
Week 02 
Classical Literary Theories 

Session Plan 
 
 
 

 Plato 
o The Republic 
o The intended audience of the Republic: the education of rulers and 

princes 
o Plato as the first literary theorist 
o Plato celebrated the intellect over the emotions 
o The three reasons for Plato’s call to ban poets and poetry 

 Poetry arouses negative feelings because It addresses the heart 
and not the mind.  It therefore clouds and blocks reasoning  

 Poetry is not practical 

 Plato was a utilitarian 

 Carpenters and Poets: Chairs and Poems 
 Poetry is false because it is twice removed from reality. 

 Art as a mirror to life 

 Mimesis 

 Plato and Ontology: Life as an Imitation 

 Double Mimesis: Art as an Imitation of an Imitation 
o The Student-Handout Analogy 

 The Simile of the Cave 
o Poets should therefore be banned, exiled, burned at the stake or given 

the option to become religious poets 
o Only religious poetry is permitted (because it arouses positive emotions) 

 Ethics 
 Plato’s Moral Theory 

o The Platonic Dilemma: Plato, as the first literary theorist and the father 
of literary theory, rejected poetry 

o Application of Plato’s theory means approaching a literary text from a 
moral point of view by identifying the moral lesson in the text 

o The Platonic Challenge: the moral theory poses a challenge when 
applied to modern literary texts or works that are aesthetic in nature 



 Aristotle 
o Poetics 
o  Aristotle’s partial agreement with Plato 

 Poetry does arouse negative emotions 
 Discarding emotions by feeling them: The Experience of Poetry 
 Catharsis (purging) 
 Aristotle and Medicine: Fever 
 Pity and Fear 
 Sophocles’ King Oedipus 

o Application of Aristotle’s Cathartic Theory means showing how a text 
can help the audience release negative emotions 

 Application of the Moral and Cathartic Theories to Sophocles’ King Oedipus 
o The Moral Theory: 

 Oedipus committed three moral mistakes: 

 He tried to avoid his destiny by escaping from his city 

 He killed a man who was old enough to be his father 

 He married a woman who was old enough to be his mother 
 Moral lesson: Accept your Destiny 

o The Cathartic Theory: 
 Members of the audience experience pity for Oedipus because of 

his misfortune and his self-punishment 
 Members of the audience experience fear at the horrible things 

that befall the protagonist 
o By feeling pity and fear, members of the audience release these feelings 

and discard them.  They thus purge themselves of these negative 
feelings. 

 


