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Abstract 

The advent of art theories over the years help guide or checkmate art 

practice in the society. It has also helped artists to interpret and 

understand the concept of art from different perceptions. There are 

different types of art theories, each of these theories have their 

theoretical and philosophical assumptions and perception and 

interpretation of art. These theories usually attract lots of criticism 

and reservations. One of such theories is Plato’s imitation theory. 
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Plato’s imitation theory appreciates art, but warns that it should be 

censored or controlled. This situation has caused a lot of critique and 

reservations especially in this 21st century. Thus, this paper is 

designed to discuss and overview of different art theories. The paper 

ended with a conclusion and recommendation that Plato’s imitation 

theory is not good for 21st century art practical therefore it should 

not be adhered to in this 21th century contemporary art practice.  

 

Introduction 

The advent of art philosophy and theories over the years has been one 

medium which has aided people to better identify, explain, interpreted and 

understand artworks. It is obvious that theories has been able to make know the 

essence of art in terms of a single key concept such as “expression” or 

“representation” the knowledge of art theories has also helped in enabling 

people carefully examine and explain the concept of art and distinguish them 

accordingly from other event. Art theory according to Collins English 

Dictionary (2017) is a formal idea or set of ideas that is intended to explain 

something. Similarly, Webster’s (2002) views it as the analysis of a set of facts in 

their relation to one another. Webster’s adds that art is also an abstract thought, 

speculation and principles of a body of fact etc.  

There are various kinds of art theories today in our society. And some of 

them are institutional, expression, formalism, empathy and imitation theories 

among others. The good thing about acquiring or having knowledge of theories 

is that it helps people to better identify, explain, and defend their views 

concerning artworks. Notably, to understand the concept of art theories were 

made possible by the efforts of art theorists. Among them one earliest and 

outstanding theorist whose theoretical and philosophical interpretation of art 

has caused a lot of controversial discuss is Plato and his imitation theory. Plato’s 

imitation theory raised a lot of controversy when he propounded it because he 

opines that all art is mimetic by nature, art is an imitation of life. This study is 

focusing on Plato’s imitation theory and its reservation for the arts in the light 

of the 21st Century’s happenings. 



South-South Journal of Humanities and international Studies                     
 

A Summative Review on Art Theories and Critique on Plato’s Imitation Theory        55 

Overview of Art Theories  

Even before the era of this 21th century, different kinds of art theories 

had existed which are propounded by various art theorists. The essence of 

propounding these theories was in an attempt to explain, interpret or 

develop an assumption concerning artworks. Historically, the English 

Oxford Living Dictionary (2017) states that art theory originated in late 16th 

century in the Latin Greek and the word was as well derived from the Greek 

word thoros. According to Dictionary.com (2017) art theory as a branch of 

philosophy deals with the nature, expression and perception of beauty, as 

in the fine art.  

There are different kinds of art theories which guide or direct artists 

to produce or interpret artworks, the following are some of the art theories 

propounded by the theories and there functionalities.  

 

(i) Empathy Theory  

This theory was propounded by Leo Tolstoy, a Russian born 

theorist and World acclaimed literary legend among other accolades. 

Popova (2003: 1) states that Tolstoy as defines art “as a form of 

consciousness and frames the essential role of art as a vehicle of 

communication and empathy.” Popova adds that the ability of art 

according to the Tolstoy’s empathy theory of art is that, the activity 

of art is based on the fact that a man, receiving through his sense of 

hearing, is capable of experiencing the emotion which moved the 

man who expressed it. It is upon this capacity of man to receive 

another man’s expression of teachings and experience those feelings 

himself, that the activity of art is based. Popova further adds that 

Tolstoy calls this core quality of art as “infectiousness” and upon the 

artists ability to “infect” and others depends on the very recognition 

of something as art.  

If only the spectators or auditors are infected by the feelings 

which the author was felt, it is art to evoke in once if a feeling one 
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has once experienced, and having evoked it is in oneself, then by 

means of movements, line, colours, sounds or forms expressed in 

words, so to transmit that feeling that others many experience.  

 

(ii) Institutional Theory  

The institutional theory is also an art theory which was 

propounded by Arthur Coleman Danto and George Dickie. The 

theory is a widely accepted theoretical posture that emphasizes 

rational myths, isomorphism, and legitimacy, institutional theory 

focuses on the deeper and more resilient aspects of social structure 

(Scot 2008). Yanal (1998) also points out “to say that something is a 

work of art is to imply that it is a thing of interest and of worth”. 

However, it is not the purely private taste of a single individual 

which homes” something sufficiency to make it art. Neither is it the 

decision of the general public, but rather the joint verdict of the 

republic of art, which has as “first - stage” members creators, 

performers, spectators, and ultimately includes “anyone involved 

with the arts”  

Binkley (2017) opines that perhaps the most minimal 

institutional theory of art to be a piece of art, an item needs only be 

indexed as an artwork by an artist. To make art is basically to isolate 

something (an object, an idea) and say of it. “This is a work of art 

thereby cataloguing it under artworks from the explanations and 

assertions made by the authors concerning the institutional theory 

one can state something is art base on the conclusion of the artist. 

One can also state that something is art not by virtue of any 

properties of it but rather by virtue of a relation it bears to some large 

context. This theory is related to the study because it gives the 

researcher opportunity to determine the kind of art which constitute 

the study.     
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(iii) Expressionism or Expression Theory: 

Expression theory is a theory that relates the emotional life of 

the artist to be the emotional impact of the work of art. This theory 

holds that an artist needs to have experience with an emotion in 

order to express it to viewers through a work of art. Although it’s 

not necessary for an artist to be sad when painting a picture 

expressing sadness, it is necessary for the artist to have felt sadness 

at some point and be able to recall the experience.  

This theory was popularized by Leo Tolstoy and Robin 

George Collingwood. Matravers (2009:1) states that Leo Tolstoy was 

the best experience of expression theory. Matravers adds that the 

term “expression theory” has a broad and a narrow usage. 

According to Noel (1999:61) Leo Tolstoy in this theory of expression 

thinks of expression as a form of communication in art. While 

Collingwood in his view also sees art as the expression of emotion 

(Kemp, 2017). According to Khatchadourian (1965:336) while also 

viewing Leo Tolstoy expression theory sees “a work of art as an 

expression of the artist’s feelings or emotions embodied in it by the 

artists. The simplest interpretation one can give to the assertion 

given by the author concerning the theory is that when one expresses 

himself to another, the person has expressed an emotional feeling to 

the other. Very important to note is that the mode of communication 

differs from artistic communication. Artistic communication deals 

with visual presentation as a form of communication and this 

communication reflects emotions as it were in the expression theory. 

Just as the mathematician uses number, so artist uses lines to 

communicate or express themselves. As a musician communicates 

through notes and sounds, artist uses form, space and texture to 

express themselves.  

Bruyn (2017) while viewing the definition of art by Tolstoy as 

it relate to his expression theory points out that Tolstoy defines it, as 

an expression of a feeling or experience in such a way that the 
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audience to whom the art is directed can share their feeling or 

experience. Bruyn adds that Tolstoy also claims that interpretation 

or criticism of art is irrelevant and unnecessary, because any good 

work of art is able to express thoughts and feelings which can be 

dearly understood by most people. Bruyn further explains that 

Tolstoy argues that any explanation of such thought and feelings is 

supper flows because art ultimately communicates feelings and 

experiences in a way which cannot be expressed by any words.   

    

(iv) Formalism or Formalist Theory:  

This is a theory which emphasizes the relationship of two 

things. (1) The visible elements and composition of art – works. (2) 

The way people respond to those compositions. According to the 

New World Encyclopedia (2017) in literacy criticism, formalism 

refers to a style of inquiry that focuses, almost exclusively, on 

features of the literacy text itself, to the exclusion of biographical, 

historical or intellectual contexts. Butterfield (2013) states that 

formalism is an early twentieth century mode of criticism that has its 

roots in Russian Formalism or the work of linguist such as Roman 

Osiporich Jakobson, and a group of linguists and critics who formed 

the society opuyaz.  

In this theory, lines, colours, textures, shapes, spaces and the 

arrangement of these elements in a composition can stimulate a special kind 

of response called an aesthetic experience. Aesthetic experience is a strong 

feeling we may have when we greatly admire and personally respond to 

the visual impact of a work of art. What is unique about formalism is that 

the arrangement of visible elements is hold to be responsible for stimulating 

aesthetic experience.  

 

 

 



South-South Journal of Humanities and international Studies                     
 

A Summative Review on Art Theories and Critique on Plato’s Imitation Theory        59 

(V)  Imitation Theory  

Imitation theory was introduction by Plato. He was a great 

Greek critic of literature, philosopher, thinker, and educationist. He 

was also a fine story teller, educationist. He was also a fine story 

teller. According to him, the nature is only true and other materials 

are imitation or copy of the truth. So literature and poetry are not 

true its imitation of nature. He gave an example of a carpenter and 

in chair to understand theory of limitation. The idea of “chair” first 

came in the mind of a carpenter. He gave physical shape to his idea 

out of mood and created a chair. The painter imitated the chair of 

carpenter thus; painter chair is twice to remove from reality. He 

believes that literature is harmful to society and misguides the 

people of a country and spoils the youth (Joshy, 2013). The theory of 

art cannot be limited to just these five theories, because there are still 

more theories like the materialism, Hegelian, Ant-essentialist, 

instrumentalism theories among other. The paper focuses on this 

imitation theory, as a discuss for this paper.  

 

Who is Plato?  

Plato was a philosopher who was born in Greece somewhere around 

428BC to a family of the political and social elite. Since Plato was associated 

with this group, he had the opportunity to study many different subject 

from many teachers until he famously became a disciple of Socrates who 

was executed a few years later in 399BC for corrupting the youth and failing 

to observe the gods. After his death, Plato faithfully continued and adapted 

his philosophical tradition but never forget that his teacher died as a result 

of democratic vote. In 387BC, Plato founded the Academy where people 

would study a wide variety of subjects from instructor. He spent his time 

writing and teaching in the Academy until his death in 347BC. His ideas 

eventually became the basis for the Western Philosophical tradition. 

(Study.com, 2017).  
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Plato had a love – wale relationship with the arts. He must have had 

some love for the arts, because he talks about them often and his remarks 

show that he paid close attention to what he saw and heard. He was also a 

fine literacy stylist and a great story-teller, in fact he is said to have been a 

past and playwrights out of his idea Republic or at least censoring what 

they wrote and he wanted music and painting severely censored. These 

arts, he thought, are powerful shapers of character. Thus, to train and 

protest idea citizens for an ideal society, the art must be strictly controlled.  

Plato’s influence on Western Culture generally is a very strong one, 

and this includes a strong influence on the arts, and on theories of art. In 

the case of the arts and aesthetic theory that influence is mostly indirect and 

is best understood if one knows a little bit about his philosophy. Plato’s 

parents were Ariston and Perictone (or Potone). Both sides of the family 

claimed to trace their ancestry back to Perictione. Plato came from one of 

the wealthiest and most politically active family in Athens. (Brick house and 

Smith, 2017).  

 

Critique on Plato’s Imitation Theory and His Reservations for Arts in the 

Light of the 21st Century’s Happenings.  

Plato after he propounded his initiation theory it created a lot of 

critique and controversies among art cities and philosophers. Because he 

propounded art is an imitation of nature or reality. Clownery (2017) points 

out that Plato in imitation states that since art imitates physical things, 

which in turn imitate the forms, art is always a copy of a copy, and loads us 

even further from truth and toward illusion, for this reason, as well as 

because of its power to stir the emotions, art is dangerous.  

Cameron (2013) states that art can never truly represent reality, 

Cameron adds that Plato argues that the only true reality is the unchanging 

World of the forms, created by God for example, the perfect form of the cat, 

the bird, the table, the chair. Joshi (2013) states that Plato’s view is true at 

some point, but conclude that poetry is not harmful to the society. Joshi 

recommended that his view should not be followed in literature. Because 
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according to Clownvy (2017) Plato found art threatening, thus, he proposed 

sending the poets and playwrights out of his ideal Republic, or at least 

censoring what they wrote and he wanted music and painting severally 

censored.  

Although, he was not the first or last person to think that art imitates 

reality. The idea was still strong in the Renaissance, when Vasari, in his lives 

of the painters said that painting is just the imitation of all the living things 

of nature with their colours and design just as they are in nature. It may still 

be the most commonly held theory. Most people still think a posture must 

be a picture of something and that an artist is someone who can make a 

picture that looks just like the real thing”. It wasn’t until late in the 

nineteenth century that the idea of art as imitation began to fade from 

western aesthetics, to be replaced by theories about art expression, art as 

communication, art as pure form, art as whatever elicits an “aesthetic” 

response and a number of other theories.  

Following various points of critiques and reservations, it is obvious 

that art theories does not cause problem in the society, rather help society 

by guiding artist to their expressing emotions and feelings about their 

society. Plato imitation theory does not and cannot properly fit into 21st 

century art practice because a lot of exploration and experimentation are 

involve in the production of their artworks by artist in the 21th century, this 

implies that most of the artworks  produced are stylized in an abstracted 

form. The big question is what are the artworks imitating? it is obvious that 

Plato’s imitation theory reservations do not really conform to the 21st 

Century art practice or happenings. Clownen (2017) explained that the 

problem with imitation theory is that it is at least plausible as a theory about 

representational painting, drawing and sculpture and it can be stretched to 

fit some abstract work, as in the case of Brancusi and Mondrian. But even 

with such work it leaves a lot out. With an artist like Jackson Pollack it 

leaves art everything, what do his drip paintings imitate? 

This clearly shows that Plato’s imitation theory definitely will not be 

able to conform to Jackson Pollack reservation concerning art. Because in 
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the 21st century art practice have given room for lots of freedom in art 

practice which is also against Plato’s wish. Because he warns that art 

practice vis-à-vis production artworks should be checked or monitored, 

which is not the practice today.  

 

Recommendation 

This study after considering all the criticism and assumptions 

recommends that Plato’s initiation theory is not good for art practice in the 

21st century. Therefore, it should not be incorporated in present 

contemporary art practice. This is because there is freedom of expression in 

art today; artists should not be limited to base on initiation theory of Plato.  

 

Conclusion 

Art theories are carefully examined and explained concept of art that 

distinguishes art from other kinds of objects and events. While theory is 

viewed as assumptions, principles, presumption of concepts or ideas that is 

intended to explain something. There are different kinds of art theories, 

these theories are propounded by theorist or philosophers. One earliest and 

very unique and controversial theory among them is the imitation theory 

propounded by Plato. Plato in his imitation theory establishes the fact that 

art is an imitation of reality. Therefore, he fined it threatening if not check. 

He thought art are powerful sharpers of character. Therefore he urged that 

it should be strictly controlled.  

Plato’s imitation theory after been propounded and existed for some 

time suffer a lot of criticism, because people began to think that the theory 

does  not conform with modern and contemporary art practice, because art 

gives one the opportunity to express one’s self freely. Therefore, after 

Plato’s theory imitation other theories like the expression, institution and 

formalism, theories among others were propounded as to give freedom to 

express one’s self. The big issue is that Plato imitation theory cannot really 

conform to 21th century art practice because the artworks artists produce 

most of them are in abstracted form. The question is what do their artworks 
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represent or look really like. Thus, in the 21st Century art practice Plato’s 

imitation theory can’t conform to the art practice of the day, because must 

artist express themselves in abstraction. 
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