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ABSTRACT  

Literary studies continues to draw from Plato and Aristotle as the fundamental concepts of the discipline were 

identified by those ancient philosophers. But the usage of the concepts has remained in divided to the present. Notions like 

mimesis, poetry, and art which refer to the dimension of human productivity to which criticism is applied have passed into 

ordinary language and general knowledge and therefore seem not to demand special effort to learnor require technical 

treatment. But it is necessary to understand them both technically and precisely in order that criticism and discourse 

analysis of literature may be able to know their object in opposition to other objects. As well as instruments for use in 

discovering their objects, those foundational concepts of the discipline of literary criticism and discourse analysis of 

literature are also the working tools for the study of those very objects. In this paper, we shall look at the founding concepts 

together with a few others besides; we shall observe how they have been clarified in recent times by phenomenology and 

we shall also attempt with the help of axiomatic functionalism to present these updated meaning contents economically. 

KEYWORDS:  Aesthetics, Allegory, Art, Function, Judging, Mimesis, Muthos, Poiesis, Symbol, Truth, Unconcealedness 

INTRODUCTION  

Literary criticism and discourse analysis of literature are shaped by what one understands literature as.                

The question of the identity of the literary object is important to these disciplines because of the function they are both 

involved in, which has given the former its name, namely ‘judging’ (kritēs= judge). It seems to me that this function has 

not changed even in the twenty-first century; and therefore the task of the literary critic is to judge about the nature of the 

object before him/her. Traditionally the question of the nature of the literary object – and the nature of things in          

general – has been in the domain of philosophy, which is why Derrida has written: 

Criticism, if it is called upon to enter into explication and exchange with literary writing, some day will not have 

to wait for this resistance first to be organized into a ‘philosophy’ which would govern some methodology of aesthetics 

whose principles criticism would receive. For philosophy, during its history, has been determined as the reflection of poetic 

inauguration. Conceived apart, it is the twilight of forces …. But the enterprise is hopeless if one muses on the fact that 

literary criticism has already been determined, knowingly or not, voluntarily or not, as the philosophy of literature            

(Writing and Difference 33). 

The enterprise that criticism is engaged in, whether ‘knowingly or not, voluntarily or not’, entails that one remains 

connected to philosophy and philosophical thinking. Without this, the risk is that one is not really able to tell one’s own 

proper object from surrounding objects, especially those that may resemble it. Today, political issues and social problems 

are taken, especially in Africa, as the reason for writing things like novels and plays, and the business of the critic is to 
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show that any work at all, ‘knowingly or not, voluntarily or not’, is about these things. Politics and social problems are 

certainly not new, and did not begin with Africa. The presupposition behind this paper is rather that if a work is literary and 

properly before the literary critic, it is so on the same grounds as literary works anywhere else. 

The descriptions of these grounds by Plato and Aristotle long ago are still in use. But the divided usage is owing 

not only to the well-known different approaches to intellectual phenomena by Plato and Aristotle: there is ambivalence in 

Aristotle’s own discourse about how artworks come about. The neo-Aristotelians of the mid-twentieth century did not deal 

with this ambivalence, even though they were more or less united on the idea of ‘the autonomy of the work itself as 

existing for its own sake’(Lambropoulos 1987: 26). Modern philosophy, especially under phenomenology, has provided a 

rational basis for this autonomy, re-reading in the process the founding concepts in Aristotle. In this paper, we shall see 

some of these refinements. But we shall also attempt to apply the formal economy of semantics to present them so that they 

are readily grasped, and will be using the methodology of axiomatic functionalism for this purpose. 

The Art of Literature 

Aristotle’s Poetics occupies a position of first importance in literary studies and highly influential thinkers of the 

twentieth century like Martin Heidegger, Paul Ricoeur, and Jacques Derrida who are responsible for some of the most 

radical theories of literature under post-structuralism keep returning to it to draw and to hone their critical concepts. 

However, Heidegger who probably first made criticism phenomenological and thus gave the impetus to post-structuralism 

may have read back to Aristotle following the path of phenomenology to highlight the self-sufficiency of the literary work 

as a probable construct, dispensing with all anterior reality. According to Allen (2007), he does not take up the question of 

mimesis at all. But it is clearly the background formation in the following passage, where that philosopher demonstrates the 

absurdity of the conception of art as imitation: 

But perhaps the proposition that art is truth setting itself to work intends to revive the fortunately obsolete view 

that art is an imitation and depiction of reality? The reproduction of what exists requires, to be sure, agreement with the 

actual being, adaptation to it; the Middle Ages called it adaequatio; Aristotle already spoke of homoiosis. Agreement with 

what is has long been taken to be the essence of truth. But then, is it our opinion that this painting by Van Gogh depicts a 

pair of actually existing peasant shoes, and is a work of art because it does so successfully? Is it our opinion that the 

painting draws a likeness from something actual and transposes it into a product of artistic production? By no means.      

The work, therefore, is not the reproduction of some particular entity that happens to be present at any given time; it is, on 

the contrary, the reproduction of the thing’s general essence. But then where and how is this general essence, so that art 

works are able to agree with it? With what nature of what thing should a Greek temple agree? Who could maintain the 

impossible view that the Idea of Temple is represented in the building? And yet, truth is set to work in such a work, if it is 

a work. Or let us think of Hölderlin’s hymn, ‘The Rhine.’ What is pregiven to the poet, and how is it given, so that it can 

then be regiven in the poem? (35-36)  

Heidegger defines the problem of art in terms of what appears in the work, which is the work, not in terms of skill 

or workmanship, the kinds of things Aristotle associates with the pleasure yield of art, aesthetics in general, which had 

gone hand in hand with the ‘view, now fortunately abandoned, that art is the imitation and depiction of reality’   

(Heidegger, Off the Beaten Path 16). However, in both the abandoned view and the contrasting one in ‘Or let us think of 

Hölderlin’s hymn, ‘The Rhine’, ‘truth is set to work … if it is a work’. To understand art, one has to see it as truth.             

So Heidegger shows little interest in the how of the depiction or the representation, but in the presence itself. 
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The question of imitation arises where there is an original the artist has in view in making his image; but in much 

of what Heidegger recognizes as art, which includes the Greek Temple and Hölderlin’s hymn, ‘The Rhine’, the artistic 

image is itself the original. According to Halliwell, this double sense has existed in the Western intellectual tradition from 

the beginning: ‘the idea of mimesis as committed to depicting and illuminating a world that is (partly) accessible and 

knowable outside art, and by whose norms art can therefore, within limits, be tested and judged; second, the idea of 

mimesis as the creator of an independent artistic heterocosm, a world of its own’ (2002: 5). Both senses are in Plato and 

both are covered by the single word mimesis. The question of mimesis, apparently, has always been raised with respect to 

art and poetry. But given its application in depicting the world and creating a world of its own, it is probably a hopeless 

enterprise to try to understand it from its productions. 

It is Plato in fact who first ‘poses the question of poetry by determining it as mimesis’ (Derrida, Dissemination. 

138n), but in all cases, ‘mimesis is lined up alongside truth: either it hinders the unveiling of the thing itself by substituting 

a copy or double for what is; or else it works in the service of truth through the double’s resemblance (homoiosis)’ (187). 

As Derrida shows in Dissemination, mimesis is a highly problematic concept for Plato himself and his references to it 

throughout his writings are deeply ambiguous. Aristotle shows no interest in resolving this ambiguity in the Poetics, but his 

usage of the term does not carry any sense of the disquiet that is seen in Plato because he does not see the need, as Plato 

does, to justify art: it seems to be part and parcel of what it means to be human. Art is part of what human beings do 

because they are human, the dimension of human productivity in which humanness itself is expressed. Hence in accounting 

for the origin of poetry, he assigns two causes, ‘both of them deep-rooted in the very nature of man’ (Part II section 9).   

Yet tradition may have too easily followed the Platonic sense of ‘imitation’ in translating Aristotle’s mimesis, perpetuating 

in literary studies the search for confirmations of insights, intuitions, and common opinions which began in Platonic 

philosophy. Thus Derrida writes that it is Plato who opens ‘the field in which Aristotle’s Poetics, entirely subsumed under 

that category, will produce the concept of literature that reigned until the nineteenth century, up to but not including Kant 

and Hegel (not including them at least if mimesis is translated as imitation) (Dissemination, 138-139n). 

Undoubtedly, from Plato on the representation of the gods and the heroes to Aristotle’s account of mimesis and 

learning, poetic truth is discussed in terms of correspondence. In The Republic, the stories ‘narrated by Homer and Hesiod, 

and the rest of the poets, who have ever been the great story-tellers of mankind’ are severely censured for the ‘fault of 

telling a lie, and, what is more, a bad lie [w]henever an erroneous representation is made of the nature of gods and heroes, 

— as when a painter paints a portrait not having the shadow of a likeness to the original’ (65). In this account, where 

painting, and art generally, is judged by comparison to the original, poetry is thought to harm the cause of education unless 

it faithfully portrays the object it aims to represent. Halliwell is at pains to point out that, ‘What is ultimately at stake here, 

as often elsewhere in Plato, is not the intrinsic nature of mimetic images but the use made of them and the basis of 

understanding on which that use rests’ (2002: 59). The problem is that Plato does not seem to leave much room in           

The Republic for other ways of understanding artworks, except in terms of use.  

In Aristotle’s Poetics, a distinction between use and intrinsic nature may be upheld. One of his key statements 

about art is precisely in connection with learning: 

To imitate is, even from childhood, part of man’s nature … and so is the pleasure we all take in copies of       

things – as we can tell from experience, for there are things that we find painful to look at in real life – misshapen animals, 

for example, or corpses – and yet we take pleasure in looking at the most accurate images of them … because if we happen 



38                                                                                                                                                                                        Amechi N. Akwanya 

 
Impact Factor (JCC):2.3519                                                                                        Index Copernicus Value (ICV): 3.0 

not to have [actually] seen the thing before, it is not the fact of its being a replica that will produce the pleasure, but its 

workmanship or colour or something of that sort (Part II, Section 9). 

Pleasure is one aspect of use value which continues to be associated with art as a raison d’être. In Aristotlethe 

pleasure yield of the work of art is connected to two other processes. It comes either from recognizing in the artist’s work 

the original, since learning is a great source of pleasure, or it comes from the workmanship – things related to ‘the 

methods’ in which the artefacts ‘do their mimesis’ (Whalley 47). The making of copies and replicas is therefore seen by 

Aristotle as a specie of art, together with skilfulness in executing the work and managing the elements by means of which 

the work comes about as a work. He goes on to define and elaborate tragic poetry, which is another specie of art, but 

without defining art itself, except by referring to mimesis. 

This key concept on which phenomenological criticism builds is obviously from an Aristotelian usage. We have 

enough information from the foregoing to attempt a schematic presentation using the methodology of axiomatic semantics, 

where the meaning content of signs is determined by specifying the direct hyperonym of the given sign                     

(Hervey 1980: 208). Plato and Aristotle are agreed in effect that mimesis is the direct hyperonym of art. And it is a true 

hyperonym in that it is the feature specification of art, but contains more than one direct hyponym. We read in Aristotle 

that, 

Nowepic making and the making oftragedy, and comedy too, and the art of making dithyrambs, and most of the 

art of composing to the flute and lyre – all the sehappen to be, by and large, mimesis (Aristotle 1447, section 2 in Whalley 

1997: 45). 

But we have evidence in Aristotle to maintain that epic-making, tragedy-making, and comedy-making, even 

though forms of mimesis exist on a different plane than compositions for the lute and lyre. The first group are kinds of 

poetry, while the second are musical pieces. Music is the direct hyperonym of compositions for the lute and the lyre, poetry 

the direct hyperonym of epic-making, tragedy-making, and comedy-making. And mimesis is the common hyperonym of 

music and poetry. 

All the arts, there fore, whether directly or through another hyperonym share this unique semantic feature, 

mimesis. To distinguish the ones which share mimesis directly as their common hyperonymone from another, mimesis has 

to be related to another hyperonym with which it overlaps. There are in fact several of these intersectinghyperonyms 

identified by Aristotle, each of which is unique to a given art and its subtypes. These are rhythm, shape, colour, sound, and 

language, respectively for the arts of dancing, sculpture, music, painting, and poetry. For example, poetic mimesis could be 

represented as follows: 

Poetic Mimesis 

 

Figure 1 
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Mimesis 

Poetic mimesis is hereby explained as the intersection of language and mimesis: poetic mimesis is the event 

whereby language becomes mimesis. Similarly, each of the other arts involves the intersection of mimesis and one 

‘medium’ or another. Whalley reminds us, of course, that what is in question is not just sound or language, but patterned 

sound, patterned language (46).  

The model is applicable in distinguishing the subtypes of mimetic arts and thereby showing what they hold in 

common. In dramatic mimesis, we have poetry intersecting with men in action: 

Dramatic Poetry 

 

Figure 2 

This shows that drama has all the feature specifications of poetry: namely mimesis by means of language alone 

(monontoislogois) with the further specification of ‘men in action’ and consists of the intersection between the two: drama 

ispoetic mimesis with or ofmen in action. Similarly, tragedy is drama intersecting with spoudaios(in contrast to phaulos). 

Tragic Mimesis 

 

Figure 3 

Tragedy is drama (it may equally bepoetry) under the aspect of ‘high seriousness’ (Arnold 1539).  

According to Whalley, Spoudaios (superior, morally serious and strong) is an exalted but very substantial term…. 

It stands for the aristocratic flair for action and the heroic virtues of excellence, moral gravity, courage, decision, 

endurance’ (50). The poiesis of men in action may in short, render them as ‘better’ (tragedy), or as ‘worse’ than real men 

(tônnûn: than nowadays Aristotle 1448a: 15-20). Poetry is accordingly a mimesis outside the limits of what exists in the 

social world. It ‘unconceals’, as Heidegger would say, what previously did not exist. It exists as pure               

unconcealment – which is in line with Aristotle’s teaching on probability. 

Mimesis  

Aristotle’s account of art is traditional in the extent that its essential character is determined as mimesis. In the 

English Neoclassical intellectual tradition, mimesis is rendered ‘imitation’ but many modern philosophers outside that 

tradition often use the word ‘representation’ or even mimesis. The translations of the Poetics by Whalley and Halliwell 

both in the mid-1990s use the term mimesis throughout, in a sense begging the question, what does mimesis mean? 
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Whalley, however, goes further towards answering the question than Halliwell. In Whalley, mimesis is what the poet does 

in epic-making, for example, or what the actors do in drama-making, noting that in earlier times, the poet himself took part 

in his play production as an actor: It will become clear later that in drama it is the actors, not the poet, who do the mimesis; 

but for Aristotle the separation would not be a marked one since down to Sophocles’ time the poet was principal actor and 

producer and inventor of the choric dances – amany-sided mimete (50). 

This is in line with his idea to maintain the dynamic quality of Aristotle’s Greek. But the question of the status of 

the artefact –in our case, the literary text – does arise here. Is it merely a document reflecting the mimetic activity which 

had taken place in the past and is done with or is it a true mimetic object? Whalley’s methodology reflects ‘the represe 

ntationalist ontology’ (Guignon 1989) in which questions of meaning and truth may only be resolved by bringing into play 

the notions of correspondence and correctness. This stands over against the ‘alternative ontology’ proposed by Heidegger 

in which, 

Being is thought of not as a pregiven state of affairs which subsequently reveals itself, like the seed that displays 

itself in the flowering plant. Instead, Being just is the complex event of emerging-into presence itself (105).            

Heidegger does not propose this as an opinion, but something that he considers to be well-established in Greek philosophy. 

For the early Greeks, he says, ‘Being means appearing.’ Because what something is is inseparable from its                  

‘self-manifestation,’ its way of ‘showing itself,’‘[a] ppearing is not something subsequent that happens to Being. 

Appearing is the very essence of Being.’ And since Being, as an issuing forth from concealment, is a ‘becoming’ of what 

is, ‘appearance as appearing is the becoming of Being’ (Guignon105). 

It is a core question, therefore, for literary criticism whether the text is itself the object of criticism, the mimetic 

object or whether it exists for something else. But Aristotle’s account of the probable (to eikos) does suggest that whatever 

is the object of mimesis exists as the poem itself, makes its appearance for the first time as the poem itself, by virtue of its 

appearance the poem comes to be. In Halliwell’s translation: 

It is not the poet’s function to relate actual events, but the kinds of things that might occur and are possible in 

terms of probability or necessity. The difference between the historian and the poet is that…. The one relates actual events, 

the other the kinds of things that might occur. Consequently, poetry is more philosophical and more elevated than history, 

since poetry relates more of the universal (59). 

Whalley, however, observes in his Notes that he has ‘not taken the famous phrase philosophoteron kais 

poudaioteron at facevalue’ (80).In the translation, he substitutes ‘speculative’ for ‘philosophical’ (philosophoteron). 

Heidegger rather seems to have poetry particularly in mind in his idea of an ‘entity of some sort emerg[ing] out of an 

initially inchoate and unstructured background and, in doing so, defines and realizes its own Being and the Being of what 

surrounds it’ (Guignon 106). 

In Aristotle, mimesis entails probability and universality, which is why Paul Ricoeur explains it as ‘creation’, 

‘construction’. But as Derrida has shown, representation can also be understood as ‘what takes the place of, what occupies 

the place of, another’ (Speech and Phenomena 49). We must therefore take it that there is no satisfactory translation for 

mimesis. But recognizing this is quite a different thing from giving up the effort to characterize it as exactly as possible 

since it is fundamental in criticism’s task of describing artworks. 
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The Nature of Art 

The fundamental importance of the question of the nature of art is reflected in the opening paragraph of 

Heidegger’s ‘The Origin of the Work of Art’. In the translation of Young and Haynes collected in Off the Beaten Track:  

Origin means here that from where and through which a thing is what it is and how it is. That which something is, 

as it is, we call its nature [Wesen]. The origin of something is the source of its nature. The question of the origin of the 

artwork asks about the source of its nature. According to the usual view, the work arises out of and through the activity of 

the artist. But through and from what is the artist that which he is? Through the work; for the German proverb ‘the work 

praises the master’ means that the work first lets the artist emerge as a master of art. The artist is the origin of the work. 

The work is the origin of the artist. Neither is without the other. Nonetheless neither is the sole support of the other. Artist 

and work are each, in them selves and in their reciprocal relation, on account of a third thing, which is prior to both; on 

account, that is, of that from which both artist and artwork take their names, on account of art (2002: 1). 

The dependence of the artwork and the artist is reciprocal; and therefore, neither can definitively explain the other. 

It is by reference to a third thing that a vicious circle is avoided. This third thing is in fact an idea: art. To it actual things, 

the artwork and the artist must be referred for intelligibility. Everyday speech refers to a vast range of things as ‘art’, 

including skill, expertise, ingenuity, and productions of all kinds. Art criticism and literary criticism, however, need to 

know exactly what they are concerned with and why other kinds of productions are left out. 

In answering the question of the origin of the work of art, Heidegger identifies a number of characteristics of the 

artwork: it is allegorical, in so far as the ‘artwork is a made thing, but it says still something other than what the mere thing 

itself is’ (Berkowitz and Nonet’s translation, The Origin of the Work of Art 4); it is a symbol, insofar as it brings together 

the matter the artist shapes and something else he does not shape; it also has a ‘self-sufficiency’ peculiar to ‘the work of 

art’ (13). This peculiar self-sufficiency comes about because, In the work of art, the truth of the being has set itself to work. 

‘Set’ means here: to bring to stand. In the work, a being, a pair of peasant shoes, comes to stand in the light of its being. 

The being of the being comes into the constancy of its shining. 

The essential nature of art would then be this: the setting-itself-to-work of the truth of beings                              

(Off the Beaten Track 16) 

Heidegger further contrasts the work of art and the work of industrial art/technology as both share the 

characteristic feature of being a ‘made thing’. Human ‘made things’ are either of the species of art or of technology; and 

the one may attain ostensivity only in opposition to the other. For him technology is more than the machines and power-

tools used in making things. It ‘is a way … the fundamental way – in which the world of human beings is constituted and 

populated; it is an overarching set of linguistic and behavioural practices that allow our things to appear around us in a 

particular way, that give to the things that appear in our world a particular Being, a particular significance, a particular 

sense’ (Edwards 2002: 157).Both technology and art, which share the same field as ‘exclusive antonyms’ (Hervey 1980), 

are opposed to what Heidegger calls the ‘mere thing’, that is ‘the pure thing which is simply a thing and nothing more’(Off 

the Beaten Track 5).The exclusive antonyms, the ‘mere thing’ and the ‘made thing’, therefore, render each other ostensive. 

Yet there is deciphered between art and the ‘mere thing’ a curious resemblance, enabling us to see technology more 

clearly, with respect to both, as the other. Unlike the ‘mere thing’, technology ‘lacks the character of having taken shape by 

itself. On the other hand, it displays an affinity with the artwork in that it is something brought forth by the human hand. 
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The artwork, however, through its self-sufficient presence, resembles, rather, the mere thing which has taken shape by 

itself and is never forced into being’ (Off the Beaten Track 10). 

A ‘made thing’, like the artwork, and so overwhelming a force that it prevents realization of the extent to which 

‘our life-world is ever more decisively being transformed’ by it (Harries 2009: 59), technology has all but driven art to the 

margins of human life. Correspondingly, participation in the life of things is rendered more difficult. As a ‘made thing’, 

however, technology comprises a paronymy set with art, namely a ‘set of two or more paronyms the sum of whose 

denotation classes exhausts the denotation class of their common hyperonym’ (Hervey 208).‘Made thing’, as the direct 

hyperonym of the paronymy set is both their semantic feature. Together they account for the denotation class of ‘made 

thing’. 

Based on Aristotle’s Poetics, and presumably also Heidegger’s idea ‘of poiesis, which lets what is present come forth into 

unconcealedness … bearing their world’ (Poetry, Language, Thought 84, Translator’s note), Paul Ricoeur has already 

worked out a schema which integrates the two apparently divergent trends in Aristotle – art as imitation of what exists 

outside of itself and art as pure unconcealedness. He writes, 

Aristotle gives at least two indications of this creative dimension of mimesis. First, the fable is an original, 

coherent construction which attests to the creative genius of the artist. Second, tragedy is an imitation of human actions 

which make them appear better, higher, more noble than they are in reality. Could we not say that mimesis is the Greek 

term for what we have called the non-ostensive reference of the literary work, or in other words, the Greek term for the 

disclosure of a world? (1981: 180). 

In art, the ‘made thing’ is mimesis, insofar as it is the disclosure of a world and differs from technology where the 

‘made thing’, ‘characterized [by its] adaptability to human service’ (Richardson 404), orientates us to the world.  

Paronymy Set: Technology And Art 

 

Figure 4 

Orientation to the world which marks technology seems to be implicated in the theory of art as imitation, where 

the artwork is assessed in relation to something in the world. There may be artistic reasons for recreating objects in the real 

world. Such might be the formal reasons Aristotle identifies, for the purpose of making them ‘better’ or making them 

‘worse’ than in the real world. For, as Ricoeur has shown, there is an ‘effort of thinking which is at work in every narrative 

configuration [and which] is completed in a refiguration of temporal experience’ (1988: 3).These formal reasons are quite 

sufficient in Aristotle to posit the work’s ‘self-sufficient presence’. In 1451b 30-32, he explains, indeed even if it turns out 

that [the poet] is making [his work] out of actual events, he is none the less a poet – a maker: for nothing prevents some 

actual events from being the sort of things that might probably happen, and in such a case he is the maker of those events 

(Whalley 83). 
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The difficulty which has been recently recognized as a result of which mimesis is nowadays left untranslated is 

that this is of the essence of art. Imitation in the text of Aristotle quoted above is or may be entailed in mimesis, so also 

representation as in Dorsch’s translation (1965). But mimesis is a lot more than imitation. Paul Ricoeur’s elaboration of 

this concept brings out this complexity: 

Tragedy is connected to a more fundamental human project, that of imitating human action in a poetic way. With 

these two keywords – mimesis and poiesis – we reach the level which I have called the referential world of the work. 

Indeed we may say that the Aristotelian concept of mimesis already encompasses all of the paradoxes of reference. On the 

one hand, it expresses a world of human actions which is already there; tragedy is destined to express human reality, to 

express the tragedy of life. But on the other hand, mimesis does not mean the duplication of reality; mimesis is not a copy; 

mimesis is poiesis, that is construction, creation (1981: 180).  

‘Expression of human reality’ is an adequate concept for what is designated in Aristotle as the content of mimesis, 

namely ‘men’s characters, sufferings, and actions’ (kaiêthêkaipathêkaipraxeis). Ricoeur’s bold pronouncement that 

‘mimesis is poiesis, that is construction, creation’ is significant, although it should not to be taken to mean that the two 

terms are mutually substitutable. Mimesis is poiesis in the sense that being in possession of this particular direct 

hyperonym poiesis has for its semantic purport mimesis. In axiomatic semantics, semantic feature is determined as ‘the 

possession, by the given signum, of a particular direct hyperonym’(Hervey 208). But it is a mimesis that is already 

interfaced with action; hence it is ‘construction, creation’ – and as poiesis, by means of language alone. As ‘construction’ 

or ‘creation’, the focus is on the artefact itself, not something that leads us to recognize or contemplate another.  

Plato’s concern in The Republic is with mimesis of character. The traditional gods and heroes are associated with 

specific patterns of behaviour and public identities. But in their representations, the artists are said to be portraying other 

things than these well-known qualities. Although character and suffering are human realities, neither seems capable to 

stand on their own in poetry. They depend on muthos, the ‘synthesis of action’ commonly translated as ‘plot’ . In Aristotle, 

poetic representation, especially tragic representations aim at muthos and stand or fall on the point of the integrity of their 

muthos. In Halliwell’s translation, 

Thus the event and the plot are the goal of tragedy, and the goal is the most important thing of all. Besides, 

without action there could be no tragedy, but without character there could be: in fact, most of the works of the recent poets 

are lacking in character (51). 

This muthos, ‘the soul of tragedy’, (Whalley 70), not only gives shape to the poem, but also provides validation 

for the individual incidents of the work. Thus Aristotle considers it a serious fault if the speeches of the characters are in 

line with what the author, not the muthos, requires (1454b: 30-35). That means that the poem has to be seen as a whole       

(it is ‘whole and complete’ holênkaiteleian 1459a: 19). This does not admit of examining and assessing individual 

incidents in isolation. Each individual element has a functional role in the whole; and this is what accounts for its meaning, 

not what the author intends in the specific case. 

The phenomenologists make a great deal of these provisions in Aristotle. They are concerned with truth in the 

poem, but it is a different kind of truth than the one of correspondence on which Plato bases his comments on the use value 

of poetry and art. Heidegger in particular highlights the truth of alētheia which must consist of the total signification of the 

work, whereby the poem is according to him ‘allegorical’. We read that, 
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The discoveries of his Aristotle readings not only include the understanding of alētheia as unconcealment but also 

that this unconcealment ‘is said in many ways,’ which leads to the interrelated concerns of this speaking or logos of 

alētheia as pathos, praxis, and phronēsis. The significance of these developments lies not only in the relation of logic to 

the movement of alētheia as unconcealment, and thus as a finite kinēsis, but also, and thereby, to an understanding of the 

nature of truth as grounded in a temporal moment (kairos) of unconcealment and as thus marked by a unique historical 

unfolding. Thus a logic of the categorial structures of phenomena reveals them to be modes of alētheuein, ‘being-true,’ that 

is, ‘modes in which factical life temporalizes itself, unfolds itself, and speaks with itself’ (Allen 2007: 28). 

The ‘made thing’ which is a work of art has its mode of ‘being true’, which apparently has no one in view, 

nothing else in view, but only itself. Far from looking towards an external object or event for validation it resides in its own 

self-sufficiency; it speaks only with itself. The work creates its own time at the same time that it unfolds itself, a time 

which shapes the process of unfolding and what is unfolded. This throwing together (sumbbalein) of the figure and a 

temporal structure is already symbolic and is part and parcel of how the work ‘gives rise to thought’. This relation to 

thought is further elaborated by Paul Ricoeur:  

This maxim that I find so appealing says two things. The symbol gives: I do not posit ‘the meaning, the symbol 

gives it; but what it gives is something for thought, something to think about. First the giving, then the positing; the phrase 

suggests, therefore, both that all has already been said in enigma and yet that it is necessary ever to begin again and rebegin 

everything in the dimension of thought. It is [the] articulation of thought left to itself in the realm of symbols and of 

thought positing and thinking (1974: 288). 

Ricoeur here adumbrates a view of aesthetics which belongs to the very nature of the truth of the work whereby it 

irresistibly draws attention to itself. This too the critic must be mindful of as the expression of the work’s nature. 

CONCLUSIONS 

For literary criticism as well as for the discourse analysis of literature, the first and most important thing about 

literature is that it is art; for him/her, the novel or the play is first and foremost a work of art. And its success or failure 

must be by reference to the canons of art. The essential features of those canons were anciently identified within 

philosophy and have continued to be elaborated and refined within philosophy, especially in modern philosophy.      

Mimesis which, however, is the keystone in the architecture of literary theory was not given precise specification by Plato 

or Aristotle. Consequently, usage was profoundly divided, but it was Plato’s usual sense of the word in The Republic as 

‘imitation’ that was dominant. And this was applied to Aristotle’s usage, even though he did not use it in the same sense 

throughout. The phenomenologists using their peculiar methods have since confirmed the alternative interpretation of the 

term which first occurs in the work of the philosophers Kant and Hegel. In this paper we have pieced together the 

conclusions of the phenomenologists: first, that the work of art has key markings, being allegorical, symbolic, and          

self-sufficient; and we have given both mimesis and the other key terms, art itself, poiesis, poetry, tragedy, and comedy 

formal representation using the techniques of axiomatic functionalism.  

REFERENCES 

1. Allen, William S. Ellipsis: Of Poetry and the Experience of Language after Heidegger, Hölderlin, and Blanchot. 

Albany: State University of New York Press, 2007. PDF. 



Aristotle’s Double Bequest to Literary Theory and Two Discourses of Truth                                                                                                    45 

 
www.iaset.us                                                                                                                                                     editor@iaset.us 

2. Aristotle. On the Art of Poetry. Trans. T.S. Dorsch. Harmondsworth: Penguin Books, 1965. Print. 

3. Arnold, Matthew. ‘The Study of Poetry’. The Norton Anthology of English Literature. Vol. 2. M.H. Abrams (Ed.). 

New York: W.W. Norton, 1962-2000. 1534-1545. Print. 

4. Derrida, Jacques. Dissemination. Trans. Barbara Johnson. London: The Athlone Press, 1981. 

5. ___. Speech and Phenomena and Other Essays on Husserl’s Theory of Signs. Trans. David B. Allison and 

Newton Garver. Evanston: Northwestern University Press, 1973. Print. 

6. ___.Writing and Difference. Trans. Alan Bass. London: Routledge Classics, 2001. PDF. 

7. Edwards, James C. ‘Poetic Dwelling on the Earth as a Mortal’. Heidegger Reexamined, Volume 3 (Ed. Hubert 

Dreyfus and Mark Wrathall). Art, Poetry, and Technology. New York: Routledge, 2002. 105-148.PDF. 

8. Guignon, Charles. ‘Truth as Disclosure: Art, Language, History’. The Southern Journal of Philosophy Vol. 

XXVIII, Supplement (1989): 105-120. PDF. 

9. Halliwell, Stephen. Aristotle: Poetics. The Loeb Classical Library 199. Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 

1995. PDF. 

10. Halliwell, Stephen. The Aesthetics of Mimesis: Ancient Texts and Modern Problems. Princeton: Princeton 

University Press, 2002. PDF. 

11. Harries, Karsten. Art Matters: A Critical Commentary on Heidegger’s ‘The Origin of the Work of Art’. Springer 

Science+ Business Media B.V. 2009. PDF. 

12. Heidegger, Martin. Off the Beaten Track. Trans. Julian Young and Kenneth Haynes. Cambridge: Cambridge 

University Press, 2002. PDF. 

13. ___. Poetry, Language, Thought. Trans. Albert Hofstadter. New York: HarperCollins Publishers, 2001. PDF. 

14. ___. The Origin of the Work of Art. Trans. Roger Berkowitz and Philippe Nonet. 2006. 

https://www.academia.edu/2083177/The_Origin_of_the_Work_of_Art_by_Martin_Heidegger. PDF. 

15. Hervey, Sandor G.J. ‘Postulate for Axiomatic Functionalist Semantics’. The Strategy of Linguistics: Paper on the 

theory and Methodology of Axiomatic Functionalism. Ed. Jan W.F. Mulder and Sandor G.J. Hervey. Edinburgh: 

Scottish Academic Press, 1980: 203-211. Print. 

16. Lambropoulos, Vassilis. Twentieth Century Literary Theory: An IntroductoryAnthology Intersections. Albany, 

N.Y.: State University of New York Press, 1987. PDF. 

17. Plato. The Republic. The Pennsylvania State University, Electronic Classics Series, 1998. 

<http://www2.hn.psu.edu/faculty/jmanis/plato.htm> PDF. 

18. Richardson, William J. Heidegger: Through Phenomenology to Thought. New York: Fordham University Press, 

2003. PDF. 

19. Ricoeur, Paul. Hermeneutics and the Human Sciences. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1981. Print. 

 



46                                                                                                                                                                                        Amechi N. Akwanya 

 
Impact Factor (JCC):2.3519                                                                                        Index Copernicus Value (ICV): 3.0 

20. ___. The Conflict of Interpretations: Essays in Hermeneutics. Evanston: North western University Press, 1974. 

Print. 

21. ___. Time and Narrative. Trans. Kathleen Blarney and David Pellauer. Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 

1988. PDF. 

22. Whalley, George. Aristotle’s Poetics. Montreal & Kingston: McGill-Queen’s University Press, 1997. PDF. 

View publication stats

https://www.researchgate.net/publication/262728607

