
Aristotle’s Concept of Mimesis 

The concept of mimesis is central to Aristotle’s theory of art and literature, particularly as 

discussed in his critical treatise Poetics. The word mimesis is derived from the Greek verb 

mimeisthai, meaning “to imitate” or “to represent.” However, Aristotle’s idea of imitation is 

far more complex and philosophically significant than the ordinary meaning of copying. For 

Aristotle, mimesis is a natural, creative, and intellectual process through which art represents 

human action and experience in a meaningful way. 

Aristotle begins with the observation that imitation is innate to human beings. From childhood, 

humans learn their earliest lessons through imitation, and they take pleasure in it. This natural 

impulse explains why people enjoy poetry, drama, painting, and music—even when these arts 

represent painful or unpleasant subjects. Thus, art does not merely entertain; it satisfies a 

fundamental human instinct to understand the world. 

In Poetics, Aristotle defines poetry as a form of mimesis, but he carefully distinguishes poetic 

imitation from mere reproduction of reality. Poetry does not imitate individual people or events 

exactly as they are; rather, it imitates human actions, emotions, and situations according to 

probability and necessity. In this sense, poetry expresses universal truths, whereas history 

records particular facts. A poet, Aristotle argues, is concerned not with what has actually 

happened, but with what could happen. This makes poetry more philosophical and profound 

than history. 

Aristotle’s theory of mimesis stands in direct contrast to Plato’s view of imitation. Plato had 

condemned poetry as an imitation of an imitation—twice removed from reality—and therefore 

misleading and morally dangerous. Aristotle rejects this argument by asserting that art does not 

distort reality but clarifies and organizes it. Through selection, arrangement, and emphasis, the 

poet reveals the deeper patterns of human life. Thus, mimesis becomes a mode of knowledge, 

not deception. 

Aristotle also classifies poetic imitation according to three distinguishing factors: 

1. The medium of imitation (rhythm, language, harmony) 



2. The objects of imitation (people better than us, worse than us, or like us) 

3. The manner of imitation (narration or dramatic presentation) 

For example, tragedy imitates serious actions through dramatic performance using elevated 

language, while comedy imitates inferior or ridiculous characters. Epic poetry uses narration, 

while drama uses action performed by actors. These distinctions show that mimesis is not 

uniform but varies across literary forms. 

In tragedy, which Aristotle regards as the highest form of poetic imitation, mimesis is directed 

toward serious, complete, and significant action. Tragedy imitates life not in its random flow 

but in a structured and meaningful form. The plot (mythos) becomes the most important element 

of imitation, as it represents the arrangement of incidents. Characters are important only insofar 

as they support the action. 

Another crucial aspect of mimesis is its emotional and ethical function. Through imitation, 

tragedy arouses pity and fear in the audience, leading to catharsis, or emotional purification. 

This effect would not be possible if imitation were merely deceptive. Instead, Aristotle suggests 

that mimesis allows the audience to confront powerful emotions safely and reflectively, leading 

to moral and psychological insight. 

Aristotle also emphasizes that mimesis involves creative selection and idealization. The artist 

does not copy reality mechanically but shapes it according to artistic laws. This explains why 

tragic characters are often nobler or more intense than ordinary people. Art presents life as it 

ought to be or as it might be, not necessarily as it is in everyday experience. 

In conclusion, Aristotle’s concept of mimesis presents art as a natural, rational, and 

meaningful imitation of human action. Far from being a passive copy of reality, mimesis is a 

creative process that reveals universal truths, educates emotions, and deepens understanding. By 

defending imitation against Plato’s criticism, Aristotle establishes a lasting foundation for 

literary criticism, making mimesis one of the most influential ideas in the study of literature and 

aesthetics. 
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