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Abstract

L ite ra tu re  and Its Effects on th e  Ind iv idua l

Reading and the study o f lite ra ture  have a seemingly permanent place in all 

levels o f education. Still, the question o f why students, o r readers o f any age fo r tha t 

m atter, should read litera ture has no clear and easy answer. Countless words have 

been w ritte n  and research has been conducted on the value and u tility  o f literature. 

Still, the relevance o f reading a given novel o r poem is not always easy to  explain to 

students. Literature remains an individual experience, and as such, its more practical 

qualities and benefits are o ften  less convincing than those found in the study o f science 

or math, fo r example. Still, few  disagree tha t lite ra ture  and the o ther arts hold some 

type o f innate power, and most classify th is power as having a moral or societal value. 

As such, this research pro ject studies the question: w hat is the ideal role o f lite ra ture  in 

the individual?

To answer the question, th is project utilizes a philosophical approach, studying 

Aristotles P oetics  and Plato's The R epub lic  fo r the ir thoughts on the role and nature o f 

lite ra ture and the o ther arts. Both a ttr ibu te  literature, o r poetry specifically in the ir 

case, w ith  significant potentia l to  em otionally im pact the audience. They d iffe r  greatly, 

however, in how they th ink th a t pow er should be used. A risto tle  u ltim ate ly sees this 

pow er as good, arguing tha t poetry can be instructional and help purify readers o f 

negative emotions. Plato argues tha t poetry can em pow er these same negative 

emotions, proving detrim enta l to  the individual and society as a whole. This au thor
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u ltim a te ly  falls more in line w ith  A risto tle 's thoughts, arguing tha t the em otional power 

o f lite ra ture  and the arts can be o f great use if conducted and managed well.
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Introduction

In my opinion, no question is o f greater im portance to  a student o f any age than 

the question o f relevance. When encountering any new learning, one im m ediately asks, 

"W hen w ill I use th is?" Finding no answer o r an answer tha t does not satisfy, the 

student moves on, disregarding the learning to  some degree or another. This natural 

inclination to  focus on w hat is obviously helpful and im portan t is only exacerbated by an 

era where the d ifficu lty  o f finding a job  fills the daily news. It can seem frivo lous to 

focus on anything tha t w on 't help one find em ploym ent. Education, too , is focusing 

more on teaching to  standards, and the standards are then tested. Failure in these 

exams can mean a fa ilure  to  graduate. Because o f this d irect link to  graduation, these 

exams cement the skills they test as im portant, making them  im m ediately relevant. 

W hether they retain relevance once the test is passed is another matter.

Looking fu rthe r, a focus on relevancy has im plications on what should be taught 

in the firs t place. Most, if not all, w ill agree tha t learning to  read and w rite  is v ita lly  

im portan t fo r the long-term  fu tu re  o f any student. Less clear is the im portance o f 

teaching litera ture, which accompanies reading and w riting  in most classes. Being an 

English m ajor w ith  a focus in lite ra ture  myself, I sometimes w onder as to  the  po in t o f all 

my reading and studying. I'm  not d irectly  helping people, like a doctor o r social w orker 

does. I'm not providing a service, like an accountant o r construction w orke r m ight. My 

w riting  skills have been helpful in various jobs I've held, but my English degree and 

ab ility  to  understand lite ra ture  have played no d irect part in my obtaining any job .
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W hat is the point, then, o f studying and teaching literature? People have done 

so through the fu ll course o f human history, so it would seem there is some reason. Any 

book lover can give reasons fo r why they feel reading is im portant, some reasons more 

concrete than others. M y own thoughts run along the same lines as lite ra ry critic  Harold 

Bloom when he says tha t lite ra ture (and Shakespeare in particular in th is instance) lets 

us "see w hat otherw ise we could not see, since we are made d iffe re n t" and th a t "we 

read in search o f m ore life " (2002, p. 4). W hile th is is a beautifu l notion, it's  not 

necessarily an easy one to  convey to  someone who has no love fo r lite ra ture  already.

This pro ject w ill look at various argum ents set fo rth  throughout h istory fo r the 

im portance o f lite ra ture. Since humans started w riting , people have though t and 

w ritte n  on lite ra ture 's  importance, from  societal, lite rary and educational viewpoints.

I'm interested in those abstract ideas on lite ra ture 's  value, but I'm also in terested in 

w he ther the study o f lite ra ture  brings some tangible and vital skill o r knowledge tha t 

can't be found through the study o f any o the r subject. I'm looking fo r an answer to  tha t 

common question: w hy do I have to  read this?

Literature Review

There is a great deal o f w riting  about lite ra ture, ranging from  critiques o f poetry 

to  studies conducted in classrooms and everyth ing in between. In some cases, the 

purpose o f the artic le  o r essay is very clear, such as looking at the effect reading as a 

child has on w riting  skills la ter in life. In many cases, however, writings about reading 

and lite ra ture  blur the  lines between d iffe ren t aspects o f study, sometimes 

intentionally, sometimes not. For example, an essay on Shakespeare's H a m le t can be
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expanded to  discuss lite ra ture  in general, o r in ano ther d irection to  touch on social or

psychological issues. W ith this in mind, a review o f the research concerning reading and 

literature is both  enlightening and frustrating. It is a broad and open fie ld , fu ll o f insight 

but not always specificity. I looked at several d iffe ren t areas o f research, s tarting w ith  

some pertaining d irectly to  lite ra ture  and w orking tow ard  the social realm upon which 

w riting  on lite ra ture  tends to  fixate.

L ite ra tu re 's  B e n e fit  to  O th e r C u rricu lum

When used in the teaching o f o the r subjects, lite ra ture  has very clear benefits. 

Elizabeth Gareis, M artine  Allard, and Jackie Saindon (2009) make the case fo r using 

novels and o the r authentic lite ra ture  to  teach o the r subjects, such as history o r science. 

W hile they are focused prim arily on using novels in English fo r Speakers o f O ther 

Languages (ESOL) classes, the ir principles are easily applied in any classroom. The chief 

aspect o f novels and o the r types o f lite ra ture tha t make them  ideal fo r  teaching o ther 

subjects is tha t lite ra ture  involves stories. Whereas a student m ight struggle to  remain 

interested in a textbook o r worksheet, he o r she can engage w ith  a novel and find 

m otivation to  continue reading because o f the story (2009, p. 136). This has factored 

in to  an increase in the use o f educational novels and narrative-style textbooks in 

numerous subject areas (2009, p. 136).

Charlotte Huck's research underscores the benefits o f the story, especially 

regarding its impact on children. Drawing lite ra ture  in to  the teaching o f reading can 

help cement reading as a lifelong activity, as well as increase a student's lite racy levels 

(Huck, 1987). W ith  recent changes in educational funding and policy, there  has been a
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shift tow ard reading as achievement, forcing students to  increase the ir reading ability.

W hile im proving reading ab ility  is certainly a w o rthy  goal, it is o ften com ing w ith  the 

cost o f divorcing lite ra ture  from  the reading process (Enciso &  W olf, 2008). W ithou t the 

power o f the story and the personal and social connections lite ra ture can bring, reading 

must stand on its own, and tha t means tha t it o ften loses its hold on students.

According to  Enciso and W olf, tes t scores show th a t reading achievem ent is now lagging, 

and they blame it on lite ra ture  being forced to  take a backseat in current teaching 

(2008, p. 529). M oreover, Danielle Dennis argues tha t, while "score reports reflect 

students' abilities to  m aster grade-level content standards" (2009, p. 284), th is  

in form ation gained is incom plete and o ften  unhelpful. Too often, test scores only tell 

where a student is in re lation to  the mandated standard. U nfortunate ly, Dennis says 

"these scores do not reveal w hy struggling readers are testing below grade leve l" (2009, 

p. 284), or conversely, why advanced readers are thriv ing. Her fear is th a t as teaching to  

the assessment becomes more prom inent, instruction w ill become less individualized to 

specific students' needs.

Beyond the natural a ttraction  o f the story, an added benefit is found when 

novels or o the r lite ra ture  are used to  teach o ther aspects o f the language arts.

Literature holds authentic usage o f the English language and thereby contains most 

grammatical and stylistic topics tha t teachers m ight cover. The extended nature o f the 

novel affords an oppo rtun ity  to  touch on m ultip le  language skills w ith in  the  same work. 

Literature also presents opportun ities to  focus on social topics and current events 

(Gareis, et al., 2009, p. 137). It can present d iffe ren t viewpoints to  both h istorical and
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current events w ith  an authentic voice. M ost significantly, lite ra ture  can bring 

excitem ent and energy tha t textbooks are hard-pressed to  match (Huck, 1987, p. 379). 

D iffic u lt ie s  w ith  L ite ra tu re

Budget and policy changes are only some o f the d ifficu lties lite ra ture  currently 

faces. W ith the advances in technology, many see reading as d irect com petition  fo r 

videogam es, the in te rne t and o the r technological gadgets. Tom Lynch (2009) writes 

tha t this idea seems accurate, and tha t reading is losing out in the race. New literacies 

(such as those listed above, typ ically re lated to  technology and in terne t) are becoming 

more common, and teachers o f trad itiona l lite ra ture  are not always doing a good job  o f 

explaining w hy lite ra ture  (novels, poetry and the like) is im portant. Lynch w rites tha t 

"teaching lite ra ture  has never really had to  jus tify  itse lf" (2009, p. 12) before now, as it 

was entrenched in the trad ition  o f m ore classical studies and held a focus on gram m ar 

issues. Now, the public is looking to  English teachers fo r reasons w hy studying litera ture 

is necessary, and educators are struggling to  find answers.

W ith these new literacies made possible by the in terne t and o the r technological 

advances, an emphasis on specific knowledge o r content is developing. This is in d irect 

conflict w ith  the trad itiona l teaching o f lite ra ture, which "has always been use-less" 

(Lynch, 2009, p. 14). New literacies focus on in form ation, whereas lite ra tu re  and its 

study are essentially about imagination. Lynch doesn't o ffe r any easy reasons fo r why 

the  teaching o f trad itiona l lite ra ture is necessary, but he sees the im perative as being on 

litera ture teachers to  find reasons and explain them  to  the public, and in tu rn  to
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incorporate new literacies in to  th e ir teaching. His outlook is bleak, and he believes the

teaching o f lite ra ture  as we curren tly  know it w ill die ou t in the next century.

Another d ifficu lty  w ith  the teaching o f lite ra ture  is determ in ing and presenting 

m otiva tion  fo r students to  read (Hodges, 2010). Looking at several reports, Hodges 

finds tha t w hile  students are o ften  polled on w hy they read, these polls seldom give 

opportun ity  fo r them  to  explain th e ir answers (2010, p. 63). Consequentially, we are 

lacking in understanding w hat m otivates students to  read in the firs t place. This 

problem is exacerbated by teachers tha t are not always suffic iently fam ilia r w ith  

children's lite ra ture  and how to  teach it. Furtherm ore, Hodges uses the report English  

a t  th e  C rossroads  to  show tha t w hile  students were frequently  encouraged to  read 

widely, few  schools studied had a coherent plan fo r how to  im plem ent tha t love fo r 

reading (2010, pp. 60-61). One school tha t did find  a way to  put structure to  the ir 

valuation saw significant increases in reading engagement and achievement. For this 

school, giving students a choice about w hat they would read and then assessing and 

shaping coursework around those choices proved key. Barry Gilmore fo llow s a sim ilar 

course o f thought, noting tha t students read less as they grow older, especially as they 

are in the ir teen years (2011, p. 47). G ilmore recommends giving students more choice 

in w hat they read, as well as using a w ide r varie ty o f texts in the classroom. He says, " I f  

schools don 't validate student reading o f many kinds, then students w o n 't read at all, 

w on 't respect the act o f reading, and w orst o f all, w o n 't develop the capacity fo r critical 

reading" (2011, p. 48). A uthor and educator Kelly Gallagher agrees, advocating a 50/50 

approach where "h a lf the reading kids should be doing in K-12 should be recreational in
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nature" (Rebora, 2011). Teresa Cremin goes a step fu rther, making the case tha t 

teachers w ho read fo r the ir own enjoym ent are be tte r equipped to  teach. She notes a 

lack o f educator knowledge o f w hat curren t students are reading fo r fun and thinks this 

deprives educators o f an im portant role in recommending and discussing lite ra ture  w ith  

students. Cremin w rites tha t as teachers begin to  read m ore on the ir own, they are able 

to  "share th e ir pleasure in it, develop readers who can and do choose to  read, and invite 

them  to  participate in reciprocal reading com m unities alongside th e ir Reading Teachers"

(2011, p. 12).

W h y a n d  W hen to  Read

Many great w rite rs have w ritte n  on the top ic o f reading. As m ight be expected, 

most o f them  argue fo r reading's benefits (although not all o f them  do). The benefits 

they cite are numerous. Harold Bloom, one o f the most noted literary critics o f the  past 

century, focuses on w hy to  read in the preface and prologue o f his book, H o w  to  R ead  

a n d  W hy  (2000). Bloom looks at the question, "W here shall w isdom be found?" (2000, 

p. 19), a them e tha t runs through much o f his w riting . His answer, unsurprisingly, is tha t 

w isdom can be found through reading the words o f others; perhaps it m ight be be tte r 

said th a t Bloom sees reading as a way to  awaken the wisdom w ith in  oneself.

Bloom sees most o f the benefits o f reading as being personal. He argues tha t 

lite ra ture is a cure fo r loneliness, saying, "W e read not only because we cannot know 

enough people, but because friendship is so vulnerable, so likely to  disappear" (2000, p. 

19). Bloom also sees reading as a way fo r the  reader to  prepare fo r change, provid ing a 

chance to  see tru ths  tha t resonate in the reader's life, e ithe r now or in the fu tu re  (2000,
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p. 21). Bloom does not give much m erit to  the idea o f reading as a w ay to  change 

society, believing tha t "se lf-im provem ent is a large enough pro ject fo r  your m ind and 

sp irit" and adm onishing the reader to  "n o t a ttem p t to  improve your neighbor o r your 

neighborhood by w hat o r how you read" (2000, p. 24). One's m otiva tion  fo r reading 

must also be personal, according to  Bloom. W here reading is open to  influence is in the 

w hat and how o f the reading: "H ow they read, well o r badly, and w hat they read, 

cannot depend w ho lly  on them selves" (2000, p. 21), he argues, speaking o f the general 

public. Bloom allows this statem ent to  hang th roughout the book's preface w ith  no 

d irect response. Given the fact tha t he has w ritte n  an entire  book on how to  read, 

however, Bloom seems to  feel it is the educator o r critic 's responsibility to  teach others 

how to  read w ell, and also to  d irect them  tow ard  those works th a t w ill benefit them  

most as individuals. Further, as the tit le  o f his book indicates, the  how and the why o f 

reading are linked, possibly indicating tha t Bloom is arguing tha t jus t reading is not 

sufficient; one must read well.

C. S. Lewis, another fierce tw e n tie th  century advocate o f reading and lite ra ture , 

chooses a d iffe ren t but related path in his essay Learning in War-Time from  The W e ig h t  

o f  G lo ry  (1949). W riting  during the second W orld War, Lewis aims to  answer those 

wondering how it is acceptable to  continue learning (and reading) w ith  the w orld  locked 

in w ar and great atrocities being perpetrated miles away from  Lewis' England. Lewis 

argues tha t the situation in which he w rites is really no d iffe ren t from  any o the r 

situation, in tha t human life "has always had to  exist under the shadow o f something 

in fin ite ly  m ore im portant than itse lf" (1949, p. 49). W hile W orld W ar II m ight be a m ore
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severe case, humans always find themselves battling against death or injustice or 

something tha t instinctively seems more im portant than reading o r learning in a 

university. Yet, according to  Lewis, humans have always sought knowledge and beauty. 

Lewis argues th a t if  humans have always pursued knowledge and beauty, th is pursuit 

must be a part o f human nature, and if th is be the case, we should not neglect the 

pursuit even in the  face o f war (1949, p. 50).

Building on th is idea, Lewis notes tha t in war, the closer one gets to  the  fron t 

lines, the more thought and ta lk shifts from  the w ar itse lf tow ard  o the r m atters (1949, 

p. 51). He takes th is as evidence th a t there is a cultural and inte llectual nature to  

human existence th a t w ill exist no m atte r the circumstances. In spite o f horrify ing 

circumstances, hum ankind continues to  tu rn  to  topics outside the ir s ituation: 

philosophical instead o f m ilitary debates, discussions o f a rt instead o f w ar tactics. Even 

in the face o f death, men and wom en read and discuss in te llectua l m atters. Lewis' 

argum ent is tha t, since humans natura lly tu rn  to  intellectual, artistic and cu ltura l ideas, 

humankind should embrace every oppo rtun ity  to  seek tru th  and beauty. Given our 

natural gravitation tow ard  artis tic  ideas, if we don 't seek tru th  and beauty, they  w ill be 

replaced by poorer th inking and lower form s o f art. According to  Lewis, there  is never 

an era o r a tim e  when humans w ill tu rn  from  the ir quest fo r knowledge and beauty, so it 

is both im portan t and natural to  continue on tha t quest w ith  the most focus and 

determ ination possible. In many ways, this idea mirrors Bloom. Lewis takes his 

arguments fu rthe r in to  the social realm than does Bloom, but both hold to  a be lie f that
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learning and literature, and m ore specifically good litera ture, hold value to  the 

individual as a way o f se lf-im provem ent and enlightenm ent.

L ite ra tu re 's  M o ra l Value

This them e o f lite ra ture 's  moral e ffect is one o f the  most common topics in 

writings on litera ture. M ost people feel a prim ary goal o f lite ra ture  in the educational 

realm is to  o ffe r some moral or social com ponent to  the education. Maria Takolander 

(2009) points ou t tha t the debates over the moral issues o f lite ra ture  date back to  Plato 

and A ris to tle , if not fu rthe r. The moral com ponent can take many forms. O ften it is 

seen as a chance to  broaden cu ltura l and social perspectives. Rajini Srikanth (2007) uses 

novels set in d iffe ren t countries and cultures to  help students in his classes understand 

those cultures. One d ifficu lty  this type o f teaching presents is tha t teachers are typically 

not su ffic iently expert in these cultures to  help students fu lly  com prehend w ha t they 're  

reading. Rajini believes th is then becomes a tim e to  "teach the jou rney" th rough the 

text:

The u ltim ate objective, from  my perspective, is to  get students to  engage the 

philosophical and ideological questions tha t they ought to  be raising at every 

stage o f th e ir jou rney to  acquiring appropriate supporting in form ation  in the 

teaching o f a lite rary tex t (2007, p. 198).

The reading is thus a chance to  learn how to  read literature, as the students w ork 

through the tex t w ith  the educator, as well as a tim e to  examine the cu ltura l and 

societal aspect o f what they 're  reading.
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Some make stronger claims regarding both w hat lite ra ture  is capable o f and

accountable fo r in the socia l/m oral realm. It is not uncomm on to  claim reading as a 

national obligation (Wolk, 2009). The argum ent is tha t those living in a democracy hold 

an obligation to  read, "and th ink and act in response to  the ir reading" (W olk, 2009, p. 

665). W olk w rites tha t education is currently  too  focused on preparing workers instead 

o f preparing students "to  participate in the daily governance o f ou r nation" (2009, p. 

665). W hile social studies courses have trad itiona lly  held these responsibilities, Zhao 

and Hoge (W olk, 2009, p. 665) found tha t o f 300 in terviewed students, 95% "d id  not 

th ink th e ir social studies class was relevant to  th e ir personal life (p. 218)" (W olk, 2009, 

p. 665). The burden then falls on all teachers to  incorporate the necessary societal 

knowledge and viewpoints in to  th e ir teaching, and one o f the best avenues to  

accomplish this is literature.

Focusing again on the moral side o f the argument, the idea is o ften  present tha t 

lite ra ture  holds a piece o f w hat it is to  be human. In this view, lite ra ture  portrays 

hum anity in all its beauty and differences, o ffering a common ground and oppo rtun ity  

fo r readers to  learn and empathize w ith  people and cultures outside o f th e ir own 

(W ebber, 1925). Takolander approaches the social im plications o f lite ra ture  by studying 

language and its aesthetic qualities. She firs t identifies the deep pleasure and ab ility  to  

transport the reader to  another place tha t reading can bring, term ing th is e ffect the 

aesthetic (2009, p. 168). Takolander notes tha t critics and philosophers have discussed 

this e ffect o f lite ra ture since at least as far back as Aristotle. Many philosophers and 

literary critics have identified the aesthetic as a negative e ffect on the individual or
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society as a whole, but Takolander sees its existence as confirm ation o f several ideas,

when she writes, "The aesthetic (that qua lity  capable o f provoking an experience o f 

transporta tion  and transform ation) is embedded as a natural potentia l w ith in  the virtual 

and im aginative space o f language. Secondly, language is the medium o f ou r being" 

(2009, p. 171). In th is argument, language is the m ethod by which lite ra ture  transports 

the reader, which allows "n o t only cognition o f prosaic and 'scientific ' occurrences but 

also m ovem ent to  a realm beyond the imm ediate and m aterial conditions o f our 

existence" (2009, p. 171). In sim pler term s, language "allows not only se lf-defin ition but 

also self-escape" (2009, p. 172). G etting back to  the issues o f m ora lity and social 

consciousness in lite ra ture, Takolander argues language as a force tha t binds society 

(2009, p. 174) and provides readers w ith  both a personal identity  and a social 

environm ent (2009, p. 175). Its ab ility  to  transport the reader can also present an 

oppo rtun ity  to  see tha t the reader and his o r her social environm ent are not bound to  

each o the r (2009, p. 174). Despite these effects, o r perhaps because o f them , 

Takolander warns tha t aesthetic experience o f lite ra ture  can lead to  violence or 

negative se lf-reform ation. For these reasons it may be d ifficu lt to  use lite ra tu re  as any 

form  o f moral education (2009, p. 174).

S u m m a ry

Much has been w ritte n  on the value o f lite ra ture. Literature has been found to  

have clear educational benefits. The most notable seems to  be the im pact lite ra ture  has 

on the teaching o f reading and o the r language skills, but the power o f the s tory  is 

beneficial in many d iffe ren t subject areas. Despite this, the teaching o f lite ra tu re  is
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facing threats from  technological advances and from  a change in educational priorities

tow ard  more quantifiab le skills. Lying beneath all o f these issues, however, seems to  be 

the concept o f lite ra ture  holding some moral or social value. This can be seen and 

applied in countless ways, but nearly everyone who w rites on lite ra ture  m entions it, 

even if th e ir focus is on som ething else entirely.

Research Question

I came to  this research pro ject looking fo r answers to  the question, "W hy should 

I read th is?" W hat about a poem o r novel or o the r piece o f lite ra ture  makes it 

w orthw h ile  fo r a student or anyone else to  read? Looking at d iffe ren t areas o f research, 

there are myriad answers to  th is question. Some perta in to  lite ra ture 's role in 

education, w he ther as an aid in teaching o the r subjects o r as an integral part o f  a 

reading curriculum . W hile these arguments should certa in ly not be discounted, they are 

not likely to  be meaningful to  someone already uninterested in reading G re a t 

E xp e c ta tio n s  or C rim e  a n d  P u n ish m e n t.

It is possibly fo r th is reason tha t m ost o f the research on and argum ents fo r 

lite ra ture focus on o ther aspects, prim arily its social and personal effects. L iterature 

tends to  be a private thing, w ritten  by (generally) a single author and read by a single 

reader. Both the author and the reader experience the ir roles in the lite ra ture  

d iffe ren tly , depending on how it relates to  each person's life. W ith th is perspective, I 

was le ft w ith  questions on how lite ra ture  and a person's individual life in teract. The 

primary question which drives this project is: w hat is the ideal role o f lite ra tu re  in the 

individual? Secondary questions include:
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W hat is th is transform ative e ffect lite ra ture  and the  arts are purported  to  cause?

How m ight the  individual e ffect o f lite ra ture  and the  arts carry over to  society as

a whole?

These questions present a means to  examine lite ra ture  as an en tity  and how we as 

humans relate to  it. I may not be able to  provide a specific reason fo r w hy to  read 

something, but I believed these questions would bring a greater understanding of 

lite ra ture and its effects and characteristics.

Methodology 

M e th o d o lo g y  &  R a tio n a le

To a ttem p t to  understand and answer these questions about lite ra tu re  and its 

e ffect on the individual, I used a conceptual philosophical approach to  inquiry. Using a 

philosophical approach means I looked solely at w hat philosophers have w ritte n  on the 

subject. I did not conduct any type o f tests or studies w ith  students o r readers, nor did I 

in terview  readers about th e ir experiences. I believe th is was the best mode o f inquiry 

fo r my subject fo r a num ber o f reasons. I have noted the firs t reason several tim es 

throughout this paper: people have thought and w ritte n  about lite ra ture  and its effects 

throughout recorded history. During this tim e, philosophers and critics have fo rm ula ted 

ideas and positions tha t have been fu rthered and re futed by countless others. Reading 

even a few  o f these philosophers w ill provide a view  th a t has trem endous depth  and 

breadth. The second reason fo r a philosophical approach involves the personal nature 

o f lite ra ture tha t I discussed previously. If I were to  in terv iew  a num ber o f readers 

about the ir reading experience and the resulting feelings, tha t in form ation  w ou ld
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certainly be valuable and interesting. However, even w ith  a broad and well-chosen 

sample o f interviewees, th e ir answers would be subject to  not only th e ir own 

personalities but also th e ir experiences w ith  lite ra ture. For the broader scope I took, a 

philosophical approach allowed me to  encapsulate and synthesize many o f these 

differences o f opinion, but it also allowed me to  move past them  to  see a m ore 

universal presentation o f the debate. I believe th is led to  be tte r understanding of 

lite ra ture 's effects and how to  w ork w ith  those effects in an educational setting.

S am p le

For my research sample, I began where western philosophy began, w ith  Plato 

and Aristotle. Plato and A risto tle  took d iffe ring  views on the value o f poetry. Plato bans 

the poets from  his ideal republic. A risto tle  w rites a whole piece. The P oe tics , in which 

he analyzes poetry and defends the poets. I looked at these works and others to  

determ ine w hat contribu ted  to  the ir d iffe ren t views on poetry and the arts. A m ajor 

benefit o f studying Plato and A risto tle  is tha t, w hile  they have defin ite  views on poetry 

and the arts, those views are just a part o f constructs o f the self and society w hich have 

been foundational to  all western thought and philosophy tha t fo llow ed. Studying Plato 

and A risto tle  gave specific insights on the arts, but it also gave the broad v iew  o f society 

and the self from  which those specific thoughts were form ed.

In s tru m e n ta tio n

In this project, I read prim ary texts from  Plato and Aristotle. Throughout my 

reading, I took notes and journa led my general thoughts and reactions to  w ha t I read. 

W here necessary o r beneficial, I supplemented my own understanding o f these texts
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w ith  commentaries o r responses from  o the r philosophers. I encountered occasional

d ifficu lties understanding the  m ateria l and using these secondary sources helped in 

understanding and also provided some measure o f accuracy as I in terpreted  my findings 

and built arguments. Responses and in terpreta tions by o the r philosophers and critics 

were also helpful in expanding on and clarifying arguments, as well as putting  Plato and 

Aristotle 's ideas in a more m odern light, but my main focus was on the works o f Plato 

and A risto tle  themselves.

A na lys is  &  V a lid ity

Any good argum ent m ust be based on evidence. Rather than a study o r test, my 

evidence was the writings o f Plato and Aristo tle . W hile reading th e ir works, I watched 

fo r th e ir thoughts on lite ra ture  and the o the r humanities and how they proposed to 

trea t the arts. I also studied th e ir thoughts on the individual, particularly as it  relates to  

the arts and education. The words and ideas o f these philosophers present a w arrant 

upon which I could make claims as to  the relation o f lite ra ture  to  the individual, and 

w hat role th is relationship plays in education.

It would be naive to  th ink  tha t my own biases were not in play in th is pro ject. As 

a lover o f lite ra ture  and an English teacher, I have clear thoughts about and be lie f in the 

positive effects o f lite ra ture. I did my best to  put these opinions aside, bu t seldom are 

we able to  fu lly  do so. Studying tw o  philosophers w ho have d iffe ring  views on the 

subject forced me to  look at the issue objective ly and understand both sides o f  the 

argum ent fo r and against lite ra ture. Additionally, reading o ther philosophers' and
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critics' in terpreta tions and re futations o f the ideas o f Plato and A risto tle  helped verify 

and in form  my conclusions and understanding.

Data

A ris to tle 's  Poetics

It would be no exaggeration to  call A risto tle 's P oetics  the single most in fluentia l 

piece o f w riting  on lite ra ture  and literary criticism . He aims to  analyze poetry and to 

determ ine w hat makes poetic works effective. As he opens the piece:

I propose to  trea t o f Poetry in itse lf and o f its various kinds, noting the essential 

quality o f each; to  inquire in to  the structure o f the  p lo t as requisite to  a good 

poem; in to  the num ber and nature o f the parts o f which a poem is composed; 

and sim ilarly in to  whatever else falls w ith in  the same inquiry (Fergusson, 1961, 

p. 49).

Aristotle  sees art as im ita tion, and both how and w hat it im itates is centra l to  its nature 

and success as art. Aristotle  establishes in Chapter 2 tha t the poet o r dram atis t has a 

choice in both w hat to  im ita te  and how tha t object w ill be represented:

Since the object o f im ita tion  are men in action, and these men m ust be e ithe r o f 

a higher or a low er type (fo r moral character mainly answers to  these divisions, 

goodness and badness being the distinguishing marks o f moral differences), it 

fo llows tha t we must represent men e ithe r as be tte r than in real life, o r as 

worse, o r as they are (Fergusson, 1961, p. 52).

Of note, he says tha t Tragedy represents men "as be tte r than in actual life " (Fergusson, 

1961, p. 52).
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Much o f the P oetics  is dedicated to  classifying aspects o f poetry and drama. For 

instance, in Chapter 3, A risto tle  notes th a t there can be a difference in "th e  m anner in 

which each o f these objects may be im ita ted", th a t being through narration o r the poet 

presenting "all his characters as living and moving before us" (Fergusson, 1961, p. 53). 

W hile these classifications have played a v ita l role in the understanding and 

developm ent o f drama and poetry, they can grow  tedious if  read fo r reasons o the r than 

literary analysis. Of m ore in terest fo r th is pro ject are some o f the explanations and 

reasons A risto tle  provides fo r his classifications. In Chapter 4, he provides reasons fo r 

poetry's b irth :

Poetry in general seems to  have sprung from  tw o  causes, each o f them  lying 

deep in ou r nature. First the instinct o f im ita tion  is im planted in man from  

childhood, one difference between him and o ther animals being tha t he is the 

most im ita tive  o f living creatures, and through im ita tion  learns his earliest 

lessons; and no less universal is the pleasure fe lt in things im itated...The cause o f 

this again is tha t to  learn gives the liveliest pleasure, not only to  philosophers but 

to  men in general...Thus the reason w hy men enjoy seeing a likeness is th a t in 

contem plating it they find themselves learning o r inferring, and saying perhaps, 

"Ah, tha t is he." For if you happen not to  have seen the original, the pleasure w ill 

be due not to  the im ita tion  as such, but to  the execution, the coloring, o r some 

such o the r cause (Fergusson, 1961, pp. 55-56).

Aristotle also argues tha t we have an "instinct fo r  'harm ony' and 'rh y th m '", and poetry's 

meters are only a m anifestation o f rhythm  (Fergusson, 1961, p. 56).
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Later, A risto tle  w rites tha t "tragedy is the im ita tion  o f an action", which makes

Plot the m ost im portant e lem ent o f a Tragedy, as "life  consists in action, and its end is a 

mode o f action, not a qua lity" (Fergusson, 1961, p. 62). Character is also im portant, but 

not so im portan t as Plot, because "character determ ines men's qualities, but it is by 

the ir actions tha t they are happy o r the reverse" (Fergusson, 1961, p. 62). A risto tle  

argues then tha t action should not exist to  represent character, character is instead 

"subsidiary to  the actions" (Fergusson, 1961, p. 63). Still, "character is tha t which 

reveals, moral purpose, showing w hat kind o f things a man chooses or avoids" 

(Fergusson, 1961, p. 64). Thus, A risto tle  argues tha t the tw o  elements most im portan t 

to  an effective tragedy are Plot and Character, those also being the tw o  elements most 

evident in daily life.

In Chapter 9, A risto tle  aims to  note the  difference between poetry and history 

and in so doing provides a roundabout de fin ition  o f poetry. A poet's function is not

to  relate w hat has happened, but w hat may happen—w hat is possible according 

to  the law o f p robability  or necessity...Poetry, therefore, is a more philosophical 

and a higher th ing  than history: fo r poetry tends to  express the universal, history 

the particular (Fergusson, 1961, p. 68).

Later, he notes tha t it is the story (that being the Plot) tha t holds the power, so tha t 

"even w ith o u t the aid o f the eye [to  w itness the spectacle o r perform ance], he who 

hears the tale to ld  w ill th rill w ith  horro r and m elt to  p ity at w hat takes place"

(Fergusson, 1961, p. 78). Indeed, a great deal o f Aristotle 's argum ent is bu ilt around the 

ab ility  o f a well-constructed plot to  accurately im ita te  life and thereby generate a
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natural response from  the audience. He also touches on the idea tha t m ora lity  is a 

central piece o f poetry and drama. For instance, when speaking o f character in Chapter 

1 5 , he w rites th a t poets should aim fo r character to  be "good", meaning tha t character 

w ill be good if his or her speech o r action is good (Fergusson, 1 9 6 1 ,  p. 8 1 ) .  Shortly a fte r 

tha t, he says, "character must be true  to  life " (Fergusson, 1 9 6 1 ,  p. 8 1 ) .  He expounds on 

this when, com paring painters to  poets, he w rites tha t painters, "w h ile  reproducing the 

distinctive form  o f the original, make a likeness which is true  to  life and yet more 

beautifu l", calling fo r poets to  do the same regarding man's character (Fergusson, 1 9 6 1 ,  

P - 8 2 ) .

C athars is

Of A ris to tle 's  views on poetry, the most discussed and enigm atic m ight be his 

idea o f catharsis. Given the volumes tha t have been w ritte n  on the idea, one would 

expect it would play a m ajor role in the P oetics. Instead, catharsis makes but one brie f 

appearance, in Chapter 6. Furtherm ore, translation o f the term  is uncertain enough 

tha t a d iffe ren t w ord, o ften perfection o r purgation, is o ften  used. In essence, catharsis 

is a medical term  th a t the Greeks used to  denote a purging w ith in  the body, generally 

referring to  m enstruation. Catharsis' one m ention in the P oetics  comes at the  end o f 

Aristotle 's de fin ition  o f tragedy; in S.H. Butcher's translation, it reads, "Tragedy, then is 

an im ita tion  o f an action tha t is serious, complete, and o f a certain magnitude... through 

p ity and fear e ffecting the proper purgation o f these em otions" (Fergusson, 1 9 6 1 ,  p. 6 1 ) .  

Malcolm Heath offers a nearly identical translation, but changes "pu rga tion " to  

"pu rifica tion" ( 1 9 9 6 ,  p. 1 0 ) .  Bywater's translation is slightly more com plete and leaves 

the word in question as "catharsis": "A tragedy, then is the im ita tion  o f an action tha t is
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serious and also, as having m agnitude, com plete in itself... w ith  incidents arousing p ity 

and fear, w herew ith  to  accomplish its catharsis o f such em otions" (1984, p. 2320). 

W hile I w ill discuss catharsis in greater detail la ter in th is paper, one should note tha t 

Aristotle identifies this catharsis as being part o f a tragedy's identity ; on this all 

translations are in agreement. According to  A ristotle, tragedy, at least in part, exists to 

identify feelings o f p ity  and fear and to  purge or purify them .

It should be noted tha t it is likely A risto tle  w ro te  more on catharsis fo r the 

Poetics, but tha t those writings have never been found. A risto tle  mentions a second 

book in the P oe tics  tha t would deal w ith  comedy, and it is likely tha t he spoke m ore at 

length regarding catharsis in this book. U nfortunate ly, w hat he m ight have w ritte n  is 

le ft to  em pty speculation. The main reason to  suspect this additional w riting  on 

catharsis comes from  A risto tle 's work The Politics . In Chapter 7 o f Book VIII, A risto tle  

again mentions catharsis, this tim e translated as purgation. He declines to  provide an 

explanation o f w hat he means by purgation, saying tha t it w ill come in his apparently 

lost discussion o f poetry. The context here is a discussion on the trea tm en t o f music in 

education. A risto tle  adm its tha t "feelings such as p ity and fear, or, again, enthusiasm, 

exist very strongly in some souls, and have more o r less influence over a ll" (1984, p. 

2128). Speaking o f those in religious frenzy, he states through music they find  "healing 

and purgation" (1984, p. 2129). A risto tle  seems to  identify  this process as ideal, saying, 

"Those who are influenced by p ity o r fear, and every em otional nature, m ust have a like 

experience, and others in so fa r as each is susceptible to  such em otions, and all are in a
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m anner purged and th e ir souls lightened and deligh ted" (1984, p. 2129). Again,

A risto tle  holds catharsis to  be innate to  art and beneficial to  those w ho experience it.

A r t  in  P la to 's  R epub lic

W here A risto tle  aims to  delineate w hat makes poetry effective, Plato's only 

thought is w hether poetry has a role in his perfect society and w hat role th a t m ight be. 

He addresses this question several tim es in The R epub lic . The most d irect instance, and 

tha t which receives the most a tten tion  as lite rary criticism, comes in Book X. W ritten  in 

his custom ary dialogue style, Plato starts the section claim ing tha t "among all the 

excellent features o f ou r ideal state, there 's none I rank higher than its trea tm en t o f 

poetry" (2003, p. 335). He refers to  his decision to  keep poets ou t o f his perfect republic 

and to  severely lim it the type o f poetry and a rt tha t shall be used to  educate and 

enterta in  the young. His reasons fo r these ideas are m ultip le , but he focuses much o f 

Book X on the idea o f im ita tion  and m isrepresentation. Using a bed as his illustra tion, 

he constructs a chain o f creation. Closely m irroring his allegory o f the cave, he claims 

tha t there is one true  form  o f the bed, which "exists in nature... made by god" (2003, p. 

338), since no one else could have made it. Once removed from  this true  bed is the 

carpenter's creation, not the true  bed but a particular bed which represents some part 

o f the form  o f the bed. Only a fte r another link does Plato come to  the artist, in this 

instance a painter but jus t as possibly a poet, actor, novelist. W hile the pa in te r can 

create a bed, this bed is at best an im ita tion  o f an im ita tion, and "the  art o f im ita tion  is 

therefore a long way removed from  tru th " , and furtherm ore , art "is able to  reproduce
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everything because it has litt le  grasp o f anything, and tha t litt le  is o f a mere phenomenal 

appearance" (2003, pp. 339-341).

Plato's focus is on moving closer to  tru th . Since a rt is so fa r removed from  the 

true  representation o f life and w hatever the art portrays, he cannot a llow  it to  be used 

w ith o u t regulation in his republic. On top  o f the problem o f im ita tion  discussed above, 

Plato makes the argum ent tha t the poet knows litt le  about w hat he w rites. Homer, fo r 

instance, w rites about wars, but he has never made a contribu tion  to  m ilita ry  strategy. 

Plato argues tha t "the  artis t w ho makes a likeness o f a th ing  knows nothing about the 

reality but only about the appearance" (2003, p. 343). To put his case in d iffe ren t terms, 

Plato says there are three techniques fo r everyth ing—"use, manufacture, and 

representation" (2003, p. 343). In Plato's eyes "the  quality, beauty and fitness o f any 

im plem ent or creature o r action [is] judged by reference to  the use fo r which man or 

nature produced it"  (2003, p. 343). If this be the case, the m anufacturer w ill at least 

have direct experience w ith  his creation and be able to  fashion it in a way th a t w ill be o f 

most use. The artist, on the o the r hand, "has neither knowledge nor correct opinion 

about the goodness or badness o f the things he represents" (2003, p. 344). To conclude 

the section, Plato states tha t "the  artis t knows litt le  or nothing about the  subjects he 

represents and tha t the a rt o f representation is something tha t has no serious value; 

and tha t this applies above all to  all tragic poetry, epic o r dram atic" (2003, p. 344).

M oving from  his argum ents regarding im ita tion, Plato next discusses poetry's 

appeal. He argues tha t w ith in  each individual there  are d iffe ren t parts tha t can believe, 

experience or desire d iffe ren t things. Using the example o f a man experiencing grief.
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Plato argues tha t a good man who is able to  "m odera te  his sorrow " w ill "be more 

inclined to  resist and figh t against his grie f when his fe llows can see h im " than when he 

is by him self (2003, p. 347). Plato says this illustrates the competing impulses w ith in  

man; he believes the impulse to  resist and figh t the grie f is the  higher o f the  tw o  

because it shows a greater level o f reasoning. W ith  this in mind, Plato argues tha t 

poetry and drama are more likely to  deal w ith  the baser impulse and to  represent tha t 

low er side o f hum anity to  its reader o r audience, because "the  reasonable e lem ent and 

its unvarying calm are d ifficu lt to  represent, and d ifficu lt to  understand if  represented, 

particularly by the m otley audience gathered in a theatre , to  whose experience it is 

qu ite  fore ign" (2003, p. 348). On the basis o f this argum ent, Plato passes his judgm ent, 

saying,

We are there fore  quite right to  refuse to  adm it [the poet] to  a properly  run 

state, because he wakens and encourages and strengthens the low er elem ents in 

the mind to  the detrim ent o f reason, which is like giving power and political 

contro l to  the worst elements in a state and ruin ing the be tte r elem ents. The 

dramatic poet produces a sim ilarly bad state o f affairs in the m ind o f the 

individual, by encouraging the unreasoning part o f it, which cannot distinguish 

greater and less but thinks the same things are now  large and now small, and by 

creating images fa r removed from  the tru th  (2003, p. 348-349).

The last section o f Book X brings Plato's argum ent to  a conclusion, w ith  w hat he 

calls the gravest charge against poetry, tha t being tha t it "has a te rrib le  pow er to  

corrup t even the best characters, w ith  very few  exceptions" (2003, p. 349). He starts
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this argum ent in a sim ilar vein as earlier, noting th a t Homer and others present suffering

heroes as bemoaning the ir situations. Plato argues tha t this encourages the audience to 

be carried away by th e ir feelings, when in reality it is preferable to  bear g rie f and 

suffering in silence. Plato states tha t these characters should be regarded w ith  disgust, 

when in fact they typically cause the reader o r v iew er enjoym ent and adm iration. 

Further, Plato argues tha t the "poet gratifies and indulges the instinctive desires o f a 

part o f us, which we forc ib ly  restrain in our private m isfortunes" (2003, p. 350). This is 

dangerous because, in Plato's view, "w hat we feel fo r o the r people must in fect w hat we 

feel fo r  ourselves" and " i f  we let our p ity fo r the m isfortunes o f others grow  to o  strong 

it w ill be d ifficu lt to  restrain ou r feelings in ou r own [m isfortunes]" (2003, p. 350). This 

e ffect is not specific to  p ity and grief; representations o f sex, anger, pleasure, and vulgar 

comedy have the same effect.

Finally, it must be made clear tha t Plato is not opposed to  poetry itself. He 

adm its to  a great love fo r Homer and o ther poets; in fact, earlie r in The R epub lic , he says 

tha t its educational system must use both true  stories and fic tion , and should even 

"s ta rt w ith  fic tion " (2003, p. 68). The reasons fo r Plato's decision to  remove poets from  

his republic are numerous, but they all center on the  effects tha t poetry has on the 

individual if used poorly, rather than on any personal dislike fo r poetry. He even allows 

some poetry in his republic, but it must be "hym ns to  the gods and paeans in praise o f 

good m en" (2003, p. 351). He calls upon the poets and adm irers o f poetry to  construct 

a defense o f poetry, to  prove "th a t they have a place in a well-run society" (2003, p.

351). Plato him self cannot do so, and says " it  would be wicked to  abandon w h a t seems
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to  be the tru th "  and bow to  the appeals o f poetry (2003, p. 351). He concludes the 

section by stating tha t "the  issues at stake, the choice between becoming a good man or 

a bad, are even greater than they appear, and neither honour nor w ealth nor power, 

nor poetry itself, should tem p t us to  neglect the claims o f justice o f every k ind" (2003, p. 

352). As great as he m ight find  poetry 's attractions, Plato w ill not let them  distract from  

his perfect republic.

Analysis

Plato and A risto tle  could not appear to  be any m ore d iffe ren t in th e ir approach 

to  poetry. The tw o  are in d irect opposition on nearly every m ajor point. Even the ir 

w riting  styles are strangely at odds w ith  the ir positions, Plato's w riting  engaging and 

poetic, A risto tle 's dry and analytical. I w ill look fu rthe r at those differences, b u t it is 

im portan t to  firs t understand tha t beneath these differences, the tw o  actually share a 

common view o f poetry and by extension, the arts. Both find  enjoym ent in poetry on a 

personal level. Both take it nearly fo r granted tha t poetry can have pow erfu l e ffects on 

the individual. The differences come in the conclusions Plato and Aristotle  d raw  in 

response to  these in itia l impressions and feelings.

It is intriguing tha t, in the P oetics, Aristotle  devotes no tim e  to  discussing 

w he ther poetry itse lf is a good thing. Instead, he focuses solely on the in terna l workings 

o f poetry, on w hat elements make poetry successful and effective. One o f the main 

reasons tha t Aristotle  can jum p d irectly  past a defense o f poetry is tha t he sees 

im ita tion  as instinctual to  humankind. A risto tle  notes tha t the human "is the m ost 

im ita tive o f living creatures, and through im ita tion  learns his earliest lessons"

26



(Fergusson, 1961, p. 55). According to  Aristotle, im ita tion  is an oppo rtun ity  to  learn. 

Further, part o f what makes poetry successful or not is its ab ility  to  accurately im ita te  

life. A risto tle  names Plot as the most im portan t part o f poetry, because "life  consists in 

action" (Fergusson, 1961, p. 62). Readers can recognize the action, which gives it the 

ab ility  to  arouse w ith in  them  strong emotions, w he ther they be good or bad. Secondary 

to  p lo t is character, which "determ ines men's qualities" (Fergusson, 1961, p. 62), and 

reveals "m oral purpose, showing w hat kind o f things a man chooses o r avoids" 

(Fergusson, 1961, p. 64). Essentially, A risto tle  is saying tha t Plot, o r action, o r whatever 

one w ould call those events tha t happen in life, exists to  dem onstrate the character o f a 

man or wom an. Plot and character are entw ined, as those w ith  good character w ill 

react well to  devastating action when those w ith  bad character w ou ld  not. Still, it is the 

Plot o r action which must closely im ita te  life. This is key, because an accurate im ita tion 

presents an opportun ity  fo r the reader to  learn. As a reader sees a character react to  a 

plausible, realistic situation, the reader is able to  judge tha t person's character and also 

consider how he o r she m ight react in a sim ilar situation.

Plato does not argue against poetry and lite ra ture  having this potentia l. In fact, 

this potentia l is one o f the reasons he warns against poetry. W here A risto tle  sees 

im ita tion  as a chance to  learn, Plato sees it as a g lorification o f poor character. He notes 

tha t the heroes in great works o f lite ra ture, particularly the classic Greek tragedies, 

indulge in grie f and sorrow and o the r negative emotions. W hen faced w ith  d ifficu lt 

situations tha t arouse these types o f emotions, Plato would pre fer tha t men and women 

m inim ize these emotions so th a t they can react w ith  a greater level o f reason. In Plato's
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perfect republic, reason and logic are the basis fo r everything. Plato is interested in how 

we live ou r lives. M oreover, he does not seem to  trus t tha t most people w ill live the ir 

lives in th a t rational m anner fo r which he strives. In his perfect republic, em otions are 

m inim ized and dealt w ith  rationally. Poetry brings em otion to  the fo re fron t, and thus 

poetry cannot be allowed. Similarly, he argues tha t those same readers o r viewers who 

delight in seeing a tragic hero cry ou t in g rie f w ould keep those em otions to  themselves 

in a s im ilar s ituation. He w rites, "The poet gratifies and indulges the instinctive desires 

o f a part o f us, which we forc ib ly  restrain in ou r private m isfortunes, w ith  its hunger fo r 

tears and fo r  an uninhib ited indulgence in g rie f" (2003, p. 350).

It is hard to  argue tha t w ith  Plato's ideas on the m atter, but the question is 

w he ther this is necessarily a bad effect. L iterature certa in ly has the power to  arouse 

negative emotions. Few would argue th a t readers o ften enjoy seeing a character act 

d iffe ren tly  than they m ight act in the same situation. Plato gives little  cred it to  readers' 

ab ility  to  deal w ith  these em otions w ithou t giving in to  them . He says, "Very few  people 

are capable o f realizing tha t w hat we feel fo r  o the r people must in fect what we feel fo r 

ourselves, and tha t if we le t our p ity fo r the m isfortunes o f others grow  too  strong it w ill 

be d ifficu lt to  restrain ou r feelings in our ow n" (2003, p. 350). A risto tle  seems to  feel 

the opposite, which is why his concept o f catharsis is so intriguing and oft-discussed. 

W hile he does not provide a fu ll explanation o f how catharsis works, the idea tha t 

lite ra ture can purge o r purify those negative emotions it arouses is appealing and 

instinctive. W here Plato argues tha t lite ra ture takes the reader fu rthe r from  the tru th , 

A risto tle  says tha t im ita tion  is universal, another idea tha t is d ifficu lt to  argue. A risto tle

28



argues fu rthe r tha t "no  less universal is the pleasure fe lt in things im itated...The cause o f 

this again is tha t to  learn gives the liveliest pleasure, not only to  philosophers but to  

men in general" (Fergusson, 1961, p. 55). W here Plato sees potentia l fo r readers to  lose 

themselves to  the ir negative emotions, A risto tle  sees oppo rtun ity  fo r readers to  learn 

through pleasure.

Aristotle  and Plato would likely be in perfect agreem ent tha t some em otions can 

be detrim enta l to  the individual and society. Fear, p ity, sorrow, g rie f can all be harmful 

if  they are not dealt w ith  sufficiently. However, is it not possible, as A risto tle  would 

likely argue, tha t lite ra ture  and the arts can be a m ethod o f dealing w ith  these 

emotions? Literature and a rt is indeed im ita tion, but I find Plato's chain o f im ita tion  less 

than convincing. In theory, the ideas o f the perfect form  and art as an im ita tion  o f an 

im ita tion makes sense. In practice, there is little  point in speculating on a perfect form  

which is essentially unattainable. The idea tha t inspiration must come from  the  gods 

before a true  im ita tion  can be created is ambiguous. Who is to  say how tha t inspiration 

comes, and how would one recognize it if  it does? It seems tha t the pleasure and 

recognition readers and viewers feel in response to  art is argum ent enough th a t there is 

some tru th  inherent to  tha t im ita tion. A rt can certainly arouse negative em otions, as 

Plato argued thousands o f years ago and modern thinkers such as Maria Takolander 

echo today. Despite these arguments, art has lost none o f its pow er over tim e , and 

society is arguably in no worse shape than it's ever been.

The question then becomes one o f marshaling the pow er o f a rt and dealing w ith  

the negative effects it can possibly generate. The role the arts play in society and
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education has changed som ewhat from  the tim es o f A risto tle  and Plato to  now. In 

ancient Greece, poetry was a m ajor part o f the educational system, and according to  

Plato, stories were used as a model fo r how life should be lived. This seems to  be part 

o f Plato's aversion to  poetry. He refuses to  give poetry a chance to  have an all- 

encompassing im pact on hum anity w ith  nothing to  protect against its possible negative 

effects. I would be curious to  hear a d irect response from  Aristotle  on the  po in t, but 

personally, I see poetry's current place in education as being more help than hindrance. 

The power and a ttraction  o f the story is w ell-docum ented and instinctual. People are 

drawn to  stories, and this a ttraction  can be a gateway to  understanding, both  in 

lite ra ture  classes and o the r subjects. The idea o f catharsis finds m odern day 

application, as lite ra ture  and poetry still hold the power to  illum inate em otions as a 

means to  deal w ith  and purify them . However, Plato's warnings should not go 

unheeded. L iterature still has the power to  g lo rify  and prom ote em otions and actions 

tha t could be detrim enta l to  both the individual and society. A t the same tim e , I believe 

humankind deserves a bit more cred it than Plato gives it. Plato sees the vast m ajority  o f 

humans as incapable o f resisting the ir baser urges, desires and em otions. Thus, he takes 

it upon him self to  remove from  his republic anything tha t m ight expose people to  

anything tha t m ight corrupt them . I take a slightly more positive view o f hum anity. 

Regardless o f who is right in the m atter, educators are in an ideal place to  shape young 

minds, and litera ture and the arts can be an effective and powerful way to  do so if used 

carefully and conscientiously.
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Implications

In light o f Plato and Aristotle 's w ritings on poetry and the arts, I would 

recommend tha t educators acknowledge the inheren t em otional power o f lite ra ture 

and use it. For educators in math, history, o r the sciences, th is m ight best be done 

through story- o r narrative-based texts. This should take advantage o f the a ttraction  o f 

the story w ith o u t the need to  w orry  about ill e ffects from  negative em otions. For 

educators in the humanities, the task is more nuanced. It is im portan t fo r educators in 

the hum anities to  be clear in th e ir purpose fo r teaching specific texts, w he the r they be 

stories, poetry, drama, or any o ther form  o f art. Students, if properly engaged, w ill 

respond to  the em otional pow er o f the art. If an educator utilizes a novel w ith o u t 

providing a clear d irection in the teaching, students w ill lack a fram ew ork w ith in  which 

they can couch th e ir em otional and intellectual responses to  the text. In practical 

terms, this m ight mean focusing on specific them es in the work, o r perhaps utilizing 

group or fu ll class discussions to  determ ine w hat im pact the tex t is having on d iffe ren t 

readers. The educator should both provide d irection to  students as they read, in an 

a ttem p t to  guide them  tow ard those ideas the educator considers fru itfu l, as w e ll as be 

available and ready to  help students work through those em otions, feelings and ideas 

tha t they encounter unexpectedly. One o f the great beauties o f lite ra ture is th a t it has 

impact individual to  each reader, but educators are o ften  needed to  help students 

understand th is impact and learn what re lation it plays to  the reader's own life.

This pro ject only begins to  look at the effects lite ra ture  and the arts can have on 

individuals and society. Plato and Aristotle created a starting p la tform  o f sorts fo r the
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discussion, and th e ir ideas and arguments are still as in triguing and persuasive as when 

they were w ritten . To believe tha t the discussion ends w ith  the tw o  philosophers would 

be incredibly naive, however, and educators and general readers alike w ould benefit 

greatly from  fu rthe r study on the topic. The conversation between Plato and Aristotle 

has been continued and broadened by countless critics, scholars, philosophers and 

educators. An interesting, if  lengthy, course o f study would be to  fo llow  the progression 

o f though t on the subject up to  the present day. Of particu lar in terest w ith in  the 

broader top ic  would be studies o f aesthetics and /o r the m ora lity  o f a rt. These are tw o  

o f the more debated topics w ith in  the broader discussion o f lite ra ture  and art, and they 

both play a d irect role in the teaching o f the humanities.

Conclusion

Ultim ately, there are great benefits to  the study o f lite ra ture. It engages the 

m ind in subjects tha t m ight otherw ise be uninteresting to  a specific student. It exposes 

readers to  worlds and ideas tha t lay outside the realm o f normal understanding. It 

presents the reader w ith  new viewpoints, generating em pathy and understanding. Still, 

it is d ifficu lt to  provide a clear answer fo r w hy any individual should read any specific 

piece o f lite ra ture. Reading lite ra ture  is a personal experience, unique to  the reader. 

Each piece o f lite ra ture can raise em otions and ideas tha t can be pow erfu l and even life 

changing. Plato and A risto tle  are in com plete agreement on th is power. Even as they 

w rite  from  entire ly  d iffe ren t points o f view, they give lite ra ture 's  pow er great credit. 

W here Plato and A risto tle  disagree is on how to  use this power and on w he the r it 

should be used at all. A risto tle  is in support o f lite ra ture, believing it capable o f teaching
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and helping purify  readers o f negative em otions. Plato believes this power is more likely 

to  lead readers away from  the tru th  and ensnare them  in the weaker parts o f the ir 

being. Plato's concerns shouldn 't be discounted, but it seems tha t students and other 

readers would be be tte r served if the pow er o f lite ra ture  could be som ehow harnessed. 

The key to  this in education lies w ith  the educator and his or her ability  to  guide 

students through a text, helping them  focus on appropriate themes and providing 

support as they work through the vast ideas and em otional responses lite ra ture  can 

generate. The power o f lite ra ture  should not be seen as a dangerous e lem ent. Instead, 

educators should em ploy lite ra ture  to  open students to  new worlds, both w ith in  

themselves and in the w orld  around them .
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