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Part One 
Introduction and Aesthetic Reasoning 
 
Aesthetics 
 Aesthetics is a branch of philosophy concerned with theories of art and beauty. Aesthetics can be divided into 

three general academic areas which are as follows.  
Descriptive aesthetics is what is typically done by art historians and anthropologists. When one practices 

descriptive aesthetics one provides a description of a culture’s, group’s or a person’s aesthetic views. This 
simply states the characteristics of the aesthetics in question. For example, an anthropologist might describe the 
artistic style of Greek statues from the Hellenistic period or an art historian might describe the aesthetics evident 
in the works of Andrew Wyeth or Britney Spears. 

Meta aesthetics is the most theoretical level of aesthetics. Doing this sort of thing involves the creation and 
assessment of aesthetic theories. Developing a theory of art, such as was done by thinkers like Plato and 
Tolstoy, would be an example of meta-aesthetics. For the most part, people tend to be less concerned with this 
level of abstraction and focus more on the more concrete and specific matters in aesthetics such as those 
covered by normative and applied aesthetics. 

Normative aesthetics is more concrete than meta-aesthetics because it deals with the creation and application 
of aesthetic standards. An example of this is when a music critic develops a set of standards for classifying 
music into various genres (for example, country and western) and assessing music in terms of its aesthetic 
value. 

The most concrete and specific type of aesthetics is applied aesthetics. As the name suggest, this involves the 
application of aesthetic standards to specific cases/situations. For example, a film critic is practicing applied 
aesthetics when she assesses a movie and assigns it stars, thumbs, or spitting llamas based on her aesthetic 
principles. 

In somewhat more specific terms, aesthetics is a rational and systematic attempt to understand aesthetic 
statements, principles and theories. To achieve this goal, aestheticians analyze aesthetic concepts and terms, 
create and assessing principles relating to the arts, define and assess artistic value and create and assess aesthetic 
theories. 
 
Classic Problems in Aesthetics 

Over the centuries, philosophers have created and attempted to solve various problems in aesthetics. One of 
the most basic problems is the nature of art. Attempts to solve this problem involve trying to provide an 
adequate definition of the word “art.” Given the great diversity of things that the term is applied to it is no 
wonder that an adequate definition of the term is still not available.  

Another problem is the nature of beauty. Intuitively, beauty is connected to art and many thinkers have 
attempted to define art in terms of beauty. Of course, beauty itself is a matter of great debate. Plato regarded 
beauty as an objective property of objects. Just as a statue could have the properties of being bronze and 
weighing 700 pounds it could also have the property of beauty. Other thinkers, such as David Hume, regarded 
beauty as a subjective matter. This view is nicely summed up by the saying “beauty is in the eye of the 
beholder.” There are many other views of beauty that have been presented over the centuries.  

In addition to providing one of the first philosophical discussions of beauty, Plato also presented one of the 
first philosophical discussions of censorship. His argument, that art should be censored because of its corrupting 
influence, provides the standard template for almost all censorship arguments. Thus, Plato helped begin the 
ongoing and seemingly endless debate over censorship.  
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Another classic problem is the problem of objectivity. Some people, like Plato, have argued that artistic 

qualities are objective and that art can be assessed on objective grounds. On this view there are correct and 
incorrect aesthetic judgments and art is not just a matter of opinion. Other thinkers have contended that artistic 
judgments are subjective and hence they are a matter of mere opinion. This dispute gave rise to what is known 
as the paradox of taste. Presented by the 18th century Scottish philosopher David Hume, the paradox presents 
the following problem: On one hand, tastes cannot be disputed-if a person likes or dislikes a work they cannot 
be wrong about this. On the other hand, some aesthetic judgments seem not only wrong but also obviously 
absurd. The problem lies in sorting out these two plausible yet seemingly inconsistent claims.  
 
Some Questions in Aesthetics 
 The following are some questions that arise in the field of aesthetics. This list is not exhaustive. 
 

• What is art? 
• What is beauty? 
• Is beauty subjective or objective? 
• Should art be censored by the government? 
• Should artists censor their own work? 
• What makes one work of art better than another? 
• How are genres defined? 
• Do genres matter? 
• Is art important to society? 
• Is art education important? 
• What, if anything, makes art valuable? 
• Can a forgery have the same value as "real" art? 
• What distinguishes "real" art from a forgery? 
• Should art serve political or social purposes? 
• What is the distinction between pornography and art? 
• Should historical films be historically accurate? 

 
Normative Areas 

Normative areas deal with questions of norms-prescriptions (what you should do) and standards for 
distinguishing matters of value. Normative areas include ethics, law, religion, etiquette and aesthetics.  

A key notion in is that of value. Value is, simply enough, a measure of worth.  If something has intrinsic 
value, then it is valuable in and of itself. It is valuable as an end rather than merely as a means. If something has 
extrinsic value, then it is valuable because of a use to which it can be put, valuable as a means. It derives its 
worth from being valued. There is extensive debate in all normative areas about intrinsic and extrinsic value.  

For example, even the saying “beauty is in the eye of the beholder” expresses a view on this matter-namely 
that beauty has extrinsic value. 

 
Spectrum of Aesthetics 

There is a spectrum of approaches to aesthetics. This spectrum is defined in terms of the position taken in 
regards to the truth of aesthetic claims. 

Absolutism is the view that there is one correct solution to every aesthetic problem. Aesthetics is objective-
aesthetic statements are true or false independently of what people think or believe. What makes this view 
absolute is that no aesthetic principle can be overridden by another-no exceptions are permitted. For example, 
there is one correct way to define a tragedy. 

Objectivism is the view that aesthetics is objective, but not absolute. Aesthetic principles can override each 
other and exceptions are permitted. For example, there can be different ways to define tragedy, but the correct 
definitions are still objectively correct. As another example, whether something is beautiful or not is an 
objective matter and those who disagree are mistaken.  
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Relativism is the view that aesthetic judgments are relative to or depend on the culture. The truth of an 

aesthetic statement depends on the culture in which it is made. This is different from the anthropological claim 
that aesthetic judgments vary from culture to culture.  On this view a work could be art in one culture and not 
art in another culture. 

Subjectivism is the view that aesthetic judgments depend on the individual. Aesthetics is subjective and the 
truth of an aesthetic statement depends on who makes the statement. This is different from the psychological 
claim that judgments vary from person to person. If one person regards something as beautiful it is beautiful 
(for her) and if another sees it as ugly, it is ugly (for her). This view is best expressed by the saying “beauty is in 
the eye of the beholder.” 

Aesthetic skepticism is the view that the truth of aesthetic claims cannot be known. This is a safe position 
since one is claiming that they do not know.  

Aesthetic nihilism is on the extreme end of the spectrum and is the view that aesthetics is devoid of meaning. 
Aesthetics is a deception or illusion. All aesthetic statements are false. This is a rejection of aesthetics and all 
aesthetic judgments. The nihilist does not claim that people do not talk about art, she does not deny the 
existence of museums nor does she claim that there are no films, statues, or paintings. The nihilist claims that 
aesthetic judgments have no content and hence are false. The aesthetic nihilist is analogous to the atheist in that 
the nihilist claims that aesthetic claims are about nothing and the aesthetic asserts that claims about the gods are 
about nothing. 
 
Aestheticians, Art Critics and Artists 
A final way to understand aesthetics is to consider an analogy to the legal system. Aestheticians are like 
lawmakers-they create aesthetic theories. Art critics are like judges, applying the theories created by 
aestheticians. The artist is like the one on trial-they create the works of art that are to be judged. 
Aesthetics involves, in part, developing theories or principles for assessing works of art. The art critic applies a 
specific theory or principle when assessing a specific work of art. The artist can use a specific theory or 
principle when creating her work. Naturally, one person might occupy all three roles 
 
Aesthetic Reasoning 

The following provides information about moral reasoning.  

Aesthetic Issues 
Aesthetic reasoning begins with the consideration of an aesthetic issue. In the context of reasoning, an issue is 

a matter of dispute with two or more distinct sides.  In this context an issue is not a psychological issue, such as 
having an irresistible urge to dress up like a giant possum and whistle the theme song to Star Wars.  

An example of a fairly mundane issue is whether Bill should buy a laptop or not. Not surprisingly, an 
aesthetic issue is an issue that involves an aesthetic component. An example of an aesthetic issue is whether 
graffiti is art or merely vandalism. 

While there are many ways to respond to an aesthetic issue, the following discussion focuses on approaching 
an aesthetic issue from the standpoint of reason and assumes that the goal is to attempt to resolve the issue in a 
rational manner. Naturally, people do try to resolve issues in other ways, including yelling, using explosives, or 
whacking other disputants with baseball bats. While these means can be rather effective, the method that will be 
focused on is the use of philosophical argumentation. 

An aesthetic issue will have three main components: non-aesthetic facts, concepts and, of course, the aesthetic 
aspects. In order to adequately and rationally resolve an aesthetic issue each of these components must be 
considered.  

To make the discussion clearer a running example will be used. Imagine that a new video game, Grand Theft 
Tallahassee, contains elements of extreme violence as well as explicit depictions of sex. Imagine that this game 
creates a moral uproar and that there are calls for censorship. The focus of the discussion will be on resolving 
this aesthetic issue: whether video games should be censored on the basis of their content.  
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Facts 

In general it is best to begin by considering the non-aesthetic facts. After all, it would be rather irrational to 
form judgments on a subject without knowing the facts. The non-aesthetic facts are exactly that-relevant facts 
about the situation at hand that are not explicitly moral in character.   

In some cases the facts will be very straightforward and will provide little or no grounds for dispute. In such 
cases the facts can be fully considered fairly quickly before moving on. 

 In the GTT example, some facts would not be controversial of in dispute. For example, the fact that the game 
contains violent and sexual elements would not be in dispute.  If the facts are not controversial or in dispute, it 
is reasonable to simply move on and consider the relevant concepts. 

In other cases the facts will be considerably more controversial.  The controversy might arise from questions 
about the alleged facts themselves or because the non-aesthetic facts are tied so closely to the aesthetic aspects 
of the issue. An example of a matter of factual controversy is the dispute over the effects of violent and explicit 
video games on those playing them. Numerous studies and experiments have been conducted to determine 
whether or not such game content is harmful or not. While there is clearly a fact of the matter, the studies have 
not been conclusive.  

If the facts are controversial or in dispute, then there is a factual issue (or even multiple issues) that will need 
to be addressed. In general terms, there are three ways to rationally resolve factual issues. The first is by 
empirical investigation. This can range from simply looking at something or trying something to full scale 
causal experiments or studies. For example, people have attempted to resolve the factual dispute over the effects 
of video games by conducting additional studies and experiments. 

There are various standards and methods for settling factual matters with empirical investigation but a detailed 
examination of these goes far beyond the intended scope of this work.  Fortunately, almost any basic text book 
on critical thinking provides at least a general discussion of these standards and methods. 

The second method is by appealing to authority. This is done by finding a suitable source that resolves the 
factual issue. For example, a person arguing the issue regarding the censorship of GTT could appeal to the 
studies and experiments conducted regarding the effects of such video games.  

To use this method effectively, a person needs to be able to tell good sources from poor sources. While 
knowledge of the subject in question is the best way to sort out matters, there are also clear standards that are 
discussed as part of the argument from authority, below. 

The third method is to use other arguments to resolve the facts. These would be arguments that do not directly 
involve empirical investigation or appeals to authority. For example, a person might use an analogy between 
physical toxins and the “toxic” contents of such video games to argue that they are harmful. 

Another matter of concern is the approach to take regarding the resolution of factual issues. One pragmatic 
way to look at a factual issue is as something that is resolved by settling the dispute between the disputing 
parties.  This could be seen as a conflict resolution or a political approach: the goal is to end the dispute between 
the specific parties by getting them to agree.  

Not surprisingly, people can agree on the relevant facts while disagreeing in their aesthetic assessments. For 
example, Dave and Jane might both agree on the facts about censoring GTT but Jane might see it as wrong 
while Dave sees it as acceptable.  In this case, there would not be a factual issue to settle between the parties 
involved.  It is important to keep in mind that even if people agree on the facts it does not mean that the factual 
issue itself is resolved satisfactorily. For example, two people might agree that the world is flat, but that would 
not provide a reasonable resolution to the issue of the earth’s shape. 

People can also agree in their aesthetic assessments but disagree about the facts. For example, Hilary and 
Monica might both think that harmful works of art should be censored, but disagree about whether violent video 
games are harmful.  

However, this does not mean that the aesthetic issue itself has been resolved-it just means that in this case 
there is no disagreement between those involved. 

A more theoretical or critical/logical way to look at a factual issue is to see it as something that is resolved by 
settling the dispute using objective standards, such as those given above. In this case the focus is not on 
resolving a conflict between people, but on getting the facts right. 
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Regardless of the method used or the approach taken, it is important to resolve any factual disputes before 

moving on to considering the relevant concepts. 
 

Concepts 
 It is usually a very good idea to consider the relevant concepts before moving on to the aesthetic aspects of the 
issue. After all, if someone does not understand the concepts involved, they can hardly reach a reasonable 
judgment on the issue. 

In this context a concept is a key idea or term that is relevant to the aesthetic issue. Obviously, the concepts 
will tend to vary from issue to issue.  

As with the facts, in some cases the concepts will be straightforward and provide little grounds for dispute 
because there is general agreement over the definitions.  

For example, one relevant concept in the GTT case is that of violence. This concept is not controversial since 
there is general agreement on the definition of “violence” in this context.  

If there is no significant dispute over the key concepts, then it is reasonable to move on to other matters. 
However, there are also cases in which the concepts are very controversial. The controversy can arise from a 
variety of causes. One main cause of controversy is that some concepts seem to be inherently difficult and 
complex. For example, a key concept in many disputes over censorship is the notion of harm. Another main 
cause of controversy is that the concept is strongly linked to the aesthetic issue at hand.  As an example, 
consider censorship. One relevant concept that is strongly tied to the issue is that of freedom of expression. The 
way this concept is defined would have a significant impact on the resolution of the issue of censorship. 

In cases in which the concepts are under dispute, it is important to resolve them before moving on to other 
considerations. In such situations there will be a conceptual issue (or issues)-a dispute over the meaning and 
applicability of a key concept (or concepts).   

It is often tempting to try to resolve a conceptual dispute by referring to the dictionary. However, it is 
important to keep in mind that dictionaries typically just report the accepted or common meaning of terms (or, 
more accurately, what the editors think they are).  As such, significant conceptual disputes cannot be settled by 
simply looking up words. For example, looking up the word “art” in a dictionary would no more resolve the 
dispute over the nature of art than looking up the definition of “legal” would resolve a case being tried before a 
court of law.   

The reasonable resolution of conceptual disputes involves the use of arguments. To be specific, a person 
would present arguments that defend her definitions of the key concepts. For example, Jane might define 
censorship in terms of protecting people from harm. She could support this view by making an analogy between 
the censorship of “contaminated” art and protecting people from contaminated foods. 

There are many ways to argue in defense of a concept and fully presenting these methods goes beyond the 
scope of this work. However, the basic idea is to provide evidence and reasons as to why one’s definition 
should be accepted. 

Another matter of concern is the approach to take regarding the resolution of conceptual issues. A rather 
pragmatic way to see them is as something to be resolved by settling the dispute between the disputing parties.  
This could be seen as a conflict resolution or a political approach: the goal is to end the dispute between the 
specific parties by getting them to agree on the concepts.  

People can agree on the relevant concepts while disagreeing in their moral assessments. For example, Dave 
and Jane might both agree on a definition of censorship, but Jane might see it as wrong while Dave sees it as 
acceptable.  It is important to keep in mind that even if people agree about the concepts it does not mean that the 
conceptual issue has been resolved satisfactorily. For example, two people might agree that a person is a blond 
male who has blue eyes, but that hardly seems to be an adequate definition of the concept. 

People can also agree in their aesthetic assessments but disagree about the concepts. For example, Hilary and 
Bill might both think that censorship is wrong, but disagree about the definition of “censorship.” As another 
example, Sam and Andrea might both think that censorship is morally acceptable, but disagree about the nature 
of censorship. In such cases there would not be any aesthetic dispute between those involved and the dispute 



Aesthetics Readings Page 6 of 108 
would be conceptual.  This does not mean that the aesthetic issue itself has been resolved-it just means that in 
this particular situation there is no disagreement between those involved. 

A more theoretical or critical/logical way to look at a conceptual issue is to see it as something to be resolved 
by settling the dispute using objective standards, such as those given above. In this case the focus is not on 
resolving a conflict between people, but on getting the concepts right. 

One concern about conceptual disputes is that there are good reasons to think that concepts are primarily 
human creations. While this greatly oversimplifies matters, the available evidence seems to show that human 
languages are largely a matter of convention: the meaning of words seems to be largely a matter of agreement.  
This is supported by the fact that we know people have fairly recently created new words (like “phaser”) and 
given new meanings to old words (like “computer”). If people agree to use the words as defined, they get added 
to the language. If not, they are forgotten.  Given this situation, it might be thought that any definition is as good 
as any other. After all, it seems that people have always just “made up” words and meanings, so it would be 
rather unreasonable to claim that one definition is right and another wrong. 

While this matter has been addressed in philosophy for quite some time, one practical approach is to look at 
the use of concepts as one looks at speed limits. Speed limits are clearly a matter of convention-they are put up 
and (mostly) followed because people agree to accept them. Even though they are a matter of agreement and 
convention, good reasons can be given to defend specific speed limits. For example, a good reason to have low 
speed limits around schools and sharp curves is to reduce the number of fatalities. Concepts can be seen the 
same way-they are a matter of agreement and convention, but reasons can be given to defend specific 
definitions. There are also specific standards that good definitions need to meet. These are discussed in the 
Argument by Definition. 

Regardless of the method used or the approach taken, it is important to resolve any conceptual disputes before 
moving on to considering the matter of morality. 
 

Aesthetics 
The final matter to be resolved is that of aesthetics. For example, once the facts and concepts relevant to 

censoring GTT have been duly considered it must be determined whether censoring it is acceptable or not.  
The resolution of the aesthetic aspects of the issue is the proper subject of aesthetics. While the factual issues 

and conceptual issues are clearly relevant (and sometimes critical) these matters properly belong to other 
aspects of philosophy and other disciplines. 

The resolution of the aesthetic aspect of the dispute involves the use general arguments with aesthetic contents 
as well as specific aesthetic arguments that are based on aesthetic principles, standards and theories.  These 
types of arguments will be addressed in considerable detail. 

 
 
Values & Facts 

As seen above, aesthetic reasoning involves both facts and values. It is important to know the difference 
between the two types of statements. 

 
Value statements/matters of value 

Value statements are normative-they express a judgment of worth. There are a variety of measures by which 
the worth of a person, thing or action is assessed. One standard measure of value is money-things and actions 
are routinely assigned monetary worth. For example, a paycheck is a judgment of what a person’s time is worth 
to her employer and the price tag on an item, such as a computer, expresses a judgment about its worth. In 
general, monetary worth is a non-aesthetic value.  

Value statements often contain a prescriptive element. A prescriptive element involves stating or implying 
what should be done as opposed to merely describing something.  
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Aesthetic statements are value statements-they express a judgment of worth and typically contain a 

prescriptive element. For example, the claim “that song is horrible” assigns a negative value to the song and can 
often be reasonably taken as suggesting that you should avoid that song. 

A matter of value is simply another way to describe a value statement. 
 

Factual statements/matter of fact 
Factual statements are descriptive-they simply make a statement about the way things are, were or will be. 

They can be tested, either actually or at least in theory. For example, the claim that “mice are smaller than 
elephants” can be tested by examining mice and elephants. The claim “dimensional travel is possible” is not 
something that can be tested now, but is something that can be tested with suitable technology. 

  
Objective and subjective statements 

An objective statement is true or false regardless of what people believe. It is s a matter of fact and hence 
testable. For example, the claim “The earth is a sphere” is an objective claim. It can be tested and the earth has 
the shape it does regardless of what people might think or believe. 

In contrast, a subjective statement is neither objectively true nor false. It is not subject to resolution via 
testing. For example, the claim “Rocky Road ice cream tastes better than vanilla ice cream” cannot be tested 
and whether one flavor tastes better than another is exactly that-a matter of taste. 

  
Objective-subjective dispute. 

 It is often believed that value claims are subjective. Value claims might be subjective but this is a matter of 
substantial dispute. Aesthetic subjectivism and aesthetic relativism are both based on the view that aesthetics is 
subjective. There are arguments in support of these views, but it would be unreasonable to simply assume they 
are correct.  After all, many other aesthetic theories are based on the view that aesthetics is objective and these 
theories are supported by arguments. 

To avoid begging the question against or for an aesthetic theory, it is necessary to begin from a neutral 
standpoint by neither assuming that aesthetics is objective nor subjective. This is a substantive issue and 
something that must be settled by argument. 

In any case, even if value claims are subjective, there are still better or worse reasons that can be given in 
support of a value claim. For example, if someone claims that a film is bad because the credits are displayed 
using a san serif font, then they would have given a rather bad (even absurd) reason. Even if aesthetics is 
relative, the facts about the font used in the credits of a film seem irrelevant to the quality of the film itself. 
 
Argument Basics © 2004 Michael C. LaBossiere 
 
Defined 

While people generally think of an argument as a fight, perhaps involving the hurling of small appliances, this 
is not the case-at least as the term is used in philosophy. In philosophy, an argument is a set of claims, one of 
which is supposed to be supported by the others. There are two types of claims in an argument. The first type of 
claim is the conclusion.  This is the claim that is supposed to be supported by the premises. A single argument 
has one and only one conclusion, although the conclusion of one argument can be used as a premise in another 
argument (thus forming an extended argument). 

The second type of claim is the premise. A premise is a claim given as evidence or a reason for accepting the 
conclusion. Aside from practical concerns, there is no limit to the number of premises in a single argument. 
 
Varieties 
 There are two main categories of arguments, three if bad arguments are considered a category.  The first type 
is the inductive arguments. An inductive argument is an argument in which the premises are intended to provide 
some degree of support but less than complete support for the conclusion. 
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The second type is the deductive argument. A deductive argument is an argument in which the premises are 

intended to provide complete support for the conclusion. 
The third “type” of argument is the fallacy. A fallacy is an argument in which the premises fail to provide 

adequate support for the conclusion. 
 
Examples 
 
Inductive Argument 
Premise 1: When exposed to the nerve argent known as “Rage”, the chimpanzees showed a massive increase in 
aggression. 
Premise 2: Humans are very similar to chimpanzees. 
Conclusion: If exposed to “Rage”, humans would show a massive increase in aggression. 
 
Deductive Argument 
Premise 1: If pornography has a detrimental effect on one’s character, it would be best to avoid it. 
Premise 2: Pornography has a detrimental effect on one’s character. 
Conclusion: It would be best to avoid pornography. 
 
Extended Deductive Argument 
Argument1, Premise 1: If pornography has a detrimental effect on one’s character, it would be best to regard it 
as harmful. 
Argument 1, Premise 2: Pornography has a detrimental effect on one’s character. 
Argument 1, Conclusion: It would be best to regard pornography as harmful. 
Argument 2, Premise 1: If it is best to regard something as harmful, then the government should protect people 
from it. 
Argument 2, Premise 2: It would be best to regard pornography as harmful. 
Argument 3, Conclusion: The government should protect people from pornography. 
 
 
 
Fallacy 
Premise 1: Dave supports the tax reduction for businesses and says it will be good for everyone, but he owns a 
business. 
Conclusion: Dave must be wrong about the tax reduction. 
 
General Assessment 

When assessing any argument there are two main factors to consider: the quality of the premises and the 
quality of the reasoning.  

While people often blend the two together, the quality of the reasoning is quite distinct from the quality of the 
premises. Just as it is possible to build poorly using excellent materials, it is possible to reason badly using good 
premises. Also, just as it is possible for a skilled builder to assemble crappy material with great skill, it is 
possible to reason well using poor premises. As another analogy, consider a check book. Doing the math is the 
same thing as reasoning. The math can be done correctly (good reasoning) but the information entered for the 
checks (the premises) can be mistaken (for example, entering $5.00 instead of $50). It is also possible to enter 
all the check correctly, but for there to be errors in the mathematics.  
 
Reasoning 

When assessing the quality of reasoning, the question to ask is: Do the premises logically support the 
conclusion? If the premises do not logically support the conclusion, then the argument is flawed and the 
conclusion should not be accepted based on the premises provided. The conclusion may, in fact, be true, but a 
flawed argument gives you no logical reason to believe the conclusion because of the argument in question. 
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Hence, it would be a mistake to accept it for those reasons. If the premises do logically support the conclusion, 
then you would have a good reason to accept the conclusion, on the assumption that the premises are true or at 
least plausible. 

The way the reasoning is assessed depends on whether the argument is deductive or inductive. If the argument 
is deductive, it is assessed in terms of being valid or invalid. A valid argument is such that if the premises were 
true then the conclusion must be true. An invalid argument is such that all the premises could be true and the 
conclusion false at the same time. Validity is tested by formal means, such as truth tables, Venn diagrams and 
proofs. 

If the argument is inductive, it is assessed in terms of being strong or weak. A strong argument is such that if 
the premises were true, then the conclusion is likely to be true. A weak argument is such that if the premises 
were true, then the conclusion is not likely to be true. Inductive arguments are assessed primarily in terms of 
standards specific to the argument in question. 
 
Premises 

When assessing the quality of the premises, the question to ask is: are the premises true (or at least plausible)?  
While the testing of premises can be a rather extensive matter, it is reasonable to accept a premise as plausible if 
it meets three conditions. First, the premise is consistent with your own observations. Second, the premise is 
consistent with your background beliefs and experience. Third, the premise is consistent with credible sources, 
such as experts, standard references and text books. It should be noted that thoroughly and rigorously examining 
premises can involve going far beyond the three basic standards presented here.  
 
Some Useful General Inductive Arguments 
 
Introduction to Inductive Arguments 
Defined 

An inductive argument is an argument in which the premises are intended to provide some degree of support, 
but less than complete support, for the conclusion. In other words, the premises are offered as evidence that the 
conclusion is likely to be true. This distinguishes them from deductive arguments-they are arguments such that 
the premises are supposed to provide complete support for the conclusion. 

The conclusion of an inductive argument goes beyond the evidence presented in the premises-this is what is 
known as the inductive leap. A clear example of the leap can be shown by using a basic inductive argument-a 
generalization of the sort used in surveys. Suppose Bill wants to know what the students in his history class 
think about a rule that forbids freshmen from parking on campus. He asks twenty students out of the fifty 
enrolled and 70% of them agree with the rule. If he concludes that 70% of all the students agree with the rule, 
he is making a leap from what he has observed (the students he questioned) to what he has not observed (the 
remaining students).  

This example also shows why the premises of an inductive argument do not provide complete support for the 
conclusion. After all, even if it is true that 70% of those asked agree with the rule, Bill cannot be certain that the 
same is true of those he did not ask. Perhaps many of the thirty students he did not question are freshmen and 
thus likely to disagree with the rule. 
 
Assessment 

Like any argument, inductive arguments are assessed in terms of how strongly the premises support the 
conclusion. Inductive arguments are generally presented as specific types, such as analogical arguments or 
generalizations. These arguments are also assessed by standards specific to their type. For example, an 
analogical argument is assessed in terms of the quality of the analogy. 

 
Strong and Weak Arguments 

While deductive arguments are assessed in strict “black and white” terms (valid or invalid, sound or unsound), 
inductive arguments are assessed in terms of varying degrees of strength.  
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A strong inductive argument is an argument such that if the premises are true, then the conclusion is likely to 

be true. A weak inductive argument is an argument such that even if the premises are true, the conclusion is not 
likely to be true. There are various degrees of strength and weakness which express a somewhat subjective 
opinion of how well the argument’s premises logically support the conclusion. Such assessments are based on 
the standards for assessing the specific type of argument and the better the argument succeeds at meeting the 
standards, the stronger the argument. The worse it fails, the weaker the argument.  
 
Analogical Argument 
 
Introduction 

An analogical argument is an argument in which one concludes that two things are alike in a certain respect 
because they are alike in other respects. 

 Non-argument analogies are often used in cases in which one thing (X) is understood and another (Y) is not, 
to conclude something about Y. These are typically called explanatory comparisons/analogies. For example, a 
person might attempt to explain email by saying that it is like mail sent to a post office box. Just as mail is 
delivered to the PO box and you go to pick it up, email is delivered to your email in box and your software 
“goes” and picks it up. 

Analogical arguments are often used in cases in which one thing (X) is accepted/seen as plausible and another 
(Y) is not, to get the audience to accept Y or see it as plausible.  For example, a person might start with 
something everyone accepts, such as the fact that if a person has the blood cut off to her brain for too long, 
she’ll suffer brain damage. The person could then make an analogy: the education system is like the “brain” of 
society and money is the blood of this brain. Finally, the person might conclude by claiming that cutting off 
money to the education system will damage society. 

Analogies can range from the very literal, such as drawing an analogy between humans and the rats used to 
test a new medicine, to the metaphorical, such as the blood and money example given above. 

Analogical arguments are extremely common. In addition to being used in everyday life, they are commonly 
used in law and medicine. For example, when a lawyer argues from precedent, she is most likely using an 
analogical argument: In case Y the judged made ruling X, my case is like Y, so the judge should make ruling X. 
Doctors also make extensive use of analogical arguments. For example, they draw analogies between what they 
observed in medical school and what they are observing in a specific patient: this patient’s condition closely 
resembles the case of poison ivy I saw in medical school, so she has been exposed to poison ivy. 

 
Strict Form 

Strictly presented, an analogy will have three premises and a conclusion. The first two premises establish the 
analogy by showing that the things in question are similar in certain respects.  The third premise establishes the 
additional fact known about one thing and the conclusion asserts that because the two things are alike in other 
respects, they are alike in this additional respect as well.  

Although people generally present analogical arguments in a fairly informal manner, they have the following 
logical form: 

  
  Premise 1: X has properties P,Q, and R. 
  Premise 2: Y has properties P,Q, and R. 
  Premise 3: X has property Z as well. 
  Conclusion: Y has property Z. 

 
X and Y are variables that stand for whatever is being compared, such as chimpanzees and humans or blood 

and money. P, Q, R, and Z are also variables, but they stand for properties or qualities, such as having a heart or 
being essential for survival. The use of P, Q, and R is just for the sake of the illustration-the things being 
compared might have many more properties in common. 

An example of an analogy presented in strict form is as follows: 
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Premise 1: Rats are mammals and possess a nervous system that includes a developed brain. 
Premise 2: Humans are mammals possess a nervous system that includes a developed brain. 
Premise 3: When exposed to Nerve Agent 274, 90% of the rats died. 
Conclusion: If exposed to Nerve Agent 274, 90% of all humans will die. 

 
Standards of Assessment 

The strength of an analogical argument depends on three factors. To the degree that an analogical argument 
meets these standards it is a strong argument. 

First, the more properties X and Y have in common, the better the argument. For example, in the example 
given above rats and humans have many properties in common. This standard is based on the common sense 
notion that the more two things are alike in other ways, the more likely it is that they will be alike in some other 
way. It should be noted that even if the two things are very much alike in many respects, there is still the 
possibility that they are not alike in regards to Z. This is why analogical arguments are inductive. 

Second, the more relevant the shared properties are to property Z, the stronger the argument. A specific 
property, for example P, is relevant to property Z if the presence or absence of P affects the likelihood that Z 
will be present. Using the example, above, the shared properties are relevant. After all, since nerve agents work 
on the nervous system, the presence of a nervous system makes it more likely that something will be killed by 
such agents. It should be kept in mind that it is possible for X and Y to share relevant properties while Y does 
not actually have property Z. Again, this is part of the reason why analogical arguments are inductive. 

Third, it must be determined whether X and Y have relevant dissimilarities as well as similarities. The more 
dissimilarities and the more relevant they are, the weaker the argument. In the example above, humans and rats 
do have dissimilarities, but most of them are probably not particularly relevant to the effects of nerve agents. 
However, it would be worth considering that the size difference might be relevant-at the dosage the rats 
received, humans might be less likely to die. Thus, size would be a difference worth considering.  

 
Example 
Premise 1: Attacking your next-door neighbors, killing them and taking their property is immoral. 
Premise 2: War involves going into a neighboring country, killing people and taking their property. 
Conclusion: So, war is immoral. 
 
Assessment 

War and violent theft share many properties: intrusion, violence, killing, and taking the property of others. 
War and violent theft also share relevant properties: violence, killing, and taking of property are relevant to 
moral assessment. 

However, there are relevant dissimilarities. For example, war often takes place between mutual antagonists. 
This relevant difference can be developed, perhaps ironically, in another analogical argument: it could be 
argued that while it would be immoral for a person to just randomly attack neighbors, just as a boxing match 
between two opponents is morally acceptable, a war between two willing opponents would be morally 
acceptable as well. 

    
     

Argument from/by Example 
 
Introduction 

Not surprisingly, an argument by example is an argument in which a claim is supported by providing 
examples. 

While they are used in academic contexts quite often, arguments by example are also commonly used in “real 
life.” For example, suppose someone wants to show that another person always mooches pizza without offering 
to help pay for it. The case could be made by listing examples in which the “pizza mooch” ate pizza but did not 
contribute any money.  
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Strict Form 

Strictly presented, an analogy will have at least one premise and a conclusion. Each premise is used to support 
the conclusion by providing an example. The general idea is that the weight of the examples establishes the 
claim in question. 

Although people generally present arguments by example in a fairly informal manner, they have the following 
logical form: 

 
 Premise 1: Example 1 is an example that supports claim P. 
 Premise n: Example n is an example that supports claim P. 
 Conclusion: Claim P is true. 
 

In this case n is a variable standing for the number of the premise in question and P is a variable standing for 
the claim under consideration. 

An example of an argument by example presented in strict form is as follows: 
 
Premise 1: Lena ate pizza two months ago and did not contribute any money. 
Premise 2: Lena ate pizza a month ago and did not contribute any money. 
Premise 3: Lena ate pizza two weeks ago and did not contribute any money. 
Premise 4: Lena ate pizza a week ago and did not contribute any money. 
Conclusion: Lena is a pizza mooch who eats but does not contribute. 

 
Standards of Assessment 
The strength of an analogical argument depends on four factors First, the more examples, the stronger the 
argument. For example, if Lena only failed to pay for the pizza she ate once, then the claim that she is a mooch 
who does not contribute would not be well supported-the argument would be very weak. 

Second, the more relevant the examples, the stronger the argument. For example, if it were concluded that 
Lena was a pizza mooch because she regularly failed to pay for her share of gas money, then the argument 
would be fairly weak. After all, her failure to pay gas money does not strongly support the claim that she won’t 
help pay for pizza (although it would provide grounds for suspecting she might not pay). 

Third, the examples must be specific and clearly identified. Vague and unidentified examples do not provide 
much in the way of support. For example, if someone claimed that Lena was a pizza mooch because “you know, 
she didn’t pay and stuff on some days…like some time a month or maybe a couple months ago”, then the 
argument would be extremely weak. 

Fourth, counter-examples must be considered. A counter-example is an example that counts against the claim. 
One way to look at a counter example is that it is an example that supports the denial of the conclusion being 
argued for. The more counter-examples and the more relevant they are, the weaker the argument. For example, 
if someone accuses Lena of being a pizza mooch, but other people have examples of times which she did 
contribute, then these examples would serve as counter-examples against the claim that she is a pizza mooch. 
As such, counter-examples can be used to build an argument by example that has as its conclusion the claim 
that the conclusion it counters is false. 
 
Examples 
 
Example #1 
Premise 1: The painting Oath of the Horatii shows three brothers ready to take action, while the women are 
painted as passive observers. 
Premise  2: In action films, such as typical Westerns, women are cast as victims that must be protected and 
saved by men. 
Conclusion: Art reinforces gender stereotypes.  
 
Assessment of Example #1 
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While art is full of stereotypes, more examples should be used. The examples are relevant, but specific 

Westerns should be named and described. Finally, there are counter-examples, especially in modern films and 
TV, that need to be considered. 
 
Example #2 
Premise 1: The Egyptians believed in an afterlife as shown by their funeral preparations. 
Premise 2: Plato’s writings indicate that the ancient Greeks believed in an afterlife. 
Premise 3: The Chinese practice of ancestor worship indicates they believed in an afterlife. 
Conclusion: People of ancient cultures believed in an afterlife. 
 
Assessment of Example #2 

More examples should be used, but the mix of diverse cultures strengthens the argument. The examples are 
relevant. They could be more detailed but are reasonably specific. There are some limited counterexamples, 
such as periods of doubt about the afterlife in ancient Egypt. 

 
 
Argument from Authority  
 
Introduction 

This is an argument in which the conclusion is supported by citing an authority. Since the argument is based 
on an appeal to the authority, the strength of the support depends on the quality of the authority in question. 
Given that no one can be an expert on everything and the fact that people regularly need reliable information, 
these arguments are very common. In fact, they are used so often that people generally do not even realize they 
are being used. For example, when a politician cites an economist to justify her policies, she is making an 
argument from authority. As another example, when a student cites a source stating that a historic event took 
place, he is using an argument from authority. As a final example, when people trust a news source (such as 
CNN, The Daily Show, or Fox News) they are probably relying on an argument from authority-they assume the 
news source should be trusted because the people involved are supposed to be experts. 

Not surprisingly, this argument is used when a person lacks the required knowledge and expertise and 
therefore needs to rely on another source of information. For example, most lawyers are not experts on DNA 
testing or ballistics, so they hire experts to testify in court. In effect they are saying that what the expert says 
about the DNA or gun is true because the expert is an expert.  This sort of argument is also used when a person 
wants to add extra weight to his/her position. For example, an author of a book on dieting might cite other 
doctors and nutritional experts that agree with her views on dieting. 

Like other arguments, an argument from authority can be used to establish its conclusion for use as a premise 
in another argument. For example, a person who is arguing for the censorship of violence might cite an 
authority who claims that watching violent television makes children violent. 

It should be noted that an argument from authority is not an exceptionally strong argument. After all, in such 
cases a claim is being accepted as true simply because a person is asserting that it is true. The person may be an 
expert, but her expertise does not really bear on the actual truth (or falsity) of the claim. This is because the 
expertise of a person does not actually determine whether the claim is true or false. Hence, arguments that deal 
directly with evidence relating to the claim itself will tend to be stronger. 

Despite the inherent weakness in this argument, a person who is a legitimate expert is more likely to be right 
than wrong when making considered claims within her area of expertise. In a sense, the claim is being accepted 
because it is reasonable to believe that the expert has tested the claim and found it to be reliable. So, if the 
expert has found it to be reliable, then it is reasonable to accept it as being true. Thus, the listener is accepting a 
claim based on the testimony of the expert. Naturally, the main challenge is determining whether the person in 
question is a legitimate expert or not. 
 
Strict Form 
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Strictly presented, an argument from authority will have two premises and a conclusion. The first premise 

claims the person is an authority on a particular subject.  The second presents the claim made by the authority in 
the subject in question and the conclusion asserts that because an authority made the claim in her area of 
expertise, it is true.  

Although people generally present arguments from authority in a fairly informal manner, they have the 
following logical form: 
 
Premise 1: Person A is (claimed to be) an authority on subject S. 
Premise 2:  Person A makes claim C about subject S. 
Premise 3: Therefore, C is true. 
 

A is a variable that is replaced with the authority’s name, S is a variable that is replaced with the subject and C 
is a variable that is replaced with the actual claim. For example: 
 
Premise 1: Dr. Michael LaBossiere is an authority on arguments. 
Premise 2: Dr. Michael LaBossiere clams in the subject area of arguments, that an argument by example has 
two premises. 
Conclusion: Therefore it is true that an argument by example has two premises. 
 
Standards of Assessment 

An argument from authority is assessed in terms of six standards. If an argument meets these standards, then it 
is an acceptable argument from authority and it is reasonable to accept the conclusion based on the premises. If 
the argument fails to meet the standards, then it would not be reasonable to accept the conclusion based on the 
premises. Bad arguments from authority are relatively common and are known as fallacious appeals to 
authority. 
  
1. The person has sufficient expertise in the subject matter in question. 

Claims made by a person who lacks the needed degree of expertise to make a reliable claim will, obviously, 
not be well supported. In contrast, claims made by a person with the needed degree of expertise will be 
supported by the person’s reliability in the area. 

Determining whether or not a person has the needed degree of expertise can often be very difficult. In 
academic fields (such as philosophy, engineering, history, etc.), the person’s formal education, academic 
performance, publications, membership in professional societies, papers presented, awards won and so forth can 
all be reliable indicators of expertise. Outside of academic fields, other standards will apply. For example, 
having sufficient expertise to make a reliable claim about how to tie a shoe lace only requires the ability to tie 
the shoe lace and impart that information to others. It should be noted that being an expert does not always 
require having a university degree. Many people have high degrees of expertise in sophisticated subjects 
without having ever attended a university. Further, it should not be simply assumed that a person with a degree 
is an expert. 

Of course, what is required to be an expert is often a matter of great debate. For example, some people have 
(and do) claim expertise in certain (even all) areas because of a divine inspiration or a special gift. The 
followers of such people accept such credentials as establishing the person’s expertise while others often see 
these self-proclaimed experts as deluded or even as charlatans. In other situations, people debate over what sort 
of education and experience is needed to be an expert. Thus, what one person may take to be a fallacious appeal 
another person might take to be a well supported line of reasoning. Fortunately, many cases do not involve such 
debate. 

 
2. The claim being made by the person is within her area(s) of expertise. 

If a person makes a claim about some subject outside of his area(s) of expertise, then the person is not an 
expert in that context. Hence, the claim in question is not backed by the required degree of expertise and is not 
reliable. 
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It is very important to remember that because of the vast scope of human knowledge and skill it is simply not 

possible for one person to be an expert on everything. Hence, experts will only be true experts in respect to 
certain subject areas. In most other areas they will have little or no expertise. Thus, it is important to determine 
what subject area a claim falls under. 

It is also very important to note that expertise in one area does not automatically confer expertise in another. 
For example, being an expert physicist does not automatically make a person an expert on morality or politics. 
Unfortunately, this is often overlooked or intentionally ignored. In fact, a great deal of advertising rests on a 
violation of this condition. As anyone who watches television knows, it is extremely common to get famous 
actors and sports heroes to endorse products that they are not qualified to assess. For example, a person may be 
a great actor, but that does not automatically make him an expert on cars or shaving or underwear or diets or 
politics. 

 
3. There is an adequate degree of agreement among the other experts in the subject in question. 

If there is a significant amount of legitimate dispute among the experts within a subject, then it will fallacious 
to make an Appeal to Authority using the disputing experts. This is because for almost any claim being made 
and “supported” by one expert there will be a counterclaim that is made and “supported” by another expert. In 
such cases an Appeal to Authority would tend to be futile. In such cases, the dispute has to be settled by 
consideration of the actual issues under dispute. Since either side in such a dispute can invoke experts, the 
dispute cannot be rationally settled by Appeals to Authority. 

There are many fields in which there is a significant amount of legitimate dispute. Economics is a good 
example of such a disputed field. Anyone who is familiar with economics knows that there are many plausible 
theories that are incompatible with one another. Because of this, one expert economist could sincerely claim 
that the deficit is the key factor while another equally qualified individual could assert the exact opposite. 
Another area where dispute is very common (and well known) is in the area of psychology and psychiatry. As 
has been demonstrated in various trials, it is possible to find one expert that will assert that an individual is 
insane and not competent to stand trial and to find another equally qualified expert who will testify, under oath, 
that the same individual is both sane and competent to stand trial. Obviously, one cannot rely on an Appeal to 
Authority in such a situation without making a fallacious argument. Such an argument would be fallacious since 
the evidence would not warrant accepting the conclusion. 

It is important to keep in mind that no field has complete agreement, so some degree of dispute is acceptable. 
How much is acceptable is, of course, a matter of serious debate. It is also important to keep in mind that even a 
field with a great deal of internal dispute might contain areas of significant agreement. In such cases, an Appeal 
to Authority could be legitimate. 
 
4. The person in question is not significantly biased. 

If an expert is significantly biased then the claims he makes within his are of bias will be less reliable. Since a 
biased expert will not be reliable, an Argument from Authority based on a biased expert will be fallacious. This 
is because the evidence will not justify accepting the claim. 

Experts, being people, are vulnerable to biases and prejudices. If there is evidence that a person is biased in 
some manner that would affect the reliability of her claims, then an Argument from Authority based on that 
person is likely to be fallacious. Even if the claim is actually true, the fact that the expert is biased weakens the 
argument. This is because there would be reason to believe that the expert might not be making the claim 
because he has carefully considered it using his expertise. Rather, there would be reason to believe that the 
claim is being made because of the expert’s bias or prejudice. 

It is important to remember that no person is completely objective. At the very least, a person will be 
favorable towards her own views (otherwise she would probably not hold them). Because of this, some degree 
of bias must be accepted, provided that the bias is not significant. What counts as a significant degree of bias is 
open to dispute and can vary a great deal from case to case. For example, many people would probably suspect 
that doctors who were paid by tobacco companies to research the effects of smoking would be biased while 
other people might believe (or claim) that they would be able to remain objective. 
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5. The area of expertise is a legitimate area or discipline. 

Certain areas in which a person may claim expertise may have no legitimacy or validity as areas of knowledge 
or study. Obviously, claims made in such areas will not be very reliable. 

What counts as a legitimate area of expertise is sometimes difficult to determine. However, there are cases 
which are fairly clear cut. For example, if a person claimed to be an expert at something he called 
“chromabullet therapy” and asserted that firing colorfully painted rifle bullets at a person would cure cancer, it 
would not be very reasonable to accept his claim based on his “expertise.” After all, his expertise is in an area 
which is devoid of legitimate content. The general idea is that to be a legitimate expert a person must have 
mastery over a real field or area of knowledge. 

As noted above, determining the legitimacy of a field can often be difficult. In European history, various 
scientists had to struggle with the Church and established traditions to establish the validity of their disciplines. 
For example, experts on evolution faced an uphill battle in getting the legitimacy of their area accepted. 

A modern example involves psychic phenomenon. Some people claim that they are certified “master 
psychics” and are experts in the field. Other people contend that their claims of being certified “master 
psychics” are simply absurd since there is no real content to such an area of expertise. If these people are right, 
then anyone who accepts the claims of these “master psychics” as true are victims of a fallacious appeal to 
authority. 
 
6. The authority in question must be identified. 

A common variation of the typical fallacious appeal to authority fallacy is an appeal to an unnamed authority. 
This fallacy is also known as an appeal to an unidentified authority. 

This fallacy is committed when a person asserts that a claim is true because an expert or authority makes the 
claim and the person does not actually identify the expert. Since the expert is not named or identified, there is 
no way to tell if the person is actually an expert. Unless the person is identified and has his expertise 
established, there is no reason to accept the claim. 

This sort of reasoning is not unusual. Typically, the person making the argument will say things like “I have a 
book that says…” , or “they say…”, or “the experts say…”, or “scientists believe that…”, or “I read in the 
paper..” or “I saw on TV…” or some similar statement. In such cases the person is often hoping that the 
listener(s) will simply accept the unidentified source as a legitimate authority and believe the claim being made. 
If a person accepts the claim simply because they accept the unidentified source as an expert (without good 
reason to do so), he has fallen prey to this fallacy. 

 
Examples 
 
Example#1 
Premise 1: If violent art has a harmful psychological effect on people, then it should be censored. 
Premise 2: However, the study by Loeb and Wombat shows that violent art has little, if any psychological effect 
on people. 
Conclusion: Hence, there is no need to censor violent art to protect people from harm. 
   
Example of Assessment  
The source needs to be properly identified. Further, there is a great deal of disagreement among the experts 
within the field of psychology, especially over the matter of the effects of violent art. 
 
Example # 2 
Premise 1: According to medical science, there is no life after death.  
Premise 2: Medical science is well established. 
Conclusion:  It is clear there is no life after death. 
 
Example of Assessment 
More information is needed about medical science, such as the exact source of the claim. 
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Some Common Methods in Moral Argumentation 
Revised 1/5/2008 
 
Logical Consistency (General) 

This method is primarily an “attack” method in that it is typically used when arguing against a view or 
position. It is generally not used when defending a position-except in terms of defending a position by 
criticizing another view.  

 
Concepts & Method 
 This method is based on a basic concept in logic, that of logical consistency. Two claims are consistent when 
both can be true at the same time. For example, the claim “lying is sometimes acceptable” is consistent with the 
claim “lying is sometimes unacceptable.” This is because both of these claims could be correct.  Two claims are 
inconsistent when both cannot be true at the same time (but both could be false). For example, the claim 
“national health care would do more good than harm for America” is inconsistent with the claim “national 
health care would do more harm than good for America.” This is because while these claims cannot both be true 
at the same time, they could both be false. National health care might, for example, be neutral in terms of 
overall benefits and harms. 

Because of the nature of inconsistent claims, if someone makes inconsistent claims, then at least one of their 
claims must be false. Similarly, if a person accepts principles that are inconsistent or entail inconsistent claims, 
then at least one of the principles must be flawed. This assumes, of course, that principles have truth values. Not 
surprisingly, theories must also be internally inconsistent-a theory that has inconsistencies must contain at least 
one false claim. 

The fact that two (or more) claims are inconsistent does not show which of them is false-the inconsistency just 
shows that they all cannot be true at the same time. Sorting out the true from the false is another matter entirely. 

Given that logically inconsistent claims cannot be true at the same time, it is irrational to accept such claims 
when their inconsistency is known. This fact provides this method with its ‘teeth.’ 

The method is as follows: 
 
Step 1:  Show that two claims made by a person or principles held by a person are inconsistent. 

 Step 2: Conclude that both cannot be true/correct. 
 

For example, suppose that during the course of a conversation Ann seems to accept the principle that people 
should be treated equally but she also asserts that certain people should receive special treatment. On the face of 
it, there seems to be an inconsistency here: If people should be treated equally, then certain people should not 
receive special treatment. But, if some people should receive special treatment, then all people should not be 
treated equally. Therefore, one of the principles must be incorrect. 

Of course, the fact that there is an inconsistency does not show which claim or principle is mistaken-it just 
shows that at least one must be incorrect. Unless, of course, there is a reasonable way to respond to the charge 
of inconsistency.  
 
Responding to a Charge of Inconsistency 
 As with most attacks and criticisms, there are ways to respond to a charge of inconsistency. One way is to 
abandon one of the inconsistent claims or principles. Obviously, the least plausible claim or principle should be 
the one rejected. For example, Ann might decide to abandon the principle that some people should receive 
special treatment and stick with the principle that people should be treated equally. Naturally, this is not really 
much of a defense. However, if there are excellent reasons to reject one (or more) of the principles or claims, 
then this can be the logical thing to do. 

In some cases it is possible to respond to the charge of inconsistency by dissolving the inconsistency. This can 
be done by showing that the inconsistency is merely apparent. This is achieved by arguing that the 
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claims/principles are actually consistent. For example, Ann might present the following reply: Treating people 
equally requires providing special treatment to certain groups or people. For example, allowing equal access to 
public facilities requires provided some people with special treatment in the form of ramps and special parking. 
Thus, the inconsistency has been dissolved. 
 
Relativism, Subjectivism and Nihilism 

 For two claims to be logical consistency they must be such that they can actually be true or false (but not 
both at the same time). If the claims are such that they are relative, subjective or without any truth value, then 
the situation becomes rather problematic.  

Ethical relativism is the view that the truth of a moral statement depends on the culture. Obviously, cultures 
with different moralities will present claims that are inconsistent with each other. Assuming this theory is 
correct, the truth of such ethical claims depends on the culture, so that a claim can be true in one culture and 
false in another.  Hence this sort inconsistency is not a problem (assuming that ethical relativism is correct).  

Even on the assumption that ethical relativism is true it is still possible to apply a charge of inconsistency-but 
only within that culture. For example, in the 1800s American social morality (as expressed in the Declaration of 
Independence and countless speeches) held that all men are equal. Yet, slavery was also accepted by the culture, 
thus making it at least morally tolerable. Obviously the acceptance of slavery and the professed value of 
equality are inconsistent with each other. Hence, one of those views must be mistaken-within the context of 
American culture.  

Of course, a culture could accept as a moral principle that moral inconsistency is morally acceptable. In that 
case, the charge of inconsistency would bear no weight (assuming that relativism is correct).  

Ethical subjectivism is the view that the truth of a moral statement depends on the individual. Individuals with 
different moralities will obviously present claims that seem to be inconsistent with each other. For example, one 
person might claim that abortion is morally acceptable while another person endorses it. If ethical subjectivism 
is true, the truth of each moral claim depends on the individual, so a claim can be true for one person and false 
for another. In this case, inconsistency is not a problem because it simply cannot occur between individuals. 
Everyone is correct because morality is subjective.  
 However, even if subjectivism is true, a person can be charged with inconsistency in their principles and 
claims. However, a person could hold that moral inconsistency is perfectly acceptable and if subjectivism is true 
they would be right.  

Moral Nihilism is the view that moral claims have no truth value-they are neither true nor false. If moral 
claims are neither true nor false, then there is no possibility of logical inconsistency between moral claims 
.Hence, if moral nihilism is correct, then inconsistency in regard to moral claims and principles is impossible.  
   
Consistent Application (Normative)  

This method is somewhat similar to logical consistency. The main difference is that while logical consistency 
focuses on the inconsistency between claims or principles, consistent application is focused on criticizing an 
inconsistency in the application of a principle.  

This method is generally employed as an attack method. This is to say that it is generally used to criticize as 
opposed to being used to support a position.  
 
Concepts, Assumptions & Method 
 A principle is consistently applied when it is applied in the same way to similar beings in similar 

circumstances. Inconsistent application is a problem because it violates three commonly accepted moral 
assumptions: equality, impartiality and relevant difference.  
Equality is the assumption that people are initially morally equal and hence must be treated as such. This 

requires that moral principles be applied consistently.  Naturally, a person’s actions can affect the initially 
equality. For example, a person who commits horrible evil deeds would not be morally equal to someone who 
does predominantly good deeds.  

Impartiality is the assumption that moral principles must not be applied with partiality. Inconsistent 
application would involve non-impartial application.  
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Relevant difference is a popular moral assumption. It is the view that different treatment must be justified by 

relevant differences. What counts as a relevant difference in particular cases can be a matter of great 
controversy. For example, while many people do not think that gender is a relevant difference in terms of how 
people should be treated other people think it is very important. This assumption requires that principles be 
applied consistently.  

 
Consistent application, as a method of argumentation, has the following steps.  
 

Step 1: Show that a principle/standard has been applied differently in situations that are not adequately 
different. 

  Step 2: Conclude that the principle has been applied inconsistently. 
  Step 3 (Optional): Require that the principle be applied consistently. 
 

Applying this method often requires determining the principle the person/group is using. Unfortunately, 
people are not often clear in regards to what principle they are actually using. In general, people tend to just 
make moral assertions and leave it to others to guess what their principles might be. In some cases, it is likely 
that people are not even aware of the principles they are appealing to when making moral claims.  

The following is an example of this method. Suppose that Barbara claims that male-only country clubs are 
immoral and should be opened to women. But then Barbara claims that women should be allowed to have 
women-only gyms so they can work out without being gawked at by men. If Barbara’s principle is that 
exclusion based on gender is immoral, then she is not applying the principle consistently. This is because it is 
applied one way to men, another way to women. Thus, her application is flawed and is thus subject to criticism 
on the grounds of this inconsistency. 
 
Responding to a Charge of Inconsistent Application 
 There are four main ways of responding to a charge of inconsistent application. The first is to admit the 
inconsistency and stop applying the principle in an inconsistent manner. This obviously does not defend against 
the charge but can be an honest reply. 

A second and actual defense is to dissolve the inconsistency by showing that the alleged inconsistency is 
merely apparent.  One way to do this is by showing that there is a relevant difference in the situation. Returning 
to the gender equality example, the alleged inconsistency could be dissolved by arguing that country clubs are 
relevantly different from gyms or that men are relevantly different from women in this case. Successfully 
arguing for either of these would justify the difference in application and hence defeat the charge of 
inconsistency. This is because the application is only inconsistent if the situations are morally the same.  

A third way to reply is to reject the attributed principle. Using the inequality example presented above, a 
person could claim that her actual principle justifies the difference in application. 
Fore example, she might claim that her actual principle is that women should be treated equally except when it 
is to their advantage to be treated differently. Alternatively, she might claim that her actual principle is that 
people should not be discriminated against except in cases in which the presence of one gender would create 
undue discomfort to the other gender. Naturally enough, the “new” principle is still subject to evaluation. For 
example, the principle that allows women to be treated unequally when doing so is to their advantage seems to 
violate the standards of equality, impartiality and relevant difference. The other sample principle is less 
problematic and could be supported by an argument based on the fact that each gender has its own restrooms, 
locker rooms, etc.  

A final, somewhat extreme, method of replying is to undercut the method by arguing against the grounding 
assumptions of this method-the principles of equality, impartiality, and relevant difference. To the degree that 
these assumptions are undercut, the method is weakened.  
 
Reversing the Situation (Ethics) 
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A common method of moral assessment is imagining what it would be like to be on the receiving end. Parents 

and others often employ this method informally by asking questions such as “how would you feel if someone 
did that to you?” 

Somewhat more formally, this method is based on the Golden Rule: “Do unto others as you would have them 
do unto you.” Assuming this rule is correct, if a person is unwilling to abide by his own principles when the 
situation is reversed, then it is reasonable to question those principles. 

This method is often most effective when you are actually interacting with a person and can ask them if they 
would be willing to be subject to their own actions, policies, etc. As such, it is no surprise that this method is 
often employed in live debates. 

 
Basis & Method 

This method is similar to consistent application and in this role it is based on the same assumptions: 
consistency, equality, and impartiality. In general terms, the primary basis of the method is fairness. Something 
is fair when all those involved would find it acceptable to trade places under similar circumstances –provided 
that they viewed the situation objectively. 

The actual method involves the following steps: 
 
Step 1: An action, policy etc. is proposed or implemented with at least two parties: an agent and the target of 
the action, policy, etc.   

 Step 2: Hypothetically, the situation is reversed with the agent and the target switching places. 
Step 3: If the hypothetical switch is not morally acceptable to both parties when they observe it from an 
objective standpoint, then the action, policy, etc. is morally questionable.  
 
For example, consider the caste system in India. While (as of this writing) the caste system is no longer 

sanctioned by law, it is still practiced. In this system, the lowest caste is the Untouchables. The Untouchables 
are alleged to be unclean and it is accepted by some that they may be harmed or killed for stepping out of line 
(for example, insisting on their legal rights or swimming in a public pond). However, if an upper caste person 
were forced to live as an Untouchable, she would no doubt find it unacceptable to be treated in that manner. 
Therefore, the caste system is morally questionable.  

 
Considerations 

There are two main considerations in regards to this method. The first is that in some cases, those involved 
could not really switch places. In such cases, the method can be slightly modified by having the action, 
principle, policy, etc applied to the agent. For example, consider a situation in which a developer wants to 
bulldoze a wilderness area and build a new student housing megaplex. The plants and animals in the area will 
be harmed or killed. Obviously, these creatures cannot be developers or operate bulldozers. However, it could 
be argued that the developer would not want her house plowed under and her family scattered or killed by other 
people who want her land. From this it could be concluded that the development is morally questionable. 

The second consideration is the need for an impartial observer. This need arises from the problem of bias. To 
be specific, in certain situations the two parties might be unwilling to switch positions, yet the action, policy, or 
procedure might be morally acceptable. For example, a judge who sentences a criminal to be punished would 
obviously not be willing to trade places with the criminal. Yet, the punishment for the crime could be just and 
fair. Fortunately, this apparent problem can be easily fixed by appealing to a hypothetical impartial observer: If, 
from the standpoint of the ideal impartial observer, it would be fair to apply the same action, etc. to the parties if 
they were switched, then the action, etc. would be morally acceptable. If not, it would be morally questionable. 
In such cases, the switch would involve a switch of the morally relevant properties as well. For example, in the 
hypothetical case involving the judge, it is not that the judge would be switched with the criminal so that the 
innocent judge would be punished for the criminal’s crime. What would occur would be that the judge would be 
considered to hypothetically have committed the same crime in the same circumstances. If the impartial 
observer would regard this as morally acceptable, then there is good reason to accept it as such. In some cases, 
directly appealing to impartiality might be a better choice than using the Reversing the Situation method.  
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Responding 
 If you happen to be on the receiving end of this method, the rational way to respond is by contending that 
there is a relevant difference that serves to defeat the argument raised against you. The way to do this is to argue 
that there is a relevant difference between the two parties that justifies the action, etc. even if the agent would be 
unwilling to switch places. The overall goal would be to show that there is a difference between the parties that 
morally justifies the difference under debate.  

As an example, consider my relationship with fire ants. While I generally try to avoid harming living 
creatures, I make a special exception for fire ants and will, in fact,  “kill the hell out of them” at every 
opportunity. I consider this not only acceptable but morally commendable. Obviously, I would not want to be 
killed by fire ants (or anything else). Thus, it would seem that my actions against fire ants are morally wrong 
because I am not doing unto them as I would have others do unto me.  

In reply, I can present the following relevant difference: the fire ants started the conflict by attacking me 
without provocation. Hence, I am merely acting in self defense against them. This is a morally relevant 
difference that could be supported by using an argument by analogy to other cases of self defense in the face of 
intolerable provocation.  

While I would not make this argument myself, others might argue that a relevant difference exists between 
humans and ants in terms of humans being a superior species and hence justified in killing ants in order to 
protect their lawns (and skin) from the savage depredations of these ants.  
 
Argument by Definition (General) 

A common method of argumentation is to argue that some particular thing belongs to a particular class of 
things because it fits the definition for that class. For example, someone might argue that a human embryo is a 
person because it meets the definition of “person.”  The goal of this method is to show that the thing in question 
adequately meets the definition. Definitions are often set within theories (see Apply Moral Theory, below). This 
method is most often used as part of an extended argument. For example, someone might use this method to 
argue that a human embryo is a person and then use this to argue against stem cell research involving embryos. 

 
Method 

This method can be used to argue that something, X, belongs in a class of things based on the fact that X 
meets the conditions set by the definition. Alternatively, it can be argued that X does not belong in that class of 
things because X does not meet the conditions set by the definition. The method involves the following basic 
steps: 

 
  Step 1:  Present the definition 
  Step 2: Describe the relevant qualities of X. 
  Step 3: Show how X meets (or fails to meet) the definition 
  Step 4: Conclude that X belongs within that class (or does not belong within that class). 
 

To use a basic example, imagine that someone wants to argue against stem cell research involving human 
embryos. They could begin by presenting a definition of “person” and then show how human embryos meet that 
definition. This would not resolve the moral issue but she could go on to argue that using persons in such 
research would be wrong and then conclude that using human embryos would be wrong.  

As an example in aesthetics, a person might define a work of horror as a work which has as its goal to produce 
an emotion that goes beyond fear, namely that of horror, which would be defined in some detail. The person 
could go on to show how the movie Alien meets this definition and then conclude that Alien is a work of horror. 

 
Dictionaries 

Since dictionaries conveniently provide a plethora of definitions it is tempting to use them as the basis for an 
argument from definition. However, such arguments tend to be rather weak in regards to addressing matters of 
substantive dispute. For example, referring to the dictionary cannot resolve the debate over what it is to be a 
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person.  This is because dictionaries just provide the definition that the editors regard as the correct, acceptable, 
or as the generally used definition. Dictionaries also generally do not back up their definitions with arguments-
the definitions are simply provided and not defended.  

Obviously dictionaries are very useful in terms of learning the meanings of words. But they are not means by 
which substantial conceptual disputes can be settled.  
   
Assessing Definitions 

When making an argument from definition it is obviously very important to begin with a good definition. In 
some cases providing such a definition will involve settling a conceptual dispute. Resolving such a dispute 
involves, in part, showing that your definition of the concept is superior to the competition and that it is at least 
an adequate definition.  

An acceptable definition must be clear, plausible, and internally consistent. It must also either be in 
correspondence with our intuitions or be supported by arguments that show our intuitions are mistaken. Of 
course, people differ in their intuitions about meanings so this can be somewhat problematic. When in doubt 
about whether a definition is intuitively plausible or not, it is preferable to argue in support of the definition. A 
definition that fails to meet these conditions is defective. 

An acceptable definition must avoid being circular, too narrow, too broad or vague. Definitions that fail to 
avoid these problems are defective.  

A circular definition merely restates the term being defined and thus provides no progress in the 
understanding of the term. For example, defining “goodness” as “the quality of being good” would be circular. 
As another example, defining “a work of art” as “a product of the fine arts” would also be circular. While these 
are rather blatant examples of circularity, it can also be more subtle.  

A definition that is too narrow is one that excludes things that should be included-it leaves out too much. For 
example, defining “person” as “a human being” would be too narrow since there might well be non-humans that 
are persons. As another example, defining “art” as “paintings and sculptures” would be too narrow since there 
are other things that certainly seem to be art, such as music and movies, which are excluded by this definition. 
As a final example, defining “stealing” as “taking physical property away from another person” is also too 
narrow. After all, there seem to be types of theft (such as stealing ideas) that do not involve taking physical 
property. There are also types of theft that do not involve stealing from a person-one could steal from a non-
person. Naturally enough, there can be extensive debate over whether a definition is too narrow or not. For 
example, a definition of “person” that excludes human fetuses might be regarded as too narrow by someone 
who is opposed to abortion while a pro-choice person might find such a definition acceptable. Such disputes 
would need to be resolved by argumentation.  

A definition that is too broad is one that includes things that should not be included-it allows for the term to 
cover too much. For example, defining “stealing” as “taking something you do not legally own” would be too 
broad. A person fishing in international waters does not legally own the fish but catching them would not be 
stealing. As another example, defining “art” as “anything that creates or influences the emotions” would be too 
broad. Hitting someone in the face with a brick would influence his emotions but would not be a work of art. As 
with definitions that are too narrow there can be significant debate over whether a definition is too broad or not. 
For example, a definition of “person” that includes apes and whales might be taken by some as too broad. In 
such cases the conflict would need to be resolved by arguments.  

While it might seem odd, a definition can be too broad and too narrow at the same time. For example, 
defining “gun” as “a projectile weapon” would leave out non-projectile guns (such as laser guns) while allowing 
non gun projectile weapons (such as crossbows).  

Definitions can also be too vague. A vague definition is one that is not precise enough for the task at hand. 
Not surprisingly, vague definitions will also tend to be too broad since their vagueness will generally allow in 
too many things that do not really belong. For example, defining “person” as “a being with some kind of mental 
activity” would be vague and also too broad. 
 
Responding 
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There are a variety of ways to respond to this method. One way is to directly attack the definition used in the 

argument. This is done by showing how the definition used fails to meet one or more of the standards of a good 
definition. Obviously, since the argument rests on the definition, then if the definition is defective so too will be 
the argument.  

For example, suppose someone argues that a play is a tragedy based on their definition of tragedy in terms of 
being a work of art that creates strong emotions. This definition can be attacked on the grounds that it is too 
broad. After all, a comedy or love story could also create strong emotions but they would not be regarded as 
works of tragedy.  
A second option is to attack X (the thing that is claimed to fit or not fit the definition).  This is done by arguing 
that X does not actually meet the definition. If this can be done, the argument would fail because X would not 
belong in the claimed category. 

As an example, a person might argue that a particular song is a country song, but the response could be an 
argument showing that the song lacks the alleged qualities. As a second example, someone might claim that 
dolphins are people, but it could be replied that they lack the qualities needed to be persons. 

An argument by definition can also be countered by presenting an alternative definition. This is actually using 
another argument of the same type against the original. If the new definition is superior, then the old definition 
should be rejected and hence the argument would presumably fail. The quality of the definitions is compared 
using the standards above and the initial definition is attacked on the grounds that it is inferior to the counter 
definition.  For example, a person might present a definition of horror that is countered by a better definition. As 
a second example, a person might present a definition of stealing that is countered by presenting a more 
adequate definition. 
 
Appeal to Intuition (General) 

This method is a blend of emotional appeal and logical argumentation. 
 

Method 
 One problem in creating moral principles and theories is finding a starting point. A related problem is 

finding a way to test the results of a principle/theory without creating another principle or theory. 
If a person gives a reason for the principle or theory, then it is reasonable to ask why that reason should be 

accepted. If a reason is given for the reason, then one could still ask for a reason for that reason. This could 
create an infinite regress. 

In addition to finding a starting point for principles and theories, there is also the general problem of settling 
an issue. 

Fortunately, there is a generally accepted method of addressing these problems. This method is that one can 
begin appealing to our pre-philosophical intuitions. 
 
Intuitions & Arguments 

An intuition is typically a blend of how one thinks and feels about a matter prior to reflection. Crudely put, it 
is sort of a “gut” reaction. Naturally, a “gut” reaction is not an argument for a claim. An argument is when 
reasons are provided in support of a claim. 

In the case of an appeal to intuition, the goal of the argument is to “motivate” the reader’s intuitions so s/he 
accepts your position on the issue. This makes the argument something of a blend between persuasion and 
argumentation. 

It is an argument in the sense that the goal is to support a position through reason. It is similar to persuasion in 
that the goal is also to get the audience accept your view because you have presented something that appeals to 
their intuitions.  

 
Basic Method 

The basic method is simple in that it involves just two steps. Its main disadvantage is that it tends to be more 
in the realm of persuasion than argument.  
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 Step 1. Show that X violates (or coincides with) our intuitions. 
 Step 2. Conclude that X is incorrect/implausible/wrong (or correct/plausible/right). 
 

Story Method  
A more complex method has three steps and combines both persuasive and argumentative elements. 
 
Step 1. Present a plausible and appealing story or scenario that aims at motivating the target’s intuitions 
towards your position on the issue. 
Step 2. Present a developed argument that shows the reader why the story or scenario rationally supports your 
position. 
Step3. Conclude that your position is correct.  
 

Weakness and Strength 
 A major weak point of this method is that moral intuitions are intuitions and not the result of reflection and 

argument. Because of that fact, this method is strong and effective with people who share intuitions, but tends to 
be weak and ineffective with people who do not share the same intuitions. 
 
Testing Theories and Principles 

This method is a useful tool in philosophy and is regularly used to check theories, principles, and such. If a 
theory or principle violates our intuitions, the theory, etc. becomes less plausible unless an adequate reason can 
be given as to why our intuitions are mistaken in this matter. If a theory or principle matches our intuitions, the 
theory, principle, etc. is more plausible. 
 
Example #1 

In the Bible, Deuteronomy 21:18-21 says that stubborn and disobedient children should be stoned to death in 
public. However, this seems to violate our moral intuitions about just grounds for capital punishment. 
Therefore, the stoning of disobedient children is not acceptable. 
 
Example #2 

Consider, if you will, two people who are each starting their own software companies. One, Bad Bill is unjust. 
The other, Sweet Polly is just. Now, imagine a situation in which both Bill and Polly stumble across a lost CD 
at a technology expo. This CD, of course, contains key trade secrets of another competing company. Polly will, 
of course, return the CD to the rightful owners and will not look at any of the details- the information does not 
belong to her. Bill will, of course, examine the secrets and thus gain an edge on the competition. This will 
increase his immediate chance of success over the competition. 

Now imagine what will happen if Sweet Polly continues along the path of justice.  She will never take unfair 
advantage of her competition, she will never exploit unjust loopholes in the tax laws, and she will never put 
people out of work just to gain a boost to the value of her company’s stock. She will always offer the best 
products she can provide at a fair price.  

In direct contrast, if Bad Bill follows his path of injustice, he will use every advantage he can gain to defeat 
his competition and maximize his profits. He will gladly exploit any tax loophole in order to minimize his 
expenses. He will put people out of work in order to boost the value of the company stock. His main concern 
will be getting as much as possible for his products and he will make them only good enough that they can be 
sold.  

Given these approaches and the history of business in America, it is most likely that Sweet Polly’s company 
will fail. The best she can hope for is being a very, very small fish in a vast corporate ocean. In stark contrast, 
Bad Bill’s company will swell with profits and grow to be a dominant corporation.  

In the real world, Bad Bill’s unjust approach could lead him to a bad end.  However, even in reality the 
chance is rather slight. In the real world, Polly’s chances of success would be rather low, this showing that her 
choice is a poor one-even in reality. Given these conditions, it should be clear that Bill’s choice for injustice is 
preferable to Polly’s choice.  
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Naturally, more than a story is needed to make the general point that injustice is superior to justice. 

Fortunately a more formal argument can be provided.  
The advantages of injustice are numerous but can be bundled into one general package: flexibility. Being 

unjust, the unjust person is not limited by the constraints of morality. If she needs to lie to gain an advantage, 
she can lie freely. If a bribe would serve her purpose, she can bribe. If a bribe would not suffice and someone 
needs to have a tragic “accident”, then she can see to it that the “accident” occurs. To use an analogy, the unjust 
person is like a craftsperson that has just the right tool for every occasion. Just as the well equipped craftsperson 
has a considerable advantage over a less well equipped crafts person, the unjust person has a considerable 
advantage over those who accept moral limits on their behavior.  

It might be objected that the unjust person does face one major limit-she cannot act justly. While she cannot 
be truly just, she can, when the need arises, act justly-or at least appear to be acting justly. For example, if 
building an orphanage in Malaysia would serve her purpose better than exploiting those orphans in her sweat 
shop, then she would be free to build the orphanage. This broader range of options gives her clear edge-she can 
do everything the just person can do and much more. With her advantage she can easily get the material goods 
she craves-after all, she can do whatever it takes to get what she wants.  

Turning to the real world, an examination of successful business people and other professionals (such as 
politicians) shows that being unjust is all but essential to being a success. For example, it is no coincidence that 
Microsoft is not only the top software company but also rightly regarded as being one of the most unjust. Now I 
turn to the just person.  

If a person, such as Polly, is just then she must accept the limits of justice. To be specific, insofar as she is 
acting justly she must not engage in unjust acts. Taking an intuitive view of injustice, unjust acts would involve 
making use of unfair tactics such as lying, deception, bribes, threats and other such methods. Naturally, being 
just involves more than just not being unjust. After all, being just is like being healthy. Just as health is more 
than the absence of illness, being just is more than simply not being unjust. The just person would engage in 
positive behavior in accord with her justice-telling the truth, doing just deeds and so forth. So, the just person 
faces two major impediments. First, she cannot avail herself of the tools of injustice. This cuts down on her 
options and thus would limit her chances of material success. Second, she will be expending effort and 
resources in being just. These efforts and resources could be used instead to acquire material goods. To use an 
analogy, if success is like a race, then the just person is like someone who will stop or slow down during the 
race and help others. Obviously a runner who did this would be at a competitive disadvantage and so it follows 
that the just person would be at a disadvantage in the race of life.  

 
  

Responding 
There are various ways to respond to this method. Each of which will be considered in turn. First, it can be 

argued that the intuition is flawed. A way to do this is to present a counter-intuition: an argument by intuition 
that goes against the original argument. The idea is to show that the opposing intuition is more appealing, thus 
undercutting the original argument.  

For example, one might respond to the argument about stoning children in the following way: While it is 
believed by some that children should not be stoned to death for being disobedient, my moral intuition tells me 
that one must obey the will of God. Through the Bible God makes it clear that he wills that disobedient children 
be stoned to death. Therefore the stoning is right and good. 

As another example, in the case of the Polly and Bill example, a story could be told in which the just Polly 
triumphs over the unjust Bill.  

Second, one can present an argument aimed to show that the intuition is mistaken. This is done by showing 
the case against the position the intuition supports is strong enough to reasonable lead us to abandon the 
intuition. 

In the example involving the stoning of children, one might respond as follows: while our intuition might lead 
us to believe that stoning disobedient children is wrong, the consequences of doing this shows that it is right. 
Disobedient children are a great burden on their parents and an annoyance to the rest of society. Disobedient 
children often turn to crime and some become career criminals. Fear of stoning or actual stoning will drastically 
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cut down the number of disobedient children, thus greatly benefiting society. So, stoning disobedient children is 
morally acceptable.  

As a second example, injustice might be argued against in the following manner: While our intuitions might 
lead us towards injustice, the consequences of doing this show that it is a mistake. Unjust people do great harm 
to society and even to themselves. Thus, the life of justice is better because it provides a better existence for 
everyone. 
 
Appeals to Consequences (Normative) 

Appeal to consequences is a very popular method of moral reasoning. The basic idea is that moral assessment 
is done in terms of weighing harms and benefits. It is generally accepted that harming people and things is 
morally bad and benefiting them is good. Not surprisingly, if something is more beneficial than harmful it is 
good; if something is more harmful than beneficial it is bad.  
 
Basis & Method 

The theory behind this method is consequentialism-the view that the value of actions is to be assessed in terms 
of their consequences. There are many types of consequentialist theories and not all of them are moral theories. 
Because of this it is important to present an appeal to consequences as a moral argument and not just a cost-
benefit analysis. Though this method is generally accepted, there is philosophical debate over the underlying 
theories. 

The method involves the following steps: 
 
  Step 1: Show that action, policy, etc. X creates Y harms and Z benefits. 
  Step 2: Weigh and assess Y and Z. 
  Step 3: Argue that moral assessment is based on the consequences of actions.  
  Step 4A: If Y outweighs Z, then conclude that X is morally unacceptable. 
  Step 4B: If Z outweighs Y, then conclude that X is morally acceptable. 
 

Step 3 is a critical step. Without an argument that moral assessment should be based on consequences, there 
would be no reason for the reader to accept a moral conclusion based simply on an assessments and benefits. 
People often leave out this step when attempting to present a moral argument. Instead, they often end up 
providing practical advice instead of presenting a moral argument. This is discussed in greater detail, below. 
 
Example 
 As an example, this method could be used to provide a moral argument in favor of censorship of violent 
movies. The first step would be presenting the harms and benefits of these movies. This could be done by using 
an argument from authority to present data from various studies that contend that exposure to such violent 
movies causes people to become violent (such as shooting people in schools). This would be a harmful 
consequence of such movies. The beneficial consequences would be the entertainment provided to the audience 
as well as the profits to the media industry. The second step would be to weigh these harms and benefits. One 
could argued that while there are some benefits from violent media, such as large profits, one cannot weigh 
money more than human suffering and death. The third step would be to argue that moral assessment should be 
based on assessing consequences. This could be done by using an argument from authority (appealing to, for 
example, the authority of philosophers such as John Stuart Mill) or by another sort of argument. The final step 
would be to draw the appropriate conclusion. In this case the argument would lead to the conclusion that such 
censorship is morally acceptable and hence violence in the media should be eliminated or at least curtailed.  
 
Moral versus Practical 

 A common mistake when using this method is to simply weigh harms and benefits without including a 
moral element. This approach can be used to provide a practical argument for or against something but 
obviously does not provide a moral argument.  For example, when some argues against cheating in a 
relationship s/he might present practical reasons as to why someone should not cheat. In doing so they might 
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begin by presenting potential harms such as disease, pregnancy, divorce, damage to one’s reputation and 
physical injury. The potential benefits would include such factors as pleasure and companionship. If the person 
concludes that a person should not cheat because of these practical concerns (like avoiding disease and harm) 
then s/he would be presenting a practical argument and not a moral argument: if you do not want to be harmed, 
then do not cheat. While this is good practical advice, it does not show that cheating is immoral or morally 
acceptable. 

In order to properly use the method to make a moral argument, the moral element needs to be included. The 
object of this argument is to show that the morality of something (such as an action) can be determined by 
assessing its harms and benefits. One way to do this is to use an argument from authority. For example, you 
might use John Stuart Mill as an authority and cite his view of ethics (specifically utilitarianism). This would 
make the connection between consequences and morality. While this is a legitimate argument, it is rather weak 
because there other equally authoritative philosophers who argue against consequentialism.  A second approach 
is to use the method of applying moral theories and state that you are arguing within the context of a 
consequentialist ethical theory (such as Mill’s). While this is a legitimate approach it does have the weakness of 
simply assuming the correctness of the theory-thus making the argument conditional upon how appealing the 
theory is to the reader. A third approach is to develop an argument from intuition to argue that creating positive 
value is good and creating negative value is wrong. It could then be argued that more positive value is better 
than more negative value (this could be done by using an analogy, perhaps to something like profit and loss). 
The appropriate conclusion could then be drawn based on the assessment of the relative weight of harms and 
benefits. There are also other ways to bring in the moral element. 
   
Responding 
 Since this method is commonly used, you might have to argue against someone employing it. One way to 
respond to this method is to accept the method but offer an alternative assessment. This can be done by 
presenting an alternative set of harms of benefits or by arguing for a different assessment of their relative 
weight.  

For example, a person might present the following counter to the example given above.  
While violent media might produce such harms, it also produces benefits. Violent films, shows and video games 
are very popular, generating large profits. People also enjoy violent media. If we weigh the small number of 
deaths and injuries against the massive profits and enjoyment, it is clear that the benefits of violent media 
outweigh the harms. Therefore, violent media is morally acceptable. Naturally, a proper argument would need 
to be developed more, but the example provides the generally idea of how this sort of thing can be done.  

A second way to respond is to reject the method and argue using another method (this would be to argue by 
counter method). It can be argued that some factor other than consequences should be used when assessing the 
situation. This can be done by using another method, such as appealing to rights or rules, to counter the original 
argument. To continue with the example of censorship of violent movies, the following illustrates this approach. 
While violence in the media might lead to harms, people have a moral right to free expression. This moral right 
overrides the consideration of harms. Therefore, violence in the media should not be censored. Naturally, this 
sort of argument would need to be fully developed. In this example, the right to free expression would need to 
be supported by an argument.  
 
Appeals to Rights (Ethics) 

Many people, especially those in Western style democracies, believe in rights. It is often accepted that people 
have rights that protect them and even entitle them to certain things. It is generally accepted that such rights 
must be respected under most conditions.  

This method is involves assessing the action, policy, etc. in terms of whether it is in accord with such rights. 
This method is based on rights theory-the view that people and perhaps other beings have moral rights. Thinkers 
such as Locke, Rousseau and Hobbes have put forth theories of rights.  

While rights theories have a great deal of appeal, they are also subject to debate. There are numerous 
criticisms of particular rights as well as rights theory in general. 
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 While they often overlap, it is important not to confuse moral rights with legal rights. Law and morality are 

distinct areas, although arguments can be made that link moral rights and legal rights. In order to do this, the 
method of mixing norms can be employed. 

 
Method 

There are two variations on this method. Each has three general steps. 
 

  Step 1:  Argue for right Y. 
  Step 2: Argue that. X violates (or does not violate) right Y. 
  Step 3:  Conclude that X is not morally acceptable (or is acceptable). 
 
  Step 1: Argue for right Y. 
  Step 2:  Argue that. X is required by right Y. 
  Step 3:  Conclude that X is morally obligatory. 
 

This method generally requires providing the audience with a reason (argument) that supports the right. In 
some cases this might involve using another method or a moral theory. One way to argue for a right is to use an 
existing moral theory that argues for the right you need. For example, an argument involving a right to liberty 
could be based on John Locke’s theory. Another way to do this is to use a right that has been established in 
another area, such as law, and use mixing norms to argue that it should be a moral right as well. For example, 
you might argue from the legal right of the free press to a moral right against censorship.  
 
Example 

Censorship has often been proposed to protect people from the alleged harms of violent and sexually explicit 
media. Censorship can be argued against by arguing that people have a right to freedom of expression. If this 
right can be established, it can be concluded that such censorship is not acceptable. 
 
Responding 

There are a variety of ways to respond to this method.  The first is by arguing against there being such a right 
or by arguing that the right is incorrectly applied. . If the right is successfully attacked, then the argument is 
undercut. The type of attack varies depending on the right and the circumstances. It might be argued that the 
right is not a legitimate right. For example, if someone makes an argument based on an alleged right granting 
total freedom of expression, then this could be countered by arguing that there is no such total right. It might 
also be argued that a more important right overrides the right. For example, someone might argue against 
abortion rights by arguing that the right to make choices is overridden by the right to life. 
A second way to reply is to use an appeal to consequences. In this it would be argued that the consequences 
morally override the right. For example, consider the matter of censorship. While it is generally accepted that 
people have a right to free expression, it is also accepted that this right is not absolute-a person has no right to 
slander another. While censorship would run against the right of free expression, the harms produced by certain 
works justify censoring them, just as it would be justified to quiet a person yelling “fire” in a crowded, but fire-
free theatre. 

A third way of replying is to use the appeal to rules method. It can be argued that a moral rule overrides the 
right in question. For example, people are supposed to have a right to life and property, but they can be justly 
deprived of them by a rule of due punishment. 

A fourth way is to use some other method of moral reasoning to counter the appeal to the right.   
Mixing Norms (Normative) 

People commonly make inferences from one normative area to another. Normative areas are, roughly put, 
areas involving matters of value. Law, religion, aesthetics, morality, and etiquette are normative areas. 

People often believe that the status of X in one normative area automatically gives it the same status is another 
normative area. For example, it is often assumed there is a moral right to be free of censorship because of the 1st 
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Amendment, which guarantees a legal right to the freedom of press. Such inferences can be made, but must be 
made carefully. 
 
Flawed Method 

The following is the method that you should avoid because it is flawed. 
 
Flawed Step 1: X has status S in normative area Y.    

 Flawed Step 2: Therefore X should have the comparable status to S in normative area Z. 
 

This method is flawed, even fallacious, because the conclusion does not follow unless a proper link is made 
between Y and Z. Here are some examples of flawed inferences: 

 
• Lying to a friend is immoral, so it should be illegal. 
• Capital punishment is legal, so it is morally acceptable. 
• Deuteronomy 21:18-21 says that children who do not obey their parents are to be stoned to death, so it is 

morally acceptable. 
• Depicting graphic violence and sexuality is morally wrong, therefore such works are also aesthetically 

unacceptable as well. 
 

Acceptable Method 
 The following is an acceptable version of the method. It is acceptable because it is not logically flawed. 
 

  Step 1: X has status S in normative area Y. 
  Step 2: Premise or Argument connecting area Y and normative area Z. 
  Step 3: Therefore X should have the comparable status to S in normative area Z. 
 

Provided that the connection between Y and Z is adequately made, the reasoning is acceptable. This is 
because the chain of reasoning is complete, unlike in the flawed method. The first premise will most likely 
require support of its own. 

As an example, this method could be used to argue for the claim that making backup copies of media should 
be legal. The first step would be to argue that making backups of DVDs, software and CDs is morally 
acceptable. The second step would be to argue that things that are morally acceptable should be legal. The 
conclusion drawn would be that making backups of DVDs, software and CDs should be legal. 
 
Making the Connection 

Making the connection between two normative areas can be difficult. Fortunately there are ways to do this. 
The overall task is to show that the status of X in normative area Z should be inferred from its status in 
normative area Y. 

One way to make the connection is to make use of an existing theory. There are theories that explicitly or 
implicitly connect two normative areas. For example, divine command theory is the view that morality is 
determined by religion, so the inference from religious norms to moral norms is justified. As another example, 
Legalism is the view that morality is determined by the laws of the state, so the inference from legal norms (the 
laws) to moral norms is justified. To use an existing theory, simply use either an argument from authority or an 
appeal to a moral theory. 

Another way to do this is to state that the argument is being made in the context of the theory. The obvious 
weakness of this approach is that only those who accept the theory will accept the inference. As an example, a 
person might claim that given divine command theory, since the bible permits torture (2 Samuel 12:26-31) it 
follows that torture is morally acceptable. As another example, a person might argue that given legalism, since 
the use of marijuana is illegal, it must also be evil.  
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Another approach is to argue for the theory, which will typically require a great deal of work. However, it is 

possible to present a sufficiently concise argument in favor of the relevant parts of the theory needed to make 
the connection. However, if there is an easier or more direct way to argue for the conclusion, this method can be 
overkill. 

Another way to make the connection is by arguing explicitly for a connection between the two that justifies 
the inference. The task is to show that the status of X in normative area Z should be inferred from its status in 
normative area Y. The effectiveness of the method depends on the quality of the argument for the connection. 
For example, a person might present the following argument: The state exists to protect people from harm. 
Thus, the laws of the state are designed to protect people from harm by making harmful things illegal. Things 
that are immoral are harmful-at the very least they damage the person’s moral character. Thus, things that are 
immoral should also be made illegal by the state. 

As a final point, given that this method can involve a great deal of work, if there is an easier or more direct 
way to argue for the conclusion, this method can be overkill. 
 
Law 

The great variation in laws limits inferences from law to other normative areas and can lead to problems such 
as contradictions. For example, prostitution is legal in Nevada but not in Maine, so inferring from law to 
morality would entail that prostitution is both moral and immoral. 

There are many different views of the foundation and purpose of law, so inferences to or from law can be 
problematic.  For example, the US has legal separation of Church and State, so inferring from religion to law 
would be problematic. 
 
Religion 

Inferences to or from a religion will generally only be accepted by those of the same faith. 
 For example, pork is forbidden to Jews, but Christians are unlikely to accept that that pork should be outlawed. 
There is a great variety even within one religion and this makes inferences from religion problematic. For 
example, the Koran calls for Jihad, but some interpret it in ways that justify terrorism and others do not.  

Bringing in an entire religion and accompanying metaphysics to solve a problem is often overkill. Also, the 
religion and its assumptions are often far more controversial than the point being argued for.  
 
Aesthetics 

Aesthetics is often regarded as being trumped by law, morality and religion. This often makes inferences from 
aesthetics to other areas too difficult. This often makes inferences from other areas to aesthetics too easy. The 
areas where aesthetics and other areas overlap are typically regarded as belonging to those other areas. For 
example, censorship is often regarded as primarily a legal or moral issue rather than an aesthetic issue. 

There is a great deal of disagreement in aesthetics, which makes inferences from aesthetics problematic.  
The concerns of aesthetics are seen as removed from those of other areas, thus making inferences from 

aesthetics more difficult. For example, what implications does a theory of beauty have for law, religion or 
morality? Aesthetics is often regarded as being a realm of pure opinion thus making inferences from aesthetics 
more difficult.  
 
Morality 

There is a great deal of disagreement about morality, which can make inferences to or from morality 
problematic. There are moral theories based on other normative areas, which can make inferences too easy or 
too difficult. For example, Divine command theory makes inferences from religion to morality automatic, but 
precludes inferences from morality to religion. As another example, legalism makes inferences from law to 
morality automatic, but precludes inferences from morality to law. This is dispute over the foundation and 
purpose of morality which can make such inferences problematic. For example, relativism is the view that 
morality is grounded in the culture, so making an inference from morality to international law would be 
problematic.  
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Responding 

 One way to reply to this method to challenge the normative status of X, as presented in the first step. 
Challenging this status involves arguing that X does not have the alleged status. If X does not have the required 
normative status, then the inference fails.  Alternatively, the inference can be made, but the normative status 
will be based on the “new” status. 

For example, suppose someone argued that copying DVDs is immoral and hence should be illegal. The 
response would be to argue that copying DVDs is moral and thus concluding that hence it should be legal. 

A second way to reply is to attack the link. The argument depends on the link between the two normative 
areas-if the link fails, the argument fails. The objective is to argue that the inference is not justified. In some 
cases there are established ways to break the link. For example, a way to counter an argument for basing a law 
on religion is to appeal to the separation of church and state. 

The link can also be attacked by arguing that the norms of one area do not apply to the other or that one area 
overrides another, thus preventing the inference. For example, Oscar Wilde claimed that morality does not 
apply to art. As another example, morality is often seen as trumping law, so the inference from law to morality 
would not be justified.  
 
Applying Aesthetic Principles (Aesthetics) 

One method of assessing a work of art is to apply a principle of aesthetic value to that work. The goal is to 
determine if the work is aesthetically valuable and if so to what degree. Aesthetic value is generally taken to be 
distinct from other types of value, especially economic value.  Different principles might apply to different 
works based on such factors as genre and intent. 
 
Method 

This method has the following steps: 
  Step 1: Present and argue for the aesthetic principle. 
  Step 2: Describe the relevant qualities of X. 
  Step 3: Show how X meets or fails to meet the conditions set by the principle. 
  Step 4: Draw the relevant conclusion in regards to the aesthetic value of X. 
 
Sample Aesthetic Principles 

A principle of aesthetic value states the basis for the value of the work. The following are some examples of 
actual principles. This list is not exhaustive-there are many other principles.  

• Its monetary value. 
• Its capacity to convey or present general truths. 
• Its influence on other works of art. 
• Its capacity to present or transmit the values or beliefs of a culture or other system of belief. 
• Its expression of diversity. 
• Its capacity to inspire or motivate social or political change or to bring to light social or political problems. 
• Its capacity to produce a desired emotional effect, such as pleasure or pity & fear. 
• The degree to which it has an aesthetic property (such as beauty). 
• The degree to which it is valued by the cultural elite or critics. 
• Its capacity to make people see the world in new ways. 
 

Assessing aesthetic Principles 
While the full assessment of a principle would tend to be a complex process, the following general standards 

can be used: 
 
• An aesthetic standard must be presented. 
• This standard must be supported by arguments (the arguments are also subject to assessment).   
• The application of the principle must produce reasonable solutions to the moral problem. 
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• The principle must be coherent. 
• The principle must be plausible. 
• The principle must correspond to our moral intuitions or provide adequate grounds for abandoning our 

intuitions. 
 
A principle that fails to meet these standards is defective. Naturally enough, a principle can be criticized on 
these grounds and it is to this that the discussion now turns. 
 
Example 

As an example, it could be claimed that the value of a work of horror depends on its capacity to induce the 
emotional state of horror in the audience. H.P. Lovecraft’s “The Rats in the Walls” has created a strong feeling 
of horror in its readers for decades. Thus, the story has great aesthetic value as a work of horror. Naturally, this 
is just the outline of such an argument-the details would have to be fully developed.  
 
 
Responding  

One way to respond to this argument is by arguing against the principle by showing that it fails to meet one or 
more of the standards presented above. If the principle is flawed or incorrect, then its use would also be flawed. 
For example, suppose a person claims that the movie the Return of the King is aesthetically valuable because it 
made a lot of money. This principle can be undercut by providing examples of works that made money but lack 
aesthetic value. It could also be undercut by pointing out that many things make money that have nothing to do 
with art-for example, heroin. Attacking a principle can require an extensive amount of work. 

Another way to respond is by attacking X. This is done by arguing that X lacks the relevant qualities and 
hence does not meet the conditions set by the principle. For example, consider the athlete’s principle once more.  

For example, a work alleged to be valuable because of its social impact could be shown to have actually had 
little impact, thus undercutting the claim that it has the alleged degree of value. 

One final way to respond to this method is to employ a counter-principle. It can be argued that X is better 
assessed by a different principle. This is actually using another argument of the same type against the original. 
If assessment by the new principle is a better assessment, the first assessment is undercut. 

For example, a movie critic might criticize a comedic film as having little value because it fails to convey 
general truths about the human condition. This could be countered by arguing that the work is a comedy 
principle that should be applied is the principle that the value of a work depends on its capacity to produce an 
emotional effect, in this case inspiring laughter. 

 
Art 

This method can be used to argue that a work is art. The method would be used as above, with the addition of 
the following steps: 

 
  Step 5: An argument that supports the claim that if something has aesthetic value, it is art. 
  Step 6:  Drawing the conclusion that the work is art. 
 

This method is not without controversy as it can be argued that something could have aesthetic value without 
being a work of art. For example, a person might have aesthetic value (beauty) and yet not be a work of art. 
 
Non-Art 

This method can be used to argue that a work is not art. The method would be used as above, with the 
addition of the following steps: 

 
   Step 5:  An argument that supports the claim that if something lacks aesthetic value, it is not art. 
   Step 6:  Drawing the conclusion that the work is not art. 
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The strength of this method depends on the quantity and quality of the principles used. The more principles 
and the higher their quality, the better the argument will be. Be sure to keep in mind that even great works of art 
will not meet the standards set by all principles of aesthetic value. 

 
 
Applying Aesthetic Theories (Aesthetics) 

One method of assessing a work is to apply an aesthetic theory to the work. The goal is typically to determine 
whether a work is a work of art or not. General aesthetic theories, such as the one developed by Tolstoy, address 
this question. Theories are also used to determine whether a work falls within a particular genre or not. Theories 
of specific arts are typically used to address this question. For example, Aristotle wrote extensively on the 
subject of tragedy.  Aesthetic theories also contain principles of aesthetic value. For example, John Stuart Mill 
wrote about what distinguishes good poetry from bad poetry.  
 

Method 
This method involves the following steps. 
 

  Step 1:  Present and argue for the relevant aspects of the aesthetic theory. 
  Step 2:  Describe the relevant qualities of X. 
  Step 3:  Show how X meets or fails to meet the conditions set by the theory. 
  Step 4:  Draw the relevant conclusion regarding the status of X.  
 

The first step can be the most difficult step. In some cases completing step one would involve creating and 
defending an entire aesthetic theory. This is the sort of thing that would be done in a book or dissertation and is 
obviously beyond the scope of an essay.  

In the case of a short paper or essay, the first step would need to be fairly condensed. Three approaches are 
suggested here. The first is to use an argument from authority in support of the theory. In this approach you are 
essentially claiming the view is correct because an expert philosopher presents the view. While this does 
complete the first step it is a fairly weak approach because aesthetics is hotly contested between many experts. 
Thus, resting your case on the expertise of one philosopher is not well founded. The second is to simply assume 
the theory for the sake of the argument. In this case, the argument would be made within the context of an 
established theory. Making such assumptions for the sake of developing an argument within a context is 
acceptable but also very weak. After all, you would simply be assuming a major point of contention-the 
correctness of a theory. The third way is to present a concise argument that supports the aspect of the theory 
needed to make your case. This requires more work than an argument from authority but tends to produce a far 
stronger case. Obviously it is considerably stronger than simply assuming that the theory you want to use is 
correct.   

 
Assessing Aesthetic Theories 

Aesthetic theories tend to be complex and hence their assessment is generally rather involved. However, there 
are some basic standards that any aesthetic theory must meet.  

 
• Aesthetic standards and guides must be presented. 
• These standards and guides must be supported by arguments (these arguments are also subject to 

assessment). 
• The application of the theory must produce reasonable solutions to moral problems. 
• The theory must be internally consistent. 
• The theory must be coherent. 
• The theory must be plausible. 
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• The theory must correspond to our moral intuitions or provide adequate grounds for abandoning our 

intuitions. 
 
A theory that fails to meet these conditions would be defective. There are other standards that are used when 
assessing moral theories but these are more controversial and more complex than these general standards.  
 
Examples of Theories 

As mentioned above, there are many types of aesthetic theories.  Tolstoy, for example, presents an account of 
art based on his notion of infection. Aristotle writes at great length about tragedy and defines this genre as well 
as art in general. John Stuart Mill writes on poetry and attempts to define this genre and provide an account 
distinguishing good poetry from bad poetry.  

There are many other types of aesthetic theories. Some of these are examined in detail during the course. 
 
Responding 
 There are a variety of ways to counter this method. The first is to attack the theory being used. If the theory is 
flawed, then its employment would also be flawed. As with defending a theory, attacking a theory can require 
an extensive amount of work. If a person is writing a book or dissertation against a moral theory, then this 
amount of work would be fine. However, a full scale attack on a moral theory would go beyond the scope of an 
ethical essay or short paper. In such a situation, there are two concise ways to attack a theory. The first is to use 
an argument from authority and employ criticisms of the theory made by other thinkers. This can be further 
developed and strengthened by presenting the arguments used by the other thinkers. One disadvantage of this 
method is that the arguments will not be your own. The second is to present focused criticisms of the theory (as 
opposed to a large scale attack on the theory). This is most effective when the attacks are made on aspects of the 
theory that are especially relevant to the specific matter at hand. 

A second method of response is to attack X by arguing that it lacks the relevant qualities needed to allow the 
theory to apply as claimed. For example, if a work is classified as art based on Tolstoy’s theory of art, one way 
to reply is to argue  that Tolstoy’s definition of art is too narrow and too broad. 

A third way to respond to this method is to use a counter-theory. This is done by arguing that X is better 
assessed by a different theory. If it can be shown that the counter-theory is better, then the original argument 
would be shown to be defective.  
 
Part Two Defining and Judging Art 
  
The Arts and Fine Arts 
SEAN LE ROND D'ALEMBERT  
 
[Preliminary Discourse to the Encyclopedia of Diderot, 1751] 

 
Since the first operation of reflection consists in drawing together and uniting direct notions, we of necessity 

have begun this Discourse by looking at reflection from that point of view and reviewing the different sciences 
that result from it. But the notions formed by the combination of primitive ideas are not the only ones of which 
our minds are capable. There is another kind of reflective knowledge, and we must turn to it now. It consists of 
the ideas which we create for ourselves by imagining and putting together beings similar to those which are the 
object of our direct ideas. This is what we call the imitation of Nature, so well known and so highly 
recommended by the ancients. Since the direct ideas that strike us most vividly are those which we remember 
most easily, these are also the ones which we try most to reawaken in ourselves by the imitation of their objects. 
Although pleasant objects [of reality] have a greater impact on us because they are real rather than mere 
imitations, we are somewhat compensated for that loss of attractiveness by the pleasure which results from 
imitation. As for the objects which, when real, excite only sad or tumultuous sentiments, imitation of them is 
more pleasing than the objects themselves, because it places us at precisely that distance where we experience 
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the pleasure of the emotion without feeling its disturbance. That imitation of objects capable of exciting in us 
lively, vivid, or pleasing sentiments, whatever their nature may be, constitutes in general the imitation of la 
belle Nature, about which so many authors have written without presenting a clear idea of it. They fail to do so 
either because la belle Nature can be perceived by only an extremely delicate sensitivity, or perhaps also 
because in this matter the limits which distinguish the arbitrary from the true are not yet well defined and leave 
some area open to opinion. 

Painting and Sculpture ought to be placed at the head of that knowledge which consists of imitation, because 
it is in those arts above all that imitation best approximates the objects represented and speaks most directly to 
the senses. Architecture, that art which is born of necessity and perfected by luxury, can be added to those two. 
Having developed by degrees from cottages to palaces, in the eyes of the philosopher it is simply the 
embellished mask, so to speak, of one of our greatest needs. The imitation of la belle Nature in Architecture is 
less striking and more restricted than in Painting or Sculpture. The latter express all the parts of la belle Nature 
indifferently and without restriction, portraying it as it is, uniform or varied; while Architecture, combining and 
uniting the different bodies it uses, is confined to imitating the symmetrical arrangement that Nature observes 
more or less obviously in each individual thing, and that contrasts so well with the beautiful variety of all taken 
together. 

Poetry, which comes after Painting and Sculpture, and which imitates merely by means of words disposed 
according to a harmony agreeable to the ear, speaks to the imagination rather than to the senses. In a touching 
and vivid manner it represents to the imagination the objects which make up this universe. By the warmth, the 
movement, and the life which it is capable of giving, it seems rather to create than to portray them. Finally, 
music, which speaks simultaneously to the imagination and to the senses, holds the last place in the order of 
imitation-not that its imitation is less perfect in the objects which it attempts to represent, but because until now 
it has apparently been restricted to a smaller number of images. This should be attributed less to its nature than 
to the lack of sufficient inventiveness and resourcefulness in most of those who cultivate it. It will not be useless 
to make some reflections on this subject. In its origin music perhaps was intended only to represent noise. Little 
by little it has become a kind of discourse, or even language, through which the different sentiments of the soul, 
or rather its different passions, are expressed. But why reduce this kind of expression to passions alone, and 
why not extend it as much as possible to the sensations themselves? Although the perceptions that we receive 
through various organs differ among themselves as much as their objects, we can nevertheless compare them 
according to another point of view which is common to them: that is, by the pleasurable or disquieting effect 
they have upon our soul. A frightening object, a terrible noise, each produces an emotion in us by which we can 
bring them somewhat together, and we can often designate both of these emotions either by the same name or 
by synonymous names. Thus, I do not see why a musician who had to portray a frightening object could not 
succeed in doing so by seeking in nature the kind of sound that can produce in us the emotion most resembling 
the one excited by this object. I say the same of agreeable sensations. To think otherwise would be to wish to 
restrict the limits of art and of our pleasures. I confess that the kind of depiction of which we are speaking here 
demands a subtle and profound study of the shadings which differentiate our sensations; thus it is not to be 
hoped that these shadings will be distinguished by an ordinary talent. Grasped by the man of genius, perceived 
by the man of taste, understood by the man of intelligence, they are lost on the multitude. Any music that does 
not portray something is only noise; and without that force of habit which denatures everything, it would hardly 
create more pleasure than a sequence of harmonious and sonorous words stripped of order and connection. It is 
true that a musician desirous of portraying everything would in many circumstances give us scenes of harmony 
which would not be grasped by vulgar senses. But all that can be concluded from this is that after having 
created an art of learning music one ought also to create an art of listening to it. 

We will stop enumerating the principal parts of our knowledge here. If one now looks at them all together and 
attempts to find some general points of view which can serve to differentiate them, one finds that some which 
are purely practical in nature [arts] have as their aim the execution of something. Others of a purely speculative 
nature [sciences] are limited to the examination of their object and the contemplation of its properties. Finally, 
still others derive practical use from the speculative study of their object. Speculation and practice constitute the 
principal difference that distinguishes the Sciences from the Arts, and it is more or less according to this 
concept that we have given one or another name to each of the parts of our knowledge. [...] 
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In general the name Art may be given to any system of knowledge which can be reduced to positive and 

invariable rules independent of caprice or opinion. In this sense it would be permitted to say that several of our 
sciences are arts when they are viewed from their practical side. But just as there are rules for the operations of 
the mind or soul, there are also rules for those of the body: that is, for those operations which, applying 
exclusively to external bodies, can be executed by hand alone. Such is the origin of the differentiation of the arts 
into liberal and mechanical arts, and of the superiority which we accord to the first over the second. That 
superiority is doubtless unjust in several respects. Nevertheless, none of our prejudices, however ridiculous, is 
without its reason, or to speak more precisely, its origin, and although philosophy is often powerless to correct 
abuses, it can at least discern their source. After physical force rendered useless the right of equality possessed 
by all men, the weakest, who are always the majority, joined together to check it. With the aid of laws and 
different sorts of governments they established an `inequality of convention' in which force ceased to be the 
defining principle. [...] The mechanical arts, which are dependent upon manual operation and are subjugated (if 
I may be permitted this term) to a sort of routine, have been left to those among men whom prejudices have 
placed in the lowest class. Poverty has forced these men to turn to such work more often than taste and genius 
have attracted them to it. Subsequently it became a reason for holding them in contempt-so much does poverty 
harm everything that accompanies it. With regard to the free operations of the mind, they have been apportioned 
to those who have believed themselves most favored of Nature in this respect. However, the advantage that the 
liberal arts have over the mechanical arts, because of their demands upon the intellect and because of the 
difficulty of excelling in them, is sufficiently counterbalanced by the quite superior usefulness which the latter 
for the most part have for us. It is this very usefulness which reduced them perforce to purely mechanical 
operations in order to make them accessible to a larger number of men. But while justly respecting great 
geniuses for their enlightenment, society ought not to degrade the hands by which it is served. [...] 

Among the liberal arts that have been reduced to principles, those that undertake the imitation of Nature have 
been called the Fine Arts because they have pleasure for their principal object. But that is not the only 
characteristic distinguishing them from the more necessary or more useful liberal arts, such as Grammar, Logic, 
and Ethics. The latter have fixed and settled rules which any man can transmit to another, whereas the practice 
of the Fine Arts consists principally in an invention which takes its laws almost exclusively from genius. The 
rules which have been written concerning these arts are, properly speaking, only the mechanical part. Their 
effect is somewhat like that of the telescope; they only aid those who see. 

From everything we have said heretofore it follows that the different ways in which our mind operates on 
objects and also the different uses which it derives from these objects are the first available means of generally 
distinguishing the various parts of knowledge from one another. Everything is related to our needs, whether 
from absolute necessity, or from convenience and pleasure, or even from custom and caprice. The more the 
needs are remote or difficult to satisfy, the slower the knowledge intended to satisfy them will be in making its 
appearance. Think of the progress Medicine would have made at the expense of the purely speculative sciences 
if it were as certain as Geometry. But there are still other very marked characteristics in the way our knowledge 
affects us and in the different judgments that our soul makes of ideas. These judgments are designated by the 
words evidence, certitude, probability, feeling, and taste. 

Evidence properly pertains to the ideas whose connection the mind perceives immediately. Certitude pertains 
to those whose connection can be known only by the aid of a certain number of intermediate ideas, or, what is 
the same thing, to propositions whose identity with a self-evident principle can be discovered only by a circuit 
of greater or lesser length. [...] Feeling is of two sorts. The one concerned with moral truths is called conscience. 
It is a result of natural law and of our conception of good and evil. One could call it evidence of the heart, for, 
although it differs greatly from the evidence of the mind which concerns speculative truths, it subjugates us with 
the same force. The other sort of feeling pertains in particular to the imitation of la belle Nature and to what we 
call beauties of expression. It grasps sublime and striking beauties with rapture, subtly discerns hidden beauties, 
and proscribes those that merely feign their appearance. Often, indeed, it pronounces severe judgments without 
bothering to describe in detail the motives for them, because these motives depend upon a multitude of ideas 
that are difficult to expound all at once and still more difficult to transmit to others. It is to this kind of feeling 
that we owe taste and genius, which are distinguished from one another in that genius is the feeling that creates 
and taste the feeling that judges. 
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Of the Standard of Taste 
-DAVID HUME 

 
The great variety of Taste, as well as of opinion, which prevails in the world, is too obvious not to have fallen 

under every one's observation. Men of the most confined knowledge are able to remark a difference of taste in 
the narrow circle of their acquaintance, even where the persons have been educated under the same government, 
and have early imbibed the same prejudices. But those, who can enlarge their view to contemplate distant 
nations and remote ages, are still more surprised at the great inconsistence and contrariety. We are apt to call 
barbarous whatever departs widely from our own taste and apprehension: But soon find the epithet of reproach 
retorted on us. And the highest arrogance and self-conceit is at last startled, on observing an equal assurance on 
all sides, and scruples, amidst such a contest of sentiment, to pronounce positively in its own favor. 

As this variety of taste is obvious to the most careless enquirer; so will it be found, on examination, to be still 
greater in reality than in appearance. The sentiments of men often differ with regard to beauty and deformity of 
all kinds, even while their general discourse is the same. There are certain terms in every language, which 
import blame, and others praise; and all men, who use the same tongue, must agree in their application of them. 
Every voice is united in applauding elegance, propriety, simplicity, spirit in writing; and in blaming fustian, 
affectation, coldness, and a false brilliancy: But when critics come to particulars, this seeming unanimity 
vanishes; and it is found, that they had affixed a very different meaning to their expressions. In all matters of 
opinion and science, the case is opposite: The difference among men is there oftener found to lie in generals 
than in particulars; and to be less in reality than in appearance. An explanation of the terms commonly ends the 
controversy; and the disputants are surprised to find, that they had been quarrelling, while at bottom they agreed 
in their judgment. 

Those who found morality on sentiment, more than on reason, are inclined to comprehend ethics under the 
former observation, and to maintain, that, in all questions, which regard conduct and manners, the difference 
among men is really greater than at first sight it appears. It is indeed obvious, that writers of all nations and all 
ages concur in applauding justice, humanity, magnanimity, prudence, veracity; and in blaming the opposite 
qualities. Even poets and other authors, whose compositions are chiefly calculated to please the imagination, are 
yet found, from Homer down to Fenelon, to inculcate the same moral precepts, and to bestow their applause and 
blame on the same virtues and vices. This great unanimity is usually ascribed to the influence of plain reason; 
which, in all these cases, maintains similar sentiments in all men, and prevents those controversies, to which the 
abstract sciences are so much exposed. So far as the unanimity is real, this account may be admitted as 
satisfactory: But we must also allow that some part of the seeming harmony in morals may be accounted for 
from the very nature of language. The word virtue, with its equivalent in every tongue, implies praise; as that of 
vice does blame: And no one, without the most obvious and grossest impropriety, could affix reproach to a 
term, which in general acceptation is understood in a good sense; or bestow applause, where the idiom requires 
disapprobation. Homer's general precepts, where he delivers any such, will never be controverted; but it is 
obvious, that, when he draws particular pictures of manners, and represents heroism in Achilles and prudence in 
Ulysses, he intermixes a much greater degree of ferocity in the former, and of cunning and fraud in the latter, 
than Fenelon would admit of The sage Ulysses in the Greek poet seems to delight in lies and fictions, and often 
employs them without any necessity or even advantage: But his more scrupulous son, in the French epic writer, 
exposes himself to the most imminent perils, rather than depart from the most exact line of truth and veracity. 

The admirers and followers of the Alcoran insist on the excellent moral precepts interspersed throughout that 
wild and absurd performance. But it is to be supposed, that the Arabic words, which correspond to the English, 
equity, justice, temperance, meekness, charity, were such as, from the constant use of that tongue, must always 
be taken in a good sense; and it would have argued the greatest ignorance, not of morals, but of language, to 
have mentioned them with any epithets, besides those of applause and approbation. But would we know, 
whether the pretended prophet had really attained a just sentiment of morals? Let us attend to his narration; and 
we shall soon find, that he bestows praise on such instances of treachery, inhumanity, cruelty, revenge, bigotry, 
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as are utterly incompatible with civilized society No steady rule of right seems there to be attended to; and 
every action is blamed or praised, so far only as it is beneficial or hurtful to the true believers. 

The merit of delivering true general precepts in ethics is indeed very small. Whoever recommends any moral 
virtues, really does no more than is implied in the terms themselves. That people, who invented the word 
charity, and used it in a good sense, inculcated more clearly and much more efficaciously, the precept, be 
charitable, than any pretended legislator or prophet, who should insert such a maxim in his writings. Of all 
expressions, those, which, together with their other meaning, imply a degree either of blame or approbation, are 
the least liable to be perverted or mistaken. it is natural for us to seek a Standard of Taste; a rule, by which the 
various sentiments of men may be reconciled; at least, a decision, afforded, confirming one sentiment, and 
condemning another. 

There is a species of philosophy which cuts off all hopes of success in such an attempt, and represents the 
impossibility of ever attaining any standard of taste. The difference, it is said, is very wide between judgment 
and sentiment. All sentiment is right; because sentiment has a reference to nothing beyond itself, and is always 
real, wherever a man is conscious of it. But all determinations of the understanding are not right; because they 
have a reference to something beyond themselves, to wit, real matter of fact; and are not always conformable to 
that standard. Among a thousand different opinions which different men may entertain of the same subject, 
there is one, and but one, that is just and true; and the only difficulty is to fix and ascertain it. On the contrary, a 
thousand different sentiments, excited by the same object, are all right: Because no sentiment represents what is 
really in the object. It only marks a certain conformity or relation between the object and the organs or faculties 
of the mind; and if that conformity did not really exist, the sentiment could never possibly have being. Beauty is 
no quality in things themselves: It exists merely in the mind which contemplates them; and each mind perceives 
a different beauty. One person may even perceive deformity, where another is sensible of beauty; and every 
individual ought to acquiesce in his own sentiment, without pretending to regulate those of others. To seek the 
real beauty, or real deformity, is as fruitless an enquiry, as to pretend to ascertain the real sweet or real bitter. 
According to the disposition of the organs, the same object may be both sweet and bitter; and the proverb has 
justly determined it to be fruitless to dispute concerning tastes. It is very natural, and even quite necessary, to 
extend this axiom to mental, as well as bodily taste; and thus common sense, which is so often at variance with 
philosophy, especially with the skeptical kind, is found, in one instance at least, to agree in pronouncing the 
same decision. 

But though this axiom, by passing into a proverb, seems to have attained the sanction of common sense; there 
is certainly a species of common sense which opposes it, at least serves to modify and restrain it. Whoever 
would assert an equality of genius and elegance between Ogilby and Milton, or Bunyan and Addison, would be 
thought to defend no less an extravagance, than if he had maintained a mole-hill to be as high as Teneriffe, or a 
pond as extensive as the ocean. Though there may be found persons, who give the preference to the former 
authors; no one pays attention to such a taste; and we pronounce without scruple the sentiment of these 
pretended critics to be absurd and ridiculous. The principle of the natural equality of tastes is then totally forgot, 
and while we admit it on some occasions, where the objects seem near an equality, it appears an extravagant 
paradox, or rather a palpable absurdity, where objects so disproportioned are compared together.    

It is evident that none of the rules of composition are fixed by reasonings a priori or can be esteemed abstract 
conclusions of the understanding, from comparing those habitudes and relations of ideas, which are eternal and 
immutable. Their foundation is the same with that of all the practical sciences, experience; nor are they any 
thing but general observations, concerning what has been universally found to please in all countries and in all 
ages. Many of the beauties of poetry and even of eloquence are founded on falsehood and fiction, on 
hyperboles, metaphors, and an abuse or perversion of terms from their natural meaning. To check the sallies of 
the imagination, and to reduce every expression to geometrical truth and exactness, would be the most contrary 
to the laws of criticism; because it would produce a work, which, by universal experience, has been found the 
most insipid and disagreeable. But though poetry can never submit to exact truth, it must be confined by rules of 
art, discovered to the author either by genius or observation. If some negligent or irregular writers have pleased, 
they have not pleased by their transgressions of rule or order, but in spite of these transgressions: They have 
possessed other beauties, which were conformable to just criticism; and the force of these beauties has been able 
to overpower censure, and give the mind a satisfaction superior to the disgust arising from the blemishes. 
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Ariosto pleases; but not by his monstrous and improbable fictions, by his bizarre mixture of the serious and 
comic styles, by the want of coherence in his stories, or by the continual interruptions of his narration. He 
charms by the force and clearness of his expression, by the readiness and variety of his inventions, and by his 
natural pictures of the passions, especially those of the gay and amorous kind: And however his faults may 
diminish our satisfaction, they are not able entirely to destroy it. Did our pleasure really arise from those parts 
of his poem, which we denominate faults, this would be no objection to criticism in general: It would only be an 
objection to those particular rules of criticism, which would establish such circumstances to be faults, and 
would represent them as universally blameable. If they are found to please, they cannot be faults; let the 
pleasure, which they produce, be ever so unexpected and unaccountable. 

But though all the general rules of art are founded only on experience and on the observation of the common 
sentiments of human nature, we must not imagine, that, on every occasion, the feelings of men will be 
conformable to these rules. Those finer emotions of the mind are of a very tender and delicate nature, and 
require the concurrence of many favorable circumstances to make them play with facility and exactness, 
according to their general and established principles. The least exterior hindrance to such small springs, or the 
least internal disorder, disturbs their motion, and confounds the operation of the whole machine. When we 
would make an experiment of this nature, and would try the force of any beauty or deformity, we must choose 
with care a proper time and place, and bring the fancy to a suitable situation and disposition. A perfect serenity 
of mind, a recollection of thought, a due attention to the object; if any of these circumstances be wanting, our 
experiment will be fallacious, and we shall be unable to judge of the catholic and universal beauty. The relation, 
which nature has placed between the form and the sentiment, will at least be more obscure; and it will require 
greater accuracy to trace and discern it. We shall be able to ascertain its influence not so much from the 
operation of each particular beauty, as from the durable admiration, which attends those works, that have 
survived all the caprices of mode and fashion, all the mistakes of ignorance and envy 

The same Homer, who pleased at Athens and Rome two thousand years ago, is still admired at Paris and at 
London. All the changes of climate, government, religion, and language, have not been able to obscure his glory 
Authority or prejudice may give a temporary vogue to a bad poet or orator; but his reputation will never be 
durable or general. When his compositions are examined by posterity or by foreigners, the enchantment is 
dissipated, and his faults appear in their true colors. On the contrary, a real genius, the longer his works endure, 
and the more wide they are spread, the more sincere is the admiration which he meets with. Envy and jealousy 
have too much place in a narrow circle; and even familiar acquaintance with his person may diminish the 
applause due to his performances: But when these obstructions are removed, the beauties, which are naturally 
fitted to excite agreeable sentiments, immediately display their energy; and while the world endures, they 
maintain their authority over the minds of men. 

It appears then, that, amidst all the variety and caprice of taste, there are certain general principles of 
approbation or blame, whose influence a careful eye may trace in all operations of the mind. Some particular 
forms or qualities, from the original structure of the internal fabric, are calculated to please, and others to 
displease; and if they fail of their effect in any particular instance, it is from some apparent defect or 
imperfection in the organ. A man in a fever would not insist on his palate as able to decide concerning flavors; 
nor would one, affected with the jaundice, pretend to give a verdict with regard to colors. In each creature, there 
is a sound and a defective state; and the former alone can be supposed to afford us a true standard of taste and 
sentiment. If, in the sound state of the organ, there be an entire or a considerable uniformity of sentiment among 
men, we may thence derive an idea of the perfect beauty; in like manner as the appearance of objects III day- 
light, to the eye of a man in health, is denominated their true and real color, even while color is allowed to be 
merely a phantasm of the senses. 

Many and frequent are the defects in the internal organs, which prevent or weaken the influence of those 
general principles, on which depends our sentiment of beauty or deformity. Though some objects, by the 
structure of the mind, be naturally calculated to give pleasure, it is not to be expected, that in every individual 
the pleasure will be equally felt. Particular incidents and situations occur, which either throw a false light on the 
objects, or hinder the true from conveying to the imagination the proper sentiment and perception. 

One obvious cause, why many feel not the proper sentiment of beauty, is the want of that delicacy of 
imagination, which is requisite to convey a sensibility of those finer emotions. This delicacy every one pretends 
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to: Every one talks of it; and would reduce every kind of taste or sentiment to its standard. But as our intention 
in this essay is to mingle some light of the understanding with the feelings of sentiment, it will be proper to give 
a more accurate definition of delicacy, than has hitherto been attempted. And not to draw our philosophy from 
too profound a source, we shall have recourse to a noted story in Don Quixote. 

It is with good reason, says Sancho to the squire with the great nose, that I pretend to have a judgment in 
wine: This is a quality hereditary in our family Two of my kinsmen were once called to give their opinion of a 
hogshead, which was supposed to be excellent, being old and of a good vintage. One of them tastes it; considers 
it; and after mature reflection pronounces the wine to be good, were it not for a small taste of leather, which he 
perceived in it. The other, after using the same precautions, gives also his verdict in favour of the wine; but with 
the reserve of a taste of iron, which he could easily distinguish. You cannot imagine how much they were both 
ridiculed for their judgment. But who laughed in the end? On emptying the hogshead, there was found at the 
bottom, an old key with a leathern thong tied to it. 

The great resemblance between mental and bodily taste will easily teach us to apply this story Though it be 
certain, that beauty and deformity, more than sweet and bitter, are not qualities in objects, but belong entirely to 
the sentiment, internal or external; it must be allowed, that there are certain qualities in objects, which are fitted 
by nature to produce those particular feelings. Now as these qualities may be found in a small degree, or may be 
mixed and confounded with each other, it often happens, that the taste is not affected with such minute qualities, 
or is not able to distinguish all the particular flavors, amidst the disorder, in which they are presented. Where the 
organs are so fine, as to allow nothing to escape them; and at the same time so exact as to perceive every 
ingredient in the composition: This we call delicacy of taste, whether we employ these terms in the literal or 
metaphorical sense. Here then the general rules of beauty are of use; being drawn from established models, and 
from the observation of what pleases or displeases, when presented singly and in a high degree: And if the same 
qualities, in a continued composition and in a smaller degree, affect not the organs with a sensible delight or 
uneasiness, we exclude the person from all pretensions to this delicacy To produce these general rules or 
avowed patterns of composition is like finding the key with the leathern thong; which justified the verdict of 
Sancho's kinsmen, and confounded those pretended judges who had condemned them. Though the hogshead 
had never been emptied, the taste of the one was still equally delicate, and that of the other equally dull and 
languid: But it would have been more difficult to have proved the superiority of the former, to the conviction of 
every by-stander. In like manner, though the beauties of writing had never been methodized, or reduced to 
general principles; though no excellent models had ever been acknowledged; the different degrees of taste 
would still have subsisted, and the judgment of one man been preferable to that of another; but it would not 
have been so easy to silence the bad critic, who might always insist upon his particular sentiment, and refuse to 
submit to his antagonist. But when we show him an avowed principle of art; when we illustrate this principle by 
examples, whose operation, from his own particular taste, he acknowledges to be conformable to the principle; 
when we prove, that the same principle may be applied to the present case, where he did not perceive or feel its 
influence: He must conclude, upon the whole, that the fault lies in himself, and that he wants the delicacy, 
which is requisite to make him sensible of every beauty and every blemish, in any composition or discourse. 

It is acknowledged to be the perfection of every sense or faculty, to perceive with exactness its most minute 
objects, and allow nothing to escape its notice and observation. The smaller the objects are, which become 
sensible to the eye, the finer is that organ, and the more elaborate its make and composition. A good palate is 
not tried by strong flavors; but by a mixture of small ingredients, where we are still sensible of each part, 
notwithstanding its minuteness and its confusion with the rest. In like manner, a quick and acute perception of 
beauty and deformity must be the perfection of our mental taste; nor can a man be satisfied with himself while 
he suspects, that any excellence or blemish in a discourse has passed him unobserved. In this case, the 
perfection of the man, and the perfection of the sense or feeling, are found to be united. A very delicate palate, 
on many occasions, may be a great inconvenience both to a man himself and to his friends: But a delicate taste 
of wit or beauty must always be a desirable quality; because it is the source of all the finest and most innocent 
enjoyments, of which human nature is susceptible. in this decision the sentiments of all mankind are agreed. 
Wherever you can ascertain a delicacy of taste, it is sure to meet with approbation; and the best way of 
ascertaining it is to appeal to those models and principles, which have been established by the uniform consent 
and experience of nations and ages. 
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But though there be naturally a wide difference in point of delicacy between one person and another, nothing 

tends further to increase and improve this talent, than practice in a particular art, and the frequent survey or 
contemplation of a particular species of beauty. When objects of any kind are first presented to the eye or 
imagination, the sentiment, which attends them, is obscure and confused; and the mind is, in a great measure, 
incapable of pronouncing concerning their merits or defects. The taste cannot perceive the several excellences 
of the performance; much less distinguish the particular character of each excellency, and ascertain its quality 
and degree. If it pronounce the whole in general to be beautiful or deformed, it is the utmost that can be 
expected; and even this judgment, a person, so unpracticed, will be apt to deliver with great hesitation and 
reserve. But allow him to acquire experience in those objects, his feeling becomes more exact and nice: He not 
only perceives the beauties and defects of each part, but marks the distinguishing species of each quality, and 
assigns it suitable praise or blame. A clear and distinct sentiment attends him through the whole survey of the 
objects; and he discerns that very degree and kind of approbation or displeasure, which each part is naturally 
fitted to produce. The mist dissipates, which seemed formerly to hang over the object: The organ acquires 
greater perfection in its operations; and can pronounce, without danger of mistake, concerning the merits of 
every performance. In a word, the same address and dexterity, which practice gives to the execution of any 
work, is also acquired by the same means, in the judging of it. 

So advantageous is practice to the discernment of beauty, that, before we can give judgment on any work of 
importance, it will even be requisite, that that very individual performance be more than once perused by us, 
and be surveyed in different lights with attention and deliberation. There is a flutter or hurry of thought which 
attends the first perusal of any piece, and which confounds the genuine sentiment of beauty. The relation of the 
parts is not discerned: The true characters of style are little distinguished: The several perfections and defects 
seem wrapped up in a species of confusion, and present themselves indistinctly to the imagination. Not to 
mention, that there is a species of beauty, which, as it is florid and superficial, pleases at first; but being found 
incompatible with a just expression either of reason or passion, soon palls upon the taste, and is then rejected 
with disdain, at least rated at a much lower value. 

It is impossible to continue in the practice of contemplating any order of beauty, without being frequently 
obliged to form comparisons between the several species and degrees of excellence, and estimating their 
proportion to each other. A man, who has had no opportunity of comparing the different kinds of beauty, is 
indeed totally unqualified to pronounce an opinion with regard to any object presented to him. By comparison 
alone we fix the epithets of praise or blame, and learn how to assign the due degree of each. The coarsest 
daubing contains a certain luster of colors and exactness of imitation, which are so far beauties, and would 
affect the mind of a peasant or Indian with the highest admiration. The most vulgar ballads are not entirely 
destitute of harmony or nature; and none but a person, familiarized to superior beauties, would pronounce their 
numbers harsh, or narration uninteresting. A great inferiority of beauty gives pain to a person conversant in the 
highest excellence of the kind, and is for that reason pronounced a deformity: As the most finished object, with 
which we are acquainted, is naturally supposed to have reached the pinnacle of perfection, and to be entitled to 
the highest applause. One accustomed to see, and examine, and weigh the several performances, admired in 
different ages and nations, can only rate the merits of a work exhibited to his view, and assign its proper rank 
among the productions of genius. 

But to enable a critic the more fully to execute this undertaking, he must preserve his mind free from all 
prejudice and allow nothing to enter into his consideration, but the very object which is submitted to his 
examination. We may observe, that every work of art, in order to produce its due effect on the mind, must be 
surveyed in a certain point of view, and cannot be fully relished by persons, whose situation, real or imaginary, 
is not conformable to that which is required by the performance. An orator addresses himself to a particular 
audience, and must have a regard to their particular genius, interests, opinions, passions, and prejudices; 
otherwise he hopes in vain to govern their resolutions, and inflame their affections. Should they even have 
entertained some prepossessions against him, however unreasonable, he must not overlook this disadvantage; 
but, before he enters upon the subject, must endeavor to conciliate their affection, and acquire their good graces. 
A critic of a different age or nation, who should peruse this discourse, must have all these circumstances in his 
eye, and must place himself in the same situation as the audience, in order to form a true judgment of the 
oration. In like manner, when any work is addressed to the public, though I should have a friendship or enmity 



Aesthetics Readings Page 42 of 108 
with the author, I must depart from this situation; and considering myself as a man in general, forget, if 
possible, my individual being and my peculiar circumstances. A person influenced by prejudice, complies not 
with this condition; but obstinately maintains his natural position, without placing himself in that point of view, 
which the performance supposes. If the work be addressed to persons of a different age or nation, he makes no 
allowance for their peculiar views and prejudices; but, full of the manners of his own age and country, rashly 
condemns what seemed admirable in the eyes of those for whom alone the discourse was calculated. If the work 
be executed for the public, he never sufficiently enlarges his comprehension, or forgets his interest as a friend or 
enemy, as a rival or commentator. By this means, his sentiments are perverted; nor have the same beauties and 
blemishes the same influence upon him, as if he had imposed a proper violence on his imagination, and had 
forgotten himself for a moment. So far his taste evidently departs from the true standard; and of consequence 
loses all credit and authority. 

It is well known, that in all questions, submitted to the understanding, prejudice is destructive of sound 
judgment, and perverts all operations of the intellectual faculties: It is no less contrary to good taste; nor has it 
less influence to corrupt our sentiment of beauty. It belongs to good sense to check its influence in both cases; 
and in this respect, as well as in many others, reason, if not an essential part of taste, is at least requisite to the 
operations of this latter faculty. In all the nobler productions of genius, there is a mutual relation and 
correspondence of parts; nor can either the beauties or blemishes be perceived by him, whose thought is not 
capacious enough to comprehend all those parts, and compare them with each other, in order to perceive the 
consistence and uniformity of the whole. Every work of art has also a certain end or purpose, for which it is 
calculated; and is to be deemed more or less perfect, as it is more or less fitted to attain this end. The object of 
eloquence is to persuade, of history to instruct, of poetry to please by means of the passions and the 
imagination. These ends we must carry constantly in our view, when we peruse any performance; and we must 
be able to judge how far the means employed are adapted to their respective purposes. Besides, every kind of 
composition, even the most poetical, is nothing but a chain of propositions and reasonings; not always, indeed, 
the justest and most exact, but still plausible and specious, however disguised by the coloring of the 
imagination. The persons introduced in tragedy and epic poetry, must be represented as reasoning, and thinking, 
and concluding, and acting, suitably to their character and circumstances; and without judgment, as well as taste 
and invention, a poet can never hope to succeed in so delicate an undertaking. Not to mention, that the same 
excellence of faculties which contributes to the improvement of reason, the same clearness of conception, the 
same exactness of distinction, the same vivacity of apprehension, are essential to the operations of true taste, 
and are its infallible concomitants. It seldom, or never happens, that a man of sense, who has experience in any 
art, cannot judge of its beauty; and it is no less rare to meet with a man who has a just taste without a sound 
understanding. 

Thus, though the principles of taste be universal, and, nearly, if not entirely the same in all men; yet few are 
qualified to give judgment on any work of art, or establish their own sentiment as the standard of beauty. The 
organs of internal sensation are seldom so perfect as to allow the general principles their full play, and produce 
a feeling correspondent to those principles. They either labor under some defect, or are vitiated by some 
disorder; and by that means, excite a sentiment, which may be pronounced erroneous. When the critic has no 
delicacy, he judges without any distinction, and is only affected by the grosser and more palpable qualities of 
the object: The finer touches pass unnoticed and disregarded. Where he is not aided by practice, his verdict is 
attended with confusion and hesitation. Where no comparison has been employed, the most frivolous beauties, 
such as rather merit the name of defects, are the object of his admiration. Where he lies under the influence of 
prejudice, all his natural sentiments are perverted. Where good sense is wanting, he is not qualified to discern 
the beauties of design and reasoning, which are the highest and most excellent. Under some or other of these 
imperfections, the generality of men labor; and hence a true judge in the finer arts is observed, even during the 
most polished ages, to be so rare a character; Strong sense, united to delicate sentiment, improved by practice, 
perfected by comparison, and cleared of all prejudice, can alone entitle critics to this valuable character; and the 
joint verdict of such, wherever they are to be found, is the true standard of taste and beauty. 

But where are such critics to be found? By what marks are they to be known? How distinguish them from 
pretenders? These questions are embarrassing; and seem to throw us back into the same uncertainty, from 
which, during the course of this essay, we have endeavoured to extricate ourselves. 
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But if we consider the matter aright, these are questions of fact, not of sentiment. Whether any particular 

person be endowed with good sense and a delicate imagination, free from prejudice, may often be the subject of 
dispute, and be liable to great discussion and enquiry: But that such a character is valuable and estimable will be 
agreed in by all mankind. Where these doubts occur, men can do no more than in other disputable questions, 
which are submitted to the understanding: They must produce the best arguments, that their invention suggests 
to them; they must acknowledge a true and decisive standard to exist somewhere, to wit, real existence and 
matter of fact; and they must have indulgence to such as differ from them in their appeals to this standard. it is 
sufficient for our present purpose, if we have proved, that the taste of all individuals is not upon an equal 
footing, and that some men in general, however difficult to be particularly pitched upon, will be acknowledged 
by universal sentiment to have a preference above others. 

But in reality the difficulty of finding, even in particulars, the standard of taste, is not so great as it is 
represented. Though in speculation, we may readily avow a certain criterion in science and deny it in sentiment, 
the matter is found in practice to be much more hard to ascertain in the former case than in the latter. Theories 
of abstract philosophy, systems of profound theology, have prevailed during one age: In a successive period, 
these have been universally exploded: Their absurdity has been detected: Other theories and systems have 
supplied their place, which again gave place to their successors: And nothing has been experienced more liable 
to the revolutions of chance and fashion than these pretended decisions of science. The case is not the same with 
the beauties of eloquence and poetry. Just expressions of passion and nature are sure, after a little time, to gain 
public applause, which they maintain for ever. Aristotle, and Plato, and Epicurus, and Descartes, may 
successively yield to each other: But Terence and Virgil maintain an universal, undisputed empire over the 
minds of men. The abstract philosophy of Cicero has lost its credit: The vehemence of his oratory is still the 
object of our admiration. 

Though men of delicate taste be rare, they are easily to be distinguished in society, by the soundness of their 
understanding and the superiority of their faculties above the rest of mankind. The ascendant, which they 
acquire, gives a prevalence to that lively approbation, with which they receive any productions of genius, and 
renders it generally predominant. Many men, when left to themselves, have but a faint and dubious perception 
of beauty, who yet are capable of relishing any fine stroke, which is pointed out to them. Every convert to the 
admiration of the real poet or orator is the cause of some new conversion. And though prejudices may prevail 
for a time, they never unite in celebrating any rival to the true genius, but yield at last to the force of nature and 
just sentiment. Thus, though a civilized nation may easily be mistaken in the choice of their admired 
philosopher, they never have been found long to err, in their affection for a favorite epic or tragic author. 

But notwithstanding all our endeavors to fix a standard of taste, and reconcile the discordant apprehensions of 
men, there still remain two sources of variation, which are not sufficient indeed to confound all the boundaries 
of beauty and deformity, but will often serve to produce a difference in the degrees of our approbation or blame. 
The one is the different humors of particular men; the other, the particular manners and opinions of our age and 
country. The general principles of taste are uniform in human nature: Where men vary in their judgments, some 
defect or perversion in the faculties may commonly be remarked; proceeding either from prejudice, from want 
of practice, or want of delicacy; and there is just reason for approving one taste, and condemning another. But 
where there is such a diversity in the internal frame or external situation as is entirely blameless on both sides, 
and leaves no room to give one the preference above the other; in that case a certain degree of diversity in 
judgment is unavoidable, and we seek in vain for a standard, by which we can reconcile the contrary sentiments. 

A young man, whose passions are warm, will be more sensibly touched with amorous and tender images, than 
a man more advanced in years, who takes pleasure in wise, philosophical reflections concerning the conduct of 
life and moderation of the passions. At twenty, Ovid may be the favorite author; Horace at forty; and perhaps 
Tacitus at fifty Vainly would we, in such cases, endeavor to enter into the sentiments of others, and divest 
ourselves of those propensities, which are natural to us. We choose our favorite author as we do our friend, from 
a conformity of humor and disposition. Mirth or passion, sentiment or reflection; whichever of these most 
predominates in our temper, it gives us a peculiar sympathy with the writer who resembles us. 

One person is more pleased with the sublime; another with the tender; a third with raillery One has a strong 
sensibility to blemishes, and is extremely studious of correctness: Another has a more lively feeling of beauties, 
and pardons twenty absurdities and defects for one elevated or pathetic stroke. The ear of this man is entirely 
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turned towards conciseness and energy; that man is delighted with a copious, rich, and harmonious expression. 
Simplicity is affected by one; ornament by another. Comedy, tragedy, satire, odes, have each its partisans, who 
prefer that particular species of writing to all others. It is plainly an error in a critic, to confine his approbation 
to one species or style of writing, and condemn all the rest. But it is almost impossible not to feel a predilection 
for that which suits our particular turn and disposition. Such preferences are innocent and unavoidable, and can 
never reasonably be the object of dispute, because there is no standard, by which they can be decided. 

For a like reason, we are more pleased, in the course of our reading, with pictures and characters, that 
resemble objects which are found in our own age or country, than with those which describe a different set of 
customs. it is not without some effort, that we reconcile ourselves to the simplicity of ancient manners, and 
behold princesses carrying water from the spring, and kings and heroes dressing their own victuals. We may 
allow in general, that the representation of such manners is no fault in the author, nor deformity in the piece; but 
we are not so sensibly touched with them. For this reason, comedy is not easily transferred from one age or 
nation to another. A Frenchman or Englishman is not pleased with the Andria of Terence, or Clitia of 
Machiavelli; where the fine lady, upon whom all the play turns, never once appears to the spectators, but is 
always kept behind the scenes, suitably to the reserved humor of the ancient Greeks and modern Italians. A man 
of learning and reflection can make allowance for these peculiarities of manners; but a common audience can 
never divest themselves so far of their usual ideas and sentiments, as to relish pictures which in no wise 
resemble them. 

But here there occurs a reflection, which may, perhaps, be useful in examining the celebrated controversy 
concerning ancient and modern learning; where we often find the one side excusing any seeming absurdity in 
the ancients from the manners of the age, and the other refusing to admit this excuse, or at least, admitting it 
only as an apology for the author, not for the performance. In my opinion, the proper boundaries in this subject 
have seldom been fixed between the contending parties. Where any innocent peculiarities of manners are 
represented, such as those above mentioned, they ought certainly to be admitted; and a man, who is shocked 
with them, gives an evident proof of false delicacy and refinement. The poet's monument more durable than 
brass, must fall to the ground like common brick or clay, were men to make no allowance for the continual 
revolutions of manners and customs, and would admit of nothing but what was suitable to the prevailing 
fashion. Must we throw aside the pictures of our ancestors, because of their ruffs and fardingales? But where the 
ideas of morality and decency alter from one age to another, and where vicious manners are described, without 
being marked with the proper characters of blame and disapprobation; this must be allowed to disfigure the 
poem, and to be a real deformity. I cannot, nor is it proper I should, enter into such sentiments; and however I 
may excuse the poet, on account of the manners of his age, I never can relish the composition. The want of 
humanity and of decency, so conspicuous in the characters drawn by several of the ancient poets, even 
sometimes by Homer and the Greek tragedians, diminishes considerably the merit of their noble performances, 
and gives modern authors an advantage over them. We are not interested in the fortunes and sentiments of such 
rough heroes: We are displeased to find the limits of vice and virtue so much confounded: And whatever 
indulgence we may give to the writer on account of his prejudices, we cannot prevail on ourselves to enter into 
his sentiments, or bear an affection to characters, which we plainly discover to be blamable. 

The case is not the same with moral principles, as with speculative opinions of any kind. These are in 
continual flux and revolution. The son embraces a different system from the father. Nay, there scarcely is any 
man, who can boast of great constancy and uniformity in this particular. Whatever speculative errors may be 
found in the polite writings of any age or country, they detract but little from the value of those compositions. 
There needs but a certain turn of thought or imagination to make us enter into all the opinions, which then 
prevailed, and relish the sentiments or conclusions derived from them. But a very violent effort is requisite to 
change our judgment of manners, and excite sentiments of approbation or blame, love or hatred, different from 
those to which the mind from long custom has been familiarized. And where a man is confident of the rectitude 
of that moral standard, by which he judges, he is justly jealous of it, and will not pervert the sentiments of his 
heart for a moment, in complaisance to any writer whatsoever. 

Of all speculative errors, those, which regard religion, are the most excusable in compositions of genius; nor 
is it ever permitted to judge of the civility or wisdom of any people, or even of single persons, by the grossness 
or refinement of their theological principles. The same good sense, that directs men in the ordinary occurrences 
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of life, is not hearkened to in religious matters, which are supposed to be placed altogether above the 
cognizance of human reason. On this account, all the absurdities of the pagan system of theology must be 
overlooked by every critic, who would pretend to form a just notion of ancient poetry; and our posterity, in their 
turn, must have the same indulgence to their forefathers. No religious principles can ever be imputed as a fault 
to any poet, while they remain merely principles, and take not such strong possession of his heart, as to lay him 
under the imputation of bigotry or superstition. Where that happens, they confound the sentiments of morality, 
and alter the natural boundaries of vice and virtue. They are therefore eternal blemishes, according to the 
principle above mentioned: nor are the prejudices and false opinions of the age sufficient to justify them. 

It is essential to the Roman catholic religion to inspire a violent hatred of every other worship, and to 
represent all pagans, mahometans, and heretics as the objects of divine wrath and vengeance. Such sentiments, 
though they are in reality very blamable, are considered as virtues by the zealots of that communion, and are 
represented in their tragedies and epic poems as a kind of divine heroism. This bigotry has disfigured two very 
fine tragedies of the French theatre. Polieucte and Athalia; where an intemperate zeal for particular modes of 
worship is set off with all the pomp imaginable, and forms the predominant character of the heroes. 'What is 
this,' says the sublime Joad to Josabet, finding her in discourse with Mathan, the priest of Baal, 'Does the 
daughter of David speak to this traitor? Are you not afraid, lest the earth should open and pour forth flames to 
devour you both? Or lest these holy walls should fall and crush you together? What is his purpose? Why comes 
that enemy of God hither to poison the air, which we breathe, with his horrid presence?' Such sentiments are 
received with great applause on the theatre of Paris; but at London the spectators would be full as much pleased 
to hear Achilles tell Agamemnon, that he was a dog in his forehead, and a deer in his heart, or Jupiter threaten 
Juno with a sound drubbing, if she will not be quiet. 

Religious principles are also a blemish in any polite composition, when they rise up to superstition, and 
intrude themselves into every sentiment, however remote from any connection with religion. It is no excuse for 
the poet, that the customs of his country had burdened life with so many religious ceremonies and observances, 
that no part of it was exempt from that yoke. It must for ever be ridiculous in Petrarch to compare his mistress 
Laura, to Jesus Christ. Nor is it less ridiculous in that agreeable libertine, Boccace, very seriously to give thanks 
to God Almighty and the ladies, for their assistance in defending him against his enemies. 
 
What is Art? 
-LEO TOLSTOY 
 

The here are (and it could not be otherwise) Of two definitions of beauty: the one objective, mystical, merging 
this conception into that of the highest perfection, God-a fantastic definition, founded on nothing; the other, on 
the contrary, a very simple and intelligible subjective one, which considers beauty to be that which pleases (I do 
not add to the word 'pleases' the words 'without the aim of advantage,' because pleases' naturally presupposes 
the absence of the idea of profit).  

There is no objective definition of beauty. The existing definitions (both the metaphysical and the 
experimental) amount only to one and the same subjective definition, which (strange as it seems to say so) is 
that art is that which makes beauty manifest, and beauty is that which pleases (without exciting desire). Many 
aestheticians have felt the insufficiency and instability of such a definition, and, in order to give it a firm basis, 
have asked themselves why a thing pleases. And they have converted the discussion on beauty into a question 
concerning taste, as did Hutcheson, Voltaire, Diderot, and others. But all attempts to define what taste is must 
lead to nothing, as the reader may see both from the history of aesthetics and experimentally. There is and can 
be no explanation of why one thing pleases one man and displeases another, or vice versa. So that the whole 
existing science of aesthetics fails to do what we might expect from it, being a mental activity calling itself a 
science; namely, it does not define the qualities and laws of art or of the beautiful (if that be the content of art), 
or the nature of taste (if taste decides the question of art and its merit), and then, on the basis of such definitions, 
acknowledge as art those productions which correspond to these laws and reject those which do not come under 
them. But this science of aesthetics consists in first acknowledging a certain set of productions to he art 
(because they please us), and then framing such a theory of art that all those productions which please a certain 
circle of people should fit into it. There exists an art canon according to which certain productions favored by 
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our circle are acknowledged as being art-Phidias, Sophocles, Homer, Titian, Raphael, Bach, Beethoven, Dante, 
Shakespeare, Goethe, and others-and the aesthetic laws must be such as to embrace all these productions. In 
aesthetic literature you will incessantly meet with opinions on the merit and importance of art, founded not on 
any certain laws by which this or that is held to be good or bad, but merely on the consideration whether this art 
tallies with the art canon we have drawn up… 

All the existing aesthetic standards are built on this plan. Instead of giving a definition of true art and then 
deciding what is and what is not good art by judging whether a work conforms or does not conform to the 
definition, a certain class of works which for some reason please a certain circle of people is accepted as being 
art, and a definition of art is then devised to cover all these productions. L. .1 No matter what insanities appear 
in art, when once they find acceptance among the upper classes of our society a theory is quickly invented to 
explain and sanction them, just as if there had never been periods in history when certain special circles of 
people recognized and approved false, deformed, and insensate art which subsequently left no trace and has 
been utterly forgotten. And to what lengths the insanity and deformity of art may go, especially when, as in our 
days, it knows that it is considered infallible, may be seen by what is being done in the art of our circle today. 

So the theory of art founded on beauty, expounded by aesthetics, and in dim outline professed by the public, is 
nothing but the setting up as good of that which has pleased and pleases us, i.e., pleases a certain class of 
people. 

In order to define any human activity it is necessary to understand its sense and importance. And in order to 
do that it is primarily necessary to examine that activity in itself, in its dependence on its causes and in 
connection with its effects, and not merely in relation to the pleasure we can get from it. 

If we say that the aim of any activity is merely our pleasure, and define it solely by that pleasure, our 
definition will evidently be a false one. But this is precisely what has occurred in the efforts to define art. Now, 
if we consider the food question it will not occur to anyone to affirm that the importance of food consists in the 
pleasure we receive when eating it. Everyone understands that the satisfaction of our taste cannot serve as a 
basis for our definition of the merits of food, and that we have therefore no right to presuppose that the dinners 
with cayenne pepper, Limburg cheese, alcohol, etc., to which we are accustomed and which please us, form the 
very best human food. 

And in the same way, beauty, or that which pleases us, can in no sense serve as the basis for the definition of 
art; nor can a series of objects which afford us pleasure serve as the model of what art should be.  

Just as people who conceive the aim and purpose of food to be pleasure cannot recognize the real meaning of 
eating, so people who consider the aim of art to be pleasure cannot realize its true meaning and purpose because 
they attribute to an activity the meaning of which lies in its connection with other phenomena of life, the false 
and exceptional aim of pleasure. People come to understand that the meaning of eating lies in the nourishment 
of the body only when they cease to consider that the object of that activity is pleasure. And it is the same with 
regard to art. People will come to understand the meaning of art only when they cease to consider that the aim 
of that activity is beauty, i.e., pleasure. The acknowledgment of beauty (i.e., of a certain kind of pleasure 
received from art) as being the aim of art not only fails to assist us in finding a definition of what art is, but, on 
the contrary, by transferring the question into a region quite foreign to art (into metaphysical, psychological, 
physiological, and even historical discussions as to why such a production pleases one person, and such another 
displeases or pleases someone else), it renders such definition impossible. And since discussions as to why one 
man likes pears and another prefers meat do not help toward finding a definition of what is essential in 
nourishment, so the solution of questions of taste in art (to which the discussions on art involuntarily come) not 
only does not help to make clear in what this particular human activity which we call art really consists, but 
renders such elucidation quite impossible until we rid ourselves of a conception which justifies every kind of art 
at the cost of confusing the whole matter. 

To the question, what is this art to which is offered up the labor of millions, the very lives of men, and even 
morality itself? we have extracted replies from the existing aesthetics, which all amount to this: that the aim of 
art is beauty, that beauty is recognized by the enjoyment it gives, and that artistic enjoyment is a good and 
important thing because it is enjoyment. In a word, enjoyment is good because it is enjoyment. Thus what is 
considered the definition of art is no definition at all, but only a shuffle to justify existing art. Therefore, 
however strange it may seem to say so, in spite of the mountains of books written about art no exact definition 
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of art has been constructed. And the reason for this is that the conception of art has been based on the 
conception of beauty. 

In order correctly to define art, it is necessary, first of all, to cease to consider it as a means to pleasure and to 
consider it as one of the conditions of human life. Viewing it in this way we cannot fail to observe that art is one 
of the means of intercourse between man and man. 

Every work of art causes the receiver to enter into a certain kind of relationship both with him who produced, 
or is producing, the art, and with all those who, simultaneously, previously, or subsequently, receive the same 
artistic impression. 

Speech, transmitting the thoughts and experiences of men, serves as a means of union among them, and art 
acts in a similar manner. The peculiarity of this latter means of intercourse, distinguishing it from intercourse by 
means of words, consists in this, that whereas by words a man transmits his thoughts to another, by means of art 
he transmits his feelings. 

The activity of art is based on the fact that a man, receiving through his sense of hearing or sight another 
man's expression of feeling, is capable of experiencing the emotion which moved the man who expressed it. To 
take the simplest example: one man laughs, and another who hears becomes merry; or a man weeps, and 
another who hears feels sorrow. A man is excited or irritated, and another man seeing him comes to a similar 
state of mind. By his movements or by the sounds of his voice, a man expresses courage and determination or 
sadness and calmness, and this state of mind passes on to others. A man suffers, expressing his sufferings by 
groans and spasms, and this suffering transmits itself to other people; a man expresses his feeling of admiration, 
devotion, fear, respect, or love to certain objects, persons. or phenomena, and others are infected by the same 
feelings of admiration, devotion, fear, respect. or love to the same objects, persons, and phenomena. 

And it is upon this capacity of man to receive another man's expression of feeling and experience those 
feelings himself that the activity of art is based. 

If a man infects another or others directly, immediately, by his appearance or by the sounds he gives vent to at 
the very time he experiences the feeling; if he causes another man to yawn when he himself cannot help 
yawning, or to laugh or cry when he himself is obliged to laugh or cry, or to suffer when he himself is suffering  
that does not amount to art. 

Art begins when one person, with the object of joining another or others to himself in one and the same 
feeling, expresses that feeling by certain external indications. To take the simplest example: a boy, having 
experienced, let us say, fear on encountering a wolf relates that encounter; and, in order to evoke in others the 
feeling he has experienced, describes himself his condition before the encounter, the surroundings, the wood, 
his own lightheartedness, and then the wolf's appearance, its movements, the distance between himself and the 
wolf etc. All this, if only the boy, when telling the story, again experiences the feelings he had lived through and 
infects the hearers and compels them to feel what the narrator had experienced, is art. If even the boy had not 
seen a wolf but had frequently been afraid of one, and if wishing to evoke in others the fear he had felt, he 
invented an encounter with a wolf and recounted it so as to make his hearers share the feelings he experienced 
when he feared the wolf that also would be art. And just in the same way it is art if a man, having experienced 
either the fear of suffering or the attraction of enjoyment (whether in reality or in imagination), expresses these 
feelings on canvas or in marble so that others are infected by them. And it is also art if a man feels or imagines 
to himself feelings of delight, gladness, sorrow, despair, courage, or despondency and the transition from one to 
another of these feelings, and expresses these feelings by sounds so that the hearers are infected by them and 
experience them as they were experienced by the composer. 

The feelings with which the artist infects others may be most various very strong or very weak, very important 
Or very insignificant, very bad or very good: feelings of love for one's own country, self-devotion and 
submission to fate or to God expressed in a drama, raptures of lovers described in a novel, feelings of 
voluptuousness expressed in a picture, courage expressed in a triumphal march, merriment evoked by a dance, 
humor evoked by a funny story. the feeling of quietness transmitted by an evening landscape or by a lullaby or 
the feeling of admiration evoked by a beautiful arabesque  -it is all art. 

 If Only the spectators or auditors are infected by the feelings which the author has felt, it is art. 
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To evoke in oneself a feeling one has once experienced, and having evoked it in oneself then, by means of 

movements, lines, colors, sounds, or forms expressed in words, so to transmit that feeling that others may 
experience the same feeling  this is the activity of-art. 

Art is a human activity consisting in this, that one man consciously, by means of certain external signs, hands 
on to others feelings he has lived through, and that other people are infected by these feelings and also 
experience them. 

Art is not, as the metaphysicians say, the manifestation of some mysterious Idea of beauty or God; it is not, as 
the aesthetical physiologists say, a game in which man lets of this excess of stored-up energy; it is not the 
expression of man's emotions by external signs; it is not the production of pleasing objects; and, above all, it is 
not pleasure; but it is a means of union among men, joining them together in the same feelings, and 
indispensable for the life and progress toward well-being of individuals and of humanity. 

As, thanks to man's capacity to express thoughts by words, every man may know all that has been done for 
him in the realms of thought by all humanity before his day, and can in the present, thanks to this capacity to 
understand the thoughts of others, become a sharer in their activity and can himself hand on to his 
contemporaries and descendants the thoughts he has assimilated from others, as well as those which have arisen 
within himself; so, thanks to man's capacity to be infected with the feelings of others by means of art, all that is 
being lived through by his contemporaries is accessible to him, as well as the feelings experienced by men 
thousands of years ago and he has also the possibility of transmitting his own feelings to others. 

If people lacked this capacity to receive the thoughts conceived by the men who preceded them and to pass on 
to others their own thoughts, men would be like wild beasts, or like Kaspar Hauser. 

And if men lacked this other capacity of being infected by art, people might be almost more savage still, and, 
above all, more separated from, and more hostile to, one another. 

And therefore the activity of art is a most important one, as important as the activity of speech itself and as 
generally diffused. 

We are accustomed to understand art to be only what we hear and see in theaters, concerts, and exhibitions, 
together with buildings, statues, poems, novels… But all this is but the smallest part of the art by which we 
communicate with each other in life. All human life is filled with works of art of every kind-from cradlesong, 
jest, mimicry, the ornamentation of houses, dress, and utensils, up to church services, buildings, monuments, 
and triumphal processions. It is all artistic activity. So that by art, in the limited sense of the word, we do not 
mean all human activity transmitting feelings, but only that part which we for some reason select from it and to 
which we attach special importance. 

This special importance has always been given by all men to that part of this activity which transmits feelings 
flowing from their religious perception, and this small part of art they have specifically called art, attaching to it 
the full extent of the word. 

That was how men of old-Socrates, Plato, and Aristotle-looked on art. Thus did the Hebrew prophets and the 
ancient Christians regard art. Thus it was, and still is, understood by the Mohammedans, and thus it still is 
understood by religious folk among our own peasantry. 

Some teachers of mankind-such as Plato in his Republic, and people like the primitive Christians, the strict 
Mohammedans, and the Buddhists-have gone so far as to repudiate all art. 

People viewing art in this way (in contradiction to the prevalent view of to-day which regards any art as good 
if only it affords pleasure) held and hold that art (as contrasted with speech, which need not be listened to) is so 
highly dangerous in its power to infect people against their wills, that mankind will lose far less by banishing all 
art than by tolerating each and every art. 

Evidently such people were wrong in repudiating all art, for they denied what cannot be denied-one of the 
indispensable means of communication without which mankind could not exist. But not less wrong are the 
people of civilized European society of our class and day in favoring any art if it but serves beauty, that is, gives 
people pleasure. 

Formerly people feared lest among works of art there might chance to be some causing corruption, and they 
prohibited art altogether. Now they only fear lest they should be deprived of any enjoyment art can afford, and 
the) patronize any art. And I think the last error is much grosser than the first and that its consequences are far 
more harmful.... 



Aesthetics Readings Page 49 of 108 
I know that most men-not only those considered clever, but even those who are very clever and capable of 

understanding most difficult scientific, mathematical, or philosophic, problems-can seldom discern even the 
simplest and most obvious truth if it be such as obliges them to admit the falsity of conclusions they have 
formed, perhaps with much difficulty-conclusions of which they are proud, which they have taught to others, 
and on which they have built their lives. And therefore I have little hope that what I adduce as to the perversion 
of art and taste in our society will be accepted or even seriously considered. Nevertheless I must state fully the 
inevitable conclusion to which my investigation into the question of art has brought me. This investigation has 
brought me to the conviction that almost all that our society considers to be art, good art, and the whole of art, 
far from being real and good art and the whole of art, is not even art at all but only a counterfeit of it. This 
position l know will seem very strange and paradoxical, but if we once acknowledge art to be a human activity 
by means of which some people transmit their feelings to others (and not a service of Beauty, or a manifestation 
of the Idea, and so forth), we shall inevitably have to admit this further conclusion also. If it is true that art is an 
activity by means of which one man having experienced a feeling intentionally transmits it to others, then we 
have inevitably to admit further that of all that among us is termed art (the art of the upper classes)of all those 
novels, stories, dramas, comedies, pictures, sculptures, symphonies, operas, operettas, ballets, etc., which 
profess to be works of art, scarcely one in a hundred thousand proceeds from an emotion felt by its author, all 
the rest being but manufactured counterfeits of art in which borrowing, imitation, effects, and interest, replace 
the contagion of feeling. That the proportion of real productions of art is to the counterfeits as one to some 
hundreds of thousands or even more, may be seen by the following calculation: I have read somewhere that the 
artist painters in Paris alone number 30,000; there will probably be as many in England, as many in Germany, 
and as many in Russia, Italy, and the smaller states combined. So that in all there will be in Europe, say, 
120,000 painters; and there are probably as many musicians and as many literary artists. If these 360,000 
individuals produce three works a year each (and many of them produce ten or more), then each year yields 
over a million so-called works of art. How many then must have been produced in the last ten years, and how 
many in the whole time since upper-class art broke off from the art of the whole people? Evidently millions. Yet 
who of all the connoisseurs of art has received impressions from all these pseudo works of art? Not to mention 
the laboring classes who have no conception of these productions, even people of the upper classes cannot know 
one in a thousand of them all, and cannot remember those they have known. These works all appear under the 
guise of art, produce no impression on any one (except when they serve ac pastimes for an idle crowd of rich 
people), and vanish utterly… 

Art in our society has become so perverted that not only has bad art come to be considered good, but even the 
very perception of what art really is has been lost. In order to be able to speak about the art of our society it is, 
therefore, first of all necessary to distinguish art from counterfeit art. 

There is one indubitable sign distinguishing real art from its counterfeit namely, the infectiousness of art. If a 
man without exercising effort and without altering his standpoint, on reading, hearing, or seeing another man's 
work experiences a mental condition which unites him with that man and with others who are also affected by 
that work, then the object evoking that condition is a work of art. And however poetic, realistic, striking, or 
interesting, a work may be, it is not a work of art if it does not evoke that feeling (quite distinct from all other 
feelings) of joy and of spiritual union with another (the author) and with others (those who are also infected by 
it). 

It is true that this indication is an internal one and that there are people who, having forgotten what the action 
of real art is, expect something else from art (in our society the great majority are in this state), and that 
therefore such people may mistake for this aesthetic feeling the feeling of diversion and a certain excitement 
which they receive from counterfeits of art. But though it is impossible to undeceive these people just as it may 
be impossible to convince a man suffering from color-blindness that green is not red, yet for all that, this 
indication remains perfectly definite to those whose feeling for art is neither perverted nor atrophied, and it 
clearly distinguishes the feeling produced by art from all other feelings. 

The chief peculiarity of this feeling is that the recipient of a truly artistic impression is so united to the artist 
that he feels as if the work were his own and not some one else's-as if what it expresses were just what he had 
long been wishing to express. A real work of art destroys in the consciousness of the recipient the separation 
between himself and the artist, and not that alone, but also between himself and all whose minds receive this 
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work of art. In this freeing of our personality from its separation and isolation, in this uniting of it with others, 
lies the chief characteristic and the great attractive force of art. 

If a man is infected by the author's condition of soul, if he feels this emotion and this union with others, then 
the object which has effected this is art; but if there be no such infection, if there be not this union with the 
author and with others who are moved by the same work-then it is not art. And not only is infection a sure sign 
of art, but the degree of infectiousness is also the sole measure of excellence in art. 

The stronger the infection the better is the art, as art, speaking of it now apart from its subject-matter-that is, 
not considering the value of the feelings it transmits. 

And the degree of the infectiousness of art depends on three conditions: (1) on the greater or lesser 
individuality of the feeling transmitted; (2) on the greater or lesser clearness with which the feeling is 
transmitted; (3) on the sincerity of the artist; that is, on the greater or lesser force with which the artist himself 
feels the emotion he transmits. 

The more individual the feeling transmitted the more strongly does it act on the recipient; the more individual 
the state of soul into which he is transferred the more pleasure does the recipient obtain and therefore the more 
readily and strongly does he join in it. 

Clearness of expression assists infection because the recipient who mingles in consciousness with the author 
is the better satisfied the more clearly that feeling is transmitted which, as it seems to him, he has long known 
and felt and for which he has only now found expression. 

But most of all is the degree of infectiousness of art increased by the degree of sincerity in the artist. As soon 
as the spectator, hearer, or reader, feels that the artist is infected by his own production and writes, sings, or 
plays, for himself, and not merely to act on others, this mental condition of the artist infects the recipient; and, 
on the contrary, as soon as the spectator, reader, or hearer, feels that the author is not writing, singing, or 
playing, for his own satisfaction-does not himself feel what he wishes to express, but is doing it for him, the 
recipient-resistance immediately springs up, and the most individual and the newest feelings and the cleverest 
technique not only fail to produce any infection but actually repel. 

I have mentioned three conditions of contagion in art, but they may all be summed up into one, the last, 
sincerity; that is, that the artist should be impelled by an inner need to express his feeling. That condition 
includes the first; for if the artist is sincere he will express the feeling as he experienced it. And as each man is 
different from every one else, his feeling will be individual for every one else; and the more individual it is-the 
more the artist has drawn it from the depths of his nature-the more sympathetic and sincere will it be. And this 
same sincerity will impel the artist to find clear expression for the feeling which he wishes to transmit. 

Therefore this third condition-sincerity-is the most important of the three. It is always complied with in 
peasant art, and this explains why such art always acts so powerfully; but it is a condition almost entirely absent 
from our upper-class art, which is continually produced by artists actuated by personal aims of covetousness or 
vanity. 

Such are the three conditions which divide art from its counterfeits, and which also decide the quality of every 
work of art considered apart from its subject-matter. 

The absence of any one of these conditions excludes a work from the category of art and relegates it to that of 
art's counterfeits. If the work does not transmit the artist's peculiarity of feeling and is therefore not individual, 
if it is unintelligibly expressed, or if it has not proceeded from the author's inner need for expression-it is not a 
work of art. If all these conditions are present even in the smallest degree, then the work even if a weak one is 
yet a work of art. 

The presence in various degrees of these three conditions: individuality, clearness, and sincerity, decides the 
merit of a work of art as art, apart from subject-matter. All works of art take order of merit according to the 
degree in which they fulfill the first, the second, and the third, of these conditions. In one the individuality of the 
feeling transmitted may predominate; in another, clearness of expression; in a third, sincerity; while a fourth 
may have sincerity and individuality but be deficient in clearness; a fifth, individuality and clearness, but less 
sincerity; and so forth, in all possible degrees and combinations. 

Thus is art divided from what is not art, and thus is the quality of art, as art, decided, independently of its 
subject-matter, that is to say, apart from whether the feelings it transmits are good or bad. 

But how are we to define good and bad art with reference to its content or subject-matter?... 
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How in the subject-matter of art are we to decide what is good and what is bad? 
Art like speech is a means of communication and therefore of progress, that is, of the movement of humanity 

forward towards perfection. Speech renders accessible to men of the latest generations all the knowledge 
discovered by the experience and reflection both of preceding generations and of the best and foremost men of 
their own times; art renders accessible to men of the latest generations all the feelings experienced by their 
predecessors and also those felt by their best and foremost contemporaries. And as the evolution of knowledge 
proceeds by truer and more necessary knowledge dislodging and replacing what was mistaken and unnecessary, 
so the evolution of feeling proceeds by means of art-feelings less kind and less necessary for the well-being of 
mankind being replaced by others kinder and more needful for that end. That is the purpose of art. And 
speaking now of the feelings which are its subject-matter, the more art fulfils that purpose the better the art, and 
the less it fulfils it the worse the art. 

The appraisement of feelings (that is, the recognition of one or other set of feelings as more or less good, more 
or less necessary for the well-being of mankind) is effected by the religious perception of the age. 

In every period of history and in every human society there exists an understanding of the meaning of life, 
which represents the highest level to which men of that society have attained-an understanding indicating the 
highest good at which that society aims. This understanding is the religious perception of the given time and 
society. And this religious perception is always clearly expressed by a few advanced men and more or less 
vividly perceived by members of the society generally. Such a religious perception and its corresponding 
expression always exists in every society. If it appears to us that there is no religious perception in our society, 
this is not because there really is none, but only because we do not wish to see it. And we often wish not to see 
it because it exposes the fact that our life is inconsistent with that religious perception. 

Religious perception in a society is like the direction of a flowing river. If the river flows at all it must have a 
direction. If a society lives, there must be a religious perception indicating the direction in which, more or less 
consciously, all its members tend. 

And so there always has been, and is, a religious perception in every society. And it is by the standard of this 
religious perception that the feelings transmitted by art have always been appraised. It has always been only on 
the basis of this religious perception of their age, that men have chosen from amid the endlessly varied spheres 
of art that art which transmitted feelings making religious perception operative in actual life. And such art has 
always been highly valued and encouraged, while art transmitting feelings already outlived, flowing from the 
antiquated religious perceptions of a former age, has always been condemned and despised. All the rest of art 
transmitting those most diverse feelings by means of which people commune with one another was not 
condemned and was tolerated if only it did not transmit feelings contrary to religious perception. Thus for 
instance among the Greeks, art transmitting feelings of beauty, strength, and courage (Hesiod, Homer, Phidias) 
was chosen, approved, and encouraged, while art transmitting feelings of rude sensuality, despondency, and 
effeminacy, was condemned and despised. Among the Jews, art transmitting feelings of devotion and 
submission to the God of the Hebrews and to His will (the epic of Genesis, the prophets, the Psalms) was 
chosen and encouraged, while art transmitting feelings of idolatry (the Golden Calf) was condemned and 
despised. All the rest of art-stories, songs, dances, ornamentation of houses, of utensils, and of clothes-which 
was not contrary to religious perception, was neither distinguished nor discussed. Thus as regards its subject-
matter has art always and everywhere been appraised and thus it should be appraised, for this attitude towards 
art proceeds from the fundamental characteristics of human nature, and those characteristics do not change. 

I know that according to an opinion current in our times religion is a superstition humanity has outgrown, and 
it is therefore assumed that no such thing exists as a religious perception common to us all by which art in our 
time can be appraised. I know that this is the opinion current in the pseudo-cultured circles of today. People 
who do not acknowledge Christianity in its true meaning because it undermines their social privileges, and who 
therefore invent all kinds of philosophic and aesthetic theories to hide from themselves the meaninglessness and 
wrongfulness of their lives, cannot think otherwise. These people intentionally, or sometimes unintentionally, 
confuse the notion of a religious cult with the notion of religious perception, and think that by denying the cult 
they get rid of the perception. But even the very attacks on religion and the attempts to establish an idea of life 
contrary to the religious perception of our times, most clearly demonstrate the existence of a religious 
perception condemning the lives that are not in harmony with it. 
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If humanity progresses, that is, moves forward, there must inevitably be a guide to the direction of that 

movement. And religions have always furnished that guide. All history shows that the progress of humanity is 
accomplished no otherwise than under the guidance of religion. But if the race cannot progress without the 
guidance of religion, and progress is always going on, and consequently goes on also in our own times, then 
there must be a religion of our times. So that whether it pleases or displeases the so-called cultured people of to-
day, they must admit the existence of religion-not of a religious cult, Catholic, Protestant, or another, but of 
religious perception-which even in our times is the guide always present where there is any progress. And if a 
religious perception exists amongst us, then the feelings dealt with by our art should be appraised on the basis of 
that religious perception; and as has been the case always and everywhere, art transmitting feelings flowing 
from the religious perception of our time should be chosen from amid all the indifferent art, should be 
acknowledged, highly valued, and encouraged, while art running counter to that perception should be 
condemned and despised, and all the remaining, indifferent, art should neither be distinguished nor encouraged. 

The religious perception of our time in its widest and most practical application is the consciousness that our 
well-being, both material and spiritual, individual and collective, temporal and eternal, lies in the growth of 
brotherhood among men-in their loving harmony with one another. This perception is not only expressed by 
Christ and all the best men of past ages, it is not only repeated in most varied forms and from most diverse sides 
by the best men of our times, but it already serves as a clue to all the complex labor of humanity, consisting as 
this labour does on the one hand in the destruction of physical and moral obstacles to the union of men, and on 
the other hand in establishing the principles common to all men which can and should unite them in one 
universal brotherhood. And it is on the basis of this perception that we should appraise all the phenomena of our 
life and among the rest our art also: choosing from all its realms and highly prizing and encouraging whatever 
transmits feelings flowing from this religious perception, rejecting whatever is contrary to it, and not attributing 
to the rest of art an importance that does not properly belong to it.... 

Christian art either evokes in men feelings which through love of God and of one's neighbor draw them to 
closer and ever closer union and make them ready for, and capable of, such union; or evokes in them feelings 
which show them that they are already united in the joys and sorrows of life. And therefore the Christian art of 
our time can be and is of two kinds: first, art transmitting feelings flowing from a religious perception of man's 
position in the world in relation to God and to his neighbor-religious art in the limited meaning of the term; and 
secondly, art transmitting the simplest feelings of common life, but such always as are accessible to all men in 
the whole world the art of common life-the art of the people-universal art. Only these two kinds of art can be 
considered good art in our time. 

The first, religious art-transmitting both positive feelings of love of God and one's neighbour, and negative 
feelings of indignation and horror at the violation of love-manifests itself chiefly in the form of words, and to 
some extent also in painting and sculpture: the second kind, universal art, transmitting feelings accessible to all, 
manifests itself in words, in painting, in sculpture, in dances, in architecture, and most of all in music. 

If I were asked to give modern examples of each of these kinds of art, then as examples of the highest art 
flowing from love of God and man (both of the higher, positive, and of the lower, negative kind), in literature I 
should name The Robbers by Schiller; Victor Hugo's Les Pauvres Gens and Les Miserables; the novels and 
stories of Dickens-The Tale of Two Cities, The Christmas Carol, The Chimes, and others-Uncle Tom's Cabin; 
Dostoevski's works-especially his Memoirs from the House of Death-and Adam Bede by George Eliot.... 

To give examples from the modern art of our upper classes, of art of the second kind: good universal art, or 
even of the art of a whole people, is yet more difficult, especially in literature and music. If there are some 
works which by their inner contents might be assigned to this class (such as Don Quixote, Moliere's comedies, 
David Copperfield and The Pickwick Papers by Dickens, Gogol's and Pushkiri s tales, and some things of 
Maupassant's), these works for the most part-owing to the exceptional nature of the feelings they transmit, and 
the superfluity of special details of time and locality, and above all on account of the poverty of their subject-
matter in comparison with examples of universal ancient art (such, for instance, as the story of Joseph)-are 
comprehensible only to people of their own circle. That Joseph's brethren, being jealous of his father's affection, 
sell him to the merchants; that Potiphar's wife wishes to tempt the youth; that having attained to highest station 
he takes pity on his brothers, including Benjamin the favourite-these and all the rest are feelings accessible alike 
to a Russian peasant, a Chinese, an African, a child, or an old man, educated or uneducated; and it is all written 
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with such restraint, is so free from any superfluous detail, that the story may be told to any circle and will be 
equally comprehensible and touching to everyone. But not such are the feelings of Don Quixote or of Moliere's 
heroes (though Moliere is perhaps the most universal, and therefore the most excellent, artist of modern times), 
nor of Pickwick and his friends. These feelings are not common to all men but very exceptional, and therefore 
to make them contagious the authors have surrounded them with abundant details of time and place. And this 
abundance of detail makes the stories difficult of comprehension to all who do not live within reach of the 
conditions described by the author. 

The author of the novel of Joseph did not need to describe in detail, as would be done nowadays, the blood-
stained coat of Joseph, the dwelling and dress of Jacob, the pose and attire of Potiphar's wife, and how adjusting 
the bracelet on her left arm she said, 'Come to me,' and so on, because the content of feeling in this novel is so 
strong that all details except the most essential-such as that Joseph went out into another room to weep-are 
superfluous and would only hinder the transmission of emotion. And therefore this novel is accessible to all 
men, touches people of all nations and classes young and old, and has lasted to our times and will yet last for 
thousands of years to come. But strip the best novels of our time of their details and what will remain? 

It is therefore impossible in modern literature to indicate works fully satisfying the demands of universality. 
Such works as exist are to a great extent spoilt by what is usually called 'realism', but would be better termed 
'provincialism', in art. 

In music the same occurs as in verbal art, and for similar reasons. In consequence of the poorness of the 
feeling they contain, the melodies of the modern composers are amazingly empty and insignificant. And to 
strengthen the impression produced by these empty melodies the new musicians pile complex modulations on 
each trivial melody, not only in their own national manner, but also in the way characteristic of their own 
exclusive circle and particular musical school. Melody-every melody-is free and may be understood of all men; 
but as soon as it is bound up with a particular harmony, it ceases to be accessible except to people trained to 
such harmony, and it becomes strange, not only to common men of another nationality, but to all who do not 
belong to the circle whose members have accustomed themselves to certain forms of harmonization. So that 
music, like poetry, travels in a vicious circle. Trivial and exclusive melodies, in order to make them attractive, 
are laden with harmonic, rhythmic, and orchestral complications and thus become yet more exclusive, and far 
from being universal are not even national, that is, they are not comprehensible to the whole people, but only to 
some people. 

In music, besides marches and dances by various composers which satisfy the demands of universal art, one 
can indicate very few works of this class: Bach's famous violin aria, Chopin's nocturne in E flat major, and 
perhaps a dozen bits (not whole pieces, but parts) selected from the works of Haydn, Mozart, Schubert, 
Beethoven, and Chopin. 

Although in painting the same thing is repeated as in poetry and in music-namely, that in order to make them 
more interesting, works weak in conception are surrounded by minutely studied accessories of time and place 
which give them a temporary and local interest but make them less universal-still in painting more than in other 
spheres of art may be found works satisfying the demands of universal Christian art; that is to say, there are 
more works expressing feelings in which all men may participate. 

In the arts of painting and sculpture, all pictures and statues in so-called genre style, representations of 
animals, landscapes, and caricatures with subjects comprehensible to every one, and also all kinds of ornaments, 
are universal in subject-matter. Such productions in painting and sculpture are very numerous (for instance, 
china dolls), but for the most part such objects (for instance, ornaments of all kinds) are either not considered to 
be art or are considered to be art of a low quality. In reality all such objects if only they transmit a true feeling 
experienced by the artist and comprehensible to every one (however insignificant it may seem to us to be), are 
works of real, good, Christian, art.... 

In painting we must similarly place in the class of bad art all ecclesiastical, patriotic, and exclusive pictures; 
all pictures representing the amusements and allurements of a rich and idle life; all so-called symbolic pictures 
in which the very meaning of the symbol is comprehensible only to those of a certain circle; and above all 
pictures with voluptuous subjects-all that odious female nudity which fills all the exhibitions and galleries. And 
to this class belongs almost all the chamber and opera music of our times,-beginning especially with Beethoven 
(Schumann, Berlioz, Liszt, Wagner), by its subject-matter devoted to the expression of feelings accessible only 
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to people who have developed in themselves an unhealthy nervous irritation evoked by this exclusive, artificial, 
and complex music. 

'What! the Ninth Symphony not a good work of art!' I hear exclaimed by indignant voices. 
And I reply: Most certainly it is not. All that I have written I have written with the sole purpose of finding a 

clear and reasonable criterion by which to judge the merits of works of art. And this criterion, coinciding with 
the indications of plain and sane sense, indubitably shows me that that symphony of Beethoven's is not a good 
work of art. Of course to people educated in the worship of certain productions and of their authors, to people 
whose taste has been perverted just by being educated in such a worship, the acknowledgment that such a 
celebrated work is bad, is amazing and strange. But how are we to escape the indications of reason and common 
sense? 

Beethoven's Ninth Symphony is considered a great work of art. To verify its claim to be such I must first ask 
myself whether this work transmits the highest religious feeling? I reply in the negative, since music in itself 
cannot transmit those feelings; and therefore I ask myself next: Since this work does not belong to the highest 
kind of religious art, has it the other characteristic of the good art of our time-the quality of uniting all men in 
one common feeling-does it rank as Christian universal art? And again I have no option but to reply in the 
negative; for not only do I not see how the feelings transmitted by this work could unite people not specially 
trained to submit themselves to its complex hypnotism, but I am unable to imagine to myself a crowd of normal 
people who could understand anything of this long, confused, and artificial production, except short snatches 
which are lost in a sea of what is incomprehensible. And therefore, whether I like it or not, I am compelled to 
conclude that this work belongs to the rank of bad art. It is curious to note in this connexion, that attached to the 
end of this very symphony is a poem of Schiller's which (though somewhat obscurely) expresses this very 
thought, namely, that feeling (Schiller speaks only of the feeling of gladness) unites people and evokes love in 
them. But though this poem is sung at the end of the symphony, the music does not accord with the thought 
expressed in the verses; for the music is exclusive and does not unite all men, but unites only a few, dividing 
them off from the rest of mankind. 

And just in this same way, in all branches of art, many and many works considered great by the upper classes 
of our society will have to be judged. By this one sure criterion we shall have to judge the celebrated Divine 
Comedy and Jerusalem Delivered, and a great part of Shakespeare's and Goethe's work, and in painting every 
representation of miracles, including Raphael's Transfiguration, etc. 

Whatever the work may be and however it may have been extolled, we have first to ask whether this work is 
one of real art, or a counterfeit. Having acknowledged, on the basis of the indication of its infectiousness even 
to a small class of people, that a certain production belongs to the realm of art, it is necessary on this basis to 
decide the next question, Does this work belong to the category of bad exclusive art opposed to religious 
perception, or of Christian art uniting people? And having acknowledged a work to belong to real Christian art, 
we must then, according to whether it transmits feelings flowing from love of God and man, or merely the 
simple feelings uniting all men, assign it a place in the ranks of religious art, or in those of universal art. Only 
on the basis of such verification shall we find it possible to select from the whole mass of what in our society 
claims to be art, those works which form real, important, necessary, spiritual food, and to separate them from all 
the harmful and useless art and from the counterfeits of art which surround us. Only on the basis of such 
verification shall we be able to rid ourselves of the pernicious results of harmful art and avail ourselves of that 
beneficent action which is the purpose of true and good art, and which is indispensable for the spiritual life of 
man and of humanity. 

 
The New Aesthetics 
Oscar Wilde 
 
VIVIAN. [. ..] All that I desire to point out is the general principle that Life imitates Art far more than Art 
imitates Life, and I feel sure that if you think seriously about it you will find that it is true. Life holds the mirror 
up to Art, and either reproduces some strange type imagined by painter or sculptor, or realizes in fact what has 
been dreamed in fiction. Scientifically speaking, the basis of life-the energy of life, as Aristotle would call it-is 
simply the desire for expression, and Art is always presenting various forms through which this expression can 
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be attained. Life seizes on them and uses them, even if they be to her own hurt. Young men have committed 
suicide because Rolla did so, have died by their own hand because by his own hand Werther died. Think of 
what we owe to the imitation of Christ, of what we owe to the imitation of Caesar. 
 
CYRIL. The theory is certainly a very curious one, but to make it complete you must show that Nature, no less 
than Life, is an imitation of Art. Are you prepared to prove that? 
 
VIVIAN. My dear fellow I am prepared to prove anything. 
 
CYRIL. Nature follows the landscape painter, then, and takes her effects from him? 
 
VIVIAN. Certainly. Where, if not from the Impressionists, do we get those wonderful brown fogs that come 
creeping down our streets, blurring the gaslamps and changing the houses into monstrous shadows? To whom, 
if not to them and their master, do we owe the lovely silver mists that brood over our river, and turn to faint 
forms of fading grace curved bridge and swaying barge? The extraordinary change that has taken place in the 
climate of London during the last ten years is entirely due to a particular school of Art. You smile. Consider the 
matter from a scientific or metaphysical point of view, and you will find that I am right. For what is Nature? 
Nature is no great mother who has borne us. She is our creation. lt is in our brain that she quickens to life. 
Things are because we see them, and what we see, and how we see it, depends on the Arts that have influenced 
us. To look at a thing is very different from seeing a thing. One does not see anything until one sees its beauty 
then, and then only, does it come into existence. At present, people see fogs, not because there are fogs, but 
because poets and painters have taught them the mysterious loveliness of such effects. There may have been 
fogs for centuries in London. I dare say there were. But no one saw them, and so we do not know anything 
about them. They did not exist till Art had invented them. Now, it must be admitted, fogs are carried to excess. 
They have become the mere mannerism of a clique, and the exaggerated realism of their method gives dull 
people bronchitis. Where the cultured catch an effect, the uncultured catch cold. And so, let us be humane, and 
invite Art to turn her wonderful eyes elsewhere. She has done so already, indeed. That white quivering sunlight 
that one sees now in France, with its strange blotches of mauve, and its restless violet shadows, is her latest 
fancy, and, on the whole, Nature reproduces it quite admirably. Where she used to give us Corots and 
Daubignys, she gives us now exquisite Monets and entrancing Pisaros. Indeed there are moments, rare, it is true, 
but still to be observed from time to time, when Nature becomes absolutely modern. Of course she is not always 
to be relied upon. The fact is that she is in this unfortunate position. Art creates an incomparable and unique 
effect, and, having done so, passes on to other things. Nature, upon the other hand, forgetting that imitation can 
be made the sincerest form of insult, keeps on repeating this effect until we all become absolutdy wearied of it. 
Nobody of any real culture, for instance, ever talks nowadays about the beauty of a sunset. Sunsets are quite 
old-fashioned. They belong to the time when Turner was the last note in art. To admire them is a distinct sign of 
provincialism of temperament. Upon the other hand they go on. Yesterday evening Mrs Arundel insisted on my 
going to the window, and looking at the glorious sky, as she called it. Of course I had to look at it. She is one of 
those absurdly pretty Philistines to whom one can deny nothing. And what was it? It was simply a very second-
rate Turner, a Turner of a bad period, with all the painter's worst faults exaggerated and over-emphasized. Of 
course, I am quite ready to admit that Life very often commits the same error. She produces her false Rene's and 
her sham Vautrins, just as Nature gives us, on one day a doubtful Cuyp, and on another a more than 
questionable Rousseau. Still, Nature irritates one more when she does things of that kind. It seems so stupid, so 
obvious, so unnecessary. A false Vautrin might be delightful. A doubtful Cuyp is unbearable. However, I don't 
want to be too hard on Nature. I wish the Channel, especially at Hasnogs, did not look quite 
so often like a Henry Moore, grey pearl with yellow lights, but then, when Art is more varied. Nature will, no 
doubt, be more varied also. That she imitates Art, I don't think even her worst enemy would deny now. It is the 
one thing that keeps her in touch with civilized man. But have I proved my theory to your satisfaction? 
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C YR I L. You have proved it to my dissatisfaction, which is better. But even admitting this strange imitative 
instinct in Life and Nature, surely you would acknowledge that Art expresses the temper of its age, the spirit of 
its time, the moral and social conditions that surround it, and under whose influence it is produced. 
 
V IV I A N. Certainly not! Art never expresses anything but itself. This is the principle of my new aisthetics; 
and it is this, more than that vital connection between form and substance, on which Mr Pater dwells, that 
makes music the type of all the arts. Of course, nations and individuals, with that healthy natural vanity which is 
the secret of existence, are always under the impression that it is of them that the Muses are talking, always 
trying to find in the calm dignity of imaginative art some mirror of their own turbid passions, always forgetting 
that the singer of life is not Apollo but Marsyas. Remote from reality, and with her eyes turned away from the 
shadows of the cave, Art reveals her own perfection, and the wondering crowd that watches the opening of the 
marvelous, many-petalled rose fancies that it is its own history that is being told to it, its own spirit that is 
finding expression in a new form. But it is not so. The highest art rejects the burden of the human spirit, and 
gains more from a new medium or a fresh material than she does from any enthusiasm for art, or from any lofty 
passion, or from any great awakening of the human consciousness. She develops purely on her own lines. She is 
not symbolic of any age. It is the ages that are her symbols. 

Even those who hold that Art is representative of time and place and people cannot help admitting that the 
more imitative an art is, the less it represents to us the spirit of its age. The evil faces of the Roman emperors 
look out at us from the foul porphyry and spotted jasper in which the realistic artists of the day delighted to 
work, and we fancy that in those cruel lips and heavy sensual jaws we can find the secret of the ruin of the 
Empire. But it was not so. The vices of Tiberius could not destroy that supreme civilization, any more than the 
virtues of the Antonines could save it. It fell for other, for less interesting reasons. The sibyls and prophets of 
the Sistine may indeed serve to interpret for some that new birth of the emancipated spirit that we call the 
Renaissance; but what do the drunken boors and brawling peasants of Dutch art tell us about the great soul of 
Holland? The more abstract, the more ideal an art is, the more it reveals to us the temper of its age. If we wish 
to understand a nation by means of its art, let us look at its architecture or its music. 
 
CYRIL. I quite agree with you there. The spirit of an age may be best expressed in the abstract ideal arts, for the 
spirit itself is abstract and ideal. 
Upon the other hand, for the visible aspect of an age, for its look, as the phrase goes, we must of course go to 
the arts of imitation. 
 
VIVIAN. I don't think so. After all, what the imitative arts really give us are merely the various styles of 
particular artists, or of certain schools of artists. Surely you don't imagine that the people of the Middle Ages 
bore any resemblance at all to the figures on mediaeval stained glass, or in medieval stone and wood carving, or 
on mediaeval metal-work, or tapestries, or illuminated MSS. They were probably very ordinary-looking people, 
with nothing grotesque, or remarkable, or fantastic in their appearance. The Middle Ages, as we know them in 
art, are simply a definite form of style, and there is no reason at all why an artist with this style should not be 
produced in the nineteenth century. No great artist ever sees things as they really are. If he did, he would cease 
to be an artist. Take an example from our own day. I know that you are fond of Japanese things. Now, do you 
really imagine that the Japanese people, as they are presented to us in art, have any existence? If you do, you 
have never understood Japanese art at all. The Japanese people are the deliberate self-conscious creation of 
certain individual artists. If you set a picture by Hokusai, or Hokkei, or any of the great native painters, beside a 
real Japanese gentleman or lady, you will see that there is not the slightest resemblance between them. The 
actual people who live in Japan are not unlike the general run of English people; that is to say, they are 
extremely commonplace, and have nothing curious or extraordinary about them. In fact the whole of Japan is a 
pure invention. There is no such country. there are no such people. One of our most charming painters went 
recently to the Land of the Chrysanthemum in the foolish hope of seeing the Japanese. All he saw, all he had the 
chance of painting, were a few lanterns and some fans. He was quite unable to discover the inhabitants, as his 
delightful exhibition at Messrs Dowdeswell's Gallery showed only too well. He did not know that the Japanese 
people are, as I have said, simply a mode of style, an exquisite fancy of art. And so, if you desire to see a 
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Japanese effect. you will not behave like a tourist and go to Tokio. On the contrary, you will stay at home and 
steep yourself in the work of certain Japanese artists, and then, when you have absorbed the spirit of their style 
and caught their imaginative manner of vision, you will go some afternoon and sit in the Park or stroll down 
Piccadilly, and if you cannot see an absolutely Japanese effect there, you will not see it anywhere. Or, to return 
again to the past, take another instance, the ancient Greeks. Do you think that Greek art ever tells us what the 
Greek people were like? Do you believe that the Athenian women were like the stately dignified figures of the 
Parthenon frieze or like those marvelous goddesses who sat in the triangular pediments of the same building? If 
you judge from the art, they certainly were so. But read an authority like Aristophanes for instance. You will 
find that the Athenian ladies laced tightly, wore high-heeled shoes, dyed their hair yellow, painted and rouged 
their faces, and were exactly like any silly fashionable or fallen creature of our own day. The fact is that we 
look back on the ages entirely through the medium of art, and art, very fortunately, has never once told us the 
truth. 
 
CYRIL: But in order to avoid making any error I want you to tell me briefly the doctrines of the new aesthetics. 
 
V IV I A N. Briefly, then, they are these. Art never expresses anything but itself. It has an independent life, just 
as thought has, and develops purely on its own lines. It is not necessarily realistic in an age of realism, nor 
spiritual in an age of faith. So far from being the creation of its time, it is usually in direct opposition to it, and 
the only history that it preserves for us is the history of its own progress. Sometimes it returns upon its 
footsteps, and revives some antique form, as happened in the archaistic movement of late Greek Art, and in the 
pre-Raphaelite movement of our own day. At other times it entirely anticipates its age, and produces in one-
century work that it takes another century to understand, to appreciate and to enjoy. In no case does it reproduce 
its age. To pass from the art of a time to the time itself is the great mistake that all historians commit. 

The second doctrine is this. All bad art comes from returning to Life and Nature, and elevating them into 
ideals. Life and Nature may sometimes be used as part of Art's rough material, but before they are of any real 
service to art they must be translated into artistic conventions. The moment Art surrenders its imaginative 
medium it surrenders everything. As a method Realism is a complete failure, and the two things that every artist 
should avoid are modernity of form and modernity of subject-matter. To us, who live in the nineteenth century, 
any century is a suitable subject for art except our own. The only beautiful things are the things that do not 
concern us. It is, to have the pleasure of quoting myself, exactly because Hecuba is nothing to us that her 
sorrows are so suitable a motive for a tragedy. Besides, it is only the modern that ever becomes old-fashioned. 
M. Zola sits down to give us a picture of the Second Empire. Who cares for the Second Empire now? It is out of 
date. Life goes faster than Realism, but Romanticism is always in front of Life. 

The third doctrine is that Life imitates Art far more than Art imitates Life. This results not merely from Life's 
imitative instinct, but from the fact that the self-conscious aim of Life is to find expression, and that Art offers it 
certain beautiful forms through which it may realize that energy. It is a theory that has never been put forward 
before, but it is extremely fruitful, and throws an entirely new light upon the history of Art. 

It follows, as a corollary from this, that external Nature also imitates Art. The only effects that she can show 
us are effects that we have already seen through poetry, or in paintings. This is the secret of Nature's charm, as 
well as the explanation of Nature's weakness. 

The final revelation is that Lying, the telling of beautiful untrue things, is the proper aim of Art. But of this I 
think I have spoken at sufficient length. And now let us go out on the terrace, where 'droops the milk-white 
peacock like a ghost,' while the evening star 'washes the dusk with silver.' At twilight nature becomes a 
wonderfully suggestive effect, and is not without loveliness, though perhaps its chief use is to illustrate 
quotations from the poets. Come! We have talked long enough. 
 
Part Three Genres 
 
Genre Distinctions 
Michael LaBossiere 
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The point of this brief essay is to argue, albeit briefly, why genre distinctions matter. 
There is, of course, a psychological motivation for genre classifications. Not surprisingly, these classifications 

are a lot like sandcastles: people derive a great deal of pleasure not only in making them but also in destroying 
them. While the enjoyment that can be derived from this practice does motivate such classifications, the mere 
fact that it is enjoyable does little to justify actually making such distinctions. Fortunately, there are other 
reasons why these distinctions matter. 

When it comes to physical appetite or hunger, people often desire particular types of food. For example, 
suppose a person finds she has a craving for something sweet. Conveniently, the aisles of her local grocery store 
are organized so that she can find her sweets. Even further, the packages of the various items are labeled and 
categorized so that she can find just the right item. It is, of course, easy to imagine her disappointment if she 
buys a box of cereal promising a “crispy chocolate taste sensation” and gets a “mushy broccoli taste sensation” 
instead.  Now, when it comes to aesthetic appetite, people often desire a particular type of aesthetic experience. 
For example, imagine someone gets a craving for science fiction. Conveniently, the aisles of her local book 
store and video shop are organized so she can find the science fiction. Further, the books and videos are labeled 
and categorized so she can find just the right item. It is, of course, easy to imagine her disappointment if she 
buys a book promising “galactic action and super technology” which actually delivers an insipid romance set in 
modern Dayton, Ohio.  

The point of this is, of course, to illustrate and argue that genre distinctions matter because they make it 
significantly easier for people to satisfy their aesthetic desires.  

Last, but perhaps most importantly, genre classifications are needed so that it is possible to assess and criticize 
works fairly. While a developed argument for this is beyond the scope of this work, it seems reasonable to hold 
that art, like competitive sports, is a purposeful activity. It also seems reasonable that works of art, like athletic 
performances, can be assessed on how well they fulfill their intended purpose. Naturally, a fair assessment of a 
performance requires knowing the nature of the intended purpose. For example, during one track and field 
competition a paper plate blew into the area where the javelin throw was taking place. The plate landed in such 
a way as to appear to be a target and this confused a bystander. After one extremely long throw, the bystander 
commented that the throw was terrible, since the javelin landed no where near the plate. Of course, he had 
gotten it all wrong. Once it was explained that the javelin was thrown for distance, not accuracy, he realized 
what he had thought was a terrible throw was, in fact, the winning throw of the meet. It seems reasonable to 
claim that the same is true of the arts. For example, it would be an obvious mistake to claim that 2001 is a poor 
piece of literature because Dave Bowman is not brought from happiness to misery by an error in his judgment. 
This is because 2001 is not intended to be a tragedy. Hence, its failure to be a tragedy is not a mark against it.  
Thus, genre classifications are important because without them it would be difficult, if not impossible, to fairly 
and justly criticize and assess works, including cases in which the creator of a work is assessing his work in 
progress. 
 
THE POETICS OF ARISTOTLE 
Translated BY S. H. BUTCHER 
Note: Some material, mostly that relating to language, has been removed. 
 
I 'Imitation' the common principle of the Arts of Poetry.  

Epic poetry and Tragedy, Comedy also and Dithyrambic: poetry, and the music of the flute and of the lyre in 
most of their forms, are all in their general conception modes of imitation. They differ, however, from one: 
another in three respects,--the medium, the objects, the manner or mode of imitation, being in each case distinct. 

For as there are persons who, by conscious art or mere habit, imitate and represent various objects through the 
medium of colour and form, or again by the voice; so in the arts above mentioned, taken as a whole, the 
imitation is produced by rhythm, language, or 'harmony,' either singly or combined. 

Thus in the music of the flute and of the lyre, 'harmony' and rhythm 
alone are employed; also in other arts, such as that of the shepherd's pipe, which are essentially similar to 

these. In dancing, rhythm alone is used without 'harmony'; for even dancing imitates character, emotion, and 
action, by rhythmical movement. 
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There is another art which imitates by means of language alone, and that either in prose or verse--which, 

verse, again, may either combine different metres or consist of but one kind--but this has hitherto been without a 
name. For there is no common term we could apply to the mimes of Sophron and Xenarchus and the Socratic 
dialogues on the one hand; and, on the other, to poetic imitations in iambic, elegiac, or any similar metre. 
People do, indeed, add the word 'maker' or 'poet' to the name of the metre, and speak of elegiac poets, or epic 
(that is, hexameter) poets, as if it were not the imitation that makes the poet, but the verse that entitles them all 
indiscriminately to the name. Even when a treatise on medicine or natural science is brought out in verse, the 
name of poet is by custom given to the author; and yet Homer and Empedocles have nothing in common but the 
metre, so that it would be right to call the one poet, the other physicist rather than poet. On the same principle, 
even if a writer in his poetic imitation were to combine all metres, as Chaeremon did in his Centaur, which is a 
medley composed of metres of all kinds, we should bring him too under the general term poet. So much then for 
these distinctions. 

There are, again, some arts which employ all the means above mentioned, namely, rhythm, tune, and metre. 
Such are Dithyrambic and Nomic poetry, and also Tragedy and Comedy; but between them the difference is, 
that in the first two cases these means are all employed in combination, in the latter, now one means is 
employed, now another. 

Such, then, are the differences of the arts with respect to the medium of imitation. 
 

II The Objects of Imitation. 
 

Since the objects of imitation are men in action, and these men must be either of a higher or a lower type (for 
moral character mainly answers to these divisions, goodness and badness being the distinguishing marks of 
moral differences), it follows that we must represent men either as better than in real life, or as worse, or as they 
are. It is the same in painting. Polygnotus depicted men as nobler than they are, Pauson as less noble, Dionysius 
drew them true to life. 

Now it is evident that each of the modes of imitation above mentioned will exhibit these differences, and 
become a distinct kind in imitating objects that are thus distinct. Such diversities may be found even in 
dancing,: flute-playing, and lyre-playing. So again in language, whether prose or verse unaccompanied by 
music. Homer, for example, makes men better than they are; Cleophon as they are; Hegemon the Thasian, the 
inventor of parodies, and Nicochares, the author of the Deiliad, worse than they are. The same thing holds good 
of Dithyrambs and Nomes; here too one may portray different types, as Timotheus and Philoxenus differed in 
representing their Cyclopes. The same distinction marks off Tragedy from Comedy; for Comedy aims at 
representing men as worse, Tragedy as better than in actual life. 
 
III The Manner of Imitation. 

 
There is still a third difference--the manner in which each of these objects may be imitated. For the medium 

being the same, and the objects the same, the poet may imitate by narration--in which case he can either take 
another personality as Homer does, or speak in his own person, unchanged--or he may present all his characters 
as living and moving before us. 

These, then, as we said at the beginning, are the three differences which distinguish artistic imitation,--the 
medium, the objects, and the manner. So that from one point of view, Sophocles is an imitator of the same kind 
as Homer--for both imitate higher types of character; from another point of view, of the same kind as 
Aristophanes--for both imitate persons acting and doing. Hence, some say, the name of 'drama' is given to such 
poems, as representing action. For the same reason the Dorians claim the invention both of Tragedy and 
Comedy. The claim to Comedy is put forward by the Megarians,--not only by those of Greece proper, who 
allege that it originated under their democracy, but also by the Megarians of Sicily, 

for the poet Epicharmus, who is much earlier than Chionides and Magnes, belonged to that country. Tragedy 
too is claimed by certain Dorians of the Peloponnese. In each case they appeal to the evidence of language. 

The outlying villages, they say, are by them called {kappa omega mu alpha iota}, by the Athenians {delta eta 
mu iota}: and they assume that 
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Comedians were so named not from {kappa omega mu 'alpha zeta epsilon iota nu}, 'to revel,' but because they 

wandered from village to village (kappa alpha tau alpha / kappa omega mu alpha sigma), being excluded 
contemptuously from the city. They add also that the Dorian word for 'doing' is {delta rho alpha nu}, and the 
Athenian, {pi rho alpha tau tau epsilon iota nu}. 

This may suffice as to the number and nature of the various modes of imitation. 
 

IV The Origin and Development of Poetry. 
Poetry in general seems to have sprung from two causes, each of them lying deep in our nature. First, the 

instinct of imitation is implanted in man from childhood, one difference between him and other animals being 
that he is the most imitative of living creatures, and through imitation learns his earliest lessons; and no less 
universal is the pleasure felt in things imitated. We have evidence of this in the facts of experience. Objects 
which in themselves we view with pain, we delight to contemplate when reproduced with minute fidelity: such 
as the forms of the most ignoble animals and of dead bodies. The cause of this again is, that to learn gives the 
liveliest pleasure, not only to philosophers but to men in general; whose capacity, however, of learning is more 
limited. Thus the reason why men enjoy seeing a likeness is, that in contemplating it they find themselves 
learning or inferring, and saying perhaps, 'Ah, that is he.' For if you happen not to have seen the original, the 
pleasure will be due not to the imitation as such, but to the execution, the colouring, or some such other cause. 

Imitation, then, is one instinct of our nature. Next, there is the instinct for 'harmony' and rhythm, metres being 
manifestly sections of rhythm. Persons, therefore, starting with this natural gift developed by degrees their 
special aptitudes, till their rude improvisations gave birth to Poetry. 

Poetry now diverged in two directions, according to the individual character of the writers. The graver spirits 
imitated noble actions, and the actions of good men. The more trivial sort imitated the actions of meaner 
persons, at first composing satires, as the former did hymns to the gods and the praises of famous men. A poem 
of the satirical kind cannot indeed be put down to any author earlier than Homer; though many such writers 
probably there were. But from Homer onward, instances can be cited,--his own Margites, for example, and 
other similar compositions. The appropriate metre was also here introduced; hence the measure is still called the 
iambic or lampooning measure, being that in which people lampooned one another. Thus the older poets were 
distinguished as writers of heroic or of lampooning verse. 

As, in the serious style, Homer is pre-eminent among poets, for he alone combined dramatic form with 
excellence of imitation, so he too first laid down the main lines of Comedy, by dramatising the ludicrous instead 
of writing personal satire. His Margites bears the same relation to Comedy that the Iliad and Odyssey do to 
Tragedy. But when Tragedy and Comedy came to light, the two classes of poets still followed their natural bent: 
the lampooners became writers of Comedy, and the Epic poets were succeeded by Tragedians, since the drama 
was a larger and higher form of art. 

Whether Tragedy has as yet perfected its proper types or not; and whether it is to be judged in itself, or in 
relation also to the audience,--this raises another question. Be that as it may, Tragedy--as also Comedy --was at 
first mere improvisation. The one originated with the authors of the Dithyramb, the other with those of the 
phallic songs, which are still in use in many of our cities. Tragedy advanced by slow degrees; each new element 
that showed itself was in turn developed. Having passed through many changes, it found its natural form, and 
there it stopped. 

Aeschylus first introduced a second actor; he diminished the importance of the Chorus, and assigned the 
leading part to the dialogue. Sophocles raised the number of actors to three, and added scene-painting. 
Moreover, it was not till late that the short plot was discarded for one of greater compass, and the grotesque 
diction of the earlier satyric form for the stately manner of Tragedy. The iambic measure then replaced the 
trochaic tetrameter, which was originally employed when the poetry was of the Satyric order, and had greater 
affinities with dancing. Once dialogue had come in, Nature herself discovered the appropriate measure. For the 
iambic is, of all measures, the most colloquial: we see it in the fact that conversational speech runs into iambic 
lines more frequently than into any other kind of verse; rarely into hexameters, and only when we drop the 
colloquial intonation. The additions to the number of 'episodes' or acts, and the other accessories of which 
tradition; tells, must be taken as already described; for to discuss them in detail would, doubtless, be a large 
undertaking. 



Aesthetics Readings Page 61 of 108 
 

V Definition of the Ludicrous, and a brief sketch of the rise of Comedy. 
 
Comedy is, as we have said, an imitation of characters of a lower type, not, however, in the full sense of the 

word bad, the Ludicrous being merely a subdivision of the ugly. It consists in some defect or ugliness which is 
not painful or destructive. To take an obvious example, the comic mask is ugly and distorted, but does not imply 
pain. 

 
The successive changes through which Tragedy passed, and the authors of these changes, are well known, 

whereas Comedy has had no history, because it was not at first treated seriously. It was late before the Archon 
granted a comic chorus to a poet; the performers were till then voluntary. Comedy had already taken definite 

shape when comic poets, distinctively so called, are heard of. Who furnished it with masks, or prologues, or 
increased the number of actors,--these and other similar details remain unknown. As for the plot, it came 
originally from Sicily; but of Athenian writers Crates was the first who, abandoning the 'iambic' or lampooning 
form, generalised his themes and plots. 

Epic poetry agrees with Tragedy in so far as it is an imitation in verse 
of characters of a higher type. They differ, in that Epic poetry admits but one kind of metre, and is narrative in 

form. They differ, again, in their length: for Tragedy endeavours, as far as possible, to confine itself to a single 
revolution of the sun, or but slightly to exceed this limit; whereas the Epic action has no limits of time. This, 
then, is a second point of difference; though at first the same freedom was admitted in Tragedy as in Epic 
poetry. 

Of their constituent parts some are common to both, some peculiar to Tragedy, whoever, therefore, knows 
what is good or bad Tragedy, knows also about Epic poetry. All the elements of an Epic poem are found in 
Tragedy, but the elements of a Tragedy are not all found in the Epic poem. 

 
VI Definition of Tragedy. 

 
Of the poetry which imitates in hexameter verse, and of Comedy, we will speak hereafter. Let us now discuss 

Tragedy, resuming its formal definition, as resulting from what has been already said. 
Tragedy, then, is an imitation of an action that is serious, complete, and of a certain magnitude; in language 

embellished with each kind of artistic ornament, the several kinds being found in separate parts of the play; in 
the form of action, not of narrative; through pity and fear effecting the proper purgation of these emotions. By 
'language embellished,' I mean language into which rhythm, 'harmony,' and song enter. By 'the several kinds in 
separate parts,' I mean, that some parts are rendered through the medium of verse alone, others again with the 
aid of song. 

Now as tragic imitation implies persons acting, it necessarily follows, in the first place, that Spectacular 
equipment will be a part of Tragedy. Next, Song and Diction, for these are the medium of imitation. By 'Diction' 
I mean the mere metrical arrangement of the words: as for 'Song,' it is a term whose sense every one 
understands. 

Again, Tragedy is the imitation of an action; and an action implies personal agents, who necessarily possess 
certain distinctive qualities both of character and thought; for it is by these that we qualify actions themselves, 
and these--thought and character--are the two natural causes from which actions spring, and on actions again all 
success or failure depends. Hence, the Plot is the imitation of the action: for by plot I here mean the 
arrangement of the incidents. By Character I mean that in virtue of which we ascribe certain qualities to the 
agents. Thought is required wherever a statement is proved, or, it may be, a general truth enunciated. Every 
Tragedy, therefore, must have six parts, which parts determine its quality--namely, Plot, Character, Diction, 
Thought, Spectacle, Song. Two of the parts constitute the medium of imitation, one the manner, and three the 
objects of imitation. And these complete the list. These elements have been employed, we may say, by the poets 
to a man; in fact, every play contains Spectacular elements as well as Character, Plot, Diction, Song, and 
Thought. 
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But most important of all is the structure of the incidents. For Tragedy is an imitation, not of men, but of an 

action and of life, and life consists in action, and its end is a mode of action, not a quality. Now character 
determines men's qualities, but it is by their actions that they are happy or the reverse. Dramatic action, 
therefore, is not with a view to the representation of character: character comes in as subsidiary to the actions. 
Hence the incidents and the plot are the end of a tragedy; and the end is the chief thing of all. Again, without 
action there cannot be a tragedy; there may be without character. The tragedies of most of our modern poets fail 
in the rendering of character; and of poets in general this is often true. It is the same in painting; and here lies 
the difference between Zeuxis and Polygnotus. Polygnotus delineates character well: the style of Zeuxis is 
devoid of ethical quality. Again, if you string together a set of speeches expressive of character, and well 
finished in point of diction and thought, you will not produce thc essential tragic effect nearly so well as with a 
play which, however deficient in these respects, yet has a plot and artistically constructed incidents. Besides 
which, the most powerful elements of emotional: interest in Tragedy Peripeteia or Reversal of the Situation, and 
Recognition scenes--are parts of the plot. A further proof is, that novices in the art attain to finish: of diction and 
precision of portraiture before they can construct the plot. It is the same with almost all the early poets. 

The Plot, then, is the first principle, and, as it were, the soul of a tragedy: Character holds the second place. A 
similar fact is seen in painting. The most beautiful colours, laid on confusedly, will not give as much pleasure as 
the chalk outline of a portrait. Thus Tragedy is the imitation of an action, and of the agents mainly with a view 
to the action. 

Third in order is Thought,--that is, the faculty of saying what is possible and pertinent in given circumstances. 
In the case of oratory, this is the function of the Political art and of the art of rhetoric: and so indeed the older 
poets make their characters speak the language of civic life; the poets of our time, the language of the 
rhetoricians. Character is that which reveals moral purpose, showing what kind of things a man chooses or 
avoids. Speeches, therefore, which do not make this manifest, or in which the speaker does not choose or avoid 
anything whatever, are not expressive of character. Thought, on the other hand, is found where something is 
proved to be. or not to be, or a general maxim is enunciated. 

Fourth among the elements enumerated comes Diction; by which I mean, as has been already said, the 
expression of the meaning in words; and its essence is the same both in verse and prose. 

Of the remaining elements Song holds the chief place among the embellishments. 
The Spectacle has, indeed, an emotional attraction of its own, but, of all the parts, it is the least artistic, and 

connected least with the art of poetry. For the power of Tragedy, we may be sure, is felt even apart from 
representation and actors. Besides, the production of spectacular effects depends more on the art of the stage 
machinist than on that of the poet. 

 
VII The Plot must be a Whole. 

 
These principles being established, let us now discuss the proper structure of the Plot, since this is the first and 

most important thing in Tragedy. 
Now, according to our definition, Tragedy is an imitation of an action that is complete, and whole, and of a 

certain magnitude; for there may be a whole that is wanting in magnitude. A whole is that which has a 
beginning, a middle, and an end. A beginning is that which does not itself follow anything by causal necessity, 
but after which something naturally is or comes to be. An end, on the contrary, is that which itself naturally 
follows some other thing, either by necessity, or as a rule, but has nothing following it. A middle is that which 
follows something as some other thing follows it. A well constructed plot, therefore, must neither begin nor end 
at haphazard, but conform to these principles. 

Again, a beautiful object, whether it be a living organism or any whole composed of parts, must not only have 
an orderly arrangement of parts, but must also be of a certain magnitude; for beauty depends on magnitude and 
order. Hence a very small animal organism cannot be beautiful; for the view of it is confused, the object being 
seen in an almost imperceptible moment of time. Nor, again, can one of vast size be beautiful; for as the eye 
cannot take it all in at once, the unity and sense of the whole is lost for the spectator; as for instance if there 
were one a thousand miles long. As, therefore, in the case of animate bodies and organisms a certain magnitude 
is necessary, and a magnitude which may be easily embraced in one view; so in the plot, a certain length is 
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necessary, and a length which can be easily embraced by the memory. The limit of length in relation to dramatic 
competition and sensuous presentment, is no part of artistic theory. For had it been the rule for a hundred 
tragedies to compete together, the performance would have been regulated by the water-clock,--as indeed we 
are told was formerly done. But the limit as fixed by the nature of the drama itself is this: the greater the length, 
the more beautiful will the piece be by reason of its size, provided that the whole be perspicuous. And to define 
the matter roughly, we may say that the proper magnitude is comprised within such limits, that the sequence of 
events, according to the law of probability or necessity, will admit of a change from bad fortune to good, or 
from good fortune to bad. 

 
VIII The Plot must be a Unity. 

 
Unity of plot does not, as some persons think, consist in the Unity of the hero. For infinitely various are the 

incidents in one man's life which cannot be reduced to unity; and so, too, there are many actions of one man out 
of which we cannot make one action. Hence, the error, as it appears, of all poets who have composed a 
Heracleid, a Theseid, or other poems of the kind. They imagine that as Heracles was one man, the story of 
Heracles must also be a unity. But Homer, as in all else he is of surpassing merit, here too--whether from art or 
natural genius--seems to have happily discerned the truth. In composing the Odyssey he did not include all the 
adventures of Odysseus--such as his wound on Parnassus, or his feigned madness at the mustering of the host--
incidents between which there was no necessary or probable connection: but he made the Odyssey, and likewise 
the Iliad, to centre round an action that in our sense of the word is one. As therefore, in the other imitative arts, 
the imitation is one when the object imitated is one, so the plot, being an imitation of an action, must imitate one 
action and that a whole, the structural union of the parts being such that, if any one of them is displaced or 
removed, the whole will be disjointed and disturbed. For a thing whose presence or absence makes no visible 
difference, is not an organic part of the whole. 

 
IX (Plot continued.) Dramatic Unity. 

 
It is, moreover, evident from what has been said, that it is not the function of the poet to relate what has 

happened, but what may happen,-what is possible according to the law of probability or necessity. The poet and 
the historian differ not by writing in verse or in prose. The work of Herodotus might be put into verse, and it 
would still be a species of history, with metre no less than without it. The true difference is that one relates what 
has happened, the other what may happen. Poetry, therefore, is a more philosophical and a higher thing than 
history: for poetry tends to express the universal, history the particular. By the universal, I mean how a person 
of a certain type will on occasion speak or act, according to the law of probability or necessity; and it is this 
universality at which poetry aims in the names she attaches to the personages. The particular is--for example--
what Alcibiades did or suffered. In Comedy this is already apparent: for here the poet first constructs the plot on 
the lines of probability, and then inserts characteristic names;--unlike the lampooners who write about particular 
individuals. But tragedians still keep to real names, the reason being that what is possible is credible: what has 
not happened we do not at once feel sure to be possible: but what has happened is manifestly possible: 
otherwise it would not have happened. Still there are even some tragedies in which there are only one or two 
well known names, the rest being fictitious. In others, none are well known, as in Agathon's Antheus, where 
incidents and names alike are fictitious, and yet they give none the less pleasure. We must not, therefore, at all 
costs keep to the received legends, which are the usual subjects of Tragedy. Indeed, it would be absurd to 
attempt it; for even subjects that are known are known only to a few, and yet give pleasure to all. It clearly 
follows that the poet or 'maker' should be the maker of plots rather than of verses; since he is a poet because he 
imitates, and what he imitates are actions. And even if he chances to take an historical subject, he is none the 
less a poet; for there is no reason why some events that have actually happened should not conform to the law 
of the probable and possible, and in virtue of that quality in them he is their poet or maker. 

Of all plots and actions the epeisodic are the worst. I call a plot 'epeisodic' in which the episodes or acts 
succeed one another without probable or necessary sequence. Bad poets compose such pieces by their own 
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fault, good poets, to please the players; for, as they write show pieces for competition, they stretch the plot 
beyond its capacity, and are often forced to break the natural continuity. 

But again, Tragedy is an imitation not only of a complete action, but of events inspiring fear or pity. Such an 
effect is best produced when the events come on us by sunrise; and the effect is heightened when, at the same 
time, they follow as cause and effect. The tragic wonder will thee be greater than if they happened of 
themselves or by accident; for even coincidences are most striking when they have an air of design. We may 
instance the statue of Mitys at Argos, which fell upon his murderer while he was a spectator at a festival, and 
killed him. Such events seem not to be due to mere chance. Plots, therefore, constructed on these principles are 
necessarily the best. 

 
X (Plot continued.) Definitions of Simple and Complex Plots.  

 
Plots are either Simple or Complex, for the actions in real life, of which the plots are an imitation, obviously 

show a similar distinction. An action which is one and continuous in the sense above defined, I call Simple, 
when the change of fortune takes place without Reversal of the Situation and without Recognition. 

A Complex action is one in which the change is accompanied by such Reversal, or by Recognition, or by 
both. These last should arise from the internal structure of the plot, so that what follows should be the 

necessary or probable result of the preceding action. It makes all the difference whether any given event is a 
case of propter hoc or post hoc. 
 
XI (Plot continued.) Reversal of the Situation, Recognition, and Tragic or disastrous Incident defined and 
explained. 

 
Reversal of the Situation is a change by which the action veers round to its opposite, subject always to our 

rule of probability or necessity. Thus in the Oedipus, the messenger comes to cheer Oedipus and free him from 
his alarms about his mother, but by revealing who he is, he produces the opposite effect. Again in the Lynceus, 
Lynceus is being led away to his death, and Danaus goes with him, meaning, to slay him; but the outcome of the 
preceding incidents is that Danaus is killed and Lynceus saved. Recognition, as the name indicates, is a change 
from ignorance to knowledge, producing love or hate between the persons destined by the poet for good or bad 
fortune. The best form of recognition is coincident with a Reversal of the Situation, as in the Oedipus. There are 
indeed other forms. Even inanimate things of the most trivial kind may in a sense be objects of recognition. 
Again, we may recognise or discover whether a person has done a thing or not. But the recognition which is 
most intimately connected with the plot and action is, as we have said, the recognition of persons. This 
recognition, combined, with Reversal, will produce either pity or fear; and actions producing these effects are 
those which, by our definition, Tragedy represents. Moreover, it is upon such situations that the issues of good 
or bad fortune will depend. Recognition, then, being between persons, it may happen that one person only is 
recognised by the other-when the latter is already known--or it may be necessary that the recognition should be 
on both sides. Thus Iphigenia is revealed to Orestes by the sending of the letter; but another act of recognition is 
required to make Orestes known to Iphigenia. 

Two parts, then, of the Plot--Reversal of the Situation and Recognition-turn upon surprises. A third part is the 
Scene of Suffering. The Scene of Suffering is a destructive or painful action, such as death on the stage, bodily 
agony, wounds and the like. 

 
XII The 'quantitative parts' of Tragedy defined. 

 
The parts of Tragedy which must be treated as elements of the whole have been already mentioned. We now 

come to the quantitative parts the separate parts into which Tragedy is divided namely, Prologue, Episode, 
Exode, Choric song; this last being divided into Parode and Stasimon. These are common to all plays: peculiar 
to some are the songs of actors from the stage and the Commoi. 

The Prologue is that entire part of a tragedy which precedes the Parode of thc Chorus. The Episode is that 
entire part of a tragedy which is between complete choric songs. The Exode is that entire part of a tragedy 
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which has no choric song after it. Of the Choric part the Parode is the first undivided utterance of the Chorus: 

the Stasimon is a Choric ode without anapaests or trochaic tetrameters: the Commos is a joint lamentation of 
Chorus and actors. The parts of Tragedy which must be treated as elements of thc whole have been already 
mentioned. The quantitative parts the separate parts into which it is divided--are here enumerated.] 

 
XIII (Plot continued.) What constitutes Tragic Action. 
 

As the sequel to what has already been said, we must proceed to consider what the poet should aim at, and 
what he should avoid, in constructing his plots; and by what means the specific effect of Tragedy will be 
produced. 

A perfect tragedy should, as we have seen, be arranged not on the simple but on the complex plan. It should, 
moreover, imitate actions which excite pity and fear, this being the distinctive mark of tragic imitation. It 
follows plainly, in the first place, that the change, of fortune presented must not be the spectacle of a virtuous 
man brought from prosperity to adversity: for this moves neither pity nor fear; it merely shocks us. Nor, again, 
that of a bad man passing from adversity to prosperity: for nothing can be more alien to the spirit of Tragedy; it 
possesses no single tragic quality; it neither satisfies the moral sense nor calls forth pity or fear. Nor, again, 
should the downfall of the utter villain be exhibited. A plot of this kind would, doubtless, satisfy the moral 
sense, but it would inspire neither pity nor fear; for pity is aroused by unmerited misfortune, fear by the 
misfortune of a man like ourselves. Such an event, therefore, will be neither pitiful nor terrible. There remains, 
then, the character between these two extremes,-that of a man who is not eminently good and just,-yet whose 
misfortune is brought about not by vice or depravity, but by some error or frailty. He must be one who is highly 
renowned and prosperous,--a personage like Oedipus, Thyestes, or other illustrious men of such families. 

A well constructed plot should, therefore, be single in its issue, rather than double as some maintain. The 
change of fortune should be not from bad to good, but, reversely, from good to bad. It should come about as the 
result not of vice, but of some great error or frailty, in a character either such as we have described, or better 
rather than worse. The practice of the stage bears out our view. At first the poets recounted any legend that 
came in their way. Now, the best tragedies are founded on the story of a few houses, on the fortunes of 
Alcmaeon, Oedipus, Orestes, Meleager, Thyestes, Telephus, and those others who have done or suffered 
something terrible. A tragedy, then, to be perfect according to the rules of art should be of this construction. 
Hence they are in error who censure Euripides just because he follows this principle in his plays, many of which 
end unhappily. It is, as we have said, the right ending. The best proof is that on the stage and in dramatic 
competition, such plays, if well worked out, are the most tragic in effect; and Euripides, faulty though he may 
be in the general management of his subject, yet is felt to be the most tragic of the poets. 

In the second rank comes the kind of tragedy which some place first. Like the Odyssey, it has a double thread 
of plot, and also an opposite catastrophe for the good and for the bad. It is accounted the best because of the 
weakness of the spectators; for the poet is guided in what he writes by the wishes of his audience. The pleasure, 
however, thence derived is not the true tragic pleasure. It is proper rather to Comedy, where those who, in the 
piece, are the deadliest enemies---like Orestes and Aegisthus--quit the stage as friends at the close, and no one 
slays or is slain. 

 
XIV (Plot continued.) The tragic emotions of pity and fear should spring out of the Plot itself. 

 
Fear and pity may be aroused by spectacular means; but they may also result from the inner structure of the 

piece, which is the better way, and indicates a superior poet. For the plot ought to be so constructed that, even 
without the aid of the eye, he who hears the tale told will thrill with horror and melt to pity at what takes place. 
This is the impression we should receive from hearing the story of the Oedipus. But to produce this effect by the 
mere spectacle is a less artistic method, and dependent on extraneous aids. Those who employ spectacular 
means to create a sense not of the terrible but only of the monstrous, are strangers to the purpose of Tragedy; for 
we must not demand of Tragedy any and every kind of pleasure, but only that which is proper to it. And since 
the pleasure which the poet should afford is that which comes from pity and fear through imitation, it is evident 
that this quality must be impressed upon the incidents. 
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Let us then determine what are the circumstances which strike us as terrible or pitiful. 
Actions capable of this effect must happen between persons who are either friends or enemies or indifferent to 

one another. If an enemy kills an enemy, there is nothing to excite pity either in the act or the intention, --except 
so far as the suffering in itself is pitiful. So again with indifferent persons. But when the tragic incident occurs 
between those who are near or dear to one another--if, for example, a brother kills, or intends to kill, a brother, a 
son his father, a mother her son, a son his mother, or any other deed of the kind is done---these are the situations 
to be looked for by the poet. He may not indeed destroy the framework of the received legends--the fact, for 
instance, that Clytemnestra was slain by Orestes and Eriphyle by Alcmaeon but he ought to show invention of 
his own, and skilfully handle the traditional material. Let us explain more clearly what is meant by skilful 
handling. 

The action may be done consciously and with knowledge of the persons, in the manner of the older poets. It is 
thus too that Euripides makes Medea slay her children. Or, again, the deed of horror may be done, but done in 

ignorance, and the tie of kinship or friendship be discovered afterwards. The Oedipus of Sophocles is an 
example. Here, indeed, the incident is outside the drama proper; but cases occur where it falls within the 

action of the play: one may cite the Alcmaeon of Astydamas, or Telegonus in the Wounded Odysseus. Again, 
there is a third case,--to be about to act with knowledge of the persons and then not to act. The fourth case is 
when some one is about to do an irreparable deed through ignorance, and makes the discovery before it is done. 
These are the only possible ways. For the deed must either be done or not done,--and that wittingly or 
unwittingly. But of all these ways, to be about to act knowing the persons, and then not to act, is the worst. It is 
shocking without being tragic, for no disaster follows. It is, therefore, never, or very rarely, 

found in poetry. One instance, however, is in the Antigone, where Haemon threatens to kill Creon. The next 
and better way is that the deed should be perpetrated. Still better, that it should be perpetrated in ignorance, and 
the discovery made afterwards. There is then nothing to shock us, while the discovery produces a startling 
effect. The last case is the best, as when in the Cresphontes Merope is about to slay her son, but, recognising 
who he is, spares his life. So in the Iphigenia, the sister recognises the brother just in time. Again in the Helle, 
the son recognises the mother when on the point of giving her up. This, then, is why a few families only, as has 
been already observed, furnish the subjects of tragedy. It was not art, but happy chance, that led the poets in 
search of subjects to impress the tragic quality upon their plots. They are compelled, therefore, to have recourse 
to those houses whose history contains moving incidents like these. 

Enough has now been said concerning the structure of the incidents, and the right kind of plot. 
 

XV The element of Character in Tragedy. 
 

 
In respect of Character there are four things to be aimed at. First, and most important, it must be good. Now 

any speech or action that manifests moral purpose of any kind will be expressive of character: the character will 
be good if the purpose is good. This rule is relative to each class. Even a woman may be good, and also a slave; 
though the woman may be said to be an inferior being, and the slave quite worthless. The second thing to aim at 
is propriety. There is a type of manly valour; but valour in a woman, or unscrupulous cleverness, is 
inappropriate. Thirdly, character must be true to life: for this is a distinct thing from goodness and propriety, as 
here described. The fourth point is consistency: for though the subject of the imitation, who suggested the type, 
be inconsistent, still he must be consistently inconsistent. As an example of motiveless degradation of character, 
we have Menelaus in the Orestes: of character indecorous and inappropriate, the lament of Odysseus in the 
Scylla, and the speech of Melanippe: of inconsistency, the Iphigenia at Aulis,--for Iphigenia the suppliant in no 
way resembles her later self. 

As in the structure of the plot, so too in the portraiture of character, the poet should always aim either at the 
necessary or the probable. Thus a person of a given character should speak or act in a given way, by the rule 
either of necessity or of probability; just as this event should follow that by necessary or probable sequence. It is 
therefore evident that the unravelling of the plot, no less than the complication, must arise out of the plot itself, 
it must not be brought about by the 'Deus ex Machina'--as in the Medea, or in the Return of the Greeks in the 
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Iliad. The 'Deus ex Machina' should be employed only for events external to the drama,--for antecedent or 

subsequent events, which lie beyond the range of human knowledge, and which require to be reported or 
foretold; for to the gods we ascribe the power of seeing all things. Within the action there must be nothing 
irrational. If the irrational cannot be excluded, it should be outside the scope of the tragedy. Such is the 
irrational element in the Oedipus of Sophocles. 

Again, since Tragedy is an imitation of persons who s are above the common level, the example of good 
portrait-painters should be followed. They, while reproducing the distinctive form of the original, make a 
likeness which is true to life and yet more beautiful. So too the poet, in representing men who are irascible or 
indolent, or have other defects of character, should preserve the type and yet ennoble it. In this way Achilles is 
portrayed by Agathon and Homer. 

These then are rules the poet should observe. Nor should he neglect those appeals to the senses, which, though 
not among the essentials, are the concomitants of poetry; for here too there is much room for error. But of this 
enough has been said in our published treatises. 

 
XVI (Plot continued.) Recognition: its various kinds, with examples.  

 
What Recognition is has been already explained. We will now enumerate its kinds. 
 
First, the least artistic form, which, from poverty of wit, is most commonly employed recognition by signs. Of 

these some are congenital,-such as 'the spear which the earth-born race bear on their bodies,' or the stars 
introduced by Carcinus in his Thyestes. Others are acquired after birth; and of these some are bodily marks, as 
scars; some external tokens, as necklaces, or the little ark in the Tyro by which the discovery is effected. Even 
these admit of more or less skilful treatment. Thus in the recognition of Odysseus by his scar, the discovery is 
made in one way by the nurse, in another by the swineherds. The use of tokens for the express purpose of proof 
--and, indeed, any formal proof with or without tokens --is a less artistic mode of recognition. A better kind is 
that which comes about by a turn of incident, as in the Bath Scene in the Odyssey. 

Next come the recognitions invented at will by the poet, and on that account wanting in art. For example, 
Orestes in the Iphigenia reveals the fact that he is Orestes. She, indeed, makes herself known by the letter; 

but he, by speaking himself, and saying what the poet, not what the plot requires. This, therefore, is nearly 
allied to the fault above mentioned:--for Orestes might as well have brought tokens with him. Another similar 
instance is the 'voice of the shuttle' in the Tereus of Sophocles. 

The third kind depends on memory when the sight of some object awakens a feeling: as in the Cyprians of 
Dicaeogenes, where the hero breaks into tears on seeing the picture; or again in the 'Lay of Alcinous,' where 
Odysseus, hearing the minstrel play the lyre, recalls the past and weeps; and hence the recognition. 

The fourth kind is by process of reasoning. Thus in the Choephori: 'Some one resembling me has come: no 
one resembles me but Orestes: therefore Orestes has come.' Such too is the discovery made by Iphigenia in the 
play of Polyidus the Sophist. It was a natural reflection for Orestes to make, 'So I too must die at the altar like 
my sister.' So, again, in the Tydeus of Theodectes, the father says, 'I came to find my son, and I lose my own 
life.' So too in the Phineidae: the women, on seeing the place, inferred their fate:--'Here we are doomed to die, 
for here we were cast forth.' Again, there is a composite kind of recognition involving false inference on the part 
of one of the characters, as in the Odysseus Disguised as a Messenger. A said <that no one else was able to bend 
the bow; . . . hence B (the disguised Odysseus) imagined that A would> recognise the bow which, in fact, he 
had not seen; and to bring about a recognition by this means that the expectation A would recognise the bow is 
false inference. 

But, of all recognitions, the best is that which arises from the incidents themselves, where the startling 
discovery is made by natural means. Such is that in the Oedipus of Sophocles, and in the Iphigenia; for it was 
natural that Iphigenia should wish to dispatch a letter. These recognitions alone dispense with the artificial aid 
of tokens or amulets. Next come the recognitions by process of reasoning. 

 
XVII Practical rules for the Tragic Poet. 
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In constructing the plot and working it out with the proper diction, the poet should place the scene, as far as 

possible, before his eyes. In this way, seeing everything with the utmost vividness, as if he were a spectator of 
the action, he will discover what is in keeping with it, and be most unlikely to overlook inconsistencies. The 
need of such a rule is shown by the fault found in Carcinus. Amphiaraus was on his way from the temple. This 
fact escaped the observation of one who did not see the situation. On the stage, however, the piece failed, the 
audience being offended at the oversight. 

Again, the poet should work out his play, to the best of his power, with appropriate gestures; for those who 
feel emotion are most convincing through natural sympathy with the characters they represent; and one who 

is agitated storms, one who is angry rages, with the most life-like reality. Hence poetry implies either a happy 
gift of nature or a strain of madness. In the one case a man can take the mould of any character; in the other, he 
is lifted out of his proper self. 

As for the story, whether the poet takes it ready made or constructs it for himself, he should first sketch its 
general outline, and then fill in the episodes and amplify in detail. The general plan may be illustrated by the 
Iphigenia. A young girl is sacrificed; she disappears mysteriously from the eyes of those who sacrificed her; She 
is transported to another country, where the custom is to offer up all strangers to the goddess. To this ministry 
she is appointed. Some time later her own brother chances to arrive. The fact that the oracle for some reason 
ordered him to go there, is outside the general plan of the play. The purpose, again, of his coming is outside the 
action proper. However, he comes, he is seized, and, when on the point of being sacrificed, reveals who he is. 
The mode of recognition may be either that of Euripides or of Polyidus, in whose play he exclaims very 
naturally:--'So it was not my sister only, but I too, who was doomed to be sacrificed'; and by that remark he is 
saved. 

After this, the names being once given, it remains to fill in the episodes. We must see that they are relevant to 
the action. In the case of Orestes, for example, there is the madness which led to his capture, and his deliverance 
by means of the purificatory rite. In the drama, the episodes are short, but it is these that give extension to Epic 
poetry. Thus the story of the Odyssey can be stated briefly. A certain man is absent from home for many years; 
he is jealously watched by Poseidon, and left desolate. Meanwhile his home is in a wretched plight---suitors are 
wasting his substance and plotting against his son. At length, tempesttost, he himself arrives; he makes certain 
persons acquainted with him; he attacks the suitors with his own hand, and is himself preserved while he 
destroys them. This is the essence of the plot; the rest is episode. 

 
XVIII Further rules for the Tragic Poet. 

 
Every tragedy falls into two parts,--Complication and Unravelling or Denouement. Incidents extraneous to the 

action are frequently combined with a portion of the action proper, to form the Complication; the rest is the 
Unravelling. By the Complication I mean all that extends from the beginning of the action to the part which 
marks the turning-point to good or bad fortune. The Unravelling is that which extends from the beginning of the 
change to the end. Thus, in the Lynceus of Theodectes, the Complication consists of the incidents presupposed 
in the drama, the seizure of the child, and then again  the unravelling extends from the accusation of murder to 
the end. 

There are four kinds of Tragedy, the Complex, depending entirely on Reversal of the Situation and 
Recognition; the Pathetic (where the motive is passion),--such as the tragedies on Ajax and Ixion; the Ethical 
(where the motives are ethical),--such as the Phthiotides and the Peleus. The fourth kind is the Simple. We here 
exclude the purely spectacular elemen, exemplified by the Phorcides, the Prometheus, and scenes laid in Hades. 
The poet should endeavour, if possible, to combine all poetic elements; or failing that, the greatest number and 
those the most important; the more so, in face of the cavilling criticism of the day. For whereas there have 
hitherto been good poets, each in his own branch, the critics now expect one man to surpass all others in their 
several lines of excellence. 

In speaking of a tragedy as the same or different, the best test to take is the plot. Identity exists where the 
Complication and Unravelling are the same. Many poets tie the knot well, but unravel it ill. Both arts, however, 
should always be mastered. 
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Again, the poet should remember what has been often said, and not make an Epic structure into a Tragedy--by 

an Epic structure I mean one with a multiplicity of plots--as if, for instance, you were to make a tragedy out of 
the entire story of the Iliad. In the Epic poem, owing to its length, each part assumes its proper magnitude. In 
the drama the result is far from answering to the poet's expectation. The proof is that the poets who have 
dramatised the whole story of the Fall of Troy, instead of selecting portions, like Euripides; or who have taken 
the whole tale of Niobe, and not a part of her story, like Aeschylus, either fail utterly or meet with poor success 
on the stage. Even Agathon has been known to fail from this one defect. In his Reversals of the Situation, 
however, he shows a marvellous skill in the effort to hit the popular taste,--to produce a tragic effect that 
satisfies the moral sense. This effect is produced when the clever rogue, like Sisyphus, is outwitted, or the brave 
villain defeated. Such an event is probable in Agathon's sense of the word: 'it is probable,' he says, 'that many 
things should happen contrary to probability.' 

The Chorus too should be regarded as one of the actors; it should be an integral part of the whole, and share in 
the action, in the manner not of Euripides but of Sophocles. As for the later poets, their choral songs pertain as 
little to the subject of the piece as to that of any other tragedy. They are, therefore, sung as mere interludes, a 
practice first begun by Agathon. Yet what difference is there between introducing such choral interludes, and 
transferring a speech, or even a whole act, from one play to another? 

 
XIX Thought, or the Intellectual element, and Diction in Tragedy.  

 
It remains to speak of Diction and Thought, the other parts of Tragedy having been already discussed. 

Concerning Thought, we may assume what is said in the Rhetoric, to which inquiry the subject more strictly 
belongs. Under Thought is included every effect which has to be produced by speech, the subdivisions being,-- 
proof and refutation; the excitation of the feelings, such as pity, fear, anger, and the like; the suggestion of 
importance or its opposite. Now, it is evident that the dramatic incidents must be treated from the same points of 
view as the dramatic speeches, when the object is to evoke the sense of pity, fear, importance, or probability. 
The only difference is, that the incidents should speak for themselves without verbal exposition; while the 
effects aimed at in speech should be produced by the speaker, and as a result of the speech. For what were the 
business of a speaker, if the Thought were revealed quite apart from what he says? 

Next, as regards Diction. One branch of the inquiry treats of the Modes of Utterance. But this province of 
knowledge belongs to the art of Delivery and to the masters of that science. It includes, for instance,-what is a 
command, a prayer, a statement, a threat, a question, an answer, and so forth. To know or not to know these 
things involves no serious censure upon the poet's art. For who can admit the fault imputed to Homer by 
Protagoras,--that in the words, 'Sing, goddess, of the wrath,' he gives a command under the idea that he utters a 
prayer? For to tell some one to do a thing or not to do it is, he says, a command. We may, therefore, pass this 
over as an inquiry that belongs to another art, not to poetry. 

 
XX-XXII Removed 
 

XXIII Epic Poetry. 
 
As to that poetic imitation which is narrative in form and employs a single metre, the plot manifestly ought, as 

in a tragedy, to be constructed on dramatic principles. It should have for its subject a single action, whole and 
complete, with a beginning, a middle, and an end. It will thus resemble a living organism in all its unity, and 
produce the pleasure proper to it. It will differ in structure from historical compositions, which of necessity 
present not a single action, but a single period, and all that happened within that period to one person or to 
many, little connected together as the events may be. For as the sea-fight at Salamis and the battle with the 
Carthaginians in Sicily took place at the same time, but did not tend to any one result, so in the sequence of 
events, one thing sometimes follows another, and yet no single result is thereby produced. Such is the practice, 
we may say, of most poets. Here again, then, as has been already observed, the transcendent excellence of 
Homer is manifest. He never attempts to make the whole war of Troy the subject of his poem, though that war 
had a beginning and an end. It would have been too vast a theme, and not easily embraced in a single view. If, 
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again, he had kept it within moderate limits, it must have been over-complicated by the variety of the incidents. 
As it is, he detaches a single portion, and admits as episodes many events from the general story of the war--
such as the Catalogue of the ships and others--thus diversifying the poem. All other poets take a single hero, a 
single period, or an action single indeed, but with a multiplicity of parts. Thus did the author of the Cypria and 
of the Little Iliad. For this reason the Iliad and the Odyssey each furnish the subject of one tragedy, or, at most, 
of two; while the Cypria supplies materials for many, and the Little Iliad for eight--the Award of the Arms, the 
Philoctetes, the Neoptolemus, the Eurypylus, the Mendicant Odysseus, the Laconian Women, the Fall of Ilium, 
the Departure of the Fleet. 

 
XXIV (Epic Poetry continued.) Further points of agreement with Tragedy.  

 
Again, Epic poetry must have as many kinds as Tragedy: it must be simple, or complex, or 'ethical,' or 

'pathetic.' The parts also, with the exception of song and spectacle, are the same; for it requires Reversals of the 
Situation, Recognitions, and Scenes of Suffering. Moreover, the 

thoughts and the diction must be artistic. In all these respects Homer is our earliest and sufficient model. 
Indeed each of his poems has a twofold character. The Iliad is at once simple and 'pathetic,' and the Odyssey 
complex (for Recognition scenes run through it), and at the same time 'ethical.' Moreover, in diction and 
thought they are supreme. 

Epic poetry differs from Tragedy in the scale on which it is constructed, and in its metre. As regards scale or 
length, we have already laid down an adequate limit:--the beginning and the end must be capable of being 
brought within a single view. This condition will be satisfied by poems on a smaller scale than the old epics, 
and answering in length to the group of tragedies presented at a single sitting. 

 
Epic poetry has, however, a great--a special--capacity for enlarging its dimensions, and we can see the reason. 

In Tragedy we cannot imitate several lines of actions carried on at one and the same time; we must confine 
ourselves to the action on thc stage and the part taken by the players. But in Epic poetry, owing to the narrative 
form, many events simultaneously transacted can be presented; and these, if relevant to the subject, add mass 
and dignity to the poem. The Epic has here an advantage, and one that conduces to grandeur of effect, to 
diverting the mind of the hearer, and relieving the story with varying episodes. For sameness of incident soon 
produces satiety, and makes tragedies fail on the stage. 

As for the metre, the heroic measure has proved its fitness by the test of experience. If a narrative poem in any 
other metre or in many metres were now composed, it would be found incongruous. For of all measures the 
heroic is the stateliest and the most massive; and hence it most readily admits rare words and metaphors, which 
is another point in which the narrative form of imitation stands alone. On the other hand, the iambic and the 
trochaic tetrameter are stirring measures, the latter being akin to dancing, the former expressive of action. Still 
more absurd would it be to mix together different metres, as was done by Chaeremon. Hence no one has ever 
composed a poem on a great scale in any other than heroic verse. Nature herself, as we have said, teaches the 
choice of the proper measure. 

Homer, admirable in all respects, has the special merit of being the only poet who rightly appreciates the part 
he should take himself. The poet should speak as little as possible in his own person, for it is not this that makes 
him an imitator. Other poets appear themselves upon the scene throughout, and imitate but little and rarely. 
Homer, after a few prefatory words, at once brings in a man, or woman, or other personage; none of them 
wanting in characteristic qualities, but each with a character of his own. 

The element of the wonderful is required in Tragedy. The irrational, on which the wonderful depends for its 
chief effects, has wider scope in Epic poetry, because there the person acting is not seen. Thus, the 

pursuit of Hector would be ludicrous if placed upon the stage--the Greeks standing still and not joining in the 
pursuit, and Achilles waving them back. But in the Epic poem the absurdity passes unnoticed. Now the 
wonderful is pleasing: as may be inferred from the fact that every one tells a story with some addition of his 
own, knowing that his hearers like it. It is Homer who has chiefly taught other poets the art of telling lies 
skilfully. The secret of it lies in a fallacy, For, assuming that if one thing is or becomes, a second is or becomes, 
men imagine that, if the second is, the first likewise is or becomes. But this is a false inference. Hence, where 
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the first thing is untrue, it is quite unnecessary, provided the second be true, to add that the first is or has 
become. For the mind, knowing the second to be true, falsely infers the truth of the first. There is an example of 
this in the Bath Scene of the Odyssey. 

Accordingly, the poet should prefer probable impossibilities to improbable possibilities. The tragic plot must 
not be composed of irrational parts. Everything irrational should, if possible, be excluded; or, at all events, it 
should lie outside the action of the play (as, in the Oedipus, the hero's ignorance as to the manner of Laius' 
death); not within the drama,--as in the Electra, the messenger's account of the Pythian games; or, as in the 
Mysians, the man who has come from Tegea to Mysia and is still speechless. The plea that otherwise the plot 
would have been ruined, is ridiculous; such a plot should not in the first instance be constructed. But once the 
irrational has been introduced and an air of likelihood imparted to it, we must accept it in spite of the absurdity. 
Take even the irrational incidents in the Odyssey, where Odysseus is left upon the shore of Ithaca. How 
intolerable even these might have been would be apparent if an inferior poet were to treat the subject. As it is, 
the absurdity is veiled by the poetic charm with which the poet invests it. 

The diction should be elaborated in the pauses of the action, where there is no expression of character or 
thought. For, conversely, character and thought are merely obscured by a diction that is over brilliant. 

 
XXV Critical Objections brought against Poetry, and the principles on which they are to be answered. 

 
With respect to critical difficulties and their solutions, the number and nature of the sources from which they 

may be drawn may be thus exhibited. 
The poet being an imitator, like a painter or any other artist, must of necessity imitate one of three objects,--

things as they were or are, things as they are said or thought to be, or things as they ought to be. The vehicle of 
expression is language,--either current terms or, it may be, rare words or metaphors. There are also many 
modifications of language, which we concede to the poets. Add to this, that the standard of correctness is not the 
same in poetry and politics, any more than in poetry and any other art. Within the art of poetry itself there are 
two kinds of faults, those which touch its essence, and those which are accidental. If a poet has chosen to 
imitate something, but has imitated it incorrectly through want of capacity, the error is inherent in the 

poetry. But if the failure is due to a wrong choice if he has represented a horse as throwing out both his off 
legs at once, or introduced technical inaccuracies in medicine, for example, or in any other art the error is not 
essential to the poetry. These are the points of view from which we should consider and answer the objections 
raised by the critics. 

First as to matters which concern the poet's own art. If he describes the impossible, he is guilty of an error; but 
the error may be justified, if the end of the art be thereby attained (the end being that already mentioned), if, that 
is, the effect of this or any other part of the poem is thus rendered more striking. A case in point is the pursuit of 
Hector. If, however, the end might have been as well, or better, attained without violating the special rules of 
the poetic art, the error is not justified: for every kind of error should, if possible, be avoided. 

Again, does the error touch the essentials of the poetic art, or some accident of it? For example,--not to know 
that a hind has no horns is a less serious matter than to paint it inartistically. 

Further, if it be objected that the description is not true to fact, the poet may perhaps reply,--'But the objects 
are as they ought to be': just as Sophocles said that he drew men as they ought to be; Euripides, as they are. In 
this way the objection may be met. If, however, the representation be of neither kind, the poet may answer,--
This is how men say the thing is.' This applies to tales about the gods. It may well be that these stories are not 
higher than fact nor yet true to fact: they are, very possibly, what Xenophanes says of them. But anyhow, 'this is 
what is said.' Again, a description may be no better than the fact: 'still, it was the fact'; as in the passage about 
the arms: 'Upright upon their butt-ends stood the spears.' This was the custom then, as it now is among the 
Illyrians. 

Again, in examining whether what has been said or done by some one is poetically right or not, we must not 
look merely to the particular act or saying, and ask whether it is poetically good or bad. We must also 

consider by whom it is said or done, to whom, when, by what means, or for what end; whether, for instance, it 
be to secure a greater good, or avert a greater evil…. 
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…In general, the impossible must be justified by reference to artistic requirements, or to the higher reality, or 

to received opinion. With respect to the requirements of art, a probable impossibility is to be preferred toga 
thing improbable and yet possible. Again, it may be impossible that there should be men such as Zeuxis painted. 
'Yes,' we say, 'but the impossible is the higher thing; for the ideal type must surpass the reality.' To justify the 
irrational, we appeal to what is commonly said to be. In addition to which, we urge that the irrational 

sometimes does not violate reason; just as 'it is probable that a thing may happen contrary to probability.' 
Things that sound contradictory should be examined by the same rules as in dialectical refutation whether the 

same thing is meant, in the same relation, and in the same sense. We should therefore solve the question by 
reference to what the poet says himself, or to what is tacitly assumed by a person of intelligence. 

The element of the irrational, and, similarly, depravity of character, are justly censured when there is no inner 
necessity for introducing them. Such is the irrational element in the introduction of Aegeus by Euripides and the 
badness of Menelaus in the Orestes. 

Thus, there are five sources from which critical objections are drawn. Things are censured either as 
impossible, or irrational, or morally hurtful, or contradictory, or contrary to artistic correctness. The answers 
should be sought under the twelve heads above mentioned. 

 
XXVI A general estimate of the comparative worth of Epic Poetry and Tragedy. 

 
The question may be raised whether the Epic or Tragic mode of imitation is the higher. If the more refined art 

is the higher, and the more refined in every case is that which appeals to the better sort of audience, the art 
which imitates anything and everything is manifestly most unrefined. The audience is supposed to be too dull to 
comprehend unless something of their own is thrown in by the performers, who therefore indulge in restless 
movements. Bad flute-players twist and twirl, if they have to represent 'the quoit-throw,' or hustle the 
coryphaeus when they perform the 'Scylla.' Tragedy, it is said, has this same defect. We may compare the 
opinion that the older actors entertained of their successors. Mynniscus used to call Callippides 'ape' on account 
of the extravagance of his action, and the same view was held of Pindarus. Tragic art, then, as a whole, stands to 
Epic in the same relation as the younger to the elder actors. So we are told that Epic poetry is addressed to a 
cultivated audience, who do not need gesture; Tragedy, to an inferior public. Being then unrefined, it is 
evidently the lower of the two. 

Now, in the first place, this censure attaches not to the poetic but to the histrionic art; for gesticulation may be 
equally overdone in epic recitation, as by Sosi-stratus, or in lyrical competition, as by Mnasitheus the Opuntian. 
Next, all action is not to be condemned any more than all dancing--but only that of bad performers. Such was 
the fault found in Callippides, as also in others of our own day, who are censured for representing degraded 
women. Again, Tragedy like Epic poetry produces its effect even without action; it reveals its power by mere 
reading. If, then, in all other respects it is superior, this fault, we say, is not inherent in it. 

And superior it is, because it has all the epic elements--it may even use the epic metre--with the music and 
spectacular effects as important accessories; and these produce the most vivid of pleasures. Further, it has 
vividness of impression in reading as well as in representation. Moreover, the art attains its end within narrower 
limits; for the concentrated effect is more pleasurable than one which is spread over a long time and so diluted. 
What, for example, would be the effect of the Oedipus of Sophocles, if it were cast into a form as long as the 
Iliad? Once more, the Epic imitation has less unity; as is shown by this, that any Epic poem will furnish subjects 
for several tragedies. Thus if the story adopted by the poet has a strict unity, it must either be concisely told and 
appear truncated; or, if it conform to the Epic canon of length, 

it must seem weak and watery. Such length implies some loss of unity, if, I mean, the poem is constructed out 
of several actions, like the Iliad and the Odyssey, which have many such parts, each with a certain magnitude of 
its own. Yet these poems are as perfect as possible in structure; each is, in the highest degree attainable, an 
imitation of a single action. 

If, then, Tragedy is superior to Epic poetry in all these respects, and, moreover, fulfils its specific function 
better as an art for each art ought to produce, not any chance pleasure, but the pleasure proper to it, as already 
stated it plainly follows that Tragedy is the higher art, as attaining its end more perfectly. 
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Thus much may suffice concerning Tragic and Epic s poetry in general; their several kinds and parts, with the 

number of each and their differences; the causes that make a poem good or bad; the objections of the critics and 
the answers to these objections. 
 
 
What Is Poetry? 
-J.S. Mill 

 
That, ... the word 'poetry' does import something quite peculiar in its nature, something which may exist in 

what is called prose as well as in verse, something which does not even require the instrument of words, but can 
speak through those other audible symbols called musical sounds, and even through the visible ones, which are 
the language of sculpture, painting, and architecture; all this, as we believe, is and must be felt, though perhaps 
indistinctly, by all upon whom poetry in any of its shapes produces any impression beyond that of tickling the 
ear. To the mind, poetry is either nothing, or it is the better part of all art whatever, and of real life too; and the 
distinction between poetry and what is not poetry, whether explained or not, is felt to be fundamental. 

Where everyone feels a difference, a difference there must be. All other appearances may be fallacious, but 
the appearance of a difference is itself a real difference. Appearances too, like other things, must have a cause, 
and that which can cause anything, even an illusion, must be a reality. And hence, while a half-philosophy 
disdains the classifications and distinctions indicated by popular language, philosophy carried to its highest 
point may frame new ones, but never sets aside the old, content with correcting and regularizing them. It cuts 
fresh channels for thought, but it does not fill up such as it finds ready made, but traces, on the contrary, more 
deeply, broadly, and distinctly, those into which the current has spontaneously flowed. 

Let us then attempt, in the way of modest inquiry, not to coerce and confine nature within the bounds of an 
arbitrary definition, but rather to find the boundaries which she herself has set, and erect a barrier round them; 
not calling mankind to account for having misapplied the word 'poetry,' but attempting to clear up to them the 
conception which they already attach to it, and to bring before their minds as a distinct principle that which, as a 
vague feeling, has really guided them in their actual employment of the term. 

The object of poetry is confessedly to act upon the emotions; and therein is poetry sufficiently distinguished 
from what Wordsworth affirms to be its logical opposite, namely, not prose, but matter of fact or science. The 
one addresses itself to the belief, the other to the feelings. The one does its work by convincing or persuading, 
the other by moving. The one acts by presenting a proposition to the understanding, the other by offering 
interesting objects of contemplation to the sensibilities. 

This, however, leaves us very far from a definition of poetry We have distinguished it from one thing, but we 
are bound to distinguish it from everything. To present thoughts or images to the mind for the purpose of acting 
upon the emotions, does not belong to poetry alone. It is equally the province (for example) of the novelist: and 
yet the faculty of the poet and the faculty of the novelist are as distinct as any other two faculties; as the faculty 
of the novelist and of the orator, or of the poet and the metaphysician. The two characters may be united, as 
characters the most disparate may; but they have no natural connection. 

Many of the finest poems are in the form of novels, and in almost all good novels there is true poetry. But 
there is a radical distinction between the interest felt in a novel as such, and the interest excited by poetry: for 
the one is derived from incident, the other from the representation of feeling. In one the source of the emotion 
excited is the exhibition of a state or states of human sensibility; in the other, of a series of states of mere 
outward circumstances. Now, all minds are capable of being affected more or less by representations of the 
latter kind, and all, or almost all, by those of the former; yet the two sources of interest correspond to two 
distinct and (as respects their greatest development) mutually exclusive characters of mind. So much is the 
nature of poetry dissimilar to the nature of fictitious narrative, that to have a really strong passion for either of 
the two, seems to presuppose or to superinduce a comparative indifference to the other. 

The sort of persons whom not merely in books but in their lives, we find perpetually engaged in hunting for 
excitement from without, are invariably those who do not possess, either in the vigor of their intellectual powers 
or in the depth of their sensibilities, that which would enable them to find ample excitement nearer at home. The 
same persons whose time is divided between sight-seeing, gossip, and fashionable dissipation, take a natural 
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delight in fictitious narrative; the excitement it affords is of the kind which comes from without. Such persons 
are rarely lovers of poetry, though they may fancy themselves so, because they relish novels in verse. But 
poetry, which is the delineation of the deeper and more secret workings of the human heart, is interesting only 
to those to whom it recalls what they have felt, or whose imagination it stirs up to conceive what they could 
feel, or what they might have been able to feel, had their outward circumstances been different. ... 

All this is no bar to the possibility of combining both elements, poetry and narrative or incident, in the same 
work, and calling it either a novel or a poem; but so may red and white combine on the same human features, or 
on the same canvas; and so may oil and vinegar, though opposite natures, blend together in the same composite 
taste. There is one order of composition which requires the union of poetry and incident, each in its highest 
kind-the dramatic. Even there the two elements are perfectly distinguishable, and may exist of unequal quality, 
and in the most various proportion. The incidents of a dramatic poem may be scanty and ineffective, though the 
delineation of passion and character may be of the highest order; as in Goethe's glorious Torquato Tasso; or 
again, the story as a mere story may be well got up for effect, as is the case with some of the most trashy 
productions of the Minerva 

press: it may even be, what those are not, a coherent and probable series of events, though there be scarcely a 
feeling exhibited which is not exhibited falsely, or in a manner absolutely commonplace. The combination of 
the two excellencies is what renders Shakespeare so generally acceptable, each sort of readers finding in him 
what is suitable to their faculties. To the many he is great as a storyteller, to the few as a poet. 

In limiting poetry to the delineation of states of feeling, and denying the name where nothing is delineated but 
outward objects, we may be thought to have done what we promised to avoid-to have not found, but made a 
definition, in opposition to the usage of the English language, since it is established by common consent that 
there is a poetry called descriptive. We deny the charge. Description is not poetry because there is descriptive 
poetry, no more than science is poetry because there is such a thing as a didactic poem; no more, we might 
almost say, than Greek or Latin is poetry because there are Greek and Latin poems. But an object which admits 
of being described, or a truth which may fill a place in a scientific treatise, may also furnish an occasion for the 
generation of poetry, which we thereupon choose to call descriptive or didactic. The poetry is not in the object 
itself nor in the scientific truth itself, but in the state of mind in which the one and the other may be 
contemplated. The mere delineation of the dimensions and colors of external objects is not poetry, no more than 
a geometrical ground plan of St Peter's or Westminster Abbey is painting. Descriptive poetry consists, no doubt, 
in description, but in description of things as they appear, not as they are; and it paints them not in their bare and 
natural lineaments, but arranged in the colors and seen through the medium of the imagination set in action by 
the feelings. If a poet is to describe a lion, he will not set about describing him as a naturalist would, nor even as 
a traveler would, who was intent upon stating the truth, the whole truth, and nothing but the truth. Lie will 
describe him by imagery that is, by suggesting the most striking likenesses and contrasts which might occur to a 
mind contemplating the lion, in the state of awe, wonder, or terror, which the spectacle naturally excites, or is, 
on the occasion, supposed to excite. Now this is describing the lion professedly, but the state of excitement of 
the spectator really. The lion may be described falsely or in exaggerated colors, and the poetry be all the better: 
but if the human emotion be not painted with the most scrupulous truth, the poetry is bad poetry, i.e., is not 
poetry at all, but a failure.  

Poetry and eloquence are both alike the expression or uttering forth of feeling. But if we may be excused the 
seeming affectation of the antithesis, we should say that eloquence is heard, poetry is overheard. Eloquence 
supposes an audience; the peculiarity of poetry appears to us to lie in the poet's utter unconsciousness of a 
listener. Poetry is feeling confessing itself to itself, in moments of solitude, and bodying itself forth in symbols 
which are the nearest possible representations of the feeling in the exact shape in which it exists in the poet's 
mind. Eloquence is feeling pouring itself forth to other minds, courting their sympathy, or endeavoring to 
influence their belief, or move them to passion or to action. 

All poetry is of the nature of soliloquy. It may be said that poetry, which is printed on hot-pressed paper, and 
sold at a bookseller's shop, is a soliloquy in full dress, and upon the stage. But there is nothing absurd in the idea 
of such a mode of soliloquizing. What we have said to ourselves, we may tell to others afterwards; what we 
have said or done in solitude, we may voluntarily reproduce when we know that other eyes are upon us. But no 
trace of consciousness that any eyes are upon us must be visible in the work itself The actor knows that there is 
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an audience present; but if he act as though he knew it, he acts ill. A poet may write poetry with the intention of 
publishing it; he may write it even for the express purpose of being paid for it; that it should be poetry, being 
written under any such influences, is far less probable; not, however, impossible; but not otherwise possible 
than if he can succeed in excluding from his work every vestige of such lookings-forth into the outward and 
everyday world, and can express his feelings exactly as he has felt them in solitude, or as he feels that he should 
feel them, though they were to remain forever unuttered. But when he turns round and addresses himself to 
another person; when the act of utterance is not itself the end, but a means to an end, viz., by the feelings he 
himself expresses to work upon the feelings, or upon the belief, or the will of another, when the expression of 
his emotions, or of his thoughts, tinged by his emotions, is tinged also by that purpose, by that desire of making 
an impression upon another mind, then it ceases to be poetry, and becomes eloquence. 

Poetry, accordingly, is the natural fruit of solitude and meditation; eloquence, of intercourse with the world. 
The persons who have most feeling of their own, if intellectual culture have given them a language in which to 
express it, have the highest faculty of poetry; those who best understand the feelings of others, are the most 
eloquent. The persons, and the nations, who commonly excel in poetry, are those whose character and tastes 
render them least dependent for their happiness upon the applause, or sympathy, or concurrence of the world in 
general. ... 

If the above be, as we believe, the true theory of the distinction commonly admitted between eloquence and 
poetry; or though it be not that, yet if, as we cannot doubt, the distinction above stated be a real bona fide 
distinction, it will be found to hold, not merely in the language of words, but in all other language, and to 
intersect the whole domain of art. 

Take, for example, music: we shall find in that art, so peculiarly the expression of passion, two perfectly 
distinct styles; one of which may be called the poetry, the other the oratory of music. This difference being 
seized would put an end to much musical sectarianism. There has been much contention whether the character 
of Rossini's music-the music, we mean, which is characteristic of that composer is compatible with the 
expression of passion. Without doubt, the passion it expresses is not the musing, meditative tenderness, or 
pathos, or grief of Mozart, the great poet of his art. Yet it is passion, but garrulous passion  the passion which 
pours itself into other ears; and therein the better calculated for dramatic effect, having a natural adaptation for 
dialogue. Mozart also is great in musical oratory; but his most touching compositions are in the opposite style  
that of soliloquy. Who can imagine 'Dove sono' heard? We imagine it over heard.  

In the arts which speak to the eye, the same distinctions will be found to hold, not only between poetry and 
oratory, but between poetry, oratory, narrative, and simple imitation or description. 

Pure description is exemplified in a mere portrait or a mere landscape productions of art, it is true, but of the 
mechanical rather than of the tine arts, being works of simple imitation, not creation. We say, a mere portrait, or 
a mere landscape, because it is possible for a portrait or a landscape, without ceasing to be such, to be also a 
picture. A portrait by Lawrence, or one of Turner's views, is not a mere copy from nature: the one combines 
with the given features that particular expression (among all good and pleasing ones) which those features are 
most capable of wearing, and which, therefore, in combination with them, is capable of producing the greatest 
positive beauty. Turner, again, unites the objects of the given landscape with whatever sky, and whatever light 
and shade, enable those particular objects to impress the imagination most strongly. In both, there is creative art 
not working after an actual model, but realizing an idea. 

Whatever in painting or sculpture expresses human feeling, or character, which is only a certain state of 
feeling grown habitual, may be called, according to circumstances, the poetry or the eloquence of the painter's 
or the sculptor's art; the poetry, if the feeling declares itself by such signs as escape from us when we are 
unconscious of being seen; the oratory, if the signs are those we use for the purpose of voluntary 
communication. 

The poetry of painting seems to be carried to its highest perfection in the Peasant Girl of Rembrandt, or in any 
Madonna or Magdalen of Guido; that of sculpture, in almost any of the Greek statues of the gods; not 
considering these in respect to the mere physical beauty, of which they are such perfect models, nor undertaking 
either to vindicate or to contest the opinion of philosophers, that even physical beauty is ultimately resolvable 
into expression; we may safely affirm, that in no other of man's works did so much of soul ever shine through 
mere inanimate matter. 
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The narrative style answers to what is called historical painting, which it is the fashion among connoisseurs to 

treat as the climax of the pictorial art. That it is the most difficult branch of the art, we do not doubt, because, in 
its perfection, it includes, in a manner, the perfection of all the other branches. As an epic poem, though, in so 
far as it is epic i.e., narrative), it is not poetry at all, is yet esteemed the greatest effort of poetic genius, because 
there is no kind whatever of poetry which may not appropriately find a place in it. But an historical picture, as 
such, that is, as the representation of an incident, must necessarily, as it seems to us, be poor and ineffective. 
The narrative powers of painting are extremely limited. Scarcely any picture, scarcely any series even of 
pictures, which we know of, tells its own story without the aid of an interpreter; you must know the story 
beforehand; then, indeed, you may see great beauty and appropriateness in the painting. But it is the single 
figures which, to us, are the great charm even of a historical picture. It is in these that the power of the art is 
really seen: in the attempt to narrate, visible and permanent signs are far behind the fugitive audible ones which 
follow so fast one after another, while the faces and figures in a narrative picture, even though they be Titian's, 
stand still. ... 

There are some productions of art which it seems at first difficult to arrange in any of the classes above 
illustrated. The direct aim of art as such, is the production of the beautqu'l; and as there are other things 
beautiful besides states of mind, there is much of art which may seem to have nothing to do with either poetry 
or eloquence as we have defined them. Take for instance a composition of Claude, or Salvator Rosa. There is 
here creation of new beauty: by the grouping of natural scenery, conformably indeed to the laws of outward 
nature, but not after any actual model; the result being a beauty more perfect and faultless than is perhaps to be 
found in any actual landscape. Yet there is a character of poetry even in these, without which they could not be 
so beautiful. The unity, and wholeness, and aesthetic congruity of the picture still lies in singleness of 
expression; but it is expression in a different sense from that in which we have hitherto employed the term. The 
objects in an imaginary landscape cannot be said, like the words of a poem or the notes of a melody, to be the 
actual utterance of a feeling; but there must be some feeling with which they harmonize, and which they have a 
tendency to raise up in the spectator's mind. They must inspire a feeling of grandeur, a loveliness, a 
cheerfulness, a wildness, a melancholy, a terror. The painter must surround his principal objects with such 
imagery as would spontaneously arise in a highly imaginative mind, when contemplating those objects under 
the impression of the feelings which they are intended to inspire. This, if it be not poetry, is so nearly allied to it, 
as scarcely to require being distinguished. 

In this sense we may speak of the poetry of architecture. All architecture, to be impressive, must be the 
expression or symbol of some interesting idea: some thought, which has power over the emotions. The reason 
why modern architecture is so paltry, is simply that it is not the expression of any idea: it is a mere parroting of 
the architectural tongue of the Greeks, or of our Teutonic ancestors, without any conception of a meaning. 

To confine ourselves, for the present, to religious edifices: these partake of poetry, in proportion as they 
express, or harmonize with, the feelings of devotion. But those feelings are different according to the 
conception entertained of the beings, by whose supposed nature they are called forth. To the Greek, these beings 
were incarnations of the greatest conceivable physical beauty, combined with supernatural power: and the 
Greek temples express this, their predominant character being graceful strength; in other words, solidity, which 
is power, and lightness which is also power, accomplishing with small means what seemed to require great; to 
combine all in one word, majesty To the Catholic, again, the Deity was something far less clear and definite; a 
being of still more resistless power than the heathen divinities; greatly to be loved; still more greatly to be 
feared; and wrapped up in vagueness, mystery, and incomprehensibility. A certain solemnity, a feeling of 
doubting and trembling hope, like that of one lost in a boundless forest who thinks he knows his way but is not 
sure, mixes itself in all the genuine expressions of Catholic devotion. This is eminently the expression of the 
pure Gothic cathedral; conspicuous equally in the mingled majesty and gloom of its vaulted roofs and stately 
aisles, and in the 'dim religious light' which steals through its painted windows. 

There is no generic distinction between the imagery which is the expression of feeling and the imagery which 
is felt to harmonize with feeling. They are identical. The imagery in which feeling utters itself forth from 
within, is also that in which it delights when presented to it from without. All art, therefore, in proportion as it 
produces its effects by an appeal to the emotions partakes of poetry, unless it partakes of oratory, or of narrative. 
And the distinction which these three words indicate, runs through the whole field of the fine arts. 
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The above hints have no pretension to the character of a theory. They are merely thrown out for the 

consideration of thinkers, in the hope that if they do not contain the truth, they may do somewhat to suggest it. 
Nor would they, crude as they are, have been deemed worthy of publication, in any country but one in which 
the philosophy of art is so completely neglected, that whatever may serve to put any inquiring mind upon this 
kind of investigation, cannot well, however imperfect in itself, fail altogether to be of use. 
 
Ion  
By Plato 
Translated by Benjamin Jowett 
 
 
Socrates: Welcome, Ion. Are you from your native city of Ephesus? 
 
Ion. No, Socrates; but from Epidaurus, where I attended the festival of Asclepius.  
 
Soc. And do the Epidaurians have contests of rhapsodes at the festival? 
 
Ion. O yes; and of all sorts of musical performers.  
 
Soc. And were you one of the competitors- and did you succeed? 
 
Ion. I obtained the first prize of all, Socrates.  
 
Soc. Well done; and I hope that you will do the same for us at the Panathenaea.  
 
Ion. And I will, please heaven.  
 
Soc. I often envy the profession of a rhapsode, Ion; for you have always to wear fine clothes, and to look as 
beautiful as you can is a part of your art. Then, again, you are obliged to be continually in the company of many 
good poets; and especially of Homer, who is the best and most divine of them; and to understand him, and not 
merely learn his words by rote, is a thing greatly to be envied. And no man can be a rhapsode who does not 
understand the meaning of the poet. For the rhapsode ought to interpret the mind of the poet to his hearers, but 
how can he interpret him well unless he knows what he means? All this is greatly to be envied.  
 
Ion. Very true, Socrates; interpretation has certainly been the most laborious part of my art; and I believe myself 
able to speak about Homer better than any man; and that neither Metrodorus of Lampsacus, nor Stesimbrotus of 
Thasos, nor Glaucon, nor any one else who ever was, had as good ideas about Homer as I have, or as many. 
 
Soc. I am glad to hear you say so, Ion; I see that you will not refuse to acquaint me with them.  
 
Ion. Certainly, Socrates; and you really ought to hear how exquisitely I render Homer. I think that the 
Homeridae should give me a golden crown.  
 
Soc. I shall take an opportunity of hearing your embellishments of him at some other time. But just now I 
should like to ask you a question: Does your art extend to Hesiod and Archilochus, or to Homer only? 
 
Ion. To Homer only; he is in himself quite enough.  
 
Soc. Are there any things about which Homer and Hesiod agree? 
 
Ion. Yes; in my opinion there are a good many.  
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Soc. And can you interpret better what Homer says, or what Hesiod says, about these matters in which they 
agree?  
 
Ion. I can interpret them equally well, Socrates, where they agree. 
 
Soc. But what about matters in which they do not agree?- for example, about divination, of which both Homer 
and Hesiod have something to say-  
 
Ion. Very true:  
 
Soc. Would you or a good prophet be a better interpreter of what these two poets say about divination, not only 
when they agree, but when they disagree?  
 
Ion. A prophet.  
 
Soc. And if you were a prophet, would you be able to interpret them when they disagree as well as when they 
agree?  
 
Ion. Clearly.  
 
Soc. But how did you come to have this skill about Homer only, and not about Hesiod or the other poets? Does 
not Homer speak of the same themes which all other poets handle? Is not war his great argument? and does he 
not speak of human society and of intercourse of men, good and bad, skilled and unskilled, and of the gods 
conversing with one another and with mankind, and about what happens in heaven and in the world below, and 
the generations of gods and heroes? Are not these the themes of which Homer sings?  
 
Ion. Very true, Socrates.  
 
Soc. And do not the other poets sing of the same?  
 
Ion. Yes, Socrates; but not in the same way as Homer.  
 
Soc. What, in a worse way?  
 
Ion. Yes, in a far worse.  
 
Soc. And Homer in a better way?  
 
Ion. He is incomparably better.  
 
Soc. And yet surely, my dear friend Ion, in a discussion about arithmetic, where many people are speaking, and 
one speaks better than the rest, there is somebody who can judge which of them is the good speaker? 
 
Ion. Yes.  
 
Soc. And he who judges of the good will be the same as he who judges of the bad speakers?  
 
Ion. The same.  
 
Soc. And he will be the arithmetician?  
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Ion. Yes.  
 
Soc. Well, and in discussions about the wholesomeness of food, when many persons are speaking, and one 
speaks better than the rest, will he who recognizes the better speaker be a different person from him who 
recognizes the worse, or the same?  
 
Ion. Clearly the same.  
 
Soc. And who is he, and what is his name?  
 
Ion. The physician.  
 
Soc. And speaking generally, in all discussions in which the subject is the same and many men are speaking, 
will not he who knows the good know the bad speaker also? For if he does not know the bad, neither will he 
know the good when the same topic is being discussed. 
 
Ion. True.  
 
Soc. Is not the same person skilful in both?  
 
Ion. Yes.  
 
Soc. And you say that Homer and the other poets, such as Hesiod and Archilochus, speak of the same things, 
although not in the same way; but the one speaks well and the other not so well?  
 
Ion. Yes; and I am right in saying so.  
 
Soc. And if you knew the good speaker, you would also know the inferior speakers to be inferior?  
 
Ion. That is true.  
 
Soc. Then, my dear friend, can I be mistaken in saying that Ion is equally skilled in Homer and in other poets, 
since he himself acknowledges that the same person will be a good judge of all those who speak of the same 
things; and that almost all poets do speak of the same things? 
 
Ion. Why then, Socrates, do I lose attention and go to sleep and have absolutely no ideas of the least value, 
when any one speaks of any other poet; but when Homer is mentioned, I wake up at once and am all attention 
and have plenty to say?  
 
Soc. The reason, my friend, is obvious. No one can fail to see that you speak of Homer without any art or 
knowledge. If you were able to speak of him by rules of art, you would have been able to speak of all other 
poets; for poetry is a whole.  
 
Ion. Yes.  
 
Soc. And when any one acquires any other art as a whole, the same may be said of them. Would you like me to 
explain my meaning, Ion? 
 
Ion. Yes, indeed, Socrates; I very much wish that you would: for I love to hear you wise men talk.  
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Soc. O that we were wise, Ion, and that you could truly call us so; but you rhapsodes and actors, and the poets 
whose verses you sing, are wise; whereas I am a common man, who only speak the truth. For consider what a 
very commonplace and trivial thing is this which I have said- a thing which any man might say: that when a 
man has acquired a knowledge of a whole art, the enquiry into good and bad is one and the same. Let us 
consider this matter; is not the art of painting a whole?  
 
Ion. Yes.  
 
Soc. And there are and have been many painters good and bad? 
 
Ion. Yes.  
 
Soc. And did you ever know any one who was skilful in pointing out the excellences and defects of Polygnotus 
the son of Aglaophon, but incapable of criticizing other painters; and when the work of any other painter was 
produced, went to sleep and was at a loss, and had no ideas; but when he had to give his opinion about 
Polygnotus, or whoever the painter might be, and about him only, woke up and was attentive and had plenty to 
say?  
 
Ion. No indeed, I have never known such a person.  
 
Soc. Or did you ever know of any one in sculpture, who was skilful in expounding the merits of Daedalus the 
son of Metion, or of Epeius the son of Panopeus, or of Theodorus the Samian, or of any individual sculptor; but 
when the works of sculptors in general were produced, was at a loss and went to sleep and had nothing to say?  
 
Ion. No indeed; no more than the other.  
 
Soc. And if I am not mistaken, you never met with any one among flute-players or harp- players or singers to 
the harp or rhapsodes who was able to discourse of Olympus or Thamyras or Orpheus, or Phemius the rhapsode 
of Ithaca, but was at a loss when he came to speak of Ion of Ephesus, and had no notion of his merits or defects?  
 
Ion. I cannot deny what you say, Socrates. Nevertheless I am conscious in my own self, and the world agrees 
with me in thinking that I do speak better and have more to say about Homer than any other man. But I do not 
speak equally well about others- tell me the reason of this.  
 
Soc. I perceive, Ion; and I will proceed to explain to you what I imagine to be the reason of this. The gift which 
you possess of speaking excellently about Homer is not an art, but, as I was just saying, an inspiration; there is a 
divinity moving you, like that contained in the stone which Euripides calls a magnet, but which is commonly 
known as the stone of Heraclea. This stone not only attracts iron rings, but also imparts to them a similar power 
of attracting other rings; and sometimes you may see a number of pieces of iron and rings suspended from one 
another so as to form quite a long chain: and all of them derive their power of suspension from the original 
stone. In like manner the Muse first of all inspires men herself; and from these inspired persons a chain of other 
persons is suspended, who take the inspiration. For all good poets, epic as well as lyric, compose their beautiful 
poems not by art, but because they are inspired and possessed. And as the Corybantian revellers when they 
dance are not in their right mind, so the lyric poets are not in their right mind when they are composing their 
beautiful strains: but when falling under the power of music and metre they are inspired and possessed; like 
Bacchic maidens who draw milk and honey from the rivers when they are under the influence of Dionysus but 
not when they are in their right mind. And the soul of the lyric poet does the same, as they themselves say; for 
they tell us that they bring songs from honeyed fountains, culling them out of the gardens and dells of the 
Muses; they, like the bees, winging their way from flower to flower. And this is true. For the poet is a light and 
winged and holy thing, and there is no invention in him until he has been inspired and is out of his senses, and 
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the mind is no longer in him: when he has not attained to this state, he is powerless and is unable to utter his 
oracles. 
 
Many are the noble words in which poets speak concerning the actions of men; but like yourself when speaking 
about Homer, they do not speak of them by any rules of art: they are simply inspired to utter that to which the 
Muse impels them, and that only; and when inspired, one of them will make dithyrambs, another hymns of 
praise, another choral strains, another epic or iambic verses- and he who is good at one is not good any other 
kind of verse: for not by art does the poet sing, but by power divine. Had he learned by rules of art, he would 
have known how to speak not of one theme only, but of all; and therefore God takes away the minds of poets, 
and uses them as his ministers, as he also uses diviners and holy prophets, in order that we who hear them may 
know them to be speaking not of themselves who utter these priceless words in a state of unconsciousness, but 
that God himself is the speaker, and that through them he is conversing with us. And Tynnichus the Chalcidian 
affords a striking instance of what I am saying: he wrote nothing that any one would care to remember but the 
famous paean which; in every one's mouth, one of the finest poems ever written, simply an invention of the 
Muses, as he himself says. For in this way, the God would seem to indicate to us and not allow us to doubt that 
these beautiful poems are not human, or the work of man, but divine and the work of God; and that the poets are 
only the interpreters of the Gods by whom they are severally possessed. Was not this the lesson which the God 
intended to teach when by the mouth of the worst of poets he sang the best of songs? Am I not right, Ion?  
 
Ion. Yes, indeed, Socrates, I feel that you are; for your words touch my soul, and I am persuaded that good 
poets by a divine inspiration interpret the things of the Gods to us.  
 
Soc. And you rhapsodists are the interpreters of the poets? 
 
Ion. There again you are right.  
 
Soc. Then you are the interpreters of interpreters?  
 
Ion. Precisely.  
 
Soc. I wish you would frankly tell me, Ion, what I am going to ask of you: When you produce the greatest effect 
upon the audience in the recitation of some striking passage, such as the apparition of Odysseus leaping forth on 
the floor, recognized by the suitors and casting his arrows at his feet, or the description of Achilles rushing at 
Hector, or the sorrows of Andromache, Hecuba, or Priam,- are you in your right mind? Are you not carried out 
of yourself, and does not your soul in an ecstasy seem to be among the persons or places of which you are 
speaking, whether they are in Ithaca or in Troy or whatever may be the scene of the poem?  
 
Ion. That proof strikes home to me, Socrates. For I must frankly confess that at the tale of pity, my eyes are 
filled with tears, and when I speak of horrors, my hair stands on end and my heart throbs. 
 
Soc. Well, Ion, and what are we to say of a man who at a sacrifice or festival, when he is dressed in holiday 
attire and has golden crowns upon his head, of which nobody has robbed him, appears sweeping or panic-
stricken in the presence of more than twenty thousand friendly faces, when there is no one despoiling or 
wronging him;- is he in his right mind or is he not?  
 
Ion. No indeed, Socrates, I must say that, strictly speaking, he is not in his right mind.  
 
Soc. And are you aware that you produce similar effects on most spectators? 
 
Ion. Only too well; for I look down upon them from the stage, and behold the various emotions of pity, wonder, 
sternness, stamped upon their countenances when I am speaking: and I am obliged to give my very best 
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attention to them; for if I make them cry I myself shall laugh, and if I make them laugh I myself shall cry when 
the time of payment arrives.  
 
Soc. Do you know that the spectator is the last of the rings which, as I am saying, receive the power of the 
original magnet from one another? The rhapsode like yourself and the actor are intermediate links, and the poet 
himself is the first of them. Through all these the God sways the souls of men in any direction which he pleases, 
and makes one man hang down from another. Thus there is a vast chain of dancers and masters and 
undermasters of choruses, who are suspended, as if from the stone, at the side of the rings which hang down 
from the Muse. And every poet has some Muse from whom he is suspended, and by whom he is said to be 
possessed, which is nearly the same thing; for he is taken hold of. And from these first rings, which are the 
poets, depend others, some deriving their inspiration from Orpheus, others from Musaeus; but the greater 
number are possessed and held by Homer. Of whom, Ion, you are one, and are possessed by Homer; and when 
any one repeats the words of another poet you go to sleep, and know not what to say; but when any one recites a 
strain of Homer you wake up in a moment, and your soul leaps within you, and you have plenty to say; for not 
by art or knowledge about Homer do you say what you say, but by divine inspiration and by possession; just as 
the Corybantian revellers too have a quick perception of that strain only which is appropriated to the God by 
whom they are possessed, and have plenty of dances and words for that, but take no heed of any other. And you, 
Ion, when the name of Homer is mentioned have plenty to say, and have nothing to say of others. You ask, 
"Why is this?" The answer is that you praise Homer not by art but by divine inspiration.  
 
Ion. That is good, Socrates; and yet I doubt whether you will ever have eloquence enough to persuade me that I 
praise Homer only when I am mad and possessed; and if you could hear me speak of him I am sure you would 
never think this to be the case.  
 
Soc. I should like very much to hear you, but not until you have answered a question which I have to ask. On 
what part of Homer do you speak well?- not surely about every part.  
 
Ion. There is no part, Socrates, about which I do not speak well of that I can assure you.  
 
Soc. Surely not about things in Homer of which you have no knowledge? 
 
Ion. And what is there in Homer of which I have no knowledge? 
 
Soc. Why, does not Homer speak in many passages about arts? For example, about driving; if I can only 
remember the lines I will repeat them. 
 
Ion. I remember, and will repeat them.  
 
Soc. Tell me then, what Nestor says to Antilochus, his son, where he bids him be careful of the turn at the 
horse-race in honour of Patroclus.  
 
Ion. He says:  
 
Bend gently in the polished chariot to the left of them, and urge the horse on the right hand with whip and 
voice; and slacken the rein. And when you are at the goal, let the left horse draw near, yet so that the nave of the 
well-wrought wheel may not even seem to touch the extremity; and avoid catching the stone.  
 
Soc. Enough. Now, Ion, will the charioteer or the physician be the better judge of the propriety of these lines?  
 
Ion. The charioteer, clearly.  
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Soc. And will the reason be that this is his art, or will there be any other reason?  
 
Ion. No, that will be the reason.  
 
Soc. And every art is appointed by God to have knowledge of a certain work; for that which we know by the art 
of the pilot we do not know by the art of medicine?  
 
Ion. Certainly not.  
 
Soc. Nor do we know by the art of the carpenter that which we know by the art of medicine?  
 
Ion. Certainly not.  
 
Soc. And this is true of all the arts;- that which we know with one art we do not know with the other? But let me 
ask a prior question: You admit that there are differences of arts?  
 
Ion. Yes.  
 
Soc. You would argue, as I should, that when one art is of one kind of knowledge and another of another, they 
are different? 
 
Ion. Yes.  
 
Soc. Yes, surely; for if the subject of knowledge were the same, there would be no meaning in saying that the 
arts were different,- if they both gave the same knowledge. For example, I know that here are five fingers, and 
you know the same. And if I were to ask whether I and you became acquainted with this fact by the help of the 
same art of arithmetic, you would acknowledge that we did?  
 
Ion. Yes.  
 
Soc. Tell me, then, what I was intending to ask you- whether this holds universally? Must the same art have the 
same subject of knowledge, and different arts other subjects of knowledge?  
 
Ion. That is my opinion, Socrates.  
 
Soc. Then he who has no knowledge of a particular art will have no right judgment of the sayings and doings of 
that art?  
 
Ion. Very true.  
 
Soc. Then which will be a better judge of the lines which you were reciting from Homer, you or the charioteer?  
 
Ion. The charioteer.  
 
Soc. Why, yes, because you are a rhapsode and not a charioteer. 
 
Ion. Yes.  
 
Soc. And the art of the rhapsode is different from that of the charioteer? 
 
Ion. Yes.  
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Soc. And if a different knowledge, then a knowledge of different matters? 
 
Ion. True.  
 
Soc. You know the passage in which Hecamede, the concubine of Nestor, is described as giving to the wounded 
Machaon a posset, as he says, 
 
Made with Pramnian wine; and she grated cheese of goat's milk with a grater of bronze, and at his side placed 
an onion which gives a relish to drink. Now would you say that the art of the rhapsode or the art of medicine 
was better able to judge of the propriety of these lines?  
 
Ion. The art of medicine.  
 
Soc. And when Homer says,  
 
And she descended into the deep like a leaden plummet, which, set in the horn of ox that ranges in the fields, 
rushes along carrying death among the ravenous fishes,- will the art of the fisherman or of the rhapsode be 
better able to judge whether these lines are rightly expressed or not?  
 
Ion. Clearly, Socrates, the art of the fisherman.  
 
Soc. Come now, suppose that you were to say to me: "Since you, Socrates, are able to assign different passages 
in Homer to their corresponding arts, I wish that you would tell me what are the passages of which the 
excellence ought to be judged by the prophet and prophetic art"; and you will see how readily and truly I shall 
answer you. For there are many such passages, particularly in the Odyssey; as, for example, the passage in 
which Theoclymenus the prophet of the house of Melampus says to the suitors:-  
 
Wretched men! what is happening to you? Your heads and your faces and your limbs underneath are shrouded 
in night; and the voice of lamentation bursts forth, and your cheeks are wet with tears. And the vestibule is full, 
and the court is full, of ghosts descending into the darkness of Erebus, and the sun has perished out of heaven, 
and an evil mist is spread abroad.  
 
And there are many such passages in the Iliad also; as for example in the description of the battle near the 
rampart, where he says:- 
 
As they were eager to pass the ditch, there came to them an omen: a soaring eagle, holding back the people on 
the left, bore a huge bloody dragon in his talons, still living and panting; nor had he yet resigned the strife, for 
he bent back and smote the bird which carried him on the breast by the neck, and he in pain let him fall from 
him to the ground into the midst of the multitude. And the eagle, with a cry, was borne afar on the wings of the 
wind.  
 
These are the sort of things which I should say that the prophet ought to consider and determine.  
 
Ion. And you are quite right, Socrates, in saying so.  
 
Soc. Yes, Ion, and you are right also. And as I have selected from the Iliad and Odyssey for you passages which 
describe the office of the prophet and the physician and the fisherman, do you, who know Homer so much 
better than I do, Ion, select for me passages which relate to the rhapsode and the rhapsode's art, and which the 
rhapsode ought to examine and judge of better than other men.  
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Ion. All passages, I should say, Socrates.  
 
Soc. Not all, Ion, surely. Have you already forgotten what you were saying? A rhapsode ought to have a better 
memory.  
 
Ion. Why, what am I forgetting?  
 
Soc. Do you not remember that you declared the art of the rhapsode to be different from the art of the 
charioteer?  
 
Ion. Yes, I remember.  
 
Soc. And you admitted that being different they would have different subjects of knowledge?  
 
Ion. Yes.  
 
Soc. Then upon your own showing the rhapsode, and the art of the rhapsode, will not know everything?  
 
Ion. I should exclude certain things, Socrates.  
 
Soc. You mean to say that you would exclude pretty much the subjects of the other arts. As he does not know 
all of them, which of them will he know?  
 
Ion. He will know what a man and what a woman ought to say, and what a freeman and what a slave ought to 
say, and what a ruler and what a subject.  
 
Soc. Do you mean that a rhapsode will know better than the pilot what the ruler of a sea-tossed vessel ought to 
say?  
 
Ion. No; the pilot will know best.  
 
Soc. Or will the rhapsode know better than the physician what the ruler of a sick man ought to say?  
 
Ion. He will not.  
 
Soc. But he will know what a slave ought to say?  
 
Ion. Yes.  
 
Soc. Suppose the slave to be a cowherd; the rhapsode will know better than the cowherd what he ought to say in 
order to soothe the infuriated cows?  
 
Ion. No, he will not.  
 
Soc. But he will know what a spinning-woman ought to say about the working of wool?  
 
Ion. No.  
 
Soc. At any rate he will know what a general ought to say when exhorting his soldiers?  
 
Ion. Yes, that is the sort of thing which the rhapsode will be sure to know.  
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Soc. Well, but is the art of the rhapsode the art of the general? 
 
Ion. I am sure that I should know what a general ought to say. 
 
Soc. Why, yes, Ion, because you may possibly have a knowledge of the art of the general as well as of the 
rhapsode; and you may also have a knowledge of horsemanship as well as of the lyre: and then you would know 
when horses were well or ill managed. But suppose I were to ask you: By the help of which art, Ion, do you 
know whether horses are well managed, by your skill as a horseman or as a performer on the lyre- what would 
you answer?  
 
Ion. I should reply, by my skill as a horseman.  
 
Soc. And if you judged of performers on the lyre, you would admit that you judged of them as a performer on 
the lyre, and not as a horseman? 
 
Ion. Yes.  
 
Soc. And in judging of the general's art, do you judge of it as a general or a rhapsode?  
 
Ion. To me there appears to be no difference between them. 
 
Soc. What do you mean? Do you mean to say that the art of the rhapsode and of the general is the same?  
 
Ion. Yes, one and the same.  
 
Soc. Then he who is a good rhapsode is also a good general? 
 
Ion. Certainly, Socrates.  
 
Soc. And he who is a good general is also a good rhapsode? 
 
Ion. No; I do not say that.  
 
Soc. But you do say that he who is a good rhapsode is also a good general.  
 
Ion. Certainly.  
 
Soc. And you are the best of Hellenic rhapsodes?  
 
Ion. Far the best, Socrates.  
 
Soc. And are you the best general, Ion?  
 
Ion. To be sure, Socrates; and Homer was my master.  
 
Soc. But then, Ion, what in the name of goodness can be the reason why you, who are the best of generals as 
well as the best of rhapsodes in all Hellas, go about as a rhapsode when you might be a general? Do you think 
that the Hellenes want a rhapsode with his golden crown, and do not want a general?  
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Ion. Why, Socrates, the reason is, that my countrymen, the Ephesians, are the servants and soldiers of Athens, 
and do not need a general; and you and Sparta are not likely to have me, for you think that you have enough 
generals of your own.  
 
Soc. My good Ion, did you never hear of Apollodorus of Cyzicus? 
 
Ion. Who may he be?  
 
Soc. One who, though a foreigner, has often been chosen their general by the Athenians: and there is 
Phanosthenes of Andros, and Heraclides of Clazomenae, whom they have also appointed to the command of 
their armies and to other offices, although aliens, after they had shown their merit. And will they not choose Ion 
the Ephesian to be their general, and honour him, if he prove himself worthy? Were not the Ephesians originally 
Athenians, and Ephesus is no mean city? But, indeed, Ion, if you are correct in saying that by art and knowledge 
you are able to praise Homer, you do not deal fairly with me, and after all your professions of knowing many, 
glorious things about Homer, and promises that you would exhibit them, you are only a deceiver, and so far 
from exhibiting the art of which you are a master, will not, even after my repeated entreaties, explain to me the 
nature of it. You have literally as many forms as Proteus; and now you go all manner of ways, twisting and 
turning, and, like Proteus, become all manner of people at once, and at last slip away from me in the disguise of 
a general, in order that you may escape exhibiting your Homeric lore. And if you have art, then, as I was saying, 
in falsifying your promise that you would exhibit Homer, you are not dealing fairly with me. But if, as I believe, 
you have no art, but speak all these beautiful words about Homer unconsciously under his inspiring influence, 
then I acquit you of dishonesty, and shall only say that you are inspired. Which do you prefer to be thought, 
dishonest or inspired? 
 
Ion. There is a great difference, Socrates, between the two alternatives; and inspiration is by far the nobler.  
 
Soc. Then, Ion, I shall assume the nobler alternative; and attribute to you in your praises of Homer inspiration, 
and not art. 
 
Edgar Allan Poe, "The Raven," The Raven and Other Poems, 1845. 
   
                   THE RAVEN. 
Once upon a midnight dreary, while I pondered, weak and weary,  
Over many a quaint and curious volume of forgotten lore,  
While I nodded, nearly napping, suddenly there came a tapping,  
As of some one gently rapping, rapping at my chamber door.  
"'Tis some visiter," I muttered, "tapping at my chamber door --  
                                        Only this, and nothing more."  
Ah, distinctly I remember it was in the bleak December,  
And each separate dying ember wrought its ghost upon the floor.  
Eagerly I wished the morrow; -- vainly I had sought to borrow  
From my books surcease of sorrow -- sorrow for the lost Lenore --  
For the rare and radiant maiden whom the angels name Lenore --  
                                        Nameless here for evermore.  

And the silken sad uncertain rustling of each purple curtain  
Thrilled me -- filled me with fantastic terrors never felt before;  
So that now, to still the beating of my heart, I stood repeating  
"'Tis some visiter entreating entrance at my chamber door --  
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Some late visiter entreating entrance at my chamber door; --  
                                        This it is, and nothing more."  

Presently my soul grew stronger; hesitating then no longer,  
"Sir," said I, "or Madam, truly your forgiveness I implore;  
But the fact is I was napping, and so gently you came rapping,  
And so faintly you came tapping, tapping at my chamber door,  
That I scarce was sure I heard you " -- here I opened wide the door; ----  
                                        Darkness there and nothing more.  

Deep into that darkness peering, long I stood there wondering, fearing,  
Doubting, dreaming dreams no mortal ever dared to dream before;  
But the silence was unbroken, and the darkness gave no token,  
And the only word there spoken was the whispered word, "Lenore!"  
This I whispered, and an echo murmured back the word, "Lenore!" --  
                                        Merely this, and nothing more.  

Back into the chamber turning, all my soul within me burning,  
Soon I heard again a tapping somewhat louder than before.  
"Surely," said I, "surely that is something at my window lattice;  
Let me see, then, what thereat is, and this mystery explore --  
Let my heart be still a moment and this mystery explore;--  
                                        'Tis the wind and nothing more!"  

Open here I flung the shutter, when, with many a flirt and flutter,  
In there stepped a stately raven of the saintly days of yore;  
Not the least obeisance made he; not an instant stopped or stayed he;  
But, with mien of lord or lady, perched above my chamber door --  
Perched upon a bust of Pallas just above my chamber door --  
                                        Perched, and sat, and nothing more.  

Then this ebony bird beguiling my sad fancy into smiling,  
By the grave and stern decorum of the countenance it wore,  
"Though thy crest be shorn and shaven, thou," I said, "art sure no craven,  
Ghastly grim and ancient raven wandering from the Nightly shore --  
Tell me what thy lordly name is on the Night's Plutonian shore!"  
                                       Quoth the raven "Nevermore."  

Much I marvelled this ungainly fowl to hear discourse so plainly,  
Though its answer little meaning -- little relevancy bore;  
For we cannot help agreeing that no living human being  
Ever yet was blessed with seeing bird above his chamber door --  
Bird or beast upon the sculptured bust above his chamber door,  
                                       With such name as "Nevermore."  

But the raven, sitting lonely on the placid bust, spoke only  
That one word, as if his soul in that one word he did outpour.  
Nothing farther then he uttered -- not a feather then he fluttered --  
Till I scarcely more than muttered "Other friends have flown before --  
On the morrow he will leave me, as my hopes have flown before."  
                                       Then the bird said "Nevermore."  
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Startled at the stillness broken by reply so aptly spoken,  
"Doubtless," said I, "what it utters is its only stock and store  
Caught from some unhappy master whom unmerciful Disaster  
Followed fast and followed faster till his songs one burden bore --  
Till the dirges of his Hope that melancholy burden bore  
                                       Of "Never -- nevermore."  

But the raven still beguiling all my sad soul into smiling,  
Straight I wheeled a cushioned seat in front of bird, and bust and door;  
Then, upon the velvet sinking, I betook myself to linking  
Fancy unto fancy, thinking what this ominous bird of yore --  
What this grim, ungainly, ghastly, gaunt and ominous bird of yore  
                                       Meant in croaking "Nevermore."  

This I sat engaged in guessing, but no syllable expressing  
To the fowl whose fiery eyes now burned into my bosom's core;  
This and more I sat divining, with my head at ease reclining  
On the cushion's velvet lining that the lamplght gloated o'er,  
But whose velvet violet lining with the lamplight gloating o'er,  
                                        She shall press, ah, nevermore!  

Then, me thought, the air grew denser, perfumed from an unseen censer  
Swung by Angels whose faint foot-falls tinkled on the tufted floor.  
"Wretch," I cried, "thy God hath lent thee -- by these angels he hath sent thee  
Respite -- respite and nepenthe from thy memories of Lenore;  
Quaff, oh quaff this kind nepenthe and forget this lost Lenore!"  
                                        Quoth the raven, "Nevermore."  

"Prophet!" said I, "thing of evil! -- prophet still, if bird or devil! --  
Whether Tempter sent, or whether tempest tossed thee here ashore,  
Desolate yet all undaunted, on this desert land enchanted --  
On this home by Horror haunted -- tell me truly, I implore --  
Is there -- is there balm in Gilead? -- tell me -- tell me, I implore!"  
                                        Quoth the raven, "Nevermore."  

"Prophet!" said I, "thing of evil -- prophet still, if bird or devil!  
By that Heaven that bends above us -- by that God we both adore --  
Tell this soul with sorrow laden if, within the distant Aidenn,  
It shall clasp a sainted maiden whom the angels name Lenore --  
Clasp a rare and radiant maiden whom the angels name Lenore."  
                                        Quoth the raven, "Nevermore."  

"Be that word our sign of parting, bird or fiend!" I shrieked, upstarting --  
"Get thee back into the tempest and the Night's Plutonian shore!  
Leave no black plume as a token of that lie thy soul hath spoken!  
Leave my loneliness unbroken! -- quit the bust above my door!  
Take thy beak from out my heart, and take thy form from off my door!"  
                                       Quoth the raven, "Nevermore."  

And the raven, never flitting, still is sitting, still is sitting  
On the pallid bust of Pallas just above my chamber door;  
And his eyes have all the seeming of a demon's that is dreaming,  
And the lamp-light o'er him streaming throws his shadow on the floor;  
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And my soul from out that shadow that lies floating on the floor  
                                        Shall be lifted -- nevermore!  
 

 
The Philosophy of Composition 
-EDGAR ALLAN POE 

 
Nothing is more clear than that every plot, worth the name, must be elaborated to its denouement before 

anything be attempted with the pen. It is only with the denouement constantly in view that we can give a plot its 
indispensable air of consequence, or causation, by making the incidents, and especially the tone at all points, 
tend to the development of the intention. 

There is a radical error, I think, in the usual mode of constructing a story. Either history affords a thesis or one 
is suggested by an incident of the day-or, at best, the author sets himself to work in the combination of striking 
events to form merely the basis of his narrative designing, generally, to fill in with description, dialogue, or 
authorial comment, what- ever crevices of fact, or action, may, from page to page, render themselves apparent. 

I prefer commencing with the consideration of an effect. Keeping originality always in view for he is false to 
himself who ventures to dispense with so obvious and so easily attainable a source of interest-I say to myself, in 
the first place, 'Of the innumerable effects, or impressions, of which the heart, the intellect, or (more generally) 
the soul is susceptible, what one shall I, on the present occasion, select?' Having chosen a novel, first, and 
secondly a vivid effect, I consider whether it can be best wrought by incident or tone- whether by ordinary 
incidents and peculiar tone, or the converse, or by peculiarity both of incident and tone afterward looking about 
me (or rather within) for such combinations of event, or tone, as shall best aid me in the construction of the 
effect. 

I have often thought how interesting a magazine paper might be written by any author who would  that is to 
say who could detail, step by step, the processes by which any one of his compositions attained its ultimate 
point of completion. Why such a paper has never been given to the world, I am much at a loss to say but, 
perhaps, the authorial vanity has had more to do with the omission than any one other cause. Most writers, poets 
especially, prefer having it understood that they compose by a species of fine frenzy an ecstatic intuition-and 
would positively shudder at letting the public take a peep behind the scenes, at the elaborate and vacillating 
crudities of thought- at the true purposes seized only at the last moment-at the innumerable glimpses of idea that 
arrived not at the maturity of full view-at the fully matured fancies discarded in despair as unmanageable-at the 
cautious selections and rejections-at the painful erasures and interpolations-in a word, at the wheels and pinions-
the tackle for scene-shifting the step-ladders and demon-traps-the cock's feathers, the red paint and the black 
patches, which, in ninety-nine cases out of the hundred, constitute the properties of the literary histnio. 

I am aware, on the other hand, that the case is by no means common, in which an author is at all in condition 
to retrace the steps by which his conclusions have been attained. In general, suggestions, having arisen pell-
mell, are pursued and forgotten in a similar manner. 

For my own part, I have neither sympathy with the repugnance alluded to nor, at any time the least difficulty 
in recalling to mind the progressive steps of any of my compositions; and, since the interest of an analysis, or 
reconstruction, such as I have considered a desideratum, is quite independent of any real or fancied interest in 
the thing analyzed, it will not be regarded as a breach of decorum on my part to show the modus operandi by 
which some one of my own works was put together. I select 'The Raven,' as most generally known. It is my 
design to render it manifest that no one point in its composition is referable either to accident or intuition-that 
the work proceeded, step by step, to its completion with the precision and rigid consequence of a mathematical 
problem. 

Let us dismiss, as irrelevant to the poem, per se, the circumstance  or say the necessity-which, in the first 
place, gave rise to the intention of composing a poem that should suit at once the popular and the critical taste. 

We commence, then, with this intention. 
The initial consideration was that of extent. If any literary work is too long to be read at one sitting, we must 

be content to dispense with the immensely important effect derivable from unity of impression for, if two 
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sittings be required, the affairs of the world interfere, and every thing like totality is at once destroyed. But 
since, ceteris paribus. no poet can afford to dispense with any thing that may advance his design, it but remains 
to be seen whether there is, in extent, any advantage to counterbalance the loss of unity which attends it. Here I 
say no, at once. What we term a long poem is, in fact, merely a succession of brief ones that is to say, of brief 
poetical effects. It is needless to demonstrate that a poem is such, only inasmuch as it intensely excites, by 
elevating, the soul; and all intense excitements are, through a psychal necessity, brief. For this reason, at least 
one half of the Paradise Lost is essentially prose a succession of poetical excitements interspersed, inevitably 
with corresponding depressions the whole being deprived, through the extremeness of its length, of the vastly 
important artistic element total unity of effect. 

 It appears evident, then, that there is a distinct limit, as regards length, to all works of literary art-the limit of 
a single sitting-and that, although in certain classes of prose composition, such as Robinson Crusoe, (demanding 
no unity), this limit may be advantageously overpassed, it can never properly be overpassed in a poem. Within 
this limit, the extent of a poem may he made to bear mathematical relation to its merit-in other words, to the 
excitement or elevation-again in other words, to the degree of the true poetical effect which it is capable of 
inducing; for it is clear that the brevity must be in direct ratio of the intensity of the intended effect:-this, with 
one proviso-that a certain degree of duration is absolutely requisite for the production of any effect at all. 

Holding in view these considerations, as well as that degree of excitement 
which I deemed not above the popular, while not below the critical, taste, I  reached at once what I conceived 
the proper length for my intended poem  a length of about one hundred lines. It is, in fact, a hundred and eight. 

My next thought concerned the choice of an impression, or effect, to be conveyed: and here 1 may as well 
observe that, throughout the construction, I kept steadily in view the design of rendering the work universally 
appreciable. I should be carried too far out of my immediate topic were I to demonstrate a point upon which I 
have repeatedly insisted, and which, with the poetical, stands not in the slightest need of demonstration-the 
point. I mean, that Beauty is the sole legitimate province of the poem. A few words, however, in elucidation of 
my real meaning, which some of my friends have evinced a disposition to misrepresent. That pleasure which is 
at once the most intense, the most elevating, and the most pure is, I believe, found in the contemplation of the 
beautiful. When, indeed, men speak of Beauty. they mean, precisely, not a quality, as is supposed,  but an 
effect-they refer, in Short, just to that intense and pure elevation of soul-not of intellect, or of heart-upon which 
I have commented, and which is experienced in consequence of contemplating 'the beautiful.' Now I designate 
Beauty as the province of the poem, merely because it is an obvious rule of Art that effects should be made to 
spring from direct causes-that objects should be attained through means best adapted for their attainment-no one 
as yet having been weak enough to deny that the peculiar elevation alluded to is most readily attained in the 
poem. Now the object, Truth, or the satisfaction of the intellect, and the object Passion, or the excitement of the 
heart, are, although attainable, to a certain extent, in poetry, far more readily attainable in prose. Truth, in fact, 
demands a precision, and Passion a homeliness (the truly passionate will comprehend me) which are absolutely 
antagonistic to that Beauty which, I maintain, is the excitement, or pleasurable elevation, of the soul. It by no 
means follows from any thing here said, that passion, or even truth, may not be introduced, and even profitably 
introduced, into a poem-for they may serve in elucidation, or aid the general effect, as do discords in music, by 
contrast but the true artist will always contrive first, to tone them into proper subservience to the predominant 
aim, and, secondly, to enveil them, as far as possible, in that Beauty which is the atmosphere and the essence of 
the poem. 

Regarding, then, Beauty as my province, my next question referred to the tone of its highest manifestation-and 
all experience has shown that this tone is one of sadness. Beauty of whatever kind, in its supreme development, 
invariably excites the sensitive soul to tears. Melancholy is thus the most legitimate of all the poetical tones. 

The length, the province, and the tone, being thus determined, I betook myself to ordinary induction, with the 
view of obtaining some artistic piquancy which might serve me as a key-note in the construction of the poem-
some pivot upon which the whole structure might turn. In carefully thinking over all the usual artistic effects-or 
more properly points. in the theatrical sense-I did not fail to perceive immediately that no one had been so 
universally employed as that of the refrain. The universality of its employment sufficed to assure me of its 
intrinsic value, and spared me the necessity of submitting it to analysis. I considered it, however, with regard to 
its susceptibility of improvement, and soon saw it to be in a primitive condition. As commonly used, the refrain, 
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or burden, not only is limited to lyric verse, but depends for its impression upon the force of monotone-both in 
sound and thought. The pleasure is deduced solely from the sense of identity-of repetition. I resolved to 
diversify;, and so heighten, the effect, by adhering, in general, to the monotone of sound, while I continually 
varied that of thought: that is to say, I determined to produce continuously novel effects, by the variation of the 
application of the refrain the refrain itself remaining, for the most part, unvaried. 

These points being settled, I next bethought me of the nature of my refrain. Since its application was to be 
repeatedly varied, it was clear that the refrain itself must be brief, for there would have been an insurmountable 
difficulty in frequent variations of application in any sentence of length. In proportion to the brevity of the 
sentence, would, of course, be the facility of the variation. This led me at once to a single word as the best 
refrain. 

The question now arose as to the character of the word. Having made up my mind to a refrain, the division of 
the poem into stanzas was, of course, a corollary: the refrain forming the close of each stanza. That such a 
close, to have force, must be sonorous and susceptible of protracted emphasis. admitted no doubt: and these 
considerations inevitably led me to the long 0 as the most sonorous vowel, in connection with r as the most 
producible consonant. 

The sound of the refrain being thus determined, it became necessary to select a word embodying this sound, 
and at the same time in the fullest possible keeping with that melancholy which I had predetermined as the tone 
of the poem. In such a search it would have been absolutely impossible to overlook the word 'Nevermore.' In 
fact, it was the very first which presented itself. 

The next desideratum was a pretext for the continuous use of the one word nevermore.' In observing the 
difficulty which I at once found in inventing a sufficiently plausible reason for its continuous repetition, I did 
not fail to perceive that this difficulty arose solely from the pre-assumption that the word was to be so 
continuously or monotonously spoken by a human being- I did not fail to perceive, in short, that the difficulty 
lay in the reconciliation of this monotony with the exercise of reason on the part of the creature repeating the 
word. Here, then, immediately arose the idea of a non-reasoning creature capable of speech; and, very naturally. 
a parrot, in the first instance, suggested itself but was superseded forthwith by a Raven, as equally capable of 
speech, and infinitely more in keeping with the intended tone. 

I had now gone so far as the conception of a Raven-the bird of ill omen 
monotonously repeating the one word, 'Nevermore,' at the conclusion of each stanza, in a poem of melancholy 
tone, and in length about one hundred lines. Now, never losing sight of the object supremeness. or perfection, at 
all points, I asked myself 'Of all melancholy topics, what, according to the universal understanding of mankind, 
is the most melancholy?' Death was the obvious reply. And when,' I said, 'is this most melancholy of topics 
most poetical?' From what I have already explained at some length, the answer, here also, is obvious-'When it 
most closely allies itself to Beauty: the death, then, of a beautiful woman is, unquestionably, the most poetical 
topic in the world and equally is it beyond doubt that the lips best suited for such topic are those of a bereaved 
lover.' 

I had now to combine the two ideas, of a lover lamenting his deceased mistress and a Raven continuously 
repeating the word 'Nevermore. '-I had to combine these, bearing in mind my design of varying. at every turn, 
the application of the word repeated; but the only intelligible mode of such combination is that of imagining the 
Raven employing the word in answer to the queries of the lover. And here it was that I saw at once the 
opportunity afforded for the effect on which I had been depending-that is to say, the effect of the variation of 
application. I saw that I could make the first query propounded by the lover-the first query to which the Raven 
should reply 'Nevermore'  that I could make this first query a commonplace one  the second less so the third still 
less, and so on until at length the lover, startled from his original nonchalance by the melancholy character of 
the word itself-by its frequent repetition and by a consideration of the ominous reputation of the fowl that 
uttered it is at length excited to superstition and wildly propounds queries of a far different character queries 
whose solution he has passionately at heart-propounds them half in superstition and half in that species of 
despair which delights in self-torture propounds them not altogether because he believes in the prophetic or 
demoniac character of the bird (which, reason assures him, is merely repeating a lesson learned by rote) but 
because he experiences a phrenzied pleasure in so modeling his questions as to receive from the expected 
'Nevermore' the most delicious because the most intolerable of sorrow. Perceiving the opportunity thus afforded 
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me-or, more strictly, thus forced upon me in the progress of the construction-I first established in mind the 
climax, or concluding query-that query to which 'Nevermore' should be in the last place an answer-that in reply 
to which this word 'Nevermore' should involve the utmost conceivable amount of sorrow and despair. 

Here then the poem may be said to have its beginning-at the end, where all works of art should begin-for it 
was here, at this point of my preconsiderations, that I first put pen to paper in the composition of the stanza: 

 
'Prophet,' said I, 'thing of evil! prophet still if bird or devil! 
By that heaven that bends above us-by that Cod we both adore, 
Tell this soul with sorrow laden, if within the distant Aidenn, 
It shall clasp a sainted maiden whom the angels name Lenore- Clasp a rare and radiant maiden whom the 
angels name Lenore. 
Quoth the raven 'Nevermore. 
 
I composed this stanza, at this point, first that, by establishing the climax, I might the better vary and graduate, 

as regards seriousness and importance, the preceding queries of the lover-and, secondly, that I might definitely 
settle the rhythm, the metre, and the length and general arrangement of the stanza-as well as graduate the 
stanzas which were to precede, so that none of them might surpass this in rhythmical effect. Had I been able, in 
the subsequent composition, to construct more vigorous stanzas, I should, without scruple, have purposely 
enfeebled them, so as not to interfere with the climacteric effect. 

The next point to be considered was the mode of bringing together the lover and the Raven-and the first 
branch of this consideration was the locale. For this the most natural suggestion might seem to be a forest, or 
the fields- but it has always appeared to me that a close circumscription of space is absolutely necessary to the 
effect of insulated incident:  it has the force of a frame to a picture. It has an indisputable moral power in 
keeping concentrated the attention, and, of course, must not be confounded with mere unity of place. 

I determined, then, to place the lover in his chamber-in a chamber rendered sacred to him by memories of her 
who had frequented it. The room is represented as richly furnished-this in mere pursuance of the ideas 1 have 
already explained on the subject of Beauty, as the sole true poetical thesis. 

The locale being thus determined, I had now to introduce the bird and the thought of introducing him through 
the window, was inevitable. The idea of 
 making the lover suppose, in the first instance, that the flapping of the wings of the bird against the shutter, is a 
'tapping' at the door, originated in a wish to increase, by prolonging, the reader's curiosity, and in a desire to 
admit the incidental effect arising from the lover's throwing open the door, finding all dark, and thence adopting 
the half-fancy that it was the spirit of his mistress that knocked. 

I made the night tempestuous, first, to account for the Raven's seeking admission, and secondly, for the effects 
of contrast with the (physical) serenity within the chamber. 

I made the bird alight on the bust of Pallas, also for the effect of contrast between the marble and the plumage  
it being understood that the bust was absolutely suggested by the bird-the bust of Pallas being chosen, first, as 
most in keeping with the scholarship of the lover, and, secondly, for the sonorousness of the word, Pallas, itself. 
. . 

With the de'nouement proper with the Raven's reply, 'Nevermore,' to the lover's final demand if he shall meet 
his mistress in another world the poem, in its obvious phase, that of a simple narrative, may be said to have its 
completion. So far, every thing is within the limits of the accountable of the real. A raven, having learned by 
rote the single word 'Nevermore,' and having escaped from the custody of its owner, is driven at midnight, 
through the violence of a storm, to seek admission at a window from which a light still gleams the chamber-
window of a student, occupied half in poring over a volume, half in dreaming of a beloved mistress deceased. 
The casement being thrown open at the fluttering of the bird's wings, the bird itself perches on the most 
convenient seat out of the immediate reach of the student, who, amused by the incident and the oddity of the 
visitor's demeanor, demands of it, in jest and without looking for a reply, its name. The raven addressed, 
answers with its customary word, 'Nevermore'-a word which finds immediate echo in the melancholy heart of 
the student, who, giving utterance aloud to certain thoughts suggested by the occasion, is again startled by the 
fowl's repetition of 'Nevermore.' The student now guesses the state of the case, but is impelled, as I have before 
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explained, by the human thirst for self-torture, and in part by superstition, to propound such queries to the bird 
as will bring him, the lover, the most of the luxury of sorrow, through the anticipated answer 'Nevermore. With 
the indulgence, to the extreme, of this self-torture, the narration, in what I have termed its first or obvious phase, 
has a natural termination, and so far there has been no overstepping of the limits of the real. 

But in subjects so handled, however skillfully, or with however vivid an array of incident, there is always a 
certain hardness or nakedness, which repels the artistical eye. Two things are invariably required  first, some 
amount of complexity, or more properly, adaptation; and, secondly, some amount of suggestiveness some 
under-current, however indefinite, of meaning...... 

It will be observed that the words, 'from out my heart,' involve the first metaphorical expression in the poem. 
They, with the answer, 'Nevermore, dispose the mind to seek a moral in all that has been previously narrated. 
The reader begins now to regard the Raven as emblematical-but it is not until the very last line of the very last 
stanza, that the intention of making him emblematical of Mournful and Never-ending Remembrance is 
permitted distinctly to be seen: 

 
And the Raven, never flirting, still is sitting. still is sitting. 
On the pallid bust of Pallas, just above my chamber door; 
And his eyes have all the seeming of a demon's that is dreaming. 
And the lamplight o'er him streaming throws his shadow on the floor: 
And my soul from out that shadow that lies floating on the floor Shall be lifted-nevermore. 

 
 
Part Four Art & Society 
 
On Education 
-Leonard Bernstein 
Testimony before the House Subcommittee on Select Education in regards to a bill calling for a White House 
Conference on the Arts, NYC December 17, 1977 

 
What I have to say at this aesthetic testimonial is of utmost urgency to me, and, I believe, to our nation. So 

many words have flowed over the years about the arts in America, the artist and his place in society, the built-in 
distrust of the arts for which America has long been famous -an aversion based on a long-standing Puritan 
concept of the artist as somehow unmanly. Congress roared with laughter in the thirties when bills for 
government support of the artist were introduced. A red-blooded American boy plays baseball, not the violin, 
and he certainly does not perform pirouettes. As for a red-blooded American girl, she was better off playing 
with dolls or sewing kits than with cameras or sculptures. In those days of Depression and fascism and 
antifascism, the arts seemed particularly pointless to our Congress; and it was only the WPA which saved the 
day and, ironically enough, gave the biggest boost to our artistic life in its entire history up to that point. 

Today, almost half a century later, all that has changed. The arts are everywhere, booming and blooming. 
Anyone with any claim to being civilized has to have seen certain plays, heard certain concerts, at least sampled 
the opera, and contributed his quota of requisite bravos at the ballet. There are arts councils everywhere; grants 
flow in all directions, on federal, state and municipal levels; and there is, of course, this very meeting here 
today. But, I am sad to say, we are still an uncultured nation, and no amount of granting or funding is ever 
going to change that, unless -but I anticipate. A White House conference? Of course. Money for artists? 
Naturally. I have fought all my life for it. Government subsidies? Again, I raise my voice in a loud Amen, as I 
have always done. But we are still victims of our ancient attitudes, regarding the arts as a light diversion, an 
evening out, a curious office building, a comforting blanket of background music, an occasional BBC play 
about Richard the Third on the educational TV channels -whatever superficially entertaining hour it may be; 
and we will always retain these attitudes until we become not only an art-producing people, but an 
art-consuming people; and that means a people prepared to receive the aesthetic product; and that means an 
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educated people. Only a society prepared by education can ever be a truly cultured society. It is a simple case of 
supply and demand. Let me try to explain what I mean. 

The word "education" is a turn-off; we all know that, to our sorrow. But that is only because education has 
been a forced activity, reluctantly endured because there is no alternative if we wish to succeed in our careers 
and at our cocktail parties. We tend to tolerate education, in the Victorian manner; to suffer it gladly for our 
own selfish interests, rather than to embrace it because we have been infused as children with the JOY of 
learning. It is to this Joy of learning that I propose the White House conference should address itself -not at the 
expense of encouraging the arts with financial aid, but in addition to it. In fact, I believe that this urgent need to 
take hold of and develop the innate curiosity and immense learning capacity which all children share must take 
precedence over all other considerations. 

Let me focus down on the art of music -not only because it is my special field, but because it is the most 
natural, inborn aesthetic human experience, the most abstract and exalted of the arts. I note with pleasure that 
on page six of this joint Resolution 600, the final paragraph lists music first among the arts. I quote: "The term 
'arts' includes, but is not limited to, music (instrumental and vocal), dance, drama.. " and then follows the long 
list of the other creative and performing arts. Bravo; but, though Music may lead the Muses, she is actually the 
stepchild, in terms of a public prepared for the musical experience. How many Americans can read music? How 
many Americans are even minimally capable of following the course of a Brahms symphony, to say nothing of 
a Mozart sonata, or even the fine points of a Gershwin tune? I would guess a fraction of one percent. Music 
desperately needs a prepared public, joyfully educated ears. After all, everyone learns to read words, to dance 
the Hustle, to act in school plays, to have some visual appreciation of graphic forms, to understand a poem by 
Keats or Robert Frost. But almost nobody is taught to read music, or to comprehend its basic principles. Music 
is an orphan; and will always be that orphan until we get a grip on a methodology of musical education of the 
young. 

I propose that the reading and understanding of music be taught to our children from the very beginning of 
their school life; that they learn to participate with enthusiasm in the study of music from kindergarten through 
high school. No child is tone-deaf; every child has the natural ability and desire to assimilate musical ideas and 
comprehend their combinations into musical forms. Every child can be taught to read music as he or she is 
taught to read words; and there is no reason why both kinds of reading cannot be taught simultaneously. It is 
only a matter of presenting this material in a way that does not turn the student off; and I am deeply convinced 
that with time, intelligent funding, and proper assistance, one can find the ways in which this enormous project 
can be implemented on a national scale. I, for one, am willing to pledge my energy and time to this end. 
Children must receive musical instruction as naturally as food, and with as much pleasure as they derive from a 
ball game. And this must happen from the beginning of their school lives. Only then will we produce a 
generation of Americans prepared to receive the larger musical experience, and to have the passion to probe 
ever more deeply. Then we will have our true musical public, an alive, receptive, truly critical public which will 
demand the best that our artists can supply. That is what I mean by the simple law of demand and supply. 

I addressed this problem, long ago, in an article entitled "The Muzak Muse: An Imaginary Conversation with 
George Washington," to be found in my book The Infinite Variety of Music. I respectfully ask that this article be 
entered into the record. 

We can become a cultured nation; we have only to learn how first to apply our energies and public dollars in 
the right places. Let us be proud of America and of our limitless resources and potential. And our children will 
be proud of us. 
 
The Republic Book X 
By Plato  
Translated by Benjamin Jowett 
 
Characters: Socrates and Glaucon 
 
Oft he many excellences which I perceive in the order of our State, there is none which upon reflection pleases 
me better than the rule about poetry.  
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To what do you refer? To the rejection of imitative poetry, which certainly ought not to be received; as I see far 
more clearly now that the parts of the soul have been distinguished.  
 
What do you mean? Speaking in confidence, for I should not like to have my words repeated to the tragedians 
and the rest of the imitative tribe --but I do not mind saying to you, that all poetical imitations are ruinous to the 
understanding of the hearers, and that the knowledge of their true nature is the only antidote to them.  
 
Explain the purport of your remark. Well, I will tell you, although I have always from my earliest youth had an 
awe and love of Homer, which even now makes the words falter on my lips, for he is the great captain and 
teacher of the whole of that charming tragic company; but a man is not to be reverenced more than the truth, 
and therefore I will speak out.  
 
Very good, he said. Listen to me then, or rather, answer me. Put your question. Can you tell me what imitation 
is? for I really do not know. A likely thing, then, that I should know. Why not? for the duller eye may often see 
a thing sooner than the keener.  
 
Very true, he said; but in your presence, even if I had any faint notion, I could not muster courage to utter it. 
Will you enquire yourself?  
 
Well then, shall we begin the enquiry in our usual manner: Whenever a number of individuals have a common 
name, we assume them to have also a corresponding idea or form. Do you understand me?  
 
I do. Let us take any common instance; there are beds and tables in the world --plenty of them, are there not?  
 
Yes. But there are only two ideas or forms of them --one the idea of a bed, the other of a table.  
 
True. And the maker of either of them makes a bed or he makes a table for our use, in accordance with the idea 
--that is our way of speaking in this and similar instances --but no artificer makes the ideas themselves: how 
could he?  
 
Impossible. And there is another artist, --I should like to know what you would say of him.  
 
Who is he? One who is the maker of all the works of all other workmen. What an extraordinary man! Wait a 
little, and there will be more reason for your saying so. For this is he who is able to make not only vessels of 
every kind, but plants and animals, himself and all other things --the earth and heaven, and the things which are 
in heaven or under the earth; he makes the gods also.  
 
He must be a wizard and no mistake. Oh! you are incredulous, are you? Do you mean that there is no such 
maker or creator, or that in one sense there might be a maker of all these things but in another not? Do you see 
that there is a way in which you could make them all yourself?  
 
What way? An easy way enough; or rather, there are many ways in which the feat might be quickly and easily 
accomplished, none quicker than that of turning a mirror round and round --you would soon enough make the 
sun and the heavens, and the earth and yourself, and other animals and plants, and all the, other things of which 
we were just now speaking, in the mirror.  
 
Yes, he said; but they would be appearances only. Very good, I said, you are coming to the point now. And the 
painter too is, as I conceive, just such another --a creator of appearances, is he not?  
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Of course. But then I suppose you will say that what he creates is untrue. And yet there is a sense in which the 
painter also creates a bed?  
 
Yes, he said, but not a real bed. And what of the maker of the bed? Were you not saying that he too makes, not 
the idea which, according to our view, is the essence of the bed, but only a particular bed?  
 
Yes, I did. Then if he does not make that which exists he cannot make true existence, but only some semblance 
of existence; and if any one were to say that the work of the maker of the bed, or of any other workman, has real 
existence, he could hardly be supposed to be speaking the truth.  
 
At any rate, he replied, philosophers would say that he was not speaking the truth.  
 
No wonder, then, that his work too is an indistinct expression of truth.  
 
No wonder. Suppose now that by the light of the examples just offered we enquire who this imitator is?  
 
If you please. Well then, here are three beds: one existing in nature, which is made by God, as I think that we 
may say --for no one else can be the maker?  
 
No. There is another which is the work of the carpenter? Yes. And the work of the painter is a third? Yes. Beds, 
then, are of three kinds, and there are three artists who superintend them: God, the maker of the bed, and the 
painter?  
 
Yes, there are three of them. God, whether from choice or from necessity, made one bed in nature and one only; 
two or more such ideal beds neither ever have been nor ever will be made by God.  
 
Why is that? Because even if He had made but two, a third would still appear behind them which both of them 
would have for their idea, and that would be the ideal bed and the two others.  
 
Very true, he said. God knew this, and He desired to be the real maker of a real bed, not a particular maker of a 
particular bed, and therefore He created a bed which is essentially and by nature one only.  
 
So we believe. Shall we, then, speak of Him as the natural author or maker of the bed?  
 
Yes, he replied; inasmuch as by the natural process of creation He is the author of this and of all other things.  
 
And what shall we say of the carpenter --is not he also the maker of the bed?  
 
Yes. But would you call the painter a creator and maker? Certainly not. Yet if he is not the maker, what is he in 
relation to the bed? I think, he said, that we may fairly designate him as the imitator of that which the others 
make.  
 
Good, I said; then you call him who is third in the descent from nature an imitator?  
 
Certainly, he said. And the tragic poet is an imitator, and therefore, like all other imitators, he is thrice removed 
from the king and from the truth?  
 
That appears to be so. Then about the imitator we are agreed. And what about the painter? --I would like to 
know whether he may be thought to imitate that which originally exists in nature, or only the creations of 
artists?  
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The latter. As they are or as they appear? You have still to determine this. What do you mean? I mean, that you 
may look at a bed from different points of view, obliquely or directly or from any other point of view, and the 
bed will appear different, but there is no difference in reality. And the same of all things.  
 
Yes, he said, the difference is only apparent. Now let me ask you another question: Which is the art of painting 
designed to be --an imitation of things as they are, or as they appear --of appearance or of reality?  
 
Of appearance. Then the imitator, I said, is a long way off the truth, and can do all things because he lightly 
touches on a small part of them, and that part an image. For example: A painter will paint a cobbler, carpenter, 
or any other artist, though he knows nothing of their arts; and, if he is a good artist, he may deceive children or 
simple persons, when he shows them his picture of a carpenter from a distance, and they will fancy that they are 
looking at a real carpenter.  
 
Certainly. And whenever any one informs us that he has found a man knows all the arts, and all things else that 
anybody knows, and every single thing with a higher degree of accuracy than any other man --whoever tells us 
this, I think that we can only imagine to be a simple creature who is likely to have been deceived by some 
wizard or actor whom he met, and whom he thought all-knowing, because he himself was unable to analyse the 
nature of knowledge and ignorance and imitation.  
 
Most true. And so, when we hear persons saying that the tragedians, and Homer, who is at their head, know all 
the arts and all things human, virtue as well as vice, and divine things too, for that the good poet cannot 
compose well unless he knows his subject, and that he who has not this knowledge can never be a poet, we 
ought to consider whether here also there may not be a similar illusion. Perhaps they may have come across 
imitators and been deceived by them; they may not have remembered when they saw their works that these 
were but imitations thrice removed from the truth, and could easily be made without any knowledge of the truth, 
because they are appearances only and not realities? Or, after all, they may be in the right, and poets do really 
know the things about which they seem to the many to speak so well?  
 
The question, he said, should by all means be considered. Now do you suppose that if a person were able to 
make the original as well as the image, he would seriously devote himself to the image-making branch? Would 
he allow imitation to be the ruling principle of his life, as if he had nothing higher in him?  
 
I should say not. The real artist, who knew what he was imitating, would be interested in realities and not in 
imitations; and would desire to leave as memorials of himself works many and fair; and, instead of being the 
author of encomiums, he would prefer to be the theme of them.  
 
Yes, he said, that would be to him a source of much greater honour and profit.  
 
Then, I said, we must put a question to Homer; not about medicine, or any of the arts to which his poems only 
incidentally refer: we are not going to ask him, or any other poet, whether he has cured patients like Asclepius, 
or left behind him a school of medicine such as the Asclepiads were, or whether he only talks about medicine 
and other arts at second hand; but we have a right to know respecting military tactics, politics, education, which 
are the chiefest and noblest subjects of his poems, and we may fairly ask him about them. 'Friend Homer,' then 
we say to him, 'if you are only in the second remove from truth in what you say of virtue, and not in the third --
not an image maker or imitator --and if you are able to discern what pursuits make men better or worse in 
private or public life, tell us what State was ever better governed by your help? The good order of Lacedaemon 
is due to Lycurgus, and many other cities great and small have been similarly benefited by others; but who says 
that you have been a good legislator to them and have done them any good? Italy and Sicily boast of Charondas, 
and there is Solon who is renowned among us; but what city has anything to say about you?' Is there any city 
which he might name?  
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I think not, said Glaucon; not even the Homerids themselves pretend that he was a legislator.  
 
Well, but is there any war on record which was carried on successfully by him, or aided by his counsels, when 
he was alive?  
 
There is not. Or is there any invention of his, applicable to the arts or to human life, such as Thales the Milesian 
or Anacharsis the Scythian, and other ingenious men have conceived, which is attributed to him?  
 
There is absolutely nothing of the kind. But, if Homer never did any public service, was he privately a guide or 
teacher of any? Had he in his lifetime friends who loved to associate with him, and who handed down to 
posterity an Homeric way of life, such as was established by Pythagoras who was so greatly beloved for his 
wisdom, and whose followers are to this day quite celebrated for the order which was named after him?  
 
Nothing of the kind is recorded of him. For surely, Socrates, Creophylus, the companion of Homer, that child of 
flesh, whose name always makes us laugh, might be more justly ridiculed for his stupidity, if, as is said, Homer 
was greatly neglected by him and others in his own day when he was alive?  
 
Yes, I replied, that is the tradition. But can you imagine, Glaucon, that if Homer had really been able to educate 
and improve mankind --if he had possessed knowledge and not been a mere imitator --can you imagine, I say, 
that he would not have had many followers, and been honoured and loved by them? Protagoras of Abdera, and 
Prodicus of Ceos, and a host of others, have only to whisper to their contemporaries: 'You will never be able to 
manage either your own house or your own State until you appoint us to be your ministers of education' --and 
this ingenious device of theirs has such an effect in making them love them that their companions all but carry 
them about on their shoulders. And is it conceivable that the contemporaries of Homer, or again of Hesiod, 
would have allowed either of them to go about as rhapsodists, if they had really been able to make mankind 
virtuous? Would they not have been as unwilling to part with them as with gold, and have compelled them to 
stay at home with them? Or, if the master would not stay, then the disciples would have followed him about 
everywhere, until they had got education enough?  
 
Yes, Socrates, that, I think, is quite true. Then must we not infer that all these poetical individuals, beginning 
with Homer, are only imitators; they copy images of virtue and the like, but the truth they never reach? The poet 
is like a painter who, as we have already observed, will make a likeness of a cobbler though he understands 
nothing of cobbling; and his picture is good enough for those who know no more than he does, and judge only 
by colours and figures.  
 
Quite so. In like manner the poet with his words and phrases may be said to lay on the colours of the several 
arts, himself understanding their nature only enough to imitate them; and other people, who are as ignorant as 
he is, and judge only from his words, imagine that if he speaks of cobbling, or of military tactics, or of anything 
else, in metre and harmony and rhythm, he speaks very well --such is the sweet influence which melody and 
rhythm by nature have. And I think that you must have observed again and again what a poor appearance the 
tales of poets make when stripped of the colours which music puts upon them, and recited in simple prose.  
 
Yes, he said. They are like faces which were never really beautiful, but only blooming; and now the bloom of 
youth has passed away from them?  
 
Exactly. Here is another point: The imitator or maker of the image knows nothing of true existence; he knows 
appearances only. Am I not right?  
 
Yes. Then let us have a clear understanding, and not be satisfied with half an explanation.  
 
Proceed. Of the painter we say that he will paint reins, and he will paint a bit?  
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Yes. And the worker in leather and brass will make them? Certainly. But does the painter know the right form 
of the bit and reins? Nay, hardly even the workers in brass and leather who make them; only the horseman who 
knows how to use them --he knows their right form.  
 
Most true. And may we not say the same of all things? What? That there are three arts which are concerned with 
all things: one which uses, another which makes, a third which imitates them?  
 
Yes. And the excellence or beauty or truth of every structure, animate or inanimate, and of every action of man, 
is relative to the use for which nature or the artist has intended them.  
 
True. Then the user of them must have the greatest experience of them, and he must indicate to the maker the 
good or bad qualities which develop themselves in use; for example, the flute-player will tell the flute-maker 
which of his flutes is satisfactory to the performer; he will tell him how he ought to make them, and the other 
will attend to his instructions?  
 
Of course. The one knows and therefore speaks with authority about the goodness and badness of flutes, while 
the other, confiding in him, will do what he is told by him?  
 
True. The instrument is the same, but about the excellence or badness of it the maker will only attain to a 
correct belief; and this he will gain from him who knows, by talking to him and being compelled to hear what 
he has to say, whereas the user will have knowledge?  
 
True. But will the imitator have either? Will he know from use whether or no his drawing is correct or 
beautiful? Or will he have right opinion from being compelled to associate with another who knows and gives 
him instructions about what he should draw?  
 
Neither. Then he will no more have true opinion than he will have knowledge about the goodness or badness of 
his imitations?  
 
I suppose not. The imitative artist will be in a brilliant state of intelligence about his own creations?  
 
Nay, very much the reverse. And still he will go on imitating without knowing what makes a thing good or bad, 
and may be expected therefore to imitate only that which appears to be good to the ignorant multitude?  
 
Just so. Thus far then we are pretty well agreed that the imitator has no knowledge worth mentioning of what he 
imitates. Imitation is only a kind of play or sport, and the tragic poets, whether they write in iambic or in Heroic 
verse, are imitators in the highest degree?  
 
Very true. And now tell me, I conjure you, has not imitation been shown by us to be concerned with that which 
is thrice removed from the truth?  
 
Certainly. And what is the faculty in man to which imitation is addressed? What do you mean? I will explain: 
The body which is large when seen near, appears small when seen at a distance?  
 
True. And the same object appears straight when looked at out of the water, and crooked when in the water; and 
the concave becomes convex, owing to the illusion about colours to which the sight is liable. Thus every sort of 
confusion is revealed within us; and this is that weakness of the human mind on which the art of conjuring and 
of deceiving by light and shadow and other ingenious devices imposes, having an effect upon us like magic.  
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True. And the arts of measuring and numbering and weighing come to the rescue of the human understanding-
there is the beauty of them --and the apparent greater or less, or more or heavier, no longer have the mastery 
over us, but give way before calculation and measure and weight?  
 
Most true. And this, surely, must be the work of the calculating and rational principle in the soul  
 
To be sure. And when this principle measures and certifies that some things are equal, or that some are greater 
or less than others, there occurs an apparent contradiction?  
 
True. But were we not saying that such a contradiction is the same faculty cannot have contrary opinions at the 
same time about the same thing?  
 
Very true. Then that part of the soul which has an opinion contrary to measure is not the same with that which 
has an opinion in accordance with measure?  
 
True. And the better part of the soul is likely to be that which trusts to measure and calculation?  
 
Certainly. And that which is opposed to them is one of the inferior principles of the soul?  
 
No doubt. This was the conclusion at which I was seeking to arrive when I said that painting or drawing, and 
imitation in general, when doing their own proper work, are far removed from truth, and the companions and 
friends and associates of a principle within us which is equally removed from reason, and that they have no true 
or healthy aim.  
 
Exactly. The imitative art is an inferior who marries an inferior, and has inferior offspring.  
 
Very true. And is this confined to the sight only, or does it extend to the hearing also, relating in fact to what we 
term poetry?  
 
Probably the same would be true of poetry. Do not rely, I said, on a probability derived from the analogy of 
painting; but let us examine further and see whether the faculty with which poetical imitation is concerned is 
good or bad.  
 
By all means. We may state the question thus: --Imitation imitates the actions of men, whether voluntary or 
involuntary, on which, as they imagine, a good or bad result has ensued, and they rejoice or sorrow accordingly. 
Is there anything more?  
 
No, there is nothing else. But in all this variety of circumstances is the man at unity with himself --or rather, as 
in the instance of sight there was confusion and opposition in his opinions about the same things, so here also is 
there not strife and inconsistency in his life? Though I need hardly raise the question again, for I remember that 
all this has been already admitted; and the soul has been acknowledged by us to be full of these and ten 
thousand similar oppositions occurring at the same moment?  
 
And we were right, he said. Yes, I said, thus far we were right; but there was an omission which must now be 
supplied.  
 
What was the omission? Were we not saying that a good man, who has the misfortune to lose his son or 
anything else which is most dear to him, will bear the loss with more equanimity than another?  
 
Yes. But will he have no sorrow, or shall we say that although he cannot help sorrowing, he will moderate his 
sorrow?  
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The latter, he said, is the truer statement. Tell me: will he be more likely to struggle and hold out against his 
sorrow when he is seen by his equals, or when he is alone?  
 
It will make a great difference whether he is seen or not. When he is by himself he will not mind saying or 
doing many things which he would be ashamed of any one hearing or seeing him do?  
 
True. There is a principle of law and reason in him which bids him resist, as well as a feeling of his misfortune 
which is forcing him to indulge his sorrow?  
 
True. But when a man is drawn in two opposite directions, to and from the same object, this, as we affirm, 
necessarily implies two distinct principles in him?  
 
Certainly. One of them is ready to follow the guidance of the law? How do you mean? The law would say that 
to be patient under suffering is best, and that we should not give way to impatience, as there is no knowing 
whether such things are good or evil; and nothing is gained by impatience; also, because no human thing is of 
serious importance, and grief stands in the way of that which at the moment is most required.  
 
What is most required? he asked. That we should take counsel about what has happened, and when the dice 
have been thrown order our affairs in the way which reason deems best; not, like children who have had a fall, 
keeping hold of the part struck and wasting time in setting up a howl, but always accustoming the soul forthwith 
to apply a remedy, raising up that which is sickly and fallen, banishing the cry of sorrow by the healing art.  
 
Yes, he said, that is the true way of meeting the attacks of fortune.  
 
Yes, I said; and the higher principle is ready to follow this suggestion of reason?  
 
Clearly. And the other principle, which inclines us to recollection of our troubles and to lamentation, and can 
never have enough of them, we may call irrational, useless, and cowardly?  
 
Indeed, we may. And does not the latter --I mean the rebellious principle --furnish a great variety of materials 
for imitation? Whereas the wise and calm temperament, being always nearly equable, is not easy to imitate or to 
appreciate when imitated, especially at a public festival when a promiscuous crowd is assembled in a theatre. 
For the feeling represented is one to which they are strangers.  
 
Certainly. Then the imitative poet who aims at being popular is not by nature made, nor is his art intended, to 
please or to affect the principle in the soul; but he will prefer the passionate and fitful temper, which is easily 
imitated?  
 
Clearly. And now we may fairly take him and place him by the side of the painter, for he is like him in two 
ways: first, inasmuch as his creations have an inferior degree of truth --in this, I say, he is like him; and he is 
also like him in being concerned with an inferior part of the soul; and therefore we shall be right in refusing to 
admit him into a well-ordered State, because he awakens and nourishes and strengthens the feelings and impairs 
the reason. As in a city when the evil are permitted to have authority and the good are put out of the way, so in 
the soul of man, as we maintain, the imitative poet implants an evil constitution, for he indulges the irrational 
nature which has no discernment of greater and less, but thinks the same thing at one time great and at another 
small-he is a manufacturer of images and is very far removed from the truth.  
 
Exactly. But we have not yet brought forward the heaviest count in our accusation: --the power which poetry 
has of harming even the good (and there are very few who are not harmed), is surely an awful thing?  
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Yes, certainly, if the effect is what you say. Hear and judge: The best of us, as I conceive, when we listen to a 
passage of Homer, or one of the tragedians, in which he represents some pitiful hero who is drawling out his 
sorrows in a long oration, or weeping, and smiting his breast --the best of us, you know, delight in giving way to 
sympathy, and are in raptures at the excellence of the poet who stirs our feelings most.  
 
Yes, of course I know. But when any sorrow of our own happens to us, then you may observe that we pride 
ourselves on the opposite quality --we would fain be quiet and patient; this is the manly part, and the other 
which delighted us in the recitation is now deemed to be the part of a woman.  
 
Very true, he said. Now can we be right in praising and admiring another who is doing that which any one of us 
would abominate and be ashamed of in his own person?  
 
No, he said, that is certainly not reasonable. Nay, I said, quite reasonable from one point of view. What point of 
view? If you consider, I said, that when in misfortune we feel a natural hunger and desire to relieve our sorrow 
by weeping and lamentation, and that this feeling which is kept under control in our own calamities is satisfied 
and delighted by the poets;-the better nature in each of us, not having been sufficiently trained by reason or 
habit, allows the sympathetic element to break loose because the sorrow is another's; and the spectator fancies 
that there can be no disgrace to himself in praising and pitying any one who comes telling him what a good man 
he is, and making a fuss about his troubles; he thinks that the pleasure is a gain, and why should he be 
supercilious and lose this and the poem too? Few persons ever reflect, as I should imagine, that from the evil of 
other men something of evil is communicated to themselves. And so the feeling of sorrow which has gathered 
strength at the sight of the misfortunes of others is with difficulty repressed in our own.  
 
How very true! And does not the same hold also of the ridiculous? There are jests which you would be ashamed 
to make yourself, and yet on the comic stage, or indeed in private, when you hear them, you are greatly amused 
by them, and are not at all disgusted at their unseemliness; --the case of pity is repeated; --there is a principle in 
human nature which is disposed to raise a laugh, and this which you once restrained by reason, because you 
were afraid of being thought a buffoon, is now let out again; and having stimulated the risible faculty at the 
theatre, you are betrayed unconsciously to yourself into playing the comic poet at home.  
 
Quite true, he said. And the same may be said of lust and anger and all the other affections, of desire and pain 
and pleasure, which are held to be inseparable from every action ---in all of them poetry feeds and waters the 
passions instead of drying them up; she lets them rule, although they ought to be controlled, if mankind are ever 
to increase in happiness and virtue.  
 
I cannot deny it. Therefore, Glaucon, I said, whenever you meet with any of the eulogists of Homer declaring 
that he has been the educator of Hellas, and that he is profitable for education and for the ordering of human 
things, and that you should take him up again and again and get to know him and regulate your whole life 
according to him, we may love and honor those who say these things --they are excellent people, as far as their 
lights extend; and we are ready to acknowledge that Homer is the greatest of poets and first of tragedy writers; 
but we must remain firm in our conviction that hymns to the gods and praises of famous men are the only 
poetry which ought to be admitted into our State. For if you go beyond this and allow the honeyed muse to 
enter, either in epic or lyric verse, not law and the reason of mankind, which by common consent have ever 
been deemed best, but pleasure and pain will be the rulers in our State.  
 
That is most true, he said. And now since we have reverted to the subject of poetry, let this our defense serve to 
show the reasonableness of our former judgment in sending away out of our State an art having the tendencies 
which we have described; for reason constrained us. But that she may impute to us any harshness or want of 
politeness, let us tell her that there is an ancient quarrel between philosophy and poetry; of which there are 
many proofs, such as the saying of 'the yelping hound howling at her lord,' or of one 'mighty in the vain talk of 
fools,' and 'the mob of sages circumventing Zeus,' and the 'subtle thinkers who are beggars after all'; and there 
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are innumerable other signs of ancient enmity between them. Notwithstanding this, let us assure our sweet 
friend and the sister arts of imitation that if she will only prove her title to exist in a well-ordered State we shall 
be delighted to receive her --we are very conscious of her charms; but we may not on that account betray the 
truth. I dare say, Glaucon, that you are as much charmed by her as I am, especially when she appears in Homer?  
 
Yes, indeed, I am greatly charmed. Shall I propose, then, that she be allowed to return from exile, but upon this 
condition only --that she make a defense of herself in lyrical or some other meter?  
 
Certainly. And we may further grant to those of her defenders who are lovers of poetry and yet not poets the 
permission to speak in prose on her behalf: let them show not only that she is pleasant but also useful to States 
and to human life, and we will listen in a kindly spirit; for if this can be proved we shall surely be the gainers --I 
mean, if there is a use in poetry as well as a delight?  
 
Certainly, he said, we shall the gainers. If her defense fails, then, my dear friend, like other persons who are 
enamored of something, but put a restraint upon themselves when they think their desires are opposed to their 
interests, so too must we after the manner of lovers give her up, though not without a struggle. We too are 
inspired by that love of poetry which the education of noble States has implanted in us, and therefore we would 
have her appear at her best and truest; but so long as she is unable to make good her defense, this argument of 
ours shall be a charm to us, which we will repeat to ourselves while we listen to her strains; that we may not fall 
away into the childish love of her which captivates the many. At all events we are well aware that poetry being 
such as we have described is not to be regarded seriously as attaining to the truth; and he who listens to her, 
fearing for the safety of the city which is within him, should be on his guard against her seductions and make 
our words his law.  
 
“Lights, Camera, Blood” 
Michael C. LaBossiere, 
From: The Philosopher’s Magazine, Autumn 1999 pp. 17-18. 
 
…a most formidable power of corrupting even men of high character… 
-Plato, The Republic 
 

Violence is an ever-increasing part of both the real world and the fictional worlds of cinema. Hence, it is not 
surprising that some suspect there is a connection between the two.   While few, if any, people go so far as to 
claim that the violence in films such as Reservoir Dogs and The Matrix is the main cause of violent behavior in 
the real world, many do claim that cinematic violence does contribute to the creation of real violence. 

While belief in a connection between fictional and real violence has generated many strident calls for 
censorship and numerous emotional appeals against violence in films, reasonable arguments against cinematic 
violence can be presented.  Naturally, arguments for censorship are often met with strident calls for artistic 
freedom and emotional appeals against interference with the arts.  

My objective is to avoid all strident calls and emotional appeals. Instead, I will present a reasonable case for 
censoring cinematic violence and then make use of this case to present an even more reasonable case for 
including violence in films. 

The philosophic discussion of the effect of art on people is a rather old one and dates at least as far back as 
Plato. In the Republic Plato argued for the censorship of poetry based on its corrupting effect on the human 
soul. In the Poetics, his pupil Aristotle claimed that people like art because they learn from it. The idea that art 
can have a corrupting effect and an educational aspect serves as the inspiration for the arguments that follow.  

It can be argued that cinematic violence should be censored in order to reduce the occurrence of certain types 
of real violence. Two arguments will be presented for this claim. 

First, repeated exposure to the sounds and images of cinematic violence can teach or condition a person to 
accept such sounds and images as normal. After all, what counts as normal for a person is, at least in part, set by 
what he or she regularly experiences. If violence, even cinematic violence, becomes a “normal” part of a 
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person’s life, it is easy to see how she might become desensitized to violence. This “corruption” can lower a 
person’s “violence threshold” so that it is easier for the person to engage in violence. 

By censoring cinematic violence it is possible to reduce exposure to such violent images and sounds, thus 
decreasing the chances that people will become desensitized to violence.  

Second, the curriculum of cinematic violence often includes the lesson that violence is an effective and 
acceptable solution to problems. Films such as The Replacement Killers, The Matrix, and Lethal Weapon 4 
seem to show the viewer that problems are best dealt with by killing other people and destroying things. 

While it is extremely unlikely that cinematic violence can directly cause a person to recreate scenes from a 
film to “solve” his problems, it does seem reasonable to believe that a person can be taught to see such 
cinematic solutions as viable options for real life. This is especially true when a person is not exposed to other 
options for solving problems.   

Curtailing cinematic violence can reduce the likelihood that people, especially children and young adults, will 
be taught the lesson that violence is a viable solution to life’s problems. Thus, it seems reasonable to censor 
cinematic violence. 

While these arguments seem reasonable, a more reasonable case can be made for keeping violence as an 
element in films. This case is as follows. 

If the portrayal of violence in films has no effect on people, then there is clearly no reason to attempt to 
combat such violence on moral grounds. There could be, of course, reasons to oppose the violence on aesthetic 
grounds, but such a discussion goes beyond the scope of this work.  

 However, if the portrayal of violence in films is powerful enough to have a negative effect on a person’s 
character and teach people to engage in real violence, then, as has been argued, it might be reasonable to simply 
remove the violence from cinema. However, this would be wasting an excellent opportunity. If cinematic 
violence can affect people in a negative manner, it seems reasonable to believe that, perhaps paradoxically, 
violence can be used to affect people in a positive manner.  

As noted above, in the Poetics Aristotle claims that people like art because they are at the same time learning. 
Interestingly enough, Aristotle’s remarks about the educational nature of art took place within his discussion of 
tragedy. It is contended that cinematic tragedy does have something to teach people. 

According to the generally accepted definition, tragedy involves the main character going from a state of 
happiness to a state of misery. It is contended that this transition is best brought about through violence. 

Psychologically, most people fear violence. This is because no one, as Socrates said in the Apology, wants to 
be harmed. Seeing violence, even fictional violence, inflicted on a person typically creates pity in normal 
people. Since violence has such a profound psychological effect on people, and tragedy aims at creating pity 
and fear in the audience, it seems that violence is a suitable, even ideal means of creating this effect. In fact, it 
would be difficult to imagine a true tragedy without some kind of violence. 

The audience is, of course, supposed to feel pity and fear. Pity and fear certainly seem to be proper and right 
responses to tragic violence.  Tragic violence in films can teach that violence is something to fear and that those 
who suffer it should be pitied. People who learn this lesson would probably be less likely to engage in violence. 
Because of this lesson, it would be a mistake to censor tragic violence in films such as Romeo & Juliet and 
especially films that dramatize real life tragedies, such as Malcolm X.  

Of course, it can be countered that even if tragic violence is acceptable, even laudable, other types of violent 
films should still be censored. However, The specific argument used to justify tragic violence in films can be 
expanded to justify violence in films that are not tragedies. This expanded argument is as follows. 

While tragedy is one of the most effective ways of teaching what might be called the proper lesson about 
violence, other types of films can teach similar lessons. Films that fit into this category are those that clearly 
show that violence is a nasty business that leads to pain, loss and suffering. These films stand in contrast with 
films that teach that violence is glorious, without serious consequences, or is a desirable solution to problems. 
Saving Private Ryan is a good example of a film that shows violence for what it really is. Other examples 
include various “social commentary” films, especially those that directly address the topic of violence.  

 If art does, in fact, have a powerful psychological effect on people, then such films can be used to teach 
people that violence is a terrible thing. Teaching this lesson could certainly have a greater effect on people than 
simply purging violence from films. After all, a positive lesson or influence is certainly better than the absence 
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of a lesson or influence. The lessons taught by such films can have an uplifting, as opposed to corrupting, 
influence on the character and teach the lesson that violence is not glorious and not a reasonable solution to 
life’s problems. Thus, as long as a film’s portrayal of violence has a positive lesson or at least does not have a 
corrupting influence, then there would be no moral justification for censoring the violence in the film.  

While the arguments just presented are against censorship, some people who oppose censorship might find 
them less than satisfying for at least two reasons. First, these arguments clearly rest on the assumption that the 
arts should teach a moral lesson or at least avoid corrupting people. Those who believe that art is above such 
moral concerns or that aesthetic factors can outweigh moral concerns will, of course, find these arguments less 
than pleasing. Second, these arguments only serve to protect a very limited set of films from censorship. Since a 
majority of modern films that contain violence do not fall within this set, it seems reasonable to be concerned 
that the arguments do not go far enough.  

To address these two concerns, one final argument will be presented. This is the aesthetic argument for 
necessary violence that is as follow.  

 In the Poetics Aristotle claims that a work is flawed if it contains elements that are not plausible. This is a 
reasonable aesthetic standard. After all, films that lack the right sort of plausibility will not be convincing to the 
audience and hence the members of the audience will not be able to suspend their disbelief and become 
involved in and affected by the film. Clearly, a film that fails to engage the audience would be a flawed work 
from an aesthetic standpoint. 

Experience shows that many significant, powerful, and interesting events involve violence. These events 
include such things as crimes, assassinations, intense personal conflict, social upheaval, revolution, and war. To 
avoid portraying violence in films, filmmakers would either have to avoid such things entirely or present them 
in a “sanitized” manner. Not surprisingly, examples of “sanitized” violence abound in films aimed at children. 
Guns are fired with wild abandon, but bullets only damage physical objects. Cars flip and crash, but the driver 
and passengers walk away without a scratch. Huge explosions merely toss people to safe landings. People fall 
from high places, but land safely. 

The first option is unreasonable. Leaving out such events when they actually should be present would create 
implausible and unrealistic works. For example, try to imagine films like Saving Private Ryan , Apocalypse 
Now and Thin Red Line with all the violence removed. Without the violence, these powerful films would lose 
most of their power and would instead seem extremely unrealistic. 

While excess and gratuitous violence is certainly undesirable, the second option is also unreasonable. First,  
“sanitizing” violence is still unrealistic, can lessen the power of a film, and even make the work appear silly. 
Second, if art can have a powerful psychological effect on people, “sanitized” violence could have negative 
consequences. The message that is sent by “sanitized” violence seems to be that violence does not have any 
serious consequences and that it is often something funny. Thus, if art does have a very powerful effect on 
people, it would be better to show the real consequences of violence than sanitizing violence. 

Thus, it would seem that violence should not be censored. 
 

“Virtual Violence and Moral Purpose” 
From The Philosopher’s Magazine, Issue 22, Second Quarter 2003, page 15. 
Michael C. LaBossiere 
 

In the Republic Plato presents an argument for censorship based on the claim that art appeals to the emotions 
and encourages people to give in to these emotions.  Giving way to these emotions is undesirable because it can 
lead to shameful or even dangerous behavior. Viewing tragic plays might lead a person to give in to self pity 
and behave poorly. Exposure to violent art might cause a person to yield more readily to the desire to commit 
violence. Plato’s solution is to ban such art in order to prevent its corrupting influence. 

In recent years, this sort of reasoning has been used to argue that violent video games should be banned or at 
least stamped with very stern warning labels. The general idea is that such games can, via their nefarious 
powers, have a corrupting influence that might result in undesirable behavior. 

While this argument has a certain appeal, for years I regarded it as unconvincing. My view was not based on 
any logical flaw in the argument but on my own experience. In games such as Marathon, Doom, Quake and 
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Half Life my friends and I wantonly (albeit virtually) slaughtered assorted foes by the untold thousands. Despite 
far too many hours spent in such practices I did not notice any detrimental effect on our characters. As far as I 
could tell, we still regarded real violence as, in general, a bad thing and continued to resolve disputes rationally. 
Thus, for years I confidently rejected Plato’s argument…until a friend loaned me a copy of Grand Theft Auto 
III.  

In this game you play, to put it mildly, a rather bad person. Like many video games, you play through a series 
of missions aimed at achieving various ends. Unlike most games, the missions involve rather unsavory 
activities, such as clubbing a pimp to death or driving a hooker to the local clinic. You can strike off on your 
own and engage in such praiseworthy activities as stealing cars (including ambulances), mugging hookers, or 
running over pedestrians (with stolen vehicles). At one point in the game my pockets were bulging with stolen 
cash and I had at least four ambulances and three police cars burning in the streets. It is at that moment that I 
realized that Plato was at least partially right-I could actually feel the game’s corrupting influence. I popped the 
disk out and never put it in again. 

Being a hardcore gamer, this did not end my gaming days.  After receiving Halo as a gift, I popped it in and, 
after a slight hesitation, got to work slaughtering aliens.  Though virtual bodies were piling up around me, the 
feeling I had gotten from Grand Theft Auto III never returned. 

As a philosopher, I was determined to find the basis for the difference between the two experiences. It 
obviously was not in the violence itself-Halo and the other games all involved killing on a truly monumental 
scale. Thinker further, I realized that the other games, the ones that had no affect on me, all had a clear moral 
purpose behind the violence. For example, in games like Doom, Quake and Half-Life you are fighting to save 
your own life and the human race against truly wicked opponents. In Halo, you are fighting to save humanity 
from the Covenant-a group of aliens who are intent on exterminating humanity. In Grand Theft Auto you are 
cast in the role of a bad person who is doing bad things for his own selfish ends.  

To put it in Aristotelian terms, in games like Halo one is acting in the right way towards the right persons for 
the right reasons. In games like Grand Theft Auto III, one is typically acting in the wrong way towards the 
wrong people for the wrong reasons. If this is correct, it is no surprise that games like Halo did not have a 
corrupting influence-when playing them you can be acting in a virtually virtuous manner. It is also unsurprising 
that Grand Theft Auto III had a negative influence-when playing it you are acting in a virtually vicious manner 
(appropriately enough, the sequel to the game is called Vice City). 

Thus it is not the corrupting influence of violence that we should fear. Instead, what should be of concern is 
the moral purpose, or lack thereof, behind the violence.  

 
 
Preface from the Picture of Dorian Gray 
-Oscar Wilde 
 
The artist is the creator of beautiful things. 
 
To reveal art and conceal the artist is art's aim. 
 
The critic is he who can translate into another manner or a new material his impression of beautiful things. 
 
The highest, as the lowest, form of criticism is a mode of autobiography. 
 
Those who find ugly meanings in beautiful things are corrupt without being charming. This is a fault. 
 
Those who find beautiful meanings in beautiful things are the cultivated. For these there is hope. 
 
They are the elect to whom beautiful things mean only Beauty. 
 
There is no such thing as a moral or an immoral book. Books are well written or badly written. That is all. 
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The nineteenth-century dislike of Realism is the rage of Callban seeing his own face in a glass. 
 
The nineteenth-century dislike of Romanticism is the rage of Caliban not seeing his own face in a glass. 
 
The moral and immoral life of man forms part of the subject matter of the artist, but the morality of art consists 
in the perfect use of an imperfect medium. 
 
No artist desires to prove anything. Even things that are true can be proved. 
 
No artist has ethical sympathies. An ethical sympathy in an artist is an unpardonable mannerism of style. 
 
No artist is ever morbid. The artist can express everything. 
 
Thought and language are to the artist instruments of an art. 
 
Vice and virtue are to the artist materials for an art. 
 
From the point of view of form, the type of all the arts is the art of the musician. From the point of view of 
feeling, the actor's craft is the type. 
 
All art is at once surface and symbol. 
 
Those who go beneath the surface do so at their peril. 
 
Those who read the symbol do so at their peril. 
 
It is the spectator, and not life, that art really mirrors. 
 
Diversity of opinion about a work of art shows that the work is new, complex, and vital. 
 
When critics disagree the artist is in accord with himself. 
 
We can forgive a man for making a useful thing as long as he does not admire it. The only excuse for making a 
useless thing is that one admires it intensely. 
 
All art is quite useless. 

 
 
 
 


