I shall argue that although the charge is apparently concerned with the
affective impact of poetry (i.e. gratification), it may in fact be ‘translated’ into an

epistemological criticism of poetry.

Chapters IV and V tackle what constitutes probably the most complex and difficult
subject within Plato’s treatment of poets: the account of poetry as pipnoic,
representation or imitation. The characterisation of poets’ activity as pipnog is
fundamental in the second discussion of poetry in the Republic and is closely
related, in the first, epistemological, argument, to the allegation of poets’
incompetence, whereas in the subsequent, ethical, argument, it relates to the charge
of their moral harmfulness. At the same time, however, poets’ piunoig appears to
be a very intricate notion in Republic X, for it is neither clear in what sense poetry
is characterised here as punotg, nor how this account of poetry relates to the
arguments about poets’ piunoig in particular in Book III of the Republic, and also
in the Laws and other dialogues. In fact, there seems to be an inconsistency
between these arguments, most notably, between those in Republic Il and the
epistemological argument in Republic X: according to the former, for instance,
only Homer’s impersonation of one character or another, e.g., Chryses, counts as
piunotc, whereas according to the latter, Homer’s narration as such, e.g., the
entire /liad, is characterised as piunoic. While the problems related to poets’®
pipnoic in the Republic have been extensively discussed by scholars, the solutions
offered to them predominantly rely on the semantic assumption of ‘narrower’ and
‘wider’ meanings of the term piunois: the term would denote, in Book III,
‘impersonation’, whereas in Book X, ‘artistic depiction, or representation’. In
Chapter IV, I first point out various ways in which this assumption appears
unsatisfactory; on the basis of an analysis of the notion of piunoig as such, I then
propose a different interpretation of poets’ uipnois in the Republic and some
other dialogues: assuming a single meaning of the term piunoic in these
dialogues, I distinguish between three kinds of piunoig attributed to poets in the
Republic, which differ in the first place in being piunoes of different objects.

In Chapter V, I examine separately the epistemological and ethical arguments in

Republic X. Examining the former first, my aim is to clarify in what sense poets’
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activity is characterised as uiunoiwc and exactly how the charge of poets’
incompetence (granted through an analogous strategy as in the lon) is related to
this characterisation. For this purpose, | examine in detail the example of a painter
who paints various craftsmen, which in the argument is employed as the model to
explain what poets actually do. Rejecting the most common interpretation of this
example as a deceptive trompe [’oeil, 1 propose a different one, according to which
such a painting provides a deficient description of a craftsman, yet it may seem to
provide one that is satisfactory, and then I apply this model to poetry. Finally, I
interpret the ptunolg attributed to poets as being piunoig of those who are

competent in matters about which poets speak.

With regard to the ethical argument in Republic X, the purpose of which is to show
the corrupting effect of ‘mimetic’ poetry, i.e. poetry that involves piunoig, I first
consider exactly which piunoig this charge refers to. As I argue, there is a tacit
shift of reference: the pipunoic relevant in the ethical argument is no longer that
which was attributed to poets in the previous, epistemological, argument, but
instead p{pnoig through impersonation, i.e. the pipnoig that was first introduced
in Republic 1II. Finally, I examine how successful the psychological model
employed is in accounting for the spectators’ response to this kind of ptpnoig and

in proving its alleged corrupting effect.

Last, there are six excursuses in the thesis. Excursuses A and C aim to elucidate the
notions of mowmtg, ‘poet’, and of rhetoric respectively by providing brief
historical surveys of these and some related notions. The other four excursuses deal
with questions that are related, but are not directly relevant, to the subjects studied
in the thesis: Excursus B examines the lon’s principle of knowing by means of
arts; Excursus D proposes an interpretation of Socrates’ criticism of Hesiod’s
verses in Republic 11; Excursus E examines the tri-grade ontological account in the
opening of Republic X; and Excursus F discusses the account of sophists as

puntat in the Sophist.
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Excursus A

IMontng

According to a common definition of a poet, though one that is often judged to be
inadequate, a poet is a composer of versed compositions.21 The noun ‘poet’ is the
habitual translation of the Greek mowmtr|g, from which it is derived. The Greek
noun, however, had a wider application than ‘poet’ does: tomntai were composers
of both recited and musical (vocal, instrumental, or combined) compositions.
Among these were paeans, hymns, dithyrambs, laudatory odes (¢yxwuwx), funeral
songs (Oprnvou), instrumental compositions that were played, e.g., on the kithara
or aulos, tragedy and comedy (which combined recited and sung parts) and recited

... . 22
compositions, e.g., epic poems, elegy.

The first documented use of the Greek verb motetv and cognate nouns TOU)TI)g
(nomen agentis), moinoc (nomen actionis) and others with this narrower meaning
‘to make/ compose poems’, ‘poet’, ‘poetry’ etc., as opposed to the more general

meaning ‘to make’, ‘maker’, ‘making’, is found in Herodotus’ Histories.” In the

2L Cf the basic definition of a poet in the Oxford English Dictionary: ‘one who composes poetry; a
writer of poems; an author who writes in verse’. The lamentable inadequacy of such a definition
arises from the merely ‘formal’ criterion applied in it: according to it, a poet is a kind of verbal
composer, distinguished by the versed form of his compositions. The attempts to differently define
the specific character of poetry, or more widely, literature, can be found in the whole tradition of
theoretical thinking about these activities. The definition of moinoic, ‘poetry’, as composing in
verse had already been criticised by Aristotle in the Poetics, where he argued that verse does not
constitute the distinctive character of compositions made by poets, but is even irrelevant for them
(as he suggests, it would be appropriate to call someone who speaks about matters about nature or
medicine in verses, as Empedocles does, a pvotoAdyog rather than a tomtr|g, ‘poet’, for ‘nothing
except verse is common to Empedocles and Homer’; ¢f. Poetica 1, 1447b16-20). Aristotle provides
a definition of poetry employing a different criterion, for which ¢f. Chapter IV, p. 117, n.150.

22 Some of the compositions listed above are indicated in Jon 534c¢3-4 and L. III 700a9-b6.

2 Note, however, that while the use of the noun noinoic (besides, obviously, the verb moLetv) in
the wider sense (‘making’) is documented in Herodotus and other authors of the period, the first
occurrences of rtoutr)c with the more general meaning ‘maker’ are found in texts dating from the
time of Plato; this fact suggests the possibility that the agent noun mou)tr)g was first used (by
Herodotus?) to designate specifically a poet. Lanata (Poetica Pre-platonica, 229-230) suggests that
the older term &owdg ‘singer’ (which will be discussed next) was replaced by momr|g, as the
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(presumably) post-Herodotean texts dating from the fifth and fourth centuries BC,
there is an increasing use of the terms mowntric and moinoic to refer to a
composer of versed or also musical compositions, and his activity.24 In Plato’s
dialogues, such composers are regularly referred to as o tatl and their activity

as moinolc.

In the earlier tradition, various terms may be found that are close, in their meaning,
to the later momtng, of which the earliest found in Homer’s epics is &owdog. A
Homeric &owdog is a ‘singer’, who is at the same time also a composer of the
songs he performs.”> In Homer’s epic, the composer presents himself as being
somehow both enabled and led by some divine agency: the Muses or a god, who is
sometimes specified, and at other times not. Further, the &o1d0g or the composer
himself are presented as narrators of events that actually occurred, not invented
(i.e. fictional) events. The role attributed to the divine agency is (also) to inform

the composer about, or remind him of, these events and the individuals involved in

former became inadequate to denote the composer of an epic poem, which was recited and not
sung. Among many examples from Herodotus, ¢f. Historiae 11 23, 1-4: 'O d¢ mepl T00 Qkeavod
AéEag &g adavég tOv uDbov avevelkag ovk €xel EAeyxov: oL yaQ twva éywye olda
notapov Qkeavov éovia, ‘Ounoov d& 1) Tva TV TEOTEQOV YEVOUEVWY TOMTEWV
dokéw ToUvopa eVEOVTA € moinaw éoeveikaoBat

The narrower designation by the term 7toinoic of only that part of the entire ‘making’ which is
‘about musical <art/ practice> and verses’, is mentioned also in Plato’s Symposium (205¢4-9): AAA'
Oupwe, 1 d' 1}, olo®' 6t 0L KaAoDvTaL momtal AAAX AAAa Exovoy ovouata, Ao d&
TAOTG TG MOUOEWS &V HOELOV APOQLOOEV TO TEQL TNV HOVOIKNV KAL T HETQA T TOD
OA0OL OVOUATL TEOOAYOQEVETAL TOMNOIG YXQ TOVTO HOVOV KaAegltal kat ol €xovteg
TOUTO TO HOQLOV TNG TOU)0EWS TIOUTAL.

¥ Some examples are found in: Thucydides, Historiae 1 10, 3; Aristophanes, Ranae 71 et passim (in
the form montric), Thesmophoriazousae 38 (Ttono15); Xenophon, Symposium VIII 32, 5; Isocrates,
Ad Demonicum 51, 4. Gorgias, Fr. X1 54-55 (Encomium of Helen), defines ‘poetry’ as ‘discourse
having metre’: v monow dnacav kat vopilw kat ovopalw Adyov éxovia HETQOV.

23 As observed by Lanata (Poetica Pre-platonica, T), ¢owddc “is in Homeric poems the only term
used to designate poet’. The &oddG may engage in singing and playing a phormix to accompany
dancing (Od. XXIII 133), singing funeral laments (/. XXIV 720; the only occurrence in the /liad),
and singing ‘the glorious deeds of men’ (Od. VIII 73). On various occasions, the &otddg is quite
clearly intended to mean the composer ‘led by the Muses’ of the compositions which he is singing,
e.g., in Od. VIII 43-45, 62-92, 477-522, XXII 345-348. The aowot singing funeral laments in /1.
XXIV 720, however, need not be the composers, but only performers of them. Differently from the
noun &owog, the cognate verb deiderv (Ionic poetic)/ &dewv, “to sing’, on the other hand, does not

seem to connote the activity of composing. In Plato’s dialogues, the term &owd¢ is found only in
the quotation from Hesiod (Opera et dies 25-26) in Lys. 215c8.
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them (/1. T 1, II 484-492; Od. 1 1, 1 10, VIII 73-74), or again to enable him to
narrate them in an appropriate, well-arranged, order (Od. VIII 489).

The term A&owddg is also found in later texts up to the fourth century BC; in
addition to it, some other, though rarer, terms can be found that refer to a (musical)
composer: lovooToLog (from povoa, with the extended meaning ‘song/singing’,
and moléw); povoomoAog, ‘he who serves the Muses’ (from povoa, mMoAéw);
buvorotde (from Guvog, motéw).”® From the noun povoa is also derived the
adjective povowkdg, literally ‘relating to the Muses’, whose use is documented
from the end of the sixth century BC, and which becomes quite frequent in the
texts of the fifth and fourth century,”’” in particular in Platonic and Aristotelian
texts. The adjective povokdg(-1), -0v), primarily denoting some person or thing’s
association with the Muses, thus applied to activities that were traditionally
regarded as such (in the way just noted above), or to their practitioners: versed or
(also) musical composing, as well as performing compositions of this kind, i.e.

reciting, singing, playing instruments, dancing.”®

The adjective povowog could, however, have either a narrower meaning or a
wider one, and this applies in Plato’s dialogues as well. For our purposes, it is
important to distinguish between them. In its extended meaning, povowog is
close to the English ‘intellectual’ or ‘cultural’, or, when referring to a person,

‘educated/ learned’.” With this meaning, it could also apply to activities (or those

% See Lanata, Poetica Pre-platonica, 172 and 229. Some examples of individual terms are:
povoomnotdg Euripides, Troiades 1189; povoomdAoc Euripides, Alcestis 445; Dpvomoldg
Euripides, Supplices 181.

21 Cf. Ibycus. Fr. $255.4 [J-movown|[ (Fragmenta, ed. D. L. Page, Supplementum lyricis Graecis,
Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1974); Pindar, O. 1.15.

2 A Platonic example of this use of the adjective is found in lon 530a5-7: {£Q.} MoV kal
ooaPwdwv aywva théaow 1@ Be ol Emwavgoy {ION.} ITavu ye, kal tng &AANG ve
povowknc. Cf. L. VI 764d5-¢3.

¥ Possibly, the adjective acquired this meaning as a consequence of the fact that in basic education,
compositions by poets (and therefore those properly ‘relating to the Muses’) were extensively
employed.
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engaging in them) that were not primarily associated with the Muses, e.g., to

philosophy, as in Plato’s Phaedo.”

Finally, in its narrower meaning, povowkog corresponds to the English ‘musical’,
denoting in fact what relates specifically to music. When used in this sense,
povoucog therefore does not include the non-musical, i.e. merely recited, kind of
poetry. Though the restricted meaning of the adjective is often uncertain (difficult
to validate), an example of it seems to be found in Plato’s Symposium: by pointing
out the restricted application of the term mo(noic to one part only of the entire
‘making’, or production, this part is described as TO TeQL TV HOVOKTV KAl TX
uétoa (Symp. 205¢6).”' Given that ‘verses’ are mentioned in addition to
povowkr, the latter seems be intended in the ‘musical’, or narrower sense.>’
Further, in Books II and VII of the Laws, which are concerned above all with
choral compositions and performances, the adjective povotkog, used there very

frequently, seems to be intended as ‘musical’.

On various occasions in the dialogues, in particular in Republic 11 and Laws 11 and
VII, the formal aspect of poets’ activity is considered. The observations made,
which are sometimes quite technical, in general do not seem to be original to Plato:
some of them are presented as deriving from the musicologist Damon. Often, three
elements are indicated as the components of poetry: the verbal element, A6yoc,
and the two non-verbal, i.e. musical elements; harmony, as arrangement (T&&(g) of

the pitch of sound, and rhythm as arrangement of the movement of sound (cf.

3% In the Phaedo, interestingly, Socrates is uncertain which of the two meanings (just indicated) the
adjective povotkr| has in the order he was given by the dream: povowknv motet kai égyalov
(Phd. 60e6-7). Interpreting it at first in a wider sense, he had therefore engaged in philosophy as
‘the greatest’ kind of plovokr), whereas recently, he narrates, he has considered the possibility that
the ‘popular’ (dnuwdn) practice of povowkr] was intended, and therefore obeyed the order by

composing a poem dedicated to Apollo and putting in verses some of Aesop’s stories (cf: Phd.
60c8-61b7).

*! The entire passage from Symposium is quoted on p. 23, n.23. Cf. Gorg. 449d3-4: OVkoOV Katn
HOVOLKT] TEQL TNV TWV HEAQV TtOlNoLV;

32 For the use of pétoa in the sense of ‘verses’ ¢f. Lys. 205a9 (listed by LSJ).
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Gorg. 502¢5-7; Rep. 11 398cll1-d2, X 60lad-bl; L. 11 669¢3-670a3).”
Importantly, both in Republic 11l and Laws Il and VII, the two musical elements,
harmony and rhythm, are understood as being mimetic of men’s characters and
modes of conduct (the ‘musical’ p{pnoig is considered in more detail in Chapter
IV). Non-musical compositions are approached as speech arranged in metre, or
verse. The relation between metre and rhythm is not entirely clear: as in our use of
the two terms, pétoov seems to be applied mostly with reference to the spoken
voice, whereas QUOUOG is applied to any sound (vocal, whether spoken or sung, or

again instrumental) or to movement of the body (e.g., dance, marching).

In the dialogues, the arguments about poetry may concern a named, individual
poet, e.g., Homer, as in a large part of the Jon, or a particular kind of composition,
e.g., those speaking about gods, as in Republic 11; choral songs, as in Laws II; or
choral hymns, encomia, and dances accompanying choral songs, as in Laws VII.
Last, the arguments found in the central part of the lon, the Gorgias, Books II-11I
and Book X of the Republic by and large concern poets and poetry in general.

These arguments sometimes focus on the musical and dancing aspects of poets’
compositions, and at other times on their verbal content, i.e. the content conveyed
by Adyoc. In the latter case, the activity of poets is approached as speaking
(Aéyewv) and their compositions as discourses, speeches (Adyou), or things spoken
(Tt Aeyoueva); speaking by poets may then be examined from different angles,
e.g., what it is about, what it claims, how it is done. So, in the first argument of
Republic X (595a1-602¢3) and in the Jon, the inquiry is concerned with the verbal
content of poets’ compositions, whereas their musical or metric aspects are left
aside. In Republic 1I-1II, first, the verbal element of recited (non-musical)
compositions is examined, in particular what they claim (about a particular subject
matter: the divine) and the manner in which the verbal content is conveyed
(narration through pipnoic or without it); afterwards, the two elements of musical
compositions are examined separately (while the verbal element is considered not

to differ from Adyoc constituting non-musical compositions). In Laws II and VII,

33 The most precise, ‘technical’ definition of harmony and rhythm is given in Phlb. 17¢11-d6. Cf. L.
I1 653d7-a5, 664e8-665a3 and 672e8-9.
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the compositions discussed are partly considered integrally and partly with regard

to their separate verbal or musical and dance-accompaniment elements.
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Chapter Il

POETS IN THE /ON

Introduction

The short dialogue lon is generally accepted to be among Plato’s earliest works
and may thus be regarded as Plato’s first extensive discussion about poets. The
figure in its foreground is the rhapsode Ion,** but the dialogue implicitly also
addresses important questions about poets and their works. As a result of Socrates’
examination of Ion, both rhapsodes and poets are discredited: rhapsodes turn out to
lack the knowledge required to interpret and adequately evaluate poets’ works, and
poets themselves are shown to lack the knowledge required to compose fine works.
And yet, somewhat ironically, these charges of incompetence are coupled in the
dialogue with an elaborate picture of divinely inspired poets and rhapsodes who
excel while in this extraordinary state, the former at composing and the latter at

reciting and interpreting poets’ works.

How then is the charge of poets’ incompetence advocated in the dialogue?
According to a quite frequent interpretation, it is the divine inspiration into which
poets and rhapsodes are drawn that is the reason why their activity cannot rely on
knowledge and art, inasmuch as their being divinely inspired is said to involve
losing reason (534b5) and being ‘possessed’ (536a7-bl). Thus, for example,
Ferrari (‘Plato and Poetry’, 97) suggests that ‘inspiration disables understanding in
the poetic chain’; Naddaff (Exiling the Poets: the Production of Censorship in
Plato’s Republic, 59) briefly comments that ‘/d]ivinely inspired, the rhapsodist

** The Ion is the major source of information we have about rhapsodes: however, neither this
dialogue nor other preserved texts reveal what exactly the rhapsodic recitation and especially
interpretation of poetry were like and what they involved. In the Jon, the demonstration of such an
interpretation of Homer, which the rhapsode Ion offers, is twice thwarted by Socrates (lon 530d6-
531al, 536d4-el). A comprehensive discussion of the notion of éounvevg (as rhapsodes are
characterised) and the different meanings it may assume in the Jon, from ‘interpreter’ to ‘mediator’,
is given by Capuccino, Filosofi e Rapsodi, 124-132.
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possesses neither skill (fechné) nor understanding’. Leszl (‘Plato’s Attitude to
Poetry and the Fine Arts, and the Origins of Aesthetics. Part I’, 197) suggests that
‘[t]he conclusion [of the dialogue] reached is the negative one that both the
rhapsode and the poet do not possess a genuine art (techne), for they work under a
divine inspiration, in a manner comparable to that of diviners or of other

“possessed” people’ (italics are mine).

Differently from this view, I shall argue that divine inspiration is given not as the
reason why poets do not rely on knowledge, but rather as the reason why poets can
compose fine works despite their lack of relevant knowledge; i.e. that the account
of the divine origin of fine poetry is offered as a sort of substitutive explanation of
its fineness, which is required once it is assumed that poets, alongside rhapsodes,
are incompetent. On the other hand, the premises on which the charge of poets’
(and rhapsodes’) incompetence relies are in my view to be found in Socrates’ two
examinations of lon (separated by Socrates’ discourse on divine inspiration). In
both, poetry is approached as speaking about some matter or other and these
matters are assigned to specific arts; as | shall argue, this approach to poetry is
crucial for the eventual epistemological disqualification of poets and rhapsodes. As
we shall see in Chapter V, the same approach to poetry will be adopted again in
Republic X, and there also with the purpose of depriving poets of knowledge of

their subject matter.

In this chapter, I will first analyse the notion of Téxvr), ‘art’, as a central notion in
the Jon, indicating two different aspects that the term téxvn denotes (activity vs.
ability), and then I will consider how ‘arts’ are conceived of in the dialogue. I will
next examine exactly in what sense poets’ activity may be understood as ‘speaking
about arts’, and consider how this understanding of poetry leads to the depriving of
both rhapsodes and poets of relevant knowledge in each of the two examinations.
In Excursus B, I will examine the short theoretical digression on the principle that
we cannot know the same things by means of different arts: this principle,
introduced and employed in the second examination of lon, receives an interesting
theoretical justification, which, however, does not directly concern the discussion

that follows, and will thus be discussed separately.
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Téxvn

With respect to the Jon as well as other dialogues that will be discussed later on,
we may distinguish between two of the various meanings that the Greek noun
téxvn can assume. The noun can denote, on the one hand, an activity (practice,
occupation) that involves a special ability; on the other hand, it can denote such
ability itself: skill, competence, expertise. The English noun ‘art’ roughly
corresponds to the Greek téxvn: ‘art’ can in fact assume both these meanings and
will therefore be used as a translation of the Greek term.>> Unlike ‘art’, the nouns
‘practice’, ‘occupation’ and, on the other hand, ‘skill’, ‘competence’, ‘expertise’,
all capture just one of the two aspects of Téxvn indicated, either activity or

ability.*

In the Jon, the noun téxv1) is used, in different instances, in both the above senses.
In many occurrences, neither meaning of the noun can be excluded; in some,
however, téxvn denotes specifically either activity or ability. For instance, in
Socrates’ initial praise of rhapsodes, the first occurrence of Téxvr) can refer both to
the practice of rhapsodes or their skill, whereas in the second occurrence, Téxvn)
seems to refer specifically to the rhapsodic practice (while the meaning of ‘ability’

remains latent):

Kat unv moAAdxkig ye éinAwoa Dpag tovg gawdovs, @ ITwv, g Téxvng
TO YOQ AUO HEV TO CWUA KeKOOUTo0AL del TOETOV VU@V elvat 1) TEXVT)
Kal wg kaAAiotolg dpaiveobal, dua d¢ avaykaiov eivat év te dAAolg

riomnTaic dxteif ety moAAoic kat ayabolic kal o1 kat pdAota év Ounow,

3 Cf. Oxford English Dictionary “art: skill, or its application’.

3% Janaway (Images of Excellence, 15, n. 4; cf. ibid., 39) judges ‘craft’ and ‘expertise’ as ‘the least
misleading translations and ‘art’ ‘the most misleading’. However, he does not seem to take into
consideration the two aspects of téxvr), which only ‘art’ preserves. Just as for ‘art’, the nouns
‘craft’, ‘profession’, ‘calling’, ‘vocation’ can also denote both an activity and the ability for it, but
they all have connotations extraneous to the Greek téyvn).
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T aplotw kKal OeotdTw TOV TOMTOV, Kal TV TOUTOL dlkvolxv

ExpavOavery, ur Hovov ta €mn, CNAwtov €oTuv.

And I have often envied you rhapsodes, for your art. In fact, it is appropriate to
your art to adorn your body and appear as beautiful as possible, and at the same
time necessary [for your art] to spend your time with poets, many and good ones,
and especially with Homer, the most beautiful and divine of the poets, and study

thoroughly his meaning3 7, not only his verses: all this is enviable. (530b5-c1)

By contrast, the noun téxvr) is used in the sense of ‘ability’ (‘skill’, ‘competence’,
‘expertise’) in the passage in which Socrates argues that lon’s ability to speak well
about Homer cannot be due to téxvn), given lon’s complete inability to speak well
about all other poets (this argument will be considered in more detail later on).

Socrates explains to lon why he excels only in Homer as follows:

OV xaAemov ToUTO Ye elkAoal, @ €Taige, AAAx mavti dNAov 6Tt Téxvn kat
érotrun meot Ounoov Aéyetv advvartog el el Yoo Téxvn oidg te Noda,

KAl meQL TV AAAWV MOMTOV ATAVTOWV A€yewy olog T av noda- [...].

It is actually not difficult to figure it out, friend, but it is evident to everyone that,
by means of art and knowledge, you are unable to speak about Homer. If, in fact,
you were capable by means of art, you would be able to speak about all other poets
as well; [...]. (532¢5-8)

It is possible that, in the above passage, the hendiadys téxvr) kat emotun (two

other occurrences of which are found at 536¢1 and 541e2) is used precisely to

371 interpret didvouwa here and at 530c4 as the thought expressed, sense, meaning. For a similar use
of the noun, see Crat. 418a7 tac Twv ovouatwv dwavoiag and Crit. 113al-bl éxdotov v
dLavolav OVOUATOG.
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assign to téxvn, in its first occurrence, the meaning of ‘ability’ (as opposed to
‘activity’); the second term, émiotrjur), which is supposedly explanatory, in fact
denotes knowledge, or also competence, skill. In fact, téxvn (clearly in the sense
of ‘ability’) is described later on in the dialogue as knowledge (¢miotjun) of
particular matters (537d5-6, 538b6).

|Arts in the lon

In the lon, several arts are named: the art of divination, the arithmetical art, or
medicine, the art of painting,” or of coach driving, building, navigation, fishing,
generalship. In addition to these, ‘the rhapsodic art’ as well as ‘the art of poetry’
are mentioned and discussed on various occasions; however, the characterisation of
the practice of rhapsodes and, on other occasions, that of poets, as ‘art’ seems to be
made only for the purposes of the argument, and is finally rejected: both the
activity of rhapsodes and that of poets are in the course of the dialogue deprived of
the status as an art (i.e. it is denied that they are activities involving specific

competence, knowledge).*

Unlike in some other dialogues by Plato, the individual arts discussed are not
defined in any way, such as, by indicating their specific subject matter.** Nor are

the arts in the /on classified in any respect, e.g., by having or not having a material

*¥ Interestingly, in the fon, Protagoras and Gorgias, the activity of painting is discussed as being
equivalent to other crafts, whereas in Republic X and the Sophist it is presented as somehow less
valuable than crafts, with the argument that its products are only images of products made by crafts
(e.g., carpentry). Of course, painting as the making of images, and therefore things that are ‘less
true’ than the things whose images they are, serves in the latter two dialogues as a model for poetry
and sophistry respectively, the practices that are the target of the attack and whose worthlessness
the arguments aim to show. The two arguments are discussed in Chapter V.

% Stern-Gillet (‘On (Mis)interpreting Plato’s fon’, esp. 182-90) provides a convincing discussion of
the question of the ‘poetic’ art, concluding that ‘Socrates’ single (probable) mention of such a
techné in 532¢8-9 is best interpreted as a tactical, as opposed to a sincere, assumption’ (189).

" In other dialogues, individual arts are sometimes defined by specifying the subject matter of an
art, or the object it applies to, or again the aim it pursues. For example, in the Charmides, the art of
medicine is defined as the knowledge of what is salubrious and what is insalubrious (171a8-9), or
again as the knowledge of what is salubrious, and which gives us health (165c10-14); in the
Gorgias, it is defined as the art that takes care of the body and aims at its health (464b4-7, 504a3-
b9).
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product, in which the art of building may be distinguished from that of coach
driving; or again, by being performed through speech, i.e. through a verbal activity,
or as a non-verbal one, in which for instance the arithmetical art (as well as the
practice of rhapsodes and that of poets, though they turn out not to be arts), may be

distinguished from fishing or painting.*'

The lon focuses on the cognitive aspect of arts (art as knowledge) rather than on
the pragmatic aspect of them (art as practice).42 In fact, the principal question
addressed in the discussion is whether rhapsodes can adequately understand
(Yryvaokewy, ovviévar), explain (¢€nyeioOat) and judge (koivewv) poets’
works. * An epistemological account of arts and how they differ from each other is
provided in the second examination: as mentioned above, an art is described as
knowledge of particular matters, whereas two arts are defined as being different
inasmuch as they consist of knowledge of different matters (537d4-el). Thus
accounted for, arts (as abilities) may be conceived of as ‘partitions’ of knowledge,
each covering particular matters different from other arts (though this description

seems to fit some arts, e.g., medicine, better than others, e.g., painting).

Poetry as speaking about matters that pertain to arts

As already anticipated, in the dialogue both rhapsodes and poets turn out to lack

the art, or arts, which would enable them to perform their activity well (instead, it

*! The first distinction is drawn in the Charmides (165¢3-166b4), the second in the Gorgias (450c7-
e2); a distinction similar to it, between theoretical and practical knowledge, is made and further
developed in the Politicus (258d4-e5).

2 Note that in the dialogues the activity of speaking can have both a cognitive character or a
pragmatic one: while in the /on various cognitive activities (discerning, explaining, judging) are at
the same time verbal activities (i.e. they are performed through speaking), in the Gorgias, as we
shall see, speaking (by rhetoricians and poets) will be examined in a pragmatic role, i.e. as acting
upon others (their soul), in parallel with activities that affect the body (such as medicine and
cookery). The latter dialogue, unlike the /on, focuses on the relation between knowledge and action.

# The text of the dialogue abounds with verbs denoting cognitive activities or states, especially
frequent are (dx)yryvowkewv and (du)kptvewv; besides them, éxpavOavew, edeval,
okomely, émiotaoOar are also found in the text. The English rendering of the verb yryvodkew
(here: ‘understand’) depends on the context and will be translated as either ‘understand’ or ‘know’
in the present chapter.
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is the divine agency that somehow enables them to do so). However, the
assumption that seems to determine this negative outcome is a specific
understanding of poets’ activity that underlies the whole dialogue and is well
displayed at the very beginning of Socrates’ examination of lon. When Ion claims
to excel, as a rhapsode, in Homer, yet not in any other poet, Socrates’ inquiry

proceeds as follows:

{ZQ.} "EotL d¢ mept 6tov ‘Ounode te kat Hotodog tavta Aéyetov; {IQN.}
Otuat éywye xkat moAA&. {ZQ.} TIotegov 0OV meQL TOVTWV KAAALOV v
éEnynoawo & Oungog Aéyel 1) & Hotodog; {ION.} Opoiwg v meot ve
TOUTWV, @ LwkEaTes, mepl WV tavta Aéyovorv. {0} Tt d¢ wv méoL pn
tavtax Aéyovowv; olov mepl pavtikng Aéyet tt ‘Ounpog te kat Hoiodoc.
{ION.} TTavv ye. {XQ.} Tt o0v; 6oa Te Opolwe Kkal 6oa dapoews TeQt
HAVTIKNG AéYETOV T@ TOMTA TOUTW, TOTEQOV OV KAAALOV av EEnynoato
N Twv pavtev tic twv ayabwv; {ION.} Tov pavtewv. {£Q.} Ei 0¢ ov
noba pavtig, ovk, elmep mepl TV Opolwe Agyopévwv oldg T 1noba
éEnynoacOal, kai megl TV daPOows  Agyopévwv NmioTw  Aav

e&nyetoOav {IQN.} AnAov Ot
Socrates: Is there anything about which Homer and Hesiod say the same?
Ion: I think there is — and many matters, too.

Socrates: And would you explain better what Homer says about these matters, or

rather what Hesiod says about them?

Ion: At least concerning the matters about which they say the same — I would

explain the things they say about them equally well, Socrates.

Socrates: What about the matters about which they do not say the same things? For

example, both Homer and Hesiod say something about <the art of> divination.

Ion: Of course.
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Socrates: And so, concerning the things they say about <the art of> divination that
are the same as well as the things they say that are different, would you or one of

the diviners explain them better?
Ion: One of the diviners.

Socrates: And if you were a diviner and able to explain the things they say that are
the same, you would also be able to explain the things they say that are different,

would you not?

Ion: Clearly yes. (531a5-b10)

Note first that poets’ activity is viewed here as speaking about one matter or
another, while other elements of poetry, such as verse, rhythm, and harmony are
disregarded (the ‘musical’ aspect of poetry comes to the fore only in Socrates’
central speech, where poets, as well as rhapsodes and their audience, are portrayed
as singing, engaging in harmony and rhythm, dancing). But moreover, the matters
poets speak about are referred to as pertaining to particular arts: Homer and Hesiod
speak ‘about <the art of> divination’; in the second examination, Homer is said to
speak about numerous arts, among which are the art of chariot driving, medicine,

fishing, and others.**

But in what way exactly do poets speak about arts? To clarify this important point,
let us consider the example given later on of Homer speaking ‘about medicine’. In
the verses from the /liad considered, ‘Homer says how Hecamede, Nestor’s
concubine, gives kikeon to the wounded Machaon’ (538b7-cl). In Socrates’ ‘free’

quotation, Homer ‘says something like’

* As anticipated, this approach to poetry will be found again in Republic X; it is critically discussed
by Leszl, ‘Plato’s Attitude to Poetry and the Fine Arts, and the Origins of Aesthetics. Part II’, 331-
336. Cf p. 42,n. 53.
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olvw moapveiw, Pnotv, €t d' alyelov KV TVEOV/ KVIOTL XAAKE" Qo

0¢ KQOHLOV TOTQW OPoV

with the wine of Pramnus, he says, she grated over goat cheese/ with a bronze

grater; together with onions, as an accompaniment to drinking (538¢2-3)."

Homer thus speaks ‘about medicine’ in that he narrates about a particular action,
Hecamede’s preparation of kikeon for the wounded Machaon, which is evidently
considered as a kind of action that belongs to the art (i.e. practice) of medicine.
Now, just as in the above case of Homer’s speaking about divination, it is agreed
that the person most able to consider these verses will not be a rhapsode, but rather
someone competent in the respective art, i.e. medicine;*® on this occasion, the
competent person will be able to discern well ‘whether Homer says these things
correctly or not’ (538c4-6: tavta elte 0p0wg Aéyer ‘Ounpog elte un,
TOTEQOV LATOKNG €0TL daxyvoval kaAws 1 oapwdiknc;); before, and
slightly differently, the ability considered was that of explaining the things Homer,

or any other poet, says about a particular art.*’

Now, it is obvious that it is not some ‘historical’ correctness that is intended to be
verified here. In fact, the argument is clearly not concerned with the question of
whether narrations by Homer and other poets are invented stories or they are

referring to the events that have actually taken place (and if so, to what extent): this

3 .Cf II. X1 639-640. The verses quoted in the Jon do not correspond to their order in the preserved
Homeric text: v. 639 is followed by the first half of v. 640 and the second half of v. 630, with map&
instead of &l

* The argument that the diviner will explain better that Ion what the two poets say about divination
already relies on the principle that will be presented in the second examination, that the same things
cannot be discerned or judged by means of two different arts, in the present case the art of
divination and the presumed rhapsodic art.

7 Note that the question of knowing (yryveokewv) something concerning Homer’s verses is very
often set in a qualified form, i.e. that of ‘knowing well/ better’ (‘will a rhapsode or... know better
...7%), and more rarely an absolute, unqualified form (‘will a rhapsode or ... know ...?"). Perhaps,
this is so inasmuch as a rhapsode, as someone incompetent in the art concerned, cannot be
completely unable to judge the correctness of the verses, though obviously he cannot be nearly as
able as someone having the pertinent art.
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seems to be irrelevant for the kind of examination proposed by Socrates to be
applicable to poets’ works, i.e. the examination of how they speak about arts.
Rather, which things exactly can be judged as correct or not by means of the art
and knowledge of medicine in the above case? Earlier on Socrates suggested that
someone competent in medicine will be able to judge whether someone speaks
well about ‘which kind of foods are salubrious’ (531e4-9); in a similar way, we
may suppose, someone competent in this art will be able to discern whether Homer
says correctly, for example, that kikeon is salubrious for someone wounded,* or
perhaps, that kikeon is prepared in the way Homer describes Hecamede preparing
it. These, however, are not the things that Homer explicitly says, but rather the
things that he implies by his narration: by narrating about that particular event,
Homer implicitly makes general claims about matters that pertain to the art of
medicine, e.g., how someone wounded should be treated or how kikeon is
prepared; claims that are comparable, in their generality, with speaking ‘about
which kind of foods are salubrious’ (531e4-9). In a similar sense, supposedly,
Homer and Hesiod may say the same or different things about some matter of
divination: not in the sense that they narrate the same story, which is related to
divination, or a different one, but in the sense that their narrations imply the same
or different general claims, such as claims about ‘what kinds of foods are

salubrious’.

Various other verses by Homer brought into discussion are, on the basis of the
same understanding, considered as verses about the art of chariot-driving, fishing,
divination. More generally, then, Homer and other poets will typically speak

‘about arts’ in the way illustrated above: by narrating about kinds of actions,

8 In Rep. III 405a1-406b2, Socrates laments the poor conditions of health in his time, mentioning
maladies that had in his view not existed in the time of Trojan war. As evidence, he refers to the
same episode from the /liad, though Hecamede and Machaon are substituted with Patroclus and
Eurypylus: Socrates seems to see an indication of their better conditions of health in their accepted
custom of treating a wounded man with kikeon, which, as Socrates observes, ‘seems to be
inflammatory’. So in the present case from the /on, the correctness intended to be examined could
concern (also) the treatment of someone wounded with kikeon. Note also that in the Republic the
events narrated by Homer are on this occasion presented as historical; however, on other occasions,
his narration is considered as invented (e.g., in Rep. 1I 382c6-d3, stories concerning the distant
past). In the lon, as argued above, Homer’s narration seems to remain undefined in this respect.
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things, or events, which pertain to particular arts and thereby implicitly making

general claims about these arts.

It is worth pointing out that a similar approach to the works by Homer and other
poets is found elsewhere in the dialogues, i.e. the approach that attributes to poets
claims that are not explicitly stated but, it is assumed, are implied by their
narrations. For example, in Republic 11-111, discussing how poets speak about gods,
Socrates suggests that by narrating about Cronus’ revenge against his father
Uranus, Hesiod implies that god is capable of evil and even that it is acceptable to
‘punish one’s father with extreme means’ (Rep. II 378b3-4).* In fact, what
motivates the interlocutors who are founding the state to look for suitable
educative poetry is precisely the assumption that poetry ‘shapes the mind’ and that
it does so in the first place by conveying beliefs that are implicit in it: their aim is
thus to compel the poets of the envisaged state to convey an appropriate account of
matters such as what a god’s nature, or just conduct, is like to the prospective
guards, but poets will evidently do so implicitly, by narrating about individual gods
and their actions. The task that Socrates and, on this occasion, Adeimantus are
engaging in as the founders of the state seems to exactly parallel the task that in the
Ion is entrusted to various experts, a diviner, someone competent in medicine, and
others: to judge whether Homer implicitly speaks correctly about matters they are

competent in.

The understanding of poetry as speaking about matters pertaining to one art or
another underlies the whole dialogue; however, as anticipated, in the first
examination, it is agreed that all poets on the whole speak about the same matters,
which would thus seem to be matters pertaining to the presumed ‘poetic’ art;

however, in the second examination these same matters (as will be argued), found

* 1 discuss this passage from Republic 1l in Excursus D. Consider two further examples of this
approach: in Rep. III 403e8-404c9, Socrates argues how one could learn about the appropriate diet
for the guards from Homer, as ‘on war expeditions, in the banquets of heroes, he does not feed them
with fish [...]’; in Rep. V 468c10-d3, Socrates concludes, from the fact that ‘Homer says that Ajax,
having distinguished himself in the war, was awarded a long chine’ (the episode is found in //. VII
321-322), that ‘according to Homer, it is just to honour in such ways [i.e. with awards] those good
among the young’.
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in Homer’s verses, are assigned to other arts, such as medicine, chariot-driving,

fishing and others.

lon’s incompetence

The conclusion of the first examination, that lon’s rhapsodic activity does not rely
on knowledge and art, is derived from the rhapsode’s initial declaration that he
excels in Homer, but not in any other poet (530c7-531a4). The same charge is
raised against poets on a similar basis in Socrates’ central speech, i.e. inasmuch as
poets excel only in a few of the matters they speak about, or only in one genre, but
not in others. What then is the line of reasoning leading to this conclusion; why is
Ion’s mastery of Homer alone, or, e.g., a poet’s mastery of tragedy alone, already a
sufficient proof that the activity of one or the other does not rely on knowledge and

art?

Let us first consider the case of Ion. While Ion confidently claims to have
knowledge of Homer’s work, Socrates argues that there cannot be such exclusive
knowledge: if Ton indeed had it, he should have knowledge of other poets’ work as
well, and ‘speak well’ about them no less than about Homer. The argument with
which Socrates justifies his objection is that Homer engages in the same kind of
activity as other poets, later on in fact referred to as the ‘poetic’ activity ', and
crucially, that they all speak by and large about the same matters: all poets have
narrated ‘many things about war and about the relations between good men and
bad men and between laymen and craftsmen; about gods’ relations with each other
and with men and what these relations are like; about the things that happen in the

sky and in Hades, and about generations of gods and heroes’ (53104-d1).51

30 At 532¢8-9, Socrates refers to the activity common to all poets as mowmrtikr] , though not calling
it ‘art’. The defining feature of poetry remains in the dialogue unspecified; however, with ‘poetry’
is evidently meant what is elsewhere defined as composing in speech, rhythm (or verse) and
harmony. For the notion of o tr|c, see Excursus A.

1 Some of these matters receive a lot of attention in designing models for educative poetry, in
Books II-1II of the Republic (as just observed): among the questions addressed are, e.g., how poets
should speak about gods and their conduct toward other gods and humans, about heroes and their
conduct in war and other misfortunes, about Hades, or about men’s conduct toward their superiors.
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Although Ion replies that Homer speaks about these matters much better than other
poets, he then reluctantly admits that this cannot be the reason for his
incompetence concerning other poets. For as Socrates argues, a person who judges
adequately one who speaks about some matter well will be equally able to judge
adequately one who speaks about the same matter poorly: it is one and the same
person judging, in one case ‘someone who is competent in arithmetic’, in another
case ‘someone competent in medicine’ (or a ‘doctor’: iatQ0Og), who will be able to
judge adequately all those who speak about ‘number’ or, in the other case, all those
who speak about ‘which kind of foods are salubrious’ (531e5). By the same token,
Ion should be able to judge adequately all poets, granted that they speak about the
same matters. But given that lon is not able to do so, Socrates concludes that ‘by
means of art and knowledge, you are incapable of speaking about Homer’ (532c6-
7); that is to say, Socrates does not deny that lon excels in Homer, but only that his

excellence derives from art and knowledge.

Now, the above argument shows how the two interlocutors differ in the manner
they perceive and evaluate poetry. Poetry, approached by Socrates as ‘speaking
about something’, can on his account be evaluated in the same manner as speaking
about number or salubrious foods can be: by the criterion of correctness (as seen
above). Applying this criterion, speaking ‘well” will consist in speaking ‘correctly’
about one matter or another, where this correctness can be measured adequately
only by someone competent in the matter concerned; this approach is especially
prominent in the second examination.” By contrast, lon evidently does not judge
Homer as the best among poets because of some correctness of this kind, but
presumably for some value that is specific to poetry, and which may be defined as
the ‘poetic’ value, even if it is difficult for us to define what exactly that is.

Interestingly, mowntucdg is in fact sometimes used as a (positive) evaluative

32 Interestingly, in a parallel argument from the Charmides, the ‘things said’ are to be judged as
‘true’ or not, whereas the ‘things done’ as ‘correct’ or not (whereas in the Jon, the category of

correctness is applied to both); the discussion is between Socrates and Charmides: OvUkovV &v
TOUTOLS AVAYKAIOV OKOTELY TOV BOVAOLEVOV LATOIKT)V OKOTELY, €V 0i¢ Mot €0ty ov
yap dMmov €v ye toic €Ew, €v oig ovk Eéotwy; OV dfta. Ev 10ig Uylewvoig doa katl
Voowdeowv EmokéPetat OV ITEdV, 1) IATEKOG €0TLy, 0 000Ws okomovpevos. "Eotkev.
OvkovV €v 1ol 0UTwWG 1) AeYOUEVOLS 1) TIQATTOMEVOLS T UEV Agyopeva, el aAnOn
Aéyetat, OKOTOVLEVOG, Ta dE meattopeva, el 000ws mpattetay (171al1-b9).
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adjective that applies specifically to poetry. Thus, for example, in Republic X
Socrates describes Homer as ‘the most poetic and the first one of the composers of
tragedy’ (TTOMTIKWOTATOV KAl TOWOTOV TWV TOaywdomowwv 607a2-3). Or
again, in Republic 111, Socrates admits that compositions of Homer and other poets
are otk Kat 1)0€a Tolg MOAAOLS axoveLv, ‘poetic and pleasant to hear for
many’, but argues that they should be rejected for their corrupting effect, so much
the more, the more poetic they are (AAA' 60w TOMNTIKWOTEQR, TOOOVTW T)TTOV
AKOLOTEOV TALOL Kal avdpdoty obg det €éAevOépoug etval, dovAetav

Oavartov paAdov medofnuévoug; 387b1-6).

In the two examinations of Ion, however, Socrates evaluates poetry by the criterion
of correctness, and his approach to poetry prevails over lon’s in this argument as
well as in the dialogue as a whole. The exception, though, seems to be Socrates’
account of divine dispensation, for in it the ‘fineness’ of compositions appears to
be intended precisely as the “poetic’ fineness, and not as correctness (as we shall

see shortly).”

Now, endorsing Socrates’ approach, exactly which art and knowledge turn out to
be pertinent to works by Homer and other poets? Consider first the parallel
example of those who speak, some of them better than others, about ‘which kind of
foods are salubrious’. The ability to judge any of these speakers adequately will
depend upon having the art and knowledge to which their subject matter pertains:
the art of medicine. Likewise, granted that the matters about which all poets speak
are on the whole the same, the ability to judge (any) one of the poets implies the
ability to judge any other poet as well. This ability, however, will again derive
from the knowledge of the matters themselves about which poets speak, that is war

and all other subjects listed as common to them all. Someone able to judge

33 Cf two other interpretations as to how the two perceptions (Socrates’ and Ion’s) of poetry differ:
Ferrari (‘Plato and Poetry’, 95-98) proposes a distinction between the approach to poetry as
‘performance’ (Ion’s) and the approach to it as ‘speaking about something’ (Socrates’, or Plato’s);
Leszl (‘Plato’s Attitude to Poetry and the Fine Arts, and the Origins of Aesthetics. Part II’, 331-
336), finding the results of Socrates’ approach in the /on as well as in Republic X absurd (i.e. the
craftsmen as being pertinent to judge Homer; the requirement that rhapsodes and poets should know
the arts they speak about), derives it to a missed “use of the distinction between contents (‘the things
to be said’) and expression (‘how they are to be said’)’ (335), where, as he suggests, rhapsodes and
poets could well claim the latter kind of knowledge and should not be required to have the former
kind of knowledge.
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adequately all other poets no less than Homer will thus be someone who has
knowledge of these matters. In the light of the second discussion, his judgment will
supposedly concern the correctness of what Homer, or another poet, says about

war and other matters indicated.

Now, a question that is not, but could be raised in the course of the first
examination is whether poets themselves have knowledge of war and other matters
about which they speak. For we may anticipate what will in fact be done by
Socrates in the second examination: the matters that are here presented as
pertaining to poetry, may well be assigned to other arts, which poets supposedly do
not master, for example, war to the art of generalship (as is implied at 540d1-
541b5); whereas ‘the relations between good men and bad men and between
laymen and craftsmen’ could be differentiated into matters that pertain to various
arts, such as chariot-driving, divination and others. This kind of differentiation is in
fact explicitly made in the final part of the dialogue: when lon attempts to claim for
his presumed rhapsodic art at least the knowledge of ‘what is appropriate to say’
for a man, a woman, a slave, a free man, etc., as separate from the knowledge of all
other arts that have been found in Homer, Socrates draws a distinction between
‘what it is appropriate to say’ for a doctor speaking to his patient, ‘what it is
appropriate to say’ for a general exhorting the soldiers, efc., thus ‘distributing’, as
it were, the knowledge of ‘what is appropriate’ for men in different social positions

to say, to various arts: medicine, generalship, and others (540b3-d2).

Poets’ incompetence

Once lon admits lacking the knowledge and art pertinent to Homer’s work,
Socrates offers an alternative explanation of his mastery of the poet, the account of
divine dispensation. But at the same time, he includes poets in this account as well,
placing them at the centre of it: ‘all these good composers of epic verses do not say
all these fine poems (kaAa mompata) relying on art (€1 Téxvng), but by being
inspired and possessed, and composers of songs likewise [...]" (533e5-8). We will

return to this account later on, as well as to the understanding of ‘fineness’ in it.
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But first consider the argument Socrates provides to deny that poetry relies on art

and knowledge:

&te 00V OV TEXVI) TMOLOLVTEG Kal TOAAX AéyovTes kal kaAd Tepl TV
TIEAYHUATWV, WoTteQ oL ept Ounpov, aAAa Oela polog, ToLTO HOVOV 010G
e €Kaotog molely kaAwg &P’ 6 11 Movoa avtov weunoev, O HEV
dOvpapPoug, 0 d¢ eykwpwx, 6 0 DmogxNuata, 6 d' é€mn, 0 ' IdpPovg: T
0" dAAa pavAog avtwV EkAOTOC €0TLV. OV YAQ TEXVN TALTA A€yovoLy
AAAQ Oelax duvapel, émel, el MeEl EVOC TEXVT) KAAWS Nmiotavto Aéyery,

KAV TEQL TV AAAWV ATTAVTWV*

Since it is not by means of art that they [poets] compose and say many and fine
things about matters — like you [lon] about Homer — but by divine dispensation,
each is able to compose finely only that to which the Muse has drawn him,
someone dithyrambs, someone else laudatory odes, someone dance songs,
someone epic and someone iambic poems; but concerning the others, each of them
is inferior. They say these things, not in fact by means of art, but by means of
divine force, for, if they were able to speak finely about one thing by means of art,

they would be able to speak finely about everything else as well. (534b7-c7)

The argument is analogous to the earlier one denying that Ion possesses the art
pertinent to poetry. Just as in lon’s case, the important assumption on which it
depends is that there is a single art relative to all poetry, which, as it paradoxically
turns out, no one of poets possesses. For without this assumption, one could credit
a poet who excels, e.g., only in the genre of tragedy, with the corresponding art and
knowledge, i.e. that enabled him to master this genre, but not others. By contrast,
the argument presupposes that the art that enables one to compose in one genre or
about one among the various matters poets speak about, is the same that enables
one to compose in all other genres as well, or about all other matters poets speak
about; and that is to say, that there is a single art and knowledge to which all

genres and all matters poets speak about pertain: the ‘poetic’ art, as it could be
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called on the basis of the previously mentioned mowntukr] (532¢8). Yet, although
the argument implicitly posits this art, poets are at the same time deprived of it, for
no one of them can claim the excellence it promises, i.e. the excellence in all
genres and in every subject matter of poetry: each of the poets speaks ‘finely’

about a few matters, but not about others, or masters one genre, but not others.

Now, the denial that poets have the relevant knowledge and art calls for an
alternative explanation as to how they can excel at composing, and make fine
compositions; the same question, of course, applies to Ion and his excellence
concerning Homer. The mentioned account of divine dispensation serves this
purpose; poets’ confessions about divine agencies that guide them in their
composing are skilfully manipulated and presented as evidence for it.>* As the
account proposes, the source of fine compositions is not the poets’ own, but divine,
whereas the role of poets is only to somehow receive and convey these
compositions to others, to rhapsodes in the first place, who in their turn convey
them to their public. Further, cunningly portraying poets (and rhapsodes) as being
out of their mind and having lost their reason when they engage in this process
(€xkdowv 534b5; 0 voug unkéTL €v avte €vi) 534b6), the account presents their
alleged state as further evidence that poets do not rely on their own knowledge and

art when composing (which can thus hardly be called by that name).

Leaving various other details of this account aside, it is important to note what
status poets are given in it: although the account recognises the occasional
excellence of poets and fineness of their works, it at the same time deprives poets
of any active role and any merit for it; the fineness of poetry is to be accredited to
another force and agency, which is separate from poets and unmanageable by

. 1o, 55
them, unlike one’s own abilities.

> As mentioned in the beginning of the chapter, the account has often been interpreted as the cause
of poets’ lack of knowledge and art. It is generally agreed that the account misuses the traditional
ideas on the subject to which it appeals. See Stern-Gillet (‘On (Mis)interpreting Plato’s lon’, 177-
182) for a short but insightful analysis of the manipulations made. Contra Giuliano (Platone e la
poesia, 137-219), who considers the account of divine dispensation as not being too unfair towards
the tradition, nor too dismissive of poets.

> As we shall see, Republic X provides a different solution to virtually the same problem of
accounting for the excellence of (some) poetry after declaring poets incompetent in matters they
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Worth noting also are two other cases, found in the Apology and the Meno, where
the account of divine dispensation is introduced with the same purpose as in the
lon: to provide an alternative explanation of someone’s success, or excellence,
once it has been denied that he has the pertinent knowledge. For there too, divine
agency makes up for the lack of one’s own ability: in the Apology (22a-c), Socrates
reports how he concluded that poets ‘do not know anything of what they say’ and
‘do not compose what they compose by means of wisdom, but by some natural
disposition, and being inspired” when he witnessed that the poets whom he had
considered the best were unable to explain what they were saying in their poems;
in the final part of the Meno (99b-d), once it has become apparent that human
excellence, dpetr], can be neither taught nor naturally given, Socrates suggests
that successful politicians, evidently not relying on the knowledge of doetn
pertinent to governing, must instead have relied on divine dispensation whenever
they acted or spoke appropriately, being inspired and not knowing anything of
what they were saying (‘like all poets’, he adds).

As anticipated, another important aspect of this account is the evidently altered
understanding of ‘fineness’ in reference to poets’ compositions, with respect to the
two examinations. The adjective kaAOG in a narrower sense corresponds to the
English ‘beautiful’, but in a wider sense it may be used to give a positive
evaluation to something in a variety of aspects, just as, in fact, the English
adjectives ‘fine’ or ‘good’ do.® Now, in the two examinations, two other
evaluative terms, €0 and 0pOcwg, are applied to poetry besides kaAwg, the three
terms used clearly being interchangeable.’” By contrast, in Socrates’ central

speech, poets’ activity is consistently evaluated only in terms of ‘fineness’: poets

speak about: instead of recognising the fineness of poetry, the epistemological argument in
Republic X aims to show that this fineness is only apparent and deceptive.

5% For this reason, | prefer to render in this context kaAdg with ‘fine” rather than with ‘beautiful’.
" In the two examinations, we find, among other examples: 532a7 tOv péV €0 Ye, TOUG O

X€lgov; 537cl-2 T émn elte 0pOws Aéyet ‘Oungog eite pn); 538c4 tavta eite 000wc Aéyel
‘Ounopog eite prj; 538d5 eite kaAwg eite pn.
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are said to speak finely — but not correctly, or well — or not; their compositions are

characterized only as fine or not.”®

This terminological disparity proves to be significant. For the ‘fineness’ of the
divinely inspired compositions is evidently not intended as ‘correctness’, as in the
two examinations: rather, it seems to be intended in Ion’s sense, indicated above,
as — at last — the fineness specific to poetry, the ‘poetic’ fineness. Yet, the
distinction between the two senses in which poets are said to speak ‘finely’,
KaAwg, or not (i.e. ‘poetically’ and, on the other hand, ‘correctly’) in the dialogue

is blurred, as it seems, intentionally s0.”

However, the altered understanding of ‘fineness’ in the account of divine
dispensation produces a certain incoherence of the argument. For when ‘fineness’
was intended as correctness, it was agreed that only someone having the art and
knowledge of the matters a poet speaks about can be an ‘adequate judge’ (532b5)
on whether he speaks ‘finely’ or not; but now that fineness is intended differently,
this is no longer so: for it is clearly assumed that everybody, without having the
pertinent art (i.e. which should presumably be the ‘poetic’ art) can adequately
judge whether poets’ works are ‘fine’ or not. For example, when Socrates points
out the case of the poet Tynnicus as the ultimate proof that poets’ excellence does
not rely on the relevant art and knowledge, but derives from a divine source, he
relies on the popular judgement as a completely pertinent one: as he reports,

Tynnicus ‘composed no other poem that anybody would consider worth

¥ The occurrences of kaAdg in Socrates’ central speech are at 533e7-8 Tt kaAd Aéyovot
nompata; 534a2 T kaAa péAN TavTta mowovowv; 534b8-cl oAAX Aéyovteg Kal kaAa
TEQL TV MOAYUATWV; 534¢2-c5 ToUTO HOVOV 010G TE EKAOTOS TIOLELY KAAWS €' O 1)
Movoa avtov wopnoey, 0 Hev dBvEapoug, O d¢ Eykww, O d& DmogxUata, O d' €T, O
0" lapPovg: T d' AAAa paDAOG aVT@V EkaoTog €0TLV; 534¢6-7 el meQl EvOg TEXVT) KAAQG
Nriotavto Aéyew, Kav meQL TV AAAWV amavtwv; 534d8 mavtwv peAd@v kKAAALoTOV).

% The oscillating meaning of kaAdG is also noted by Janaway (Images of Excellence, 33). Contra
Giuliano (Platone e la poesia, 144-146), who rejects the change of meaning of kaAO¢g in Socrates’
central speech, arguing that kaAwg Aéyetv here, just as in the two examinations, involves 0p0cg
Aéyewv; on the understanding of ‘speaking correctly’ as speaking the truth, the divine provenance
of poetry would in Giuliano’s view guarantee its truthfulness.
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remembering, except the paean that all people sing, probably the finest of all
songs’ (534d4-535al).

Once more lon’s incompetence

Once lon has accepted Socrates’ account that he speaks well about Homer by
virtue of divine cause rather than through his own abilities (though refusing
Socrates’ characterisation that he is mad and out of his mind when reciting),
Socrates starts off another inquiry: ‘which of the things Homer says [does lon]
speak well about?’ (536e1-2). Once more Ion turns out to lack the knowledge and
art required to ‘speak well’ about Homer’s work, but as anticipated, this result is

now reached by quite a different path.

In outline, the examination proceeds as follows. Ion’s prompt reply that he speaks
well about all Homer, whatever the poet happens to be speaking about, is refuted
by Socrates on the basis of a crucial premise, with which Ion agrees, that ‘Homer
speaks a lot and on many occasions about arts’ (537al-2): in what follows,
Socrates in fact argues that unless Ion happens to know these arts, he cannot speak
well about the things Homer says about them. Various Homeric verses are brought
into the discussion and approached in the manner seen above: as things said about
matters pertaining to one art or another, which can, as such, be judged as correct or
not; speaking ‘well’ or ‘finely’ from this perspective will consist in speaking
correctly. As a consequence, the ‘adequate judge’ of Homer’s work, and thus one
who will ‘speak well” about Homer, will in each case be one who has knowledge

of the corresponding art, but not, or much less so, one who does not have this.

As is to be expected, Ion cannot claim competence in any of the Homeric verses
quoted by Socrates, for the verses always turn out to pertain to some other art and
not the presumed rhapsodic art. In order to secure this outcome, however, a
principle is laid down, according to which “ the things we know by means of one
art we will not know by another one’ (538d2). This principle is then justified by

another, seemingly more fundamental, principle that one art is different from
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another art in that it consists of knowledge of different matters (538d4-el).60 As

said earlier, this parenthetical justification is discussed separately in Excursus B.

According to the principle, particular Homeric verses can be adequately discerned,
understood, or judged (as correct or not) by means of one art only, and not by two
different arts; this art will be the one pertinent to the subject matter of the verses.
So, inasmuch as Homer’s verses about Nestor advising his son Antilochus how to
drive the chariot (537a5-b5; verses are found, with some differences, in /[, XXIII
335-340) can be adequately judged by means of the art of chariot driving, they
cannot at the same time be judged by means of some other art as well, e.g., the art

of medicine or indeed the presumed rhapsodic art (537c1-7).

Ion’s acceptance of this principle forces him to cede parts of Homer’s work one by
one to other arts. In his last attempt to indicate a Homeric subject pertaining to the
rhapsodic art, lon declares that a rhapsode will know ‘what kind of things are
appropriate for a general to say when exhorting the soldiers’ (540d1-2). But in
accordance with the principle that ‘the things that we know by means of one art,
we will not know by means of a different one’ (537d2), he is then forced to
identify the rhapsodic art with the art of generalship, and therefore to proclaim
himself a general, justifying his pretension with the argument that he has ‘learned
these things from the works of Homer’ (541b4-5). This absurd claim to master the
art of generalship, soon to be derided by Socrates, does not succeed in concealing
the outcome of the second examination: that there is no part of Homer’s work that
Ion and rhapsodes in general can claim to understand and judge adequately, and

thus to ‘speak well” about. 61

5 The principle must evidently be interpreted distributively, as stating that each of the things that is
an object of knowledge constituting one art cannot be an object of knowledge that constitutes
another art as well. The principle could be interpreted collectively as well, as stating that the things
taken all together that are the object of knowledge constituting one art cannot be the object of
knowledge constituting another art as well (thus implying that some matters could be objects of
knowledge that constitutes two different arts). However, the context clearly excludes the collective
reading of the principle.

81 T disagree on this point with Stern-Gillet (‘(Mis)interpreting Plato’s Jon’, 188), who sees the
denial of any interpretative competence to rhapsodes as a result of the missed ‘epistemic distinction
between first-order applications and second-order exercises of the principles of a techné’: as she
suggests, a critic of the ‘exercise of a particular techné’ (who engages in a ‘second-order discourse’)
must thus, in Socrates’ view, ‘be informed by mastery of the fechné in question’, rather than
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Ion’s pretended mastery of Homer is then undermined in the second examination
by showing that Homer’s work pertains to various other arts, but not to the
supposed rhapsodic art, the only art lon can claim. As anticipated, in this, i.e. in
determining which art, or arts, Homer’s work pertains to, this examination differs
significantly from the first one. Before, Homer’s work as a whole was discussed as
pertaining to the ‘poetic’ practice and presumed art, i.e. poetry. Moreover, the
matters Homer speaks about were considered by and large as being common to all
poets. Now, however, Homer’s work is divided into ‘parts’ that pertain to various
arts, such as medicine, divination and others, inasmuch as Homer speaks —
implicitly, as argued above — about all these arts. As suggested above, the case is
not that the two different ‘classifications’ of Homer’s work simply refer to
different parts of it (i.e. the former to verses about matters within the domain of
poetry, the latter to verses about matters belonging to other arts), but rather that the
same matters that were listed before as those that poets, by and large, speak about

are now assigned to specific arts.

Ultimately, the second examination deprives the rhapsodic practice and presumed
art of its professed object of knowledge: poetry. For the same kind of classification
‘by subject matter’ as is applied to Homer’s work can evidently also be applied to
any other composition by poets, and thus be assigned to another art (or arts) as
‘things said’ about matters pertaining to it (or them). The new classification of
Homer’s work has similar consequences for poetry as well. For if in the first
examination, poetry is discussed as an activity and discourse that has subject
matter specific to it (even though in Socrates’ central account poets turn out to lack
knowledge of it), now it becomes evident that this subject matter can in every case
be assigned to another art: Homer and poetry in general thus seem to be deprived

of'it, as the rhapsodic activity is in a more explicit way.

Moreover, the granted premise that Homer speaks ‘about arts’ by itself suggests

that Homer does not have, nor rely, on knowledge of the matters he speaks about,

‘possessing a separate, additional techné’. In my view, however, such a distinction should in fact
not be made, for to judge things said about medicine (no less than things done related to this art),
one must in fact have knowledge of medicine and not a different, additional art. Rather, as I have
argued, the conclusion that rhapsodes are incompetent to deal with poetry results from the very
understanding of the works by poets as things said about one art or another.
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although in the second discussion the question of his knowledge is once again not
explicitly addressed. Nonetheless it is obvious that Homer, like anyone else, cannot
master all the many arts he is considered to speak about.*” In this case, however,
Homer cannot ‘speak well’ about the matters that pertain to these arts, just as Ion
in his turn cannot ‘speak well’ about the things Homer says about them.
Approaching Homer’s poetry as speaking about matters pertaining to one art or
another thus inevitably leads to the conclusion that, in all probability, Homer
speaks about matters of which he lacks knowledge and thus about which he cannot

speak well. The same, of course, will apply equally to other poets.

On the other hand, even if Homer turns out to speak well, that is to say correctly, in
the verses examined, his excellence must be attributed to his knowledge of the art
to which the subject matter of the verses pertains, and not to some poetic art and
knowledge (assuming that that there is such an art): for instance, if Homer turns
out to speak well in the verses about Hecamede’s preparation of kikeon, it must be
concluded that he does so as a medical expert and not as a poet. An analogous
example is in fact provided in the dialogue: even assuming that lon knows ‘what
kind of things are appropriate for a general to say when exhorting the soldiers’
(540d1-2), he knows it as someone competent in generalship (1] otoaTnyuKog
540e7-8). However, supposing that Ion knows this as a rhapsode, i.e. by virtue of
having the rhapsodic art (as he claims), the two arts must coincide, according to the
established principle that the same matters cannot be known through two different
arts® (as Ion is forced to admit; 541a1-3). Or again, one who masters both the ‘art
of horsemanship’ and the art of kithara will know things that pertain to either of
the two arts, but he will know the things that pertain to the art of horsemanship
(e.g., identifying ‘the horses that are riding well’) by virtue of his having the art of

62 Precisely this argument will in Republic X serve as evidence that Homer and other poets do not
have knowledge of the matters they speak about, thus supporting the thesis that poets in fact cannot
speak well about them.

5 In line with the principle established earlier, the assumption here seems to be that if a particular
matter (‘what kind of things are appropriate for a general to say when exhorting the soldiers’) turns
out to pertain to two apparently different arts (i.e. to be an object of knowledge that constitutes one
art as well as the other), all other matters that pertain to the one art will (necessarily) turn out to
pertain to the other one as well, and the two arts will turn out to coincide.
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horsemanship (1) irmtrtevc), and not by virtue of having the art of kithara (1)
kLlOapLotrc 540d6-¢6).

Yet the second discussion does not raise any explicit doubt about Homer’s
knowledge. Besides, even if we were to derive from it the conclusion that Homer is
indeed incompetent in his subject matter, his poetry may once again be saved by
considering it as ‘divine’, just as lon’s excellence in Homer is once again ‘saved’
by Socrates, who concedes him the title of ‘divine’ (O¢elog) although ‘not

competent’ (1) TeXVikOGg) encomiast of Homer (542b3-4).

Last, it is important to note that nowhere in the Jon is the knowledge of moral
matters posited: in the second examination, the matters poets speak about are ‘split
up’ between various instrumental arts; Republic X, which will similarly assign the
subject matter of poetry to various arts, will include in these both ‘instrumental
arts” such as medicine or leatherworking, and the knowledge of aoet.** In
Republic X, the principal charge against poets and Homer in particular will in fact
be that they speak about matters such as ‘wars and generalship, government of
states, man’s education [...]” (599c-d) without having the relevant knowledge, and
thus without knowing ‘how to make men better’, evidently regarded as pertinent to
these matters. Obviously, the matters indicated in the Jon as being those that poets
speak about all involve the moral aspect as well (simply inasmuch as all of these
matters in one way or another concern men as members of society or society as a
whole); among these matters, interestingly, ‘war’ and generalship will in Republic

X as such be placed in the domain of &petn.

1 define medicine, fishing, chariot-driving as ‘instrumental’ inasmuch as they are activities
providing means for men’s material well-being, as opposed to the practice whose concern is men’s
well-being as members of society, which may be defined as ‘political’. A sharp distinction between
the two groups is convincingly drawn by Bambrough (‘Plato’s Political Analogies’, 195); as he
argues, the task proper to the political domain is deciding ends, whereas the task of these other arts
is providing means for agreed ends; cf- notes 11 and 12.
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Conclusions

As I have argued, what paves the way to cognitive disqualification of poets in the
Ion is the approach to poets’ narrating about actions and events as their speaking
about some matter or other and, moreover, the ‘assignment’ of these matters to
specific arts; however, according to the first argument, these matters constitute the
subject matter of poetry, whereas according to the second argument, they constitute
the subject matter of various instrumental arts (e.g., Homer’s verses about
Hecamede’s preparation of kikeon is characterised as a matter pertaining to
medicine). The two different approaches to the subject matter of poetry both lead
to the conclusion that poets are incompetent in matters about which they speak,
although the denial of knowledge is explicit only in the first argument. The
argument posits the putative ‘poetic’ art as an art that enables one (a poet) to
compose fine works on any of the subjects about which poets speak, or again in
any of the genres in which they compose, but it does so only to show that no one
poet masters such an art, for no one of them displays excellence and fineness in all
the subjects he speaks about, or in all the genres he composes in, but (at best) only

in a few of these.

By contrast, the second argument ‘splits up’ the matters poets speak about and
assigns them to various instrumental arts, thereby implicitly presenting poets as
speaking about matters that they, as poets, cannot be competent in. Moreover, the
approach to poetry as discourse on matters related to arts also leads to assigning
the evaluation of poets’ works exclusively to those who master these arts; this,
however, may have important implications in the moral and political field,
although this field in the Jon (unlike in the Gorgias and Republic X, as we shall
see) remains indistinct in the field of ‘instrumental’ arts. But in the first discussion
of poetry in the Republic, such moral and political competence is posited and
credited (at least to some extent) to the ‘imaginary’ founders of the envisaged state,
whose role is assumed by Socrates, Glaucon and Adeimantus in the dialogue. In
this fictional role, the three interlocutors engage precisely in the task that is in the
Ion entrusted to experts in instrumental arts: designing the standards for the
educational poetry of the envisaged political order, they evaluate (and will

hypothetically censor and supervise) any moral elements of poets’ works, just as,
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in the Jon, for example, someone competent in medicine is called to evaluate

Homer’s verses on matters related to this art.

As I have also argued, the account of divine dispensation, which portrays poets as
somehow receiving the fine works they deliver from a divine source, supplies an
alternative explanation of their excellence, given their alleged lack of knowledge:
though acknowledging that there is some excellent poetry, it deprives poets of their
authorship of such poetry. It is worth anticipating how differently poets’ excellence
will be accounted for in Republic X: on the granted premise of poets’
incompetence in their subject matter, Republic X will aim to show that the fineness
of poetry is only apparent and in fact is deceptive, rather than acknowledging it (as
the lon does). Moreover, while the lon implicitly suggests that the inferiority of
poets” works consists in their potential incorrectness (which could be detected by
the appropriate expert), Republic X, as I shall argue in Chapter V, will define this
inferiority in more ‘sophisticated’ terms: the lowly value of poetry will be shown
there to derive from its providing in the first place a deficient account of the

matters it speaks about, which may also be, in addition, incorrect.
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Excursus B

lon 537c5-e8: we know different things by means of different arts

As observed above, in the course of the second examination Ion is forced to
disclaim his competence in each part of Homer’s work brought into discussion,
inasmuch as he accepts, first, that the verses considered pertain to a specific art,
and secondly, that the verses cannot pertain to the presumed rhapsodic art in
addition to that art. Ion applies here (if reluctantly) the principle that the same
matter cannot be known by means of two different arts. In this excursus, I will
consider the brief discussion in which this principle is justified, with the specific
aim of elucidating an epistemological distinction that seems to be implicit in it, but
which has to my knowledge not yet been noted by other scholars: the distinction
between ‘having art (or knowledge)’, i.e. a cognitive state, and ‘knowing by means
of art (or knowledge)’, i.e. a cognitive activity. Such a distinction is found in two
other dialogues by Plato: it is implicit in the Euthydemus and extensively discussed
in the Theaetetus. 1 will focus in particular on the Euthydemus, as it seems to

provide a close and elucidating parallel with the Jon.

The principle is introduced by Socrates after the first quotation of Homeric verses
has been made (by lon) and assigned to someone competent in chariot-driving

rather than in medicine to judge their correctness:

{ZQ.} OvkovV ékaotn TV TeEXVV dmodédotal Tt IO ToL BeoL £Qyov ola
e elval YIYVWOKEWw; oV YAQ TOU & KUPBEQVNTIKT] YLYVWOKOUEY,
Yvwoopeda kat tatokn). {IOQN.} OV dnta. {XQ.} OVdE ye & latoukn), TavTar
kat tektoviky. {ION.} OV onta. {£Q.} Ovkovv obtw kAl kKATA TACWV TWV

TEXVQYV, & TN ETEQQ TEXVT) YIYVWOKOUEV, OV YVwooueOa ) étéoq; | ...]
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Socrates: ‘Is it not that, to each of the arts, something has been assigned by the
god, as a task, for the art to be able to know it?® In fact, the things we know by
means of the art of navigation, we will not know also by means of the art of
medicine.” Ion: ‘Certainly not.” Socrates: ‘Nor in fact <will we know> the things
that we know by means of the art of medicine, also by means of the art of
building.” Ton: ‘Certainly not.” Socrates: ‘Is it not so also with all arts: the things
that we know by means of one art, we will not know by means of a different one?

[...]7 (537c5-d2)

The above argument is concerned with yryvwoketv, ‘knowing’, by means of arts:
however, what exactly this ‘knowing’ consists in will become clearer only later on.
But let us consider first what is said about it here. As the first sentence implies,
each art (as ability) is able to know (yryvwoxkewv) something (i.e. what has been
assigned to it, as is somewhat oddly put, by the god). If we consider the argument
in relation to an individual, we may say that one who has an art (téxvnv €xe) is
able to know something (as is in fact said, in the negative form, a while later: cf.
538a5-7). But, moreover, by means of different arts, we know different things: ‘the
things that we know by means of one art’, that is to say, each of these things, ‘we
will not know by means of a different one’.®® An example of such ‘knowing by
means of an art’ is not given on the present occasion, but a while later: as Socrates,

stretching out his hand, will observe, Ion and he both ‘know’ (yryvwokewv) that

5 A similar interpretation of €oyov is given by Kahn (‘Plato’s fon and the Problem of Techne’,
372): ‘Has not some specific task been assigned by the god to each of the téxvaul for it to have
knowledge of?” An alternative translation, usually adopted by the scholars, is: ‘Is it not that, to each
of the arts, it has been conceded/assigned by the god to be able to know a certain matter/object?’
Differently from Kahn, I take €0yov to be a complement of &mtodwovat, predicative of i (as the
direct object of the verb). Cf. the similar construction ol €0TLV & TMQOOT|KEL AVTQ [T UAVTEL]
olw T etvat dixyryvawokewv (lon 538e3-4). Other similar constructions of ‘giving as €éoyov’ are
found in Rep. 1 353b3, Rep. 11l 406c4, Polit. 259¢6, Nom. VIII 833e6; for ‘giving/ conceding
someone to be able to ...” ¢f. Lys. 204 c1-2. Plato often uses the noun €gyov to refer to the task,
purpose, or product (as a purpose) specific to an art. Among many examples, cf. lon 530c7-8,
Charm. 165¢€7 et passim, Euthd. 274e4 et passim, Gorg. 452a8 et passim, Rep. 11 369e2 et passim,
Pol. 259¢6 et passim.

5 As said earlier on (see p. 49, n. 60), the principle is clearly understood in the distributive (as

opposed to collective) sense: there isn’t any matter that can be known by means of two different
arts.
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the fingers of the hand are five, and both know this same thing about the fingers by

means of the same art, i.e. the art of arithmetic (537e4—8).67

Above, however, the principle of ‘knowing by means of arts’ is simply observed,
but not yet given a justification, i.e. why it is not possible to know something by
means of two different arts has not yet been explained. The remaining discussion
about arts seems to provide such a justification. After Ion has agreed to ‘consider
one art to be one art and another <art> to be a different one’, Socrates suggests

what the criterion for distinguishing between them is:

{ZQ} [...] v pev étépav Pn)g etval tva téxvny, v 0" étéoav; {IQN.}
Nai. {ZQ.} Apa @womep €yw TEKHALQOUMEVOG, OTav 1) HEV ETEQWV
TIOAYHATWV 1) ETUOTIUN, 1] O' €TV, OUTW KAA® TNV HEV AAANV, TNV O
AAANV téxvny, oUtw kat ov; {ION.} Nal {£Q.} El ydo mov t@wv avtwv
TIOAYUATWV ETUOTAUN £l TS, Tl &v TV pev étéoav Paiuev etvat, v '
Etéoav, OMOTe ye TALTA €l eldéval AT AUPOTEQWV; WOTEQ €YwW TE
YYVOOoKw 0Tt TéVTE elotv o0TOL Ol dAKTLAOL, Kal 0¥, OoTeQ €yw, TeQL
TOUTWV TAUTA YIYVWOKES Kal &l og éyw Egolunv el ) avt) Téxvn
YLYV@OOKOUEV T AQLOUNTIKT TX avTa YW Te Kal ov 1] aAAn, ¢aing av

onmov ) avt. {ION.} Nad.

{ZQ.} “O toivuv aotL éueAdov éonoecOatl og, vuvi elmé, el kata Macwv
TV TEXVWV 0UTW OOL DOKEL TN HEV VT TEXVT) TO AVTX AVAYKALOV elvat
Yyvokety, ) ' €téoq pr tax avt®, aAA' elmeg AAAN €oTlv, dvaykalov

Kal €TEQA YUY VWOKELV.

57 According to Prof. Stalley’s interpretation of the principle that ‘each art is assigned one task (to
know one thing)’ at 537c5-6, the principle allows that ‘several arts are assigned to the same subject
matter’ (Notes on Ph.D Thesis, 2). 1 disagree with this interpretation, for the two examples that are
provided to illustrate the principle exclude this possibility (the matters known by the art of
navigation cannot be known by means of medicine; the matters known by means of medicine
cannot be known by means of the art of building), and so does the generalisation that follows; the
generalisation seems to be given as a paraphrase of the principle that ‘each art is assigned one task’
(‘Is it not so also with all arts: the things that we know by means of one art, we will not know by
means of a different one?”). Thus, in my view the principle implies that if it turns out to be possible
to know the same matters by what are considered to be two different arts, it must be concluded that
in fact these two arts coincide.
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Socrates: ‘[...] do you consider one art to be different from another <art>? Ion:
“Yes.” Socrates: ‘And do you reason in the way I do: when one <art> is knowledge
of certain matters and the other < is knowledge> of some different <matters>, so I
call the former one <art> and the latter another art; do you do so, too?’ Ion: ‘Yes.’
Socrates: ‘If indeed some knowledge happens to be of the same matters, why
would we say that the former <art> is one art and the latter is a different one, when
yet the knowledge of the same things can be derived from either of them? So, for
example, I know that these fingers are five, you also, like me, know the same
things about them. And if I were to ask you whether it is by means of the same art,
namely the art of arithmetic, that [ and you know these same things, or by means of

a different art, you would surely say that it is by the same.” lon: ‘Yes.’

Socrates: ‘So, what I just intended to ask you, tell me now: if it seems to you to be
so with all arts, that it is necessary to know the same things by means of the same
art, whereas, by means of a different one, not the same things, but, if the art is
another one, it is necessary also to know different things <by means of it>.’
(537d3-538a4)

Socrates introduces here another principle, which may be called the principle of
‘differentiation between arts’: according to it, one art is different from another
inasmuch as it is, i.e. consists of, knowledge of different matters. If, by contrast,
two arts, or rather, what are considered to be two arts, turn out to consist of
knowledge of the same matters and if, as a consequence, it is possible to derive
knowledge of the same things from either of them, then there are in fact no
grounds for considering the two arts as different. In this case, presumably, we are

unjustifiably calling one and the same art by two different names.

Once the principle of differentiation between arts is established, the earlier
principle of knowing by means of arts is asserted again, this time presented as
‘necessary’, as if it has been made evident by the second principle. If so, how

exactly does the second principle explain the first one?
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Observe, first, how the two principles differ. In them, art is viewed from two
different perspectives. While the former principle was concerned with what arts
enable us to do, the latter considers what arts consist of. The former stated, to put it
simply, that different arts enable us to know (yryvwoketv) different things (or,
that by means of different arts we know different things), whereas the latter argues
that different arts are, i.e. consist of, the knowledge, émiotrjun, of different
matters, or things. Considering the second principle in relation to an individual (as
was done earlier with the first one), we may say that inasmuch as someone has an
art, he has the knowledge of certain matters, i.e. the knowledge constituting this

art.

The second principle thus seems to account for the first one in the following way:
having an art, someone has knowledge (é¢mtiotr)un) of certain things, and that is
why he is able to know (yryvwoketv) certain things; whereas, having a different
art, someone has knowledge of different things, which therefore enables him to
know different things. Or, to put it slightly differently, one cannot know
(Yryvwoxkewv) the same things by means of different arts because one cannot

know the same things by means of knowledge (¢rtiotr)un) of different things.

What then obviously needs to be clarified is how having ‘knowledge’ (¢rtiotrun)
differs from ‘knowing’ (yryvwokewv). Observe, in fact, that unless there were a
difference between these two notions, the first principle would not be dependent on
the second, as the argument presents it, but, instead, nearly identical with it: for, in
that case, ‘knowing (yryvwokerv) different things by means of different arts’
would amount to much the same as ‘having knowledge (¢mtiotrjun) of different

things by having different arts’.

In order to clarify the difference between ‘having knowledge’ and ‘knowing’, it is
helpful to consider the argument in the Euthydemus, in which this distinction
seems to be articulated more explicitly. In the argument, Socrates points out two
different meanings of pavOdvewv: learning and understanding (which is yet
another distinction, not to be confused with the one we are concerned with). On

this occasion, his interlocutor is the young Clinias, who, overlooking the difference
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between the two meanings, was just taken in by the two sophists, Euthydemus and

Dionysodorus. Socrates thus instructs Clinias with the following:

0 01 Kkal évdelkvvoOov oot Tw E€vw, 6tL ovk 1)ONoBa o pavOavery 6t ot
AvOQwWTOL KAAOLOL HEV €Tl TQ TOwwdE, OTav TIG €€ dpXNS Undepiav Exwv
ETUOTNUNV TIEQL TTOAYUATOS TIVOS ETteltat VOTEQOV AVTOL AapPBAvn) Thv
ETUOTAUNY, KaAOLOL d&¢ TAVTOV TOUTO Kal Emewoav &xwv 1on v
ETMOTAUNV TAUT T €MOTUN TAVTOV TOUTO TIQAYHA ETIOKOT) T
TIOATTOUEVOV 1) AeYOUEVOV - UAAAOV WEV AUTO OLVLEVAL KAAOLOLWV 1)
HavOavewy, €ott O Ote kal pavOdvewv - o€ d¢ TOLTO, WG OVLTOL
évdelkvuvtal, OxAéANOev, tavtov oOvopa Em avOpwmolg Evavtiwg

EXovowv kelpevov, T te e00TL Kal ETTL T Iy’

What the two visitors are in fact showing you is that you did not know that men
use the word pavOdvery in the case when one who at the beginning does not have
any knowledge about a certain matter, later on acquires the knowledge of it, but
they use this same word also when one who already has the knowledge considers,
by means of this knowledge, this same matter, either done or said — they use the
word ovviévar (understand) more often, but on occasion, they may use
navOaverv as well — whereas, as they show, this has escaped you: that the same
word is given to men in the opposite condition, both to the one who knows and the

other who does not. (277e5-278a7)

The case in which pavOdaverv assumes the meaning of ‘understand’, employed by
the two sophists for their trick, is the one in which someone who, having
knowledge of (émlotacOar) all the letters, understands (pavOdver), at
someone’s dictation, which letters are dictated. The explanation of when and how
this understanding (ocvviévat, pavOavewv) occurs is the following: ‘when one
who already has the knowledge considers, by means of this knowledge, this same

matter, either done or said’. The one who understands something, does so, first,
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‘having already the knowledge’ (£xcwv 101 Vv émiotiunv) of that thing, and
secondly, ‘by means of this knowledge’ (tavtn) ) émioTnun).

Attempting a complete account of the case, we may say that once one has learned
some matter (e.g., letters), i.e. one has acquired the knowledge of it, one has this
knowledge, and has it continually. We may describe his ‘having this knowledge’ as
his cognitive state, or condition. Now, possessing this knowledge continually, one
‘occasionally’ employs, or exercises it: precisely on those occasions when he (e.g.,
the one who has the knowledge of letters) comes upon that same matter® that he
has the knowledge of (e.g., at dictation of letters) and considers it ‘by means of this
knowledge’. Considering the matter by means of (i.e. exercising) this knowledge
results in, or perhaps coincides with, understanding it (e.g., recognizing the letters
dictated). As opposed to ‘possessing knowledge’, described above as a cognitive
state, we may describe ‘employing, or exercising, knowledge’ as a cognitive

activity.

Now, the situation of ‘understanding something’ seems to be parallel to the one of
‘knowing’ (Yryvawoketv) in the lon: the one who ‘knows’ something by means of
an art (e.g., the one who knows that there are five fingers on the hand shown),
knows it ‘having already the knowledge’ (¢xwv 1on v émotrunv) of that
matter (e.g., the knowledge that constitutes the art of arithmetic) and considering
the matter ‘by means of this knowledge’ (tavTn) ) €miotun) (e.g., considering
the given number of fingers ‘by means of” the arithmetical knowledge, which one

already has).

If so, then the argument in the Euthydemus indicates more clearly the distinction
that seems to be inherent in the discussion about arts in the lon: the distinction
between having (or possessing) knowledge and, on the other hand, exercising (or

employing) it. Considering the two principles of the lon in the light of this

58 Note that the objects of perception and recognition (the letters dictated) are regarded here as the
very same as the objects of the knowledge possessed (cf. TavTOV TOUTO TIEAYUA), and not, e.g.,
as instances that have ‘the same form’ (c¢f., e.g., Euth. 6d9-e6, which is about recognising instances
that have the same form, i.e. pious actions, though the context is entirely different). The same
assumption seems to underlie the discussion in the /on. In the Theaetetus, the question of
distinguishing between the former and the latter objects does not seem to be addressed.
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distinction, we may thus say, in short, that the first one is concerned with the
exercise, or the use, of knowledge (¢miotrjun), whereas the second one with the
(mere) possession of it. ‘Knowing (yryvwoxewv) by means of an art’ may then be
considered as a (cognitive) activity that involves, or consists in, considering
something by means of, i.e. exercising, or employing, the knowledge that one
already has, and which is a constitutive part of that art. The justification of the
knowing by means of an art may then be spelled out as follows: because different
arts just are (consist of) the knowledge (¢tiotrjun) of different things (the second
principle), and because we know (yryvwoxkewv) the things that we come upon by
considering them by means of (i.e. exercising) the knowledge, which we have, of
these things (the argument from the Euthydemus), it is ‘necessary’ that different
arts enable us to know (yryvwoketv) different things, or, that we know different

things by means of different arts (the first principle, repeated at lon 538al1-4).

Finally, we may also consider the argument from the Theaetetus. In view of the
Ion, the argument is interesting in that the distinction between the possession of
knowledge and the exercise of it features as its central subject, and further, in that
the distinction is illustrated with an example concerning the art of arithmetic, very

similar to the one provided in the Jon.”’

In the Theaetetus, Socrates draws the distinction between ‘possessing knowledge’
(to kextnoOatl v érmot)unv) and ‘holding knowledge’ (to éxewv <trv
gruoTnunv> 199a6-7). Explaining the difference between the two to Theaetetus,
Socrates employs the image of an aviary as a model: in his comparison, possessing
knowledge, once one has acquired it, corresponds to keeping birds in one’s aviary,
once one has caught them, whereas getting hold of the knowledge one already

possesses corresponds to catching again the birds kept in the aviary: in both cases

% Other aspects of this complex argument will be left out of the present discussion, as they are not
directly relevant to it. The argument found in 7hz. 197a8-200d4 is concerned with the question of
how it is possible to acquire a false belief about something of which one already has the knowledge,
e.g., when one who has the knowledge of all numbers, makes a false calculation (e.g., ‘that five and
seven is eleven’). The aim of the discussion is to resolve the paradoxical consequence derived from
such cases: ‘not having the knowledge of the things that we have the knowledge of” (t0 pév &

émiotavtat un éniotacOot Tht. 199¢5).
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(birds and knowledge), what has once been acquired is kept at one’s disposal to get

hold of.

In Socrates’ example concerning the art of arithmetic, an (accomplished)
arithmetician possesses the knowledge of all numbers and will, on occasion, count
‘either within himself, the numbers themselves, or something among the external
things that have a number’ (i.e. that are countable).”” As is suggested, counting
may be defined as ‘examining how big some number happens to be’.”! Socrates

explains such counting by comparing it with a hunt of the birds from the aviary:

oUtwg d¢ Kal v mAAaL EMOTHHAL Tjoav avT@ HabdovTtt kKat Nriotato
avty, TAAWY €0TL kKaTapavOAavely Tavtd TAvTA AvaAapPavovia TV
ETUOTIUNV €KAOTOL Kal loxovia, v ékéktnto pev maAat, medxepov d'

ovk elxe tn dwavolq;

And in this way even with things you learned and got the knowledge of long ago
and have known ever since, it is possible to learn them — these same things — all
over again. You can take up again and ‘have’ that knowledge of each of them
which you acquired long ago but had not ready to hand in your thought, can’t
you?’ (Theaetetus 198d4-8, trans. M.J. Levett revised by M. Burnyeat)

" The example from the Jon of counting the fingers may be regarded as the latter kind of counting.

" A controversial, but, as suggested, often heard account of the case is that ‘he, therefore,
examining what he has the knowledge of, appears not to have this knowledge; and he is the one
about whom we have agreed that he has the knowledge of all numbers’ (7ht. 198c7-9). Counting
and reading, in the dialogue both explained as cases of ‘holding the knowledge one already
possesses’, seem to have commonly featured as paradoxical cases of ‘learning what one knows’
(Tht. 198e1-199a3).
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Chapter lll

POETS IN THE GORGIAS

Introduction

The brief discussion of poetry in the Gorgias raises against poets a charge that may
be described in similar terms to the charge raised against them in the Jon: that their
activity is not an art, i.e. that it does not rely on knowledge. However, the more
specific content of this charge proves to be significantly different in the two
dialogues. First, in the Gorgias, the matters poets turn out to be incompetent in are
different from those with which the Jon is concerned: these are no longer matters
related to arts such as medicine, chariot-driving, fishing and others, but rather
moral matters, i.e. men’s well-being and the virtues required for it. In fact, while
poets’ activity is in the Jon ultimately ‘located’ in the vast domain that properly
belongs to the former, ‘instrumental’ arts, in the Gorgias it is approached as a
practice operating in the domain that properly pertains to the Téxvn moAitukr), the
political art, whose concern in fact is citizens’ well—being.72 Secondly, and what is
just as important, the question that will now be posed about poets extends beyond
the correctness of what they say about their subject matter (as in the lon): the
question now is whether what they say and compose (also musically) is good or
rather harmful for their listeners. Accordingly, while the proposed evaluation of
poetry in the Jon is only of the veridical kind, i.e. concerned with the correctness of
poets’ claims, in the Gorgias it is also of the ethical kind, i.e. concerned with how
poetry affects others. Thus, while the criticism of poets is in the Jlon only

epistemological, in the Gorgias it is ethical as well.

However, poetry features in the Gorgias as a marginal theme instrumental to the

discussion of rhetoric, i.e. the ability and practice of persuasive speaking, as it may

" For the distinction between ‘instrumental’ and ‘political’, see p. 52, n. 64.
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be briefly defined, which is the main subject of the dialogue.73 Presumably for this
reason, the criticism of poets in the Gorgias has received relatively little attention
within the study of Plato’s treatment of poetry.74 But although the explicit charges
directed at poets do not say much by themselves, a specific account of poets’
activity may be derived from them in the context of the dialogue; in fact, these
charges are analogous to those raised against rhetoricians (more specifically those
of them who participate in politics), which receive a much fuller backing by
Socrates. The charge against poets, which Socrates raises in a brief discussion of
poetry held with Callicles”, is thus the following: poets aim only to ‘gratify’
(xaotCeoBar) men, or more precisely their soul (as opposed to the body), but do
not pursue what is best (i.e. most valuable) for them, or, in similar terms, do not
consider whether their activity is good (benefiting) or rather harmful for men
(501bl-cl). Socrates thus characterises their activity as ‘flattery’ (koAaxkela), i.e.
a kind of activity that ‘pursues what is pleasant without pursuing what is best’
(465a1-2: [...] ToL 1Mdéog otoxaletatr avev tov PeAtiotov). He compares
rhetoricians and (implicitly) poets as flatterers of the soul with cooks as flatterers

of the body: cookery aims to provide the body with the tastiest, i.e. most pleasant,

73 A brief historical note on the practice of rhetoric in Plato’s time is given in Excursus C.

™ For illustration, in ‘Plato and Poetry’, Kennedy dedicates to the Gorgias just a very short
comment of eight lines (99). Of recent studies, Janaway’s ‘Arts, Crafts, and the Production of
Pleasure’ in his Images of Excellence (36-57) is among the most extensive ones. Biittner (Die
Literaturtheorie bei Platon, 229-232) briefly considers the question of what ideal poetry ‘that aims
at virtue’ would be like according to the Gorgias. Giuliano (Platone e la poesia, 234-236 and 242-
43), sees a parallel between the lon, Gorgias and Republic X in that they all present poets as lacking
‘technical knowledge’ (‘sapere tecnico’ 236), and in the Gorgias, specifically, as engaging in a
‘pseudo-techne’ (236); in my view, however, the charge of poets’ incompetence in the dialogue
clearly concerns the political domain, not the instrumental one. Leszl (‘Plato’s Attitude to Poetry
and the Fine Arts, and the Origins of Aesthetics. Part II°, 295-300), associating ‘Plato’s critique of
poetry’ with his ‘critique of democracy’, sees the parallel between poets and rhetoricians in their
complying with the wishes of the multitude, an attitude unacceptable for Plato.

7 Callicles is the last of Socrates’ three interlocutors, preceded by Gorgias and Polus. He could be
an invented character; Irwin (Plato’s Ethics, 95) sees in him a (fictional) advocate of Isocrates,
noticing that ‘several Isocrates’ charges are presented by Callicles’ and that ‘in contrast to the
shorter Socratic dialogues, in the Gorgias Plato defends Socratic philosophy and Socratic morality
against [socrates’ criticism’. Polus seems to have been a real (historical) person, namely a student
of Gorgias and then himself a teacher of rhetoric and writer on the subject (mentioned also in Phdr.
267b-c, as well as in the disputed Theages, at 127¢). See Dodds, Plato: Gorgias, 6-17, for further
historical information about characters. Socrates’ friend Chaerophon, the last of the five characters
of the dialogue, has a minor part in it.
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food, but not with the food that is in fact best (most valuable) for it, i.e. healthy
food.

In this chapter, my aim will be to clarify exactly how the characterisation of
poetry, alongside rhetoric, as a kind of ‘flattery’ for the soul is to be understood.
While Socrates’ criticism that poets and rhetoricians do not pursue what is best for
men obviously refers to their neglect of men’s justice and temperance, it is more
difficult to understand Socrates’ claim that they aim only to ‘gratify’ men and that
by doing so they may harm them. The examination of the pleasure of the soul’ (in
opposition to the pleasure of the body’) that I will conduct will allow a specific
interpretation of Socrates’ notion of ‘flattery’ for the soul. In the light of the
examination, I will argue that the purpose of Socrates’ ‘affective’ characterisation
of rhetoric and poetry as ‘flattery’, and his comparison of the two practices with
cookery, entails an implicit epistemological disqualification of them, but I will also

aim to show in what way this characterisation is misleading.

Rhetoricians and poets neglect what is best for men

What men’s well-being and good life consists in is the central subject of contention
between Socrates and his interlocutors. Socrates’ firm conviction, which he
fervently defends especially against Polus and Callicles,” is that justice towards
others is men’s highest good and a fundamental condition of a good life (470e9-
11). By ‘just’, Socrates seems to intend simply ‘law-abiding” (vOppor 504d1-3),

presumably identifying here justice towards others with observance of law.”’

76 A thorough and astute analysis of Polus’ and Callicles’ ethical positions (and differences between
them) and Socrates’ refutation of them is made by Rudebusch, Socrates, Pleasure and Value
(1999), 27-63.

"7 We may suppose that the relationship of justice and law will concern the ‘art of lawgiving’,
mentioned by Socrates as the formative, or regulative branch of the political art (penal practice
being its other, corrective, branch); the task of this art is in fact to provide citizens with laws that
are just (464b7-8). However, the relationship of justice and law is discussed in the argument
between Socrates and Callicles about justice ‘by law’ (or by ‘convention’) and justice ‘by nature’.
The distinction between the two is drawn by Callicles: both Socrates and Callicles understand
justice by law as relying on the principle of all men having the same (t0 (cov €xewv 489a3),

whereas natural justice as consisting in the principle of the stronger having more (6 Aéov €xewv
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Together with justice, Socrates often mentions temperance (CwdQOoUVN) as
another fundamental virtue. In short, temperance may be explained as a virtue that
is complementary to justice: being intemperate consists in excessive wanting
(493c4-7), but wanting is ‘excessive’ precisely inasmuch as realising what is
wanted involves acting unjustly; someone who is intemperate leads ‘a life of a
thief® (507d6-¢3).” According to his view of justice as men’s greatest good,
Socrates considers committing injustice to be the greatest harm for oneself and the
unjust life to be the worst life; further, he regards a just punishment (for the
injustice committed) as a means of somehow restoring one’s justice, and as such,

beneficial for one who is justly punished (504e6-505b12).

These views also determine Socrates’ perception and evaluation of rhetoricians’
and poets’ practices: the neglect of ‘what is best’ for men, of which Socrates
accuses them both, refers to the neglect of men’s justice; their principal aim, in his
view, should be to render those whom their practices concern, just (for
rhetoricians, see 480b7-d6, 504d5-e3). Underlying this demand, however, there is
evidently a specific perception of the role and influence rhetoricians and poets
have in society: as in various other dialogues, both rhetoric and poetry are
evidently considered as activities that have a strong ‘formative’ effect on men’s
moral disposition (and thus on their being just or unjust, temperate or intemperate).
As anticipated, the rhetoricians Socrates refers to here are those who engage in
rhetorical practice as part of their political engagement: typically, the aim of their
public speaking is to persuade their public (constituting a political body) to

approve a particular political proposal.”” These politically active rhetoricians and,

483c3-4, 489a3). Their debate, however, does not make it clear exactly how the two principles
should be understood; Callicles’ concept of natural justice (defended by him against justice by law)
is shown by Socrates to be unsound, whereas the principle of all men having the same is not further
explained.

’® This intemperance in the domain of the ‘soul’ must be distinguished from intemperance in the
domain of the body, i.e. if the object of wanting is something that affects the body. In that case,
temperance, i.e. wanting that is not excessive, will be complementary to the body’s health:
intemperance, i.e. wanting that is excessive, will be such wanting that is harmful to one’s health.

" As Gorgias in fact points out to Socrates, the building of arsenals, the Athenian walls and
harbours was undertaken following the proposal by Themistocles and by Pericles. Gorgias is keen
to state that, concerning these matters, ‘it is rhetoricians who make proposals and make their
opinion prevail’ (456a2-3). On this occasion, he intends to prove that the rhetoricians are able to
persuade their listeners even about matters in which they are incompetent, such as building.
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on the other hand, poets, will exercise moral influence through publicly conveying
beliefs about justice and other moral subjects, though they obviously do so in
different ways and for different purposes. In fact, an important difference between
the two figures is that while rhetoricians’ public performance, i.e. making a
political speech, has an instrumental character, poets’ musical or dramatic
performance does not: the former serves as a means for the realisation of an
extrinsic end, i.e. a certain political plan (e.g., construction of city walls, harbours,
or arsenals), but the latter does not have any further aim extrinsic to the
performance itself.% However, in addition to their ‘discourses’, rhetoricians’
‘actions’ and policies as a whole also ‘shape’ the moral disposition of the citizens,
rather than being neutral in this respect: public infrastructure and services may
themselves render the citizens (more) intemperate, and therefore more prone to act
unjustly (504d5-e3); as Socrates argues, such was the tribute for public offices,

introduced by Pericles, which made citizens greedy for money (515¢2-7).

However, whatever rhetoricians deliver to the citizens and provide them with will
be, in Socrates’ view, worthless or even harmful to them, if citizens’ use of it is not
just. Consider his criticism of the famous Athenian rhetoricians Cimon, Miltiades,
Themistocles and Pericles (503¢1-3)*': at the time they held high political offices
they ‘filled up the city with harbours, ports, walls, tributes and such silly things —
without temperance and justice’ (519al-4). But insofar as they did not render the
citizens just, their achievements were worthless: ‘no benefit comes from any other
advantage, if the intent of those who are to get hold of great riches, or some
command, or whatever other power, is not fair and good’ (513e7-514a3).*> The

advantage and value of rhetoricians’ achievements, consisting, for example, in

% This difference is reflected also in the description of those whom the two practices concern: while
poets’ activity concerns and affects ‘listeners’ or ‘spectators’, rhetoricians’ activity concerns and
affects ‘citizens’. The only exception where those whom rhetoricians’ practice concerns are referred
to as ‘listeners’ is in the argument subsequent to the discussion of poetry (502d10-503b3), where
rhetoricians are in fact considered in their narrower role of public speakers and not in their wider
political engagement.

81 See, for Cimon and Miltiades Gorg. 503c2 et al., for Themistocles Gorg. 455¢2 et al., for Pericles
Gorg. 455¢3 et al.

82 A similar view is expressed by Socrates in the Apology (30b2-4). Cf. Burnyeat’s interpretation of
the passage in ‘Apology 30b 2-4: Socrates, money, and the grammar of yiyveoOar’.
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greater safety (city walls, arsenals) and wealth (ports, public tributes) for the
citizens, will therefore depend on the citizens’ just use of them, and on their just

conduct and life in general.

Poets’ musical or dramatic performances are ‘contributions’ offered to the citizens
of a quite different sort from the public infrastructure and services provided as a
result of rhetoricians’ political engagement. The former performances will be
appreciated by the listeners as such, ie. for their intrinsic (as opposed to
instrumental) value; or we may say, for their ‘poetic’ value.* But again, their
‘poetic’ value alone is in Socrates’ view not sufficient to render them valuable and
advantageous for citizens: if poets are not concerned about how their performance
will affect the listeners’ disposition towards justice, their poetry may contribute to
the listeners’ becoming unjust (various alleged cases of such poetry are in fact

discussed in Republic 1I-11I), and is therefore harmful for them.

Gratifying the soul

Inasmuch as rhetoricians and poets do not aim to render men just, they in Socrates’
view disregard ‘what is best’ for them; but moreover, as observed above, Socrates
claims that the aim of both is only to ‘gratify’ men’s soul (as opposed to men’s
body), without considering whether by gratification they benefit men or harm
them. We have seen above what sort of things rhetoricians and poets provide to
men: rhetoricians, things such as construction of city walls, arsenals, ports, or the
introduction of tributes for public offices, whereas poets, public performances of
their work. Evidently, it is these pursuits by the ones or the others that are by
Socrates characterized as gratifying men. In fact, the achievements of the four
(above mentioned) rhetoricians are paralleled with cooks’ providing tasty food

(517b2-519a7).84 In the case of poets, it is their performances as such that ‘gratify’

% For the notion of ‘poetic’, ¢f. Chapter II, pp. 41 ff.

8 It could seem that ‘what is pleasant’ for the citizens is the rhetoricians’ public performance (as
opposed to city walls etc.); however, the extended and unambiguous comparison of the public
infrastructure and services provided by rhetoricians with the food provided by cooks at 517b2-
519a7 in my view clearly shows that it is these things that are intended to ‘gratify’ the citizens.
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the public (501e-3 et al.). Instead of pursuing such gratification, their aim should
be ‘to try hard, if something is pleasant and gratifying for them, but harmful, not to
say it, whereas if something happens to be unpleasant but beneficial, to say it and
sing it, whether they [the spectators] enjoy it or not’ (502b1-8), as Socrates
suggests with regard to composers of tragedy. Let us now examine in what sense
Socrates characterises these pursuits by rhetoricians or poets as things that ‘gratify’

men’s soul.

Before examining the notion of ‘gratifying the soul’, it is helpful to briefly clarify
the notion of soul itself. The existence of the soul, alongside the body, is an
assumption granted by the interlocutors before the analogy between specific
practices concerned with the one and the other is drawn by Socrates (464al; I shall
return to the analogy later on). The body and the soul seem to be most often
approached as the two distinguishable aspects of ourselves, bodily and psychic,
rather than the two separable parts of ourselves (as at 524b2-4). However, the
question of how these two aspects are related or exactly how they (or their
functions) can be distinguished is not addressed in the dialogue. The same applies
also to the notion of the pleasure of the soul’ (501b6): although it has a central role
in the argument, not much is said about it; so it is not specified how it comes about
or how it differs from the pleasure of the body (cf. 499b5-6).

In order to determine the nature of the pleasure of the soul, it is useful to compare
it with the pleasure of the body. The pleasure of the body may be described as a
kind of experience that consists of sensory perception, for example, a pleasant
sensation produced by eating some food or other. On the other hand, the pleasure
of the soul seems to be more difficult even to ‘trace’. If such things as city walls,
ports, arsenals, or tributes for public offices, or again, musical or dramatic
performances, ‘gratify’ the soul, exactly how are they similar to things that gratify
the body? Supposedly, in that they affect us so that we experience something

similar to pleasure ‘of the body’ (i.e. a pleasant sensation). This experience, or

Even on the occasion on which Socrates could be referring to rhetoricians’ public speaking itself as
gratifying (502d10-503a9), the pleasure of the listeners will supposedly derive from their
anticipation of what the rhetoricians propose as a plan, as Irwin (Plato’s Ethics, 108) seems to
suggest: the orator ‘offers us some prospect of satisfying a strong desire, if we do the action he
recommends’ (italics are mine).
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disposition, inasmuch as it is ‘of the soul’, must differ from the pleasure of the
body’ precisely in that it is not semsate, i.e. it does not consist of sensate
perception.85 The same distinction may be drawn between the pain of the body and

that of the soul, the first being a sensate and the second a non-sensate experience.

Now, if the pleasure (or the pain) of the soul is not constituted by sensory
perception, how does it come about? Why is it that certain things gratify one’s
soul, or other things cause it pain? In contrast to the pleasure of the body’, the
pleasure of the soul’ seems to rely on some reasoning and some such (reasoning)
evaluation of ours, i.e. it seems to have a cognitive basis. While in the Gorgias this
cognitive aspect of the pleasure of the soul is less apparent, it is clearly indicated in
Republic X. On the occasion, Socrates suggests what the object of poets’
representation is: ‘the practice of representing, we say, represents men engaged in
forced or voluntary actions, and who reckon to have fared well or ill as a result of
this doing, and in all these things either suffer pain or feel pleasure’ ([...] kat éx
TOU TOATTELV 1) €D OLOHEVOUS 1) KAKWGS TEMEAYEVAL KAl €v ToUTOolS O
oy 1) ALTIOLEVOUG 1) XalpovTag; Rep. X 603c4-7).%° Leaving the context of
the argument aside for a moment, it is important to note the correlation made
between men’s ‘reckoning to have fared well or ill” and their ‘feeling pleasure or

suffering’; clearly, the latter is presented as a result of the former.

In general, then, something gratifies us in a non-sensate way inasmuch as we
consider it to be good for us, being either valuable in itself or advantageous
(promoting or contributing to something valuable); contrariwise, something afflicts
us in a non-sensate way inasmuch as we consider it to be bad, harmful, or
disadvantageous for us. It may further be supposed that pleasure, or pain, of the
soul will always be a result of some such (cognitive) reckoning or judgement. By
contrast, a sensate experience, either pleasant or painful, is not mediated by any
such judgement: in fact, we cannot give any reason as to why something provides

us with a sensate pleasure, or pain; moreover, even considering something that we

% More precisely, although this experience involves sensory perception, as supposedly does all our
experiencing and being, it is not limited to (contained in) sensory perception as such.

% The argument will be discussed in Chapter V.
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find pleasant to be bad for us, e.g., sweets, will not affect the pleasant sensation it
provides (and the same applies to painful things). We may thus characterise the
pleasure of the soul as cognitive and non-sensate, whereas the pleasure of the body
is non-cognitive and sensate.” And while in the sensate and non-cognitive
‘domain’ (of the body), finding something pleasant can be ‘separated’ from
reckoning it good for us (as in the case of sweets) and likewise painful from bad, in
the non-sensate and cognitive domain (of the soul), these two always seem to be
joined together: we cannot be gratified, ‘pleased’, by what we reckon to be bad, or
disadvantageous, for us, or contrariwise, afflicted by what we reckon to be good or
valuable for us.®

This explanation may now be applied also to the cases of ‘pleasure, or pain, of the
soul’ from the Gorgias. So, to take first an example outside the field of rhetoric
and poetry, cowards and brave men who, in battle, both (though cowards to a
greater extent) experience pleasure (of the soul) at the enemy’s retreat and pain at
the enemy’s advance (498a7-c1). Although how their experiencing pleasure or pain
comes about in either case is not specified, we may say that it derives from their
reckoning the enemy’s retreat to be good for them and the enemy’s advance to be
bad for them. What about gratification by rhetoric or poetry? Whatever the pursuits
of rhetoricians or poets, e.g., the construction of city walls, harbours, the tributes

etc., and, on the other hand, musical or dramatic performances, rhetoricians and

%7 The definition of ‘pleasure’ in the Oxford English Dictionary seems to cover these different
aspects of the two pleasures: ‘the condition or sensation induced by the experience or anticipation
of what is felt to be good or desirable; a feeling of happy satisfaction or enjoyment; delight,
gratification. Opposed to pain’.

% In distinguishing between sensate and non-sensate pleasures, I partly rely on Rudebusch’s similar
distinction in Socrates, Pleasure and Value. Rudebusch introduces the distinction between ‘sensate’
and ‘modal’ pleasures (following Aristotle’s Nicomachean Ethics (VII 11.-14) as well as Gilbert
Ryle, ‘one of those responsible for reintroducing philosophy to this distinction’; 68), which to some
extent corresponds to the Gorgias’ distinction between the pleasure ‘of the body’ and the pleasure
‘of the soul’, in particular in that modal pleasure ‘is not limited to the feeling of sensation’ (68), but
(typically) consists in an unimpeded activity, such as playing golf. However, Rudebusch does not
seem to associate his distinction with the Gorgias’ one (ibid., 68-69). Rudebusch’ ambition is to
show the consistency of Socrates’ ethical views in Plato’s early dialogues, in particular, to reconcile
Socrates’ apparent hedonism in the Protagoras with his apparent rejection of it in the Gorgias. As
Rudebusch argues, Socrates in the latter does not reject hedonism altogether, but holds a position
that is consistent with ‘modal hedonism’; in simplified terms, good would for Socrates consist in an
unimpeded activity that exercises one’s virtue or righteousness, and thus in what may be described
as a kind of modal pleasure (ibid., 79).
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poets will ‘gratify’ those whom their activity concerns (the citizens, the public)
inasmuch as the latter reckon these pursuits to be advantageous, or as such
valuable, for them. As suggested, public ‘infrastructure’ and services are
supposedly reckoned to be advantageous as means of contributing to citizens’
safety and prosperity; as such, they will gratify the citizens. And again, poets’
performances will be appreciated as such, for their ‘poetic’ value, and will thus be

enjoyable for the public.

Citizens are mistaken about what is best for them

Let us now turn back to Socrates’ criticism of the two practices. In the light of the
above considerations, his charge that rhetoricians and poets engage in ‘flattery’, i.e.
in an activity that ‘pursues what is pleasant without pursuing what is best’ (465al-
2), may now be understood as follows: they pursue what citizens reckon to be best
for them (and what therefore gratifies them), but not what is in fact best for them.
But if so, Socrates’ charge implies that what citizens reckon to be best, i.e. most
valuable, for them is different from what is in fact best for them, and therefore, that
the citizens are mistaken about, and do not know, what is best for them. What they
do not know is of course, on Socrates’ account, that their justice, and thus whatever
secures or promotes their justice, is best for them. The same implication of
citizens’ mistaken belief and ignorance is evident in Socrates’ expectation that
what in fact benefits the citizens will be painful for them (either to hear, if speech
(502b6, 503a9), or to receive, if actions are carried out (479a5-c6)): for again, what
is in fact best for them is painful for them, supposedly inasmuch as they reckon it
to be disadvantageous and bad, and not best, for them. In their aim to gratify men
and the citizens, rhetoricians and poets thus pursue whatever the citizens reckon to
be best for them (and what they thus find gratifying), but inasmuch as the citizens
do not know what is in fact best for them, these pursuits may in fact not be good,
but even harmful, for them; as seen above, they will be harmful if they promote, or
even involve, citizens’ injustice. Importantly, however, it is assumed that
rhetoricians and poets are do not know what is best for the citizens either, for they

do not intend to harm them: they pursue what they (mistakenly, on Socrates’
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account) believe is best for the citizens and are not concerned with promoting and
securing their justice inasmuch as they do not know about the potential

. . o e . . . 89
harmfulness of their pursuits, if citizens’ justice is not secured.

If that is so, however, Socrates’ criticism does not at all concern the affective
aspect of rhetoricians’ or poets’ pursuits, but rather the cognitive aspect: his charge
is not simply that they aim to provide the citizens with what gratifies them, but
rather that they aim to provide them with what gratifies them unfoundedly, i.e. they
aim to provide the citizens with the things they (both rhetoricians, or poets, and the
citizens) believe is valuable or good for them, but may in fact not be such (i.e. if
not accompanied by their justice). However, if ‘what gratifies the citizens’ can be
reduced to ‘what the citizens reckon best for them’, just why is ‘gratification’
introduced in the argument, i.e. why does Socrates consistently allege that rhetoric
and poetry pursue ‘what is pleasant, but not best’, rather than simply ‘what is
reckoned best, but is in fact not best’? An answer could be the following: because
once that rhetoricians’ and poets’ pursuits are characterised as being a kind of
‘gratification’, they may be presented as similar to the pursuits of gratifying the

body, with which they are in fact repeatedly compared.

‘Deceiving ignorance with what is pleasant’

In Socrates’ elaborate analogy (the details of which I will leave aside here),
rhetoricians who aim to provide the citizens with such things as city walls, ports,
and tributes, but are not concerned with promoting or securing their justice, and
(implicitly) poets who present their works without any regard for the moral impact

of their performance on their public, are similar to cooks, whose only aim is to

% Socrates does assume that rhetoricians and poets are ‘well-intentioned’, i.e. that they act for the
good of the citizens. Supposing that, by contrast, rhetoricians did not care about their good, but
pursue only their own benefit at the cost of causing harm to the citizens, their causing harm would
again be, on Socrates’ account, unintentional; for on the assumption that causing harm to the others
(unjustly) is most harmful for oneself, and that nobody causes harm to oneself intentionally (468d1-
4), such conduct by rhetoricians would turn out to derive from their ignorance of what is good for
themselves. This explanation in fact applies to rhetoricians who employ rhetoric in the legal sphere
with the aim of evading just punishment for the injustice committed.
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provide tasty food to their customers. Just as cooks pursue what is pleasant for the
body without any concern for its well-being, i.e. health, so rhetoricians and poets
pursue what is pleasant for the (citizens’) soul, without any concern for the
citizens’ well-being. Further, and importantly, it is suggested that those who favour
tasty food do so because they mistakenly reckon tasty, i.e. pleasant, food to be the
best food, ignoring what is in fact the best food for them (their bodies): cookery, as
a kind of flattery, ‘deceives the ignorance’ (465d2);90 likewise those, who in a state
of illness refuse to undergo surgery, mistakenly reckon what is painful to be bad
for them, ‘ignoring, as it seems, what heath and the excellence of the body is like’
(479b3-4). This cognitive model is thus applied to citizens who are gratified by
rhetoricians’ or poets’ achievements: just as those ignorant about what is best for
their body are deceived by tasty food, reckoning it best, so the citizens who are
ignorant about what is best for them are deceived by what ‘gratifies’ them,

reckoning it best for them.

Now, upon closer examination, this comparison turns out to be misleading.
Consider first the case of the body. It is obvious — and presented as such — to
anybody with even a little medical knowledge that the things that give us sensate
pleasure (i.e. of the body) may not benefit our body (i.e. contribute to our bodily
well-being, or health), but may even harm us (sweets), and contrariwise, that the
things that benefit our body may be painful for us (medication, surgery). For it just
so happens that some pleasant things are harmful and some beneficial things are
painful (in a sensate way) for us. For this reason, it is also obvious that any activity
aiming only to give us sensate pleasure may well not benefit us, but even harm us,
and thus that those who believe that such an activity, for example cookery,

provides what is best for the body are mistaken; according to the account proposed,

% That is to say, they are not ‘overcome’ by the food’s tastiness and therefore act against their
better knowledge; the account of conflicting desires, found in Republic 1V, is not applied here. On
other occasions in the Gorgias, however, Socrates speaks about appetites and the restraint of them
(493al-c7, 505a6-10). In Irwin’s view (Plato’s Ethics, 116-117), the argument about psychic order
(504b4 ff.), together with that of restraint of appetites, presupposes the possibility of a psychic
conflict, and therefore suggests a departure from the Socratic psychological eudaemonism
(predominant in the dialogue) according to which we by nature want what is good for us and thus
always do what we believe is such (468bl-8 ef al). Opposing Irwin, Carone (‘Calculating
Machines or Leaky Jars?’, esp. 76-79) argues for a consistently ‘monistic’ picture of the soul in the
dialogue.
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they are deceived by what is pleasant, i.e. they misidentify what is pleasant as what

is good, because they ignore what is truly best for their body.

However, this model cannot be transferred to the domain of the soul. In fact, there
is a fundamental difference between those who greatly appreciate cooks and
cookery and those who highly value rhetoricians or poets, although they are both
gratified by what one or the other provide to them: while the former reckon the
food provided by cooks to be good for them inasmuch as it provides (sensate)
pleasure to them (it is tasty), the latter are gratified (in a non-sensate way) by what
rhetoricians, or poets, provide for them inasmuch as they reckon it to be good, or
valuable, for them. Or, in short: while in the case of cookery something is reckoned
to be good because it is pleasant (for the body, in a sensate way), in the case of
rhetoric or poetry something is pleasant (for the soul, in a non-sensate way)
because it is reckoned good, or valuable. For as concluded above, what gratifies us
in a non-sensate way does so inasmuch as we reckon it advantageous, or valuable
for us, and contrariwise, what afflicts us in a non-sensate way does so inasmuch as
we reckon it bad, or harmful for us. And, as argued earlier, what rhetoricians or
poets provide for the citizens may be reckoned by them to be good for various
reasons, i.e. city walls, because they contribute to their security; tributes, because
they contribute to their wealth; and musical and dramatic performances are

appreciated as such, for their intrinsic, ‘poetic’ value.

While it is thus obvious that those who reckon tasty food to be the best food are
mistaken about what is truly best for the body, there seem to be no grounds to
judge those who reckon the pursuits of poets or rhetoricians to be advantageous or
valuable, for them, to be mistaken about what is best, i.e. most valuable, for the
soul: in fact, in order to judge their view as mistaken, another and differing view of
what is most valuable for men must be first posited as the frue one, and that is to
say as knowledge. As a matter of fact, it is the account of justice as men’s highest
good that is given the status as knowledge, more specifically the knowledge
constituting the ‘political art’: throughout the dialogue, this art is presented as a
counterpart of medicine as the knowledge of the body and its well-being. Further,
it is Socrates who thus appears, at least on some occasions, to possess this art,

although on some other occasions in the dialogue disclaims it (as we shall see
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shortly). However, the problem pointed out already in Chapter 1 (following
Bambrough) is whether such knowledge can be posited at all, i.e. whether the
question of what is good for the ‘soul’ can be determined in the same way as the
question of what is good for the body, and that is to say, whether it can be /learned
and known.”!

Yet, Socrates’ argument that rhetoricians and poets, and, on the other hand, the
citizens, unfoundedly reckon things such as ports, city walls, tributes, or musical
and dramatic performances to be things that are advantageous and valuable for
them, inasmuch as they are ignore that their being just is most valuable for them
(and therefore they ignore that rhetoricians’ or poets’ pursuits are advantageous or
valuable only if they do not compromise, but contribute to, their justice), implicitly
posits the account of justice as the true well-being of men as truth. However, on the
whole, Socrates’ attitude does seem to be ambivalent between being assertive and
expressing doubt and uncertainty about his convictions. For on the one hand,
Socrates presents the latter as parallel with the knowledge of medicine, comparing
current politicians with cooks; he qualifies as a ‘truth’ that ‘cannot be refuted’ his
thesis that those who are unjust are wretched, particularly if they have not received
a just punishment for the injustice committed (473b10-11); he declares himself
virtually the only true practitioner of the political art of his time, inasmuch as he
alone in discussing with others ‘aims at what is best and not at what is pleasantest’
(521d6-€2);”* he appeals to Polus and Callicles to submit themselves to his cure
(475d7; 505c3-4). But on the other hand, Socrates also refuses to qualify his
convictions as knowledge: ‘I do not know how these things stand’ (509a5), he
confesses, though at the same time stressing that any different account (denying the

utter harm of injustice for one who commits it) has always proven ‘ridiculous’

°! Bambrough, ‘Plato’s Political Analogies’, 198: ‘Plato can say nothing in its [of the account of
justice as men’s well-being] defence that could not equally be said by a rival claimant to ultimate
and absolute knowledge of the good, in defence of a different set of ‘absolute’ standards’. Cf. notes
11 and 12.

%2 By contrast, Socrates has earlier on declared himself incapable of engaging in current political
affairs (473e6-474al); these, however, on his account consist in ‘flattery’ and not in the true
political art. Socrates’ apparently paradoxical declarations are noted by Carone (‘Calculating
Machines or Leaky Jars?’, 84, n. 73).
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(50926-7).”% Socrates seems to admit here his inability to give a positive proof of

his account, declaring, however, any different account to be indefensible.

Conclusions

Poets are accused by Socrates of potential harmfulness toward their public on the
assumption that the highest good for the citizens is their justice, and inasmuch as
poets are not concerned with promoting this in their works. However, as I argued,
the charge that poets, alongside rhetoricians, pursue only what is pleasant for men,
but not what is best for them, involves an epistemological disqualification of poets
and rhetoricians, for it amounts to the charge that they pursue what their listeners
or the citizens and, on the other hand, themselves, believe is best, or most valuable,
for men (and therefore gratifies them), but what is in fact not best for men. The
charge in fact relies on the questionable (as I argued, following Bambrough)
positing of a specific account of what is good for men (justice and being just) as
knowledge and a differing one (held by rhetoricians or poets, and by the citizens)
as a mistaken belief. The very characterisation of rhetoricians’ and poets’ pursuits
as ‘gratification’ of men, and therefore the comparison of their pursuits with the
pursuits of gratifying the body seem to have the aim of proving both rhetoricians’
and poets’ ignorance of what is truly good and their potential harmfulness. As I
argued, the comparison is misleading in that it suggests that those who appreciate
rhetoric or poetry are ‘deceived by what is pleasant’, just as those who appreciate
what gratifies the body; for while the latter reckon something to be good, or
valuable, because it is pleasant for the body, being thus obviously mistaken and
deceived, the former are gratified because they reckon something to be good, or
valuable — and there is no criterion (such as the criterion of health, as the body’s

well-being) that could prove their reckoning to be mistaken.

% On this passage (508¢6-509bl1), Irwin (Plato’s Ethics, 122) comments: ‘In this deliberate
juxtaposition of his confident conclusion with his disavowal of knowledge, Socrates implies that his
frequent disavowal of knowledge is not a disavowal of his positive convictions’. Cf- 508a9-b3

78



Excursus C

Rhetoric

In Greek texts dating from the fifth and fourth centuries BC, the noun Or)twQ
(etymologically related to the verb eigetv, ‘to speak’) is used with the meaning of
‘public speaker’; it may also connote the political function of such a speaker.
While the earliest preserved occurrence of the noun, in the variant form gntno,
appears in Homer’s lliad™, its cognate ONTOQOWKOG (also in the feminine form
onrtooukr), specifying the art) is first found, arguably, in the Gorgias.95 In the
dialogue (and in other Greek texts), the adjective OrtoQucdg can assume a general
meaning ‘related to Or)two or his practice’, or a more specific one ‘skilled at
speaking’, whereas the name 1) OrtoQuk?) Téxvn) designates the art of a O1two,”

the art of (public) speaking.97

% Cf II. IX 443: supplicating Achilles not to return home and help the Achaeans in the battle,
Phoenix recounts how he was called upon by Achilles’ father Peleus to raise Achilles into a
‘speaker of words’ and ‘doer of deeds’ (LUBwV te ONTNE' épevat mENKTNEA Te £ ywV). This is
the only Homeric occurrence of the noun.

% Kennedy, Klasicna retorika, 19. The adjective ONToQLKOG appears also in the Euthydemus and
Menexenus (besides some other dialogues by Plato commonly agreed to be of a later date), whose
composition Dodds (Plato: Gorgias, 22-24) dated as close, but subsequent, to the composition of
the Gorgias. The ¢ntoowkot are mentioned also in two speeches by Isocrates (posterior to the
mentioned dialogues by Plato), Nicocles and Antidosis, and defined there as ‘those who are capable
of speaking in public’ (Nic. 8.4-5, and similarly in Antid. 256.5-6): [...] Ontogkovg HEV
KAAOULEV TOVG €V T A0l duvapévoug Aéyev [...]). Isocrates, Gorgias’ pupil, a teacher as
well as theoretician of rhetoric, who founded a school of rhetoric a few years before Plato’s
foundation of the Academy, is believed to have had a strained relationship with Plato (¢f. Kennedy,
ibid., 59). Although without naming him, Isocrates seems to argue against Plato in some of his
speeches: Dodds (ibid., 27 and 27, n. 2) points out Contra sophistas, Helena, Antidosis and
Panathenaicus. In Plato’s Phaedrus (278e10-279b3), however, Socrates expresses his admiration
for a still young Isocrates, rating his speeches higher than those by Lysias and foreseeing an
important future for him.

% As already mentioned, the practice (and ability) considered by the three rhetoricians in the
Gorgias as the rhetorical art is ultimately deprived of the status as an art by Socrates.

°7 According to Kennedy (Klasicna retorika, p. 19), the skill and practice for which ‘the rhetorical
art’ has become the conventional name in Plato’s times, is the same that in earlier times was called

mel® “‘persuasion’, as a practice or a capacity of persuading), or A0yoc (as argument, reason).
Before the established name for the art became the ‘rhetorical’ art, it had also been referred to as
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Public speaking was first perceived as an art in the fifth century BC in Sicily, and
thereafter in Athens and other Greek cities, i.e. it began to be studied, taught,
discussed and written about, and given a theoretical framework. Earlier on, it was
also referred to as ‘the art(s) of speeches’, whereas in Plato’s time, the
conventional name for it became ‘the rhetorical art’. This development of rhetoric
coincided with the democratisation of the political constitutions of these cities,
which also involved a transformation of their judicial systems. The administration
of the state was to a large extent in the competence of the democratic assembly
(ékkAnola) and the council (BouvAr)), as the principal deliberative political bodies,
and public debate was an essential element of their functioning. Moreover, in
Athens, such public debate was open to all adult male citizens, as the participation

in the Assembly was granted to them (as well as required).

Another institution in which public speaking took place was the legal court: again,
every adult male citizen had the right to appeal to it, but at the same time, the
obligation to participate in the trial himself (as either prosecutor or defendant). The
parties involved were allowed, however, to consult an expert or commission a
speech of prosecution or defence from one, called, in this capacity, a

AoyoyQddog (Phdr. 257¢c6 et passim).

Outside the narrower political or legal sphere, public ceremonies (commemorative,
funeral, festive and other) provided opportunities for another kind of public
speaking, the ceremonial address.”® In each of these contexts, the speaker was
obviously in quite a different role, dealt with different matters and had a different
aim: e.g., a political address consisted of, typically, a proposal (cuppovAn,

OVHPOoVAeVEW; cf. Gorg. 455b4 et passim) for a certain action; a legal speech was

‘the art(s) of speeches’: cf. Gorg. 449¢l ff., where Gorgias first defines rhetoric as the art and
knowledge ‘about speeches’ and Phdr. 266d5-6, where ‘books written about the art of speeches’ are
mentioned). At the first mention of the practice in the Gorgias, it is referred to (by Socrates) as the
practice ‘that is called rhetorical’ (¢f. Gorg. 448d9): the reason could be that the name ‘rhetorical’
had not yet come into common linguistic use.

% In Fr. 6, 1-6 DK (PLANUD. ad Hermog. V 548 Walz), Gorgias is reported to have made mostly
‘epidictic” speeches, fewer ‘political’ and none ‘legal’: Awoviolog 6 TEeTBUTEQOS €V TAL
devtéowt Tlept xapaktiowv meptl 'ogyiov Aéywv tade Pnoiv: "dikavikois HEV o0V oV
TEQLETUXOV aDUTOD Adyols, dNUNYOoQWOLs & OALYolS kal ToL Kal Téxvals, Ttolg d¢
mAeloow EMWeKTIKOG. TNG d¢ Déag avToL TV AOYWV TOODTOG O XAQXKTNQ
(éyxwpialet d¢ Tovg €v mMoAépols aglotevoavtag ABnvaiwv)- [...]"
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either an accusation of a committed injustice or a defence against it (katryooetv,
amnoAoyeloOay; cf. Gorg. 521e3-522a7); a ceremonial address could be, e.g., a
festive or funeral oration (€mitadrog )\éyog).99 In every case, however, in order
to achieve what the speaker intended (e.g., the acceptance of his proposal, proving
his innocence in the case, showing someone as a virtuous person), he had to
persuade his audience of the truth of what he was saying. Hence, often
persuasiveness was esteemed as the most important quality of public speaking and
the rhetorical art was defined (as it still is today) as the art of persuasive

speaking. 100

The Gorgias is concerned with rhetoric as a practice exercised in the political and

legal spheres rather than in the ceremonial; by contrast, rhetoric as a ceremonial

practice is discussed in the Menexenus.'"!

% Neither in the Gorgias (452¢1-4) nor elsewhere in Plato’s work is the practice of rhetoric clearly
differentiated, though on two occasions, the distinction seems to be suggested between the
“forensic’ (dwkavikr)) and ‘political’ (dnunyootkr)) kinds of rhetoric (see Rep. 11 365d4-5, Soph.
222c¢9-d1). The classification of the rhetorical art into three kinds, ‘forensic’, ‘advisory’ and
‘epidictic’, was first made by Aristotle in the Rhetoric (1 3, 1358a36-b8).

1% Such an understanding of rhetoric is attributed to Gorgias in the eponymous dialogue, and is
likely to rely on the views of the historical Gorgias: in the dialogue, Gorgias introduces the notion
of persuasion in his second attempt to define rhetoric, defining it as the art that enables one to
persuade with speeches the judges in the court, the members of the council or the assembly or the
participants of any other political gathering (see Gorg. 452e1-4); in what follows, however, rhetoric
understood thus is subjected to Socrates’ further examination, which proves the rhetorical
persuasion to be of very little value. Cf. also Isocrates, Fr. 1.3.1 (G. Mathieu and E. Brémond,
Isocrate. Discours, vol. 4. Paris: Les belles lettres, 1962) Tooxoatng ¢not pundév aAro

EmutndeveLy Tovg ONTOQAG 1) EmotunV metbovg (Sextus Empiricus, Adversus mathematicos,
IT, 62, p. 301 F.)

1% In the opening scene of the dialogue, Menexenus reports to Socrates how the council is about to
choose the rhetorician to deliver a funeral speech for those fallen in the war; in what follows,

Socrates recites, at Menexenus’ request, the funeral speech (értadpogc Adyoc) that he presents as
being composed by Aspasia as a sort of sample of the speech for the same occasion.
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Excursus D

Republic Il: how poets should speak about gods102

The first discussion of poetry in the Republic, as suggested in Chapter I, is of a
prescriptive character: more specifically, it is concerned with the question of what
kind of poetry should be used as educative material for the prospective guards of
the envisaged state. For this purpose, various examples of pre-existing poetry are
considered and most often are judged to be unsuitable in one way or another, and
therefore used as sorts of ‘negative examples’ in designing new standards to which
the envisaged poetry should conform. Here, I will consider a puzzling criticism
that Socrates directs at one of these pre-existing examples of poetry: Hesiod’s
narration about the deeds by Uranus and his descendants. Socrates’ criticism is the

following:

ITocwtov Héy, [...], TO péytotov kal mepl TV peYloTwVv Pevdog O elmwV 0V
kaAwg E&pevoato wg OvEavog te Noyacato & ¢not doacoal avTOV

‘Holodog, 6 te ad Kpdvog wg étipwonoato avtov.

First, [we will say,] [...] the one who spoke the greatest falsehood about the
greatest [gods] did not speak falsely well, when he said that Uranus accomplished
the things that Hesiod says he did, and what Hesiod says Cronus did in turn, that he
took revenge on him.'% (377e6-378al)

192" A version of this excursus has been published in Slovene as the article ‘Kako naj pesniki
govorijo o bogovih. Platon, Drzava 11 377¢6-378al’ (Keria V1/2(2004), pp.121-131).

193 1 follow Adam (The Republic of Plato, 112), in taking tév peyiotwv as masculine, not neuter,
i.e. referring to gods, mentioned previously. I take the conjunction ¢ in both instances as
synonymous with Ot i.e. introducing a substantive clause, and not as a modal conjunction
synonymous with 67twg i.e. introducing an adverbial clause. Contra Jowett and Campbell (Plato’s
Republic, 98), who interpret the second wg as ‘in what way’.
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Socrates’ reproach is then that the poet ‘did not speak falsely well’: o0 kaAwg
épevoarto. We may find this criticism surprising: Hesiod is not accused, simply,
of speaking falsely, but rather of not speaking falsely well. It seems, thus, that
Hesiod’s speaking falsely as such is not the object of Socrates’ criticism: Socrates

would approve of Hesiod, if he, when speaking falsely, spoke falsely well.

Socrates’ criticism has been often seen as ‘ethical’, that is, not concerned with the
falsity of the story, but with its moral inadequacy. Thus Murray (Plato on Poetry,
252) suggests that ‘the objection to a myth such us this (the story of Cronus and
what Zeus did to him) is not that it is untrue in terms of factual accuracy, but that it
would set the wrong ethical example’.lo4 Some other scholars have suggested,
differently, that the object of Socrates’ criticism is primarily misrepresentation of
the nature of the divine, without offering, however, an interpretation of Socrates’
criticism oV kaA@g éPevoato.'” Adhering to the latter view, my aim here is to
clarify how this criticism is to be understood. I will first examine what it means for

Hesiod ‘to speak falsely’ (as opposed to ‘speaking the truth’), and therefore, what

it means for him ‘not to speak falsely well’ (as opposed to ‘speaking falsely well’).

Socrates criticises what Hesiod says about Uranus and Cronus in the Theogony, but
relates the story Hesiod told about these two gods in a rather elliptic way
(purposely, it seems, for he later remarks that the mention of such deeds would be
best avoided, even if gods had in fact committed them). The narration Socrates is
evidently referring to is the one in which Hesiod says, with regard to Uranus, that
he hated his children, generated from his union with Gaia, and kept them hidden in

Gaia’s depths (Theog. 158); while, with regard to Cronus, Hesiod says that he, one

1% For similar views, see Adam (The Republic of Plato, 112), Ferrari (‘Plato and Poetry’, 113),
Halliwell (‘The Republic’s Two Critiques of Poetry’, 319-320).

195 See Moravesik (‘On Correcting the Poets’, 39-41), followed explicitly by Janaway (Images of
Excellence, 89-91), and by Biittner (Die Literaturtheorie bei Platon und ihre anthropologische
Begriindung, 146-147). Different from all the fore-mentioned views is Page’s interpretation (‘The
Truth about Lies in Plato’s Republic’, 9-10), according to which Socrates would criticise Hesiod for
revealing ‘the inhumanness of the cosmos’, which Socrates himself would surmise; this
interpretation, however, goes against the theological and cosmological views expressed here and in
Plato’s other dialogues, notably in the Timaeus.

83



of Gaia’s children, castrated his father Uranus, and that he did so in order to take
revenge on Uranus for his deeds, following the instruction given by his mother
(Theog. 159-182).

Now, by characterising Hesiod’s narration as false, Socrates makes Hesiod no
exception. For Socrates has in the earlier conversation with Adeimantus
characterised poets’ composing of stories (LvOou) in general as a kind of speaking

falsely, and stories as false discourses:

AOYywv d¢ dittov €1dog, TO pev aAn0éc, Pevdog d' Etepov;
Nat.

Iawevtéov d' v apdotépols, mpdtegov d' &v Toig Pevdéoty;
OV pavBavw, édn), g Aéyelc.

OV pavOavelg, v d' £yw, 0TL ME@WTOV TOLS TTadiog Hvbovg

Aéyopev; TouTo d€ oL WG TO A0V elTtelv PevdOG, VL OE kal AANON.

‘Are there then two kinds of discourses, one true, the other false?’
‘Yes.’

‘Is it then necessary to educate in both, but first in the false ones?’
‘I do not understand, [ Adeimantus] said, what you mean by that.’

‘Do you not understand’, I said, ‘that we first tell stories to children? And this is
somehow, taken as a whole, falsehood, but there is also some truth in there.’
(376e11-377a6)
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Poets, then, inasmuch as they compose stories, speak falsely: though not altogether
s0, since they, in a certain way, speak the truth as well. The kind of false discourse
in which poets engage may presumably be characterised as invention: for poets
speak falsely in that they narrate stories, and that is to say, they speak of subjects

or events that have in fact not taken place.106

But what is the purpose and
justification of such speaking falsely? The stories that Socrates introduces here are
those that aim at the youngest children, and thus, at listeners who are able to
acquire certain beliefs only through stories that somehow imply them. The ‘truth’
that stories contain, though being as a whole false, which seems to be mentioned
by way of justifying the employment of falsehood in education, presumably refers

precisely to such (implicit) beliefs.

What, then, may the ‘truth’ with which stories are credited, be? Less likely, in my
view, the truth meant is of the historical, or factual kind, as has been suggested by
some scholars'”’: such cases, however, would be those in which the subjects or
events that poets speak about have in fact taken place. It seems more likely, as has

also been suggested,lo8

that the ‘truth’ concerned is of the moral or religious
nature: for acquiring moral or religious beliefs, children will also develop a
specific moral disposition, and this is what Socrates is concerned with in the
discussion. What is important, in any case, is that the interlocutors evidently
consider this kind of speaking falsely to the children as nothing reproachable in
itself, but rather, because of the children’s limited understanding, a necessary

means of their education.

1% The activity of PevdecOar or ‘speaking falsely’ may be differentiated by various criteria: for
example, with regard to the intention of the speaker, into lying, mistaking, telling stories (in the last
two, one who is speaking falsely does not intend to deceive); with regard to the object of speaking,
as factual (speaking falsely about facts, i.e. about what has actually occurred) and fictional speaking
(i.e. inventing). For similar distinctions, see, e.g., Plantinga (‘Possible but Unactual Objects: On
What There Isn’t’) and Gill (‘Plato on Falsehood — not Fiction’, 39). The categories of false
discourse and the criteria for distinguishing between them raise several theoretical problems, and
are ‘highly debatable’ not only when applied to the ancient (as Murray, Plato on Poetry, 135,
notices) but also to the modern world, and have been studied in the context of logic, aesthetics and
literary history. For the study of the subject within the ancient context, see Gill and Wisemann, Lies
and Fiction in the Ancient World, and, for the study of these issues specifically in Plato, Gill ‘Plato
on Falsehood — not Fiction’ in the same volume).

197 Adam, The Republic of Plato, 110.

1% Murray, Plato on Poetry, 135.
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Turning back to Hesiod’s story about Uranus and Cronus, however, there is a
further reason why Hesiod could not do otherwise than speak falsely. His narration
is in fact about what some particular gods, Uranus and Cronus, did. This, however,
is no longer a subject accessible to men. Socrates provides the reason for this later
on in the discussion: ‘there is no knowing what the truth is concerning antiquity’,
that is to say divine matters, considered to have taken place in the distant past:109
for lacking the knowledge, so to speak historical knowledge, about what gods did,
it is possible to speak about this only through puv0ot, and thus speak falsely. That
is why Hesiod, speaking about what gods did, could not have done otherwise:
whatever other actions he had attributed to Uranus and Cronus, he would have had
to invent them, and thus speak falsely.''® Speaking falsely about what gods did is
then again not in itself reproachable, since because of the lack of relevant

knowledge, it is not possible to speak the truth about it.

However, Hesiod is accused of not speaking falsely well: what then does ‘not
well’, o0 kaAwg, mean? Socrates actually explains this just before addressing his

criticism at Hesiod, suggesting that someone does not speak falsely well

1% T{ 3¢ &1 10 ¢v Toig Adyolg [heddog]; mdTe Kai 1@ XQHOLOV, @oTe Ui &Elov eival
pioovg; &' o MEOS Te TOUG MOAgUiOUS kKal TV kKaAovHévav ¢idwy, Stav dx paviav 1
TVAL AVOLAXV KAKOV TL ETUXEQWOLY TIQATTELY, TOTE ATOTQOTNG EVEKA WG PAQUAKOV
Xonotov yiyvetay kai év aig vuvdn éAéyopev taic pvboloyials, dux 1o un eidévar 67

TAANOEC ExeL MEQL TV MAAXIDV, APOLOLODVTES TG AANOEL TO PebdOC OTL HAALOTA, 0OUTW

XONOLLLOV TIOLOVUEV;

And the [falsehood] in discourses? When and for whom is it useful, so as not to deserve hatred? Or
is it not useful when used against enemies, and also in the well known case of friends, whenever
they attempt to do something bad because of insanity or foolishness; then it becomes useful for the
sake of averting evil, like a medicine? And in the telling of stories, which we just talked about,
because there is no knowing what the truth is concerning antiquity, in making the falsehood as
similar as possible to the truth, we make it useful in that way? (Rep. Il 382c6-382d3)

"9 It is important to notice that antiquity, as the time in which the events narrated by poets took
place in stories, remains entirely unspecified in the discussion; by acknowledging human ignorance
concerning antiquity, Socrates does not throw discredit only on the actions attributed to gods, but
also on the very existence of the gods that poets speak about. See 7im. 40d-41a, and L. X 886b-d,
where little or no credibility is given to the cosmogonies and divine genealogies narrated by poets.
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[0“]tav etdln Tic Kakws [ovotav] T Adyw, Tept OewV Te kal )oWwV olot
elow, WomeQ yoadeLe Undev €okota Yoadwv oig av duowx BouvAnom

yodaat.

‘[w]hen someone depicts badly in speech, what gods and heroes are like, just as a
painter paints things with an intended likeness, but does not achieve resemblance at
all’ (377e1-3).

In what way, then, did Hesiod badly depict what gods are like? Hesiod related that
Uranus did certain things and that Cronus took revenge on him. A while later, such
actions are judged by Socrates as utterly unjust or, at any rate, as unacceptable. By
attributing them to gods, Hesiod thus spoke of gods as being capable of acting
unjustly, or, ultimately, as capable of evil. Now, if what gods did belongs to the
realm of the past, concerning which humans lack any knowledge, what gods are
like does not belong to this realm. For Socrates, in fact, the nature of the divine is
the subject of a different kind of perception and ‘knowledge’, which is, as he
implies, to an extent accessible to humans. The fundamental thesis about the nature
of the divine that Socrates puts forward later in the discussion is that the god is
good."'" Interestingly, Socrates introduces this thesis, not naming a particular god,
nor speaking of gods in plural, but of ‘the god’, 6 Oed6c. Whether this is a generic

name, designating any god as such, or the name of the one god there is, is

" OvkoOV dyaBog 6 ye 0edg ¢ GvTL Te Kai Aektéov oUtw; Ti prjv; AAAX v ovdév ye
v ayabov BAaPepdv: 1 ydo; OV pou dokel. Ag' odv 0 un BAafegov PAamtey
Ovdap@s. O d¢ un PA&mTeL Kakdy TL motel; OVdE TovTo. “O d€ Ye undev Kakov motel
oLd' &v Twvog £l kakov aitov; Twg yao; Tt 0é; wpéAov to ayabdv; Natl. Altov doa
evmoayiag; Nal. Ovk dga maviwv ve altiov 10 dyabdv, AAAX TV HEV €0 EXOVIWV
AlToV, TOV & KAKOV AVAITIOV.

‘Is not the god good and must one not so speak of him?’ ‘Of course.” ‘But certainly none of the

things that are good is harmful, is it?” ‘I do not think so.” ‘And does that which is not harmful
harm?’ ‘In no way.” ‘And does that which does not harm do anything evil?’ ‘No again.” ‘And that
which does not do anything evil cannot be the cause of anything evil?” ‘How indeed can it
be?’ ‘Again: is not what is good beneficial? ‘Yes.” ‘And therefore the cause of well-
being?’ ‘Yes.” “What is good, therefore, is not the cause of everything, but it will be the cause of
things that are well, yet not the cause of bad things’ (Rep. 11 379b1-16).
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impossible to determine, and this may not be accidental.''> However, as the
discussion is concerned with the nature of the divine and not with its plural or

unique existence, this has no bearing on the argument.

Now, from the thesis that the god is good, Socrates draws a further conclusion that
the god, being good, cannot cause anything evil, but only good. In his story,
Hesiod spoke about gods as being capable of evil, and therefore he spoke about
gods as in fact they are not. The belief that his story will thus convey, the belief
that gods are capable of evil, is a false belief concerning the nature of gods. It may
therefore be concluded, from the fundamental premise about what gods are like it
is not possible to infer what gods did, and thus, it is not possible to gain any
positive historical knowledge concerning them: it is possible, however, to infer
what they could have done, namely good actions, and what they could not have
done, namely bad actions. Thus, even though poets, and humans in general, do not
have any positive historical knowledge concerning gods, this does not justify just
any kind of speaking falsely about what they did: a poet will speak falsely well, if
he attributes to gods such actions as they could in fact have done; if, instead, a poet
attributes to them — as Hesiod did — such actions as they could not have done, he

will not speak falsely well.

More generally, Socrates’ criticism of Hesiod illustrates well in which domain
poets will be allowed to operate autonomously in the envisaged political order:
while it will be in the competence of its leadership alone to pronounce on religious
and moral beliefs and principles, the task of poets will be to mould and invent

stories out of them.

12 Although there are places, within the Republic, where a monotheistic view seems to be argued
for, here such a view is not unequivocally expressed.
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Chapter IV

POETS AND MIMHZXIX IN THE DIALOGUES

Introduction

While in the /on, the Gorgias, and Plato’s other early dialogues, poets are never

3, in his later

considered to engage in piunoic (i.e. representation, or imitation)
dialogues poets’ activity is characterised as pi{pnoig very often, both in passing
references and in some more extensive discussions of poetry; in particular, this is
the case in Books III and X of the Republic and Books II and VII of the Laws. In
these discussions, however, we do not find a single and uniform account of when
and how poets engage in piunoic, but various and diverse, even apparently
inconsistent, arguments on the subject. In the discussion of poetry in Republic X,
which will be considered in detail in the next chapter, the notion of pipnoic has a
prominent role; at the same time, however, the characterisation of poets’ activity as
piunoic there appears not only very intricate in itself, but also difficult to
reconcile with other discussions concerned with poets’ piunoig, above all in

Republic 111, but also in the Laws.

These problems have been extensively discussed by scholars. The solutions I will
propose on the one hand to the question of consistency between the arguments
concerning poets’ uipnoic, and on the other to ‘internal’ problems within the
discussion of poetry in Republic X, rely on an understanding of p{pnoig that I will
argue for in this chapter and which in some aspects differs from the understanding
of this notion that is most often assumed. After presenting some prominent
interpretations that have been offered on the subject, I will thus consider the
activity of piunoic as well as the verb pipetoOal in relevant aspects. The

distinctions will allow me to show exactly what renders each of the poets’

'3 The issue of translation of the verb pipetoBoat and its cognates will be discussed later on.
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activities concerned (in the Republic and Laws) a kind of piunoig, and to suggest

exactly how they differ.

Problems and solutions proposed

As becomes immediately obvious, in different arguments in the Republic, even
within Book III alone, it is not one and the same activity, but various activities of
poets that are characterised as piunoic. As is often the case in the dialogues, here
the activity of performing (reciting, singing, playing an instrument, dancing) is not
viewed as separate from that of composing, but instead as part of it. As is thus first
suggested in Book III, in that a poet speaks ‘as if he were’ (393a and c), i.e.
impersonates, one individual or another about whom he narrates, a poet engages in
a piunoic of this individual, that is, he represents, or imitates, him: e.g., Homer
engages in a pipnoig of Chryses soon after the beginning of the //iad, when he
impersonates Chryses imploring the Achaeans to release his daughter, whereas just
before that, Homer narrates in the first person, as Homer, and thus without
engaging in puipunois of Chryses or of any other individual about whom he is
narrating. The other activity of poets that is characterised in Book III as piunoic is
musical composing, i.e. the making of compositions that are not recited, but sung

or (also) played on an instrument.'™*

According to the account the interlocutors
associate with the musicologist Damon' ", harmony and rhythm, the two elements
specific to musical compositions, represent (i.e. are ppr)pota of) respectively in
pitch and pace of the sound, men engaged in a particular activity or behaviour, and
having a particular style, or mode, of living: for example, particular musical modes
may represent sounds of lamenting or of brave fighting (398d-e, 399a); particular
rhythms may represent an ordered and brave life, or again, a violent or frantic one

(399¢-400b).''°

' For the notion of povok, see Excursus A.
15 See Rep. II1 400b and 400c. Another reference to Damon is made in Rep. IV 424c.

16 A more precise account of harmony and rhythm, which Republic 1II lacks, is found in the Laws
(11, 653d, 664e-665a) and a technical definition of them in Phlb. 17c-d.
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It may be noted here that the same understanding of music is found in the Laws.
The discussion of poetry in the Laws, which is prescriptive in its aim, focuses on
the musical forms of poetry, especially choral poetry, and the formative effect it
has. In the dialogue, the ‘musical’ art (uovowkr)) is conceived of as inherently
mimetic; as I will argue, the ‘musical’ art seems to be intended here in the
narrower sense, ie. including only ‘properly’ musical poetry, and the mimetic
nature of poetry seems to be attributed to the elements of harmony and rhythm.
Just as in Republic 111, these two attributes are presented as the elements that
constitute (acoustic) pprpata of men’s moral character or conduct (L. II, 668b-
c¢). This understanding of the practice of povou is presented in the Laws as
being generally known and accepted, and not as original (though here it is not
associated with Damon, who is not mentioned at all). Consider, for instance, the
rhetorical question ‘Do we not say that the entire musical art is figurative and
mimetic?” (O0UKOUV HOVLOWKNV YE TMACAV PAMEV EKAOTIKNV Te elval Kal

puntknv; L. 11, 668a6-8).

Turning back to Book III of the Republic, the two cases of uipnoig discussed in it,
one ‘through impersonation’ and the other ‘by musical composing’ can easily be
distinguished. For while a poet engages in the former pipunotg through discourse,
i.e. the verbal element of his activity (composing), he engages in the latter
pipnoic through composing in harmony and rhythm, i.e. the two non-verbal
elements of his activity. For the same reason, the characterisation of poets’ musical
composing as piunols does not interfere with the arguments about poets’
pipnoic in Book X, for there again it is poets’ verbal (and not musical) activity
that is characterised as piunoiwc. By contrast, the characterisation of poets’
impersonation of characters as piunolg does interfere with the mentioned
arguments in Book X. For in the first, epistemological argument, by and large all
poetry, viewed in its verbal aspect (i.e. as speaking or narrating), is characterised as
pipnotlc — on what grounds will be examined in detail in the next chapter — and
Homer’s poetry features as its most prominent example. Thus, for example, while
according to Book III, Homer engages in uipunots only occasionally, and more
specifically, in pipnoig of one individual or another about whom he is narrating,

in the epistemological argument of Book X Homer’s entire activity of composing
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(in its verbal aspect) is characterised as ptunotg, evidently regardless of whether
or not, in composing, he is impersonating one individual or another about whom he
is narrating. Moreover, and importantly, while the pt{unoig attributed to Homer in
Book III is treated as such neutrally, in the epistemological argument in Book X
the very characterisation of the activity by Homer and other poets as pipunoig is
disqualifying: for this characterisation, as we shall see, relies on the assumption
that poets lack knowledge of the matters they speak about. How, then, should this
pipunoic by poets be understood, and how does it differ from the pipnoig
consisting in impersonation of individuals about whom poets narrate, given that the
two can occur, it seems, in the very same instance of a poet’s (verbal) activity, for

example, in Homer’s narrating the story of the /liad?

The problem is in fact well known and widely studied. Most of the solutions
proposed by scholars rely on the same ‘semantic’ assumption concerning the term
pipnoic in the two books: given that, according to Book III, we must consider
only some of poets’ verbal composing (i.e. that in which they impersonate
individuals about whom they narrate) as piunoig, whereas following the
epistemological argument in Book X, we must regard as pipnoic their (verbal)
composing as such, the conclusion that has commonly been drawn is that the term
pipnoic in the two books is used with a different meaning. Thus, among others,
Julia Annas (4n Introduction to Plato’s Republic, 336) argues that ‘in Book 3 only
some poetry was mimetic. Here all poetry is, but we soon see that something
different is meant by “imitation” ’. The meaning that has thus been commonly
attributed to the term piunowc in the context of Republic X is ‘artistic
representation or depiction’; supposedly, this meaning has been derived from the
facts that piunoic is described there as the making of images and that both
painters and poets are said to engage in it. This interpretation has been amply
presented by Stephen Halliwell, both in his earlier Plato: Republic X (1998) and
his later The Aesthetics of Mimesis (2002). As some basic assumptions of

Halliwell’s account are widely accepted, it is worth considering it in more detail.

Halliwell (Plato: Republic X, 5) indicates as a change between Books II-I1I and X,
‘the shift in the use of the mimesis word-group from denoting dramatic enactment

through direct speech (3.392d5 ff.) to meaning artistic representation or depiction
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in a much broader sense’. As he further suggests, in the case of poetry, this
pipnotc would thus consist in ‘something comparable to what the painter does in
his [medium]; the poet offers verbal images of men, gods, objects and events, just
as the painter does in visual form’. Moreover, Halliwell (The Aesthetics of
Mimesis, 56) considers poets’ piunoig as discussed in Republic X as being the
same as that (poets’ uipunoic) discussed previously both in the Republic (in at least
two places) and in other dialogues, for example in the Laws and Timaeus:
‘[i]nstead of book 3’s restriction to the dramatic mode, book 10 (re)expands the
concept of mimesis to cover a// representation in both poetry and visual arts — not
as disquieting change of terminology and focus as many have found it, because
even in book 2-3, as I noted earlier, the language of mimesis is used in both
broader and narrower senses’ (cf- ibid., 44-48 for the relation of Republic X and
Cratylus concerning poets’ piunotc). Or again, he suggests that ‘[t]he assumption
found in bk. 10 that virtually all poetry is mimetic (see on 595a5) becomes
invariable in Plato’s later works (e.g. Tim. 19d-e, L. 2.668a-b), as does the notion
of a fundamental analogy between the status and aims of poetry and painting’

(Plato: Republic X, 5).

Moreover, in Halliwell’s view the account in Republic X of poetry as piunoig is
not new, but draws upon an earlier tradition, which would already conceive of
poets’ activity as a kind of ‘artistic representation or depiction’, as Halliwell
interprets pipnos in Republic X: ‘In constructing his arguments in Rep. 10, Plato
makes use of already existing attitudes towards art, and attempts to show the
adverse conclusions which can be drawn from them. Greek artistic practice and
theory alike accepted that poetry and visual arts in some sense represented,
depicted or dramatised reality (whether actual or potential). [...] a view, which by
Plato’s time was generally expressed in the language of mimesis [...]" (Plato:

Republic X, 7; cf. The Aesthetics of Mimesis, 22).

Importantly, in Halliwell’s view, among these ‘adverse conclusions’ drawn in
Republic X, the fundamental one would be the claim that the (thus understood)
mimetic nature of poetry renders it incapable of attaining the truth: ‘[...] the
apparently comprehensive familiarity with the phenomenal world, with the

“surfaces” of life, exhibited in the works of Homer and others (598e) cannot in
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itself vouch for anything that deserves to be regarded as knowledge or wisdom’
(The Aesthetics of Mimesis; 59; cf. 64). Or, as Halliwell suggests in his earlier work
(Plato: Republic X, 10): ‘[...] Plato’s fundamental allegation against the artist,
implicit in the maker/user/imitator scheme as well as separately stated, remains
that his concern with “appearances” and “simulacra” prevents him from obtaining
any real hold on the truth’. The ‘artist’ is understood here to be either a painter or a

poet.

The supposed ‘broader’ meaning of the term pipnois in Republic X, rendered by
Halliwell as “artistic presentation and depiction’, has also been explained in similar
terms by some other scholars. Christopher Janaway and Fabio M. Giuliano seem to
see the mimetic character of poetry (more explicitly than Halliwell does) in the
‘fictionality’ (as opposed to factuality) of poets’ discourse. Thus Janaway (/mages
of Excellence, 125-129) suggests that ‘presumably what Plato thinks the generic
poet ‘makes’ [...] is an imaginary scene containing characters, actions, and so
forth. Poetry makes its own world, presenting before the receptive imagination
Chryses, Agamemnon, the city of Troy, the Greek ships [...]” (128). Similarly,
Giuliano (Platone e la poesia, 74-77) understands this piunoic by poets as the
‘remaking of a particular reality’ (‘riproduzone di una realta’, 75) through

describing men, things and events.

Now, an objection that may promptly be raised to the relating of the mimetic
nature attributed to poetry to its supposed fictionality is that in Republic X, the
fictional, or imaginary, nature of poets’ discourse does not seem to play any role
whatsoever in the argument, nor is there any indication that such a nature is even
attributed to it. Besides, it may be pointed out that in the very similar argument in
the Sophist, sophists’ discourse is (on the assumption that they lack knowledge
about the matters of which they speak) characterised as pipnoic and as a sort of
‘image making’ comparable with painting: but surely such fictionality is not
characteristic of sophists’ discourse and thus cannot be the reason for attributing to
it a mimetic character.''” On the other hand, the ‘falsity’ attributed to poets’

narrations in Republic 11, which is in my view to be interpreted indeed as

"7 This argument from the Sophist is discussed in Excursus F.
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“fictionality’ (or ‘inventiveness’), is not characterized or associated with p{punoig

there at all.''®

But even more importantly, Halliwell’s, Janaway’s and Giuliano’s
interpretations all seem to take the characterisation of poetry as ptpunoig (whatever
it may consist in) in Republic X as a neutral observation of some (even generally
acknowledged, according to Halliwell) feature of poetry, whereas in fact, this
characterisation is offered there as a sort of (discrediting) discovery that yet reveals
the true nature of poets’ works, which is by most people, namely those who highly

value poets and their works, not perceived:

det On éruokéPpaocOar MOTEQOV UIUNTALS TOVUTOIS OUTOL €VIUXOVTEG
gEnmamvtal kat @ €oya avtV 0pwvTeG ovk aloBOdvovtat Tt
ATEXOVTA TOL OVTOG KAl QAdWx Totetv pn edott v aAnbeiav -
dbavrtaopata Yo AAA' 0K OVTa TOLOVOLY - 1] TL KAl A€yovotv kal T@ OVTL

ol ayaBol momtal loaotv Tepl WV doKOLOLY TOIG TTOAAOILG €V AéyeLv.

It is necessary to examine, then, whether these people [who credit Homer and other
‘good’ poets with knowledge] have been deceived through having met these
imitators, and who when looking at their works do not perceive that these are at the
third remove from what is true and are easy to make for someone who does not
know the truth — for they make appearances, but do not make true things —, or there
is indeed something in what these people are saying and good poets truly do know

the things about which they seem to many to speak well. (Rep. X 598e-599a)' "

The above suggestion that poets must be in fact piuntad is made once it has been
established that poets cannot have comprehensive knowledge concerning the
subjects they (individually) speak about, since these subjects are too many and
diverse, and therefore, that they camnot speak well about these subjects: it is

inasmuch as it does not rely on knowledge that their activity is characterised as

18 The subject is briefly discussed in Excursus D.

"% A more extensive comment on this passage is given in Chapter V (see pp. 125 ff.).
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pipnolc and is compared with making painted images instead of true things.
Where exactly this similarity lies is, of course, a complex question, and one which
will be addressed in the next chapter; but it is nonetheless clear, I believe, that the
characterisation of poetry as ptunoig and ‘image making’ in the above argument
is not at all presented as a generally known and accepted view, but rather as a
provocative original suggestion. Thus, the case is not that the conclusion that poets
are not able to ‘obtain any real hold on the truth’, or ‘knowledge or wisdom’ is
drawn from the premise that their ‘concern is with “appearances” and “simulacra™
(as Halliwell suggests); quite on the contrary, from the (independently established)
assumption that poets cannot, and therefore do not, have knowledge about the
variety of matters they speak about, it is concluded that their works must be

‘images’ and their activity ptpunotc (although many people ‘do not perceive’ this).

In addition to raising these argument-related problems, the above interpretations of
poets’ piunoic as a sort of verbal ‘representation or depiction’ of men, gods,
objects and events, seems also to rely on what is in my view a false semantic
assumption, i.e. the assumption that the meaning of the verb piueioBat in
Republic X is ‘represent’ in the sense of ‘describe’; as 1 shall argue, there is no pre-

Platonic or Platonic evidence for such a use of pipetoOat.

Against the interpretations of poets’ piunoig in Republic X presented above, I
thus agree with Annas’ judgement that it is far from clear what this piunoig
consists in: ‘Plato just assumes that he can talk of poetry as being “mere image”,
“at the third remove from real nature”, and the like, without considering that these
terms have only been given their sense within the metaphysical picture of Form,
particular, and painting, and that this model does not fit poetry in any obvious way’
(An Introduction to Plato’s Republic, 337). Although Annas adheres to the
common view that there is a shift in the concept of uipunoig from impersonation to
‘image making’ (as seen above), she (unlike Halliwell) finds the characterisation of
poetry as image making not only new (as opposed to traditional), but also
unfounded and unconvincing. For similar reasons, Burnyeat rejects even the
‘semantic’ assumption of the shift of the concept of pipnoic (‘Culture and Society
in Plato’s Republic’, esp. 286-300): countering it, he aims to show that the kind of
poetry under attack in Book X is the very same as that in Book III, i.e. ‘poetry that
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is mimetic in the sense of book III’ (313). On Burnyeat’s account, this, ‘mimetic’,
poetry includes those genres that characteristically consist in impersonation, i.e.
tragedy and comedy (ibid., 290-291). Pointing out various other inconsistencies
within Republic X that arise if the change of the concept of piunoic is assumed,
Burnyeat concludes that ‘[n]o one should accept that Plato made such a mess of
things without looking hard for an alternative interpretation’ (ibid., 311). However,
Burnyeat’s own interpretation (ibid., 292-300), according to which Books III and
X are concerned with the same pipunoic by poets (i.e. pipnoig of characters about
whom poets narrate), although it has the advantage of avoiding the terminological
inconsistency of the term, in my view cannot be sustained either. For two crucial
elements in the epistemological argument in Republic X, which are in fact not
addressed by Burnyeat (similarly to Halliwell and other scholars mentioned above)
seem to speak decisively against this interpretation: first, Socrates’ clear indication
that poets’ pipunoic is not perceived by most people (who hold poets in high
esteem), whereas poets’ piunoig ‘through impersonation’ is surely evident to
everybody; and secondly, poets’ activity is characterised as p{pnoig only on the
premise that poets do not have knowledge about the matters of which they speak;
they are thus no less puuntat if they speak in their own name, i.e. without

impersonating the characters about whom they narrate.

Although I do not agree with Burnyeat’s account, I adhere to his criticism of the
attempts to solve the apparent inconsistencies in the argument between the two
books simply by attributing to the term pipunotg in them a different meaning; for
these attempts in a way get rid of these ‘argument-related’ inconsistencies at the
cost of ‘acquiring’ terminological ones. Against this terminological solution and
the interpretations relying on it, I will argue that the term piunoig is used in the
two books with exactly the same meaning, and that the piunoiwc of Book III
consisting in the above-mentioned impersonation and, on the other hand, the
discrediting pipunois of the epistemological argument in Book X, differ in the first
place simply in being punoewc of different objects. While in this chapter I
distinguish between three kinds of poets’ piunoig, all of which are discussed in
the Republic (and the musical kind also in the Laws), in the next chapter I will

argue that even Republic X discusses two different kinds of poets’ piunoig, i.e.
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that the ‘ethical’ argument in that book silently shifts back to the piunoic of
impersonation introduced in Republic 1II. As I hope the account below will also
show, the piunoic attributed to poets in the epistemological argument in Republic
X cannot be understood as a kind of ‘artistic depiction’ of men, gods, events etc.,
nor can it be identified with the piunoig attributed to poets in the Laws or even

traced to an earlier pre-Platonic tradition (as Halliwell suggests).

The notion of uipnotc: origins and definition

The original meaning of the verb ppeioBat and its cognates is uncertain. The
word-group supposedly derives from the noun pipog, which, according to Koller,
originally denoted ‘the actor or the mask of the Dionysian cult-drama’; the verb
pipetobar would have been thus primarily used in the context of ritual
performance denoting ‘representation through dance’.'*® According to Else
(““Imitation” in the Fifth Century’, 76 and 78), the noun pipog originally denoted
the act of ‘mimicking or miming’, which later became the name for Sicilian mime,
whereas the terms uipnoig and ppeicOat would have denoted a ‘dramatic or
quasi-dramatic representation’. The use of the verb ppuetoOat and cognate terms
is relatively well documented from the sixth century BC onwards. However, as it is
possible to conclude from the occurrences found in texts dating from sixth century

BC up to Plato’s time, the verb in this period acquired a much wider application.121

120 Koller, Die Mimesis in der Antike (1954), 119. Koller’s seminal study of the notion of pipnoig
has been followed by, among others, Goran Sérbom, Mimesis and Art. Studies in the Origin and
Early Development of an Aesthetic Vocabulary (1966); Giuseppe Ledda, ‘Verita e poesia nella
Poetica di Aristotele’ (1990); Maria Kardaun, Der Mimesisbegriff in der griechischen Antike
(1993), and Stephen Halliwell, The Aesthetics of Mimesis (2002). Unlike the historical approach
common to these authors, the grammatical analysis of Ledda of the verb piueicOar adopts a
theoretical approach. Ledda’s work has in many respects (which will be indicated in the following
paragraphs) been the basis for the present study of pipnoic.

"2l Arguably one of the earliest preserved instances of the verb is found in the Homeric Hymn to
Apollo, dated to the sixth century BC: the maidens of Delos singing a hymn ‘can represent the
tongues of all men and their clattering speech: each would say that he himself were singing, so

much their sweet song matches them’ (mavtwv d' avlownwv Pwvag kat Papfaricotvy /
ueto®' ioaowv dpain dé kev avtog €kaotog / GOEyyeoO™ oUtw opv kaAn ovvagnoev
o). (Hymni Homerici 3, vv. 162-163).

98



Relying on these occurrences, we may attempt the following definition of
pipnoic: doing or making something that is like, and is intended to be like (i.e. it
imitates), something else in one aspect or another. The English verbs that are
closest in meaning to the verb puetoOat, are ‘imitate’ and ‘represent’ (depending

on the context).

It is worth noting here that by characterising an activity as p{pnolc we do not
attribute to it an inherent, but rather a relational property, i.e. we do not specify
what the activity consists in, but assert its particular relation to something else (i.e.
that of likeness). In fact, we typically determine what the activity characterised as
pipnoic consists in only by indicating the object of uiunoic. For example, by
saying that an actor engages in L{HUNOLG, just as by saying that an actor engages in
imitation, or representation, we say only that his activity relates to something else
in a specific way, i.e. that it is intentionally like something else; whereas by saying
that an actor engages in a piunoic of a soldier (or even: a soldier fighting), we
specify also what the ‘content’, as it were, of the actor’s activity is. For this reason,
it may be rather ‘risky’ to speak simply of ‘mimetic’ poetry, or of poets’ Hipunoic;
for by characterising poetry as being as a whole, or involving, puiunotg, or again
by referring to poets’ activity as pipnotg, we do not specify what the object of its
pipnoic is. This, however, may easily lead to confusion over the different kinds of
pipnoic attributed to poets; I believe, and will argue below in more detail, that
such confusion has been the reason why Halliwell and other scholars wrongly
identified the poets’ piunoic discussed in the epistemological argument in
Republic X with the poets’ piunoiwg discussed in the Laws and other places

indicated above.

An activity characterised as pipnoic may be virtually of any kind and complexity,
e.g., bodily, verbal, musical, social, military, political and so on. Consider the
following examples. In Aeschylus’ Choephoroi, Orestes explains his ferocious
plan to murder his mother Clytemnestra and her lover Aegisthus, the ruler of
Mycenae, in order to avenge the murder of his father Agamemnon: he and his
friend Pylades will enter the palace pretending to be travellers from Phokis: ‘Both
of us will speak the speech of Parnassus, imitating the utterance of a Phocian

tongue’ (Apdw 0¢ pwvnv fjoopev IMagvnoida,/ yAwoong avt)v Pwkidog
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Hipovpévew; Choephoroi 563-64). In the pseudo-Euripidean Rhesus, the Trojan
hero Dolon is going to put on a wolf’s skin and ‘imitate the four-footed animal’
(tetpamovv piurjoopat) so as to disguise himself in front of the Achaeans
whom he is going to spy on (Rhesus 211); in the Histories, Herodotus narrates how
Aruandes imitated Darius (¢uipéeto Tovtov), in that he had a memorial built for
himself after learning and seeing that Darius desired to leave a memorial such as
had not been wrought for any other king (Historiae 1V, 166, 3-6); in Euripides’
Electra, Clytemnestra justifies her betrayal of Agamemnon, saying that ‘when [...]
a husband does wrong, rejecting his wife at home, the woman is apt to imitate the
man (ppetoOat OéAet yuvn tov avdpa) and acquire another lover’ (Electra
1036-38); in Plato’s Republic, it is considered whether the prospective guards
should engage in pipnoig of various craftsmen and specialist workers, including a
pipnoic of the rowers of triremes (Rep. 111 396b); in the Gorgias, it is argued that
a man desiring to become a friend of the rude and uneducated tyrant must become
as like him as possible, and thus engage in a piunoig of the tyrant’s conduct and

way of living (Gorg. 510b-511a).

Figurative and non-figurative utunoig

These examples of uiunowc may first be differentiated in one important,

. 122
‘ontological’ respect,

which can be illustrated using the examples above from
Euripides’ Electra and Plato’s Republic. As is clear from the context, following her
husband’s adultery, the betrayed woman will in her turn engage in such conduct:
her activity, referred to as a ptunotg of her husband’s activity, will be an instance
of adultery no less than her husband’s, the activity imitated. That is to say, the

woman’s W{UnoL consists in a true (or real)'”

adultery. By contrast, the activity
of the children, referred to as pipnoig of rowing, is not in its turn an instance of

rowing, like the activity imitated: instead, their activity constitutes a figure of the

'22 This ontological distinction has been pointed out already by Russell (Criticism in Antiquity,
101), followed by Ledda, ‘Verita e poesia nella Poetica di Aristotele’, 19, n.36.

123 For the use of ‘true’ and ‘real’, see p- 125, n. 157.
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activity of rowing; the children do not truly row, but represent men rowing. In
what exactly, then, are these two cases of u(unoig similar and in what do they
differ?

What ‘qualifies’ either of the two activities for ptunoig is their intentional
likeness to another activity. However, the woman’s activity is like the activity
imitated, her husband’s adultery, in an essential aspect of this activity, i.e. in that
aspect by virtue of which the activity constitutes an adultery. By contrast, the
children’s activity is not like the activity imitated, rowing, in some essential aspect
of this activity (for example, it is not carried out with oars in a boat floating in the
water), but in some non-essential aspect of the activity, for example in the manner
of moving, which is, however, performed on the ground. But importantly, the
aspect in which the children’s activity is like the one imitated is one by virtue of
which the children’s activity refers to, or stands for, rowing, and that is: the aspect
by virtue of which the children’s activity constitutes a figure of rowing. The
children’s activity may thus be more precisely characterised as figurative ppnotc,

whereas the woman’s activity is non-figurative piw]cng.m

Now, figurative pipnois is ontologically similar to any other ‘representation’, or
‘sign’, i.e. something that stands for, or refers to, something else. In order to see its
‘figurative’ character clearly, it is helpful to consider Nelson Goodman’s study of
‘languages of art’.'? Applying his account of (pictorial) figures, we may say that
an activity constituting a figure (by virtue of some non-essential likeness to the
object to which it refers) is on the one hand something in itself; on the other hand,
it refers to, or stands for, something else: thus the children’s activity, as a figure of

rowing, is on the one hand a specific kind of figure, i.e. a figure-of-rowing, and on

'2* The distinction between figurative and non-figurative pipnoig can be well illustrated using the
example from the Cratylus (though the verb used is not pipeioBat, but ameucalerv), where
making something that is like Cratylus only in colour and shape is contrasted with (some god’s)
making something like Cratylus in ‘all things that Cratylus has’: while the first one will be a
‘likeness (giiv) of Cratylus’, the second one will not be that, but another Cratylus (432b-c). This
is, however, an example of ‘productive’ pipnotc, which I discuss below.

125 See Goodman, Languages of Art, esp. 21-26, and Ledda, ‘Verita e poesia nella Poetica di

Aristotele’, 18-24: Ledda analyses figurative piunoic taking into consideration Goodman’s
account of pictorial representation.
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the other hand stands for, or refers to, (true) rowing.126 As has been pointed out by
Giuseppe Ledda (‘Verita e poesia nella Poetica di Aristotele’, 19), these two
aspects are characteristic of figurative p{unoic in general: ‘It is always producing
(or effectuating) something: a conduct, a sound, an action, a gesture, a figure, a
concrete object, efc. This something is produced by imitating or referring to
something else, which exists prior to this new production’. As we shall see shortly,
this ‘figurative’ or ‘representational’ character is reflected in a particular
syntactical ambiguity of the expressions denoting figures, noted by both Goodman
and Ledda.

The distinction between figurative and non-figurative uiunoilc may also be
applied to the other fore-mentioned examples: the Orestes’ and Pylades’ pipnoig
of travellers from Phokis (Aeshylus’ Choephoroi) and Dolon’s piunoic of a
wolf’s walking (Rhesus) are of the figurative kind; whereas Aruandes’ piunoig of
Darius described by Herodotus, and the pipnoic of the tyrant from the Gorgias,
are of the ‘non-figurative’ kind. As we shall see, all cases of piunoic attributed to
poets in the Republic and the Laws are clearly of the figurative kind.'?’

It may be added that in Plato’s dialogues, the majority of activities referred to as

uiunoic are cases of figurative uiunots.'” The cases of non-figurative piunotg

126 As will become clearer shortly, in the expression ‘picture (or figure) of a man’, ‘a man’ is
ambiguous as it could refer to both the object referred to by the picture (or figure) and the figure
itself. In order to refer unambiguously to the latter alone, Goodman uses the expression ‘man-
representing-picture’, or ‘man-picture’ (Languages of Art, 22), whereas Ledda (‘Verita e poesia
nella Poetica di Aristotele’, 20), following Goodman, ‘figure-of-man’. 1 adopt Ledda’s
signification.

127 prof. Stalley (Notes on Ph.D thesis, 4) suggested that the formative effect attributed to poets’
pipunois (more precisely, to the pipunotg through impersonation and to musical piunoig) in these
arguments could derive from Plato’s either overlooking or rejecting the distinction between

figurative and non-figurative pipunots. However, overlooking the difference between these two

kind of piunoic is in my view very unlikely; for how could one consider, for example, a figure of
fighting as equivalent to true fighting, or a figure of a couch as equivalent to a true couch? On the
other hand, it is in my view not necessary for Plato to ‘reject’ the distinction between figurative and

non-figurative piunoic in order to attribute a formative effect to figurative pipnoic of individuals
and types of characters.

"% In the discussion of ‘what pipnoig is’ (Rep. X 595¢7) in Republic X, pipnoic is clearly
intended exclusively as the activity that has been defined above as ‘figurative’ piunoic. By
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mentioned are often passing references'> and are relatively rarely central to the
argument. Among such (rare) examples is the pipnotg of the tyrant in the Gorgias
(already referred to above): the conduct of someone aiming to become a friend of
the tyrant’s by piunoig of his conduct will obviously not be a figure of the tyrant’s
conduct (as would be, for example, a dramatic performance by an actor playing the
tyrant), but will be like the tyrant’s conduct in an essential respect: ie. it will

consist in a ‘true’ (genuine) sequestration of property and other ‘tyrannical’ acts.

Productive and non-productive piunoig

Another distinction, which turns out to be relevant in particular for the comparison
of a painter and a poet in Republic X, is between productive and non-productive
uipunoc.” In all the examples considered above, the activities referred to as
pipnoic are non-productive: they do not have a material result. However, a
productive activity, e.g., painting, sculpture, embroidery, may also be characterised
as piunoc.”!

cognates with reference to productive activities is of a later date and is relatively

The textual evidence suggests that the use of pipnoic and its

rare in pre-Platonic texts; moreover, in the preserved texts, there are (to my
knowledge) no reliable examples of non-figurative productive piunoic.”* Now, it
is important to note that in the case of non-productive figurative piunoig, one who

engages in it, a pLunTNg, typically constitutes himself a figure of the agent who is

contrast, the cases that belong, in view of the above distinction, to ‘non-figurative’ pipmoig, would
in the context of Republic X clearly not be considered as cases of pipunois at all.

2 E.g., Phd. 105b6, Tht. 148d4, Phib. 13d3, Euthd. 288b8, 301b2, 303¢8.

130 This distinction corresponds to the one briefly mentioned in the Sophist, between pipunoig
‘through instruments’ and p(pnoig by ‘employing oneself as an instrument’ (267a).

31 Each of these activities is by its nature figurative pipnos.

"2 The only potential example of a non-figurative productive pipnoig I have found, though not
very reliable for the lack of context, is the fragment of Aeschylus in which chiton is said to be ‘an
imitation of Liburnian coat’: ABvovikng pipnua povovng xrtwv (Fr. 44A711-712a4). At the
same time, this is also the earliest preserved instance of the noun piunua referring to a material

product (a cloak); the verb pipetoOaur is first used to refer to a productive activity by Herodotus, in
either passive or middle form (see Historiae 2.78.3,2.86.3, 2.132.4, 2.169.22, 3.37.8).

103



the object of piunoic: for example, the children constitute figures of rowers;
Orestes and Pylades will constitute figures of travellers from Phokis; Dolon
(Rhesus) constitutes a figure of a wolf. By contrast, with productive figurative
piunoic it is typically only the material result of the activity that constitutes a
figure, whereas neither the puuntrc nor his activity itself has a figurative
character. To take an example from Republic X, by painting a couch, a painter
engages in piunotg, but it is only the result of his activity, the painting, that
constitutes a figure, namely a figure of a couch (by virtue of some non-essential, in
this visual, likeness to a couch). However, the painter as a puuntg and his
activity as ptpnoig will typically not (and are not intended to) be figurative: for
instance, a painter of a couch obviously does not constitute a figure of a couch-
maker, nor his activity a figure of couch making (although the result, the painting,
constitutes a figure of a couch). As poetry is as such a non-productive activity, the
pipnoic attributed to poets on different occasions in the dialogues is obviously

always of the non-productive kind.

Figurative piunoiwc and deception

Finally, the distinction that will turn out to be crucial for the comparison of the
pipnoic by poets in Books III and X is one that concerns only the figurative kind
of piunoic: this piunoic can be either deceptive or non-deceptive. As observed
earlier, in the case of figurative uiunoic, the activity itself constitutes a figure of
another activity, or its material result constitutes a figure of something: however,
this figure (in one case an activity performed and in the other case an object made)
can be perceived, by one who observes it, in fact as a figure, or by contrast, it can
be perceived, mistakenly, to be the thing itself whose figure it is. In the example
from Aeschylus’ Choephoroi, Orestes and Pylades engaging in a uiunowg of
Phocians through pipnoic of their speech, obviously do not intend to be perceived
as engaging in such pipnoic and thus as figures of Phocians; they want to be (and
eventually are, by Clytemnestra) perceived as (true) Phocians. By contrast, the
figurative pipunows of rowing performed by the young wards (Republic 1II) is

supposedly intended to be, and will be, perceived as a figure of rowing and not as a
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true instance of rowing. An example of figurative productive piunoic that
deceives (intentionally) is found in Euripides’ Helen: a piunua (Helena 74 and
875) of Helen is fashioned by Hera (in the role of the puntrc) to induce Paris to
abduct the piunpua, i.e. the figure, of Helen, instead of Helen herself.

The kind of figurative piunows that is likely to deceive may thus be called
‘deceptive’, and the other kind ‘non-deceptive’. As 1 shall argue, the uipnoig
attributed to poets in Republic 111 is figurative and non-deceptive, whereas the
pipnoic attributed to them in the epistemological argument in Republic X (as well
as the pipnoic attributed to sophists in the Sophist), is figurative, but deceptive.

The verb pupeioBar and its cognates: grammatical analysis'?

Goodman and later Ledda both point out a particular syntactical ambiguity of
expressions denoting figures. As suggested by Goodman (Languages of Art, 22),
‘saying that a picture represents a so-and-so is thus highly ambiguous as between
saying what the picture denotes and what kind of picture it is’. More precisely, the
ambiguity concerns ‘so-and-so’: for example, in the expression ‘a picture
represents a man’, ‘a man’ can refer to the object the picture refers to, or stands for
(i.e. ‘what the picture denotes’) or to the figure itself the picture constitutes, a
figure-of-a-man (or, as Goodman describes it, a ‘man-representing-picture’, or a

‘man-picture’).

This ambiguity is characteristic also of the expressions denoting figurative
uiunoig, as Ledda’s study of the verb pueioOar (‘Verita e poesia nella Poetica
di Aristotele’, 17-24) clearly shows. So in the expression pupeioOat ti, the direct
object Tt can refer to the object imitated and referred to by the activity expressed
by the verb and thus feature as an affected object of the verb; but it can also refer to

the object made or done (performed) by this activity, i.e. the figure, and thus

133 I the analysis of the direct object of the verb pipeioBat, I follow closely the study by Giuseppe
Ledda, “Verita e poesia nella Poetica di Aristotele’, 15-24), differing slightly from his model of
pipuno, which is based on the productive kind of pipnoic.
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feature as an effected object of the verb (Ledda, ibid., 18, n. 33). The ambiguity of
the phrase pwpuetoOal Tt also applies to cognate expressions such as pipnoic

TvoG (nomen actionis), UMUK Twvog (nomen rei actae) and ULUNTIG TLVOS

(nomen agentis; Ledda, ibid., 15, n. 23).134

The syntactical ambiguity, which characterises any expression that refers to
figurative piunolg, may be illustrated with the above mentioned example the
Rhesus, in which Dolon plans to disguise himself from the Achaeans as a wolf: in
the expression tetodmovv pprjoopat, ‘I will imitate the four-footed animal’,
TeTQATOoLV can be both an affected object and an effected one: it can refer to an
existing (unspecified) four-footed animal, imitated by the piuntg (Dolon), as
well as to a figure constituted by him through his engaging in u{unoiws. By
contrast, in the example of non-figurative piunoig from Euripides’ Electra, in
which Clytemnestra argues that the woman betrayed by her husband ‘is apt to
imitate the man and acquire another lover’, in the expression pipelcOat OéAet
yuvn tov avdpa the object of the verb is not ambiguous: Tov dvdoa is an
affected object, which refers to an existent (unspecified) individual, imitated by the

woman (yvvr)) as the puuntnc.

The ambiguity of the expressions that denote figurative piunoig is relevant to the
question of translation of the verb piuelocOat and its cognates, favouring the verb
‘represent’ over the verb ‘imitate’. In fact, the verb ‘represent’ is ambiguous in the
same way as the Greek uwuetoOat, and thus preserves (also) the productive,
‘effected’, aspect of this verb; by contrast, the verb ‘imitate’, having only an
affected object, captures only its imitative, or referential, aspect (cf. Ledda, ‘Verita
e poesia nella Poetica di Aristotele’, 18, n. 33). However, unlike the Greek
uipetoOat, the verb ‘represent’ cannot be used to denote non-figurative ppnotc,
for the notion of non-figurative is incompatible with that of representation (as
standing for something); in this case, the verb ‘imitate’, which has an unambiguous
affected object, makes an adequate translation. Nor can the verb ‘represent’ be

used to refer to figurative ‘deceptive’ piunoig, which, as we shall see, Republic X

1% 1t is worth noting that some other verbs denoting activities with a figurative character (and which
may thus be considered as kinds of pipeioBar) for example, yoadewv, etcalerv, also have an
ambiguous object.
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is concerned with. Further, the verb ‘represent’ does not connote the aspect of
likening, resembling: in this respect, the Greek verb is better matched by the verb

‘imitate’.

It is worth noting here that the question of translation of the term piunoic has
often accompanied the study of the notion itself. Starting from Koller (Die Mimesis
in der Antike), many scholars have argued against the traditional rendering of
figurative p{pnoig as ‘imitation’. In my view, however, only Ledda’s grammatical
analysis makes it clear, by identifying the ambiguous object of the verb
pipetoBat, in what precisely (i.e. in having only an affected object) the verb
‘imitate’ is an inadequate translation of it. Admittedly, similar, but less conclusive,
grammatical observations concerning the verb uwuetoOat have previously been
made by Koller and later by Dupont-Roc and Lallot (A4ristote: La Poétique, 1980).
According to Koller, the verb originally had the meaning ‘represent’ (‘darstellen’),
and its application was limited to ‘representation’, or performance of dance and
music, whereas later on, it also assumed the meaning of ‘imitate’ (‘nachahmen’).
Koller (Die Mimesis in der Antike, 120) describes this change as ‘a passage from
effected to affected object” (‘Ubergang vom effizierten zum affizierten Objekt’),
but does not seem to consider the possibility of the verb having an ‘ambiguous
object’. The ambiguity of the object of the verb pipeicOar had been later noticed
(but not further accounted for) by Dupont-Roc/ Lallot. The authors (quoted by
Ledda) translate ‘représenter’, arguing that ‘les connotations théatrales de cet verbe
et surtout la possibilit¢ de lui donner pour complément, comme a mimeisthai,
indifféremment I’objet- ‘modale’ et 1’objet produit - au lieu qu’ ‘imiter’ excluait ce

dernier, le plus important - ne pouvaient qu’ emporter la décision’ (ibid., 20).

However, as anticipated, there is another important difference between the verbs
pipetoBat and ‘represent’, which in my view also counters the interpretation of
poets’ piunoiwg as ‘verbal representation or depiction’ of men, events. efc.
(defended, with different arguments, by Halliwell, Janaway, Giuliano). In English,
‘to represent Chryses’, may mean to be a figure of Chryses (i.e. to enact him), or to
make a figure of Chryses (e.g., to paint him), but also to describe Chryses, i.e. to
‘represent’, or ‘depict’ him verbally. By contrast, the Greek expression pipeioOat

Tt can be used with the first two meanings, but nof with the last one: there is in my
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view no evidence, in either Platonic or pre-Platonic texts, for the expressions of the
form ppetoBal Tt having the meaning of ‘describe something’ — but precisely
this meaning of the verb seems to be presupposed in interpreting pipnols in

Republic X as “verbal representation’ of men, events, efc.

For comparison, unlike pipeioOat, the verb eikalewv can be used with the
meaning of ‘describe’ (or ‘depict’ verbally), as in the following example from the
first discussion of poetry in the Republic: Socrates criticises poets for not to saying
‘false things well” about gods and heroes, then explains his reproach by comparing

their narration with an unfaithful painting: ‘When someone depicts badly in

speech, what gods and heroes are like, just as a painter paints things with an
intended likeness, but does not achieve resemblance at all’ (‘Otav gikaln tic
Kakws [ovoilav] 1@ Adyw, mepl Oewv Te Kal 1wV olol el0V, WOTEQ
Yoadeve undév €oota Yoddwv oig v Opota FovAnOn yoapal. Republic
IT 377e1-3). On my understanding of the verb pwuetoOay, it could not replace the

verb eikaCerv in the present example.

The occurrences outside Republic X that in Halliwell’s view (The Aesthetics of
Mimesis, 51 n.35) demonstrate the understanding of poets’ pipnoic as verbal
depiction of men, gods, events, efc. (a ‘wider sense’ of piunoic) in my view all
need to be interpreted differently. Republic 11, 373b5 indicates as puntadl only
‘those concerned with the music’ (in the narrower sense), ol et povoknv, but

not ‘poets’ and the others mentioned next;' >

Republic 111 401b8 characterises as
purjpata of ‘temperate and good character’ the musical elements harmony and
rhythm; at L. II 668b9-c2, the piunoic intended is obviously the one extensively
discussed in what follows, i.e. ‘musical” p{pnoic of moral characters and conduct.
So while in all three cases the practice of povowr) as a whole indeed features as
piunos, this pipnoic concerns harmony and rhythm as ppruata of moral
characters and conduct, but does not involve the verbal element of poetry, and thus

cannot be interpreted as the ‘verbal depiction of men, gods’, etc. While these three

% Rep. 11 373b5-cl: oiov of te Onoevtai m&vteg of te piuntai, ToAAol uév ol megl T
OXNHaTA TE Kal XoWHaTa, TOAAoL d&¢ ol meQl HOLOIKNV, Tomtal Te Kal ToVTwV
vmneétat,  gadoi, vmokgtal, xopevtal, £0YOAAPOL OKEVWV TE TAVTODATIOV
ONUIOLEYOL, TV T AAAWV KAl TOV TIEQL TOV YUVALKEIOV KOOLLOV.
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instances concern musical ptpnoig, the other examples indicated by Halliwell in
my view refer to pipnoic ‘through impersonation’; these are Republic 111 388c3,
where the example quoted is about Homer speaking as if he were Zeus, and also
three other (indicated as ‘arguable’) places in Republic 111: 396b, 397a and 398a2.
Tim. 19d-e (which is indicated in his earlier Plato: Republic X, 5) is more difficult
to understand; but this instance could refer to dramatic poetry and thus to p{pnoig

through impersonation.

Ways of expressing the object of pipnoic

Finally, it is useful to make another grammatical observation concerning the object
of uiunoic: when the object of uiunoic is an activity, as opposed to a static
object, the object of piunoic expressed in speech may either be the agent
performing the activity or the activity itself, or again an aspect of this activity (e.g.,
its result). A good example of such a variation is found in Republic 111, where the
same kind of piunoic is described in both ways. In both cases, the argument is
about vocal piunog of various animals, besides other inanimate forces; however,
the p{pnoic is described in one case as a p{pnoic of these animals and forces that
make sounds, but in the other as a piunoic of these sounds themselves. In the first
case, it is suggested that the prospective guards should not ‘represent’, among
other things, ‘horses neighing’, ‘bulls lowing’, (Tt 8¢; (mmovg xoepetiCovtag
Kal TaQove HUKWHEVOLG [...] 1) wurjooviay 396b5-7). In the second case,
such vocal piunoic of animals is attributed to a base narrator; he ‘will try to
represent everything seriously and in front of the many, even what we said just
now, [...] and cries of dogs, sheep and birds’ (wote TAvVTA EmiXeQNOEL
upetofat omovdn te kal evavtiov MoAAwY, kal & vuvor) éAéyouev, kal
ETL KLVOV Kal TEORBATWYV Kol 0PVEéwV POGYYoLg 397al-7). In both cases, the
uiunowg discussed is of various animals producing their characteristic sounds;
however, the object of uiunoig expressed is in the first case the agent (thought not
human) of this vocal activity (‘horses neighing’, ‘bulls lowing’), whereas in the
second case it is the result, or the effect of this activity (‘cries of dogs, sheep and

birds’).
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As we shall see, the piunoig attributed to poets (the object of this pipnoic is in
all cases an activity and not a static object) is in different arguments described in
both these ways; sometimes by indicating the agent, at other times by indicating
the agent’s activity or its result. Being aware of this variation will be helpful for

the comparison between different cases of poets’ piunoic.

Three kinds of poets’ piunos in the dialogues

As observed in the beginning of the chapter, in different arguments in the
dialogues there are various activities of poets that are characterised as pipnoic:
poets’ impersonation of characters about whom they narrate in Republic 111 and, as
I shall argue in Chapter V, also in the ethical argument in Republic X; poets’
musical composing in Republic 11l and the Laws; poets’ activity altogether, on the
assumption that it does not rely on relevant knowledge in the epistemological
argument in Republic X. Applying the above distinctions, I will now suggest how
these activities may be classified into three kinds of piunoig, which differ, first
(and what is quite obvious), in taking place one in the musical elements and the
other two in the verbal element of composing, but further, in having different
objects and in being the first two non-deceptive and the last one deceptive. In this
classification, however, I will have to anticipate some conclusions from the next

chapter.

Miunos through impersonation

As argued in Chapter I, the first discussion of poetry in the Republic has a
prescriptive (as opposed to descriptive) character: in setting standards for the
‘educative’ poetry of the envisaged order, the interlocutors inquire also Zow poets
should speak (Rep. III 392c). As is in fact suggested, poets speak, or narrate, about
events and actions, and thus about individuals involved in them, but they can do so
in different ways: ‘by simple narration, or through pipnotg, or again through both

of them’ (Rep. 11 392d). When a poet ‘comes in narration upon [someone’s] action
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or speech’ (Rep. III 396b-c), a poet can narrate about it either by speaking as
himself, in the first person, or alternatively, as if he were that individual and
therefore, in the third person; for example, at ‘coming upon’ Chryses’ action of
imploring the Achaeans to release his daughter, Homer narrates about it as if he
were Chryses himself (. 1 17-21)."° In the former case, a poet’s narration is
‘simple’ (i.e. without piunoig), in the latter case, a poet is engaging in a p{pnoig
of that individual: the poet’s speaking as if he were someone else is in fact a kind
of “likening oneself to someone else, either in voice or gesture’."”’

As mentioned above, Homer, as a composer, is approached here as if he were at
the same time performing and reciting what he is composing, and thus also actually
enacting, for example, the character Chryses. However, it seems more difficult to
maintain this approach to poetry with ‘dramatic’ compositions, i.e. those in which
a poet engages in uipunoig of individual characters and occasionally even a group
of them (chorus) throughout his narration. It thus seems useful to distinguish
between ‘virtual’ narration and the uiunoiwc that it may involve (‘virtual’,
inasmuch as it is only assumed, but need not actually take place) and ‘actual’
narration: the dramatist’s piunoig of characters can only be virtual, whereas the
pipnoic of these characters by the actors performing the tragedy will be actual.
Similarly, Homer’s narration and p(unolc may be viewed as only virtual, as

opposed to one in fact performed, for example, by a rhapsode.'*®

Now, Homer’s impersonation of Chryses may be described as an activity

(narrating or speaking) that is (intentionally) like another activity, i.e. Chryses’

13 n the argument, the question of Chryses’ historical existence is never raised; he is not treated
any differently from existent (unspecified) individuals, who are also considered as objects of

pHipnos (Rep. 111 395b8-396¢2).

17 Rep. TI1 393¢5-6: OUKODV T6 Y& OHOLODY £XVTOV GAAQ T} KAt GwVIV 1) Katd oxXfua
HipetoOatl éotv €kelvov @ &v Tic opoot; The manner in which poets’ narration is characterised
as pipnoug suggests its novelty. Contra Halliwell, The Aesthetics of Mimesis, 51, n.35.

¥ Note that Plato himself, as a composer of dialogues, fits the description of a narrator ‘through
pipnoi ’: he engages in turn in pipnoic of various characters he narrates about, while the only
(preserved) compositions in which he narrates ‘without pipnows’ will be his letters, namely those
of them (if any) that are authentic. Note also that, in a sense, we may consider rhapsodes and actors,
in their roles of reciters and performers of poets’ works, as puntai of these poets, and their
performance as pLipmnoic of poets’ composing.
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speaking: as such it may be characterised as ptunotg, and more precisely, as a
pipnoic whose object is Chryses (expressing the agent), or Chryses’ speaking, or
discourse (expressing the activity). Further, this puiunoic is of the figurative kind.
For Homer’s speaking is like Chryses’ speaking in some aspects by virtue of which
Homer’s speaking constitutes a figure of Chryses’ speaking, and Homer himself
constitutes a figure of Chryses.139 These ‘like’ (resembling) aspects through which
the figurativeness of Homer’s speaking is obtained evidently concern the manner
of his speaking, both its verbal (or semantic) and non-verbal elements: for Homer’s
speaking is on the verbal level like Chryses’ speaking in that it consists of
conveying, or saying things as if Homer were Chryses (as signalled at 393cl11-
394b1);'*" its most distinctive feature will be that of referring to Chryses as if
Chryses were himself, Homer; whereas on the non-verbal level, it is like Chryses’

speaking in ‘voice’ and ‘gesture’ (as suggested at 393c5-6).

Further, and importantly, Homer’s piunoic of Chryses is evidently non-deceptive,
for by engaging in it, Homer is not perceived, nor does he intend to be perceived,
as Chryses, but indeed as a figure of Chryses. That must be so even though Homer
is described, when speaking as if he were Chryses, as trying ‘as much as possible
to make it seem to us that the one speaking is not Homer, but that it is the old
priest’ (393a-b), and later on (implicitly) as hiding himself (393c). The intention
attributed to Homer (by Socrates) in fact cannot be that of making his (Homer’s)
public believe that he is Chryses himself: for given that Homer has spoken as

5141

himself, as Homer, just beforehand, even ‘announcing’ ™ the character in whose

" Homer’s figurative piunoig of Chryses may be contrasted with examples of non-figurative
pipunoi of Proteus and Menelaus (again characters about whom Homer narrates) found in Euthd.
288b7-c2: Socrates jokingly accuses the visitors Euthydemus and Dionysodorus of imitating
Proteus in evading answering the question they have been asked, and encourages his companions to
imitate Menelaus in not letting them go before receiving an answer (evoking the episode from Od.
IV 351-570).

9 In grammatical terms, this means that Homer refers to Chryses by speaking in the first person
(e.g., using ‘I’). This ‘grammatical’ aspect of piunois is illustrated in Socrates’ paraphrase of

Homer’s narration recounted ‘without upi{unow’: in it, Socrates narrates Chryses’ and
Agamemnon’s speeches referring to them in the third person, differently from Homer, who narrates
the two speeches in the first person (Rep. 111 393¢11-394b1).

141 ” q 7 / <~ 1% ¥ > ~ 5 / < ~
Rep. 111 393c1-3: AAA' Otav Y€ Tiva Aéyn Onoy ¢ Tis ’AAOG @V, d' oV TOTE OUOLOVV
avToV Prjoopev OtL pAALoTA TV adTOD AEEWY £KAOTE OV &V MEOEITN) WG €goDVTA;
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name he will speak next, such an intention would obviously be vain and thus
unreasonable. Instead, the intention attributed to Homer is presumably that of
seeming, or looking to his public, as if he were Chryses (and not Homer), despite
their knowing that he is not (and that he is in fact Homer). To sum up, a poet’s
impersonating a character about whom he is narrating may be characterised as
figurative non-deceptive ptunotg of this character in that a poet’s activity
(narration) is intentionally /ike this character’s activity (speaking) and constitutes

by virtue of this likeness a figure of it and is also perceived as such.

Last, some observations may be made about the evaluation of this pipnoic by
poets. In view of the set educative objectives, this pi{unoic as such is neither
rejected nor approved. Given that by reciting poets’ compositions,'** the young
wards will in their turn engage in (obviously figurative) pipnoic whenever poets
have originally done so, and further, on the crucial assumption that piunoic has a
formative effect on those who persistently engage in it (395d), the piunois to be
allowed the future guards is of individuals of such exemplary character as they
should themselves display: men who are brave, temperate, and pious (3950).143 As
a consequence, the pipnoic of such individuals is the only one that poets should
be allowed in the first place. That is to say, in short, when a poet comes in his
narration upon a speech or an action by a good and temperate individual, he should
engage in a uiunowc of him, whereas he should narrate about men of base
character, social status or profession, without engaging in pipnotg of them (394e-
396e). Though poets’ piunois of such, virtuous, men is admitted to be much less
pleasurable than varied piunoig of all sorts of men, it is considered to be the only

one that will benefit the young wards. It is quite evident that hardly any of the pre-

"2 Evidence that education at the time involved reciting, singing poets’ compositions, and learning
them by heart is found in Prot. 325d-326b, Laws Il and VII; learning poems by heart is discussed in
L. VII 810b-811a.

3 Evidence that the wards’ pipunows is figurative is found also in Socrates’ contrasting their
‘imitating/ representing’ (HipetoOatr) certain things with doing (mpdttety, motetv) them (Rep. 111
395b8-d3). Of course, the young wards may well engage also in a non-figurative pipnog of these
characters, i.e. emulate them: to do so will be easier for them than emulating the characters who
have not already been ‘offered to them’ as figures performed/ enacted by poets (as objects of their
figurative pipnoig). Such non-figurative puipnowg by children of individuals about whom poets
narrate seems to be discussed in Prot. 326a3.
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existing works by poets will satisfy these conditions, for the piunoic poets
predominately engage in is varied and unselective. Moreover, as may be
anticipated, ptpunotg of good, temperate men, the only type permitted to the poets
of the envisaged state here, will in the light of the second, ‘ethical’, argument in
Book X turn out to be virtually impracticable: utunoic of a calm, temperate and
consistent character, proper to such men, will be judged difficult both to carry out,

and to be understood by a vast public.

Musical pipnoig

Both Republic 1l and the Laws discuss musical poetry relying on an account
according to which such poetry is inherently mimetic. The account in both
discussions is derived from an earlier tradition (in one associated with Damon and
in the other unnamed). In this account, as anticipated, the mimetic character is
attributed to the two musical elements of poetry, harmony and rhythm. In what
way exactly then may musical composing or performing be qualified as ptpnoig;

what are the objects of this pipunoig and what kind of pipnoic is it?

In Republic 111, musical poetry (wdad, 1éAN), discussed after recitative poetry, is
thus approached as poetry that involves, beside the verbal element, Adyoc, also
harmony and rhythm (398b6-c2): these two musical elements are considered
separately in the discussion. Harmony and rhythm are not defined here; in the
Laws, however, harmony is defined as the arrangement, or orderliness (t&&ic), of
the pitch of voice (or sound) and rhythm as ‘the arrangement of movement’, both
of the body and voice (L. 11 67268-9).144 Importantly, the classification of musical

modes and rhythms both in Republic 111 and the Laws concerns the moral character

4 L. 11 664e8-665a3: 1) d1) TG Kivoews TdEel GUOUOS dvopa e, TH d¢ av THS PwVIG,
o0 Te 0&€0g Gpa Kol Pagéog oLYKEQAVVUHEVWY, AQUOoVint Gvopa TEooayoQevolto [...].
The arrangement is here contrasted with the disorderliness of voice and movement, characteristic of
animals and still uneducated children; men’s ability to perceive the orderliness and discern it from
disorderliness in voice and movement distinguishes them from other animals (L. II 653d7-a5; for a
more precise technical definition of harmony and rhythm, PAlb. 17¢11-d6).
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and conduct represented by them, for example cowardly or courageous, orderly or

licentious.

In Republic 111, Glaucon in the role of an expert in musical theory (Rep. III 3981-
2), ‘matches’ different musical modes with the types of conduct they represent: the
‘mixolydian’ and the ‘syntonolydian’ musical modes are characterised by him as
‘lament-like musical modes’ (Opnvawdels appoviat Republic 111 398e1-2), which
are evidently musical modes that constitute piprjoeic of lamentation; whereas
‘Doric’ and ‘Phrygian’ musical modes are characterised as constituting
respectively the piunoig of courageous conduct in fighting and other actions
imposed by adverse conditions, and the ptunoig of temperate conduct in voluntary
actions (Rep. III 399a5-c4). Although it is difficult to imagine exactly how this
mimetic effect was achieved, the likeness of musical composition with one type of
conduct or another must have in any case concerned the vocal, or acoustic aspect
of the conduct imitated: objects of piunoic that a particular harmony constitutes
are in fact POOYYyoL, ie. ‘voices (or sounds)’ of men behaving in one way or

145
another.

While harmony concerns the pitch of sound, rhythm concermns its pace,
or movement: as such, different rthythms, though the interlocutors admit to being
unable to identify them, are nonetheless considered by them to be ppnuata of
different modes, or styles of living, e.g., the orderly and brave life (Rep. Il

399e¢10-400al), or again the base and licentious life (400b2).

A poet’s musical composing may thus be viewed as an activity that is
(intentionally) like a particular kind of moral conduct in some vocal, or acoustic
aspect of such conduct. By virtue of this acoustic likeness a poet’s composition
constitutes a figure of some moral conduct; for example, a musical piece composed
in a lament-like harmony will constitute a figure of lamentation. As such, poet’s
musical composing may be characterised as figurative pipnoic whose objects are
different types of moral conduct. Clearly, this pipnoic is non-deceptive. It may

also be noted that this piunoig concerns only the two musical elements of poetry:

5 Rep. T 399cl-4: tavtag dvo aguoviag, Plaov, €kovolov, dLOTLXOVVTWYV,

evTVXOVVTWY, OwPEOVwY, avdoelwv [agupoviag] altwves GOOYyovs uunoovtal
KAAALOTA, TA0TAG AELTTE.
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we may suppose that if a poet’s composition involves speech (A0yoc) as well (as it
often does), his musical pipunoic may accompany his verbal uipunoic of one
character or another about whom he narrates (e.g., a poet may speak as if he were a
woman lamenting as well as ‘arranging’ his speaking into a lament-like melody);
but it is also possible that a poet’s musical composition may in its verbal part be a
‘simple narration’ that does not involve piunoic of characters about whom he
narrates.' *

What does the discussion of poetry in the Laws add to the account of musical
pipnoic discussed above, derived from Republic 111? This discussion, which is
also concerned with the moral impact of poetry, focuses on particular types of
musical compositions: Book II, on choral dance (xooeix), which combines
dancing (6pxnoc) and singing (dr); 654b3-4);'*” Book VII on dance, as a part of
gymnastic training but still a comprising part of the ‘musical’ art (795d6-el,
813a5-817e3). Perhaps the most noticeable difference to Republic 111 is that here, it
is not only ‘harmony’ and ‘rhythm’ that are characterised as puruata, but the
practice of povowkn as such is characterised as ‘figurative’ and ‘mimetic’ on
various occasions.'” However, the whole context suggests that the practice of

povowr is intended here in a narrower sense, ie. as a practice that ‘is about

6 n a jocular remark in L. II 669b5-670a3, poets are criticised for ‘inconsistent’ pipunows: when
composing words of men, poets give them the colour and the melody of women (what Muses
themselves would never do, it is said), and further, for making their compositions either just verbal
(not musical) or just musical (non-verbal), with the argument that it is very difficult to know, in this
latter case, what the rhythm and melody without Adyog stand for (i.e. what they are pipfpata and

figures of).

"7 As can be derived from the discussion, choral dance was often part of public religious festivities
and could take the form of a contest dedicated to a particular god; it could be performed, it seems,
by both genders and by people of all ages, children, young people and adults (L. II 653c7-654a7 et
al).

14 5 ~ , ~ N , - \ ,

¥ L. 11 66826-7: OUKODV HOVOIKHV Ve TAOKV GAUEV EIKAOTIKNV TE eIVaL Kl (U TIKIV;
L. 11 668b9-c2: Kai unv o010 ye mAg &v OLoAOYOL TeQL TNG HOVOLKNG, OTL TAVTA T TteQL
ATV 0TV MO AT HIHNOIC Te kal amekaoior Kol To0TO YE HOV OUK &V COUTAVTEG
OpoAoYyolev momTal e Kal drkgoatat kat mokoLtal;,
L. VII 789d7-el: Ti o0v; tolg €umpoofev Adyolc motevopey, oic EAéyopev WG T Tepl

TOUG QUOHOVG KAl MACAV HUOVOKHV £0TLV TEOTWY UM UATA PEATIOVWOV Kal XEQOVWV
avBomwv; 1) mQG;
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rhythm and harmony’ ([...] teot QUOUOV Kl dEpOViav 0VOTG TNG HOVOLKTG
[...] L. 11 655a5-6), and hence as a practice concerned by and large with musical
(not recited) poetry.149 In fact, the piunoig that is here regarded as inherent in the
practice of povowr] seems to be the very same one that in Republic 1II is
attributed more specifically to the musical elements, harmony and rhythm: for
example, there is a ‘figure of movement (or gesture)’ and ‘melody’ (and therefore
harmony; L. II 660a7-8) proper to cowardly men, and different ones proper to
courageous men (L. II 655a8-9: t0 d¢ tOL detAov e Kal avdelov oxnUa 1)
HéAog €otv). By virtue of these two elements, parts (or pieces) of choral dance
are thus ‘representations’ of men’s character and modes of conduct (L. II 655d5:
U UATA TEOTWV 0Tl T Tepl TG Xoeiag). ™

As for ptpnoig occurring in the verbal part of these compositions, i.e. pipUnNoig
through impersonation, not much is said; as suggested, in the verbal part of
composing, a poet may engage in pipnols of women or men, free men or slaves,
in composing discourses (‘words’) typical of each of these groups (L. II 660a3-8,
669c3-d2, VII 802 d8-e11). It is not obvious, however, to what extent poets do so,

rather than composing verbally without engaging in such ppnoic.

' For different meanings that the adjective povokdg can assume, see Excursus A. Intended in the

wider sense, povokr) would involve all activities ‘associated with the Muses’, and therefore all
kinds of compositions by poets. In this case, it would not be obvious in what way non-musical,
recitative compositions are inherently mimetic. It is significant, however, that non-musical
compositions by poets are discussed separately from choral songs and dances, as if they do not

belong to the realm of povowr), and are grouped together with non-versified compositions as
Yoappata, ‘things written’, intended to be studied in the course of one’s education (L. VII 809b3-

812a3). In my view, povoikT) is also to be interpreted in this narrower sense in some other places
in which it is characterised as mimetic, e.g., in Crat. 423d1, Pol. 288c3 and 306d2, Rep. I1 373b5.

150 Aristotle’s characterisation of poetry as inherently mimetic evokes the account of the practice of
povokr) from the Laws. In the Poetics, Aristotle defines as the distinctive character of poetry
(which includes ‘the composition of epics, the composition of tragedy and comedy, that of
dithyramb, the greatest part of that relative to aulos- and kithara-playing’) its mimetic nature: the

various kinds of moino1g ‘are on the whole all representations’, ppuroeis (cf Poetica 1, 1447a13-
b23). Aristotle indicates as the objects of this p{punows (as he seems to suggest, these are common
to all kinds of moinoic, and explicitly attributed to those kinds that involve dancing) characters,
actions undergone and actions undertaken (Poetica 1, 1447a27-28: kol y&Q oUtOL dX TV
oxnuatillopévawy QUOU@V oDV TaL kal O kat adn kal moa&els). However, Aristotle’s
account does raise a question, which will not be addressed here, as to how non-musical kinds of
poetry, such as epic poetry, are inherently mimetic.
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As may be recalled, the mimetic character considered in the Laws as being inherent
in the practice of povown has sometimes been associated with the
characterisation of poetry as a whole as piunoig in the epistemological argument
in Republic X, and the two pwunoelc have been (implicitly or explicitly)
identified:"' yet, according to the account I propose, these are two quite different
kinds of ptunotg, although poets’ composing, if it involves both musical and
verbal elements, may be characterised as both the former kind of piunoic (in its
musical elements) and the latter (in its verbal element, as narration, on the

assumption that it does not rely on relevant knowledge).

Last, the evaluation of musical piunoig, just as of the verbal piunoig through
impersonation, is subjected to the educative or formative requirements to which
poetry should conform, though the framework of the discussion in Republic 111 and
the Laws is slightly different: the Republic is concerned with the education of
prospective guards of the envisaged state, whereas the Laws discusses the

152 . .
Both discussions

‘education’ of citizens of all ages in actual or future states.
approve only those poets’ musical compositions, or elements of them, that are
mimetic of virtuous characters and conduct: ‘temperate, courageous and in all
ways good men’ (Laws II 660a3-8), but not inferior, for example, cowardly, men
(L. 1T 655a8-b6). This evaluation in the Laws relies on the same assumptions as
does Republic 111 about the moral impact that figurative uiunowg has for both

those engaging in it, or even for those only in attendance.

Miunoic in the epistemological argument in Republic X

In the first, epistemological argument about poetry in Republic X, by and large all

poetry is characterised as piunoiwc. However, unlike in the other two cases of

51 Qee, for example, Halliwell, Plato: Republic X, 5; Ferrari, ‘Plato and Poetry’, 110 and 120;
Giuliano, Platone e la poesia, 98-99.

132 More precisely, the unnamed Athenian leading the discussion, the Cretan Clinias and the Spartan
Megillus discuss a specific task originally entrusted to Clinias (among others) by the state of
Cnossos: that of producing appropriate legislation for a colony of Cnossos that is to be founded in
the near future (L. 111 702b4-e2).
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poets’ piunoic considered above, here it is never clearly indicated what the object
of this piunois is, and thus just in what sense poets’ activity is qualified as such.
These questions will be examined in detail in the next chapter; here, however, the

solutions proposed concerning this pipunoic may be outlined.

As anticipated, poets are characterised as puuntat on the premise that they lack
relevant knowledge. Just as in the lon, poets’ incompetence is granted through
approaching poetry as discourse on various arts, which poets evidently do not
master. Now, as [ shall suggest in Chapter V, on the premise of poets’
incompetence, poets’ activity, for example, Homer’s, may be described as follows.
When Homer narrates about Hecamede’s preparation of kikeon for the wounded
Machaon, Homer implicitly speaks about matters related to medicine, e.g., how
kikeon is prepared or how someone wounded is cured: in doing so, he is like
someone practicing medicine, for it is those who practice the art of medicine that
both deal with and speak about such matters. But unlike such a practitioner, Homer
speaks about matters related to medicine without relying on the knowledge of these
matters; unlike such a practitioner, Homer therefore cannot provide an adequate
account of them, but rather a deficient one. By virtue of this likeness (in being a
discourse on medical matters), Homer’s narration about preparing kikeon,
constitutes a figure of an adequate discourse on medical matters, that is, a figure of
a ‘medical discourse’ (Rep. X 599¢2). But moreover, this figure is deceptive,
inasmuch as it is perceived to be an adequate discourse, which relies on knowledge
(i.e. Homer is judged to speak well) and Homer himself constitutes a deceptive
figure of someone competent in matters related to medicine, inasmuch as he is
perceived as someone with such competence. Homer’s discourse on matters related
to medicine may thus be characterised as piunoiwg of ‘medical discourses’ and
Homer as a puuntg of such discourses (expressing the result of the activity that
is in fact the object of piunoig), or also as a punTc of someone competent in
medicine (expressing the agent of this activity); this piunoi is figurative and
deceptive. It is important to notice how this piunoic differs from Homer’s
figurative non-deceptive piunoic of Chryses: while nobody mistakes Homer for

Chryses, when Homer speaks like Chryses, naive people will mistake Homer for
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someone competent in medicine, when he speaks like someone competent in this

art (i.e. when he speaks about matters related to medicine).

On this account, then, the term p{pnoig in the argument has no different meaning
from the meaning it has in Republic 11l or in the Laws: it equally well denotes an
activity that is like (and intends to be like) another activity. More generally, by
narrating about events and actions related to one art or another without being
competent in the respective art, poets engage in figurative deceptive ptunoig of
those who are competent in these arts. Of course, when thus narrating, they may at
the same time also engage in a (figurative non-deceptive) pipnois of one
character or another about whom they narrate, or choose not to do so; and further,
they may engage in a piunoic of a particular type of moral character or conduct
(courageous, temperate) by ‘arranging’ their narration into a particular melodic and

rhythmical composition.

As to the derivation of the three characterisations of poets’ activity as ppnoig, the
account of its musical elements as pipnotc of moral characters and conduct seems
to be pre-Platonic, whereas the other two seem to be originally Platonic; however,
while the characterisation of poets’ impersonation of characters as pipnoic of
these characters is so to speak factual and uncontroversial, the characterisation of
poets’ activity as piunoic of those competent in their subject matter relies on the
controversial and discrediting assumption that poets are incompetent in matters

they speak about.
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Chapter V

POETS IN BOOK X OF THE REPUBLIC

Introduction

Republic X, it is generally agreed, contains the most engaged and passionate attack
on poets to be found in Plato’s dialogues: in a mocking and at times offensive
manner, poets are accused in it of incompetence as well as moral harmfulness. As
we have seen, these charges have already been brought against poets, in one form
or another, in the Jon and the Gorgias: in the lon, the subject matter of poetry was
‘placed’ in the domain of instrumental arts (medicine, chariot-driving and others)
and poets were shown to be incompetent in these arts; the Gorgias, quite
differently from the lon, approached poetry as a practice operating in the moral, or
political domain: it accused poets of being potentially harmful to their public
(inasmuch as they do not aim to render them temperate and just) and aimed to
show that their pursuits rely on a mistaken perception of what benefits men and
their ignorance of what is truly beneficial. The series of similar charges that is
launched against poets in Republic X may be divided into two separate arguments:
the first, ‘epistemological’, argument (595¢c-602b) accuses poets of incompetence
concerning their subject matter, which now includes both matters related to the
‘instrumental’ arts and those belonging to the political, or moral sphere; the
subsequent ‘ethical’ argument (602c-607a), accuses poets, to the extent that their

poetry is ‘mimetic’

, of morally corrupting their public and thus of being harmful
to them. However, these charges in Republic X are ‘embedded’ in a considerably
different picture of poetry from either of the earlier two dialogues: poets’ activity,
on the assumption that it does not rely on knowledge, is characterised as pipnoig

and poets’ works are compared with painted images, where it is not at all clear

'3 As I will argue, the pipnoic that the charge of corruption is addressed to is the piunoig

‘through impersonation” described in Book III, not the pipnotg introduced in the ‘epistemological’
argument in Book X.
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what this alleged p{pnoig consists in, nor exactly how poets” works are similar to
paintings; whereas the charge of the corrupting effect of poets’ pipunoic (through
impersonation, as [ shall argue), which is said to consist in strengthening
spectators’ ‘affective’, rather than ‘rational’ conduct, is now based on a specific

account of the soul.

The discussion of poetry in Republic X raises several problems of interpretation
not only in itself, but also in relation to arguments found earlier on in the Republic:
while now, by and large, all poetry seems to be discredited and rejected, poets have
earlier on been involved with in the educational system of the envisaged state;
further, the poets’ piunoic introduced in Book X is evidently different from the
poets’ pipnois discussed in Book III, yet this shift seems to take place tacitly;
again, the discussion of how ‘mimetic’ poetry affects men’s souls follows on from
the differentiation of the soul into parts made in Book IV, yet it does not seem to
maintain the model of the soul developed there. Apart from the arguments
concerning poetry, the tri-grade ontological picture drawn in the first part of Book
X is at odds with the ontology of the central books of the Republic and also seems

to be untenable in itself.

As this last ontological subject does not directly affect the subsequent discussion of
poetry, it will be confronted separately in Excursus E. Some of the other problems
listed above have already been discussed in previous chapters. In Chapter I, the
apparently inconsistent evaluation of poets in the two discussions has been
considered. As may be recalled, this apparent inconsistency has received quite
diverse interpretations. Annas (4n Introduction to Plato’s Republic, 336-344)
judged it to be in fact capricious and unjustifiable, whereas various scholars have
proposed various solutions to reconcile the two discussions: Tate (““Imitation” in
Plato’s Republic’), Burnyeat (‘Culture and Society in Plato’s Republic’, 292-300)
and Biittner (Die Literaturtheorie bei Platon und ihre anthropologische
Begriindung, 170-214, esp. 208), though using considerably different arguments,
aim to show that the target of the attack in the second discussion is in fact not all
poetry, but only the kind of poetry that was previously rejected in Book III; or
again Levin (The Ancient Quarrel Between Philosophy and Poetry Revisited, 152-
153, 165-167) explains the supposedly different evaluation of poetry by relating it
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to the different social setting in which poetry is examined, as its addressees are no
longer the prospective guards, but citizens in general. As an alternative to these
solutions, I have suggested that the second discussion differs from the first one in
the questions it aims to answer, rather than in the evaluation of poetry. In fact,
poets only apparently receive more credit in the first discussion than in the second,
whereas in fact neither discussion credits poets with any competence (in particular
in moral matters) or with any ability of their own to morally benefit their public.
However, on these ‘negative’ assumptions about poets, the first discussion
deprives poets of their autonomy and renders them instrumental to the governing
body of the envisaged state (the latter being credited with moral and political
competence) in exercising the task of education; the discussion is concerned with
the prescriptive question of what poets should do in the educational role assigned
to them in this state. By contrast, the aim of the second discussion is to prove the
above negative assumptions about poets, i.e. poets’ moral (and other)
incompetence and their potential harmfulness in their actual autonomous role (as
opposed to the envisaged subordinate and instrumental one); the questions it
addresses are therefore whether poets have relevant knowledge and how they
morally affect their public, which are descriptive questions (to which answers are

provided that are discrediting for poets).

The question of how the poets’ piunoic introduced in Book X differs from the
poets’ pipnotg discussed in Book III has been addressed in the previous chapter.
Against the quite common assumption of the ‘narrower and wider’ meanings of the
term piunoic in the two books, rendered respectively as ‘impersonation’ and
‘artistic depiction, or representation’, I have argued that the piunoig attributed to
poets in Republic X can be consistently interpreted by maintaining a single
meaning of the term piunoic; as I have suggested, the term denotes an activity
that may be defined as doing something that is intentionally like something else. I
have thus identified three kinds of piunoic attributed to poets in the Republic and
suggested how they differ, anticipating some conclusions about poets’ piunotig in

the epistemological argument in Book X.

In this chapter, my aim is to show what has been anticipated there: that it is poets’

speaking about some matter or other, on the premise that it does not rely on
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knowledge, which is characterised as uiunois, and that this piunoig is, more
precisely, figurative piunoic of those who are competent in the matters poets
speak about (incompetently); this piunoic is moreover deceptive, inasmuch as
many people judge (various) poets to speak ‘well” and to have knowledge about
their subject matter. Together with proposing this interpretation, I will examine
exactly how poets’ activity is similar to the activity of painting, to which it is
compared in the argument. In the second part of the chapter, I will consider the
subsequent, ‘ethical’ argument, in which ‘mimetic’ poetry is accused of causing
moral harm to its public. My aim will first be to show (as anticipated) that the kind
of piunoic the ethical argument is concerned with is again pipnoic ‘through
impersonation’ as introduced in Book III, and that the change of reference once
again occurs without notice. I will then examine how well-grounded are the

psychological arguments provided to show the harmfulness of this piunoic.

The epistemological argument
The characterisation of poetry as piunoig

The second discussion of poetry in the Republic opens with Socrates’ stated
intention to show that their earlier decision of ‘not accepting as much of [poetry] as
is mimetic’, was appropriate. The ‘mimetic’ poetry referred to here must thus be
that which was rejected in the first discussion. Although the discussion in Book I1I
does not mention ‘mimetic’ poetry, it does mention a ‘mimetic’ poet or person in
general, suggesting that he is someone who ‘engages a lot in representing/
imitating’ (ToAAa pprjoetal; Rep. 111 395a2, cf 394e1-9) and his piunoig is
also unselective. An extreme case of a poet of this kind is described with much
disdain at 397a-b: a poet who engages in frequent and unselective pipmnotg of men
of all kinds, and further, of animals and even inanimate things that produce sounds.
‘Mimetic’ poetry, we may thus suppose, is the corresponding kind of poetry, i.e.
poetry that involves frequent and unselective pipmnoig of characters narrated about,
i.e. uiunoic ‘through impersonation’. Socrates’ aim is to show the damaging

effect of such poetry in the light of the differentiation of the soul into parts, which
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154 However, it will not be until the second,

has been made in the meantime (595a).
‘ethical” argument that this subject will be confronted. What immediately follows
is the complex and controversial ontological discussion of couch-making and a
painting (considered in Excursus E), which eventually turns to the subject of
poetry. Once the interlocutors establish, against the belief of the many, that poets
cannot be competent in the matters about which they speak, they are compared
with the painter, who has been introduced beforehand, and characterised as

pwuntat who somehow deceive their public into crediting them with great

knowledge and wisdom:

det O éruokéPpaocOar MOTEQOV UIUNTALS TOUTOLS OUTOL €VIUXOVTEG
gEnmatnvtal kal T €Qya avt@wV O0QWVTEG OVK atofdvoviat ToLTTa
ATEXOVTA TOL OVTOG Kol Oddwx Totelv un eddtt v aAnfewav —
dbavraopata Yo AAA' o0k OvTa TOLOLOLY — 1] TL KL AEYoLoLy Kal T@ OvTL

ot ayaBol momtatl loaotv mepl WV doKOLOLV TOIG TTOAAOILG €V Aéyewy.

It is necessary to examine, then, whether these people [who credit Homer and other
‘good’ poets with knowledge] have been deceived through having met these'”
imitators, and who when looking at their works do not perceive that these are at the
third remove from what is true'*® and are easy to make for someone who does not
know the truth — for they make appearances, but do not make true things —, or there
is indeed something in what these people are saying and good poets truly do know

the things about which they seem to many to speak well. (5986-5993)157

13 Socrates’ reference evidently relates to the discussion in Book IV (435b-441c).

155 “These’, i.e. the imitators mentioned in the previous paragraph; Rep. X 598c-d.
!36 The tri-grade ontological scheme is discussed in Excursus E.

"*7 The adjective &AnO1c and cognate terms are in the thesis consistently rendered with ‘true’ and
its cognates, though ‘real” would be in some cases more appropriate. In Plato’s dialogues, aAn0Or|g
may be applied both to objects (typically, as antonymous with patvopevog) and to discourse (as

antonymous with pevdnc); whereas English typically, but not strictly, applies the antonyms real/
apparent to things and the antonyms true/ false to a discourse, thus distinguishing terminologically
between ‘ontological’ and ‘non-ontological’, i.e. discursive or propositional, truth. By translating
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In what follows, the suggestion that poets are in fact puntal will of course
prevail, whereas the widely held belief in poets’ knowledge and wisdom, which is
here (rhetorically) still allowed of, will not only be rejected, but also presented as a
naive judgement resulting from a particular deception produced by poetry. Yet, it
is not obvious just in what sense poetry is characterised as pi{pnoig, nor exactly
what is deceptive about it: this is explained only in subsequent arguments, and
even there, in good part, through the comparison of poets with painters. Before
examining these arguments, however, it is important to consider first how the

allegation of poets’ incompetence is granted in the argument.

Poetry as discourse on arts

The argument that disproves poets’ knowledge relies on the same approach to
poetry as was adopted already in the Jon: poetry is viewed as speaking about
matters related to one art and branch of knowledge or another, or in short, about
one art or another. Thus Socrates initially observes how poets are credited by their
admirers with the knowledge of ‘all the arts, as well as all human things

concerning excellence and vice, and divine things no less’ (598¢),""

evidently on
the understanding that these constitute the subject matter of poets’ compositions
(and inasmuch as poets make fine compositions about them). Later on, the

approach to poetry as discourse on arts is even more explicit: any poet, and in

aAnOrg with ‘true’, which may in English be used (though it is less common) in the ontological
sense as well (e.g., a true couch), I avoid predetermining the sense of dAnOnc in particular

occurrences. The differentiation between non-ontological and ontological sense of &AnO1ig will
turn out to be relevant for my interpretation of the epistemological argument.

158 1 eszl (‘Plato’s Attitude to Poetry and the Fine Arts, and the Origins of Aesthetics. Part II’, 332-
336, and ‘Plato’s Attitude to Poetry and the Fine Arts, and the Origins of Aesthetics. Part I1I°, 292-
296) has pointed out ‘the illegitimate transition’ of this argument from ‘human excellence and vice
and divine things’ to ‘all the arts’: as he convincingly argues, while poets must have been regarded
as authorities in the former matters, there is no firm evidence, nor is it likely, that they were
regarded as competent in arts such as medicine, generalship, efc. By contrast, Giuliano (Platone e la
poesia, 87-90) seems to defend the ‘transition’ as legitimate.

126



particular Homer, is challenged to prove that he has knowledge not so much of
medicine and ‘other arts’ as of ‘[...] the greatest and most beautiful things Homer
undertakes to speak about, wars and generalship, government of states, man’s
education [...]" (599c-d); or again, Socrates mentions poets’ speaking about

‘leatherworking’ and ‘generalship’ (601a-b).

However, unlike the lon, the present argument does not make it clear exactly in
what sense poets speak about arts. It is thus useful to briefly recall the analogous
approach to poetry in the lon. As observed in Chapter II, it is a poet’s narrating
about facts, events, and actions, that counts as speaking about one art or another:
Homer speaks about medicine, for example, when in the //iad he narrates ‘how
Hecamede, Nestor’s concubine, gives kikeon to the wounded Machaon’, evidently
inasmuch as Hecamede’s preparation of kikeon for the wounded Machaon is an
action of the medical kind, i.e. an action for which some medical knowledge is
required (Jon 538b-c). Likewise, Homer’s verses about Nestor’s giving advice to
his son Antilochus that he should be ‘careful of the turn at the horserace in honour
of Patroclus’ count as verses about the art of chariot-driving (lon 537a-c), and
again some other verses by Homer as verses about fishing (lon 538c-d) and

divination (lon 538e-539d).

On this understanding, as is obvious, the arts poets speak about will turn out to be
numerous. Now, this approach to poetry, which seems to be adopted in Republic X
as well, enables a certain reformulation of the question of poets’ knowledge. In
fact, the question as to whether poets know about the matters of which they speak
is translated into the question of whether poets are competent in the arts to which
the facts, actions, and events narrated by them, are related. Thus, if Homer happens
to be incompetent in the art of medicine, he will turn out to be speaking about
matters in which he is not competent, when he narrates about Hecamede’s
preparing kikeon for the wounded Machaon. Relying on this understanding of
poets’ activity, the discussion provides two arguments to show that poets are in
fact not competent in the arts related to the matters they speak about. First, the

knowledge that poets should, individually, possess is simply too vast, for it
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comprises numerous arts and matters, about which other people have only selective
and limited knowledge (598c-d). And secondly, while Homer and other poets
speak of matters related to various arts, no one of them has ever proved himself as
competent by engaging in actions that require competence in these arts, for
example, neither Homer nor any other poet is known to have cured anybody
(599¢), nor, much more importantly, for having contributed to the better
government of any state (599d-e), for having been a guide in educating men in
private (600a-e), for having led a war (600a), and so on. The latter occupations are
in fact characterised as being concerned with human ‘excellence’ (&petr)),
inasmuch as their aim is to make men (as citizens) better: poets would prove their
competence in excellence, and thus their ability ‘to discern which occupations
make men better or worse in private and in public’ (599d) only through their

successful engagement in the field of politics or education.

Unlike the /on, then, the subject matter of poetry is here placed not only in the
domain of instrumental arts, but also in the moral domain of &petr]. At the same
time, the knowledge of apetr] is posited in parallel with knowledge constituting
instrumental arts and poets are deprived of both kinds of knowledge so to speak in
a ‘single move’: the argument of ‘excessive knowledge’ and that of ‘lack of
practical evidence’ appear sufficient to conclude that poets must in fact lack both
knowledge of instrumental arts and knowledge of &petr), and therefore, that they
are incompetent in matters about which they speak (as matters pertaining to these
arts and branches of knowledge). Now, once poets’ incompetence is granted,
poets’ activity is presented in a new and discrediting light. From the premise of
poets’ incompetence it follows that poets cannot speak ‘well’ about their subject
matter. Accordingly, the impression that poets do speak well about their subject
matter, and that they are therefore competent in it, is thus by Socrates judged to be
mistaken and a result of some deception. The allegedly false impression that poets
speak well is later on, rather dismissively, attributed by Socrates to the musical

elements of a poet’s discourse; as he suggests, in conversation with Glaucon,
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[...] Wote étépoic toovtolg €k TV AOYwV OewEovoL dokeL, EAVTE TTeQL
OKLTOTOUIAG TIG AéYN) €V HETOW Kal QUOUQ Kal AQUOVIR, TTAVL €D DOKELY
AéyeoOal, Edvte mepol otoatnylag Edvte mepl &AAAOL OTOLOLV' OVTW
dvoeL avTa TALTA PEYAANV TV KNANOWY €xewv. émel yopvwOévta ye
TWV NG MHOVLOIKNG XOWHATWYV TA TWV TOUTWV, avta &' avtwv

Agyoueva, olpal oe edévat ola patvetat teBéaoat yao mov.

"Eywy', édn.

Ovkovy, v ' €Y, €0LKEV TOLG TWV WEALWV TIEOOWTOLS, KAAWV OE U, oia

yiyvetat idetv dtav avta 10 AvOog mEOoALnT);

‘[...] to other such people [i.e. incompetent in the art concel’ned]159

, who judge
from words, it seems, if someone speaks about leatherworking in verse and rhythm
and harmony, that he speaks very well, or again, about generalship or whatever
else; for these things as such have by nature enormous charm. However, once that
poets’ works are stripped of the colours of music, taken as things said themselves
by themselves, I think you know what they look like. In fact, you have seen them

already.’
‘I have indeed’, he said.

‘Do they not’, I said, ‘resemble the faces of the young, but not of those who are

beautiful, as they come to look once the bloom has left them?’ (601a- 601b)

That is to say, the musical elements, namely verse, thythm and harmony, as it were
‘cover up’ the inferiority of the things that poets say about matters related to one
art or another: by employing these means poets wrongly seem, to people who are

themselves incompetent in the art concerned, to speak well about these matters. As

9 The listeners to a poet’s composition are compared here with the viewers of a painted
leatherworker who are themselves incompetent in this art. I will return to this example shortly.
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a consequence, these people will credit poets with knowledge of the respective

arts: they will consider poets as competent in these arts.

However, the crucial question to be addressed now concerns the allegation that
poets do not speak ‘well’ (¢0): what exactly does ‘not well’ mean here? In other
words, just how do things said by poets about one art or another differ from the
things said about this art by someone competent in it, who alone would speak
‘well’ about them, and in what are the former inferior to the latter? For example,
how is Homer’s narration about Hecamede preparing kikeon for the wounded
Machaon inferior to a discourse given by someone competent in medicine about
how kikeon is prepared, or how someone wounded should be treated? We might
expect that this not speaking ‘well’ about an art consists, in this case, in not
speaking about it correctly, saying incorrect, false things about it; for in the lon,
precisely the possibility that poets do not speak about arts correctly is implied.
However, as I shall argue, the main fault poets are charged with in Republic X is
another one: the ‘deficiency’ of their discourse on arts. This deficiency is in fact
not stated explicitly, but may be derived only from the comparison of poets’
discourse on arts with a painter who paints craftsmen; a poet’s similarity with such
a painter is indicated by metaphorically describing a poet as ‘apply[ing] [...]
colours of each of the arts’ (601a). I shall thus now examine in detail the case of
the painter and therefore suggest how this metaphor about what poets do should be

intended, i.e. how they are similar to a painter of craftsmen.

A painting of a couch as ‘far from what is true’

The activity of painting is introduced in the discussion as a paradigmatic example
of (figurative) u(punoic and contrasted with making of artefacts. A painting of a
couch is thus examined in relation to a manufactured couch (598a-b). As is first
observed, a couch, viewed from different sides, only appears different, but ‘it does
not differ from itself in anything’. A painter, however, will paint a couch (i.e. a
figure) as it ‘appears’ (Ppatvetar) from a particular viewpoint, i.e. the painting will

capture one particular visual ‘appearance’ (Ppavtaopoa) of the couch. The
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painter’s piunoig is thus ‘relative to what appears, as it appears’, and not ‘relative
to what is, as it is”: his piunoiwc is of ‘appearance’ and not of ‘the truth’

(dAnOewx; 598b1-4).

How exactly the difference between ‘truth’ and ‘appearance’ is intended, and thus
what pipnoig of ‘the truth’ in particular would consist in, becomes clearer in the
subsequent argument; however, ‘the truth’ (i.e. things as they are) seems to be
excluded as the possible object of the painter’s pipnoig, and presumably of
piunoic in general. The suggestion seems to be that (the painter’s) pipnoig is
inherently of ‘appearance’. Now, the conclusion drawn from these observations is

the following:

ITopow &oa oL TOL AANOOVC 1] LUNTIKT] E0TLV Kal, WG €0KEV, DX TOUTO
Tavta dreQyaletal, OTL OUIKQOV TL €KAOTOL EPATTETAL KAL TOUTO

eldwAOV.

The practice of pipunois is then far from what is true and, as it seems, fabricates
everything because of this: because it captures something little of each thing, and
this is an image. (598b6-8)

The above argument seems to refer to pipnoic in general, and not only to
painting; although the thing it ‘captures’ is described as ‘image’, this term, as well
as ‘appearance’, pavtaopa, will later on be used metaphorically for ppruata
in general, even if they are not visually perceptible, and in particular for
pprpata made by poets. Importantly, however, the argument indicates exactly
in what sense the things painted are not ‘true things’ (596e4 ovta, e8 aAnOn).
After characterising the practice of pipnoig as being ‘far from what is true’, it is
in fact suggested that ‘it captures something little of each thing’. That is to say,
supposedly, that the object this practice makes (fabricates) is like the object it

imitates only in ‘something little’, i.e. in a particular (minor) part, or aspect, of the
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object imitated. In the case of painting, the ‘little thing’ captured is evidently one
particular visual appearance of the object imitated, e.g., a visual appearance of a
couch (by virtue of which the object made by a painter refers to a couch and
constitutes a figure of it). By contrast, the object made by a painter, i.e. an image of
a couch, is in (many) other aspects not like a couch. Importantly, it is not like a
couch in those aspects by virtue of which a couch is a couch, i.e. in the essential
aspects of a couch.'® If it were, the object made would not be an image of a couch
but itself a couch.'® As observed in Chapter IV, this non-essential likeness is
characteristic of ‘figurative’ piunoic in general: what is performed or made is like
what is imitated only in some non-essential respect (in the case of painting, in its

visual appearance), and is, by virtue of this likeness, a figure of it.

The above opposition between ‘appearance’ and ‘truth’, the former applying to the
object made by painting (or piunoic in general) and the latter to the object
imitated by it, thus seems to be intended as the opposition between ontological
deficiency (or incompleteness, partiality) and completeness: the deficiency and
partiality of a painting of a couch with respect to a couch consists in its being like a
couch only in ‘something little’, i.e. in a particular non-essential aspect, of a couch.
The characterisation of painted images as not being ‘true things’ and the practice of
pipnoic as being ‘far from what is true’ may be understood in this, ‘ontological’
sense.'®> However, as we shall see shortly, in what follows the characterisation of

not being ‘true’ is used in another sense: ‘descriptive’.

' Or we could say, with the ontology of the Meno and Cratylus, it does not have the form of
couch; see Men. 72a-76a, Crat. 389a-390a.

' The distinction corresponds to the distinction mentioned in Chapter IV between making a
likeness (etkwv) of Cratylus and another Cratylus (Crat. 432b-c); see p.101, n. 124. See Janaway,
Images of Excellence, 114-115, for a similar understanding of pipunos of appearance as opposed to
pipnois of the truth.

2 Tt is important not to confuse the notion of ‘appearance’, denoting a figure ontologically
deficient with respect to the object it refers to, with the notion of misrepresentation, denoting a
figure descriptively (or propositionally, in a veridical sense) false with respect to the object it refers
to. I disagree with the interpretation according to which piunowg of ‘appearance’ is
misrepresentation. For instance, according to Moss (‘What is Mimetic Poetry and Why Is It Bad?’,
642), the ‘mimetic art’, being ‘of appearance’, consists in ‘copying the way the things appear, at the
cost of misrepresenting the way things are’, where misrepresentation would consist, for example, in
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As to the piunoic of ‘the truth’, it is not obvious how it is intended. It could
perhaps consist in what has been defined in Chapter IV as non-figurative piunoic.
For if pipno ‘relative to what is, as it is’, is understood, e.g., as piunoic of a
couch in its being a couch, then this piunoiws can only consist in making
something that is like a couch in the essential aspects of a couch (i.e. in those
aspects by virtue of which something is a couch), and that is: manufacturing
another couch by imitating one (in the essential aspects of a couch).'® Although
such an activity would certainly not count as piunolig in the present context, in
other places in the dialogues there are examples of piunoic that is ‘non-

figurative’, or (if understood as indicated) as piunotg of ‘the truth’.'**

‘Seeming to be truly a carpenter’ and descriptive truth

Now, the ontological ‘deficiency’ of paintings with respect to ‘true’ things to
which they refer proves fundamental in the next step, in which, as I shall argue, the
ontological truth is ‘translated’ into the ‘descriptive’ truth. The discussion now
focuses on the question of a painter’s knowledge. The objects painted are now
various craftsmen (‘replacing’ the earlier couch). Importantly, a painter is able to

paint one or other of them without being competent in the respective art:

the altered proportions of the object represented. However, in my view it is quite clear that at this
stage the argument is not concerned with the correctness of the image (pipnper) in relation to the
object it refers to (in its proportions), but rather with the ontological status of the image in relation
to this object, i.e. not with the ‘propositional’ but rather with the ‘ontological’ truth (the two will be
discussed later on). Note also that, on this (‘propositional’) reading, a painting of a couch that
maintains the proportions of the model (i.e. an eikwv, thus defined in the Sophist; cf. Soph. 235d-
236b), and even more an accurate sculpture of a couch, should presumably not be considered as a
pipnow (or pipnpe) of appearance and thus as an edwAov — but that evidently cannot be the
case.

'3 Imitating a couch in its essential respect may be described as imitating a couch in its form, and
coincides with what earlier on in Republic X as well as in the Cratylus was described as ‘looking to

the form (or idea) of couch/ weaving shuttle’ (Rep. X 596b7: moog v déav PAénwv; Crat.
389b2-3 mEog [...] 10 €idog [PAémwv]). Cf. Janaway, Images of Excellence, 115.
'%* Some Platonic examples of non-figurative piunoic are indicated in Chapter IV; see p. 103, n.

129. The making of Cratylus’ double may also be considered as a case of such pipnotg, although
the term itself is not applied.
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olov 0 Cwypddog, papév, CwyoadnoeL ULV OKLTOTOHOV, TEKTOVA, TOVG
AAAOLG dNULOVEYOVG, TEQL OVOEVOS TOUTWV ETAIWV TWV TEXVWV' AAA'
Opws madAg ye Kat adpoovac avOpwmouvg, el dyabog ein Cwyoddog,
vodlag av Téktova Kat moowhev EMdekvLg E£amMAT® AV TQ DOKELV WG

aAnOwg téktova eival.

Thus a painter, we say, will paint a leatherworker, a carpenter and other craftsmen,
being competent in none of these arts; but all the same, if he is a good painter,
having painted a carpenter and showing [the painting] from afar, [the painter] will
deceive children and naive people with him [the figure], seeming to them to be

truly a carpenter. (598b8-c4)

As anticipated, it is in particular with this painter, i.e. one painting a craftsman, that
poets’ speaking about arts will later on be compared explicitly (600e8-601a6). It
may be supposed first that the painting of a carpenter will be a painting of someone
engaging in one activity or another to do with carpentry, for example,
manufacturing a couch, in some specific moment of that activity. This painting
may again be described as an object made by piunots of a carpenter as he visually
appears and thus like a carpenter (the object imitated and referred to) only in
‘something little’, i.e. in his visual appearance alone. By virtue of this likeness, the
painting constitutes an ‘image’ and a figure of a carpenter. Ontologically, the
painting will not differ from the painting examined earlier of a couch (or of
Cratylus); the image (or figure) of a carpenter is ‘ontologically deficient’, i.e. not
true, with respect to a carpenter, the object it refers to. In the language of Book X,

it constitutes an apparent carpenter, not a true carpenter (cf. 596e10).

The above argument, however, is concerned with the epistemological, rather than
ontological, aspect of painting a craftsman: as argued, a painter will paint various
craftsmen without being competent in their respective arts. This epistemological

condition of a painter seems to be quite obvious: for inasmuch as an image is like
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the object it imitates, and refers to, (by definition) only in the visual appearance of
this object, making an image of it will of course not require any arts that are related
to this object itself in other ways; for example, making an image of someone
manufacturing a couch, or again an image of a couch, or of reins, or of a bit (cf.
601c¢6), does not require the art needed to make a couch, or reins, or a bit. The art
required for making an image of any of these objects (regardless of what the object

is) is the art of painting alone.

However, as is then suggested, a painting of a craftsman (if skilfully painted and
shown from afar), even though it is made by a painter incompetent in carpentry,
can produce a particular deception: to naive viewers, or more precisely those not
competent in the respective art (as specified at 60lal-2, where an analogous
example is given), the painted carpenter will wrongly seem ‘to be truly a
carpenter’. What exactly then does this deception consist in? With (to my
knowledge) two exceptions, it has been generally assumed that the deception
consists in mistaking the figure of a carpenter for a true one; consequently, the
example has been understood to be about a ‘painter-illusionist’ and a ‘trompe
l’oeil’ ' However, this admittedly unconvincing interpretation relies on the
‘ontological’ reading of the phrase ‘seeming to be truly a carpenter’ (and ‘what
seems to be a leatherworker’ at 600e9-601al). More precisely, the implied claim
that the carpenter painted is in fact not ‘truly’ a carpenter, is understood as saying
that the painted carpenter is not a true carpenter, but only an image, or a figure of
one. Hence, those to whom the painted carpenter seems ‘to be truly a carpenter’
would mistake the figure of a carpenter for a true one. But in fact, the implied
claim that the carpenter painted is not ‘truly’ a carpenter, but may only seem ‘to be
truly’ one, may be understood in an non-ontological sense as well, i.e. as saying
that the painted carpenter is in fact not, but only seems to be, such as a carpenter is;

that is to say, that the painting does not represent a carpenter truthfully. Now, as

we shall see shortly, even this ‘non-ontological’ reading allows of two different

195 Annas (4n Introduction to Plato’s Republic, 336 and 340), Janaway (Images of Excellence, 134
and 136), Murray (Plato on Poetry, 200), Halliwell (The Aesthetics of Mimesis, 134), Moss (‘What
is Mimetic Poetry and Why Is It Bad?’, 643 and 650) all find the example of ‘trompe 1’oeil’ rather
implausible, but do not suggest an alternative interpretation.
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interpretations: ‘veridical’, suggested by E. Belfiore, and ‘descriptive’, which I

shall endorse. '

Grammatically, the two examples (of a carpenter at 598c1-4 and a leatherworker at
600e-601a) seem to allow either of the alternative readings: ‘ontological’
(mistaking the image for a true thing) and non-ontological (either ‘veridical’ or
‘descriptive’). However, the argument in favour of the non-ontological
interpretation against the ontological one is not only the obvious unlikelihood of
mistaking a painting of a carpenter (or a leatherworker at 600e9-601a2) for a true
one. The crucial argument can be retrieved from the generalisation drawn from the
example in the next paragraph (598c6-d5): as a consequence of the same kind of
deception, a ppuntr)c will seem, to someone naive, to be ‘knowledgeable about all
crafts’ and ‘omniscient’. Now, if the deception from the example consists in
mistaking the image of carpenter for a true carpenter, it cannot provide a model for
the deception that results in crediting the maker of the image with respective
knowledge. By contrast, adopting non-ontological interpretation, the deception
from the example functions perfectly well as a model for the generalisation

made.'®’

Now, on the ‘descriptive’ reading, the painted carpenter is not such as a carpenter
is, but only such as a carpenter visually appears. Let us consider this possibility
closely. For the sake of argument, we may imagine a highly accurate painting of a
carpenter manufacturing a couch (e.g., comparable to a reflection in a mitror; see
596d-e): an image that is, so to speak, in every detail like a particular visual

appearance of a carpenter at work. But even in this case, the image will capture

1% To my knowledge, the ‘ontological’ reading was first contested by Belfiore (‘Plato’s Greatest
Accusation against Poetry’, 44-47); her ‘veridical’ interpretation is presented below; however, her
convincing arguments against the ontological reading seem to have remained ignored or at least not
adequately appreciated. More recently, the ontological reading has been rejected also by Burnyeat
(‘Culture and Society in Plato’s Republic’, 302-305; without reference to Belfiore’s article). I have
developed my ‘descriptive’ interpretative solution, which differs from Belfiore’s (‘veridical’),
following a suggestion made by Fritz-Gregor Herrmann.

7 See Burnyeat, ‘Culture and Society in Plato’s Republic’, 304-305, for a similar objection.
Slightly different arguments against the ontological reading are given by Belfiore (‘Plato’s Greatest
Accusation against Poetry’, 44-46). Both scholars reject also the ontological reading of the parallel
example of the painter’s deception in the Sophist (234b), yet in my view this reading cannot be
excluded there.
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only one particular visual appearance of a carpenter at work, i.e. the painted

carpenter will be (exactly) such as a carpenter visually appears.

Now, we may take a further step and imagine a description of what is in the
painting. It is obvious that a description of someone manufacturing a couch,
derived from the painting, will not be an adequate and complete description of the
carpenter’s manufacturing a couch, to which the painting refers. If it were, it may
be argued, it could be successfully used as an instruction of how to make a couch,
but that is evidently not the case. Instead, the painting will ‘provide’ only a
description of how a carpenter’s work visually appears. As such, the painting will
thus provide an incomplete, or deficient description of a carpenter’s activity to
which it refers. By contrast, the description of someone’s manufacturing a couch
that relies on relevant knowledge will provide a satisfactory, or complete,

description of a carpenter’s manufacturing a couch.

In the descriptive sense, then, a carpenter painted is not ‘truly a carpenter’ in that
the painting does not provide (or is not equivalent to) ‘the whole truth’, as it were,
about what carpenter does: it does not provide a description of a carpenter ‘as he
is’, but merely provides a description of a carpenter ‘as he (visually) appears’.
Relying on this reading, a viewer to whom the painted carpenter mistakenly seems
‘to be truly a carpenter’ will take the painting as equivalent to a complete and
adequate description of a carpenter at work, for example, of a carpenter
manufacturing a couch. However, such a deception may be produced only in a
‘naive’ viewer, such as one incompetent in carpentry (cf- 601al-2); by contrast, a
viewer competent in carpentry, for example, one who has knowledge of couch
manufacturing, cannot be deceived into taking the painting as equivalent to such

(complete and adequate) a description.

It is also important to note that even if a painter happened to be competent in
carpentry, he could not paint what is ‘truly a carpenter’ (in the descriptive sense),
due to the very nature itself of paintings, and more generally figures: for even the
most accurate painting of a carpenter will capture no more than an exact particular
appearance, i.e. ‘something little’, of the object it imitates and refers to, thus

corresponding to a description of the appearance only. Now, if the painting of a
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carpenter is less than accurate, i.e. if, in one aspect or another, it is not like a
particular visual appearance of a carpenter at work, the painted carpenter will not
even be exactly such as a carpenter visually appears; e.g., the tools (used by a
carpenter) painted may not have the same shape as the true ones. Only in this
respect, supposedly, competence in carpentry could be relevant, inasmuch as it
involves knowledge of how the tools appear (look like). It may be that the possible
‘incorrectness’ of the image, in one aspect or another, with respect to the visual
appearance of the object it refers to, is pointed at in the later argument at 601c6-
602b3: it is argued there that a painter does not even have to take into account the
use of the artefact (reins, a bit) whose image he makes; whereas for manufacturing
an artefact, the ‘correct belief” of how the artefact is used is required and is gained
from a user of the artefact who in fact has knowledge of its use. In this case, we
may say, the painting will be equivalent to a description of a carpenter that is

incorrect, in addition to being deficient (i.e. of the visual appearance only).

Now, according to Belfiore’s above-mentioned ‘veridical’ interpretation of the
argument, the painted carpenter is not ‘truly a carpenter’ precisely insofar as a
carpenter is painted incorrectly (in the way indicated above): ‘Plato’s painted
carpenter is a painting that appears to the ignorant to represent someone doing
carpentry, someone who functions well as a carpenter, while actually it represents
someone doing things no skilled carpenter would do’ (‘Plato’s Greatest Accusation
against Poetry’, 44-45). Consequently, Belfiore maintains that a painting of what is
‘truly a carpenter’, i.e. ‘a representation, made by someone with knowledge, of a
person who is actually doing carpentry’ is possible (ibid., 46). However, this
account is in my view too narrow for the reasons already given above. A painting
whose object imitated is a (skilled) carpenter and which is as accurate as a
reflection in a mirror (yet, as argued above, such a painting can presumably be
made just as well by someone incompetent in carpentry) will surely represent — but
crucially, represent only by virtue of being like an appearance of a skilled
carpenter — someone doing things that a skilled carpenter would do; on Belfiore’s
account, in that case the painted carpenter will count as being ‘truly a carpenter’.

The argument, by contrast, indicates that it is due to the nature itself of a painting,
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which captures only ‘something little’ of him, his appearance, that a carpenter

painted is not ‘truly a carpenter’.

Poets ‘applying colours of arts’

Poets, it may be recalled, inasmuch as they are incompetent in the arts about which
they speak, cannot speak ‘well’ about them; instead, they do something similar to
what the above painter does: a poet ‘applies, with words and phrases, colours of
each of the arts’ (601a4-6). It is now possible to clarify exactly what poets are in
this metaphorical description alleged to do: by narrating, a poet says about matters
related to one art or another as little (and further, speaking as correctly) as, for
example, a painter ‘says’ about a carpenter’s couch manufacturing by making a
painting of a carpenter engaging in this activity. That is to say, just as such a
painting will provide a deficient, or even incorrect, description of a carpenter’s
work, so too will a poet’s narration. By narrating about Hecamede preparing
kikeon for the wounded Machaon, Homer does not provide an adequate,
satisfactory description of such matters as how kikeon is prepared or how someone
wounded is cured, but a deficient, or even incorrect, description of these matters: it
is in this sense that his narration consists in ‘applying colours’ of medicine. One
would not be able to prepare kikeon or, even less so, to cure a wounded man, by
relying on his narration; yet, to those incompetent in medicine, who will thus judge
Homer’s narration only ‘from words’, as these are embellished by verse, rhythm
and harmony (601a7-b2), Homer will seem to speak ‘very well’, i.e. to provide an
adequate, satisfactory, account of these matters, and therefore to be competent in
medicine, whereas in fact, Homer does not have such competence (as has been
established through the arguments of ‘excessive knowledge’ and ‘lack of practical
evidence’). These incompetent hearers, in that they perceive Homer’s narration as
such, in no way deficient, account of matters related to medicine, are in their turn
similar to the viewers to whom the painted leatherworker ‘seems to be a
leatherworker’, i.e. the viewers who perceive such a painting as providing a

complete description of what a leatherworker does; the deception is here also due
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to these viewers’ incompetence in the art concerned and their judging only ‘from

colours and shapes’ (601a2).

Poets as pwunrati of ‘medical discourses’

It is now possible to interpret the initial allegation that poets are pipntal and that
their admirers, ‘looking at their works do not perceive that these are at the third
remove from what is true and are things that are easy to make for someone without
knowing the truth — for they make appearances, but do not make true things’
(598e-599a). In what sense, then, are poets’ works ‘appearances’, and that is to
say, figurative pyunpata (cf. 599b5 émi toig puurpaot), and further, in what
sense are they mistaken, by poets’ admirers, for ‘true things’? Observe first that
poets’ ‘works’, characterised as ‘appearances’ and puunpata, must evidently be
poets’ compositions, and not, what has often been assumed (as seen above), men,
gods, objects, events, about which poets narrate; how indeed could the latter be

referred to as ‘poets’ works (£oya)’?

.Now, the argument does not specify what exactly the ‘true things’, as counterparts
of ‘appearances’, or ppr)pata, made by poets, are; that is to say, what the object
of poets’ alleged uipunois is. However, the argument suggests that those who
credit poets with knowledge about the matters of which they speak do so inasmuch
as they ‘do not perceive’ that poets’ works are ‘appearances’ and not ‘true things’;
that means, supposedly, that they mistake poets’ works, which are in fact
uurpata, for the things themselves of which they are piunuata. What may be
inferred, therefore, is that the ‘things’ poets’ works are mistaken for are the things
whose making requires precisely the knowledge that is mistakenly attributed to

poets.

Now, as Socrates suggests in the argument, poets are credited with knowledge of
the arts they speak about (through narrating about actions, events and other matters
related to one art or another), this being a result of the deceptive impression that
they speak ‘very well’ about these arts. It is thus poets’ works, being viewed as

things said about matters related to one art or another, that are characterised as
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pwuruata, whereas their true counterparts, which poets’ compositions only
resemble, will be things said about these matters that rely on the relevant
knowledge. This interpretation of poets’ piunoig seems to be validated also in
Socrates’ rhetorical challenge launched at Homer and all other poets who speak
about matters related to medicine: he asks them to prove that they are each
‘competent in medicine’ (latokog) by indicating actions that require such
competence; whereas not having engaged in such actions, each of them must be
considered as a ‘puntrc of medical discourses’ (ULUNTNG HOVOV LXTOLKQV
Adywv 599¢2); ‘medical discourses’ are evidently discourses about matters related
to the art of medicine that, unlike poets’ discourses on these matters, rely on
relevant knowledge. Poets’ narrations then stand in relation to such ‘medical
discourses’ just as painted images stand in relation to the things whose images they
are: poets’ narrations are only /ike them ‘in something little’. More precisely,
poets’ narrations about actions, events and matters related to the art of medicine
will be like medical discourses in that they are about the same matters (for
example, about how someone wounded is cured); however, as concluded above,
poets’ narrations will provide deficient, or even incorrect, account of these matters,
and are thus in ‘something little’ like discourses relying on the relevant knowledge,
which provide adequate descriptions of these matters. But moreover, poets’ works
are deceptive punuata of discourses that rely on knowledge: their deceptive
character is evidently due to the poetic elements of poets’ works: because of these,
things said by poets about matters related to ‘leatherworking’ or ‘generalship’ or
some other art, will seem, to those incompetent in the arts concerned, to be
adequate, and not deficient, descriptions of such matters, i.e. these people will
perceive them as ‘true things’. To these people, poets’ works would reveal

themselves as inferior and deficient if they were stripped of the poetic elements.

As the argument suggests, like the painter, poets do not know ‘the truth
(dAN0ewx)’ (599a2), nor make ‘true things (6vta)’ (599a2-3), or again, they do
not ‘capture’ the truth (600e8). However, here too we may distinguish between two
senses of ‘truth’ involved. A poet’s narration ‘does not capture the truth’ primarily
in the descriptive sense, i.e. in that it is a deficient description of the matters related

to arts (e.g., how someone wounded is cured, how a battle is conducted). On the
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other hand, poets’ narrations may be described as ontologically not true, i.e. as
davtdopata, or pipnuata, with respect to discourses that rely on knowledge
of the subject matter (e.g., ‘medical discourses’), which are their true counterparts

(OvT).

Homer: a puntric of Chryses and of the iatoucog

Finally, in order to compare this pipunotg with poets’ pipnoic of characters about
whom they narrate from Republic 1II, we may describe it in slightly different
terms, that is, by indicating the agent of the activity that is as a whole the object of
their piunos: instead of describing poets as deceptive piuntat of discourses
about arts that rely on the relevant knowledge, for example as ppntat of medical
discourses, they may be described as ppntat of those who are competent in the
arts poets speak about, for example as puntal of latowkot (599¢1-2), ie. of
those who are competent in medicine. A poet will be (only) /ike someone
competent in medicine in that he will speak about the same matters as such a
person, and will thereby constitute a figure of such a person; but moreover,
inasmuch as a poet is perceived, not as a puuntc and a figure of someone
competent in medicine, but as being in fact competent in medicine, his pipnoig is

. 168
deceptive.

So, inasmuch as Homer narrates seemingly well, but in fact deficiently, about
actions and events related to medicine, his narration constitutes a deceptive
pipnoic of someone competent in medicine. However, by thus narrating, Homer
may at the same time impersonate one character or another involved in these
actions: in this case, his narration will constitute also a non-deceptive piunoig of
this character. While in fact nobody will mistake Homer for Chryses, when he is
impersonating this character, the listeners who are themselves incompetent in

medicine will mistake Homer for someone competent in this art, when he narrates

1% As already mentioned in Chapter IV, in the Sophist, in a similar way, the sophist is characterised
as a ‘puntrc of a wise man (coog)’ and contrasted with the wise man (Soph. 268b-c), inasmuch
as he is not competent in the matters he debates about, yet seems to be competent in whatever
happens to be the subject of the debate; his piunoig is thus evidently also deceptive.
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about matters related to it. These two kinds of uiunoic thus differ, in the first
place, in having a different object, and secondly, in being the one non-deceptive
and the other deceptive: in the first case, Homer is for example, a non-deceptive
pun g of Chryses imploring the Achaeans to release his daughter; in the second
case, Homer is a deceptive pipntr)c of someone competent in medicine speaking
about how a wounded man is treated. As we shall see in the next section, the
‘ethical’ argument in Republic X is again concerned with the piunoic ‘through

impersonation’, where this shift of reference remains tacit.

While the picture of poets as piuntad of characters about whom they narrate is in
itself neutral, the one that portrays them as deceptive puntai of competent
speakers is of course discrediting for poets, for it shows them as incompetent
speakers who may be mistaken for wise men only by those who are themselves
naive. But while it would in fact be naive to consider, for example, Homer’s
narration about one battle or another as (sufficiently) instructive concerning
matters of war strategy, and to consider Homer himself as competent in this art,169
Republic X ultimately suggests it is equally ‘naive’ to consider poets’ narrations
about education, government of state, wars and any other human affairs as
‘instructive’ about moral matters and to consider poets as being wise in such
subje(:ts.170 However, the claim that their narrations about these matters are in fact
only ‘images of excellence’ (599d2-3, 600e7), i.e. deficient in what they say and
teach about what is good for men and what they should therefore pursue, relies on
the fundamental assumption that there is knowledge of human excellence, i.e. the
knowledge, ultimately, of what is good for men, and that such knowledge can be
acquired much as strategy of war or appropriate medical treatment can be learned.

Yet, as suggested by Bambrough, it is precisely this sort of knowledge, of which

' As Ton does, claiming that he has learned the art of generalship from Homer (Jon 541b4-5). But
as suggested by Leszl (see p. 126, n. 158), it is highly unlikely that this was a widely shared belief.

70 Cf. Ferrari, ‘Plato and Poetry’, 130: “What is to become of poetry, we want to protest, if it is to
be measured by the yardstick of such grossly practical results [i.e. poets’ engagement in actions
they speak about]? But Plato is not saying that we should apply so practical a yardstick to poetry; he
is saying that, indeed, we should not, but that, if we suppose poets to have a user’s rather than an
imitator’s skill on the question of how to live in society, we would be compelled to do so; for that is
the yardstick we customarily apply to those we hold to be so endowed’.
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poets are in the argument deprived with greatest vehemence, that cannot be posited

at all.

Vagueness of the term piunoig

As I suggested in Chapter 1V, scholars’ speaking about ‘mimetic’ poetry or about
poets’ pipnoig without specifying the object of the uiunoig referred to may
easily lead to confusion over the different kinds of piunoig that are attributed to
poets in the dialogues. Yet, this ‘vagueness’ concerning poets’ pipnolc may be
found not only in the scholarship on the subject, but in Republic X itself; here,
however, it seems to be intentional, for it allows the argument to shift from one
kind of piunoic to another. As I shall now argue, such a shift occurs twice: in the
beginning of Republic X, the argument shifts from the non-deceptive pipnoig of
characters to the deceptive piunoic of those competent in the subject matter of
poetry, and in the beginning of the ethical argument again from the latter pipnoig
back to the former piunoic.

The argument first speaks of much poetry as ‘mimetic’ (ppntikr) 595a5) and
specifically of composers of tragedy as being mimetic (upntucol 595b5) or being
puunTal (597¢6, e8), leaving the object of the piunoic attributed to poets
unspecified, yet implicitly referring to the pipnoic (discussed in Book III) of
individuals about whom poets narrate, for that is the only kind of poets’ verbal
pipnoic discussed thus far. In this respect, the mention of composers of tragedy is
significant, for tragedy, like comedy, is precisely that genre that may be
characterised as a whole as the first kind of piunoic and equally well as the
second kind of ptunoic: according to Book III, a tragedy constitutes a poet’s
puiunowc of characters about whom he narrates (Rep. Il 394b-c), whereas
according to the account that appears later in Book X, a tragedy constitutes a poet’s
piunotc of someone competent in the subject matter of the composition, on the

premise that the poet is incompetent in it.

But during the course of the argument, for the first time unambiguously at 598e,

reference tacitly shifts from the kind of piunoig already discussed (i.e. through

144



impersonation) to a different kind of piunoic: the deceptive piunoic of those

competent in the subject matter of their narrations.'”!

And that is to say, the point
of reference imperceptibly shifts from the obvious non-deceptive piunoig of
characters about whom they narrate, recalled at the opening of Book X, to the
discrediting (implying poets’ incompetence), but still unproven deceptive piunoig
of, in short, relevant experts. However, after this shift has taken place in the course
of the epistemological argument, the former pipnoic is, again without notice,
reintroduced in the subsequent, ethical, argument: aiming to prove the harmfulness
of this puiunoig, the argument at last turns to what was announced at the opening
of Book X (595a5-bl). In this argument, as we shall see, Homer will again, as in
Book III, feature as a puuntg, for example, of a hero grieving and lamenting

(605c11-d3) and no longer as a uwuntc of someone competent in medicine or

some other art.

If that is so, however, Book X truly contains quite a ‘mess’ concerning poets’
pipnoic: not, however, a terminological confusion about the term piunois (the

172, but rather

assumption of which is somewhat mockingly rejected by Burnyeat)
an intentional merging of the two kinds of poets’ pipnotg, shifting from one to the
other as if they were one and the same. Granted this, what is the purpose of such a
strategy? In my view, the purpose is, ultimately, to strengthen — illicitly — the claim
of poets’ incompetence. It is as if the argument were inviting us to reason in the
following manner: first, we should recall what has been agreed in Book III, that
poets’ works are on the whole ‘mimetic’, i.e. they involve, to a lesser or greater
extent, pipnoic (595b4-5); and secondly, we should accept Socrates’ suggestion
that poets are either competent in their subject matter or they engage in pipnotg,

and their works are pipunuata (598e5-599a4); hence, we should conclude that

" In particular the characterisation of composers of tragedy as puntal at 597e seems to be
intentionally ambiguous: it may be understood as either an already agreed observation (i.e. referring
to the former pipnois) or, on the other hand, a still unproven allegation (i.e. referring, by
anticipation, to the latter pipnoic): ‘That will be the composer of tragedy as well, if he is indeed a
wunTg (elmeQ KNG €ott), someone by nature at the third remove from the king and the
truth, and so all other ppntad’. For ‘if he is indeed a pupntnic’ could also indicate a fact, not only
a possibility.

'72 For Burnyeat’s interpretation, see p. 96.
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poets must indeed be incompetent, for they engage in piunoic to a greater or
lesser extent (as established in Book III). But of course, such a reasoning confuses
the two kinds of uiunows attributed to poets: for being ‘mimetic’ of characters
about whom a poet narrates is different from being ‘mimetic’ of those competent in
the subject matter of which a poet speaks, and only the first ‘mimetic’ activity of
poets has so far been agreed on, whereas the second one, which is discrediting for
poets, is as yet unproven. Poets’ activity may in fact be characterised as ppnoig
of those competent in the subject matter of their narrations only inasmuch as poets
turn out to be incompetent in it. But as seen above, the claim of poets’
incompetence in their subject matter is justified by another questionable strategy:
by viewing poets’ narrations as implicit discourses about arts, and thereby showing

that poets themselves do not master these arts.

The ethical argument
Miunoic through impersonation again

The discussion of the moral harm of ‘mimetic’ poetry is promised by Socrates at
the beginning of Book X, where the ‘mimetic’ poetry supposedly refers to the kind
of poetry that involves much unselective pipnotg of characters about whom a poet
narrates, which was rejected in Book III. After addressing a rather different
question, i.e. that of poets’ knowledge, the discussion now turns to the ‘ethical’
subject announced at the beginning. Although the ethical argument returns to
discussing poets’ pipnoic through impersonation, it addresses a different question
from Book III. Book III, being concerned with poetry destined for the prospective
guards of the envisaged state, inquires whether or not poets (in this state) should
engage in such piunoig, and if so, in what kind of it (of which moral characters
and conduct). This prescriptive inquiry already relies on a particular assumption of
how such ptpnoic morally affects those who engage in it, specifically the young
wards when they recite poetry: the assumption that if one, especially a young
person, engages often in it, it influences one’s moral character and conduct. By

contrast, the ‘ethical’ argument addresses precisely the question to which an
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answer is assumed as granted in Book III, i.e. the descriptive question of what the
moral impact of this kind of piunoic is on those who are present at it. The ethical
argument in Book X differs from Book III also in its setting: for it is concerned
with poets as autonomous agents in the current circumstances and focuses on the
public performance of their works, rather than on the employment of poetry within
education. As we shall see, poets’ piunoic of good men, which was approved in
Book III because of its expected positive moral impact on the young wards, will
now be seen as difficult both to carry out and to be understood by the vast public,
whereas the piunoic of excitable and ‘expressive’ characters, thus most suited to
performance, will be accused of being corrupting for those who attend, i.e. the
spectators. In fact, in the light of the bi-partite model of the soul provided, this
pipnoic will be alleged to appeal to the inferior part of their soul.

The ‘ethical’ argument has received quite some criticism from scholars, in
particular for modifying the tri-partite model of the soul from Book IV without any
explicit justification, and further, for comparing (once again) ‘mimetic’ poetry with
painting in a rather forceful and unconvincing manner: both are alleged to appeal
to the inferior part of the soul. Thus Annas (4n Introduction to Plato’s Republic,
339) argues that ‘[tlhe argument from painting does not carry over to poetry
because the parts of the soul distinguished are not the same in both cases’.
Likewise Halliwell (Plato: Republic X, 11) considers that ‘the coupling of poetry
and painting is weaker here than earlier in bk.10 [...]. The two cases, as presented,
are scarcely comparable at all’. While agreeing that the comparison between
painting and ‘mimetic’ poetry is rather arbitrary, I do not find this comparison very
important for the ethical criticism directed at ‘mimetic’ poetry. What is in my view
important, as I pointed out above, is that the object of this criticism is no longer by
and large all poetry, ‘mimetic’ of those who are competent in the subject matter,
which has been targeted in the previous, epistemological argument, but only the
kind of poetry that is ‘mimetic’ (also) of characters about whom poets narrate. Yet
this tacit, but in my view nonetheless evident, shift from poetry in general to poetry
that involves impersonation (and thus at the same time the shift from one kind of
poets’ pipnoic to another), has rarely been noticed: for instance, Annas’

discussion of the ‘ethical’ argument (ibid., 338-344) does not mention it at all;
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Halliwell (The Aesthetics of Mimesis, 111) seems to assume that the poets’
pipnoic now discussed is the same as from the previous argument, which he
understands as ‘verbal depiction of men’ efc., and which would now somehow be
considered in its most engaging and realistic form: ‘If poetry manipulates a world
of illusions or simulations, then it will become most dangerous at just the point at
which those illusions involve things that are taken, by the makers and audiences of
mimetic art, with the greatest seriousness’. By contrast, the return to the poets’
pipnotc through impersonation is detected by Giuliano (Platone e la poesia, 104-
106), though, differently from myself, he understands it as a subspecies of the
poets’ piunoic discussed in the preceding (epistemological) argument. On the
other hand, as seen in Chapter IV, Burnyeat assumes that the entire second
discussion of poetry deals with the pipunoiwg through impersonation; and,
accordingly, that in the ‘ethical’ argument ‘Socrates fulfils the promise made at the
start of book X, to demonstrate the mind damaging effects of dramatic pipnog’
(‘Culture and Society in Plato’s Republic’, 319). In the following section, my aim
will be to show clearly that the poets’ uiunoic now discussed is that of
impersonation, and to examine critically the psychological arguments employed in

order to prove its moral harmfulness for the audience.

Sight and painting

The differentiation of the soul into two parts is first made relying on an argument
concerning vision and visual perception of paintings. Socrates first observes that
sight (vision) is a source of a certain ‘confusion’ (tapaxr)) of ours: by sight, the
same magnitude does not appear equal to us from near and afar, and further, ‘the
same things appear bent and straight by watching them in the water and outside it,
and again, the same things appear concave and convex, because of the failure of
sight related to colours’ (602c10-12). This nature of visual perception, as
suggested, is somehow manipulated by the practice of painting; exactly how
painting does this will be considered shortly. Now, given that, in changed
conditions, the same things visually appear to have, but obviously cannot really

have, a different magnitude, shape, and perhaps other properties, the account
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provided of them by our sight is evidently unreliable and confusing. To counteract
this confusion, we in fact turn to measuring, counting, weighing: by means of
these, things can be reliably declared, for example, bigger, or smaller than, or equal
to, other things, independently of, and sometimes indeed contrary to, how they
appear to our sight. Such conflicting judgements are thus presented as sufficient
evidence for the existence of distinct parts of the soul. Before focusing on
Socrates’ differentiation of the soul, however, it is useful to consider how the soul

and its relation to the body are understood in the dialogue.

As in other dialogues, in the Republic the body and the soul are approached as the
two constitutive parts of a human being. The soul becomes the subject of
discussion on quite a few occasions in the dialogue; however, its relation to the
body (e.g., to the sensory organs) is not discussed here in more detail.'”
Importantly, however, the soul features as the seat, or subject, not only of faculties
that are regarded as specific to the soul, e.g., reasoning, learning and
understanding,174 but also of faculties that are in some way related to the body, for
example, desires for food, drink, warmth, sexual desires, and on the other hand,
pleasures related to the satisfaction of these desires. These latter faculties seem to
be distinguished from the former in that they are somehow mediated by the body to
the soul. For example, in Book IX, the ‘bodily’ pleasures are described as ‘those
reaching, through the body, the soul’ (atl ye dwx ToL cwuatog emi TV Pvxnv
telvovoat kal Agyopevar ndoval Rep. 1X 584c4-5). In Book V, they are
similarly referred to as pleasures ‘through the body’ (dix toU owuatog) and

contrasted with the pleasure relative to learning, the latter being described as ‘the

'3 In the Theaetetus (see esp. 184b4-186¢12), this relation is discussed with regard to sensory
perception and in the Philebus with regard to pleasure, pain and desire.

% Cf Rep. VII 518c4-519al, where the soul is considered to be the instrument with which each
man learns and understands, and these faculties are regarded as by nature belonging to the soul.
Further, in Rep. 1 353d3-7, the faculties of management, government and deliberation are
considered as specific to the soul: as suggested there, they are all relative to that function that one
could not perform with anything else except the soul, just as one could not ‘exercise’ the function of
seeing with anything else except eyes.
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pleasure of the soul itself by itself’ (v tng Puxng [...] Ndoviv avtng kabd'
aOTAV Rep. V 485d11-12).'7

Returning to Book X, the faculty of sensory perception discussed in Book X may
be understood as also somehow reaching the soul ‘through the body’: for, as is
evidently assumed, it is our soul (or more precisely, as will turn out, only an
element of it) to which something appears (through the faculty of sight), for

example, bigger than something else (Rep. X 602e4-6).'"

As already observed,
such a perception of ours may conflict with our measurement: ‘to someone who
has measured and declared certain things bigger or smaller than, or equal to,
certain others, the opposite often appears at the same time, about the same things’
(602e4-6). Now, the fundamental principle, which was, in a slightly different form,
relied on previously in Book IV for differentiating the soul into ‘types’, or ‘parts’,
is appealed to here as well, i.e. the principle that ‘it is impossible for the same
<subject> to hold opposite beliefs at the same time about the same things’
([o]Vuxovv Eépapev T avTQ dpa TeQL TavTa Evavtio dofalev adVVATOV

etvay 6026:8-9).177 On the basis of this principle, two separate elements of the soul

'3 As observed in Chapter III, the Gorgias is not concerned with distinguishing between the
functions of the two parts, body and soul, and thus with defining clearly the ‘subject’ of such
desires as hunger, thirst etc.; at 465c¢8-d7, 517c7-d5 these desires seem to be attributed to the body,
whereas (as Prof. Stalley pointed out in Notes on Ph.D Thesis, 5) at 493al-b3 to the soul. In the
Philebus, the question whether the desires such as thirst and hunger belong to the body or the soul
becomes the subject of discussion: these desires are attributed to the soul, inasmuch as they rely on
the memory of the object desired (i.e. providing the satisfaction of a desire having occurred
previously), which is assumed to belong to the soul (34c10-35d6).

17 As is suggested in Rep. VII 523a10-524d5, the sight and other sensory faculties convey to or
show the soul what is perceived. In Book VII, however, the problem dealt with is of course
different from the one concerning the unreliability of sight in Book X (as is explicitly indicated at
523b5-7). In the argument from Republic V11, the same magnitude (or weight, or texture) appears to
be both long and short not because of viewing it once from close by and the other time from far
away (i.e. because of different conditions of perception), but inasmuch as it is viewed in relation to
something smaller and something bigger. As Fine (‘The One over Many’, 239) comments upon the
argument, ‘even in the most favorable circumstances, three inches is both long and short’.

7 Cf Rep. IV 436b8-9: [...] the same thing cannot want to do or undergo opposites in the same
respect in relation to the same thing and at the same time [...]" ([...] Ta0TOV Tdvavtia oLl 1)
MAOKEWY KATX TAUTOV Y€ Kal TMQOG Ttavtov ok €0eAnoet aua [..]). Shorey (Plato:
Republic, v. 1, 382 n. b) interprets kata tTavTdV as ‘in the same part of or aspect of itself” and
TEOG TAVTOV as ‘in relation to the same (other) thing’. Note, however, that the two ‘variants’ of
the principle are concerned with two different faculties of the soul: one in Book IV with wanting (to
do or undergo), the other in Book X with holding beliefs.
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are thus posited, the one ‘believing against the measurement’ and the other
‘according to the measurement’, wherein the latter, inasmuch as it is ‘trusting the
measurement and calculation’ is recognised as the ‘rational element’ (TtO
Aoylotikov 602el) of the soul, which was individuated and defined as the best
type, or part, of the soul already in Book IV; whereas the former, inasmuch as it is
opposed to it, is characterised as ‘one of the inferior elements in us’, without being

given a specific name (603al-8).

As may be noted, something (visually) ‘appearing’ (Ppaivetar 602c¢8, d9) to
someone to be in a certain way is later on substituted with someone ‘believing’
(do&alCewv 602e8, 603al) that something is in that way. For this reason, the case
has sometimes been understood as an example of holding two opposite beliefs at
the same time. However, the explanation may be simpler than that: we may assume
that the belief corresponding to this visual perception is this one, whether it is
actually entertained or not. For when someone believes, relying on measurement,
that something is bigger than something else, but at the same time this thing
visually appears to him (independently of the measurement) smaller, he obviously
does not also actually believe that it is smaller (in addition to believing that it is
bigger): he would, however, believe that it is smaller, if he had not measured the

two objects but relied solely on what visually appears to him.

As may also be pointed out, while the present differentiation of the soul into parts
is made in view of a certain cognitive faculty of ours (i.e. learning about magnitude
and other such properties of things), the tri-partition of the soul in Book IV was
made in view of, we may say, our action (acting): in the former case, the soul is
approached as a subject of cognition, in the latter as an agent. Now, although the
parts of the soul that are identified in the two arguments are different both in
number (three vs. two) and in faculties attributed to them (‘action-inducing’
powers vs. cognitive faculties), T0 Aoylotukov, ‘the rational element’, is in both
cases indicated as the best part of the soul, inasmuch as it relies on Aoylopog,
reasoning or calculation. But again, the ‘content’ of this °‘calculation’ is
considerably different in the two cases: the calculation may in one case be, for
example, that it is not salubrious to drink in the given circumstances, whereas in

the other case it may be that something is bigger than something else. Nonetheless,
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the suggestion seems to be that it is the same part of our soul with which we
perform these two evidently different kinds of reasoning: the former reasoning
results in taking a certain action and the latter one in knowing (having a reliable
account of) the magnitude, weight, etc. of things. As for the element of the soul
that is visually perceptive, it is only relevant to the argument to show that it is
separate from, and inferior to, the element that exercises reasoning and calculation,
but not, on the other hand, how it is related to other ‘inferior elements’ of the soul,
such as those entertaining the desires, or wants, that come ‘through the body’ and
that constitute, according to Book IV, its ‘appetitive part’, T0 €miOuuntikdv
(Rep. TV 441a6 et al).'”™ The faculty of desiring is again evoked in the subsequent

argument concerning poetry: we will consider it in more detail later on.

As for the painting, it is argued that this activity ‘relates to something in us that is
far from reason’ (603a10-b1); in particular shadow-painting”g, being directed at
the ‘weakness of our nature’ related to the faculty of sight, makes an abundant use
of trickery (yonteia; 602d1-4). But exactly in what way does painting achieve
this? As has already been established in the earlier discussion, an image captures a
particular (visual) appearance of the object whose image it is, for example, an
image of a couch captures the appearance that a couch has, i.e. the way it looks

(appears), from a certain viewpoint (598a5-bS8).

Now, an image will succeed in being /ike such an appearance all the more by the
use of the above-mentioned ‘trickery’. As may be supposed (for the argument does

not specify it), this trickery might involve such things as the following: making a

78 The “appetitive part’, as the seat of these wants, is in Book IV separated from the rational part,
inasmuch as conflict may occur between, e.g., our wanting to drink (i.e. having thirst) and not
wanting to do so on the basis of the ‘reasoning’ that drinking is not healthy in given circumstances;
according to the principle, the two opposite inclinations must be held by two separate elements, and
given that it is by reasoning that the choice for the better (healthier, in the given example) option is
made, the part exercising it is superior to the one that is the seat of thirst and other such wants. The
third part of the soul individuated in Book IV is ‘the spirited part’, t0 Ovpoeég (Rep. IV 441a2 et
al.), which can, in the case of a conflict between the two other parts, join either of these two (i.e.
sharing the will of one part and fighting against the other). Among the attempts to understand the
significance of this third part of the soul is Penner’s ‘Thought and Desire in Plato’, arguing that the
positing of the ‘spirited part’ is not justified by the argument and is motivated by the aim to
establish a symmetry of the soul with the three-classed structure of the state.

'” As may be deduced from Tht. 208¢7-10, images made using the technique of oxioryQadio were
perceived clearly from afar, but not from close by.
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figure (a ptpunua) appear concave or convex (as seems to be suggested, such an
effect is obtained by a particular use of colours); further, making certain parts (or
objects) of the p{punua appear more distant than others (by painting the former
smaller in relation to the latter); or again, to take a more complicated example from
the Sophist, making a large figure of an object so that, from a certain viewpoint, its
proportions appear to correspond to the proportions of that object itself (and is thus
beautiful), while it is actually not (for the parts standing closer to the viewer are
made relatively smaller, whereas those farther from the viewer are relatively
bigger, than those of the original object; note that this method is the exact opposite
of the previous one)."®

Now, painting as such, i.e. as the making of (visual) images, reproduces (is
pipnoic of) that aspect of things that is accessible to us by visual perception,
which, as seen above, is cognitively unreliable in comparison with measurement,
calculation and the like. But furthermore, in its aim to capture the visual
appearance of things, painting may purposely make its product such that it
(visually) appears in some way as this product is actually not, e.g.: it may make a
figure (a pipnua) so that it appears convex, while in fact it is flat, or again, so that
certain parts of the painted figure appear more distant than others, while in fact
they are not; it makes a (large) figure so that it appears to be of specific

'8! The subject to whom these images falsely

proportions, whereas it is actually not.
appear to be like this, is of course ourselves, but more precisely, that element of
our soul that is visually perceptive. In making such figures (falsely appearing to be
convex, or of certain proportions), the painter then in a way relies upon and

exploits the fallibility of our faculty of sight.

%0 See Soph. 235e5-236a6: in what follows, this kind of pipnoi in painting is defined as
¢davraotikr) and contrasted with elicaotikr, the kind of piunoic that preserves the features such

as proportions and colours of the original object. The argument is treated in more detail in Excursus
F.

'8! In the last two cases, the image does not preserve the proportions of the original object, i.e. in
the terminology of the Sophist it is a pavtaopa (as opposed to eikcyv; cf. the previous note). But
while the preoccupation of the Sophist is the (missing) correspondence of such properties of the
figure with the ones of the original object, the present argument of Republic X does not seem to be
concerned with this, but rather with the merely ‘apparent’ properties of the figure itself (apart from
their missed correspondence with the properties of the original object), e.g., being convex, being of
certain proportions, which are the appearance obtained by the use of ‘trickery’.
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Poets’ uiunowc of men’s fortunes and misfortunes

As a counterpart to painting, which features as an example of the practice of
pipnoic that is ‘relative to sight’, the practice of piunoic ‘relative to hearing’ is
now considered as being the one specific to poetry (1] TN¢ MO OEWS PLUNTIKT
Rep. X 603c1). Without yet specifying which kind of poets’ piunoic the argument
is about, Socrates expresses his expectation that it will turn out to relate to some
inferior element of the soul as well. With the purpose of validating this assumption,
Socrates first indicates, as if reminding his interlocutors of what has already been
established, exactly in what the practice of piunoig consists in the case of poetry.
Here it becomes evident that the kind of poets’ piunoic now discussed is again

that through impersonation:

TIEATTOVTAG, PApEV, AVORWTOUE UIpELTAaL 1) HipnTKn Blaloug 1) ékovoiag
TEAEELS, Kol €K TOL MEATTELV T) €D OLOHEVOUG 1) KAKWS TEMOAYEVAL KAl

£v toUToLS O1) MotV 1) ALTTOLHEVOLG 1) XalpovTac.

The practice of representing, we say, represents men engaged in forced or
voluntary actions, and who reckon to have fared well or ill as a result of so doing,

and in all these things either suffer pain or feel pleasure. (603c4-7)

Now the piunoig here considered, that of ‘men engaged in forced or voluntary

82

actions’,'® is clearly the figurative non-deceptive pipnoic of characters about

"*2 Interestingly, in the discussion of musical uiunotg in Republic 111, the actions that may be
objects of this uipnoig are differentiated into ‘forced’ and ‘voluntary’ as well: forced actions
include military activities, being injured or encountering other misfortunes, whereas ‘peaceful’ or
‘voluntary actions’ include persuading or imploring someone (a god, through a prayer; a man,
through either teaching or admonition) or being oneself persuaded efc. (Rep. 111 399a5-c4). See also
L. VII 815¢7-816c1, where dancing, conceived of as pipmnotg, is distinguished also into dance of
war and dance of peace: the two evidently represent two different kinds of conduct and movement,
combative and peaceful.
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whom poets narrate, and no longer the figurative deceptive piunoic of those who
are competent in the subject matter of poetry, attributed to poets in the
epistemological argument. That the talk is now of the former piunoic is even
more evident from the example of it given later on, i.e. that of ‘Homer or another
one of composers of tragedy, engaging in p{pnoig of one of the heroes grieving
and making a long speech of laments’ (605c10-d2). The action referred to is
evidently Homer’s impersonation of one hero or another, which is an example of
the same kind of piunoic as Homer’s impersonation of Chryses imploring the

Achaeans to release his daughter.

Book X, as suggested earlier on, is concerned with the perception of this p{pnoig
by the vast public in attendance and its moral impact on them: in the light of the
psychological model introduced, this question ‘translates’ into the question of what
aspect of men (their soul) this piunows appeals to and, as a consequence, acts
upon. As seen above, the objects of the pipnois now considered are ‘men engaged
in forced or voluntary actions, and who reckon to have fared well or ill as a result
of this doing, and in all these things either suffer pain or feel pleasure’. Of course,
these ‘actions’ may be both figures constituted by poets’ (or performers’) activity
and (true) actions imitated and referred to by these figures. The ‘psychological’
analysis that follows focuses first on the latter, i.e. it inquires how, in ‘true’ life,
men perceive and respond to the actions and events that they reckon bad for them,

and therefore examines and evaluates poets’ piunotg of this.

Two elements of the soul

Among the actions and events that bring distress and suffering to men, Socrates
considers an extreme case: the loss of one’s own son or of someone else dear to
one. As he then argues, although a misfortune will inevitably provoke pain on the
part of the sufferer, a virtuous man will at the same time fight against this pain and

resist it, all the more so in the presence of other people.183 Relying on this example,

'83 A response by a virtuous man has already been described in similar terms in Rep. III 387d5-¢8:
this response is now going to be explained through the account of separate parts of the soul.
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a particular model of the soul is constructed. Two opposite tendencies in one’s
response to such a misfortune are identified, and therefore attributed to two
separate elements of the soul: the tendency to grieve and lament, and the other
which resists this. The two responses to a misfortune are first compared with two
opposite responses to an event causing bodily pain: an injury. As suggested, those
who, after they have lost someone close or have undergone some similar
misfortune, continue to grieve and lament, are like children who, having stumbled,
keep on crying, holding the injured part (604c5-d2)."™ Analysing the example
further, we may observe that an injury, apart from obviously being painful, is also
something bad for one’s body (as may be recalled from the Gorgias, painfulness
itself does not imply harmfulness; for example, there are painful medical cures),
for it damages one’s health, the body’s well-being. As is again obvious in the case
of an injury, the action that will benefit the body is the one that will contribute to
restoring its health, and that is, an appropriate medical cure. On the other hand,
reactions such as holding what is hurting us, crying, lamenting (typical of
children), is what we are by nature inclined to do when we feel pain. All this will
of course not contribute to our recovery, nor will it contribute to the ceasing of, or
even alleviating, the pain felt. Now, one who has been injured may respond to the
incident in the way just described, i.e. do nothing else except what one’s feeling of
pain somehow induces one to do: to hold the painful part, to cry and lament.
Alternatively (as is suggested implicitly), one may act aiming to have one’s injury
healed and health restored, and despite one’s feelings of pain, not cry and lament,
or at least not as much as children do. Of course, the majority of people will
respond in the latter way. Presumably, they will do so on the basis of certain
reasoning and consideration such as, that what is best for them is to recover their
health, and that it is by means of some medical cure that they can achieve that. At
the same time, despite their being inclined to cry and lament at feeling pain, they
are evidently able not to do so, as we may again suppose, on the basis of some
consideration such as, that crying would not in the least contribute to their healing

or to the ceasing of the pain.

8% As observed in Chapter III, a similar approach of comparing the soul with the body is found in
the Gorgias.
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Note, now, that these two responses are induced, or ‘driven’, by two different
causes: it is the aim of healing — importantly, the aim established, or deliberated,
by reasoning what is best to do in a given situation —, that drives, or induces, one
response, and, by contrast, the feeling of pain itself that drives the other one: that
of lamenting and crying, typical of children. While the first response is driven by a
certain (deliberate) aim, or end (and thus ‘driven’, inasmuch as led or guided), and
is therefore intentional, the second one is not driven by any purpose; it is not
intended, but rather brought on, caused by the feeling of pain. The latter response,

inasmuch as it is unintended, can hardly even be regarded as an action.

The comparison of facing a misfortune with being injured (though it may seem
somewhat inappropriate) evidently concerns the painfulness of both incidents:
while an injury causes pain to one’s body (or in terms of the Republic, it causes
pain, through one’s body, to one’s soul; i.e. it is perceived as painful), the loss of
someone close provokes pain to one’s soul. Yet, there is an important difference in
how the pain comes about in the two cases, which was already considered in the
discussion of the Gorgias in Chapter III: while bodily pain arises and is perceived
and felt independently of one’s thought, or cognition (it comes about in the same
way as, e.g., visual perception), pain related to the soul is a result of one’s
considering and believing that one has ‘fared ill’ (603c6), i.e. it depends on one’s
reckoning an action or event to have been bad for one. That is to say, pain (and
pleasure) of the body is by nature sensate and non-cognitive, whereas pain (and
pleasure) of the soul is by nature non-sensate and cognitive. The ‘origin’ of a
bodily pain, for example an injury, a disease, efc., may thus be characterised as the
cause of pain, whereas the ‘origin’ of pain of the soul, i.e. any unfortunate event,
for example an event such as the loss of someone close, may be characterised as

the reason, or motive, for pain (related to the soul).

Now, though not denying the gravity of such misfortunes, Socrates nonetheless
suggests that the evil related to an event such as the loss of someone close might

not be as great as is thought by those for whom it is the reason for extreme
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suffering: as he has argued earlier on'*’ and again here, ‘it is not clear what is the
good and the bad arising from such things, [...] nor is any of the human things
worthy of great concern’ (604b-10c1). In any case, however, the distress provoked
by such an event will upset one’s life: the recovery to well-being is compared with
the healing of an injury (‘curing and straightening what has been hurt in a fall’
(604d1-2), which will in this case consist, it seems to be suggested, in resuming the
life style disrupted by the event. But, just as in the case of an injury, one may
respond to a misfortune in two different ways: one that leads to such a recovery
and the other that hinders it. One may, in fact, continually recall the event that
provoked pain, and thus keep on suffering, crying and lamenting, while remaining
otherwise inert (604d8-10): but such a response evidently does not lead to
recovery, nor, on the other hand, to the ceasing of distress and suffering. By
contrast, one may act aiming to recover from one’s suffering and to resume the life
that has been upset, and again, despite one’s inclination to keep thinking of the
event, and to lament and cry, not to do so. Such a response to a misfortune will be
a result of one’s reasoning and considering that this, carrying on with one’s life, is
what is best for one, and that remembering the event, lamenting and crying, will
not contribute to, but rather hamper, one’s recovery and prolong suffering, instead
of diminishing it (604b6-d2). Now, just as in the case of an injury, the two
responses to a misfortune are induced by two different causes: one is driven by the
feeling of pain, whereas the other is induced by a certain aim, decided by one’s
deliberating and reasoning what is best to do in the given situation. While the latter
response is a purposeful, intentional, action, the former is a response not evoked by

an end, but impelled by the feeling of pain.

However, it is within one person that the two opposite inclinations are (in most
cases) both present, the one to respond in the way the feeling of pain impels and
the other to respond in the way that has by reasoning been concluded to be the best
(604a10-b1). But that means, in accordance with the principle established in Book

IV that ‘the same thing cannot want to do or undergo opposites in the same respect

185 See again Rep. 111 387d5-¢8, where it is argued that a virtuous man should not regard death as
something terrible for another virtuous man, who is also a friend of his, and further, that such a man
is as much as possible self-sufficient: being deprived of someone dear to him will thus be for him,
of all people, the least terrible.
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in relation to the same thing and at the same time’ (Rep. IV 436b8-9), that the two
opposite inclinations, or tendencies, cannot belong to the same ‘subject’ (in this
case, we may say, in the role of ‘agent’), but to two separate ones, i.e. two separate
elements of the soul. The element liable to be driven by pain is named ‘the irritable
element’, 0 ayavaxtntkov, and is described also as ‘irrational’, ‘inert’ and
‘being friends with cowardice’ (604d8-11); the other element, liable to be driven,
or rather guided, by a (deliberate) aim, and therefore the one relying on reasoning,
is again recognised as ‘the rational element’ (605b4-5). Of course, it is this latter
element that is regarded as the superior one, and the one that should therefore
overpower the irritable one: for it is evidently the response and action led by
reasoning and reason that will be for the best. Such a response is at the same time
that which has been praised and attributed to a virtuous man already on earlier
occasions (in quite similar terms in Book III); now, however, it is explained as
someone’s rational element prevailing over the irritable one (in his response to
such events). Moreover, conduct ‘led by reason’ is presented as that approved by
society in general, i.e. by the ‘law’ or ‘custom’, whereas conduct ‘led by pain’ is
disdained by it: in fact, one would be ashamed to cry and lament in front of others
and, by contrast, proud to act ‘with reason’, staying thus calm and restrained
(604al-8, 605d7-e2).

The irritable element

Now, before considering how all this concerns the piunoic by poets, it is
important to look more closely at the nature of the ‘irritable element’. In fact, the
argument seems to suggest two different understandings of it: for the response
drawn by it, i.e. crying and lamenting because of a misfortune incurred is first
compared with children’s crying because of an injury (as seen above), but later on,
though only implicitly, with satisfying such desires as thirst or hunger. As may be
recalled, the ‘doleful’ response to a misfortune has turned out to be similar to
children’s response to an injury in that they are both induced by pain, and not led
by a purpose (they are so to speak ‘aimless’), and further, do not contribute to the

recovery, nor to the ceasing, or even diminishing, of pain. In what follows,
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however, the ‘irritable’ element, as the ‘agent’ of such a response, is characterised
in a somewhat different way. When it is posited as a separate element of the soul, it
is described as ‘the element that insatiably leads to recollection of the painful event
and to lamentation’ ([T]0 08¢ TEOC TG AVAUVIOELS Te TOL TTAOOULG Kol OGS
TOUG ODVQUOVG AYoV Kal ATANIOTwS E€xov avtwv [...] 604d8-9). Later on,
similarly, it is pictured as the element that ‘craves weeping, wailing, and
fulfilment, being naturally desirous of such things’ (rtemtetvniog tov dakpvoal
e Kat anodvpaobat ikavag kat anomAnoOnvay Gpvoet OV TOLOVTOV OloV
tovtwv Eérubuvuetv [...] 606a4-6). As these two arguments suggest, by
remembering the event that has provoked pain in us, and lamenting, weeping,
wailing, efc., we realise a certain desire of ours (i.e. of an element of us).
Moreover, a realisation of this desire is associated with some state of being ‘filled
up’ with what is desired, while the desiring itself, it seems, is equated with some
state of emptiness (cf. &ATAN|OTwG Exov, Memevnkog). Now, this characterisation
of the ‘doleful’ tendency of ours clearly evokes the characterisation of the
tendencies to realise desires ‘relative to our body’, especially thirst and hunger;
these two feature as paradigms in the treatment of the bodily desires on various
occasions in the dialogue (the states of emptiness and being filled-up, which are
associated with desires and their realisation in general, are in fact the states
obviously related to hunger and thirst, and the realisation of them, but not
necessarily to other bodily desires as well, e.g., the desire for warmth). It is worth
looking briefly at these various arguments about bodily desires, their coming about

and their realisation.

An implicit account of how bodily desires come about is found in Book IX: as is
suggested, hunger and thirst are ‘certain vacuities of the state of the body’
(kevwoelg Tvég elov g TeQl 10 owpa £€ews Rep. IX 585bl), whereas
nutrition (with food or drink) consists in filling these up (cf. Rep. IX 585a8-b10).
The state of (a specific) vacuity (or emptiness) may then be regarded as the
affection, maBocg, which in some way brings about thirst; or, we may perhaps say,

the bodily state of a certain vacuity is perceived as thirst. Thirst, however, is a

160



specific pain,186 which induces one to drink."®’ By drinking, the body will pass into
the state of a certain fulfilment (being filled up), which will, in turn, bring about
pleasure, or at least the cessation of pain.188

Turning back to the ‘irritable’ element, the characterisation of it as having
‘insatiable’ desires of (memories and) lamentations, ‘starving for weeping, wailing
and being filled up, being by nature such as to desire these things’, quite obviously
reflects the descriptions of bodily desires just considered. Though it is not
explicitly stated, it seems to be implied that remembering the event, lamenting, and
all that one is inclined to do when facing a misfortune brings about some pleasure,
or at least alleviates the pain, inasmuch as such a response constitutes filling up

.. . . 189
some vacuum, and realising a specific desire.

But to what extent is the suggested analogy grounded in facts, i.e. to what extent,

to put it crudely, is one’s remembering the painful event, lamenting and crying

'8 Thirst, hunger and other bodily desires are clearly conceived of as different kinds of pain; see in
particular the discussion in Rep. IX 583c3-585e4. In the Republic, however, the relation between
(experience of) pain or pleasure and, on the other hand, specific states of the body is evidently
assumed, but not explicitly defined (see, e.g., Rep. IV 439d1-2 and d8, Rep. IV 442a6-bl, Rep. IX
585a9-b10). This relationship is clearly indicated, e.g., in Phlb. 42¢9-d3, where the corruption of
the nature of each living creature (which may be due to various processes, including both
evacuation and filling up) is said to bring about pain and suffering.

'87 Thirst and other desires are discussed as the causes that induce one to drink and to take other
corresponding actions in Book IV (see in particular 439a9-b5). Again in Book IV, the fact that one
may decide not to drink despite being thirsty (e.g., because it would not be salubrious) is employed
as a proof in the argument that there are two separate elements of the soul, to which these two
opposite tendencies belong: the ‘appetitive’ and the ‘rational’.

'8 In Rep. IX 585d11, after specific desires have been attributed to each of the three parts of the
soul (posited in Book IV), it is argued that ‘being fulfilled with the things that are by nature
appropriate to one, is pleasant’ (T0 MAnovoBaL TV pvoEL TEOONKOVTWV 1OV éott). On the
other hand, however, in the discussion pleasures related to the satisfaction of bodily desires are
argued to be least true, and in fact only cessations of pain. The argument (see again Rep. IX 583c¢3-
585e4) in fact differentiates ontologically pleasures specific to each part of the soul, in accordance
with the ontological status of the objects that provide pleasure (relying on the ontological account
developed in the central books of the Republic). That the filling-up brings about pleasure is
suggested on various occasions in Book IV (e.g., Rep. IV 439d8). A similar understanding of
satisfying desires as filling up a vacuum is found also in the Gorgias, and illustrated there by
Socrates using the simile of filling up jugs with different liquids (492d1-494c3).

'8 The understanding of crying and lamentation as somehow pleasurable is not original to Plato,
but is found by various authors starting from Homer. See, for example: /I. XXIII 10: a0t €mel '
0Aoolo tetapTpecBa yoouo (cf. 1. XXIII 98, Od. X1 212); Euripides, Troiades 608: g 1dv
dAKQLA TOIG KAKWS TEETIOAYOOL.
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similar to satisfying desires such as thirst, by drinking? We may say that both of
these are responses driven by a certain feeling of pain caused by some m&Bog
affecting one’s soul (a misfortune) in one case and one’s body (a certain vacuity)
in the other. However, there seems to be a fundamental difference in what, in either
case, the response brings about, or results in: while drinking brings about the
cessation of pain, or even pleasure, remembering the misfortune, lamenting and
crying certainly do not result in any such thing. One’s pain does not cease, or
diminish, by remembering the event, crying and lamenting (or, in any case, to no
greater extent than by opposing, with reason, such a response), just as, indeed,
crying does not stop or alleviate the pain caused by an injury. In fact, the example
of the children’s response to being injured, which was first provided as a model of
a ‘doleful’ response to a misfortune, seems to be in this important respect different
from the satisfaction of bodily desires, which is now offered as a model of a

‘doleful’ response.

Perhaps, a certain pleasure that comes about through crying and lamenting may be
explained differently, i.e. as a result of the realisation of a particular desire, or
inclination, to cry and lament, the desire that is caused by a certain pain (of either
the body or the soul). But the realisation of this desire does not bring about the
ceasing or even alleviation of the pain itself. However, the account of lamentation
and crying as alleviating pain, or even as being gratifying, is perhaps proposed in
view of another fact: the fact that a poet’s utunoic of a character, in particular a
virtuous character or a ‘hero’, who is incurring a misfortune, provokes in the
public, for some reason that is in fact not at all obvious, both pain and pleasure of

some kind, here too inducing crying, weeping, efc. in the audience.

Poets’ puiunowc appeals to the irritable element

Let us then finally consider how the above psychological picture concerns the
pipnoic by poets. As may be recalled, poets engage in pipnoig of men engaged
in specific actions, and ‘who reckon to have fared well or ill as a result of this

doing, and in all these things either suffer pain or feel pleasure.” In the argument
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that followed this description, as we have seen, two opposite responses of men
‘who reckon to have fared ill” and therefore ‘suffer’, were distinguished: the one
driven by the pain provoked and the other led by reason, the first response being
disdained and the second one approved of. Now, men who, led by reason, resist
what the pain induces in them, i.e. remembering the action that provoked their
pain, lamenting and crying, will therefore in such circumstances ‘act with
calmness’ (604b9-10): but such men assuming such conduct simply do not lend
themselves to the pipnoic of the kind poets engage in: ‘a temperate and calm
character, being always nearly the same, is neither easy to represent nor, when it is
represented, easy to be understood, especially at celebrations and among people of
all kinds gathered in theatres; for them, in fact, the representation is of something
happening to somebody else’ (t0 d¢ PpodviHOV Te kal TjovXov N0og, Tapa
AoV OV el avTo alt, oVTE PAdIOV HiuoacHat ovTe HIHOVUEVOL
eVTeETEC KatapaOely, dAAwG Te Kal Tavnyvpel Kat mavtodamolg
avOpwmolg elg Béatoa oLAAgyouévols aAdotplov yde mov maboug 1)

piunoic avtoig yiyvetat 604e2-6).

By contrast, the ‘irritable’ character, i.e. the one driven by pain into lamentation,
crying, wailing, etc., having a multifarious nature (TtouciAov, as opposed to being
calm and equable), is the character well fitted for the piunowc directed at the
motley crowd of spectators. Thus, if poets are to engage at all in the pipnoic of
men going through misfortunes, it is nearly inevitable for them, due to the nature
of this piunoic itself, to engage in the piunoic of men of (prevailing) irritable
character and therefore of — according to the argument — blameworthy conduct. So,
the alleged harmfulness of ‘mimetic’ poetry derives from the fact that it will most
likely be mimetic of characters of ‘irritable’ nature; but exactly in what way will

poets’ pipnoig of them corrupt the spectators?

It is important to note first that, in the argument, viewing poets’ pipnoic of men
and their actions is understood simply as witnessing ‘extraneous things’, or ‘things

happening to others’ (dAAOTOLXr TAO™) 606b1; cf. 604¢5-6).""° Thus, as seems to

10" A similar understanding is found in Book II of the Laws: there, being a spectator of choral
dances, viewed as pprjpato of characters and moral conduct, is regarded as a way of being in
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be assumed, one perceives (figurative) pipnoig of such actions and events (i.e.
figures of actions) in the same way as one perceives true actions (misfortunes, in
the case considered), which, however, involve men or things that are not ‘of great
importance’ to oneself (603e4), but to someone else, e.g., a tragic hero, who has
lost his friend (605¢10-d2; cf. Rep. 111 387d4-6). Relying on this assumption, it is
suggested that one’s response to the misfortunes incurred by other people is not
substantially different from the response to those incurred by oneself: one will
‘suffer together’, or sympathise (cvpntdoyovteg 605d4) with those to whom the
misfortune has happened, and will therefore, if to a lesser degree, also experience
pain. However, it is argued, by experiencing pain ‘for’ someone else (as opposed
to oneself), one will be much more inclined to be driven by the feeling of pain, and
therefore to cry, lament, efc., than to be led by reason, whereby one would resist
what the pain provoked by the event induces in one, as well as disdaining the
‘doleful’ response (i.e. induced by pain) of the one incurring the misfortune
(606a3-b3).

After implicitly suggesting that the ‘doleful’ response to one’s own misfortunes
brings about pleasure, the ‘doleful’ response to poets’ piunoic of misfortunes,
these being viewed as misfortunes ‘incurred by others’, is equally explicitly
characterised as somehow pleasurable: the element that is ‘naturally desirous of
such things [weeping, wailing, and fulfilment], is the one filled up by poets, and
that rejoices’ (606a6-7), or again, by pitying someone else who is lamenting, one
‘thinks to gain pleasure’ (606b2-4 and 605c10-d5). The effects of such a response,
seem again to be compared with those related to satisfying a bodily desire such as
hunger and thirst: not only do crying and lamentation — when one is suffering
together with someone else in misfortune — satisfy a certain desire of ours, and
thereby bring about pleasure, but they also make one’s desire for them stronger and
greater (more insatiable). And, again to risk a crude analogy, just as by regularly
and abundantly satisfying hunger, it becomes ever more difficult to resist eating,
i.e. what hunger induces one to do, so one’s responding to misfortunes (someone
else’s, but, supposedly, one’s own as well) in the way that the pain provoked

impels one, i.e. by lamenting and crying, renders it ever more difficult to oppose,

company with men of some character or other, i.e. men imitated and referred to by the dancing
figures (656b1-7).
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by relying on reason, one’s own inclination to do so (and therefore to act aiming at
what is best). Such an analogy seems in fact to be suggested by the concluding
claim that ‘having nurtured the pitiable element making it strong during [other

people’s misfortunes], it is not easy to keep it down during one’s own misfortunes’
(606b7-8).

The argument then does provide an account of the intriguing pleasure that
somehow comes about by suffering at poets’ pipnoig of (virtuous) men incurring
misfortunes; this pleasure, however, is not considered to be of any peculiar kind
(e.g, such as can arise only by witnessing ppruata and figures of such
misfortunes, but not by witnessing true misfortunes), but is instead conceived of as
pleasure that accompanies one’s ‘doleful’ response (lamenting, crying, etc.) as
such, regardless of what has provoked one’s pain,'”' and one that is comparable
with the pleasures that result from the satisfaction of bodily desires.'*?

In the final step of the argument, however, the charge of the corrupting effect of
poets’ utpnois is generalised: it concerns not only the utunoic of misfortunes,
and therefore of what provokes pity and is in fact characteristic of tragedy and
Homer’s epic (605¢10-d5), but the uipnoic of other kinds of actions as well, e.g.,
of those that provoke laughter, characteristic of comedy, and of others that provoke

sexual pleasures, anger and other desires, pains and pleasures (606c2-d4). All these

1] ikewise in the Philebus, lamenting and crying as such are regarded as providing some pleasure,
whether at ‘tragic spectacles’ or at true events. This pleasure is considered there as an example of
‘mixtures of pleasure and pain’, among which anger, fear, love passion, efc., are mentioned (Phlb.
47d5-48a6).

192 The pleasure that somehow comes about, together with the pain provoked by the actions and
events represented, or only narrated, by poets has been a subject of philosophical examination
especially from the eighteenth century onwards; among others, by Edmund Burke, David Hume,
Gotthold Lessing, and in the twentieth century, especially in psychoanalytical philosophy and
analytic aesthetics. Among the ancient authors, it has also been considered by Gorgias, who
attributes to poetry the ability to provoke ‘trembling with fear, pity full of tears, longing to give way
to pain’ (kai ¢oikn mepidpoPfog kal E€Aeog MOAVdAKQULS Kal TOOOG PLAoTeVOT|g
Fr.B11.9DK), and more extensively by Aristotle. In his Poetics, the pleasure ‘specific to tragedy’ is
defined as the pleasure deriving from the pity and fear that a poet provides through representation
(Poetica 13, 1453b10-14). The Poetics seems to associate this pleasure with ‘the k&Oapos of such
affections’, i.e. pity and fear (cf. Poetica 4, 1449b22-28), yet it is not obvious how exactly this sort
of ‘purification’ is understood, although a partial explanation of k&Bago1g through music is given
in Politica VIII 1342a5-17. In discussing these questions, Aristotle may well also be reacting to the
views sustained in Republic X; however, this issue will not be discussed here.
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affections, either painful or pleasurable, are evidently provoked in those who
witness the piunots in the same way as the affections of pity and sympathy are
aroused: by ‘being affected together with’ characters represented who are engaging
in specific actions (and likely responding to them as the feeling of pain or pleasure
provoked impels them). And as is once again assumed, when witnessing actions
that do not concern oneself, but others, one is inclined to respond in whatever way
the affection, painful or pleasant, impels one, thereby making this inclination ever
stronger and likelier to prevail, in one’s own life, over one’s inclination to follow
reason. And given that it is by pursuing aims deliberated by reasoning that one will
act for what is best, whereas poets’ p{pnotg of characters whose actions are driven
by affection makes those who witness it ultimately less prone to act relying on
reason, this p{pnoig does not contribute to their happiness, leading them instead

towards greater misery (606d4-7).

Conclusions

As I have argued, the discussion of poetry in Republic X may be divided into two
arguments: the first aims to show poets’ incompetence in the matters of which they
speak, in particular moral matters; the second one aims to show, more specifically,

moral harmfulness of poets’ impersonation of characters about whom they narrate.

With regard to the first, epistemological, argument, I aimed to clarify exactly in
what sense poets are characterised as puuntai and exactly how this
characterisation is related to the charge of poets’ incompetence, for both these
fundamental question appeared quite intricate and various solutions to them
(considered already in Chapter I'V) not satisfactory. According to the interpretation
I have proposed, the piunoig poets are alleged to engage in consists in their
speaking about matters in which they are, as is assumed, incompetent: for the
compositions they thus make provide only a deficient and possibly incorrect
account of these matters; as [ suggested, it is in this that poets’ works are similar to
painted images of craftsmen, with which they are compared. Thus, poets’ works

relate to adequate and complete discourses, which rely on knowledge, as painted
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images relate to true things. And further, the deceptive character of poets’ alleged
pipunoic (poets’ admirers ‘do not notice’ that their works are ‘images’ and
ppnuata, and not ‘true things’) concerns the public’s perception of poets as
competent in their subject matter, when poets are in fact incompetent in it, and of
their works as fine and valuable, when in fact they are deficient and of little value
in comparison with discourses relying on knowledge; as such, poets may be
characterised as deceptive figures and uiuntal of those who are competent in
matters they speak about and their works as deceptive figures of discourses relying

on knowledge.

As I have also argued, this clearly discrediting account of poets relies on the
questionable assumption that poets speak ‘about arts’, for on this assumption they
of course turn out to be incompetent in their subject matter. But while it would in
fact be naive to consider Homer’s narrations about one battle or another as
(sufficiently) instructive concerning matters of generalship, and to consider Homer
himself as competent in this art (as lon does; lon 541b4-5), the account ultimately
suggests it is equally ‘naive’ to consider poets’ narrations about wars and any other
human affairs as ‘instructive’ about moral matters and to consider poets as wise in
such subjects. However, the claim that their narrations about these matters are in
fact only ‘images of excellence’, i.e. deficient in what they say and teach about
what is good for men and what they should therefore pursue, relies on an even
more questionable grouping of ‘human things concerning excellence and vice’
together with instrumental ‘arts’ as simply different objects of knowledge (Rep. X
598el-5).

The second, ‘ethical’, argument has turned out to be considerably less intricate
than the ‘epistemological’ one. As I aimed to show first, its concern is with poets’
pipnoic of characters about whom poets narrate, no longer poets’ utpunoig of
those competent in the subject matter of their poetry, though this shift of reference
takes place tacitly. In the light of the bi-partite model of the soul, the alleged
harmfulness of this piunolc, being most often of excitable and expressive
characters (inasmuch as such characters are most comprehensible for the motley
crowd) concerns the response it typically provokes in those who witness it, its

public: the response induced by the affection, either painful or pleasant, provoked
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by the events incurred, rather than the response led by reasoning and deliberation
over what is best. Various difficulties that have been found in this account concern
its explanation of how the pleasure that the response induced by painful affections,
i.e. lamenting, crying, weeping, is brought about: there do not seem to be any
convincing argument for comparing the ‘doleful” response with the satisfying of a
bodily desire such as hunger, which brings about pleasure. Moreover, the
difference between thus responding to a p{pnoic and, on the other hand, a true
event, does not seem to bear much importance in the argument; although only the
former seems to bring about pleasure, the ‘doleful’ response is characterised as

being in general somehow pleasurable.

Last, this charge of harmfulness of ‘mimetic’ poetry may be considered in the light
of the apparently similar charge from the Gorgias of the potential harmfulness of
poetry in general. However, the content of the two charges turns out to be rather
different. Not only is the poetry targeted in the two dialogues different — in the
Gorgias, it is all poetry, musical and non-musical, whereas in Republic X, it is only
poetry that involves pipnoic of characters about whom poets narrate —, but also
the harmfulness attributed to poetry in the two dialogues is of a different kind: in
the Gorgias, poets in general are accused of being potentially harmful inasmuch as
they are not at all concerned to render their public just, and thus to strengthen their
disposition to act justly (as is implicit in the argument), whereas in Republic X the
alleged harmful impact of ‘mimetic’ poets on their public consists in weakening
their disposition to act rationally and strengthening their disposition to act

affectively.
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Excursus E

Republic X: couches and the form of couch

Introduction

As we have seen in the previous chapter, Republic X examines the ontological
relationship between a painting of a couch and a ‘true’ (or real) couch: a painting is
“far from the truth’ inasmuch as it is like a (true) couch only in ‘something little’,
in a specific visual appearance of a couch (by virtue of this likeness, as I have
suggested, a painting refers to a couch, and therefore constitutes a figure of it).
However, besides a painting of a couch and a couch, there is a third object posited
in the argument: the form of couch. First, the making of a couch is described as
somehow guided by this form; but then, a couch is in its turn characterised as
something less true than the form of couch, while the latter alone is said to be
completely true. This rather strange ontological picture becomes even stranger in
what follows, where it is suggested that the form of couch is made by God. All
these bold ontological claims are launched one after another in a brief and rather
jocular conversation between Socrates and Glaucon, which concludes with placing
a painter, as a maker of ‘images’ (i.e. figures) and as a model of puntat in
general, ‘at the third remove from nature’, or from ‘truth’ (597¢3-4). In the
subsequent arguments, the tri-grade ontological scheme seems to be left aside,
while the distinction central to the argument remains that between images, or more

generally figures, and objects referred to by figures.

Because of the oddities indicated above and the jocular style in which they are
presented, the predominant view among scholars is that the discussion is not to be
taken too seriously. It has in fact received much less attention than some other

ontological arguments in the dialogues.193 In my analysis of the discussion in

!9 Among more extensive studies on the subject that will be considered here may be mentioned:
Smith, ‘General relative clauses in Greek’ (1917); Cherniss, ‘On Plato’s Republic X 597 B’ (1932);
Vlastos, ‘Degrees of Reality in Plato’ (1965); Fine, The One over Many (1980).
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Republic X, 1 will follow Gail Fine’s interpretation in her article ‘The One over
Many’. Fine shows a fundamental inconsistency between the tri-grade ontological
scheme and the posited form of couch that occupies the ‘highest’ position in it, at
the same time tracking down the different ‘provenience’ of these two notions in
Plato’s earlier dialogues. While Fine’s principal concern is the ontological status of
forms in the argument, I will consider in more detail the argument about the role of
forms in the making of artefacts. In my interpretation, I will rely on
epistemological arguments about forms in the Euthyphro and Meno, and arguments

about forms as guiding the making of artefacts in the Cratylus.

Making of a couch and the form of couch

The ontological discussion opens with Socrates’ proposal to start the investigation
‘in accordance with the accustomed method’, reminding his interlocutor Glaucon
that ‘we are somehow in the habit of positing one form for each case of many
things to which we give the same name’ (eidog Yd&Q mOU TL €V €kaoTOV
elBapev tiBeoOar mepl Ekaota TX TOAAK, 0l TAVTOV Gvopa

% This principle, ‘to posit a form for each case of the

érudpéoopev 596a6-7).
many things to which we give the same name’, is simply stated, though Socrates’
referring to it as habitual should evidently remind one of the earlier arguments that
justify it (which arguments could be alluded to here will be considered later on).
Socrates next indicates, as examples of things that are many, tables and couches,

therefore concluding, on the basis of the principle just stated, that there is a single

% An alternative reading of this sentence (which will, however, not be endorsed here) has been
given by Smith, ‘General Relative Clauses in Greek’: ‘for we are, as you know, in the habit of
assuming [as a rule or procedure] that the Idea which corresponds to a group of particulars, each to
each, is always one, in which case [or, and in that case] we call the group of particulars by a
common name’, where ‘common name’ would refer to ‘the name of €idog’ (70). The crucial
difference in Smith’s reading is in his taking the clause oig tavUTOV dvopa émipégopev as ‘a
mere addition’ or ‘parenthetic remark’, instead of as a general relative clause that ‘characterises or
determines a fixed collection of groups as its antecedent’ (ibid., 70). The advantage of Smith’s
reading is that it avoids the consequence of the argument, of positing an idea for every common
name; Smith’s concern, in fact, is the proliferation of ideas, which follows from the traditional
rendering of the sentence and from taking ‘common name’ literally, i.e. so that it involves also
negative terms. Yet, however the argument is interpreted, it will not change the fact that the form of
couch (and other artefacts) is posited in it, and my concern here is with this form.
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idea'” for each group of these many things: ‘a single idea of couch’, ‘a single idea
of table’. Now Socrates turns to the making of these artefacts. The account of the

carpenter’s activity is also introduced as one already familiar to the interlocutors:

Ovkovv kal elwBapev Aéyev 0Tt O dNUIOVEYOS £KATEQOL TOVL OKEVOUG
TEOG TNV Wéav PAEMWV 0UTw TOLEL O eV TS KALvag, 0 d¢ tag toaTtélac,
alg Nuelc xowpeda, kat TdAAa katax TavTd; oL Y&Q TOL TV Ye Wéav

AUTIV ONULOVEYEL OVDELS TWV ONHLOVEYWV" TIWS YAQ;

Are we not also accustomed to say that the craftsman of each artefact looks to the
idea and makes in this way, the one the couches, the other the tables, which we
use, and all other things in the same manner? In fact, none of the craftsmen

supposedly crafts the idea itself: in what way, in fact, could he?” (596b6-10)

So, after the ‘idea of couch’ has been posited for the many objects to which we
give the same (generic) name ‘couch’, this same idea is now given a specific role
in the making of couches (and the same with tables): it is what is looked to in order
to make these artefacts. At this point, the argument takes a strange turn. Socrates
first introduces the case of a painter: he characterises the objects made by him,
paintings, as ‘apparent things’, contrasting them with ‘true things’, among which
he names also artefacts (597d8-e10). But in what follows, Socrates suggests — and
Glaucon accepts this puzzling suggestion — that neither are couches and all other

artefacts entirely true things:

Tt 0¢ 6 KAvomolog; ovk &QTL pévtot €Aeyec OTL 0L TO €ldog moLel, O O

dapev etvat 6 E0TL KAV, AAAX KALVNV TIVE;

"EAeyov ydo.

1 The nouns eidog and idéa are in the discussion clearly used synonymously.
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OvkoLV el un 0 €0TLV MOLEL, OVK &V TO OV TOLOL, AAAK TL TOLOVTOV OIOV TO
OV, OV 0¢ oV teAéwg 0¢ elval OV TO TOL KALVOLQYOU £0YOV 1) AAAOL TIVOG

XEQOTEXVOU el TIC Pain, KIvduVeVEL OUK AV AANOT) Aéyerv;

Ovkovv, &Pn, @wc Yy' av dO0&elev TOIG TeEQL TOLG TOLOLOOE AGYOULS

dwatpifovorv.

Mnodev doa Oavudlwpev el KAl TOUTO AHLIEOV TL TUYXAVEL OV TIQOG

aAnOewav.

‘What about the couch-maker? Did you not say just now that he does not make the

form, what we say is what is couch, but a certain couch?’
‘I said so indeed.’

‘Is it not that if he does not make what is, he will not make something truel%, but
something such as what is true, yet not true: if one claimed that the product of the
couch-maker is completely true, or of some other handicraft worker, is it likely that

one would be saying things that are not true?’

‘Not true indeed,” he said, ‘at least as it would seem to those who engage in

arguments of this sort.’

“Let us not be surprised then if this also happens to be something dim in relation to
truth"’.” * (597al-11)

196 T interpret the participle Ov here as ‘true’, as antonymic with ‘apparent’ (Parvépevov), and not
as ‘existent’: the opposition of dvta and Pavopeva in fact occur just a little earlier (596¢4) as
well as later on, though the opposition is applied there to different objects, i.e. things in the world,
including man-made artefacts, and on the other hand, visual (natural and painted) images of them.
As is observed by Vlastos (‘Degrees of Reality in Plato’, 223), the existential value of the verb
elvat in this and the following occurrences would not make sense in the present context, given that
the discussion distinguishes between different grades of elvau something can be ‘completely 6v’,
or not completely so. In fact, different grades of existence seem to be inconceivable. In what sense a
couch is ‘not completely true’ of course needs to be clarified and will be discussed later on.

"7 As T have noted in Chapter V (see p. 125, n. 157), I translate the term &AnOric and terms
cognate with it always as ‘true’ and cognate terms, although ‘real’ or ‘reality” would be more
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As is now suggested, again merely with an implicit appeal to the custom (‘we
say’), it is the form of couch, as opposed to a particular couch, that is ‘what is
couch’. From this claim, however, an unexpected conclusion is drawn, i.e.: that a
manufactured couch is somehow not ‘completely true’; by contrast, what is
(completely) true is ‘the form of couch’ — or at least, that seems to be implicit in
the argument. Yet again, the conclusion is granted by an appeal to some
unspecified ‘arguments’ familiar to the interlocutors and this time alluded to by
Glaucon. Now, following closer examination of the argument, this final and
‘unexpected’ conclusion about the truth of a couch appears to be drawn illicitly. In
fact, as has been convincingly argued by Gail Fine (‘The One Over Many’), it
seems to be derived from a different ontological account from the one that
underlies the preceding arguments about the form of couch: while these arguments
seem to accord with the ontological views found in the Meno, Euthyphro and

198

Cratylus ", the final conclusion evidently rests on the ontological account exposed

in the central books of the Republic and the Phaedo.

Form as essential character

Consider first the principle stated at the opening of the argument, of positing ‘a
form for each case of the many things to which we give the same name’. In order
to clarify the notion of form involved here, it is helpful to consider the Meno: in it,
forms are posited in accordance with this principle as well, but moreover, the
principle itself of ‘positing a form’ is discussed. In the attempt to define
excellence, it turns out that various things are called ‘excellence’, e.g., a man’s

ability in dealing with public affairs, a woman’s competent administration of the

appropriate when the term refers to an ontological, as opposed to propositional, truth (as in the
above case). I have decided to do so in order to avoid predetermining the sense (ontological or
propositional) of the term in some occurrences (especially in Republic X) in which it is not obvious.

18 There are various and considerably different views concerning the date of the composition of the
Cratylus (see Fine, ‘The One over Many’, 235 n. 58, for a brief survey of these views). My working
assumption is that the dialogue was written earlier than the Republic: as 1 will attempt to show, the
arguments from the Cratylus here discussed have parallels in the Euthyphro and Meno.
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household (or, by a different account, justice, courage, wisdom and others). The
same holds for other things, which are called by the same name, but happen to be
different in certain respects, e.g., bees and (geometric) shapes. What must therefore
be found in order to tell what each excellence, or bee, or shape is, is that ‘thing’ by
virtue of which each of them is an excellence, or a bee, or a shape, and therefore
that in which excellences, or bees, or shapes do not differ from one another, but are
all the same. Thus, Socrates suggests, someone inquiring what shape is, and
receiving the answer that shape is roundness, but further, it is straightness (and also

some other things), would then probably ask the following:

Acet eig MoAAX dpuevovpeda, dAA pr) pot o0Tws, AAA'" ETeldT) T TIOAAX
TAVTA €VL TVL TIQOOAYOQEVELS OVOUATL Kal Png ovdev avtwv OtL 0L
oxnuoa elval, Kal tavta kal évavtio ovia aAANAoLg, 0Tt éoTiv ToLTOo O
oLdEV MTTOV KATEXEL TO OTEOYYVAOV 1) TO €00V, 6 d1 Ovoudlels oxnua

KAl 00OEV HAAAOV PT)G TO 0TEOYYVAOV OxNUa elvat 1) to evOU;

We always end up with the many, but this way does not work for me; however,
since you call these many by a single name, and you say of none of them that it is
not a shape, even though these contrast one with the other, what is this that
contains the round no less than the straight, that you call ‘shape’, saying that

roundness is a shape no more than straightness? (Men. 74d4-e2)

It may be added that Socrates later on provides a definition of shape as ‘that in
which the solid ends’, or ‘the limit of solid’. Now, what is described here as ‘this

b

that contains the round no less than the straight, that you call “shape” ’ is an
example of what has been earlier on referred to as ‘form’; in this case, thus, it may
be described as the form relative to shapes, or the form of shape. Consider the
analogous procedure by means of which, Socrates suggests, one could find out

what excellence is:
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Obtw dn katl mepl TV AQETWV' KAV el MOAAaL kal mavtodanal elowy, €v
Y€ T €ldog TavTov &macat Exovotv dU' O elotv apetal, €ig 0 KAAWS 1OV
Exet amoPAEPAVTA TOV ATIOKQLVOLEVOV T €0WTIOAVTL €KELVO dNAwoal,

0 tuyxdvet ovoa doett) [...]

Is it not the same concerning excellences? Although they are many and manifold,
they nonetheless all have some one and the same form, by virtue of which they are
excellences, looking to which someone is in a good position to answer another who

has asked him to reveal what excellence is; [...]. (Men. 72¢6-d1)"”

Both procedures, finding out what shape and, in the other case, excellence, is, may
be considered as two particular cases of the general principle of positing ‘a form
for each case of the many things to which we give the same name’, stated in
Republic X. For defining what shape, or excellence, is, evidently involves ‘looking
to’ the form relative to them (i.e. that by virtue of which all shapes are shapes, or
all excellences are excellences, and therefore that which they all have in common):
and this ‘looking to the form’ will certainly involve, or even coincide with,
positing it. Now, it may be argued that looking to the form (e.g., in defining what
shape is) will consist in considering all and only those features of all (different)
shapes by virtue of which each of them is a shape, and that is: those features that
are essential to being a shape. Thus, form, in this context, may be understood as the

essential character of things: that by virtue of which each thing is that thing.

In view of the different understanding of form that we will come upon in Republic
X, it may be noted that here no doubt is raised about the truth (or reality) of the
many things considered each time: the many bees, or shapes, or excellences and,
on the other hand, the forms related to them seem all to be regarded as true, and

that is, equally true and completely so. Furthermore, the distinction between the

199 Consider a parallel case from the Euthyphro, concerned with defining piety: there, Socrates asks
Euthyphro to teach him the form ‘by virtue of which all pious actions are pious’, ‘so that, looking to
it and employing it as a paradigm, [Socrates] can proclaim, among the actions that [ Euthyphro] or
someone else does, an action that is of this kind to be pious, and deny this, if an action is not of this
kind’ (6d9-¢6).
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many things and their respective form does not involve the distinction between
sensible and intelligible: the latter distinction is simply not contemplated;
accordingly, it is not specified of what kind, mental or visual, ‘looking to the form’
is. 2%

Turning back now to Republic X, in the light of the above observations, the form
of couch will be that by virtue of which every couch is a couch and therefore that
which all couches have. This must obviously hold for any future couch as well, any
couch still to be made. Without yet considering what the form of couch consists of,
it is evident that in order to make a couch, one must make an object that will have
this form, by virtue of which it will be a couch: that is why a carpenter must look

21 Now, in order to

to, or consider, this form, to make any number of couches.
understand what the form of couch consists of, we may first observe, about
artefacts in general, that they are by definition objects serving a specific use: a
couch is what one can sit or lie on; it is by virtue of serving this specific use that
every couch is a couch. Making a couch thus just means making an object that will
serve this specific use. Something similar is suggested by Socrates later on in

Republic X:

OUKOUV &QETN Kal KAAAOG kat 0000tng éxdotov okevovg kat Cov kat
nea&ews oL TEOS AAAO TL 1) TV xoelav €oTlv, MEOC v av EkaoTtov 1)

TLETOUNEVOV 1) TTEPUKOG;

2% That the argument does not specify whether or not forms are accessible to sensory perception is
pointed out by Fine, ‘The One over Many’, 228.

29! Note that the task of making something that has a specific form (such as a couch in Republic X)
and, on the other hand, the task of finding a definition of the many things that have the same form
(as bee, excellence, shape in the Meno), or again the task of identifying, among things, those that
have the same form (e.g., identifying, among all actions, those that are pious, as in the Euthyphro),
all involve looking to the respective form.
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So do not excellence, fineness and correctness of every artefact and creature and
action stand in relation to nothing else but the use, with a view to which each thing
has been made or generated? (601d4-5).202

As is suggested here, a tool is made with a view to some use, and its excellence,
fineness and correctness are determined in relation to this use only. That is to say, a
tool will be correct (i.e. adequate), fine, or excellent, to the extent that it succeeds
in serving the use it is made and intended for. A couch evidently serves its specific
use and purpose by virtue of its specific structure and size, the material it is made
of, and other such elements. These features are thus essential to being a couch; it
seems, therefore, that they may be regarded as constitutive of the form of couch.
Such an understanding of the form relative to objects serving some use is in fact
found in the Cratj/lus.203 Let us then consider the argument about tool making (i.e.
objects used to perform specific actions) from this dialogue: in it, the relation
between the form and the use the object serves is in focus. With regard to the
making of a weaving shuttle, it is suggested that by making it, a carpenter looks to
‘something such that it is fitted to weave’, i.e. something that will serve a specific
use, and further, that by doing so he looks to a specific form, which is evidently the
form by virtue of which an object having it is fitted to weave: it is thus the form
that all shuttles, as objects fitted to weave, have, and, on the other hand, the form
that all shuttles in the making must ‘receive’, or ‘be given’, in order to become

shuttles. This form is thus called ‘the form of shuttle’ (Crat. 389a6-b6). This

202 A parallel understanding of the making of an artefact, and its excellence, is found in Gorg. 503d-
506e4.

% In the dialogue, Socrates is called to assist in the dispute between Hermogenes and Cratylus
concerning the correctness of names (or ‘terms’: dvéuata), according to Hermogenes, names are
arbitrarily given; by contrast, Cratylus, though unwilling to offer a justification for his view, claims
that there is, for each thing, a name that is fitted for it by nature, the actual names being therefore
given to things either correctly or incorrectly (i.e. either according to their nature or not). In the
attempt to provide a justification for Cratylus’ thesis, Socrates compares the employment of names
in order to designate things, with actions such as cutting, drilling, weaving, and thus comparing
names with the tools employed in these actions. Showing that there is correctness specific to tools,
Socrates will attempt to prove that there must be correctness specific to names as well. Once the
discussion about tools is concluded, the two interlocutors will inquire, on Hermogenes’ request,
what this presumed correctness of names may consist in.
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understanding of the making of an object that serves a specific use recalls the one
found in Republic X. Additionally, the argument from the Cratylus considers
features that are not relevant for a tool’s fitness to perform a specific action, and
which are therefore not essential to being such a tool: among these features is, in
the case of a drill, the provenience of material of which it is made (e.g., drills made
of iron of foreign provenience are equally drills, as the provenience of iron is not

204 By contrast, among features that are essential to

relevant to their fitness to drill).
being a drill will supposedly be particular shape, size, solidness, and any other
features without which a drill would not be fitted for drilling (Crat. 389b8-390a2).
The form of drill will thus supposedly involve the latter features, but not the former
ones. The same may be said about the form of couch: it will involve those features
by virtue of which a couch serves the use specific to couches (e.g., being sat or lain

upon), but not any other features (e.g., colour).

In Republic X, Socrates’ next suggestion is that a carpenter ‘does not make the
form, what we say is what is couch, but a certain couch’.?”® The claim that only the
form of couch, but not any particular couch, can be characterised as being ‘what is
couch’, can again be elucidated by the Meno. As seen above, defining what
excellence, or shape, is, involves ‘looking to’ the form that all the various things
each called (an) ‘excellence’, or (a) ‘shape’, have and by virtue of which each of
them is an excellence, or a shape. By contrast, one would evidently not be able to
tell what excellence is by looking to, or considering, justice alone, or what shape is
by looking to the rounded shape (roundness) alone. The definition thus given

would in fact be of some particular excellence or shape, but not of excellence or

204 The fact that tools of the same kind (i.e. having the same function, or use) can be made from
materials of different provenience (‘in this place or among foreigners’) is used as an argument in
support of what Socrates intends to prove about names. In the analogy drawn between names and
tools, sounds and syllables that constitute names, obviously different from one language to another,
are paralleled with the material constituting tools (Crat. 389d4-390a7). It follows, therefore, that the
correctness of names will not depend on specific sounds and syllables the name is composed of
(different in every language), but instead solely on the form of the name, as that by virtue of which
the name is fitted to designate something, assumed to be in every language the same (whatever the
form may turn out to consist of in the case of names; Crat. 390d9-e4).

25 Cf Crat. 389b5-6, where Socrates similarly suggests that it is the form of shuttle ‘which we
would most justly call that which is shuttle’ (oUxoUV éxkeivo dkadtat av avto O €0t
KEQKIC KAAEoaLLEV;).

178



shape as such (and would therefore not apply to every excellence or shape). As is
in fact suggested later on, it is because there are other shapes besides the rounded
shape (which are in certain respects different from it, e.g., the straight-sided shape)
that one should say, concerning the rounded shape, ‘that it is a shape, but not
simply [that it is] shape’.*°° By contrast, it may be supposed that one should say
about the form of shape, that ‘it is simply shape’: in fact, it coincides with that
which is the same for all shapes and must therefore consist of all and only those
features that are essential to being a shape. Unlike the form, particular shapes have
other features as well. In the light of the Meno, it may thus be argued that the form
of couch is ‘what is couch’ inasmuch as it coincides with that which is the same for
all couches, and therefore consists of all and only those features that are essential
to being a couch; by contrast, each particular couch cannot be defined as ‘simply

couch’, as it has features that other things that ‘qualify’ for couches do not have

(i.e. they are features that are not essential to being a couch).

Couches are not completely true either

The arguments so far considered about the form of couch seem to rely on the same
notion of form as is found in the dialogues Euthyphro, Meno and Cratylus. But in
what follows, the discussion seems to ‘jump’ into a different conceptual
framework in which the form of couch does not fit any longer. As may again be
recalled, from the claim that a carpenter makes a couch, and not the form of it, and
from the claim that ‘what is couch’ is the form of couch, it is concluded that a
carpenter does not make ‘what is’; that he therefore does not make ‘what is true’,
but ‘something such as what is true, yet not true’; or again, that it may well be
wrong to say that ‘the product of a carpenter or another craftsman is completely
true’; and finally, that it should not be surprising if ‘this [i.e. a couch, or perhaps

any artefact] happens to be something dim in relation to truth’. The ‘degraded’

2% Men. 73¢3-6: “[...] about roundness I should say that it is @ shape, but not simply [that it is]
shape. For these reasons I should speak in this way, because there are other shapes as well’ ([...]

0TQOYYVLAOTNTOG TéQL eimol’ av &ywye OTL OXNHA Tl €0Tv, ovX oUTwS ATMA@WS OTL
oxnua. dwx Tadta d¢ oVTWS v eimotut, 6Tt kal AAAa EoTL oxruaTA).
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ontological status of a couch, i.e. its not being completely true, is in the argument
ultimately derived from its not being ‘what is couch’. Although the status of the
form of couch is not stated explicitly, it seems to be implied: being ‘what is couch’,
the form of couch must be ‘something true’, or ‘completely true’. In the subsequent
discussion, it is in fact described as such, i.e. as the couch that is ‘in nature’, or the

couch that ‘truly is’.

Now, there seem to be no obvious grounds, either it Republic X itself or in the
dialogues considered, for the inference made: as already observed, in the Cratylus,
Euthyphro and Meno, things that have the same form are not characterised as any
less true than the form itself specific to them, but seem to be regarded as equally
true. In fact, the differentiation between ‘true’ and ‘something such as what is true,
but not true’, or between ‘truth’ and ‘something faint in relation to [it]’ evokes a
different ontological picture: that developed in the central books of the Republic, in
which such ontological distinctions are introduced and recurrently explained using
the analogies of light and sight. Here, these complex and extensive arguments will
not be examined in detail. It is important to recall, however, on what grounds
forms are posited and characterised as ‘completely true’, and which forms these

are.

The starting point of the inquiry that leads to positing forms is now not whichever
‘set’ of ‘the many things to which we give the same name’ (such as the many
couches or the many tables), but instead, only sets such as the many beautiful
things, the many good things, the many just things, and, on the other hand, the
many double things, big things, small things, light things, heavy things (Rep. V
476e9-476a7, 47867-479b10).207 The crucial argument for considering these things
as not being completely true is their alleged controversial nature. In all these cases,

it is in fact argued that things appear what they are as much as the opposite of what

27 The predicate ‘beautiful’ and others in the former group is characterised by Fine (‘The One over
Many’, 228-230) as ‘moral-aesthetic’, whereas the predicate ‘double’, ‘big’ and others are
characterised as ‘relative’ or ‘incomplete’ (for something is double, big, light, always in relation to
something else; see Rep. VII 523d). Both are defined by her as ‘disputed predicates’ (inasmuch as
their opposite can always be predicated of the same thing, as we shall see in the following), as
opposed to predicates such as ‘finger’ (Rep. VII 523c-d), which are non-disputed (inasmuch as their
opposite cannot be predicated of the same thing).
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they are: the same things will appear both beautiful and ugly (e.g., in different
surroundings), or again, as both doubles and halves (in relation to what is their half
and, on the other hand, their double), both light and heavy (in relation to something
heavier or, as the case may be, something lighter). But while all things perceived
by sight and other senses ‘coincide with their opposites’ (Rep. VII 524d) in the
sense just illustrated, the mind is able to perceive each of the opposites as distinct
and separate from the other: the things so perceived are then called ‘beautiful
itself’, ‘good itself’, or also ‘the form (or idea) of beautiful, or good’, or again ‘the
big’, ‘the small’ (Rep. VII 524¢).”® On these premises, a distinction is drawn
between the realm of visible, or more generally, sensate, and the realm of
intelligible. While sensate things have a controversial, and thus indeterminable,
nature, those that are intelligible are ‘always remaining the same and unchanged’
(Rep. V 479a; trans. Shorey). Having such a nature, the latter, i.e. ‘forms’, are thus
characterised as true, or completely true (Rep. V 480a), whereas sensate things are
characterised as not completely, or not purely, true and as being controversial

manifestations of forms:

[...] avTO pev Ev E€kaotov etval, TM) O& TV TEALEWV Kal CWHATWV Kal

AAANAWV Kowvwvia mavtaxob pavialopeva moAAa paiveobal ékxaotov.

[...] each of them [the forms] is one, but by virtue of the communion with actions
and bodies and each other appearing everywhere, each appears as many. (Rep. V
476a5-7)

Now, in the light of this account, a particular couch of Republic X, being a sensate
object, could be characterised as not completely true, inasmuch as it can appear
both as a big thing and a small thing, both a heavy thing and a light thing, or again,
both a beautiful thing and an ugly thing. However, what should then be posited,

208 A debated question, which I will only point to here, is whether the forms of ugly, unjust, and
bad, which are not explicitly named in the argument, should also be posited.

181



given this controversial nature of a couch, is big itself, small itself, beautiful itself,
as (only) intelligible objects of unchanging nature, and therefore true; whereas
each of these, as it manifests itself ‘in the communion’ with a couch, as a sensate
object, coincides with its opposite. By contrast, according to this account, the form
of couch of course cannot be posited, for viewed as a couch, a couch does not
appear also the opposite of a couch (i.e. its being a couch is not controversial).**
In the arguments concerning forms in the central books of the Republic, in fact, no
forms relative to such things as couches, shapes, or bees, are posited. And yet,
what is in Republic X implicitly posited as ‘completely true’, in opposition to a
particular couch, is ‘the form of couch’. As must then be concluded, the discussion
has tacitly shifted to another ontological model — doing so precisely at the point of
deriving from the earlier claim that a couch-maker does not make ‘what is couch’
the claim that he does not make ‘what is’ and therefore ‘something true’ (at line
597a4) — and illicitly projected the form of couch into it. The outcome of this
‘amalgamation’ is the tri-grade ‘ontological’ scheme of, first, the form of couch, as
the couch ‘that is in nature’, the one completely true — the maker of which is said
to be God himself—, next the couch made by a couch-maker, as less true than the
form of couch, and last, the couch made by a painter, placed ‘at the third remove

from nature’, or from ‘truth’.

Just what could be the purpose of proposing this tri-grade, — and as it has turned
out, inconsistent — ontological picture? For the impression is that it would be
sufficient, for the purposes of the argument, to draw only the latter ontological
distinction, i.e. between a couch and a painted image of it; in fact, only this
distinction will be applied later on, when poets’ works (as works not relying on
relevant knowledge) will be compared with painted images and characterised as
being pavrdouata and pipnpoata, but not Ovra (599a2-3, b5). By contrast, the
degraded ontological status of craftsmen’s products does not seem to play any role
in the arguments about poetry that follow. Besides, it may be recalled that a
parallel argument in the Sophist, in which sophists’ discourses are also assumed

not to rely on relevant knowledge and as such are compared with painted images,

29 As is in fact pointed out about shuttles by Fine, ‘The One over Many’, 237.
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distinguishes only between two ontological types, things themselves and images of

them (Soph. 234b7).2"°

Perhaps, however, the arguments of the central books, in which the sensate realm
has been consistently shown as not completely true, do not allow any simpler an
ontological picture in Book X: characterising a couch as true and contrasting it
with a painted one which is only apparent could in fact appear inaccurate in the
light of what has earlier on been (implicitly) established about the truth (or reality)
of couches. But then again, would it be worth reaching accordance with the earlier
ontological account at the cost of employing a flawed argument? Whatever the
reasons for it may be, perhaps, the attribution of the authorship of the form of
couch and other forms to God, unique in the dialogues, is intended as no more than

a jocular acknowledgement of the illicit steps taken.”"'

219 Interestingly, Republic VI, Republic X and the Sophist all draw an ontological (hierarchic)
distinction between, on the one hand, things that are naturally (or divinely) generated or produced
by men, and on the other, visual images of them. While in Republic VI (509d6-510a6) and Republic
X (596de1-4), they occupy the two sections of the sensate realm in the tetra-grade and the tri-grade
ontological model respectively, in the Sophist a further ‘transversal’ distinction is introduced
between divine and human production (265e3-266¢1): inanimate and animate nature and, on the
other hand, images such as dreams, shadows, reflections, are divinely made, whereas artefacts and
painted images are men’s products. A more detailed discussion of the argument in the Sophist is
provided in Excursus F.

2! There have been some attempts to reconcile Socrates’ claim that God is the maker of ‘the form
of couch’ and other forms, with the notion of forms as intelligible, ‘un-made’, eternal, and
unchanging, found in the ontological account in the central books of the Republic and other
dialogues (but not, of course, in the ontology of the early dialogues, whose notion of the form has
been discussed above). These attempts are convincingly criticised by Cherniss (‘On Plato’s
Republic X 597b’). Cherniss instead interprets the controversies as intentional and playing a
specific role in the argument: as he argues, they are offered as a sort of rhetorical substitution for a
longer proof, i.e. a proof concerning God’s making of the world; such a proof, in Cherniss’ view,
would take the argument too far from its aim, which is ‘merely’ to prove that ‘the mimetic arts [are]
far from the truth’ (242).
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Excursus F

The Sophist: sophists, images and appearances

Introduction

Republic X and the Sophist contain a striking parallel: in both dialogues the same
basic model of a painter is employed to illustrate what poets, or in the other case,
sophists do and thus to characterise their activity as a kind of utunoic. In the
Sophist, however, the comparison of sophists with the painter is developed further:
like poets in Republic X, sophists are first alleged to be incompetent in matters
they speak about and thus compared with the painter as a maker of ‘images’
(eldwA); but later, sophists are once again compared with painters and sculptors
of a particular kind, those who, because of the large size of the image they are
making, do not maintain the original proportions of the model but adjust them in
such a way that, from a certain viewpoint, the image does not appear
disproportionate but beautiful. The images thus made are named Ppavtaouata,
‘appearances’>'?, whereas those preserving the original proportions and colours of
the model are named eikoveg, ‘resemblances’. The disqualification of sophists in
the dialogue thus seems to ‘recycle’ and further develop the strategy that in
Republic X was employed against poets. However, the twofold comparison of
sophists with painters proves to be even more intricate than the parallel one from
Republic X: while according to the account proposed, sophists seem to be similar
to the maker of painted ‘images’ in nearly the same way as poets in Republic X
were, it is not obvious how sophists are similar specifically to the maker of

‘appearances’ (and how they are different from the maker of ‘resemblances’).

My aim here will be to clarify both these comparisons. In fact, although the

distinction between the two kinds of painting, ‘eicastic’ and ‘fantastic’ is often

212 Note that in the present argument in the Sophist, davtaoua is not synonymous with eidwAov,
as it was in Republic X, but denotes only a particular kind of eidwAov, the kind described above.
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mentioned by scholars in connection with Plato’s treatment of art, the question of
how the sophist’s activity is similar to them has rarely been fully addressed.”"> On
the other hand, this argument has also remained rather marginal in studies that
focus on the central issue of the dialogue: the question of the being of ‘what is not’
(to pr) 6v [237a3]), which in fact emerges in the course of the discussion about
sophists and painters. For even the ‘appearing and seeming, but not being’ (236¢1-
2), which turns out to be somehow inherent in images, presupposes that ‘what is
not’ is: in what way the being of ‘what is not’ is at all possible is discussed in the

remainder of the dialogue.

While leaving this difficult subject aside, I will examine here ‘images’ and
‘appearances’ as models of the sophist’s discourse. As I will argue, images and
appearances provide models of two different kinds of ‘not being true’, which are
both applied to the sophist’s discourse: this discourse is similar to painted images,
inasmuch as it is ‘not true’ in the ontological sense (as a ‘thing’); whereas it is
similar to painted ‘appearances’, inasmuch as it is ‘not true’ in the propositional
sense (as stating, or claiming). Together with proposing this interpretation, I will
consider how the account of sophists in the dialogue differs from the account of

poets in Republic X.

First comparison: sophist and painter

The visitor from Elea and Theaetetus, the two main interlocutors of the Sophist,
have undertaken the task of defining sophists’ activity. Assuming that the sophist is
someone in possession of an art (téxvn), they begin their investigation trying to
identify this art; yet, while looking for one art, they find many. Distrustful of
someone who appears to practice such a variety of arts, they decide to bring the

presumed expert under closer examination (232al-b3) by taking up one of the arts

213 Some recent studies that, somewhat obliquely, discuss the subject are: Halliwell, The Aesthetics
of Mimesis (62-67, 127-129); Nightingale, ‘Distant Views: “Realistic” and “Fantastic” Mimesis in
Plato’; Giuliano, Platone e la poesia (94-95, 100). Nightingale explores how the two kinds of
pipnoi (‘realistic’ and ‘fantastic’) can be applied to fictional discourse, but not to the sophist’s
discourse.
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the sophist seems to be competent in: the art of contradicting his interlocutors in
disputations (1] avtiloywkr) Téxvn 232e3 et passim; avtAéyewv 233d9;
avrelmely 232¢9). But once again, the sophist turns out to be a suspicious figure:
he seems to have the ability to contradict, on virtually any subject, even those
competent in the subject discussed. As a result, the sophist is credited with
knowledge of all the different matters he debates on, at least by those willing to
pay for his teaching: in fact, as a professional teacher, the sophist promises to
impart this ability to his students as well. However, as the two interlocutors soon
conclude, the high reputation sophists enjoy cannot be deserved, for the knowledge
sophists should, individually, possess is simply too vast to be mastered by a single
person. The argument of the excessiveness of the presumed knowledge is thus
presented as a sufficient proof that the sophist’s practice of contradicting others in
debates in fact does not rely on knowledge about matters debated.”'* From this
premise, it is then deduced that the sophist cannot be saying anything ‘sound’
(Uytéc [233a6]) in contradicting even those competent in the subject of the debate;
accordingly, the impression of the sophist’s students that he contradicts ‘correctly’
(233b3) on the matters debated and that he must thus be competent and wise, is
evidently false. This false impression, it is therefore suggested, is due to some

deception similar to that which may take place in painting.

The painter is thus introduced in the discussion as a counterpart of the sophist, and
at the same time as a figure that is easier to scrutinise than he, the sophist, is. The
two figures, as is pointed out immediately, differ in that the activity of the former
consists in making whereas that of the latter in speaking (233d9-10). It is
suggested, however, that the sophist’s claim to be able to speak and contradict
others on any subject is comparable to a painter’s (hypothetical) claim to be able to

make anything, for example, men, animals, plants, the sea, Earth, the sky and gods:

Ovkovv TéV y' OMOXVOOUEVOV dLVATOV lval HIX TEXVI) TAVTA TIOLELY

YLYV@WOKOUEV TIOU TOUTO, OTL UIPHNUHATA KAl OHWVUHAX TV OVIwV

214 It may be recalled that the same argument of ‘excessive’ knowledge is employed in Republic X
to deny that poets are competent in their subject matter.
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ameQyalopevog M) yoadikn Téxvy duvatog €0TaL TOUG AVONTOUS TV
VEéwV Taidwv, mogewOev T yeyoaupéva Emdelkvig, AavOdvewy wg

OTLmeQ av FovAn01) doAv, TOUTO IKAVWTATOS WV ATIOTEAELY QY.

If then someone professes to be able to make anything by means of one art, we
know this: that by means of the art of painting he fabricates purpata, and things
that have the same name, of true thingsm, and will thus be able to deceive the
naive among young children, by showing from afar the things painted, that he is

most capable of carrying out in deed whatever he wishes to do. (234b5-10)

The argument bears an evident resemblance to Republic X, though in some
respects it differs from it as well. As suggested, if someone were to profess to be
able to make animals, plants, men, etc. by means of one art, it would of course be
naive to credit him with the ability to make these things themselves; instead, he
should be considered as a maker of ppruata, or figures, of these things, which
can in fact be referred to with the same names (or expressions) as the ‘true things’
themselves of which they are images.w’ Now, it may be supposed that paintings,
inasmuch as they are pipunuata twv Ovtwv, cannot be characterised as tax ovta,
‘true things’. Further, the sense in which they are not ‘true things’ must be the
same sense in which a painting of a couch in Republic X is ‘far from truth’, i.e. in
the sense that they are figures: as | have suggested, a painting of a couch is far
from truth inasmuch as it is far from being a couch; in fact, it is like a couch only
in ‘something little’, ie. in a particular (visual) aspect (by virtue of which it
constitutes an image of a couch), but not in those aspects that are essential to being
a couch (by virtue of which it would be a couch). A piunua is thus ‘far from
truth’, or simply not true, in relation to the object whose piunua it is; this sense of

not being ‘true’, inasmuch as it typically concerns things (as opposed to claims,

25 The adjective ‘true’ and its cognates will be employed here in translations of the nominalised
participle Tt Ovta (‘true things’) as well as of the adjective ®An0ég and cognate terms.

21 In Republic X, a painter is likewise introduced as a ‘craftsman’ who makes all things that other

craftsmen make selectively, and then revealed to be only a maker of painted images of these things,
and thus of an ‘apparent couch’, not a ‘true’ couch.
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propositions), was defined in Chapter V as ‘ontological’. As we shall see, another
sense of ‘not being true’ will be considered later on: an image that is a
davTaoua, an appearance, is ‘not true’ also in the ‘propositional” sense (whereas

an KWy is).

Inasmuch as a painting is like the object it refers to only in a particular visual
aspect, it is also obvious that the art required to make the painting is indeed the art
of painting, but not the art required to make that object itself. It is less clear,
however, exactly how a painter deceives naive young viewers of his paintings into
crediting him with the ability to make anything he wishes: do the viewers (unlike
those in Republic X) mistake painted images for the things themselves whose
images they are, or do they only mistakenly believe that one who is able to make
images will be able to make the things images refer to ‘in deed’?*'” While the
parallel example in Republic X, as I argued, virtually excludes the first possibility,
the present example does not seem to exclude either possibility. Whatever the case
may be, however, the mistake will lead to crediting such a painter with the ability
to ‘do anything he wishes’ (either inducing it from images perceived as true things,
or from images perceived as images). In what follows, a parallel is drawn with the
sophist and his young students: just as a painter may deceive naive children so that
they credit him with the ability to make everything, so the sophist might somehow
deceive his students so that they credit him with the knowledge of all things:

{EE.} T{ d¢ 01}, meol tovg AdyoLvs Q' OV MEOCDOKWHEV elval Tiva AAATV
TEXVNYV, T) ab duvaTtov <Ov> [ad] TuyxAVEeL TOUS VEOUS Kal ETL TTOEOW TV
TEAYUATWV TG aAnOeiag adeotwtac dx TV OTWV TOIG AOYOLg
yontevety, dekvivrac eldwAa Aeydpeva meQL MAVIWV, WOTE TOLELV
aAnOm) doketv AédyeoDat kal Tov Aéyovia d1) coPwtatov MAVIwv anavt'

slva

27 Both Belfiore (‘The Greatest Accusation Against Poetry’, 48) and Burnyeat (‘Culture and
Society in Plato’s Republic’, 303), the two scholars who reject the first (‘ontological’) possibility in
the parallel example in Republic X, reject it here as well; see p. 136, n. 166.
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Visitor: What then? With regard to discourses, shall we not assume some other art,
by means of which it is again possible to trick through ears and with discourses,
those who are young and still stand far away from the truth of things, by showing
spoken images about all things, so as to make it seem that true things are said and

that the speaker is the wisest of all concerning all things? (234¢2-7)

In the above argument, the sophist’s activity, which consists in speaking, is
presented as some sort of making as well, a making whose (non-material) products
are discourses (Aoyou), or things said (or spoken). These verbal ‘products’ are
presented as counterparts of a painter’s products, i.e. images: they are
metaphorically described as ‘spoken images’ (e{ldwAa Aeyopeva) that the sophist
shows just as the painter shows ‘things painted’ (t&x yeyoappéva); further, the
sophist deceives ‘through ears, with discourses’, just as the painter, supposedly,
deceives through eyes, with paintings. Once the above analogy is agreed to be
valid, the sophist is also characterised as a ‘pun g [...] of true things’ (uuntng
@V TV Ovtwv 235al) and his activity as a sort of piunois. The things said by
him, described metaphorically above as ‘spoken images’, may thus be

characterised as ppumpata.

But in what sense is the sophist’s activity characterised as piunotg, and the things
said by him ‘images’, or puunuata? And further, about what exactly is this
activity deceptive? Importantly, later on it is suggested that the sophist is a
deceiver and a ‘punc [...] of true things’, precisely inasmuch as he does not
truly have knowledge of the matters which he seems to be able to contradict.”'® So,
the sophist’s activity, his speaking, is a kind of pipunoig, inasmuch as it does not
rely on knowledge of his subject matter. If so, the ‘true’ counterparts of his
discourses will supposedly be discourses that do rely on relevant knowledge, and

the ‘maker’ of these ‘true’ counterparts will be someone who has such knowledge.

*1% Soph. 234e7-a4: meQl d' 0OV TOD COPLOTOD TOdE HOL Aéye: TdTEQOV 1idY) TOUTO TadEg, HTL
TV YONTWV €0Ti TG, HPNTIS WV TV Ovtwv, 1| dotalopev &tL un meol 60wvmeQ
avtidéyewv dokel duvaTog elval, TEQL TOOOVTWV KAl TAG EMOTHUAS AANOWS Exwv
TUYXAVEL
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This seems to be confirmed at the end of the dialogue as well, where the sophist is
characterised more precisely as a ‘puntrc [...] of a wise man’ (LunTG 0" WV
ToL 0oL 268cl), ie. a puntc of someone competent in numerous matters
(about which the sophist speaks).219 But moreover, the sophist is perceived by his
students as ‘the wisest of all concerning all things’: his discourses must then so
closely resemble those delivered by someone competent in the subject matter that
they are mistaken for such discourses, and the sophist himself for someone
competent in all the matters he speaks about. Inasmuch as the sophist, being only a
pwuntrc and a figure of a wise man, is perceived as ‘the wisest of all concerning

all things’, or indeed as a wise man, his pi{pnoc is of the deceptive kind.

The sophist’s discourses are thus here approached as things that are not true in the
ontological sense: they stand in relation to the discourses that rely on relevant
knowledge just as painted images stand in relation to true things whose images
they are. So, for instance, when the sophist, being incompetent in wrestling,
debates on this subject (¢f. 232d9), his discourse is only /like a discourse on
wrestling that relies on relevant knowledge, but cannot be a true discourse on
wrestling that relies on such knowledge; for only someone competent in wrestling
is able to deliver such a discourse (just as only someone competent in
housebuilding can make a true house, whereas a ‘house’ made by someone
incompetent in this art cannot be a true house, yet it can be an image of a house;
266¢7-9). But if sophists’ discourses are only somehow /ike discourses relying on

knowledge, exactly how do they differ from them?

Before addressing this question, it is worth recalling how poets and their discourses
are described in Republic X, for up to this point, sophists have received very
similar treatment. As I argued in Chapter V, poets engage in deceptive piunoig of
those competent in arts about which they implicitly speak in their works. Poets’
works differ from discourses relying on knowledge primarily in that they provide a

deficient account of matters related to arts: by narrating, a poet ‘applies, with

1 Note that the object of pipnoic here specified is the agent (‘a wise man’) of the activity that is
as a whole the object of pipmois: a wise man’s speaking and debating. The issue of different ways
of specifying the object of piunois is discussed in Chapter IV.
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words and phrases, colours of each of the arts’ (601a), i.e. he says as little about an
art as a painter ‘says’ about couch making by painting a carpenter making a couch.
Sophists’ discourses, however, seem to differ from discourses that rely on
knowledge primarily in another respect. Unlike poets’ works, charged primarily
with the ‘deficiency’ described above, and only secondarily with a possible
incorrectness (which is supposedly synonymous with falsehood), sophists’
discourses seem to be accused precisely of (propositional) falsehood, i.e. of saying
false things, and moreover, at the same time seeming to say true things. In fact, as
we shall now see, in speaking falsely, but seeming to speak the truth, sophists’
discourses are like ‘appearances’ (as opposed to ‘resemblances’) made by painters.
The comparison of the sophist’s discourses with appearances will concern the other

sense of ‘not being true’: propositional.

Second comparison: sophist and appearance-maker

As anticipated, after the sophist has been compared with a painter as a maker of
images, he is once more compared with a particular kind of painter or sculptor, one
who, when making the image, adjusts the proportions of the model. As a matter of
fact, the sophist will be grouped together with this kind of image-maker only much
later in the dialogue, for before the second parallel is completed, the argument is
interrupted by the problem of ‘not being’ that has emerged from it. At this point,
however, the distinction is introduced between this kind of image-making, i.e. with
‘adjustment’, and on the other hand, image-making that maintains the (true)

proportions and colours of the model.

The former kind of image-making is characteristic of those who make paintings or
sculptures of large dimensions, for ‘if they rendered the true proportion of the
beautiful objects (T1)v TV KaAwv ANV cvupeToiav), [...] the upper parts
would appear smaller than they should, while the lower parts would appear larger
[than they should], due to our seeing the one from afar and the other from close by’
(235e8-236a2). To avoid this visual effect, painters and sculptors change the

original proportions, i.e. they presumably make the parts that stand closer to the
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viewer relatively smaller, whereas those that are farther from the viewer are made
relatively bigger, than those of the model. An image that preserves the proportions
of its model will be ‘similar’ (eix6g), in its proportions, to it. By contrast, an image
with adjusted proportions will not be similar, in this respect, to its model; however,
from a particular viewpoint, the image will appear ‘to be similar to the beautiful

object’ (¢otkéval TQ KaAQ), i.e. to its model (236b4-7).7°

An image of the latter
kind, as it only ‘appears’ (dpaivetat) to be similar, is thus defined as a
davtaoua, an ‘appearance’, whereas an image of the former kind, being in fact
similar to its model, is defined as an €ixwv, a ‘resemblance’ (236a8-b7). Now, it is
crucial to consider how the making of appearances is evaluated with regard to

‘truth’:

AQ' o0V 0V xaipetv TO dANOEC eéaoavTeg oL dNULOVEYOL VOV 0V TG 0Voag
ovppeToliag  dAAx  tag  dofovoag  eivat  kKaAag  Tolg  €dWAOLS

évamegyalovtay

So is it not that these craftsmen let the truth go by working into images not the true

proportions but the proportions that will seem to be beautiful? (236a4-6)

So, making an image that is dissimilar, in its proportions, to the model counts here
as ‘letting the truth (to aAn0éc) go’. Accordingly, we may suppose, making an
image that is similar, in its proportions and colours, to the model will count as
maintaining the truth. But exactly in what sense is the truth maintained or let go by

making the one kind of image or the other?

By way of illustration, we may imagine two paintings of Theaetetus (cf. 233e5),

one that maintains the true colour of his eyes, for example light, and another that

220 The deception produced in this case is of course of a different kind from mistaking an image for
the object whose image it is, which has been — arguably — contemplated earlier on: in the present
case, the deceived viewer misperceives the image as similar (in its proportions) to the object it
refers to, but of course does not mistake the image for the object whose image it is.
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does not maintain it (more precisely, the part of painting that constitutes a figure of
Theaetetus’ eyes is in the first case of a similar colour to Theaetetus’ eyes, and in
the second case it is dissimilar). In both cases, what is painted will, by virtue of its
visual likeness to Theaetetus (in other respects, e.g., in proportions), refer to
Theaetetus and constitute a figure of him, or more precisely a figure-of-Theaetetus
(i.e. this kind of figure). However, the first painting attributes to Theaetetus light
colour of eyes: it does so by referring to Theaetetus and at same time being a
figure-of-Theaetetus-with-light-eyes (i.e. being this kind of figure). By contrast,
the second painting attributes to Theaetetus dark colour of eyes, inasmuch as it
both refers to Theaetetus and is at the same time a figure-of-Theaetetus-with-dark-
eyes.””' Regarding the two paintings, it may be supposed that the first one (or its
maker) maintains the truth, more precisely the truth about the colour of Theaetetus’
eyes, whereas the second one lets this truth go. Now, it is evidently possible to
assign to the two paintings of Theaetetus their respective counterparts in discourse:
supposedly, the figure-of-Theaetetus-with-light-eyes will correspond to saying, or
stating, that Theaetetus has light eyes, and therefore telling the truth, whereas the
figure-of-Theaetetus-with-dark-eyes will correspond to claiming that Theaetetus

has dark eyes, and therefore to saying a falsehood.

Granted this, we may characterise images as either ‘being true’ or ‘not being true’
in another sense: ‘propositional’ (as opposed to ‘ontological’). The ‘truth’ which
an image can either maintain or let go has in fact turned out to be truth in a
propositional sense, i.e. truth as, paradigmatically, a property of a statement or
proposition. Images maintain the truth or let it go in the propositional sense in that
they correspond, respectively, to speaking the truth and speaking a falsehood. In
this (propositional) sense, an image can be true (i.e. as corresponding to speaking

the truth), although not being a true thing (i.e. not ‘true’ in the ontological sense).

221 A clear formal analysis of the notion of ‘representing something as’ (which may be applied to
the example above of presenting Theaetetus as having light eyes) is provided by Goodman
(Languages of Art, 28-29, quoted by Ledda, “Verita e poesia nella Poetica di Aristotele’, 26): ‘an
object k is represented as a so-and-so by a picture p if and only if p is or contains a picture that as a
whole both represents k& and is a so-and-so picture’. Ledda (ibid., 24-33) also provides an insightful
analysis of this notion (‘representation of something as’).
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However, the ‘appearances’ that the argument is concerned with are still more
complex than the painting of Theaetetus that is propositionally false (‘lets the truth
g0’). This painting, while not being similar to Theaetetus in the colour of his eyes,
does not appear similar to him in this respect either. For surely, its ‘letting the truth
go’ will be easily perceived by a viewer who has previously seen Theaetetus. By
contrast, an appearance (or its maker) lets the truth go in such a way that this
cannot be perceived by the viewer from his viewpoint: the image, though not
actually being, in its proportions, similar to the object it refers to, does appear to

be similar to it in this respect.222

So, the counterpart of an appearance in discourse
will evidently consist in saying a falsehood that is perceived by the listener as

speaking the truth.

The sophist, we may thus conclude, will be similar to makers of appearances in
that he speaks falsely, while seeming to speak the truth. This is in fact what the
sophist has been by the visitor accused of even before appearance-makers are
introduced in the argument: the sophist makes it seem, to his students, ‘that true
things are said’ (234c6-7), or again, by imparting to his students ‘beliefs’ that are

evidently false, the sophist delivers ‘appearances in discourses’:

Tolg MoAAoVG 0VV, @ Bealtnte, TWV TOTE AKOLOVTIWV &Q' OVK AVAYKT)
X00VoU te €meABOVTOG avTOIS tkavoL Kat Teolovong NAKIaG Tolg Te 0vOL
TIEOOTUTTOVTAG €yyVOev kal dx mabnuatwv avaykalopévoug EvaQyws
EpamtecOatl Twv OVIwV, HETAPAAAELY TAG TOTE YeEVOUEVAS dOEAS, WoTe

opwoa pev daivecbatr o peyada, xadema d¢ tax 0ddwxr, Kol mMAvTa

222 The relation between true and false Adyog and ‘resemblances’ (eikdveg) is discussed in Phlb.
38b12-39¢6: in it, a painter is placed in the soul, painting resemblances in it. This ‘painter’ is at
work ‘whenever one somehow sees in oneself resemblances of what is being said and thought,
although he is holding his thoughts or discourses away from the sight and any other perception’
(39b9-c2). These resemblances are either true or false, just as the Adyot or d6Eat whose eticoveg
they are. In the Sophist, such psychological explanation, which seems to concern appearances in
discourses, may be found at 263d6-264b3; in the passage, the faculty of imagination (pavtaoio)
is discussed, as a mixture of perception and belief (as faculties), which seems to have appearances
as its objects. However, the subject is just touched upon and nothing certain can be concluded from
the discussion.
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TIAVTY dvatetoaPpOat T €v Toig AdYolS pavtaouata VIO TWV €V TAlG

TIOAEEOLV EQYWV TIAQAY EVOUEVWV;

Is it then not inevitable, Theaetetus, for the majority of those who were then
listening, when sufficient time has passed for them and they have advanced in age
— as they have a close encounter with true things and are forced by experience to
grasp true things —, that they change the beliefs that came about at that time, so that
great things reveal themselves as being small, easy things as being difficult, and
the appearances in discourses are all overturned in every way by the facts that have

come to light in their actions? (234d2-e2)**

The sophist then provides his listeners with ‘appearances in discourses’ (tax €v
Tolc AdYyols Ppavtaouata): as suggested, by doing so the sophist will impart
false beliefs, 06&at, to his young listeners. But in order to acquire them, the latter
must perceive the d0&at conveyed by the sophist as true; i.e. they credit the
sophist with speaking the truth, whereas in fact, he says false things. These young
people who listen to the sophist reveal themselves, with hindsight, as being very
similar to the viewer of a painted or sculpted appearance: the latter, as is suggested
later on, misperceives the image as being similar to the (beautiful) object it refers
to ‘because of the viewpoint that is not beautiful, whereas if one could acquire the
ability to see things of that size adequately’, one would notice the dissimilarity
(236b4-7). And just as a painted appearance would reveal itself as an ‘appearance’
(i.e. in its proportions, dissimilar to the object it refers to) from an adequate
position, so the dOEat conveyed by the sophist will reveal themselves as false to
the listeners once they come to know, through time and experience, the truth about

things.

223 Notice the parallelism of the two descriptions: ‘the appearances in discourses’ anticipate the
painted and sculpted ‘appearances’; the inadequacy of the pupils’ age seems to have its
parallel in the spatial inadequacy of the viewer (in order to overcome the deception, the
listeners will need ‘sufficient’ (ikavov) time, while the viewer would need to gain a position

from which he can see the image ‘adequately’ (kavag); just as the deception of the viewer
concerns the relative size of things, so does — probably in a figurative sense — the deception of the
listeners, for later on in their life ‘big things appear [i.e. turn out] to be small’.
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EdwAa and ovta, pavtaopata and eikdveg

We may now consider once again how the ‘ontological’ sense and ‘propositional’
sense of ‘not being true’ concern the painter and the sophist. With regard to
painting, both pairs of opposites, edwAa and Ovta, and Pavrdouata and
elkoveg, involve the opposition between being true and not being true. Neither a
resemblance nor an appearance is ontologically true, for they are both images and
as such not true in relation to the objects whose images they are (i.e. as a pipnuo
in relation to tO 6Vv). On the other hand, a resemblance is propositionally true and
an appearance is not (but false), inasmuch as they correspond to saying the truth

(about something) and saying a falsehood respectively.

As I have argued, the distinction between ontological and propositional truth may
also be applied to the sophist’s activity. As may be recalled, the sophist is accused
of contradicting and speaking about virtually all things without being competent in
them. Given his incompetence, the sophist on the whole cannot say true things
about the matters he speaks about, but evidently only seems, to his students, to say
true things as well as to have knowledge of these matters. If the sophist’s activity is
viewed as stating, or claiming, it is comparable to making appearances, as opposed
to making resemblances. In this sense, the sophist’s activity is not true in the
propositional sense: the sophist says things that are not true, but false. If, on the
other hand, the sophist’s activity is approached as a kind of making, i.e. making of
discourses, it may be described as making discourses that do not rely on
knowledge: but given that they are mistaken (by young listeners) for such
discourses, they are evidently /ike discourses that rely on knowledge: as such, the
sophist’s discourses may be characterised as deceptive figures and purjpoata of

discourses that rely on knowledge, and thus not ‘true’ in the ontological sense.

Last, it is worth considering the characterisation of poets as piuntadl in Republic
X in the light of the discussed argument in the Sophist. As it has turned out,
sophists are in the dialogue alleged to engage in virtually the same kind of

pipunolc as was attributed to poets in Republic X, i.e. deceptive figurative
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pipnoic of those who are competent in the subject matter of their discourses. Yet
the disqualification of sophists seems to be more extreme than that of poets in
Republic X, for while poets’ works are shown to be in the first place ‘deficient’,
and in the second place, possibly ‘incorrect’, or ‘false’, sophists are presented as
saying on the whole false things about everything. In both cases, however, the high
esteem that poets, or sophists, receive from their listeners, is presented as a result
of deception to which the listeners succumb because of their own lack of

knowledge.
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CONCLUSIONS

The focus of the study carried out has been Plato’s discussions of poets in the lon,
Gorgias and Republic X. In Chapter I, my aim was to show how these differ from
Plato’s other discussions about poetry, and thereby also to justify my choice of
them as the principal subject of the thesis. I started from the assumption that the
Ion, Gorgias and Republic X constitute three different attempts to disqualify poets:
while each aims to show that poets lack relevant knowledge, the Gorgias and
Republic X moreover present poets as morally harmful. As I argued, the three
discussions thus provide (disqualifying) answers to the descriptive questions of
whether poets are competent in what they do (lon, Gorgias, Republic X) and also
how they morally act upon others (Gorgias, Republic X). Their descriptive
approach is what fundamentally distinguishes them from the treatment of poetry in
Republic 1I-1Il and Laws 11 and VII, which is, by contrast, concerned with the
prescriptive question of what poets should do within the educational role assigned
to them in the political orders envisaged in the two dialogues. Moreover, the
apparent (evaluative) inconsistency between the disqualification of poetry in the
former three discussions and the ‘conditional’ approval of it in the latter treatment,
to which various solutions have been proposed by scholars, has been resolved here
by distinguishing between the settings of the descriptive and prescriptive
discussions of poetry: while the disqualification concerns poets in the current
circumstances and their being viewed as autonomous agents as well as Plato’s
antagonists in the moral domain, the approval concerns poetry in its instrumental
role within the envisaged state, in which it is meant to serve the educational ends
determined by the political leadership, and to be composed under its direction and

control.

The common starting point that may be detected in the discussions of poets in the
lon, Gorgias (where this applies to rhetoricians in the first place) and Republic X,
is the perception of poets as authoritative figures in society and the intention to

deprive them of such authority. In fact, the three discussions display an analogous
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pattern: their aim is on the one hand to prove poets’ lack of relevant knowledge,
and in two cases also their moral harmfulness, and on the other hand to account for
the high esteem of (at least some) poets from many of their listeners, as a result of
some misjudgement or deception due to the listeners’ naivety and lack of
knowledge. It is in pursuit of this ‘twofold’ objective that the three diverse pictures
of poets appear to be drawn: poets as mere mediators of fine works who in truth
draw from some divine source; poets as ‘cooks for the soul’ and as potentially
harmful flatterers; and last, poets as the counterparts of painters and makers of
deceptive images, and moreover, as corrupting gratifiers of their public. In
Chapters II-V, I have studied closely these diverse images in order to identify,
critically examine and compare the epistemological or ethical disqualifications of

poets that are embedded in them.

The lon is concerned with the cognitive side of poetry, rather than with its moral
impact: it shows poets as incompetent in matters about which they speak. As I
argued in Chapter II, the fundamental move that secures this outcome is the
approach to poets’ compositions as ‘things said’ about matters related to one art or
another. However, as I pointed out, the two arguments that aim to show poets’
incompetence classify these matters differently: in the former, these diverse
matters (e.g., wars, relations between laymen and craftsmen, gods) constitute the
subject matter of poetry (as matters about which by and large all poets speak);
whereas in the latter, these matters are assigned to various ‘instrumental’ arts such
as medicine, chariot-driving, fishing, efc.; so for example, Homer’s narration about
a particular battle is still a discourse within the domain of poetry according to the
first argument, whereas according to the second argument, it must be classified as a
discourse on generalship. Importantly, in this second argument the subject matter
of poetry is placed entirely in the domain of ‘instrumental’ arts, whereas no
‘special’ moral, or political, domain is marked off to be associated with the subject
matter of poetry, as is done, by contrast, in Republic X. Both arguments in the /on,
however, deprive poets of knowledge concerning matters about which they narrate
by showing that poets do not master the art, or arts, that these matters have been
‘assigned’ to. In the first argument, poets all turn out to lack the putative ‘poetic’

art inasmuch as they do not excel in all of its subjects (and also in all genres), but
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at best only in a few of them. In the second argument, poets’ incompetence in
matters about which they narrate is not explicitly stated, yet it is implicit in the
assigning of these matters to other (instrumental) arts, and consequently, crediting
the ability to evaluate poetry exclusively to experts in these arts; so that, for
example, Homer’s narration about Hecamede’s preparation of kikeon for the
wounded Machaon can only be adequately judged by someone competent in
medicine. The consequences of poets’ alleged incompetence for their works are
again merely implied: they could well speak incorrectly about matters related to
arts (for it is the correctness of what poets say about these matters that experts are
supposed to judge); supposedly, by narrating the above episode, Homer could turn
out to speak incorrectly about how kikeon is prepared or how someone wounded
should be treated. By comparison, Republic X appeared to raise against poets a
different, more sophisticated charge: in it, poets are accused of speaking in the first

place deficiently about arts, and only secondarily also (possibly) incorrectly.

As T also suggested, the Jon may be seen as providing an anticipatory model for the
assessment of poetry conducted in Republic 1I-11I, where, however, the judgement
is not concerned with what poets say on matters related to instrumental arts, but
rather with what they say on moral, and in particular theological, matters. The
judges there, i.e. the interlocutors themselves in the role of the imagined founders
of the state, are thus implicitly credited with the ability to make judgements on

such, moral, matters, and therefore with at least some knowledge of these matters.

However, although in the /lon poets twice turn out to be incompetent in matters
about which they speak and the possibility of their speaking incorrectly about arts
is implied, their works are spared criticism. As I argued, the purpose of the account
of the divine origin of fine poetry is precisely to account for the fineness of (some)
poetry in view of the alleged incompetence of its deliverers: fine poetry is simply
attributed to another, i.e. divine, ‘agency’, whereas the role of poets is degraded to
mere mediation of such poetry; the high esteem of (at least some) poets as
composers of such fine works thus turns out to be ungrounded and ‘unmerited’.
Again, by comparison, Republic X goes further than just depriving poets of any

merit for their excellence and for the fineness of their works, for it aims to show
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that such excellence and fineness are only apparent, and in fact even the poetry

that seems to be most highly valued is practically worthless.

While the moral content and effect of poetry in the /on remain unexpressed, in the
Gorgias poetry is considered precisely as a practice operating in the moral domain:
in it, poets are accused by Socrates of aiming only to gratify their public, while
disregarding what is best for them, and thereby being potentially harmful to them.
In Chapter III, I attempted an interpretation of this charge, aiming to show how its
expressed ethical disqualification of poets also involves an implicit epistemological
disqualification of them, and further, to show how this epistemological

disqualification is problematic.

The ‘second’ part of the charge, i.e. the allegation of poets’ neglect of what is best
for their listeners, clearly refers to poets’ disregard for their justice (i.e. their being
just), for according to the view advocated by Socrates in the dialogue, justice is the
fundamental condition of men’s well-being and thus is men’s most valuable virtue.
What is not clear, however, is exactly how the first part of the charge, i.e. the
allegation that poets only pursue gratification for their listeners, or more precisely
for their ‘soul’ (as opposed to their body), should be understood. In order to
understand this allegation more clearly, it was crucial to consider the nature of the
pleasure of the soul’: as I suggested relying also on the relevant argument in
Republic X, this pleasure is cognitive and non-sensate, i.e. it does not derive from
sensory perception (although it involves it), but from reckoning, or appreciating,
that something is beneficial (i.e. good for something), or valuable (i.e. good in
itself) for us. By contrast, the pleasure of the body is sensate and non-cognitive, i.e.
it derives from sensory perception alone. On this consideration, gratifying one’s
soul turned out to be equivalent to providing what one reckons and appreciates as
benefiting, or valuable for one. As I thus argued, Socrates’ claim that poets only
pursue gratification for their listeners can be ‘translated’ into the epistemological
claim that poets aim to deliver works that their listeners will reckon or appreciate
as valuable (regardless of exactly what this, i.e. ‘poetic’, value consists in). In fact,
it is only as a result of such appreciation (i.e. of a particular cognitive activity) that
poets’ listeners experience pleasure. Granted this, Socrates’ charge against poets

turned out to imply a cognitive disqualification of both the poets’ listeners and

201



poets themselves: for if poets pursue what their listeners reckon to be valuable (the
first part of the charge), but in fact this is not best, i.e. most valuable, but may in
fact even be harmful for them (the second part of the charge), it follows that poets’
listeners are mistaken about what is most valuable for them and do not know what
is truly such. The same, however, applies also to poets, for the argument makes it
clear that they do not intend to harm their listeners. This implicit (dis)qualification
of the view held by poets and their listeners of what is most valuable, as a mistaken
belief is so to speak ‘complementary’ to the qualification of the view that justice
and being just is what is best, or most valuable, for men, as knowledge: in the
dialogue, this view is in fact presented as knowledge constituting the (true)

‘political art’.

Relying on Bambrough, I then questioned the legitimacy of the assumption on
which this epistemological categorisation relies, i.e. the assumption that what is
good for men can be determined and known in the same way as, for example, what
is good for one’s body can be determined, and that is to say, that there can be
knowledge of what is good for men. The Gorgias, however, aims to show that there
can be such knowledge. As I argued, Socrates’ elaborate comparison, on the one
hand, of rhetoricians and implicitly also poets with cooks, and on the other hand, of
those whose aim is to render men just, with doctors, serves precisely this purpose,
i.e. it aims to consolidate the status of one view as knowledge and the other as a
mistaken belief, and consequently, of the potential harm of poetry or rhetoric as
practices that act upon mistaken belief. Poets and rhetoricians are presented as
counterparts of cooks, who aim solely to gratify men (their body), and who may
seem, to those ignorant about the body’s true well-being, to provide what is best
for them. As the comparison suggests, those who highly appreciate poets’ works
(like rhetoricians’) succumb to a deception analogous to those who appreciate
tasty, pleasant food, more than the food offered to them by doctors; in both cases,
those deceived would misidentify what is pleasant as what is good, not knowing

what is truly good.

Relying on the distinction between gratification of the body and of the soul, I
aimed to show in what way this comparison is misleading. The comparison

presents high appreciation of poets’ works as a consequence of the gratification
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that these works provide, just as high appreciation of tasty food is a consequence of
the gratification it offers. But in fact, in the case of poetry (or of rhetoric), high
appreciation of its works is not a consequence, but instead the reason for the
pleasure that the listeners experience (for this pleasure is non-sensate and
cognitive, whereas the pleasure provided by cookery is sensate and non-cognitive).
And while the appreciation of tasty food as the most valuable is evidently a
misjudgement, due to ignorance of which food is truly valuable for our bodily
well-being, there are no grounds for considering the appreciation of poets’ works,
accompanied by pleasure at listening to them, to be a misjudgement. In fact, it is
only on the assumption that the listeners are mistaken about what is best, or most
valuable, for them that it is concluded that what gratifies them may in fact not be
good, but even harmful for them; but this assumption already depends on positing
a specific view of men’s well-being that is different from the one attributed to
poets’ listeners and poets themselves, as knowledge. Contrary to what the
comparison of poets (alongside rhetoricians) with cooks suggests, poets’ (alleged)
aim of only gratifying their listeners does not show that poets do not pursue what is

best and that they may thus be morally harmful to the listeners.

Of the three disqualifying discussions of poets, the one in Republic X is the most
forthright as well as the most complex, raising against poets charges of both
incompetence and moral harmfulness. What in particular distinguishes Republic X
from the other two discussions of poetry, is its understanding of poetry as
pipnotc. Because of the various problems that arise from this understanding of
poetry, most notably its apparent inconsistency with the account of poets’ pipnog
as impersonation in Republic 111, I considered it necessary to first clarify the notion
of pipnoiwc as such. In Chapter IV, I initially pointed out various difficulties
attached to the widely accepted ‘semantic’ assumption of the two meanings of the
term p{pnotg in Book III and Book X of the Republic (explicitly rejected, to my
knowledge, only by Burnyeat): the term being assumed to be used in Republic 111
with the ‘narrower’ meaning of ‘impersonation’, whereas in Republic X, with the
‘wider’ meaning of ‘artistic representation, or depiction’. As [ argued, this
assumption tackles an apparent ‘argument-related’ inconsistency simply by

‘turning it into’ an assumed terminological inconsistency.
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Attempting a different solution to the problem, I argued that the three principal
discussions of poets’ ptpunots (Republic 111 and X, as well as the Laws) use the
term piunolws with a single meaning, and that the cases of poets’ piunoig
discussed in separate arguments, more specifically pipnoic through impersonation
(Republic 111), musical piunoiwc (Republic 111 and the Laws) and pipnoig
discussed in the epistemological argument in Republic X, can be accounted for
simply as three kinds of piunoic, which differ in various respects: obviously, in
taking place in different elements of poets’ activity (verbal vs. musical), in being
uwuroeg of different objects and last in one being deceptive and the other two
non-deceptive. I first analysed the notion of piunoic in various relevant aspects.
Assuming the definition of uipnoic as an activity that is, and is intended to be,
like (i.e. it imitates) something else, typically another activity, in one aspect or
another, I pointed out the fundamental ontological distinction (previously noted by
Russell and Ledda) between ‘non-figurative’ uiunotlc, where the activity of
piunoic constitutes another instance of the same kind as what is imitated, and
‘figurative’ piunots, where the activity of pipnoic (or its material result)
constitutes a figure of what is imitated, i.e. it stands for, or refers to, it. As I then
pointed out relying on Ledda, the ‘representational’ character of figurative
pipnoic is reflected also in the grammar of the verb pupetoOat, when it refers to
this kind of p{unoic: in the expression pipetoOal tu, the direct object tL can be
both an affected object, i.e. referring to the object imitated, or referred to, by the
activity of piunoic, and an effected object, i.e. referring to the object performed,
or made, i.e. the figure itself. This ambiguity of the direct object is preserved in the
verb ‘represent’ (but not in ‘imitate’), although ‘represent’ does not match the
Greek ppetoOal in some other aspects: it cannot be used to refer to non-

figurative pipmnotg, nor to deceptive figurative pipnoic.

What, however, turned out to be very important, yet seems to be widely
disregarded, unlike ‘represent’, the Greek pieioOat (as opposed to, for example,
the verb eikalewv) cannot be used with the meaning of ‘describe’: thus, for
example, ppetoOal tiva can refer to the activity of impersonating someone, or
again to making a material p{pnua of someone (e.g., a painting), but cannot refer

to the activity of describing someone, or narrating about someone; as I argued,
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there is no evidence of this use of the verb in Platonic or pre-Platonic texts.
However, the commonly accepted interpretation of poets’ pipnois in Republic X
as ‘verbal representation, or depiction’ of men, gods, efc. seems to presuppose
precisely this use of the verb pipeiocOar in the argument (besides raising other

difficulties which were pointed out in the chapter).

The activity of piunoic was differentiated also into productive (i.e. having a
material result, e.g., a painting) and non-productive kinds; all cases of poets’
pipnoic are obviously non-productive. A final distinction was made between the
non-deceptive kind of figurative piunoic, where the figure performed or made is
(and is intended to be) perceived as a figure, and the deceptive kind of figurative
pipnotlc, where the figure performed or made is not (nor is intended to be)
perceived as a figure, but instead as the object itself whose figure it is; importantly,
as I argued, the uiunow attributed to poets in the epistemological argument in

Republic X is distinctive for its deception.

Applying these distinctions, I thus interpreted pipnoig through impersonation as
figurative non-deceptive pipnois of one individual or another about whom a poet
narrates (e.g., when Homer narrates impersonating Chryses, Homer constitutes a
non-deceptive figure of Chryses); musical pipnoig as figurative non-deceptive
pipnoic of a particular moral character or conduct (e.g., when a poet composes in
a specific harmony and rhythm, his non-verbal activity constitutes a piunoic and
non-deceptive figure of someone lamenting); and last, I interpreted (anticipating
the conclusions drawn in Chapter V) the piunoic attributed to poets in the
epistemological argument in Republic X as figurative deceptive uiunoic of one
kind of expert or another; e.g., when Homer narrates about actions and events
related to medicine without being competent in this art, but is nonetheless
perceived as someone competent in it, Homer constitutes a deceptive figure of
someone competent in medicine. Homer may thus at the same time engage in two
different kinds of piunoic; for example, when he is narrating about actions and
events related to chariot-driving and is perceived as being competent in this art,
though he is not, his activity may be characterised as a figurative deceptive
pipnoic of someone competent in chariot-driving; however, Homer is at the same

time impersonating a character involved in the action about which he is narrating,
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namely Antilochus, and his activity may thus be characterised also as a figurative

non-deceptive pipnoic of this character (Jon 537a5-b5).

For the above interpretation of the three kind of poets’ piunoig, I also took into
account a particular grammatical aspect of piunows: the object of pipnoig
expressed may refer to the agent of the activity that is as a whole the object of
pipnoic (e.g., uipnois of ‘Chryses’), or to the activity itself, its result, or again
some other aspect of it (e.g., uiunoig of ‘lamentation’, or of ‘discourses’). As I
suggested, one reason why the pipnoig attributed to poets in the epistemological
argument in Republic X may seem to be conceived of differently from the piunoig
discussed in Republic 111 (as ‘verbal depiction, or representation’, as opposed to
impersonation) is perhaps also the fact that in Republic X, the object of poets’
pipnoic is not expressed ‘through’ the agent, but only through the result of the
activity that is as a whole the object of utpunotg; for example, Homer is alleged to
be a puntic of ‘medical discourses’ (but not of ‘someone competent in
medicine’), whereas in Republic 111, the object of piunoic is expressed through
the agent, for example, Homer is described as a piuntrig of ‘Chryses’ (but not, for

example, of ‘Chryses’ discourse’, or of ‘Chryses’ imploration”).

In Chapter V, the discussion of poetry in Republic X was first divided into two
parts, inasmuch as each raises a different charge against poets: the first,
‘epistemological’ argument presents poets as lacking knowledge of their subject
matter, whereas the second, ethical argument shows poets whose poetry is
‘mimetic’ as morally harmful to their public. The two arguments are not directly
interdependent; moreover, as I argued, although the two arguments are concerned
with two different kinds of poets’ pipnoig — the former, with poets’ pipnoig of
experts, whereas the latter is concerned with poets’ pipnoic of characters about

whom they narrate —, the two arguments merge these two kinds into one.

The epistemological argument presents poets as incompetent in their subject matter
by employing a strategy analogous to that used in the lon; however, on the
assumption of poets’ incompetence, the Jon just deprived poets of the authorship of
fine poetry (crediting it to the divine), whereas Republic X denies that poetry is

fine and valuable at all: as I aimed to show, the entire account of poets as deceptive
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puntat — on the interpretation suggested, deceptive pyuntad of those competent
in the relevant subject matter — is designed precisely to show how those who find
poetry fine and valuable are in fact deceived by it, in a similar way as those who
consider painted images of craftsmen to provide satisfactory and complete

accounts of their crafts.

As in the lon, poets’ incompetence is granted by defining first the domain in which
poets operate as the domain pertaining to various arts; unlike in the /on, however,
these do not include only instrumental arts and knowledge such as medicine or
leatherworking, but also knowledge of doetr}, ‘human excellence’, i.e. knowledge
of moral matters, which is now explicitly posited: poets’ narrations about ‘wars
and generalship, government of states, man’s education’, insofar as they are about
‘what makes men better’ (599¢-d), are in fact placed in the domain of &petr). The
two arguments provided to prove poets’ incompetence in their subject matter thus
depend on the viewing of poetry as discourse about arts: the first is that such
knowledge, comprising numerous arts, is too huge for a single man to possess, and
the second is that poets have not engaged in actions for which such knowledge

(either of instrumental arts or of &petr)) is required.

Poets’ activity is characterised as pipunoig and their works as ‘appearances’ that
are perceived by poets’ admirers as ‘true things’ only on the granted assumption
that poets are indeed incompetent in their subject matter. As I argued, this course
of the argument is important, for it shows that the piunoig poets are alleged here
to engage in, however one may interpret it, cannot be any sort of utpunotg that was
traditionally attributed to poets, as Halliwell and some other scholars have argued;
for in fact, the characterisation of poets’ activity as pipunoic does not feature as a
widely accepted neutral observation on the nature of poetry, but instead as a
provocative and in itself disqualifying suggestion (as in fact Annas sees it), for it
presupposes poets’ incompetence in their subject matter. However, the suggestion
that poetry is in fact uiunoic leaves it unclear exactly in what sense poetry is
characterised as ptunoig, as well as exactly how its alleged mimetic character is
related to poets’ alleged lack of knowledge. The key to clarifying what this

pipnoic consists in proved to be the figure of a painter who paints various
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craftsmen, which throughout the argument is employed as the model that shows

what poets actually do.

The analysis of the case of the painter first showed that there are two senses, both
contemplated in the argument, in which an image of something is not ‘true’ with
respect to the object whose image it is. Ontologically, a painting of a couch is not a
true couch, but is only in ‘something little’, i.e. in a particular visual appearance,
like a couch. But consequently, a painting of a couch does not provide a
satisfactory, but only a partial and deficient, presentation of a couch, which is, as I
suggested, equivalent to a partial and deficient description of it; a painted couch
may thus also be characterised as not being a true couch in another, descriptive,
sense. The same holds, of course, for a painting of a carpenter, which, in the
crucial example provided, ‘seems’ to those who are naive ‘to be truly a carpenter’,
although a painter does not require any knowledge of carpentry in order to make
such a painting. Contrary to the widespread ‘ontological’ interpretation (rejected
only by Belfiore and Burnyeat to my knowledge), according to which naive people
misperceive such an image as a true, actual carpenter, [ suggested a ‘descriptive’
interpretation, according to which naive people misperceive the painting as
providing a satisfactory, as opposed to deficient, description of a carpenter (at
work). A poet, inasmuch as he is incompetent in the art he is speaking about, thus
turns out to be similar to the above painter (who, incompetent in carpentry, is
nonetheless able to paint a carpenter) in that he speaks about the art concerned
deficiently; it is in this sense that a poet ‘applies [...] colours of each of the arts’.
For example, by narrating about Hecamede’s preparation of kikeon for the
wounded Machaon, Homer speaks deficiently about matters such as how kikeon is
prepared or how someone wounded is cured. In this light, high esteem of Homer
and other poets is thus ‘explained away’ as a misjudgement arising from the
musical elements of poets’ discourse, but also dependent on the lack of knowledge
of poets’ admirers in their turn. Contrary to what could be expected relying on the
Ion, where poets do not speak well inasmuch as they do not speak correctly, in
Republic X poets’ not speaking ‘well’ turned out to consist in their speaking in the

first place deficiently of their subject matter; only secondarily, poets may also
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speak incorrectly, as the subsequent argument about the lack even of ‘correct

belief” on the part of the puntg could suggest, as I argued.

Relying on this interpretation, I lastly suggested in what sense poets’ activity is
characterised as piunois in the epistemological argument: poets are, for example,
ppntat of ‘medical discourses’ inasmuch as they narrate about matters related to
the art of medicine, but they do not speak well, and instead deficiently, about such
matters; the counterparts of their narrations are ‘true’ medical discourses, which
provide satisfactory accounts of matters related to medicine, inasmuch as they rely
on relevant knowledge, i.e. they are discourses about medicine that are made by
those competent in this art. Poets’ narrations are thus only ‘like” discourses relying
on knowledge and stand in relation to them as a painted image stands in relation to
the original. On this account, for example, Homer’s narration about Hecamede
preparing kikeon for the wounded Machaon may be characterised as a piunoig of
‘medical discourses’, or indeed as a p{unolg of someone competent in medicine
(indicating the agent of the activity that is as a whole the object of pipno); this
pipunotlc is of course figurative, for Homer does not deliver ‘true’ medical
discourses, but only discourses about medicine that are /ike them. But further,
Homer’s piunoic is also deceptive, inasmuch as Homer seems, to many, to speak
well and in no way deficiently about such matters and thus, to be competent in the
relevant art: Homer is thus a deceptive figure of someone competent in this art and
his narrations are deceptive figures of fine, satisfactory, discourses relying on
knowledge. As I suggested, additional evidence for this interpretation can be found
in the Sophist, where the sophist, also accused of being in fact incompetent in his
subject matter and of only seeming, to his young and naive students, to be wise

about everything, is characterised as a ‘puntric of a wise man’.

Both with regard to the Jon and the epistemological argument in Republic X, we
may find the approach to poetry as discourse on matters related to one art or
another questionable, and we may consider the charge that poets may speak about
arts potentially incorrectly (the lon), or deficiently (Republic X), to be irrelevant;
for contrary to Socrates’ suggestion, generally those who listen to poets are
presumably not so naive as to regard, for example, Homer and his poetry as a

source of knowledge concerning medicine, leatherwork, generalship etc. However,
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what Republic X in particular seems to suggest, ultimately, is that the listeners are
no less naive to see in poets a source of moral wisdom, for just as poets provide
only ‘images’ of carpentry or medicine, just why would they provide anything
more than ‘images of excellence’; i.e. they give deficient accounts equally of the
former and the latter matters. But as observed above, depriving poets of the
knowledge of moral matters, which is clearly what matters most in the argument,
depends on first positing such knowledge; [ adhered to Bambrough’ view that such

knowledge in fact cannot be posited at all.

In Chapter V, I next examined the charge of harmfulness of ‘mimetic’ poetry in the
‘ethical’ argument in Republic X. I first pointed out that poets’ piunoic to which
the charge applies is not the piunoic attributed to poets in the previous,
epistemological argument, but instead the piunois ‘through impersonation’ from
Book III. The shift of reference is tacit and has generally passed unnoticed, yet it is
in my view obvious: the descriptions alone of this pipnoic as being of ‘men
engaged in forced or voluntary actions’, or of ‘one of the heroes grieving’ make it
clear that the piunoic concerned here is figurative non-deceptive pipnoig of
characters about whom poets narrate, and no longer figurative deceptive piunoig
of experts (e.g., a piunoic of someone competent in medicine, i.e. of ‘medical

discourses’).

Although the charge of moral harmfulness of utunoic ‘through impersonation’
may seem to deny the assumption in Book III of its potentially positive moral
influence on the prospective guards (who are to engage in it when reciting poetry),
the two arguments can be reconciled. In fact, while in Book IIl the morally-
benefiting effect is attributed only to piunoig of virtuous individuals engaging in
virtuous actions, which thus is to be employed in the envisaged educative poetry,
the alleged harmfulness of piunoic through impersonation under the current
circumstances is due to poets’ choice of characters for this pipnoic: these are, out
of ‘practical’ necessity, men of multifarious, irritable character, as they are the
most expressive and thus well fitted for the uiunowc that needs to be
comprehensible to the motley crowd of spectators. The ethical argument provides a

psychological explanation as to why piunoic of this sort of individual is
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inevitably morally corrupting. In the examination of this account, I pointed out

some difficulties that arise from it.

In the light of the bi-partite model of the soul, individuals of such irritable
character are those who are prone to respond to the events they incur, typically to
misfortunes, as painful affection provoked by the event impels, i.e. crying and
lamenting), and not, by contrast, as they reckon to be best by reasoning, i.e.
attempting to restore the life style disrupted by the misfortune. But likewise, the
spectators who merely witness poets’ pipnoic of this kind of individuals will
typically respond as the affection, which they also experience together with these
individuals, impels, i.e. by crying and lamenting, and thereby also are somehow
gratified. The alleged corrupting effect of poets’ pipnois consists in its supposed
strengthening spectators’ disposition to conduct and life driven by affections,
rather than led by reason. As I pointed out, the intricate pleasure that accompanies
such ‘doleful’ response is accounted for by employing the model of bodily desires
discussed on various earlier occasions in the Republic, in particular those of hunger
and thirst: crying and lamenting, remembering a misfortune is presented as
equivalent to the realisation of a bodily desire, such realisation (e.g., eating,
drinking) being considered as pleasant, whereas the desire itself is deemed painful.
As I argued, one difficulty of this ‘biological’ explanation lies in the fact that it
makes no distinction between the sufferer and the witness; crying, lamenting, etc.,
in response to the pain provoked by the event, are viewed as realisation of a desire
and thus as being as such pleasant, regardless of whether one only witnesses or
suffers the misfortune. The only difference indicated between the two concerns the
inclination to a ‘doleful response’, which would be stronger in the case of only
witnessing misfortunes incurred by others. Contrary to this explanation, however,
the doleful response on the part of the sufferer in particular does not seem to
alleviate, still less cure, one’s pain — as indeed the comparison of this response
with crying when one has been injured implies (this comparison thus seemingly
disagrees with the ‘biological” explanation). A further difficulty of the explanation
appeared to be that it does not distinguish between witnessing true misfortunes
and, on the other hand, puurjpata of them, for they both count as attending

misfortunes incurred by others; yet, the pleasure accompanying the spectators’
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doleful response seems to depend on their perception of the misfortunes as being

figurative and not true.

Last, the alleged harmfulness of ‘mimetic’ poetry appeared to be quite different
from that attributed to poetry in general in the Gorgias: by not cultivating their
listeners’ justice, the poets of the Gorgias may ultimately render them unjust and
prone to act unjustly, whereas poets’ piunoig of ‘irritable’ individuals in Republic
X renders them less able even to act, i.e. to respond reasonably to events incurred,

and more prone to ‘abandon themselves’ to painful or pleasant affections.

Plato’s arguments that attempt to show poets as incompetent or also as morally
harmful have in this study appeared to contain various questionable approaches
(poetry as discourse about arts), ungrounded analogies (gratifying the body and
gratifying the soul) and tacit illicit shifts of reference (from one kind of pipnoig to
another). However, despite the extensive arguments in the /on and Republic X that
aim to show poets’ lack of instrumental knowledge, this does not seem to be the
true concern of these arguments — for after all, what need would there be to prove
what seems to be self-evident —; the true concern in all three discussions, though in
the Jon it is only implicit, appears to be to prove poets’ incompetence to deal with
moral, and more specifically, religious and political questions. Yet, as I argued
following Bambrough, this attempt is just as questionable as the attempt to prove
that competence in these matters can be gained and learned. Perhaps, Plato’s
diverse, repeated and on occasion slippery endeavours to substantiate and prove
the charges he raises against poets indicate that he himself was doubtful of how

successful his project could be.
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