Plato, Republic / MoAwteia, Excerpts

414b-415d: Poetry in Education

“What, then, is our education? Or is it hard to find a
better than that which long time has discovered?
Which is, | suppose, gymnastics for the body and for
the soul music.”

“Itis.”

“And shall we not begin education in music earlier
than in gymnastics?”

“Of course.”
“And under music you include tales, do you not?”
III do.ll

“And tales are of two species, the one true and the
other false?”

”Yes.”

“And education must make use of both, but first of
the false?”

“I don't understand your meaning.”

“Don't you understand,” | said, “that we begin by
telling children fables, and the fable is, taken as a
whole, false, but there is truth in it also? And we
make use of fable with children before gymnastics.”

“That is so.”

“That, then, is what | meant by saying that we must
take up music before gymnastics.”

“You were right,” he said.

“Do you not know, then,

that the beginning in every task is the chief thing,
especially for any creature that is young and tender?
For it is then that it is best molded and takes the
impression that one wishes to stamp upon it.”

“Quite so.”

“Shall we, then, thus lightly suffer our children to
listen to any chance stories fashioned by any chance
teachers and so to take into their minds opinions for
the most part contrary to those that we shall think it
desirable for them to hold when they are grown
up?”

“By no manner of means will we allow it.”

“We must begin, then, it seems, by a censorship
over our storymakers, and what they do well we
must pass and what not, reject.

And the stories on the accepted list we will induce
nurses and mothers to tell to the children and so
shape their souls by these stories far rather than
their bodies by their hands.
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But most of the stories they now tell we must
reject.”

“What sort of stories?” he said.

“The example of the greater stories,” | said, “will
show us the lesser also. For surely the pattern must
be the same and the greater and the less must have
a like tendency. Don't you think so?”

“I do,” he said; “but | don't apprehend which you
mean by the greater, either.”

“Those,” | said, “that Hesiod and Homer and the
other poets related.

These, methinks, composed false stories which they
told and still tell to mankind.”

“Of what sort?” he said;
“and what in them do you find fault?”

“With that,” | said, “which one ought first and chiefly
to blame, especially if the lie is not a pretty one.”

“What is that?”

“When anyone images badly in his speech the true
nature of gods and heroes, like a painter whose
portraits bear no resemblance to his models.”

“It is certainly right to condemn things like that,” he
said; “but just what do we mean
and what particular things?”

“There is, first of all,” | said, “the greatest lie about
the things of greatest concernment,

which was no pretty invention of him who told how
Uranus did what Hesiod says he did to Cronos, and
how Cronos in turn took his revenge;

and then there are the doings and sufferings of
Cronos at the hands of his son. Even if they were
true | should not think that they ought to be thus
lightly told to thoughtless young persons. But the
best way would be to bury them in silence, and if
there were some necessity for relating them, that
only a very small audience should be admitted under
pledge of secrecy and after sacrificing, not a pig, but
some huge and unprocurable victim, to the end that
as few as possible should have heard these tales.”

“Why, yes,” said he, “such stories are hard sayings.”

“Yes, and they are not to be told, Adeimantus,

in our city, nor is it to be said in the hearing of a
young man, that in doing the utmost wrong he
would do nothing to surprise anybody, nor again in
punishing his father's wrong-doings to the limit, but
would only be following the example of the first and
greatest of the gods.”

“No, by heaven,” said he, “I do not myself think that
they are fit to be told.”

“Neither must we admit at all,” said I, “that gods war
with gods and plot against one another and
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contend—for it is not true either— if we wish our
future guardians to deem nothing more shameful
than lightly to fall out with one another; still less
must we make battles of gods and giants the subject
for them of stories and embroideries, and other
enmities many and manifold of gods and heroes
toward their kith and kin.

But if there is any likelihood of our persuading them
that no citizen ever quarrelled with his fellow-citizen
and that the very idea of it is an impiety, that is the
sort of thing that ought rather to be said by their
elders, men and women, to children from the
beginning and as they grow older,

and we must compel the poets to keep close to this
in their compositions.

But Hera's fetterings by her son and the hurling out
of heaven of Hephaestus by his father when he was
trying to save his mother from a beating, and the
battles of the gods in Homer's verse are things that
we must not admit into our city either wrought in
allegory or without allegory.

For the young are not able to distinguish what is and
what is not allegory, but whatever opinions are
taken into the mind at that age are wont to prove
indelible and unalterable. For which reason, maybe,
we should do our utmost that the first stories that
they hear should be so composed

as to bring the fairest lessons of virtue to their ears.”

“Yes, that is reasonable,” he said;
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