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Abstract:

Plato characterises poetry as mimesis. Ther term is app

lied in various ways in the argument, but in Book X the spec

ification  of the mimesis of the poet is such as to preclude 

reference to rea lity .

P lato’s in te llectual objections are aimed at poetry’s 

mimesis of appearances. The relation between appearances and 

rea lity  and the demarcation between the sensible and tlie in

te llig ib le  and between mimesis of ’mere sensible appearances ’ 

and the interpretation of such appearances ar^iscussed.

Plato’s in te llectual objections concern the mimesis of 

emotional actions, the mistaken mimesis of admirable charac

te rs , and the mimesis of situations. The ethos of Homer, when 

compared with that of the Republic, indicates discrepanciebe

tween P lato’s morality and the morality presupposed by Homeric 

heroes.

Examination of the Iliad  reveals a mimesis of social and 

moral outlook, involving associated honorific t i t l e s ,  with 

descriptions of men and actions earning them. The beliefs 

relevant to assessments of heroes presented by the poet in 

complete and persuasive form. The poetry evokes emotion and 

engenders a way of seeing situations which, although i t  is 

unlike P lato’s morality, is  nonetheless moral. But poet’s 

aim appears to be entertainment, not to teach.

Insofar as poetry is mimetic, the question of the re la-
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tion of poetic statements to tru th  is not el^minable. Poetry 

cannot have reference to tru th  in Plato's system; th is suggests 

that P lato 's dismissal of perception as a source of understand

ing is too summary. Poetic statements presuppose common modes 

of thinking and the in te llig ib il ity  of accounts; again the 

demarcation between the poetic statement and tru th  is not a 

clear one. Moral effects of poetry aÆ"'considered and re

garded as different from and incommensurable with poetic 

effects.
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Introduction: : :-r‘ —

The primary purpose underlying th is thesis is  to expose 

and expound the reasons for P la to 's  objections to poetry.

The arguments set out in the Republic are considered, ex

clusive of remarks about beauty, a r t ,  and poetry is  the other 

dialogues; the argument of the Republic i s ,  within i t s  terms 

of reference, complete and i t  needs no supplementation from 

the other dialogues. The enquiry, then, is  not concerned 

with what Plato thought about poetry in general, but ra ther 

with what conclusions may be drawn about poetry from the 

arguments set out in  the Republic.

The questions raised in the Republic concern poetry as 

mimesis, i t s  re la tio n  to tru th  and to morality. An expos

itio n  of the I lia d , a poem which can be seen to be mimetic 

in the way Plato delineates, suggests that P la to 's  acc

usations, though they derive muc  ̂ of th e ir force from the 

context of the Republic, are, even when considered apart from 

the metaphysical system which supports them in the Republic, 

peculiarly  relevant to poetry as mimesis.
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I .  MIMESIS

The term c e n tr a l  to  P la t o 's  account o f  p o etry  i s  'm im esis’ .

The term occurs so fr e q u e n tly  and in  such a v a r ie ty  o f  c o n te x ts  

in  the R epublic th a t  i t  might seem th a t  P la to  has chosen  an 

u n fortu n ate word and then  overworked i t .  No s in g le  t r a n s la t io n ,  

e .g .  ' im it a t io n ' , 'r e p r e s e n ta t io n ' ,  ' r e p ro d u c tio n ', or 

'em path etic  understanding' w i l l  bear the whole o f  the burden 

th a t  P la to  puts on m im esis. This su g g e sts  th a t  to  g iv e  a 

s in g le ,  d e f in i t e  t r a n s la t io n  and to  depend upon th a t  t r a n s la t io n  

i s  a r b itr a r y  or a r t i f i c i a l  or both . I t  would be a r b itr a r y  to  

s t r e s s  one meaning a t  the expense o f  s l ig h t in g ,  i f  not denying, 

o th ers  to  which a t te n t io n  should a ls o  be g iv en . I t  would be 

a r t i f i c i a l  to  t r y  to  impute to  the term a s in g le ,  narrow p r e c is io n  

which would lea d  to  sta tem en ts or im p lic a t io n s  in  the tra n s

la t io n  which P la to  d id  not in ten d  to  f orm ulate in  Greek. In

such a s i t u a t io n  th ere  i s  the danger o f  con fu sin g  which im p lic a t io n s
uHruxK vjü’xtK.

have re feren ce  to  what P la to  has sa id  wh-i e b t e the co n n o ta tio n s

o f  the term in ology  chosen  to  tr a n s la te  what he has s a id .

'Mimesis* names a complex and g en era l con cep t. Like so many 

o f  the o th er  terms c e n tr a l to  th e d o c tr in e s  o f  P la to  i t  la r g e ly  

depends fo r  i t s  s ig n if ic a n c e  upon the c o n te x t  in  which i t  i s  u sed . 

But ap art from what i s  alw ays to  be exp ected  o f  P la t o 's  use o f  

c e n tr a l term s, when i t  i s  remembered th a t  the e n t ir e  Greek 

vocabulary— to  say  n oth in g  o f  i t s  s p e c ia l  c r i t i c a l  term in o logy—
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was fa r  l e s s  d e ta ile d  than the E n g lish  vocab u lary  now in  u se , 

i t  i s  not so  very  su r p r is in g  th a t  t h i s  one word should be 

used in  a g r e a te r  v a r ie ty  o f  c o n te x ts  than would a s im ila r  

word in  the contemporary E n g lish  vocabu lary . l e t  the use o f  

the one word and i t s  v erb a l d e r iv a t io n s  a ls o  in d ic a te s  th a t  

th ere  may be some one p r in c ip le  o f  c o l le c t io n  in  the l i g h t  

o f  which a l l  such u ses  can be seen  to  be connected . This being  

th e s itu a  tion,,{the word 'm im esis' and a s p e c ia l  verb^^Hiime' w i l l
w vi wvisI*

be used in  a l l  c o n te x ts  where th e- e e -pre s pondiag wopde are used  

by P la to , le a v in g  i t  to  the reader to  d er iv e  the meaning from 

the co n tex t ra th er  than from a p r e c is e  s e le c t io n  o f  words.

Among the aims o f  t h i s  t h e s i s  i s  to  determ ine how, i f  

m imesis i s  taken  as in  some way d e f in i t i v e  o f  p o etry , the  

a p p lic a t io n  o f  th e term can c la r i f y ,  r e f in e ,  and p o in t  ou t  

im portant c h a r a c t e r is t ic s  o f  the p o e t ic  a c t i v i t y .  What i s  

sought i s  not th e meaning o f  the word as such, but what i t  i s  

th a t  P la to  i s  say in g  about a r t  and p oetry  when he c h a r a c te r ise s  

v a rio u s a sp e c ts  o f  them as m im etic. This can o n ly  be made c le a r  

by o rg a n is in g  h is  v a r io u s u ses  o f  the word and n ot by tr y in g  

to  f in d  a s in g le  one-word tr a n s la t io n  fo r  i t .

A) The v a r io u s a p p lic a t io n  o f  ' mimesis in  P la t o ' s  e x p o s it io n .  

Havelock^ p o in ts  out th a t  th ere  are s e v e r a l d i f f e r e n t  and

seem in gly  d is s im ila r  a p p lic a t io n s  o f  th e term 'm im e s is '. in  the
Republic.

1. H avelock, E r ic  A. P reface to  P la to . B a s i l  B lack w ell:
Oxford, 1963 . pp. 20- 31 .
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a) 392d, 393d, 394b. Mimesis as cor posit ion in u irec t soeech forio.

When dram atic n a rra tiv e  i s  f i r s t  co n tra sted  w ith  d e s c r ip t iv e  
n arrative ,^ m im esis" d ef in e s  the method o f  com position  where the  
speech  or d ia lo g u e  o f  the ch a ra cters  i s  rendered as i t  would 
be spoken by th e ch a ra cter . This method i s  co n tra sted  w ith  
com p osition  or p a rts  o f  com p osition  where th e p o et speaks or 
makes sta tem en ts in  h is  own person  about h is  ch a r a c ter s .

" M im esis"here d e f in e s  the form o f  com position  in  which the p oet  
im personates h is  character, and s e t s  i t  apart from o th er  ^ ind c .

Mimesis as the poet's and the re c i te r 's  im itation of theD; J9dC. —--------— —:---------------- ;— r—;---------- --------------------------------------------c n a r a c te r ' s personal s ty le .
When a p o et i s  making h is  v o ic e  or h is  words resem ble or be l ik e  
the words o f  some ch a ra cter , he i s  making h im se lf  resem ble or be 
l ik e  th a t  ch a ra c ter .

P la t o ' s  example in  Homer's mimesis o f  C hryses. The p o et speaks  
in  the ch a ra cter  o f  Chryses and t r i e s  to  make the reader f e e l  
th a t  the speaker i s  not the p o e t , but the aged p r ie s t .  In  
record in g  the speech o f  Chryses in  f i r s t  person d ir e c t  speech  
as Chryses would speak i t ,  ra th er  than rep o r tin g  i t  in  th ir d  
person  in d ir e c t  speech , the p o et does n o t m erely copy the s t y le  
o f  th e ch a ra c ter , he a s s im ila t e s  h im se lf  to  the speaker. Thus he 
'mimes' a d ia lo g u e  and p re se n ts  s e v e r a l c h a r a c ter s , each speaking  
as the ch a ra cter  h im se lf  would speak and not as the p o et would 
speak. This le a d s  th e reader to  f e e l  th a t  the words are the  
words o f  the charact e r̂ , ' mimed' and not the words o f  the p o e t.

Here mim esis d e sc r ib e s  both the manner o f  com position  in  which 
the p oet c o p ie s  the s t y le  o f  speech and thought o f  h is  character, 
and the a r t  o f  perform ance.

c) 394. Mimesis as teaching: and learning by exam ple.

The young men who are b eing tra in e d  to  be w arriors are taught  
by exançle*, th ey  are g iven  models and le a r n  by a s s im ila t in g  
th em selves to  th e model.

Here m im esis in d ic a te s  a p ed a g o g ica l method and th e le a r n in g  
frame o f  mind appropriate to  i t .

rr^r Mioiesis as the poetic way of using language as i f  tou; 3 9 3 .------------ . —  ,T—  ------------- '----------------  — -------------------convey t ru th .
In Book X m im esis i s  sa id  to  be the c h a r a c t e r is t ic  which 
d is t in g u is h e s  the way a p oet u ses  language in  g iv in g  an account  
or p ic tu r e  o f  r e a l i t y  from the o th er  ways o f  u sin g  speech and 
words employed by n on -p oets to  g iv e  such a cco u n ts.
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Here m imesis covers a l l  p o e t ic  a c t i v i t i e s  as such, not m erely  
dram atic r e p r e se n ta t io n s  a s in  a ) .

ej ^0 5 . Mimesis as conveying and entertaining a sense of empathetic 
understanding.

D isc u ss in g  p o e tr y 's  appeal to  th e em otions, P la to  r e l i e s  upon 
th e mimesis which c h a ra c ter ised  a person^making h im se lf  to  be 
l ik e  a model. T h is , he sa y s , i s  the b a s is  fo r  the a u d ie n c e 's  
f e e l in g  w ith  or fo r  the performance and the ch a ra cters  p resen ted .

Here m im esis i s  the name o f  the way the sp e c ta to r  e n te r s  in to  
the em otions o f  another.

Mimesis as purveying and entertaining an illuso ry  sense 
of understanding r e a l i ty .

Mimesis i s  used to  name and a ls o  to  account fo r  the d ecep tio n  
in h eren t in  p o e t ic  sta tem en ts and to  s e t  p o e t ic  sta tem en ts  
a p a rt from sta tem en ts which appeal to  the r a t io n a l  p art o f  
minds and have re feren ce  to  tr u th .
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b) Discrepancy between conclusions of Book I I I  and Statements 
of Book X.

Mhen P la to 's  Socrates takes up the discussion of poetry in 

Book Ten of the Republic, he reminds his in terlocutors that they 

have already decided not to allow 'on any account' the poetry 

of dramatic mimesis. Yet what had been fin a lly  decided in Book 

I I I  was:

"For our own benefit, we shall emy^y the poets and story 
te l le rs  of the more austere and less a ttrac tiv e  type, who 
w ill 'mime ' only the manner of a person of high character 
and, in  the substance of th e ir  discourse, conform to those 
rules we la id  down when we began the education of our w arriorsÜ

If  what was agreed upon was tha t no dramatic mimesis whatsoever 

would be allowed, then Socrates' statement here, v iz . tha t the 

'mimesis' of the manner of a person of high character would be 

permitted, appears to be an incorrect summary of what was decided* 

Socrates cannot have made a s lip  in his Book X summing up 

of his Book I I I  conclusions, in omitting to mention the admiss

ib i l i ty  of dramatic mimesis of persons of high character, for he 

here ex p lic itly  excludes a l l  dramatic mimesis as such. Yet the 

burden of the discussion of Book I I I  preceding the passage set 

out above has been to estab lish  the admiss ib i l i ty  of th is  p a rtic 

u la r kind of dramatic mimesis because i t  is  benefic ia l. Thus there 

is  an inconsistency between Book I I I  and Book X,

The existence of th is  discrepancy signals the need for 

another examination of poetry. I t  seems like ly  th a t Plato took 

the considerations of Book I I I  to  be adequate for th e ir  context,

though not be be f in a l, and to need revision in the wijer context 

of Book X.
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i)  Consideration of mimesis in I I I

Book I I I  was ex p lic itly  concerned vjith pedagogy. The 

problem was to  devise a curriculum suitable for educating the 

children who were to become guardians. I t  was thougltthat, 

i f  they were to be in s til le d  with the appropriate a ttitudes and 

with suitable temperament^; they should be given only specially  

selected examples to copy. Because the perfectly  good is  an 

unchanging Idea, once i t  is  gr 5&ed or realised any changes 

w ill be for the worse. Hence change variety , and variation  are 

detrimental to  a well-formed character. Thus those poets ’of 

such cunning ’ who are capable of ̂ making themselves into an^/thing 

and im itating a l l  ob jects’ and of imposing corresponding responses 

in  th e ir audience must be discouraged. And because i t  is wrong 

to think th a t men can act unjustly  with impupity, stories which 

suggest tha t one can act unjustly  and escape harm must be cut 

out of the poems. These and sim ilar instances of censo^iip were 

introduced in order to make poetry acceptable as a didactic de

vice.

In the following books tliere is  a discussion of the natur-e 

of knowledge culminating in  the theory of Forms. There is  also 

a discussion of the nature and parts of the soul culminating in 

the d ictrine of the t r i - p a r t i te  soul under the authority of rea

son. So when Plato returns to the discussion of poetry in Book X, 

he has at his disposal the means to show what inadequacies there
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are in  poetry when i t  is  considered as contributing to Imowledge 

and v irtue , and to bring out the discrepencies between what in 

fac t are the usual manner and objects of a poet’s mimesis and what 

ought to be. Plato could have proceeded to emphasize the gap be

tween the usual and the ideal poetic practices, and to  suggest 

ways to avoid the dangers inherent in poetic practice in order 

to achieve the ideal.

Plato, who re lied  upon myths in presenting his theory of 

Forms, his doctrine of the soul and of the superiority  of the 

s p ir itu a l l i f e ,  e tc . ,  and who was so sk illed  in the construction 

of dialogues and in the use of images, allegories, and sim iles, 

might be expected to make his spokesman, Socrates, draw a finer 

d istinc tion  between the poetic uses of language involving the 

play of imagination so evident in  his own work, and more ordinary, 

non-poetic uses,

( i i )  Develoj-Jiients to be expected, but not found in P la to ’s account 

of poetry.

One might also expect an elaboration of what was stated in 

Book I I I ,  tha t a good poet is the one who ’mimes’ a person of 

high character. Such a poet would be good, lie said there, be

cause his mimesis would be beneficial to the individuals of the 

community. The model he has in  mind here would ^eem to be the 

same as the one whereby the Gospels are thought to have provided 

for the im itation of Christ by Giiristians.

P la to ’s Phaedo might be set up as an example of such a mimesis
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as is  suggested by Daiclies Raphael. This dialogue presents amo*ig 

others two people of iiigh character, Socrates and Phaido. Both 

demonstrate tiiat they are of high character by th e ir  behaviour 

in general^and in th is  particu lar instance by regarding death in 

the appropriate way. They are not overcome by p ity  or by g rie f . 

They think about philosophy and consider which l i f e  is  the most 

conducive to well-being in th is  l i f e  and which is best as a pre

paration for the hereafter. The dialogue form, presenting the 

d irec t speech of the in terlocutors, clearly  provides a d irect 

mimesis of the behaviour Plato was advocating as appropriate to 

the situa tion . The dialogue does not merely s ta te  propositions 

about h o \i people ought to ac t, i t  shows them acting in that way. 

Not only tiie dialogue form, but also the order of the exposition 

suggests that the author's intentions were d idactic . Phaido

sta tes early and ex p lic itly  the point to be illu s tra te d  in  the
<x

dialogue,and the reiij^nder of the dialogue gives substance and 

ju s tif ic a tio n  to his in i t i a l  remarks.

Further, as Daiches Raphael shows clearly , the theme, the 

death of a good and great man, and also the formal organisation 

of the Phaedo, indicate tha t the dialogue's composition is  in

1. Daiches Raphael. The Paradox of Tragedy. 
A llçx Omc) U.DVUXM,. |% D .
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orne* ui'rtv
a c c o r d if ig -^  the s t y le  o f  a traged y . P la to  u ses a form 

c lo s e ly  s im ila r  to  th a t  o f  tra g ed y , ÿ e t  he a v o id s , and be 

makes i t  p e r f e c t ly  c le a r  th a t  he means to avoid^the ev o c a tio n  

o f  p i t y  and fe a r  in  the h ea rers . J u st  as the ch a ra cters  

th em selves c la im  th a t  p i t y  and g r i e f  were n ot a p art o f  

t h e ir  r e a c t io n  to  th e d ea th , so read ers are meant to  f e e l  

th a t  the ex p er ien ce  o f  such em otions would be an in ap p rop riate  

response to  the s i t u a t io n  p resen ted .

The theme and the form al o r g a n isa tio n  o f  the d ia lo g u e  

in v i t e  q u e s t io n s . I s  t h i s  an example o f  mimesis? I s  i t  

dram atic m im esis? I s  i t  the s o r t  o f  mimesis s o l i c i t e d  in  

Book III?  I f  i t  i s  a m imesis a t  a l l ,  then i t  c e r ta in ly  i s  

o f  the kind req u ired  in  Book I I I .  I t  shows S o cra tes  u n ju s t ly  

found g u i l t y  by h is  ju d g es, a c ce p tin g  the sen ten ce o f  death  

w ith  equanim ity . He i s  not in  th e th ro es  o f  p a ss io n , and h is  

s ta t e  o f  mind i s  not su b je c t  to  changes and v a r ia t io n .

Although the minor ch a ra cters  do ex p er ien ce  e x a lta t io n  and 

gloom a l t e r n a te ly ,  Socrates* words and h is  a c t io n s  make i t  

q u ite  c le a r  which a t t i tu d e  ought to  be m aintained . The 

d ia lo g u e  i s  con cen trated  upon the mimesis o f S o c r a te s , the  

man o f  high ch a ra c ter , and i t  p r e se n ts  the f lu c tu a t io n s  in  the  

r e a c t io n s  o f  minor ch a ra cters  a s  a f o i l  to  the s e r e n ity  o f  

S o c r a te s . The s t a b i l i t y  and equanim ity  o f  the c e n tr a l ch a ra cter  

a ffo r d s  an o b je c t  o f  m im esis which could  be taken as exam plary
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by the people who heard the d ia lo g u e .

But one who i s  not prepared to  see  th a t  the s e r e n ity  

o f  S o cra tes  would be su p er io r  to  th e s e lf -r e g a r d in g  con

s id e r a t io n s  o f  the o th er  ch a ra cters  o f  the d ia lo g u e , or one 

who reads in a t t e n t iv e ly  may m iss the p o in t which the mim esis

was d ev ised  to  put a c r o ss . Though i t  i s  true th a t the Phaedo*s 
in

m imesis was in  the ap p rop riate manner and o f  the proper o b je c ts ,  

i t  i s  n o n e th e le ss  a ls o  true th a t  t h i s  mimesis m ight have e f f e c t s  

o th er  than th o se  in tended  by the au th or . Someone who d id  not 

understand or sym pathise w ith  the v a lu es  and p r io r i t i e s  

advocated by S o cra tes  might m istak en ly  take the Phaedo to  be 

an i l l u s t r a t i o n  o f  the f u t i l i t y  o f  the l i f e  o f  a v is io n a r y .

P la to  might have argued th a t  the reader who thus m isunderstands  

or m iscon stru es the p o in t  u n derly ing the mimesis i s  p reju d iced  

or in a t t e n t iv e  and has n ot g iv en  enough care to  s e e in g  ju s t  

what was the s i t u a t io n  'mimed* by the p o et. But in  the la t e r  

s e c t io n  he seems to  have d ecided  th a t  any mim esis which i s  a 

p o e t ic  m im esis, r e g a r d le s s  the manner o f  mimesis and the o b je c t  

'mimed*, .h o t  o n ly  can con fu se  and m islead  rea d ers , but i s  bound 

to  do so .

In^^Boo  ̂ X he^abandons the d i s t in c t io n  between good p o e t s ^  

as opposed to  bad o n es, 3r. e : ■ thoeo-whe ' -the ■ apppe p p ia te

obj o o to - in  th e -appre prdAt e manner, and tu rn s to  a more damning 

dem arcation between works which do and th ose  which do not stand
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up to  the s c r u tin y  o f  what i s  la t e r  s p e c if ie d  as the d ia le c 

t i c a l  method o f  th in k in g . P la to  has g iv en  up speaking about 

what p o etry  might accom plish  and has turned to  a c o n s id e r a tio n  

o f  th e nature o f  m imesis in  order to  show th a t  w hatever e l s e  

p o etry  does do, i t  cannot do what ought to  be done v iz .  educate  

th e people and the guard ians, e f f i c i e n t l y  and^with the re

quired  e f f e c t .  P o e try  must th e r e fo r e  be superseded by o th er  

a c t i v i t i e s  which w i l l  be more in s t r u c t iv e ,  though l e s s  

' d e l i g h t f u l . '

P o e tic  m im esis can a s s i s t  p eop le in  coming to  understand  

the nature o f  th in g s  or the ch a ra cter  o f  s i t u a t io n s ,  e t c . ,  

but because i t  i s  mim esis i t  can a ls o  be m islead in g . Wrong 

im p ression s and inadéquats no t r i o n s  are co rrec ted  in  the  

course o f  d i a l e c t i c a l  th in k in g  when th ere i s  r e feren ce  to  the 

Forms. P la to  sa y s  r ep e a ted ly  th a t  the meaning o f  h is  d ia lo g u es  

and myths, and t h i s  presumably in c lu d e s  the Phaedo as w e l l ,  i s  

to  be not m erely supplem ented, but a c t u a l ly  determ ined by the  

d i a l e c t i c a l  method o f  rea so n in g . I t  a lon e can determ ine  

th e ir  s ig n if ic a n c e .

The p oetry  th a t  rem ains in  the id e a l  s t a t e ,  v iz .  the  

hymns to  the gods and the e u lo g ie s  o f  good men, i s  r e ta in e d  

because i t  can be seen  to  be tru e and ap p rop ria te  and because  

i t  does not in v o lv e  im personation . When put to  th e t e s t ,  th ese  

poems can be seen  to  be in  accord w ith  the Good and the True. 

They w i l l  th er e fo re  be s u ita b le  as models fo r  human behavior
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and a t t i t u d e s .  As th ey  do not req u ire  the p oet or the r e c i t e r

to  a s s im ila t e  h im se lf  to  an other, th ey  do n ot in v o lv e  the

d e cep tio n s  which are in e x tr ic a b ly  connected w ith  im personation .

The answer to  the q u estio n s  about the Phaedo, th en , appears

to  be th a t  in s o fa r  as the c e n tr a l o b je c t  o f  the m im esis, v iz .

th e h igh  ch aracter  o f  S o c r a te s , can be re ferred  to  the Forms

and the goodness o f  S o cra te s  can be seen  to  be in  accordance

w ith  the Form o f  the Good, the m imesis i s  a good one. •

But then i t  i s  no lo n g er  a p o e t ic  m im esis, fo r  p o etry  i s  what
DUuJlI o>u

ap p ea ls to  th e em otions and to  the se n se s  and so s ubje e t s

th o se  who hear i t  th a t  th ey  are no lo n g er  fr e e . ( I I I .  307B)

But i f  the o b je c t  'mimed’ by the Phaedo can be con sid ered  in

the l i g h t  o f  the Forms, then  the Phaedo does n ot r e ly  upon

the se n se s  fo r  i t s  appeal but upon the reason .
Cw.) B o o k  vyvvvwqs'i:>.

" It  i s  c le a r ,"  says P la t o 's  S o cra tes  in  th e d ia logue G o o k  y:

"That such p o e try  must be f ir m ly  e x c lu d e d ." The in te r lo c u to r s

r e p ly , "What makes you say  so?" While t h is  may be no more

than another in sta n ce  o f  th e ir  c o -o p er a tiv e  w il l in g n e s s  to

keep the d ia lo g u e s  running sm oothly, i t  may be taken  to

su g g e st  th a t  th ey  sen se  some new and stron ger  fo rc e  in  the

argum ents. In any c a se , S o cra tes  ta k es  the q u estio n  as a

req u est  fo r  a c le a r e r  and more r e f in e d  accou n t o f  the nature

o f  p o etry .

S o cra tes  b eg in s  by assuming th a t  th ere  i s  a s in g le ,  g en er ic  

q u a lity  or c h a r a c t e r is t ic  common to  a l l  p o e try , v iz .  th a t  i t  i s
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a kind of mimesis. He makes a few remarks about mimesis in 

general and then expounds the notion of an a r t i s t ’s nojnesis 

with reference to the pa in te r’s a c tiv itie s , and only then pro

ceeds to show how what the poet does is analogous to his 

description of the p a in te r’s procedure.

In a quick resume Socrates re lie s  upon the arguments of 

the ea rlie r  parts of the Republic to support his remark tha t 

a r t i s t ic  mimesis represents rea lity ,b u t from a long way off. 

There are two obvious questions for us to ask: could there

be an a rt which does not represent re a lity  at a l l ,  and could 

there be an a rt which did not represent re a lity  from a long 

way off. The former is  excluded by definition in  th is  tre a t

ment of the a r t i s t ic  ac tiv ity  as mimesis. Socrates* arguments 

are directed to  providing an answer to the second question. 

The answer w ill be th a t there could not, log ically  could not. 

The nature of objects represented and the character of the 

mimetic ac tiv ity  preclude the possib ility .

Dy a r t is t ic  mimesis Socrates means the technique of mak

ing one thing Jtike or appear to be like another. When he 

comes to describe what the a r t i s t  does, he concentrates upon 

tha t phase of ac tiv ity  when the a r tio t  is  most actively  and 

obviously making. He says nothing about how or why the a r t i s t  

should select one model or theme rather an another, one angle 

of vision for a painting, one beginning for a poem.

A mimetic account of a rt can emphasise the ac tiv ity  of
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the a r t i s t  in  selecting , arranging, and rendering his mater

ia ls  in such a way as to  engender an unaccustomed and espec

ia l ly  instructive view of what would ordinarily be experienced 

in

-':y: y: - ^
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a less /  illum inating way. Alternatively^ a nrunetic account can 

emphasise the gap between the mimesis and whatever material 

object or ^.ctual s ta te  of a ffa irs  is  ’mimed ’ so as to point 

up the p rio rity  of the object and the inadequacy of the 

mimesis in giving a sa tisfac to ry  rendering of i t ,  thus indicating 

the advantages of other a c tiv itie s  over a r t is t ic  ones in fostering 

understanding and insight into tru th .

C) Whereas in Book I I I  P la to ’s account of ooetry seems at least 

open to develoiy  ̂ along the former lin e s , in Book X he severe

ly  re s tr ic ts  the score of poetic mimesis to preclude the 

possib ility  tha t i t  could ’mime’ re a l i ty .

That Socrates’ account w ill follow the la t te r  course unwaver

ingly is  assured by his in i t i a l  assumptions.

a) He assumes but does not pause to argue that the ’mimeses ’ 
produced by the a r t i s t  though they are of an order rad ically  
d ifferen t from that of m aterial objects, which are them
selves of an order rad ically  d ifferen t from but are imper
fect mimeses of, the re a l, are to be judged nonetheless by 
th e ir  capacity to  ’mime’ the re a l. He reJL.es upon the 
theory of Forms to give substance to liis confidence thqt 
the hierarchy described therein w ill give an adequate ac
count of the a r t i s t ’s a c tiv it ie s . Thus he assumes that
the a r t i s t  can only provide sensible copies of ^ non-sen- 
sib le C 31 g .

b) He re s tr ic ts  his attention  to  mimesis in the l i t e r a l  
sense of copying, assuming without supporting with argu
ment that i t  is  ’mere outer appearances’ tha t are render
ed, and stressing  the allegedly unavoidable deception en
gendered. He overlooks the possib ility  of a mimesis where
by what is  essen tia l might be singledi out and made apparent 
as constitu ting the resemblance between the m aterial object 
apparent to sense-perception and what i t  is  the appearance 
of. What he assumes here is  th a t the a r t i s t ’s mimesis 
copies one of the sensible appearances of non-sensible ob
jec ts .

c) In concentrating on the notion of the a r t i s t ’s attempting
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A'Ua.'Hwû UULe «4
y\ s e n s ib le  co p ie s  and th e r e oy n e c e s s a r i ly  len d in g  

h im se lf  to  d e ce p tio n , S o cra tes  im p l ic i t ly  d en ies  
the p o s s i b i l i t y  th a t  th e  a r t i s t ,  by ch oosin g  
what he w i l l  ’ mime* w ith  h is  images and how he 
w i l l  make h is  m im esis, in  a d e lib e r a te  way, 
m ight be ab le  through h is  work to  g iv e  some s o r t  
o f  knowledge. He m ight, by c i t in g  p a r t ic u la r s  
in  such a way a s  to  remind the sp e c ta to r  o f  the  
u n iv e r sa l,  educate ra th er  than d e c e iv e . For the  
p a r t ic u la r s  could  in  t h i s  way be r e la te d  by 
resem blance to  an o b je c t  o f  another order and 
have in  th a t  resem blance the ground o f  th e ir  
valu e as p a r t ic u la r s .
Here he assumes th a t the s e n s ib le  co p ie s  o f  
s e n s ib le  appearances o f  n o n -se n s ib le  o b je c ts  
cannot but be d ecep tiv e  i f  p resen ted  as co p ie s  
o f  th e r e a l i t y .

These assum ptions make i t  c le a r  th a t  the c o n s id era tio n ^  

o f  a r t i s t i c  mim esis w i l l  be r e s t r ic t e d  to  r e la t in g  and con

t r a s t in g  th e way a r t i s t s  ’ m im e*reality  w ith  the way the  

th eo ry  o f  Forms p r ese n ts  r e a l i t y .  This severe r e s t r i c t io n  

upon the scope o f  a r t i s t i c  m imesis makes i t  q u ite  c le a r  

th a t  P la to  i s  r u lin g  out from the beginn ing the p o s s i b i l i t y  

o f  j u s t i f y in g  a cla im  th a t  the product o f  m imesis could be 

o f  g re a te r  in t e r e s t  than the m a ter ia l o b je c t  or s i t u a t io n

o f  which i t  i s  a m im esis.
Ayy\oaq /vujuvvujaouz)
The r e  i s  an in sta n ce s  o f  a r t i s t i c  m im esis p a te n t ly  not a

\jU) U) CTWJL.’ mere copy of sensible appearances, which, had i t  been

con sid ered  by P la to , would su r e ly  have been seen  to  be

damaging to his thesis. P lato, born in 429 B.C., must have

known o f  the Temple o f  Zeus a t  Olympia, (463-460 B.C.)

The W estern pedim ent fe a tu r e s  the g o d lik e  f ig u r e  o f  A p ollo♦Av CtrAJCOuUVLAOfAO
Ou

who gu id es and determ ines the outcome o f  the b a t t le  by h is
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presence alone. Apollo, calm and serene, does not enter into 

the fray; he quells the s t r i /e  of the b a ttle  by extending his 

arm in a majestic gesture. Similarly, Plato fa ils  to con

sider a view such as th a t implied in a remark of Aeschylus 

comparing the mimesis of old and new statues. This remark
V I » cwijoLis  set down in Porph/yry’s On Abstinence ^  mentioned by Theo

phrastus and i t  is  unlikely that Plato did not know of such 

views. Aeschylus says th a t, althougjî the old statues were 

simple in worlcnanship, they had about them something super

human. The new ones, though elaborate in workmanship, had 

lo s t th is  element of the superhuman. Here again the suggest

ion tha t a r t is t ic  mimesis might be more than a mere sensible 

copy of sensible appearances is  not discussed, nor dismissed ^

as metaphysical nonsense^ i t  is  simply ignored by Plato.

. I t  is  sometimes suggested tha t Plato was provoked into

an attack on a l l  a r t by his objection to the il lu s io n is tic
1.

a rt of his time. Steven, for example, suggests tha t 

Plato objected to the reliance of contemporary a r t i s ts  upon 

trick s  to produce perspective in  painting and to th e ir  use of 

shading and colour to produce a p lastic  e ffec t. But i f  these 

suggestions are to be taken as explanations for P la to ’s a t t 

itude to a r t ,  one might ask why examples such as those cited  

above were not equally taken into account in  any general the

sis^ about a rt which Plato meant to develop.

1. R. G. Steven: Plato and the Art of his Time. C lassical 
Quarterly 27 (1933) pp. 149-155.
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I t  seem s, r a th e r , th a t  P la to , having  d ec id ed  th a t  

r e a l i t y  p r e - e x is t s  any r e p r e s e n ta t io n  o f  i t  and as such  

i s  a t ta in a b le  by r a t io n a l  thought a lo n e , wants to  s t r e s s  

th e inadequacy and am biguity  o f  any a r t i s t i c  m im esis,
CoflxO

w hether i t  i s  a m im esis provided  in  a se n s ib le ,^ o f”a non- 

s e n s ib le  o b je c t  or o f  th e  s e n s ib le  appearances o f  th o se  

n o n -se n s ib le  o b je c ts .  M oreover, because p i c t o r ia l  a r t ,  

sc u lp tu r e , and p o e tr y  ap p ea l to  th e  se n se s  in  what he s e e s  

a s a d ir e c t  and th e r e fo r e  an u n d isc ip lin e d  and unordered  

way, "W&ey o f  a l l  a r t s  are  most d e tr im e n ta l to  the e s t a b l i s h 

ment and m aintenance o f  the p u re ly  r a t io n a l  way o f  th in k in g  

which a lo n e  i s  capable o f  tr u th . A cco rd in g ly , m usic, though 

tr e a te d  in  Book I I I ,  need n o t be con sid ered  a g a in  in  Book X. 

In  Book I I I  i t  was d ecid ed  th a t  music would be im portant in  

th e  e d u c a tio n a l curricu lum  because melody and rhythm can 

W d i r e c t l y  in flu e n c e  p r a c t ic a l  a t t i t u d e s .  But m usic, 

u n lik e  p o e tr y , has no r e fe r e n c e  to t h e o r e t ic a l  b e l i e f s  eind 

th e r e fo r e  cannot d e c e iv e  in  the way th a t  p o e try  can. There 

i s  n o th in g  in  th e books in te r v e n in g  th a t  would undermine 

t h i s  c o n c lu s io n , so music i s  not co n sid ered  a g a in .

The arguments o f  th e  in te r v e n in g  books do, however, 

su g g e st  th a t  p o e tr y  and p a in t in g  and sc u lp tu r e  shou ld  be 

co n sid ered  a g a in . The p o e ts , w ith  whom P la to  was m ostly  

concerned , not o n ly  t o ld  s t o r ie s  which were r a d ic a l ly  d i f f e r 

e n t  from the s t o r ie s  P la to  thought should  be t o ld ,  th ey  a l s o .
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vjoVulcVu C.CUĴ cf
in  t e l l i n g  them, s e t  ou t m odels^to be used in  ways o f  th in k in g  

which were r a d ic a l ly  d i f f e r e n t  from th e  way in  which P la to  

thought th a t  th in k in g  ought to  p roceed . The p a in te r s  and 

s c u lp t o r s ,  w ith  whose work P la to  would be a c q u a in te d  took  

t h e ir  s u b je c ts  from m y th o lo g ica l s t o r i e s .  They i l lu s t r a t e d  

th e c h a r a c t e r is t ic s  and q u a l i t i e s  which the p o e ts  a sc r ib e d  

to  the men and th e gods th ey  * mimed*. P la to  was p a r t ic u la r ly  

an x iou s to  d isco u n t both p o e tr y  and p a in t in g  as f a ls e  and 

a ls o  as in ju r io u s  to  the i n t e l l e c t .  He avoided  a l l  con

s id e r a t io n s  which might open up th e  p o s s i b i l i t y  o f  a case  fo r  

sa y in g  th a t  p o e tr y  and p a in t in g  m ight in  any way be in s tr u c 

t iv e  or b e n e f ic ia l .  The p o s s i b i l i t y  th a t  a product o f  

m im esis cou ld  l e g i t im a t e ly  be o f  g r e a te r  in t e r e s t  than th a t  

o f  which i t  i s  a mim esis i s  d ism isse d  by th e a s s e r t io n  th a t  

alth ou gh  a product o f  m im esis may have an independent in t e r e s t
v e  vw ôvca-.

fo r  i t s  o b se r v e rs , i t  should  n ot do so fo r  t h is  would r e - e n fo r ce

i t s  power as an i l l u s i o n  o f  the tr u th . No righ t-m ind ed  p erson  
Ajac-K-

would e n te r ta in ^ in te r e s t  a t  th e expense s u b je c t io n  to  i l l u s i o n .  

^  Q u estion s about P la t o 's  accou n t o f  a r t  as m im esis could  

be d e a lt  w ith  in  a t  l e a s t  two ways. One way would be to  

e x p la in  how the s t r i c t u r e s  upon p o e tr y  are m u tu ally  dependent 

upon th e th eo ry  o f  Forms and upon the nature o f  man as  

expounded in  th e R ep u b lic . One cou ld  b eg in  w ith  the th eo ry  

o f  Forms and th e  n o tio n  o f  m im esis so in t e g r a l ly  r e la te d  to  

i t ,  and co n s id er  how the th eo ry  o f  Forms a s s i s t s  the argument
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about p o etry  by im parting  g r e a te r  p l a u s i b i l i t y  to  the  

su g g e s t io n  th a t  th ere  i s  a s in g le ,  e s s e n t i a l ,  and i s o la b le  

q u a lity  d is t in g u is h in g  p o e tr y  from o th er  k in d s o f  w r it in g  

and perform ance. I t  would be seen  th a t  the th eo ry  o f  Form 

a s s i s t s  the argument by p ro v id in g  the r ig id  s tr u c tu re  

w ith o u t which t h i s  p a r t ic u la r  n o tio n  o f  m imesis cannot be 

s e t  ou t w ith  such c l a r i t y  and c o n v ic t io n  and by s e t t in g  

up the stan d ard s o f  tr u th  and r e a l i t y  a g a in s t  which can be 

measured th e f i c t i o n s  and f a n t a s ie s  o f  p o etry .

But a lth ou gh  th e th eo ry  o f  Forms may be accep ted  a s  

fundam ental, and the fu n c tio n  o f  p o e try  d e fin e d  in  r e la t io n  

to  i t ,  t h i s  i s  not the o n ly  way to  d e a l w ith  the accou n t  

o f  p o e try  in  Book X. One cou ld  b eg in  w ith  p o etry , a sk in g  

what i s  i t  about p o e try  th a t  makes S o c ra te s  argue th a t  i t  

i s  cap ab le o f  gra sp in g  o n ly  a sm a ll p a rt o f  any o b je c t  

or s i t u a t io n .  Then what would be sought i s  not so much 

a v in if ic a t io n  o f  th e a p p lic a t io n  o f  th e  n o tio n  o f  m im esis 

to  p o e tr y , but r a th er  an in v e s t ig a t io n  in to  how, i f  i t  i s  

tak en  as d e f in i t i v e ,  th e  n o tio n  o f  p o e tr y  as m im esis may 

c l a r i f y ,  r e f in e ,  and p o in t up im portant c h a r a c t e r is t ic s  

o f  th e a c t i v i t y  i t  d e f in e s .
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I I .  THE INTELLECTUAL OBJECTIONS;

In Book X P la t o ' s  S o cra tes  has two aim s. He wants to  

e x p la in  the mode o f  m im esis which he ta k es  to  be c h a r a c t e r is t ic  

o f  th e a r t i s t ' s  a c t i v i t i e s ;  and he wants to  show why, in  Book X, 

he has d ecid ed  th a t  t h i s  a c t i v i t y  i s  in h e r e n tly  unworthy.

In  p u r su it  o f  th e se  two aims he r e la t e s  p o etry  to  th e standards  

o f  tr u th  and r e a l i t y  e s ta b l is h e d  by the th eo ry  o f  Forms.

I f ,  in  th e course o f  th e se  e x p la n a tio n s , he can r e f e r  to  

the th eo ry  o f  Forms, he can show th a t  h is  o b je c t io n s  are  

n ot ad hoc but fo llo w  a s e r io u s  en q u iry  in to  tr u th  and in to  

th e nature o f  m im esis, and i f  the support he has e l i c i t e d  fo r  

th e  Form o f  th e Good, whose supremacy i s  a n a ly t ic ,  and fo r  

th e s u p e r io r ity  o f  a l i f e  le d  in  accordance w ith  i t  and in  

p u r su it  o f  i t ,  can be used to  supplem ent th e a l le g a t io n s  o f  

ord in ary  m isr ep r ese n ta tio n  by p o e ts , h is  argument a g a in s t  

p o etry  i s  shown to  be n o t o n ly  c o n s is t e n t  w ith  but an 

enforcem ent o f  th e  ways o f  th in k in g  propounded in  th e R ep u b lic .

A) P j a io ' s  S o c ra te s  argues th a t  the a r t i s t ' s  mim esis i s  

a t  th e  th ir d  remove from R e a l i t y .

In  e a r l i e r  p a ssa g es  when S o c r a te s  r e fe r r e d  to  Forms he

c i t e d  th o se  corresp on d in g  w ith  th e g e n e r a l moral or a e s t h e t ic  

n o t io n s , v i z .  th e (good and th e f e a u t i f u l .  But i f  he were to

use th e se  Forms as exam ples in  t r y in g  to  make th e th r e e -

rem oves- from- R e a l i t y  argument a co n v in c in g  one, h is  job
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would be a very  d i f f i c u l t  one. For each  tim e he has spoken  

o f  th e Form o f  th e Good or o f  the B e a u t ifu l  he has had 

g r e a t  d i f f i c u l t y  in  s p e c ify in g  in  what way th e Form i s  

r e la te d  to  p a r t ic u la r  in s ta n c e s .  Rather than s ta y  w ith  

t h i s  s o r t  o f  g e n e r a l n o tio n  and f o r f e i t  making a c le a r  

c a s e ,h e  ch ooses to  work w ith  a type o f  Form which has n ot 

a s y e t  been m entioned in  th e R ep u b lic , th e Form o f  a manu

fa c tu red  a r t i c l e .  With t h is  example he can draw a t te n t io n  

away from th e  g en era l problem o f  th e c h a r a c te r is a t io n  o f  

th e r e la t io n  o f  Forms to  t h e ir  e m p ir ic a l in s ta n c e s  and 

sim p ly  assum e, a s  i s  more p la u s ib le  in  t h i s  in s ta n c e , th a t  

th ere  i s  such a r e la t io n  w ith  a more or l e s s  d e f in i t e
OKI

c h a ra c ter . And, in d eed , i f  ev er  one—i s  to  understand what 

Form must b e, t h i s  i s  th e s o r t  o f  case  which w i l l  g iv e^ th e  

chance to  do so . For^ i f  th e Form i s  a u n iv e r sa l and in  

some way d eterm ines th e p r o p e r t ie s  or c h a r a c t e r is t ic s  which  

in  tu rn  determ ine what a p a r t ic u la r  th in g  e s s e n t i a l l y  i s ,  

then  none cou ld  be more s tra ig h tfo rw a rd  than t h is  one, the 

Form o f  what i s  an ord in ary  p u r p o s iv e ly  d esign ed  a r t i c l e .

This example w i l l  be h e lp fu l ,  to o , in  s e t t in g  out 

c o n v in c in g ly  what S o cr a te s  i s  a lrea d y  assum ing, th a t  the  

model fo r  p u rp osive  p ro d u ction  i s  th e cra ftsm a n 's  working  

to  s p e c i f i c a t io n s  l a id  down by the Form. The Form p ro v id es  

th e  c r i t e r i a  fo r  d e c id in g  whether som ething i s  an ap p ro p ria te
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o b je c t  fo r  the purpose i t  was d esig n ed  to  serv e  and i s  
tKfi. ôb^ct

a lle g e d  to  be. I t  i s  p la u s ib le  to  regard  foreknow ledge

o f  th e se  c r i t e r i a  a s a n e c e ssa r y  c o n d it io n  o f  s a t i s f a c t o r y

p ro d u ctio n . But S o cr a te s  goes on from t h is  p o in t  to
cx_

d evelop  h is  t h e s i s  th a t ,  whenever a craftsm an makes h&s
Wag) wbjunrtOLo

obj e c t  he has th e  Form b efo re  h is  mind, but- .that  the

a r t i s t ,  who makes a p ic tu r e , th ereb y  a l le g e d ly  ' making' ol.
'vXû

bedjB, o n ly  c o p ie s  th e4 r  appearance#, and th a t  such copying  

th e r e fo r e  goes on w ith ou t r e fe r e n c e  to  the Forms. These 

remarks are n o t s e t  ou t a s  g e n e r a l o b se rv a tio n s  d e s c r ib in g  

what happens when craftsm en  make beds or  when a r t i s t s  make 

p ic tu r e s  or poems. They are d e f in i t io n a l :  th ey  s e t  down 

r u le s  accord in g  to  which th e se  a c t i v i t i e s  are d e f in e d .  

S o cr a te s  may be granted h is  p o in t  th a t ,  in so fa r  as a man 

i s  a craftsm an , he i s  a man who works accord in g  to  r u le s  

and s p e c i f i c a t io n s .  But what grounds has he fo r  assum ing  

th a t  the p u rposive p ro d u ctio n  o f  the a r t i s t  must be 

analogous to  th e  purposive p ro d u ction  o f  th e craftsman^and  

fo r  assum ing d e f in i t i o n a l l y ,  a s  a n ecessa ry  tr u th , th a t  th e  

m im esis o f  the a r t i s t  has r e fe r e n c e  to  th e 'mere s e n s ib le  

appearances' o f  th in g s  and th e r e fo r e  not m erely does n o t ,  

but cannot^have r e fe r e n c e  to  th e Forms?

We can o n ly  conclude th a t  S o cr a te s  i s  in te n t  upon d ee -  

c r i b in g  t e c hnique o f  a r t i s t i c  m im esis in  such a way 

th a t  i t  w i l l  be seen  to  be a p o in t l e s s  a c t i v i t y .
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B; The a r t i s t ' s  m im esis o f  'mere s e n s ib le  appearances'^

When he comes to  d e sc r ib e  th e a r t i s t ' s  m im esis, S o c ra te s  

wants to  mark a c le a r  d if f e r e n c e  betw een th e a c t i v i t i e s  o f  

the craftsm an  and th o se  o f  th e a r t i s t ,  the former having  

re fer e n ce  to  knowledge or  a t  l e a s t  to  r ig h t  o p in io n , and 

th e l a t t e r  having r e fe r e n c e  to  what appears. He e la b o r a te s  

as paradigm atic o f  m im esis the type o f  p i c t o r ia l  r e p r e s e n ta t io n  

where th e p ic tu r e  i s  l ik e  a m irror-im age o f  the th in g  p a in te d ,  

and th a t  a fa m ilia r  th in g , v i z .  a bed. He im p lie s  th a t  t h i s  

i s  a t y p ic a l  in s ta n c e  o f  p i c t o r i a l  r e p r e s e n ta t io n . When th e  

is s u e  i s  put l i k e  t h i s ,  i t  may w e l l  be asked what in t e r e s t  

or va lu e such a r e p r e s e n ta t io n  cou ld  have.

But the paradigm chosen  by S o cr a te s  i s  n ot t y p ic a l  o f  

th e a r t i s t ' s  m im esis, and what i s  more im portant, i t  cou ld  

n o t be t y p ic a l .  S o cr a te s  u se s  th e example in  order to  

i l l u s t r a t e  what he i s  a lr e a d y  assum ing, th a t  when a p a in te r  

'mimes' th e  appearance o f  a bed he can o n ly  'mime' what i t  

lo o k s  l i k e .  T h is sta tem en t, th a t  th e p a in te r  can o n ly  'mime' 

what an o b je c t  lo o k s  l i k e ,  may be t r i v i a l  fo r  in  a way i t  

i s  t a u t o lo g ic a l  to  say  th a t  i t  i s  o u ter  appearances th a t  

are ' mimed' in  a p ic tu r e . But i t  i s  c le a r  th a t  S o cr a te s  

d oes n o t mean th e sta tem en t to  be t r i v i a l ,  fo r  i t  i s  th e  

m im esis o f  appearances th a t  d e f in e s  a r t i s t i c  m im esis and 

removes i t  from th e p o s s i b i l i t y  o f  r e fe r e n c e  to  Forms.
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S o cr a te s  wants ra th er  to  im ply some s o r t  o f  a d i s t in c t io n  

betw een .sen se-d atu m  and. in te r p r e ta t io n .  But t h i s  d i s -
A A

t in c t io n  w i l l  n o t h o ld . A m im esis o f  th e appearance o f  an  

o b je c t  must be a m im esis from one p o in t  o f  v iew  or an g le  

ra th er  than  an oth er. I f  i t  i s  tru e  th a t  the a r t i s t  d id  

ch oose, or cou ld  have c h o se n ,to  'mime' an appearance from 

one an g le  r a th e r  than a n o th er , th en  th e  d i s t in c t io n  between  

any 'mere' appearance and an in te r p r e ta t io n  o f  i t  i s  a lr e a d y  

b lu rred .

In speak in g  o f  the a r t i s t ' s  m im esis o f  the 'mere 

s e n s ib le  appearance' o f  the o b je c t  S o c r a te s  assumes th a t  

th e p a in te r  'mimes' o n ly  the appearance o f  th e o b je c t ,  

th e appearance which he 'mimes' presum ably b ein g  opposed to  

th e h is t o r y  o f  the o b je c t ,  i t s  s ig n if ic a n c e  to  him e t c .

I f  th ere  i s  any fo r c e  in  t h i s  argument i t  d e r iv e s  from the  

p e c u lia r  example chosen . The im p lied  s u g g e s t io n / th a t  a 

l in e  cou ld  be drawn betw een 'mere s e n s ib le  appearances' and 4W. 

in te r p r e ta t io n  o f  such ap p earan ces, i s  more p la u s ib le  when 

th e example co n sid ered  i s  a bed. An a r t i s t  cou ld  a tte n d  

to  and 'mime' th e ' s e n s ib le  ap pearances' o f  a bed w ith  

l e s s  b ia s  or -p a # tia l& ty  than he cou ld  'mime* most o th er  

o b j e c t s .  Y et even  t h i s  i s  q u estio n a b le  when the many rep re

s e n ta t io n s  o f  beds in  E x p r e s s io n is t  p a in t in g s  are co n sid ered .

A good example o f  th e  b lurred  d i s t i n c t i o n  between th e  v i s u a l  

appearance o f  an o b je c t  and th e a r t i s t ' s  s u b je c t iv e  v iew  o f
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±t̂  i s  Van Gogh's stu d y  o f  the bed a t  S t .  Rimy. What th a t

p a in tin g  'mimes' i s  n o t the ' mere v i s u a l  appearance o f  a

b e d , ' but th e s t a b i l i t y  and s o l i d i t y  th a t  th e bed and th e

o th er  fu r n itu r e  o f  th e room r e p r ese n t fo r  Van Gogh.

The e x te n t  to  which s e n s ib le  appearances can be k ep t

sep a ra te  from in te r p r e ta t io n s  o f  them v a r ie s  accord in g  to

th e nature o f  the o b je c t  'mimed* and th e nature o f  .th e
VJOCruJL̂)

p a in te r . But t h i s ^ s t i l l  le a v e #  open the p o s s i b i l i t y  th a t ,  

i f  th ere  cou ld  be found a means o f  producing mimeses which  

cou ld  'mime' w ith o u t par t i al i t y , th en  th ere  cou ld  be the  

kind o f  m im esis o f  ' mere s e n s ib le  appearances' which 

S o c r a te s  seems to  have in  mind. A photograph ' mimes' v is u a l  

ap p earan ces, and because a camera has no memory and no 

c o n sc io u sn e ss  i t  -pre sumabl y  m ight be thought th a t  i t s  

m im esis would be im p a r tia l in  a way th a t  an a r t i s t ' s  cannot

b e. But i f  the m im esis provided by the photograph i s  to
\v\’V̂ >r\'V\ov\aUlu ^  ^

avo id  th e  id e oey n o ra e iee  which would g iv e a b ia s e d  ̂ p a r t la -x -

photograph, th en  i t  must be th é photograph on an a r b i t r a r i ly

chosen  and exposed  f ilm  made by an a r b i t r a r i ly  l ig h t e d ,

a r b i t r a r i ly  p o s it io n e d  camera. The photograph produced in

such c o n d it io n s  would be im p a r tia l in  th e sen se  th a t  i t  was

n ot taken  from any p a r t ic u la r  p o in t  o f  v iew  and was not o f

a sp e c ia lly ^ e b e s e n  o b je c t ,  e t c .  But i t  would n o t be

im p a r tia l in  t h a t ,  in s o fa r  as th e photograph i s  a m im esis o f

th e  appearance o f  an o b je c t ,  i t  e i t h e r  g iv e s  a p ic tu r e  o f
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what th e o b je c t  would lo o k  l ik e  from an ord in ary  p o in t  o f  

v iew , or i t  does n o t . Some photographs are b e t te r  m im esis 

o f  v i s u a l  appearances than o th e r s ’, photography, l ik e  

r e p r e s e n ta t io n a l  p a in t in g , cannot h elp  but be an a r t ,  

some mimeses b ein g  b e t te r  a s  mimeses than o th e r s .

Thus th e a s s e r t io n  th a t  what th e p a in te r  ' mimes' i s  ' mere 

s e n s ib le  appearances' i s  u n ten a b le . The d i s t in c t io n  

betw een s e n s ib le  appearances and a l le g e d  in te r p r e ta t io n  

o f  them w i l l  n o t h o ld , n ot o n ly  because men who ' mime' 

o b je c ts  have memories and accustom ed ways o f  s e e in g  th in g s ,  

but a ls o  because the term m im esis has re fe r e n c e  to  th e  

product a s  w e l l  a s  to  th e p ro cess  o f  making appearances.

I f  th e product cannot be seen  to  resem ble the o b je c t ,  th en  

i t  i s  n o t a m im esis. I n te r p r e ta t io n  i s  in v o lv ed  in  the  

a r t i s t ' s  m im esis when he s e l e c t s  th e o b je c t ,  th e a s p e c t ,  

e t c . ,  o f  h is  m im esis. But in te r p r e ta t io n  i s  a ls o  in v o lv ed  

in  th e s p e c ta to r 's  r e a c t io n  to  the m im esis, fo r  he must 

be a b le  to  con stru e the s e n s ib le  appearances a s the  

appearances o f  th e  o b je c t  ' mimed.'

Were S o c r a te s  to  t r y  to  accou n t fo r  p a in t in g s  o f  o th er  k inds  

o f  o b je c t s ,  th e inadequacy o f  t h i s  sim ple-m inded account 

would become more o b v io u e l I f ,  fo r  exam ple, a p a in te r  

w ish es to  p a in t  a man, i t  i s  d i f f i c u l t  to  se e  how he cou ld  

p a in t  'm erely ' the appearance i f  t h i s  i s  to  have any g e n er a l 

v a l i d i t y ,  fo r  asy^eyes change th e d ir e c t io n  o f  t h e ir  g lan ce
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or g a ze , or a s the mouth changes from sm ilin g  to  frow ning, 

th e whole fa c e  lo o k s  d i f f e r e n t .  Some fe a tu r e s  must be 

s e le c t e d  and em phasised, o th e rs  n e g le c te d  or m inim ised  

in  order to  p r ese n t a c le a r  p i c t o r ia l  accou n t o f  the  

f ig u r e  as i t  was seen  by th e a r t i s t  and cou ld— in so fa r  

as the p a in t in g  i s  a r e p r e s e n ta t io n a l one— be seen  by o th er s  

to  be a p i c t o r i a l  accou n t. But to  p r e se n t an appearance  

o f  t h i s  s o r t  in v o lv e s  more than a t t e n t io n  to  appearances.

I t  r e q u ir e s  r e f l e c t io n ,  s e le c t io n ,  and com p osition  as w e l l .

A m im esis which does p r e se n t an appearance which can  

be seen  to  be a resem blance i s  an ach ievem ent. Not ev ery  

one o f  a s e r ie s  o f  fram es from a m otion p ic tu r e  w i l l  provid e  

a good m im esis o f  the 'n a tu ra l*  appearance o f  a fa c e . In  

order to  p re se n t the appearance o f  th e f a c i a l  e x p r e ss io n
■ Y Y U X M , taüL  V v i u j L H . J  O v u  G U j p p n 6 ^ ^ / Y A O l / Y V Y V A ' L ^  U p .

' mimed' the f ilm ^ req u ires  a qu ick  s u c c e s s io n  o f  s t i l l s .

Any one taken  o u t o f  th a t  tim e sequence and s tu d ied  on i t s  

own w i l l  lo o k  ' fro zen ' and q u ite  u n lik e  what would be 

thought to  be th e 'n a tu r a l' appearance o f  the fa c e . I f  

s a t i s f a c t o r y  m im esis were not an achievem ent then  any one 

o f  th e  s t i l l s  should  be as good as an other in  'miming' an 

appearance. That t h i s  i s  n ot th e  c a se , a g a in , su g g e sts  

th a t  miming o f  appearances r e q u ir e s  s k i l l  in  the a r t i s t ' s  

s e le c t io n  and e x e c u t io n .

Apart from th e q u estio n  o f  the s ig n i f ic a n c e  o f  in d iv id u a l  

p o r t r a i t s ,  the p a in te r 's  a b i l i t y  to  p a in t  even  the f ig u r e
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o f  a man and to  produce a co n v in c in g  s e n s ib le  appearance

which w i l l  n ot be m istaken as a r e p r e se n ta t io n  o f  som ething e ls e -

a god, a woman, a monkey or a sca recro w ,— i s  i t s e l f  a form

o f  m im etic u n d erstan d in g , not r e d u c ib le  to  t h e o r e t ic a l  
oJooOKtyum-̂

know ledge'such  a s  P la t o ' s  knowledge or r ig h t  o p in io n  would 

c o n s is t  in .

When S o cr a te s  d e fin e d  the m im esis o f  a r t i s t s  a s  m im esis 

o f  s e n s ib le  appearances such th a t  i t  does n ot.an d  cou ld  n o t  

have r e f e r e n c e 'to  the Forms, he co n tra sted  th e a r t i s t ' s  

m im esis w ith  th e p rod u ction  o f  craftsm en  w hich, he was 

c a r e fu l  to  p o in t  o u t, p resupposes some re feren ce  to  Forms.

But i t  seems th a t  he was m istaken in  h o ld in g  th a t  th e a r t i s t ' s  

m im esis has r e fe r e n c e  to  appearances a lo n e , when such appear

an ces are taken  to  be s e n se -d a ta  e x c lu s iv e  o f  in te r p r e ta t io n ,  

and he ig n o r es  the kind o f  u nderstand ing o f  an o b je c t  ev id en ced  

by th e  p rod u ction  o f  a co n v in cin g  m im esis o f  i t .

C) The r e la t io n  o f  a r t i s t i c  m im esis to  the standards o f  

tru th  s e t  ou t in  th e th eo ry  o f  Forms.

I t  was argued in  the s e c t io n  above th a t  S o c r a te s  was 

wrong in  h o ld in g  th a t  th e a r t i s t ' s  m im esis was a p ro d u ctio n  

o f  m irror-im age p a in t in g s .  That a p a in t in g  might be some

th in g  o th er  than a m irror-im age m ight open up a p o s s i b i l i t y  

thaty^ mime s i s  of- th e a r t i s t - m ight g iv e  in s ig h t^ to  tr u th .

B efore go in g  on to  co n sid er  th e g en era l p l a u s i b i l i t y  o f
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such a n o tio n  i t  i s  im portant to  see  why P la W -s  S o c r a te s  

i s  so an xiou s to  deny i t .  I t  i s  tru e th a t  h is  d e n ia l  

w i l l  have p e c u lia r  re lev a n ce  to  the th eory  o f  Forms, but 

i t  may have g en er a l re lev a n ce  as w e l l .

I f  th ere  were m irror-im age p a in tin g s  such as S o cra tes  

assumes a l l  p a in t in g s  to  be, th e se  images as S o cra tes  

c h a r a c te r is e s  them cou ld  n ot p re se n t tru th ; by a tte n d in g
C.OO\Ô Wôt

to  them a lo n e  ae one^oan g e t  to  tr u th . Truth and r e a l i t y ,  

as e s ta b l is h e d  by the th eo ry  o f  For m s,are such th a t  anyone 

who i d e n t i f i e s ,  e . g . ,  bedhood or beauty or goodness ...".'.1 

w ith  p e r c e p t ib ly  e v id e n t  fe a tu r e s  o f  beds and beauty or 

goodness w i l l  f a i l  to  le a r n  what d eterm in es or c o n s t i t u te s  

'bed* or  'goodness* or ' b e a u ty ', fo r  t h i s  i s  a non

sen s ib le  s e t  o f  r e la t io n s  or c o n d it io n s  la id  down by the  

Form. R elia n ce  on^senses, th e r e fo r e , can- ne ve r  a c hi e ve 

aee& ebte u nderstand ing o f  such u n iv e r sa l term s. An 

in d ic a t io n  o f  the gap P la to  h eld  to  o b ta in  between what 

i s  s e n s ib le  and what i s  i n t e l l i g i b l e  i s  h is  d e n ia l  th a t  

r e la t io n s  cou ld  be seen .

But a lthough  o n ly  understand ing o f  the g e n er a l u n iv e r sa l

terms can p ro p er ly  be c a l le d  knowledge; p eop le who depend

upon t h e ir  s e n s e s ,  l im ite d  a s  th ey  are to  th e o b servab le
nVumQ

c h a r a c t e r is t ic s  o f  a m a ter ia l p a rticu la r^  a n d ^ so le ly  concerned  

1. R epublic  V II 5 22 -524 .



32.

w ith  the e v id e n t common fe a tu r e s  o f  th in g s ,  w i l l  tend to  

id e n t i f y  a g e n e r a l term w ith  th e e v id e n t  common c h a r a c te r is 

t i c s  o f  i t s  in s ta n c e s .  In so fa r  a s  th ey  r e ly  s t r i c t l y  upon 

t h e ir  s e n se s , th ey  w i l l  e i t h e r  succumb to  r e la t iv is m  or  

e l s e  th e y  w i l l  be in c l in e d  to  take as most s ig n i f i c a n t  

w hatever group o f  c h a r a c t e r is t ic s  i s  e m p ir ic a lly  most 

v iv id .  From t h i s  p r a c t ic e  th ey  w i l l  d er iv e  a d is to r te d  

co n cep tio n  o f  th e  nature o f  th in g s ,  fo r  from t h is  p o in t  

o f  v iew  i t  i s  much more obvious th a t  g ra ss  l ik e  t h i s  i s  

and must be green  l ik e  t h i s  than  th a t  th ere  i s  and must 

be an order o f  Forms, in to  which th e Forms o f  Grass and 

G reece8s f i t ,  i f  thought and p er ce p tio n  are to  be p o s s ib le  

a t  a l l .

Having fo llo w ed  and become accustom ed to  such a way 

o f  th in k in g , p eop le  w i l l  be unable to  th in k  o f  j u s t i c e ,  

good n ess, b eau ty , or bed or g r a s s , as the s in g le ,  a b s tr a c t ,  

i n t e l l i g i b l e  p r in c ip le s  th ey  a r e . For them such n o tio n s  

w i l l  be n ot e s s e n t i a l l y  s in g u la r , but a number o f  more 

or l e s s  s p e c i f i c  p r in c ip le s .  T heir way o f  th in k in g  pre

c lu d e s  t h e ir  s e e in g  th a t  the l a t t e r  d e r iv e  from th e form er. 

They are s a t i s f i e d  because th e ir  n o t io n s  are more or l e s s  

workable in  p r a c t ic e ,  but th ey  cannot see  th a t  t h i s  i s  

because th ey  in  some way fo llo w  from the s in g le  p r in c ip le .

The r e la t io n  between th e Forms and t h e ir  p a r t ic u la r  

in s ta n c e s  i s  sa id  to  be one o f  m im esis, but th ere  are two
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ways o f  v iew in g  the m im esis o f  the Forms, th e g en era l  

co n c ep ts , by p a r t ic u la r s .  In  Book X S o c ra te s  d e l ib e r a te ly  

la y s  s t r e s s  on th e way which r e c o g n ise s  and em phasises the  

gap between g e n e ra l con cep ts a s  Forms and the ' common n a tu res' 

thought o f  in  o rd in ary  and u n c r i t ic a l  e x p er ie n ce . He does 

n ot co n sid er  the a l t e r n a t iv e  in te r p r e ta t io n  o f  the r e la t io n ,  

v i z .  th a t  g en era l co n cep ts in  some way or another inhere  

in  p a r t ic u la r s ,  the p a r t ic u la r s  g iv in g  them t h e ir  o b je c t iv e  

co n ten t or r e fe r e n c e . S o c ra te s  i s  c a l l in g  a t te n t io n  to  

what he a l l e g e s  to  be th e in h e r e n t ly  inadequate manner 

in  which p a in ted  images can provide sem blances o f ,  i . e .  

correspond w ith , o b je c t s ,  and th e s im i la r ly  in h e r e n tly  

inadequate manner in  which o b je c ts  provide sem blances o f  

Forms. He th ereb y  d isco u ra g es  th in k in g  a lon g  the l i n e s  

whereby, though the een cep tio n s  e n te r ta in e d  by the common 

man,and the e m p ir ic a lly  e v id e n t  fe a tu r e s  which he se e s  a s  

common to  th e th in g s  to  which he a p p lie s  the co n cep t, cannot 

l o g i c a l l y  be id e n t i f i e d  w ith  the g e n e ra l con cep t which so 

a p p lie s  to  them, th ey  can n o n e th e le s s  be t r u ly  s a id  to  be 

r e la te d  to  i t  a s  c a se s  o f  i t s  a p p lic a t io n .

D) Summary o f  I n t e l l e c t u a l  O b jectio n s and a c o n s id e r a t io n ,  

o f  th e i r  re lev a n ce  to  P la t o ' s g en era l th eo ry  and o f  t h e ir  

r e lev a n ce  to  a g en era l view  o f  p o e try  as m im esis.

The fo r c e  o f  P la t o ' s  i n t e l l e c t u a l  o b je c t io n s  depends upon 

h i s t he in te r p r e ta t io n  o f  th e m im etic r e la t io n
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according to  which general concepts are said in  some way 

to  inhere in p a rticu la rs . He must overlook the p o ss ib ility  

th a t the sensible p articu lar might provide an insight into 

the -nature of the universal i f  he is  to keep the transcendent 

re a lity  of the non-sensible immune from the evanescence of the 

sensible, ani por This inmunity is  inport ant for his gener

a l theory, and the defin ition  of poetry and the s tr ic tu re s  on 

poetry re ly  heavily upon i t .

The mimeses made by the p o e ts  in  t e l l i n g  t h e ir  s t o r i e s  are  

l ik e n e d  to  p i c t o r ia l  mimeses in  order to  em pliasise t h e ir  q u a s i

sen s ib le  v iv id n e s s .  What P la to  wants t o  do i s  to  account 

fo r  th e  ap p eal p o e try  h a s , and a t  th e  same tim e to  show why

i t  i s  a danger to  th e  mind. This he can do i f  he can show

th a t  th e  o b je c t  'mimed* i s  m erely  an appearance. For i f  i t

i s  an appearance th a t  i s  'mimed', by r e fe r r in g  to  th e g en er a l

t e n e t  th a t  a l l  appearances are m isleading^  he can show th a t  

p o etry  as m im esis i s  d e c e p t iv e . And by c h a r a c te r is in g  p o etry  

w ith  r e fe r e n c e  to  i t s  ap p eal to  the sen se s  he can account fo r  

i t s  power o f  i l l u s i o n  w hich i s  l i k e l y  t o  so  su b je c t  th e  reader  

th a t  he i s  n ot ' f r e e '  t o  co n s id er  c r i t i c a l l y  th e  p o e t 's  s t a t e 

ments in  th e  l i g h t  o f  what he knows to  be t r u e . M oreover, in 

s o fa r  as he can m ain ta in  th a t  th e  ap p eal o f  p o e try  i s  t o  th e  

s e n s e s ,  P la to  can make out h is  case  th a t  enjoym ent o f  p o e tr y ,  

l i k e  any a p p e t it e ,  must be c o n tr o l le d .

I f  th e p le a su r e s  a ffo rd ed  by p o e try  are dependent upon
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th e r e a d e r 's  en terta in m en t o f  m istaken b e l i e f s ,  then  

p o etry  must be abandoned in  the p u r su it  o f  more r ig o ro u s  

th ough t. The p o e ts  are a ls o  sa id  to  r e p r e se n t  appearances  

ra th er  than what t r u ly  i s ,  in  th a t  t h e ir  m im esis o f  s i t u a t io n s ,  

o f  mens a c t io n s^  and o f  t h e ir  ch a ra cters  do n ot correspond  

w ith  what i s  la id  down by the Forms. The p o ets  'mime* men 

as lo r d ly  or b r i l l i a n t  or g o d lik e , base or g lo r io u s  or  

sham eful. But when th e o b je c ts  'mimed' are r e fe r r e d  to  the
p

ap p rop ria te  Forms i t  i s  seen  th a t  the / o e t  has m isap p lied  

th e d e s c r ip t io n s .  The p o e t 's  m istaken cla im s th a t  the  

men in  the m im esis are lo r d ly ,  e t c . , cannot be v in d ic a te d  

w ith  re fer en ce  to  th e Forms; thus th e p o e ts  t e l l  l i e s  about 

th e men th ey  'm im e'. But men h earin g  the poems do not  

r e fe r  th e o b je c ts  'mimed' by the p o e ts  to  th e ap p rop ria te

Forms and so lo n g  a s th ey  do not do t h i s ,  and the d if fe r e n c e  

between what men commonly th in k  o f  a s ,  e .g .  lo r d ly  behaviour, 

and what lo r d ly  behaviour a c t u a l ly  i s  and should be thought 

to  be p a sse s  u n n oticed  and unchecked, men im pressed by the  

p o e t 's  t a l e s  a s  p ic tu r e s  o f  tr u th  w i l l  d ir e c t  t h e ir  l i v e s  

and th e ir  judgments accord in g  to  m istaken n o t io n s .

To t h i s  a c c u sa tio n , v iz .  th a t  the p o e ts  d ece iv e  p eop le  

by p r e se n tin g  m istaken n o tio n s  in  the g u ise  o f  tr u th , th ere  

are two p o s s ib le  r e p l ie s :

(a) What th e p o e ts  p r e sen t i s  not a d e c e p tiv e  image, 
but tr u th .
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(b) What the p o e ts  p resen t i s  n o t a d e c e p tiv e  image 
and n ot tr u th , but f i c t i o n .

I f  th e f i r s t  r e p ly  i s  ta fe n  eep iou B-I y , i t  w i l l  req u ire  a

s p e c i f i c a t io n  o f  the kind o f  tr u th  to  be exp ected  from

p o e t ic  s ta te m e n ts , and an e x p la n a tio n  o f  how, i f  such

sta tem en ts are tr u e , th ey  can be seen  to  be tr u e , how

th ey  are to  be t e s t e d  or v e r i f ie d .  But i t  must a ls o

be shown th a t  P la t o ' s  s t r ic t u r e s  m iss t h e ir  mark; fo r

P la to  has claim ed th a t  p o e try  i s  a m im esis and^^a^im esis

a s  such i s  d e c e p t iv e .

The second r e p ly  a v o id s  the q u e s t io n  o f  the tru th  or  

f a l s i t y  o f  the p o e t 's  sta tem en t but opens up another one, 

v iz .  a d e f in i t i o n  o f  f i c t i o n .  I f  to  regard p o etry  as  

f i c t i o n  i s  to  put i t  in to  a c la s s  o f  sta tem en ts o f  which  

c la im s o f  tr u th  and f a l s i t y  are in ap p rop ria te  then  the  

i n t e l l e c t u a l  o b je c t io n  th a t  p o e ts  sta tem en ts  are i l l u s i o n s  

p resen ted  in  th e g u ise  o f  tru th  i s  m isp laced . But in so fa r  

a s  f i c t i o n  i s  a p o e t ic  m im esis i t ,  l ik e  a l l  o th er  in s ta n c e s  

o f  m im esis can f a i l  a s  w e l l  a s  succeed  in  a c h iev in g  a con-  

v in c in g  l ik e n e s s ,  a co n v in c in g  l ik e n e s s  b ein g  one which^in  

some way correspond^ w ith  i t s  o b je c t ,  i t  would seem th a t  

the q u estio n  o f  tru th  cannot be f i n a l l y  d ism issed .

The i n t e l l e c t u a l  o b je c t io n s  are in t e g r a l ly  r e la te d  to  

P la t o 's  own th eo ry  o f  tr u th  and o f  knowledge, but th ey  

are n o n e th e le s s  p e r t in e n t  to  a g en er a l c o n s id e r a t io n  o f



37.

p o etry  q u ite  apart from th e th eo ry  w ith  which P la to  in tr o 

duces them and to  w hich he r e la t e s  them. But b e fo re  con

s id e r in g  t h e ir  f o r c e ,  fu r th e r  o b je c t io n s  concerned w ith  th e  

em otion a l e f f e c t s  o f  p o e try  w i l l  be d e a lt  w ith . In  s p e c ify in g  

th e  ap p ea l th a t  p o e tr y  makes to  what he ra th er  rou gh ly  c a l l s  

'th e  e m o t io n s ,' P la to  makes c le a r e r  wgy he th in k s th a t  p o etry  

i s  p e c u l ia r ly  d e c e p t iv e .  And s in c e  both the su g g ested  r e 

p l i e s  to  P la t o ' s  i n t e l l e c t u a l  o b je c t io n s  would deny th a t  th e  

p o e t ic  image i s  d e c e p t iv e ,  i t  i s  im portant to  g e t  c le a r  why 

P la to  thought i t  was d e c e p t iv e .

The assessm en t o f  P la t o 's  em otion a l o b je c t io n s  to  p o etry  

w i l l  be s tren g th en ed  by a c o n s id e r a t io n  in  some d e t a i l  o f some 

a sp e c ts  o f  th e  I l i a d  o f  Homer. I t  i s  fa r  from c le a r  in  what 

way P la t o ' s  o b je c t io n s  are r e le v a n t  to  th e p o etry  he i s  a t ta c k 

in g . What must be determ ined i s

a) what i t  i s  th a t  th e  p o et 'mimes' and how he 'mimed i t

b) what p u rp ose, i f  any, such a m im esis s e r v e s .

Homer's poem i s  a good example to  take fo r  t h i s  en q u iry , 

not o n ly  because i t  was th e  main ta r g e t  o f  P la t o ' s  o b je c t 

io n s ,  but a ls o  because i t  p ro v id es  m a te r ia l fo r  d e a lin g  vrith  

th e  q u e st io n s  r a is e d  by P la to :  whether th e  p o e t 's  accounts

are tru e  or f a l s e  or f i c t i o n a l ,  whether th e  p oet can be seen  to  

in ten d  to  te a ch  th e  v a lu es  and a t t i t u d e s  embodied in  h is  u t te r a n c e s .
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or toQoh th e m> or m erely to  use them u n c r i t i c a l ly  fo r  

h is  own p o e t ic  purposes.
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I I I .  EMOTIONAL OBJECTIONS.

P la t o 's  second s e t  o f  o b je c t io n s  i s  con cen tra ted  upon 

the p o e ts '  e x p lo ita t io n  o f  'a  weakness in  our n a tu r e .'

This a l le g e d  w eakness, th e  em otion a l elem ent o f  th e s o u l,  

can be d e fin e d  most c le a r ly  by c o n tr a s t in g  i t  w ith  the  

rea so n in g  and c a lc u la t in g  e lem en t. The l a t t e r  is^^law- 

a b id in g ; i t  a lon e has a c c e s s  to  the tr u th . Whatever 

co n fu sio n s  a r is e  in  the mind are due to  the f a c t  th a t  

the se n se s  g iv e  what P la to  c a l l s  " co n tra d ic to ry  ev id e n c es ."  

C onfusions a r is in g  from sen se  im p ression s can o n ly  be 

so r ted  ou t by the fa c u lt y  which i s  capable o f  c a lc u la t in g  

and rea so n in g  in  accordance w ith  the Forms. But s in c e  

P la to  has d ecid ed  th a t  th e p a rt o f  th e so u l which e n te r ta in s  

c o n tr a d ic to r y  or m istaken b e l i e f s  cannot be th e same p art  

as th e one which d eterm ines what i s  th e  c a se ,^ ' he r e le g a te s  

th e co n fu sio n s  and m istaken b e l i e f s  to  the em otion al e lem en t, 

sa y in g  th a t  th ey  a r is e  in  and are fo s te r e d  by th a t  p a r t.

P o e ts  a ls o  d i r e c t ly  ap p eal to  th e em otions by repre -  

o ^ t in j ^m en in  em otion a l s i t u a t io n s ,  p la y in g  on th e ir  

a u d ie n c e s 's  powers o f  em otion a l resp on se and the p lea su re  

th ey  take in  gm otional ex c item en t fo r  i t s  own sake.

Moreover, v i o l e n t ly  em otion a l s t a t e s ,  g iv in g  r i s e  to  

exaggerated  g e s tu re  and speech  and u n in h ib ited  b eh av ior ,

1 . Rep. IV 425- 7 .



40.

are more e a s i l y  and v iv id ly  reproduced in  m im esis and more 

s t r ik in g ly  e v o c a t iv e  o f  a u d ien ce-resp o n se . They are th e r e 

fo re  fa v o u r ite  s u b je c ts  fo r  the p o e ts . But P la to  h o ld s th a t
‘ (VVvjuvYUi.cl''

em otion a l s t a t e s  both as rep resen ted  by the p o e ts  and as  

f e l t  by t h e ir  aud ience are to  be avoided  because th ey  

r e s i s t  c le a r  d e f in i t io n  as to  t h e ir  b a s is  in  b e l i e f s  about, 

and t h e ir  r a t io n a l  a p p ro p r ia ten ess  t o ,  the s i t u a t io n  

c a l l in g  them fo r th .

odL acVlCDfVÛ (XOCJL*TA£> VMJ <JW

A} The Emotion#/\are co n tra sted  with,^ reason ._________

When men act^  th ey  ex p er ien ce  in n er c o n f l i c t s ,  and th ey  

a c t  w ith  what P la to  c a l l s  ' d iv id ed  m in d s.' Though th ey  

may be in c l in e d  to  a c t  in  accordance w ith  "the d e v ic e s  and 

d e s ir e s  o f  the h ea r t,"  th ey  should  not g iv e  way to  th ese  

te n d e n c ie s  to  e x c e s s iv e  and em otion a l a c t io n , but should  

r e s i s t  them and, P la to  s a y s , l i s t e n  to  the ' a u th o r ity  o f  

r e a s o n .' P la to  does n o t deny th a t  th ere  i s  a c o n f l i c t  fo r  

most men, but he s t r e s s e s  th a t  th e w ise , j u s t ,  and v ir tu o u s  

man w i l l  be a b le  to  a c t  r ig h t ly ,  i . e .  in  accordance w ith  

the "au th ority"  o f  rea so n , w ith  more equanim ity  than most 

p eo p le , fo r  he has become accustom ed to  a c t in g  v ir tu o u s ly  

and has e s ta b l is h e d  a harmony under th e a u th o r ity  o f  reason  

in  h is  s o u l.

But p o e try  d is r u p ts  such an ord er. The p o e ts  d e l ig h t  

in  making mimeses o f  men o f  i r a s c ib le  temperament in  the
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th r o es  o f  t h e ir  p a s s io n s . Their p l ig h t s ,  d e l ib e r a t io n s ,  

and em otion a l d is p la y s  are su b je c t  to  the p o e ts ' m im esis 

both because th e s e n s a t io n a l has more popular a p p ea l and 

because d is p la y s  o f  em otion len d  th em selves more r e a d i ly  

to  m im esis. But, P la to  i n s i s t s ,  a m im esis o f  em otion both  

im p lie s  r e a l  em otions on th e p a rt o f  the p o et and the  

perform ers th em selves i f  i t  i s  to  be co n v in c in g , and 

encourages em otion a l r e a c t io n s  in  the a u d ien ce , and 

t h i s  m erely fo r  th e sake o f  the s e n sa t io n .

The g r i e f ,  jo y , fu ry , and p r id e  o f  the h eroes which  

th e  p o e ts  p rese n t - in  mimepie are d is r u p t iv e  o f  the r ig h t  

kind o f  th in k in g  and a c t io n .  P la to  s e e s  em otions a s a kind  

o f  u n d irec ted  m ental d is tu rb a n ce , som ething which occurs  

in d ep en d en tly  o f  and even  d e s p ite  the workings o f  the  

rea so n in g  and ju dgin g  p art o f  th e  s o u l .  Such d istu rb a n ces  

cannot but im pair th e proper fu n c tio n in g  o f  the rea so n in g  

p a rt and must th erefore be checked.

Apart from i t s  m im esis o f  p eop le  in  h ig h ly  em otion a l 

s t a t e s ,  p o e try  i s  a m imesis o f  men a c t in g  in  accordance  

w ith  t h e ir  em otion s. Here em otions are not o n ly  d is r u p t iv e  

m ental phenomena but a ls o  ir r a t io n a l  in c l in a t io n s  or  

te n d e n c ie s  to  a c t io n . I t  i s  th e rea so n a b le  p a rt o f  the  

s o u l /  which d eterm in es how a man ought to  a c t .  I t  i s  th e  

' la w -a b id in g  e lem en t' g f  a  man which i s  prepared to  l i s t e n
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to  th e a u th o r ity  o f  reason . But when men a c t  in  such a 

way as to  pursue what are fo r  P la to  c l e a r ly  mis

taken  n o tio n s  o f  'honour' or 'p r iv i le g e '  or 'duty',>\cr»(*ovu> uALtKj

p resen ted  as powe^^j&r m otives fo r  the Homeric h eroes  
'fVvalo
Dueh a c t io n s  cannot ex  h y p o th es i d er iv e  from the reason  

because th ey  are in  accordance w ith  m istaken n o tio n s .

They must th e r e fo r e  d er iv e  from the a p p e t it iv e  or  the  

s p ir i t e d  elem ent o f  the s o u l .  When P la to  charged p o etry  

w ith  a p p ea lin g  to  the em otions and not to  the reason  he 

r e fe r r e d  not o n ly  to  th o se  in s ta n c e s  where the h eroes d i s 

p la y  horror o f  d ea th , or unmanly or immoderate em otion, 

but a ls o  to  th o se  p a ssa g es  and, in d eed , to  the e th o s  o f  

th o se  com p o sitio n s w herein a c t io n s  are j u s t i f i e d  by c la im s  

o f  s e l f - in t e r e s t e d  exp ed ien cy , s e l f  aggrandizem ent and 

p r iv i le g e .  Such a c t io n s  sp r in g  from th e unruly  s p ir i t e d ,  

or even  from the a p p e t i t iv e ,  e lem en t, and n o t from the  

r a t io n a l ,  r e g u la t iv e  elem ent o f  the s o u l.

The p o e t 's  m im esis i s  g e n e r a lly  o f  men, even th o se  

a l le g e d ly  o f  h igh  ch a ra c te r , a c t in g  not in  accordance w ith  

what reason  would s e t  down as the r ig h t  course o f  a c t io n ,  

but in  accordance w ith  te n d e n c ie s  to  a c t io n  based upon 

unexamined b e l i e f s .  When a man a c t s  from such em o tio n a l 

m o tiv a tio n s  h is  in c l in a t io n s  should be in h ib ite d  and 

checked, fo r  even though such a c t io n s  may by chance be
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e f f e c t i v e l y  th o se  which r a t io n a l  d e l ib e r a t io n  would d ic t a t e ,  

th ey  are n ot in  f a c t  the outcome o f  d e l ib e r a t io n .  The 

reason s g iv en  in  j u s t i f i c a t i o n  would d i f f e r  from the  

reason s g iv e n  fo r  an a c t io n  which was the outcome o f  

d e lib e r a t io n ,  so th a t  though the a c t io n  o f  a man su b je c t  

to  im pulses may in  some ways appear to  resem ble th e a c t io n  

o f  a man whose a c t io n  i s  d ic ta te d  by r a t io n a l  d e l ib e r a t io n ,  

i t  i s  more l i k e l y  th a t , in  g e n e r a l, im p u lsive  a c t io n  w i l l  be 

a t  v arian ce  w ith  a c t io n  d ic ta te d  by r a t io n a l  d e l ib e r a t io n  

because em otions and im pulses are n ot r e l ia b le  in  e s t a b l i s h 

in g  the ap p rop ria te  co n cep tio n  o f  the s i t u a t io n ,  or the  

ap p rop ria te  resp on se to  i t .

On P la t o ' s  a n a ly s is ,  th en , an em otion a l a c t io n , based  

as i t  i s  upon im p l ic i t  b e l i e f s ,  i s  l i k e l y  to  f a l l  sh o r t o f  

b ein g  a j u s t  a c t io n ,

(a) because i t s  performance a r i s e s  from an im p u lsive  
p art o f  th e so u l which i s  not o n ly  most su b je c t  
to  d e ce p tio n  but even f o s t e r s  d e c e p tio n s .

(bj b ecau se , i f  based upon a b e l i e f ,  th a t  b e l i e f  i s  an 
unexamined and u n c r i t ic i s e d  one and th e re fo re  i s  
l i k e l y  to  be f a l s e .

aàvïwY oJûJijt.
B) The P o e t 's  m im esis o f  a l l e g e d ly  ven erab le  ch a ra c ters

U/YVa(i TY\JLA<DJbUĵ ■€/VWo4< Ov\dLjL
and th e ir ^ a c t io n s . °

That the q u e st io n s  brought up by th e se  o b je c t io n s  are  

p a r a l l e l  to  th o se  brought up by the i n t e l l e c t u a l  ones i s  

c le a r  when p o s s ib le  r e p l i e s  are co n sid ered . I f  th e  p o e t 's
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OLD Pl(X+0 COWCJ6X̂>Oû et,
aim i s  p r e se n ta t io n  o f  truth/^ then  the f a c t  th a t he mis

r e p r e se n ts  lo r d ly ,  b r i l l i a n t ,  or g lo r io u s  behaviour w i l l  
-An T̂ Icx4o

boy â s e r io u s  f a u l t  in  h is  w r it in g . I f  Agamemnon^ 

claim ed to  be ' lo r d ly * ,  can q u a rre l from greedy m otives^ ' 

w ith  K alchas because K alchas has rep orted  what he was 

ordered to  rep ort,^ *  and th en  w ith  A c h il le s ;  and i f  

' b r i l l i a n t '  and ' g o d lik e ' A c h i l le s  can f i r s t  become 

c h i ld i s h ly  angry w ith  Agamemnon,^* in s u lt in g  him w antonly , 

and th en , in  a f i t  o f  s p i t e  become angry w ith  the whole 

A chaian a r m y , a n d  then  to  g iv e  h im s e lf  over to  g r i e f  

th a t  he w i l l  n e ith e r  e a t  nor sleep^* but exh au st h im se lf
n

in  a fu r io u s , b r u ta l,  and f u t i l e  rev en g e;^ ' i f  P r ia n v

can so subm it h im s e lf  to  g r i e f  th a t  he covers h im s e lf  in  

8.
dung; ’ and i f  even  Hera can in  anger f l y  so im petuously

a t  Zeus th a t  she does n ot use h is  name or t i t l e  co u r teo u sly

(as i s  custom ary in  speech  between eq u a ls  and req u ired  when

a d d ressin g  su p e r io r s )  but r a i l s  a t  him "Treacherous one,
9 •

what god has been p lo t t in g  c o u n se ls  w ith  you?"; "and i f  a t  

th e same tim e th e se  can be p resen ted  by Homer as men and 

gods o f  h igh  and even  d iv in e  character^ to  be ven erated

1. I l ia d  1 . 102-115 . 6 . I l ia d  XXIII. 1 -5 3 .
2 . " 1 . 8 5 -91 . 7 . " XXIV 53-4,
3 . " 1 . 149-171 . 8 . " XXIV 160-165 .
A- " 1 . 225 9 . " 1 . 536-5AO
5. " 1 . 239-2AA.
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a c c o r d in g ly , then  e i t h e r  Homer has m istaken id ea s  o f

what c o n s t i t u t e s  l o f t y  ch a ra cter  and p ra isew orth y  a c t io n s

or e l s e  he has made some s e r io u s  m istak es in  the m im esis
iK L o 'u i  VA^ha'f P l œ f o  K o lo  -û - fo X â -h  

o f  th e se  c h a r a c te r s , o ta  t e d i n ^ ^ t  e l i e  c tu a l o b je c t io n s .

ftftd In e i t h e r  case  ^Êe em otion a l o b je c t io n  i s  th a t  ^ ^ s

en couraging h is  read ers to  ven era te  unvenerable c h a r a c te r s .

P la to  i s  assum ing th a t th e o b je c ts  * mimed* by Homer

are the ch a ra c ters  o f  men. Because he th in k s th a t  Homer’ s
'ŸKa. Kft/v̂ ic cmojhjüûuû 

aim i s  to  show, by means o f  h is  poem,^whart - -are h ero ic
'HviLcmoJljYveAo om c) Q C xxkM iuu) o j .  

ch a r a c te r s  andy^great men and to  ’mime’ behaviour con-

s i s t e n t  w ith  gre a tn e s s ,  he a p p lie s  to  Homer’ s m im esis o f

ch a ra cter  th e standards fo r  ju dgin g  ch aracter^  d er iv ed
ihrvvûJUfijo

from h is  moral system . He d e c id e s  th a t  the^ sta tem en ts  

made by Homer about what i s  lo r d ly  behaviour or what 

c h a r a c te r is e s ,  e .g .  a g o d lik e  n a tu re , are f a l s e .

But what grounds has he fo r  assum ing th a t  what Homer 

has p resen ted  i s  b e s t  d escr ib ed — or even  p ro p er ly  d escribed-  

a s a d is j o in te d  c o l l e c t io n  o f  charact e r - p o r t r a i t s  ra th er
CX/AJ VTAXj)O0T3JL

than 4- m im esis o f  a s e r ie s  o f  e v e n ts  and a c t io n s  in  complex

r e la t io n s  to  one a n oth er . I f  what Homer ’ mimed’ i s  a

q u a rre l and i t s  in f lu e n c e  upon and r e la t io n  to  e v en ts

fo llo w in g , th en  the s i t u a t io n  ’mimed’ i s  n ot c le a r ly  
yhjL.

sep era b le  from X  mim esis o f  i t .  When the is s u e  i s  the  

ch a ra cter  a p p r o p r ia te ly  a scr ib ed  to  men, then  the standards  

used in  n o n -p o etic  a ssessm en ts  w i l l  be th e same as th ose
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a p p lic a b le  to  th e  ch a ra c ters  in  p o e t ic  m im esis. But i f  

the m im esis i s  a m im esis not o f  ch a ra cter  typ es but o f  

the r e la t io n  o f  e v e n ts , i t  i s  n ot so c le a r  what kind o f  

standards would be r e le v a n t  to  determ in in g  the a p p ro p r ia te -
'tXo. nonjjYYVftjùuLû.

n ess  o f  whatr-i a—̂ miflaeé. ’ I f  Homer’ s aim was n o t, or need
buLUYXA|WULVY\oy_   ^

not be thought o f  a s  .makin g  a m im esis o f  c h a r a c te r - tr a it s

ap p ro p ria te  to  c e r ta in  ty p es  o f  in d iv id u a ls  in  such a 

way as to  in s p ir e  ap p rop ria te  f e e l in g s  toward them in  the  

a u d ien ce , th en  a t  l e a s t  a p a rt o f  P la t o ’ s o b jec tio n , i s  

m isp laced  in  th a t  he has m istaken th e aim o f  a t  l e a s t  some 

p o e t ic  m im esis.
OLgXcg?YV> Ylot tAA.qJUjov\qü{,.

F u rth er, P la to  o b je c ts  th a t  th e acÆ ons done by Homeric

h eroes are perform ed on the b a s is  o f  em otions, i . e .  m otivated
a o c K  OuO ku. 'fKa. c>o4cow\a. o^Ao^-ioAaSi

by the p a ss io n s  and th e r e fo r e  n o'^•by-reasonab le-and roaeoned

c o n s id e r a t io n s . But th ey  may not in  f a c t  be as unreasonable

a s  P la to  h o ld s  them to  be.

When ch a ra cters  in  th e I l ia d  r e f e r  to  the reason  fo r  

A c h i l l e s ’ r e f u s a l  to  f ig h t  in  a id  o f  th e A chaians th ey  

r e f e r  to  the ’wrath o f  A c h i l l e s . ’ I t  might appear th a t  

the o n ly  reason  to  be g iv en  fo r  A c h i l le s  w ith h o ld in g  h is  

support was th a t  he was angry. But th ere  i s  a lo n g er  

a ccou n t, and th e lo n g er  one i s  the more accu rate  one.

A c h i l le s  remembers th a t  the Trojan War was undertaken in  

order to  r e s to r e  honour to  M enelaus whose w ife  had been  

taken by P a r is .  In g en era l he en tered  the war o u t o f
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fr ie n d sh ip  to  M enelaus and to  Agamemnon, îfen e la u s’ b ro th er , 

but he a ls o  en tered  in  order to  win honour fo r  h im se lf .

But Agamemnon i s  so in te n t  upon m ain ta in in g  h is  own honour 

th a t ,  when one o f  h is  p r iz e s  from the b a t t le  must be fo r 

f e i t e d ,  co m p le te ly  d isr eg a r d in g  what he and h is  b roth er owe 

to  A c h i l le s  and to  th e o th er  Greek le a d e r s ,  he demands the  

p r iz e  g iv en  to  A c h i l le s .  In  doing t h is  he ta k es  back what 

was o r ig in a l ly  granted by th e army as a p r iz e  in  r e c o g n it io n  

o^  A c h i l l e s ’ v a lo u r  in  the b a t t l e .  And because m a ter ia l  

r e c o g n it io n  i s  in  the Homeric e th o s  n ot m erely a token  but 

a g r e a t  p a rt o f  th e sub stan ce o f  honour, he has in  f a c t  

withdrawn some o f  th e honour due to  A c h i l le s .  He p r e sse s  

t h i s  in s u l t  by a s s e r t in g  h is  g re a te r  a u th o r ity .

” but I  s h a l l  take the fa ir -c h e e k e d  B r is e is ,  your
p r iz e ,  I  m y se lf going to  your s h e l t e r ,  th a t  you may 
le a r n  w e l l  How much g r e a te r  I am than you, and another  
man may sh r in k  back from lik e n in g  h im s e lf  to  me and 
con ten d in g  a g a in s t  me." b 4 -  137.

I t  i s  tru e  th a t  Agamemnon i s  the k in g , and th a t  because he

i s  the k ing he i s  in  Homeric thought "the g r e a te s t ."  But

i t  i s  n ot tru e th a t  he i s  a b e t te r  f ig h t e r  than A c h i l le s  i s ,

nor i s  i t  tru e th a t  he i s  b e t te r  in  a l l  ways than h is  o th er

men. He h im s e lf  adm its la t e r  th a t  N estor i s  su p er io r  in

wisdom and Odysseus in  r e s o u r c e fu ln e s s . Diomedes c le a r ly

e x c e ls  him in  courage. Here he i s  o v e r -e s t im a tin g  h is

q u a l i t i e s ,  and c la im s a s h is  w arrant the f a c t  th a t  he i s

the k in g . ^
I TKIû ^̂ CJL/vujioOüûovu OLOAb cxU c>VWs OJui •Va-kû/n. hj. .

koJoCuvvvcruLO /ôJuubAjuLKeô
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Agamemnon’s a c t io n s  and a t t i t u d e s  make ^ â ch ille s  angry.

In  h is  anger he r e t i r e s  from th e assem bly and th e subsequent 

f ig h t in g .  But t h i s  i s  n o t to  say  th a t  in  t h is  he a c ted  un

r ea so n a b ly , fo r  a lth ou gh  h is  w ithdraw al was n ot d is p a s s io n 

a t e ,  i t  was n ot o b v io u s ly  d i f f e r e n t  from what w ould, win n 

co n sid ered  im p a r t ia l ly ,  be judged to  be th e  r ig h t  a c t ib n .  

i t  may be th a t  rea so n  would determ ine th a t  i t  i s  A c h i l l e s ’s 

. d u ty  to  f ig h t  in  th e  a id  o f  tlie  Achaians and to  ig n o re  the  

a lle g e d  in s u l t  upon p er so n a l honour.* Perhaps A c h i l le s  should  

behave as Hektor d o e s , p u tt in g  down w hatever h e s it a t io n s  he 

has w ith  firm  r e s o lu t io n .  But even  i f  t h i s  i s  what the  

a u th o r ity  o f  reason  would la y  down as th e ap p rop ria te  th in g  

t o  do , i t  i s  n o t c l e a r ly  s o ,  H ektor, u n lik e  A c h i l l e s ,  i s  

d efen d in g  th e honour o f  h is  fa m ily , tr y in g  to  a v e r t  th e de

f e a t  o f  h is  c i t y  and th e  c a p t iv i t y  o f  h is  w ife  and son; the  

a u th o r ity  o f  reason  ought to  acknowledge t h i s  d if f e r e n c e  o f  

circu m stan ces in  th e  two c a s e s .

D) The s u c c e s s f u l ly  l i f e l i k e  m im esis o f s i t u a t io n  suchX as - .  .
■

i s  p resen ted  in  th e I l i a d  i s  such th a t  th e read er i s  d e l ib e r 

a t e ly  con fu sed  in  h is  judgments o f  r ig h t  and inrong co n d u ct.

Not on ly  th e  p o r tr a y a l o f  in d iv id u a l in c id e n ts  but a ls o  

tlie  whole com plex fa b r ic  o f  th e  w orld o f th e  I l i a d  presu pp oses  

a m oral o u tlo o k  whereby q u e st io n s  about what ought to  be done 

are not o f  the k ind  which cou ld  have dem onstrably ’wrong ’ or 

’r i g h t ’ s o lu t io n s .  H elen and her p o s s e s s io n s  are in  Troy vjlth  

P a r is .  The i n s u l t  to  Menelaus i s  such  th a t  a s iia p le  re tu rn  o f
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’borrowed g o o d s ’ cannot make r e s t i t u t io n  fo r  honour l o s t .

P a r is  has wronged M enelaus. R e s t i t u t io n  i s  im p o s s ib le .

Even i f  H elen and her p o s s e s s io n s  were retu rn ed  t o  M enelaus, 

th e  damaged, i f  n ot l o s t ,  honour o f  Menelaus co u ld  n ot be r e 

s to r e d  w ith  a re tu rn  to  th e s i t u a t io n  as i t  was b e fo re  P a r is  

to o k  H elen . The a f fr o n t  to  M enelaus i s  a ls o  an a f fr o n t  to  

h is  b roth er Agamemnon and to  the p r in ces  o f  th e Acnaians who 

support him. They can on ly  dem onstrate th a t  such a f fr o n ts  

are n ot w arranted by fo r c in g  a r e v o c a t io n , n o t m erely  o b ta in 

in g  i t  on r e q u e s t , and by p u p ish in g  th e a g g c e s so r s . Thus th e  

Achaians are f ig h t in g  fo r  th e honour o f  t h e ir  k ing and fo r  th a t  

o f  t h e ir  homeland; the Trojans f ig h t  in  d efen ce o f  t h e ir  c i t y  

and to  p reclu d e th e  d ishonour o f  d e fe a t  and c a p t iv i t y .  I t  i s  

d i f f i c u l t  t o  see  what kind o f  a ’r i g h t ’ s o lu t io n  would d e a l  

ad eq u a te ly  w ith  each  o f  th e  en ta n g led  and in v o lv e d  cla im s  

f o r  j u s t i c e .

In some in s ta n c e s ,  even  though th ere  has been a wrong 

a c t io n ,  a s e t t le m e n t  i s  p o s s ib le .  Agamemnon’s o r ig in a l  r e f u s a l  

to  comply w ith  th e  req u esto  o f  Ciiryses th e p r ie s t  o f  A pqllo  

fo r  th e  re tu rn  o f  h is  daughter was c le a r ly  wrong. In  r e fu s 

in g  ransom and d isre g a r d in g  a p le a  backed by A p o llo  in  a ttem p t

in g  to  r e t a in  the g i r l  Agamemnon ignored  th e  v o ic e  o f  th e  

army and th e  power o f  A p o llo . But th e  r e s t i t u t i o n  fo r ce d  by 

A p ollo  w ith  h is  p lague d id  end th e  m atter betw een th e  p r ie s t  

and Agamemnon.
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P aris*  s e iz u r e  o f  H elen was a ls o  p la in ly  a wrong a c t io n .

But h is  s i t u a t io n  i s  d is s im ila r  to  Agamemnon* s in  th a t  a 

r e s t i t u t i o n ,  whether fo rced  or v o lu n ta ry , cannot^end the  

c o n te n tio n  between M enelaus and P a r is  and betw een the Trojans 

and th e A chaians. The p r ie s t  ask s fo r  the re tu rn  o f  h is  

daughter, and Menelaus demands the re tu rn  o f  h is  w ife . But 

the p r i e s t ’ s honour i s  not a t  s ta k e , indeed  i t  i s  d o u b tfu l 

w hether, a s  he i s  n ot a p r in c e , he has any h on o u r^ t% ta k e  

a t  a l l .  A gain , t  the p r ie s t  makes i t  c le a r  by h is  o f f e r  o f  

ransom th a t  he i s  n o t c h a llen g in g  th e honour o f  Agamemnon, 

but a p p ea lin g  to  h is  clem ency. In t h i s  in s ta n c e , a s  w ith  

th e o f f e r  o f  ransom by Priam fo r  the body o f  H ector, i t  i s  

not honour th a t  i s  a t  i s s u e ,  but c o u r te sy , clem ency, and a 

b arga in . I t  i s  tru e  th a t  Agamemnon and h is  army are punished  

fo r  h is  w rongful r e f u s a l  o f  the p r i e s t ’ s req u est by th e o n se t  

o f  th e  p la g u e , j u s t  a s  P a r is  and a l l  th e Trojans are punished  

by th e o n slau gh t o f  the b a t t l e .  But th e d if fe r e n c e  i s  th a t  

Agamemnon cou ld  have a v erted  the p lague by g iv in g  in  to  the  

r e q u e s t  o f  th e  army and o f  th e p r i e s t .  P a r is ,  even i f  he were 

to  re tu rn  Helen^would not s id e s te p  th e f a c t  th a t  he has offen d ed  

th e honour o f  M enelaus and w ü l have to  take th e consequences o f  

having g iv en  th a t  o f fe n c e . Thus, a lth ou gh  th ere  are s i t u a t io n s  

in  which a ’ r ig h t ’ s o lu t io n  can be en v isa g e d , t h i s  one i s  n ot  

one o f  them. S im ila r ly  th ere  i s  no c le a r ly  r ig h t  way fo r  Zeus
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to  d e a l w ith  T h e t is ’ r e q u e s ts  to  make th e A chaians r e g r e t

b i t t e r l y  th e w ithdraw al o f  A c h il le s  from th e f ig h tin g .^ "

From an o b je c t iv e  p o in t  o f  view  th ere  seems to  be no good

reason  why he should  len d  support e i t h e r  to  the Achaians

or to  th e T rojans. But even  Zeus cannot be im p a r tia l

in  t h i s  s i t u a t io n  because he a lr e a d y  has o b l ig a t io n s .

T h e tis  saved h is  son B riareus from ’ sham eful d e s tr u c t io n ’

and fo r  t h i s  favour he should  be g r a t e fu l .  He could  
\Orr\bVî

t h i s  o b l ig a t io n ,  or he cou ld  cla im  th a t  i t  i s  

superseded by some o th er  one. But, a s  T h etis  rem inds 

him, i f  he does t h i s  she w i l l  be th e l e a s t  in  honour o f  

a l l  god s. She would lo s e  honour n ot m erely because Zeus 

d ecid ed  w ith ou t ex p la n a tio n  to  ignore what would o th erw ise  

be acknowleged as in d eb ted n ess in cu rred  by her s e r v ic e  to  

him, but a ls o  because such a d e n ia l  coming from Zeus would 

be known by a l l  the gods. On the o th er  hand i f  Zeus should  

d ec id e  to  gran t T h e t is ’ r e q u e sts  he would commit h im se lf  

to  p u n ish in g  the A chaians whom he has no o th er  reason  to  

p u n ish , and he a n ta g o n ise  Hera and A thene. But A thene,

and Hera are a lre a d y  angry w ith  Zeus fo r  the a s s is ta n c e  he

has g iv e n  the T rojans, and th ey  have reason  to  be wary o f
"4
oJlAJLado)
3 g iv e n

T h e tis  because when she fr ee d  the son  o f  Zeus she freed  

him from th e b in d in g s which th ey  had put on him. Thus ki 

g iv in g  h is  a s s e n t  to  a s s i s t  T h e tis  in  the r e s to r a t io n  o f

1 . Book 1 (500-530)
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her so n 's  honour, Zeus must a l ie n a te  Hera and Athen^f'

Again i t  i s  by no means c le a r  what a c t io n  cou ld  p ro -
c

v id e  a s a t i s f a c t o r y  answer to  t h i s  s e t  o f  c o n f l i c t in g  de

mands.

E) Review o f  em o tio n a l o b j e c t io n s .

The is s u e s  r a is e d  by the em o tio n a l o b je c tio n s  are  

th e se ;

a) th a t  th e  h eroes as 'mimed' by the p oet do n ot  
have th e  q u a l i t i e s  th e y  are s a id  t o  have and 
are not ad m irab le .

b) th a t  th e  h eroes 'mimed ' are a c t in g  under th e  
in f lu e n c e  o f  em otion s, and t h i s  i s  tantam ount 
t o  a c t in g  i r r a t io n a l ly .

c ) th a t  p o e ts  p r e se n t  appearances o f  s i tu a t io n s  
in  such a way th a t  the reader i s  d e l ib e r a te ly  
con fu sed  in  n is  em otion a l resp on se

Much o f  th e  fo r c e  o f  th e se  o b je c t io n s  comes from th e a l l e 

g a t io n  o f  'weakness ' o f  th e em o tio n a l elem ent o f  th e  s o u l  

and th e a s s o c ia te d  n o tio n  th a t  em otion a l behaviour cannot 

but be i r r a t io n a l .  I t  was su g g ested  th a t  a lth ou gh  Homer's 

h eroes are s a id  to  a c t  under th e  in flu e n c e  o f  em o tio n s, th ey  

are n ot su b je c t  to  m ental s t a t e s  w hich are co m p le te ly  

u n d irec te d  and unwarranted by th e  f a c t s  o f  th e  s i t u a t io n .  

Thus, as was shown w ith  the example o f  A c h i l l e s ’ an ger, th e  

p o e t ’s sta tem en t th a t  th e  m otive fo r  the h e r o ’s a c t io n  was 

anger may be tak en  to  be an e l l l i p t i c a l  s ta te m e n t, fo r  anger 

i s  a s l i g h t l y  m is le a d in g  d e s c r ip t io n  o f  th e s e t  o f  reason s  

fo r  th e  a c t io n .
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But even  though i t  i s  n ot alw ays tru e th a t  when the  

h eroes a c t  e m o tio n a lly  t h e ir  a c t io n s  are ir r a t io n a l ,  i t  

i s  n o n e th e le ss  tru e  th a t  the p o e ts  do 'mime' men in  

em otion a l s t a t e s  more fr e q u e n tly  than th e y  ' mime' men 

in  eq uan im ity . Homer's mimeses o f  N estor and o f  Zeus 

provide two e x c e p t io n s , but th ey  are e x c e p t io n s .

The l i v e l y  accou n ts o f  H era 's anger and A c h i l le s '  in s u l t s ,  

e t c . , a t t e s t  both  th a t  th e exaggera ted  speech and u n in h ib ite d  

behaviour o f  men and gods in  v i o l e n t ly  em otion a l s t a t e s  len d  

th em selv es more r e a d ily  to  p o e t ic  m im esis and th a t  th ey  

provide s e n sa t io n s  fo r  the a u d ien ce . But even  th e se  t h r i l l s ,  

though th ey  are p r im a r ily  em otion a l on es , are n o t, as P la to  

c la im s , w h o lly  u n d irec ted . They have some r e la t io n  to  the

s i t u a t io n  evok in g  them. Amusement i s  an ap p rop ria te  r e a c t io n
iVVfi. MyyvvjOuJt, 'tK at tka. *p W/vul o4- 

toj^the-s eo-ne- whe r e H ec to r 's  sh in in g  helm t e r r i f i e s  h is  young

son , sorrow or h i l a r i t y  would not be.

But th e su g g e s t io n  th a t  th e  em otions evoked by the poem
ikA ooid^\cX«.è

are ap p rop ria te  to /^ it w i l l  n ot d ism iss  P la t o ' s  s t r i c t u r e .

For what he o b je c ts  to  i s  the f a c t  th a t  the p o et p r e se n ts

a s i t u a t io n  in  such a way th a t  the read er can have a mere

sen se  o f  p r id e , o f  fe a r ,  lo v e ,  courage, e t c . ,  w ith ou t

r e a l i s in g  what th e se  r e a l ly  a r e . The p o et 'mimes' the
o -

e m p ir ic a lly  e v id e n t  fe a tu r e s  o f  e.g.jjD roud man or a 

fr ig h te n e d  one, and the sp e c ta to r s*  draw on t h e ir  ex p er ien ce  

to  id e n t i f y  and c l a s s i f y  the o b je c t .  But both th e a r t i s t ' s
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m im esis and the s p e c ta to r 's  understanding o f  i t  have r e feren ce  

to  what i s  commonly thought or b e lie v e d  to  be c o n s t i t u f t iv e  

o f  f e a r ,  e t c .  There i s  no re fe r e n c e  to  the Forms.

F urther, s i t u a t io n s  a s  'mimed' by p o e ts  could  not be 

r e fe r r e d  to  th e Forms. The p o e ts ' 'mime' men a c t in g  em otion

a l l y  in  the sen se  o f  a c t in g  in  accordance w ith  unexamined 

and probably m istaken b e l i e f s .

The kind o f  dilemma th a t  a r i s e s  in  th e I l ia d ,  P la to  would 

sa y , can o n ly  be seen  as a dilemma so lo n g  as the reader  

p e r s i s t s  in  s e e in g  and th in k in g  about s i t u a t io n s  a s  the p o et  

has p resen ted  them. But th a t  i s  a m istaken and ir r e le v a n t

way. With proper in s ig h t  in to  the Form o f  th e Good one i s
vjj-ka.'Huw'

capab le o f  knowing tb a t  a ry o b jec t or an ^ action  i s  good or >urtL
'VWÔCSV.CL Avorrv.

bad. One i s  capable o f  knowing whether a jc h a r a c te r l i s  a c t in g

in  accordance w ith  th a t  bought to  be done. And y e t  read ers

p e r s i s t  in  lo o k in g  fo r  goodness or badness in  what th ey  see  
VVUAYUl>QjLo <>-k

efy^the s i t u a t io n  and the ch a ra cter  w ith o u t re fer en c e  to  the in 

v i s i b l e  s in g le  immutable Form o f  th e Good. Readers shou ld , 

presum ably, regard  A c h i l le s '  r e f u s a l  to  f ig h t  fo r  the A chaians 

as an example o f  a wrong a c t io n ,  in s o fa r  a s  in  r e fu s in g  to  

f ig h t  he r e fu s e s  to  h elp  the r e s t i t u t i o n  to  a man o f  what i s

r ig h t f u l l y  h i s .  But th e p o e t p re se n ts  A c h i l le s '  r e f u s a l  to
\JQ KjCo

f ig h t  fo r  the r e s to r a t io n  to  Menelaus o f  w h a t^ r ig h tfu lly  she u ld

be M enelaus' a s  bound up w ith  h i s  own anger a t  b e in g  d ep rived

o f  what he th in k s  (perhaps m istak en ly ) i s  r ig h t f u l ly  h i s .
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PAa)(\Ol(Ü>
P la to  w ouldl^ay th a t  th e p o e t  i s  co n fu sin g  j u s t i c e  w ith  

p erso n a l and p e t ty  i n t e r e s t s ,  and th a t  in  p r e se n tin g  

A c h i l le s '  s i t u a t io n  in  such a way th a t  the is s u e  i s  com-
Y 0.41'ovo

p l ic a te d  by t h i s  s o r t  o f  p rob le m and, presum ably, in

s e le c t in g  t h i s  s o r t  o f  s i t u a t io n  as a Prt s u b je c t  fo r  m im esis

in  th e f i r s t  p la c e ,  th e p o e t ob scu res the tru th  about what

ought to  be done and w r ite s  p o e try  th a t  w i l l  f e e d -en  and 
Ok/v\b v\ov)Yv̂ Vo

p ro v o k e^ h e  em otion s which engender and e n te r ta in  such  

c o n fu s io n s  as th e se  a r e .

T his t r a in  o f  thought r e f e r s  back to  R epublic Book I  

489 where P la to  has determ ined th a t  an o b je c t  or s i t u a t io n  

i s  one th in g  fo r  one p a r t o f  th e s o u l  and i s  an other th in g  

fo r  an other p a r t . One ought to  a tte n d  to  what a th in g  

r e a l l y  i s  and n o t p e r s i s t  in  s e e in g  x ' s  a s  having the  

appearance o f  y ' s .  One ought not to  do t h i s  because the  

p a r t o f  th e s o u l  which comes to  g r ip s  w ith  what x ' s  r e a l l y  

are i s  th e  su p er io r  p a r t  j u s t  because i t  d e a ls  w ith  what 

r e a l l y  i s  th e  ca se  and n ot w ith  what appears to  be so .

At t h i s  p o in t  the em otion a l o b je c t io n s  r c - e-n for c e th e
V/W-

i n t e l l e c t u a l  o n es . P o e try ,^ a p p e a lin g  to  th e  s e n s e s ,  p rev en ts  

th e proper fu n c tio n in g  o f  th e rea so n . And th e  p o e t s ,  'miming' 

a l le g e d ly  good men a c t in g  on th e b a s is  o f  m istaken b e l i e f s  both  

m istake the q u a l i t i e s  c o n s t i tu j^ iv e  o f  goodness in  men and 

engender wrong ways o f  th in k in g  in  t h e ir  r e a d er s .

Thus among the o b je c t io n s  P la to  d ir e c t s  a t  p o e tr y  i s  th a t  the
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p o e ts  p r e se n t s i t u a t io n s  in  such a way th a t  the read er i s  

co n fu sed . The read er i s  a c t u a l ly  d ece iv ed  by th e q u a s i-  

s e n s ib le  v iv id n e s s  o f  th e s i t u a t io n  as p resen ted  by the  

p o e t . He th in k s  th a t  th e account g iv e n  by the p o e t  has a 

f i n a l i t y ,  b e in g  the most ap p ro p ria te  on e, indeed the com

p le t e  on e, fo r  th a t  type o f  s i t u a t io n .  I f  he i s  n ot c o m p le te ly  

d e c e iv e d  th e read er i s  a t  l e a s t  prepared to  s e t  a s id e  the  

c o n s id e r a t io n s  he would b rin g  to  a n o n -p o e tic  accou n t and to  

r e ly  upon th e p o e t ' s  d e s c r ip t io n  and a p p r a isa l  o f  th e  s i t u a t io n ,

4regard less^ h ow  m istaken  i t  may be.

Such ch arges are p a r t ic u la r ly  r e le v a n t  to  th e p o e try  o f  

Homer, and t h i s  may accou n t fo r  th e freq u en t r e fe r e n c e  P la to  

makes to  Homer in  p a ssa g es  con cern in g  th e co n ten t o f  the  

s ta tem e n ts  nade by th e  p o e ts .

I t  may be th a t  the a l l e g a t io n s  o f  m is -r e p r e se n ta t io n  were 

stren g th en ed  by th e  f a c t  th a t  Homer's c h a ra c ters  were h i s t o r i c a l  

f ig u r e s .  Homer composed h is  poem w ith  r e fe r e n c e  to  what th e  

Greeks regarded  ( r ig h t ly  we now th in k , though t h is  i s  im m ateria l 

to  th e argument) was an ev e n t in  h is to r y .  In d ep en d en tly  o f  

Homer's work th e Greeks knew who Agamemnon, A c h i l l e s ,  O dysseus, 

A jax, D iom edes, Priam , H ector and P a r is  w ere. They knew more 

than t h e ir  names; th ey  knew ro u g h ly  what s o r t  o f  men th ey  

were and what th e y  d id  a t  Troy. I f  P la to  i s  th in k in g  o f  th e se  

men as h i s t o r i c a l  f ig u r e s  who, in  t h e ir  l i v e s ,  e s ta b l is h e d  

th e standard  o f  which d e s c r ip t io n s  were and which were n ot
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th en  h is  remark th a t  the p o e ts  m isre p r esen t, though i t  

r e f e r s  p r im a r ily  to  th e f a c t  th a t  th ey  p r e se n t  ty p e s  o f  

s i t u a t io n s  ( e .g .  the r e f u s a l  to  fo r c e  r e s to r a t io n  to  a 

man o f  what i s  r i g h t l y  h is )  in  such a way th a t  th e  read er  

d oes n ot or cannot se e  th e r e a l  is s u e  in v o lv e d , but i t  

may d e r iv e  some o f  i t s  cogen cy  from th e f a c t  th a t  th e e v e n ts  

'mimed* by Homer were e v e n ts  which cou ld  be r e fe r r e d  to  and 

thought about in d e p e n d e n tly j^ e f^ ^ ^ m im ^ is  o f  them.

The two i s s u e s  h e re , v i z .  a) how a read er  can be 

ex p ec ted  to  r e a c t  to  a p o e t 's  d e s c r ip t io n  o f  ev e n ts  and 

c h a r a c te r s  and b) th e  r e le v a n c e  o f  a p p ly in g  moral or 

h i s t o r i c a l  c r i t e r i a  in  a s s e s s in g  th e a p p ro p r ia ten ess  o f  

mimeses in  th e I l i a d ,  can be d e a l t  w ith  o n ly  a f t e r  i n v e s t i 

g a t in g  j u s t  what i s  the ta r g e t  o f  P la t o ' s  s t r ic t u r e  here  

and w hether th a t  ta r g e t  c o in c id e s  w ith  Homer's poem*. What 

f o l lo w s ,  th en , i s  a c o n s id e r a t io n  o f  th e e th o s  embodied in  

th e I l i a d  compared and c o n tr a ste d  w ith  th a t  advocated  by 

P la to  in  th e R ep u b lic .

p) The e th o s  embodied in  th e p o e tr y  o f  Homer c o n tr a sted

w ith  P la t o ' s  m o r a lity .

The term  a g a th o s can be taken  a s  a form al term in d ic a t in g  

'good ' or 'g rea t*  (man). But when i t  i s  used in  assessm en t^  

and e v a lu a t io n  i t  i s  not m erely  a form al term  o f  g e n e ra l 

commendation. I t  in d ic a te s  th a t  th e man to  which i t  i s  

a p p lie d  has c e r t a in  c h a r a c t e r i s t ic s  which th e u se r  ta k es  to
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be th e c r i t e r i a  fo r  d e c id in g  th a t  he d e se r v e s  commendation 

as a g a th o s . In  a s im ila r  manner, a r e te  in d ic a te s  th a t  th e  

c h a r a c t e r i s t ic  c a l le d  aî  ' v i r t u e ' or 'e x c e lle n c e *  has a 

c e r t a in  fu n c t io n a l  e f f i c i e n c y  fo r  which i t  d e se r v e s  commenda

t io n  a s  aii ' v ir t u e /e x c e l le n c e .  ' The co n cep ts  are  a p p lie d  to

Homeric c h a r a c te r s  in  a way th a t  p resu pp oses c e r ta in  b e l i e f s
O/Ybd

about a c t io n  in  g en era l,^ a b o u t th e s o c ia l  s e t t in g  in  which  

th e a c t io n s  are done. W ith in  the framework o f  th e se  b e l i e f s  

we can d e l in e a te  what are and what are not r e le v a n t  con

s id e r a t io n s  to  th e  assessm en t o f  a c t io n s  and a g e n ts .

In  h i s  book M erit and R e s p o n s ib i l i t y : A Study in  Greek

V a lu es *̂ Adkins shows th a t  g e n e r a l b e l i e f s  about a c t io n  and 

s o c ie t y ,  about th e  nature o f  th e u n iv erse  and th e  gods 

th ough t to  be a c t iv e  in  i t  or a b se n t  from it ,p r o v id e  th e  

c o n c ep tu a l s e t t in g  d eterm in in g  th e c r i t e r i a  fo r  a p p ly in g  the  

term s 'g o o d /g r e a t' and ' v i r t u e /e x c e l l e n c e ' a t  d i f f e r e n t  

s ta g e s  o f  th e  developm ent o f  Greek thought; and th a t  whereas 

Homer's work embodied a c e r ta in  f a i r l y  d e f in i t e  co n cep tu a l  

s e t t i n g  and a s s o c ia t e d  c r i t e r i a  fo r  'g o o d /g r e a t' and ' v i r t u e /  

e x c e l l e n c e ' ,  P la to  wanted to  ad vocate a new s e t  o f  c r i t e r i a ,  

in ten d ed  to  sup ersed e th e t r a d i t io n a l  system  embodied in  

th e p o e try  o f  Homer. T his c o n fr o n ta t io n  o f  m oral o u tlo o k s

1 . A. W. H. A d k in s, M erit and R e s p o n s ib i l i t y ; A Study in  Greek 
V a lu es . Oxford a t  th e  C larendon P r e s s . I9 6 0 .
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p ro v id es  a la r g e  p a rt o f  th e  su b stan ce o f  th e  q u a r r e l betw een  

P la to  and Homer.

d hat P la to  has o u t lin e d  in  th e  R epublic i s  a g en e ra l 

d e f in i t io n  o f  ’good ' and o f  ’j u s t ’ w hich a b s o lu te ly  and un

am biguously a p p lie s  t o  a l l  th e  a c t io n s  w hich can c o r r e c t ly  

be s a id  t o  be good or j u s t .  P l a t o ’s m o r a lity  i s  a m o r a lity  

w hich  shou ld  be d e d u c t iv e ly  d er iv e d  from a com prehensive no

t io n  o f  ’th e  g o o d ’ w hich n o t io n  a lon e i s  s u f f i c i e n t  to  sp ec 

i f y  a p a r t ic u la r  s o lu t io n  fo r  any p a r t ic u la r  s i t u a t io n .

W ith such  a m o r a lity  th e r e  w ould be no need to  p r e se n t  s i t 

u a t io n s  and t h e ir  s o lu t io n s  as i l lu s t r a V iv e  or exem plary.

The a p p ro p r ia te  s o lu t io n  to  any problem  or s i t u a t io n  which  

a r is e s  co u ld  be d e r iv e d  from th e  Form o f th e  Good,

But t h i s  i s  n o t th e  lo g ic  w ith  which th e  m oral term s 

are u sed  in  Homer. His h eroes p a te n t ly  do n o t ,  and i t  i s  

in d eed  q u e s t io n a b le  th a t  i t  would make sen se  to  su g g e s t  th a t  

th e y  co u ld , d e r iv e  or deduce from  a u n ita r y  Id ea  th e s o lu 

t io n s  to  t h e i r  p a r t ic u la r  prob lem s. What maxims are adduced 

as r e le v a n t  t o  th e  making o f  d e c is io n s  are u s u a l ly  u n c e r ta in  

in  t h e ir  in s t r u c t io n  and in a d eq u a te; i t  i s  n o t c le a r  w hether  

th e  problem  fa c e d  i s  o f  th e  k ind  s p e c i f ie d  by th e  luaxim nor 

i s  i t  c le a r ,  /  even  i f  tne maxim i s  r e le v a n t ,  th a t  i t  i s  th e  

o n ly  one r e le v a n t .
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e .g .  ( i )  A c h i l le s  l i s t e n s  to  th e ca u tio n a ry  t a le  t o ld
by P h o in ix  in  BooklX, and co n clu d es th a t  th e  
t a l e ,  though i t  m ight have i t s  p o in t , i s  n o t  
t o t a l l y  r e le v a n t  to  h is  s i t u a t io n .

( i i )  In  Book I  126 A c h i l le s  remark^: ' I t  i s  un
becom ing fo r  th e p eop le  to  c a l l  back th in g s  
once g iv e n ' has th e a i r  o f  a maxim. I t  i s  
n ot c le a r  w hether 'th e  p eo p le ' should  in c lu d e  
a k in g , th e  top  k in g , or n o t . That th ere  i s  
some problem  here i s  in d ic a te d  by N e s to r 's  
remark 1 . 275 , "Great man th a t  you a r e , y e t  
do n o t take th e g i r l  away."

( i i i )  The maxim remembered or thought up by 
Agamemnon in  Book XIV 81 "The man does 
b e t t e r  who runs from d i s a s t e r  than he who 
i s  caught by it"  i s  answ ered by the r e s o lu 
t io n  o f  Diomedes th a t  th e y  w i l l  go back in to  
th e f ig h t in g  even  though wounds were su sta in e d . 
"We have to ."

What th e se  exam ples in d ic a te  i s  t h a t ,  i f  i t  appears th a t  a maxim 

m ight be a p p lic a b le  to  a s i t u a t io n ,  judgment and d is c r e t io n  are

req u ired  to  know i f  th e  s i t u a t io n  i s  such th a t  such a maxim

d oes indeed  p ro v id e  th e  s o lu t io n  here and, fu r th e r , i f  the

'' a g en t i s  to  see  how th e a b s tr a c t  r u le  or gu id e i s  to  be a p p lie d

to  th e p a r t ic u la r  c ircu m sta n ces .

The maxims c i t e d  a s  exam ples above, though th e y  do n o t  

a t  once f i n a l l y  determ ine what should  be done, do serv e  a 

v ery  im portant p u rp ose. They h e lp  to  g iv e  some s tr u c tu r e  

to  th e  s i t u a t io n  so th a t  what i s  and what i s  not a p p ro p ria te  

to  i t  can u lt im a te ly  be determ ined,w hen a l l  such r e le v a n t  

maxims have been co n sid ere d .
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«èeosLfYVjdLû ovu
Agamemnon's s u g g e s t io n  to  run away from d is a s t e r  s t a t e s  

one way o f  lo o k in g  a t  th e  s i t u a t io n ,  and once i t  i s  r e a l i s e d  

th a t  t h is  i s  one way o f  regard in g  th e s i t u a t io n  th e  p o s s i 

b i l i t i e s  f a l l  more c l e a r ly  in to  o u t l in e .  Diomedes' remark 

"We have to" r e f e r s  n o t o n ly  to  what honour demands th a t  

th ey  shou ld  do, but a ls o  to  the f a c t  th a t  once th e  a l t e r n a t iv e  

o f  running away i s  s e t  down and co n s id ere d , i t  must be 

ob v iou s th a t  i t  must be r e j e c t e d .  The o n ly  p o s s i b i l i t y  

rem ain in g , v i z .  to  s ta y  and f ig h t  must be reco g n ised  a s  

n e c e s sa r y .

S im ila r ly ,  a f t e r  P h o in ix  has s e t  o u t one mode o f  a c t in g  

once honour has been r e s to r e d , A c h i l l e s  can say w ith  g r e a te r  

c l a r i t y  why h is  honour would n ot be r e s to r e d  by s im i lar  (/ 

r e s t i t u t io n ^ .

Once th e p r in c ip le  " I t  i s  unbecoming fo r  the p eop le  to  

c a l l  back th in g s  once given" has been s ta te d ,  th e  p a r t ic u la r  

s i t u a t io n  can be measured a g a in s t  th a t  p r in c ip le .  But th e  

q u e s t io n  i s  n o t s im p ly  w hether t h i s  p r in c ip le  i s  r e le v a n t  in  

th e d e term in a tio n  o f  what ought to  be done, but whether i t  i s  

th e o n ly  r e le v a n t  one.

I f  th ere  i s  a p h ilo s o p h ic a l  l e s s o n  to  be lea rn ed  here i t  

i s  th a t  th e  le s s o n s  which s p e c ia l  c ircu m sta n ces  appear to  

en fo r ce  are shown up to  be p e c u l ia r ly  r e le v a n t  to  those c i r 

cum stances and la c k in g  in  j u s t  th a t  kind o f  p ervad in g  

u n iv e r s a l i t y  demanded by P la t o ' s  m o r a lity . I f  th e re  i s  a
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m o r a lity  in  th e  I l i a d ,  i t  i s  a m o r a lity  o f  judgment in  

knowing how to  a p p ly  v ery  g e n e r a l p r in c ip le s  to  p a r t ic u la r  

com plex s i t u a t io n s .  I t  i s  n o t by chance th a t  the man who 

e x c e l / s  in  t h i s  kind o f  'know how ', N esto r , i s  e ld e r ly  a s  

w e l l  a s  r e s o u r c e fu l ,  and th u s has seen  a - la r g e-numbe r  and 

v a r ie t y  s i t u a t io n s  and t h e ir  con seq u en ces.

From th e  s ta n d p o in t o f  h is  own view  o f  m o ra lity  P la to

in e v i t a b ly  ch arges th e m o r a lity  embodied in  th e Homeric

poem w ith  f a i l i n g  to  r e c o g n ise  th e  im portance and a u th o r ity
Fcruwv. o4 tke omb v c v . ' V l ç r v x o J ^ i v j ç j à  "WovKvt. 

0 f l ^ i ^ e i p l e s  in  th e m&:ing o f  d e c i s io n s .  Another p o in t

o f  d i f f e r e n c e  i s  th e im portance o f  p u b lic  o p in io n . P la t o ' s  

S o c r a te s  a d v o ca tes  j u s t i c e  s o l e l y  on th e grounds th a t  i t  

i s  a c o n s t i t u e n t  or an e s s e n t i a l  means to  a s t a t e  o f  w e ll

b e in g  in  l i f e ,  where th e j u s t  l i f e  i s  a s ta t e  o f  w e ll-b e in g ,  

even  i f  th e j u s t  man has th e w orst p o s s ib le  r e p u ta t io n  among 

h is  f e l lo w s  and i s  hated  and r e v i le d  by them. I t  i s  a 

c a r d in a l p o in t  o f  P la t o ' s  m o r a lity  th a t  th e b e n e f it s  o f  

j u s t i c e  in  no way depend upon p u b lic  o p in io n , though o f  

cou rse  th e  j u s t  man may be rewarded and honoured fo r  h is  

c h a r a c te r . But th a t  he i s  so honoured fo llo w s  upon and 

d oes n ot determ in e h is  b ein g  j u s t  and th e b e n e f i t s  t h i s  

n e c e s s a r i ly  c o n fe r s .

But in  the Homeric e p ic s  ' g o o d /g r e a t' i s  a lm ost a 

p u b lic  c o n s t i t u t io n a l  c h a r a c t e r i s t ic  in v o lv in g  commendation
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as th e type o f  man who i s  a s  a m atter o f  f a c t  admired in  

Homeric s o c ie t y .  He i s  the man who i s  thought to  p o s s e s s  

the s k i l l s  and q u a l i t i e s  o f  a war lo rd  capab le o f  se c u r in g  

th e p r o s p e r ity  and peace o f  h is  community and o f  s t r ik in g  

fe a r  and su b m ission  in to  en em ies.

He must be known as brave and s u c c e s s fu l  in  war, but he 

must a ls o  p o s s e s s  th e  w ea lth  and occupy th e  s o c ia l  p o s i t io n  

to  en ab le  him to  have had th e t r a in in g  and equipment and 

to  m ain ta in  the r e p u ta t io n  and s t a t e  n e c e ssa r y  fo r  such  

s u c c e s s .  That i s  to  sa y , what m atters above a l l  i s  th a t  he 

should  be see n  and acknowledged to  be ' g o o d /g r e a t ' , and what 

c o n tr ib u te s  above a l l  to  t h i s  i s  s o c ia l  sta n d in g  based on 

r o p u ta t io n - f o r  w ea lth  and power. And th e c o n s t i t u t io n a l  

s ta t u s  i s  more d i r e c t l y  im portant than th e  a c tu a l  w ea lth  

and power. But to  say  o f  any Greek c h a r a c te r , Homeric or 

o th e r w ise , th a t  he i s  'g o o d /g r e a t' i s  to  a p p ly  to  him a 

p ow erfu l term o f  va lu e  which seems to  be u lt im a te .

What P la to  seems to  be t r y in g  to  do in  th e  R epublic  i s  

to  make a r a d ic a l  change in  th e c r i t e r i a  fo r  the a p p l ic a t io n  

o f  th e  term , but n o n e th e le s s  to  r e t a in  th e  term 'g o o d /g r e a t'

a s  a p ow erfu l, indeed  th e u ltim a te  term o f  v a lu e . But in
'VKfl- vxJvUL crw

P la to 's^ a p p lic a tio n ^ ^  g o o d /g r ea t' wi l l  b o -A p p lied fo r  d i f f e r e n t

rea so n s  and, u n lik e  th e t r a d it io n a l  a p p l ic a t io n ,  i t  w i l l  be

w ith -h e ld  when the a c t io n s  o f  th e man in  q u e s t io n  m ight seem
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to  be a t  odds w ith  h is  r e p u ta t io n  and h is  c o n s t i t u t io n a l  

c la im s to  be 'g o o d /g r e a t* .

Homer u se s  th e term 'g o o d /g r e a t' in  th e  t r a d i t io n a l  

manner, a p p ly in g  i t  to  n o b le , g r e a t , or lo r d ly  men. But 

are th e men, a s  d escr ib e d  in  h is  work, sa id  to  be 'g o o d /g rea t*  

when the^abuse t h e ir  p o s it io n ?  And what e f f e c t  d oes m ora lly  

bad behaviour have upon t h e ir  c la im s  to  be 'g o o d /g r e a t . ' ?

When N estor  wants to  r e s t r a in  Agamemnon, he sa y s  to

him:

"You, ' g o o d /g r ea t' l(bhat you a r e , y e t  do n ot tak e  
th e g i r l  away. But l e t  her b e , a p r iz e  a s th e  
sons o f  th e  A chaians gave her f i r s t ."

I  275 -8

N esto r  i s  w ise  enough to  see  th a t  Agamemnon i s  concerned  

w ith  th e m a te r ia l ev id en ce  o f  honour, and t h i s  i s  among th e  

rea so n s fo r  h is  demanding the g i r l .  But N estor  i s  a ls o  w ise  

enough to  see  th a t  appeasem ent o f  A c h i l le s  i s ,  a p a rt from  

th e q u e s t io n  o f  i t s  r ig h tn e s s ,  n e c e s sa r y  i f  the war i s  to  

be won. So he ch o o ses  some word to  f l a t t e r  Agamemnon ra th e r  

than a n ta g o n is in g  him w ith  an a c c u sa tio n  or abuse a s  A c h i l le s  

d id , sa y in g  "You wine sack , w ith  a d o g 's  e y e s ,  w ith  a d e e r 's  

h e a r t ,"  or som ething o f  th a tk in d . But i t  i s  n o n e th e le s s  re 

markable th a t  N estor  should  choose t h i s  word, fo r  c l e a r ly  in  

t h i s  s i t u a t io n  Agamemnon i s  not ' g r e a t ' or 'good' in  

our sen se  o f  the word, o r , what i s  more im p ortan t, in  P Jato ' s  

se n se . He has been greed y  and a rro g a n t in  ig n o r in g  th e arm y's
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req u e st  and r e fu s in g  to  r e tu r n  C h ryseis  to  her father^ andr 

aooopt ran s om from- t h e -p r ie s t - h er  fa th e r . When i t  i s  

d isco v er ed  th a t  t h i s  wrong a c t io n  i s  the cause o f  the  

p la g u e , he r e tu r n s  her b egru d g in g ly  and im m ediately  demands 

a rep lacem en t. He has become angry w ith  i n s u f f i c i e n t  rea so n . 

Were he an o rd in a ry  s o ld ie r  one cou ld  say  th a t  he was 

behaving l i k e  a s p o i l t  b u l ly .  I f  he were a p r in ce  he would 

be s a id  to  be f la u n t in g  h is  r ig h t s .  But because he i s  th e  

top  k ir ^ , he can make some demands, however in ju d ic io u s ,  

th a t  would be den ied , to  o th e r s . I s  t h i s  one o f  them? I t  

seems th a t  i f  th ere  was a way fo r  N estor to  e x p la in  th a t
4-0 bu. W II

th e  c la im s o f  th e  agath os could  be o v er -r id d en , he would 

tak e i t .  For what he i s  p o in t in g  ou t i s  th a t  th e  p r iz e  i s  

a lr e a d y  th e p o s s e s s io n  o f  A c h i l l e s .  In  sa y in g  t h i s  he 

su p p orts A c h i l l e s '  remark th a t  i t  i s  unbecoming to  take back 

what has a lr e a d y  been g iv en  and th a t  even though Agamemnon 

has power, he shou ld  s te p  down over t h i s  m atter.

The d if f e r e n c e  betw een th e  use o f  'g o o d /g r e a t' in  Homer 

and th e use advocated  in  th e  R epublic i s  c le a r .

Thus the em o tio n a l o b je c t io n s  cu lm in ate  in  the d iscr e p a n cy  

betw een Homer's use o f  th e  terms A gath os. a r e t e , e t c .  and 

th e use o f  commendatory term s ad vocated  by P la to . P la to ,  

w anting to  show th a t^ im e s e s  Homer make c^ c le a r ly  m istak en   ̂

r e l i e s  upon th e  th eo ry  o f  Forms to  s u b s ta n t ia te  h i s  c la im  

th a t  'G ood/G reat' and 'V ir tu e /E x c e lle n c e '  are a p p r o p r ia te ly
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a p p lied  n ot to  what p eop le o r d in a r i ly  commend as 'g o o d /g rea t*  

and ' v i r t u e / e x c e l le  n e e ' e t c . ,  but to  what i s  seen  by rea so n  

to  be in  accord  w ith  th e a p p ro p ria te  Form. A lle g in g  th a t  

th e p o e ts  ap p ea l to  th e em otions in  r e p r e se n tin g  the  

appearances o f  th in g s ,  he d ev e lo p s  the argument a g a in s t  

p o e try  a s  an argument a g a in s t  r e l ia n c e  upon the s e n se s  fo r  

o b ta in in g  tr u th . The p o e ts  m im esis seems to  be co n v in c in g ,  

or have a sem blance o f  tr u th , o n ly  so lo n g  a s  i t  i s  r e fe r r e d  

to  th e m istaken  s e t  o f  b e l i e f s  embodied in  and presupposed  

by i t .

On th e  o th er  h a n d ,P la to 's  more g en era l em o tio n a l ob

j e c t io n  to  Homer i s  th a t  th e  m im esis appeals t o  th e em otions  

in  th a t  i t  'mimes' s i t u a t io n s  w hich would ap p eal to  th e  emo

t io n a l  p art o f  th e  s o u l  and in  'miming' from a p o in t  o f  v iew  

such  th a t  any r e fe r e n c e  to  t r u th  i s  p reclu d ed . But p o e t ic  mim

e s i s  a ls o  evok es em otions in  i t s  p r o v is io n  o f  perform ances o f  

e m o tio n a l b eh aviou r such  th a t  th e  sym p ath etic  resp o n se  o f  th e  

au d ien ce i s  in v i t e d .  T his em o tio n a l resp on se o f  th e  aud ience  

i s  l ik e  a l l  em o tio n a l resp o n ses  in  th a t  th e  read er i s  'su b 

j e c t e d '  and does n o t— and in  P la t o ' s  view  co u ld  n o t— pause to  

c o n s id e r  th a t  th e  em otions ev in ced  are not th e p roper resp on se  

to  th e  o b je c t  and th a t  o n ly  when th e o b je c t  i s  'mimed' in  

t h i s  p e c u lia r  way, v i z . as som eth ing to  be 's e n s e d ' ratàier  

th a n  d isc o v e r e d  by r a t io n a l  e n q u ir ie s ,  can resp o n ses  t o  i t  

be em o tio n a l o n es .
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IV. CLOSER EXAMINATION OF POET'S MIMESIS IN EPIC.

A) I n te n t io n  d isce r n e d  in  poem as b a s is  fo r  judgm ents o f

i t .

A q u e s t io n  r a is e d  in  th e  s e c t io n s  p re v io u s ,a n d *  a s  y e t  

n ot d eterm in ed , i s  th e in te n t io n  to  be presumed in  Homer's 

poem. As th e  judgment o f  th e  work w i l l  have r e fe r e n c e  to  

th e u n d er ly in g  purpose smd in s o fa r  a s i t  can be seen  to  

d ir e c t ,  a»d  u n ify  and determ ine th e developm ent o f  the work, 

i t  i s  im portant to  g e t  c le a r  whether th e p o e t 's  main 

purpose was to  t e l l  th e tr u th , or to  p rovide moral ed u c a tio n ,  

or to  p rov id e a p ow erfu l, a t t r a c t iv e  f i c t i o n .  I f  th e  poem 

was meant to  p r o v id e , e .g .  a s e r ie s  o f  p o r t r a it s  o f  

adm irable or d e sp ic a b le  ch a ra cter  ty p e s , th en  th e s e t  o f  

c r ite i;k  a p p lic a b le  in  e s t a b l i s h in g  th e a p p ro p r ia ten ess  or  

c o r r e c tn e s s  would d i f f e r  from th e s e t  a p p lie d  to  th e  poem 

i f  i t  i s  tak en  to  be an account o f  a r e la t e d  s e r ie s  o f  

e v e n ts  such th a t  t he-oom pl-io a t e d -e f f e c t s —o f  one d é c i s io n 

are mime é ' - a s - r e l a t e d to- -ea e h -e th e r- a n d -t o  -th e-ir -oauee  

in  0u eh - a -way t h a t  the m im esis has the a i r  o f  p r e se n tin g  

an i n t e l l i g i b l e \ § e quen ee. I f  th e l a t t e r  i s  th e aim , th en  

th e c r i t e r i a  o f  a p p ro p r ia ten ess  or c o r r e c tn e s s  w i l l  r e la t e  

more d i r e c t l y  to  th e i n t e l l i g i b i l i t y ,  c o m p r e h e n s ib ility ,  

and co n v in c in g n e ss  o f  th e  p a t te r n  ' mimed' and have l e s s  

r e fe r e n c e  to  th e  correspondence betw een th e m im esis and
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some s e t  o f  b e l i e f s  or s t a t e  o f  a f f a i r s  to  which th e  m im esis  

m ight be tak en  to  r e f e r .

In  the p r ev io u s  s e c t io n  i t  was n oted  th a t  P la to  th ough t  

th a t  Homer's use o f  term s l i k e  ' lo r d ly '  or ' sham eful' e t c . ,  

had r e fe r e n c e  to  th e appearances (o r  to  what cou ld  be tak en  

in  th e term s o f  h is  system  a s  analogou s to  th e appearances  

o f  th in g s )  fo r  th e y  were in  accordance w ith  the o r d in a r i ly  

and a l le g e d ly  m ista k en ly  accep ted  v iew s o f  such q u a l i t i e s  

and not^t o ^ h a t ^ o ^ y  p r o j^ r ly  w arrant such commendatory^ 

de s c r ip t io n s . What i s  y e t  to  be s e t t l e d  i s  w hether, in
V O

u sin g  such term inology^ H o m e u n c o n c e r n e d  w ith  th e q u e st io n  

o f  w hether or n o t t h i s  p a r t ic u la r  system  o f  e v a lu a tio n  i s  a 

d e s ir a b le  o n e ,^ is  m erely  r e f l e c t i n g  th e v a lu e s  accep ted  a t  

th e  tim e o f  h is  w r it in g ,  o r ^ is  he te a c h in g  wh&t th e se  v a lu e s ,  

a r e , perhaps even  tr y in g  to  i n s t i l ^  them through h is  

n a r r a t iv e . And f i n a l l y ,  i s  P la to  r ig h t  in  th in k in g  th a t
) ̂  1 i>OOL̂

poems - o f  Homer p resen ts  an answer to  th e q u estio n  'How ought 

a man to  a c t / l i v e '  which i s  in  c o n f l i c t  w ith  the answer g iv e n  

in  th e  R epublic?

B) E p ic  p o e t  'mimes' s o c ia l  and moral o u tlo o k , in v o lv in g  the  

a s s o c ia t io n  o f  honorée t i t l e s  w ith  d e s c r ip t io n s  o f  men 

and a c t io n s  earn in g  them.

I t  i s  n o t y e t  n e c e ssa r y  to  d ec id e  w hether or n o t th e  

p o et wrote w ith  th e in te n t io n  th a t  h is  work should serv e  a 

d id a c t ic  purpose. What i s  r e le v a n t  here i s  what P la to  c o r r e c t ly



69.

n o te s ,  v i z .  th a t  Homer u se s  a number o f  commendatory words

in  moral c o n te x ts .  In t e l l i n g  h is  s to r y  Homer makes c le a r

n ot o n ly  what th e  a g en ts  d id , but a ls o  why th e y  a c te d  in

th a t  way. The e x te n s io n  and d e t a i l  o f  th e acco u n ts  i s  such

th a t  th e read er can understand th e a c t io n s  n ot m erely a s

i s o la t e d  e v e n ts  but a s  th e moral s o lu t io n s  o f  a g en ts  to

moral problem s posed by s i t u a t io n s  a s th o se  a g e n ts  co n ce iv e
"VVvĵ

them to  be. T h is,^ m im esis o f  an a c t io n ^  or a r e la te d  group 

o f  a c t io n s  regarded  by the ch a r a c te r s  a s  o ccu rr in g  n ot a s  

i s o la t e d ,  random e v e n ts  but as th e outcome or r e s u l t  o f  

p r ev io u s  d e c is io n s ,  a c t io n s ,  and c ir c u m sta n c e s , en a b les  

th e  rea d er  to  d is c e r n  in  th e poem th e moral and s o c ia l  

system s presupposed  by the ch a r a c te r s  p resen ted .

The number o f  h ero es  and v a r ie t y  o f  s i t u a t io n s  in  th e  

e p ic  g iv e s  scope fo r  th e e la b o r a t io n  o f  a c t io n s  performed, 

and th e s ig n i f ic a n c e  a sc r ib e d  to  them^on th e s o c ia l  s c a le ,  

w ith  i t s  r e f l e c t i o n  back on th e  ch a ra c ter  and r e p u ta t io n  o f  

th e a g en ts  concerned . The I l ia d  i s  d e t a i le d  in  such a 

way th a t  the d ata  r e le v a n t  to  such u n d erstan d in g  and 

a ssessm en t o f  a c t io n s  i s  g iv e n . Because one i s  a b le  to  

work ou t answ ers w ith  s t r i c t  r e fe r e n c e  to  th e t e x t ,  i t  

makes good sen se  to  ask  q u e s t io n s  about th e  moral worth o f  

th e a g e n ts , w hether or not t h e ir  a c t io n s  in  th e co n cep tio n  

under which th e y  undertook them can be j u s t i f i e d ,  and what 

b ea rin g  the a c t io n s  have upon c h a r a c te r  and r e p u ta tio n .
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We can ask  and f in d  answ ers to  such q u e s t io n s  a s:

Was Agamemnon j u s t i f i e d  in  ta k in g  th e g i r l  from A c h i l l e s ,  

was A c h i l le s  j u s t i f i e d  in  w ith -h o ld in g  h is  h e lp  from th e  

A ch aian s, was A c h i l l e s  j u s t i f i e d  in  in s u l t in g  th e corp se  

o f  Het^tor, or in  a c c e p t in g  ransom fo r  body, were A jax  

and O dysseus wrong in  n o t speak in g  up fo r  A c h i l le s  in  

th e  c o u n c il  when th e  q u a rre l broke o u t , '^c.

E p ic  p o e tr y  because i t  i s  on so v a s t  a s c a le  i s  e s p e c ia l ly  

s u s c e p t ib le  ^  t h i s  kind o f  exam in ation  and/opregnant w ith  a 

corresp on d in g  e f f e c t .  I t  p ro v id es  a h i s t o r i c a l  background 

fo r  th e s itu a tio n ,^ m o r e  or l e s s  d e t a i le d  accou n t o f  the  

agents* p r o p e n s i t ie s ,  and a cco u n ts  o f  what th ou gh ts and 

a t t i t u d e s  a re  e n te r ta in e d  by th e ch a r a c te r s  w ith  r e fe r e n c e  

to  t h e ir  own a c t io n s  and to  th o se  taken  by o th e r s . I t  i s  

tru e  th a t  such f a c t s  and c o n s id e r a t io n s  can a ls o  be p resen ted  vyO 

drama, but because drama, e s p e c i a l l y  Greek dram a^allows much 

l e s s  e x te n s iv e  p r e s e n ta t io n , th e amount o f  in fo rm a tio n  r e l e 

van t to  a ssessm en t i s  co rresp o n d in g ly  l im ite d .

0) E p ic d i f f e r e n t  from tra g ed y  a s  A r i s t o t l e  v iew s i t^ '

and a s  seems t y p ic a l  o f  Sophoclean  traged y  a t  l e a s t .
a. 2

In  h is  com parison o f  tra g ed y  w ith  # p ic  A r i s t o t l e  ' remarks

th a t  th e a c tu a l  a c t io n  * mimed* by th e I l ia d  and by th e  O dyssey

1 . I  am a c c e p t in g  A r is t o t le * s  a ccou n t o f  tra g ed y  and in  th e  
remarks am concerned o n ly  w ith  th e tr a g e d ie s  th a t  run or  
would run tru e  to  A r is t o t le * s  ty p e . I t  i s  c e r t a in ly  tru e  th a t  
th ere  are few p e r f e c t  specim ens o f  the type he s p e c i f i e s ,  and 
many c r i t i c s  would say  th a t  th er e  are none. But t h i s ,  I  th in k ,  
d oes n ot a f f e c t  th e  is s u e  p r ese n te d  h ere.

2 . P o e t i c s ,c h a p te r  23.
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i s  composed in  th e same way th a t  th e a c t io n  o f  a dram atic
S[V\jLo vjvo

m im esis i s  composed; nor d oes th e a c t io n  o f  th e  e p ic s

exceed  t r a g ic  l im i t a t io n s .  But though e p ic  i s  l i k e  tra g ed y  

in  g iv in g  an accou n t o f  a s in g le  a c t io n  done through i t s  

con seq uences u n t i l  th e y  are worked ou t to  some s o r t  o f  

f i n a l i t y ,  th e  e la b o r a t io n  p rovided  by e p ic  o f  th a t  a c t io n  

and o f  th e  ch a ra c ter  who d oes i t  d i f f e r s  from th e  e la b o ra 

t io n  which tra g ed y  can p ro v id e . In  traged y  as in  e p ic  

th e ch a ra c ter  o f  th e a g en ts  i s  r e v e a le d  in  speech  and in  

a c t io n .  But in  tra g ed y  ch a ra cter  i s  drawn in  such^ge ne rS^
4o OL

topms ^ h a t  th e p r e s e n ta t io n  o f  c h a r a c te r , when c o n tr a ste d  

w ith  th e p r e s e n ta t io n  o f  c h a ra c ter  in  e p ic ,  seems ra th er  

sch em a tic . The t r a g ic  hero i s  p resen ted  in  h is  speech  

and a c t io n  in  a s in g le  s p e c i f i c  s i t u a t io n .  In h is  one 

d e f i n i t i v e  a c t io n  he r e a l i s e s  th o se  te n d e n c ie s  he i s  sa id  

to  have; th a t  one a c t io n ,  b e in g  a v i t a l  and s e r io u s  one, 

i s  such a s  w i l l  b r in g  a l l  h is  powers o f  resp on se  in to  p la y .

The e p ic  h ero , however, i s  * mimed' in  th e cou rse o f  a 

number o f  a c t i v i t i e s ,  no one o f  which can be s in g le d  ou t a s  

f i n a l l y  d e f in i t i v e  o f  h is  c h a r a c te r . The m im esis o f  e p ic  

c h a r a c te r s  i s  n o t so schem atic and co n cen tra ted  a s  th a t  

o f  t r a g ic  c h a r a c te r s . The one c e n t r a l  a c t io n  o f  th e e p ic  

hero i s  l i k e  the one s in g le  a c t io n  o f  th e t r a g ic  hero in  

th a t  i t  i s  th e  c le a r e s t  and most v iv id  c r y s t a l l i s a t i o n  o f
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th e  te n d e n c ie s  he has t o  a c t  in  c e r ta in  w ays. But th e  mim

e s i s  o f  i t  i s  u n lik e  th e  m im esis o f  the t r a g ic  h e r o 's  a c t io n  

in  th a t  th e  form er i s  c o n tr a s te d  and compared w ith  o th e r  a c t 

i v i t i e s  and ;vith  th e  a c t i v i t i e s  o f  o th er  c h a ra c ter s  in  th e  

work. Thus i t  can be se e n  in  th e  c o n te x t  o f  g e n e ra l s o c i a l  

a c t i v i t y ,  th e  con seq uences o f  th e a c t io n  b e in g  shoim as a f f e c t 

in g , b oth  p r iv a t e ly  and p u b l ic ly ,  a la r g e  number o f  in d iv id 

u a ls  who are 'mimed' as th e y  c o n s id e r , pra^ig/e, or c r i t i c i s e  

th e  a c t io n  and i t s  r e s u l t s . E pic can recou n t both  th e  p er 

so n a l and th e  s o c i a l  s ig n i f ic a n c e s  o f  the a c t io n  done. Trag

ed y , l im i t e d  as i t  i s  in  le n g th  and in  th e  number o f  ch arac

t e r s ,  cannot p r e se n t  t h i s  kind o f  c lo s e  and d e t a i le d  m im esis  

o f  m inor o ccu rren ces  to  be c o n tr a ste d  w ith  th e s in g le  c e n t r a l  

d e c is io n  and th e  d e l ib e r a t io n s  le a d in g  up t o  i t .  But though  

tra g ed y  i s  l im it e d  in  sc o p e , i t s  p r e s e n ta t io n  b oth  o f  th e  con

d i t io n s  in  w hich th e  a c t io n  has to  be d ec id ed  and o f  th e  

e f f e c t s  o f  th a t  a c t io n ,  once d ec id ed , are c le a r .  The e f f e c t s  

o f  an a c t io n  must be s u s c e p t ib le  to  f& â^ly c le a r  a sse s sm e n t,  

t h i s  c o n d it io n  i s  n e c e ssa r y  fo r  th e  p r e s e n ta t io n  o f  char

a c t e r i s t i c a l l y  t r a g ic  a c t io n ,  v i z . th o se  in  w hich th e  d e c is io n  

tak en  has s u r p r is in g ,  but i n t e l l i g i b l e ,  con seq uences and i s  

th e r e fo r e  th e  wrong on e.
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Homer’s mimesis of Agamemnon is  an account of his actions, 

his encounters with other men. But i t  is  not only through 

other characters th a t the reader learns about Agamemnon. He 

is  ’mimed’ in  his actions; he is  reviled  by and argues with 

A chilles, rev iled  by Thersites, repjoached by Odysseus, by 

Diomedes, and by Nestor. S im ilarly Achilles is  ’mimed’ as he 

becomes angry with Agamemnon and again in  furious anger with 

Hektor. The poet’s mimesis of these incidents permits the 

reader to  see for himself the pattern  emerging in  which he 

discerns the character of the man as i t  is  b u ilt up from and 

is  revealed by his actions. The mimesis of these subsidiary 

incidents gives perspective to the main quarrel. For in re 

la tin g  these incidents to the main one, the reader can come

to  see ju s t what was a t issue when Agamemnon quarreled with ^

A ch illes.

The focus of the mimesis both in  tragedy and in  epic, 

then, is  the action performed by the agent. But i f  we ac

cept A ris to tle ’s view of tragedy, and i t  is  fa ith fu l to  a t 

le a s t the cen tra l Sophoclean type of tragedy, then in  trag 

edy i t  is  fa ir ly  c lear what is  the character of the action 

as taken (and^ohe agent ag taking i t ) .  IVhat is  to  be shown 

is  the passage from ignorance to  knowledge of the tru th . In 

A ris to tle ’s favourite type of tragedy the agent, when he per

forms the action, is  not in  fu l l  possession of a l l  the re le 

vant fa c ts , or he is  in a
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s ta te  o f  mind which prevents him from rec o g n is in g  them.

The a c tio n  in v o lv es  h is  discovery^w hat he thought he was 

doing was not in  fa c t  what he d id  or intended to  do, th a t  

what he d id  in  terms o f  the a c tio n  as observed by anyone 

in  p o s se ss io n  o f  a l l  the r e le v a n t fa c t s  and what he did  

in  terms o f  the conception  under which he took the a c tio n  

diverge t r a g ic a l ly .  The p o in t which provides jo b ject o f  

mimesis i s  the d ivergence between what i s  intended and what 

i s  accom plished, a d ivergence which can be p la in ly  seen in  

a w e ll  con stru cted  tragedy.

In e p ic  the mimesis i s  o f  the whole s o c ia l  s i tu a t io n  

which lea d s up to  the a c tio n  and how i t  i s  a ffe c te d  by the  

r e s u l t s  which th a t a c tio n  has. For t h i s  reason  i t  i s  

d i f f i c u l t  fo r  the reader and d i f f i c u l t  for  the ch aracters  

'mimed* to  g e t  c le a r  ju s t  what i s  a t  i s s u e ,  what are the  

a lte r n a t iv e  courses o f  a c t io n , how the a c t io n  can b est

and most a p p ro p ria te ly  be d escr ib ed , and what way e f f e c t s
r a m ific a tio n s  

a n d /w ill  r e s u l t  from the a c t io n  once taken.

Whether or not the d e c is io n  made by a tr a g ic  hero was 

a r ig h t  one i s  determ ined, t y p ic a l ly ,  by the emergence 

o f  some r e le v a n t f a c t ,  the id e n t i ty  o f  some person, or 

some fa c t  about th a t person or about the agen t, or even  

a fa c t  about an o b je c t . But i t  i s  not so c le a r  in  ep ic  

what would determ ine whether or not the a c t io n  taken i s
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the r ig h t  one.
AJL/YVJBui <

determ ining whether the  

d e c is io n  made by a tr a g ic  hero i s  or i s  not a r ig h t  one.

He i s  a c tin g  in  order to ach ieve some c le a r ly  s p e c if ia b le  

end or g o a l. The r ig h t  d e c is io n  i s  the one which would

enable him to  ach ieve  th a t goa l. In e p ic  i t  i s  n ot so
vvv, iVllo AfiXi-WiciecT 

c le a r  w h ether\the a c tio n  taken i s  the r ig h t  one. This

i s  p a r t ly  because the s itu a t io n s  a r is in g  in  ep ic  æ e  
Kavjeok ^OLYfv 4c aucxL ScolaJL ^crmnlejcitw 
l^uch th a t th ere  i s  no r ig h t  s o lu t io n . ^The agent i s  not

ojv\</
i s o la t e d  In dependent but involved  in  a complex network o f

commitments. The ep ic  hero cannot a rr iv e  a t  a s a t is fa c to r y

so lu t io n  or compromise u n t i l  he has determ ined the nature 
Omô+VJiAA. ^iAiLûA/VUjaà gw - Ol  rvWJULCk. SccxU 4kouw vvi

and force  o f  the various cla im s made upon him^ He must

to  h im se lf  the nature o f  the s i tu a t io n  which

g iv e s  r is e  to  the s e t  o f  c o n f l ic t in g  demands. This i s

i t s e l f  a moral problem req u ir in g  sa g a c ity  and experience

i f  proper and due- a tte n t io n  i s  to  be g iven  to  a l l  the

co n sid er a tio n s  r e le v a n t, and i f  each o f  those co n sid er a tio n s

i s  to  be g iven  i t s  proper w eight. But in  a d d itio n  to  th ese

two o b s ta c le s  to  f in a l  assessm ent o f  the 'r igh tn ess*  o f

the a c t io n , the e p ic , p resen tin g  the v a s t  s o c ia l  s e t t in g

o f  the a c t io n , makes i t  im possib le  fo r  the agent when a c tin g

to  estim ate  the f in a l  e f f e c t s  o f  an a c t io n . For the agent

and--the reader a t  the time o f  the a c t io n  and, indeed, u n t i l

the co n c lu sio n  o f  the poem, the assessm en t^ righ tn ess or
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or wrongness of his decision cannot be deterained.

D) Homer’s presentation of s itu a tio n  and action

Host of the actions 'mimed' in the I lia d  are actions done 

where the in ten tion  is  the maintenance of honour. Hie be lie fs  

which the agents have, whether sp ec ifica lly  moral ones or those 

concerned with value in  general, must be incorporated in to  

the poem i f  there is  to be any hope of determining the /  

agent's success in  achieving his goal. For i t  is  those be lie fs  

which give structu re  to and reinforce the judgments and decis

ions of the agents and render them in te llig ib le  to  the reader. 

The agent's assessment of his position takes i t s  form in the 

features he abstracts  as characterising the s itu a tio n  and his 

reaction to i t .  And insofar as his judgments and decisions are 

vindicated, i t  is  with reference to what he and his associates 

believe to  be of value.

As i t  appears in the epic, the quarrel between Agamemnon* 

and Achilles introduces two sets of d if f ic u lt ie s :  one for the

characters and one fo r the readers. Agamemnon and Achilles are 

contesting the acknowledgement of honour; i t  is  impossible to  

l e t  Agamemnon have the honour which he, as top king, demands 

while not re tra c tin g  the honour due to Achilles who is  the 

warrior distinguished in s k i l l  and success. The one d if f ic u l

ty  is  the problem faced by the charokcters: given th is  con flic t

of demands what can or ought to  be done. The other d if f ic u lty  

is  the read e r 's ; he must get c lear both what is  happening and
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also how the agents see and characterise what is  happening,

Homer introduces his epic heroes in accordance with epic trad

it io n , with formal ep ith e ts , e. g. "a treu s ' son, the lo rd  of men" 

and " b r il l ia n t Achilles" and "alexandros the godlike" and "glor

ious Hektor," e tc . He then 'mimes* the persons who bear these 

names and t i t l e s .  He gives accounts of th e ir  actions and of th e ir  

reputations and thus provides by implication the conception of 

socia l types which conditions the judgments expressed of per

formance and reputation .

The poet draws out the significance of the issue between 

Agamemnon and Achilles by marking a number of other quarrels 

to  which the Agamemnon-Achilles quarrel can be re la ted  and' con

tra s te d , By th is  means he deals with the two d if f ic u lt ie s  

s ta ted  above. In entering into the s to rie s  of various quarrels 

in  the I lia d  and getting  a sense of the subtly varied points of 

s im ila r ity  and difference between them^the reader can come to 

understand in  i t s  f u l l  complexity the pattern  of the differences 

between Agamemnon and A c h i l l e s ^ w h y  they made th e ir  claiias 

in  the f i r s t  place, and wiiy they pressed them as they did. AttA 

through the contrast between the actions and performances char

a c te r is tic  of Agamemnon with those of Achilles and, again, the con

t r a s t  between each of these figures with re levantly  sim ilar 

minor characters, the reader can come to  understand how i t  is  

th a t characters honour one another according to  a socia l and 

moral system in  which both the occupant of an a r is to c ra tic  

s ta tu s and the proponent of a p rac tica l ideal of human exce ll-
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ence necessarily  command honour.

We can work out the d e ta ils  of the social and moral system 

presupposed in  the I l ia d , but such studious scrutiny is  not 

necessary i f  the system is  to be understood. For u n c r itic a l 

fa m ilia rity  with and love of the poem, alone, might be expect

ed to give r is e  to an in te rn a l understanding and acceptance of 

i t s  presuppositions, including th is  complex system of socia l 

and moral values; eW such understanding is  especially  to  be 

expected when the members of the society are subjected to 

frequent and extensive and solemnly received rec ita tio n s of i t .  

Here the purely poetic excellence of the work is  of d irec t 

moral relevance in  i t s  persuasive effectiveness, Thi^s was 

undoubtedly the case in  ancient Greece. The epics of Homer 

were ceuj^al in the education of a l l  Greek children. Adults^ 

too,were prone to quote or rec ite  passages from them and they 

heard them quoted or rec ited  frequently. Fam iliarity  with 

th e ir  form, content, and type of thought was widespread and 

thorough. I t  is  not therefore surprising th a t, whatever Homer's 

ac tual in ten tion  or purpose in composing the epics was, P la to 's  

c r i t i c ! ^  them fundamentally as didactic instruments teacliing 

a c6de oĵ  m orality rad ica lly  d iffe ren t from the one which he 

took to be c o rre c t/.

E) D e ta ile d  e x p o s it io n  o f the main c u a r r e l and c o n tr a s ts  drav/n 

w ith  other q u a r r e ls .

( i)  Moral assessment of Agamemnon in  the I l ia d .

The poet's  f i r s t  mention of Agameminon is  in  the seventh
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line of the f i r s t  book. He re fe rs  there to  "atreus ’ son the 

lord of men." But no reason for the t i t l e  is  given u n ti l  line  

279 where i t  is  s ta ted  th a t Agamemnon' s power is  inherited . 

Thyestes gave the sceptre to him to carry and so to  be lord of 

many islands and over a l l  Argos, Agamemnon does not h esita te  

to assert his sta tus as king.
" 0 . .th a t you may learn  well 

how much greater I  am than you, and another man may slirink back 
from likening himself to me and contending against me. "

I  185-187.

"And l e t  him yield  place to me, inasmuch as I am the k ing lier 
and inasmuch as I can c a ll  iiiyself born the e lder."

Ik 1 6 0 -1 6 1 .

And the other Achaians acknowledge his s ta tu s ,I

"Son of Atreus; now ray lo rd .."  (Odysseus) I I  284.

"Gome, ray l o r d , . , . "  (Nestor) I I  360.

"Son of Atreus, most lo rd ly  (Nestor) I X  96.
and Icing of men..."

Agamemnon is  called the lo rd , the leader, the shepherd. The

ep ithet 'powerful' is  ascribed to iiim. P la to 's  complaint is  th a t

Homer's Agamemnon does not live  up to  his reputation. Is

Plato right?

I t  is  clear from the poem th a t the actions of Hoiiierlc nen 

were judged by th e ir  re su lts , so that in  determining whether 

or not Agamemnon deserved his reputation in  the eyes of his 

own society, a tten tion  must concentrate upon what he did and 

was seen to  done, and not upon what might be called an

'inside s to ry ' about what he f e l t  about his a c t iv i t ie s i’ Nor 

are any emotional or psychological s ta te s  to  be regarded as
I v i s - k - K t ■,
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rad ica lly  qualifying the actions, Agamemnon's character, then, 

is  not to be described in  terms of an in fe r io r ity  complex, or 

an in a b ility  to  face re a l ity , or a sequence of petty  anxieties 

and annoyances, e tc . ,  fo r such descriptions would belong to  

an ' inside s to ry ' which Homeric society would regard as i r r e le -  

bant to assessment of character except insofar as they are 

manifested in  observable gestures and movements or in  speech.

Nor is  th is  emphasis on w"hat is  done as a basis of character 

assessment peculiar to Homer. I t  is  typ ica l of Greek thought 

in  general, and not merely of prim itive Homeric forms of i t .

A ris to tle , returning from the more inward-looking view taken
>.

b}" P lato , s tresses the action done in  his account of action

and character. In Homer i t  is  ce rta in ly  true th a t so long as

they do not actually  find  th e ir  expression in action, whatever

tendencies a man may have are negligible in  the assessment of 
V\j Lo

Gi mand-6 character. 'C haracter' in  the fu l l  and proper sense 

"occurs only in  hab its  of action. In determining whether or 

not Agamemnon lives up to the reputation he bears, reference 

must be re s tr ic te d  to  the things he does, and we must not take 

in to  account the things he thinks or wishes except insofar as 

he gives expression to them. For Agamemnon's character is  de

fined with reference to  the ' outward nexus of h ab it ' not the
1.

'inner consciousness of the agen t,'

The c r i te r ia  for kingly or heroic behaviour relevant to 

the moral assessment of Agamemnon in  the I lia d  concern what he does. 

1. John Jones A risto tle  and Greek Tragedy Ghatto and Windus 1962;
f , 31.
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But the character o f  Agamemnon as revea led  by h is  a c tio n s  i s

o n ly  a part o f what i s  q u estion ed . The other part i s  h is

rep u ta tio n  and how fa r  he l iv e s  up to  i t .  To determ ine t h is

a t te n t io n  w i l l  have to  be g iven  not on ly  to  the a c tio n s  of  
okAoo

Agamemnon, but eAes to  what the other characters say  about what 

he does an d ^ h at other characters say about other people who 

a c t in  the same way Agamemnon d oes.

( i i )  Agamemnon-A c h il le s  qu arrel

Agamemnon f i r s t  appears in  c o n f l ic t  w ith  A c h i l le s .  A c h ille s  

has c a lle d  an assem bly in  order to  determine the cause o f the  

plague which i s  k i l l i n g  the Acliaian men, K alchas, th e  b e st  o f  

the b ird  in te r p r e te r s , knows the reason for  the p lagu e. He i s  

a fr a id  to  t e l l  i t ,  fo r  what he has to  say w i l l  make the king  

o f  the Achaians angry and the k in g , when angry w ith  a man under 

him ' i s  too  s tr o n g ' .  ( I  75-63) He refu se^  to  speak u n t i l  

A c h il le s  swears to  p r o te c t  him from th a t anger, A c h il le s  

so  swears and Kalchas proceeds to  e x p la in  tn a t the plague i s  

se n t by A pollo because when h is  p r ie s t  came w ith  a ransom fo r  

h is  daughter C h ry se is , taken p rison er  by Agamemnon, Agamemnon 

d e fie d  A pollo  and the w ishes o f the army and sen t the p r ie s t  

away w ithout the g i r l ,  making'angry th r e a ts .

When i t  i s  determ ined th a t the plague w i l l  end on ly  i f  

Agamemnon returns th e  g i r l  to  her fa th e r  he agrees to  l e t  her 

g o i  But in  the next breath  he demands another p r ize  s in c e  to  

go withou"t would be 'u n f it t in g ,  ' ( l  116-119) A c h il le s  r e p lie s  

w ith  ir o n ic  r e sp e c t fo r  the t i t l e  o f Agamemnon, but w ith  scorn
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for his a ttitu d es:

"Son of Atreus, most lo rd ly , greediest for gain of a l l  men, 
how sh a ll the great-^^arted Achaians give you a prize now?"

I 122-123.

He explains th a t there are no prizes le f t  in sto re: a l l  have 

been d is trib u ted . I t  would be'unbecoming * ( I  126) 1  ̂ says, to 

c a ll  back any prize tha t has already been given but, i f  the 

Achaians can plunder Troy, they wiJLl pay him three or four tiiaes 

over what he has given up. But Agamemnon sees the loss of his 

g i r l  and A ch illes ' re fu sa l to compensate for i t  by giving over 

his own as a s lig h t on his honour. He decides th a t Achilles 

wants to cheat him; he w ill not go without a prize when Achilles 

has oneÿ and is  angry because A chilles’ speech is  an insolent 

attempt to give him orders.

Agamemnon then threatens to choose and take a g ir l  for 

himself i f  the Achaians w ill not give him one. Achilles re to r ts  

th a t Agamemnon is  shameless because he thinks prim arily of gain 

and is  thus not a proper leader of the men who have trave lled  

fa r and fought sw v a lian tly  for his honour. The o thers, he 

says, have come to Troy t(^upport him and to  win honour fo r him 

and for Menelaus, but he has forgotten a l l  th is ,  or else i t  

does not m atter to  him.

This challenge to  his authority  and to  his worthiness as 

a leader only increases Agamemnon’s determination to  a sse rt 

his r ig h t ,  t^  He does not appeal to the army to  en

force his r ig h t, or even to support i t ,  he assumes i t .  He de-
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inands Brise is  and claims th a t he w ill sfriply take her.

"I myself going to your sh e lte r, that you may learn  well 
how much greater I  am than you, and another man may shrink back 
from likening himself to me and contending against me."

I  185-188.

At the f i r s t  opportunity anyone has had to  intervene^Nes-

to r asks each of the men to  consider what they have said . He

seems to  assent to  Agameimon’s way of thinking about his s ta tu s ,

but supports A ch illes’ claim to B rise is .

"You great/good man th a t you are, yet do not take g i r l  away 
but le t  her be, a prize as the sons of the Achaians gave her 
f i r s t . "

I  2 7 5 -2 7 7 .

The words ’good/great^ man th a t you are * operate in  two ways.

They indicate to  Agamemnon and to  the assembly th a t everyone 

recognises his s ta tu s . Followed as they are by the phrase ’yet 

do not take the g i r l  away’ they indicate to  Agamemnon th a t, even 

i f  the g i r l  should remain with A chilles, he would remain great.

Next he acknowledges Agamemnon’s righ ts to power, reminding 

A chilles, and we may assume, reassuring Agamemnon a t the same 

tim e,tha t his power is  given by Zeus and thus is  not such 

as to  be measured against the power other people display.

S tressing the incommensurability, he adds tha t although Achilles 

is  stronger and of an immortal mother, Agamemnon is  lo rd .

Nestor concludes with a p rac tic a l reason for the placa- 

tio n  o ^ c h il l^ .  He stands as a great bulwark of b a ttle  over
ou

a l l  the Achaians, But t h i s  la s t  piece of /dvice Agamemnon ig 

nores as, indeed, he seems to have ignored the g reater part of
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Nestor’s speech. For although he overtly  aclmowledges i t  as 

’f a ir  and o rderly ’ ( I  286) he stubbornly re ite ra te s  th a t Achilles 

wants to be above everyone else and give the orders. Agamemnon 

says tha t m ilita ry  p r o fic ie n c y  gives no righ t to  abusive speech.

Achilles declares th a t he w ill not obey Agamemnon any 

longer. He w ill not figh t to ((eep the g ir l  but he w ill figh t 

to  keep the other possessions. With the tiireat th a t, i f  Aga

memnon t r ie s  to  take any other thing he w ill figh t for blood, 

Achilles withdraws.

I t  looks a t f i r s t  sigh t as though Agamemnon and Achilles are 

quarrelling  over the possession of a g ir l ,  "one single g i r l ,"  as 

Ajax ruefu lly  remarks (IÂ 637). But the argument su g g ests  th a t 

the possession of the g ir l  is  an in teg ra l part o f ,  but not the 

substance of, the issue between them. That there is  more to  

such issues is  pointed up by th e ir  recurrence in  the I liad ; 

th is  quarrel can be se t alongside the question of the return 

of Ghy^seis to  Chryses and indeed of Helen to  Mevblaus.

( i l l )  amemnon-GIjryses cuarrel

Agamemnon refused to  return  Chryseis to her fa ther in ex

change fo r ransom, because, as he p lain ly  says in  the assembly 

(1  1 1 3 ) he likes her b e tte r  tjian his lawfi.il w ife, Glybemnestwa.

He promptly gives reasons fo r his choice, l i s t in g  her m erits.

By contrast Achilles cannot refuse to  give B riseis to  Ag

amemnon, because the demands of the top king over-ride the 

claims of the princes. He, unlike Againemnon, is  not prim arily
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in te r e s te d  in  the g i r l  h e r s e l f .  He says noth ing about her 

appearance or s k i l l s ,  and not u n t i l  Book Ik 348-343 does he 

r e v e a l a f f e c t io n  fo r  the g i r l .  What A c iiille s  r e se n ts  i s  the  

lo s s  o f honour which i s  s ig n a lle d  by the lo s s  o f the g i r l .
A

Agazieimon’s honour i s  not destroyed  by the retu rn  o f  Ciirys±ee 

to  her fa th e r  because a ransom was o ffered  and in  return^ the  

tran sa^ ion  was looked upon as a bargain. A c h i l l e s ’ honour i s  

dim inished because no recompense i s  o ffered ; the tra n sa c tio n  

i^  r le a r ly  regarded as an a f fa ir  o f honour.

That A c h ille s  i s  agreeing to  g ive  her over on ly  because he 

knovfs th a t he can do noth ing e l s e ,  and th a t he would l ik e  to  

c o n tes t  the k in g ’s r ig h t  to  take the g i r l  in d ica ted  by h is  

in s is te n c e  th a t  Agamemnon s h a l l  not la y  claim  to  h is  other  

p rop erty . Some o f t h i s ,  presumably, i s  booty from the same 

campaign th a t won him B r is e i s ,  and he i s  m aintain ing what he 

m aintained in  l in e  126, th a t i t  i s  unbecoming fo r  people to  

take back th in g s  onee th ey  have been g iven . He appears to  be 

m ainta in ing  th a t t h i s  p r in c ip le ,  v i z . resp ect fo r  the property  

and p o sse ss io n s  o f o th e r s , should take p r io r ity  over the r ig h ts  

and /p r iv i le g e s  o f id_hgs.

( iv )  P ar i s  -Me ne lau s quarrel

C on troversies over the p o sse ss io n  o f a g i r l ,  or over 

p r iz e s  g e n e r a lly , .snd the maintenance o f honour th a t such p o ss

e s s io n  in v o lv es  abound in  the I l ia d ,  where the b a s ic  theme pre

supposed i s ,  o f  cou rse , the c o n te s t  between Menelaus and P aris  

over H elen.
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Helen was Menelaus ' wife and belonged to  him. When Paris

took her away he offended Menelaus’ honour ju s t as Agamemnon

offended A chilles’ honour in taking B riseis, But taking the

lawful wife of another man is  not lik e  taking away a woman won

jn combat. Here again A ch illes’ remarks are re levan t, for when

he says th a t he loved Briseis like  a wife even though he won

her by the .w sword, he marks one aspect of th is  d ifference.

The surprising emotional sub tlty  of Achilles ’ remark also makes.

Agamemnon’s statement th a t he liked  Chryseis b e tte r  than his

lawful wife a pecu liarly  shallow and crude one,

Agamemnon said of Chryseis:

’’ , . .fo r  in  tru th  she is  in  no way in fe rio r 
neither in  build nor stature nor w it, nor in  accomplishment. 
S t i l l  I  am w illing  to give her back o'A such is  the best way,’’

^  I  114-116.

but immédiatly  in  line 11? he demands

"Find me then some prize th a t shall be my ovm, le s t  I only 
among the Ar gives go w ith o u t...,"

I t  is  true tna t, as Ciiryseis is  not his v/ife,there is  no reason 

why he should love her like  a wife and he would not, in  ordin

ary circumstances, be subject to critic ism  for demanding a re 

placement, But the demand, following as i t  does on a statement 

th a t he loved her like  a wife, signals a coarser t;̂ qpe of motiva

tio n  and emotion than tha t manifested by A chilles, For when
Ko LcAchilles remarks th a t he loved B riseis like a wife,^yeaning, 

presumably, th a t he loved her f a ir ly  stably , so lid ly , respect

fu lly , indiv idually , and exclusively, as would be proper in a 

stable constitu tio n a lly  established re la tionsh ip .
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. There seems to  be a d iffe r e n c e  in  em otional r e la t io n 

sh ip s based on the d if fe r e n c e  in  the c o n s t i tu t io n a l  r e la t io n 

sh ip . The poet has su b tly  marked the sopje&̂oîs type of m otiva

t io n  and em otion c h a r a c te r is t ic  o f  Agamemnon and con trasted  

w ith  i t  tne f in e r ,  more d iscr im in a tin g  f e e l in g s  c h a r a c te r is t ic  

o f A c h il le s ;  a g a in , the e f f e c t  i s  one obtain able  in  ep ic  be

cause o f  the breadth o f  treatm ent p o s s ib le .

The em otion al d is t in c t io n  marked by A c h il le s  must be found

ed on a d if fe r e n c e  in  the r e la t io n sh ip s  o f a man and h is  w ife  as 

a g a in st a man and h is  w a r-ca p tiv e . The d iffe r e n c e  between the  

se izu re  o f a w ife  and the se izu re  of a g i r l  captured in  war i s  

such th a t , in  the la t t e r  case i f  Agamemnon would retu rn  B r is e is  

along w ith  g i f t s  and an apology, the honour o f  A c h il le s  would 

be r e s to r e d , whereas the o ffen ce  to  Menelaus ' honour i s  not such  

as could be so  e a s i ly  r e s to r e d . Homer makes c le a r  th ese  d i f f e r 

ences in  the course o f the n a r r a tiv e .

When ( in  Book Ik; Agamemnon comes to  see  th a t he has made 

a m istake in  ta k in g  BrisejSrs from A c h il le s ,  reco g n is in g  th a t  

A c h ille s  i s  b e loved  o f Zeus and th erefore  worth many men, he 

se e s  th a t  amends can and must be made. N estor , who i s  a d v is in g  

him, su g g ests  t h t t  they should tr y  to  make amends v/ith  words 

o f  su p p lic a tio n  and w ith  g i f t s  o f  fr ie n d sh ip . Such g i f t s  would 

n o t , o f cou rse , be m erely tokens o f  fr ie n d sh ip , but marks o f  

p u b lic  r ec o g n itio n ; i t  was as such th a t B r is e is  was f i r s t  g iven  

to  A c h il le s  by the arm̂ ;̂ she rep resen ted  a tr a n sfe r a b le  u n it  o f  

honour.
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Agamemnon rep lies;

"I am w illing  to make a l l  good and give back g if ts  in  abundance."
Ik 120.

And, indeed, the g if ts  he offers are glorious and unprecidented 

ones. But again he in s is ts  upon an act of submission from Ach

i l l e s ,  adding a t the end of the speech:

" le t liijii y ie ld  place to me, inasmuch as I  am the k inglier 
and inasmuch as I  can c a ll  myself born the e lder."

Nestor rep lies  th a t no ope could scorn the g if ts  offered to 

Achilles by Agamemnon and does not mention the gentle words 

again. But th is ,  the lack of gentle words, coupled with Aga

memnon’s demand th a t his au thority  be acknowledged, is  what 

Achilles resents when he re jec ts  the offer and the lesson which 

Phoenix t r ie s  to  teach him.

Phoeniîc^reca lls  the example of Meleager, a man who, though 

he stubbornly re jected  honourable promises of g if ts  i f  he should 

defend his country, eventually had to defend i t  without the 

honour of g i f t s .  But Achilles re je c ts  th is  example and d is

counts th is  so rt of public recognition of honour, making an 

almost Platonic stand:

"buch honour is  a thing I need not." Ik 607-8.

What he is  objecting to in the story  and in  the advice implied 

is  the notion th a t the g if ts  which Meleager deprived himself of 

constitu ted  public recogd^ion and th a t to go in to  b a ttle  without 

g i f ts ,  i .  e. as Melaeger did, would be to have less  honour.

G ifts might Constitute honour of a so rt, but not the honour
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in  which Achilles now is  in te rested . Achilles does not want 

the sort of public recognition constitute^ tn g i f t s .  He wants 

an apology from Agamemnon.

The in su lt of Agamemnon to A chilles, though i t  involves 

public recognition a tte s ted  by g if ts ,  is  nevertheless a personal 

in su lt which could be redeemed by Agamemnon’s personal behav- 

io'ur. But P a r is ’ in su lt to Menelaus involves not only a family, 

but a king’s family, and therefore the whole p o lity  of the 

Achaians as w ell. R estitu tion  could not be accomplished with a 

re turn  of the woman along with her possessions, even i f  apologies 

were made.

The issue between Achilles and Agamemnon could be resolved 

with an apology from Agamemnon. In a s iiiila r  in s t nee Agamem

non apologises read ily  to  Odysseus. V/hy wdll he not apologise 

to  Achilles? A consideration of the two instances may indicate 

the reason.

(v) nK amemnon-Odys s eus uarre l

In Book r /  Agamemnon is  try ing  to rouse his men for b a tt le ,

Odysseus among them. He goes among them scolding, using the

same words to  them as Achilles had/^yéd, abusively to  him: ’’You,

with your mind forever on p ro f i t ,"  and accusing them of sneak- 
ou

ing away a t time of danger. Odysseus is  displeased by th is  

and "looked a t Agamemnon darkly" but he is not carried  away 

by his anger. He re je c ts  Agamemnon’s accusations and inv ites 

hill to watch him engage the enemy l i  b a ttle . But he adds:
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"Your ta lk  is  wind and no meaning." (IV 355) Agamemnon is  

usually quick to  take offence and i t  is  to be expected th a t he 

whould become angry with th is  rep ly . But ra th e r, "Powerful 

Agamemnon in  tu rn  answered him, laughing, seeing tha t he was 

angered, and taking back the word spoken." (IV 356-7) Then he 

re tra c ts  his accusations with an apology and an offer oĵ  re 

compense:

"bon of Laërtes and seed of Zeus, resourceful Odysseus:
I must not be niggling with you, nor yet give you orders, 
since I know how the s p ir i t  in  your secret heart knows 
ideas of kindness only; for what you think is  what I th ink. 
Gome now, I  w ill make i t  good hereafter, i f  anything ev il 
has been said; l e t  the gods a l l  th is  come to  notliing."

IV 355-363.

I t  is  clear th a t Odysseus is rig h t and Agamemnon vjrong and that 

Odysseus can, though angry, point out Agamemnon’s unfairness in  

so abusing him; in  a sim ilar position (though one where righ t 

was less c lea rly  located) Achilles gave way to  his anger and 

spoke abusively to  Agamemnon. I t  is  also true that Agamemnon 

may have learned from his previous experience and Imows thiit to 

-antagonise a f ig h te r  is  to r isk  losing him, and Imows also th a t 

he cannot r isk  the loss of another of his best f ig h te rs , but I f  

increased wisdom and prudence are the reasons behind th is  apol

ogy i t  might seem strange th a t, in  Book Li, he cannot see tha t 

an apology as well as g if ts  are required in making amends to  

A chilles. But i t  is  doubtful th a t these are the only reasons 

for his apology to Odysseus.
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I f  Agamemnon’s apology is  mainly due to  his re a lisa tio n

tha t he is  in  the ^vrong in  accusing Odysseus and his re a lisa tio n

th a t th is  is  a risky  policy, then he would not imniediatlly re -
lb

p ja t the same policy in  accusing /ioiredes (3?0ff.) I t  seems 

more lik e ly  th a t Agamemnon and Achilles are temperaraentally 

incompatible. Achilles is  courageous and proud and p o ten tia lly  

insubordinate. He accuses Agamemnon and rev iles him in  the 

assembly. Odysseus is  neither overly proud nor so openly 

abusive. Though he does correct Agamemnon, he does not ch a ll

enge his au thority . Agamemnon can re ta in  his s ta tus in  apolo

gising for his hasty words when they are reproved in  p riva te .

I t  is  d if f ic u l t  to see how he could re ta in  his status arg^d 

apologise to  Achilles a f te r  p é  has abused him in  the assembly.

But there is  another feature of the quarrel between Ag

amemnon and Achilles which is  pointed up when th a t quarrel is  

contrasted with the rebukes Hektor levels a t Paris because, 

though he is  the one who brought the war to the Trojans, he shrinks 

_ from the b a ttle . Though Hektor is  c l e a r j u s t i f i e d  in  th is  

rebuke, yet he speaks almost apologetically:

"You yourself would fig h t with another
whom you saw anyvdiere hanging back from the hatefu l encounter."

I I  3 2 9 - 3 3 0 .

This a ttitu d e  /a s  the d irec t re su lt of maintaining good re la tio n s , 

for Paris rep lie s :

Hektor, seeing you have scolded me rig h tly , not beyond 
measure.. .

This indicates th a t Hektor, unlike Agamemnon, has the judgment
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required for successfully  ra lly ing  his men; i t  is  a ty p ica l 

example of his powers of leadership as contrasted with Ag

amemnon ’ s .

I t  might seem, a t f i r s t  sight, th a t Agamemnon might sim ilar

ly  have made an apology to  A chilles, regardless the r ig h ts  and 

wongs of the issues involved in  the quarrel, in  order to  re 

sume good re la tio n s  and get Achilles back to  fig h t for the Ach

aians. But the rebuke of Hektor to Paris was the private re 

buke of one man to another. Also i f  they are not of the same

s ta tu s , then Hektor is  superior to  P aris. But Agamemnon is  

superior to Achilles in  sta tus; he is  king, Achilles is  a 

p rince . He w ill not apologise to  Achilles f s r  what he took 

to  be not merely a personal in su lt but a t  lire a t to his author

i ty .  That he has not changed his thinlcing about th is  is  in

dicated by the speech he makes la te r  which echoes the ©f 

concluding remarks of the speech tha t brought on the wrath of 

Achilleso

"And le t  him y ie ld  place to me, inasmuch as I  am the k inglier 
and inasmuch as I can c a ll  myself born the e ld e r .."

( #  160 -1 6 1 )

repeating

" . .  .th a t you may learn  well 
how -much greater I am than you, and another man may shrink back
from likening himself to me and contending against me."

(I  185-188)

I t  is  worth noting, too , th a t his remarks on the la te r  occasion 

are not the l i t e r a l  re p e titio n  of the ones used on the f i r s t
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occasion. I f  Agamemnon had done no thinking about the issue, 

one would expect the kind of l i t e r a l  rep e titio n  ch a rac te ris tic  

of repeated orders, or dreams narrated . Agamemnon is  firm ly 

and consciously in s is tin g  upon the f in a li ty  of his authority ;

In the main quarrel Achilles has spoken abusively to  Ag-
l  ''amemnon, calling  him greedy and patent upon gain, a Wine sack

with a dog's eyes, with a deer's  heart,"  and one who shirks 

from b a tt le . Lfo questions a r ise : the r i r  f i r s t ,  whetlier the 

accusations^ are tru e , is  overshadowed by the second, whether 

Achilles has any rig h t to  u tte r  them. Light is  tliroim on th is  

l a t t e r  question by a further incident.

(vi) agamemnon-Thersites quarrel

In the poem heroes are shown acting basely for once, or 

approaching base actions or accusing others of shamefulness 

or baseness. In th is  passage ( I I  211-277) baseness, present

ed in  the characterisa tion  of Thersites, is  dealt with approp- 

r ia tk y  by Odysseus.

Thersites in d irec tly  abuses Agamemnon. He levels a num

ber of iro n ica l and rhe to rica l questions a t Agamemnon with 

te l l in g  e ffe c t. In th is  ind irec t method of speaking he provides 

a s trik ing  p a ra lle l to Ajax' view of wily Odysseus. He in d ir

ec tly  accuses Agamemnon of p ilin g  up gold and women, thereby 

making remarks which might support A chilles ' a llegations of 

the greediness of Agamemnon. He scorns the army for sheepish

ly  following 'the shepherd' and suggests th a t they should 

desert Agamemnon's cause. In th is  suggesting he provides a
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tha t the men should leave Agamemnon so th a t he, without any 

men, would be helpless and in  withdrawing hijnself in  resen t

fu l  indignation he, again, repeats the sentiments of Aciiilles 

who withdrew from, the b a ttle  in order tha t Agamemnon should be 

forced to re a lise  how v i ta l  was his^^^contributicn to  the forces.

But Thersites is  ugly and lame and thus is  rad ica lly  d if f 

erent from Achilles and Odysseus. He is  base and they are hon

oured men, thus T hersites, lunlike Odysseus and Achilles can be 

trea ted  with physical violence. Odysseus does not repl^^ to  his 

speech, he does not assert Agamemnon' s authority ,nor does he 

refute the accusations. He ca lls  them scandalous and then beats 

the man who makes them. The one remc^ he makes which even 

approaches an ansv/er is  th a t there is  no 'worse man' than the
ftwicwo/ Kfii /YY\oouYW tuiKju) co

one who makes these remarks. tAla- he r:ianc 11;% tn a t the man

is  of low socia l standing, for 16,is  not a prince « Odysseus 

may also be stressing  the contrast between Thersites and Achilles 

• who, when he was abusing Agamemnon, referred  to himself as the 

"best of the Achaians." ( I  244.) Odysseus emphasises the notion 

th a t Thersites is  unworthy; not being a prince, he has no righ t 

to speak at the assembly, and being lame, he cannot be much of 

a f ig h te r . He therefore has no rig h t to c r i t ic is e  Agamemnon. 

T hersites ' presumptions contrast ttr ik in g ly  vd.th N estor's words 

to  Agamemnon and Achilles when he cred its  them both with su r-
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passing a l l  the Danaans in  council/counsel and in  f ig h t- 

ing ( ( I  258).

vwhat is  made quite clear in th is  incident is  the impor

tance of a man’s sta tus in  determining the treatment he sh a ll 

receive and ,therefore ,h is honour. The treatment received is  

indepenfent of actual behaviour but has an immediate e ffec t 

upon i t .  That T hersites’j physical appearance andlstatus de- 

terLiined the treatment he received and the fac t tha t Thersites ’ 

appearance was remarkably sim ilar to  what is  reported as Soc

ra tes ’ appearance suggests th a t Plato might not have been
(J Ktwv.

amused by Homer’s m i m e s i s I t  is  worth noting, too, th a t th is

portrayal corresponds with A ris to tle ’s specification  of the
'-ocsv»JÈà Kcux. Ifiuu/vu , ^

ridiculous and seems to be ^  f a ir ly  commonly acceptW^pre

sentation  of a basica lly  unworthy man.

A fu rth e r s trik in g  example of the importance of treatment 

of sta tus and,therefore,honour, independent of actual behaviour 

but having immediate e ffec t upon actual behaviour^is provided 

in the ’’h is to r ic a l” sto ry  to ld  by Herodotus (H istories: Book IV). 

The slaves of the Scythians « è© married th e ir  m istresses and 

acted as free men while th e ir  majters were away on wars of con

quest; they promptly defeated the returning victorious army 

u n ti l  one of these suggested th a t they should stop using spears 

and bows and go for tn e ir  ex-slaves with horse-whips ̂  because 

"when they saw us armed, they nat^j^'ally f e l t  th a t they were as 

good men as we are, and were meeting us on equal terms; but when
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th ey  see  us coming w ith  w hips, in s te a d , they w i l l  remember 

are s la v es*  Once th ey  admit th a t ,  they  w i l l  never t r y  to  stand  

up to  u s . ” The p lan  succeeded; the s la v e s  who had fought v ic 

t o r io u s ly  fl a g a in st armed men f le d  from the w hips.

In quashing T h er s ite s  Odysseus does g ive  a p r a c t ic a l  reason  

fo r  supporting Agamemnon, saying th a t^ it  i s  not c le a r  what 

w i l l  happen to  th e  A chaians, and te*  i f  Agamemnon i s  deposed, 

d iso rd er  w i l l  fu r th er  imparif the worth o f the fo r c e s .  But n e ith e r  

s id e  has a chance to  argue over the m atter, fo r  Odysseus pre

c lu d es fu r th er  words by b ea tin g  the man. I t  i s  s ig n if ic a n t  th a t  

the m u ltitu d e , i .  e .  the s o ld ie r s ,  support O dysseus’ a c tio n .

They are p leased  to  see  ’’the braggart” thrown out o f  the assem

b ly . And t h is  would seem to  in d ic a te  th a t they are glad to  have 

the r ig h t  o f  the p r in ces and a fo r É e r io r i the d ig n ity  o f  the  

king upheld a g a in st abuse. Their f a i lu r e  to  con sid er  the j u s t i 

f i c a t io n  o f such abuse might have been an in d ic a t io n  o f  th e ir  

r e fu s a l  to  th in k  about the s i tu a t io n . But i t  seems th a t i t  i s  

ra th er  a gen era l r e fu s a l  to  a llow  such remarks a t a l l .  A fu r 

th er  in c id e n t can be invoked to  show th a t  t h is  i s  not m erely  

because o f  the basen ess o f the speaker.

( v i i )  Agamemnon-Diomedes quarrel

Imm ediately a f t e r  having in s u lte d  Odysseus in  Book IV 

338-348 and having been forced  to  take back h is  words in  U n e  

362- 3 , Agamemnon peproceeds in  l in e s  370-400 to  compare Diomedes 

very  unfavourably, and again very  u n s a t is f a c t o r i ly ,  w ith  h is
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honoured and heroic fa the r, and th is  despite his renowned and 

proved valour (never re a lly  questioned, and exemplified f re 

quently throughout the I l ia d .)  But when Diomedes is  wrongly 

accused by Agamemnon, he gives no answer:

"and strong Diomedes gave no answer 
in  awe before the majesty of the king’s rebuking.”

IV 401

and when his friend  Sthenelos speaks up indignantly for him 

Diomedes t e l l s  him to rema.in s ile n t and not to accuse Agamem

non, for he is  rig h t to  try  to ra lly  his men to  action.

I t  would therefore seem th a t whether or not A chilles’ 

accusations are vindicated in  the sense of being based on fa c ts , 

they are misplaced. For such is  the rank of king that no one 

has the rig h t to abuse him or to challenge his au thority .

F) Uncertain dependence of righ ts on social s ta tu s .

Is i t  tru e , then, th a t the righ ts  of the king are such 

tlia t no one can challenge him? And in  general are a l l  righ ts 

dependent on socia l s ta tu s of one sort of another? Against 

th is  conclusion there ere certa in  passages suggesting appeals 

to  laws basic to society as such and applying to  a l l  men, i r r -  

respsctive of rank. When Achilles says that i t  is  unbecoming

for the people (demos) to take back things they have given,
Jlaw

i t  appears th a t he is  s ta tin g  a basic to society, such th a t 

v io la tion  of i t  would impair the cohesion of society . And Ag

amemnon appears to be appealing to  another such law idieny in
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the assembly,he says:

”i t  is  well to l is te n  to  the speaker, i t  is  not becoming 
to  break in  on him.”

7 9 -8 0

for he prefaces th is  statement with an address "Ply friends,

Danaan w a rr io rs , sq u ires o f A r e s ,” which seems an in d ic a t io n
ikocL ok
tn st  the requirement applies to a l l ,  irrespective ranlc.

I t  is  true th a t some passages seem to indicate specia l

requirements or expectations of those of high rank, e. g. in

Book I I  when Odysseus is  preventing the f lig h t of the so ld iers;

on encountering some IdLng or man of influence, i .  e. a man of

s ta tu s , he addressed him: '■

’’Excellency! I t  does not become you to be fjightened lik e  any
coward.”, I I  190

whereas he struck men of the people with the s ta ff  and to ld

them to s i t  and l is te n  to  the orders and suggestions of men who

were b e tte r  than they. But th is  is  not so much an indication

th a t what is  or is  not becoming action is  a matter of the

sta tus of the man acting , as th a t the men of s ta tu s are, even

in f l ig h t ,  more lik e ly  to  ra lly  to  an appeal to what is  expected

of them than are the common so ld iers . I t  is  also an indication

th a t reference to what is  becoming is  usually e ffec tiv e .

But Agamemnon is  not merely a warrior or a squire. He is  
the king. And i t  is  not yet c lear th a t there is  any ru le plac

ing a lim ita tio n  on his power as ru le r . I t  is  worth noting th a t 

when Agamemnon f i r s t  presses his claim fo r B riseis despite 

A ch illes’ p ro testations th a t i t  is  unbecoming so to  press i t .
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A c h ille s  does not fo llo w  up h is  p r o te s t  by a s s e r t in g  th a t he 

has no r ig h t  to  take B r is e i s .  A c h il le s  does imply th a t  he 

has no r ig h t  to  anything o th er  than B r is e is ,  so i t  seems th a t he 

i s  in  doubt as to  Agamemnon’s r ig h ts  to  the g i r l .

Another su g g estio n  o f a n a tu ra l lav/ concerns the treatm ent 

o f enem ies’ co rp ses . A c h i l le s ,  in  dragging H ektor’s corpse  

arouno. the camp, d isregard s th e  p i ty  due to  H ektor’s r e la t iv e s  

as to  a l l  who are bereaved. The body should be g iven  to  the 

bereaved to  mourn over and in  order th a t th ey  may g iv e  an 

honourable fu n e r a l.^  Ÿnere i s  some ju s t ic e  to  be done to  Hek- 

to r ,  to o , v/ho v/as always a v a l ia n t  f ig h te r .  He has paid  the  

p r ice  fo r  k i l l in g  P atroklus w ith  h is  l i f e  in  honourable b a t t le  

and does not deserve the dishonour to  h is  corp se. Third, A c h ille s  

i s  so overcome v/ith  g r ie f  over the death o f  h is  fr ie n d  th a t  he 

behaves in  an unmanly and inhuman fa sh io n . A p o llo , though he 

disapproves o f  A c h i l le s ’ m a lic io u s treatm ent o f th e  corp se , 

cannot deny A c h i l le s ’ honour even though h is  behaviour i s  not 

sieemly in  a good /great man. He says m erely:
I

"Good/great as he i s ,  l e t  him take cars not to  make us angry; 
fo r  s e e , he does dishonour to  the dumb ea r th  in  h is  f u r y .”

ZIV 53-54%

V/hat seems to  be brought out here i s  th a t although th ere  i s  no 

r u le  according to  which A c h ille s  must hot take u n lim ited  ad

vantage o f h is  power and s ta tu s  as a great/good  (man) th ere  are , 

n o n eth e less , good reasons why he should n o t.
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A s im ila r  s i tu a t io n  a r is e s  when Zeus con sid ers whether he

may o v er-r id e  Fats or d e s t in y  by r e le a s in g  a man from d eath .

Twice he con sid ers t h i s  p o s s ib i l i t y  and tw ice he i s  d iscou raged .

"In turn  th e  lad y  Hera o f the ox eyes answered him: 
m ajesty , son o f Kronos, what so r t o f th in g  have you spoken?
Do you w ish  to  bring back a man who i s  m ortal, one long s in ce  
doomed by h is  d e s t in y , from ill- so u n d in g  death and r e le a s e  liim? 
Do i t  then; but not a l l  the r ;s t  o f us gods s h a l l  approve you."

xVI 439-443

"Then in  answer the goddess grey-eyed Athene spoke to  him: 
Father of th e  sn in in g  b o lt ,  dark m isted , what i s  t h i s  you sa id ?  
Do you w ish  to  bring back a man who i s  m orta l, one long sin ce  
doomed by h is  d e stin y , from i ll- so u n d in g  death  and r e le a s e  him? 
Do i t  then; but not a l l  th e  r e s t  o f us gods s h a l l  approve you."

x k l l  1 2 7 -1 8 1

■-rehn Hera ex p resses  her d is t r e s s  th a t Zeus should e n te r ta in  such  

a n o tio n  she says f i r s t  (as above) th a t  he should r esp ec t the  

order s e t  down by Fate; but she goes on to  say th a t  i f  Zeus g iv e s  

in  to  th is  tem p tation  to  rescue h is  ovm son Sarpedon, the other  

gods w i l l  want to  fo llo w  him and do the same fo r  th e ir  so n s.

Athene does not g iv e  any supplementary reason s. She merely 

exp resses her d isap p rova l o f the su g g estio n . Thoi%h i t  i s  

c le a r  th a t Zeus has a c h o ice , i t  i s  no more c le a r  whether he 

i s  m orally  o b lig ed  to  obey fa te  than i t  was c le a r  th a t Agamemnon 

was m orally  /  o b lig ed  to  observe the agreement about property  

and p o s se s s io n s , or A c h ille s  m orally  ob liged  to  r e s tr a in  h is  

e x c e ss iv e  hatred o f Hektor. This u n cer ta in ty  i s  the source o f  

the d i f f i c u l t y  in  d ec id in g  what ought to  be done. For i f  

th ere  were unambiguous g en era l r u le s  to  be ap p lied  to  a c t io n s  

ir r e s p e c t iv e  o f  the s ta tu s  o f  the agent i t  -b could be a scerta in ed



l u i .

in  a o n c e -fo r -a ll  manner than Agamemnon was, or was not, rsct-inp- ' ^ ^ i n  

h is  r ig h ts  in  demanding the g i r l  from A c h il le s .

Agamemnon comes to see that he has done the v/rong thing ".nd be 

aclmowledgee i t .  (im ll^ ff^  XLÏ ?off.) But the v/rongness of the action
i ^UA/YT^ Y ^ S u L tô .
Ijiot juerive from what he d id , but from i t s  prurit». He says (DC 

119-120) that h is  treatm ent o f A c h ille s  was mad, the r e su lt  o f madness 

was that he did not account for  the fa c t  th at A c iiille s  i s  beloved o f  

Zeus and, th erefore , worth many f ig h te r s .  Agamemnon sees th at he has 

done the v/rong th in g , but by th is  he means that he did not pay due 

a tten tio n  to  the e f f e c t  o f the lo s s  of A ch ille s  to  the Achaians. Hjt 

i t  might eq u a lly  be held,and the remarks o f Phoenix and o f Ajax in  

the embassy scene suggest^that Agamemnon was not merely irdstaken about 

the consequences, but th at he pushed h is  clahcs o f p r io r ity  too fa r .

On the other hand they a lso  s ta te  e x p l ic i ty  th a t A ch ille s  has 

done the wrong th in g . Odysseus says that A ch ille s  hates Agamemnon too  

much, and that he should accept the g i f t s  and f ig h t ,  or at le a s t  take 

p ity  upon the A chaians. (IX 299-303) Phoenix t e l l s  A ch ille s  that he 

sh o u ld .q u e ll h is  anger fo r  i t  i s  not h is  place to  have a p i t i le s s  heart;

even the gods lis te n  supplications; but Acnilles refuses to . (496- 

3 0 1 ) .ijax says tha t Achilles has made his sp ir i t  savage, and w ill not 

re ca ll the i  respect and honour rendered to him by friends. Other 

men accept recompense for the loss of a brother or child, but Aciiilles 

w ill not accept recompense for a mere g irl-cap tive. But in a l l  th is  

i t  is  s t i l l  not clear whether Achilles is  doing the wrong thing be

cause he has not observed the dividing line between reasonable an^d
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ex ce ss iv e  acoion, or because h is  ac tion s have d isa sterou s r e su lts  fo r  

h is  comrades and lo r  h im se lf, or for  some other reason .

I  suspect th a t there i s  an answer to  th is  u n certa in ty , but i t  i s  

an in d ir e c t  one. The answer c o n s is ts  in  assembling groups of sim ilar, 

but con trastin g  s itu a t io n s , and bringing out the way in  which general 

r u le s  have been held  to  apply in  them t i l l  the relevan t a p p lica tio n  

in  the current s itu a t io n  becomes c le a r . In the comparison of the  

Achilles-Agamemnon quarrel w ith  other con troversies over the p o ssess io n  

of a g i r l  i t  was seen how the general ru les  about honour, the lo ss o f  

honour, and the appropriate ways to  make r e s t itu t io n s  for  honour lo s t  

were held to  apply in  each o f the p a rticu la r  s itu a tio n s  c ite d . In the 

account of the co n tests  and games at the funeral o f Patroklos (Book 

XXIIl5^275ff) a fu rth er  in s tr u c tiv e  p a r a lle l  i s  given which can be 

seen  to  be relevan t to  the nomeric assessment of e x c e lle  n ee /v ir tu e  and 

to  the sta tu s  of the good/great man.

I t  i s  ty^xical in  Homer and, presum ably,of hhe moral t-hinlcing of 

the Homeric p eriod , th a t the c it in g  of relevant; general ru les in  

ju s t ify in g  p a r ticu la r  action s requires ex ten sive  experience and the  

g i f t  o f sa g a c ity  as w e ll .  I t  i s  not enough for  the people making 

moral d ec is io n s and judgments to  know X the general r u le s , they  must 

a lso  be able to  decide when exceptions might, and do, occur. The con

t e x t  o f the games, in  which the co n tests  are in  a c er ta in  way unserious  

and are carried  on between fr ien d s w ith  a minimum degree of honour at 

s ta k e , i s  an e x c e lle n t  one fo r  the development of reasoning about the 

due d is tr ib u tio n  o f p r izes  or rewards and p e n a lt ie s .
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G) D istr ib u tio n  of Rewards and P e n a l t i^  at the Games (Book XXIII)

At the onset o f the co n tests  i t  looks as i f  the r e s u lt s  o f the  

t r i a l s  and the d is tr ib u tio n  o f p r izes may depend upon more than the 

performances of the com petitors, A c h ille s  announces th a t i f  he were 

to  compete he would take the f i r s t  p r iz e . But he w i l l  not compete, so 

co n tests  must be held to  determine w inners. Accordingly a ch ariot race 

i s  run, but when Eumelos comes in  la s t  A c h ille s  n everth e less X c a l ls  

him ’the b est >5 man’ and suggests th at a prize should be given him 

"and w e ll  he deserves i t ."  ( XXIII 330-538) He does not take back 

the f i r s t  prize  from Diomedes who came in  f i r s t  and immediately see-i 

se ized  h is  p r iz e .(511), but s ta te s  th a t the second should be given to  

Eumelos. The others assembled agree, but Antilochos,who in  fa c t  f in 

ish ed  secon d ,p ro tests  th a t h is  prize  should not be taken away.

The s itu a t io n  here i s  sim ilar  to  the c o n f l ic t  between Agamemnon’s 

and A c h i l le s ’ claim s to  B r is e is  in  th a t A ch ille s  c le a r ly  had a claim  

to  B r is e is  as a prize  fo r  h is  performance in  b a t t le ,  but th a t claim  

was over-ridden by the a b i l i t y  o f the king to  demand what he wishes 

because he i s  k ing.

But the s itu a t io n  between Agamemnon and A ch ille s  d if f e r s  from th at  

between Eumelos and A ntilochos in  important ways. A ntilochos does not 

challenge the g en era lly  accepted assessm ent th a t Eumelos i s  ’best^ ' 

though A c h ille s  did challenge Agamemnon’s claim  to  be the b e s t . In 

th is  challenge A c h ille s  wanted to  a sser t  th a t the t i t l e  o f ’b e s t ’ should  

belong at le a s t  as much to  one l ik e  h im self who e x c e lle d  in  p h y sica l  

stren gth  and heroic valous and fought hardest in  b a t t le  as to  the con- .

s t i t u t io n a l  ru ler  as such. What A c h ille s  advocates i s  tantamount to  a
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r e v is io n  o f the standards determ ining who i s  b e st . S im ila r ly , the  

standard by which Eumelos i s  judged to  be b est i s  not th at o f winning 

r a ce s , so Antiloghae does not complain th at whatever honour he deserves 

for  winning i s  s lig h te d  because Eumelos i s  sa id  to  be b e s t . For nobody 

i s  concerned w ith performances in  the race when they claim  th at Eumelos 

i s  b e s t . But A ntilochos i s  concerned w ith  the d is tr ib u tio n  o f p r iz e s .

He convinced A c h ille s  th a t the p r izes fo r  the race should be awarded 

in  accordance w ith performances and th at honour m erited on other grounds 

should be sign a led  in  another way.

A ntilochos i s  s im ila r  to  A c h ille s , to o , in  tr e a tin g  p r izes as 

p r ize s  and honour as something independent o f p r iz e s . He p laces more 

importance on the p r ize  i t s e l f  than upon the monetary value of i t .  I t  

does not matter to  him what i s  the worth of other p r izes  o ffered  to Eum

e lo s ,  but he i s  very anxious to  keep that prize s e t  out as the second 

p r iz e . I t  was not A c h il le s ,  the most d istin gu ish ed  w arrior, who a sse r t

ed h is  r ig h t to  keep a captive concubine as a token of g lo ry , i t  was the 

k ing, Agamemnon, who demanded a g i r l  to  replace the one he fo r fe ite d .

A c h ille s  was not tempted by Agamemnon’s o ffer  to  return g i f t s  

and other women as w e ll as B r is e is .  He demanded an apology for  having 

taken B r ise is  a fte r  she had been awarded by the army.

This disagreement between A ntilochus and Eumelos shows th a t, 

even in  a race, a man’s v ir tu e /  e x ce llen ce  rather than the r e su lts  o f  

the race may be regarded as determ ining the d is tr ib u tio n  o f p r iz e s , 

but i t  a lso  shows th a t there i s  room fo r  d isputing th is  by the man who 

has won the prize in  the or d i/nary  way.
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A fter A ntilochos has received  h is  prize,M enelaus complains th a t  

Ant i l  o ^ ^  ’ driving had been dangerous and that in  contravening the  

ru les  o f good horsemansiiip he had put Menelaus to  shame by thwarting 

h is  h orses. At f i r s t  he i s  in c lin ed  to  r e ly  upon h is stren gth  as lea d er , 

but then he appeals to  the assembly to  judge between A ntilochos and 

h im se lf. He suggests th a t he might a sse r t  him self as the m ightier in  

worth and in  power, but i f  the r ig h ts  and v/rongs o f the is su e  are not 

sorted  out, the Danaans would la te r  reproach him and say e ith e r  that  

he l ie d  about the race or th a t , re ly in g  upon h is s ta tu s , he demanded 

what was not h is  in  v ir tu e  o f performance. He concludes by ch alleng

ing A ntilochos to  swear an oath that he did not use g u ile  in  overcom

ing Menelaus. T his, says Menelaus, i s  j u s t ic e .

Here again there are echoes o f the quarrel between Agamemnon and 

A c h il le s . Menelaus p o in ts out th at he could invoke h is  p o s itio n  and 

power, which i s  what Agamemnon d id . hut i t  i s  not only the prospect 

of an undesirable rep u tation  which might fo llow  upon such an enforce

ment o f p r iv ile g e  th a t d eters him from pressing  those c la im s. In th is  

s itu a t io n  there i s  another way to  s e t t l e  whether or not what he claim s 

i s  due.

A ntilochos can be ^^ed to  swear th at he did not in te r fe r e  by 

g u ile  w ith the course o f a en e la u s’ ch ario t in  one ra ce . Not on ly  in  

r eco g n itio n  of Menelaus ’ su p er io r ity  in  age and iÿ/tvink, but a lso  

because he f e e l s  th a t he may be in  the v/rong ( i t  not being c lear  

whether when he ’took advantage’ A ntilocnos was demonstrating cunning 

horsemanship or d r iv in g  dangerously, the l in e  between the one and the
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other well known # to be a subjective one), Antilochos acknowledges 

that he has done the wrong thing and offers to make re s titu tio n s .

Here again the situa tion  is  not an exact para lle l with the quarrel 

between Agamemnon and A chilles. There was no clear and fin a lly  decisive 

w ^ to prove to Achilles that he was in the \n?ong in trying to re s is t 

the claims of 1 ^  king, and there is  no question of guile or unfair 

ta c tic s . Further, the status of Agamemnon is among the which

Achilles is  questioning, whereas not only rank^but alsc^'t^^e^^rk a clear 

difference between Antilochos and Menelaus, and the acknowledged junior 

status of Antilochos contributes to the ease of that re s titu tio n . 

Nonetheless in Menelaus’ concluding remarks to Antilochos there is  a 

suggestion of an attitude on the part of Agamemnon might have led to 

a reconciliation:
Antilochos,

"I myself, who was angry, now w ill give way before you, 
since you were not formerly loese-minded or vain. I t  is  only 
that th is  time your youth got the better of your in telligence.
Beware another time of playing tricks on your betters.
Any other man of the Achaians might not have appeased me.
But you have suffered much for me, and done much hard work, 
and your noble fa ther, too, and your brother for my sake. Therefore 
I  w ill be ruled by your supplication. I  w ill even give you the 
mare, though she is  mine, so that these men too may be witnesses 
that my heart is  not stubborn within me."

XXIII 601-611.

Mhen Ajax and Odysseus wrestle neither can get the advantage, and 

because they seem to be of equal strength and rank Achilles interrupts 

the fighting and declares that victory is  with both of them. Fortunately 

the prizes for the contest are such as can be divided equally. Here again 

the situation  is  unlike that between Agamemnon and Achilles. For i t  

was impossible for them to s p l i t  the prize, and there was not anything
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th a t could be produced as an eq u iva len t or d u p lica tion  o f the p r iz e .

What i s  more im portant, during the course o f the quarrel the issu e  

o f honour becomes con tested  in  such a way that there can be no 

se ttlem en t, whatever p r izes  might have been ava ilab le  to  o f f e r .

When A c h ille s  i n s i s t s  th a t he i s  the b est, and therefore Agamemnon 

i s  cowardly and greedy, and Agamemnon in s is t s  that he cares nothing  

at a l l  for  A c h il le s , then there can be no se ttlem en t. Odysseus and Ajax 

engaged in  a b a tt le  o f stren g th  can be content w ith a draw; Agamemnon 

and A c h ille s  cannot.

The la s t  c o n te s t , the one for spear-throw ers, i s  between Agamemnon 

and M eriones. A c h ille s  su ggests that the f i r s t  prize should go to  

M eriones, the w arrior, even though Agamemnon i s  the b e t te r . Agamemnon 

con sen ts. I t  i s  never doubted th at Agamemnon might demand the p r ize , 

for  he i s  both th^iore noble and lo r d ly  o f the two and he i s  a lso  the 

b est spear-throw er. Whichever of the two operative standards in  the d is 

tr ib u tio n  o f p r izes  i s  to  determine who gets the s p e a ^ , he w i l l  deserve  

i t .  But fo r  no apparent reason A ch ille s  suggests that he should concede 

i t ,  and th is  he does w ith  grace. I t  may be th at he h a s l learned not to  

demand h is  r ig h ts  in  a l l  circum stances, to  p ractice  courtesy  and good 

w i l l  to  h is  men,and to  take su ggestion s from A ch ille s  as w e ll  as from 

Nestor and Odysseus. And perhaps A c h ille s  has learned to  resp ect and 

acknowledge the au th ority  and v ir tu e /e x c e lle n c e  of k ing. He u ses words 

of f  r e c o n c ilia t io n  something l ik e  the statem ent of submission demand

ed by Agamemnon:
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"Son of Â treus, fo r  we know how ;niuch you surpass a l l  o th ers , 
by how much you are g r ea te s t fo r  stren gth  among the spear-throwers,"

XXIII 890-891.

But another in te rp re ta tio n  which seems to  be eq u ally  warranted 

i s  th a t A c h ille s  has learned that t e s t s  of stren gth  with Agamemnon 

should be avoided and in  t h is  s itu a t io n  he uses t a c t ' l l  in  order to  

avoid the actu a l stag in g  of a co n tes t . He makes a su ggestion  such that 

Agamemnon can submit w ith  good nature because h is  honour i s  not 

questioned . B ind larly  Agamemnon might be sa id  to have learned that 

i t  i s  b e tte r  for  him to  r e fr a in  from en ter in g  in to  c o n te s ts , fo r  when 

he engages in  them he u su a lly  lo se s  and recovers h is  honour only w ith  

the a sse r t io n  o f p r iv ile g e .

A c h i l le s ’ words o f r e c o n c il ia t io n , though they may c o n stitu te  the 

^  act o f subm ission required by Agamemnon, they may a lso  be seen as 

a rather lim ited  subm ission. For in  adm itting that Agamemnon "surpasses 

a l l  others" A c h ille s  may De paying homage. But he might ju s t  be s t a t 

ing the fa c t  that Agamemnon as king has r ig h ts  and enforces them. His 

might and the spear-throwing a b i l i ty  might be taken as tew of many in 

stances o f the ex ce llen ce  of Agamemnon, but i t  i s  a lso  p o ss ib le  that they  

are sp e c if ie d  by A c h ille s  in  an attempt to  l im it  rather than extend h is  

p raise  o f the king.

Agamemnon has no speech of r e c o n c il ia t io n  for A c h il le s . He never 

admits th a t A c h ille s  i s  anything but a good f ig h te r . The one instance  

where someone acknowledges that something i s  due to  A c h ille s  i s  Odysseus ’ 

assurance (XIX 180) th a t he w i l l  lack  nothing that i s  due to him. But 

the referen ce i s  not to  what i s  due as a measure of honour as A ch ille s
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demanded in  Book I ,  but what i s  due in  the fu lf i l lm e n t  of Agamemnon’s 

o ffe r  in  Book IX.

The con tests  o f Book XXIII have been staged so th a t each man may 

demonstrate h is s k i l l .  P rizes are d is tr ib u ted  with reference to , i f  

not always in  s t r i c t  accordance w ith ,th e  r e su lts  of the c o n te s ts ,  

ihough p r ize s  are given to  Nestor who has not canç>eibed a t a l l ,  and to  

Eumelos who came in  l a s t ,  and though second prize i s  awarded to  Aga

memnon who, had he competed,would probably have won the f i r s t  p r iz e ,  

in  general the p r izes  go to  those who won matches.

The demonstration of s k i l l  in  the c o n tests  may be compared to  the 

dem onstration of prowess in  b a tt le s ;  the p r izes in  recogn ition  o f good 

performance in  games can be compared w ith the honour a man wins in  

b a t t le .  The importance o f recogn ition  o f achievement in  both in stan ces  

i s  in d ica ted  in  th a t a v ic to r y  without honour was thought to  be no 

v ic to r y  at a l l .  Just as S ten e lo s does not lo se  any lime before c o l le c t 

ing the p r ize  he won in  the chariot ra ce , so the warrior s e iz e s  the 

armour of the opponent he has k i l le d  on the b a ttle  f i e ld  so th a t he 

can d isp la y  a trophy o f h is  achievement. But p rizes from games are 

unlike p r izes  from b a t t le s  in  that i t  i s  f a i r ly  c lear  what the prize  

won in  the course o f the games i s  a p rize  fo r . E ither a man has per

formed w e ll or e ls e  he i s  awarded a p rize in  recogn ition  o f h is  s ta tu s .  

In the b a tt le  the demarcation i s  not so c le a r . Even though/ the p r izes  

can to  some ex ten t to  be s e t  out in  advance o f the engagement, the f in a l  

d iv is io n  o f the booty must depend upon what in  fa c t  can be taken. 

Second, c o n f lic t in g  demands fo r  any cp^divi s p e c if ic  p r ize  cannot be 

s e t t le d  w ith  s t r i c t  reference to  performances because i t  cannot be deter-
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mined what in  fa c t  any s in g le  man accomplished; even tak ing the time and 

incurring the r isk s  o f strippirij^ armour from the most important o f the 

defeated  fq^s endangers one’s own l i f e  and jeapord ises the fa te  of the  

whole exp ed ition . But the number of s h ie ld s ,  weapons, e t c . ,  c o lle c te d  

in  a campaign i s  only one of a number of relevan t con sid eration s in  d is 

tr ib u tin g  p r izes  on the b a s is  o f s k i l l  d isp layed . But most important 

i s  the fa c t  th at the sta tu s  o f the war lord* i s  such th at h is  d eserts  

are not ca lcu la ted  on the b a sis  of h is  performance, but are due to  h is  

c o n s t itu t io n a l s ta tu s . N onetheless the war lord  i s  the man who i s  a s

sumed to  p ossess those s k i l l s  and q u a l it ie s  required in  b a t t le .

The cross-re levan ce  o f these  fa c to rs  ,in the d is tr ib u t io n  of the 

p r izes  won in  b a tt le  preclu d #  any c le a r ly , f in a l ly  appropriate a llo c a 

t io n . In the games, d isp u tes a r is in g  from d is tr ib u tio n  of p r izes  can be

s e t t le d ;  a fte r  the b a tt le , ru les  o f settlem en t are such th a t the p oss-
yU WOuY lend,

i b i l i t y  of a complaint such as A ch ille s  ’ , /  th at the demands o f I the

kingjWere ex cessiv e  and th a t due honour was withheld from a prince who

earned honour and resp ect on the stren gth  of h is prowess, cannot be

precluded.

When the quarrel between Agamemnon and A ch ille s  i s  compared and 

contrasted  w ith the quarrels of others in  the narrative as the stan 

dards which are relevan t to  judging types of characters and th e ir  per

formances emerge. In the system  of values embodied in  the poem there i s  

no attempt to  a ssess  a c tio n s simply or even prim arily on the b a sis  o f  

what has been done. "The sta tu s  o f the agent i s  important to o . Unless 

the p ra ise  o f ac tion s bears at le a s t  some r e la t io n  to  what i s  done.
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there i s  not much poin t in  p ra is in g  or honouring a t a l l ,  but at the same
iVvjL

time i f  the w arlike Homeric s o c ie ty  i s  to  f lo u r is h , W ir tu e /ex ce llen ce  o f  

i t s  c o n st itu tio n a l leaders must be acknowledged. The doubts and con- 

fu sio n s and arguments th a t in e v ita b ly  a r ise  from th is  tangle  ^ come 

c le a r ly  in to  the open in  the games. But in  the games only a part of 

a man’s valour i s  being te s te d , and games are held at a time when men 

are in  co-op erative s p ir i t .  Goncessions and co u r te s ie s  are more impor

tan t than p r izes and the acknowledgement of v ir tu e /e x c e lle n c e . The 

fed era tio n  of princes i s  presented as a proper fed era tion  at the death 

o f Patroklos because there i s  mutual resp ect for  r ig h ts  and honours. But 

tile same fed era tion  was threatened when, in  the quarrel, A ch ille s  ch a llen g

ed the whole system  i t s e l f .  Agamemnon would not permit A c h ille s  to  re 

ta in  the honour th a t had been awarded to  him and took back what was 

given  b̂  the army. A c h ille s  would not bow dovjn to  au th ority , but

abused the king and withdrew. The r e su lts  were d isa stero u s , but i t  i s  ^oj
i

d i f f i c u l t  to  see how they could have been avoided. When the s o c ia l  and 

moral system i s  such th at i t  tr e a ts  both an a r is to c r a t ic  sta tu s and a 

p r a c tic a l id e a l o f human ex ce llen ce  as u ltim a te ly  commendable, c la sh es  

are in e v ita b le ,
I

H) Reca-pjbitulation o f purpose o f examination of the I l i a d .

The quarrel between Agamemnon and A ch ille s  was introduced and 

contrasted  w ith others not prim arily  in  order to  /  show up the con

fu s io n  of Homeric morals but rather to  show th a t the relevan t moral and 

s o c ia l  b e l ie f s  are presented in  the poem in  a complete and p ersu asive , 

i f  complex and obscure, form, -‘■heir p resen tation  i s  complete in  th a t
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whatever must be known in  order to  understand what the characters are 

doing and why they act and describe th e ir  a cts as they  do, i s  worked in to  

tne fab r ic  of the poem, xhe m orality  incorporated in  the ep ic i s  per

suasive in  th at the s itu a t io n s  se le c te d  or constructed by the poet as 

the su b ject for h is  m im esis, and h is mode of ’miming' them embody a 

moral outlook whereby moral problems are, ty p ic a lly , dilemmas which 

have to  be argued through. The poin ts of view 'mimed ' and the words 

and speeches used by the author and projected  on to  the ciiaracters g ive  

such force  to  the mimesis tiia t the reader, h is  in te r e s t  held by the  

l iv e l in e s s  of the p resen ta tion  and the v io len ce  of the c o n f l ic t s ,  may 

be le d  to  accept the mimesis o f Homer as showing what action s and men 

in  th e ir  a c t iv i t y ie s  are l ik e .

But t h is  i s  the poin t at which P la to 's  ob jection s were d irec ted .

He concluded in  Book I I I  th at the s to r y - te l le r s  who would remain in  the

sta te  would be the 'more austere and l e s s  a ttr a c tiv e  t y p e , ' fo r  b esid es

im ita tin g  only men o f high character, th ey  would not employ exaggerated
K

and varying s ty le s  in  ma!^g th e ir  poems. The greater the p oetic  appeal 

of the work, P la to  says here, the greater i s  i t s  danger. And Homer's 

poem, presenting in tr ig u es  and q u arre ls , m isrepresentations o f gods 

and men, and, in  general 'miming' th in gs not in  th e ir  proper form as is4 

would appear to  the in t e l l e c t  but in  th e ir  changing and variab le  appear-
UL

ances i s  s t i i^ la t in g  and strengthening the element which threatens to  

undermine reason.

That the poem does appeal to  the emotions i s  suggested not only by 

such is o la te d  poignant passages as Hektor' s parting from Andromache, or
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A c h ille s  * co u r l^ u s and gen tle  kindness to  Priam, or such l iv e ly  ex

changes as the i n i t i a l  quarrel or the row between Aias and Idomeneus over 

the ch ario t race , and not only by the suspense b u ilt  up in  scenes of b a tt le  

or the sen sa tion a lism  o:^ h ek tor's storming the wall^ For the whole 

poem c o n s is ts  in  c o n f l ic t s ,  c o n f l ic t s  o f passionate co n v ictio n  and 

c o n f l ic t s  o f p h y sica l v io le n c e . P la to 's  sp e c ia l concern apart, we can 

su re ly  recognise that the in c lu s io n  of these  scenes and c o n f l ic t s  i s  

not in  the serv ice  o f an aim of moral in s tr u c tio n  or education , but 

■ for the power th at they g ive the poetry .

I t  i s  true th a t the poem was used for  in s tr u c tio n , and i t  i s  a lso  

true th a t parts of i t  might w e ll be taken to  be in s tr u c t iv e . But i t  

i s  h igh ly  doubtful th at the p o e t's  primary purpose i n /  w r itin g  was 

moral e d if ic a t io n . The poet presents h is  s itu a tio n s  in  such a manner 

that they  are ambiguous. He makes no coumient upon them. I t  is never 

made e x p l ic i t ly  c le a r , fo r  example, whether A ch ille s  ought not to  have 

stood up to  Agamemnon in  the f i r s t  p la ce , or whether P a r is , having done 

the ivrong th ing in  tak in g  Helen, ought to  have given her back again, or 

whether Hektor' s courage served any purpose. Had the p o e t 's  in te n tio n  

been a d id a ctic  one, such s itu a tio n s  would not have been l e f t  sunbig- 

uous.

I t  i s  tru e , o f course, th at there are some examples and sayings 

in  the work which are p e c u lia r ly  memorable, the mutual resp ect o f An

dromache and Hektor, the wisdom of N estor, the lead ersh ip  o f hektor. 

Hayings, to o , may be picked out from the poem to  be app lied  as ru les  

o f thumb in  ordinary circum stances. But the pq^nt rem ains, whether the
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ru les  are app lied  to  s itu a t io n s  in  the poem or to  s itu a t io n s  in  

ordinary experien ce , th at they are not u n iv e r sa lly  app licab le  

p r in c ip le s , but ru les  o f thumb. And t l i is  emphasises a p o in t which 

P lato  i s  denying, th at moral ju s t i f ic a t io n  i s  moral ju s t i f ic a t io n  

of p a rticu la r  c a ses , by reference to  general ru les  o f thumb no 

doubt, but such reference requires a new ex erc ise  o f judgment in  

each p a rticu la r  case. Agamemnon's suggestion  th a t i t  i s  b e tter  

to  run from d i^ s t e r  than to  be caught up in  i t  w i l l  not j u s t i f y  

h is  avoidance of b a t t le .  But i t  w i l l  exp lain  Phoenix' f l ig h t  to  

avoid committing p arricid e and i t  w i l l  ju s t i f y  P a tro k lo s' f l ig h t  

to  avoid punishment for  k i l l in g  a man u n w ittin g ly . But to  see  

in  what way the ru le can apply in  ju s t ify in g  any p articu lar  a c tio n  

requires experience and a g i f t  o f sa g a c ity .

One might argue th at the I l ia d  provides a number of e d ify 

ing examples, and th at reading the story  and see in g  how the s i t 

u ation s are discrdjninated one from another and how they must be
WÜ

judged w ith due a tten tio n  to  th e ir  in d iv id u a lity  i s  in c s e lf  in 

s tr u c t iv e . But th is  i s  not p r e -r eq u is ite  to  the enjoyment and 

understanding of the poem, and would appear to  be su b sid iary  

rather than the c o n s t itu t iv e  purpose of the poem.

ÿt would seem, then, that Homer's in ten tio n  was not p r i

m arily to  t e l l  the tru th  and not «à prim arily  to  g ive  moral in 

str u c tio n , but to  t e l l  an e x c it in g  s to r y . There i s  l i t t l e  to  

suggest th at he was try in g  to  i n s t i l  moral v ir tu e s  or moral 

values in  w r itin g  the poem, fo r  i t  i s  by no means c lea r  which
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values and v ir tu e s  are advocated! I f  t e i  h is in te n tio n  was to  teach  

those values which were in  fa c t  accepted by h is  s o c ie ty , then he 

would incorporate them in  the poem as he has done, but i t  would 

seem l ik e ly  th at he would e ith er  have c r i t ic i s e d  or praised them, 

or e ls e  in  some other way made i t  more c lear th a t th ese  were h is  

terms of va lu e . For as the n arrative stands, most o f the apparent

ly  most commendatory term s, e . g . ' lo r d ly ' ,  'g lo r io u s ' , 'resource

f u l '  are fo r  the most part used in  the same way as purely des

c r ip t iv e  ones, e .  g . 'flow ing-haired,'^ or 'breaker o f h o r se s ', 

or 'o f the sh in ing helm, ' in  the t i t u la r  formulae. I f  the pur

pose was to  teach  values i t  i s  su re ly  u n lik e ly  th a t the terms of  

value would be th u s 'c a r e le s s ly  used in  the t i t u la r  formula.
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. V- ■-[
Conclusions ’ .

a) Poetry and Truth

■. The prelim inary q u estion  ra ised  by P la to ’s attack  

i s  how ought poetry to  be judged. P lato  d iscounts what 

he c a l ls  the ’charm’ o f poetry and judges i t  according  

to  the standards o f tru th  and r e a l i t y  e sta b lish ed  by the  

theory of Forms. Apart from the fa c t  th at no p o e tic  mim

e s i s  could , on P la to ’s f in a l  view of mimesis, be an app

ropriate  rep resen ta tion  o f tru th  or r e a l i t y ,  th is  judg

ment by the standard o f tru th  would mean th at any p a r tic 

u lar in stan ce would be judged as i f  i t s  aim were to  make 

in t e l l i g ib le  what i s  otherw ise confused or overlooked a l 

to g eth er , P la to ’s complaint th a t the poets m isrepresent 

i s  a complaint that the poets do not aim at a making tru th  

i n t e l l i g ib le  by showing how action s are in  fa c t  connected, 

how characters and a c t io n s ■should in  fa c t  be a ssessed , 

and how .honorific names and t i t l e s  should in  fa c t  be g iven .

In assuming that the mimesis i s  to  be judged accord

ing to  i t s  p resen ta tion  of such tru th s , P lato chooses to  

ignore the p o s s ib i l i t y  o f other fu n ction a l d e f in it io n * o f  

a r t i s t i c  a c t iv i t y  whereby i f  the poet i s  sa id  to  'mime ' 

human l i f e  and su ch 'm im esis'is held to  have some r e la t io n  

to  what can tr u ly  be sa id  about action s and s itu a t io n s , th is  

may not be the rather r ig id  r e la t io n  he en v isa g es.
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The examinations of the poetry of Homer would suggest 

that h is  mimesis o f human l i f e  i s  aimed not at tru th  but at 

'g iv ing i t s  own sp e c ia l e n j o y m e n t . I n  order to  provide 

th at pleasure he uses the mimesis o f action s and s itu a t io n s ,  

but does not present them siinply as mimeses o f action s and 

s itu a t io n s , but rather as^em ents in  a very complex and in 

tr ig u in g  p a ttern .

Both the com position of such a pattern  and the communi

ca tion  o f i t  presuppose th at people can^in general, make action s  

and s itu a tio n s  i n t e l l i g ib le  to  them selves and to  o th ers . The 

fa c t  th a t people do, in  general, fin d  the action s o f other people 

and o f them selves i n t e l l i g ib le  and the fa c t  that there i s  or 

can be th is  common understanding about them make i t  p o ss ib le  

fo r  the poet to  compose a coherent, s tr ild n g , and i n t e l l i g ib le

f i c t io n  and expect others to  understand i t .  F ic tio n  might, o f  
c,
jfourse, be valued fo r  the accuracy w ith  which i t  'mimes' what

people or s itu a tio n s  are thought to  be l ik e ,  or i t  might be

valued for the le s so n  i t  teach es. But i t  can a lso  be valued

fo r  the enjoyment derived from i t s  p resen tation  o f p a ttern ,

fo r  the in tracacy  and su b tle ty  o f d e ta i ls ,  and for  th e ir  r e la -

t io n  to  and r e f le c t io n  upon the main themes, for  the cohesion

o f the parts and th e ir  in te r -r e la t io n , and for the s k i l l f u l

use of language in  reproducing sp eech es, describ in g appearances,

and drawing con trasts in  the p a r tie  presen tation  o f a c le a r ly

ordered and n ea tly  constructed  account o f a s itu a t io n .

\ . A V % oThL ' cVo.lM.
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I t  might appear th a t i f  p oetry  i s  not aijning a t truth^ as 

P la to  d escr ib es  i t ,  and i f  the mimeses o f human l i f e  are used  

by the poet in  b u ild in g  up an organised  whole which has no 

c le a r  referen ce  to  tr u th , then th e  enjoyment o f  the poem i s  

not dependent upon th e  accuracy o f  th e  mimesis or th e  r e la 

t io n  between the mimesis and some e x te rn a l s ta te  o f  a f f a i r s ,  

and in  judging the va lue o f the poem the fa c t  th a t i t  i s  a 

mimesis can be ign ored .

But t h i s  i s  not p o s s ib le .  For p oetry , d ea lin g  as i t  does 

w ith  a c t io n s , th o u g h ts , and speeches o f men and u sin g  words 

to  g iv e  th ese  accou n ts, presupposes the meaning and referen ce  

o f words and the i n t e l l i g i b i l i t y  o f ev en ts . The i n t e l l i g i b i l i t y  

o f the mimesis o f ev en ts  depends upon the e x is te n c e  and gen era l 

concurrence o f b e l i e f s  about connections between what men say  

and do and how th ey  can be d escr ib ed , and b e l ie f s  about connect-- 

ion s between a c tio n s  and th e ir  consequences. U nless the p a ttern  

developed in  the poem i s  in  accordance w ith  th ese  g en era l be

l i e f s  so th a t i t  can be seen to  hang to g eth er  as a mimesis o f

a c tio n  and s i t u a t i o n , i t  cannot be understood at a l l .  And un
ie 'VVvJLû

l e s s  the g en era l fram ewor/ o f tec  mimesis i s  e s ta b lish e d  by 

the author in  such a way th a t i t  can be f e l t  to  u n d er lie  both  

the mimesis and the world as the reader can experien ce  i t ,  

then  again  the mimesis w i l l  not work as a mimesis a t a l l .
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Furthermore, c h a r a c te r is in g  the p o e t 's  a c t i v i t i e s  as mimesis 

s t r e s s e s  the r e lia n c e  o f the poet on the fa c t  th a t  words used  

in  the standard se r io u s  n on -p oetic  con text h^ve meaning, 

and th a t one such standard use o f them i s  to  make statem ents  

about th in g s  and s itu a t io n s  and a c t io n s , and th a t though such 

statem ents d er iv e  from d if fe r e n t  p e o p le 's  e x p e r ien ce s , th ey  can 

n o n eth e less  be r e la te d  as r e lev a n t and sim ila r  t o ,  and in f lu e n 

t i a l  upon one an oth er . But the poet uses h is  words and ac

counts in  b u ild in g  up an account of a s itu a t io n  in  which, by 

s l n l / f u l  s e le c t io n ,  arrangement, and ren d erin g , he can engen

der an unaccustomed and e s p e c ia l ly  in s tr u c t iv e  view  o f  what 

would o r d in a r ily  be experienced  in  a l e s s rnt i ve  way* So 

th a t ,  though he may not be in te r e s te d  in  tr u th  or e n lig h te n 

ment, he may in  t h i s  very  s p e c ia l  way con trib u te  to  i t .  And 

though he may r e j e c t  c r it ic is m s  on the b a s is  o f tr u th , he 

h€ may in v i t e  c r it ic is m s  on th is  s p e c ia l  b a s is .

Homer's miiuesie accom plishes th ese  aims by c le a r , p re

c i s e ,  d e sc r ip t io n s  o f s i t u a t io n s ,  ingenious use o f im agery, 

and in t r ic a t e ,  su b tle  comparisons and co n tra sts  o f ch a ra cter , 

s i tu a t io n ,  and a c tio n .

B) Poetr;/ and P la to 's  tr u th

In so 'miming' men's a c tio n s  and p resen tin g  them in  a 

stru c tu red , o rd erly  way uo th a t  a complex and su b tle  p ic 

ture emerges o f s i tu a t io n s  and r e a c tio n s  to  them, Homer might 

w e ll  be sa id  to  have dem onstrated a pro/found in s ig h t  in to  

human r e la t io n s h ip s .  But knowledge fo r  P la to  i s  u n iv e r sa l
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Forms. Thus th ere i s  in  P la to ’s system  no p o s s i b i l i t y  th a t  

a man could dem onstrate h is ■'understanding by ordering any s e t  

o f p a r tic u la r s  w ithout referen ce  to  tlie a b stra ct Form.

That the poet can, in  h is  ’s e n s ib le  cop y ’ in d ic a te  a 

r e la t io n  or an in terco n n ec tio n  which can be recogn ised  by tlia 

r e fe r s  amd e/(joyed as a p a r t ic u la r ly  in te r e s t in g  m im esis o f  

human l i f e  would seem to  in d ic a te  th a t ,  contrary to  P la t o ’s 

th eo ry , th ere  i s  a kind o f r e a l i t y  which, i f  not d is c lo se d  

by p ercep tio n , can be d is c lo se d  by an ordering o f p e r ce p tio n s . 

P la to  assum es, or wants to  p ress the assum ption, th a t  there  

i s  sane one, f i n a l  and d e f in i t iv e  system  according to  which 

the world must be d escrib ed ; but no a p r io r i system  can take 

in to  account a l l  the p o s s i b i l i t i e s  o f p attern s to  be iir^osed 

upon or seen  in  the w orld . P la to ’s system  cannot otherw ise  

account fo r  the d e lib e r a te  com position o f p oetry  doncerned 

w ith  p a r tic u la r  in s ta n c e s  and theii" r e la t io n  to  g en era l tru th s  

which are not a t  the same tiune a b s tr a c t , l o g ic a l  tru th s  a sso c

ia te d  w ith  th e  Forms, so he c h a r a c te r ise s  i t  as d e c e p tiv e , an 

appearance o f tr u th . Because an account o f th e  a r t i s t ’s a c t iv 

i t i e s  which would acknowledge the p o s s ib i l i t y  th a t the a r t i s t  

may, by c i t in g  p a r t ic u la r s  in  a strilcLng way, remind readers  

o f some g en era l tr u th  would undermine the sharp— and n ecess

a r i ly  sharp—lin e  d iv id in g  what i s  s e n s ib le  from what i s  i n t e l l 

i g i b l e ,  P la to  c a r e fu l ly  d e fin e s  a r t i s t i c  a c t iv i t y  so as to  p re-
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elude the p o s s i b i l i t y .

Convinced th a t r e a l i t y  i s  r a t io n a l,  s c i e n t i f i c ,  l o g ic a l ,

P la to  cannot e n te r ta in  the n o tio n  th a t a th in g , seen  from a 

p o in t o f v iew , i s  no l e s s  the r e a l  fo r  having been seen  empir

i c a l l y  from a p o in t o f  view rath er than apprehended by con

cep tu a l thou ght, nor can he make room in  h is  th eory  fo r  a 

conten t o f  the p o e t ic  mimesis other than the commonplace mime

s i s  o f ordinary commonplace o b je c ts  o f  p ercep tio n . P erception  

fo r  P la to  i s  such th a t  i t  could not apprehend anyth ing p er ta in 

in g  to  r e a l i t y .

G) P oetry  and d ecep tio n  ^

The d ecep tion  o f the poet i s ,  in  i t s  s im p lest form, the 

p o e t ’s making h is  words or h is  v o ice  resemble or be l ik e  the  

words or v o ice  o f some other person in  order to  make h is  read

e r s  f e e l  th a t i t  i s  not the poet who i s  speaking, but the 

character  h im se lf . But the decep tion  o f the poet i s  a lso  e v i 

dent in  the p r e se n ta tio n  o f  s itu a t io n s  an d ,in d eed ,o f e x te n s iv e  

moral and s o c ia l  ou tlook s such th a t  the reader i s  made to  f e e l
- ' i-

th a t  the ou tlook  ’mimed’ i s  the appropriate one, and th is  

d e sp ite  any moral b e l ie f s  he m ight otherw ise e n te r ta in . I t  i s  

d i f f i c u l t  to  draw a l in e  marking the sim pler from the more com

p lic a te d  d écep tion  fo r  both a r is e  from the same so u rce , v i z . 

the p o e t ’s depenuence upon the fa c t  th a t there i s  knowledge^

thc^t people do account fo r  a c tio n s  and s i tu a t io n s ,  and h is  a b i l i t y

to  r e ly  on common mode of th in k in g  in  the p r e sen ta tio n  o f

h is  poem.
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P la to ’s f i r s t  o b je c tio n  to  the p o e t s ’ p lay  upon what i s  noÿ, 

s t r i c t l y ,  tru e  i s  th a t  i t  m islead s men as any l i e  would m islead  

them. B ut4his o b je c tio n  i s  d ism issed  as soon as i t  i s  shovm 

th a t  the tru th  as ch a ra cter ised  by P la to  i s  not the tru th  at  

which th e  poet aim s. The second o b jectio n  i s  th a t the mimesis 

o f in d iv id u a l men in  p a r tic u la r  em otional s t a t e s  i s  a p resen ta

t io n  o f  what would be b e tte r  ignored  or rebuked. Q uarrel§, 

in tr ig u e s ,  anger, g r ie f ,  and su b je c tio n  to  n atu ra l in s t in c t s  

are not among the th in g s  th a t should be brought to  men’s a tte n 

tion #  But the p o e ts , in  p resen tin g  d e ta ile d , v iv id  accounts 

o f em otional states^  both in d ic a te  th a t they have en tered  in to  

such s ta te s  them selves and by w r itin g  v iv id  a t t r a c t iv e ,  power

f u l  f i c t i o n ,  in v i t e  or even compel readers to  en ter  them a ls o .

D) P oetry and moral judgment

I f  the r ig i d i t y  o f the d is t in c t io n  between the em ttions

and the reason ing  fu n ctio n s o f th e  mind i s  not so c le a r ly  main-
ob

ta in e d , then  the emotions might not be held to  be such /ü

th r e a t to  the p o s s i b i l i t y  o f r a t io n a l judgment, and P la to 's  

fe a r  th a t any indulgence o f the emotions w i l l ,  in  i t s e l f ,  be 

d etrim en ta l to  the character might appear to  be unfounded, and 

the ’su b je c t io n ^ ’ to  emot io n s as sen sa tio n s and t h r i l l s  provided  

by f i c t io n s  be regarded sim ply as the exp erien cin g  of segAsa- 

t io n s  and t h r i l l s ,  and not as n e c e s s a r i ly  d etr im en ta l to  w e l l 

b e in g .

But the more complex d ecep tion  which P la to  holds to  be

c h a r a c te r is t ic  o f p o e t ic  mimesis i s  more w orrying. For i t  i s  
true th a t Homer has 'mimed' p a r t ic u la r  circum stances in  such
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a way th a t the reader can, indeed must, see them as he ’miraes' 

them or th ey  may not be i n t e l l i g i b l e  a t a l l .  P la to  i s  r ig h t  

in  th in k in g  th a t  t h is  may be dangerous i f  such ndjnesis causes 

or even r e in fo r c e s  a gen era l r e fu s a l  or re lu ctan ce on the part 

o f the p u b lic  read ing the work to  th in k  for  them selves about 

moral v a lu e s . I  have suggested  th a t  P la to  could nqt show what 

he apparently wanted to  show, th a t  the appeaJL o f poetry  i s  

not m erely p r im a r ily , bat e x c lu s iv e ly / an appeal to  the emo

t io n s .  For th ere  i s  a necessary  overlap between em otional and 

concep tu al thought and the p o e tic  mimesis must, i f  i t  i s  to  be 

com prehensiDle, have referen ce  to  the conceptual and must, i f  

i t  i s  to  have the v iv id n e ss  and power p ecu lia r  to  p o e try , appeal 

to  the em otions, to  the sen ses or a t le a s t  to  the im agin ation , 

and to  the sense o f the m any-sided^^^ o f th in g s .

Poetry does appeal in a d irec t way. I t  was mentioned that
\\\ox(

the people who f i r s t  heard the -’Ô k did not read or study i t ,
0>^0lvuOAvÔC!l^QlV.V0 .

but lis tened  to iti^ The construction is  such tha t

the points underlying comparisons and contrasts would be made 

even without the hearers ’ de libera te ly  working them out for 

themselves. This again would suggest th a t Plato is  rig h t in 

thinlcing n v  ^  there is  a special power in  poetry th a t

enables i t  to permeate thinking about moral or socia l a f fa irs . 

One could of course argue th a t such influence could be used 

for good purposes as well as for bad ones, and in  his sharp 

d is tin c tio n  of the In te llig e n ts ia  from the other members of 

the Republic, P lato would seem to have not merely room for but
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a ls o  a need fo r  i t s  use in  good hands, but t h is  i s  a d if fe r e n t  

p oin t from the main one, th a t fo r  those who can th in k , poetry  

i s  a d isru p tiv e  in flu e n c e  on c r i t i c a l *  r a tio n a l thought.

But t h i s  o b je c t io n  i s  a moral one, and i s  aimed a t what 

poetry  does ra th er  than at what poetry  i s .  P oetry  as mimesis 

i s  the source o f a s p e c ia l  enjoym ent. This enjoyment i s  in te g 

r a l l y  r e la te d  to  the discernment of a purpose or u n it in g  i d e f ï  

un derly ing  the e x p o s it io n  o f a s to r y  or theme. The value o f  

the poem may be considered  w ith  referen ce  to  th a t enjoyment 

and the poem esteem ed as a source o f p lea su re . But i f  one 

regards the importance o f  the e f f e c t s  which the mimesis doeq, 

or may, have^as having to  be w e ig h t  aga in st any p leasu re to  

be derived  from the work, th ere  seems to  be no f i n a l  r e p ly .

By what standards could  p o e tic  value be measured a ga in st  

moral value?


