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Selections from Plato’s The Ion’
(c. 390 B.C.)

Ion. 1 cannot contradict you there, Socrates, yet I am perfectly sure I talk on Ho-
mer better than anyone else and have plenty of ideas, and all the world says I speak well

about him, but about the others I don’t. That’s the long and short of it.
[Inspiration. 533 C]

Socrates. 1 understand, Ion, and I am going to explain to you how I think it is. As
I said, it is not skill that enables you to speak well about Homer, but a divine power
that moves you, just as it does the stone that Euripides calls the magnet but that most
men call the stone of Heraclea. ‘” This stone not merely attracts iron rings but extends
its power to the rings so they can attract others just as the stone does; thus there is
sometimes a very long series of iron rings hanging one from another. The power of the
stone reaches out to all of them. Thus the Muse inspires some and others are inspired by
them until there is a whole series of the inspired. For all the epic poets, the good ones,
utter all their beautiful poems not through art but because they are divinely inspired and
possessed, and the same is true of the good lyric poets. For just as the Corybantes® are
not in their right minds, so the lyric poets are not in their right minds when they com-
pose their beautiful poems, but when they enter into harmony and rhythm they revel as
though they were possessed, like the Bacchae who when they are possessed draw honey
and milk from the rivers but cannot do so when in their right minds. The soul of the lyr-
ic poets, so it is said, experiences the same sort of thing. For the poets tell us, I think,

that they get their poems from the honey-flowing founts in the gardens and vales of the

* Translated by Allan H. Gilbert.



Muses and bring them to us just as do the bees, and that they too are winged. And they
speak rightly, for the craft of the poet is light and winged and holy, and he is not capa-
ble of poetry until he is inspired by the gods and out of his mind and there is no reason in
him. Until he gets into this state, dany.man is Qogz;—erle‘ss ltgjigrc?c;u.ces poetry and to proph-
esy. They write poetry and say many beautiful things on various subjects, as you do on
Homer, not by art but by divine gift, each one being able to compose beautifully only in
accordance with what the Muse grants to him, whether he produces dithyrambs or enco-
miums or dancing songs or epics or iambics® ; but in other kinds of poetry each one is
without ability. For they do not utter the words they do through art but by heavenly
power, since if through art they knew how to speak beautifully on one thing, they
would be able to do so on all the others.

Therefore the god, depriving these men of their reason, uses them as helpers in
prophecies and divinations, that we, when we hear them, may know they are not the
ones who utter the noble words that issue from them, for their intellects do not produce
them, but the god himself is speaking, and through his human mouthpieces he addresses
us. Tynnichus the Chalcidian® is an excellent example of this; he composed no poem
that anyone thinks worth remembering, except the paean everyone sings; this, perhaps
the most beautiful of all lyric poems, he composed without the aid of art, for, as he
says, some muse invented it. Through this example, above all, the god appears to me
to remove our doubts by showing that these beautiful poems are not human nor the work
of men but divine and produced by the gods; the poets are nothing but the interpreters
of the gods, each one under the influence of the divinity that lays hold of him. In order
to make this plain, the god uttered on purpose a lyric of the greatest beauty by means of
a worthless poet. Do I seem to you to speak the truth, Ion?

Ion. T am convinced you do. For you lay hold on my spirit with your words, Socra-

tes, and good poets seem to me to interpret by divine aid what they derive from the
gods.

[ The elocutionist as interpreter. 535A]

Soc. And do not you elocutionists in your turn interpret the works of the poets?

Ion. You are quite right; we do.

Soc. So you are interpreters of interpreters?

Ion. That is exactly it.

Soc. Well then tell me this, Ion, and don’t withhold anything I ask. When you are
speaking well and making the deepest impression on your hearers, whether you are tell-
ing how Odysseus leaped upon the threshold, revealed himself to the suitors, and

poured out the arrows at his feet, or how Achilles attacked Hector'® , or of the sor-



rows of Andromache, or of Hecuba, or Priam'”, are you in your right mind or are you
beside yourself, and does not your spirit seem to take part in the events you narrate,
whether they are in Ithaca or Troy®® or any other place you tell of?

Ion. How vividly you present this proof to me, Socrates! 1 will answer you without
reserve, When I speak of anything piteous, my eyes are filled with tears; when I men-
tion anything fearful or terrible, my hair stands on end with fear and my heart throbs.

Soc. Is that the way of it? Shall we say, then, that a man is in his right mind who,
when he is adorned with beautifully colored garments and golden crowns, weeps in the
midst of sacrifices and public ceremonies, though he has lost none of his adornments, or
who is afraid when he is surrounded by more than twenty thousand friendly persons,
though not one of them is dispased to strip him or treat him unjustly?

Ion. You speak the truth, Socrates; he is not in his sober senses.

Soc, And do you not know that you produce the same effects on many of the specta-
tors?

Ton. 1 know it right well, for when I look down from the platform I see them weep-
ing and showing signs of terror and astonishment at my words. It is needful for me to
give them the closest attention, for if | make them cry I shall laugh myself when I am

paid, but if I make them laugh I shall weep because I get no pay.

[Inspiration in series. 535 E]

Soc. Don’t you see that these spectators are the last of the rings I spoke of as obtai-
ning their power one after another from the stone of Heraclea? You as an elocutionist
and actor are in the middle, the poet comes first. The god through all of them moves the
spirits of men as he will, by divine power suspending one from another. And like the
rings that hang from that stone, there hangs down a whole chain of dancers and masters
and sub-masters of choruses, suspended by the side of the other rings attached to the
Muse. One of the poets is sustained by one muse, another by another—we call it pos-
sessed, for it is almost that, since he is held. Below the first rings, those of the poets,
others are sustained; some are held by the power of Orpheus, some by that of Musae-
us'”, but most are attached to Homer and possessed by him. You, Ion, are one of the
rings in the chain attached to Homer, and when someone recites from another poet you
fall asleep and have nothing to say, but when a verse from Homer is uttered, straight-
way you awake, your spirit dances, and your speech flows freely; for not by art or full
understanding of Homer do you recite as you do, but by divine gift and inspiration, just
as the Corybantes quickly recognize that strain only that proceeds from the god by which
they are possessed, and for that song they have abundant dances and words, but to the

others they give no heed. In this way, lon, you abound in words when Homer is men-



tioned, but are mute at the names of the other poets. So in answer to the question why

you are bountifully supplied for Homer but not for the others, I say your power to recite

Homer is not derived from art but is a divine gift.
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Selections from Plato’s The Republic
(c. 373 B.C.)

Book T
[Some literature is unfit for the young, 377B]

[Socrates is speaking to Adeimantus. ]

Shall we allow the children to hear any stories that chance to be told by anyone
without distinction and to take into their souls teachings that are wholly opposite to
those we wish them to be possessed of when they are grown up?

If we are not to allow it, it appears our first duty is to regulate the story-makers,
and accept anything good they produce and reject anything bad. we shall order the nur-
ses and the mothers to tell their children the stories we select, and to form their souls
with their stories even more than they form their bodies with their hands. Most of the
stories they now tell must be rejected.

We may see the less excellent stories in the better ones, for whatever their quality
they are necessarily of the same type.

By the better stories I mean the work of Hesiod and Homer and the other poets, for
they composed false stories and told them to men, and continue to do so.

First and above all, I condemn them because they tell lies, and still further because
their lies are not attractive,

I have in mind poems in which the author, writing on the nature of gods and he-
roes, makes a bad likeness, as when a painter makes a portrait that isn’t at all like the
person he was supposed to portray.

» Translated by Allan H. Gilbert,



[ Poetry should present God as he is. 378E]

Socrates replied:. .. The good is then not the cause of everything but merely of
things that are beneficial; it is not the cause of evil things. So God, since he is good,
may not be the cause of all things, as is usually said, but he is the cause of few things a-
mong men, and not the cause of many, for good is much less common than ill; good is
caused by God alone, but we must seek out the cause of evil, for it cannot be God.

We are not, therefore, to believe Homer, or any of the other poets, when he {ool-

ishly charges the gods with something wrong, as when he says that

Two jars are placed at the threshold of Zeus, fullof lots, oneof happy ones, theother of unhap-
py.
and that the man to whom Zeus gives a mingling of the two
ex periences sometimes ill , sometimes good.
But the man to whom he gives the second unmingled

terrible misery pursues over the sacred earth, "

Nor does Zeus as a distributor

provide for us something of good , something of ill.®
And as to the violation of the oaths and treaties, which was the doing of Pandarus,® if anybody attrib-
utes it to Athene and Zeus we shall not approve, nor shall we when someone says that the strife and divi-

sion of the gods was caused by Themis and Zeus,’ nor shall the young men be allowed to hear such

words as those of Aeschylus® .

God implants in men the cause of wickedness when he wishes utterly to overthrow a house.

But if anyone should write a poem in which these iambics appeared, such as one on

the sufferings of Niobe or on the woes of the family of Pelops or on the Trojan war or

some such subject® , either he will not be allowed to say that the ills he presents are the

work of God, or if he is allowed to say so, a reason such as we are now seeking must be
brought to light, and it must be said that God does things that are just and good, and
that those who are afflicted are benefited by it. But the poet must not be permitted to
say that those who are punished are miserable and that God is responsible for their mis-
ery. He shall, however, be permitted to say that the wicked are miserable and need
punishment and that when they pay the penalty they receive benefit from God. But that
God, though he is good, is still the cause of the ills of anyone must be denied in every
way, nor must anyone say such things in the city if it is going to have good laws, nor
must anyone, old or young, hear them, nor can they be told either in meter or without
meter, and il anyone says such things he shall be considered impious, because his words
are not useful to us nor consistent with each other.

This then would be one of the laws about the gods, and gives one of the criteria ac-



cording to which those who speak must speak and those who write poetry must write,
namely, that they are not to say that God is the cause of everything, but only of what is
good.

[God is invariable. 380D ]

[ After some discussion, it is concluded that God is altogether simple and true in word
and deed, and is not metamorphosed nor does he deceive others, not by phantasms nor
words nor by sending signs when men wake or when they dream., ]

So this is the second method according to which it is necessary to speak and act a-
bout the gods, namely, to make clear that they are not wizards who transform them-

selves and that they do not decieve us with lies in word or in deed.
[ Homer misrepresents the gods. 383A]

If that is true, we can praise many things in Homer, but we cannot praise the
dream that was sent by Zeus to Agamemnon,‘” nor can we praise Aeschylus for having

Thetis say that, at her wedding, Apollo in his song

told of her fair children, exempt from sickness and living in blessedness , and sang a paean say-
ing that in every way my fortunes were dear to the gods, and put courage in my heart. And I
trusted that the divine mouth of Phoebus was without falsehood , over flowing with prophetic wis-
dom. But he who sang the song , he who sat at the wedding-feast, he who spoke such words, he it

is who has killed my son, ®

Whenever anyone says such things about the gods, let us blame him and refuse to
give him a chorus and not allow teachers to use his works'® in the education of the

youth, if we wish our guardians to fear the gods and be godlike themselves, so far as is

humanly possible, !9

Book H
[Poetic accounts of Hades. 386A]

[ Socrates is speaking to Adeimantus.
As to narratives about the gods it seems that some of them are fit to be heatd and
some not fit to be heard by children who are being so trained that they will honor the

gods and their parents and put a high value on friendship for one another.



And if they are trained to be brave, should not stories be chosen that will lead them
to fear death as little as may be? Or is it possible for anyone to be courageous who has
that fear in his heart?

And if anyone believes the stories about Hades'" and its horrors, do you think he
will be without fear of death and will choose to die in battle rather than suffer defeat and
slavery?

It is necessary, it seems then, for us to devise positive instructions for those who
undertake the telling of such tales and oblige them not simply to revile Hades, but rath-
er to praise it, for otherwise they say nothing that is true or profitable for children who
are going to be soldiers.

We shall get rid of everything of the sort then, beginning with this passage:

I had rather live on the earth as the slave of some poor man than to rule over all the wasted
dead. " '

And these;

Lest unto men and gods should appear those abodes, fearful to look on, dark and decaying ,
that the gods abhor, '

Alas, in the abodes of Hades there remains to us a shade and image, but no intellect. '
He alone had wisdom ; the others were flitting shades. *®

Fluttering from the body , the soul went down to Hades, bewailing the doom that forced it to
give up strength and youth, ¢'®

The gibbering ghost went beneath the earth like smoke. "

Just as bats in the depths of some mysterious grotto fly with squeak and gibber when one of

the cluster falls from the rock where they cling together , so the gibbering ghosts flew about. *®

We must ask Homer and the other poets not to be angry if we cancel all such passa-
ges, not as unpoetic and displeasing for the rabble to hear, but because the more poetic
they are the less fit they are for the ears of boys and men trained to be free and to fear
servitude more than death.

Then we must get rid of all the names that rouse terror and fear, like Cocytus,
Styx,"” ghosts, and specters, and all those that by their very names make men shudder
when they hear them pronounced. Perhaps there is some use in them, but we fear for
our guardians lest they get feverish with horror and grow too soft.

So we must get rid of these names.

And moreover we shall not believe or allow it to be said that Theseus the son of Po-

seidon, and Perithous the son of Zeus rushed on to the dreadful rapes reported of



