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Introduction

This paper argues that the ways Plato and Aristotle deal with poetry match their approaches to the
problem of universals. Plato creates a dichotomy of philosophy and poetry in his treatment of poets.
Persian speakers find that strange. Why should a philosophically ideal city exclude poets? The contrast
of philosophers and poets seems odd to a culture that its great poet Ferdowsi is called the sage and that
nurtured Avicenna and Khayyam who wrote poetry while being Peripatetic philosophers. To
understand Plato’s reasons, one needs to know the referent of the word poet, the significance of
poetry, and the status of poets in ancient Greek society.

In the introductory part of this paper, | will discuss these issues, going over the conflict between the
values of the Homeric world and the rationalist outlooks, as well as some philosophical questions
regarding poetry with a glimpse at Plato’s worries and Aristotle’s remarks. In short, Plato’s main
concern with literature is its ethical dangers, but for Aristotle, literature is an object for Theoria. To
assess the two philosophers’ views, I will introduce some contrasts which I will use as touchstones in
the next parts: reason versus emotions; the universal versus the particular; what we know by intellect
versus what we perceive; eternal general laws versus temporally and spatially singular events.

The second part deals with Plato’s view of poets, orators, and rhapsodes as shown in his dialogues
such as Republic, lon, Phaedrus, Protagoras, and Gorgias. Plato’s stand on rhetoric against the
sophist Gorgias, whose position is apparent in his excuse for immoral deeds under the effect of words
in Encomium of Helen, will be discussed as well. Plato’s moral and epistemological problem with
poetry, his preference for diegesis over mimesis and his question whether poetry and rhetoric are to be
considered arts (techne) are among the other issues examined.

The third part studies Aristotle’s view on poetry. Using the mentioned contrasts, I’ll analyse
Aristotle’s views against Plato’s. In his Poetics, Aristotle sees poetry as an art (techne) involving
skills, unlike Plato’s view of poets who produce under the spell. Aristotle, at least in his mature period,
not in works such as the lost Platonic text Gryllus, considers rhetoric an art as well. Besides
recognizing the function of rhetoric in evoking emotions, he analyses it as something not far from
reason. In his Rhetoric, He remarks that since it uses deductions in the form of enthymemes, rhetoric
can be considered as related to logic. Unlike Plato, he sees the mimetic aspect of poetry not as mere
imitation but as active imagination and representation. In Poetics (1448b5), he relates mimesis to the
human natural way of learning, a point connecting poetry to cognition. In his Metaphysics (982b11),
he famously declares the lover of the myths to be also in a sense a lover of wisdom, as myths seek the
causes for natural phenomena. Unlike Plato, he does not deem emotions as destructive. Both in his
Poetics and his Nichomachean Ethics, emotions have constructive positive sides. For a person’s ability
to behave ethically, it is necessary to experience emotions. Plato wants the rational part of the soul to
be pure (kabopdg), both from the sullied world of the senses, and from the soul’s desires. But Aristotle
finds purification (kaBapoig) of the soul not in ignoring one’s emotions but through them. The famous
cathartic effect of tragedy described in his Poetics does not take away the audience’s rationality but
itself leads to the harmony that Plato wishes for the human soul.

Based on these differences, the final part compares Plato’s and Aristotle’s stands on poetry with
respect to their consequences. For Plato, as received in the Islamic world and celebrated in
contemporary Iran, not necessarily the always searching philosopher who raises serious issues for the
theory of eternal ideas in his Parmenides, the material world is essentially flawed. Salvation only
comes through transcending the world of shadows, particulars, and ever-changing beings to the
unchangeable realm of unity and truth. Plato condemns poetry as a mere play of emotions and finds no
hope for universality in the multitude of particulars depicted in poetry. But Aristotle both recognizes
the usefulness of emotions for an ethical life and identifies the cognitive aspect of poetry, part of
which results from the universal side of poetry. In a celebrated passage of the Poetics (1451a38-b10),
which is reflected in discussions of Islamic philosophers about the definition of poetry, he
distinguishes between historians and poets not by that the one writes prose and the other verse but “the
one describes the thing that has been, and the other a kind of thing that might be. Poetry is something
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more philosophic and of graver import than history, since its statements are of the nature rather of
universals, whereas those of history are singulars”. Obviously, for Aristotle the “philosophising”
element in poetry is its use of the universal, repeatable features, while historical works record singular
events bound to specific times and places. This positive understanding of the presence of the universal
in poetry belongs to Aristotle and is contrary to Plato’s attitude to poetry.

Could Plato and Aristotle’s different views of universality in poetry be a result of their different
metaphysical views? They both believe that one achieves theoretical knowledge through universals.
Yet, on the ways to attain those universals and on the ontological status of the universals the two
philosophers famously part ways. Plato, according to the traditional interpretation, seeks universals
somewhere other than the sensible world of particulars, in an unchangeable realm. Aristotle, who does
not designate a separate realm to the Ideas, inserts the universal in the very material world through the
notion of formal cause. The very endoxic method of Aristotle, which he uses in many philosophical
studies from metaphysics to ethics, reflects his belief in the possibility of drawing knowledge from
particulars.

Poetry for Aristotle is a realm of particulars and multitudes that, at the same time, provides access
to the unity and the universality needed for cognition. In a sense, his Poetics starts the kind of study
that the contemporary works of new poetics, narratology and other outlooks in literary theory continue
(e.g. Propp and Levi-Strauss in their search for the common structure of mythologies, literary
structuralists in looking for the universals of narration). From the Aristotelian viewpoint, literature
helps philosophy to find new universals by describing novel particulars. He does not seem to confine
universal concepts to a certain number of categories in metaphysics. Discovering universals is for him
a function of the mind, whether in metaphysics or in plays and poems. Human cognition can surpass
any set of particulars towards the general, universal aspects.

The difference between Plato and Aristotle in their approaches to poetry, then, can be read as due
to their different theories of universals. Without reducing the complexities of the problem of
universals to two clear-cut Platonic and Aristotelian extremes, one can nonetheless notice the dialectic
between the two sides, a perpetual alternation between looking at the universal side and recognizing
the singularity of things. As Aristotle demonstrates for us, cognition forms in this movement between
universals and particulars.
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