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Poetic Emotion and the Process of Expressive Creation: A Critique of Plato’s Theory of Mimetic Art
Plato’s theory of art is discussed at some length in The Republic, particularly in Books III and X, wherein he considers the imitative nature of it and thus its lack of closeness to rational truth, alongside the value of art to the soul, and its role in the education system. Plato proposes that art should be banned from his republic unless it can be proven to uphold the central values of virtue and truth, although he does invite others to defend poetry, “showing that she is […] useful for political constitutions and for human life”, promising that he would “listen with friendly feelings” (607) (Plato, 1935). For Plato, art fails on two grounds. Firstly, art is removed from true reality through imitation of the truth which is found, in Plato’s view, only in the Forms. And secondly, it evokes emotion rather than encouraging us to use our rational faculties to direct us. I intend to offer a defence of art, in which I argue that, even if we accept Plato’s metaphysics within his theory (which we might not), art is useful and valuable to us in its emotional and expressive capacity. For the purposes of this essay, I will largely focus on creative writing, and particularly poetry, as Plato appears to be especially animated about poetry in The Republic, often directly criticising Homer’s epics (Plato, 1935, pp. 292-297). 
When discussing art, Plato’s criticism stems from the Greek term “mimesis” which means imitation, as representation of nature and perceived reality, thus art is a third removed from reality, or “an imitation of an appearance” of the truth (595-600) (Plato, 1935) (Warry, 1962, p. 100). In Book X of The Republic (595-608), Plato explains through Socrates how he views artists as imitators, and that they should not be admitted into his republic. In order to understand this view, we first need to understand Plato’s theory of Forms. Prior to exploring his criticisms of artists in the dialogue, Plato reminds us of his theory:
We have been in the habit […] of positing a Form, wherever we use the same name in many instances, one Form for each “many.” (596) (Plato, 1935)
In short, Plato holds that truth does not come from the empirical world as we see it around us, but from an intelligible realm of the Forms which is immaterial, unchanging and accessible only through rational thought, not sense experience (Copleston, 1993, pp. 163-170). This explains how, for instance, we can recognise the quality of beauty in multiple objects within the empirical world whilst each object remains different. He suggests that they ‘participate in’ the “objective essence” or quality of beauty, whilst also ‘participating in’ the “objective essences” or qualities of other things, such as natural scenery (Copleston, 1993, pp. 164-167, 182-184). 
In Book X of The Republic, Plato employs the example of a painter and a bed to demonstrate this idea. He states that there is a Form of a bed, and that craftspeople or carpenters, who make beds use the Forms as models or blueprints to what they are creating, must have an idea of what makes up the bed, such as its hardness, or woodenness (596) (Plato, 1935, pp. 282-283). What the craftsperson makes is therefore inferior to the Form of the bed; it cannot be perfect because it is physical and within our visible world (596) (Plato, 1935, pp. 282-283). Then if a painter paints a bed, they are not taking the Forms as models, as they are making the visible bed which the craftsperson made out of paint. Therefore, they are not considering the Form and the many qualities or “objective essences” which the Form may hold that a bed needs to have (597) (Plato, 1935, pp. 284-285). Thus there are three kinds of bed: the immaterial Form of the bed, a particular bed created by a craftsperson which can be used for its intended purpose, and a painting of a bed, which is an imitation of the particular bed, which is itself an imitation of the Form of the bed (597) (Plato, 1935, pp. 284-285). The artist therefore is creating false images, appearances which are removed from the Form, which Plato considers to be reality (597) (Plato, 1935, pp. 284-285). 
However, art can offer a way to access the objective truth, either through its ability to aid reason or to reveal the truth through non-reasoned means, which Plato does himself, through his use of metaphor and dialogue to illustrate his ideas using analogy. 
If Plato is willing to use metaphors such as the allegory of the cave, the metaphor of the sun and the divided line alongside the dialogues between Socrates and other characters such as Adeimantus and Glaucon to put across his ideas in writing, he opens himself up to the criticism of hypocrisy. Plato uses metaphor for conceptual clarity, such as in his allegory of the cave in Book VII of The Republic, in which he demonstrates the journey of the philosopher to a greater understanding of truth in his escape from the cave into the world outside. The cave is a symbol which is representative of the visible world as we know it, where the prisoners watch the shadows and assume this is reality, whilst the outside world and its lighting by the sun, by which the escaped philosopher can understand everything within the world, are representative of the intelligible realm and the Form of the Good (Plato, 1935, pp. 197-204). 
Using symbolism and metaphor in this way is art in a form; it is fiction. Plato is using art to illustrate his theory more clearly, to help us to better understand his conception of the truth. In a similar way, teachers often draw diagrams when discussing difficult concepts with their students, for example, in maths, we use diagrams to better help ourselves to understand the relationships between concepts, such as in geometry, angles, or graphs. In Book VI, Plato discusses the use of diagrams in mathematics as they “use as images in their turn, seeking to see those very realities which cannot be seen except by the understanding”, they are the artistic result of the “reasoning process” (510-511) (Plato, 1935, pp. 194-195). Plato appears to allow this, placing mathematics as second to the Forms and true dialectic on his divided line, which is a further analogy by which he helps us to conceive of his theory (Plato, 1935, pp. 193-195). Therefore, in many ways, art is useful as an aid to our reason, as we sometimes require physical representations of metaphysical concepts such as in maths and complicated theoretical ideas, much as we might use examples, in order to allow us to fully grasp the ideas which are presented to us. 
In spite of this, many critics argue that art is not intended to offer access to the truth. In his 1595 essay A Defence of Poesie, Sir Philip Sidney suggests that Plato accuses artists of lying, and describes how, in order to be a liar, one must be aware and intending to deceive, which Sidney argues poets do not do, in fact going as far as to state that he “think[s] truly: that of all writers under the Sunne, the Poet is the least lyer” (Sidney, 1595, p. 22). However, Plato suggests, in The Republic, that poets are ignorant to the truths concerning their subjects and that if they did have knowledge about the subject on which they wrote, they would “be much more zealous in the doing than in the imitation of them” (599) and artists therefore cannot deceive deliberately. (Plato, 1935, p. 286). Despite agreeing that what Plato says is true in that an artist cannot directly represent the truth, Sidney holds instead that the poet, as any artist, is not trying to represent the truth and thus it is not their intention to deceive, but to entertain:
But the Poet as I said before, never affirmeth, the Poet never maketh any Circles about your imagination, to conjure you to beleeve for true, what he writeth (Sidney, 1595, p. 22)
Art cannot be wholly truthful according to the standards Plato sets, but there are many ways in which art is useful to us outside of objective truthfulness, such as its capacity to allow for communication, expression and pleasure. 
Plato rejects these, as he argues instead that art’s capacity for communication and the evocation of emotional states is harmful, that it distracts us from rational thought, which is to him, most important:
The worry, then, is that in experiencing the emotions vicariously—by identifying […] with the drama—we release emotions better regulated by reason, and become captive to them in “real” life. (Griswold, 2024)
Mimetic poetry, for Plato, is indulgent in its emotion, it is damaging in its encouragement of emotional expression, as it undermines our reason and our rational ability to process such emotions. It also has the power to persuade, educate the masses and provide moral instruction, which is a point of concern for Plato in Book X of The Republic: 
Take the best of us listening to Homer or any other of the tragic poets, when he is imitating a hero in grief and spinning out a long melancholy lamentation or imitating men singing and disfiguring themselves in grief: you know that he gives us pleasure, and we give ourselves up to following him; we sympathise and are seriously impressed, and praise as a good poet whoever most affects us this way. (605) (Plato, 1935, p. 294)
This is difficult to argue with, as the aim of the poet in the case of narrative epic poetry such as that of Homer is to draw the listener or the reader into their work, is to engage them in the turmoil of a situation (Aristotle, 1996). Plato’s concern is with this engagement, as we give up our rational faculties to following the poet in their drama, we praise them, and they lead us away from the truth. However, Plato suggests that whilst poetry does this, when we are struck by personal grief, the opposite is true:
when an intimate sorrow comes to any of us, you notice that we pride ourselves on the opposite kind of behaviour, on being able to bear it with quiet and endurance. (605) (Plato, 1935, pp. 294-295)
In this case then, is it not a societal concern that we are only allowed to display feelings of grief when they are represented before us in artistic form and not in our personal lives? The more recent poetry in our modern world allows for the expression of emotion, and there are alternative styles of poetry and writing which encourage this expression in a more personal form, such as confessional poetry.
Confessional poetry, therefore, is presumably to be placed on the same ground as the tragic epic poetry with which Plato finds issue, as it elicits the same vulnerability of emotional expression. The distinction comes in that confessional poetry is founded on an autobiographical situation, something with which the poet is usually struggling at the time of writing, whilst the epic poetry of Homer and similar artists was a mythology of the gods, and was culturally and educationally important, particularly for the era in which it was written and initially read (Rosenthal, 1967, pp. 79-82) (Griswold, 2024).
Where artists’ intentions are not to represent an objective truth, I argue that art serves an alternative purpose, which is aligned with the position of emotive theories of art. Aristotle argues an early emotive theory in Poetics, as he proposes that through catharsis, “poetry […] contributes to emotional (and hence moral) balance and health” (Aristotle, 1996) (Neill, 2009, p. 421). Consuming art is a way to access this purge of negative emotion, as repressing our feelings in favour of rational thought is often recognised to be bad for us (Aristotle, 1996). 
Expression theory is a broad term used to describe theories which perceive a link between the expression of emotion and the creation of art, and the expression theory of Leo Tolstoy characterises this as “a matter of the communication or transmission of emotion or feeling from artist to audience via the work of art” (Neill, 2009, p. 422). Art holds a value, then, within Tolstoy’s expression theory, which is specified by both “the feeling that it transmits […] and the clarity with which it transmits that feeling” (Neill, 2009, p. 422). Both Aristotle and Tolstoy therefore hold that there is a value to the emotion which art may have the power to evoke in its audience in terms of their emotional health. 
Therefore, emotive theorists do not have an issue with art corrupting the rational faculty as Plato does, because art is valuable even if it is not objectively truthful as it is one of the major ways that we as humans can connect with, communicate with and learn to understand each other; we express our subjective truths through art (Neill, 2009, p. 422). The audience’s emotional response thus becomes an essential part of the subjective meaning of a particular piece of art, even if it differs from the intention of the creator. By putting artistic work out into the public sphere, an artist must, in a sense, relinquish control over its perception and allow audiences to interact with it as they will (Rosenthal, 1967, pp. 16-18). In this way, art has two values at once, as it evokes emotion through the creation process in the artist themselves, whether that emotion be negative (as Aristotle discusses) or positive, and in any audience the finished work may hold, as perception remains subjective to each individual (Aristotle, 1996). People may establish differing connections with pieces of work, even in similar situations, as individuals bring a personal bias to any work with which they interact. For example, I may find reading and writing poetry very helpful in my process of grieving, and thus the processes of both creation and grief coincide for me, whilst another person may find the opposite – art remains, as always, a subjective and specific creative form (Rosenthal, 1967, p. 82). 
 It could be argued that through these theories, art is seen as a means to an end, the end being the emotional balance of the audience, however the process of creation for the artist can be just as cathartic as the resultant emotion experienced by the audience for the art upon its completion (Neill, 2009, p. 423). For example, in confessional poetry, as I mentioned, the poet writes about a difficult personal experience which they have had, or are currently having such as mental health crisis or bereavement, and those who read it often do so in order to empathise with or find a shared connection with the work, as ultimately it is a vulnerable, and “highly charged” form (Rosenthal, 1967, pp. 79-80). Specifically, Anne Sexton’s confessional poetic work investigates these experiences with significant depth and draws people who are also struggling with these things toward it; it makes readers feel, if nothing else, that they are not alone in their human experience (Sexton, 1981). 
In his discussion of expression theories, Neill considers Wordsworth's assertion that:
‘all good poetry is the spontaneous overflow of powerful feelings’, expression is understood as a matter of the embodiment or articulation of the artist's emotion in the work of art itself, irrespective of its emotional effect on the audience. (Neill, 2009, p. 422)
This directly opposes critic Alfred Alvarez’s understanding that there is a line which confessional poets must toe, in the emotion which can be translated into poetry versus that which is overwhelming (Rosenthal, 1967, p. 18). Confessional poets often work from powerful feelings, so I am inclined to agree with Wordsworth’s view here, as writing and reading in the confessional poetic form can offer a sense of catharsis, which Aristotle argues is best preserved in tragic recognition, such as identifying with a drama, as Griswold suggests (Rosenthal, 1967, pp. 18-20) (Aristotle, 1996) (Griswold, 2024). 
Emotive and expression theories of art are useful in understanding why humans create, and that those reasons are different from the need to represent the truth, given that art serves an important expressive purpose outside of its relationship to reality.
In conclusion, Plato’s theory of art focuses too centrally on the supposed attempt to illustrate the objective truth, when art is useful for alternative means outside of this. Art is a communicative, expressive and emotional creative activity which is useful both to the artist as they create, and to the audience as they interact with it. It therefore provides a form of productive emotional release for both the artist and the audience, meaning that emotive theories of art are more helpful in understanding the uses behind our creative expressions, including expressing ourselves, and finding connection in vulnerable moments. Therefore, art is truthful in our usual understanding of the term, despite not perfectly representing the world, or the supposed objective truth in Forms as Plato wants it to, as it is subjectively truthful to us and our experiences of the visible world. Art can also be useful in explaining and illustrating our ideas in better ways, as Plato does himself, so even where we are searching for an objective truth, it can be helpful in aiding our reasonable thought in understanding, whether through metaphor such as Plato’s allegory of the cave, or through mathematical diagrams, such as in the study of geometry. Therefore, artists are not intending to directly represent objective truth in Plato’s understanding of the Forms in many cases, and where this is their intention, it has a rational use in helping us to understand difficult concepts, and to communicate with each other to best express our ideas. 
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