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INTRODUCTION

n our world it has become more important than ever that we learn to read criti-

cally. The events of September 11, 2001 and their aftermath have shown us — with

a new urgency — the dangers of misunderstanding and inadequate education. It
has become more important than ever that we understand the various voices crying
from afar in other languages; and it is just as urgent that we understand the bewilder-
ing multitude of voices in our own culture. In order to make sense of our own present,
we need to understand our own past. We need to look critically at the various
documents, cultural, political, and religious, which furnish our identity, which tell us
who we are, who we should be, and what we might become. As a black American
scholar has recently said, “the challenge of mutual understanding among the world’s
multifarious cultures will be the single greatest task that we face, after the failure of the
world to feed itself.”!

It has become indisputably clear that the study of the humanities in general is no
longer a luxury but a necessity, vital to our very survival as an enlightened civilization.
We cannot form an articulate vision of our own moral, educational, and political
values without some knowledge of where those values come from, the struggles in
which they were forged, and the historical contexts which generated those struggles. To
study the Bible, Plato, Greek tragedy, Shakespeare, or Roman Law, to study Jewish or
African-American history, to examine the Qur’an and the long history of the Western
world’s fraught engagement with Islam, is to study the sources of the conflicts and
cultural tendencies which inform our present world. We cannot be good citizens —
either of a particular country or of the world — by succumbing to the endless forces
operating worldwide that encourage us to remain ignorant, to follow blindly, whether
in the form of blind nationalism, blind religiosity, or blind chauvinism in all its
manifold guises. One of the keys to counteracting those forces which would keep us in
darkness lies in education, and in particular in the process which forms the core of
education: the individual and institutional practice of reading, of close, careful, crit-
ical reading. Such reading entails a great deal more than merely close attention to the
words on the page, or the text as it immediately confronts us. We need to know
why a text was written, for whom it was written, what religious or moral or political
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purposes motivated it, as well as its historical and cultural circumstances. Then,
indeed, we can move on to the issues of its style, its language, its structure, and its
deployment of rhetorical and literary techniques.

All disciplines in the humanities (and arguably those in the sciences) call for such
close, critical, and comprehensive reading. There is one discipline which is defined by
its insistence on such strategies: this is the discipline of literary criticism, as operating
through both practice and theory. At the most basic level, we might say that the
practice of literary criticism is applied to various given texts. The theory is devoted
to examining the principles behind such practice. We might say that theory is a
systematic explanation of practice or a situation of practice in broader framework;
theory brings to light the motives behind our practice; it shows us the connection of
practice to ideology, power structures, our own unconscious, our political and reli-
gious attitudes, our economic structures; above all, theory shows us that practice is
not something natural but is a specific historical construct. Hence, to look over the
history of literary criticism, a journey we are about to undertake in this book, is not
only to revisit some of the profoundest sources of our identity but also to renew our
connections with some of the deepest resources of our present and future sustenance.

Methodology of this Book

The methodology of this book rests on five basic principles. One of the central diffi-
culties encountered by readers of modern literary criticism and theory derives from the
fact that the latter often employs concepts and terminology that are rooted in philo-
sophy and other disciplines. In addressing this difficulty, the first principle and pur-
pose of this book is to provide not just an isolated history of literary criticism, but to
locate this history within the context of the main currents of Western thought. This
means, for example, not just examining what Plato and Kant say about poetry or
aesthetics but situating their aesthetic views within the framework of their philosoph-
ical systems. Without those systems, we can have merely a haphazard understanding
of their views on literature and art; moreover, those systems themselves are still with us
in many guises, and they still inform the ways in which we think about the world.
The reaction of many literary scholars against modern literary and cultural theory is
often underlain by a distrust of philosophy, of technical jargon, and a lack of familiar-
ity with the great philosophical systems. I hope that this book goes some way toward
making the works of great thinkers such as Plato, Aristotle, Kant, and Hegel a little less
daunting. The truth is that without some grasp of their major ideas, we simply cannot
begin to understand thinkers such as Derrida, Foucault, and Kristeva. A great deal of
literary theory presupposes familiarity with a broad range of philosophical ideas. More
importantly, the philosophical systems of these thinkers are crucial for any under-
standing of modern Western thought. For example, we cannot begin to understand the
world that we have inherited without understanding liberalism as it was formulated by
Locke, without understanding the main directions of Enlightenment thought such as
rationalism, empiricism, and pragmatism, as well as the attempts of Kant and Hegel to
situate such trends within larger, more comprehensive accounts of the world. Again,
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we cannot understand who we are without recognizing the diverse reactions against
mainstream bourgeois thought, ranging from Romanticism through symbolism to
Marxism, Freudianism, and existentialism. We need to recognize that today we are
complex creatures who are the product of a long and complex historical development
that embraces all of these movements and dispositions. We bear, in our own mental-
ities and our own broad outlooks toward the world, traces and vestiges of these often
conflicting modes of thought. For example, we may live out our public lives on the
basis of largely bourgeois values such as the use of reason, the reliance on experience
and observation, and a commitment to competition, efficiency, practicality, and of
course profit-making. Yet each of us, usually in our private lives, is also familiar with a
set of values deriving sometimes from feudal Christianity or Judaism or Islam (loyalty,
devotion, faith) or from Romantic attitudes (an emphasis on imagination, creativity,
emotion, and a sense of the mystery of the world), as well as from Marxism (a belief in
equality of opportunity, an openness to various modes of reconceiving history, and a
redefinition of bourgeois values such as freedom in a comprehensive sense that applies
to all people), not to mention certain radical ideas of the human psyche deriving from
Freud and other pioneers in the fields of psychoanalysis. The history of literary criti-
cism is profoundly imbricated in the history of thought in a broad range of spheres,
philosophical, religious, social, economic, and psychological. Part of the purpose of
this book, then, is to place modern literary theory within a historically broader context,
to view it from a perspective that might evince its connections and lines of origin,
descent, and reaction.

Secondly, given that this book proceeds by way of close textual analysis, it is neces-
sarily selective, focusing on the most important and influential texts of some of
the most important figures. There are certainly a number of major figures omitted:
readers may object that there is no detailed treatment of Paul de Man and other
deconstructionists, or of many feminist writers, or of Fredric Jameson or certain pro-
ponents of New Historicism. I must plead guilty to all of these omissions. My reason is
simply that there is not enough room. The intent of this book is not to provide
encyclopedic coverage, nor to offer a cursory treatment of all possible major figures.
These valuable tasks have already been performed by several eminent authors. This
book aims to redress a deficiency that students have repeatedly voiced to me: the need
for a text that will guide them through the intricacies of many difficult literary-critical
and theoretical works, by focusing on close readings of them. To illustrate the point: a
one- or two-page summary of Plato or Kant will not help the student in her reading of
the Republic or the Critique of Judgment. This book aims, rather, to undertake close
readings of selected texts which represent or embody the principles of given literary-
critical tendencies. What also appears to be needed is a clear but detailed account of
the historical backgrounds of these texts. These two aims, then, have guided the present
work which, I hope, might be used in conjunction with any of the excellent anthologies
of literary criticism and theory now available.

Thirdly, while no section of this book is, strictly speaking, self-contained, I am
hopeful that each section is independently intelligible inasmuch as it is situated within
an intellectual and historical context. This strategy aims to answer a repeated practical
concern that I have heard from students over the years: that their reading of one
thinker always presupposes knowledge of other thinkers and the inevitable network of
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cross-references tends to confuse students who confront a difficult thinker for the first
time. I have attempted to follow this strategy while minimizing the need for repetition:
the section on Coleridge, for example, or on Wordsworth, should provide a fairly
comprehensive overview of the basic principles and themes of Romanticism, such as
the connection between reason and imagination, the high status accorded to poetry,
and the problematic nature of the notion of subjectivity. In other words, these sections
should be intelligible without first reading the chapters on Plato, Kant, Hume, and
other thinkers. Of course, the connections between these thinkers are formulated;
but a knowledge of them is not debilitatingly presupposed on the part of the student.

A fourth principle of the present volume is the need to correct an imbalanced
perception, prevalent through many graduate schools, of the originality and status of
modern literary theory, an imbalance reflected in certain anthologies of theory and
criticism. Often, the critical output of previous historical eras is implicitly treated as an
inadequate and benighted prolegomenon to the dazzling insights of modern theory.
The history of philosophy is sometimes seen, through the alleged lens of deconstruction,
as a series of deconstructed domains: in this distorted projection, Plato, Kant, and
Hegel are treated as minor thinkers, whose mistakes and blindnesses were acutely
brought to the surface by major thinkers such as Derrida, Lacan, and Foucault. Only
an ignorance of the history of philosophy could sanction such an attitude. The truth
is that, as all of these modern thinkers recognize, far deeper contributions to philo-
sophy were made by Kant, by Hegel, and by Marx: without these thinkers, the work of
modern theorists could not have arisen and in many ways it remains frozen within the
problematics defined by the earlier figures. In general, modern theory — to its credit —
is less original than is often imagined; I hope the following pages will show, among
other things, that many of its insights were anticipated or made possible as contro-
versions of positions and themes explored by earlier — sometimes far earlier — thinkers
and literary scholars. It is natural that anthologies and modern accounts of criticism
should exhibit a bias toward our own era; but this emphasis should not be allowed to
obscure the true nature of our own contributions, which should be situated historic-
ally and assessed in the light of their far-reaching connections with the thought of
previous ages.

The final principle informing this book is an aspiration toward clarity. Unfortu-
nately, much of the theory that has enabled new modes of analysis and generated
extraordinarily rich insights has isolated itself from public and political discourse by its
difficult language and by its reliance on jargon. There is a difference between genuine
complexity — which one finds in the great thinkers and in the major literary theorists —
and confusion; between a command of language that can express truly difficult concepts
and needlessly difficult language that offers a mere show or pretense of complexity,
recycling worn ideas, and sacrificing in this process not only clarity but also subtlety
and accuracy of expression.

Having said this, I am aware of some of the compelling reasons behind the refusal of
some theorists to be dragged into an ideology of clarity. I am painfully aware that
certain texts of poststructuralism and feminism are here expounded in a manner
that somewhat betrays their aversion to theory and systematic thought based on the
centuries-old categories of a male European (and Eurocentric) tradition. In the
absence of the talent and creativity necessary to do justice to the stylistic import of

4
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these texts, I have resigned myself to the task of attempting to make them, and their
contexts, accessible to a relatively wide range of readers.

Note

1 Henry Louis Gates, Jr., Loose Canons: Notes on the Culture Wars (New York and Oxford:
Oxford University Press, 1992), p. xii.
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CLASSICAL LITERARY
. CRITICISM:
INTELLECTUAL

AND POLITICAL
BACKGROUNDS

“judge.” Perhaps the first type of criticism was that which occurred in the
process of poetic creation itself: in composing his poetry, a poet would have
made certain “judgments” about the themes and techniques to be used in his verse,
about what his audience was likely to approve, and about his own relationship to his
predecessors in the oral or literary tradition. Hence, the creative act itself was also a
critical act, involving not just inspiration but some kind of self-assessment, reflection,
and judgment. Moreover, in ancient Greece, the art of the “rhapsode” or professional
singer involved an element of interpretation: a rhapsode would usually perform verse
that he himself had not composed, and his art must have been a highly self-conscious
and interpretative one, just as the performance of a Shakespeare play is effectively an
interpretation of it." In the written text of Shakespeare’s The Merchant of Venice, the
character of the Jewish moneylender Shylock has conventionally been seen as domin-
eering, greedy, and vindictive. Yet our perception of his character and his situation
can be transformed by a performance where we see him kneeling, surrounded by
aggressively self-righteous Christian adversaries. In the same way, different perform-
ances of Homer’s Iliad or Odyssey might have had very different effects. One can
imagine Achilles presented as the archetypal Greek hero, valiant and (almost) invin-
cible; but also as cruel, childish, and selfish. There are many incidents and situations in
Homer — such as King Priam’s entreaty to Achilles or Odysseus’ confronting of the
suitors — which must have yielded a rich range of interpretative and performative
possibilities. Even performances of lyric poetry must have shared this potential for
diverse interpretation, a potential which has remained alive through the centuries. An
ode of Sappho, a sonnet by Shakespeare, Donne’s “A Valediction: Forbidding Mourn-
ing,” Shelley’s “Ode to the West Wind,” Eliot’s “Prufrock,” or the verse of a contempor-
ary Israeli or Palestinian poet can each be “performed” or read aloud in a variety of
ways and with vastly differing effects. In each case, the performance must be somewhat
self-conscious and informed by critical judgment.
In this broad sense, literary criticism goes at least as far back as archaic Greece,
which begins around 800 years before the birth of Christ. This is the era of the epic

O ur English word “criticism” derives from the ancient Greek term krites, meaning

9
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poets Homer and Hesiod, and of the lyric poets Archilochus, Ibycus, Alcaeus, and
Sappho. What we call the “classical” period emerges around 500 Bc, the period of the
great dramatists Euripides, Aeschylus, and Sophocles, the philosophers Socrates, Plato,
and Aristotle, the schools of rhetoric, and the rise of Athenian democracy and power.
After this is the “Hellenistic” period, witnessing the diffusion of Greek culture through
much of the Mediterranean and Middle East, a diffusion vastly accelerated by the
conquests of Alexander the Great, and the various dynasties established by his generals
after his death in 323 Bc. Over the Hellenized domains there was a common ruling-
class culture, using a common literary dialect and a common education system.” The
city of Alexandria in Egypt, founded by Alexander in 331 Bc, became a center of
scholarship and letters, housing an enormous library and museum, and hosting such
renowned poets and grammarians as Callimachus, Apollonius Rhodius, Aristarchus,
and Zenodotus. We know of these figures partly through the work of Suetonius
(ca. 69-140 ap), who wrote the first histories of literature and criticism.’

The Hellenistic period is usually said to end with the battle of Actium in 31 BcC in
which the last portion of Alexander’s empire, Egypt, was annexed by the increasingly
powerful and expanding Roman republic. After his victory at Actium, the entire
Roman world fell under the sole rulership of Julius Caesar’s nephew, Octavian, soon to
become revered as the first Roman emperor, Augustus. During this span of almost
a thousand years, poets, philosophers, rhetoricians, grammarians, and critics laid down
many of the basic terms, concepts, and questions that were to shape the future of
literary criticism as it evolved all the way through to our own century. These include
the concept of “mimesis” or imitation; the concept of beauty and its connection
with truth and goodness; the ideal of the organic unity of a literary work; the social,
political, and moral functions of literature; the connection between literature, philo-
sophy, and rhetoric; the nature and status of language; the impact of literary per-
formance on an audience; the definition of figures of speech such as metaphor,
metonymy, and symbol; the notion of a “canon” of the most important literary
works; and the development of various genres such as epic, tragedy, comedy, lyric
poetry, and song.

The first recorded instances of criticism go back to dramatic festivals in ancient
Athens, which were organized as contests, requiring an official judgment as to which
author had produced the best drama. A particularly striking literary-critical discussion
occurs in Aristophanes’ play The Frogs, first performed in 405 Bc, just before the
ending of the Peloponnesian War in 404 sc in the utter defeat of Athens at the hands
of its rival, Sparta. It may seem odd, in our age of highly technical and specialized
approaches to literature, that literary criticism should be used to entertain and amuse
a large audience of several thousand people. This fact alone is testimony to the highly
literate nature of the Athenian citizens, who were expected to recognize many allusions
to previous literary works, and to understand the terms of a critical debate, as well as
its broader political and social implications. In fact, the chorus in the play itself
commends the erudition of the audience, claiming that the citizens are so “sharp” and
“keen” that they will not miss “a single point.”™

The plot of Aristophanes’ comedy is built around the idea that there are no good
poets left in the world; the current living dramatists are “jabberers . .. degraders of
their art” (Frogs, 1. 93). The only way of obtaining the services of a good poet is to

10
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bring a dead one back from Hades. In order to determine which of the dead tra-
gedians, Euripides or Aeschylus, is the more suitable for this task, a trial is conducted
before the court of Pluto, the god of the underworld. The judge of course will be
Dionysus, the patron god of drama. Aristophanes portrays the comic adventures of
Dionysus and his slave Xanthias, as they make their way to the court and hear the
arguments offered by each of the two tragic poets.

This is not merely a contest between two literary theories, representing older and
younger generations; it is a contest in poetic art (Frogs, 1l. 786, 796). Aeschylus repres-
ents the more traditional virtues of a bygone generation, such as martial prowess,
heroism, and respect for social hierarchy — all embodied in a lofty, decorous, and
sublime style of speech — while Euripides is the voice of a more recent, democratic,
secular, and plain-speaking generation. In talking of the general functions of poetry,
Aeschylus explains that poets such as Orpheus have taught humankind religious
rites, moral codes, and medicine; Hesiod gave instruction concerning farming; and
Homer sang of valor, honor, and the execution of war (Frogs, 1. 1030—1036). Aeschylus
places himself in this tradition, reminding the audience how his own dramas inspired
manly passions for war (Frogs, 1l. 1021, 1040). He cautions that “we, the poets, are
teachers of men” and that the “sacred poet” should avoid depicting any kind of evil,
especially the harlotry and incest that we can find in Euripides (Frogs, 1. 1055).

Euripides agrees that in general the poet is valued for his “ready wit” and wise
counsels, and because he trains the citizens to be “better townsmen and worthier men”
(Frogs, 1. 1009). But he claims that, in contrast with Aeschylus, he himself employs a
“democratic” manner, allowing characters from all classes to speak, showing “scenes of
common life,” and teaching the public to reason (Frogs, ll. 952, 959, 971-978). He
insists that the poet should speak in “human fashion,” and accuses Aeschylus of using
language that is “bombastiloquent,” obscure, and repetitious (Frogs, 1l. 839, 1122, 1179).
Aeschylus rejoins that a high style and lofty speech is appropriate for “mighty thoughts
and heroic aims” (Frogs, 1l. 1058—1060); and he upbraids Euripides for teaching the
youth of the city to “prate, to harangue, to debate . . . to challenge, discuss, and refute,”
as well as bringing to the stage “debauchery” and “scandal” (Frogs, 1l. 1070-1073).

Ultimately, to great comic effect, a pair of scales is brought in, showing Aeschylus’
verse to be “weightier” (Frogs, 1l. 1366, 1404—1410). Significantly, there are two factors
involved in deciding the issue: Dionysus explains that not only does Athens need a true
poet who will enable her to continue with her dramatic festivals and “choral games,”
but this poet will be called upon to give the city some much-needed advice on a
political problem, namely, what should be done about Alcibiades (a brilliant but selfish
and indulgent general currently in exile and who had been a threat to the state and the
democracy) (Frogs, 1l. 1419—-1422). Aeschylus basically repeats the advice offered at the
beginning of the war by the Athenian statesman Pericles: that Athens’ true wealth lies
in her fleet. Dionysus pronounces as victor Aeschylus in whom his “soul delights”
(Frogs, 1l. 1465-1467). Interestingly, the chorus sings the praises of Aeschylus as a
“[k]een intelligent mind.” This intelligence, however, is of a peculiar kind; it embodies
the wisdom required for the art of tragedy; and it is pointedly contrasted with the
“[i]dle talk” and “[f]ine-drawn quibbles” of the philosopher Socrates (Frogs, 1l. 1489—
1497). This quarrel between poetry and philosophy will surface again and again in the
history of literary criticism.

11
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It is clear that Aristophanes’ play both embodies and enacts the civic duty of poetry
and literary criticism. In fact, the play was uniquely honored by being acted a second
time, since Aeschylus was deemed to have performed an important patriotic service to
the city (Frogs, Introd., p. 293). Such an accolade may rest on his evident call for
Athenians — about to suffer a humiliating military defeat — to return to the martial and
“manly” values represented by Aeschylean drama. His play The Frogs stages the drama
of Athens’ political and cultural dilemma as a literary-critical dilemma. This first
recorded instance of a sustained literary-critical debate reveals a number of salient
features of both poetry and criticism in the ancient Greek world. Firstly, our some-
times narrow focus on the “purely” aesthetic or literary dimension of a text would
have been incomprehensible to the ancient Greeks; poetry for them was an important
element in the educational process; its ramifications extended over morality, religion,
and the entire sphere of civic responsibility; as such, poetry itself was a forum for the
discussion of larger issues; it owed a large measure of its high esteem to its public and
political nature, as well as to its technical or artistic dimension. In fact, these various
dimensions of poetry and literature were not mutually separated as they sometimes
appear to be for us. Hence, to understand the origins and nature of literary criticism in
the Greek world — especially in the work of Plato and Aristotle, which we shall look at
soon — we need to know something of the political, social, and intellectual forces that
shaped their understanding of the world.

Political and Historical Contexts

“Classical” Athens in the fifth century Bc — just prior to the time of Plato — was a
thriving democratic city-state with a population estimated at about 300,000. However,
this democracy differed considerably from our modern democracies: not only was it a
direct rather than a representative democracy, it was also highly exclusive. Only the
adult male citizens, numbering about 40-45,000, were eligible to participate in the
decision-making process. The rest of the community, composed of women, resident
aliens, and a vast number of slaves, formed a permanently excluded majority. Even
most free men, whether working on the land or in the cities, were poor and had little
hope of economic betterment (LWC, 32). This circumstance, widespread in the Greek
world, was responsible in part not only for class conflict but also for a perennial
struggle between different forms of government. The philosophies and literary the-
ories of both Plato and Aristotle were integrally shaped by awareness of these political
struggles.

By this stage of her history, Athens was not only a democracy but also an imperial
power, head of the so-called Delian League of more than a hundred city-states, from
whom she exacted tribute. Her rise to such predominance had been relatively recent
and swift, though democracy itself had taken some centuries to evolve, displacing
earlier systems such as oligarchy or tyranny and monarchy where power had resided in
the hands of a small elite or one man. By 500 sc the tyrants had been overthrown in all
the major Greek cities (LWC, 31). The ideals of social equality and democratic struc-
ture were furthered in Athens by leaders and lawgivers such as Solon, who made the
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lawcourts democratic; Cleisthenes, who organized the political structure into ten tribes,
each represented by 50 members in the Council of the Areopagus; and Pericles, who
instituted pay for people to serve as state officials, so that such service might not be a
privilege of the wealthy. In his funeral oration, Pericles defined democracy as a system
in which power lies in the hands of “the whole people,” “everyone is equal before the
law,” and public responsibility is determined not by class but by “actual ability.”

What propelled Athens into prominence was largely her leading role in repelling two
invasions of Greece by Persia. In the first of these, the Athenians, without Spartan aid,
defeated the Persian forces led by King Darius at Marathon in 490 Bc. The second
invasion was halted by Athens’ powerful navy at Salamis in 480 Bc and on land at
Plataea in 479 Bc. Despite the fact that the land battle was won with the help of Sparta,
it was Athens who assumed the leadership of the Greek allies, organizing them into a
confederation, the Delian League, with the aim of liberating the Greek cities of Asia
Minor (now Turkey) from Persian rule. These postwar years were the years of Athens’
power, prosperity, and cultural centrality: Pericles dominated Athenian politics; the
Parthenon and Propylaea were built; the tragedies of Sophocles and Euripides were
staged; the city was host to professional teachers of philosophy such as Protagoras,
and to schools of rhetoric, which taught young men of the nobility the art of public
speaking and debate (PV, 22-23). The city was alive with free political discussion and
intellectual inquiry. Pericles called Athens the “school of Hellas” (LWC, 35).

In all of these historical circumstances, there were at least three developments that
profoundly influenced the nature of literature and criticism, as well as of philosophy
and rhetoric. The first was the evolution of the polis or city-state. The Greeks differenti-
ated between themselves and the non-Greeks known as “barbarians” primarily by this
political structure, the polis, which alone in their view could allow man to achieve his
full potential as a human being. When Aristotle defined man as a “political animal,” it
was this structure that he had in mind. As the scholar M. L. Finley puts it, the polis was
comprised of “people acting in concert, a community,” where people could “assemble
and deal with problems face to face” (LWC, 27-28). As later thinkers such as Hegel,
Marx, and Durkheim reiterated, man’s very being is social and public in its essential
orientation, and his own fulfillment lies in advancing, not sacrificing, the public inter-
est. These assumptions are common to the otherwise differing literary theories of Plato
and Aristotle, who are both obliged to consider literature as a public or state concern.
Finley states that “religion and culture were as much public concerns as economics or
politics . . . the great occasions for religious ceremonial, for music, drama, poetry and
athletics, were the public festivals, local or pan-Hellenic. With the state thus the uni-
versal patron, Greek tragedy and comedy . . . were as much part of the process of face-
to-face discussion as a debate in a legislative assembly” (LWC, 28). Even the internal
structure of drama was influenced by the ideal of the polis: the chorus (whether com-
prised of a group of dancers and singers, or a single speaking character) was the
representative of the community or polis. As Gregory Nagy so eloquently puts it, the
chorus was a “microcosm of social hierarchy,” and embodied “an educational collect-
ivisation of experience” (CHLC, V.1, 50). It is clear that literature and poetry had a
public, even political, function, which was largely educational. T. H. Irwin states that
“Athenian dramatic festivals took the place of some of the mass media familiar to us.”®
No one was more deeply aware than Plato of the cultural impact of literature. In fact,
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Irwin points out that the “moral outlook of the Homeric poems permanently influ-
enced Greek thought,” in ways that conflicted with democratic attitudes. We might
add that Plato — no democrat — also took great pains to counter the influence of
Homer and the poets. Poetry had a primary role in education: children were taught
letters for the purpose of memorizing poetry and ultimately of performing and inter-
preting it (CHLC, V.1, 74). In the ancient Greek world, poetry not only had a public
nature but also served several functions which have been displaced in our world by
news media, film, music, religious education, and the sciences. Ironically, as we shall
see, the image of Plato himself looms behind some of these long-term displacements.

The second political development pertinent to literature and criticism lay in the fact
that Athens’ predominance in the Greek world did not go unchallenged. The other
major power in the Greek world was Sparta, who counterbalanced Athens’ leader-
ship of the Delian League with her own system of defensive alliances known as the
Peloponnesian League. The struggle between these two superpowers was not only
military but also ideological: Athens everywhere attempted to foster her own style of
democracy, whereas Sparta everywhere encouraged her own brand of oligarchy. This
struggle convulsed the entire Greek world and eventually led to the Peloponnesian
War, which lasted twenty-seven years, beginning in 431 Bc and ending with the utter
defeat of Athens in 404 Bc. The first twenty-four years of Plato’s life were lived during
this war, and the issues raised by the conflict affected many areas of his thought,
including his literary theory. Even before Athens’ defeat, she had witnessed a brief
coup at the hands of the oligarchical party in 411-410 Bc (the regime of the “four
hundred”). It was during this repressive period that Socrates was tried and executed in
399 BC on a charge of impiety. The Spartans imposed another oligarchy in 404 Bc, the
so-called regime of the “thirty,” which included two of Plato’s relatives, Critias and
Charmides, who were also friends of Socrates. In 403, however, democracy was
restored after a civil struggle. The struggle was effectively between two ways of life,
between the “open-minded social and cultural atmosphere” of Athenian democracy,
and the “rigidly controlled, militaristic” oligarchy of Sparta (CCP, 60—62). It was this
struggle which underlay the opposition between Plato’s anti-democratic and somewhat
authoritarian philosophical vision and the more fluid, skeptical, and relativistic visions
expressed by poetry, sophistic, and rhetoric. It is in this struggle, as we shall see, that
Western philosophy as we know it was born.

A third factor that shaped the evolution of literature in archaic and classical Greece
was pan-Hellenism, or the development of certain literary ideals and standards among
the elites of the various city-states of Greece (CHLC, V.1, 22). Gregory Nagy points
out that pan-Hellenism was crucial in the process of the continuous modification and
diffusion of the Homeric poems and of poetry generally. It is well known that the Iliad
and the Odyssey were products of an oral tradition, cumulatively composed over a long
period of time; a given poet would take a story whose basic content was already fam-
iliar and modify it in the process of his own retelling; in turn, he would pass these
poetic skills and this poetic lore down through his own successors. Nagy’s point is that
the process of “ongoing recomposition and diffusion” of the Homeric and other
poems acquired a degree of stability in virtue of the development of pan-Hellenism.
The standardization of literary ideals led to a process of decreasing novelty and “text-
fixation” in “ever-widening circles of diffusion” (CHLC, V.1, 34). According to Nagy,
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then, pan-Hellenism had a number of important consequences. Firstly, it provided a
context in which poetry was no longer merely an expression or ritual reenactment
of local myths. The traveling poet was obliged to select those aspects of myth common
to the various locales he visited. The word that came to express this “convergence of
features” drawn from myth was aletheia or truth. Hence the concept of “poet” or
singer evolved into the concept of “the master of truth.” The poet becomes the pur-
veyor of truth, which is general, as distinct from myth, which is local and particular.
Interestingly, Nagy etymologically relates the word mousa or “muse” to mne-, which
means “have the mind connected with.” In this reading, the muse “is one who
connects the mind with what really happens in the past, present, and future” (CHLC,
V.1, 29-31). Nagy’s perception is crucial for understanding subsequent Greek literary
theory: the domain of truth becomes an arena of fierce contention between poetry and
philosophy.

A second consequence of pan-Hellenism, furthering the process of standardization,
was the evolution of a certain group or “canon” of texts into the status of classics
(CHLG, V.1, 44). 1t was in the period of Alexandrian scholarship that the term “criti-
cism” or “judgment” was used to differentiate between works that deserved to be
included within a canon. Nagy points out that in this era, nine names comprised the
“inherited canon of lyric poetry”: Alcman, Stesichorus, Alcaeus, Sappho, Ibycus,
Anacreon, Simonides, Bacchylides, and Pindar. Hence, “a pre-existing multitude of
local traditions in oral song” had evolved into “a finite tradition of fixed lyric com-
positions suited for all Hellenes” (CHLC, V.1, 44). The third, related, consequence was
the development of the concept of imitation or mimesis into a “concept of authority.”
Mimesis designates “the re-enactment, through ritual, of the events of myth” by the
poet; it also designates “the present re-enacting of previous re-enactments,” as in the
performer’s subsequent imitation of the poet. Mimesis becomes an authoritative con-
cept inasmuch as the author speaks with the authority of myth which is accepted as not
local but universal, timeless, and unchanging. It becomes an “implicit promise” that
the performer will coin no changes to “accommodate the interests of any local audi-
ence,” and will give rise to “the pleasure of exact performance” (CHLC, V.I, 47-49).
Even after such oral performance traditions were obsolete, this authoritative or
authoritarian ethic of exact mimesis was preserved in education where the text
“becomes simply a sample piece of writing, potentially there to be imitated by other
sample pieces of writing” (CHLC, V.1, 73). All of these developments outlined by Nagy
might be seen as pointing in one general direction: over the centuries, from Homeric
times onward, poetry had acquired an increasing authority, established in its function
as a repository of universal myth and truth, its fixation into a canon of privileged texts
which were no longer open to recomposition but merely to exact imitation or per-
formance, and the predominating educational role of poetry in this exalted status. A
final point that we can take from Nagy’s splendid account of early Greek views of
poetry is that by the time of Plato, the theater had become the primary medium of
poetry, absorbing the repertoire of both epic and lyric. Tragedy had become the craft
of poetry par excellence (CHLC, V.1, 66—67). The stage is almost set for our under-
standing of the literary theories of Plato and Aristotle; before considering these, we
must say a few words about the intellectual currents through and against which these
theories took form.
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Intellectual Contexts

The single most important factor in understanding Plato’s conception of poetry is
precisely the authority and status it had achieved by his time. As we have seen, the
evolution of this authority had been multifaceted: poetry claimed to present a vision of
the world, of the gods, of ethics and morality that was true. Poetry was not only the
repository of collective wisdom, as accumulated over the ages, but was also the expres-
sion of universalized myth. It had a public function that was most evident in its
supreme embodiment, tragedy, which assumed for the ancient Greeks the roles of
our theologies and religious institutions, our histories, our modern mass media, our
education system, and our various modes of ascertaining truth.

There are a number of intellectual currents which formed the background of the
philosophies of Plato and Aristotle. Interestingly, these currents merged in important
ways with the main stream of culture that was comprised by poetry. The first of these
was sophistic, which arose in fifth-century Athens, and whose major exponents such as
Protagoras and Gorgias were contemporaries of Plato. The second was rhetoric, the art
of public speaking, an art vital to the effective functioning of Athenian democracy.
Both the Sophists and the rhetoricians offered training in public debate and speaking,
often for very high fees; their curriculum aimed to prepare young men of the nobility
for political life. While the two currents, sophistic and rhetoric, were so closely con-
nected that the Sophists were indeed the first teachers of rhetoric, there was a dis-
tinction between them: rhetoric was, strictly speaking, restricted to the techniques
of argument and persuasion; the more ambitious Sophists promised a more general
education extending over the areas considered by philosophy: morality, politics, as well
as the nature of reality and truth (CCP, 64, 66).

Plato was opposed to both sophistic and rhetoric. He objected to sophistic ac-
counts of the world, which were essentially secular, humanistic, and relativistic. These
accounts rejected the authority of religion and viewed truth as a human and pragmatic
construct. In other words, there was no truth which ultimately stood above or beyond
human perception. What Plato rejects in rhetoric is also based on its alleged exclusion
of truth: rhetoric is concerned not with truth but merely with persuasion, often prey-
ing on the ignorance of an audience and merely pandering to its prejudices rather than
seeking a moral and objective foundation. Clearly, the attitudes of sophistic and rhet-
oric arise in a democratic environment: just as in our modern-day democracies, the
concept of truth as some kind of transcendent datum is extinguished; as in our lawcourts,
we can argue only that one version of events is more probable and internally coher-
ent than another. We do not claim that this superior version somehow expresses an
infallible truth. Much of Plato’s philosophy is generated by a desire to impose order
on chaos, to enclose change and temporality within a scheme of permanence, and to
ground our thinking about morality, politics, and religion on timeless and universal
truths that are independent of human cognition. So profound was Plato’s opposition
to sophistical and rhetorical ways of thinking that his own philosophy is internally
shaped and generated by negating their claims. His so-called dialectical method, which
proceeds by systematic question and answer, arises largely in contradistinction to their
methods. What is important for us is that Plato finds the same vision of the world in
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literature. In fact, he sees tragedy as a form of rhetoric. T. H. Irwin states that “[i]n
attacking rhetoric, Plato also attacks a much older Athenian institution, tragic drama.”
Like rhetoric, tragedy “makes particular moral views appear attractive to the ignorant
and irrational audience” (CCP, 67—68). Jennifer T. Roberts reminds us of “the import-
ant role played in the education of Athenian citizens by attendance at tragedies. It was
tragic drama that afforded Athenians an opportunity to ponder and debate many of
the same issues that arose in Plato’s dialogues.”” Hence, for Plato, sophistic and rhet-
oric effectively expressed a vision of the world that had long been advanced by the
much older art of poetry. It is not only his dialectical method but also the content of
his philosophy that arises in the sharpest opposition to that vision.

What was that poetic vision? It was a vision going all the way back to Homer:
we may recall the squabbling between Zeus and his queen Hera, the laughable scene
with Hephaestus, the disputes between various goddesses such as Athena and Aphrodite,
and in general the often indecorous conduct of the gods. This is a vision of the world
as ruled by chance, a world where “natural processes are basically irregular and unpre-
dictable” where “gods can interfere with them or manipulate them as they please”
(CCP, 52). Plato firmly rejects this undignified and unsystematic (and perhaps liberal)
vision. As many scholars have pointed out, partly on Aristotle’s authority, Plato’s
own ideas were indebted to a pre-Socratic tradition of naturalism, which attempts to
offer an alternative account of the world, one that is not poetic or mythical or based
on tradition but which appeals rather to natural processes in the service of a rational
explanation. Irwin points out that in agreeing with the pre-Socratics, both Socrates
and Plato were challenging “widespread and deep-seated religious assumptions of
their contemporaries.” In rejecting the Homeric irregular picture of the universe, they,
like the naturalists, were rejecting the view that we incur divine punishment by failing
to make the appropriate sacrifices or by fighting on an ill-omened day or by securing
a god’s favor by offering gifts. In Plato’s view, the gods are “entirely just and good,
with no anger, jealousy, spite or lust.” Both of these views, says Irwin, existed in an
unreconciled fashion in Greek tradition (CCP, 52-53). Moreover, like the naturalists,
Socrates and Plato distinguished between mere evidence of the senses, which was
“appearance,” and an underlying reality accessible only through reason (CCP, 54).
Hence, Greek philosophy begins with the application of rational thinking to all areas of
human life: “In the lifetime of Socrates reflection on morality and human society
ceased to be the monopoly of Homer and the poets; it became another area for critical
thinking” (CCP, 58). In other words, Greek philosophy begins as a challenge to the
monopoly of poetry and the extension of its vision in more recent trends such as
sophistic and rhetoric. Plato’s opposition of philosophy to poetry effectively sets the
stage for more than two thousand years of literary theory and criticism.

Notes

1 In an excellent article, to which my account here is indebted, Gregory Nagy points out that
even the word “rhapsode . .. is built on a concept of artistic self-reference.” “Early Greek
Views of Poets and Poetry,” in CHLC, V.1, 7.

2 See M. L. Finley, “The World of Greece and Rome,” in LWC, 38.
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3 Gaius Suetonius Tranquillus, De grammaticis et rhetoribus, ed. Francesco della Corte (Turin,
1968); De poetis, ed. Augusto Rostagni (Turin, 1944). The latter contains accounts of the
lives of various poets, including Vergil, Horace, Lucan, and Terence.

4 Frogs, 1. 1115-1117, in Aristophanes, Volume II: The Peace, The Birds, The Frogs, trans.
Benjamin Bickley Rogers, Loeb Classical Library (Cambridge, MA and London: Harvard
University Press/Heinemann, 1968). Hereafter cited as Frogs.

5 Irving M. Zeitlin, Plato’s Vision: The Classical Origins of Social and Political Thought (Englewood
Cliffs, NJ: Prentice-Hall, 1993), pp. 16—19. Hereafter cited as PV.

6 T. H. Irwin, “Plato: The Intellectual Background,” in CCP, 68.

7 Jennifer Tolbert Roberts, Athens on Trial: The Antidemocratic Tradition in Western Thought
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1994), p. 84.
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PLATO (428-CA. 347 BC)

of Western philosophy. The mathematician and philosopher A. N. Whitehead

emphasized this point when he stated that Western philosophy is a series of foot-
notes to Plato. While this claim may be exaggerated, it rightly suggests that Plato gave
initial formulation to the most basic questions and problems of Western thought:
How can we define goodness and virtue? How do we arrive at truth and knowledge?
What is the connection between soul and body? What is the ideal political state?
Of what use are literature and the arts? Plato’s answers to these questions are still
disputed; yet the questions themselves have endured, often in the forms and contexts
posed by Plato.

Plato was born in 428 Bc in Athens to a family of long aristocratic lineage, a fact
which must eventually have shaped his philosophy at many levels. At the age of 20,
Plato, like many other young men, fell under the spell of the controversial thinker
and teacher Socrates. The impact on Plato was profound: he relinquished his political
ambitions and devoted himself to philosophy. In a story later to be recounted in
Plato’s Apology, Socrates had been hailed by the Oracle at Delphi as “the wisest man
alive.” Incredulous as to the truth of this, Socrates was nonetheless inspired to devote
his life to the pursuit of knowledge, wisdom, and virtue. Using a dialectical method of
question and answer, he would often arouse hostility by deflating the pretensions of
those who claimed to be wise and who professed to teach. A wide range of people,
including rhetoricians, poets, politicians, and artisans, felt the razor edge of his intel-
lect. Socrates’ unpopularity in some circles was aggravated by his undermining of
conventional views of goodness and truth as well as by his opposition to the principles
of democracy. Eventually he was tried on a charge of impiety and condemned to death
in 399 BC.

After the death of his revered master, Plato left Athens and traveled to Italy, Sicily,
and Egypt. He later returned, to found an Academy (together with the mathematician
Thaetetus) in Athens. As indicated by the inscription at the entrance — “Let none
without geometry enter” — geometry was foremost in the curriculum, along with math-
ematics and philosophy. Astronomy, biology, and political theory were also taught.

I t is widely acknowledged that the Greek philosopher Plato laid the foundations
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Students at the Academy included Aristotle, much of whose philosophy was developed
as a critique or extension of Plato’s ideas.

Plato’s thought was influenced by a number of pre-Socratic thinkers who rejected
the physical world known through our senses as mere “appearance.” They sought to
describe a reality underlying physical appearances. Heraclitus’” theory was that all things
in the universe are in a state of flux; Parmenides viewed reality as unchanging and unit-
ary. Plato was also influenced by mathematical concepts derived from Pythagoras.
From Socrates, Plato learned the dialectical method of pursuing truth by a systematic
questioning of received ideas and opinions (“dialectic” derives from the Greek dialegomai,
“to converse”). As exhibited in his early dialogues, he also inherited Socrates’ central
concern with ethical issues and with the precise definition of moral concepts.

Most of Plato’s philosophy is expounded in dialogue form, with Socrates usually cast
as the main speaker. The canon attributed to Plato includes thirty-five dialogues and
thirteen letters. The authenticity of some of the dialogues and of all the letters has been
questioned. It has become conventional to divide Plato’s dialogues according to early,
middle, and later periods of composition. Most scholars seem to agree that the early
dialogues expound the central philosophical concerns and method of Socrates. These
dialogues, which include the Apology, Charmides, Crito, Euthyphro, Gorgias, Ion, Laches,
Protagoras, Lysis, and the first book of the Republic, are devoted to exploring and
defining concepts such as virtue, temperance, courage, piety, and justice. Such early
works exhibit a naturalist tendency to seek by rational analysis a definition of the
essence of such concepts, challenging and often rejecting their meanings as conferred
by conventional authority and tradition. For example, in Euthyphro Socrates rejects the
definition of piety as that which merely happens to please the gods; rather, an act
pleases the gods because it is pious; hence the essence of piety must be sought else-
where. In general, both Socrates and Plato reject the morally incoherent vision of the
universe — found in Homer, Sophocles, and other poets — as disordered, irregular,
unpredictable, and subject to the whims of the gods. One has only to think of the
intolerable network of contradictions in which Achilles, Oedipus, and other legendary
figures are trapped to appreciate the profound irrationality of that poetic vision, as
instanced spectacularly in the arbitrary connections it posits between human and
divine spheres. This irrationality will eventually inform Plato’s indictment of the
whole sphere of poetry.

The major dialogues of Plato’s middle period — Gorgias, Meno, Apology, Crito, Phaedo,
Symposium, Republic — move beyond the largely moral concerns of the historical
Socrates into the realms of epistemology (theory of knowledge), metaphysics, political
theory, and art. The style of the dialogues changes. Whereas the earlier dialogues
presented Socrates in the role of a systematic questioner, he is now made to expound
Plato’s own doctrines in lengthy expositions that go largely unchallenged. At this stage
of Plato’s development, what unifies these various concerns is his renowned theory of
Forms, underlain by his increasing reverence for mathematics as an archetype or model
of human inquiry. It should be said that Plato was reacting not only against the dis-
ordered and mythical vision of the world offered by the poets but also against the
skepticism of thinkers such as Democritus and Protagoras, who had both effectively
rejected the notion of a truly objective world existing somehow outside the human
mind and independent of human interpretation. The theory of Forms, expounded
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systematically in the Phaedo and the Republic, can be summarized as follows. The
familiar world of objects which surrounds us, and which we apprehend by our senses,
is not independent and self-sufficient. Indeed, it is not the real world (even though the
objects in it exist) because it is dependent upon another world, the realm of pure
Forms or ideas, which can be apprehended only by reason and not by our bodily sense-
perceptions. What is the connection between the two realms? Plato says that the qual-
ities of any object in the physical world are derived from the ideal Forms of those
qualities. For example, an object in the physical world is beautiful because it partakes
of the ideal Form of Beauty which exists in the higher realm. And so with Tallness,
Equality, or Goodness, which Plato sees as the highest of the Forms. Plato even char-
acterizes entire objects as having their essence in the ideal Forms; hence a bed in the
physical world is an imperfect copy of the ideal bed in the world of Forms. The con-
nection between the two realms can best be illustrated using examples from geometry:
any triangle or square that we construct using physical instruments is bound to be
imperfect. At most it can merely approximate the ideal triangle which is perfect and
which is perceived not by the senses but by reason: the ideal triangle is not a physical
object but a concept, an idea, a Form.

According to Plato, the world of Forms, being changeless and eternal, alone consti-
tutes reality. It is the world of essences, unity, and universality, whereas the physical
world is characterized by perpetual change and decay, mere existence (as opposed to
essence), multiplicity and particularity. These contrasts become clearer if we consider
that each Form is effectively a name or category under which many objects in the
physical world can be classified. Returning to the example of the bed, we might say that
there are numerous objects constructed for the purpose of sleeping on; what they have
in common is a given kind of construction which facilitates this function, say, a flat
surface with four legs; hence they fall under the general category of “bed.” Similarly,
“Goodness” — which Plato regards as the primal Form — can be used to classify a broad
range of actions and attitudes, which would otherwise remain mutually disparate and
unconnected. We can see, then, that a central function of the theory of Forms is to
unify groups of objects or concepts in the world, referring them back to a common
essence, and thereby to help make sense of our innumerably diverse experiences. More-
over, the theory attempts to give reality an objective foundation which transcends
mere subjective opinion. Plato’s theory may sound strange to modern-day readers
brought up on empiricist assumptions: we tend to value what is particular and unique;
much of our modern science rests on accurate observation of physical phenomena;
and we are trained to view the world immediately before us as real. Such thinking
was entirely foreign to Plato, whose insistence that reality lies in the universal rather
than in the particular profoundly influenced philosophy and theology until at least
the eighteenth century, when Enlightenment thinkers began to see knowledge not as
innately present in the mind but as deriving from the particulars of sense-experience.

A renowned expression of Plato’s theory occurs in the seventh book of the Republic
where he recounts, through his main speaker Socrates, the so-called “myth of the
cave.” Socrates outlines the following scenario:

Picture men dwelling in a sort of subterranean cavern with a long entrance open to the
light on its entire width. Conceive them as having their legs and necks fettered from
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childhood, so that they remain in the same spot, able to look forward only, and prevented
by the fetters from turning their heads. Picture further the light from a fire burning higher
up and at a distance behind them, and between the fire and the prisoners and above them
a road along which a low wall has been built . . .

See also . . . men carrying past the wall implements of all kinds that rise above the wall,
and human images and shapes of animals as well, wrought in stone and wood and every
material, some of these bearers presumably speaking and others silent.'

Since the men are facing the wall of the cave with their backs to the opening, they can
see only shadows, cast by the fire on that wall, of the people and objects which are
passing behind them. When these people speak, they will hear the echo from the wall,
imagining the passing shadows to be the speakers. Plato’s point is that people who have
known only these shadows will take them for realities: if they were forced to stand up
and turn around, they would, at first dazzled by the light coming into the entrance of
the cave, be unable to see the objects whose shadows they had previously seen. Indeed,
they would insist that those shadows were more real. If they were now forced to ascend
the road, which was “rough and steep,” they would be yet more blinded. After habitu-
ating themselves to the new light, however, they would gradually discern the shadows
and reflections of the real objects and eventually would be able “to look upon the sun,”
realizing that it “presides over all things in the visible region,” and was in a sense their
underlying “cause” (Republic, 515¢-516¢). These people, newly enlightened, would
now pity those who still dwelt in the darkness of the cave mistaking shadows for
reality. Plato makes it clear that the cave in which men are imprisoned represents the
physical world, and that the journey toward the light is the “soul’s ascension” to the
world of Forms, the highest of which, like the sun, is the Form of the Good which is
“the cause . . . of all that is right and beautiful” (Republic, 517b—c).

As beautiful as this myth is, there are many problems with Plato’s theory of
Forms. For one thing, he himself is never unequivocally clear as to what precisely is
the connection between the realm of Forms and the physical world; the Greek words
he uses can be translated as “imitation,” “participation,” and “commonness.” Aristotle
pointed out that Plato was mistaken in viewing the Forms themselves as actually exist-
ing in some abstract realm, on the grounds that such a model would make impossible
the subject—predicate structure of language. If, for instance, we say “this table (subject)
is beautiful (predicate),” we are stating that the table possesses a quality of beauty
which is a universal. To posit that beauty exists in its own right is to argue that the
quality can exist independently of any object to which it is attached. Notwithstanding
such difficulties, this theory underlies all areas of Plato’s thinking and is indispensable
for understanding his views of art and poetry. The theory of Forms is an archetypal
insistence that what we call reality cannot be confined to the here and now; that reality
encompasses an organized and interconnected totality whose elements need to be
understood as part of a comprehensive pattern. This idea has remained profoundly
influential even into our own era.

In later dialogues such as the Philebus, Sophist, and the Parmenides, however, Plato
subjects his own theory of Forms to a scrupulous questioning. The Parmenides suggests
that the theory would require an infinite regression, whereby a further Form would
have to be posited as lying behind the initial Form. In the Sophist, Plato offers a
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different view of reality: it is now defined as the power to affect or be affected. He
argues, as against the theory of Forms, that such power must operate in the world of
becoming and change. This world, then, must be part of reality. It is not clear from
these later works, however, what Plato’s final position is regarding the Forms. Other
late dialogues include Thaetetus, concerned with knowledge, Timaeus, which expresses
Plato’s cosmology, and the Laws, which contains further analysis of political issues.

Plato on Poetry

Plato makes comments on poetry in many of his dialogues. In the Apology, Socrates
affirms that poetry derives from inspiration rather than wisdom, and he also remarks
on the pretensions of poets to knowledge that they do not possess (22c—d). In Protagoras,
the role of poetry in education and the inculcation of virtue is discussed (325e—326d).
The Symposium talks of the motives behind poetic composition, such as the desire to
embody and preserve certain concepts of wisdom and virtue (209a). The Phaedrus
distinguishes between productive and unproductive inspiration (245a), as well as
between the relative virtues of speech and writing. And the Cratylus discusses, incon-
clusively, various aspects of the nature of language, such as the connection between
words and things.

Plato’s most systematic comments on poetry, however, occur in two texts, separated
by several years. The first is lon, where Socrates cross-examines a rhapsode or singer on
the nature of his art. The second, more sustained, commentary occurs in the Republic,
some of which is reiterated in a more practical context in the Laws. In the first of these
dialogues, Socrates discourses with a rhapsode (a singer and interpreter) named Ion. In
Socrates’ understanding, there are basically two components of the rhapsodist’s art:
learning the lines of a given poet must be backed by understanding of his thought (Ion,
530b—c). Most of Socrates” argument concerning rhapsody addresses its interpretative,
critical function rather than its musical and emotional power. Throughout the ostens-
ible “dialogue,” Ton acts as the willing and naive tool of Socrates’ own perspective, un-
wittingly dragged through the implications of his own initial boast that he “of all men
... [has] the finest things to say on Homer” (Ion, 530c). Characteristically, Socrates’
strategy is not to contradict this statement directly but to unfold various contexts in
whose light the connections between the constituent elements of Ion’s claim very
precisely emerge as absurd.

Ion’s claim is strangely self-limited: he claims to recite and interpret only one poet,
Homer, and to be ignorant of and indifferent to the work of other poets (Ion, 531a).
Socrates demonstrates to Ion that genuine knowledge must have a comparative basis: if
one can talk about how Homer excels in certain features, one must also be able to talk
about how other poets are deficient in these respects (Ion, 532a—b). Moreover, Socrates
points out that each separate art has its own area of expertise, its own apportioned sphere
of knowledge (Ilon, 537c). Hence, when Homer talks about charioteering, it is the
charioteer, not the rhapsode, who can judge the truth of what Homer says; similarly,
the physician, the diviner, and the fisherman will be better placed than the rhapsode
to judge passages that relate to their professions (Ion, 538b—539e). Ion is unable to
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identify any area in which the rhapsode could interpret Homer’s poetry better than the
practitioners of other arts. And yet he stands by his claim that he can speak better on
Homer than anyone else. How can this be so? Socrates explains that lon’s power as a
rhapsode is based not on art or knowledge — if it were, he would be able to speak
equally well of other poets — but rather on divine inspiration (Ion, 533d—534e).

According to Socrates, the rhapsode, like the poet himself, is in a state of “divine
possession” and speaks not with his own voice, which is merely a medium through
which a god speaks. The Muse inspires the poet, who in turn passes on this inspiration
to the rhapsode, who produces an inspired emotional effect on the spectators (lon,
534c—e). Socrates likens this process to a magnet, which transmits its attractive power
to a series of iron rings, which in turn pass on the attraction to other rings, suspended
from the first set. The Muse is the magnet or loadstone; the poet is the first ring, the
rhapsode is the middle ring, and the audience the last one (Ion, 533a, 536a—b). In this
way, the poet conveys and interprets the utterances of the gods, and the rhapsode
interprets the poets. Hence, the rhapsodes are “interpreters of interpreters” (Ion, 535a).

The poet, insists Socrates, is “a light and winged thing, and holy, and never able to
compose until he has become inspired, and is beside himself, and reason is no longer
in him” (Ion, 534b). Not only poetry, according to Socrates, but even criticism is
irrational and inspired. Hence, in this early dialogue, composed several years before
the Republic, Plato has already sharply separated the provinces of poetry and philo-
sophy; the former has its very basis in a divorce from reason, which is the realm of
philosophy; poetry in its very nature is steeped in emotional transport and lack of
self-possession. Having said this, Plato in this earlier dialogue accords poetry a cer-
tain reverence: he speaks of the poet as “holy,” and as divinely inspired.

Plato’s theory of poetry in the Republic is much less flattering. In fact, a modern-day
reader is likely to be exasperated at the space devoted to poetry in what is, after all, a
political tract concerned primarily with justice in both individual and state. Plato’s text
has inspired several defenses of poetry, notably by Sidney* and Shelley.” In general,
political commentators have devoted their attention to the notion of justice while
literary critics have tended to isolate the commentary on aesthetics from the overall
discussion.* However, there is an intimate connection between Plato’s aesthetics and
his formulation of the ideal of justice. Plato’s entire conception of justice arises expli-
citly in opposition to poetic lore, and the close connection between poetry and justice
shapes the entire discussion, in political as well as aesthetic terms. It will be useful to
consider three broad issues: (1) how Plato’s commentary on poetry structures the
form of his text; (2) the political motivations of Plato’s aesthetics; and (3) the under-
lying philosophical premises of these aesthetics as well as the contradictions in Plato’s
argument.

Poetry and the Formal Structure of the Republic

It is only toward the end of the Republic that Socrates mentions “an ancient quarrel”
between philosophy and poetry (Republic, 607b). Yet this conflict clearly emerges in
the opening pages not only as Plato’s starting point but also as a structural premise of
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his text. Before Socrates offers his own account of justice he is made to hear a number
of other, more popular, definitions. In characteristic dialectical strain, the Socratic
version is cumulatively articulated as a refutation of those popular assessments, finding
its very premises within their negation. Hence what is at stake is not simply an impar-
tial pursuit of the meaning of justice argued directly from first principles, but rather a
power struggle, where the historical claims to authority of philosophy and poetry clash.
Through this dialectic, the status of poetry as usurper of the throne of wisdom, and
especially of popular wisdom, is cumulatively exposed.’

The claims of the individual speakers emerge as mouthpieces of poetic authority.
Socrates is arguing with a man called Polemarchus over the definition of “justice.”
Polemarchus invokes the “wise and inspired man” Simonides in arguing that justice is
the rendering to each his due. This provokes Socrates into saying that it “was a riddling
definition of justice. .. that Simonides gave after the manner of the poets” (331d-
332c¢). It is Socrates himself who makes the connection between his immediate ant-
agonists and poetic lore, saying to Polemarchus: “A kind of thief then the just man it
seems has turned out to be, and it is likely that you acquired this idea from Homer. For
he regards with complacency Autolycus, the maternal uncle of Odysseus, and says,
‘he was gifted beyond all men in thievery and perjury.” So justice, according to you
and Homer and Simonides, seems to be a kind of stealing, with the qualification that
it is for the benefit of friends and the harm of enemies” (334a—b, emphasis added).
Hence Socrates explicitly attributes Polemarchus’ erratic notion of “justice” to a poetic
tradition.

Even this is only the prelude to a more comprehensive assault on the entire Hellenic
store of poetic wisdom. At the beginning of book II Socrates affirms that justice must
be loved not only for the results it engenders but also “for its own sake” (358a). We
have here, perhaps, the first hint in the Republic of a distinction between reality and
appearance, between the self-subsisting Forms as ultimate ends of knowledge and
action, and the more immediate or proximate ends of worldly activity.

Socrates argues that poetry has failed to examine justice “in itself” because poetic
knowledge is confined to the world of appearance. This fact is further evinced through
the argument of another speaker Adeimantus, who reinforces Socrates’ critique of
poetry. Adeimantus says that what is popularly considered praiseworthy is not justice
itself but the good reputation arising from it. Again, Adeimantus invokes Homer and
Hesiod — whom he misreads — in support of his position (363a—d). Adeimantus pro-
ceeds to survey the overall shortcomings of poetry in expressing justice, thereby pro-
viding a context of received wisdom against which philosophy’s “true” search for justice
can emerge as a refutation. Against the “language about justice and injustice employed
by both laymen and poets,” he brings four charges: laymen and poets acknowledge
sobriety and righteousness as honorable but unpleasant; they view licentiousness and
injustice as not only pleasant but also as “only in opinion and by convention disgrace-
ful”; they hold that injustice “pays better” than justice, and do not scruple to honor the
wicked if they are rich and powerful; and, strangest of all, they portray the gods both as
assigning misfortunes to good men and as easy to propitiate or manipulate by sacri-
fices, spells, and enchantments. “And for all these sayings,” continues Adeimantus,
“they cite the poets as witnesses” (364a—c). Once again, poetry is equated with popular
wisdom; it is also associated with the sophistic view that beliefs, laws, and practices
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claim only conventional rather than absolute validity (a charge to be repeated in book
X); and its vision of the gods is deemed morally incoherent.

The ground has now been prepared for the emerging hegemony of philosophy.
Poetry, concludes Adeimantus, teaches young men that appearance “masters” reality
and that seeming just is more profitable than being just. It is this pursuit of a phantom,
this honoring of dissemblance, which has led to social corruption whose symptoms
include the organization of secret societies, political clubs, and the sophistic teaching of
“cajolery” whereby the “arts of the popular assembly and the courtroom” are imparted
(365a—e). Adeimantus now offers his crucial observation that no one, in either poetry
or prose, has adequately inquired as to what justice is “in itself” (366e). Hence the
starting point of Socrates’ inquiry is finally arrived at through a complex strategy
whereby (1) poetry is held to be the repository of received popular wisdom concerning
justice; (2) as such, poetry is a codification of the rationale of individual self-interest
and desire, a rationale which makes necessary the imposition of laws to constrain
selfishness; (3) in consequence, such “wisdom” is morally incoherent, furnishing a
divine and human apparatus for the greater prosperity of the unjust man; (4) most
fundamentally, the poets’ account is confined to the appearance of justice, not real
justice or justice “in itself.”

This “poetic” account, according to Socrates, confuses justice with its effects, its
material results, the reputation it engenders, and its psychological motivation. The
implicit charge is that poetry fails to abstract justice itself from its contingent sur-
roundings and conditions, failing to apprehend its essential, universally applicable,
unity. Poetry can perceive only an incoherent multiplicity, only particular appearances,
and is intrinsically unable to see these as part of a larger totality. The aim of philosophy
emerges cumulatively, then, from this series of negations: in pursuing the real nature of
justice the philosopher will, on the one hand, isolate its essence by abstraction from
particular circumstances and, on the other hand, will apprehend its coherent par-
ticipation in a totalizing system of knowledge. Hence the assault on poetry, in all of
its guises, is moved inexorably forward by Plato’s most fundamental strategy, that of
hypostatization, or the treatment of a concept as if it had a fixed essence: justice is
viewed as a unity, having a single essence (479a). Moreover, the commentary on poetry
furnishes the major elements which philosophy sets out to overcome: popular wisdom
must be controverted by the higher knowledge of a specialized elite; the ethics of indi-
vidualism and desire must be displaced by the predomination of state interest; justice
must be shown to be more profitable than injustice; and the gods must be assumed to
be just. In these crucial ways, the significance of poetry defines the very purpose and
method of the Republic.

The Politics of Plato’s Aesthetics

Poetry’s deeper structural function in this text is not confined to the first two books. In
books III and X that function extends to the program of education Plato advocates for
the guardians or rulers of his ideal city. The initial elements prescribed for this training
comprise the conventional Athenian combination of gymnastics and music. The Greek
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word mousike, as its form suggests, refers broadly to any art over which the Muses
preside, including poetry, letters, and music. Plato shrewdly sees the importance of this
entire sphere in the ideological conditioning of youth: “education in music is most
sovereign, because more than anything else rhythm and harmony find their way to the
inmost soul and take strongest hold upon it” (401d—e). Ideology operates, then, far
more by its formal expression than by its explicit content, and poetry, as we have seen,
is viewed by Plato as a powerful force in molding public opinion. Hence he does not
underestimate the danger it presents to his ideal city, ordered as this is in a strict
hierarchy whereby the guardians (philosophers) and their helpers (soldiers) comprise
an elect minority which rules over a large majority of farmers, craftsmen, and “money-
makers” (415a—b; 434c).

Just how seriously Plato takes this threat is signaled by the fact that it is music which
primarily defines the function of guardianship: “It is here...in music. .. that our
guardians must build their guardhouse and post of watch.” Alert to the potential
“insensible corruption” of the state, what they must guard against above all are “inno-
vations in music and gymnastics counter to the established order . . . For a change to a
new type of music is something to beware of as a hazard of all our fortunes. For the
modes of music are never disturbed without unsettling of the most fundamental polit-
ical and social conventions.” Such innovations, fears Plato (who is speaking through
Adeimantus), encourage a “lawlessness” which “by gradual infiltration . . . softly over-
flows the characters and pursuits of men and from these issues forth grown greater to
attack their business dealings, and from these relations it proceeds against the laws and
the constitution with wanton license . . . till finally it overthrows all things public and
private” (IV, 424b—e). Plato here implicitly acknowledges what Marx and Engels were
to theorize over two thousand years later: that the ruling ideas of a society are those of
its ruling class. Moreover, he also anticipates Gramsci’s theory that such hegemony is
not an automatic process but must be achieved by means of a conscious and deliberate
program. The molding of subjectivity itself toward unconscious complicity with the
aims of the rulers preempts the need for excessive and dangerously provocative coer-
cion by law and by force. That poetry, as the most articulate voice of ideology, must be
subjected to constant vigilance lest it unleash forces which undermine the political,
economic, and legal structure suggests that Plato accredited it with an inherent sub-
versiveness, a mark of his hypostatization of the entire realm of poetry. Before examin-
ing this reductive account of poetic form, however, the precise nature of poetry’s
subversive potential as elaborated by Plato needs to be evinced.

Socrates suggests that justice would better be examined first in a city rather than as
characterizing an individual, on the grounds that justice in the “larger” object will be
more clearly discernible (II, 368e). Given that the desired city will be wise, brave, sober,
and just (IV, 427e), the guardians themselves must possess a number of qualities: keen
senses, strength, bravery, high-spiritedness, and love of wisdom (376e). Plato regards
both music and gymnastics as directed to the improvement of the soul: gymnastics
alone would foster a brutal and harsh disposition, while an exclusively musical training
would render the soul too soft. Hence the guardians’ nature must achieve a harmony
between both dispositions, high-spiritedness on the one hand, and gentleness, together
with a love of knowledge, on the other. Plato’s terminology here is revealing: such a
guardian would be “the most perfect and harmonious musician” (III, 410c—412a).
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This terminology enables us better to understand just how Plato conceives of poetry
as an ideologically destabilizing force. The harmony in the soul of the guardian is not
innate; it is achieved only by long training and ideological inculcation. In describing
such a guardian as a musician, in arrogating to this class of society the governance of
music, in appropriating from poets themselves jurisdiction over their art, Plato is once
again marking out music as the arena of ideological conflict between poetry and philo-
sophy. Poetry’s main threat resides in its ability to upset the finely attuned balance
achieved as a model of subjectivity in rulers. In book X, Plato will allege that poetry
establishes a “vicious constitution” in the soul, setting up emotions as rulers in place of
reason (X, 605b—c, 606d). Hence in the earlier book Plato advocates an open and strict
censorship of poetry, introducing certain charges hitherto unelaborated: (1) the falsity
of its claims and representations regarding both gods and men; (2) its corruptive effect
on character; and (3) its “disorderly” complexity and encouragement of individualism
in the sphere of sensibility and feeling.

Music, observes Socrates, includes tales and stories. Those currently being told, he
urges, especially those by Homer and Hesiod, should be suppressed on account of their
degrading portrayal of the gods; or at most, they should be allowed circulation among
“a very small audience.” These include Hesiod’s account of the struggles between
Uranus and Cronus, and Homer’s depiction of Hera’s squabbles with Zeus. Even if
allegorical, such tales are impermissible since “the young are not able to distinguish
what is and what is not allegory” (II, 377c—378e). Such representations falsify the
actual nature of God who is “good in reality” and cannot, further, be the cause of evil
things as these poets and Aeschylus suggest (I, 379b—e). Nor should poets be allowed
to present the gods as assuming manifold forms since, in actuality, “each of them,
being the fairest and best possible, abides forever simply in his own form” (I, 381c—d).
Finally, poets must not present the gods as deceitful since, affirms Socrates, “there is no
lying poet in God” (II, 382d). Again, this phrase suggests that poetry by its very nature
is a falsifying rhetorical activity. The underlying point is that such portrayals of gods
and men will inculcate false and corruptive ideals into the guardians. What also emerges
here as a crucial element in the conflict between philosophy and poetry is the right to
name the divine, to authorize a particular vision of the divine world: for poetry, that
world is presented as an anthropomorphic projection of human values centered on
self-interest, a world of dark chance, irrational, in flux, and devoid of a unifying struc-
ture. The project of philosophy, in Plato’s hands, is to stabilize that world, drawing all
of its scattered elements into the form of order and unity under which alone they can
be posited as absolute and transcendent. It might be more accurate to say that, what-
ever the world is like in actuality, the only version of it to which the guardians should
be exposed is that which sees it as orderly and coherent. We can see that a pattern
begins to emerge here: in each of the areas of its indictment, whether it be the expres-
sion of justice, truth, or depiction of the gods, poetry offers a vision of ungovernable
and irreducible multiplicity where the transcendence of any ideal is only sporadically
and therefore incompletely achieved.

In addition to its confused conception of the gods, poetry is also charged with
speaking falsehood “about men in matters of the greatest moment,” portraying unjust
men as happy, just men as wretched, and concealed injustice as profitable. Such speech
must be prohibited (III, 392b). In view of the qualities which need to be fostered in the
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guardians, this proscription must extend to certain specific features. Given that the
guardians must be brave, tales of the underworld must be “supervised” and stripped of
their “entire vocabulary” of terror and fear so as to avoid the risk of “softness” infect-
ing the rulers. The portrayal of both lamentation and laughter in gods and men must
be forbidden, since these are not conducive to sobriety and self-control. Poetry must
also be prevented from presenting gods and men as greedy or bribable (III, 390e) and
in fact from representing “the evil disposition, the licentious, the illiberal, the grace-
less” (III, 401b). This will help prevent the guardians from being “bred among symbols
of evil” lest they “unawares accumulate and build up a huge mass of evil in their own
souls.” From earliest childhood, they must be “insensibly” guided “to likeness, to friend-
ship, to harmony with beautiful reason” (III, 401c—d).

Given the desired psychical constitution of the guardians as brave, sober, and self-
controlled, we might sympathize or at least understand Plato’s proscriptions of such
passages — until we come across his actual definitions of these qualities. Courage, for
example, is defined as the “unfailing conservation of right and lawful belief about
things to be and not to be feared.” In qualification, Plato explains that the courage thus
defined is “the courage of a citizen” (IV, 430b). He likens the implantation of such
courage in the guardians to a dye which “might not be washed out by those lyes that
have such dread power to scour our faiths away” (IV, 430a). Likewise, sobriety consists
in the mastery over the “multitude” of one’s appetites; by extension, sobriety in a city
means that the rabble or multitude of people is dominated by a minority “of the better
sort.” Plato goes so far as to define sobriety as a condition of “unanimity” in which
both rulers and ruled are of one mind, are harmonious in their agreement, as to who
ought to rule (IV, 430e—432a). In similar vein, self-control, for both rulers and “multi-
tude,” means control over one’s appetites; but for the multitude it also entails being
“obedient to their rulers.” Plato adds that authors should be forbidden from portray-
ing “impertinences in prose or verse of private citizens to their rulers” (III, 389e-390a).
These definitions reveal two glaring features of the connection Plato makes between
aesthetics and politics. Firstly, despite his claims that each of these concepts should be
examined “in itself,” his definitions of them are politically motivated in that they
arbitrarily import into these concepts a reference to the relation between classes in a
hierarchically ordered state. In Plato’s scheme, a man can be brave, self-controlled, or
sober only by acknowledging inwardly, as well as outwardly, the validity of the political
status quo. What this implies on a broader level is that not only knowledge but also
language itself is structured by a political teleology whereby the meaning of concepts is
given less in their mutual relations than in the subservient relation of each of them to
the desired political end. In view of this, the struggle between philosophy and poetry
emerges as a struggle for language, a struggle not merely to define the qualities of
human nature or of the divine world, but to define these qualities “in themselves.”
The guardians must be protected from exposure to the ideological and linguistic
matrix of poetry so that philosophy might work on the ideologically instituted tabula
rasa or blank slate of the soul, enjoying a freely receptive domain not only for the
inscription of its own ideological agenda but for its effective kenosis and remolding of
language itself.

Secondly, what facilitates Plato’s politically slanted definitions is his earlier parallel-
ism between the individual and state. His aesthetics emerged as politically motivated in
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the sense that they are determined by what the guardians should believe concerning
men and gods, and the character as individuals toward which they must aspire. The
definitions of the virtues of an individual as cited above comprise variously refracted
facets of the same basic ethical model: the control and domination of the “multitude”
by a unity. As applied to the individual, the “multitude” refers to the potentially end-
less variety of appetites and desires that need to be constrained by reason, which is a
unity. In book X, it will emerge explicitly that poetry appeals to the “inferior” part of
the soul, the appetitive portion (X, 603b—c). It is, in other words, an encouragement
toward variety and multiplicity, toward valuing the particular for its own sake, thereby
distracting from contemplation of the universal. In projecting this model onto the
state as a whole, Plato aligns the mass of people with the unruly multitude of desires
in the soul, and the guardians considered collectively with the unity of reason. The
individuality of the guardians is to be all but erased, not merely through ideological
conditioning but through their compulsory existence as a community: they are to
possess no private property or wealth; they must live together, nourished on a simple
diet, and receiving a stipend from the other citizens (III, 416d—417b). Collectively,
then, the guardians’ function in the city is a projection of the unifying function of reason
in the individual soul. Hence, the political motivation of Plato’s aesthetics lies not only
in the desired character of the guardians, but also in the nature and origin of the ideal
city as a whole.

It is here that Plato’s overarching disposition toward unity asserts itself most perva-
sively and at every level, from the point of origin of a city to its formally articulated
bureaucratic structure. Just as what is ultimately achieved in the guardians is a harmo-
nious unity of soul, so the ultimate political aim of the city is to attain and preserve
unity. What needs to be observed here is how unity — even more than the alleged goals
of justice or the Good — is the ultimate teleological principle informing the interrela-
tion of elements comprising the city’s overall constitution.

According to Plato, the originating circumstance of a city is that individuals are not
self-sufficient. No person can adequately provide the total of his or her own needs (II,
369b). The deeper premise beneath this is a strict specialization of function whereby
“One man is naturally fitted for one task” (II, 370b). Plato is adamant on this point,
insisting that “it is impossible for one man to do the work of many arts well” and that
in the ideal city every man would work at “one occupation . . . all his days” (II, 374a—
¢). This rigid division of labor is the foundation of the entire analogy between the just
individual and the just city. And this is perhaps where we approach the heart of Plato’s
overall argument concerning justice and poetry. The definition of justice in the state is
reached in book IV: justice is a condition where “each one man must perform one
social service in the state for which his nature was best adapted.” It is also defined as
the “principle of doing one’s own business” and “not to be a busybody” (IV, 433a-b).
Socrates recognizes here that this “principle” for which he had been seeking had in fact
already been laid down as “a universal requirement” in the very origin of a city (as
cited above). If the definitions of the other virtues of a city and an individual, such as
wisdom, courage, sobriety, and self-control, appeared semantically to coerce these con-
cepts into vehicles of social order, the same strategy emerges all the more blatantly in
Plato’s emptying of the concept of justice of all predicates even remotely recognizable
as inhering in it by disinterested pursuit: fairness, impartiality, proportion, and all such
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predicates which might reasonably be invoked as necessary components of the defini-
tion of justice are effectively exiled from the concept, in what is perhaps one of the
most high-handed attempts in the history of philosophy to overturn consensual lan-
guage, and to reassign the semantic valency of words, in the name of a clarity accessible
only to the epistemic elite. Justice “in itself” is a phantom exorcised by its very pursuit
in the Republic: its function is reduced to pure circularity, acting at once as the origin
and end of the state, with no intermediary logic connecting these extremes of its
ostensibly structuring polarity. The circularity of argument is even more pronounced
in Plato’s remolding of his analogy between the state and the individual. Socrates
argues that since “the city was thought to be just because three natural kinds existing in
it performed each its own function, . . . we shall thus expect the individual also to have
these same forms in his soul” (IV, 435b—c). And, predictably, justice in an individual is
defined as a condition of the soul where “the several parts . . . perform each their own
task,” and where reason rules. He in whom this condition obtains “will be a just man
and one who minds his own affair.” Such a harmonious soul will, of course, be fos-
tered by a correct blending of gymnastics and music (IV, 441e—442a). Injustice, then,
comprises “a kind of civil war” of the three principles of the soul, upsetting the natural
relation of dominance (IV, 444a—d).

This entire argument, based on strict division of function, is what underlies Plato’s
earlier disparagement of poetry. In political terms, poetry’s greatest crime is its insub-
ordination in respect of specialization of labor. Plato urges that the same man ought
not to imitate “many things”: any poetic imitation involving “manifold forms” will,
says Socrates, “be ill suited to our polity, because there is no twofold or manifold man
among us, since every man does one thing” (III, 397b—e). Plato then arrives at the
renowned passage urging banishment of the “manifold” poet, a passage whose logic
merits reconsideration:

If a man . .. who was capable by his cunning of assuming every kind of shape and imitat-
ing all things should arrive in our city, bringing with himself the poems which he wished
to exhibit, we should fall down and worship him as a holy and wondrous and delightful
creature, but should say to him that there is no man of that kind among us in our city,
nor is it lawful for such a man to arise among us, and we should send him away to
another city, after pouring myrrh down over his head and crowning him with fillets of
wool. (III, 398a)

These lines have sometimes been held to harbor an ambivalent attitude to poetry, but
book X appears to confirm that the falling down and worshipping of the poet is
suggested in an entirely mocking and sarcastic vein. The central argument of this
passage is not that poetry corrupts, nor that it expresses falsehood; rather, it is in its
very nature a contradiction of the possibility of a just framework of social and political
existence: a city consists of several kinds of people each through some specific function
contributing to the welfare of the whole. The poet, however, is engaged in an activity
which per se resists such specialization; it is important to appreciate here that what is at
issue for Plato is not the disposition of any individual poet but that of poetry itself.
This general charge against poetry is elucidated in book X. Once again, it is an index
of how deeply poetry structures the entire discussion that this final book is devoted not
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to justice or polity but to poetry. Socrates, perhaps shaky in his conviction of his own
earlier arguments, returns to give second thoughts to the subject — with the biased
intention of convincing himself more deeply. Using the dialogue between Socrates and
Glaucon, Plato now presents the poet as a “most marvelous Sophist” and a “truly
clever and wondrous man” who “makes all the things that all handicraftsmen severally
produce” (X, 596¢—d). The political implication of this claim that Plato attributes
to poetry is that poetry can have no definable (and therefore limited) function in a
state ordered according to a strict hierarchy of inexchangeable function. That poetry
impinges indiscriminately on all areas of production and knowledge means that by
definition it pervades all strata of the hierarchy, which it thereby undermines as a
whole. It literally does not know its place and it can never be clear in relation to which
activity or discipline it can be subordinated or superordinated. It spreads its influence
limitlessly, dissolving social relations as it pleases and recreating them from its own
store of inspired wisdom whose opacity to reason renders it resistant to classification
and definition. In this sense, poetry is the incarnation of indefinability and the limits of
reason. It is in its nature a rebel, a usurper, which desires to rule; and as such it is the
most potent threat to the throne of philosophy, which is also the throne of polity in the
state of the philosopher-king.

There is, moreover, a further political valency in poetry’s indeterminacy of function.
Plato sees poetry as pandering primarily to two types of constitution, the democratic
and the tyrannical (VIII, 568a—d). Tyranny, moreover, is viewed by Plato as somehow
not opposed to democracy but a logical extension of it. The precise significance of this
association of poetry with democracy may be evinced from a broader political context.
Plato suggests that there five basic forms of government. His own ideal constitution
can be conceived as either royalty or aristocracy (IV, 445d). The other four forms rep-
resent a progressive degeneration away from this model: timocracy (where the pursuit
of honor is paramount), oligarchy, democracy, and tyranny (such an evolution, it
might be added, has no basis in Greek history). In line with his earlier parallelism of
individual and state, Plato sees five basic kinds of individual characters or souls, corres-
ponding to the forms of government (VIII, 544e—545¢).

Even the ideal city, acknowledges Plato, will ultimately crumble. Its deterioration
will be caused initially by flaws in the selective breeding of guardians, generating inter-
mixture and dissension in the ruling class itself (VIII, 545d—547a). The timocracy
eventually produced will retain some features of the aristocracy such as honoring of
rulers and the abstention of the warrior class from money-making; but in admitting to
office men of high spirit rather than reason it will hold itself perpetually in a posture of
war, and “a fierce secret lust for gold and silver” and private gain will infect its rulers.
Such will be a state guided by the coveting of honor (VIII, 547d-548¢). This system
naturally gives way to oligarchy where government office is attached to a property
qualification (VIIL, 550c) and where the city is no longer a unity but divided effectively
into two cities, between rich and poor (VIII, 551d). Owing to this inequitable condi-
tion, such a city will be marked by crime and the pervasive presence of beggars (VIII,
552d). What is perhaps most interesting here is the way Plato characterizes the “soul”
of the oligarchic man. Though he prizes wealth and property above everything, he is
“thrifty and laborious, satisfying only his own necessary appetites and desires . ..
but subduing his other appetites as vain and unprofitable.” He is, in Socrates’ words,
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“a squalid fellow, . . .looking for a surplus of profit in everything” (VIII, 554a-b).
These words anticipate, almost verbatim, Weber’s description of the mentality of early
capitalists. Ironically, while Plato’s “ideal” account of the evolution from monarchy
and aristocracy to democracy and tyranny has little basis in the actual history of
Greek society, it might be read as a valuable idealization of the historical transitions
in Europe from petty kingdoms through the vast edifice of feudalism to the hegemony
of capitalism, each of these emerging, as Marx would have it, from internal discord
within the previous system. In virtue of the “internal dissension” of the oligarchic man,
whose control over his ebbing appetites is motivated by fear for his possessions, Plato
characterizes him as not a unity but a “double man” (VIII, 554d—e). Again, this might
be paralleled with the ironic self-division of human beings in modern bourgeois
society, as theorized by commentators from diverse traditions, including some of the
Romantics, Hegel, Lukdcs, de Tocqueville, and Sartre.

When Plato describes the evolution of democracy from oligarchy, we can begin
finally to discern the depth of political motivation on which his polemic against poetry
rests. Democracy comes about as a popular revolution against the rich oligarchs, the
people being granted an equal share in citizenship and political office (VIII, 556e—
557b). What is worshipped here is individual liberty, leading to a number of undesir-
able consequences. Firstly, “every man has license to do as he likes” and “would arrange
a plan for leading his own life in the way that pleases him.” Secondly, this constitution
would generate all “sorts and conditions of men,” a greater variety than any other form
of government. A democracy is thus “diversified with every type of character” and,
shopping through the “bazaar of [individual] constitutions,” each person could “estab-
lish his own.” Thirdly, the government would be “anarchic and motley, assigning
a kind of equality indiscriminately to equals and unequals alike” (VIII, 557b—558c).
Moreover, the disorder of a democratic society extends into private life: the relation of
authority is undermined between parents and children, teachers and pupils, freemen
and slaves, men and women. The spirit of liberty waxes so strong that eventually even
the laws are disregarded and a condition of lawlessness prevails (VIII, 562e-563e).

And what kind of citizen, what kind of soul, would such a democracy foster? To
begin with, the distinction between “necessary” and “unnecessary” appetites which
constrained the desires of the oligarchic man is now abrogated. The “brood of desires”
now “seize the citadel of the young man’s soul, finding it empty and unoccupied by
studies and honorable pursuits” (VIII, 560b—561a). The democratic man fosters all
parts of the soul equally and “avers that they are all alike and to be equally esteemed.”
His life will be run by “indulging the appetite of the day,” and “he says and does
whatever enters his head.” In other words, “there is no order or compulsion in his
existence” (VIII, 561d). Most tellingly, Plato affirms that the democratic man “is a
manifold man stuffed with most excellent differences, . . . containing within himself
the greatest number of patterns of constitutions and qualities” (VIII, 561e).

We can see here, quite apart from Plato’s explicit association of poetry and demo-
cracy, that poetry is charged with the same fundamental traits as democracy. Like
democracy, poetry fosters genuine individuals, “manifold” men who are “stuffed” with
differences and resist the reduction of their social function, or indeed their natural
potential, into one exclusive dimension. Also, like democracy, poetry nurtures all parts
of the soul, refusing obeisance to the law of reason. By implication, then, poetry itself
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is spurred by the “greed” for liberty which is the hallmark of a democratic society.
Poetry is, in the sphere of ideology, the archetype of social disorder, individuality,
emphasis rather than suppression of difference, and insubordination to reason. Like
that of democracy, its nature is rooted in self-will and physical pleasure, in a refusal to
acknowledge the hierarchy either within the soul or between the soul and body.

From the disorder of the democratic state, maintains Plato, tyranny will arise, with
one man claiming to represent the interests of both social order and the downtrodden
majority. In terms of the evolution of one system of government from another, Plato’s
point is that tyranny, though ostensibly initiated as a reaction against the chaos of
democracy, is in fact an extension of it. The tyrant, far from being king over his own
soul, is in fact the most miserable of creatures, enslaved as he is to that “terrible brood”
of lawless desires which have dethroned reason in his individual constitution. He gives
full vent to the “mob” of his unconscious appetites and instincts which know no
constraint. Accordingly, tyranny embodies the utmost depths of anarchy and lawless-
ness. Hence the degeneration from aristocracy through oligarchy to democracy and
tyranny represents the collapse not only of the original unity of the state but also,
equally importantly, of the unity of the individual into a lawless multiplicity. The
unified, integrated person of the aristocracy who enjoyed a harmony between the
various “classes” of his soul is fragmented first into the “double” man of oligarchy and
then the “manifold” man produced by democracy; finally, even the vestiges of the
soul’s structure collapse, in tyranny, into an uncontrollable proliferation of desires, an
abyss of irreducible particularity, multiplicity, and relativity.

Metaphysical Presuppositions and Impasses

It is crucial to see that Plato aligns the potential of poetry explicitly with such degrada-
tion of political and psychical unity. The notion of unity acts as the metaphysical
premise of Plato’s entire argument on a number of levels.” What has emerged cumulat-
ively from the foregoing account of the connections between justice and poetry is
Plato’s presupposition that unity is the desired end of both individual and state consti-
tution. He has repeatedly asserted that the democratic “mob,” be it the mob of appet-
ites in the soul or the mob of citizens, must be controlled by a rational element (IV,
431a—d). Moreover, it is the goal of unity which dictates a strict division of labor, based
on Plato’s view that individuals exercising a variety of functions would lead to the
state’s ruin (IV, 434b). Plato actually makes explicit his assumption that unity is intrin-
sically a positive value while multiplicity is associated with disorder, indulgence, and evil.
He states, for example, that excellence is “one” while the varieties of evil are infinite
(IV, 445c¢). The greatest evil for a state is that it should be “many” instead of “one.”
In like manner, Plato sees reason itself as a unity while emotion is variable (X, 604e—
605c). The structure of knowledge as Plato conceives it comprises a movement toward
the apprehension of data as an interconnected whole or system: the science of dialectic
both uncovers the first principles and essences of things and sees them as part of an
ordered structure (VII, 533c—d, 534b, 537c). What enables this perception of order is
that each of the Forms is itself a unity which has distilled into itself, as it were, the
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concentrated essence of various manifestations in the material world (V, 476a-b). It
underlies, categorizes, and explains these. But the unity of the Forms is apprehended
only by philosophers; the multitude, says Plato, are dreamers who “wander amid multi-
plicities,” mistaking resemblance for identity and particular for universal (V, 476¢;
VI, 484b). Hence the guardians, after their initial study of music and gymnastics, must
undertake the study of unity “as such” (VII, 524e), fostered by training in number or
arithmetic, geometry, and astronomy. These sciences depend, according to Plato, on
the use of reason rather than the senses. The most fundamental strategy toward the
political implementation of unity is to unite the functions of ruler and philosopher.
Plato sees the current separation of these roles as itself an expression of multiplicity; at
present, a “motley horde” pursues either task independently (V, 473d).

Plato here unwittingly reveals that, if the movement toward knowledge and justice is
essentially a movement toward unity whether in individual or state, it is also a move-
ment of coercion. The ruling faculty in the soul and the ruling body in the state do not
unify any real differences: the unity Plato has in mind is achieved by suppressing all
difference and imperiously positing itself as the constant inner structure of a given type
of variety in the physical world. For example, there is no compromise either between
the multitude of competing appetites and desires in the soul or between these and
reason: they must fall under the absolute sovereignty of reason. Similarly, the unity of
the state is not achieved by any true harmony of the conflicting claims of various
classes or groups; the guardians, the privileged political embodiment of reason, deter-
mine absolutely the interests of the state. Hence “unity” is anything but a confluence
or coexistence of equal parts. Rather, it is effectively a euphemism for a system of
dominance, a rigid hierarchy whereby the “lower” (referable to the body, the appetites,
or the majority of people in a state) is not merely subsumed under the “higher” but is
divested by such subsumption of any independent claim to reality, meaning, or value.
The lower — which spans the various particulars of the material world — can have
meaning or reality only in proportion with its potential to exemplify a pregiven Form.
For example, a beautiful object as portrayed by a poet or painter must have its beauty
already and completely contained within a pregiven Form or definition of the beautiful.
The uniqueness of the poet’s expression of a particular object in a particular setting
must be reducible to an exemplary status. It is precisely the uniqueness or particularity
which must be foregone or sacrificed in the interests of unifiability. Should the poet
attempt to extend or alter the assessment of beauty, this becomes in Plato’s eyes a
falsification of the nature or essence of this Form. In this way, the imperious demand
of unity further precludes any contemplation of a material object “in itself.” For Plato,
it is only the enabling ideal Form (such as beauty) of an object which can be studied
“in itself.” The object itself cannot be so studied and is thereby reduced to purely
referential status, pointing beyond itself to the Form of which it is merely the super-
fluously unique material realization. This is not the interconnected system of refer-
ences in terms of which many modern theorists, from Saussure to Derrida, have viewed
language. In Plato, the referentiality is directed only one way: from the material object,
which alone is reduced to a referential status, to the self-subsisting Form. More-
over, the reference operates along the lines of a stringent hierarchy. It can be seen
shortly, then, that much of Plato’s censure of poetry rests on the fact that the objects
of its apprehension are merely references, not things in themselves.
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A second, and deeply related, metaphysical presupposition underlying Plato’s work
generally is contained in his strategy of hypostatization, of reducing variety and multi-
plicity to a constant and definable essence. In terms of its bearing on the status of
poetry, a number of inconsistencies inhering in this strategy need to be considered.
Plato hypostatizes not only the Forms but also the mode of their apprehension, philo-
sophy, as well as the entire realm of poetry. This means that philosophy and poetry
have rigidly defined essences, the point here being that these essences are determined
in explicit mutual contrast. Plato’s argument simply does not comprehend the possib-
ility that two genuine philosophers (as opposed to Sophists) could entertain sharply
divergent visions of reality or that two poets could hold sharply opposed views. Despite
his abundant use of examples from poetic tradition, his view of poetry is not consti-
tuted by inductive abstraction from the empirical practice of actual poets; rather, it is
an a priori definition which coerces the potentially endless variety of that practice into
a uniform assailability. Likewise, “philosophy” as a scientific discipline is viewed as an
ideal pursuit standing above the actual practice of philosophers.

Yet, even if we approach Plato’s hypostatized opposition of philosophy and poetry
on its own terms, it is incoherent, entailing as it does an essentializing of the notions
of truth, singularity of function, reason, emotion, and imitation. Plato’s indictment
of poetry has been based on (1) its intrinsic expression of falsehood, (2) its intrinsic
operation in the realm of imitation, (3) its combination of a variety of functions, (4)
its appeal to the lower aspects of the soul such as emotion and appetite, and (5) its
expression of irreducible particularity and multiplicity rather than unity. The argu-
ment “from truth” breaks down very early in the Republic. Having urged that most of
the current “stories” told by poets — such as Hesiod’s account of the unseemly behavior
between Uranus, Cronus, and Zeus — must be censored, Socrates adds: “Even if they
were true...as few as possible should have heard these tales” (II, 377¢-378a). It
becomes immediately transparent here that it is not truth but political and educational
expediency which is the criterion of censorship. Moreover, Plato repeatedly states that
the guardians themselves (though no one else) must employ lies “for the benefit of the
state” (III, 389b; V, 459c—d; VII, 535d—e). The entire point of the notorious “noble lie”
is to persuade the citizens, and possibly the rulers themselves, that their social status
and function are not products of circumstance and ideological conditioning but were
endowed naturally by their “mother” earth (III, 414c—415c).

Plato, of course, is not unaware of this incoherence. He attempts to explain and
overcome it by extending still further the strategy of hypostatization, urging that there
is a distinction between “Essential falsehood” and “falsehood in words.” The former,
contends Plato, is abhorred by both gods and men while the latter can be “serviceable”
(IL, 382c—d). By this stroke of essentializing the notion of truth, Plato at once removes
it from the realm of language and the possibility of poetic access. The point is that,
no matter what a poet says, it cannot express “essential” truth because it is confined
in terms of its objects to the realm of appearance and in terms of its mode of operation
to imitation. In other words, it is not the content of poetry which renders it false; its
falsehood is embodied in its very form.”

The notion of imitation, in fact, complements truth as the basis of Plato’s reductive
and incoherent opposition of philosophy and poetry. Plato’s comments concern-
ing poetic imitation are not restricted to book X. In book III he had expressed an
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ideological preference for poetry in which the proportion of narration to imitation was
high: the more imitative poetry is, the more degraded it will be, involving mimicry of
all kinds of “unworthy” objects; as such, it requires “manifold forms of variation” (I1I,
396¢—397d). In book X the poet is held up as a Sophist, a “marvelous” handicraftsman
who can “make” anything: “all implements, . . . all plants and animals, including him-
self, and thereto earth and heaven and the gods and all things in heaven and in Hades.”
Indeed, then, the poet “makes all the things that all handicraftsmen severally produce”
(X, 596¢—d). Hence poetic imitation in its very nature violates the political principle of
singularity of function. And what the poet imitates is of course the appearance, not the
reality, of things, since he merely imitates what others actually produce (X, 596e, 597¢).
Plato elaborates his famous triad: we find three beds, one existing in nature, which is
made by God; another which is the work of the carpenter; and a third, the work of
the painter or poet. Hence, the carpenter imitates the real bed and the painter or poet
imitates the physical bed. The poet’s work, then, like that of the rhapsode, is the
“imitation of an imitation.” It is worth recalling the precise order of Plato’s argument
here: he does not simply argue that poetic imitation is thrice removed from truth; he
first states that the imitation in general is “three removes from nature” and then
subsumes poetic practice under this limitation (X, 597¢). He states later that the imit-
ator (not merely the poet) knows nothing of reality but only appearance (X, b—c).
What, then, does the poet “know”? Plato’s answer is that the poet knows only how to
imitate (X, 601a). Hence, just as Plato essentialized the pursuit of philosophy, assign-
ing pregiven attributes to it, so he essentializes imitation itself, the mode to which
poetry is confined. Moreover, he claims that poetry will deceive only those “who . . .
judge only by forms and colors” (X, 601a), implying that a purely formal or aesthetic
evaluation of poetry is necessarily indifferent to truth-value.

This procedure at once becomes problematic. To begin with, even if we grant what
Plato says about imitation — that it is limited to appearance and that its potentially
endless extension through indefinite fields is not based on knowledge — this is surely
not enough to preclude imitation being an art or skill in its own right. Surely, by
Plato’s own logic, we could grant that the one thing the poet does know, how to
imitate, is as specialized a field as carpentry or bed-making. Hence, if we follow Plato’s
own terms, we need not characterize the poet as someone who claims to know every-
thing. He only claims to know the art of imitation and imitations will constitute
precisely the field of his production. What apparently underlies Plato’s refusal to grant
this is his insistence that imitation must by its nature refer beyond itself to the thing it
imitates. Plato will not concede that the imitation itself could have a reality or value
independent of its presumed reference. Plato leaves no room for the possibility (sub-
sequently taken up by the philosopher Plotinus) that the painter or poet imitates the
Form of the bed itself, just as much as the carpenter does. He apparently refuses to
acknowledge the image created by poetry or painting as a part of the sensible world on
a par with other physical objects. This not only entraps poetry within a referential
circle but also misses the point of reference to which poetry might aspire. For example,
the painter portraying a carpenter needs to know not about carpenters but about
painting. He does not mean to pretend that the image is the carpenter: the image has a
function and a value that the real carpenter could not possess. Plato goes so far as to
characterize imitation as “a form of play, not to be taken seriously” (X, 602b).
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What, then, are we to make of Plato’s general indictment of imitation when we recall
that the guardians must undertake a considerable amount of “imitation” themselves?®
Plato tells us that they must imitate “men . . . who are brave, sober, pious, free, and all
things of that kind” (III, 395c). Plato does not distinguish between the two kinds of
imitation — that used by the poets and that incumbent upon the guardians — and uses
the same word in Greek. Moreover, he holds that the philosopher will “imitate” the
eternal Forms (VI, 500b—c): would the philosopher not then be at least twice removed
from truth? Finally, that Plato’s hypostatization of the opposition of philosophy and
poetry rests upon their definition by each other is shown in his general characteriza-
tions of each. A poet’s work, maintains Plato, narrates “past, present, or future things”
(111, 392d) and as such is concerned with bodily appetites, emotion, particulars, and
multiplicities. In contrast, the philosopher, far from “wandering between the two poles
of generation and decay,” is concerned with eternal essences, with the soul, reason, and
with knowledge as a whole (VI, 485a—c). Philosophy, the medium through which the
form of justice “in itself” will be clearly perceived, is defined in explicit opposition to
poetry, which it must displace in order to enable a truly and ideally just state. It is
perhaps no accident that, despite Socrates’ repeated and sarcastic disclaimers that he is
not a poet (II, 379a; 111, 393d), he describes the construction of the state as conducted
by a “political artist” who fashions the city by imitating a “heavenly model.” The
constitution Socrates has in mind “will be realized when this philosophical Muse has
taken control of the state” (VI, 499d; 500e—501c). The philosophical Muse invoked
by the Republic must define itself against the poetic Muse whose abdication from the
throne of state it must first compel.

The Influence and Legacy of Plato

The influence of Plato on many fundamental areas of Western thought, including
literary theory, has been profound and pervasive, and continues to the present day.
First and foremost has been the impact of the theory of Forms: discredited though this
may have been since the time of Aristotle, it nonetheless exerted a powerful attraction
through its implications that the world was a unity, that our experience of manifold
qualities in the world could be brought under certain unifying concepts, that the
physical world itself is only a small part, or manifestation, of a higher reality, and that
there exists a higher, ideal pattern for earthly endeavors. The idea of the temporal
world pointing beyond itself to an invisible eternal world has been an integral ele-
ment in both Judeo-Christian and Islamic theology and philosophy. The distinctions
between reason and sense, reason and emotion, soul and body, while not original
to Plato, continued through his influence to provide some of the basic terminology of
philosophical and religious thinking.

In historical terms, there have been a number of eras in which Platonism exerted a
notable impact. The Academy founded by Plato in Athens continued beyond his death
until Ap 529 when it was closed on account of its paganism by the emperor Justinian.
During this period, the philosophy known as Neo-Platonism was founded by Plotinus
(AD 204/5-270) and his disciple and popularizer Porphyry (ca. ap 232-305), who
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combined Platonic notions with elements derived from Pythagoras, Aristotle, and the
Stoics. Plotinus modified Plato’s view of poetic imitation, and the Neo-Platonists in
general used the theory of poetic inspiration, derived from Plato’s Ion and Phaedrus,
to argue that poetry transcends human reason. Neo-Platonism was the predominant
philosophy in Europe for more than a thousand years; its major exponents included
Tamblichus (ca. AD 250—ca. 325), Proclus, and the Alexandrian theologians Philo Judaeus,
Clement, and Origen. Some of these thinkers, inspired partly by Plato, developed a
system of allegorical readings of texts, especially of the Bible. Philo, for example, con-
structed an allegorical reading of Genesis. St. Augustine’s theology as well as his figurative
readings of certain parts of scripture were heavily influenced by Plato.

In the Middle Ages, only the Timaeus and a handful of other Platonic texts were
available in Latin. Yet the influence of Platonism on St. Augustine ensured its survival
in medieval Christian thought. It was further transmitted by the works of Chalcidius,
Macrobius, and Boethius. Plotinus and Proclus influenced the mystical writings of
Dionysius the pseudo-Areopagite (ca. Ap 500), which were translated in the ninth
century and inspired much mystical poetry, based on the premise that divine truth is
ineffable in ordinary language. Dionysius also transmitted a Neo-Platonist view of
creation as a hierarchy as expressed in the “Book of Nature.” Such a view is broadly
expressed in Dante’s Paradiso. By the thirteenth century, however, Plato’s influence
was largely eclipsed by the recently translated works of Aristotle, used by Aquinas and
the scholastics to undertake a rational account of Christian doctrine.

The Renaissance saw a reaction against scholastic thinking by humanists who re-
turned to classical sources, preferring Plato over Aristotle. Notable humanists included
leaders of the Platonic Academy in Florence such as Marsilio Ficino (1433-1499) and
Pico della Mirandola (1463—-1494), as well as John Colet, Erasmus, and Sir Thomas
More in England. Renaissance Platonism stressed the didactic functions of poetry and
Platonic concepts such as the “ladder of love,” leading from the physical to the spir-
itual realm. Both defenders of poetry, such as Sir Philip Sidney, and detractors, such as
Savonarola, appealed to their understanding of Plato’s arguments concerning poetry. A
century or so later, Platonic doctrines were again revived by a group of theologians and
poets known as the Cambridge Platonists who included Ralph Cudworth, Benjamin
Whichcote, and Henry More. At a time when religious ideas were increasingly under
attack, these thinkers attempted to elaborate a rational basis for Christian theology, as
did later Anglicans, also influenced by Platonic ideas, in the nineteenth century. Other
figures indebted to Plato included the philosopher Leibniz and the astronomers Kepler
and Galileo.

Some Platonic notions, such as the distinction between appearance and reality, emerge
in highly refracted forms in the philosophies of Kant and Hegel, and some of Hegel’s
followers. Such notions also inform the work of English Romantic poets such as Blake,
Wordsworth, and Shelley. In America, Emerson’s transcendentalism bore the imprint
of Plato’s thought, as did the poetic theory and practice of Poe, Baudelaire, and the
French symbolists. Literary figures such as Matthew Arnold have effectively turned
Plato’s own arguments against him, urging that poetry is a repository of humanistic
values and nurtures sensibility. Plato’s influence extends into the twentieth century, in
the work of Yeats, Rilke, Wallace Stevens, and others. It is clear that Plato’s literary and
critical influence cannot be separated from the broader influence of his philosophical
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notions. Nonetheless, his impact on literary critics and theorists has embraced certain
identifiable areas and issues: the doctrine of imitation; the educational and didactic
functions of poetry; the place of poetry in the political state and the question of censor-
ship; the treatment of poetry as a species of rhetoric; the nature of poetic inspiration;
and the opposition of poetry to various other disciplines and dispositions, such as
philosophy, science, reason, and mechanism. We are still grappling with the problems
laid down by Plato.
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CHAPTER 2

ARISTOTLE
(384-322 BC)

Life and Philosophy

Athens in 367 from his native Stageira in Macedonia to study with Plato. Aris-

totle’s enormous contribution to the history of thought spans several areas:
metaphysics, logic, ethics, politics, literary criticism, and various branches of natural
science. Indeed, Aristotle’s treatment of these subjects profoundly shaped the sub-
sequent formulation of problems in these areas for two thousand years. Born in 384,
Aristotle was the son of Nicomachus, court physician to Amyntas II, father of Philip
of Macedon. Nicomachus died when Aristotle was young, but it is said that he taught
his son some anatomy, an early training which may have contributed to Aristotle’s
eventual philosophical outlook. Indeed, Aristotle was more interested than Plato in
empirical observation of natural phenomena, especially in biology, a difference which
helps account for the fundamentally differing outlooks of the two thinkers.

In 343 King Philip of Macedon invited Aristotle to serve as tutor to his son Alexander
at his court in Pella. Aristotle attended for four years to the education of the future
king and conqueror, after which he was commissioned by Philip to oversee the resto-
ration of Stageira, now devastated by war, and to establish a legal code for the city.
Having completed this project successfully, Aristotle returned to Athens to open his
own school of rhetoric and philosophy. The school was called the Lyceum (it was
dedicated to Apollo Lyceus, god of shepherds) and housed a large library, a natural
history museum, and a zoological garden. Unlike Plato’s Academy, whose students
came mostly from the aristocracy, the Lyceum drew largely from middle-class citizens,
and a rivalry developed between the two schools. Indeed, this rivalry effectively
continued, in the works of subsequent thinkers and schools, for many centuries. The
Academy placed emphasis on mathematics, metaphysics, and politics, while at the
Lyceum natural science predominated, its curriculum including botany, music, math-
ematics, medicine, the constitutions of the Greek cities, zoology, and the customs of
the so-called barbarians.

r I N he most brilliant student at Plato’s Academy was Aristotle, who had come to
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It is recorded that Aristotle wrote twenty-seven dialogues; it was by these, not the
works handed down to us, that he was known in the ancient world. Unfortunately,
none of them has survived. What we now have of Aristotle’s works, which represent
only one-quarter of his actual output, are Aristotle’s lecture notes, composed by him-
self and his students, largely in the last twelve years of his life. These were published by
Andronicus of Rhodes in the first century Bc. When Alexander of Macedon died in
323, Athens was the seat of much ill-feeling toward the Macedonians (who, under
Philip, had conquered them) and it was expedient for Aristotle to leave. In fact, he was
charged, like Socrates, with impiety; unlike Socrates, who freely faced his death sen-
tence, Aristotle chose to avoid letting the Athenians “sin twice against philosophy” and
moved to Chalcis in Macedonia.

Aristotle’s Metaphysics

At the heart of Aristotle’s metaphysics and logic is the concept of substance. In his
Metaphysics Aristotle states that the subject matter of metaphysics is “being qua
being.”! In other words, metaphysics studies existence in general and what it means
for things to exist. Aristotle tells us in Posterior Analytics that before we can know
what a thing is, before we can know its true nature or essence, we must be aware
that it exists. However, such awareness of existence is not distinct from, but part of,
our knowledge of the thing’s essence. To have true knowledge, we must know the
thing’s essence and the causes of it. For instance, we could be aware of the existence
of something, such as “a noise in the clouds,” but until we are essentially aware of
it, until we know what the thing is (thunder/the causes of thunder), we do not even
know that it exists.” Hence, the phrase “being qua being” does not refer to existence
as an isolated, abstracted condition, but to existence as understood in its connec-
tions with essence. Given these considerations, Aristotle reformulates the question
confronted by metaphysics (“what is being?”) as “what is substance?” (Met. [-IX,
pp- 312-313). The Greek word for “substance” (ousia) can also be translated as “essence.”
Hence the notion of substance comprehends the connection between existence and
essence.

The notion of substance as formulated by Aristotle pervades the subsequent history
of Western logic and metaphysics. It is indeed the underlying principle of Aristotle’s
work in these areas, central as it is to his Categories as well as his Metaphysics. In the
former, Aristotle basically holds that there are ten categories through which we can
view the world: whatness (substance), quantity, quality, relation, place, time, position,
state, action, and affection.” A mere glance at these categories tells us that they still
permeate our own thought about the world at the profoundest levels. When we think
of any entity with a view to understanding it, we approach it in terms of its qualities, its
relations to other entities, its position in space and time, and so on. But, according to
Aristotle, there must be an underlying substrate or substance to which these qualities
and relations belong. Hence substance, for Aristotle, has primacy of place in these
categories: it both underlies the other categories, as their substratum, and bears to
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them a relation of subject to predicate (the Greek word for category means “predicate”).
This primacy of substance can be explained by referring to Aristotle’s definitions of it
in the Metaphysics. In book V, it is defined as “the ultimate subject which cannot be
predicated of something else” and as “whatever has an individual and separate exist-
ence” (Met., V.viii.4). Aristotle maintains that the categories indicate the various modes
of “being,” and that all of these modes of being refer to substance. In book VII,
Aristotle calls substance the primary sense of “being.” Only substance, then, and none
of the other categories, can exist separately since they are dependent upon substance
(Met. [-IX, pp. 147-149, 310-313). Aristotle puts this in another way in the Categories,
where he makes a distinction between primary substance and secondary substance:
primary substance is “that which is neither asserted of nor can be found in a subject”
(Cat., p. 19). Examples of primary substance would include a particular man or a
horse. The other categories, such as quantity and quality, would act as predicates or
qualifications of these particular entities. Secondary substance, for Aristotle, designates
the species or genera under which these individual entities are classified. So a particular
man would belong to the species “man” and this species itself would fall under the
genus of “animal.” We can see, then, that all primary substance is individual, each
denoting an indivisible unit. Secondary substance refers to many things, not one
entity, as the genus “animal” would refer to all animals, and not to any particular
animal. Aristotle tells us that the most outstanding characteristic of substance is that it
can receive contrary qualifications or predicates while remaining numerically one and
the same. For example, it could be predicated of the same man that he is both good
and bad in various aspects. Substance seems to have the function, then, of an indi-
visible substrate to which various elements in the other categories can be attached, as
predicates.

From a historical perspective, it is worth remarking that Aristotle’s view of substance
as the subject of predication represents a sharp break from the Platonic Forms, and
was indeed to some extent worked out as part of Aristotle’s critique of those Forms.
Aristotle sometimes expresses great impatience with the Forms, referring to them as
“empty phrases and poetical metaphors” (Met., Lix.12) and even dismissing them at
one point as “mere prattle” (PA, I.xxii.83a, 33). However, he undertakes a serious
critique of those Forms on several accounts. Plato had made a distinction between
particular objects, such as a man or a bed, and “universals” or qualities such as good-
ness or tallness. Plato thought that these universals possessed an independent existence
in the world of Forms which somehow transcends the world of physical, sensible,
objects. Plato sees goodness in a particular man as deriving from, or participating in,
the ideal Form of goodness. Aristotle, however, sees that this view of the connection
between particulars and universals, between separate existing things and qualities, would
make it impossible to explain the subject—predicate structure of language (PA, 1.xxii.83a,
33). For example, if we want to say that a particular object has a certain quality, for
instance, “This horse is tall” (where “This horse” is the subject and “is tall” is the
predicate), it does not help us to think of “tallness” as a separate entity to which the
first entity (horse) is somehow related. If tallness is truly a universal applying to many
objects, we must view it as a quality which is possessed by a class of objects rather than
as a thing which exists in its own right. Aristotle urges, the Forms introduce a great deal
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of confusion into our explanations of the sensible world and are simply not necessary
(Met., Lviii—ix).

However, Aristotle does develop certain implications of the Forms to arrive at
his own theory of universals, namely, that universals refer to qualities which can be
predicated of many subjects (or a class of subjects), and these qualities have no inde-
pendent existence. Reversing the Platonic hierarchy, Aristotle urges that universals
depend on particular things for their existence, not vice versa. A quality such as
“blackness” can exist in a man but it has no independent life. Aristotle’s rejection of
the world of Forms and his location of universals as simply describing things in this
world represents a major shift from Plato’s vision and offers a metaphysics more
centered on this world (rather than another, higher world). Though Aristotle would
agree with Plato that reason has access to a higher knowledge than our senses,
Aristotle insists that the senses are the starting point and the source of knowledge.
He attempts to balance Plato’s unilateral emphasis on reason with due attention to
our actual experience and to close observation of the world. In a broad sense, the
history of Western thought has often emerged as a conflict between these two
visions: the idealistic Platonic vision which views reality as above and beyond our
own world, and the more empirical Aristotelian view which seeks to find reality within
our world.

Having said this, Aristotle’s philosophy was a far cry from our own modern modes
of realism and pragmatism. Modern realism, as dating from the nineteenth century,
tends to view particular things as real and universals as abstractions from a group of
particular entities. For example, we might observe that numerous particular animals
have a given characteristic in common, the ability to live both on land and in water.
From this we abstract the characteristic of “amphibiousness” and devise the category
“amphibian” to group such animals together. In Aristotle’s view (one followed by most
philosophy through the Middle Ages and extending even into the work of Kant and
Hegel) it is universals, not particular things, which are real. Even though, in terms of
immediate perception, particulars precede the universal, it is the universal which can
explain the particular. Also, as seen earlier, Aristotle’s vision depends on the notion of
substance. Without primary substance, says Aristotle, nothing else could even exist
(Cat., p. 22). In book XII of his Metaphysics, Aristotle says that, however we regard the
universe as a whole, substance is its primary reality. So the notion of substance holds
together the entire Aristotelian system, from the most meager level of existence to
God who, as the ultimate or First Cause of the universe, is the ultimate guarantor of
substance.

However, the notion of substance itself is problematic. On the one hand, Aristotle
sees substance as underlying the other categories; on the other hand, he views sub-
stance as identical with any attributes in the other categories which can be essentially
predicated of it (PA, p. 121). For example, if we say of the subject “horse” that it has
“four legs,” the latter predicate is part of the subject, since having four legs is essential
to the definition of a horse. We may well ask, if we strip away all of the attributes in the
other categories, what else is left? The very principle on which the categories are founded
appears to be self-contradictory, and in one sense the subsequent history of Western
philosophy (until Derrida and beyond) might be viewed as an attempt to grapple with
this problem.
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Aristotle’s Logic

Aristotle’s greatest contribution to philosophy lies in the realm of logic. Aristotle viewed
logic as an instrument (or organon) which was a preliminary requirement for the
study of every branch of knowledge. His own name for logic was “analytics” and his
logical treatises include Categories, Interpretation, Prior Analytics, Posterior Analytics,
and Topics. These works came to be referred to collectively by Aristotle’s followers
(known as Peripatetics) as the Organon. While Aristotle drew some elements of his
logic from the pre-Socratics and Plato, he was the first philosopher to formalize the
rules and methods of logic, and to treat it as a systematic prelude to scientific thinking.
Aristotle attempted to clarify the structure of propositions which assert truth or false-
hood, the nature of demonstration, the connection of universal and particular proposi-
tions, the isolation of the essential qualities of a subject by definition, and so on. The
basis of Aristotelian logic, which acted as the foundation of logic for over two thou-
sand years, was the syllogism. The Aristotelian syllogism typically consists of a major
premise, a minor premise, and an inferred conclusion, as in the classic example of a
syllogism: “All men are mortal; Socrates is a man; therefore, Socrates is mortal.” Aris-
totle classified a number of different kinds of syllogism, ranging from this simple
“if . . . then” structure to far more complex formats. Among Aristotle’s contributions
to logic are the provision of a mathematical foundation for logic, the use of the dialec-
tical mode of argument as an instrument of proof, and the employment of empirical
data. The influence of Aristotle’s logic has been even greater than that of his meta-
physics or politics. Even during periods such as late antiquity or the later Renaissance
which saw Aristotle’s general influence eclipsed by Plato’s, Aristotle still remained the
supreme authority in logic.

Nonetheless, Aristotle’s logic has been severely criticized by thinkers such as Bertrand
Russell, who regards the two-thousand-year influence of Aristotle as a period of “stag-
nation,” and states that Aristotle’s “present-day influence is . . . inimical to clear think-
ing” (HWP, 206). Among Russell’s objections are that Aristotle puts too much stress
on the syllogism, which is by no means the only kind of deductive argument; like the
Greeks generally, Aristotle gave “undue prominence to deduction” over induction; the
notion of “substance” or “essence,” says Russell, may be applied to a word but not to
a thing, hence Aristotle mistakenly applies the subject—predicate structure of language
to the world itself. Russell goes so far as to say that “practically every advance in
science, in logic, or in philosophy has had to be made in the teeth of opposition from
Aristotle’s disciples” (HWP, 207-212). Aristotle’s logic has come under fire not only
from modern mathematicians but also from physicists, philosophers such as Hegel and
his followers, Marxist thinkers, and modern literary and cultural theorists such as
Derrida.

Even more fundamental than the syllogism and deductive reasoning are the three
so-called laws of logic (sometimes called the “laws of thought”) as formulated by
Aristotle and developed by numerous subsequent thinkers into our own day. The first
of these is the law of identity, which states that A is A; the second is the law of non-
contradiction, which dictates that something cannot be both A and not-A; and the
third, the law of the excluded middle, holds that something must be either A or not-A.
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These “laws,” which can be regarded as the same law expressed from three different
perspectives, have served for over two millennia as the (almost) unshakeable founda-
tion of Western thought. As such, they bear examination in a little more detail. In
general, the first of these laws, that of identity, is contained in Aristotle’s notion of
primary substance as “individual” and as denoting a “unit” (Cat. 3a10—13) and as not
admitting degrees (Cat. 3b34), and, perhaps above all, as never being defined with
“reference to something beyond or outside” (Cat. 8a19). But what does it mean to say
that A is A? Is this not an obvious and empty tautology? We can see that it is no trite
proposition the moment we substitute any important term for the letter A. Let us, for
example, use the term “man.” When we say that a man is a man, we are appealing to
certain qualities which compose the essence of man; we are saying that this essence is
fixed and unalterable; we are also saying that a man is somehow different from a
woman, from an animal, from a plant, and so forth. We can quickly begin to see how
our definition will have vast economic and political implications: if we define our
“man” as rational, as political, as moral, and as free, it will seem natural to us that he
should partake in the political process. The woman, whom we define as lacking these
qualities, will by our definition be excluded. That this law of identity is highly coercive
and hierarchical will become even clearer in the case of the terms “master” and “slave.”
The master might well be defined in terms of attributes that collectively signify “civil-
ized,” while the slave is constricted within designations of “savage” (Aristotle himself
defines a slave as a “speaking instrument”). Such hierarchical oppositions have in
history embraced the terms Greek and barbarian, Christian and Jew, white and black,
noble and serf.

The second and third laws of logic will merely confirm our implicit degradation of
the woman or slave. The law of contradiction, on which Aristotle insists (Met. I-IX,
1011b-13), tells us that something/someone cannot both be a man and not a man.
Again, isn’t this obvious? Surely it tells us nothing new? In fact, we are stating a further
implication of the law of identity: that a certain set of qualities is attributed to “man”
and a different set of qualities is accorded to woman, there being no overlap between
these two sets of qualities. According to this logic, we cannot speak of a person who
might come in between these two poles: a man who had womanly qualities or a
woman with manly attributes. The law of the excluded middle explicitly forbids this
middle ground (Met. I-IX, 1011b—23) in its urging that something must be either A or
not-A. Either one must be a man or not a man; either American or not-American;
either Muslim or Jew; either good or bad; either for or against. Hence, these “laws,”
which unfortunately still largely govern our thinking today, are not only coercive but
also encourage a vision of the world as divided up sharply into categories, classes,
nations, races, and religions, each with its own distinctive essence or character. The
elimination of the middle ground has long been an ideological, political, and economic
strategy, one that removes all possibility of definitional flexibility and change according
to altered circumstances. So deeply rooted is this way of thinking that even attempted
subversions of it, such as have issued from Marxism, feminism, deconstruction, and
psychoanalysis, must operate within a broader network of complicity with what they
challenge. It must be recalled that the notion of identity is firmly instituted within the
concept of substance; hence, not only logic but metaphysics as well as political thought
have fallen under the sway of these so-called laws.
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Aristotle’s Politics

Aristotle’s views of poetry are underlain not only by his metaphysical principles but
also by his vision of the political state. Unlike that of Plato, Aristotle’s method is
analytic and empirical, beginning with the notion of a composite whole and breaking it
down into its smallest parts.* This analytic mentality underlies Aristotle’s rejection of
Plato’s view that the state should comprise a unity. Unity, in fact, would destroy the
state’s self-sufficiency since the state harbors not only a plurality of numbers but also
different kinds of men with diverse functions which support one another (Pol., ILii).
The unity of a state arises out of its harmonization of various interests; it is also a
function of education in the “spirit” of a given constitution, an education which entails
training of both habits and the intellect (Pol., IL.v). We will see that poetry and the arts
have an essential function in this kind of education.

A second premise deriving from Aristotle’s metaphysics concerns the teleology of
the state. Aristotle’s view is that the state does not simply exist for the utilitarian
functions of providing a living, protection, and the exchange of goods (Pol., I1Lix). The
state is more than this. It is a political association which aims at the “highest good”
(Pol., L.i). According to Aristotle, the chief purpose or end of men, both communally
and individually, is the “good life” (Pol., IILvi). In defining this good life, Aristotle has
recourse to his own earlier formulations in the Ethics: “the life which is best for men,
both separately, as individuals, and in the mass, as states, is the life which has virtue
sufficiently supported by material resources to facilitate participation in the actions
that virtue calls for” (Pol., VILi). And, again repeating statements in his Ethics, he says
that happiness is proportionate to the achievement of virtue and phronesis or practical
wisdom (Pol., VILi). Hence the ultimate end of a state is primarily the achievement of
virtue; the state exists, says Aristotle, for the sake of “noble actions” (Pol., IIL.ix). Again,
these political views underlie Aristotle’s treatment of action in the Poetics.

The third metaphysical premise, also repeated from the Ethics, is the principle that
virtue is a mean between excess and defect (Pol., IV.xi). Aristotle, calling this the
“principle of the middle way,” extends its applicability to the formation of constitu-
tions (Pol., V.ix). Hence, in a political context, Aristotle defines the best life as “the
middle life,” which harbors a middle path or “mean” open to men of every kind (Pol.,
IV.xi). This principle will become important in both Aristotle’s assessment of demo-
cracy and his formulation of what he considers to be the most desirable constitution,
which he calls “polity.” It is also important in his definitions of poetry and the arts in
general; each of these, Aristotle suggests, should aim at the mean. The political state
advocated by Aristotle is itself a “mean.” Like Plato, Aristotle sees many actual or
potential evils in democracy. The two hallmarks of democracy he cites as the sover-
eignty of the majority and liberty (Pol., V.ix). He also reiterates Plato’s charges that
democracy may be marked by a general disorder and disrespect for the law, and lack of
control over slaves, women, and children. The constitution which Aristotle himself
advocates, called polity, is offered as a mixture of oligarchy and democracy, a mixture
which can lean in either direction (Pol., IV.vi).
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Aristotle’s Poetics

The Metaphysical and Ethical Contexts of the Poetics

«

In the opening statement of his Poetics, Aristotle proposes to examine poetry “in
itself.” We should not be misled by this statement into thinking that Aristotle some-
how embraced some of our nineteenth- and twentieth-century notions of poetic
autonomy. For Aristotle poetry and rhetoric had the status of “productive” sciences;
these disciplines had their place in a hierarchy of knowledge; and Aristotle viewed them
as rational pursuits, as seeking a knowledge of universals (rather than of random particu-
lars), and as serving a social and moral function. We have seen that the entire structure
of the Aristotelian system was governed by the notion of substance, from the lowest
level to God as the First Cause, or Unmoved Mover. Each element within this hierarch-
ical order had its proper place, function, and purpose. Aristotle’s universe is effectively
a closed system where each entity is guided by an internalized purpose toward the
fulfillment of its own nature, and ultimately toward realization of its harmony with
the divine. Poetry, in this system, is analyzed and classified in the same way as the
other branches of human knowledge and activity. The notion of poetic autonomy as
developed in modern times, the notion of poetry as an end in itself, as an independent
sphere with its own laws, would have been meaningless to Aristotle. In Nicomachean
Ethics, he states quite clearly concerning productive activity that “the act of making is
not an end in itself, it is only a means, and belongs to something else.” The purpose of
art, like that of metaphysics, is to attain to a knowledge of universals. For Aristotle, the
subject matter of art is the “cause” behind experiential fact. The Poetics, then, is a
theoretical treatise on the nature and functions of poetry; it was part of a broader
course of philosophical study offered by Aristotle at the Lyceum. And part of its motiva-
tion was to oppose Plato’s powerful critique of poetry which condemned it on both
moral and epistemological grounds.

Aristotle’s Poetics has often been analyzed in terms of its prescriptions for tragedy,
its distinctions of tragedy, epic, and other genres, as well as its comments on plot and
character. So profound has been the influence of these notions that in academic insti-
tutions to this day works of literature are analyzed through such categories as theme,
character, plot, and authorial presence in the text. However, in assessing the signific-
ance of Aristotle’s Poetics within the various traditions of literary criticism, and in
understanding the position of poetry and the arts in Aristotle’s general scheme, we
need to consider the political, ethical, and metaphysical frameworks of his text. Like
Plato, Aristotle considers the question of whether “music” should form an integral part
of state education, especially for children. “Music,” we need to recall, had a broad
significance, encompassing not only performances using instruments and songs but
also dancing, and it referred to the arts in general. The question Aristotle raises, then,
is effectively about the value of what we might call a liberal education. It was seen
earlier that Aristotle criticized Plato’s ideal republic as being confined within strictly
utilitarian ends. Aristotle’s own state, in contrast, was directed toward “the highest
good” as its ultimate purpose, and enabling men to live “the good life.” In his Politics
he suggests that an integral aspect of this good life is the leisure to engage in civilized
pursuits (Pol., VIILiii). He urges that “there is a form of education which we must
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provide for our sons, not as being useful or essential but as elevated and worthy of
free men.” He decries the constant demand for the usefulness of a given pursuit as
“unbecoming to those of broad vision” (Pol., VIILiii). He even goes so far as to suggest
that, at one level, the pleasure we derive from music might be an end in itself.
However, he is quick to qualify this remark by adding that such pleasure is only an
“incidental result,” and that the true nature of music lies in its being a stimulus to
virtue and is expressed in its “effect on the character and the soul” (Pol., VIILv). We
can see here that, while Aristotle opposes a bland and mechanical utilitarianism, he yet
insists that what gives music value is its potential use in education and in forming
character. Typically, however, Aristotle suggests an organic connection between the
pleasure derived from music and the virtue inspired by it. For virtue, says Aristotle,
“has to do with enjoying oneself in the right way, with liking and hating the right
things.” He concludes that “clearly there is no more important lesson to be learned or
habit to be formed than that of right judgment and of delighting in good characters
and noble actions” (Pol., VIILv).

In the Poetics these statements emerge as being equally applicable to poetry. Aris-
totle’s overall conclusion concerning music is that, since it has “the power to induce a
certain character of the soul . . ., it must be applied to education, and the young must
be educated in it.”® Music is all the more valuable in educating the young, says Aris-
totle, because it is pleasant. This argument will be repeated by many subsequent critics,
including Horace and Sidney. It is clear, then, that while the arts and poetry may have
their own laws and offer pleasure, this pleasure is integral to a further, moral, aim
which is institutionalized in education. In contrast with Plato’s ideal state, where it is
viewed as an obstacle to morality, rationality, and genuine knowledge, poetry would
seem to have a positive function in Aristotle’s state. However, in his own way, Aristotle
is just as censorious as Plato regarding the propriety of material to which children
should be exposed: they should be shielded from artistic representations of “unseemly
actions,” they must not be allowed to view comedies or scurrilous performances, and
must in general be protected from any performance containing “wickedness or hostil-
ity” (Pol., VILxvii).

In addition to Aristotle’s ethical and political dispositions, there are a number
of epistemological and metaphysical principles which underlie his arguments and
prescriptions in the Poetics. Some of these have already been mentioned: Aristotle’s
empirical method, his acceptance of plurality, the teleology of both individual and
state, and the principle of moderation. To these we might add the notions of unity,
probability, necessity, rationality, universality, and truth. All of these notions, together
with Aristotle’s ethical and political principles, underlie his views of the characteristics
of good literature. The issues at stake here include the meaning and desirability of
realism, the presentation of character, the use of detail, the use of language, and the
way in which various components of a literary work are mutually integrated and
harmonized.

Aristotle’s General Views of Imitation and Action

At the core of Aristotle’s Poetics are two complex notions, imitation and action, which
are imbued with both Aristotle’s metaphysical principles and his ethical/political
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dispositions. Like Plato, Aristotle holds that poetry is essentially a mode of imitation.
But Aristotle propounds an entirely different view of imitation, one which leads him to
regard poetry as having a positive function. For Plato, imitation itself embodied a step
away from truth, since it produced an imperfect copy of the Form or essence of a given
entity. In this sense, the entire world of physical phenomena for Plato was an imperfect
imitation of the world of Forms. Poetry, for Plato, ranked even lower than the sensible
world of appearances since it was obliged to imitate those appearances, which were
already imitations of Forms. Aristotle, however, invests imitation with positive signific-
ance. Rather than viewing it as a necessarily denigrative activity, he sees it as a basic
human instinct and allows it as an avenue toward truth and knowledge. In the Poetics
he states that from childhood men have an “instinct” for imitation, and that what
distinguishes man from other animals is that he is far more imitative (IV.2-3). Aris-
totle boldly adds that not just philosophers but all men in varying degrees find pleasure
in learning. And human beings rely on imitation to learn; through this process they
infer the nature of each object. Hence, for Aristotle, imitation is both a mode of
learning and associated with pleasure. This view is reinforced in Aristotle’s Rhetoric
where he infers that, since learning and admiration are pleasant, the imitative arts such
as drawing, sculpture, and poetry must also be pleasant. He holds that the pleasure lies
not in the object which is imitated but in the process of imitation itself, which yields
learning through a process of inference.” In his Politics, Aristotle also suggests that we
delight in imitation inasmuch as it yields a likeness of reality (Pol., VIILv). The very
distance between artistic representation and reality which Plato derided is offered up
by Aristotle as a source of pleasure, based upon contrast. This delight in realism is
something he will address again in the Poetics. It is clear, then, that for Aristotle, the
notion of imitation is heavily charged with moral and epistemological functions.

The other crucial notion in the Poetics, that of action, is equally complex in Aris-
totle’s scheme. In the Politics Aristotle attempts to evaluate the relative merits of con-
templation and action. It is clear that he places a high priority on action. He states that
“virtue in itself is not enough; there must also be the power to translate it into action”
(Pol., VILiii). At one point he even proclaims that “happiness is action; and the actions
of just and restrained men represent the consummation of many fine things.” As such,
the active life will be best both for the state and the individual (Pol., VILiii). However,
Aristotle regards contemplation and intelligence, which are engaged in for their own
sake, as even more active “because the aim in such thinking is to do well, and therefore
also, in a sense, action” (Pol., VILiii). What these statements indicate is that action, for
Aristotle, whether it be physical or mental, communal or individual, has a moral end
or purpose. Art imitates human action; but human action must have as its ultimate
purpose “the Supreme Good” (PA, p. 171).

In the Ethics, the moral nature of action is brought out in more depth and detail.
The notion of action involves a number of elements: the (efficient) cause of action
is choice, and the cause of choice is “desire and reasoning directed to some end.”
Hence, says, Aristotle, choice necessarily involves the exercise of intellect and a certain
disposition of character (NE, VLii.4). Aristotle further explains that action which con-
forms to virtue requires certain conditions on the part of the agent: he must act with
knowledge; he must deliberately choose the act; and the act must spring from “a fixed
and permanent disposition of character.” As such, virtue results from the repeated
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performance of just and temperate actions (NE, ILiv.3). Aristotle holds that the
objects of virtue, what virtue is essentially concerned with, are feelings and actions
(NE, 1L.vi.10-12). He defines virtue as “a settled disposition of the mind determining
the choice of actions and emotions, consisting essentially in the observance of the
mean relative to us . . . and it is a mean state between two vices, one of excess and one
of defect” (NE, IL.vi.15). These statements furnish a background against which we
might understand the central notions of the Poetics: the nature of imitation; and the
nature of action, and its relation to virtue, thought, emotion, and character.

In general terms, then, the connection between poetic imitation and action might be
described as follows. Poetry, as a productive art, is not an end in itself. Its purpose is to
represent action, which according to Aristotle is an end in itself inasmuch as it seeks to
be virtuous. Hence, the initial relationship between imitation and action is that of
means and end. However, the connection between them is also underlain by the con-
cept of the mean or middle way. Just as virtuous action will aim at the mean, art itself
in its imitative or representative endeavors must aim at the mean and apply this as the
standard in its productions. We are now perhaps in a better position to understand the
implications of these terms, imitation and action, in the Poetics.

The Concept of Imitation in the Poetics

Near the beginning of his text, Aristotle asserts that all the various modes of poetry and
music are imitations. These imitations can differ in three ways: in the means used, in
the kinds of objects represented, or in the manner of presentation. The means can
include color, shape, sound, rhythm, speech, and harmony. The art that imitates by
words, says Aristotle, is poetry. As against popular notions which equate poetry with
the use of meter, Aristotle insists that the essential characteristic of the poet is imita-
tion (Poetics, I). Given that Aristotle later suggests that the origins of the poetic art lie
in natural causes, namely, our imitative nature and the pleasure we derive from learn-
ing through imitation, it would seem that the art of the poet is a formalization of
impulses possessed in common by human beings. Again, this stands in sharp contrast
with Plato’s view of the poet as divinely possessed, composing in an irrational frenzy,
and standing aloof from his fellow human creatures. For Aristotle, the poet is an
integral part of human society, rationally developing and refining basic traits which he
shares with other human beings.

The second way in which artistic imitations differ from one another is in the kinds
of objects they address. What is common to all arts, however, is that they imitate men
involved in action (Poetics, II). As suggested earlier, the actions Aristotle has in mind
are those which have a significant moral valency. The actions imitated, says Aristotle,
must either be noble or base since human character conforms to these distinctions.
What lies at the basis of both human action and human character, then, is morality: it
is this moral component of action and character which the artist must imitate or
represent. It is within this general imperative of all art that distinctions can be made
concerning the kinds of objects imitated: the latter can be better, worse, or like the
norm (Poetics, I1). In this one stroke Aristotle lays the foundations of two broad issues:
distinctions of genre, on the one hand, and the nature of an artwork’s connection to
reality, on the other. Moreover, the two kinds of discussions remain indissolubly tied
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to the moral basis from which they proceed. Tragedy, says Aristotle, represents men as
better than the norm, comedy as worse than the norm. While this respective deviation
from moral realism yields the genres of tragedy and comedy, there is no poetic genre
generated by moral realism or “likeness” to the norm. As will emerge shortly, it seems
that Aristotle relegates such mechanical moral realism to the discipline of history.

The final way in which imitations can be distinguished is in the manner of presenta-
tion. Aristotle allows only two basic types: narration, in which the poet speaks in his
own person or through a character, and dramatic presentation, in which the story is
performed and acted out (Poetics, I1I). Aristotle traces tragedy back to heroic and epic
poetry, hymns, and encomia, while comedy, he suggests, has its roots in invective and
iambic poetry.

The contrast between poetry and history is taken up later in the Poetics where Aris-
totle offers some further general comments on imitation. It is not the function of the
poet, maintains Aristotle, to narrate events that have actually happened, but rather
“events such as might occur . . . in accordance with the laws of probability or neces-
sity” (Poetics, IX). What distinguishes the poet from the historian is not that one writes
in verse and the other in prose, but precisely the fact that the poet, unlike the historian,
is not constrained by the obligation to express actual events. The conclusion Aristotle
draws from this is in many ways far removed from our modern conceptions of poetry,
history, and realism. He infers that poetry is more “philosophical” and “serious”
(spoudaioteron) than history because poetry expresses what is universal (ta kathalou),
while history merely deals with individuals. Another way of putting this is to say that
poetry yields general truths while history gives us particular facts. Today, we tend to
think of the poet as expressing general truths only through the treatment of particular
objects and detailed situations; we think of history as not merely recounting a series of
events but as descrying broad patterns within these events, and as being advanced from
a variety of perspectives. However, some of our notions of realism, as formulated
through the nineteenth century, share with Aristotle the insistence on probability or
necessity. That poetry does not depict the details of actual events does not, for Aris-
totle, detract from its realism. What poetry expresses is the universal, which, for Aris-
totle, is more real than particular events. The poet expresses the inner structure of
probability or causality which shapes events, and as such is universalizable and trans-
ferable to other sets of events. Thus a poet will not express the contingent or accidental
properties of a given person’s actions, only those elements which might operate in the
actions of others. The historian is actually bound by such contingency, such inextric-
able immersion in particularity as divested of universal application. We can see here
how profoundly the notion of substance or essence underlies Aristotle’s notions of
literature.

Another important difference between poetry and history emerges in section XXIII
of the Poetics. The poet’s vision has a unity which the historian’s work lacks. History is
concerned not with one action but with one period of time, dealing with a sequence of
events whose diversity is not necessarily united by a single purpose or goal. The poet,
however, must imitate a single action that is “whole” and “complete”; his subject
matter must be comprehended “in a single view.” Implied here is a view of art which
has been pervasive even to our own day: that art somehow orders and unifies the
elements of the external world through appeal to what is universal in these elements,

52



ARISTOTLE (384—322 BC)

and through enlisting them in the service of an artistic end which itself subserves a
moral and educational purpose. In this sense, it is the poet rather than the historian
who attempts to make sense of experience by harmonizing its elements and situating it
within broader intellectual contexts and moral imperatives.

Having said all of this, Aristotle does not rule out that the poet can imitate actions
which have actually occurred. Certain actual events may harbor universal components,
and the poet, unlike the historian, has the liberty to select which events shall be repre-
sented. It is for this reason that Aristotle says that the poet’s primary attention must be
directed not toward use of meter but toward the construction of plots. The worst kind
of poet would be a kind of historian, using “episodic” plots whereby episodes merely
followed one another without regard for probability or necessity. Indeed, it is the
poet’s use of plots which situates him within a tradition of literary imitation. As in all
things, Aristotle desires a balance, between the poet’s own inventiveness and the use of
traditional elements. The poet should not cling exclusively to stories which have been
handed down by tradition (Poetics, IX); on the other hand, says Aristotle, it is not
possible for the poet to alter completely the traditional stories, which he is free only to
adapt (Poetics, XIV). What emerges as a crucial component of Aristotle’s poetics here is
that imitation is not a process which can occur in a vacuum, or as a purely individual
enterprise. The imitation of action is expressed essentially in the construction of a plot,
and the poet is obliged to learn from the trials and errors of previous masters of
imitation and plot construction (Poetics, XIV).

Toward the end of the Poetics Aristotle seems to have broadened his definition of
poetic imitation, making it less exclusive. He now says that the poet must imitate in
one of three possible ways. He must imitate things that were, things that are now or
things that people say and think to be, or things which ought to be. A number of
complex issues are raised here, including realism, convention, rationality, and prob-
ability. If we look closely at this later definition of poetic imitation, it reveals itself as
entirely different from the earlier definitions in the Poetics. Those earlier definitions,
we may recall, referred imitation not to morality or realism but to probability and
universality. What distinguished the poet from the historian was the former’s ability to
express universal truths, as given in the representation of events connected by prob-
ability. The emphasis now, however, is upon realism: the poet represents events which
happened in the past or occur in the present. Moreover, two important factors are
introduced. The first is an appeal to the moral imperative of imitation, the second an
appeal to the conventional opinions of people. Possibly in answer to Plato’s indictment
of poetry, Aristotle suggests that the criticism that a work of art is not a “truthful
representation” can be met by the argument that it represents the situation not as it is
but “as it should be.” This argument, taken up later by Sidney and others, assigns to
poetic imitation a moral function whereby it should present situations which are mor-
ally instructive or edifying. This moral function may have been implicit in Aristotle’s
earlier definition that poetry imitates human actions; however, the moral element was
only obliquely implied inasmuch as it pertained to the object of imitation, the moral
component of human actions. Now, it seems, Aristotle invests the act of imitation itself
with a moral purpose as part of its very definition. Again, the situation here is some-
what complicated by the fact that the poet now seems to have a choice: to represent
either what is actual or the morally idealized elements of actuality. It seems that for
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Aristotle the moral purpose of imitation takes priority over any realist endeavor; he
refers to a situation “as it should be” as “better than actuality” (Poetics, XXV). But the
connection between the two functions is not clear: is realism in art at all related to its
moral aims? Are the two functions separate? Are they, in fact, mutually exclusive,
alternatives to each other? While Aristotle’s text provides no clear answers to these
questions, its value lies primarily in raising them.

The second new factor in the later definition of poetic imitation is an appeal to
convention. Again responding to the possible criticism that poetry does not represent
the truth, Aristotle urges that we can appeal to “men’s opinions.” For example, while a
poet may not represent the gods truthfully, he is justified in presenting them in accord-
ance with prevailing opinions and myths which are told about the gods. Again, by this
stage of Aristotle’s text we have come a long way from Plato’s use of truth as a criterion
by which to condemn poetry. The very basis of Plato’s indictment — that poetry both
appeals to and reinforces popular opinions, misconceptions, and falsehoods — is used
by Aristotle to undermine any criterion of absolute and transcendent truth. Aristotle’s
acknowledgment that prevailing opinion cannot be simply dismissed takes a huge step
toward suggesting that truth is not somehow transcendent and that it is realized within,
not beyond, a human community. In his Rhetoric, Aristotle states that “truth is not
beyond human nature and men do, for the most part, achieve it” (Rhet., 1355a). Once
again, Aristotle’s application of the criterion of truth to poetry reflects a major philo-
sophical difference from Plato. Reality, for Aristotle, lies within the purview of human
endeavor; it falls within the compass of human society and human history. It is this
reality which the poet must confront, not a Platonic reality abstracted into unattain-
able transcendence. The final point here is that at least two unreconciled definitions of
poetic imitation occur in the Poetics, the one stressing probability and universality,
while the other is far broader, appealing to realism, morality, and convention.

The Concept of Action in Aristotle’s View of Tragedy

Aristotle’s analysis of tragedy is by far the most well-known section of the Poetics. It
remained influential for many centuries and was not seriously challenged until the
eighteenth century. It is in this treatment of tragedy that the connections between the
foregoing notions — imitation, action, character, morality, and plot — emerge most
clearly. Here is Aristotle’s famous definition of what he calls the “essence” (ousia) of
tragedy:

Tragedy is, then, an imitation of an action that is serious, complete and of a certain
magnitude — by means of language enriched with all kinds of ornament, each used separately
in the different parts of the play: it represents men in action and does not use narrative,
and through pity and fear it effects relief to these and similar emotions. (Poetics, VI1.2-3)*

The Greek word used for “action” is praxis, which here refers not to a particular
isolated action but to an entire course of action and events that includes not only what
the protagonist does but also what happens to him. In qualifying this action Aristotle
again uses the word spoudaios, which means “serious” or “weighty.” As Aristotle’s later
comments will reveal, this seriousness is essentially a moral seriousness. The word
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Aristotle uses for “complete” is telaios, which refers to a situation which has reached its
end or is finished. And the word megethos refers to greatness, stature, or magnitude. It
seems, then, that the subject matter of tragedy is a course of action which is morally
serious, presents a completed unity, and occupies a certain magnitude not only in
terms of importance but also, as will be seen, in terms of certain prescribed constraints
of time, place, and complexity. Moreover, since a tragedy is essentially dramatic rather
than narrative, it represents men in action, and a properly constructed tragedy will
provide relief or katharsis for various emotions, primarily pity and fear. Hence the
effect of tragedy on the audience is part of its very definition.

The notion of action is central to Aristotle’s view of tragedy because it underlies the
other components and features, which include plot, character, diction, thought, spec-
tacle, and song. These elements include the means of imitation (diction and song), the
manner of imitation (spectacle), and the objects of imitation (actions as arranged in a
plot, the character and thought of the actors). It will be remembered that Aristotle also
prescribes other requirements such as completeness of action, artistic unity, and emo-
tional impact. The element of tragedy which imitates human actions is not primarily
the depiction of character but the plot, which Aristotle calls the “first principle” and
“the soul of tragedy” (Poetics, VI.19-20). Aristotle’s explanation of the connection
between character and plot is complex and somewhat confusing. It was already seen
that, in the Nicomachean Ethics, he viewed action as arising from “choice,” which in
turn was generated by thought or intellect and a certain disposition of character.
He also saw virtue as concerning both emotions and actions and as arising from a
“fixed disposition of character.” These statements seem to imply that a given character,
exercising thought in a certain way, will generate a given action. And in the Poetics
he repeats this formula, saying that “thought and character are the natural causes of
any action” (Poetics, VI.7-8). Yet, a little later in the Poetics, he accords priority to
action in poetic representation. His reasoning seems to run as follows: tragedy is not
a representation of men or of character; rather, it represents a sphere “of action,
of life, of happiness and unhappiness, which come under the head of action”
(Poetics, V1.12).

It would be a mistake here to think that Aristotle is somehow espousing an existen-
tialist view whereby action precedes character and the latter is actually the cumulative
effect or product of a series of actions. Aristotle has said quite clearly that a fixed
disposition of character causes a given action, not vice versa. Why, then, does he insist
that what must be represented is action rather than character? Aristotle’s subsequent
comments in the Poetics help us to answer this question. It is not that he separates
action from its causal basis in character. Rather, as mentioned earlier, the action repre-
sented by tragedy is not the action of a single character; it is action in a much broader
sense, a sphere “of life” in which the protagonist both acts and is acted upon. This
wider sense of action is given in Aristotle’s definition of the plot as “the arrangement of
the incidents” (Poetics, V1.12). Because tragedy is essentially dramatic, its basis cannot
be the depiction of character; as Aristotle points out, one cannot have a tragedy with-
out action, but a tragedy without character study is quite feasible (Poetics, V1.14-15).
A tragedy must be based on a certain structure of events or incidents to which the
specific actions of given characters contribute. This overall dramatic structure, the plot,
is “the end at which tragedy aims” (Poetics, V1.13).
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This connection between action and character can be further clarified by Aristotle’s
subsequent comments on the kind of plot which is necessary for tragedy. For Aristotle,
the most important feature of the plot is unity. This unity is not based on character:
simply dealing with a single hero does not achieve such unity. Aristotle suggests that
innumerable and diverse things can happen to a single individual, and this diversity
cannot be unified with reference to that individual. Implied here is Aristotle’s political
disposition that individuals do not act in isolation but that their very nature is social,
and that their actions occur within a complex network of human relationships and
events which affect far more than a single individual. For Aristotle, then, unity is given
by the representation not of an individual but of “a single object,” a “single piece of
action” (Poetics, VIII.1-4). In other words, the entire complex of events or incidents
depicted must be subjected to an organic unity whereby each incident has an indis-
pensable place in the whole. As Aristotle puts it, “the component incidents must be so
arranged that if one of them be transposed or removed, the unity of the whole is
dislocated and destroyed” (Poetics, VIII.4). Aristotle sees the entire complex as one
unified action.

How is such organic unity achieved? Aristotle has already told us that the events
must be connected by “probability or necessity.” In section VII of the Poetics, he
discusses in more detail the structure of the plot. Repeating his initial formulation that
tragedy represents an action that is “whole and complete,” Aristotle offers the follow-
ing definition: “A whole is what has a beginning and middle and end” (Poetics, VII.2—
3). A beginning, for Aristotle, is that which is not necessarily caused by anything else,
but itself causes something else. A middle both follows from something else and results
in something else. An end is what necessarily follows from something else but does not
produce a further result. Clearly, the unity of the plot for Aristotle is based on a notion
of causality. His point here seems to be that well-constructed plots do not “begin and
end at random, but must embody the formulae we have stated” (Poetics, VIL.7). It
hardly needs stating here that Aristotle’s formulae concerning beginning, middle, and
end have been profoundly influential, extending far beyond the confines of tragedy or
drama, and deeply infusing modes of thinking and writing even into our own times.
Equally evident, however, is that the notion of causality underlying these formulae has
been widely challenged, especially over the last two centuries. The notion of a “begin-
ning” has been reformulated in much more complex ways, from Hegel to Derrida. In
our own times, we are far more reluctant to acknowledge that any set of events can
have the status of an absolute beginning or origin; or that an ending can be anything
more than an arbitrarily imposed limit or closure upon the events we wish to fall
under our consideration.

There are further dimensions, however, to Aristotle’s view of the unity of the plot.
One of these is an aesthetic dimension, regarding the beauty of representation; the
other is an affective dimension, concerned with the emotions that tragedy will generate
in an audience. Aristotle holds that for any entity to be beautiful, its parts not only
must be arranged in an orderly fashion but also that the whole must have a certain
magnitude (Poetics, VII.8—9). Aristotle defines this magnitude in terms of both space
and time; and in both cases, the definition is referred not only to the beautiful object
itself but also to the person who perceives its beauty. In terms of spatial representation,
the beautiful object must have a magnitude which can be taken in by the eye “all at
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once” so as to produce “the effect of a single whole.” If something is too small or too
big for the eye to perceive, it cannot be beautiful. The same requirement of unity
applies to time: whatever events are depicted must be accessible to our memory. As
with beautiful objects, says Aristotle, “so too with plots: they must have length but
must be easily taken in by the memory” (Poetics, VIL.9-11). Aristotle holds that the
longer the action is the better, provided it can “all be grasped at once.” Aristotle now
offers an important definition of the desirable magnitude of a plot, one which intro-
duces another factor beyond causality and magnitude, namely, the qualitative progres-
sion or deterioration of events: “the magnitude which admits of a change from bad
fortune to good or from good fortune to bad, in a sequence of events which follow one
another either inevitably or according to probability, that is the proper limit” (Poetics,
VII.12). This helps further to explain why a tragedy could not be based upon character:
its essential purpose is the arrangement of events not only according to causality and
necessity or probability but also according to their generation of a qualitative change in
circumstances, a change which in the case of tragedy must be in the direction of good
to bad fortune (Poetics, XII1.6-7). Though Aristotle does not explicitly state it, without
this change in fortune all of the other elements combined could hardly result in a tragedy.

Aristotle’s recognition of this fact is embodied in his further explanation of the
unity of the plot in terms of both the plot’s formal structure and the emotions
produced in an audience. While Aristotle divides the formal structure of the plot into
prologue, episode, exode, parode, and stasimon, it is clear that for him the real
structure of the plot consists in the movement of the action. He divides plots into
simple plots, which exhibit a continuous action, and complex plots — as exemplified in
Sophocles’ Oedipus Rex — whose action is marked by a movement through reversal,
recognition, and suffering. Much later in his text, he divides the action into two
parts, the “complication” which includes all of the events until the change in fortune,
and the “dénouement” or unraveling which proceeds from the change in fortune
until the end of the play. In this way, the change in fortune is indeed placed at the
center of the play: the action as divided both leads to it and flows from it; and it is in
relation to it that reversal, recognition, and suffering take their significance. Aristotle
prefers complex plots because it is through the processes of reversal, recognition, and
suffering that the emotions of pity and fear are evoked, which themselves contribute to
the plot’s unity.

The plot’s unity, then, integrates not only causality, probability, and change of for-
tune but also the emotions of fear and pity which are generated in an audience. After
repeating his formula that tragedy represents not only a complete action but also
incidents that cause fear and pity, Aristotle adds an important qualification. Fear and
pity are most effectively aroused when “the incidents are unexpected and yet one is a
consequence of the other” (Poetics, IX.11-12). In other words, even the generation of
these emotions must result from the sequence of cause and effect represented in the
play. Though the effect of pity and fear may come as a surprise, it must nonetheless be
perceived as resulting inevitably from previous events. The arousal of pity and fear,
then, is an integral aspect of the unity of the plot. Aristotle does concede later that
these emotions could be inspired by spectacular means (i.e., visual elements of the play
on stage), but he still maintains that a better poet will produce them from the inner
structure of the plot (Poetics, XIV.1-2).
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Aristotle’s explanations of the effects of fear and pity provide a further insight into
the connection between character and action, as given in his renowned statement of
what later came to be termed the “tragic flaw” of the protagonist. Pity, says Aristotle,
is aroused by undeserved misfortune; fear is aroused when we realize that the man
who suffers such misfortune is “like ourselves” (Poetics, XIII.4). Hence, these emo-
tions cannot be inspired by a wicked man prospering; nor can they issue from seeing
the misfortune suffered by either an entirely worthy man or a thoroughly bad man
(Poetics, XI11.2—4). Rather, the character in question must occupy a mean between
these extremes: he must be a man “who is not pre-eminently virtuous and just, and
yet it is through no badness or villainy of his own that he falls into the misfortune,
but rather through some flaw in him” (Poetics, XII1.5—6). These statements clarify
considerably why a tragedy represents action rather than character. For the “flaw”
which results in misfortune is not necessarily an outcome of a person’s “fixed disposi-
tion of character.” Rather, it is an oversight, an error, into which the protagonist
falls, through lack of judgment or knowledge, and it flows from his character only in
an accidental and contingent manner. Hence, it is the sequence of actions, and not
character, on which tragedy must focus since a given action might be uncharacter-
istic and might occupy a position in the sequence of cause and effect beyond the know-
ledge or control of any given character and beyond the status of mere expression of
character.

Aristotle’s comments on the portrayal of character in tragedy raise some further
problematic issues. He suggests four points. The first is that the character must be
“good.” What reveals character, above all, whether through dialogue or the actions,
is “choice” (Poetics, XV.1). Earlier, in section VI, Aristotle had explained that this
choice must occur “in circumstances where the choice is not obvious” (Poetics,
VI1.24). What Aristotle is referring to here is moral choice: the word he uses is
proairesis, which can also be translated as “will,” and refers to the deliberate choice of
a given course of conduct. Again, this places the relation between action and char-
acter in a problematic light. Aristotle had said in his Ethics, we recall, that action arises
from choice. Hence, it is in the choice of a given action that character is revealed.
Yet the emphasis still seems to be on the particular, morally significant, action rather
than on character. The revelation of character is not an end in itself; it merely
coincides with the generation of morally significant action. Nor is it plausible to
assume that the entire character is expressed in a given sequence of choice and
action. It is rather character as concentrated into expression through that particular
action.

Two other features of Aristotle’s foregoing comments need to be considered. What
does he mean by saying that the character portrayed must be “good”? The word Aris-
totle uses for “good” is chrestos, which can mean morally good, honest, or worthy; but
it can also mean useful, valuable, or serviceable. We can infer from the immediate
context that Aristotle is talking about the value or propriety of using certain person-
ages in tragedy. He states that the goodness of character “is relative to each class of
people.” He concedes that women and slaves can be “good” even though “a woman is
an inferior thing and a slave beneath consideration” (Poetics, XV.1-3). The implication
is that the most appropriate personages for tragedy must not only be male and free
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citizens, but also that these citizens must come from the upper ranks of society. In
section XIV he had claimed that the appropriate material for tragedy would be found
by perpetual recourse to “a few families” which were beset by frightening calamities.
Aristotle thus reserves the province of literature for the cultural expression of a male
social elite; the dilemmas and experience of women and slaves are relegated to second-
ary importance. While there are of course exceptions to such exclusiveness in Greek
tragedy and elsewhere, these tendencies have dominated most of Western literature.
The other, more general, point which emerges from Aristotle’s foregoing comments on
character is that not just any action is suitable for imitation, but only action which
entails a moral dilemma. There are many actions which are contingent in that they do
not necessarily follow from or cause anything; and, more importantly, there are many
actions which do not involve moral choice. Again, we see here an implicit distinction
between the substantial or essential and the accidental, a distinction central to Aris-
totle’s metaphysics.

Aristotle’s second prescription is that the characters depicted should be “appropri-
ate.” A man, for example, should not act like a woman, or vice versa. This is related to
the fourth prescription, that a character should be “consistent” (Poetics, XV.4, 6).
Aristotle allows some flexibility here: a character may well be “consistently inconsist-
ent”; hence, the connection between action and a “fixed disposition of character” is
not always one of causal necessity or probability. Having said this, Aristotle does lay
down that in the depiction of character the poet must seek what is inevitable or prob-
able (Poetics, XV.10). Again, in contrast with Plato, Aristotle seems to make allowance
for the actual complexity of action, which cannot always be predicted or accurately
quantified in its effects. Even a character acting uncharacteristically could fall within
the realm of the probable.

Aristotle’s third prescription is more problematic. He urges that a character should
be “like”; some translations interpret this as saying that the character should be
“like reality.” The word Aristotle uses is homoios, which can mean not only “like” or
“resembling” but also “of the same rank or station.” What did Aristotle have in mind
here? It seems implausible, given the entire movement of Aristotle’s aesthetic ideas
away from Plato’s, that Aristotle is advocating an ethical realism in the sense that the
character portrayed should be somehow “true to life” except in a universal sense as
described earlier. The notions of probability and necessity have been invoked often in
Aristotle’s text so as not to forego any connection between artistic representation
and reality. Those notions, however, ensure that this connection is formalized and
idealized: simply imitating the random course of actual events will produce neither
unity nor true realism. The latter is achieved by the discernment and presentation
of what is universal in the actual flux of particular events. Another translator of
Aristotle suggests that by “like” Aristotle means “like the traditional person,”
inasmuch as Achilles should not be portrayed as soft or Odysseus as stupid (Poetics,
p. 54 n. C). This seems a more fruitful approach toward understanding Aristotle’s
meaning: Aristotle explicitly says that this third requirement is distinct from the
appropriateness or consistency of character, hence the “like” may well refer to the
need for characters to be drawn in accordance with traditional portrayals and to be
based on universal characteristics.
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PART I: ANCIENT GREEK CRITICISM
The Legacy of Aristotle’s Poetics

The legacy of Aristotle’s aesthetics, like that of his philosophy as a whole, is a distinctly
classical one. Indeed, Aristotle’s thought as a whole laid the foundation for the entire
classical tradition of thought and literature in the Western world. It may be useful to
furnish a concise statement of the elements of Aristotle’s classicism.

The most fundamental premise is a political one, namely, that the individual achieves
his or her nature and purpose only within a society and a state. Our own notions of
individualism, often Romantic in origin, were quite foreign to Aristotle. Poetry, for
Aristotle, does not express what is unique about individuals but rather their universal
characteristics, what they share with other members of society. While Aristotle grants
to poetry a certain autonomy, it yet occupies a definite place within the state as an
instrument of education and moral edification. Poetry is not, as in Romantic thought,
exalted to an eminence beyond other pursuits.

Poetry is also subject to the classical principles of Aristotle’s philosophy in general.
From the most minute level of diction to the highest level of plot construction, poetry
is held to be a rational, deliberative activity which must always observe the mean and
be guided by the principle of moderation. Like philosophy, it seeks to express universal
truths, which are not constrained by reference to particular elements of reality. Its
relation to reality is governed by the notions of probability and necessity. Also classical
in outlook is Aristotle’s insistence on distinguishing clearly between different genres in
a hierarchical manner: comedy, which deals with “low” characters and trivial matter,
ranks lowest; epic, which includes various plots and lengthy narration, falls below
tragedy, which is more concentrated and produces a greater effect of unity. Again, the
insistence on propriety and consistency of character is classical. Finally, Aristotle’s view
of the audience as an elite profoundly affects his prescriptions for the construction of
tragedy. Aristotle’s notions anticipate developments in several areas of literary criti-
cism: the issue of poetic imitation, the connection between art and reality, the distinc-
tion between genres as well as between high and low art, the study of grammar and
language, the psychological and moral effects of literature, the nature and function of
the audience, the structure and rules of drama, as well as the notions of plot, narrative,
and character. All of these notions are still profoundly pervasive in our thinking about
literature and the world.

The Poetics is usually recognized as the most influential treatise in the history of
literary criticism. For a long time, however, the Poetics was lost to the Western world
and often misrepresented. It was available through the Middle Ages and the early part
of the Renaissance only through a Latin translation of an Arabic version written by the
philosopher Ibn Rushd, known to the Latin West as Averroés. While Aristotle by the
later Middle Ages had supplanted Plato as the predominant influence on philosophy
and theology, Horace remained the most powerful classical influence on literary criti-
cism. It was not until the late fifteenth century that the Poetics was rediscovered and
disseminated through numerous translations and commentaries, beginning with a Latin
translation by Giorgio Valla in 1498. The most renowned commentaries were Minturno’s
De poeta (1559), Julius Caesar Scaliger’s Poetices libri septem (1561), and Lodovico
Castelvetro’s Poetica d’Aristotele vulgarizzata e sposta, which eventually established the
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predominance of Aristotelian notions in literary criticism, especially as impinging
on the theory and practice of drama. These notions exerted a sustained impact on
seventeenth-century French dramatists such as Pierre Corneille and on the neoclassical
writers of the eighteenth century. Aristotle’s influence was somewhat eclipsed in the
nineteenth century when the Romantics and Symbolists turned more to Plato and
Longinus. Yet critics still continued to reexamine fundamental Aristotelian notions
such as katharsis and hamartia. In the earlier twentieth century, the impact of Aris-
totle’s attempt to treat poetry systemically as a distinctive sphere can be seen in Russian
Formalists such as Boris Eichenbaum, in some of the New Critics, and in the system-
atic archetypal criticism of figures such as Northrop Frye. An interest in Aristotle was
rekindled in the latter half of the twentieth century by the Chicago School of critics.
His distinctive treatment of genre has been the foundation of genre theory, and his
notions of plot and narrative structure continue to underlie narrative theories. Finally,
his consideration of audience reaction as a crucial factor in the composition of tragedy
presages much reader-response criticism. Above and beyond all of these influences,
however, is his doctrine of substance, a notion that continues to underlie our thinking,
and even our attempts to undermine conventional modes of thought.

Notes

1 Aristotle, The Metaphysics I-IX, trans. Hugh Tredennick, Loeb Classical Library (Cambridge,
MA and London: Harvard University Press/Heinemann, 1947), p. 147. Hereafter cited as
Met. I-IX.

2 Aristotle, Posterior Analytics; Topica, trans. Hugh Tredennick and E. S. Forster, Loeb Clas-
sical Library (Cambridge, MA and London: Harvard University Press/Heinemann, 1976),
p. 202. Hereafter cited as PA.

3 Aristotle, The Categories; On Interpretation; Prior Analytics, trans. Harold P. Cooke and Hugh
Tredennick, Loeb Classical Library (Cambridge, MA and London: Harvard University Press/
Heinemann, 1973), pp. 16—-19. Hereafter cited as Cat.

4 Aristotle, Politics, trans. T. A. Sinclair (Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1986), Li. Hereafter cited
as Pol.

5 Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics, trans. H. Rackham, Loeb Classical Library (London and New
York: Heinemann/Harvard University Press, 1934), VLii.5. Hereafter cited as NE.

6 Aristotle: Poetics; Longinus: On the Sublime; Demetrius: On Style, trans. W. Hamilton Fyfe
(Cambridge, MA and London: Harvard University Press/Heinemann, 1965), VIILv. Unless
otherwise stated, I have used this translation of the Poetics. I have slightly amended some of
the translations.

7 The Art of Rhetoric, trans. H. C. Lawson-Tancred (Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1991), 5.I1.11.
Hereafter cited as Rhet.

8 I have substituted the word “serious” for “heroic” as the translation of spoudaios.
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CHAPTER 3

s GREEK RHETORIC

he word “rhetoric” derives from the Greek word rhetor, meaning “speaker,”
and originally referred to the art of public speaking. This art embraced a broad
range of techniques whereby a speaker could compose and arrange the ele-
ments of a speech which would be persuasive through its intellectual, emotional, and
dramatic appeal to an audience. Over the last two millennia, the scope and application
of rhetoric have radically changed, and it has accumulated multifold significance through
changing literary, intellectual, and social contexts. There are a number of spheres in
relation to which the art and cultural practice of rhetoric has achieved articulation: the
political sphere, which oversaw the birth of rhetoric; the institution and discipline of
philosophy, whose spokesmen have often derogated rhetoric, placing it below logic
and metaphysics; the institution of theology, which at most has placed rhetoric in
subservience to the expression of divine revelation; the entire sphere of education, in
which rhetoric has often assumed a central role, and continues to this day to exert a
pervasive influence in the teaching of composition; and, of course, the sphere of liter-
ary criticism, which continues to draw from the wellsprings of rhetoric, especially in its
focus on language, tropes, and the relation between speaker or writer and audience.
Rhetoric originated in ancient Greece in the fifth century Bc. It owed its early devel-
opment to the Sophists, Aristotle, and then, in the Roman world, to Cato, Cicero, and
Quintilian. The Church Father St. Augustine enlisted rhetoric in the service of Chris-
tian doctrine. Classical rhetoric, as developed until the time of Cicero, had five parts
or “offices”: invention, arrangement, style, memory, and delivery. The first of these,
“invention” (heuresis/inventio), referred to the content of a speech. This content would
include a statement of the issue at stake, the means of persuasion, which embraced
direct evidence, an account of the speaker’s character, logical argument, and considera-
tion of the emotions of the audience as well as of the ethical and political premises of
the speech. The second office was the “arrangement” (taxis/dispositio) of the speech
into a given order. The speech would begin with an “introduction” to arouse audience
interest and sympathy; it would then engage in “narration” of a given background and
context, as well as of relevant facts; it would proceed to a “proof,” which would consist
of logical arguments as well as refutation of objections or counter-arguments; it would
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end with a “conclusion,” which might recapitulate the essential argument and appeal
further to the emotions of the audience. The third office, “style,” (lexis/elocutio) refer-
red to the manner in which the ideas already arranged were expressed in language.
Style conventionally had two elements, diction or word-choice, and composition, which
referred to various elements of sentence construction, such as structure, rthythm, and
the use of figures.

These three offices were common to both public speaking and written composi-
tion. There were two further offices, identified by Aristotle, peculiar to speaking:
“memory,” which signified the memorization of the speech for oral performance; and
“delivery,” which embraced control of voice and control of gesture. Style was con-
ventionally evaluated on the basis of four virtues of style formulated by Aristotle’s
student Theophrastus: correctness (of grammar and language usage); clarity; orna-
mentation (using tropes and figures of speech); and propriety. Styles were classified as
grand, middle, and plain.

According to one tradition, expressed in Aristotle, Cicero, and Quintilian, the art of
rhetoric was formally founded in 476 Bc by a native of Syracuse, Corax, whose student
Tisias transmitted his master’s teachings to the mainland. Very little is known about
these figures and some scholars have argued that they were in fact the same person.' In
its origins, rhetoric was an integral part of the political process in ancient Greece,
especially in Athens and Syracuse of the fifth century Bc. It has long been acknow-
ledged that rhetoric has profound and perhaps intrinsic ties to the political system
of democracy. The ability to express oneself independently and articulately, whether
in speech or in writing, has always been held to be one of the foundation stones
of democracy. It is usually the case that the ruling class in a given society controls
not only political and economic power but also the instruments of culture and the
prevailing ideas and concepts, especially language itself. It could be argued that it is
ultimately through control of language, through control of the ideas and possible
worldviews available to people, that a given class exerts control in the political and
economic spheres.

It has sometimes been held that one of the failings of modern democracy is that
language, and therefore the definitions of reality, self, truth, and morality, is indeed
controlled by a given sector of the population which thereby determines not only
what is seen as true, possible, and morally correct, but also to whom and in what
degree access to the language can be given. In today’s composition classrooms, for
example, we witness this process operating inasmuch as we coerce the thought process
and the writing of students into the categories and format of the Aristotelian rhetoric
that underlies much of our pedagogy. The mastery, use, and control of language lie at
the heart of the political process, and this centrality is most profoundly evident in a
political democracy such as existed in ancient Athens. On the ability to speak persuas-
ively could depend the entire future of a state or family or individual. On rhetoric
often hung the balance of life or death, war or peace, prosperity or destruction, free-
dom or slavery.

Given that public speaking and public discourse were so vital in ancient Athens,
there emerged a group of professional teachers of the art of rhetoric. These first
teachers were called Sophists (from sophos, meaning “wise”), and their enterprise was
to teach the art of rhetoric for use in the courts, the legislature, political forums, as well
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as for philosophical reflection and debate. The influence of the Sophists became so
pervasive that rhetoric came to assume a central role in Greek education. It would be
misleading to view the Sophists as having brought rhetoric to Athens; they were merely
responding to the heightened importance of rhetoric in a Greek world where demo-
cracy was evolving in some city-states. It has been argued by numerous scholars that
the rhetorical tradition evolved gradually,” and that the Greeks possessed a rhetorical
consciousness in their epic and dramatic literature which relies to a large extent on the
power of speeches to bring to life certain moral, religious, and political dilemmas;
they also manifested this consciousness of rhetoric in their conceptions of the gods
as anthropomorphic entities who might be moved by human speech, which often had
a bartering and bargaining function. Ancient Greek texts rely heavily on the power
of speech-making. A renowned example of this is Homer’s Odyssey, which consists
almost entirely of speeches: we have speeches made to Zeus by Athena, as well as
by other gods such as Poseidon, Calypso, and Hermes; to the Ithacan assembly by
Telemachus and the suitors; and the various narratives of Nestor, Menelaus, Alcinoos,
Penelope, and Odysseus himself. The importance of speech-making is clear also in a
drama such as Sophocles’ Oedipus the King, where Oedipus’ journey from ignorance to
self-knowledge is mediated by oratorical clashes with Creon and Tiresias. Hence the
contribution of the Sophists was to systematize and refine the rules of an art which had
long flourished before their advent.

The most influential of the Sophists were Protagoras, Gorgias, Antiphon, Lysias, and
Isocrates. Protagoras was born in the Greek colony of Abdera, and he traveled through-
out Greece delivering speeches and teaching. He enjoyed great popularity and wealth
but was eventually tried in Athens in 411 Bc for his opposition to democracy. Protagoras’
most famous belief was that “man is the measure of all things.” This was essentially a
secular humanistic and individualistic idea: each person constructs his own view of
reality on the basis of sensations individually received. Protagoras also taught the very
influential notion that every argument or position had two sides, which could be
equally rational. He was therefore accused (by Socrates among others) of encouraging
expediency in argument, of inducing people to make the worse cause appear better,
and the better worse. It is clear that Protagoras’ teachings, in promoting a humanistic
rationalism which argued from the conditions of things themselves (rather than invok-
ing external agencies such as divine forces), encouraged relativism, skepticism, and
agnosticism. The conventional notion that truth somehow stood beyond human per-
ception and language was thus profoundly challenged, and it is only in the nineteenth
and twentieth centuries that this challenge was pervasively renewed.

Another powerful figure among the Sophists was Gorgias (ca. 485-380 Bc), who was
a native of the Greek colony of Sicily. He initially came to Athens to seek military aid
on behalf of his home town Leontini against Syracuse. While the Athenians refused
this request, he nonetheless quickly established a reputation as a stylish speaker and
became a teacher of rhetoric in Athens. He studied with Empedocles, Corax, and
Tisias. What marks his rhetorical practice and theory was a stress on the need for
rhetoric to learn from the use of language by poets. He saw the world as containing
fundamental contradictions, opposites, and polarities, which could only be reconciled
by language. Like many of the Romantics, Coleridge in particular, he viewed the poet’s
language as the archetypal instrument of such reconciliation. Like Shelley, he saw the
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poet as rousing people to consciousness of their shared humanity; poetry was an agent
of empathic identification with others.

Given that Gorgias saw rhetoric as the art of leading and persuading souls, he
insisted on the need for rhetoric to borrow figures of speech from poetry and to use
all kinds of stylistic devices, including the very sounds of words, in order to win over
an audience. As with Protagoras, the notion of truth is subordinated to the presenta-
tion of a particular viewpoint or experience in language, and to the persuasion of a
given audience.

The third major Sophist was Antiphon (ca. 480—411 Bc), a native of Athens and a
contemporary of Protagoras. Like Protagoras, he was opposed to the Athenian demo-
cracy and was eventually executed for treason. Nonetheless, he espoused the conven-
tional Athenian belief in reconciling individual and communal, private and public
interests. He both taught sophistry and was a professional speechwriter. His contribu-
tion to rhetoric was pioneering inasmuch as he elaborated systematic rules for it. He
believed that the best speeches would appeal to actual experience of both the speaker
and the audience. Many of his speeches were tailored for the Athenian courtrooms,
and while they followed a conventional structure consisting of preface, introduction, a
narrative of the facts, arguments, proofs, and an appeal to the jury, they were striking
inasmuch as they were written in a lofty and formal style.

The most renowned rhetorician in the courts of Athens was Lysias (ca. 458—380 Bc),
who studied under both Tisias and Protagoras. Lysias was exiled to Athens along with
his brother Polemarchus from the Athenian colony of Sicily when the democracy there
was overthrown. He became famous as a rhetorician when he brought a suit against
the man who had brought about his brother’s execution. Many of the court cases in
Athens were related to the struggle to retain democracy. Lysias was well known for
his ability to write a speech in a plain style and which was adapted in tone and sub-
stance to the particular situation at hand. His speeches were simple in organization,
consisting of an introduction, narrative, proof, and conclusion.

Like those of the other Sophists, the teachings of Isocrates (436—338 Bc) were heavily
influenced by political events, especially the Peloponnesian War (431-404 Bc) between
Athens and Sparta, as well as his insistence on the need for Greek unity in the face of
possible threats from Asia. He opened a school of oratory in Athens and his students
included some of the most powerful men in Greece. Isocrates’ political views and his
teachings on education, derived in part from his teachers including Tisias, Gorgias,
and Socrates, were widely influential in his own time and in later periods. Also influ-
ential was his emphasis on rhetoric as the basis of education. He viewed the essential
purpose of oratory as political: to train politicians in promoting the values and unity of
Greek culture. Like Socrates, he believed that education should primarily foster moral
virtue. Also like Socrates, he was skeptical of some of the techniques of other Sophists,
and insisted that pursuit of truth and virtue were integral components of rhetoric, and
that the rhetorician must have a broad education, which, like that suggested by Plato
for the statesman, should include training of the mind and training of the body as
complementary activities.

Given the conventional associations of rhetoric and democracy, it is something of
an irony that the rhetoricians mentioned above were opponents of democracy. How-
ever, it is equally clear that their forging of the techniques of rhetoric emerged only in
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struggles over various kinds of political constitution and political, cultural, and educa-
tional causes.

Plato’s Critique of Rhetoric

The Sophists’ apparent monopoly on the art of speaking did not go unchallenged.
Given the overwhelming importance of rhetoric in Athenian public life, it is hardly
surprising that this art was subject to abuse. The actual speeches presented in Athenian
lawcourts and political assemblies often diverged considerably from the rules laid down
by the Sophists, relying excessively on passions, prejudices, the pity of the judges,
and indeed any manner of persuading the audience. The Sophists nurtured in their
students an ability to argue both or many sides of a case; they were consequently
accused of training people in “making the worse cause appear the better” by a clever
use of language and in thereby sacrificing truth, morality, and justice to unabated self-
interest. Aristophanes satirized the Sophists in his comedy The Clouds. A more serious,
and permanently damaging, challenge was issued by Socrates as represented in Plato’s
dialogues, especially in Gorgias and Phaedrus.

Plato’s Gorgias is worth considering in some depth since it evokes several contexts
which may help us to pursue the profound ramifications of classical rhetoric. The
initial dialogue occurs between Plato’s spokesman Socrates and the famed rhetorician
Gorgias, whose disciple Polus eventually takes over on his behalf; finally, Socrates
continues the debate with an aspiring and cynical young politician, Callicles. While
Socrates employs his conventional dialectical strategy of question and answer in an
ostensible attempt to investigate the nature of rhetoric, it is clear by the end of the text
that his entire argument is premised on a sharp opposition and contrast between the
spheres of philosophy and rhetoric.

Early in the dialogue, when Socrates hears of Gorgias’ presence at his friend’s house,
he wishes to know who Gorgias “is”; in other words, what is his profession or area of
expertise. Again and again, he insists on asking, what is the object of rhetoric? What is
its province? What is it abour?

When Gorgias responds that the province of rhetoric is speech, Socrates rejoins that
many areas of inquiry are concerned with speech, and that speech is merely the means
employed by rhetoric: his earlier question as to what is the object of rhetoric has still
not been answered. Gorgias explains that rhetoric procures freedom for an individual
and political power in a community. What is rhetoric? Gorgias offers a neat definition:
it is “the ability to use the spoken word to persuade — to persuade the jurors in the
courts, the members of the Council, the citizens attending the Assembly — in short, to
win over any and every form of public meeting of the citizen body” (Gorgias, 452e).”

Socrates, however, is still not satisfied. He grants that rhetoric is an agent of persua-
sion of an audience; this, indeed, is its whole aim. But what is it persuasion about?
What is its sphere of operation? He rejects Gorgias’ lame assertion that this sphere is
the distinction of right and wrong: there are two kinds of persuasion, maintains Socra-
tes, one which confers conviction without understanding and one which confers know-
ledge. Rhetoric, he insists, leads to conviction without educating people as to right and
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wrong (Gorgias, 455a). Still on the theme of conviction, the argument takes another
turn: Socrates suggests that when we require advice in a given field, we seek out a
specialist in that field. On the contrary, rejoins Gorgias, in a public forum, it is the
rhetoricians whose opinions prevail over the specialists or professionals. The rhetori-
cian will be more persuasive in front of a crowd. Socrates cleverly turns this appeal to
a mass audience against rhetoric: the rhetorician will indeed persuade a crowd if the
crowd consists of non-experts. He will not be more persuasive before an audience of
experts. Hence the rhetorician is a non-expert persuading other non-experts. He never
need know the actual facts of a situation; he needs no expertise, merely a persuasive
ploy (Gorgias, 459a—c).

It is at this juncture that Socrates either willfully or unwittingly misunderstands
the nature of Gorgias’ response: rhetoric, says Gorgias, is itself the area of expertise.
Socrates’ entire approach posits rhetoric as content, as a field of inquiry which must
refer to a definite class of objects. He fails to understand Gorgias’ implication that
rhetoric is a form, that it has no intrinsic content, that its lack of content need not
be viewed as emptiness but as a means of systematizing and controlling any type of
content whatsoever. It is premised on a recognition that no content, whether polit-
ical, philosophical, scientific, or literary, is inherently persuasive or even inherently
meaningful until it is organized such as to maximize its reception by an audience.
Meaning arises only as a result of this interaction or relation between speaker, audi-
ence, and context.

It is precisely this relational status of meaning and truth which Socrates attempts to
suppress. His impugnment of rhetoric’s intrinsic appeal to an audience is underlain by
Plato’s notion of truth as transcending human opinion. In the lawcourts, says Socrates,
rhetoric relies on producing a large number of eminent witnesses; but such argument
or refutation is worthless, he says, in the context of truth. Socrates accuses rhetoricians
of changing what they say to suit the whims of their audiences, whereas the views of
philosophy, he says, never change. In effect, suggests Socrates, the rhetorician and the
politician are forced to pander to the existing power structure and the views of the
majority; the overlapping function of rhetoric and politics is the assimilation of one’s
views to those which prevail in political practice (Gorgias, 481d—482c¢).

What is disturbing about Socrates” argument is its explicit rejection of the notion
that rhetoric is a rational pursuit which might be based on knowledge. He insists that
there is no expertise involved in rhetoric, and that it requires merely a mind good at
guessing, some courage, and a natural talent for interacting with people. In general, he
classifies rhetoric as a branch of flattery, along with imitative arts such as poetry,
music, and tragedy; flattery is indifferent to encouraging good action; it simply prom-
ises to maximize immediate pleasure, and is based on knack not expertise because it
lacks a rational understanding of its object (Gorgias, 502b—503b).

The sharp opposition between philosophy and rhetoric in this dialogue is high-
lighted by the harsh rejoinders of Socrates’ political opponent Callicles: philosophers,
he claims, do not understand the legal system or politics or human nature; they are
hidden in private discussions instead of openly expressing important ideas; Callicles
taunts that Socrates himself could not deliver a proper speech or defend himself in
a court — “he’d end up dead!” (Gorgias, 484a—486¢). Of course, Callicles’ words are
prophetic: Socrates does indeed eventually refuse to speak like a rhetorician at his
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own trial and, indifferent to the opinions of the many, he does end up dead. Callicles’
other accusations about philosophers simply go unanswered by Socrates, who arrives
at his own conclusions in an eminently non-dialectical fashion, notwithstanding his
expressed intent.

Socrates’ argument moves in a different register from that of Callicles. Callicles’
concern is wholly pragmatic: how to persuade actual assemblies and courtrooms.
Socrates’ idealistic critique of rhetoric is precisely that it is based on nothing more
than practical expediency. It is founded on no underlying principles of goodness or of
the purpose and function of individual and communal life. The ultimate purpose of all
activity is the good, and all else should be a means toward this end (Gorgias, 499¢).
Socrates equates goodness with order; the universe is an ordered whole and our ideal
in the community should be justice, self-discipline, and happiness (Gorgias, 507d—
508a). If rhetoric is to be used, its motivation must be moral; it should improve people,
and alter the community’s needs for the better rather than pandering to already exist-
ing needs (Gorgias, 517a—b). It must aim not at the appearance of truth and goodness
but at their reality (Gorgias, 527a—c). What Socrates is effectively doing here is not
redeeming rhetoric in a desirable form but transforming it beyond recognition into
philosophy. The only justifiable way for rhetoric to survive is to take on the essential
characteristics of philosophy.

This call for rhetoric to extinguish itself and to rekindle itself as philosophy receives
further specification in Plato’s Phaedrus. Here, Socrates defines what he takes to be the
conventional understanding of rhetoric: “Must not the art of rhetoric, taken as a whole,
be a kind of influencing of the mind by means of words, not only in courts of law and
other public gatherings, but in private places also? And must it not be the same art that
is concerned with great issues and small, its right employment commanding no more
respect when dealing with important matters than with unimportant?” (Phaedrus,
261a-b).* Moreover, a professor of rhetoric “can make the same thing appear to the
same people now just, now unjust, at will” (Phaedrus, 261c—d). Indeed, the whole art
of rhetoric, insists Socrates, is contained in the claim of rhetoricians such as Tisias and
Gorgias that truth is not important; what matters is conviction, which is based not on
truth but probability. It is probability, therefore, which the orator should keep in view;
and such rhetoricians define probability as “that which commends itself to the multi-
tude” (Phaedrus, 273a-b).

Again, Socrates turns their own argument against the rhetoricians. If probability is
engendered by the mere appearance of truth, it follows that the rhetorician, especially
the rhetorician who wishes to deceive his audience, must have knowledge of the truth.
The better his knowledge of the truth, the more easily he can present appearances of
the truth (Phaedrus, 273d—274a). The speaker must therefore know his subject: he
must know how to understand scattered particulars as expressions of one idea, or how
to perceive the One in the Many; he must be able to divide and classify those particu-
lars and know how to generalize; he must be able to discern the nature of the soul
and the different modes of discourse which might affect different natures (Phaedrus,
277b—c). In short, for Socrates there is no real art of speaking divorced from truth
(Phaedrus, 260e). Once again, rhetoric is permissible provided it dons the vesture of
philosophy; provided that it impossibly reconfigures itself according to a conception of
truth which is alien to its very nature.
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Aristotle and the Further Development of Rhetoric

Aristotle’s influential Rhetoric begins by stating that rhetoric is the “counterpart” of
dialectic or logical argument. What has been neglected in previous treatments of rhet-
oric, says Aristotle, is the most important part of rhetoric, proof, which rests on the
enthymeme. The enthymeme is a syllogism whose premises are not certain or neces-
sary but probable.” Whereas dialectic uses logical syllogisms, rhetoric uses the enthymeme
(Rhet., 1355a). In contrast with Plato, who saw conventional rhetoric as divorced from
the notion of truth, Aristotle urges that rhetoric is a useful skill precisely because it can
promote the causes of truth and justice. In fact, the true position is naturally superior
and more easily argued. Inasmuch as rhetoric is susceptible to abuse, it shares this
liability with all good things (Rhet., 1355b). Moreover, argues Aristotle, we need the
capacity to argue contradictory positions not so that we can either argue indiscrimin-
ately or persuade men to evil but so that we have a fuller understanding of the case and
can refute unjust counter-arguments (Rhet., 1355a). This capacity is employed only in
rhetoric and dialectic. In a later chapter, Aristotle states that “rhetoric is a compound
of the science of dialectic and the deliberative study of morality and is akin both to
dialectic and to sophistry” (Rhet., 1359b).

Again in pointed contrast with Plato, Aristotle contends that rhetoric, like dialectic,
is not concerned with any single field. The function of rhetoric is not persuasion;
rather, it is the “detection of the persuasive aspects of each matter” and it is the same
art which can detect what is truly persuasive and what is apparently persuasive, just as
dialectic can distinguish the real from the apparent syllogism (Rhet., 1355b). Aristotle
later indicates that whereas each of the other arts is persuasive and instructive about a
special province, rhetoric deals with the element of persuasiveness in any field. For
example, physics might “persuade” and instruct people about certain features of
matter and motion; political science might persuade and inform people as to certain
features of government. Rhetoric would examine solely the elements of persuasion in
both fields, independently of their actual content.

Aristotle classifies proof, the most important component of rhetoric, into three basic
types, according as these relate to (1) the character of the speaker, (2) the disposition
of the audience, and (3) the demonstrative nature of the speech itself. Proof from the
speaker’s character derives from the latter’s credibility and reasonableness, a credibility
which must not be pregiven but rather established in the course of the speech. Proofs
from the disposition of the audience are produced when the audience is induced into
a certain emotional state by the speech. Lastly, proof is achieved by the speech inas-
much as it demonstrates the persuasive aspects of a given issue (Rhet., 1356a). To
master these various proofs, one must master the syllogism, one must have a scientific
understanding of character and virtue, and one must understand each emotion and
how it is brought about. Given that rhetoric requires this broad mastery, Aristotle
considers it to be an offshoot of dialectic and ethics. He in fact suggests that rhetoric
“is quite properly categorized as political.” Aristotle adds that both rhetoric and
dialectic are “kinds of capacity to furnish arguments” (Rhet., 1356a).

Dialectic and rhetoric are somewhat parallel in the procedures they use for proof.
Where logic uses induction, rhetoric employs example; and where logic uses syllogism,
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rhetoric has its counterpart in enthymeme. But Aristotle makes an important distinc-
tion between rhetoric and dialectic. Dialectic is the province of specialists whereas
rhetoric concerns matters of common interest which call for public discussion. The
premises of rhetoric “are matters about which it is the established custom to deliber-
ate” (Rhet., 1356b—1357a). These are matters concerning which “we have no arts,”
matters which admit of various interpretations, and which are deliberated with audi-
ences of limited intellectual scope who cannot follow lengthy reasoning.

Aristotle cites three genres of rhetoric, which are distinguished according to the kind
of audience they address and their purpose. He tells us that a speech is composed of
three elements, the speaker, the subject, and the listener; it is to the last of these that
the purpose is related. The first genre is “deliberative” rhetoric, whose province is
politics and which concerns what future actions should be taken by the state. The
audience here is the assembly, and the objective is to use either exhortation to persuade
the audience of some advantage or deterrence to demonstrate the harm that could
arise from a given course of action. “Forensic” rhetoric is used in the lawcourts; it
concerns actions already performed in the past, and it employs prosecution and defense
in its objective of achieving justice. The final genre is “display” rhetoric, which focuses
on the present and involves praise and denigration in its aim of displaying nobility.
Aristotle acknowledges that these aims might overlap, but the primary aim of these
genres is what distinguishes them (Rhet., 1358b—1359a).

Aristotle devotes the next several chapters to these various branches of rhetoric.
He explains that the most important topics of deliberative speeches are: revenue,
war and peace, the defense of the realm, imports and exports, and legislation. These
are the matters of which deliberative orators must possess detailed knowledge (Rhet.,
1359b-1360b). An assumption which underlies these chapters is that, in order to find
the sources of persuasion in deliberative speeches, one must investigate what men most
profoundly seek. The answer to this question, for Aristotle, is happiness: “all exhorta-
tions and dissuasions are concerned with happiness and things conducive to it and
contrary to it” (Rhet., 1360Db).

According to Aristotle, the most important and decisive factor in rhetorical persua-
siveness is an understanding of the various kinds of political constitution. His reason-
ing for this is that all men are persuaded by their interest and their interest is what
preserves the constitution (Rhet., 1365b). Aristotle states that the dominant group or
class in any constitution will be decisive, implying that the rhetorician must shape his
speech to accommodate this fact. Aristotle suggests that there are four constitutions:
democracy, where offices are assigned by lot and whose fundamental purpose is free-
dom; oligarchy, directed toward wealth and governed by propertied men; aristocracy,
where offices are assigned by men of noble birth and which aims at preserving customs
and inculcating a certain kind of education; and monarchy or rule by one man, which
can take the form of either kingship, where kingly power is subject to restraints, or
tyranny, where there are no such limits.

Aristotle now devotes a brief chapter to display rhetoric, where the purpose is to
display the virtue or vice, the nobility or baseness of a given issue. He cites the elements
of virtue as justice, courage, restraint, splendor, magnanimity, liberality, prudence, and
wisdom. The greatest virtues are those most useful to others and those pertaining to
serious persons who engage in purposive actions (Rhet., 1366b—1367b).
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Proceeding to forensic oratory and litigation, Aristotle turns to the discussion of
prosecution and defense and to the subject of litigation, injustice. In terms of deduc-
tions that need to be made in litigation, three areas must be understood: the motives
for which men commit injustice, their disposition when doing so, and to what type of
people (Rhet., 1368b). The motives for which men seek to do harm are vice and lack of
self-control as well as appetite. Actions spurred by appetite aim at pleasure (Rhet.,
1372a). Aristotle gives advice on how to oppose or enlist the service of written and
unwritten laws, how to appeal to ancient authorities and modern notables as witnesses,
and how to use or oppose evidence extracted under torture (Rhet., 1375b—1377b). It is
notable that, unlike previous writers on rhetoric, he accords arguments from prob-
ability a higher place than non-technical proofs. Probability, he affirms, cannot be
deceived or corrupted (Rhet., 1376a).

The next major divisions of the Rhetoric are devoted to emotion and character.
Aristotle has already told us that the province of rhetoric is the study of demonstra-
tions or proofs that are based on probability rather than logic, and that rhetoric rests
on the enthymeme and the example, which are the counterparts of syllogism and
induction in logic. However, Aristotle had also cited proofs based on emotion and
character, which could not be viewed as demonstrative. He tells us now that we must
regard not merely the demonstrative and persuasive aspects of a speech but also the
speaker’s establishing of his own credibility and bringing the audience into a certain
emotional condition. The speaker’s image is more important, he says, in political
oratory while the disposition of the audience is more significant in the courts. A
speaker himself can be persuasive on account of his common sense, virtue, and good-
will (Rhet., 1378a). In order for the orator to manipulate his audience in respect of a
given emotion such as anger, he must understand the psychological state men are in
when they are angry, with whom they are disposed to be angry, and in what circum-
stances. The remainder of the section on emotion discusses ten basic emotions in the
light of these three factors.

Aristotle’s subsequent discussion of character focuses, somewhat unexpectedly, not
on the speaker’s attempt to establish a certain character for himself but rather on the
attributes of the audience which the speaker should know. These attributes are affected
by emotion and psychological state, which have already been discussed. They are also
influenced by age and fortune, to which Aristotle now turns. He cites three “ages,”
youth, prime, and old age. In general he describes the character of youth as appetitive,
subject to passion and change, craving excess, devoted to ideals and nobility rather
than money, optimistic, overconfident, possessing courage, credulous and loving humor.
Old age is marked generally by opposing qualities: lack of confidence, cynicism, sour
temper, cowardice, self-interest, love of money, and pessimism. Middle age, or what
Aristotle calls the prime of life, achieves a mean between the extremes of the other two
ages; it is characterized by avoiding excess, balance, moderation, judging according to
the truth, and living for both nobility and self-interest. Fortune, by which Aristotle
means the accidents of birth, wealth, and power, also affects character. Wealth, for
example, breeds arrogance and haughtiness, power breeds ambition, manliness, and
seriousness of public interest. Again, these sections say little of rhetorical strategy in
any particular situation. Rather, they offer a very general guide for the speaker who
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would know his audience in terms of its social class, aspirations, and its general inter-
ests (Rhet., 1389a—-1391b).

Having so far covered the material which is specific to the demonstrative proofs of
the various genres, as well as the use of emotion and character to influence an audi-
ence, Aristotle now proceeds to discuss elements of oratory which are germane to any
kind of speech. These elements are the “common topics,” style and composition. The
common topics are standard premises which can be used in the service of any content.
He focuses on two types of common topic, which all speakers must use. The first of
these is the possible and impossible, whereby a speaker will try to show that something
will happen or has happened. The second is extent or degree, whereby a speaker will
demonstrate the greatness or smallness of a given matter (Rhet., 1392a).

Moving to a discussion of common proofs, Aristotle reminds us that there are two
types, the enthymeme and the example; he here adduces a further subdivision of the
enthymeme, the maxim. There are, he says, two species of example, the narration of
past events and the invention of events, the latter being subdivided into comparison
and fables. Example by narration would offer previous examples of a given sequence
of actions; for example, both Xerxes and Darius invaded Greece only after conquer-
ing Egypt; therefore if the present king were to conquer Egypt, he would invade
Greece. Comparison could be used to show how a given course of action in one
field would be absurd (or wise) when applied in another field (Rhet., 1393b). A fable
would effectively use a parable to illustrate the wisdom or folly of a proposed action
(Rhet., 1394a).

Proceeding to the maxim, Aristotle defines this as a general declaration not about
particulars nor about universal certainties but about things in connection with which
actions are performed. A maxim is effectively the conclusion or premise of a syllogism
or enthymeme where the reasoning has been removed. The use of maxims, suggests
Aristotle, suits older age, and they should be used of things of which one has had
experience. One should not frown on using even banal commonplaces, if these are
useful, since all people agree with them. Maxims help speeches in several ways; firstly,
they can accommodate the “stupidity” of listeners, if they are attuned to the prejudices
and presuppositions of a given audience. They also give speeches character, by which
Aristotle means the possession of a clear moral purpose; if the maxims are good, they
make the speaker seem to be of a good character (Rhet., 1395b).

Aristotle now gives a general account of the enthymeme as a syllogism whose premises
and conclusions are related as probability rather than necessity (in contrast with logical
syllogism). The most important prerequisite on the speaker’s part is to have a sound
grasp of the properties peculiar to a given subject. Aristotle divides enthymemes into
two types, the demonstrative and the refutational. The former demonstrates, from
uncontroversial premises, that something is or is not the case; the latter arrives at
controversial conclusions (Rhet., 1396b). Aristotle provides a long list of demonstrative
and refutational common topics or premises. The former includes premises based on
contraries, similarities, things in mutual relation, degree, definition, division, induc-
tion, listing parts, consequences, prediction by analogy, and cause (Rhet., 1397b—1400b).
These are the kinds of topics or premises which it is the speaker’s function to invent.
Refutational enthymemes, says Aristotle, are better known than demonstrative ones
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because they offer a single conclusion from opposing premises in a short space so that
the opposition is apparent to the audience.

So far Aristotle has devoted his study to what he has claimed is the central function
of rhetoric, the invention of proof. He now turns to the discussion of style which,
though not part of rhetoric proper, warrants discussion on practical grounds: the
presentation of a speech needs to be tailored to the nature of a given audience. In this
regard, Aristotle observes that the entire enterprise of rhetoric has to do with opinion,
and therefore consideration of style is needed because style has a great impact on the
character of a speech and has a great effect because of the “baseness” of the audience
(Rhet., 1404a). He even goes so far as to say that written speeches have more effect
through their style than their intellectual content. There are, he tells us, three basic
components to consider in the construction of a speech (Rhet., 1403b). The first of
these, the grounds from which the proofs are drawn, have already been discussed (the
sources of proof being the effect on the audience or judges, the speaker’s character, and
the demonstration given by the speech itself ). The second is style, the subject of the
present discussion, and the third is the actual mode of delivery of the speech, which
Aristotle will take up later. Aristotle observes that the inquiries into style and delivery
concern both rhetoric and poetics since stylistic devices were taken over into rhetoric
from tragedy. It was the poets who first began these inquiries and their techniques
were taken up into the “poetic prose” style of rhetoricians such as Gorgias. Aristotle
objects to the common and uneducated view that such a poetic style is the finest
discourse. He insists that argument and poetry have different styles, and goes on to
consider the various elements of prose style.

Aristotle lays down that the virtue of style is to be clear and to be appropriate to the
subject. It is the main verbs and nouns which make the style clear. However, an
appropriate use of unusual words can endow the style with loftiness; such use must
be sparing and concealed and must give the impression of speaking naturally rather
than artificially, since the former is persuasive (1404b). Metaphor is a central ele-
ment of style but, again, must be used proportionately and moderately, being drawn
from familiar things in the same species (Rhet., 1405a—1405b). Aristotle objects to the
Sophists’ “mischievous” device of using homonyms, as claiming that different words
can mean the same thing. Aristotle insists that “one word or another does not indicate
the same thing under different conditions” (Rhet., 1405b).

Hence the overarching virtue of rhetorical speech is clarity, which accommodates
unfamiliarity and metaphor. But in the quest for this virtue, the speaker may lapse into
various kinds of frigidity: the immoderate or inappropriate use of compound names,
exotic words, epithets, and metaphors. In all of these cases, an attempt to speak poetic-
ally can lead to absurd and ridiculous effects, obscurity, and therefore unpersuasiveness
(Rhet., 1406a—1406D). A further element of style, simile, Aristotle considers to be only
slightly different from metaphor. He defines similes as “metaphors that invite explana-
tion.” A simile is essentially poetic but may be used in prose in small doses (Rhet.,
1406b—1407a).

Aristotle’s next concern is with purity of language. He suggests that the prime prin-
ciple of style is to speak Greek. For this five elements are required: the proper manage-
ment of conjunctions, used such that they fall within the scope of the hearer’s memory;
the use of particular, rather than general, words; the avoidance of ambiguity; and
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proper agreement of words in respect of gender and number. In general, a speech
should be easy to read and easy to speak, without a long series of connections and
indicating places of punctuation clearly. The main clause should be uninterrupted by
any long sequence of qualifying words or phrases (Rhet., 1407b).

Aristotle has told us that, as well as clarity, propriety is the prime attribute of
style. Propriety refers to the suitability of a given content to the way it is expressed.
Grave matters should be addressed gravely; simple words should not be decorated.
Also integral to propriety are the use of emotion and tailoring of the speech to the
audience’s character, as well as timeliness, the use of the appropriate expression at
the appropriate time. In general, fitting style makes the matter persuasive. Aristotle
observes that a man who speaks emotively with justification (such as a man angry over
an outrage) always wins the empathy of an audience even if he is talking nonsense
(Rhet., 1408a—1408b). So with soft thoughts spoken in a hard manner and vice versa.
Another feature of speeches which first developed in poetry is rhythm. A prose speech
should not be wholly rhythmless; however, it should not have precise rhythm; nor
should it have meter, otherwise it will be a poem (Rhet., 1409a).

Aristotle produces some interesting observations in his discussion of wit and meta-
phor. As in so many other places in his writings, he suggests that learning is a pleasant
activity, hence we will derive pleasure from words which produce knowledge. Of the
various devices used in a speech, it is metaphor which has this effect (as opposed to
exotic words which are unfamiliar or pertinent words which we already know). Meta-
phor produces understanding and recognition through its use of generic similarity,
whereby the mind must think out the resemblance. For example, when a poet calls old
age a reed, he generates such reflection and recognition through the fact that both have
lost their flower. Another example offered by Aristotle of such intellectual illumination
is, “a god set the intellect in the soul as its lamp.” Interestingly, long anticipating the
insights of Derrida, Aristotle aligns metaphor not only with poetry but also with philo-
sophical reflection: “even in philosophy it requires a speculative capacity to observe the
similarity even in very mutually remote things” (Rhet., 1412a). Similes can also have a
similar, though less powerful, effect. Aristotle identifies such metaphors and similes, as
well as the general effect of vividness, with wit. Riddles and paradoxical or antithetical
thought can also be witty insofar as they entail learning and greater clarity (Rhet.,
1412a). Understanding, says Aristotle, is made greater by contrast and swifter through
happening in a short space (Rhet., 1412b).

The final requirement of good style is its appropriateness to a given genre of rhetoric.
The style of written composition differs from that of altercation, and the styles of pol-
itical, forensic, and display oratory are different. Written composition, says Aristotle,
needs to be the most precise and it needs to avoid frequent repetition and use of
asyndeton (the omission of conjunctions), which are appropriate for a speech. In
deliberative rhetoric precision is unnecessary since the audience will be a large crowd
which will not be prone to engage in close inspection. But the forensic style, used in the
lawcourts, needs to be more meticulous, all the more so if the audience is a single
judge. In this latter case, the smallest amount of rhetoric will be involved, the facts are
clearly evident, and debate is absent, so that the judgment is “pure” (Rhet., 1414a).

The final section of the Rhetoric concerns composition, which, like the subject of
style, Aristotle is including for practical purposes rather than for its comprising a
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constituent of rhetoric proper. A speech must have two basic components, since it is
necessary both to state or present the subject matter or case and to demonstrate or
prove it. Overall, the speech will have four parts: the introduction; the presentation
or main narrative; the proof of the speaker’s claims, which includes refutation of
counter-arguments; and finally a summarizing epilogue (Rhet., 1414b).

The nature of a speech’s introduction will vary according to the genre. The intro-
ductions to display speeches will be drawn from praise or blame, exhortation, dissua-
sion, appeals to the audience, and in general will set the tone of the speech. In forensic
oratory the introduction must give the purpose of the speech; it can also be used to
dissolve prejudices against the speaker or to create prejudices against his adversary, to
engender the audience’s sympathy, and to manipulate the audience’s emotional state
and degree of attentiveness (Rhet., 1415a—1416a). The narrative section of the speech is
most important in forensic oratory. The narration should not be lengthy but strike a
mean. It must have character, insofar as it exhibits a moral (rather than intellectual)
purpose. It should establish the speaker as being of a certain character and credibility,
giving clear reasons for unusual claims, and offering details when these are persuasive
(Rhet., 1417a—1417b). As far as proofs are concerned, Aristotle suggests that, in for-
ensic oratory, they must demonstrate one of four things: that an action or event did or
did not happen, that it did no harm, that it was not as important as claimed, or that it
was done with justice.

Two speakers contesting each other’s claims may end in altercation. Aristotle gives a
number of devices to use, such as pointing out the incoherence or self-contradiction or
sophistry or confusion of the opponent’s claims. But only questions clearly designed to
elicit these weaknesses should be used. Jokes and irony can also be weapons in altercation.

The final section of the speech is the epilogue, which has four elements: disposing
the audience favorably toward oneself and negatively toward the adversary; amplifying
or diminishing the facts demonstrated; bringing the audience into an emotional state;
and recapitulation. The latter could summarize the points by which one’s claims have
been demonstrated, or engage in a systematic point-by-point contrast of one’s own
points with the opponent’s claims, interrogation (“What, then, has he shown?”), or
irony (“He said that, but I said this”). Finally, an asyndetic ending is appropriate for
the speech so that it is a peroration rather than an oration.

Aristotle’s Rhetoric has had a profound influence in certain areas on the subsequent
treatment of rhetoric, especially his analysis of the basic forms of enthymemes, falla-
cious enthymemes, character, and common topics. However, his emphasis on the
connection of the enthymeme with dialectic was not renewed until the Renaissance.

Notes

1 George A. Kennedy, A New History of Classical Rhetoric (Princeton: Princeton University
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as well as Kennedy.
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CHAPTER 4

|

THE HELLENISTIC
PERIOD AND ROMAN
RHETORIC

Historical Backgrounds

lassical Greek culture based on the polis or city-state effectively ended with the

defeat of Athens by Philip of Macedon at the battle of Chaeronea in 338 Bc.

Shortly after Aristotle’s death in 332 Bc his “student” Alexander the Great, son
of Philip, conquered the vast Persian Empire in its entirety. The Hellenistic period
is said to begin with Alexander’s death in 323 Bc, after which his empire was divided
up among his generals, who initiated various dynasties: Ptolemy in Egypt (and later
Phoenicia and Palestine), Seleucus in Syria, Persia, and Mesopotamia, and Cassander
in Macedonia. Notwithstanding these divisions, Greek language and culture were spread
all across the conquered territories. While some elements of classical Hellenic culture
were retained, the age of the polis or city-state gave way before more despotic and
monarchical forms of government; there was, moreover, a vast intermingling and
fusion of diverse peoples and cultures. This new Hellenistic era was characterized by a
merging of Greek and Oriental traditions. Nonetheless, there were continuities with
the classical Greek period: the language of the new ruling classes was predominantly
Greek, their education was uniform, and Greek science and logic continued to exert a
fundamental impact on Hellenistic thought.

Economically, the Hellenistic world saw a vast expansion of trade, commercial
investment, and large-scale production. A system of international finance grew up.
Not only was much industry regulated by governments, but also large amounts of
land were concentrated in the hands of rulers, hence small farmers were reduced to the
status of serfs. As part of this economic revolution, a great many cities arose, with large
populations. The most splendid of these was Alexandria, with a population of over
half a million people, a museum, and a vast library, housing three quarters of a million
volumes. One result of this centralization and regulation was that the gulf between rich
and poor, between the rulers, the nobility, and traders, on the one hand, and peasants
and workers, on the other, widened.

Given the hard and oppressive conditions for the vast majority of the population,
it is perhaps not surprising that the main tendencies of Hellenistic philosophy were
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Cynicism, Epicureanism, Stoicism, and Skepticism. Two of these, Stoicism and Epicur-
eanism, were based in Athens alongside the older Academy founded by Plato and the
Peripatetic School of Aristotle. What these newer modes of thought broadly shared
was an indifference to politics and the harsh world of everyday existence. In general,
they advocated some form of withdrawal from society. Cynic philosophy was founded
by Diogenes of Sinope (ca. 400-325 Bc); he was derisively called kuon or “dog” on
account of his public exhibitionism, hence the name “cynic.” He called for a return to
nature, a satisfying of only the necessary physical requirements, and shunning every-
thing that was conventional or artificial. In this way, he thought, a person could achieve
self-sufficiency and freedom. This sect was active in the third century and experienced
a revival in the first century Ap.

Stoicism, named after the Stoa Poikile or hall in Athens where it was first taught, was
founded around 300 Bc by Zeno of Citium (335-263 Bc) and developed by Chrysippus,
Diogenes of Babylon, and others. Their central doctrines utilized Heraclitus’ concept
of the Logos or universal reason. They believed that this cosmic reason governed the
universe as an ordered whole, and that any evil or misfortune was merely part of a
larger pattern of ultimate good. Man asserts his own rational nature by accepting the
order of the universe and his own part in it; he thereby achieves contentment and
peace of mind. To this end, the Stoics stressed self-discipline, tolerance, and peaceful-
ness, as well as the equality of human beings. While they held that one should indeed
engage in social life, they believed that this engagement should be based on the recog-
nition that the supreme good is to live in accordance with both reason and nature and
thereby to achieve virtue. Later Roman Stoicism, as expressed by Cicero (106—43 Bc),
Seneca (4 Bc—AD 65), Epictetus, a freed slave (ca. 55—aD 135), and the emperor Marcus
Aurelius (ap 121-180), focused increasingly on nurturing an inward spirituality and
detachment from the external world. The Stoics made contributions to literary criti-
cism in the fields of grammatical theory and allegorical interpretation (CHLC, V.,
210). Of particular interest is their notion of phantasia or imagination, which referred
to the presentation of images to the mind, either by the impact of the outside world
or the operation of a text. George Kennedy points out that while the Stoics generally
held to a view of art as imitation, some of them saw phantasia as a higher creative
process. Mere imitation, they held, can only represent what has been seen, whereas
phantasia can create what has not been seen, according to an ideal standard (CHLC,
V.1, 211). For example, a portrait might be based on an ideal of beauty rather than on
any existing person. Kennedy states that the notion of phantasia became a part of the
critical vocabulary of Greek and Roman writers; it would much later become an integ-
ral component of Romantic literary theory. While the Stoics accepted that a poem
imitates life, their application of this principle in allegorical interpretation viewed such
imitation as symbolic rather than literal. The Stoic influence in rhetoric was generally
“prosaic,” eschewing any strong appeal to emotion or excessive use of ornamentation
and figures of speech (CHLC, V.1, 212).

Epicureanism, named after its founder Epicurus (342-270 Bc), also began around
300 Bc. It is well known that Epicurus taught that the highest good is pleasure. But he
did not advocate uncontrolled debauchery and indulgence; while allowing that bodily
appetites should be satisfied, he suggested that the highest pleasure was mental and
contemplative; we achieve such mental peace both by freedom from pain and by
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recognizing that the universe operates according to its own laws without interference
from the gods. The soul, which is material, dies with the body and cannot be subjected
to punishment. While the Epicureans did not have much to say about literature, Epicurus
and some of his followers did provide an account of language whereby words were
seen as originating in the impressions of human beings and meanings created through
consensus and convention (CHLC, V.I, 214). Such a view anticipates many modern
theories.

The philosophy known as Skepticism, which experienced something of a revival in
later thinkers such as David Hume and twentieth-century modes of thought such as
deconstruction, goes back to the pre-Socratics such as Xenophanes and was developed
by the Sophists Gorgias and Protagoras. Plato’s Academy later professed adherence
to this doctrine. Skepticism basically holds that we cannot have certain knowledge:
our senses — which are ultimately the source of all our knowledge — are fallible and
can mislead us. Skepticism became more systematic and formalized in the Hellenistic
period, expressed through notable proponents such as Pyrrho, Carneades, and
Aenesidemus, who identified ten reasons for withholding belief about things. The
Hellenistic Skeptics, partly in opposition to the Stoics, argued that since we can have
no certain or definite knowledge about the world, we can achieve happiness only
through a noncommittal attitude whereby we suspend positive judgment about things.
If it is necessary to act, we must do so on the basis of practical considerations and
probabilities.

These philosophies were largely rational and materialist, believing that even the gods
and the souls of human beings were composed of matter. A rather different dimension
of Hellenistic philosophy was expressed in the endeavor to reconcile Hebrew with
Hellenistic conceptions, as embodied in the work of the Jewish scholar Philo of Alex-
andria (also known as Philo Judaeus, ca. 20 Bc—ca. AD 40), influenced by both Stoicism
and Platonism. Translation of the Old Testament into Greek (called the Septuagint,
since seventy-two translators were commissioned for the task) had begun during the
middle of the third century Bc (LWC, 39). Philo’s synthesis of Hebrew and Greek
notions was based on an allegorical interpretation of scripture. Philo believed the Old
Testament to be “a divine allegory of the human soul and its relation to God,” and his
writings, says Kennedy, “are the earliest extended allegorical interpretations in Greek”
(CHLG, V.1, 213). The Greek notion of Logos was central to Philo’s system, as both the
order of the universe and the intermediary through which God could be known. Philo
distinguished between the spiritual and material aspects of the universe, urging that
the soul can escape the matter in which it is imprisoned only through ascetic denial;
the ultimate aim of our journey is a mystical union with God, who is otherwise not
knowable. Philo’s doctrines exerted a considerable influence on Christian thought.

Despite their sometimes fundamental differences, all of these Hellenistic philo-
sophies were in their broad outlines defeatist, advocating either withdrawal from the
world or simply resigning oneself to it. The attainment of happiness or a tranquil state
of mind, for all of them, lay not in any action upon or transformation of the world but
in a mental attitude of detachment. In one sense Philo’s doctrines can be seen as a
culmination of this attitude, and as paving the way for Christian theology: for Philo,
the entire world of matter is evil and merely an obstacle to the development of the
soul. In this period generally the approach to literature and criticism became much
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more technical, elucidating and classifying the style of classical texts and encourag-
ing their imitation (CHLC, V.I, 219). These Hellenistic dispositions, alongside many
mystical religious cults, were continued into the Roman world, partly in consequence
of authoritarian political systems in which freedom was absent and where political
debate, to the extent that it occurred, was constrained within rigid parameters. It was
within an increasingly constrained political framework, as will emerge shortly, that
Roman rhetoric, literature, and criticism developed, on the basis of Greek models.
With the establishment of monarchies came patronage and an inevitable tendency
toward sycophancy, hyperbole, and excess.

Hellenistic Rhetoric

The great library and museum of Alexandria was a center of scholarship in the fields of
science, textual criticism, and poetic composition. Hellenistic scholars working in the
library further systematized the content and rules of rhetoric. A major surviving text of
this period is the Rhetorica ad Alexandrum (dedicated to Alexander the Great), written
in Greek in the fourth century Bc. Greek rhetoricians of this period include Theophrastus
(ca. 370-285 Bc), who may have initiated the study of figures of speech and figures of
thought and who may have founded the notion of three levels of style, high, middle,
and plain. The most important Greek rhetorician of this time was Hermagoras of
Temnos, who lived in the second century Bc. His work on rhetoric, which has been
reconstructed by scholars, influenced the rhetorical ideas of major Roman figures such
as Cicero and Quintilian. Especially influential was Hermagoras’ doctrine of stasis,
which identified the “position” or “stance” toward the issue at stake in an argument.
He made a distinction between general cases and specific cases which could be argued
according to four possible issues. This theory was designed to help students formulate
issues and compose speeches (CHLC, V.1, 198). As George Kennedy observes, Hellen-
istic education focused on “acquiring practical arts of written and oral composition,”
and by the Roman imperial era, exercises for students included the retelling of a
narrative in the student’s own words, description, a speech in the persona of a myth-
ological or historical character, the comparison of two things or persons, and the
arguing of a thesis along with the practice of refutation and confirmation. Some of
the compositional processes thereby learned were often taken over into literary com-
position (CHLC, V.1, 199). Many of these compositional exercises have been in use
until very recently in our own classrooms and are still found in textbooks that cater for
the teaching of modern rhetoric and composition.

Roman Rhetoric

Greek rhetoric made its entry into Rome in the second century Bc. Hermagoras had a
great influence on two of the major early Roman texts of rhetoric, the Rhetorica ad
Herennium (Rhetoric for Herennius, ca. 90 Bc) and Cicero’s De inventione (87 Bc). The
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Rhetorica, whose author is anonymous (though sometimes known as “Pseudo-Cicero”
since the work was attributed for 1,500 years to Cicero), is the first text to present a
detailed discussion of the five-part system (invention, arrangement, style, memory,
delivery) which was central to the Roman tradition of rhetoric. The author insists
that this is a practical treatise and that the task of the speaker is to discuss compet-
ently those matters that law and custom have fixed for “the uses of citizenship.”" Like
Aristotle, he divides rhetoric into the three branches of epideictic, deliberative, and
judicial (corresponding to “display,” “deliberative,” and “forensic” in Aristotle’s
account). He defines the five parts of rhetoric as follows: invention is the devising of
matter which will make a given case convincing (invention being the most difficult
and important of the speaker’s tasks); arrangement is the ordering of the matter; style
is the adaptation of words and sentences to the matter invented; memory is the firm
retention in the mind of the matter; and delivery refers to the regulation of voice,
countenance, and gesture (RH, L.ii.3).

The author cites the standard pattern of a discourse, as six parts: introduction, state-
ment of facts, division, proof, refutation, and conclusion. There are, he states, two
kinds of introductions, direct and subtle. The purpose of the introduction is to make
hearers receptive, well disposed, and attentive, by means of four methods: talking about
the speaker; talking about the adversary; talking about the audience; and discussing the
facts themselves (RH, Liii.4—1.iv.7). The most complete argument, he tells us, has five
parts: proposition, reason, proof of the reason, embellishment, and résumé or conclu-
sion. A conclusion is tripartite and includes summary, amplification, and appeal to pity.

As regards delivery and memory, the author explains that good delivery ensures that
the speaker appears to be speaking in earnest. Memory is of two kinds, natural and
artificial. The latter depends on the use of backgrounds and images (RH, III.xvi.28—
29). The author suggests that there are three levels of style: the grand or high style,
which uses ornate arrangements of impressive words; the middle style, which uses a
lower class of words which, however, are not colloquial; and the simple or plain style,
which uses the most current idiom of standard speech (RH, IV.viii.11). This concept of
the three styles was adapted by critics in the Middle Ages, such as Geoffrey de Vinsauf
and Matthew of Venddme, who saw the three levels respectively as applying to narrat-
ives about the court, the town, and the peasantry.

Finally, the author provides a long list of figures of speech and figures of thought.
The former are produced by an adornment of language, the latter by a distinction in
the idea or conception itself (RH, IV.xii.18). The section on figures of speech goes
through the standard figures such as antistrophe, apostrophe, reasoning by question
and answer, and reasoning by contraries. An interesting distinction is made here
between metonymy and synecdoche. Metonymy is defined as a figure which draws
from an object closely akin to the intended object but substitutes a different name. It
could substitute the name of the greater for that of the lesser, the thing invented for the
inventor, the instrument for the possessor, the cause for the effect or vice versa, the
container for the content or vice versa. Synecdoche occurs when the whole is under-
stood from the part or vice versa, or when the singular is understood from the plural
or vice versa (RH, IV.xxxii.43—xxxiii.45). Metaphor is said to occur when a word
applying to one thing is transferred to another, on the basis of a given similarity; it is
used to create vividness, brevity, to avoid obscenity, to magnify or diminish, or to
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embellish. Finally, allegory is defined as a manner of speech denoting one thing by the
letter of the words but another by their meaning. It can assume three aspects: compar-
ison, when a number of metaphors originating in a similarity are set together; argu-
ment, when a similitude is drawn from an object in order to magnify or minimize it;
and contrast, when one mockingly refers to a thing by its contrary (RH, IV.xxxiv.45—
46). The list of figures of thought includes frankness of speech, understatement,
division (of the alternatives of a question), refining, dwelling on a point, comparison,
exemplification, simile, character portrayal, dialogue, personification, emphasis, and
conciseness.

Cicero’s Rhetorical Theory

Marcus Tullius Cicero (106—43 Bc) is the most renowned of the classical rhetoricians.
Born into the equestrian order or upper middle class, he was a prominent practitioner
of the art of public speaking in the Roman senate and the lawcourts. He drew upon
Plato, Aristotle, Demosthenes, Isocrates, and Theophrastus in creating his own rhetor-
ical synthesis which was also informed by his own rich experience. As a student in
Rome, he entered an educational system which was centered on rhetoric and assigned
exercises in writing, speaking, arguing a thesis, legislative and judicial declamations, as
well as the learning of rhetorical rules, the exercise of memory, and the proper delivery
of a speech. Cicero himself regarded delivery as of predominant importance in a speech.
At an early age he published his rhetorical treatise De inventione in the early part of the
first century Bc. This was followed by other rhetorical texts, De oratore (55 BC), Brutus
(46 BC), a history of Roman oratory, Orator (46 BC), De optimo genere oratorum [On
the Ideal Classification of Orators] (46 BC), Partitione oratoria [On the Divisions of
Rhetoric] (45 Bc), a discussion of the components of a speech, the nature of audiences,
and the resources on which a speaker can draw, and Topica (44 Bc), an application of
Aristotelian logic to Roman rhetoric.

Cicero lived at a turbulent time, when the Roman republic was convulsed with
political, social, and military turmoil. Slave uprisings had broken out in Sicily in 139
BC and 103 Bc. A third slave uprising, led by Spartacus, had arisen in 73 Bc. Sulla had
established a dictatorship in Rome in 82 Bc. An agrarian revolution in Italy, as well as
numerous civil wars, had shaken the Roman republic, which was riven by class war-
fare, itself driven by the huge discrepancy between the opulent luxury of the upper
classes and the miserable poverty of the plebeians and peasants. Cicero was fearful of
further revolution and the possibility of mob rule; he supported a “concord of the
orders,” a cooperation of the aristocracy and the business class. Cicero’s major oppon-
ent was Lucius Sergius Catiline, who attempted to unite the various revolutionary
factions. In 64 Bc Cicero ran against Catiline for the consulate and defeated him,
having the united support of the upper classes. Eventually, hostilities broke out and
Catiline’s forces were defeated in battle and a number of his followers were executed.
After his crucial role in quelling this revolution, Cicero was hailed by the Romans as
the father and savior of his country.” Plutarch describes Cicero at this time as being
“the most powerful man in Rome” (Fall, 296).
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Cicero’s acerbic wit, however, made enemies. He eventually became caught up in the
messy power struggles between Caesar and Pompey, and then between Antony and
Octavian. His loyalties, generally to the preservation of the Roman republic as against
rule by an emperor, wavered between these powerful figures. He took no part in the
assassination of Caesar though he was a friend of Brutus; he argued before the senate
that Brutus and Cassius should be granted an amnesty after Caesar’s murder. Fear-
ful that Antony would seek supreme power for himself, Cicero produced a series of
speeches against Antony, called the Philippics (named after Demosthenes’ speeches to
the Athenians concerning Philip of Macedon). At first, Octavian provided protection
for Cicero while the latter was useful in promoting his career. Eventually, however,
Octavian acceded to Antony’s demand that Cicero be placed on a list of names marked
for death; Antony’s soldiers eventually caught up with Cicero at one of his summer
estates; they cut off his head and his hands, which were displayed on the public rostra
in the forum in Rome.

In De inventione Cicero stresses the political importance of rhetoric. He also affirms
that the function of rhetoric is to help promote a society based on justice and common
welfare rather than physical strength. As such, the speaker must possess not only
eloquence but also wisdom.” It is worth stating briefly Cicero’s definitions of the six
parts of a speech. (1) The exordium is intended to make the audience well disposed,
attentive, and receptive. It is divided into the introduction, which accomplishes these
three things directly, and the insinuation, which achieves them indirectly and through
dissimulation. The latter is used to begin a speech when the audience is hostile (1.20).
(2) The narrative is an account of the events which are alleged to have occurred (1.25).
(3) The partition makes the whole speech lucid, and has two forms: one indicates the
areas of agreement or disagreement with the opponent, and the other is a preview of
the remainder of our own argument (1.30). (4) The confirmation is that part of a
narrative which supports our case by enlisting arguments. Cicero here makes a number
of general observations concerning argumentation. Arguments can lend support to
propositions by reference to attributes of persons or of actions. All argumentation is
either necessary or probable. Necessary arguments cannot be refuted; probability oper-
ates in people’s ordinary beliefs. Moreover, all argumentation is conducted either by
analogy (drawing a likeness between one’s own case and facts which are undisputed)
or by enthymeme, which draws a probable conclusion from the facts (1.35-65). (5)
The refutation undermines the confirmation or proof in the opponent’s speech, by
denying its assumptions or conclusions or showing the opponent’s form of argument
to be fallacious (1.75). (6) The peroration which concludes the speech has three parts: a
resume of the speech’s substantial points, arousal of animosity against the opponent,
and the arousing of sympathy for one’s own case. A peroration might also include
personification as well as appealing to the pity of the jury (1.80.100—105). In De inventione
Cicero also tells us that every speech depends on one of the stases or issues for delibera-
tion, and elaborates the specific rules for each kind of speech, forensic, deliberative,
and epideictic.

De oratore is written as a conversation between four speakers. Cicero’s own views are
largely expressed through the character of Crassus, a renowned orator under whom
Cicero had studied rhetoric. This treatise presents some further insights on style, not-
ably that each proof in a speech should be related to an emotion since most decisions
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are made on the basis of emotion;* also, that each emotion naturally has a specific look
and tone which the speaker must master in delivery (I1.213). Other suggestions for
speaking include knowing that the audience is most receptive at the beginning of the
speech, which therefore should be used to make one’s most probative statements; and
using metaphor, since this — the discovery of new relationships among common terms
— is what gives audiences most pleasure. Cicero considers delivery to be the supreme
factor in successful oratory (I11.213). The orator is defined in general as someone who
can express ideas clearly to an “ordinary” audience (I.85).

What is most interesting about the De oratore is the way it addresses two important
topics: the cultural value of rhetoric, and the connection between rhetoric, philosophy,
and other forms of knowledge. Cicero, speaking through Crassus, maintains that the
art of rhetoric has flourished especially in states which have enjoyed freedom, peace,
and tranquility. Moreover, this art above all others distinguishes men from animals;
it is this art which has brought unity and civilization to humanity (I, VIII). As such,
the orator must combine in himself a multitude of virtues which are found but singly
in other men (XXV-XXVI). Cicero also takes issue with Plato’s criticism of rhetoric.
Where Plato sees rhetoric as focused on style and divorced from philosophy, Cicero
insists that the good rhetorician must speak on the basis of knowledge and under-
standing of his subject, and that philosophy and rhetoric are complementary. A speaker
must have knowledge of philosophy, law, and human psychology, and must be trained
in the liberal arts (I, XI-XII). According to Cicero, Socrates “separated . . . the ability
of thinking wisely and speaking gracefully, though they are naturally united.” Interest-
ingly, Cicero aligns this with an equally unnatural “divorce . . . of the tongue from the
heart” (III, XVI). In short, Cicero insists, in contrast with Plato — a contrast so sharp
that it verges on identity — that the rhetorician and the philosopher can be united in
one person; whether he is called a rhetorician or a philosopher is a matter of indiffer-
ence (III, XXXV). Plato, we may recall, effectively redefined the good rhetorician as a
philosopher.

In De optimo genere oratorum, Cicero considers Demosthenes the greatest of all
orators. In Brutus he argues that the ultimate test of a speaker’s success is not acclaim
by the critics but the approval of the people. He also adds a few other precepts such as
avoiding bombast, and pursuing the path of moderation. In Orator Cicero argues that
the functions of oratory — to teach, delight, and affect an audience — are related to the
three levels of style, grand, middle, and plain. The ideal orator, says Cicero, will use
the plain style for proving his case, the middle style for delighting his audience, and
the grand style for evoking specific emotional responses. An orator using the grand
style has the greatest power, but this should be mixed with other styles as appropriate.
Commonplace subjects should be treated in a simple way, great subjects in the grand
style, and subjects falling between these in the middle style. Cicero states that the
orator should be familiar with logic as formulated by Aristotle, as well as history, civil
law, religion, and morality. He considers figures of thought more important to elo-
quence than figures of language, since embellishment and adornment are essential to
oratory. In De partitione oratoria Cicero offers a more systematic account of the prin-
ciples and divisions of rhetoric. His final rhetorical treatise, Topica, which purports
to be an interpretation of Aristotle’s Topics, actually attempts to show how philo-
sophy and rhetoric draw on common themes or topics for invention. Where Plato had
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derided rhetoric as indifferent to truth and as based on emotional appeal rather
than valid argumentation, Aristotle and his followers had developed the topics or
“categories of reasoning,” and had “established a complete system of argumentation”
(CHLG, V.1, 229).

Indeed, Cicero’s greatest achievement might be said to be a rhetorical synthesis
between the principles of various schools, as well as an attempted fusion of philosophy
and rhetoric. He undoubtedly increased the philosophical and literary-critical vocabu-
lary of the Latin language, thereby paving the way for further rhetorical and philo-
sophical refinements. Perhaps the best — and most flattering — tribute to Cicero was
expressed by Plutarch in these words: “Cicero, more than anyone, made the Romans
see how great is the charm which eloquence confers on what is good, how invincible
justice is if it is well expressed in words, and how the good and efficient statesman
should always in his actions prefer what is right to what will win popularity, and in his
words should express the public interest in a manner that will please rather than prove
offensive” (Fall, p. 287).

Quintilian

It is reputed that Cicero’s last words were, “With me dies the republic!” The world
inhabited by Cicero’s rhetorical successors was very different. With the establishment
and consolidation of imperial rule — whereby power lay in the hands of one man —
came a considerable decrease in personal and political freedom, the ability to speak
freely and to argue sincerely. A character in Tacitus’ “Dialogue on Oratory” remarks
that the period of peace inaugurated by Augustus effectively produced “tranquillity” in
the senate as a result of the “restraints on eloquence as well as on all else.”® The changes
involved in the transformation from republic to empire have been succinctly expressed
by Murphy and Katula:

Conditions in the new Empire were inimical to creative oratory: the length of speeches,
number of advocates, and duration of court trials were reduced; orators ran the risk
of offending the Emperor in every speech they gave; the dynamic issues of the past were,
for the most part, absent; the power of the monarchy steadily encroached on the self-
governing bodies . . . In short, the social and political conditions productive of creative
rhetoric no longer marked the Roman world.®

With some irony, Tacitus explains the dearth of great oratory in his day. One of his
characters, Maternus, states, “the great and famous eloquence of old is the nursling of
the licence which fools call freedom.” In an ordered state, where “a sound morality and
willing obedience to authority prevail,” there is no need of eloquence or long speeches.
What need is there of long speeches in the senate, he asks, “when political questions
are decided not by an ignorant multitude, but by one man of pre-eminent wisdom?”
(Tacitus, pp. 768—769). Perhaps not far beneath the surface of these comments is an
underlying longing for the freedom in which other voices beyond the emperor’s might
be heard.
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Though these circumstances oversaw a general decline of rhetoric in the first century
AD in Rome, they nonetheless produced in Quintilian a figure whose enduring influ-
ence closely rivaled that of Cicero. Quintilian (Marcus Fabius Quintilianus) was born
in northern Spain in Ap 35 and died shortly after 96, the year of publication of his
Institutio orataria. This text was a major contribution to rhetorical and educational
theory as well as to literary criticism; its influence has been vast, second only to Cicero’s
in the Renaissance, and reaching into our own educational systems.

Quintilian studied oratory in Rome under the training of the leading orator of
the time, Domitius Afer. He practiced as a lawyer and started a school of rhetoric
which counted Tacitus, Pliny the Younger, Juvenal, and Suetonius among its students.
He was appointed to a state professorship of rhetoric by the emperor Vespasian; his
renown continued under the emperors Titus and Domitian, and he was eventually
awarded the title of honorary consul.

In the Institutio Quintilian both describes in detail the Roman education system,
which was centered on rhetoric, and offers a program for the education of an ideal
orator from childhood. In a preface, Quintilian stresses what is perhaps the most
original theme of his text, the dependence of true oratory on moral goodness: “the
perfect orator . . . cannot exist unless he is above all a good man.”” The orator thus
requires “every excellence of mind.” Like Cicero, Quintilian opposes Plato’s separa-
tion of rhetoric and philosophy. Quintilian’s integration of these activities is based on
morality: the orator must be morally good — and cannot leave the principles of moral
conduct to the philosophers — because he is actively involved as a citizen in the various
enterprises of the state, civil, legal, judicial, private, and public. Like Cicero, then,
Quintilian views wisdom and eloquence as naturally and necessarily accompanying
each other. Hence the orator will require the broad training detailed in the Institutio,
which consists of twelve books. The first book outlines the required education for a
child prior to beginning his rhetorical studies, which are described in the second book.
The third to ninth books deal with the five parts of rhetoric: invention, arrangement,
style, memory, and delivery. The tenth book is a survey of Greek and Latin rhetori-
cians, the eleventh concerns the arts of memory and delivery, while the final book deals
with the character of the ideal orator, his style, and the rules he must follow. The
following discussion will focus on the first two books, which are renowned for their
general insights into education, and the twelfth book, which crystallizes Quintilian’s
views of the orator.

In book I, concerning the education of children, Quintilian urges education in a
public school over private tuition; the latter does not necessarily guard against possible
bad habits and immorality at a school. Moreover, an eminent teacher will seek out
a larger audience of students; one student alone will not provide an adequate forum
for his speaking ability and teaching gifts. As Quintilian puts it, “There would be
no eloquence in the world, if we were to speak only with one person at a time”
(Lii.31). However, by being a “kind friend” to his students, the teacher can establish a
relationship of affection which will make every student feel individually treated rather
than a member of a multitude. The caring teacher will also “let himself down to the
capacity of the learner” (1.ii.15-16, 27-28). Quintilian goes on to say that the chief
symptoms of ability in children are memory and imitation. He recommends some
relaxation and play, which is both a sign of vivacity and expresses a child’s moral
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disposition. He is against corporal punishment since it produces no change for the
better in a child.

Once a child has learned how to read and write, he must next learn grammar.
Quintilian defines the province of grammar as comprising two parts, the art of speak-
ing correctly and the interpretation of literature. He warns against viewing grammar as
trivial, since it lays a sure foundation for the future orator. The grammarian needs a
knowledge of music in order to understand meter and rhythm; he must know some
astronomy and philosophy, since poetry often draws upon these (L.iv.2-5). In general,
Quintilian tells us that language is based on reason, antiquity, authority, and custom.
While the judgment of eminent men of the past can sometimes be followed and while
moderate use of archaic language is permissible, the surest guide to proper use of
language in speaking is custom; it must have “the public stamp” (I.vi.2-3). However,
Quintilian cautions that custom cannot be aligned with the practice of the majority;
rather, it is “the agreement of the educated” (I.vi.45). This principle will reemerge in
many writers, and is active in many reader-response theories of literature.

Regarding exercises in reading, Quintilian suggests that a student’s mode of reading
aloud should be “manly,” uniting gravity with sweetness (L.viii.2). The passages chosen
for reading should portray moral goodness; Quintilian recommends the reading of
Homer and Vergil in order to sense the sublimity and magnitude of conception of
heroic verse; the reading of tragedy and lyric poetry; and comedy, since it can contrib-
ute much to eloquence. Quintilian’s appeal to Homer, Vergil, and Horace indicates the
authority achieved by these poets as models for rhetorical composition. In analyzing
poetry, the student must be taught to read closely, to specify the parts of speech, the
feet and meter, to identify the correct usage of words, to know the various senses of a
given word, to recognize all kinds of tropes, figures of speech, and figures of thought,
to be acquainted with relevant historical facts, and above all, to understand the merit
in the way the whole work is organized (1.viii.5—18). He defines a trope as “the conver-
sion of a word or phrase from its proper signification to another, in order to increase
its force” (VIILvi.1). He defines a figure as “a form of speech artfully varied from
common usage” (IX.i.14). In addition, boys should learn to relate orally Aesop’s fables,
and should practice paraphrasing poetry in their own words. They should practice
writing aphorisms and character sketches. In general, the stories told by poets should
be used to increase their knowledge rather than simply treated as models of eloquence
(Lix.2—6).

Having thus described the studies preliminary to rhetoric, Quintilian turns, in book
11, to the teaching and learning which fall under the province of rhetoric proper. His
foremost point here is that the teacher of rhetoric, receiving boys at an impression-
able age, should be of exemplary morality. His description of the ideal teacher is still
pertinent in our own time and is worth quoting in full:

Let him [the teacher] adopt, then, above all things, the feelings of a parent toward his
pupils, and consider that he succeeds to the place of those by whom the children were
entrusted to him. Let him neither have vices in himself, nor tolerate them in others. Let
his austerity not be stern, nor his affability too easy, lest dislike arise from the one, or
contempt from the other. Let him discourse frequently on what is honourable and good,
for the oftener he admonishes, the more seldom will he have to chastise. Let him not be of
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an angry temper, and yet not a conniver at what ought to be corrected. Let him be plain
in his mode of teaching, and patient of labor . . . Let him reply readily to those who put
questions to him, and question of his own accord those who do not. In commending the
exercises of his pupils, let him be neither niggardly nor lavish; for the one quality begets
dislike of labor, and the other self-complacency. In amending what requires correction,
let him not be harsh, and, least of all, not reproachful . . . Let him speak much every day
himself, for the edification of his pupils. Although he may point out to them, in their
course of reading, plenty of examples for their imitation, yet the living voice . . . feeds the
mind more nutritiously — especially the voice of the teacher, whom his pupils, if they are
but rightly instructed, both love and reverence. (II. ii.4—8)

This passage seems strangely modern in its precepts — especially those concerning
responding to students’ work — with the exception, perhaps, that we are not quite so
insistent on stressing the instructor’s moral character. So important is the moral ele-
ment of teaching to Quintilian that, in its absence, he maintains, all other rules are
useless (I1.ii.10-11, 15).

Quintilian also suggests that, from the very beginning, the child should be given the
best teachers; it is a mistake to think that his early education can be turned over to
inferior teachers. Eminent teachers, who know their subject well and accurately, will
not be above teaching elementary matters. Moreover, they will be people of good sense
who know how to adapt their teaching to the standards of their pupils. Above all, their
command of their learning will enable them to achieve in their teaching the virtue of
clarity, which is “the chief virtue of eloquence.” The less able a teacher is, the more
obscure and pretentious he will be (I1.iii.2-9).

It will be recalled that Cicero divided a speech into six parts, an essential one of
which was the narration. Quintilian suggests that the teacher of rhetoric might begin
with a subject such as narration, which has already been studied. He observes that
there are three kinds of narration: the fable, which draws on imaginary material as
exemplified in tragedies and poetry, the argumentum, which has an appearance of
truth, as used in comedy, and the history, which is a statement of facts. It is this last
and most substantial kind that the student must learn from the teacher of rhetoric. The
student should be taught to compose a narrative which is neither dry or insipid nor
adorned with far-fetched ornamentation (IL.iv.2—4). Here also Quintilian offers valu-
able advice on pedagogy. A dry instructor should be avoided, and maturity should not
be encouraged with overdue haste. A teacher should not be severe in correcting faults;
he should be as agreeable as possible; he “ought to praise some parts of his pupils’
performances, to tolerate some, and to alter others, giving his reasons why the altera-
tions are made; and also to make some passages clearer by adding something of his
own” (ILiv.8—12).

As well as practicing narrations, students must engage in the tasks of refuting and
confirming them, praising illustrious characters and censuring immoral ones, and study-
ing commonplaces (general claims on points of morality or law) and theses (arguments
on a general topic, often comparing the virtues of two things) (IL.iv.18-25). Students
must also undergo exercises in the praise or denunciation of laws. It is within the
province of the teacher of rhetoric, says Quintilian, to point out the beauties and faults
of texts, helping them, if necessary, line by line through a text. He should point out to
his students anything significant in thought or language. In particular, he should be on
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the alert for the purpose of the entire passage, the clarity of the narration, the subtlety
and urgency of the argumentation, and the speaker’s ability to control his own and
the audience’s feelings. He should also remark stylistic elegances and defects, as, for
example, in the appropriate use of metaphors and figures (IL.v.7-9). In a subsequent
chapter Quintilian stresses that the art of declamation is by far the most useful of
exercises (II.x.2-3). Exercises in declamation are to be properly regarded as prepara-
tion for the pleading of actual cases and therefore should imitate them (I.x.12-13).

Quintilian has a number of interesting general observations on the nature and value
of rhetoric. Rhetoric is foremost a practical art which is concerned with action, rather
than a theoretical art concerned with understanding or a productive art such as paint-
ing or sculpture (IL.xviii). As such, there are no rigid rules for rhetoric; the rules must
be adapted to the specific nature and circumstances of each case (I1.xiii). Quintilian
refuses the classical definition of rhetoric as the art of persuasion since the latter can be
achieved by many means. He prefers to name rhetoric the science of speaking well
(ILxv). Rhetoric is by no means a morally indifferent art; it belongs to the province of
a good person since one cannot give forensic and epideictic speeches without a know-
ledge of goodness and justice (ILxx). Finally, like Cicero, Quintilian turns Plato’s
critique of rhetoric against him: the material of rhetoric can indeed be anything, and
this is why the orator must receive a comprehensive education (IL.xxi). In books III
and IV Quintilian goes over some of the history of rhetoric and informs us that his
own position is eclectic rather than affiliated to any given school (IILi). He basically
accepts the traditional division of rhetoric into forensic, deliberative, and epideictic
branches, and states that questions pertain either to law or to fact (Ill.iv—v). His
account of the various parts of a speech — exordium, narration, confirmation, proof,
partition — is similar to Cicero’s.

Having dealt with invention, Quintilian turns in book VII to arrangement. Among
the general principles he advocates are that the prosecution should assemble its
proofs while the defense should consider them separately, and that arguments should
move from the general to the particular (VILi). Book VIII deals with style, which
Quintilian regards as the most difficult subject. He advocates a style which has clarity,
elegance, and is adapted to its audience (VIILi-ii). However, tropes, such as metaphor,
synecdoche, and metonymy, can be used to enhance one’s meaning or to decorate
one’s style (VIILvi).

Simply to follow these stylistic precepts, however, is not enough in Quintilian’s eyes
to make a good orator. One must develop a certain facility and habitual competence,
both through writing (which Cicero too had emphasized) and through reading and
imitation of the best authors, ancient and modern, in poetry, history, philosophy,
and oratory. However, mere passive imitation is not enough; the student must be
inventive, adding something of his own. As regards writing, Quintilian insists that this
should be careful rather than hasty and that self-correction through extensive revision
is an integral part of the process of composition (X.i—iv). In achieving fluency and
facility, other exercises, such as translation, paraphrase, theses, commonplaces, and
writing out declamations, are also valuable (X.v). Moreover, young men should start
to attend actual cases in court and learn to think out a plan for various kinds of cases.
This will foster their ability in improvisation, which Quintilian calls the “highest achieve-
ment” of the orator (X.vi—vii).
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Turning now to memory and delivery, Quintilian urges memorizing a speech. As to
delivery, he concurs with Cicero that it has the most powerful effect; indeed, it is even
more important than the content itself of the speech since it is what will move the
audience. Delivery must follow the same principles as style: it must be clear, correct,
duly ornamented, and appropriate to the given audience, occasion, and nature of the
case (XIL.iii).

In the final and most renowned book of the Institutio, Quintilian stakes a claim to
originality inasmuch as he describes the character of the ideal orator. He repeats his
initial affirmation that no man can be an orator unless he is a good man. His reasoning
is that a truly intelligent man will not choose vice over virtue, and that only a good
man can be sincere in his speeches. Moreover, the goal of oratory is to express what is
good, just, and honorable (XILi). Hence the orator must form himself into a noble
character by acquiring an extensive knowledge of what is just and honorable from the
philosophers, as well as real and fictitious examples of justice and honor through
history and poetry. However, he must not become a philosopher, since the latter
merely thinks without acting. The orator’s duty is to utilize his learning and knowledge
in practical affairs. He must also have a knowledge of civil law, religion, and the
customs of his country, as well as a sound command of the three levels of style.
Quintilian urges that the robust Attic style of oratory is superior to the more extravag-
ant Asiatic style. Finally, he urges the orator to engage in constant practice, referring
pointedly to the decadence and distractions of the current day — such as the theater
and feasting — which surround him (XIL.x—xi).

In general, it can be seen that Quintilian’s major contribution to the fields of rhet-
orical and educational theory lies in his insistence that all aspects of these fields are
underlain by morality. The purpose of his entire treatise is to indicate the type of
training a person must undergo in order to be an orator and a statesman, one who can
contribute in a virtuous and effective manner to the administration of the state. Not
only must he be versed in the art of eloquence; he must also be trained in philosophy,
law, and liberal studies. He must be practical, adaptable, kind, and moderate, and
maintain a Stoic sense of duty to his country. His insistence on these moral and
intellectual qualities of the orator is a reflection of, and proposed remedy for, the decay
of rhetoric in his day caused in large part by political circumstances that did not
encourage freedom of thought and speech. Sadly, in these circumstances, his educa-
tional program could not be realized. Nor was it realized in the Renaissance despite the
reverence in which his treatise was held.

The Subsequent History of Rhetoric: An Overview

After the civil war in which Octavius defeated Antony at the battle of Actium, Octavius
became emperor of the entire Roman world in 27 Bc and ruled until ap 14. The
republic had permanently collapsed and Rome was ruled by emperors until its fall in
AD 410. In this period, the freedom to speak — and the art of rhetoric — was profoundly
constrained: speakers focused on style and delivery and rhetorical ornamentation
rather than substance. The period is generally referred to as the Second Sophistic
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(27 Bc—AD 410), named after a new generation of Sophists who advocated a return to
the language and style of classical Athens. Deliberative speeches concerning state policy
became less important and, as the empire expanded, rhetoric came to be dominated by
narrowly defined legal and technical speeches. Rhetoric as taught in the schools was
further and further removed from everyday life and the actual affairs of the state.
It focused instead on imitation of earlier models, especially those of fourth-century
Athens. Nonetheless, there was a proliferation of theories. In both respects — the
withdrawal from realpolitik and the proliferation of theories — this state of affairs
bears some resemblance to the late twentieth century where theories multiplied,
nearly all of them estranged from the apparatus of political and economic power.

Marked by such circumstances, the Second Sophistic produced no major rhetorical
treatises, with the exception of Longinus’ On the Sublime. Given that rhetoric had
effectively been denuded of its social and political functions, the art of rhetoric hence-
forth lost its public role, focusing increasingly on the formalization of rules for literary
composition, which was seen through the Middle Ages as part of the province of
rhetoric. In fact, the prevailing philosophy of this period, especially during the third
and fourth centuries, was Neo-Platonism, deriving from Philo Judaeus and Plotinus; in
stark contrast to the public, political, and rational nature of classical rhetoric, Neo-
Platonism was mystical and ascetic in orientation, advocating absolute indifference to
the political and economic world. Like the rhetoricians of the Second Sophistic, the
Neo-Platonists shared in the “universal reverence” for the classical texts, viewing them
as the fountains of wisdom. As such, the Neo-Platonists attempted to smooth away
differences and conflicts between classical authors. They aimed to resolve the “ancient
quarrel” between philosophy and poetry, by reconciling Plato and Homer. To do this,
they were obliged, as Donald Russell says, to develop “techniques of allegorical and
symbolic interpretation,” paving the way for medieval conceptions of discourse which
viewed the physical world as inherently symbolic of a higher world. Though this was a
Greek development, it was the Latin writer Macrobius who ensured the legacy of such
techniques in Western culture.® The Neo-Platonists were effectively continuing a Stoic
tradition of allegorical interpretation aimed largely at defending Homer and other
poets from charges initially brought by Plato (CHLC, V.1, 298-299).

Some rhetoricians of this period did exert an enduring influence. Under the domin-
ant preoccupation with style, grammarians flourished. In the fourth century the gram-
marian Donatus produced two manuals, Ars minor, an exposition of the eight parts of
speech, and Ars maior, which also dealt with figures of speech and tropes. Another
influential grammarian was Priscian, who wrote his Institutiones grammaticae around
the beginning of the sixth century, dealing with the parts of speech as well as problems
of composition. During the Middle Ages Priscian’s text was used in university educa-
tion and Donatus’ in elementary schools. Other rhetoricians of this period such as
Victorinus influenced scriptural exegesis and rhetorical treatises in the Middle Ages.
Donald Russell remarks that the Second Sophistic had an enduring social and educa-
tional impact on the way in which literature was approached: a technique of close
reading was developed, which could be used to study the strategies both of great
orators and of Homer and the great dramatists; this technique was later applied to the
fundamental texts of Christianity (CHLC, V.1, 298).
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By the end of the fourth century, Christianity had risen to a predominant status in
the Roman Empire. This process had been initiated by a series of edicts issued by the
emperor Constantine in 313 allowing Christianity to be tolerated; one of Constantine’s
successors, Theodosius I, had issued a decree in 380 demanding the practice of Chris-
tianity. As a result of this predominance, a reaction set in against the use of classical
pagan methods and mythology in education. The Christian Council of Nicaea organ-
ized a structure of dioceses, each of which was to be presided over by a bishop respons-
ible for preaching in his district. Augustine, who was trained in classical rhetoric,
produced his De doctrina christiana in 426, in which he argued that language was a
system of signs for conveying thoughts and emotions; but his fourth book argued for
the importance of rhetoric, especially that of Cicero, as an instrument of explaining
and conveying the Christian message through preaching and education. Eventually,
the Church adopted Cicero’s rhetoric as a guide for preachers. Augustine thus provides
a link between classical and medieval rhetoric (SH, 205-211).

In the Middle Ages rhetoric was one part of the educational “trivium,” the other
two components being grammar and logic. Rhetoric was concerned primarily with
the means of persuasion of an audience, whereas the focus of grammar was on the
rules of linguistic correctness, and that of logic on valid argumentation. There was,
according to some scholars, a “confusion” of rhetoric and poetic, indicating that the
boundaries between these disciplines were not clearly established. If this is so, it is
traceable partly to the “practical and didactic temper” of classical literary criticism,
and partly to the fact that much classical criticism, as O. B. Hardison, Jr. states, was
“really oratorical criticism which is applicable to poetry.” The primary source of
medieval rhetorical criticism was in fact Horace’s Ars poetica, which drew heavily on
Alexandrian poetic theory (itself influenced by rhetorical theory) and Roman rhetoric,
in particular that of Cicero. Horace’s text effectively attributes to poetry some of the
aims of rhetoric: to instruct, delight, and “move” an audience. Hardison points out
that the concept of any sharp separation between poetic and rhetoric did not even arise
until the sixteenth century rediscovered Aristotle’s Poetics. Some Renaissance critics
such as Julius Caesar Scaliger attempted to restrict the rules of rhetoric to the composi-
tion of prose.

The most influential rhetorical treatises during the Middle Ages were the Rhetorica
ad Herennium and Cicero’s De inventione. From these texts, medieval writers such as
Conrad of Hirsau, Geoffrey de Vinsauf, John of Garland, and John of Salisbury took
the notion of the three styles, as well as the classification of rhetorical figures. Other
notable figures included Bede and Alcuin. Also influential were two works dating from
the fourth century ap, the Interpretationes Vergilianae of Tiberius Claudius Donatus
and Macrobius’ Saturnalia. Both works discuss Vergil’s Aeneid in terms of its mastery
of the various provinces of rhetoric, and the second revives a standard theme, namely,
whether Vergil was an orator or poet (MLC, 12). In the Carolingian period, purely
rhetorical criticism after the fashion of Donatus and Macrobius disappeared, and was
not revived until the fifteenth century (MLC, 13). Hardison suggests that there was
a “lively debate during the twelfth and thirteenth centuries concerning the relative
importance of the disciplines of the trivium,” which shows that, far from being con-
fused, the participants had an acute understanding of what was at stake. Poetry was
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henceforth treated under the province of grammar (MLC, 13). In general, rhetoric in
the Middle Ages took second place to the development of logic, especially in the hands
of the scholastic theologians such as Thomas Aquinas.

In the Renaissance, which returned to classical sources, rhetoric enjoyed a revived
centrality in the educational curriculum. The Renaissance humanists drew profusely
on the teachings of Cicero.'” Whereas poetics and rhetoric in the Middle Ages had
drawn on Cicero’s earlier text De inventione to emphasize the two rhetorical offices
concerning form, namely style and arrangement, the Renaissance writers used his ma-
ture work De oratore, as well as Quintilian’s newly recovered treatise, in their emphasis
on content and the strategies of invention (“RP,” 1048—1049). As the Renaissance
progressed, however, this emphasis on invention gave way to a preoccupation with
style, which was seen as the central province of rhetoric, as indicated by influential
texts such as De inventione dialectica of Rudolphus Agricola (d. 1485). What these
developments effectively indicate is a subsumption of rhetoric — itself reduced to style
— under poetics, and the loss of the rhetorical concern with audience, modes of argu-
mentation, and persuasion. As Thomas Sloane so eloquently puts it, “this rhetoricizing
of poetics did little to salvage the rapidly disappearing uniqueness of rhetorical thought”
(“RP,” 1049). Rhetoric as such was dead.

Indeed, the rediscovery of Aristotle’s Poetics, along with a new edition of Longinus
produced by Robortelli in 1554, inspired a new emphasis on poetic form and a view
of poetry as not wholly analyzable as merely a branch of rhetoric. The new literary
theories of humanists such as Robortelli and Castelvetro, inspired by the Poetics, were
not grounded in a rhetorical approach. The three “unities” attributed to Aristotle —
of time, place, and action — became widely prescribed for drama. There was also an
Aristotelian insistence on the organic unity of a poem, whereas the various “offices” of
rhetoric tended to distinguish sharply between the formal elements of a composition
and its content. This formalism, as will emerge in a later chapter, was particularly
intensified by the Romantic poets and reached a climax in the earlier part of the
twentieth century in Russian Formalism, the New Criticism, and the Aristotelian
critics of the so-called Chicago School (“RP,” 1047). These modern formalisms were,
in a sense, a revived reaction against the constraints of traditional rhetorical terms
and classifications.

In subsequent eras, rhetoric survived only in a disintegrated form, as in the Ramist
reformers who, following the French thinker Petrus Ramus, reduced it to style (by
excluding the offices of invention and disposition, which they assigned to dialectics)
and viewed the various offices of rhetoric as distinct spheres of study. The remaining
component of rhetoric, pronunciation, became a subject of independent study — a
study of gesture, elocution, and language as performance — in the seventeenth and
eighteenth centuries in the hands of Francis Bacon, John Bulwer, and actors such as
Thomas Sheridan. In seventeenth- and eighteenth-century poetics Ciceronian elements,
such as the amplification of ideas to evoke and manipulate the “passions” of an audi-
ence, survived alongside terminology from Aristotle’s Poetics such as plot, character,
and thought. Poetic invention of course retained its importance but it was not, as
in traditional rhetoric, oriented primarily toward an audience. Rather, it became a
private, meditative act, the composition of a solitary mind in isolation. The figures of
speech were less directed toward the passions of an audience; composition was viewed
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more as a form of self-expression, an indication of the author’s psyche, and began to
be examined by the new discipline of psychology (“RP,” 1049). Such an approach was
expressed by some of the important rhetorical treatises of this period which included
George Campbell’s Philosophy of Rhetoric (1776) and Richard Whately’s Elements of
Rhetoric (1828). This mode of thinking achieved a new intensity in Romanticism,
which offered a new account of poetic creation on the basis of the faculty of imagina-
tion. The Romantics tended to draw upon Plato and Longinus, attacking the remnants
of Aristotelian poetics and rhetoric that infused neoclassical poetics. They turned again
to Plato’s doctrine of poetry as a divine madness or possession, rather than Aristotle’s
view of poetry as a rational activity, subject to the processes of rhetorical invention.
They also had recourse to Longinus’ view of poetry as transporting its listeners to a
higher state rather than persuading them.

Interestingly, this mutual separation of the elements of rhetoric into a study of the
performative aspects of language on the one hand, and language as private meditation
on the other, signifies a rift between speech and writing, a rift that broadened and
intensified irreversibly with the development of printing. The profusion of written
culture encouraged the theory and practice of invention and creativity as an isolated
and solitary process. In general, after the Renaissance, rhetoric has experienced a
disintegration whereby some of its functions have been preserved in other domains,
such as law, politics, and poetics, some of its functions absorbed by literary and lin-
guistic analysis, and its essentially public and social character dissolved in its modern
reconfigurations. The original impulse of rhetoric (as Plato recognized, albeit in a
negative way) was holistic. It aimed to subsume everything in its path, aspiring to
a universal applicability to all domains of discourse. Whether one talked about
politics, law, religion, or poetry, one could mold the form of discourse in each domain
according to certain broad principles. Indeed, Plato failed to recognize that rhetoric
was not composed of content but was essentially a form: in other words, it does
not have a specific content and is a mode of imposing form on the content of other
disciplines.

In the Middle Ages, this formal function of rhetoric was already being displaced by
logic and theology. After the Renaissance, the gradual rise of bourgeois economy and
modes of thought, reaching an explosive predominance in the late eighteenth and
nineteenth centuries, contributed to the disintegration of rhetoric in several ways:
through increasing specialization, whereby each area of inquiry aspired to a relative
autonomy, possessing not only its own unique content but also its own methods; for
example, it was argued that literature be treated as literature, rather than as a social or
moral or political document. In this highly compartmentalized scheme of knowledge,
rhetoric became treated as a specific content rather than as a form applicable to other
disciplines. Moreover, the predominance of rationalist, empirical, and experimental
outlooks fostered a distrust of predetermined categories of thought and expression, as
well as promoting a more straightforward and literal use of language, divesting lan-
guage of its allegorical potential as so richly realized in medieval texts. By the end of the
nineteenth century and indeed into present times, “rhetoric” has become a derogatory
term, signifying emptiness of content, bombast, superfluous ornamentation. Nonethe-
less, as indicated below, rhetoric has experienced some significant revivals during the
twentieth century.
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The Legacy of Rhetoric

The inheritance of the modern Western world from classical rhetoric is profound and
pervasive. Rhetoric has played a central role in politics and law; for two millennia
rhetoric has been at the center of the educational system in Europe, and its influence in
education is still visible in its continued domination of the teaching of composition,
influenced by theorists of argumentation such as Stephen Toulmin. In this field, how-
ever, rhetoric has had a somewhat narrow application, being transposed from the
province of public speaking into the art of writing and even there often reduced to
issues of thematic coherence and essay development; while there is some acknowledg-
ment of a potential audience, this recognition is often abstract (the audience often
blandly identified as a student’s peers or instructor), with the act of invention remain-
ing essentially private and meditative, an expression of the author’s individual per-
spective. Having said this, approaches to teaching composition have begun to feel the
reverberations of a rhetorical revival in literary studies. Rhetoric has recently exercised
a renewed impact on the vast area of cultural and critical theory, spanning numerous
disciplines, especially those such as speech act theory which are directly concerned
with the nature of communication. The influence of rhetoric on literary criticism and
theory extends much further than the stylistic analysis of figures of speech such as
metaphor and metonymy. A rhetorical approach to a text must concern itself not only
with the author’s intentions but also with all the features implicated in the text as
a persuasive or argumentative use of language: the structure of the text as a means
of communication, the nature and response of the audience or reader, the text’s
relation to other discourses, and the social and political contexts of the interaction
between author, text, and reader, as well as a historicist concern with the differences
between a modern reception of the text and its original performative conditions.
In short, a rhetorical approach views a literary text not as an isolated act (merely
recording, for example, the private thoughts of an author) but as a performance in a
social context.

In this broad sense, rhetoric has been an integral element in many approaches to
literature and philosophy, ranging from Marxist and feminist perspectives through
hermeneutic to reception theories. From the earlier parts of the twentieth century,
philosophers such as Ludwig Wittgenstein and Gilbert Ryle have recognized the im-
portance of studying the use of language in philosophical propositions. Later linguistic
philosophers such as J. L. Austin have studied the performative aspects of language. A
study of the nature of language as a system of signs, as comprehending both its com-
municative and “literary” functions, has been central to the project of much formal-
ism, including the New Criticism. But as with earlier formalisms, this modern formalism
— expressed partly in manifesto slogans such as “a poem should not mean, but be” —
tended to undermine a rhetorical approach to literature as an effective form of
communication, and to view the literary text either as an isolated verbal structure
abstracted from all context or as enabled by an equally isolated structure of language
in general viewed as a system of relations between signs. Most of these formalist
approaches drew attention to the literary work not as a means of communication but
as a material entity, existing for its own sake, possessing a certain pattern and structure.
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One of the figures associated with New Critical tendencies, I. A. Richards, produced a
book, Philosophy of Rhetoric (1936), in which he made a distinction, deriving partly
from John Locke, between poetry, which draws on the entire semantic richness and
multiple meanings of words, rhetoric, designed to persuade, and expository language,
in which the meaning of each word should be clear and the language used neutral or
impartial. However, as against Locke’s call for a clear language free from figures and
polysemy, Richards acknowledges that such purity is impossible, suggesting that it is
the task of rhetoric to examine the semantic richness of language.

However, Richards’ insights gave way before the predominance of New Critical and
other formalisms. A more general revival of rhetoric was heralded by Kenneth Burke’s
reaction against these various modern formalisms and his call for the renewal of a
rhetorical approach to literary form and interpretation. Writers such as T. S. Eliot and
Wayne Booth tended to focus on the author’s relation to the text, as in Eliot’s essay
“The Three Voices of Poetry”; Northrop Frye’s Anatomy of Criticism (1957) also ulti-
mately rejected any sharp distinction between a literary or rhetorical use of language
that made use of figures and tropes, and a philosophical and expository use of lan-
guage; the latter is also marked by ambivalence and connotation. Reception and reader-
response theorists, including Iser, Holland, and Fish, have focused on the role and
situation of the reader; other critics, such as Burke, Jakobson, Lacan, Derrida, and Paul
de Man, resurrected the idea of certain foundational rhetorical tropes such as irony,
metaphor, and metonymy, some arguing that these tropes are integral to language and
the process of thought. Derrida sees all language, whether philosophical or literary, as
intrinsically metaphorical (since the process of interpretation or exposition involves
the endless displacement of one signifier for another, never being arrested at any
signified), and in an important sense rhetorical. De Man aligns rhetoric with an inde-
terminacy and openness that cannot be coerced into a grammatical or logical system.
Linguists and structuralists such as Todorov, Genette, and Barthes have often modified
rhetorical classifications of tropes. A rhetorical perspective is explicitly acknowledged
in the so-called Law and Literature movement: the narrative of a prosecution or defense
in a courtroom will employ many literary and rhetorical strategies. But the influence is
not one-sided: literary and other texts can themselves be viewed in the light of rhetor-
ical strategies designed for the courtroom. The entire arsenal of “literary” figures, in
fact, was devised by rhetoricians. In this broad sense, then, rhetoric might be viewed as
an inevitable component of all kinds of discourse. A literary, philosophical, or histor-
ical text, for example, might be seen as arguing a case by an author in specific circum-
stances who has certain motives; the audience or reader is the judge, with its own
motives and interests. Indeed, modern rhetoricians and theorists tend to view all of the
figures of speech identified by classical rhetoric — such as metaphor, simile, metonymy,
irony — as not merely external additions to language or ornaments but as conditioning
the very process of thinking by means of language; as such, an analysis of these figures
is integral to understanding the nature of language, the process of conceptualizing, and
the reaction of an audience or reader.

It is clear, then, that the rhetorical heritage in Western literature and education has
been countered by a long tradition of philosophy which has seen itself as devoted
to the rational pursuit of truth, the definition of the good life and happiness; in
short, the mainstream Western philosophical tradition has tended to reject rhetorical
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considerations of style, passion, and effect on audience, in favor of an emphasis on
content. This tradition was effectively inaugurated by Plato; it runs through medieval
logic and theology, as well as disputes in the Middle Ages concerning the status of
logic, grammar, and rhetoric in the educational trivium; it continues through Renais-
sance attempts to stress the formal elements of poetry as well as through Ramist
logic in the seventeenth century into the empiricist and rationalist philosophy of the
Enlightenment, as expressed in Locke’s insistence that philosophical language be free
of figures and tropes; it survives into the twentieth century in the analytic philo-
sophy of G. E. Moore and Bertrand Russell, as well as logical positivism, speech act
theory, and various branches of semiology. Interestingly, whereas the philosophical
disparagement of rhetoric has usually aligned the latter with poetry, sometimes the
advocates of poetry have themselves opposed the alleged rigidity and prescriptive-
ness of rhetoric, as in Romanticism, late nineteenth-century symbolism, and modern
formalism. Sometimes, influenced by Longinus, these advocates have argued that
the primary function of poetry is not to communicate but to produce a certain state
of mind in the reader, to produce verbal patterns that point to a transcendent world
or to create a relatively autonomous verbal structure that highlights the material
qualities of language.

The persistent struggle between philosophy and rhetoric has obliged thinkers in
both fields to articulate and define not only various conceptions of truth but equally
the connections between truth and style. While it is arguable that there is still today a
conflict between rhetoric and more conventional analytic and empirical modes of
philosophizing, it is equally clear that, as in the late Roman imperial period, there is
also a mutual influence, for example in more recent philosophical views of language.
Both this conflict and concurrence force us even today not to view truth somehow as
subsisting in a vacuum, abstracted from all practical and political concerns, but to
acknowledge that our definitions of truth are intrinsically tied to prevailing political
structures. The notion of truth which rhetoric must inevitably harbor is truth as con-
sensus. Even if its ostensible aim is persuasion or conviction, such persuasion can be
achieved rationally on the basis of argument whose overall end is to give the appear-
ance of approximating truth. To argue a case is never a matter of ostensive definition;
it is never a matter of simply putting people in possession of the facts; not only do the
facts need to be interpreted, but also what count as facts in the first place are the results
of interpretations. Facts themselves are interpretations from various viewpoints. In
fact, the very possibility of rhetoric is premised on the absence of truth as anything but
an ideal limit. All that is possible is appearance of truth or approximation to truth; any
actual truth which transcended the viewpoints of the interpreters would eliminate the
need for rhetoric. Rhetoric originates and is workable only in a democracy, or at least
only in a state which allows freedom of speech. In a democracy, truth is not merely
relative, it is necessarily absent or non-existent as content; it can subsist only as a point
of view which is forced to confront its limitations in collision with another point of
view. There is no truth to measure it against, only perhaps degrees of comprehensive-
ness and coherence with solidified interpretations which have achieved conventionally
the status of fact. But there must be an element of externality which brings into relief
the limitation of a given viewpoint. The danger of this democratic situation is that the
majority could affirm something to be true which is false.
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he influence of Horace’s Ars poetica, composed toward the end of his life, has

been vast, exceeding the influence of Plato, and in many periods, even that of

Aristotle. Horace (Quintus Horatius Flaccus) is known primarily as a poet, a
composer of odes, satires, and epistles. In the realm of literary criticism, he has con-
ventionally been associated with the notions that “a poem is like a painting,” that
poetry should “teach and delight,” as well as the idea that poetry is a craft which
requires labor. Horace’s text was initially known as “Epistle to the Pisones” and the
title Ars poetica is first found in Quintilian; the text actually takes the form of an
informal letter from an established poet giving advice to the would-be poets of the
wealthy Piso family in Rome. Though the Ars poetica is technically a work of literary-
critical and rhetorical theory, it is itself written as a poem, a fact which dictates its
structure and rhythm. The Ars is the first-known poem about poetics, and such a
poetic expression of literary-critical principles was imitated by several men of letters,
including the medieval writer Geoffrey de Vinsauf, the Renaissance writer Pierre de
Ronsard, the neoclassical poets Nicolas Boileau-Despréaux and Alexander Pope, the
Romantic poet Lord Byron, and twentieth-century poets such as Wallace Stevens.
The influence of Horace’s critical tenets, expressed primarily in Ars poetica but also in
some of his letters such as the “Epistle to Florus” and the “Epistle to Augustus,” has
been even more extensive and continuous.

Horace’s life intersected poignantly with the turbulent events of Roman history and
politics in the first century Bc. Born the son of a freedman (a freed slave), he was
educated at Rome then Athens. It was during his lifetime that Rome was transformed
from an oligarchic republic, ruled by the senate and elected consuls, to an empire ruled
by one man, Octavian (later known as Augustus). Initially, Horace’s sympathies were
with the republicans Brutus and Cassius who had assassinated Julius Caesar, fearing
that he had ambitions of becoming emperor. Horace fought with Brutus and Cassius
against Caesar’s nephew Octavian and Mark Antony at the battle of Philippi in 42 Bc.
The republicans were defeated, after which yet another civil war broke out, this time
between Octavian and Mark Antony who allied himself with Queen Cleopatra of Egypt.
Octavian’s resounding victory at the battle of Actium left him the sole ruler of the
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Roman world; he was given the title Augustus and revered as a god. Horace, however,
was fortunate. Granted a pardon for his part in opposing Octavian, he was introduced
by the poet Vergil to Gaius Maecenas, an extremely wealthy patron of the arts. Eventu-
ally, Horace enjoyed the patronage of the emperor himself. Nonetheless, it is arguable
that Horace’s loyalties remained somewhat mixed.

In assessing the temper of Horace’s work and worldview, we need to know some-
thing about the prevailing intellectual and literary attitudes in the Roman world of
his day. The most pervasive philosophical perspective was that of Stoicism, whose
emphasis on duty, discipline, political and civic involvement, as well as an acceptance
of one’s place in the cosmic scheme, seemed peculiarly well adapted to the needs of
the Romans, absorbed as they were in military conquest, political administration, and
legal reform. Indeed, Roman Stoicism was imbued with a more practical orientation
than its Hellenistic forebears, though it still preached that inner contentment based on
acceptance of the universal order should be the primary goal of human beings. Stoic
philosophy had some impact on Horace’s worldview as expressed in his Odes, though
the major Roman Stoic philosophers, such as Seneca (4 Bc—AD 65), Epictetus (ca.
AD 60-120), and the emperor Marcus Aurelius (121-180) all wrote after Horace’s
death. Other philosophical attitudes alive in Horace’s day included Epicureanism and
Skepticism; elements of both philosophies, especially the former, profoundly inform
his poems and his literary criticism. While Horace’s attitudes cannot be described as
hedonistic, he acknowledges the fulfillment afforded by private pleasures and a quiet
withdrawal from public cares; his work betrays an ironic skepticism concerning the
ideals of empire and conventional religion.

Indeed, Horace’s philosophical and poetic vision is thrown into sharper relief
when placed alongside the work of his contemporaries. The greatest poet of his age
was Vergil (70-19 Bc), whose epic poem the Aeneid is founded on Stoic ideals such as
pietas, duty, self-discipline, and sacrifice of individual interests for the sake of a larger
cause. All of these qualities are expressed in its hero Aeneas, who must undergo severe
hardships, who must forego his personal happiness and the love of Queen Dido, for
the larger purpose of the founding of Rome. The Aeneid as a whole is intended to
glorify and celebrate the Roman Empire, and in particular the reign of Augustus.
Against this overtly political poetic enterprise, the political ambivalence of Horace’s
poetry and literary criticism emerges in a clearer light. Our view of Horace is sharp-
ened even further when we consider the writings of the other major poet of this era,
Ovid (ca. 43 Bc—AD 17), whose works such as the Ars amoris led to his banishment by
Augustus. Ovid, evidently influenced by the Cynics and Skeptics, expressed the deca-
dent and seamy — even steamy — side of Roman life, grounded in individualism and
self-interest rather than public duty or piety. His Metamorphoses — depicting, for exam-
ple, Zeus as rapacious, deceitful, and embroiled in petty quarrels with his wife Hera —
appears to be the very antithesis of Vergil’s Aeneid, perhaps an anti-epic revealing the
true motivation of empire as rapacious, ephemeral, and founded on subjective self-
interest rather than noble ideals and historical destiny. Horace’s work lies somewhere
between these two poles of outright affiliation with, and undisguised cynicism toward,
the entire political and religious register of imperial ideals.

Scholars such as Doreen C. Innes have remarked a pervasive general feature of both
Greek and Latin literature: poets had a highly self-conscious attitude toward their place

106



HORACE (65—8 BC)

in the literary tradition. After the period of the great Alexandrian scholars and poets,
the Greek canon of writers was rigidly established. As such, writers tended to imitate
previous authors and to achieve originality within this traditional framework. Hence,
poets such as Vergil, Ovid, and Horace accepted the Greek theory of imitation while
striving for originality in a Roman context (CHLC, V.1, 246—247). For example, Vergil’s
Aeneid echoes many of the devices and strategies used in the Homeric epics while
infusing new themes such as historical destiny and new ideals such as duty. The aes-
thetic framework of the Augustan poets was inherited from Alexandrian writers
such as Callimachus who justified a movement away from the writing of epic and the
magniloquent praising of famous deeds toward smaller genres and a focus on technical
polish. This legacy also included a debate between genius (ingenium) and technique
(ars) as the proper basis of poetry. The ideal of “art for art’s sake” had been espoused
by some Alexandrian writers such as Zenodotus, Eratosthenes, and Aristarchus
(CHLC, V.1, 205, 248-252). This also was a question among the Augustans: should
poetry primarily give pleasure or should this pleasure subserve a social, moral, and
educational function?

Horace’s apparently desultory treatment of these and other issues might be organ-
ized under certain broad headings: (1) the relation of a writer to his work, his know-
ledge of tradition, and his own ability; (2) characteristics of the Ars poetica as a verbal
structure, such as unity, propriety, and arrangement; (3) the moral and social func-
tions of poetry, such as establishing a repository of conventional wisdom, providing
moral examples through characterization, and promoting civic virtue and sensibility,
as well as affording pleasure; (4) the contribution of an audience to the composition of
poetry, viewed both as an art and as a commodity; (5) an awareness of literary history
and historical change in language and genre. These are the largely conventional themes
that preoccupy Horace’s text, to appreciate which we must consider his poetry as well
as key elements of his political circumstances.

Although the letter was an acknowledged Roman literary genre, the highly personal-
ized form of Horace’s text disclaims any intention of writing a “technical” treatise in
the sense of Aristotle. Some of Horace’s richest insights take the form of asides and
almost accidental digressions, and the entire piece is casual in tone. Horace’s “prin-
ciples” are drawn from experience, not theory.

Rome in Horace’s day was a vast metropolis of three quarters of a million people;
it was also a center of artistic patronage, crawling with poets. Horace closes his letter
with an image of the mad poet as a leech that sucks the blood out of its audience: “if he
once catches you, he holds tight and kills you with his recitation, a leech that will not
release the skin till gorged with blood.”" Horace’s immediate point here is that the poet
should rely on learning and art rather than on untutored inspiration, which is indis-
tinguishable from madness. But this ending is also an index of Horace’s skepticism
toward would-be poets. Such an ending impels us to go back and read the text again,
on another level.

These levels of interpretation effectively destabilize each other. In book X of the
Republic, Plato had viewed poetry not as a self-subsistent entity but as an imitation
of reality: indeed, it was to be judged by its distance from reality. Aristotle had con-
sidered poetry worthy to be studied as a sphere in its own right but had introduced
subjective elements of the audience’s response into his definition of tragedy, which
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was thereby partly “affective” (producing certain effects). But this was merely a pseudo-
subjectivity: it assumed that members of an (hypothetical) audience would respond in
a uniform way. With Horace, however, the definition of art contains a genuine sub-
jective element, in terms of both author and audience. To begin with, the writer’s
materials are not pregiven but must be selected according to his capacity: “When you
are writing, choose a subject that matches your powers, and test again and again what
weight your shoulders will take and what they won’t take” (AP, 38—40). In a striking
image of reciprocity, Horace views the reader’s response as part of the existence of the
poem: “As you find the human face breaks into a smile when others smile, so it weeps
when others weep: if you wish me to weep, you must first express suffering yourself”
(AP, 102-103). Talking of drama, Horace reinforces his point: “Here is what the public
and I are both looking for” (AP, 153). Not only, then, is the audience the ultimate
criterion of genuine artistry, but also literature is intrinsically dialogic: the presumed
response of a particular audience guides its “creation.” The audience that Horace has
in mind is no abstract entity. He is keenly aware of its changing moods and historical
shifts of taste. Interestingly, Horace embeds this changeability firmly within the sub-
stratum of language. He considers it to be perfectly in order for a poet to “render a
known word novel” and even to “mint” words: “when words advance in age, they pass
away, and others born but lately, like the young, flourish and thrive” (AP, 48, 60-62).
In talking of both changes in the composition of audiences and the need for growth in
language, Horace displays historical self-consciousness and awareness of literary his-
tory as integral elements in literary criticism.

A prominent and influential principle expressed in Horace’s text is the then stand-
ard rhetorical principle of “decorum,” which calls for a “proper” relationship between
form and content, expression and thought, style and subject matter, diction and char-
acter. Like many modern theorists, Horace’s notion of “form” encompasses language
itself, and he seems to think that there is an intrinsic or internal connection between
form and content; in other words, the content cannot somehow be prior to or inde-
pendent of the form as implied in Pope’s view of language as the external “dress of
thought.” Neither can the content and thought be prior to language. This is why
Horace can talk of the old order of words passing away, as well as of words acquiring
a new meaning. When he speaks of “minting” words, this seems to entail language
being extended through increasing recognition of its inadequacy.

This brings us to the other side of Horace’s ambivalence as regards the “objective”
status of literature. Having insisted on the ontological contribution of the reader or
audience to what is termed “literature,” he describes recent changes in the make-up
of the audience itself. Once, he says, the audience for a play was “a public. . . easily
counted, not too large, sparing in their ways, pure in their habits, modest in their
attitude.” But as Rome began to expand her territories and cities encompassed a greater
variety of populace, “more and more freedoms were granted in meter and music” (AP,
205-207, 211). This enlargement and “corruption” of the audience dictate directly
what is permissible and desirable on stage. But if the audience now lacks “taste,” where
does this leave Horace’s characterizations of good literature? Horace frankly admits
that often a “play that is . . . properly characterized, though lacking charm and with-
out profundity or art, draws the public more strongly and holds its attention better
than verses deficient in substance and tuneful trivialities” (AP, 319-322). Horace here
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effectively reverses Aristotle’s priority of plot over characterization; for Horace, who
rejects the Alexandrian attitude of “art for art’s sake,” and insists on the moral function
of literature, the depiction of good character is indispensable. Indeed, this function
should be effected in drama partly by the chorus which, says Horace, “should favor the
good, give friendly advice, restrain the enraged, approve those who scruple to do
wrong; it should praise the delights of a modest table, the bracing influence of justice
and laws and the leisure afforded by peace; it should . . . offer supplication and prayer
to the gods that fortune return to the unhappy and leave the proud” (AP, 196-201).
Horace here states a comprehensive moral vision, embracing many aspects of life, from
the formation of character by restraining negative emotions, through appreciation of
social and political achievements to religious sentiment. And yet this vision is so com-
monplace that, coming from Horace’s pen, it could be ironic.

If a poet is to convey character with propriety, he must learn “the duties owed to
country and friends, the affection fit for parent, brother, and guest, the proper business
of senator and judge, the part to be played by a general sent to war” (AP, 312-315). As
against Plato, who had regarded the poet as necessarily distorting reality by offering a
mere imitation of it, Horace insists that the “principal fountainhead of writing cor-
rectly is wisdom” (AP, 309) and he sees poetry as a repository of social and religious
wisdom (AP, 396—407). In the depiction of character, the poet must be aware of the
various characteristics of men from childhood, youth, manhood to old age (this reper-
toire of the ages of man is taken from rhetoric) (AP, 158—174). Hence, the poet’s work
must be based on knowledge; not bookish knowledge but a detailed empirical know-
ledge derived from acute observation of numerous situations in actual life. In other
words, Horace demands a high degree of realism from the poet, as expressed in this
statement: “My instruction would be to examine the model of human life and manners
as an informed copyist and to elicit from it a speech that lives” (AP, 317-318). This
appears to be a relatively modern sentiment, urging (as Wordsworth and T. S. Eliot
were to do much later) that the poet use a language that “lives” as opposed to language
derived from the stockpiles of rhetoric and previous poetic usage. Horace insists that
poets invent on the basis of the “common resource” of “what is known” so that others
can relate (AP, 240-243). Here again, the response of the listener or audience is integ-
ral to the very process of composition.

It is symptomatic of Horace’s pragmatic approach to poetry that he repeatedly
alludes to the “role” of wealth in the production of literature. On the one hand he can
say that like “a crier gathering a crowd to buy goods, a poet, who is rich in property,
rich in money put out at interest, is inviting people to come and flatter him for gain”
(AP, 419-421). And, echoing Plato, he derides a situation where poetry alone of all
the professions can be practiced without knowledge and with impunity: “a person who
has no idea how to compose verses nevertheless dares to. Why shouldn’t he? He is free
and well-born” (AP, 382-383). Yet, this derision goes hand in hand with Horace’s
sincere advice on how to succeed in the midst of this sorry state of affairs:

a poet has matched every demand if he mingles the useful with the pleasant [miscuit utile
dulci], by charming and, not less, advising the reader; that is a book that earns money
for the Sosii [publishers]; a book that crosses the sea and, making its writer known,
forecasts a long life for him. (AP, 342-346)
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This matching “every demand” carries the thrust of Horace’s approach to literature,
which views aesthetics as a practical combination. It’s not just that literature is written
well or badly and subsequently sells better or worse. The recipe for its financial success
is already inscribed in its aesthetic function (in which is inscribed its moral function),
literature being a commodity in both aesthetic and monetary respects. Horace’s call for
literature to be socially useful as well as pleasing was vastly influential; as was his
insistence that a poem not only charm the reader but also offer moral advice.

In reminding the would-be poet of his obligations — such as self-knowledge or
knowledge of his own abilities — Horace stresses the amount of labor required for
composing good poetry. Part of this labor is seeking out valid criticism of his work
from sincere and qualified people. Horace admonishes the poet to store his work away
for nine years. He warns that, once a poem is published, the words used by the poet
will forever become public property, part of a language inescapably social: “it will be
permissible to destroy what you have not published: the voice once sent forth cannot
return” [nescit vox missa reverti] (AP, 386—390). Horace’s imagery here, using vox
(voice) instead of, say, liber (book), could be read as implying that the act of publica-
tion effects a disembodiment of voice: once personalized, in the form of speech, it
now leaves the author forever to become entwined in the huge network of presup-
position and openness to alternative meaning known as “writing.” Indeed, Horace’s
argument seems strikingly modern in rejecting an author’s intention as the sole deter-
minant or ultimate criterion of a poem’s meaning. The poem’s meaning is deter-
mined by its situation within larger structures of signification which lie beyond the
poet’s control.

But what has Horace, in this “classic,” really told us about art and literature? Effect-
ively, he has merely reiterated the then customary notion of literature as a com-
promise of pleasing and instructing. Even his deprecation of poetry as a “game” is
conventional. And his emphasis on poetry as an act of labor, as effort (ars) rather than
innate creativity (ingenium), was hardly original: a controversy had long been raging
concerning these.” Even here, Horace traverses a safe via media: “I do not see of what
value is application [studium] without abundant talent or of what value is genius
[ingenium] when uncultivated” (AP, 409—410). It’s true that Horace made an advance
in terms of the persistence with which he insisted on poetry as an act of labor. More-
over, beyond these traditional concerns, Horace advocates a loose concept of poetic
unity, whereby the various parts of a poem should be appropriately arranged. Horace,
after all, had opened the Ars poetica with a grotesque image of what the artist should
avoid: a human head attached to a horse’s neck, covered with “a variety of feathers on
limbs assembled from any and everywhere” (AP, 1-2). Horace also shared in a new
concern with literary history, and downplayed the distinctions between genres such as
tragedy and comedy (CHLC, V.1, 258, 261-262). It is arguable that what is original is
Horace’s blending of conventional and newer attitudes. It may, indeed, be his lack of
originality, his ability to give striking poetic and epigrammatic expression to a body
of accumulated wisdom or “common sense,” the critic speaking with the authority of
a poet, that ensured the classic status of his text.

Whatever the case, it is clear that so much recycling of traditional attitudes has a
partial basis in Horace’s political circumstances. Once a republican, having fought
on the side of Brutus against Antony and Octavian, Horace gradually moved toward
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acceptance of the divine status of the new emperor Octavian, now Augustus. Though
till late in life Augustus cherished a liberal stance toward men of letters, poets provided
one platform for the propagation of his programs of religious, cultural, and agricul-
tural reform. The complexity of Horace’s shifting allegiance is recorded in his poems
which, like most Roman literary texts, were highly self-conscious artifacts. We can
perhaps read the Ars poetica as a distilled form of this poetic self-consciousness, as well
as a rationalization of conventional poetic practice.

This rationalization is based partly in Horace’s vision of poetic and political dishar-
mony. The same ambiguities and hesitancies which plague the Ars pervade the poems
to an even more striking extent. And it seems to be precisely this series of hesitancies,
aporiai if you will, with its modern emphasis on individualized creation and its with-
drawal from political or aesthetic commitment, which distinguishes Horace’s work
from anything written by Aristotle, Vergil, or later writers such as Longinus. It is the
indelible writing of himself, his personal background, into his poetic significance which,
ironically, is universalizable. Many of Horace’s odes are concerned with death, a com-
mon enough theme; what is relatively peculiar to him is that his (conventional) endeavor
to transcend death, his refusal to accept death as an absolute limitation on meaning
and language, is indissolubly tied to his acute consciousness of his humble origin. The
issue of “origins” lies at the heart of Horace’s political ambivalence which, in turn,
underpins his polyvalent aesthetic stance. Despite Juvenal’s cynical remark that “When
Horace cried ‘Rejoice!” / His stomach was comfortably full,” Horace tends to see his art
as something aligned with poverty rather than riches. He appears almost obsessed with
his mediocre subsistence. (We might share Juvenal’s cynicism on the ground that
Horace’s “modest” house was actually a twenty-four-room mansion with three bathing
pools, though this was indeed modest compared with the vast possessions of many of
the senatorial class.) In the Ars, Horace had erected a sharp opposition between a
business mentality and the frame of mind conducive to writing poetry: “do you think
that when once this . . . anxiety about property has stained the mind, we can hope for
the composition of poems?” (AP, 330-331). The same opposition informs the poems,
not merely in the form of passing disgruntlement but as part of the worldview control-
ling them. Horace’s views of poetry are ostensibly entirely practical in their motives
and devoid of metaphysical, political, or religious implications. He is more concerned
with the immediate labor behind poetry as a craft. But those broader concerns,
deflected into the status of formal phenomena in Horace’s verse, lurk underneath the
guise of philosophical, political, and financial indifference.

Horace’s equivocation toward Augustus is well known. In some odes, such as II.12,
he disclaims any ability to sing of Caesar’s exploits. This, says Horace with typical
irony, would require “plain prose.” By the fifth ode of book IV (i.e., after being
commissioned by Augustus to compose the Carmen saeculare), he seems to accept
Caesar’s rule as secure and prosperous. But underlying this chronological move-
ment from equivocation to allegiance is a more subtle emotional development; more
subtle because less overtly political, but political nonetheless. Horace’s apparent recal-
citrance from politics is couched in a quasi-religious and aesthetic language, decked
with the ornaments of Roman mythology and ethics. But his devotion to the Muses
and the gods is half-hearted: even where he self-corrects his earlier “illusions” (perhaps
“inspired” by Augustus’ renovation of religious pieties), as in Odes, 1.34:
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I, who have never been

A generous or keen

Friend of the gods, must now confess
Myself professor in pure foolishness . . .

it seems that his “devotion” to these external powers is channeled largely through his
manipulation of them: “I am the Muses’ priest” (Odes, II1.1). Certain insights of
Hegel on the Roman Empire cast an interesting light on Horace’s situation here. In
The Philosophy of History Hegel characterizes Roman religion as “an instrument in the
power of the devotee; it is taken possession of by the individual, who seeks his pri-
vate objects and interests; whereas the truly Divine possesses on the contrary a concrete
power in itself.””> Yet when Horace speaks of his verse as an immortal monument,
this is not mere self-aggrandizement, boasting that somehow he alone will survive
death. It is equally an assertion that life’s most important and durable gifts are those
unconstrained by immediate political circumstances or contingencies of religious and
ethical practice. Hence the monument is as much political as aesthetic, affirming as an
ultimate value the withdrawal from temporal affairs, a withdrawal that is enshrined in
and defines subjectivity. This cherishing of the private over the public is a symptom of
Horace’s refusal to see the meaning of subjectivity as dispersed through the objective
forms of Roman law and duty. In his Phenomenology, Hegel drew a famous analogy
between the later Roman Empire and the modern bourgeois state. In these societies,
individuality is abstract; valued only in terms of property and possessions, it has no
real content. Hegel says that in this period, any true ethical spirit perishes in the
condition of “right” or “law”; the “Unhappy Consciousness” is the “tragic fate of the
certainty of self that aims to be absolute.”® Horace inhabits a world where this kenosis
or emptying of subjectivity has already begun. He himself laments the passing of earlier
generations with hardier morals and a less decadent approach to life (Odes, I11.6).
Horace’s inconsistency is almost systematic. He pays lip service to the gods, the
Muses, and the administrative exploits of Augustus Caesar. But it’s the vacuum in sub-
jectivity, as later noted by Hegel, which he longs to fill. Even the themes of conquest
and government are assessed in the deflected form of their implications for subjectivity:

Govern your appetites: thereby you’ll rule more
Than if you merged Libya with distant Gades. . .
(Odes, 11.2)

In the same poem Horace warns against greed which, “when indulged, grows like the
savage dropsy.” Moreover, conquest has its limitations: “the swift years ... Old age
and death . . . no one conquers” (Odes, 11.14). Horace insists that death’s lake will be
crossed by both “Rulers of kingdoms” and “needy peasants” alike. And even piety will
not avert this end. These apprehensions eventually ripen into a blatant questioning of
the very notion of conquest:

Why do we aim so high, when time must foil our
Brave archery? Why hanker after countries
Heated by foreign suns? What exile ever
Fled his own mind?
(Odes, 11.16)

112



HORACE (65—8 BC)

It’s worth recalling here a point argued effectively by Perry Anderson: since the economy
of the entire Roman world depended on the slave mode of production, systematized
on a massive scale and involving a rupture between labor and the intellectual-political
activities of free citizens, the empire was stagnant in technological terms and only
through geographical conquest could it maintain itself. Anderson’s point derives of
course from Marx, who had noted that in the Roman Empire all productive work was
vilified as slave labor: “the labor of the free was under a moral ban.”” What incentives
could slaves have to increase their efficiency by technological or economic advances?
The only route for expansion was a “lateral” one of military conquest, which in turn
yielded more wealth and more slave labor. As Anderson has it, “Classical civilization
was . . . inherently colonial in character” (PF, 26—28). From this point of view, Horace’s
text can be read as questioning the very foundation of Roman civilization. Given his
inclination to the “inward” in the midst of a brutal Roman world where inwardness,
where the content of human subjectivity, had little significance, could we read Horace’s
attitudes as subversive? They certainly invert conventional Roman values and the
Roman emphasis on public duty; it is only poetry, in Horace’s eyes, which can conquer
death (Odes, IV.8). And poetry is of its essence private; Horace at one stage mockingly
writes a poem about being asked to compose a poem. He asserts his own scheme of
values: simple living, a mind free from envy, and devotion to his Muses.

Ironically, although Horace is generally against the idea of private property, looking
back as he does to an age where there was “Small private wealth, large communal
property” (Odes, 11.15), he is all for this principle in the realm of poetry, as he states in
the Ars: “A subject in the public domain you will have the right to make your own, if
you do not keep slavishly to the beaten track” [publica materies privati iuris erit, si / non
circa vilem patulumque moraberis orbem] (AP, 131-132). Once again, Horace is con-
cerned to redefine the connection between publicus and privatus. His insight here may
go deeper than at first appears. His opposition to the principle of “private property” is
not simply a reaction against the social imbalance of wealth or even the financial rat-
race (a favorite point of commentators on Horace). The notion of “private property” is
closely tied to the nature of the individual. Talking of the Roman legal system, Perry
Anderson affirms that the “great, decisive accomplishment of the new Roman law
was . . . its invention of the concept of ‘absolute property’” (PF, 66). This had also been
affirmed by Hegel, whose treatment of its implications for subjectivity is illuminating.
Hegel is altogether cynical of the concept of private right. He argues that in the figure
of the emperor, whose will was absolute, “isolated subjectivity . .. gained a perfectly
unlimited realization.” And this one, capricious, monstrous will presided over a bland
equality of subjects: “Individuals were perfectly equal. .. and without any political
right . . . Private Right developed and perfected this equality . . . the principle of abstract
Subjectivity . . . now realizes itself as Personality in the recognition of Private Right.”
The point here is that, as Hegel goes on to say, “Private Right is . . . ipso facto, a nullity,
an ignoring of the personality.”

For Hegel, the principle of private right is a symptom of the necessary collapse of the
Roman republic: there is no object (spiritual or political) beyond the objects dictated
by individual greed and caprice. We needn’t assert that Horace was thinking in Hegelian
terms in order to believe that he too was aware of private right as an index of moral
and spiritual disintegration, of the absence of a genuine subjectivity measurable in
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human, rather than merely abstract legal, terms. And, for all the emphasis he places on
the need for literature to satisfy an audience, his withdrawal into a reconstituted sub-
jectivity encompasses his aesthetics. He tends to regard himself as a recluse, preferring
to satisfy the poetic standards of a chosen few. He assumes the posture of recusatio,
refusing to attempt any epic praise of imperial and public deeds (CHLC, V.1, 251). The
inky cloak of scholarly elitism fits him with a conventional smugness: “I bar the gross
crowd. Give me reverent silence. / I am the Muses’ priest” (Odes, I11.1). Horace’s reli-
gion, of course, is poetry. This securing of a heaven of invention, a haven of privacy in
the midst of a callously public world, this refilling of the substantive emptiness of
“privacy,” amounts to a redefinition of values, as well as of the essentially “human.”
This redefinition does carry a subversive potential.

But, in common with much deconstructive criticism, this withholding of political
complicity is an isolated gesture, with no contextualizing framework of practice to
render it politically meaningful or effective. What exactly is the “human” into which
Horace retreats? To begin with, it entails in the Ars an essentialism whereby human
nature is fixed: “nature forms us within from the start to every set of fortune” (AP,
108). This goes hand in hand with an abstract view of the determinants of social
changes: “The years as they come bring many advantages with them and take as many
away as they withdraw” (AP, 175-176). This is almost on a par with Derrida’s attribu-
tion of the historical growth of various philosophical oppositions to one indifferent
cause: “the movement of différance.” Moreover, Horace seems to view “truth” and
“beauty” as unproblematic concepts.

Again, Horace’s reaction against the present is too often couched in praise of the
past. The virtues he commends are unequivocally classical: which isn’t intrinsically
culpable except that these virtues are unashamedly associated with peace of mind and
avoidance of hazard:

auream quisquis mediocritatem
diligit tutus. . .

All who love safety make their prize
The golden mean and hate extremes. . .
(Odes, 11.10)

Although, unlike the translation given above, Horace’s Latin does not include the word
“extreme,” his lines imply an Aristotelian hypostatization of the concept “extreme”: as
with Aristotle, the mean is defined in negative terms, by what it is not. The “extreme”
is treated as an entity in itself, held up as something to be avoided. This could be read
as a concerted peripheralization of what is viewed as unconventional or threatening to
the established order. But we should also recall that for Aristotle the “mean” was a
moral end in itself. Horace’s reduction of it to the status of a mere means toward
attaining the privileged end of “safety” is even more conservative than Aristotle’s for-
mulation. Aristotle had at least qualified his definition of moral virtue, which consists
“essentially in the observance of the mean relative to us” (my emphasis).’

Moreover, it is not just safety which Horace cherishes. All his “riches,” the things he
craves, such as good health, peace of mind, and poetry (Odes, 1.31), derive from his
lack of commitment even to non-commitment. These lines have a self-betraying twist:
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As wealth grows, worry grows, and thirst for more wealth.
Splendid Maecenas (splendid yet still a knight),
Have I not done right in ducking low to keep
My headpiece out of sight?
(Odes, 111.16)

By “ducking low,” by refusing to raise his head, Horace is referring to his shrinking
from material ambition and greed. But he has ducked low in another sense: politically
his head was indeed out of sight. His work makes radical gestures but they remain just
that, gestures. Horace is often held up as a bold spokesman for the Roman republican
ideals he saw crumbling all around him. While there can be no doubt of Horace’s
powerful poetic gifts of satire, subtlety, and concision, that is a perspective which
mirrors the history of Horace criticism, which has made the Ars a classic, more than it
does the actual narratives of the Augustan state.

Two such narratives occur in the writings of Tacitus and Suetonius. These surely tell
us that no assessment of Horace’s views can be undertaken without some political
perspective as to the nature of Augustus’ rule. Suetonius portrays Augustus as evolv-
ing from an earlier, ruthless and fickle character into a clement and benevolent ruler
“assiduous in his administration of justice.”'® Suetonius emphasizes that the senate
even insisted on Augustus’ absolute authority. Ironically, Tacitus, who has invoked the
censure of left-wing historians for his “quietist” expression of the worldview of the
Roman senatorial class, offers a more cynical account. There was no opposition to
imperial rule, says Tacitus, because “the boldest spirits had fallen in battle . . . while the
remaining nobles . . . preferred the safety of the present to the dangerous past.”"' Would
this be an apt description of Horace’s mentality? Horace, as the son of a freedman,
was hardly “noble.” Nor, having fled the field at the battle of Philippi, was he one of
the “boldest spirits” even before Octavian’s rule was consolidated. Tacitus seemingly
laments the passing of republican ideals, urging that in the new order “there was not a
vestige left of the old sound morality” (Tacitus, 5-11). And yet, despite certain com-
ments suggesting that “liberty” and “sovereignty” are incompatible (Tacitus, 678),
Tacitus begins his History by saying that after “the conflict at Actium, ... it became
essential to peace, that all power should be centered in one man” (Tacitus, 419). None-
theless, in his history of Agricola, Tacitus makes a British chieftain describe to his
troops the Roman imperial enterprise as follows: “To robbery, slaughter, plunder, they
give the lying name of empire; they make a solitude [wilderness] and call it peace”
(Tacitus, 695).

That the principate was necessary to peace is a common enough view. It is accepted
by Hegel,"” and even Perry Anderson writes that the “Roman monarchy of Augustus
... punctually arrived when its hour struck” (PF, 70). But our problem remains: if
this view was genuinely accepted by Horace, why his equivocation? And why was his
criticism so tempered? One solution would be to say, with R. M. Ogilvie, that in
contrast with other renowned poets of his day, Horace lacked the social standing
(something he was ever conscious of) to make authoritative pronouncements, and
had no real prospect of a political career.” In support of this, we might adduce
Cicero’s statement that certain political offices are “reserved to men of ancient family
or to men of wealth.”"* But Cicero, like Ovid and Propertius, took risks. What better
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evidence is there for this than Plutarch’s description of Antony’s soldiers cutting off
Cicero’s head and hands for his writing of the Philippics?"® Or Ovid’s banishment to a
dreary outpost, never revoked? Moreover, Suetonius states that some of Augustus’
decrees, such as his marriage laws, aroused open opposition. His views were often
impugned openly in the senate, without retribution. In the sphere of literature,
“Augustus gave all possible encouragement to intellectuals.” He was, however, chiefly
interested in moral precepts in literature and “expressed contempt for both innov-
ators and archaizers . . . and would attack them with great violence: especially his dear
friend Maecenas.”” How vulnerable, then, was Horace, that other “dear friend” of
Maecenas? It’s a favorite line of Horace commentators to say that his poems “avoid
the appearance of systematic argument.” In doing this, does Horace avoid systematic
argument itself? Perhaps the baby went out with the bathwater — in all three of his
bathing pools.

But let us not be unduly harsh. Many historians agree that, all said and done, the
republic in its final phase was already rotten: individual self-aggrandizement had
already replaced loyalty to the state. Hence we have the individual (rather than state-
sanctioned) military exploits of Caesar and Crassus. The republic had been, in any
case, only a nominal democracy, actual power residing with unbroken continuity in
the aristocratic class. The imperial administration, moreover, kept intact the basic legal
framework of the republic, especially its economic laws. The primary change was that
the will of a monarch replaced that of an oligarchy. Both during and after the republic,
the will of the citizen in practice counted for little. This is reflected in the prevailing
philosophies of the time: Stoicism, Skepticism, and Epicureanism. It was Epicureanism
more than Stoicism which claimed Horace’s lifelong allegiance, a school of thought
which was cynical of the gods and which discouraged social and political involvement.
No doubt a poet in Horace’s equivocal position found here a platform for his own
non-involvement.

But again, Hegel’s views here are illuminating. He suggests that the purpose of all of
these philosophies was the same: to render the soul indifferent to the real world. They
were all a “counsel of despair to a world which no longer possessed anything stable.”"®
Marx says much the same thing: “the Epicurean, [and the] Stoic philosophy was the
boon of its time; thus, when the universal sun has gone down, the moth seeks the
lamplight of the private individual.”*” A common saying of the Epicurean sect was that
“tyrants for all their violence could not destroy the internal happiness of the wise
man.””’ Hence, although we can sympathize with Horace’s position, we should bear in
mind that his potentially subversive withdrawals into subjectivity, like his prescriptions
in the Ars poetica, were not original but merely commonplaces of his day. His original-
ity was exclusively on the level of form, and it is here that he merits undoubted praise.
It seems that Augustus has been universally praised for bringing “order” to the Roman
state. Within this scheme of thinking, Horace’s text is indeed marked by the merits and
limitations of ambivalence. But it took a thinker of Marx’s historical acuity to assert
blandly that the “order” of Rome “was worse than the worst disorder.” The emperors
had simply regularized the republican exploitation of the provinces, resulting eventu-
ally in “universal impoverishment” throughout the empire.” Perhaps we should give
the last word to Engels:
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Old Horace reminds me in places of Heine, who learned so much from him and who was
also au fond quite as much a scoundrel politice. Imagine this honest man, who challenges
the vultus instantis tyranni [the threatening face of a tyrant] and grovels before Augustus.
Apart from this, the foul-mouthed old so and so is still very lovable.”

What greater, and more honest, tribute could Horace ask for?
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CHAPTER 6

|

LONGINUS (FIRST
CENTURY AD)

fter the period of the early principate, there were two broad intellectual cur-

rents that emerged during the first four centuries. The first of these was known

as the Second Sophistic (27 Bc—AD 410), named after a new generation of
Sophists and rhetoricians who took for their model the classical language and style of
Attic Greece. The second was the philosophy of Neo-Platonism, whose prime exponent
Plotinus will be considered in the next chapter. The major rhetorical treatise of this
period was written in Greek: entitled peri hupsous or On the Sublime, it is convention-
ally attributed to “Longinus,” and dates from the first or second century ap. It was the
most influential rhetorical text through much of the period of the Second Sophistic,
and has subsequently exerted a pronounced influence on literary criticism since the
seventeenth century, somewhat against the grain of the classical heritage derived from
Aristotle and Horace. It has fascinated critics of the modern period on account of its
treatment of the sublime as a quality of the soul or spirit rather than as a matter of
mere technique. In the later classical period and the Middle Ages, the treatise appeared
to be little known. It was initially published during the Renaissance by Robortelli in
1554. It was subsequently translated into Latin in 1572 and then into English by John
Hall in 1652. In modern times the concept of the sublime owed its resurgence to a
translation in 1674 by Nicolas Boileau, the most important figure of French neoclas-
sicism. The sublime became an important element in the broad Romantic reaction in
Europe against neoclassicism as well as in the newly rising domain of aesthetics in the
work of thinkers such as Immanuel Kant.

There is only one surviving manuscript of On the Sublime, with a third of the text
missing, and it is not known for certain who the author was. The manuscript bears the
name “Dionysius Longinus,” which led ancient scholars to ascribe the work to either
Dionysius of Halicarnassus or a third-century rhetorician, Cassius Longinus. Modern
scholars have been more inclined to date the manuscript to the first or second century.
The author must certainly have been a rhetorician and his essay is personal in tone,
addressed to Postumius Terentianus, his friend and one of his Roman students.

At the beginning of his text, Longinus proposes to write a systematic treatise on the
sublime, whereby he will both define his subject and relay the means of understanding

118



LONGINUS (FIRST CENTURY AD)

it.! He offers an initial definition, stating that the sublime consists “in a consummate
excellence and distinction of language, and . . . this alone gave to the greatest poets and
historians their pre-eminence . .. For the effect of genius is not to persuade the audi-
ence but rather to transport them out of themselves.” Longinus adds that “what in-
spires wonder casts a spell upon us and is always superior to what is merely convincing
and pleasing” (I1.3—4). The difference between such inspiration and conviction, as he
explains, relates to power and control: we can control our reasoning but the sub-
lime exerts a power which we cannot resist (I1.4). Longinus distinguishes dramatically
between other compositional skills and the sublime. Inventive skill and appropriate
use of facts, for example, are expressed through an entire composition. But the sub-
lime, he says, appears like a bolt of lightning, scattering everything before it and reveal-
ing the power of the speaker “at a single stroke.” Longinus appeals to experience to
confirm the truth of these claims (1.4).

Like Horace before him, Longinus now enters the long-raging debate as to whether
art comes from innate genius or from conscious application of methodology and rules.
His answer echoes the compromise offered by Horace. Longinus argues that nature is
indeed the prime cause of all production but that the operations of genius cannot be
wholly random and unsystematic, and need the “good judgment” supplied by the rules
of art (IL.2-3). At this point two pages of the manuscript are missing; when the text
resumes, we find Longinus giving examples, taken from various poets, of the faults
which an artist can fall into when reaching for grandeur. The first fault is “tumidity”
when the artist or poet aims too high and, instead of achieving ecstasy, merely lapses
into “folly,” producing effects which are overblown or bombastic. Tumidity “comes of
trying to outdo the sublime.” Longinus identifies the opposite fault, “puerility,” as the
most ignoble of faults. He defines it as “the academic attitude, where over-elaboration
ends in frigid failure” (II1.3—4). When writers try too hard to please or to be exquisite,
says Longinus, they fall into affectation. A third fault is what the first-century rhetori-
cian Theodorus called “Parenthyrson.” Longinus explains that this term refers to “emo-
tion misplaced and pointless where none is needed or unrestrained where restraint is
required.” Emotion which is not warranted by the subject is “purely subjective” and
hence is not shared by the audience (III.5).

After proceeding to offer several examples of frigidity, Longinus reaches a general-
ization which sounds strangely familiar to us: “all these improprieties in literature,” he
urges, “are weeds sprung from the same seed, namely that passion for novel ideas
which is the prevalent craze of the present day” (IV.5). His real point, however, is that
virtues and vices spring from the same sources: it is the very pursuit of beauty, sub-
limity, agreeable phrasing, and exaggeration — in short, the very pursuit of an elevated
style — which can result in the faults earlier described (IV.5).

How can the poet avoid these faults? The first thing he needs is a “clear knowledge
and appreciation” of what is truly sublime. Yet such knowledge does not come easily;
like all literary judgment, it must be the fruit of ripe experience (IV.6). Longinus’
subsequent definition of the sublime indeed appeals to experience in a manner later
echoed by Arnold, Leavis, and others. The true sublime, Longinus tells us, “elevates us”
so that “uplifted with a sense of proud possession, we are filled with joyful pride, as if
we had ourselves produced the very thing we heard.” Such genuine sublimity is to be
distinguished from a mere “outward show of grandeur” which turns out to be “empty
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bombast” (VII.1-3). The true sublime will produce a lasting and repeated effect on “a
man of sense, well-versed in literature”; this effect will be irresistible and the memory
of it will be “stubborn and indelible.” As with Arnold and Leavis, Longinus’ view of
greatness in literature appears to be an affective one: we judge it by its emotional effects
on the reader or listener (the Latin affectus as a noun means “disposition” or “state,”
and as a verb, “affected by”). Also anticipating these much later critics, he posits an
ideal listener as a man of culture and sensibility. Longinus broadens his definition to
say that the “truly beautiful and sublime . . . pleases all people at all times” (VIL.4). By
this, he appears to mean all “qualified” people of various periods and tastes: when
there is enduring consensus among a community of cultured listeners, this is evid-
ence of the truly sublime nature of a literary work. In a broad sense, Longinus also
anticipates various consensual theories ranging from those of Edmund Burke to reader-
response critics.

In an important passage, Longinus cites five “genuine sources” of the sublime: (1)
the command of “full-blooded” or robust ideas (sometimes expressed by translators as
“grandeur of thought”); (2) the inspiration of “vehement emotion”; (3) the proper
construction of figures — both figures of thought and figures of speech; (4) nobility of
phrase, which includes diction and the use of metaphor; and (5) the general effect of
dignity and elevation. This general effect, Longinus tells us, embraces the previous four
elements. Longinus intends, so he claims, to consider these elements systematically but
he sometimes digresses. To begin with, he argues, as against a previous writer on the
sublime, Cecilius, that sublimity is not identical with emotion or always dependent
upon it. Certain emotions can be mean or base and many sublime passages exhibit no
emotion (VIII.1-2). Returning now to the first source of the sublime, the command of
solid or weighty ideas, Longinus refers to this faculty as “natural genius,” affirming that
it is a gift of nature rather than something acquired; this facility, he says, plays a greater
part in sublimity than the other sources. His examples of sublimity here are intended
to express what might be viewed as his fundamental position: citing Homer,” he reflects
that “a great style is the natural outcome of weighty thoughts, and sublime sayings
naturally fall to men of spirit” (IX.1-3). At this point, six further pages of the manu-
script are missing; when the text resumes, Longinus cites two passages from the Iliad.
One of these attains sublimity, he says, because it “magnifies the powers of heaven [the
gods]” and the other falls short because it is “irreligious” and shows “no sense of what
is fitting” (IX.5-7). Those passages in Homer are sublime “which represent the divine
nature in its true attributes, pure, majestic, and unique” (IX.8). Interestingly, Longinus
also cites early passages from the Old Testament (“Let there be light”) as expressing “a
worthy conception of divine power” (IX.9). In these passages Longinus seems to find
sublimity in the expression of profound and appropriate religious sentiment which
displays a sense of decorum and which justly marks the relation of divine and human.
Great writers, then, achieve sublimity through their grandeur of thought, by expressing
a vision of the universe that is morally and theologically elevated. It is not clear,
however, how these qualities of sublimity could fall under the five “sources” initially
listed by Longinus; one might conjecture that they could answer to either the demand
for “weighty” ideas or “the general effect of dignity.”

In a famous passage on Homer, Longinus draws some further inferences: Homer
shows us, he claims, that “as genius ebbs, it is the love of romance that characterizes
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old age.” The Iliad, composed in the heyday of Homer’s genius, is alive with dramatic
action; it is marked by “consistent sublimity” that resides in the “sustained energy” of
the poem which is “brimful of images drawn from real life.” In contrast, as is char-
acteristic of old age, narrative predominates in the Odyssey, which is a mere “epilogue”
to the Iliad. In the later poem, the “grandeur remains without the intensity.” In the
ebbing tide of his genius, Homer “wanders in the incredible regions of romance,” and
indeed “reality is worsted by romance” in the Odyssey (IX.12-14). Longinus here
appears to add two further dimensions to his conception of the sublime: firstly, it is
associated with dramatic action rather than narrative; and secondly, it is firmly rooted
in reality as opposed to romance. Another inference made by Longinus is that “with
the decline of their emotional power great writers and poets give way to character-
study.” Homer’s character sketches in the Odyssey, says Longinus, follow the style of
the “comedy of character” (IX.15). Again, we might ask whether these attributes of
sublimity are related to the five “sources” of the sublime. It may be that dramatic
action is associated by Longinus with “vehement emotion” and that realism is the
medium for the expression of “solid” or “robust” ideas: clearly, for Longinus, the
fanciful nature of romance represents a departure from such solidity.

Longinus adds a further factor to his notion of sublimity: the power of combining
certain elements appropriately into an organic whole (X.1). Citing examples from
Sappho and Homer, he suggests that these writers have organized “all the main points
by order of merit. . ., allowing nothing affected or undignified or pedantic to inter-
vene” so as to produce the effect of sublimity by means of an “ordered and . . . coherent
structure” (X.7). Closely connected with, but distinct from, this power of combination,
says Longinus, is the device of “amplification”: whenever the subject matter admits of
fresh starts and halting places, phrases can be multiplied with increasing force, using
exaggeration, emphasis on arguments or events, or by careful assemblage of facts or
feelings (XI.1-2). However, Longinus departs from previous definitions which equate
amplification with sublimity. Sublimity, he suggests, “lies in elevation” and is found
“in a single idea,” whereas amplification lies in quantity and redundance. Amplifica-
tion consists “in accumulating all the aspects and topics inherent in the subject and
thus strengthening the argument by dwelling upon it. Therein it differs from proof,
which demonstrates the required point” (XII.1-3).* In illustration of this difference
between sublimity and amplification, Longinus cites the rhetorical styles of Demosthenes
and Cicero: the former has a sublime power of rhetoric which “scatters everything
before him” like a flash of lightning while the latter, using amplification, is like “a
widespread conflagration” devouring all around it (XII.4). What also emerges from
Longinus’ comments here is that, while sublimity and amplification are mutually dis-
tinct, they both differ from formal argument in that they employ alternative means
of persuasion: sublimity strikes the hearer and possesses him whereas amplification
ponders over an argument, bringing it out in various guises.

There is another road which leads to sublimity, remarks Longinus, and it is Plato
who lights up this path for us: the path of imitation of great historians and poets of the
past. Just as the priestess of Apollo is inspired by the divine power of this god, so too
a writer can be inspired by the “natural genius of those old writers” (XIII.2-3). Plato
himself borrowed profusely from Homer. And such borrowing, Longinus reassures, is
not theft but “rather like taking an impression from fine characters . . . moulded figures”
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(XIIL.4). Moreover, Longinus sees the process of influence not as passive and static but
as an active endeavor of the contemporary writer to vie with the ancient poets. Such
was Plato’s relationship with Homer: one of striving “to contest the prize.” Longinus
adds that “even to be worsted by our forerunners is not without glory” (XIIL.4).
He (and the Hellenistic tradition behind his insights here) also anticipates Arnold’s
“touchstone” theory of tradition whereby we measure contemporary works against a
set of acknowledged classics: when we are attempting to achieve sublimity, urges
Longinus, we should ask ourselves how Homer or Plato or Demosthenes would have
pursued this task. We must also ask ourselves how such great writers would have
responded to our own work: “Great indeed is the ordeal, if we propose such a jury
and audience as this to listen to our own utterances.” Longinus adds that we should
also bear in mind the judgment of posterity; if we refuse to say anything which
“exceeds the comprehension” of our own time, our conceptions will be “blind” and
“half-formed” (XIV.1-3). In these important passages, Longinus articulates a con-
servative concept of tradition which proved to have lasting influence: not only Arnold,
but also Eliot, Leavis, and earlier writers such as Pope (and, before Longinus, the
Alexandrian scholars) formulated similar prescriptions whereby a contemporary
writer’s greatness could be measured only in relation to standards set by an acknow-
ledged canon of great writers. Nonetheless, Longinus’ own formulation allows for
creative strife between past and present writers, acknowledging that present authors
can in principle achieve sublimity. In this, he anticipates more liberal attitudes toward
tradition such as that enshrined in Harold Bloom’s notion of the “anxiety of influence”
whereby an author “misreads” previous writers so as to stake out for himself an area of
originality.

If imitation is one path to the sublime, another path is through the highway of
imagination. In delineating this path, Longinus anticipates many discussions of this
topic by the Romantics. He observes that “Weight, grandeur, and energy” (i.e., the
basic components of the sublime) are largely produced by the use of images. He states
the prevailing use of the term “Imagination”: it is applied to “passages where, inspired
by strong emotion, you seem to see what you describe and bring it vividly before the
eyes of your audience” (XV.1-2). However, whereas the Romantics tended to see ima-
gination primarily or exclusively as a characteristic of poetry, Longinus distinguishes
between the use of imagination in poetry and in prose or oratory. In both of these,
the aim is to excite the audience’s emotions and to present things vividly. What dis-
tinguishes them is that the deployment of imagination in poetry “shows a romantic
exaggeration, far exceeding the limits of credibility, whereas the most perfect effect of
imagination in oratory is always one of reality and truth” (XV.2, 8). In contrast with
many modern critical theories which see no sharp division between poetry and prose,
Longinus is skeptical of the attempts of “modern” orators in his day to transgress these
boundaries: certain orators, he observes, make their speech poetical, deviating “into all
sorts of impossibilities.” The appropriate use of imagination in rhetoric, says Longinus,
“is to introduce a great deal of vigour and emotion into one’s speeches, but when
combined with argumentative treatment it not only convinces the audience, it posit-
ively masters them” (XV.8-9). In such cases, he explains, the imaginative conceptions
of the speaker far surpass “mere persuasion”: “our attention is drawn from the reason-
ing to the enthralling effect of the imagination, and the technique is concealed in a
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halo of brilliance” (XV.11-12). Hence, while reason is by no means dispensable in
argument, it is clear that imagination is seen as a higher power.

So far, Longinus has analyzed three sources of sublimity: natural genius, imitation,
and imagination. He now moves to a further source, the use of figures. The first
example he offers here is the use of an oath or what Longinus terms an “apostrophe” in
a speech by Demosthenes. This renowned speaker advocated a policy of war for the
Athenians to resist domination by Philip of Macedon, father of Alexander the Great:
“You were not wrong, men of Athens, in undertaking that struggle for the freedom of
Greece . . . no, by those who bore the brunt at Marathon.” In using this oath, asserts
Longinus, Demosthenes transforms his argument “into a passage of transcendent sub-
limity and emotion.” The use of this figure allows the speaker “to carry the audience
away with him” and to convince the defeated Athenians that they should no longer
view the defeat at Chaeronea as a disaster (XVI.2-3).

While once again, in the example given above, Longinus shows how an argument
can be rendered more powerful and persuasive by figurative rather than purely rational
means, he cautions his reader that there is a general suspicion toward the “unconscion-
able use” of figures. A judge, for example, or a king, might feel offended or manip-
ulated by the figurative strategies of a skilled speaker, in which case he will become
hostile to the actual reasoning of the speech. Hence Longinus recommends that a
figure is most effective when it is unnoticed: it can be appropriately obscured by
sublimity and a powerful effect on the emotions. Demosthenes’ use of the oath is cited
as an example of this covert procedure: the figure is concealed “by its very brilliance.”
What is sublime and emotionally moving, urges Longinus, is closer to our hearts and
always strikes us before we even realize that figures are being used. Longinus cites a
number of other important figures. One of these is the figure of rhetorical “question
and answer, which involves the audience emotionally” (XVIII.1-2). Another figure
which conveys apparently genuine and vehement emotion is inversion of the order of
words, phrases, or sentences. Such inversion mimics the actual use of language by
people in situations of fear, worry, or anger. The best prose writers, says Longinus, use
inversions to “imitate nature and achieve the same effect. For art is only perfect when
it looks like nature and Nature succeeds only by concealing art about her person”
(XXIL.1). Such inversion, which alters the natural sequence of words and phrases, gives
the effect of improvisation, allowing the audience to share the excitement of the situ-
ation (XXII.3—-4).

Other figures cited by Longinus are accumulation, variation, and climax: these figures
range over changes of case, tense, person, number, and gender. Such changes can
produce a “sublime and emotional effect.” What all of these figures help us to see,
according to Longinus, is that emotion is an important element in the sublime. What
is emphasized in Longinus’ treatment of them is the ability of language to take control
suddenly — and irrationally — over the emotions, the power of language when used in
unusual combinations, when it is forced to deviate from a conventionally anticipated
structure. It is small wonder that Longinus falls outside of the classical tradition and
provided so much inspiration for Romantic views of art. Indeed, his view that a pow-
erful passage cannot be paraphrased without loss has become part of the thinking of
the whole modern era about poetry, from the Romantics through the New Criticism.
Moreover, in appealing to numerous examples, Longinus illustrates the rhetorical
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practice of close textual reading; such close attention to the text as a verbal structure
was not the monopoly of modern formalists and New Critics but had been part of the
repertoire of rhetoric for centuries.

Longinus now moves to other aspects of what he had earlier cited as the fourth
source of the sublime, nobility of diction, thought, and metaphor. He is in no doubt
that all orators and historians aim at the use of appropriate diction as “their supreme
object.” It is fine diction which gives the style “grandeur, beauty, a classical flavour
... and endues the facts as it were with a living voice.” Again, he warns that majestic
diction is to be reserved for stately and important situations (XXX.1-2).” Metaphors
are especially useful in treating commonplace subjects and descriptions: figurative writing
has a natural grandeur and metaphors contribute to sublimity (XXXII.5-6).

Longinus raises a long-debated question: “Which is better in poetry and in prose,
grandeur with a few flaws or correct composition of mediocre quality, yet entirely
sound and impeccable?” A related question, he remarks, is whether literary value should
be accorded to the largest number of merits or to the merits that are intrinsically great
(XXXIII.1-2). Predictably, Longinus’ own position is that great excellence , even if it is
not uniformly sustained, should always be valued more highly: perfect precision risks
being trivial; mediocre natures take no risks; genius and divine inspiration will not
easily fall under any rule (XXXIII.2-5). Hypereides, explains Longinus, has more mer-
its than Demosthenes; nonetheless his speeches “lack grandeur; they are dispassionate,
born of sober sense, and do not trouble the peace of the audience.” Demosthenes, in
contrast, “seems to dumbfound the world’s orators with his thunder and lightning.
You could sooner open your eyes to the descent of a thunderbolt than face unwinking
his repeated outbursts of emotion” (XXXIV.4). Perhaps here it becomes clearer than
anywhere else in Longinus’ text how, faced with an audience immediately embroiled
in a given political situation, a speaker could not attain maximum persuasive power
merely by deploying reason and an abstractly convincing argument or even by pro-
ducing a speech which was technically perfect. All of this could be mobilized into
persuasive power only if the audience could be “disturbed,” only if its emotions
were first kindled as if by a bolt of lightning and then fanned by the technical virtues of
the speech.

Longinus’ next passage effectively presents the metaphysical assumptions under-
lying his entire text. It is a passage which clearly anticipates the aesthetics of Kant and
many of the Romantics. “Nature,” he says, has distinguished us over other creatures,
and has

from the first breathed into our hearts an unconquerable passion for whatever is great and
more divine than ourselves. Thus within the scope of human enterprise there lie such
powers of contemplation and thought that even the whole universe cannot satisfy them,
but our ideas often pass beyond the limits that enring us. Look at life from all sides and
see how in all things the extraordinary, the great, the beautiful stand supreme, and you
will soon realize the object of our creation . . . The little fire we kindle for ourselves keeps
clear and steady, yet we do not therefore regard it with more amazement than the fires of
Heaven, which are often darkened, or think it more wonderful than the craters of Etna in
eruption, hurling up rocks and whole hills from their depths and sometimes shooting
forth rivers of that pure Titanic fire...what is useful and indeed necessary is cheap
enough; it is always the unusual which wins our wonder. (XXXV.2-5)
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Hence Longinus’ stress on emotion as a vital element of the sublime does not rest on a
simple appeal to the heart over abstract reasoning but is an intrinsic expression of his
view of the purpose of humankind. This purpose, far from according with a classical
recognition of our finitude and proper place in the cosmic scheme, is to strive beyond
our own human nature toward the divine; and this striving is accomplished on the
wings of “unconquerable passion.” Longinus subsequently says that sublimity lifts men
“near the mighty mind of God” (XXXVL.1). All of these dispositions anticipate the
Romantics; also like the Romantics, Longinus superordinates the “wonderful” and
sublime over that which is merely “useful” and “necessary.” This seemingly simple
opposition and prioritization is an index of a broad shift away from a classical world-
view: whereas Aristotle actually prescribed necessity and probability, universality and
typicality, as the bases for poetry’s engagement with the world, Longinus advocates
precisely what deviates from such universality. It is an aesthetic premised not on what
is central to human experience but precisely on what escapes such centrality, on what
stands as rare at the pinnacle of experience and is expressible only by genius. When we
appeal to emotion through the achievement of sublimity in writing, we appeal to that
which relates us primally to our highest purpose in life, the recognition through nature
of the limitless potential of our own being.

Indeed, Longinus refers to Homer, Demosthenes, and Plato as “demi-gods” who,
redeeming their other faults through “a single touch of sublimity,” are justly revered by
posterity. The more compromising conclusion at which Longinus arrives is that since
technical correctness is due to art and the height of excellence is achieved by genius,
“it is proper that art should always assist Nature. Their co-operation may thus result
in perfection” (XXXVI.3-6).

Longinus now turns to the final source of sublimity, “the arrangement of the words
themselves in a certain order” (XXXIX.1). Melody, he says, is a natural instrument of
persuasion and pleasure; it is also a means of achieving grandeur and emotion. Com-
position, he proceeds, is “a kind of melody in words — words which are part of man’s
nature and reach not his ears only but his very soul” such that the speaker’s actual
emotion is brought into the hearts of his hearers (XXXIX.1-3). Citing as an example
two lines of a speech by Demosthenes, Longinus explains in detail how the effect of
sublimity is produced as much by the melody — resting on dactyls, the “noblest of
rhythms” — as by the thought (XXXIX.4).

More fundamental than anything else in the production of sublimity is the composi-
tion or arrangement of the various elements of a passage into a unified, single system.
Longinus advocates an artistic organicism, using an analogy which has subsequently
served countless writers: just as with the members of the human body, so it is with the
elements of sublimity: “None of the members has any value by itself apart from the
others, yet one with another they all constitute a perfect organism” (XL.1). Some
phrases may actually be vulgar or commonplace; but in their appropriate place they
may contribute to the overall sublimity of a passage (XL.3). Longinus makes a distinc-
tion here between “extreme conciseness” which “cripples the sense” and “true brevity”
which “goes straight to the point.” On the other hand, prolix passages are “lifeless”
(XLIL.1-2). Trivial or commonplace words and phrases can also debase a passage,
says Longinus (XLII.1-2): “the proper course is to suit the words to the dignity of
the subject and thus imitate Nature, the artist that created man” (XLIIL.5). These
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prescriptions for art were not undermined until the advent of realism in the latter
nineteenth century.

The final surviving part of the manuscript is perhaps the most revealing of Longinus’
world view and how his notions of literature grew out of his clearly negative assess-
ment of his own era. Many scholars have cautioned that the purpose of Longinus’
entire manuscript is simply to produce a practical treatise on style, and that his use
of the word “sublime” refers to no more than an elevated or lofty style. While it is true
that Longinus’ treatment of sublimity is far more general than that of modern critics
who viewed it as a distinct aesthetic category, that treatment is nonetheless grounded
in circumstances exhibiting certain important parallels with those behind many
Romantic aesthetics.

As with many of the preceding sections, Longinus addresses this last section to
Terentianus, relating to him a “problem” which characterizes their era: “in this age of
ours we find natures that are supremely persuasive and suited for public life, shrewd
and versatile and especially rich in literary charm, yet really sublime and transcendent
natures are no longer, or only very rarely, now produced. Such a world-wide dearth of
literature besets our times” (XLIV.1-2). The problem seems to be that while there are
some writers who possess technical competence, truly great or sublime literature is no
longer being produced. Longinus purports to offer two explanations of this phenom-
enon, the first by an acquaintance of his, a philosopher; the second, his own. The
philosopher challenges what he calls the “hackneyed” explanation that true genius
flourishes only in a democracy. Rather, he seems to suggest, democracy in his time has
degenerated into an “equitable slavery” in which “we seem to be schooled from child-
hood.” We never drink, says the philosopher, from “the fairest and most fertile source
of literature, which is freedom.” Consequently, he argues, we are prone to servile ways
and flattery. Just as prison confines and stunts the body, so all slavery, however equit-
able, “might well be described as a cage for the human soul, a common prison.” The
philosopher remarks that, while in such circumstances slaves can be granted some
faculties, “no slave ever becomes an orator” (XLIV.3-6) for he does not have the habit
of speaking freely.

Longinus appears to dispute such an explanation. The real source of mediocrity in
literary composition he locates in the “love of money, that insatiable sickness from
which we all now suffer, and the love of pleasure,” both of which “enslave us.” After
wealth is thus made a “god,” there follow in its wake other vices: extravagance, swag-
ger, conceit, luxury, insolence, disorder, and shamelessness. The result of this process
is that “men no longer then look upwards . . . their greatness of soul wastes away from
inanition and is no longer their ideal, since they value that part of them which is
mortal and consumes away, and neglect the development of their immortal souls.”
Given that “we have sold our souls for profit at any price,” Longinus asks, can we
expect that “there is left a single free and unbribed judge of the things that are great
and last to all eternity?” Finally, in a passage whose import extends readily to our own
world of mass consumerism, he states: “what spends the spirit of the present genera-
tion is the apathy in which all but a few of us pass our lives, only exerting ourselves . . . for
the sake of getting praise or pleasure out of it, never from the honourable and admir-
able motive of doing good to the world” (XLIV.6—11). Some scholars, such as G. E. M.
de Ste. Croix, have found Longinus’ reply “bitterly disappointing” on the grounds that
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it almost ignores the philosopher’s substantial comments and that it merely rehearses
commonplaces of Stoic thought, attributing the prevailing frivolity and general ethical
malaise to greed and the pursuit of pleasure. Ste. Croix also disputes the conventional
scholarly assumption that, in talking of a degeneration from democracy to slavery, the
philosopher is referring to the transformation of the Roman republic into an empire
ruled by one man. He points out that, typically of Greek works of this period, Longinus’
text is almost exclusively concerned with Greek literature, and reveals almost no inter-
est in Roman letters. As such, it makes no sense to claim that the institution of the
principate somehow debilitated Greek literature, which was hardly affected by changes
in the Roman form of government. A far better case can be made, argues Ste. Croix,
“for saying that Greek literature, apart from Homer and the early poets, did indeed
rise and fall with demokratia — in the original and proper sense!” In other words, the
sentiment about literary decline originated with the Greeks, who realized that Greek
literature had flourished most under democracy.®

However we view it, the worldview expressed in Longinus’ account is quite clear in
its system of values: the soul over the body, the immortal, permanent, and selfless over
the perishable, transient, and self-interested. The world view is Stoic and Platonic —
even Neo-Platonic — but also somewhat Christian in its emphasis. In an argument
which is now perhaps controverted by many scholars, O. B. Hardison fascinatingly
suggested that Longinus’ text, if its author was indeed a pupil of Plotinus as some
scholars have claimed, “illustrates the late classical Neo-platonic aesthetic which also
appears to have encouraged late classical Asianism.” What is interesting about this
speculation is Hardison’s correlative insight that this Asianism was the closest approx-
imation to a theory of art for art’s sake during this period, and that it took not only
literary form but also a “flowering of epideictic oratory.”” This tendency toward artistic
autonomy was stimulated by rhetorical rather than poetic theory.

Whether we accept or dispute Hardison’s insight, the parallels between Longinus’
worldview and those of the Romantics are clear. Moreover, if we view Longinus’ influ-
ence as moving in a broadly “aesthetic” direction toward notions of relative artistic
autonomy, we can see that the debate between classicism and Romanticism was played
out not only from the eighteenth through the twentieth centuries but also in the
Hellenistic world itself and in the early Roman Empire (as in the Stoic, moral, and
educational tenor of Vergil’s epic as opposed to the more aesthetic and individualistic
flavor of Ovid’s poems). Indeed, Longinus’ explanation of the dearth of sublimity in
his world is remarkably close to Shelley’s condemnation of the modern capitalist world
where the principle of utility and profit is opposed to the selfless principles of poetry.
We find here, inasmuch as we can judge from an incomplete manuscript, the true
motives for Longinus’ need to explain the sublime, and his stress on emotion as the
avenue to the fulfillment of our higher nature whereas mere reason, as in Shelley’s
view, is constrained within the realm of pragmatic interests.

In the light of the context sketched above, Longinus’ preoccupation with the sub-
lime might be seen as a call for spiritual reorientation, a movement away from
rationality and merely technical competence, itself a reflex of materialist and pragmatic
thinking, toward acknowledgment of a profounder and more authentic strain in
human nature that, through its exercise of emotion and imagination, sees itself not
in isolation but as part of a vaster and divine scheme. This call has been repeated
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endlessly in numerous guises in various literary periods. The themes raised by Longinus,
and much of his mode of treating them, persist into our own day, in the realms of

lite
em

rature, politics, law, and the media: the idea that poetry or indeed prose can
otionally transport, rather than merely persuade, a listener; the idea of organic unity

and totality; the nature of imitation; the connection between reason and imagination,
reason and emotion, beauty and utility, art and genius, art and nature; and, most
importantly, a recognition of the power of language — founded on grandeur of thought
and the skillful use of figures — to attain sublimity, thereby transforming our percep-
tion of the world.

Notes
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CHAPTER 7

e NEO-PLATONISM

centuries of the Christian era. It derived some inspiration from the doctrines
of Philo Judaeus and was developed systematically by Plotinus, the Syrian
philosopher Porphyry, and Proclus. Like the rhetoricians of the Second Sophistic, the
Neo-Platonists held the classical authors in the highest esteem; so high, in fact, that

T he philosophy of Neo-Platonism was predominant during the third and fourth

they attempted to reconcile discrepancies between various classical authors such as
Plato and Aristotle, as well as between philosophy and poetry; they attempted in par-
ticular to reconcile Plato’s theories of poetry with the poetic practice of Homer and
other poets. Their fundamental method of achieving this was through allegorical and
symbolic modes of interpretation, opening the way for Christian medieval conceptions
of allegory and discourse which viewed the physical world as inherently symbolic of a
higher world. It was a Latin writer, Macrobius, who transmitted these essentially Greek
developments in the art of interpretation to the Middle Ages (CHLC, V.1, 298). From
a literary-critical perspective, the great achievement of the Neo-Platonists was to pro-
vide a metaphysical framework for the previous Stoic attempts to defend Homer and
other poets from the charges initially leveled by Plato and his followers. In this sense,
the Neo-Platonists reformulated Plato’s metaphysical framework so as to rehabilitate
and accommodate the arts. The three major exponents to be examined here are Plotinus,
Macrobius, and Boethius.

Plotinus (Ap 204/5-270)

The third-century philosopher Plotinus has been variously referred to by scholars as
the greatest metaphysician of antiquity, the founder of Neo-Platonism, and the most
profound single influence on Christian thought. The philosophy of Neo-Platonism
takes from Plato the idea that ultimate reality subsists in another world, a transcendent
and spiritual realm, from which the physical world takes its existence and meaning.
Nonetheless, Plato’s system was considerably modified, if not thoroughly transformed,

129



PART III: GREEK AND LATIN CRITICISM DURING THE ROMAN EMPIRE

in its Neo-Platonic guises. Plotinus’ philosophy exerted an enormous influence, in
terms of its theological and mystical components, extending from Augustine, Macrobius,
Boethius, and medieval Christian Platonism through Italian Renaissance humanism, the
seventeenth-century Cambridge Platonists and the Romantic poets to modern thinkers
and critics such as William James, Henri Bergson, A. N. Whitehead, and Harold Bloom.

Plotinus’ life was recorded primarily by his disciple, the Greek philosopher Porphyry,
who also edited his works. Plotinus was born (according to the Greek Sophist Eunapius)
in Lycopolis in upper Egypt. Despite his Roman name, his cultural background appears
to have been Greek and he wrote in Greek. He studied philosophy in Alexandria under
the Platonist Ammonius Saccas; he was also acquainted with the works of the Jewish
philosopher Philo and was influenced not only by Plato and Aristotle but also by
Stoicism, Gnosticism, and the Neo-Pythagoreans, as well as by Eastern mystery cults.
His interest in Persian and Indian philosophy prompted him to join the emperor
Gordian’s expedition against the Persians, an endeavor that was aborted when the
emperor was murdered. In 244 Plotinus established a school of philosophy in Rome
where he unsuccessfully attempted to persuade the emperor Gallienus to found a city
in Campania based on the principles of Plato’s Republic. After Plotinus’ death, his
teaching was continued by his disciples Porphyry and Iamblichus; its last great expres-
sion as an independent philosophy was in the work of Proclus (411-485), after which
it was integrated into Christianity, in the works of the Church Fathers and in Christian
mysticism.'

Plotinus’ philosophical essays or treatises grew directly out of his teaching. At his
death, he left fifty-four such treatises, which were compiled under the title Enneads by
Porphyry. The Greek word ennea means “nine,” and Porphyry arranged the texts as six
Enneads, i.e., six sets each containing nine treatises. Plotinus thought of his work as
essentially a commentary and exposition of Plato’s ideas, and it was thus unwittingly that
he gave rise to a new school or movement of Neo-Platonism. While he basically accepts
Plato’s bifurcation of the world into a higher intelligible realm of eternal Forms and a
lower sensible world of time and change, what distinguishes his scheme from Plato’s is
his elaboration of a more refined hierarchy of levels of reality, as well as his explanation
of the connection between these various levels. His scheme can be represented as follows:

The One
Embodies: Unity/Truth/Origin/Good
Is Source of Essence and Existence

Eternal Act/Utterance
Divine Mind: Presides Over
Intellectual Realm

“There” Act/Utterance
Inner Soul
All-Soul/World-Soul/Great Soul Humans
Outer (Nature-Principle) Body
“Here” World of Matter, Sense, Time
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According to Plotinus, all the various phases of existence emanate from the divinity;
the goal of all things is ultimately to return to the divine. Reality is basically bifurcated
into an eternal spiritual and intellectual realm (which comprehends the One, the Intel-
lectual Realm, and the All-Soul), and a physical realm of matter, sense, space, and
time. Human beings belong to both of these worlds: their souls belong to the higher
realm of All-Soul, while their bodies occupy the spatial and temporal world of matter,
sense, and extension. The task of philosophy is to facilitate the soul’s transcendence of
the physical realm, to rise to intellectual intuition and ultimately to attain an ecstatic
and mystical union with the One.

In Plotinus’ system, the divinity itself is a hierarchical triad expressed in three prin-
ciples or “hypostases”: the One, the Divine Mind or Intellect, and the All-Soul. The
One can also be termed the Absolute, the Good, or the Father. From this One eman-
ates the Divine Mind, which presides over the realm of Divine Thought or Intellection
(this intellectual realm is equivalent to Plato’s eternal Ideas or Forms). This Divine
Intelligence contains all particular intelligences, and the intellectual forms in this realm
are the archetypes of all that exists in the lower, sensible sphere. Moreover, the Divine
Intelligence is an expression of the One which is unknowable by mere intellect or
reason. From the Divine Mind emanates the All-Soul, or Soul of all things. The All-
Soul has three phases: the intellective soul, which contemplates the Divine Thought of
the intellectual realm; the Reasoning Soul, which generates the sensible universe on the
model of the archetypes in the intellectual realm; and the Unreasoning Soul, which is
the principle of animal life. Hence the All-Soul forms and orders the physical world.

It can be seen that each of these phases or levels subsists in two relations, oriented
both to that which is higher than itself and to what lies lower. Only the first phase, that
of the One, is unrelated to any preceding phase, since it is the absolute cause of the
others. Unlike Plato, Plotinus does not view these relationships as imitation; rather,
each phase is an “emanation” from the preceding phase, retaining the latter’s arche-
typal imprint as a goal to which it must return or conform on its path toward its
ultimate reunion with the One.

The Soul, then, has an intermediary function, on the one hand gazing back at its
own source in the Divine Mind and, on the other, generating all life below it. Plotinus
describes the Soul as “the author of all living things, . . . whatever is nourished by earth
and sea, all the creatures of the air, the divine stars in heaven; it is the maker of the sun;
itself formed and ordered this vast heaven and conducts all its rhythmic motion.” As
such, the Soul is “far more honorable than anything bodily” (Enneads, V.i.2). He
explains the connection between this Great Soul or All-Soul and the Divine Mind as
follows: “Soul is but an image and un utterance of Divine Mind, the stream of life sent
forth by It to the production of further being. .. Sprung from Divine Mind, Soul is
intellective too; for its perfecting it must look to that Divine Mind which may be
thought of as a father watching over his child.” On its “upper level,” says Plotinus, Soul
is united with Divine Mind and “participant in Its nature, but on the lower level in
contact with the realm beneath” (Enneads, V.i.3). Hence, Soul is created by an “utter-
ance” of Divine Mind and the two levels are characterized as in the relation of father
and child.

Plotinus explains this intermediary function of Soul in another way, in terms of
intellect and sense. If we look at the world of sense, he says, at its “vastness and beauty
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and . ..order,” we can ascend to the Archetype of this world, the more authentic
sphere of the intellectual realm, where thoughts are invested with “perfect knowledge.”
Presiding over this sphere is the Divine Mind containing “unapproachable wisdom”
(Enneads, V.i.4). The Soul, says Plotinus, has an “inner phase, intent upon Divine
Mind, and an outer, facing to the external.” By its gazing on the Divine Mind (its inner
phase), it retains a likeness to its source; by its external phase, it engages in “action and
reproduction . . . so that all its creations bear traces of the Divine Intellection.” In
other words, all the creations of the soul are molded — as emanations and images —
upon archetypes in the Intellectual sphere (Enneads, V.iii.5).

The realm of Divine Mind, like that of Soul, is eternal. Plotinus describes it as “pure
being in eternal actuality; nowhere is there any future, for every then is a now; nor is
there any past, for nothing There has ever ceased to be” (Enneads, V.i.4). This intellec-
tual realm is the equivalent of Plato’s eternal Forms. Yet Plotinus argues that, since this
realm is one of multiplicity, since it contains multiple archetypes and thought-
essences, it must have its origin in something which is One, something which is an
absolute Unity (Enneads, V.i.5). Hence Divine Mind, the intellectual realm, is itself a
radiation of the Supreme One: just as Soul is “an act and utterance of Divine Mind,” so
the Divine Mind “is act and utterance of the One” (Enneads, V.i.6).

What, then, is this One to which Plotinus accords absolute sovereignty? Its attributes
might be categorized under the headings of unity and presence, truth and goodness. Its
most immediate attribute is absolute unity: it is the “All-Transcendent, utterly void of
multiplicity,” and independent of all else; other entities acquire unity in proportion to
their nearness to it. It is the absolute beginning (Enneads, V.iii.15-16). It is the “power
from which Life and Intelligence proceed,” and it is “the source of essence and exist-
ence” (Enneads, V.v.10—11). It cannot be divided, nor is it bound to space and time
(Enneads, V.i.11). It is infinite, having no definition and no limit; it transcends all
being (Enneads, V.v.6). It does not change, and it has no constituent parts, no pattern,
and no shape (Enneads, V.v.10-11). What Plotinus says about the “presence” of the
One illustrates perhaps more than any other philosophy the significance that Derrida
will later attach to this term. The One is “omnipresent; at the same time, It is not
present, not being circumscribed by anything; yet, as utterly unattached, not inhibited
from presence at any point.” Indeed, the presence of the One is “an instantaneous
presence everywhere, nothing containing, nothing left void, everything therefore fully
held by Him” (Enneads, V.v.9). Effectively, then, the One is an absolute and immediate
presence which contains and comprehends all other presences; He is the archetypal
presence in relation to which all other presence (of other entities) is defined.

In terms of knowing and truth, Plotinus states that the “entire Intellectual Order
may be figured as a kind of light with the One in repose at its summit as its King . . . But
the One, as transcending intellect, transcends knowing. The One is, in truth, beyond all
statement” (Enneads, V.iii.12—-13). Hence the One stands above all discursive know-
ledge, beyond the horizons of reason; it can only be grasped partially by those who are
“divinely possessed” (Enneads, V.iii.14). Moreover, the object contemplated by the
One is not external: “It sees Itself,” and in its self-knowing it comprehends all things
(Enneads, V.iii.8), being the “King of Truth” (Enneads, V.v.3).

As well as embodying absolute unity, presence, and truth, the One equally embodies
absolute goodness. It is the primary goodness toward which the being of all things in
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the universe is oriented; things rise above other things in proportion as they possess
greater goodness, and in the same proportion they possess more authentic being
(Enneads, V.v.9). The One embodies a “Good absolute and unique, the Good. ..
unalloyed, all-transcending, Cause of all” (Enneads, V.v.13).

How do human beings apprehend the One? We must, says Plotinus, “put aside the
system of sense with desires and impulses” (Enneads, V.iii.9), in order to adjust our-
selves for a vision of the One, in a posture of “perfect surrender,” enabling us to gleam
“in the light of that Presence” (Enneads, V.v.8). Hence Plotinus’ system is expressed in
terms that might lend themselves in a very direct way to later deconstructive strategies:
the One is explicitly a “transcendental signified” which authorizes the entire system: it
is the absolute origin and goal of human life; it embodies absolute truth and goodness;
its presence is not only ubiquitous but all-containing, preemptively defining all human
endeavor and history within the closure of its absolute epistemological and moral
authority. This closure is effected by sharp oppositions between infinite and finite,
eternal and temporal, intellect and sense, soul and body. Moreover, each phase in the
hierarchy of reality is created by speech, by an utterance. In a real sense, Plotinus’
thought might well be viewed as evincing and elaborating characteristics of Plato’s
vision, unwittingly preparing that vision for its later crucial integration into much
Christian theology.

Plotinus’ views of art and beauty must be understood in the context of his philo-
sophical and theological system as outlined above. Plotinus treats the concept of beauty
in two of the Enneads, the sixth treatise of the first Ennead and the eighth section of the
fifth Ennead, entitled “On the Intellectual Beauty.” The more comprehensive latter
essay might be considered first here; it locates the nature and function of art, beauty,
imitation, and knowledge within a profoundly elaborated philosophical and theolo-
gical vision. This influential treatise effectively sets the stage for centuries of Christian
medieval thinking about beauty and its connections with God and the entire realm of
being; it does so, in part, by overturning Plato’s views on art and imitation; or, rather,
by pursuing the logic of Plato’s own theory of Forms toward a more self-consistent
account of the connection between various levels of reality, an account comprehensive
enough to legitimately accommodate, rather than exclude, the value of art.

The first point that Plotinus establishes in this essay is that beauty is ideal: in other
words, it belongs essentially to the realm of ideas rather than to the realm of sensible,
physical objects. He gives the example of two stones, one which has been wrought by
the artist’s hands into a statue, and the other untouched by art. The former, says
Plotinus, is beautiful not as stone (i.e., not as matter) but “in virtue of the Form or
Idea introduced by the art.” And this form exists in the artist’s mind before it enters
the stone. In the designer’s mind, in fact, the beauty exists in a far higher form, since it
is “concentrated in unity,” than it does when it is diffused by entering into matter. Art
creates things by an idea it already has of the beautiful object. Plotinus calls this idea
the “Reason-Principle” (Enneads, V.viii.1). And this idea is more beautiful in its pure
form than when it is mingled with matter. Indeed, it is only as an idea that beauty can
enter the mind. Hence, beauty is not in the concrete object but in “soul or mind”
(Enneads, V.viii.2).

Plotinus now explains the origin of beauty, with reference to his cosmological hier-
archy. The Nature, he says, which creates beautiful things must itself be produced by a
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“far earlier beauty.” The “Nature-Principle” (which lies below the level of the All-Soul)
contains “an Ideal archetype of the beauty that is found in material forms.” But this
archetype itself has its source in a still more beautiful archetype in Soul. And this
archetype, in turn, has its source in the Intellectual-Principle, in the realm of pure
intellectual Forms. Plotinus’ term for this intellectual realm is “There.” He designates
the sensible world as “Here” (Enneads, V.viii.3). Plotinus sees the realm of “There” as
inhabited by “gods,” a term he uses somewhat metaphorically to designate the divine
order, or certain exalted beings who minister to the supreme God.” These “gods” or
inhabitants of the intellectual realm are beautiful not on account of their corporeal
forms but in virtue of their intellect. In that realm, which is a realm of authentic,
eternal being and not of process and becoming, everything is clear and transparent:
“every being is lucid to every other . . . And each of them contains all within itself, and
at the same time sees all in every other, so that everywhere there is all . . . While some
one manner of being is dominant in each, all are mirrored in every other.” And all the
beings of that world are engaged in “contemplation of an infinite self” (Enneads, V.viii.4).
Plotinus sees the many gods of the divine realm as being “distinct in powers but all one
god in virtue of that one divine power of many facets . . . this is the one God who is all
the gods” (Enneads, V.viii.9). The wisdom of that realm is “not a wisdom built up by
reasonings but complete from the beginning, . . . a wisdom primal, unborrowed, not
something added to the Being, but its very essence” (Enneads, V.viii.4). Hence, the
world of “There” or the intellectual realm is a world of complete unity, where all the
beings merge into an infinite divine identity. Moreover, the system of wisdom is also a
unity, complete, self-enclosed, and acting as the measure of all subsequent wisdom.
Anticipating Aquinas, Plotinus suggests that knowledge or wisdom is not something
extraneous to existence; it is part of the very essence of being. He goes so far as to
define reality as wisdom: “Being is Real in virtue of its origin in wisdom.” Knowledge
in that realm, then, is not discursive; it is not expressed in language; it exists “There not
as inscription but as authentic existence.” Like Plato, he regards the Ideas or Forms as
actual existents or beings (Enneads, V.viii.5). Like the ancient Egyptian hieroglyphs,
each manifestation of knowledge and wisdom in the intellectual realm “is a distinct
image, an object in itself, an immediate unity, not an aggregate of discursive reason-
ing.” Plotinus calls this “wisdom in unity” (Enneads, V.viii.6).

In the world of “Here,” the sensible world, things are very different. Everything
is “partial,” including our knowledge, which exists as “a mass of theorems and an
accumulation of propositions” (Enneads, V.viii.4). The kind of wisdom we possess
is only an image of the original “wisdom in unity,” an image that reproduces the
original in discursive form, in language, using reasoning (Enneads, V.viii.6). The
one exception to this limitation lies in art: the artist goes back to “that wisdom in
Nature which is embodied in himself; and this is not a wisdom built up of theorems
but one totality, not a wisdom consisting of manifold detail co-ordinated into a unity
but rather a unity working out into detail” (Enneads, V.viii.5). Hence the artist,
according to Plotinus, seems to have a more direct intuitive access into that earlier
wisdom than does the philosopher or the scientist. His vision begins as an immediate
unity that extends to comprehend greater and greater detail whereas the philo-
sopher’s knowledge is cumulative, starting with details or parts and then arriving at
a totality.
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Indeed, according to Plotinus, the entire universe was created in this “artistic” fash-
ion: it could not have been thought out in detail and built up step by step. Rather, its
existence and nature “come to it from beyond itself . . . all things must exist in some-
thing else.” In other words, the entire universe is a copy or image of a preexisting
world: “the entire aggregate of existence springs from the divine world, in greater
beauty” (Enneads, V.viii.7). The beauty of the divine world is greater because it exists
in a pure form, unmingled with matter. According to this account of creation, every-
thing that could possibly exist in our sensible world already existed as an archetype in
the realm of Forms: “From the beginning to end,” says Plotinus, “all is gripped by the
Forms of the Intellectual Realm” (Enneads, V.viii.7). Even matter is an Idea, though it
is the lowest of the ideas. Hence, the universe in its entirety is essentially ideal: its
reality consists not in its material aspects but in the archetypal ideas underlying all
its material forms, and the crucial elements in its creation were “Being and Idea”
(Enneads, V.viii.7).

Earthly beauty, then, derives from the perfect beauty of the divine world. This con-
ception of beauty, which we will find again in Aquinas and medieval thinkers, is at first
difficult for us to grasp since in our world we are accustomed to perceiving beauty
through our senses. In Plotinus’ system, beauty is perceived not at all by the senses but
by the intellect and this is one of the bases of his divergence from Plato’s views of art
and poetry. He actually cites an observation from Plato’s Timaeus that the Creator
approves his work, once he has created the universe. For Plotinus, beauty plays an
important role in drawing human souls toward the truth of the higher realm. The
Creator’s intention, he says, was “to make us feel the lovable beauty of the archetype
and of the Divine Idea” (Enneads, V.viii.8). Hence, whereas Plato sees poetry as appeal-
ing to man’s lower nature, his desires and passions, Plotinus sees in art a means of
access to the divine world, based on art’s reproduction of the beauty of that world, a
beauty discernible not to the senses and passions but to the intellect.

A further crucial way in which Plotinus diverges from Plato is his insistence on a
logic of continuity between the two realms, intellectual and sensible: Plato’s denigra-
tion of the sensible world does not make sense, according to Plotinus, since this world
derives from and is modeled after the archetypes of the higher realm. Where Plato
equates “imitation” with ontological and epistemological inferiority, Plotinus stresses
the continuity with an original that imitation embodies: “to admire a representation,”
he urges, “is to admire the original upon which it was made.” Moreover, there is no
intrinsic defect in the sensible world, which is itself beautiful: “if the divine did not
exist, the transcendently beautiful, in a beauty beyond all thought, what could be
lovelier than the things we see? Certainly no reproach can rightly be brought against
this world save only that it is not That” (Enneads, V.viii.8). Hence, the sensible world
appears defective only in comparison with the intellectual; but, by the same token, it
perpetuates and expresses the beauty of that higher world according to its own capacity
and appropriate position in that hierarchy. Plotinus says that this “second Cosmos
[i.e., our human world] at every point copies the archetype: it has life and being in
copy ... In its character of image it holds, too, that divine perpetuity” (Enneads,
V.viii.12). These statements are crucial: “life and being in copy”: Plotinus ascribes an
independent function and value to imitation, to copy, to image. Where Plato treated
the images offered by art as merely adjectival upon their originals, Plotinus sees the
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image itself as valuable, as a further level of reality that perpetuates the divine ideas or
originals whose trace it bears. Plato would see a painting of a horse merely as a rela-
tion, a relation to an actual horse. Plotinus sees a value and function in the painting
itself, in the image, which may in some respects be superior to the natural object. As
Plotinus states, Plato “fails to see that as long as the Supreme is radiant there can be no
failing of its sequel” (Enneads, V.viii.12). Hence, image and copy are modes of exalting
and continuing the divine ideas, rather than imperfect betrayals and distortions of
them. Here we see the roots of a medieval Christian notion of beauty that ascribes
beauty to the entirety of God’s creation. Moreover, in opposition to Plato’s notion of
art as an imitation of nature, which is itself an imitation of the eternal Forms, Plotinus
holds that art does not engage in a bare reproduction of things in nature but goes
“back to the Reason-Principles from which Nature itself derives . . . they are holders of
beauty and add where nature is lacking” (Enneads, V.viii.1). Hence, where Plato thought
of art as imitating what was already an imitation (of eternal Forms), Plotinus sees art as
directly imitating the Forms themselves, and with a directness inaccessible to the dis-
cursive reasoning of philosophy.

Plotinus accords priority to the notion of beauty in yet another way. Just as he
defines wisdom as part of the essence of being, so he includes beauty within that
essence: “Beauty without Being could not be, nor Being voided of Beauty: abandoned
of Beauty, Being loses something of its essence. Being is desirable because it is identical
with Beauty” (Enneads, V.viii.9). Hence beauty, like wisdom, is not an attribute that is
externally added to existence: things have being only to the extent that they possess
beauty and wisdom. This perception of the core or essence of being as intrinsically
laden with predicates such as beauty and wisdom will dominate medieval thinking: the
creation, being the handiwork of God, is intrinsically beautiful and is an intrinsic
expression of His wisdom. Indeed, for Plotinus, “the final object of all seeing,” or the
ultimate purpose of our contemplation, is “the entire beauty upon all things” (Enneads,
V.viii.10). Again, “beauty” here is a far richer term than it is in our world: discerned by
the intellect, it comprehends the order, proportion, and perfection of the world on a
number of levels, including those of knowledge and goodness, which might be said to
harbor aesthetic dimensions.

Plotinus ends his treatise with what is perhaps one of the most beautiful and insight-
ful passages ever composed by a philosopher. The perception of beauty is not a passive
act, of gazing upon a beautiful object that is external to the spectator. If our vision of
beauty is merely partial and sensual, says Plotinus, “the immediate impression is alone
taken into account” and we remain passive observers. However, if our souls are “pen-
etrated by this beauty,” we cannot remain mere gazers, mere spectators: “one must
bring the vision within and see no longer in that mode of separation but as we know
ourselves” (Enneads, V.viii.10). For example, if we seek a vision of God, we must find
that vision within ourselves. Plotinus offers an account of mystical union with God,
an account that shares much with, and indeed influenced, subsequent Christian and
Islamic mysticism. If we submit ourselves to the vision of God, we will lose our own
self, and be unable to see our own image; possessed by God, we will see our own image
“lifted to a better beauty”; progressing further, we will “sink into a perfect self-
identity,” forming “a multiple unity with the God silently present” (Enneads, V.viii.11).
Hence the first stage of this ascent to union with God is separation, a state in which we
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are aware of self; but if we turn away from sense and desire, we become “one in the
Divine”: instead of remaining in the mode of separation, of mere spectator or seer, we
ourselves become “the seen,” the object of our own vision or self-knowledge. Hence,
truly to know beauty is to become it: we must put behind us reliance on sense or
sight, which “deals with the external.” There can be no vision of beauty, says Plotinus,
“unless in the sense of identification with the object . . . And this identification amounts
to a self-knowing, a self-consciousness.” We are “most completely aware of ourselves
when we are most completely identified with the object of our knowledge” (Enneads,
V.viii.11). In these passages, Plotinus anticipates not only numerous forms of mysti-
cism, both Eastern and Western, but also the philosophies of such thinkers as Kant and
Hegel who regard all consciousness as self-consciousness. For Plotinus, knowledge — of
beauty or anything else — is a form of interaction, a mode of unity rather than separa-
tion, a manner of internalizing the object and being transformed by it, a process of
mutual adaptation of self and object, losing the one in the other, in a merged identity.

Plotinus equates the Greek gods Uranus, Cronus, and Zeus respectively with the
One, the Intellectual-Principle, and the All-Soul. Cronus, in this mythological explana-
tion, holds a mid-position, standing between “a greater Father” (Uranus) and “an
inferior son” (Zeus). Interesting here is Plotinus’ observation that the “father” or the
One “is too lofty to be thought of under the name of Beauty,” hence it is the “second
God” or Cronus who “remains the primally beautiful” (Enneads, V.viii.13). In other
words, the primordial beauty belongs in Plotinus’ system not to the One but to the
intellectual realm. Plotinus says that we “ourselves possess beauty when we are true to
our own being . . . our self-knowledge . . . is our beauty” (Enneads, V.viii.13). Truth to
our own being would reside in acknowledging our purpose to return to the divine,
to unity with the absolute Unity, and in laying aside the multifold temptations of the
world of sense. This helps further explain Plotinus’ view of knowledge as identification
with our object: we know ourselves through the object, the latter being the form of our
self-knowledge, and in such self-knowing we do not merely perceive beauty externally
but become it, making it our very being. Where Plato distanced art and poetry from
knowledge, Plotinus sees an internal connection between knowledge and beauty as
predicates of being, whereby each of these shapes the other; hence beauty acquires a
heightened importance which in turn underlies the significance of art.

In the essay called “Beauty” in the first Ennead, which exerted considerable influence
on artists during the Renaissance, Plotinus approaches the concept of beauty in similar
terms but from a slightly different perspective, that of the soul which seeks to appre-
hend true beauty. He acknowledges that, in our ordinary lives, beauty addresses itself
chiefly to the senses, to sight and hearing; there is also a beauty, he says, in the noble
conduct of life and the pursuits of the intellect, and in “all that derives from the Soul”
(Enneads, 1.vi.1). He affirms that there is a single principle underlying these various
forms of beauty, a principle remembered by the soul from its previous, unbodily,
existence. “The soul,” he says, “includes a faculty peculiarly addressed to Beauty,” a
faculty that enables it to recognize beauty with certainty in the light of the soul’s own
earlier affiliation with the highest being (Enneads, 1.vi.2). As in the other treatise,
Plotinus maintains that all earthly beauty derives from the ideal Forms. What is inter-
esting is his additional explanation of beauty as the formation of unity from multi-
plicity, a view that was profoundly influential in the medieval era. All shapelessness of
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matter, he suggests, that has not been patterned and structured by the ideal Forms on
the basis of reason is ugly in virtue of its “isolation from the Divine Thought.” But
where the ideal Form has operated, it has grouped and coordinated “a diversity of
parts” into a unity: “it has rallied confusion into co-operation; it has made the sum one
harmonious coherence; for the Idea is a unity and what it moulds must come to unity
as far as multiplicity may.” And it is on this unity that “Beauty enthrones itself”
(Enneads, 1.vi.2). Hence, not only is beauty intrinsically affiliated to order and unity,
but also unity itself is a characteristic of the divine, of the highest realm of the hier-
archy; the lower one descends in that hierarchy, the more existence or being spans out
into multiplicity. Hence for Plotinus, as for many medieval thinkers who followed in
his path, the ascent to God, to goodness, truth, and beauty, was effectively an escape
from the bondage of worldly multiplicity and a return to the unity whence one came.
Hence the “principle” underlying all beauty is a principle “whose labor is to dominate
matter and bring pattern into being” (Enneads, 1.vi.3). It is a principle of both order
and unity.

The rest of Plotinus’ essay is devoted to the means whereby the soul can rise to the
perception of true beauty. He reminds us that there are “earlier and loftier beauties”
than those perceived in the world of sense, but only the “soul sees and proclaims
them.” Indeed, only the soul can apprehend the beauty of noble conduct, virtue, and
learning (Enneads, 1.vi.4). But for the soul to attain a vision of the highest beauty, it
must renounce the body, all material pursuits and desires, and live within its “veritable
self.” To attain to its authentic self, it must remove all “internal discord” and dissolve
its “alien nature” as formed by commerce with the material world (Enneads, 1.vi.5).
The soul on this upward path is obliged to “renounce kingdoms and command over
earth and ocean and sky” (Enneads, 1.vi.7). When the soul is thus cleansed, it is com-
prised of “all Idea and Reason ... Intellection and all that proceeds from Intellec-
tion are the soul’s beauty.” Indeed, in becoming a good and beautiful thing, the soul
becomes like God, “for from the Divine comes all its beauty and the rest of its share in
Existence. We may even say that Beauty is the Authentic Existence” (Enneads, 1.vi.6).
As in the other essay, Plotinus equates beauty with real being and explains that soul
derives its beauty from the Divine Mind; in turn, the soul is “the author of the beauty
found in the world of sense” (Enneads, 1.vi.6).

To ascend to the beauty whence it came, the soul must withdraw inward, into itself,
foregoing the mode of earthly sensual vision, and recognizing that earthly beauties are
“copies, vestiges, shadows.” The soul’s journey, says Plotinus, is to the fatherland: “The
Fatherland is There whence we have come, and There is the Father” (Enneads, 1.vi.8).
To undertake this journey, the soul must waken in itself its own power of vision,
perfecting itself until it achieves an “inner unity,” true to its “essential nature.” At this
point, says Plotinus, “you are now become very vision.” In other words, the entire soul
has become nothing but vision, losing itself in what it seeks, and acquiring its authentic
self in God. Just as in the other treatise Plotinus urged that subject and object, knower
and known, should become one, so here he suggests that the soul must itself become of
the same nature as the object of its vision: “never did eye see the sun unless it had first
become sunlike, and never can the soul have vision of the First Beauty unless itself be
beautiful” (Enneads, 1.vi.9). And the final object of vision, which may equally be called
beauty, goodness, or truth, is of course God, the journey to whom must be conducted

138



NEO-PLATONISM

in isolation from all else: “each in the solitude of himself shall behold that solitary-
dwelling Existence, the Apart, the Unmingled, the Pure, That from which all things
depend, towards Which all look, the Source of Life, of Intellection and of Being”
(Enneads, 1.vi.7). Hence, in Plotinus’ system, God circumscribes the entire journey of
human life at every level: as beginning and end, as identity of truth, goodness, and
beauty, and as the very constitution of being or existence by these three predicates.
This conception of beauty, far removed from ours, was an integral part of the order
and unity of the universe, and of the relation of finite creatures to the Divine.

It is clear that Plotinus’ rehabilitation of poetry and the arts is enabled by his intri-
cate reformulation of both Plato’s metaphysics and his aesthetics. His followers con-
tinued this metaphysical and critical enterprise. Porphyry reinterpreted the Odyssey’s
description of the cave of the nymphs on the island of Ithaca in an allegorical manner
that defied any symbolic one-to-one interpretation. Donald Russell remarks that this
“tolerance of polysemy” was “unusual” among classical critics, and was typical of the
Neo-Platonic worldview which is dominated by the notion that “everything stands for
something else, or indeed for several different things, in the various stages and levels of
the hierarchy of the universe” (CHLC, V.1, 325). We might qualify Russell’s valuable
insight by noting that the notion of polysemy was to some extent inherent in the doc-
trines of the Sophists and the Skeptics, against the relativistic tendencies of which some
of Plato’s views achieved definition. What is also interesting is that allegory appears to
arise, both in the Stoic and Neo-Platonic traditions, essentially as an effort to loosen
the bonds between a word and its meaning, to formulate a larger framework of inter-
pretation within which the word can mean other things; this effort is emphatically an
effort to make a word mean something else; in this sense, polysemy might be seen as
intrinsic to allegory. The reconciliation of poetry with philosophy, the explanation of
internal inconsistencies within a text and between various classical texts, appeared to
demand such a semantic loosening of conventional verbal affiliations and patterns.
Hence, the fifth-century Neo-Platonist Proclus effectively reinterprets Plato’s own
account of poetry using Plato’s own texts, arguing that poetry can serve the highest
function, such as facilitating the soul’s union with the divine, through enabling know-
ledge, to the function of imitation (where Plato had reduced it to this lowest function).

Macrobius (b. ca. 360)

Another influential Neo-Platonic metaphysical vision and perspective toward literature
is contained in the work of Macrobius. Born around 360, he was the author of two
texts that proved to be widely influential in the Middle Ages, the Saturnalia (ca. 395)
and Commentary on the Dream of Scipio (ca. 400). Unlike his Christian contemporary
St. Augustine, he belongs to a secular tradition devoted to the exposition of pagan
texts. The Saturnalia, written in the form of a dialogue, discusses various aspects of
liberal education appropriate for youth. Vergil is treated not merely as a poet but as
the fundamental educational resource, an authority in all aspects of learning. This
view of Vergil both characterized the Roman world in Macrobius’ time and underlay
medieval conceptions of Vergil’s “omniscience.” The text reaffirms certain classical
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literary-critical positions: that art imitates nature, that poets should be versed in the
traditions of literature in relation to which they seek originality, that literature should
both please and instruct.

The Commentary on the Dream of Scipio came to be regarded for many centuries as
an authoritative account of the significance of dreams. Much later, Freud was rightly to
remark that ancient cultures attached various kinds of serious significance to dreams
whereas modern science had relegated them to the realm of superstition. Macrobius’
Commentary takes as its starting point Cicero’s work De re publica (the Republic),
which, like Plato’s text of the same title, was devoted to the art of government. The last
book of this political and philosophical treatise narrates a dream of Scipio Africanus
the Younger, a Roman general, in which he is visited by his grandfather Scipio Africanus
the Elder, the famous general who saved Rome from defeat at the hands of the
Carthaginian leader Hannibal in the Second Punic War. There are several interesting
features of Macrobius’ text. While ostensibly analyzing Scipio’s dream, it engages far
broader issues and implications. Its explanation of Neo-Platonic doctrines was influ-
ential through the Middle Ages, in particular the doctrine that reality is above and
beyond the physical realm; it examines the nature of truth in such a scheme; and it
considers the connections between literary and philosophical language, between figur-
ative or allegorical uses of language and their role in providing an avenue to the truths
of the higher realm; finally, it provides a systematic account of the meaning of dreams.

The central motivation of Macrobius’ text is a question which is still controversial
in the twenty-first century: is philosophy justified in employing fiction and figurative
language? Noting that Plato’s Republic and Cicero’s Republic had been criticized for
using such language, Macrobius wishes to investigate the “reason for including such a
fiction and dream in books dealing with governmental problems.” He attempts to
distinguish between justified and unjustified uses of fiction in philosophy. Fables, he
suggests, can serve two purposes: “either to gratify the ear or to encourage the reader
to good works.” The former kind, which merely amuse, must be avoided in philosophy
(CDS, 1.ii.6—8). The second kind, which draws the reader’s attention to certain virtues,
can be divided into two types. In the first of these, as in Aesop’s Fables, both the setting
and the plot of the story are fictitious; the second type, however, which Macrobius calls
a “fabulous narrative,” “rests on a solid foundation of truth, which is treated in a
fictitious style.” As examples of this kind of story, Macrobius cites accounts of sacred
rites, of the ancestry and deeds of the gods, and mystical conceptions. Even this second
type, however, which is based on truth, admits of two divisions, since “there is more
than one way of telling the truth.” If the plot of the story involves matters which are
“base and unworthy of divinities,” this is a type of story that philosophers should
reject. The only type of story acceptable for use in philosophy is one which presents
“a decent and dignified conception of holy truths, with respectable events and
characters, . . . presented beneath a modest veil of allegory” (CDS, 1.ii.9—11).

A further reason for using fictions is that “a frank, open exposition of herself is
distasteful to Nature” whose “sacred rites are veiled in mysterious representations so
that . .. [o]nly eminent men of superior intelligence gain a revelation of her truths”
(CDS, 1.ii.17-18). Yet even the “fabulous narratives,” warns Macrobius, are not always
serviceable for philosophy. For example, when philosophers speak about “the Supreme
God and Mind, they shun the use of fabulous narratives . . . It is a sacrilege for fables to
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approach this sphere.” Macrobius explains that while fables may legitimately be used
by philosophers to talk about the soul or about gods in general, they cannot be used to
explain the highest notions such as primal Mind or Intellect or the original Forms of
things. In fact, when philosophers do address these notions, they “resort to similes
and analogies,” since it is impossible for the human mind to grasp such notions
(CDS, 1ii.13-16).

Before analyzing the text of Scipio’s dream, Macrobius provides some general
comments on dreams. Like the second-century Greek writer Artemidorus, Macrobius
divides dreams into five types: enigmatic, prophetic, oracular, nightmare, and appari-
tion. The last two of these, he notes, have no prophetic significance. The other three
furnish us with the power of divination (CDS, Liii.2—-3). In an oracular dream, a
parent, pious or revered man, or priest clearly reveals what will or will not transpire,
and what action to take or to avoid. We call a dream a prophetic vision if it actually
comes true. An enigmatic dream is one that conceals the true meaning and requires
interpretation for its understanding. There are five varieties of the enigmatic dream:
personal, alien, social, public, and universal.

Scipio’s dream, says Macrobius, is oracular since the two men who appeared to him
revealed his future. It is prophetic since Scipio saw the regions of his abode after death
and his future condition. It is enigmatic because the truths were revealed to him in
words whose profound meaning was hidden, and in fact it contains all five varieties of
the enigmatic dream. Scipio’s dream in Cicero’s text is a remarkable document and is
worth looking at in some detail, not only to appreciate Macrobius’ analysis of it but
also for the light it sheds on medieval views of the universe. It is certainly not a
scientific analysis and its explanation of cosmology is not original; it is derived, in its
various parts, from Pythagoras, Plato, Aristotle, and the Stoic philosophers. Yet it
offers a neat summary of a cosmology that was influential for many centuries. The
passage in Cicero’s text, which occurs in the format of a dialogue with Scipio as the
main speaker, begins with the elder Scipio Africanus (who had defeated Hannibal)
appearing to his grandson Scipio, who is taken to heaven and looks down on earth and
the other planets. Africanus points out to Scipio the city of Carthage which he (the
younger Scipio) is destined to destroy. But he also predicts that the government of
Rome will be in a state of anarchy and that the entire country will turn to Scipio on
account of his integrity, talent, and wisdom. It will be Scipio’s duty to “restore order in
the commonwealth.” Africanus explains that people who preserve or defend their
country are reserved a “special place” in heaven where they enjoy “an eternal life of
happiness” (DRP, VILxiii).

Scipio’s father, Paulus, now comes to him and explains that he cannot yet leave his
body and remain in paradise. Human beings, he states, have been given souls made out
of the “eternal fires which you call stars and planets,” each in its own orbit and anim-
ated by divine intelligence. It is destined that men’s souls must remain imprisoned
within their bodies. Only God, says Paulus, can free human souls from their bodies
(DRP, VI.xv). He goes on to tell Scipio that while he is on earth, he must fulfill his
duty. He must love justice and devotion, which are owed to his parents, kinsmen, and
above all his country. Such a life, he urges, will lead to heaven (DRP, VI.xvi).

Something remarkable now happens. Scipio looks around at the universe and the
spheres, remarking that the entire view “appeared wonderfully beautiful . . . indeed the
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earth seemed to me so small that I was scornful of our empire, which covers only a
single point, as it were, upon its surface” (DRP, VL.xvi). Africanus’ subsequent account
of the structure of the universe is worth quoting in full since it succinctly expresses a
pervasive and enduring medieval worldview:

These are the nine circles, or rather spheres, by which the whole is joined. One of them,
the outermost, is that of heaven; it contains all the rest, and is itself the supreme God,
holding and embracing within itself all the other spheres; in it are fixed the eternal revolv-
ing courses of the stars. Beneath it are seven other spheres which revolve in the opposite
direction to that of heaven. One of these globes is that light which on earth is called
Saturn’s. Next comes the star called Jupiter’s, which brings fortune and health to man-
kind. Beneath it is that star, red and terrible to the dwellings of man, which you assign to
Mars. Below it and almost midway of the distance is the Sun, the lord, chief, and ruler of
the other lights, the mind and guiding principle of the universe, of such magnitude that
he reveals and fills all things with his light. He is accompanied by his companions, as it
were — Venus and Mercury in their orbits, and in the lowest sphere revolves the Moon, set
on fire by the rays of the Sun. But below the Moon there is nothing except what is mortal
and doomed to decay, save only the souls given to the human race by the bounty of the
gods, while above the Moon all things are eternal. For the ninth and central sphere, which
is the earth, is immovable and the lowest of all, and toward it all ponderable bodies are
drawn by their own natural tendency downward. (DRP, VI.xvii)

Africanus also explains the “music of the spheres,” which is created by the motion of
the spheres. What is remarkable about the passage above is that, by giving Scipio a
comprehensive view of the entire universe, Africanus enables him to see how petty the
concerns of earth are, concerns which focus on the body and on earthly glory. Africanus
himself chides Scipio when the latter keeps looking back to earth: “If it seems small to
you, as it actually is, keep your gaze fixed upon these heavenly things, and scorn the
earthly . .. you will see what a small portion of it belongs to you Romans. For that
whole territory which you hold . . . is really only a small island . . . Now you see how
small it is in spite of its proud name!” (DRP, VLxix-xx). He also tells Scipio that
earthly glory is trivial: “it is not you that is mortal, but only your body. For that man
whom your outward form reveals is not yourself; the spirit is the true self . . . And just
as the eternal God moves the universe, which is partly mortal, so an immortal spirit
moves the frail body” (DRP, VI.xxiv).

Africanus explains that things which are always in motion are eternal and, as some-
thing eternal, the human soul is self-moving. This everlasting force, he says, should be
used to undertake the “best pursuits” and the best tasks “are those undertaken in
defence of your native land.” The soul’s flight will be quicker, he adds, if it contrives
ways to detach itself “as much as may be from the body.” Those who fail to do this and
indulge in worldly pleasures and passions will not return to paradise but will “fly about
close to the earth,” returning to their proper place in the heavens only after “many ages
of torture” (DRP, VI.xxvi).

In analyzing this dream, Macrobius affirms that “the purpose of the dream is to
teach us that the souls of those who serve the state well are returned to the heavens
after death and there enjoy everlasting blessedness” (CDS, 1.iv.1). Much of Macrobius’
“analysis” turns out to be an exposition of various elements of Neo-Platonic doctrine
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(such as the “One,” Mind, and World-Soul) and the connection of these elements
with Pythagorean theories of number and various cosmological theories deriving
from Plato’s Timaeus and other sources. He discusses the properties of bodies (as
having three dimensions) and as always consisting of four elements, earth, water, air,
and fire (CDS, 1.vi.36). Using the dream of Scipio as his starting point, he explains his
Neo-Platonic vision of the cosmos: “There is the Supreme God; then Mind sprung
from him, in which the patterns of things are contained; there is the World-Soul,
which is the fount of all souls; there are the celestial realms extending down to us; and
last, the terrestrial realm” (CDS, 1.vi.20). Macrobius also discusses the ambiguous
nature of prophecy (CDS, L.vii.1-9).

Taking his cue from what Scipio’s dream says about virtue, Macrobius lists the four
virtues named in Plato’s Republic. These virtues were later adapted to Christian theo-
logy by figures such as St. Ambrose, and they came to be known as the four “cardinal”
or “natural” virtues of prudence, temperance, courage, and justice, which the Roman
Catholic Church distinguished from the “theological” virtues of faith, hope, and char-
ity (CDS, 120 n. 2). What is interesting here is Macrobius’ influential definition of
these four virtues, following Cicero, Plotinus, and Porphyry. Prudence consists in
despising the world and attending only to divine things; temperance requires abstin-
ence from bodily gratifications; courage refers to the soul’s lack of fear as it escapes the
body and ascends the celestial realms; and justice calls for “obedience to each virtue”
(CDS, 1.viii.3—4). Macrobius also cites (drawing on Plotinus and Porphyry) the secular
implications of these virtues; for example, prudence is a “political” virtue, compre-
hending reason, understanding, and foresight (CDS, 1.viii.5-9). Yet what is striking
about these virtues is that, whatever worldly imperatives they sustain, they ultimately
all call for a turning away from the things of this world toward divine things. Macrobius
praises Cicero for stating that “nothing that occurs on earth is more gratifying” to the
Supreme God than the associations of men under commonwealths (CDS, Lviii.12-13).
In other words, Cicero acknowledges that while commonwealths are good, they are,
like all earthly matters, insignificant in the context of the eternal.

Macrobius also commends the view of the soul presented in Scipio’s dream, namely,
that the soul originates in heaven and that while it occupies a body on earth, it is
endowed with virtue by its ability to remember where it came from and to where it
should return (CDS, Lix.1-4). He praises Scipio’s sense of justice (and of the other
three virtues), which enables him “not to regard his own judgments as the criterion of
truth” (CDS, 1.x.3), as well as his perception of the soul’s immortality (CDS, 1.x.5-7).
Among other issues which Macrobius considers to have been correctly presented in
Scipio’s dream are: God’s omnipotence, the structure of the universe (CDS, 1.xvii.5),
the movement of the planets, the music of the spheres, the transient nature of earthly
glory, and the nature of motion. Macrobius ends his Commentary by noting that there
are three branches of philosophy: moral, physical, and rational. All three of these, he
urges, are included in Scipio’s dream, and he concludes that “we must declare that
there is nothing more complete than this work, which embraces the entire body of
philosophy” (CDS, I1.xvii.15-17).

It would be tempting to see Macrobius as somehow anticipating much later views,
of thinkers such as Nietzsche and Derrida, on the connection between the “literal” or
direct language of philosophy and the figurative and fictional language of literature.

143



PART III: GREEK AND LATIN CRITICISM DURING THE ROMAN EMPIRE

While Macrobius can be regarded as modern in the fact that he investigated this
connection, we need also to bear in mind that his view of this connection expresses his
Neo-Platonic disposition: that philosophy must use literary language as a means of
access to higher, hidden truths reflects his belief that the physical world is an imperfect
manifestation of a higher reality, a realm of pure Forms. Moreover, as seen above, he
severely restricts the use of fiction in philosophy, primarily on moral grounds. His
account of dreams is less modern than that of Artemidorus who, in proposing a system
of symbolic and allegorical interpretation of dreams, anticipated Freudian ideas such
as condensation and displacement. In summary, the reasons given by Macrobius for
using fictions in philosophy are that: they may strengthen a philosophical argument
through the use of vivid imaginative portrayals; they may convey profound truths in a
dignified, allegorical form; that such allegorical or figurative presentation is appropri-
ate when dealing with truths that cannot be otherwise conveyed; and that fictional
presentation of higher truths serves to preserve their sanctity by restricting access to
them. While some of these reasons overlap with those given by Christian writers such
as Augustine and Aquinas for the figurative reading of the scriptures, Macrobius’ work
occupies a seminal position in the medieval commentary tradition on secular texts. His
analysis of Scipio’s dream serves not only to justify certain philosophical uses of fiction
but also to bring out his own and Cicero’s view, influenced by Plato, the Stoics, Plotinus,
and Porphyry, that the concerns and events of the world must be situated in a far
vaster cosmological scheme. This view was highly influential in the Middle Ages, under-
lying the widespread notion that occurrences in the world have not only a literal
significance in earthly terms, but also an even greater significance that reverberates
through the higher realms.

Boethius (ca. 480-524)

The Roman philosopher Boethius had a vast impact on medieval thinking, an impact
that was foundational in the field of logic. He translated the four logical treatises
comprising Aristotle’s Organon, and also translated and commented on Porphyry’s
Introduction to the Categories of Aristotle. He wrote on Cicero and composed five essays
on logic. Also of vast influence is the text that will be examined here, The Consolation
of Philosophy (524), written in prison. This text effectively summarizes the most
important components of many medieval world views, and was a foundation of later
medieval humanism. Though in this work Boethius effectively justifies the ways of
divine providence, he never explicitly identifies himself as a Christian, and his text
shows the massive influence of Plato and Neo-Platonism. Nonetheless, the Consolation
remained an authoritative text in discussions of Christian ethics for many centuries.
Born around 480 into a distinguished Roman aristocratic family, Boethius became
consul in 510 and aligned himself with the interests of the senate. His downfall came in
523 when he incurred the disfavor of King Theodoric who, having conquered Italy,
became Roman governor. The charges brought against him — underlined by the charge
of treason — were politically motivated, leading to his exile, imprisonment, and his
execution. It was in prison that he reflected upon the life he had led and was forced by
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his own philosophical principles to place it within the larger context of questions about
God’s providence, the injustice of the world, human free will, and the order and pur-
pose of the world.

As Boethius is languishing in prison, he takes comfort in composing poetry, with the
Muses presiding over his efforts. But there appears to him Lady Philosophy, a “woman
of majestic countenance,” who drives away the Muses of poetry, saying that they “kill
the fruitful harvest of reason with the sterile thorns of the passions.” This overt dis-
placement of poetry by philosophy provided fuel for later medieval enemies of poetry,
though some writers such as Boccaccio qualified Boethius’ attitude, saying that he only
disapproved of obscene theatrical poetry (CP, 2 n. 2). Moreover, Lady Philosophy
points out that her robe, which signifies the unity of philosophy — in turn symbolized
by Plato, regarded by Boethius and most medieval thinkers until the thirteenth century
as the greatest philosopher — has been torn by the factionalism of subsequent philo-
sophies such as Epicureanism and Stoicism, as well as by the wicked worldly men
whom it is the “main duty” of philosophy to oppose (CP, 5-6).

Philosophy attempts to place Boethius’ misfortunes and his questions concerning
the prosperity of wicked men within the broad perspective of God’s nature and provid-
ence. Most fundamentally, she reminds Boethius that the world is governed not by
accident or chance but by divine reason (CP, 16). She proceeds to show Boethius that
the goddess Fortune is two-faced, bringing both prosperity and despair, that her very
nature is to change (CP, 19-20). She reminds Boethius both of his own former fortune
in being raised by a noble father-in-law, possessing a chaste wife, and having two sons
who were made consuls — all of which he has now lost. The basic lesson is that this
world “cannot stay the same,” that it suffers violent changes, and that it is folly to trust
man’s inconstant fortunes (CP, 22). Philosophy asks: “Why . .. do men look outside
themselves for happiness which is within?” (CP, 24). Philosophy remarks on the irony
whereby man, who “is divine by his gift of reason thinks his excellence depends on the
possession of lifeless bric-a-brac . . . God wished the human race to be superior to all
earthly things” (CP, 27). She urges that “worldly power is not true power, and public
honor is not true honor” (CP, 30). Even the repute won by virtuous men such as
Boethius is of small value, and death “equalizes the high and low” (CP, 31-33).

Philosophy now begins the process of explaining and defining the highest good,
which will “relieve man of all further desires.” In pursuing material gain in terms of
riches, honor, power, and fame, man is distracted from his true nature and purpose.
Man is part of the unalterable order of the universe, whereby “Nature . . . providently
governs the immense world by her laws . . . she controls all things, binding them with
unbreakable bonds.” Within this mighty scheme, “all things seek again their proper
courses, and rejoice when they return to them. The only stable order in things is that
which connects the beginning to the end.” Even man, though blinded and distracted
by worldly cares, has some vague recollection of his origin and his true goal (CP, 40—
41). The honor and respect gained through “untrustworthy public opinion” is worth-
less and inconstant (CP, 44). The wise man, on the contrary, “measures his virtue by
the truth of his conscience, not by popular esteem” (CP, 47).

Significantly, Philosophy explains that the various worldly ambitions which mislead
men — power, fame, reverence, joy — are “in substance . .. one and the same thing.”
What “nature has made simple and indivisible, human error has divided.” All of these
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pursuits are interrelated and are equally defective (CP, 50-51). Philosophy now sings a
poem which summarizes a portion of Plato’s Timaeus and embodies important com-
ponents of the medieval worldview. This song or poem was widely influential during
the Middle Ages and is worth quoting at length:

Oh God, Maker of heaven and earth, Who govern the world with eternal reason, at your
command time passes from the beginning. You place all things in motion, though You are
yourself without change. No external causes impelled You to make this work from chaotic
matter. Rather it was the form of the highest good, existing within You without envy,
which caused You to fashion all things according to the eternal exemplar. You who are
most beautiful produce the beautiful world from your divine mind and, forming it in
your image, You order the perfect parts in a perfect whole.

You bind the elements in harmony so that cold and heat, dry and wet are joined, and
the purer fire does not fly up through the air, nor the earth sink beneath the weight of
water.

You release the world-soul throughout the harmonious parts of the universe as your
surrogate, threefold in its operations, to give motion to all things. . .

In like manner You create souls and lesser living forms and, adapting them to their
high flight in swift chariots, You scatter them through the earth and sky. And when they
have turned again toward You, by your gracious law, You call them back like leaping
flames.

... The sight of Thee is beginning and end; one guide, leader, path, and goal. (CP,
53-54)

The characteristic medieval notions expressed here include: divine reason ruling the
world; God as the “unmoved Mover”; the intrinsic beauty of the created world; the
relation of the four elements; the Neo-Platonic notion of the World-Soul as intermedi-
ary between God and material things; and the circle of beginning and end, whereby
God is not only the source but the end and goal of all created things.

Philosophy argues, on the assumption that there must be a source of goodness and
perfection, that “the most high God is full of the highest and most perfect good.” And,
since the perfect good is true happiness, “it follows that true happiness has its dwelling
in the most high God” (CP, 55). It further follows that “men become happy by acquir-
ing divinity . . . although it is true that God is one by nature, still there may be many
gods by participation” (CP, 56). Hence, if happiness is the highest good, and all other
goods are aspects of this highest good, the “good and happiness are one and the same
thing.” Moreover, the essence of God “is to be found in the good, and nowhere else”
(Cp, 57).

Again, in characteristically Platonic and medieval fashion, Philosophy argues that if
“every good is good by participating in the perfect good . . . the good and the one are
the same” (CP, 59). All things, in seeking to survive, seek unity, for “without unity
existence itself cannot be sustained.” And, since unity is the same as goodness, “all
things desire the good” (CP, 61). Hence the good is “that which is desired by all.” The
good is the “one thing to which all other things are related,” without which they would
“wander without direction or goal” (CP, 61).

To fulfill his true nature, man must “teach his spirit that it possesses hidden among
its own treasures whatever it seeks outside itself.” She adds, in an exquisite statement,
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that the “seed of truth grows deep within and is roused to life by the breath of learn-
ing” (CP, 61-62). Understandably, however, Boethius wonders how there can in fact
be evil in the world and how it can go unpunished given the existence of “an all-
knowing and all-powerful God who desires only good” (CP, 67). Philosophy explains
that the power to do evil is not a power at all; only the wise can do what they want; the
wicked merely follow their irrational desires: “Lust rules their hearts . .. rage whips
them,” and they are slaves to both sorrow and delusive hope. Enslaved “by these evil
powers, he cannot do what he wishes” (CP, 72-73). Moreover, the good are always
rewarded and the wicked always punished because the aim or goal of an action is the
reward of that action (CP, 73). Likewise, wickedness itself is the punishment of the
wicked; more profoundly, since existence itself is identified with unity, and unity with
goodness, it follows that whatever loses its goodness ceases to be; hence, to be wicked
is to “lose one’s human nature,” to lose one’s participation in the divine nature and to
become a beast (CP, 74).

Philosophy further explains that what to mortal eyes may seem like unjust accident
is actually directed by Providence toward ends which are good. She makes an interest-
ing distinction between Providence and Fate. Providence is “the divine reason itself,”
which governs and connects all things; Fate, on the other hand, belongs to all mutable
things. Thus, “Providence is the unfolding of temporal events as this is present to the
vision of the divine mind; but this same unfolding of events as it is worked out in time
is called Fate ... Providence is the immovable and simple form of all things which
come into being, while Fate is the moving connection and temporal order of all things”
(CP, 82-83). Hence Fate itself is subject to Providence: “the changing course of Fate is
to the simple stability of Providence as reasoning is to intellect . . . as time is to eter-
nity, as a circle to its center” (CP, 83). Philosophy’s answer to Boethius™ question has
itself remained unchanged through the centuries: the workings of Providence and
divine wisdom are beyond human understanding, and even the actions of wicked men
can be used to generate good (CP, 84, 86). We can see that, just as God relates to the
world as One to the Many, unity to diversity, so Providence is the unity of Fate; and
the distinction between them is one of viewpoint, divine and human. So profoundly
ingrained within this worldview are the ideals of unity and order that they are charac-
terized as “mutual love” between the elements of the universe themselves. It is this love
which governs the eternal movements of the stars, and “the war of discord is excluded
from the bounds of heaven.” But love also governs the connections of the four ele-
ments: “Concord rules the elements with fair restraint . . . Only thus can things endure:
drawn by love they turn again to the Cause which gave them being” (CP, 87-88).
Hence, God is conceived of ultimately as a circle, a self-generating circle of causes
which externalizes itself, which descends into multiplicity from unity, and then gathers
all to itself in a renewed unity. All fortune has as its purpose the trial and reward of
good men, and the correction of evil men. In such an ordered and just world, of
course, there can be no such thing as chance (CP, 88, 91).

Philosophy explains that this scheme does not preclude human free will. Events do
not happen because they are foreseen. Whatever is known is known not by the force
and nature of the things that are known but by the power of the knower (CP, 100).
And, just as human reason transcends but includes human sense-perception, so divine
intelligence transcends human reason. This intelligence is intuitive and comprehends
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in a single perspective what human reason apprehends in a piecemeal and partial way.
God’s knowledge is effectively not a foreknowledge of future events but “knowledge of
a never changing present” (CP, 106). So the same event is “necessary with respect to
God’s knowledge of it, but free and undetermined if considered in its own nature”
(CP, 107-108). The lesson of this, says Philosophy, is that human free will remains
inviolate, that God’s laws are just, rewarding and punishing good and evil in human
action, and that therefore men should “stand firm against vice and cultivate virtue”
(CP, 108). This vision remained deeply ingrained within the medieval psyche for many
centuries.
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THE EARLY MIDDLE
AGES

Historical Background

of the Middle Ages as an era of darkness, ignorance, and superstition. The

term, and indeed the very idea of, the “Middle Age” (medium aevum) was
devised by Italian humanist thinkers who wished to demarcate their own period — of
renaissance, rebirth, and rediscovery of classical thinkers — from the preceding era.
While it is true that the early Middle Ages, from the fall of Rome at the hands of
Germanic tribes in the fifth century until around 1000, saw a reversion to various
forms of economic and intellectual primitivism, there occurred not only the Carolingian
Renaissance (named after the emperor Charlemagne or Carolus Magnus) in the ninth
century, but a great deal of intellectual and cultural progress from the eleventh through
the thirteenth centuries (known as the later Middle Ages). The Renaissance humanists
extolled the classical Greek and Roman authors, viewing themselves as their first legiti-
mate successors, and condemning medieval scholasticism which intervened between
them and the classical period as benighted. This rejection of medieval philosophy and
literature was reinforced by the Protestant Reformation, which associated it with Roman
Catholicism.' However, more recent scholarship in a variety of fields, including literary
criticism, has shown this picture to be erroneous. Much Renaissance thought and
culture was in fact a development from the medieval period, which was by no means
ignorant of the classical Greek and Roman traditions.

A number of factors contributed to the making of the Middle Ages: the evolving
traditions of Christianity; the social and political patterns of the Germanic tribes who
overran the Roman Empire; vestiges of the Roman administrative and legal system; the
legacy of the classical world; and contact with Islamic civilization (which lies beyond
the scope of this study). The most powerful force in the development of medieval
civilization was Christianity. Even before the fall of Rome in 410, Christianity had been
increasingly tolerated, as stipulated in a series of edicts, initiated by the emperor
Constantine, from 313 onward; by 381 it was recognized as the official religion of the

O ver the last half-century or so, scholars have challenged the prior perception
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Roman Empire. The beginnings of Christian thought in the letters of St. Paul, Clement
of Rome, and the Gospel of St. John related the tenets of Christianity to Greek philo-
sophical concepts. Subsequent Christian writers in the second century were concerned
to justify their faith, their most articulate exponent being Justin Martyr, a teacher
executed in Rome around 165.

Early Christianity had been heterogeneous, containing a large number of sects with
disparate beliefs and practices, often embroiled in disputes. The Arians and Nestorians,
for example, rejected the notion of the Trinity which was advocated by the Athanasians.
The Docetae and Basilidans rejected the factuality of Christ’s crucifixion. The Pelagians
denied the notion of original sin and espoused human free will. Eventually, in order to
settle these doctrinal disputes, a number of worldwide Church councils were con-
vened, beginning with the Council of Nicaea in 325, which condemned the views of
most of these sects as heretical and established the Athanasian view of the Trinity as
orthodox Christian doctrine. The doctrine of the Incarnation was not formally adopted
until the Council of Chalcedon in 451. The course of these debates was shaped by such
figures as Athanasius of Alexandria (293-373), Gregory of Nyssa, St. Basil (ca. 330—
379), Gregory of Nazianzus (ca. 330—ca. 389), John Chrysostom (ca. 347-407), Ambrose
(ca. 339-397) and Augustine of Hippo (354—430). One of the greatest Christian thinkers
of this period was Jerome (ca. 347-420), who translated the Bible from its original
languages into Latin (known as the Vulgate edition). Other steps were also taken to
promote unity of belief and practice: these included the promulgation of standard
sermons, the training of bishops, and the growth of the papacy in power and prestige
into a focus of allegiance and obedience. Having said this, Christian doctrine was never
fully formalized in the early Middle Ages, and many of the Eastern churches adhered to
unorthodox beliefs. It took further ecumenical councils until 681 for major schisms
between the churches at Rome and Constantinople to be healed.

Notwithstanding these difficulties, after the collapse of the empire it was left to the
Church to preserve unity, order, and guidance in many spheres. The Church’s unity
survived that of the empire. It was the Church, becoming increasingly sophisticated in
its organization and increasingly dominated by the leadership of the papacy in Rome,
which promoted moral values, fostered appropriate social conduct, and transmitted
classical learning. The Church has been described as the “single institution” which
enjoyed continuity in the “whole transition from Antiquity to the Middle Ages”
(PF, 131). It not only preserved classical culture but facilitated its “assimilation and
adaptation to a wider population,” effectively Latinizing their speech and enabling the
emergence of the Romance languages (PF, 135-136). Latin remained the language of
scholarship and law during the Middle Ages. The Germanic tribes invading the empire
retained Latin as the means of communication wherever they settled; as E. R. Curtius
points out, however, the growth of vernacular languages and literatures from the twelfth
and thirteenth centuries onward did not entail a dissolution of Latin but rather a
bifurcation into two languages, used respectively by the learned and the common
people. For centuries yet, Latin “remained alive as the language of education, of
science, of government, of law, of diplomacy.” Writers such as Boccaccio and Petrarch
were “still affected by the heritage of the Latin Middle Ages,” and the influence of
medieval Latin literature persisted through the great movements of the modern period
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such as humanism, the Renaissance, and the Reformation (Curtius, 26—27). One
particularly important aspect of Christianity was monasticism, with its roots in early
Christian asceticism. Founded in the East by St. Basil and in the West by St. Benedict,
monasticism entailed a strict regimen of poverty, obedience, humility, labor, and devo-
tion. It was largely monks who were responsible for writing most books, transmitting
early manuscripts, and maintaining schools, libraries, and hospitals. The monks would
later develop into the regular clergy (following a strict rule or regula), as opposed to the
secular clergy, the various ranks of priests and bishops who operated in the worldly
sphere (saeculum meaning “world” or “time”). The slave mode of production in the
ancient world had fostered a contempt for manual labor and a consequent stagnation
in technology. The monastic orders united “intellectual and manual labour . . . in the
service of God,” and agrarian labor “acquired the dignity of divine worship” (PF, 135).
Christianity thus promoted a “liberation” of technology, of labor, and of culture from
“the limits of a world built on slavery” (PF, 132). In these crucial respects, Christianity
was the “indispensable bridge between two epochs,” between the ancient slave mode of
production and the feudal mode of production (PF, 137).

Another force which overwhelmed the Western Roman Empire was the Germanic
peoples, who included Scandinavians, Goths, Vandals, Franks, and Anglo-Saxons. Many
of these peoples had already settled in various parts of the empire long before the fall of
Rome. Eventually revolting against Roman rule, the Visigoths led by Alaric sacked
Rome in 410. The city was taken again by the Vandals in 455. The lifestyle, as well
as the legal, economic, and political structure, of the Germanic peoples was primitive
in many respects. This structure, amalgamating with the administrative legacy of the
Roman Empire, eventually developed into the system of feudalism, which involved
contractual obligations between rulers and subjects, lords and vassals, obligations based
on values such as courage, honor, loyalty, protection, and obedience. We see these
values repeatedly expressed in poems such as Beowulf, often in uneasy coexistence with
Christian values such as humility and trust in divine providence.

In the early Middle Ages commerce and industry declined, and land became increas-
ingly concentrated in the hands of a few, with famine and disease often widespread.
The economic system was limited largely to local trade. Ancient Roman culture gave
way before a life centered on villages, feudal estates, and monasteries. This hierarchical
and largely static way of life was sanctioned by the Church; the social order, where each
person had his place, was seen as part of the larger, divinely established, cosmic order.
One of the most significant figures of this period was Carolus Magnus or Charlemagne
(742-814), who established an empire that extended over western and central Europe
and much of Italy, and to some extent centralized law and government. He was crowned
emperor by Pope Leo III in 800, an event which signified the formation of the Holy
Roman Empire, a powerful and influential “alliance” between the Frankish dynasty
and the papacy. The empire thus achieved both political unity under Charlemagne and
religious unity under papal leadership. Perry Anderson remarks that the Carolingian
monarchy, with the Church as its “official mentor,” brought about a “real administrat-
ive and cultural revival” throughout the empire, sponsoring “a renovation of literature,
philosophy, art and education.” Even more importantly, it was in this era that the
groundwork of feudalism was laid (PF, 137, 139). E. R. Curtius remarks that when
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Christianity became the state religion of the Roman Empire in 381, Rome’s universalism
“acquired a twofold aspect. To the universal claim of the state was added that of the
church.” The medieval empire of Charlemagne took over from Rome, by the doctrine
of “transference,” the “idea of a world empire; thus it had a universal, not a national,
character” (Curtius, 28-29). These ideas, as will emerge later, were taken up in con-
trasting ways by Augustine, who distinguished sharply between the earthly Rome
and the heavenly city, and Dante, who saw a connection between the Rome of Vergil
and the Rome of St. Peter. Curtius stresses the continuity between the two epochs: the
language of Rome was also the language of the Bible, the Church, and of medieval
learning (Curtius, 30). After Charlemagne’s death, the empire was divided up but
was revived in 962 when Otto the Great of Germany was crowned emperor by Pope
John XII. The Holy Roman Empire lasted (though having lost much of its power)
until 1806.

Intellectual and Theological Currents: Christianity
and Classicism

The thought and literature of this entire period was formulated within the larger
religious and evolving feudal context described above. The intellectual currents of the
early Middle Ages were driven by two broad factors: the heritage of classical thought,
and the varying relation of developing Christian theology to this heritage. The secular
criticism of the late Roman period included some influential figures: Macrobius and
Servius, who contributed to the prestige of Vergil and the knowledge of Neo-Platonism
in the Middle Ages, Servius also being the author of the standard grammar of this
period; the grammarian Aelius Donatus, who wrote a commentary on Terence, as well
as handbooks entitled Ars minor and Ars maior, used throughout the Middle Ages;
Priscian, whose Institutio grammatica was used in the Middle Ages; and Diomedes,
who produced an exhaustive account of grammatical tropes and “the most system-
atic surviving account of poetic genres” (CHLC, V.1, 341, 344). Vergil was the basic
text in schools of grammar, while Cicero held a privileged place in the teaching of
rhetoric. One of the rhetoricians of late antiquity, Martianus Capella, who wrote in
the early fifth century, was known in the Middle Ages primarily by his authoritative
encyclopedia of the seven liberal arts. Later influential encyclopedias were produced
by Cassiodorus, who produced the first Christian handbook of ecclesiastical learning
and the secular arts (Curtius, 41), and Isidore of Seville (CHLC, V.1, 341, 344). Isidore
transmitted “the sum of late antique knowledge to posterity” (Curtius, 23). These
compendia anticipated the eventual formalization of the liberal arts curriculum at
medieval universities into the “trivium,” comprising logic, rhetoric, and grammar, and
the “quadrivium,” composed of astronomy, music, arithmetic, and geometry. A major
thinker of this period was the Neo-Platonist Boethius (ca. 480-524), whose transla-
tions of Aristotle’s logical treatises proved of paramount importance for the think-
ing of the later Middle Ages, especially scholasticism. Of the foregoing developments,
two were especially germane to the early Middle Ages: Neo-Platonism (which, begin-
ning prior to the Middle Ages, is considered in the previous chapter) and the closely
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related Christian tradition of allegorical interpretation, as embodied in the work of
St. Augustine, which will be treated in the present chapter.

In the early Middle Ages, the Church’s “other-worldly” disposition tended to sub-
ordinate the position of literature and the arts to the more pressing issues of salvation
and preparation for the next life. In general, the widespread instability, insecurity, and
illiteracy intensified religious feeling and promoted ideals of withdrawal from the world,
condemning earthly life as worthless and merely a means of passage to the next life, to
eternal salvation and bliss. As the theological content of Christianity developed, two
broad approaches to classical literature emerged. The first of these sought to distance
Christianity from paganism and accordingly frowned on the pagan origins of the arts
in the cultures of Greece and Rome, while the second sought to continue the Christian
appropriation of classical rhetoric and philosophy. The former stream of Christian
thought, deriving from the third-century theologian Tertullian (ca. 160—ca. 225) and
enduring until the last patristic author Pope Gregory the Great (540—604), laid stress
on the authority of faith and revelation over reason. Both Tertullian and Gregory
renounced all secular knowledge and viewed literature as a foolish pursuit. Tertullian
saw drama as patronized by Bacchus and Venus, whom he called “devils” of passion
and lust. Having said this, recent scholarship has recognized a synthesis in Tertullian’s
writings of Christian doctrines with Platonic and Stoic philosophical traditions, as well
as with rhetoric (CHLC, V.1, 337). The ascetic dispositions of monasticism intensified
Christian anxiety concerning worldly beauty and art: St. Jerome, St. Basil, St. Bernard,
and St. Francis all turned away from the beauty of nature as a distraction from the
contemplation of things divine. Generally, the early Christian philosophers echoed
Plato’s objections to art, namely that art, as relying on counterfeiting or image-making,
is removed from the truth, and that it appeals to the lower, sensuous part of our nature
and the passions. Tertullian condemned the practice of feigning and false imitation in
drama. As for Plato’s second objection, Christians saw pagan arts as expressing emo-
tions such as pride, hypocrisy, ambition, violence, and greed which were blatantly
opposed to the Christian virtues of humility, meekness, and love. Christian thinkers
such as Boethius also echoed Plato’s concern that the arts were seductive, and could
distract men from the righteous path. There was also in the eighth and ninth centuries
an “iconoclastic controversy” in Christianity, concerning the acceptability of portray-
ing images. Christians held that it debased their spiritual doctrines to represent them
to the senses. It was not until the Council of Nicaea in 787 that devotional images were
deemed a legitimate resource for religious instruction.

The second stream of Christian thought, represented by the third-century Christian
theologians Clement and Origen, both from Alexandria, displayed a rationalist empha-
sis and attempted to reconcile ancient Greek thought with the tenets of Christianity.
Origen (ca. 185—ca. 254) was the Greek author of On First Principles, the first system-
atic account of Christian theology. The most renowned biblical scholar of the early
Church, Origen formulated an allegorical method of scriptural exegesis whose influ-
ence endured for many centuries. The attempt of Christian philosophy to come to
terms with its classical Greek and Roman heritage continued through Gregory of
Nazianzus, Gregory of Nissa, John Chrysostom, and Ambrose, reaching unprecedented
heights in the work of St. Augustine, St. Bonaventura, and St. Thomas Aquinas. These
thinkers had a more accommodating view of classical learning and literature. While
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poetry and history gained some acceptance (the first major Christian poet was Prudentius
and the first Christian historian Orosius), the Church remained for a long time opposed
to drama, as well as to visual art, which was associated with idolatry. Augustine referred
to stage-plays as “spectacles of uncleanness”* whose speeches were “smoke and wind.””
In general, it is clear that Christian writers displayed a wide range of attitudes toward
classical culture and that their writings cannot be categorized neatly in terms of straight-
forward assent or dissent. George Kennedy usefully suggests that the Christian Fathers
writing prior to the Council of Nicaea in 325 exhibit a broad agreement on certain
general principles: that a Christian must acquire literacy, which must entail some
reading of classical texts; that examples can be taken from classical works, and read
allegorically so as to accord with Christian teaching; that classical philosophy and
literature do contain certain truths; and that the Bible, being divinely inspired, is true
at a literal level, but also harbors moral and theological levels of meaning (CHLC,
V.1, 339-340).

In fact, it might be argued that Christian allegory had its origins in the need to
confront classical thought, as well as in the imperative to reconcile the Old and New
Testaments. There was a tradition of skeptical thought in the time of the Roman
Empire, expressed in the writings of figures such as Cicero and the late second-century
thinker Sextus Empiricus. Augustine himself was influenced by such skepticism prior
to his eventual conversion, after which he came to believe that absolute truth came
from divine revelation. More generally, Christian thought was obliged to confront
skeptical attitudes toward the scriptures, based on textual inconsistencies as well as
incompatibility with reason. Just as the Neo-Platonists were driven by an urge to
reconcile Homer and Plato, poetry and philosophy, as well as to harmonize the doc-
trines of Plato and Aristotle, so Christian thinkers needed to reconcile the Old Testa-
ment with the New Testament, and scripture generally with the teachings of the Greek
philosophers. In response to these needs, both Christian writers and Neo-Platonists
developed the tradition of allegorical interpretation already formulated by the Stoics.
The tradition of Christian allegorical interpretation effectively begins with St. Paul, and
continues through Clement of Alexandria and his student Origen. Clement believed
that reason was necessary for the understanding of scripture, and that the Greek philo-
sophers had anticipated the Christian conception of God. He asserted that truth was
veiled in symbols. Origen, who viewed the Bible as divinely inspired, formulated a
vastly influential system of allegorical interpretation, according to three levels, literal,
moral, and theological, corresponding to the composition of man as body, soul, and
spirit (CHLC, V.1, 330-334). We can now see how these Christian attempts to accom-
modate and develop classical learning achieved a classic formulation in the views of
St. Augustine.

St. Augustine (354-430)

Many of the foregoing tendencies can be found in, and indeed arose from, Augustine’s
views of art and literature. It is in his work (along with that of later writers such as
Aquinas and Dante) that the profoundest synthesis of classical and Christian notions
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can be discerned. More than any other early Christian thinker, Augustine profoundly
influenced the traditions of both Roman Catholic and Protestant thought. Chief of the
Latin Church Fathers, he was born in North Africa. After studying in Carthage, Rome,
and Milan, he was made bishop of Hippo in 395. In his Confessions (400), Augustine
described the long and arduous process of his conversion to Christianity, a path which
had included belief in Manicheism and Skepticism. He expounded his theology in City
of God (412—427), where he viewed human history as the unfolding of a divine plan.
In laying out a Christian scheme of history he was essentially defending Christianity
against those who attributed the sack of Rome by the Goths in 410 to the abandon-
ment of the pagan deities. While Augustine acknowledged that philosophy had a place
in the pursuit of wisdom, he subordinated it to divine revelation, the task of reason
being to promote a clearer understanding of things already accepted on faith. Augus-
tine affirmed the supreme importance of original sin as responsible for man’s depar-
ture from God and the depraved state of human nature. The cause of original sin, he
affirmed, was pride, which Augustine equated with man’s self-love and desire for self-
sufficiency, whereby man regards himself as his own light. Augustine divided spiritual
life into the “earthly city,” characterized by “self-love reaching the point of contempt
for God,” and the “heavenly city,” which rests on “the love of God carried as far as
contempt of self” (CG, XIV.10—14). Though Augustine does not deny human free will
(since it was man’s depraved will which led to the original sin), he is often character-
ized as believing in determinism since only those who belong to the heavenly city, the
elect, will attain salvation. The elect are chosen not on account of their goodness but
for unknown reasons. This deterministic doctrine, originating in St. Paul, was later
revived by Calvin. Augustine asserts that only God can restore the natural state of
goodness in which man was created. The vehicle for man’s redemption from sin is the
Incarnation; only through Christ, who is the “mediator between God and men,” can
man have access to grace. Augustine’s concept of the two cities had a pervasive influ-
ence during the Middle Ages, sanctioning the struggles of Church against the state.
Augustine affirms the truth of the scriptures but his views often accommodate, or are
influenced by, those of Plato, whom he regarded as the greatest philosopher.

In his Confessions Augustine had retrospectively regretted his own “foolish” immer-
sion in classical literature (Confessions, 1.xiii; II1.ii). He condemned liberal studies,
suggesting that only the scriptures were truly liberating. He somewhat modified his
views in De Doctrina Christiana [On Christian Doctrine] and other works. While he
sympathized with Plato’s arguments for banishing poets and dramatists on moral
grounds, his views of poetry’s connection with truth were somewhat different. He
suggests that paintings, sculptures, and plays were necessarily false, not from any inten-
tion to be such but merely from an inability to be that which they represent. Paradoxic-
ally, the artist cannot be true to his artistic intent unless he enacts falsehood. One of
the problems of medieval aesthetics was to reconcile earthly beauty with spiritual pre-
occupations. For Augustine and other medieval philosophers such as Albertus Magnus
and Bonaventura, beauty was not specifically concerned with physical objects; rather, it
implied a relationship of harmony between certain terms, whether these were material,
intellectual, or spiritual. Influenced by Cicero, Augustine viewed the essential elements
of beauty as, firstly, harmonious wholeness and, secondly, unity of parts which are
ordered in due proportion (Confessions, IV xiii).
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Augustine’s aesthetics rely on a modified Platonic framework appealing to a higher
spiritual realm to which the physical world is subordinated. As such, art, composed of
sensuous elements, was assigned a lower degree of reality than spiritual life, far re-
moved from God, the ultimate source of being, and the standard by which the reality
accorded to anything was measured. The early Church, then, harbored a metaphysical
idealism descended in part from Plato, insisting that reality is spiritual and that sense-
perception and observation of the world were not reliable avenues to truth. However,
owing to various theological controversies in which the Church became embroiled, the
world of matter was not rejected as unreal but was admitted into the divine scheme of
creation, occupying nonetheless a humble position. The beauty of earthly things was
viewed as an expression of their divine origin, and rested on their unity — a unity in
diversity — which imitated the Oneness of God. This relation expressed the medieval
Christian vision of the One and the Many: it is ultimately God’s unity which confers
unity and harmony on the vast diversity of the world. The world is God’s poem which
proclaims its beauty through harmony and correct proportion (CG, XI.18).

Augustine’s strategy of adapting classical thought and literature to Christian pur-
poses proved to be profoundly influential in the disposition of medieval philosophy
and theology. This strategy also marks Augustine’s important work De Doctrina
Christiana, which deserves consideration here since it not only concerns possible Chris-
tian uses of classical rhetoric and learning, but also details Augustine’s theories of the
sign and of figurative language. The first three books of De Doctrina, devoted to the
understanding and interpretation of the scriptures, were written in 397. A fourth book,
concerning the use of rhetoric in the teaching of the scriptures, was added in 426.
To discover the meaning of the scriptures, suggests Augustine, we must consider both
things and signs, in other words, the things which should be taught to Christians, and
the signs or modes of expressions of these things. He distinguishes things from signs by
saying that the former are never employed to signify anything else. He adds that “every
sign is also a thing . . . but not every thing is also a sign.”

Book I is concerned with the nature of things. Augustine asserts that some things are
for use while others are for enjoyment. He states that “to enjoy a thing is to rest with
satisfaction in it for its own sake. To use, on the other hand, is to employ whatever
means are at one’s disposal to obtain what one desires” (I1.4). To enjoy something,
then, is to treat it as an end in itself and to find one’s happiness in it (1.33). The only
object, therefore, which should be enjoyed as such is the Triune God or Trinity, “who
is our highest good and our true happiness.” Augustine defines the characteristics of
the Trinity as follows: “In the Father is unity, in the Son equality, in the Holy Spirit the
harmony of unity and equality” (1.5). Hence the only “true objects of enjoyment” are
those which are “eternal and unchangeable.” All other objects are for use, being merely
the means whereby we arrive at enjoyment of God (1.22). The distinction between use
and enjoyment, then, embraces the distinctions of means and end, adjective and sub-
stantive, temporal and eternal, physical and spiritual, journey and goal. Essentially,
these distinctions are based on a broad distinction of this-worldliness and other-
worldliness that was central to Christian theology for centuries: the world itself can
never rise above the status of a means; even the beauty of the world can never be an
end in itself. Objects in the world are for such use, such instrumentality; even if they
are loved, our love is not to rest in them, says Augustine, but to have reference to God.
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The world is thus divested of any literal significance: its meaning resides not in its
isolated parts or even in the system of relations connecting all of its parts, but in its
potential to point beyond itself to what it signifies in another realm, such referral being
governed by a transcendent goal. The mechanism of such self-transcendence is the
presumed correspondence of the physical and spiritual: elements of the material world
are not there for their own sake, but only to point beyond themselves to a spiritual
realm. The world, then, is intrinsically symbolic, always referring beyond itself to achieve
meaning, and our modes of expression must necessarily be allegorical since a purely
literal level of significance is disabled. This level is enabled only by its own transcend-
ence in symbolic levels of meaning: the system of meaning extends not laterally over
relations with other terms on a literal level, as in Saussure’s characterization of lan-
guage, but upward through these various allegorical levels. No object in the world can
have any significance, importance, or meaning except in reference to God. Augustine
states that “no part of our life is to be unoccupied, and to afford room, as it were, for
the wish to enjoy some other object . . . the love of God. .. suffers no stream to be
drawn off from itself by whose diversion its own volume would be diminished” (1.22).
Only God is to be loved for his own sake, and all other things are to be loved in
reference to God (1.27). It is clear that the entire system of human knowledge and
perception is sanctioned only by an end, externally imposed by divine agency, which is
not itself epistemological. In other words, knowledge can progress only to what is
already sanctioned and can follow only a path already prescribed. All “knowledge and
prophecy are subservient,” says Augustine, to faith, hope, and love (1.37).

Although Augustine ostensibly views the world as comprised of “things,” his insist-
ence that these things are to be used rather than enjoyed effectively accords to them the
status of signs, since they carry meaning not in themselves but only in so far as they
signify or enable spiritual elements. Indeed, the world itself, inasmuch as its elements
are experienced in their potential to serve as a pathway towards God, is an expression
of the Word of God. In other words, the world as experienced by a Christian is not
essentially a thing or a series of things since it is transformed into a sign or a series of
signs. Augustine states:

the word which we have in our hearts becomes an outward sound and is called speech;
and yet our thought does not lose itself in the sound, but remains complete in itself, and
takes the form of speech without being modified in its own nature by the change: so the
Divine Word, though suffering no change of nature, yet became flesh, that He might
dwell among us. (1.13)

The analogy here is between the inward human word or thought which externalizes
itself in speech, and the Divine Word which incarnates itself in human form as Christ.
Through his material and spiritual existence, Christ provides access of human language
into the Divine Word, a point of archetypal contact at which the Divine Word can give
the world — and the human language which expresses this world — its idealized shape,
direction, and purpose. Talking of divine wisdom, Augustine states that “though Wis-
dom was Himself our home, He made himself also the way by which we should reach
our home” (I.11). As Father, God is both origin and goal; as Christ, he is the way. As
Christ, as intermingling divine and human components, he imbues the relations of the
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world with a potential to overcome the materiality of their nature, to cast their signify-
ing claims into the realm of spirit, and to achieve the status of a spiritual path leading
ultimately to God. Thus the Word of God which is materialized as Christ in the world
raises to a higher power of signification the externalization of human thought into
speech which can thereby exalt the status of the world’s contents above and beyond
mere thinghood.

In book II Augustine turns to the study of signs. He defines a sign as “a thing which,
over and above the impression it makes on the senses, causes something else to come
to mind as a consequence of itself” (IL.1). It is interesting that Augustine does not
define a sign, as later thinkers did, by a duality between particular existence and uni-
versal meaning (for example, a rose exists as a particular object but may have a uni-
versal symbolism, signifying love). Instead, Augustine seems to view the sign in terms
of a duality between isolated, sensuous existence on the one hand, and its causal
agency in inducing further mental representations on the other. Many centuries before
Saussure, Augustine distinguished between natural and conventional signs. A natural
sign, he says, embodies no human intention yet still leads to the knowledge of some-
thing else, as when smoke signals fire. Such connections are revealed simply through
experience (IL.1). Conventional signs, in contrast, “are those which living beings
mutually exchange for the purpose of showing . . . the feelings of their minds, or their
perceptions, or their thoughts” (II.2). The most numerous and important conven-
tional signs are, of course, words.

Even the signs given by God in the scriptures, says Augustine, were made known
through men, and need to be studied. The difficulties of scripture, he thinks, spring
largely from two sources, unknown and ambiguous signs. Signs are either proper or
figurative; they are proper when they refer to their intended objects, and figurative
when these intended objects are used to signify something else (II.10). The main
remedy for unknown proper signs is knowledge of the languages of scripture (Latin,
Hebrew, Greek); Augustine even admits that a diversity of interpretations is useful
inasmuch as these will often throw light on obscure passages (IL.11, 12). In the case of
figurative signs, their meaning is to be traced partly by the knowledge of languages
and partly by the knowledge of things. For example, researches into the meanings of
“Adam,” “Eve,” and other names have helped clarify many figurative expressions in
scripture; and sometimes these figures presuppose a knowledge of things, whether
animals, minerals, or plants, which are used by way of comparison (II.16). In general,
while Augustine acknowledges that some of the meanings of scripture are shrouded in
the “thickest darkness,” he explains that “all this was divinely arranged for the purpose
of subduing pride by toil,” as well as of increasing pleasure in the communication of
knowledge through figures (I1.6). Moreover, we must “believe that whatever is there
written, even though it be hidden, is better and truer than anything we could devise by
our own wisdom” (II.7). Once again, the system of knowledge is viewed as closed,
bounded as it is by God’s omniscience and foreknowledge. Human knowledge is for-
ever a partial emulation of, and aspiration after, what is already known to God.

Augustine’s advice to the Christian regarding pagan knowledge is that where the
latter is immersed in superstition, it should be rejected; but whatever is useful in
heathen science and philosophy should be appropriated for Christian use. For exam-
ple, dialectics or the science of reasoning is of great service in helping us to understand
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scripture, provided that this science is not used for mere vanity and entrapping adver-
saries through clever uses of words. Moreover, only such verbal ornamentation should
be used as is consistent with “seriousness of purpose” (I1.31), and we should remem-
ber that the laws which govern logical inference do not guarantee truth, which is an
entirely separate issue (I1.34). Having acknowledged that dialectics and logic have been
developed by pagan thinkers, Augustine does not view these sciences as devised by
men, for logical sequence “exists eternally in the reason of things, and has its origin
with God” (11.32). Similarly, the science of definition, of division and partition, is not
invented by man but “is evolved from the reason of things” (II.35).

Augustine’s prescriptions for the use of rhetoric are similar. Like dialectic, rhetoric
can provide training for the intellect, but we should beware of the temptation to
incline the intellect toward mischief and vanity. Moreover, both dialectic and rhetoric
are instrumental, merely means to a higher end; of themselves, they cannot yield the
secrets of a happy life (I1.37). Once again, while insisting that the rules for eloquence
are true, Augustine states that these rules were not devised by men; rather, the facts
that certain affectionate expressions conciliate the audience or that a clear and concise
narrative affects an audience or that variety maintains interest represent rules or cir-
cumstances that were merely discovered by men (I1.36).

Augustine warns young Christian men “not to venture heedlessly” on the pursuit of
all the branches of pagan learning, but to discriminate carefully among them (I11.39).
He accepts that pagan philosophers, especially the Platonists, have expressed not only
“false and superstitious fancies” but also “liberal instruction which is better adapted to
the use of truth, and some excellent precepts of morality.” These should be taken by
the Christian, who can devote them to their “proper” use in preaching the gospel
(I1.40). Finally, Augustine attempts to place the value of heathen knowledge in per-
spective by saying that such knowledge is poor “compared with the knowledge of Holy
Scripture. For whatever man may have learnt from other sources, if it is hurtful, it is
there condemned; if it is useful, it is therein contained” (IL.42). It appears, then, that
the relation between secular knowledge and scriptural knowledge is that between means
and end. Scriptural knowledge is a kind of center or focus toward which all other
knowledge converges, and by which all knowledge is ordered and valued.

In book IIT Augustine deals with ambiguous signs. Since these may be either direct
or figurative, he is concerned to furnish rules which will guide the reader in knowing
whether to interpret given passages of scripture literally or figuratively. Augustine states
that a knowledge of figures of speech is necessary because tropes are used extensively in
the scriptures and when passages taken literally give an absurd meaning, the possibility
of their using figurative language must be considered (II1.29). He defines a figure as an
expression where “one thing is said with the intention that another should be under-
stood” (II1.37).

The general rule is that whatever passage taken literally is inconsistent with either
“purity of life” or “soundness of doctrine” must be taken as figurative (II1.10). Quoting
St. Paul’s statement that “The letter killeth, but the spirit giveth life,” Augustine warns
against taking a figurative expression literally. In doing this, we are understanding what
is said in a “carnal” manner, thereby enacting the “death of the soul” and subjecting
the intelligence to the flesh by such a “blind adherence to the letter.” It is “a miserable
slavery of the soul,” he says, “to take signs for things, and to be unable to lift the eye of
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the mind above what is corporeal and created, that it may drink in eternal light”
(I11.5). These comments throw an interesting light on the foundations of Christian
allegory. Literal meaning, whereby “things are to be understood just as they are ex-
pressed” (II1.37), corresponds with the realm of materiality and bodily sensation. Figur-
ative expressions, “in which one thing is expressed and another is to be understood,”
attempts to raise perception toward a spiritual and intellectual realm. Literal meaning
is arrested at the opacity of “things” whereby figurative meaning looks through things,
treating them as only signs of more exalted levels of truth, abolishing the thinghood of
the world and imbuing it with a symbolic significance which refers all of its elements to
the life hereafter. Thus is laid the foundation of various levels of meaning in allegory,
each level sublating (both transcending and preserving in a higher synthesis) the previ-
ous levels. Augustine sees this process of ascension as a freedom from bondage: who-
ever pays homage to an object without knowing what it signifies is effectively in bondage
to a sign; we escape such bondage to signs when we understand, firstly, that they are
signs (and not things in themselves), and, secondly, the significance of the sign (II1.9).
We have already seen that Augustine’s distinction of use and enjoyment effectively
transformed, for the Christian, the world of things to a world of signs: to view the
world as thinghood means viewing it as an end in itself; to view it as symbolic is to
view it as a means to higher purposes. Figurative language, then, is a way of lifting
our vision away from the temporal world as an object or end in itself toward God;
it is not difficult to see how allegory would comprise a systematic use and control of
such language.

One of the reasons we need to be aware of figurative expressions is that the same
word does not always signify the same thing. In a comment which sounds surprisingly
modern, Augustine states that “objects are not single in their signification, but each
one of them denotes not two only but sometimes even several different things, accord-
ing to the connection in which it is found” (II1.25). This seems to suggest a rela-
tional view of meaning such as has been emphasized by many thinkers since Saussure.
Augustine even encourages various interpretations of scripture provided that they are
“in harmony with the truth ... For what more liberal and more fruitful provision
could God have made in regard to the Sacred Scriptures than that the same words
might be understood in several senses, all of which are sanctioned by the concurring
testimony of other passages equally divine?” (II1.27). Hence the variety of interpreta-
tions of a given passage of scripture is subject to strict control inasmuch as it is
restricted by the need to conform with other divinely sanctioned truths as expressed in
other scriptural passages. Indeed, Augustine says that in explaining a doubtful passage,
we may, in the absence of evidence from scripture, use the evidence of reason. “But,”
he warns, “this is a dangerous practice. For it is far safer to walk by the light of Holy
Scripture” (II1.28). Students of the scriptures should, above all, pray that they may
understand them, for the “Lord giveth wisdom: out of His mouth comes knowledge
and understanding” (II1.37). Augustine also makes clear his belief that it was the Holy
Spirit speaking through the human authors of the scriptures (I11.27). The model of
knowledge and wisdom presented here is that of a finished system over which God has
control. All significant knowledge and wisdom is contained in the scriptures, which
were inspired by the Holy Spirit; men can use their human faculty of reason and
various branches of secular knowledge to a certain degree in understanding the Word
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of God. But ultimately, this Word stands above human language and reason, and men
must ascend allegorically from a literal understanding of their world to a symbolic view
of their world as a small part in a vast scheme which both subsumes and gives meaning
to it. The world must be understood as the Word of God.

In the first three books of De Doctrina Augustine has dealt with the issue of discov-
ering the meaning of sacred scripture. The fourth book is devoted to the expression
and communication of that meaning, as in the activities of teaching and preaching. It
is here that Augustine treats extensively of the need for the Christian preacher to draw
upon rhetoric. Augustine quickly establishes that it is lawful for a Christian teacher to
use the art of rhetoric; for, if “bad men use it to obtain the triumph of wicked and
worthless causes . .. why do not good men study to engage it on the side of truth?”
(IV.2). It is a duty, he says, of the Christian teacher to teach what is right and to refute
what is wrong, using, as necessary, narrative for exposition, reasoning and proofs to
dispel doubts, vigor of speech to move men to action, and various devices such as
entreaties, exhortations, and reproaches to arouse emotions (IV.4).

However, while eloquence is useful to the Christian preacher, it is less important
than wisdom, especially since the wisdom being dispensed is not human wisdom but a
“heavenly wisdom which comes down from the Father.” The Christian preacher, then,
is but a minister of this higher wisdom (IV.5). As such, even if his powers of eloquence
are weak, he can gain help by memorizing and drawing on the riches of scripture.
Thereby, his own words will “gain strength and power” (IV.5). If the preacher can
speak with eloquence as well as wisdom, however, he will be of greater service. Interest-
ing again is the connection implied between human and divine wisdom; in the absence
of the former (i.e., in the absence of rhetorical skills), the latter will still suffice if
allowed to speak for itself; given the difficulties of scripture, however, it will be com-
municated more effectively by a speaker who understands its meaning and knows how
to engage his audience. Augustine recommends that eloquence be learned by imitating
men who combine eloquence with wisdom rather than from teachers of rhetoric (IV.5).

Such a combination of eloquence and wisdom is found foremost in the scriptures,
which were “not composed by man’s art and care, but . . . flowed forth in wisdom and
eloquence from the divine mind” (IV.6). Augustine here throws further light on the
conception of knowledge as descending from God to man. In the divine mind, all
knowledge exists in a state of absolute clarity. To men, however, this knowledge is a
mystery which cannot be penetrated without the aid of the scriptures. The scriptures
themselves need to be interpreted and clarified by those who possess not only the
necessary intellectual qualities but also the requisite spiritual purity and illumination.
Augustine states that obscurity was a necessary element in the eloquence of scripture.
Such obscurity, he maintains, is “useful and wholesome,” for a number of reasons.
Firstly, it was “designed to profit our understandings, not only by the discovery of
truth, but also by the exercise of their powers” (IV.6). A second reason is that obscurity
will “break in upon the satiety and stimulate the zeal of those who are willing to learn.”
Finally, obscurity will “throw a veil over the minds of the godless either that they may
be converted to piety or shut out from a knowledge of the mysteries” (IV.8). While
Augustine commends scriptural obscurity for these reasons, he insists that it is precisely
such obscurity which must not be imitated by the Christian preacher, who cannot
claim the authority of the divinely inspired sacred writers. On the contrary, his first
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and chief aim is to be understood by using clear speech, and to make “clear what was
obscure” (IV.8, 11). Hence he should be anxious not so much about his eloquence as
about the clarity of his teaching (IV.9). Having said this, if he is merely clear without
stylistic grace, he will never appeal to more than a few eager students. He must use
eloquence such that his message is “flavoured to meet the tastes of the majority”
(IV.11). Augustine’s own enormous resistance as a Christian notwithstanding, he is
finally beginning to sound like a classical rhetorician, one of whose first concerns is
how to adapt his speech to the composition and nature of the audience.

As if aware of this last point, Augustine quotes Cicero, perhaps both to confirm
the latter’s soundness and to distinguish his own formulations. Augustine commends
Cicero’s view that “an eloquent man must speak so as to teach, to delight, and to
persuade.” While Augustine agrees with Cicero that the speaker must not merely teach
the hearer but also delight him in order to secure his attention and persuade him so as
to move him to action, Augustine wishes to stress even more than Cicero the latter’s
emphasis on teaching as the most essential of the three functions. Augustine states that
the true function of teaching is to point out the truth clearly; if the speaker is not
understood he has not said what he intended to say. Though the style of the speech
might add to its pleasing effects, Augustine insists that “the truth itself, when exhibited
in its naked simplicity, gives pleasure, because it is the truth” (IV.12). This emphasis
on truth over style seems to distinguish Augustine’s Christian rhetoric from even those
rhetoricians such as Cicero who themselves had stressed the importance of the sub-
stance of a speech.

Augustine traverses a precarious balance between a Christian emphasis on truth and
a classical rhetorical consideration of style. Precarious, because the one tends to under-
mine the other: the balance is asymmetrical inasmuch as the expression of truth is
viewed as necessary while the stylistic features are desirable but not essential. The
situation is further complicated by Augustine’s advice that the Christian orator “will
succeed more by piety in prayer than by gifts of oratory.” Though he must acquire
knowledge as well as a facility for speech, when the hour of speech comes he should
rely on God. “For,” quotes Augustine, “it is not ye that speak, but the Spirit of your
Father which speaketh in you” (IV.15). Here we have an important dimension of
Christian oratory which is entirely absent in classical rhetoric. The Christian speaker’s
individual effort as a man is almost undermined by the fact that he himself is merely a
vehicle for the speech of the Holy Spirit speaking through him. His own human know-
ledge and oratorical skill, then, are but a preparation for this displacement of his
speaking persona by divine speech. One implication of this seems to be that even if the
speaker is weak in his ability, his pure and truthful intentions may invoke the aid of the
Holy Spirit, thereby raising his skill beyond anything normally accessible to him.

This important Christian qualification notwithstanding, Augustine reaffirms that
the speaker who aims at enforcing what is good should not despise any of the three
aims of teaching, giving pleasure, or moving the hearer. Augustine takes Cicero’s three
divisions of style as corresponding to these three respective aims. Modifying Cicero’s
formulation, Augustine writes: “He, then, shall be eloquent, who can say little things in
a subdued style, in order to give instruction, moderate things in a temperate style, in
order to give pleasure, and great things in a majestic style, in order to sway the mind”
(IV.17). The Christian orator, however, since he is addressing the salvation of men’s
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souls, is always dealing with great matters (IV.18). Nonetheless, he must use the styl-
istic level appropriate to his occasion (IV.19). While effective speeches, mixing these
styles as occasion and subject matter demand, may teach and move, they may ulti-
mately inspire a “change of life” (IV.24). The aims of giving pleasure and achieving
beauty of expression must subserve the ends of the majestic style, which is to “persuade
men to cultivate good habits and give up evil ones” (IV.25). In general, all speeches
should aim at the three merits of perspicuity, beauty of style, and persuasive power
(IV.26). Augustine’s view of truth itself as the basis of good style underlies his new,
Christianized, definition of rhetoric: “To speak eloquently, then, and wisely as well, is
just to express truths which it is expedient to teach in fit and proper words” (IV.28).
Hence, eloquence is wrested from its grounding in form, in style, and regrounded or
refounded as a function of content.

Notes

1 Cambridge Companion to Aquinas, ed. Norman Kretzmann and Eleonore Stump (Cam-
bridge: Cambridge University Press, 1993), pp. 4-5.

2 St. Augustine, City of God, trans. Henry Bettenson (Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1984), 1.31.
Hereafter cited as CG.

3 The Confessions of St. Augustine, trans. Rex Warner (New York: Mentor, 1963), I.xvii. Here-
after cited as Confessions.

4 St. Augustine, De Doctrina Christiana (Calvin College: Christian Classics Ethereal Library,
2003), 1.2. This translation, which I find to be particularly effective, is in the public domain
and can be found in electronic format at: www.ccel.org/ccel/augustine/doctrine.iii.html.
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CHAPTER 9

THE LATER MIDDLE
AGES

Historical Background

ertain thinkers of the early medieval period continued to exercise a shaping
influence for many centuries. The influence of Augustine — in particular his
view of human will and the need for divine grace — persisted through the later
Middle Ages, though only as one strand of thought competing with the doctrines of
other theologians. Another thinker of the early medieval period, Boethius, also continued
to exert a profound impact, primarily through his translations of Aristotle’s logical
treatises into Latin, and his commentaries both on these treatises and on their inter-
pretation by the Neo-Platonist Porphyry. Likewise, some streams of literary criticism
of the early medieval period either continued into, or were resurrected in, the later
Middle Ages. The tradition of grammatical criticism and textual exegesis had been fairly
continuous from the late classical era onward. Allegorical criticism and exegesis of
both pagan and Christian texts enjoyed a similar continuity. One of the most prominent
streams of thought of the early Middle Ages, Neo-Platonism, saw a revival in the twelfth
century. Beyond these continuities, the later Middle Ages witnessed the growth of new
intellectual movements, chiefly various forms of humanism and scholasticism, which
arose from within the structures and divisions of knowledge that had grown in the later
medieval institutions of learning, namely, the cathedral schools and the universities.
In order to understand these new modes of thinking about literature — which were
inevitably tied to broader movements of thought — we must consider the larger social
and economic developments that marked the later medieval era. As mentioned in the
previous chapter, the early Middle Ages saw the collapse of the Roman Empire and the
centralized system of Roman administration and government, with a decline in com-
merce, trade, and agriculture, and in many areas a reversion to tribal customs and local
law. It had largely been left to the Church (and certain rulers such as Charlemagne) to
attempt some kind of social and moral cohesion and to preserve and transmit the
various intellectual and literary traditions. The later Middle Ages, beginning around
1050, witnessed considerable progress on many levels. Most fundamentally, there was
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an economic revival. It was in this period that the system of feudalism achieved a
relatively stable formation. The term “feudalism” derives from the word “fief” (the
medieval term being feudum or “feud”), which means a piece of land held in “fee”: in
other words, the land was not owned, but a person had the right to cultivate it in
return for rent or certain services performed for the landlord. Perry Anderson suc-
cinctly defines “fief” as “a delegated grant of land, vested with juridical and political
powers, in exchange for military service” (PF, 140).

The basic contractual relation in feudal society was between a lord and a vassal: the
lord, owning the land, would provide protection, in return for which the vassal was
bound to obey his lord, to pay taxes or rent, and to provide military or other service.
Often, small farmers would give up their independent ownership of land for the pro-
tection of powerful lords. Usually, fiefs (tracts of land or certain offices) were heredit-
ary, and the feudal system was in general a static hierarchy, ranging from the highest
lord, the monarch, through the various ranks of nobility such as castellans, barons,
counts, and principals to the knights. Hence, each member of this hierarchy was both
a lord and a vassal, involved in an intricate nexus of relationships with those above and
below him. In a broader sense, however, society was increasingly divided into two
classes, the one a landed aristocracy and clergy, the other composed of the mass of
peasants, with a small middle class of merchants, traders, and craftsmen. The peasantry
itself existed as a hierarchy, from villeins or tenant farmers through serfs (who were
bound to a particular tract of land) to the poorest people who hired out their labor on
an occasional basis. Clearly, this was not a system based on individual enterprise or
merit or ability. The legal and political structure, as Hegel would observe later, was not
rational but an outgrowth of hereditary status, existing practices, traditions, and cus-
toms. Having said that, the lord was obliged, in theory at least, to the terms of his
contractual relationship with the peasant, affording him both military and economic
protection. The basic unit of production in the feudal system was the manor or mano-
rial estate: this comprised the lord’s manor house and demesne (that part of his land
not held by tenants), the parish church, one or more villages, and the land divided into
strips between a multitude of peasants. The size of the estate varied between two to
four thousand acres. The manor was largely self-contained, self-governed, existing in
relative economic isolation, with minimal foreign trade (PF, 137).

Another constitutive element in feudalism was the city. By the later Middle Ages,
significant urban communities had been formed. Major European cities included
Palermo, Venice, Florence, Milan, Ghent, Bruges, and Paris. Many of these enjoyed a
considerable degree of freedom from feudal restrictions concerning property and ser-
vice. Economically, the cities were dominated by two types of organizations, merchant
guilds and artisan guilds, whose purpose was to ensure a monopoly of local trade for
their own members. The merchant guilds restricted foreign trade and established uni-
form prices. The members of the artisan guilds formed a hierarchy composed of mas-
ter craftsmen, who owned their own businesses, and the “journeymen” who worked
for them, as well as the apprentices, for whose training and upbringing the masters
were responsible. The artisan guilds also regulated the means of production, attempt-
ing to preserve a stability and freedom from competition, with standard wages and
prices, and even frowning on new technology or more efficient strategies. The guilds
had a paternalistic attitude toward their members, sustaining them in times of hardship,
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providing for their widows and orphans, as well as exercising broader religious and
social functions. The guild system rested partly on Christian doctrines, stemming from
the Church Fathers and Aquinas, which frowned on excessive wealth or private prop-
erty, condemned usury or the taking of interest, advocated fair prices, and encouraged
an orientation toward the welfare of the community as a whole rather than that of the
individual. At least, such were the ideals in theory.

Drawing on insights of Marx, Perry Anderson remarks certain structural features of
feudalism. Most fundamentally, since feudal authority was transmitted through a com-
plex chain of lordship and vassalage, “political sovereignty was never focused in a
single centre.” There were three structural consequences of this “parcellization of sov-
ereignty.” Firstly, there was no straightforward concentration of the two basic classes,
lords and serfs, within a homogeneous form of property relation. The peasant class,
from which the lord extracted an agrarian surplus or profit, “inhabited a world of
overlapping claims and powers,” a plurality which enabled, through the survival of a
number of communal and peasant-owned lands, some degree of “peasant autonomy
and resistance” (PF, 148-149). A more important result of this stratification of power
was effectively the creation of the medieval town. The feudal system was the first to
enable an autonomous development of the city within an agrarian economy. Even
though the cities of the ancient world had been larger, they were governed by nobles
who were primarily landowners. The medieval towns of Europe, in contrast, were
“self-governing communes, enjoying corporate political and military autonomy from
the nobility and the Church” (PF, 150). Marx had observed in feudalism a dynamic
opposition of town and country. Anderson summarizes this conflict as one between
“an urban economy of increasing commodity exchange, controlled by merchants and
organized in guilds and corporations, and a rural economy of natural exchange, con-
trolled by nobles and organized in manors and strips, with communal and individual
peasant enclaves” (PF, 150—151). It was this opposition between the merchant class in
the cities and the nobility in the countryside which eventually fueled the growth of the
bourgeois class and of a capitalist economy.

The third result of the feudal power structure was yet another structural contradic-
tion within feudalism. The monarch did not have supreme power over his subjects;
rather, he was a “feudal suzerain [lord] of his vassals, to whom he was bound by
reciprocal ties of fealty.” The monarchy was not a true “integrating mechanism,” a fact
which “posed a permanent threat” to the stability and survival of the feudal system. At
the same time, “actual royal power always had to be asserted and extended against the
spontaneous grain of the feudal polity as a whole, in a constant struggle to establish a
‘public’ authority outside the compact web of private jurisdictions” (PF, 151-152).

Another contradiction in the structure of feudal power was that the Church, which
in late antiquity had been integrated within the mechanisms of imperial power, was an
autonomous institution within feudalism, and the sole source of religious authority. A
number of factors had led to this circumstance. By the time of the Fourth Lateran
Council in 1215, the theory of the priesthood (whereby the priest was vested with some
of the pope’s authority as inherited from Peter) and the fixing of theory of the seven
sacraments increased the power and status of the clergy. The Church’s role as spiritual
guardian was reinforced and disseminated by the requirements of confession and the
threat of excommunication. Furthermore, a number of religious reform movements
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had wrested the monasteries, clergy, and the appointment of church officials from the
power of the feudal nobility, insisting on the authority of the pope and the Church in
ecclesiastical matters. Bertrand Russell remarks that the Church’s emancipation from
the feudal aristocracy was “one of the causes of the emergence of Europe from the dark
ages” (HWP, 305). Prior to this emancipation, conflict between Church and state
power was “endemic in the medieval epoch,” especially in the period from 1050 until
around 1350, with considerable consequences for later intellectual development (PF,
152). The thought of Dante and Aquinas, for example, was marked by this struggle
between temporal and spiritual power, just as Augustine had given archetypal expres-
sion to it. Augustine had effectively divided human experience into the categories of
civitas dei or the City of God and civitas terrena or the Earthly City. These categories
— and the conflict they embodied — persisted through many guises, spiritual against
temporal, papacy against empire, the demands of the soul against those of the body.

These inherent structural contradictions all contributed to the decline of feudalism.
One large-scale effect of the growth of feudalism was to increase the power of the
landed aristocracy or nobles relative to that of the monarchy. In turn, one factor in the
decline of feudalism was the growth and establishment of strong or even absolute
monarchies in several countries, notably France, England, and Germany. Other factors
contributed to the undermining of the feudal structure: the growing internationaliza-
tion of trade; the expansion of cities and the increased opportunities for urban em-
ployment, which tempted peasants to move to the towns; the Crusades, beginning in
1096, which encouraged peasants to break their bonds to the soil of absentee landlords;
the Hundred Years’ War (1337-1453), which consolidated the monarchy in France;
the plague known as the Black Death which spread over Europe, causing a shortage of
labor; and, after 1517, the rise of various sects of Protestantism which intensified latent
trends toward the sanctioning of worldly activity. All of these factors contributed to the
explosion of economic practice, as well as its legitimation by religious and political
ideologies, beyond the constraining boundaries of feudalism.

Intellectual Currents of the Later Middle Ages

The Medieval Curriculum

These were the broad historical developments that lay behind the intellectual currents
of the later Middle Ages. The major currents comprised various forms of humanism
deriving from the classical grammatical tradition, the heritage of Neo-Platonism and
allegorical criticism, and the movement known as scholasticism, which was largely
based on a revived Aristotelianism mediated through Islamic thinkers such as Ibn
Rushd (Averroés). These later intellectual streams effectively began with Boethian logic,
and were enabled by educational developments, primarily the rise of the cathedral
schools and the universities. The universities were initially institutions or corporations
for training teachers and were usually composed of faculties of liberal arts as well as
faculties of medicine, law, and theology. The notion of the liberal arts can be traced as
far back as the Sophist Hippias of Elis, a contemporary of Socrates, as well as to the
rhetorician Isocrates who opposed Plato’s insistence on a purely philosophical training
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with a broader system of education. The locus classicus for the system of artes liberales
is a letter by the Roman thinker Seneca, who called these arts “liberal” because they are
worthy of a free man, their purpose not being to make money.

By the end of antiquity the number of the liberal arts had been fixed at seven and
arranged in the sequence that they were to retain through the medieval period. The
first three, grammar, rhetoric, and dialectic (or logic), were known from the ninth
century onwards as the “trivium” (“three roads”); the remaining four mathematical
arts, arithmetic, geometry, music, and astronomy, had been designated by Boethius as
the “quadruvium” (“four roads”), later known as the “quadrivium.” It was Martianus
Capella’s description of the liberal arts, in the form of a romance entitled De nuptiis
Philologiae et Mercurii (The Wedding of Philology and Mercury), which remained author-
itative throughout the Middle Ages (Curtius, 36—38). Of the seven liberal arts, those
of the trivium were most thoroughly cultivated, and the most exhaustively studied
of these was grammar, which comprised the study of both language or correct speech
and the interpretation of literature. The word litteratura was a translation of the Greek
term grammatike and the litteratus referred to a person who knew grammar and poetry
(Curtius, 42—43). The authors studied included Vergil, Ovid, Donatus, Martianus
Capella, Horace, Juvenal, Boethius, Statius, Terence, Lucan, and Cicero, as well as
Christian writers such as Juvencus, Arator, and Prudentius. This list continued to
expand into the thirteenth century, with the pagan authors subjected to allegorical
interpretation and viewed as sages. The teaching of grammar and rhetoric had already
given them authoritative status, as auctores (whose etymology includes “authority”
as well as “author” or “originator”) in a normative and imposing curriculum
(Curtius, 48—52).

It was the authority of this curriculum — along with the presuppositions sustaining it
— which was dislodged by the dialectical or logical methods of the scholastic thinkers.
As mentioned earlier, these rational methods had been fostered by the growth, from
the beginning of the twelfth century, of the cathedral schools and the universities. The
cathedral schools effectively displaced the surviving monasteries as centers of educa-
tion. They were located in towns, the most renowned being at Paris, Chartres, and
Canterbury. Each of these schools was directed by a canon, the scholasticus, who
enjoyed a relative flexibility in arranging the curriculum. The French logician Peter
Abelard (1079-1142) taught at the school of Mont Ste.-Geneviéve, and the Italian
theologian Peter Lombard (ca. 1100-1160) was educated at such a school. Perhaps the
single greatest force animating these schools was the revival of philosophy, which, at
the end of antiquity, had given way to the liberal arts and had “ceased to be a system-
atic discipline and an educational force” (Curtius, 37). In the new schools, however,
philosophy was an important part of the curriculum.

This revival was spearheaded in the late eleventh and early twelfth centuries by
Anselm of Canterbury (1033-1109) and the other theologians mentioned above. These
thinkers effectively pioneered the broad school or movement of medieval thought
known as scholasticism. They drew on Boethius’ logic to attempt a rational and coher-
ent interpretation of Christian doctrine as derived from scripture, the Church Fathers,
and the decrees of the Church. One of the strategies for which St. Anselm is noted is
the ontological argument, which attempts to prove God’s existence by logical means.
The most important of the early scholastic philosophers were Roscelin and his pupil
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Peter Abelard. The latter exerted a considerable influence on later scholasticism
through his volume entitled Sic et Non (For and Against or literally, Yes and No),
which advanced a series of antitheses designed to reveal the incoherence of arguments
based on authority. While Abelard upheld the foremost authority of the scriptures,
he encouraged a fearless use of dialectic as an avenue to truth, viewing logic as the
predominant Christian science. Peter Lombard, known as “Master of the Sentences,”
authored the Libri quatuor sententiarum, a collection of authoritative “judgments”
(sententiae) on the Incarnation, Trinity, and sacraments, which eventually became a
standard text of Catholic theology.

Even more important in this twelfth-century “renaissance” of thought was the wide-
spread growth of universities. Ancient universities had been largely devoted to the
teaching of grammar and rhetoric. It was in the Middle Ages that our modern notion
of the university was created, with various faculties, a regular curriculum, and a hier-
archy of degrees. The oldest universities were in Italy, France, and England, and included
Bologna (1158), Oxford (ca. 1200), Paris (1208-1209), and Naples (1224). Through
these universities swept the philosophy of the “new” Aristotle, the recently recovered
works of Aristotle on natural history, metaphysics, ethics, and politics, made available
to the West through translations from Arabic and Greek. The foremost of the Arab
Aristotelian thinkers was Ibn Rushd, whose doctrines were irreconcilable with Church
doctrine. At the instigation of the pope, the study of the “new” Aristotle was forbidden
in 1215, but the stricture had little force. It was the Dominican scholars who attempted
to reconcile the Christian faith with Greek philosophy (Curtius, 54-55). Thus came
into being the great impetus of scholasticism, reaching its height in Albertus Magnus
and then his student Thomas Aquinas. By the efforts of the Dominicans at the Univer-
sity of Paris, “the dangerous Aristotle was purified, rehabilitated, and authorized. Even
more: his teaching was incorporated into Christian philosophy and theology, and in
this form has remained authoritative” (Curtius, 56).

Because of these changes, the curricula of learning no longer gave primacy to the
lists of authors, the auctores, who had been regarded for centuries as sources of tech-
nical knowledge and worldly wisdom in terms of both breadth of experience and moral
precepts. The universities, in particular the University of Paris, which was one of the
educational centers of Europe, had become instruments of the Church. Philosophy
and theology acquired a new prominence, while the study of grammar, rhetoric, and
literature was pushed somewhat into the background. There were a few enclaves of
humanistic learning, such as the school of Chartres, under the directorship of Bishop
John of Salisbury, and at the University of Oxford, where thinkers such as Roger
Bacon prefigured a scientific approach to knowledge that would outlive scholasticism
(Curtius, 56—57).

Medieval Criticism: A Historical Overview

In broadly historical terms, what falls under the rubric of “medieval criticism” has
been classified by scholars such as O. B. Hardison, Jr. into a number of periods. It will
be seen later that more recent scholarship has challenged this kind of classification,
based as it was on a clear distinction between humanism and scholasticism. Nonethe-
less, Hardison’s schema, as outlined below, is extremely useful as a starting point. The

171



PART IV: THE MEDIEVAL ERA

first period of the Middle Ages overlaps with the late classical period, which runs from
around the first century Bc to the seventh century. The dominant traditions of criti-
cism in this era, discussed in the previous chapter, were grammatical, Neo-Platonic,
and allegorical. Neo-Platonism arose and was developed in the works of Plotinus,
Porphyry, and Proclus. The tradition of allegorical exegesis had been established, run-
ning from Philo through Clement and Origen, being absorbed by Ambrose and Augus-
tine. The most important texts of this era for medieval criticism were the various
commentaries and collections that were integrated into the grammar curriculum. These
included the commentaries of Servius on Vergil, Donatus on Terence, Diomedes’
Ars grammatica, and Isidore’s Encyclopaedia. Christian writers including Tertullian,
Lactantius, and Augustine grappled with the problem of assimilating pagan texts; even-
tually, Christian thinkers and teachers radically enlarged the curriculum of studies to
include Old Testament authors and a body of Christian literature, thereby transform-
ing both the chronology of world literature and the content of the classical “canon” of
texts. As Hardison states, grammatical criticism was conservative, focusing on practical
aids to understanding and imitation, and secondarily on the moral function of literat-
ure. Neo-Platonism promoted a view of poetry as a repository of esoteric wisdom.

The next period, the Carolingian, from the eighth through the tenth centuries,
produced numerous commentaries, including works by Rabanus Maurus, Remigius
of Auxerre, and Scotus Eriugena. The most comprehensive rhetorical treatise of the
period was Alcuin’s Rhetoric, which is Ciceronian in scope and emphasis. The only
purely critical document from this period is the Scholia Vindobonensia, a commentary
on Horace’s Ars poetica, intended as an aid for reading Horace in the grammar cur-
riculum. This text defines poetry as the “art of making [fictions]” and composing; it
espouses the values of moderation, restraint, and verisimilitude, warning against the
creation of impossible or incredible episodes. The author explains that poetry is fed by
grammar, rhetoric, and logic; its content is ethics and the disciplines of the quadrivium.
Poetry delights, offers moral instruction, and arouses patriotism (MLC, 23-28).

The ensuing period, from the eleventh through the thirteenth centuries (known as
the High Middle Ages), saw a renewal of interest in Neo-Platonism which generated
intellectual ferment in a number of directions. This ferment was initiated at the end of
the tenth century by John Scotus Eriugena’s translation of the works of Dionysius the
pseudo-Areopagite (so called because, during the Middle Ages, he was confused with
Dionysius of Athens who had conversed with St. Paul on the Areopagus). The sup-
posed apostolic authority of Dionysius’ writings — which were actually produced around
the end of the fifth century — procured for them a profound impact on medieval
theology. These writings attempt a synthesis of Christian doctrine and Neo-Platonism,
and, along with the works of Calcidius, Macrobius, and Boethius, they laid the founda-
tion for subsequent treatises on mysticism. Dionysius’ works articulate a spiritual
progress from the material world toward God, laying a renewed emphasis on inspira-
tion, on a supra-rational intellect, and visionary experiences communicable only through
symbols. Dionysius’ symbolism generated a new interest in the transcendent, and, as
Hardison states, his God “is an architect or a geometer making a world from numbers,
or, alternately, a musician creating harmonies out of the discord of matter” (MLC, 29).

Dionysius” work was a seminal element in a broader pattern of medieval Platonism
which included Bernard Silvestris’ commentary on Vergil’s Aeneid, and which was also
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expressed in a revival of grammatical humanism in the twelfth century. This human-
istic revival was reflected in a series of treatises on the art of poetry (artes poeticae)
influenced by Bernard, beginning with Matthew of Vendoéme’s Ars versificatoria in
1175 and extending to Gervase of Melcheley’s Ars poetica of around 1215. One of these
treatises, Geoffrey de Vinsauf’s Poetria Nova (to be considered in more detail below),
bears traces of this broad Neo-Platonic influence in its emphasis upon the inward and
intellectual elements of poetry. The primary purpose of these treatises on poetry was
educational; they were manuals and their emphasis was on imitative exercises and
knowledge of grammatical and rhetorical figures.

Another main stream of criticism during this period, falling under grammatical
exegesis, was the accessus tradition. The accessus was a formal introduction to a cur-
riculum author, which followed a formula that became standard through the works of
writers such as Bernard of Utrecht and Conrad of Hirsau, whose Didascalon is the
fullest example. The formula for an accessus consisted of: name of author, title, genre,
intention of the writer, number of books in the text, stylistic and didactic mode of pro-
cedure, the order in which contents were arranged, the pedagogic and moral usefulness
of the book, explanation or interpretation of the text, and the branch of knowledge to
which it belonged. Such formulae have been traced back through Servius to Hellenistic
times; and much of the material used by Bernard and Conrad draws upon late classical
compendia such as Diomedes’ Ars grammatica and Isidore’s Encyclopaedia. Conrad
offers a “list of authors” which indicates the curriculum used at the cathedral schools:
pagan authors such as Homer, Vergil, Horace, Terence, and Statius are complemented
by Christian authors. Conrad stresses the importance of imitation, practiced by all the
great writers; he also emphasizes that the rationale for reading the poets is preparation
for reading scripture, which effectively crowns the list of authors (MLC, 32-33).

The twelfth century also produced a number of surveys of knowledge in the tradition
of Quintilian, Cassiodorus, and Rabanus Maurus. One of the most noted examples of
this kind of treatise, Hugh of St. Victor’s Didascalicon, will soon be examined. Also
important is John of Salisbury’s Metalogicon, which describes the grammar curriculum
and its use of the auctores, and also sheds light on the controversy that raged between
the so-called humanist advocates of literary studies, associated with the cathedral schools,
and the promoters of logic, affiliated with the University of Paris. Gervase of Melcheley’s
Ars poetica (ca. 1215-1216), as Hardison usefully suggests, might be seen as a compro-
mise between the older humanist and newer scholastic positions: in content it belongs
with the artes poeticae of the cathedral schools, but it is scholastic in that it abandons
rhetorical divisions of poetic figures and classifies them instead in terms of logical
divisions of identity, similitude, and contrariety (MLC, 34).

The scholastic phase of medieval criticism, profoundly influenced by Islamic philo-
sophers such as al-Farabi (ca. 870-950) and Ibn Rushd, was marked by a tendency to
view poetry as a branch of logic rather than of grammar or rhetoric. Poetry was here
conceived of as a faculty, a technique for manipulating language rather than as a
subject with its own specific content. This view anticipates many modern formalist
conceptions of poetry. Hence, whereas the grammar curriculum exalted poetry as both
a source of delight and a means of offering moral instruction through examples of
virtue, the scholastics tended to view poetry as a mere recreation or even as a diversion
from the essential theological tasks of understanding scripture and clarifying Christian
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doctrine. A link between poetry and logic had been made by late classical comment-
ators on Aristotle, but during the early Middle Ages this connection was allowed to
lapse in favor of rhetorical and grammatical treatments of poetry. Bernard of Utrecht
and Conrad of Hirsau initiated a link between poetry and logic by relating the accessus
formula to Aristotle’s four causes; and, as we have seen, Gervase of Melcheley used a
logical system of classifying figures. The issue of whether poetry belonged to logic or
grammar was part of a broader debate over the liberal arts: the cathedral schools
insisted on the primacy of grammar, in which a central place was given to the inter-
pretation of literature using the traditional canon of auctores; in contrast, the newly
emergent universities held that logic should command pride of place in the trivium.

The scholastic phase is followed by another set of humanistic currents effectively
beginning with Dante’s De Vulgari Eloquentia, which argues that the vernacular is an
appropriate medium for great poetry. Dante’s successors, such as Petrarch, Mussato,
and Boccaccio, can be seen as transitional figures, aligned with either the declining
Middle Ages or the nascent Renaissance. In any case, they are humanistic advocates of
liberal studies and defenders of poetry against its late scholastic detractors, though they
often deploy scholastic arguments toward their own ends. Humanism saw a revival not
only in Italy but also in France, where the tradition of artes poeticae is renewed in the
works of Deschamps; the tradition of allegorical interpretation continues in the works
of Petrus Bercorius, John de Ridevall, and Christine de Pisan (who will be considered
in more detail in the next chapter). Allegorical poetry also found expression in such
enduring works as Sir Gawain and the Green Knight, the Roman de la Rose, Chaucer’s
Canterbury Tales and other works, Gower’s Confessio Amantis, and Sir Thomas Malory’s
Morte Darthur and Everyman. In theoretical terms, the major issue was still the place of
poetry in the overall scheme of the sciences. Mussato and Boccaccio (to be considered
in the next chapter) saw poetry as a kind of inspired theology, and Petrarch saw it as
both a means of instruction and a vehicle of patriotism. All three were pitted against
conservative views that poetry was a means of manipulating language to express fictions
and falsehoods, and was devoid of any intrinsic moral content. Boccaccio anticipates
developments in Renaissance Platonism, and Petrarch anticipates the educational and
rhetorical strains of Renaissance humanism.

Overall, then, in literary-critical terms, the later Middle Ages was characterized by
an ongoing and widespread tradition of grammatical humanism which was continuous
from the late classical era. This tradition was complemented by developments in Neo-
Platonism and allegorical interpretation, and was somewhat eclipsed by movements in
scholasticism which in turn gave way before fourteenth-century revivals of humanism.
The foregoing picture of the various tendencies of medieval literary criticism is neces-
sarily brief. It has also been challenged in its assumption that there was a clear distinc-
tion between scholasticism and the various currents of humanism. Scholars such as
A.J. Minnis and A. B. Scott have suggested that the conventional distinction between
scholasticism and humanism is “misleading,” whether regarded chronologically or in
terms of the alleged characteristics of each movement." For one thing, they claim,
thirteenth-century scholasticism actually grew out of twelfth-century humanism; more-
over, the scholastics did not merely dismiss or bypass the classics that were so central
to the humanistic grammar curriculum; rather, they redeployed these works for their
own ends, and actually channeled earlier literary-critical methods into the study of
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scripture. Again, they point out that much of the so-called humanist literary theory of
the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries takes its point of departure and many basic ideas
from scholasticism. These ideas include: the use of poetry, the place of poetry within
the hierarchy of the sciences, the spiritual and moral senses of poetry, and the question
of styles. The relation between humanism and scholasticism, according to these and
other scholars, is best seen as dialectical, each school actually articulating its own
positions against those of the other (MLTC, 7-10). More recently, Martin Irvine has
ascribed conventional misconceptions about medieval literary criticism and history to
two conventional “modern prejudices”: firstly, a “humanist paradigm” of cultural his-
tory, and secondly, a fundamentalist reduction of medieval literary interests to a “strictly
religious pragmatism.”® Hence, the connections between humanism and scholasticism
are best seen as fluid and mutually defining. The same might be said of the connections
between the various elements of the trivium, grammar, rhetoric, and logic (dialectic).
It was in relation to these disciplines that the significance of poetry was articulated in
the later Middle Ages. These various placements of poetry can now be examined.

The Status of Literature

As indicated above, the various kinds of medieval criticism can be classified in terms of
the broad divisions of knowledge that were embodied in the institutions of learning.
All three elements of the medieval trivium — grammatica, rhetorica, dialectica — were
sciences of language and discourse, concerned with interpretation and signification;
their boundaries often overlapped and were indeed sometimes the subject of fierce
dispute. Accordingly, the status and placement of literature varied. Since the late clas-
sical era, poetry had been positioned as a branch of rhetoric; in the later Middle Ages
the study of poetry was increasingly absorbed by the grammatical tradition, but in the
hands of scholastic thinkers it became part of the province of logic.

These various streams of medieval criticism can now be examined through a de-
tailed consideration of one or two of the major writers representing each tendency. We
can begin by considering the medieval disposition to situate literature within the entire
scheme of knowledge, as will emerge in our analysis of Hugh of St. Victor. We can then
consider the fundamental ideological importance of grammar in medieval thought
generally, and the nature and value of the grammar curriculum (of which literature
was an important part), in the work of John of Salisbury and Dante. We can then
proceed to the placement of poetry, first within rhetoric (in the texts of Geoffrey de
Vinsauf), and then within logic (as expressed in the scholastic thinkers Ibn Rushd and
Aquinas, as well as in Dante). Finally, in the next chapter, we can see the placement of
poetry as a part of philosophy or theology in the writings of Boccaccio and Christine
de Pisan (in what is effectively a humanistic revival of allegorical traditions).

The Traditions of Medieval Criticism: Literature and Grammar

Most of the intellectual currents of the Middle Ages are founded on the tradition of
textual exegesis deriving from the classical grammatical tradition, and extended by
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Christian scholars to scriptural exegesis. Indeed, the most enduring placement of
poetry was in the grammar curriculum, and the association of grammar with the
reading of poetry can be traced back from medieval authors such as John of Salisbury
and Rabanus Maurus through late classical figures such as Cassiodorus and Victorinus
all the way to Quintilian who had defined grammar as comprising exposition of poets
and the rules for the correct use of language.

The association of grammar with poetry spawned three characteristic types of treat-
ise. The first was the commentary or gloss. The major commentaries, such as those of
Servius and Donatus, date from the late classical period. Notable medieval examples
include those of John Scotus Eriugena on Dionysius the pseudo-Areopagite, and Nicholas
of Lyra’s Glossa Ordinaria, which was the standard commentary on the Bible in the
Middle Ages (MLC, 6—7). To understand the importance of the gloss and commentary
in the teaching and transmission of texts, we need to bear in mind the physical charac-
teristics of medieval books and manuscripts. To begin with, there was a great deal of
textual variation: a text was not somehow fixed and closed. More significantly, the
pages were designed to include gloss and substantial commentary within the very wide
margins; this meant effectively that the division between the text and commentary was
not as clear as it often seems with modern texts; the text was carefully and elaborately
encoded — and even contained — within a broader system of meaning handed down by
traditional interpretation (GLT, 17). Hence, even the material form of the text was
enlisted in the ideological function of grammar which, as will be seen shortly, author-
ized certain conceptions of the world. In general, medieval literary theory gave priority
to inherited forms of literature and stressed the virtue of treating traditional matter in
novel ways rather than the invention of radically new viewpoints.

A second type of grammatical treatise was the ars metrica, since the grammar cur-
riculum included prosody and a study of the standard poetic forms. A late classical
example of this type of work is Bede’s De Arte Metrica, which contains one of the
earliest analyses of accentual prosody; notable among medieval Latin treatises was
Dante’s De Vulgari Eloquentia (ca. 1304—1307), which will be examined below. Medi-
eval vernacular treatises included Eustace Deschamps’ L’art de dictier (1392), which
anticipates Renaissance texts such as Du Bellay’s Deffence et illustration de la langue
francoyse and George Gascoigne’s Certain Notes of Instruction. The third type of gram-
matical treatise was the accessus or prologue to an author, which has already been
discussed. This prologue or introduction to an author had its roots in Quintilian’s
Institutio, which offers a list of curriculum authors; the medieval practice of formulat-
ing a list or canon of auctores or standard authors was formalized in the early eleventh
century in these treatises known as accessus. As will emerge below, Dante’s Epistle,
which is scholastic in its approach, is also influenced by the accessus tradition.

All three types of grammatical treatise — the commentary, the ars metrica, and the
accessus — were vehicles of medieval humanism (MLC, 10). It should be said that
medieval grammar or grammatica was much broader than our modern notion of
“grammar,” and its importance in the entire scheme of medieval thought and ideology
cannot be overestimated. As Martin Irvine has recently argued, although grammar was
the first of the arts of discourse (the others being rhetoric and logic), it was not merely
one discipline among many. From late classical times until the early Renaissance,
grammar had a foundational role, furnishing a model of learning, interpretation, and
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knowledge. It was a social practice that provided exclusive access to literacy, the under-
standing of scripture, knowledge of the literary canon, and membership of an inter-
national Latin textual community. Grammatica was sustained by the dominant social
and political institutions of medieval Europe; in turn, grammatica functioned in support
of those institutions: the courts, cathedrals, and all the major centers of power. As such,
the authority of grammatica was a textual reflex of religious and political authority
(GLT, 2, 13, 20). It was grammatica that elaborated the rules and interpretative strat-
egies for constructing certain texts as repositories of authority and value; it effectively
constructed language and texts as objects of knowledge and as such was presupposed
by all of the arts of discourse, including biblical and literary interpretation, philosophy,
theology, and law (GLT, 2). In the late classical era, both grammar and rhetoric had an
important role in perpetuating the myth of Roman imperium. The texts of Vergil were
promoted as a kind of national scripture, and he was regarded as the prime authority
on grammar. Literary education in schools of grammar had an ideological function: to
preserve the deeds and characters of illustrious ancestors and to provide cultural ex-
amples of heroism and virtue. Equally importantly, grammar was a vehicle for promul-
gating a certain view of history. History was an independent discipline but was taught
through the standard auctores and the myths of empire, to foster an image of history
and empire as continuous and unified, to foster the myth of a continuous tradition, as
well as the myth of the unity of past and present. This imperial myth and the scriptural
status of Vergil is revealed in the commentaries on Vergil by writers such as Donatus,
Servius, and Macrobius. As the Christian textual community began to shape its own
canon through thinkers such as Ambrose and Augustine, grammar continued to be
fundamental (GLT, 78—86). The enlarged Christian canon did not displace the pagan
classical texts but redeployed them, subjecting them to allegorical interpretation con-
sistent with Christian doctrine and enlisting grammatical methods for the reading and
interpretation of scripture.

The medieval model of grammar, based on that formulated by the Roman writer
Varro (116—27 Bc), consisted of two broad elements: the interpretation of literary texts
and training in reading and writing. A later text influential in medieval times, the Ars
Victorini, divided the interpretative dimension of grammar into four parts: lectio, the
principles of prosody and reading aloud; enarratio, the exposition of content and the
principles of interpretation; emendatio, the rules of linguistic correctness and textual
authenticity; and iudicium, the criticism or evaluation of the text. Hence, grammar
involved the study of both language and literature; it constituted both a special field of
knowledge — a canon of traditional texts — and the rules of language as embodied in a
standard written Latin (latinitas) (GLT, 3—4). Clearly, then, grammar was the founda-
tion of the entire system of written knowledge as well as of systems of interpretation.

The language studied by grammar was of course not ordinary speech or vernacular
idioms but the language of classical literary texts. The very nature of grammar and its
fundamental role in late classical and medieval culture entailed a privileging of writ-
ing over speech. Hence, notwithstanding Derrida’s comments about the priority of
speech over writing in the Western tradition since Plato’s Phaedrus, the fourth to the
eleventh centuries saw, as Irvine says, a victory of grammatica and writing in official
culture (GLT, 12). Medieval culture was based on the authority of a canon of classical
texts, both pagan and Christian, ultimately crowned by scripture; it was grammar that
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articulated and enabled this authority and in turn received its authority from this
function. Given that medieval culture was ultimately based on scripture, on the Book,
grammatica was an essential precondition of this culture. The three sacred languages of
scripture — Hebrew, Greek, and Latin — were regarded as divinely sanctioned; hence
scripture and writing mutually sanctioned each other’s authority. According to Rabanus
Maurus, the letters of God’s law contain and disclose all that is in the world, past,
present, and future. Rabanus sees writing as a means of repelling temporality, change,
and death (GLT, 14).

As Irvine states, modern forms of textuality and critical discourse are part of a much
longer grammatical history that is often forgotten or overlooked. In fact, as he argues,
grammatica continues to shape our understanding of texts, writing, and the literary
canon. We might extend his insight to suggest that our modern theories of reading,
writing, and textuality are perhaps not so radical when placed in this longer perspect-
ive. For one thing, our modern notions of intertextuality are anticipated and already
formulated; as Irvine points out, grammatica produced a culture that was intertextual:
a written work was constituted as a text by being accorded a position in a larger library
of texts; it was interpreted as part of a larger textual system (GLT, 15). Further, it is
clear that medieval scholars adhered to a system of reading and interpretation which
was more intricate than the modes conventionally employed in our own day. Member-
ship of a textual community required the highest degrees of literacy in the classical
languages, especially Latin. Finally, much modern literary and cultural theory is prem-
ised on the primacy accorded to language in the construction of the world and of our
ourselves. It is clear, however, that many centuries ago grammatica had already and
very elaborately replaced the world of things by the world of signs; it had already
reduced thinghood to language, in a vast and hierarchical system of signification that
spanned many levels. This system was just as relational as any view of language to be
found in Saussure. In other words, no element in that system was presumed to have
any isolated or independent significance. In all these ways, medieval literary theory was
far more sophisticated — and more foundational in our own ways of thinking — than
was previously thought. The fully fledged encounter of modern theory with medieval
grammatica has yet to occur, though it has begun in the work of scholars such as Rita
Copeland and A. J. Minnis. It is an encounter that promises to transform our under-
standing of both.

Literature in the Scheme of Human Learning: The Sacred
Hermeneutics of Hugh of St. Victor (ca. 1097-1141)

The work of Hugh of St. Victor illustrates the medieval tendency to situate literature as
one component in an ordered and hierarchical scheme of learning, a scheme which is
founded on the traditions of grammar. Moreover, many of the questions raised by
Macrobius and other Neo-Platonists, concerning the connection between body and
soul, man’s ultimate destination, the use of literal and figurative language, and allegor-
ical interpretation, were addressed in a widely influential treatise composed in the late
1120s called the Didascalicon (a Greek word meaning “instructive” or “fit for teaching”).

178



THE LATER MIDDLE AGES

Its author, Hugh of St. Victor, was born in the last decade of the eleventh century, and
derives his name from the circumstance that he was a teacher and prior at the Abbey of
St. Victor in Paris, from 1118 until his death. The abbey had been founded in 1108 by
William of Champeaux.

The Didascalicon, as Hugh states in his preface, is essentially concerned with reading:
it attempts to lay out guidelines for what people should read, as well as the order and
manner of their reading, as applied to both the arts and sacred scripture.” Hence this
text is an educational treatise, addressed primarily to teachers and students in the
medieval curriculum. As Jerome Taylor remarks, in contrast with the specialized cur-
ricula of various medieval institutions, the Didascalicon “set forth a program insisting
on the indispensability of a whole complex of the traditional arts and on the need for
their scientific pursuit in a particular order by all men as a means both of relieving the
physical weaknesses of earthly life and of restoring that union with the divine Wisdom
for which man was made” (DHYV, 4).

As a treatise on educational methods, the Didascalicon belongs to a tradition that
goes all the way back, through Boethius, Augustine, Quintilian, and Cicero, to Plato,
Aristotle, and the Sophists. In some ways it effects a synthesis of previous works, yet
this synthesis was original. As Taylor notes, it appeared at a time when “learning itself
was making secularist adaptations” (DHYV, 4). This was broadly the period of the
twelfth-century renaissance, a period in which the traditional medieval curriculum was
challenged by secular and rationalist approaches toward learning, inspired in part by
a rediscovery of Greek texts. Moreover, the methods of learning outlined in the
Didascalicon were widely influential on curricula across Europe from the twelfth cen-
tury onward; not only did it exert an impact on the ideas of thinkers such as John of
Salisbury, Thomas Aquinas, and St. Bonaventure, but also the questions it raises about
reading and interpretation are still pertinent in literary criticism and other disciplines
today in our own educational institutions.

Hugh begins his treatise by stressing that the first thing we should seek is wisdom,
for it is wisdom which “illuminates man so that he may recognize himself . . . if man
had not forgotten his origin, he would recognize that everything subject to change is
nothing” (Li). The first precept that will advance us toward this wisdom is “know
thyself”: following Plato, Pythagoras, and others, Hugh asserts that our soul is analog-
ous in its composition to the nature of things outside of us; it “represents within itself
their imaged likeness.” Hence in knowing ourselves, we know the nature of all things.
Hugh explains that, in our earthly life, our mind is “stupefied by bodily sensations”
and has thus “forgotten what it was.” However, we can restore ourselves “through
instruction, so that we may recognize our nature” (Li). Hugh accepts Pythagoras’
definition of philosophy as the pursuit of wisdom but he insists that this is not the
practical wisdom needed for craftsmanship of various kinds; rather, it is “that Wisdom
which is the sole primordial Idea or Pattern of things” (1.iv). And wisdom, says Hugh,
should govern all human actions and pursuits; it is only by knowledge and virtue that
we can restore the integrity of our fallen nature, since it is the contemplation of truth
and the practice of virtue which restore our likeness to God. Since man is composed of
an immortal soul and a perishable body, he is obliged in his pursuit of wisdom to give
priority to his spiritual nature (I.v). Hugh divides wisdom into two parts: “understand-
ing,” which pertains to “human” actions, i.e., those actions we perform for our survival
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in the world of nature; and “knowledge,” which applies to “divine” actions, the actions
we undertake to restore our divine nature. Understanding itself is divided into two
kinds, theoretical, which is concerned with the investigation of truth, and practical,
which applies to our moral activity (Lviii).

Adapting the views of Platonic commentators (DHV, 55 n. 59), Hugh says, in a
statement reminiscent of Plato’s views in the tenth book of the Republic, that there are
three types of works: the work of God, the work of nature, and the work of the
artificer. God’s work is to create out of nothing; nature brings forth that which was
hidden; and the artificer imitates nature, and his art is a “mechanical” art (ILix).

So far, Hugh has discussed the origins of the theoretical, practical, and mechanical
arts. He now turns his attention to the origin of logic, which he regards as the fourth
and last branch of knowledge. Logic was invented, he says, because we need to know
“the nature of correct and true discourse” when we search the “nature of things.”
Interestingly, Hugh anticipates Kant somewhat in his view that without a knowledge of
correct argumentation, we will fall easily into error since “real things do not precisely
conform to the conclusions of our reasoning as they do to a mathematical count.”
Again, like Kant, he suggests that without a knowledge of our own discursive tools, we
will arrive at conclusions that are “false and contrary to each other.” Hugh says that
rational or argumentative logic can be divided into dialectic and rhetoric; but rational
logic itself is a subdivision of linguistic logic, which is divided into grammar, dialectic,
and rhetoric (I.xi). He later defines grammar as the “knowledge of how to speak
without error,” dialectic as “clear-sighted argument” which separates truth from false-
hood, and rhetoric as “the discipli