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Plato’s Children

Despite what most philosophers will probably tell you, the hypothetical examples chosen to illustrate a point can never be “arbitrary.” A single example from the world can illustrate a point with greater depth and clarity than any amount of circuitous terminology and self-reference. Just by nature of being apt, examples always reflect a philosopher’s project, and can often reveal hidden subtleties, or contradictions in the text. In a way, examples are practical applications of a theory, embedded in the theory itself. Applying this controlling idea to Plato’s writings on Art, Beauty and Truth reveals an extremely complex system of recurrent metaphors, allusions, and imagery through which Plato crafts a compelling argument; his work on aesthetics focuses on the relationship between form and meaning, beauty and truth. Furthermore, Plato’s formal choices often seem to have a self-evident relationship to their subject matter. His aesthetics emphasize the power of art as a model. In that regard, many of the examples he puts into his work seem to bear a fractal-like importance. By examining Plato’s dialogues as works that both contain insights into the nature of art, and are themselves of aesthetic merit, one can hopefully judge his work on its own terms.

Plato begins his dialogue “The Arts and Measure” by drawing a line, and dividing it into two halves. This elemental gesture repeats itself over and over again throughout his aesthetic writing. Plato is a profoundly dualistic thinker—often dogmatic in his divisions, he constantly casts reality in terms of rudimentary binaries such as mind/body, male/female, good/evil. What appear first as simple categorizations soon become densely nested frameworks, as categories become divided and variegated through metaphor. Moreover, Plato states early on that all measures of quality are regulated by an absolute standard of truth. This truth can only be perceived by a select few, since it exists in the realm of the divine, and can only be viewed by those divinely inspired by God, stricken with a kind of madness that transcends reason and leads to intuitive discovery of absolute truth. Divine inspiration can take the form of a poet experiencing beauty, but Plato is largely skeptical of artists’ abilities to make art that is fulfills the larger goal of delivering truth to the people. These concepts of art, truth, and beauty are fluid, mystical, and seem almost to fail being put into words. They appear as a mere translation of the infinite eminence which Plato hints at. But through a strategy of successive division and metaphorical substitution, Plato almost succeeds in convincing the reader that something truly universal lurks behind the reality we know, or at least that the world is encoded with hidden meaning.  In some ways, this seems to be Plato’s most important project as a philosopher.


Plato finds the solution to his problem of describing the indescribable in metaphor and the careful use of the indirect example. Plato depicts absolute truth by describing the effect its absence would have on all the arts: “Would not the art of the Statesman and the aforesaid art of weaving disappear?” (pg. 6
). Here, Plato cleverly uses two dichotomous examples, which evoke his dualistic vision: whereas “the Statesman” is masculine, political and based in reason, “the art of weaving” is feminine, domestic, and body-oriented. So, just as Plato divides the world into divine and earthly halves, he further subdivides it into contrasting spheres of influence, which would tend to be more or less valued based on which antipode bears the mark of the divine (or the mind), and which of the commonly-perceived world (or the body). For all the intermingling of imagery, it is rare that this distinction is not made openly in the text with a fair amount of clarity.


To that end, Plato’s writing always takes the form of a spoken address, in most cases a dialogue between a main speaker and an interlocutor. This didactic tradition is itself a highly dualistic strategy. The “teacher”, often cast as Plato’s mentor Socrates, puts forward a reason-based argument, and the interlocutor functions as a surrogate for the reader, mostly reacting with stock, gut-level exclamations of agreement, but also sometimes asking for clarification, so that the argument can be further parsed for easy consumption by a less-developed intellect, i.e. a body. The dialogues create a space for the reader to inhabit, and effectively illustrate the learning process, if in a somewhat simplified manner. Viewed as part of Plato’s overall strategy of conveying the divine nature of the world directly to the reader, the dialogue structure becomes a compelling argumentative strategy, rather than any sort of relic of antiquated philosophical aesthetics.

Additionally, the teacher/student formal construction gives Plato an outlet for his fixation with youth, and his self-imposed role as both enlightener and protector of the young and innocent. For instance, in his criticism of imitative art in The Republic, Plato conducts a bold metaphorical skewing: “the beginning is the most important part of any work, especially in the case of a young and tender thing; for that is the time at which the character is being formed and the desired impression is more readily taken” (8). By referring to a child as a work of art, Plato sets up a number of crucial dynamics which will recur throughout his writings on art and communication. First, he re-situates the role of the artist not as a sculptor of material, but as ultimately a sculptor of minds. Second, he aligns the child with earthly existence, unenlightened naiveté and the potential for evil. Third, by listing a child as merely a subset of “any work”, and highlighting the power of art to corrupt, Plato underscores how seriously one should confront the task of creating a work of art. This represents a thorough superimposition of the process of making art and the process of “making” a child. Here, Plato calls for the banning of all fiction writers, lest they convey something that is not absolute truth about God and the world.

This harsh condemnation of the imitative arts, as well as its comparison to child-rearing continues with, “the imitative art is an inferior who marries an inferior, and has inferior offspring.” (39). The repeated use of the word “inferior” is an unambiguous reduction of the artist and art to subhuman levels. But perhaps more telling is the ambiguous syntax. With the repeated use of the word, the reader can’t even tell which “inferior” refers to the imitative artist and which refers to the subject of imitation. Upon examination, this seems intentional, as one of the results of a slavish imitation would be an inability to discern the copy from the original. What appears at first to be Plato’s anger clouding his decipherability, is in fact a sly embedded criticism. A reader’s moment of frustration may turn to revelation. Plato’s art of the written word (although he would not call it art) shows by example as much as it explains. Plato also continues here to develop his idea of art as a form of procreation, with potentially deleterious effects.

But in “Artistic Inspiration,” as Plato seems to get closer to directly describing divine truth, and the divine madness that leads to it, a transformation appears to take place. Plato’s art-fearing cynicism gives way to a more flowery, proto-Blakean style of prose poetry, in which the ecstasy of divine madness is trumpeted over reason. If the earlier sequence of writings is a cycle of purgation, in which Plato the Statesman seeks to banish all artists from the land, then this latter half is Plato the poet binging on the possibilities of irrationality, so long as it is implicitly guided by absolute truth. This shift in persona reflects his fundamentally dualistic belief that a poet can be let loose completely unrestrained, because he is actually being guided by God. In his more critical, government-focused texts Plato lambastes Homer for specific instances in which he presents the gods as a “mixture” of good and evil, which presents a confusing view of godliness to the people (12). But here Plato embraces epic poetry as divine inspiration: “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 poems not by art, but because they are inspired and possessed (54).” Whereas Plato’s earlier references to Greek gods and goddesses have been almost strictly literary, here he invokes the Muse as an actual agent of divine truth; he not only embraces the epic tradition, but fits it cleanly into his newly-minted theology. An important caveat is that this example is sub-categorized within a narrative of an acquaintance talking to Plato about how skilled he is at talking about Homer. Plato is clearly implying that philosophy, not art, is (or is to become) the new province of divine truth.

Plato achieves relative consistency between his cynical and poetic styles by claiming that divine inspiration is separate from art. Again, Plato’s dualism accounts for the split. Divine inspiration is not a process by which a human creates a work art. Rather, a divine force, such as the spirit of Homer, possesses the artist and reveals divine truth through him (I would be gender-neutral but I am certain Plato considered all artists to be male) (57).  Therefore, the dualism chain jumps up a level, whereby the human mind (poet or artist) becomes a mere vessel (body/canvas) through which a greater mind (the divine) can create a work of absolute truth. This is not an imitation of truth, it is truth, and so by Plato’s own terms this is not art. It is interesting to point out that when Plato is describing actual absolute truth, he allows himself much greater stylistic free roam, writing for example in rich detail about flowers, honeyed fountains, and gardens that the Muses leisurely float like bees around (55). Considering Plato’s distrust of art, one might conclude that he must have felt a touch of divine inspiration himself. Indeed, in “From Phaedrus” when Plato describes the experience of a lover beholding the divine beauty of the beloved, the text becomes an extended account of how the soul grows wings, which is written with an astonishing amount of anatomical detail (62). The image of the wing becomes an obvious, but also indeterminate metaphor for the sexual organs, and the entire scene becomes a somewhat explicit, albeit coded scene of divine copulation. Ironically when Plato claims to be moving towards images of the divine, his prose bears more artifice, and becomes more physicalized, embodied and eroticized. His truth-based philosophy becomes a path to his most human, earthly aesthetics.

Also in this love scene, Plato reuses a memorable metaphor, which might illuminate his differing concerns. In Book III of “Imitative Art” Plato compares the state to a physician, in that only a physician can administer medicine to its patients (likewise, the state can lie to its citizens if there is a good justification) (17). Now, in this more romantic, divine, but also human milieu of the lover and beloved in bed, the beloved is described as “the physician who can alone assuage the greatness of his pain. And this state, my dear imaginary youth to whom I am talking, is by men called love (63).” After an extended, odd scene that ends with the reuse of a metaphorical construction, Plato unexpectedly refers back to the reader, but appends “dear imaginary,” a term of endearment followed by a reflexive acknowledgement that the direct address format is a construction, but one to which he is unreasonably attached. The preceding scene seems perhaps an experience for the author that has left him self-aware, vulnerable. He is reaching out to the reader who is declared to not exist, and yet, he ends by saying “to whom I am talking,” thus still engaging the reader. This is perhaps another manifestation of dualism, in which even the reader feels obviated by a platonic ideal reader, but also then compelled to confirm his or her existence in some way. The reader finds his or her participatory space subtly threatened, and the result is engagement, communion with the work.

In the “The Love of Beauty” Plato offers a philosophy of beauty that is deceptively simple, and something of a return to cynicism. Here he says people love beauty because they long to possess it; possession creates happiness in the possessor.

And you hear people say that lovers are seeking for their other half; but I say that they are seeking neither for the half of themselves, nor for the whole, unless the half or the whole also be good. And they will cut off their hands and feet and cast them away, if they are evil; for they love not what is their own unless perchance there be some one who calls what belongs to him the good, and what belongs to another the evil. (72)

Herein we find a troubling dichotomy: that of self-interest/self-destruction. On one side of the coin there is a desire to increase material wealth, to possess people, and to court public approval. On the other, a desire to destroy ones own body, to cast off what is evil in a process of violent renewal. A similar narrative occurs in “Phaedrus” shortly after the love scene, in which the dark horse representing the body is violently tamed by the charioteer. After the ordeal of pulling the bit out of the horse’s mouth, “which covers his abusive tongue and jaws with blood, and forces his legs and haunches to the ground and punishes him sorely,” is repeated several times, the dark horse is made docile so that when he sees the beloved “he is ready to die of fear” (65). This narrative of a violent cleansing seems to be an inevitable result of an aesthetics in which the mind and body are kept separate, and opposed, with the mind holding divine rule over the untamed, pleasure-seeking body. With this belief system in place, the total obliteration of the body would appear to be a rational goal, particularly if one were guaranteed everlasting mortality as a “friend of God” (76). This ideology turns out to be quite good for The Republic:

Reflect: our principle is that the good man will not consider death terrible to any other good man who is his comrade. // Yes; that is our principle.(15)

Plato’s dualism results in the subordination of the body to a conception of absolute truth, a generalized fear of the physical world, and often the literal destruction of the body in service of an ideal. After reading a passage like this last one, the interlocutor responses seem less like a mode of engaging the reader and more a compulsory form of lockstep agreement. Likewise, the overdone passages that reflect the aesthetics of epic poetry may take on the sinister bent of propaganda carefully engineered for its time and place.


Platonic dualism also marginalizes the contributions of women to society every step of the way. Plato’s aesthetics is militarized, athletic, uncomfortable with material comforts, homoerotic, and homosocial. Worse, all the valued parts of the dualist dichotomies such as mind, divine inspiration, the spiritual realm, and philosophy have strong associations with maleness. Women are associated with the body, children, the physical world, food, and crafts, all viciously maligned by Platonism. Women are depicted as bodies, aesthetic objects to be sought after and possessed. The end of Plato’s Aesthetics is particularly frustrating in its attempt to re-envision the male mind as a womb of knowledge and wisdom: “Who, when he thinks of Homer and Hesiod and other great poets, would not rather have their children than ordinary human ones?(75)” The concept of achieving immortality through the intercourse of ideas is an obvious aesthetic valediction for Plato (he has implied several times that making divine art is a form of love and procreation), but the blanket negation of women as anything other than sources of children is a deeply troubling construction, which unfortunately is still pervasive 2200 years after Plato split his line in half.

Plato believed deeply that art should stand up as an example to the populace, and particularly to children. His choice of examples, and general philosophical concerns probably are ultimately more literary than systematic, but, then, inconsistency is essentially built into his understanding of human nature (it’s the body’s fault). He himself portrays a character of both deep cynicism and wild religious reverie, and (unfortunately for monists) he’s an evocative and persuasive writer. Plato’s ideas about absolute truth are simply wrong and unfortunately still persist in a myriad of subtly insidious ways. Perhaps the notion of “realism”, widely believed to be achievable in art, if not easy, which holds that there is a way to create representations of the world as it truly is, may very well be but a shining speckle of Platonic dualism, waiting to be brushed away.
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