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ABSTRACT

This article studies the idea of imitation from classical philosophy to the contemporary digital
age. It begins with Plato’s theory of mimesis in The Republic, where poetry is viewed with
suspicion because it imitates appearances and may mislead reason and morality. It then
examines Aristotle’s defence of poetry in the Poetics, where imitation is treated as a natural
human activity that produces knowledge, emotional clarification, and universal truth. The
discussion next moves to modern theories of representation and mediation through Walter
Benjamin, Neil Postman, and Sherry Turkle, who explain how technology alters perception,
public discourse, and human relationships. The article further considers Jean Baudrillard’s
concept of simulation and hyperreality, where images no longer copy reality but replace it. In
this context, artificial intelligence and social media create virtual environments that operate
without direct reference to lived experience. The study argues that such conditions revive
Plato’s concerns about truth and ethical responsibility. At the same time, it shows that
Aristotle’s view of imitation as creative is relevant, especially in understanding literature as a
conscious and reflective form of representation. By comparing poetry with digital simulation,
the article concludes that literary art continues to provide critical awareness and moral
imagination in an age dominated by virtual realities. The debate on imitation thus remains
central to both classical aesthetics and contemporary culture
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INTRODUCTION

The relation between art and reality has remained a central
question in literary theory from classical Greece to the
present digital age. Philosophers and critics have
repeatedly asked whether art presents truth or merely
reproduces appearances. This debate begins most clearly
with Plato’s suspicion of poetry and receives a systematic
defence in Aristotle’s Poetics. For Plato, poetry is
imitation (mimesis). It stands at a distance from truth. For
Aristotle, imitation is not a defect but a natural human
process and a creative act. Poetry, therefore, becomes a
valid mode of knowledge.

In the present century, this debate returns in a new form.
Human beings now inhabit environments shaped by
artificial intelligence, social media, and digital images.
These environments often replace direct experience with
simulation. Reality is mediated through screens,
algorithms, and virtual representations. The question that
troubled Plato thus acquires fresh urgency. If poetry was
once “twice removed” from truth, what is the status of
digital worlds that may not imitate reality at all but
generate their own artificial versions?

This article studies the continuity between these two
moments. It places Plato’s critique and Aristotle’s defence
of imitation beside contemporary virtual culture. It argues
that imitation was once understood as representation of
nature, whereas present technologies produce simulation

Advances in Consumer Research

without a stable original. As a result, Plato’s concerns
about truth and morality become newly relevant. At the
same time, Aristotle’s account of creative imitation helps
explain how representation can still possess cognitive and
ethical value. By placing classical theory and digital
modernity in dialogue, the study shows that poetry
remains a meaningful form of reality-making even in an
age dominated by technological images.

Plato’s Theory of Mimesis and the Critique of Poetry

Plato provides the earliest systematic critique of poetry in
Book X of the Republic. His argument begins with the
concept of Forms. According to him, ultimate reality
exists in the ideal Form of each object. The material world
already represents an imperfect copy of these Forms. Att,
in turn, imitates the material world. It therefore stands at
a third remove from truth. The artist does not know the
essence of things but only their appearance.

Plato explains this idea through the example of a bed.
There is first the ideal Form of the bed, created by God.
Next comes the carpenter’s bed, which imitates the Form.
Finally, the painter produces an image of the bed. This
painted bed is only an imitation of an imitation (Plato
597b-598b). Poetry, according to this logic, lacks genuine
knowledge. It merely produces images that resemble
reality. This leads to moral anxiety. Plato believes that
poetry appeals to emotion rather than reason. It excites
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passions and weakens rational control. Tragedy and epic
poetry encourage pity, grief, and excessive sympathy.
Such emotions disturb the harmony of the soul and
undermine the discipline required in a just state. He states
that poetry “feeds and waters the passions” instead of
strengthening reason (606d). Hence poets become
dangerous teachers. They shape the minds of citizens
without offering truth.

Plato also objects to the portrayal of the gods and heroes.
Poets frequently depict divine figures as jealous, deceitful,
or immoral. These stories, he argues, corrupt young minds
and present wrong models of conduct. Literature thus
becomes politically harmful. The state must regulate or
exclude such representations. His famous proposal is the
banishment of poets from the ideal republic unless they
can justify their moral and intellectual value.

This critique establishes two lasting claims. First, art is
epistemologically inferior. It does not convey knowledge
of reality. Second, art is ethically risky. It influences
emotion and behaviour in unpredictable ways. These
claims shape later debates about literature and culture.
Even today, concerns about media influence,
manipulation, and moral decline echo Plato’s arguments.

Yet Plato’s position is not entirely negative. He accepts
that imitation is powerful. Poetry moves audiences
deeply. It creates persuasive images. The problem,
therefore, is not weakness but excess. Representation can
mislead precisely because it seems convincing. This
insight anticipates modern worries about propaganda,
spectacle, and technological mediation. When images
appear more attractive than reality, people may mistake
illusion for truth. Plato’s suspicion thus anticipates the
modern problem of mediated experience.

Aristotle’s Defence of Imitation

Aristotle responds to Plato with a more balanced account
in the Poetics. He accepts that poetry is imitation, but he
rejects the idea that imitation is inferior. For him, mimesis
is natural to human beings. From childhood, people learn
through imitation. They take pleasure in recognising
representations. Imitation therefore becomes both
cognitive and aesthetic (Aristotle 4).

This shift in emphasis is significant. Whereas Plato views
imitation as distance from truth, Aristotle views it as a
method of understanding. Poetry does not merely copy
reality. It selects, shapes, and organises experience.
Through structure and pattern, it reveals universal truths.
He writes that poetry is “more philosophical and more
serious than history,” because it speaks of what may
happen according to probability or necessity, rather than
merely recording particular facts (9). In other words,
poetry deals with general human situations.

Aristotle also answers Plato’s moral concerns through the
concept of catharsis. Tragedy arouses pity and fear (eleos
and phobos), but it also purifies these emotions. The
spectator experiences them in a controlled artistic form.
Emotional release leads to clarity rather than disorder.
Instead of weakening reason, tragedy helps individuals
understand human suffering and limitation. Art thus
performs an ethical fiinction

Moreover, Aristotle stresses that the poet is a maker, not
a mere copyist. The Greek term poiesis means creation.
The poet constructs plots, characters, and actions
according to artistic principles. Form and structure give
coherence to experience. Imitation therefore involves
transformation. It is not passive reproduction but active
shaping.

This defence grants poetry intellectual dignity. Art
becomes a legitimate source of insight into human nature.
It reveals motives, conflicts, and consequences. It enables
audiences to see patterns in life. Such understanding
cannot be obtained through abstract reasoning alone.
Poetry complements philosophy rather than opposing it.
Aristotle’s theory also recognises the autonomy of art.
Representation need not follow strict moral instruction. Its
value lies in truthful depiction of human possibilities. By
organising events into meaningful form, literature creates
knowledge through imagination. This view remains
influential in later literary criticism and aesthetics.

Poetry as Creative Representation: A Bridge to
Modernity

The contrast between Plato and Aristotle defines two
enduring attitudes toward representation. One regards art
with suspicion. The other regards it as a mode of
knowledge. These positions continue to shape modern
debates about media and culture. If one follows Plato
strictly, every form of representation risks deception.
Images may replace reality. People may trust appearances
more than truth. If one follows Aristotle, representation
becomes constructive. It helps individuals interpret life. It
offers patterns that guide thought and emotion.

For many centuries, poetry functioned within this
Aristotelian framework. It was understood as a human
activity grounded in experience. Even when imaginative,
it remained connected to the observable world. The poet
imitated nature, society, or inner life. There was always an
original reality that art re-presented. However,
contemporary technologies alter this relation. Digital
environments do not simply imitate nature. They often
create new spaces that have no direct original. Virtual
identities, algorithmic feeds, and artificial images may
operate independently of lived experience. In such
conditions, the classical concept of imitation faces a
challenge. Representation no longer copies reality. It
begins to generate its own reality.

At this point, the ancient debate returns with new force.
Plato’s fear of illusion seems relevant again. At the same
time, Aristotle’s defence of creative making helps in
explaining how humans continue to produce meaning
through symbolic forms. The transition from poetic
imitation to digital simulation therefore requires careful
analysis. The next section will examine this
transformation. It will consider how modern theorists
understand reproduction, spectacle, and virtuality, and
how these ideas relate to classical mimesis.

From Representation to Reproduction: Modern
Theories of Mediation
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The shift from classical imitation to modern mediation
begins with mechanical reproduction. In earlier periods,
art was tied to physical presence. A painting or a poem
belonged to a specific time and place. With the rise of
print, photography, cinema, and later digital media,
artworks could be copied and circulated widely.
Representation became detached from its original context.

Walter Benjamin studies this transformation in “The
Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction.” He
argues that technological copying removes the “aura” of
the artwork, that is, its unique presence in time and space
(Benjamin 221). Reproduction makes art accessible to the
masses, but it also changes perception. The viewer no
longer encounters the original object. Instead, one
encounters multiple images. Experience becomes
mediated. Benjamin does not condemn reproduction
entirely. He notes its democratic potential. Art becomes
available to wider audiences. Yet he also warns that
reproduction allows manipulation. Images can be used for
political propaganda and spectacle. Representation may
influence behaviour without encouraging critical thought.
This anxiety echoes Plato’s fear that images can shape
emotions and opinions.

Neil Postman offers a related argument in Amusing
Ourselves to Death. He states that modern culture,
especially television, transforms public discourse into
entertainment. Serious subjects are presented as
spectacles. Information becomes fragmented and
superficial. Citizens receive impressions rather than
analysis (Postman 87). As a result, thought weakens.
Visual media replace rational debate.

Sherry Turkle further observes that digital technology
alters human relationships. In Alone Together, she
explains how online communication creates an illusion of
connection without genuine intimacy. Individuals interact
through screens and constructed profiles. Identity
becomes curated and performative (Turkle 155). Social
experience shifts from direct presence to mediated
display.

These thinkers describe a world where reality is filtered
through representation. Experience is not immediate but
technologically shaped. The image acquires authority.
People trust what appears on the screen even when it lacks
depth. This condition prepares the ground for an even
more radical concept: simulation.

Simulation and Hyperreality

Jean Baudrillard provides one of the most influential
analyses of contemporary simulation. In Simulacra and
Simulation, he argues that modern society has moved
beyond imitation. Earlier representations referred to an
original reality. Modern signs, however, may refer only to
other signs. There is no stable original. He calls this
condition “hyperreality,” where the distinction between
real and artificial collapses (Baudrillard 1-2). According
to Baudrillard, simulation does not copy reality. It
produces a model that replaces reality. For example,
theme parks, advertising, and media spectacles construct
environments that appear more convincing than everyday
life. People then measure reality according to these

artificial standards. The copy becomes more powerful
than the original.

This idea marks a decisive break from classical mimesis.
Plato’s poet imitates a real object. Aristotle’s poet shapes
experience drawn from life. Baudrillard’s simulation,
however, may not require any original at all. It constructs
an autonomous realm. Meaning circulates within images
themselves. In such a context, representation no longer
educates or purifies. Images multiply without depth. Truth
becomes unstable. Plato’s concern about illusion appears
prophetic. If art was once “thrice removed” from truth,
simulation may be completely detached from it.

Yet this situation also raises a new question. If simulation
replaces imitation, what becomes of human creativity? Do
we still create meanings, or do we merely consume
manufactured images? To answer this, one must consider
the specific forms of virtual reality that shape present life,
especially artificial intelligence and social media.

Al, Social Media, and the Construction of Virtual
Worlds

Artificial intelligence and social media represent the most
advanced stage of simulation. These technologies do not
simply reproduce reality. They generate new forms of
experience. Algorithms curate news feeds, recommend
content, and predict behaviour. Digital tools produce
texts, images, and voices that may not correspond to any
physical source. The boundary between human creation
and machine production becomes uncertain.

On social media platforms, identity is constructed through
posts, photographs, and metrics such as likes and shares.
Individuals present edited versions of themselves.
Everyday life is shaped for display. Experience becomes
performance. What matters is not reality but appearance.
This process resembles theatrical representation, yet it
occurs continuously and unconsciously.

Artificial intelligence intensifies this condition. Al
systems generate poetry, essays, images, and music
without direct imitation of nature. They recombine
existing data to create outputs that appear original.
Creation thus becomes algorithmic. The machine imitates
patterns rather than objects. The product may not
correspond to lived experience at all.

This stage signals a transformation in the history of
mimesis. Classical imitation required observation of
reality. Modern simulation may operate independently of
it. Humans now inhabit environments where signs
circulate without reference. News may be shaped by
algorithms. Images may be digitally fabricated. Language
may be machine-generated. Reality becomes difficult to

verify.

Such conditions revive Plato’s concerns about truth and
morality. If representation influences thought without
grounding in knowledge, citizens may be misled.
Emotional manipulation through digital images resembles
the poetic persuasion that Plato feared. Technology
magnifies this power on a global scale. The problem is no
longer confined to theatre or poetry but extends to
everyday life. At the same time, Aristotle’s insight
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remains relevant. Humans still create and interpret
meanings. Even digital narratives require selection,
structure, and interpretation. Storytelling persists. Poetry
continues to offer forms of reflection that differ from
algorithmic production. Literature invites slow reading
and critical thought. It encourages understanding rather
than distraction. Thus the classical defence of art retains
significance.

Meeting of Two Ends: Classical Mimesis and Digital
Simulation

The historical movement from Plato to the present forms
a circular pattern. The debate begins with suspicion of
imitation. Aristotle defends imitation as creative and
constructive. Modern technology then develops forms of
representation that no longer resemble classical imitation.
We arrive again at questions about truth and morality.

Aristotle argues that imitation is a human process of
creation. Through representation, humans shape
experience into meaningful form. This principle still
holds. Yet contemporary culture shows a new tendency.
Having mastered imitation, society now produces
simulation without a clear original. Creation occurs
through virtual models rather than through observation of
nature. One may say that imitation has become so
advanced that it no longer requires an external standard.
Representation imitates itself. In this situation, Plato’s
warnings regain relevance. When images detach from
truth, ethical judgement becomes difficult. Individuals
may accept illusion as reality. Emotional manipulation
becomes easy. Public discourse may weaken. The ancient
critique thus speaks directly to the digital present. At the
same time, the history of poetry offers a corrective.
Literature reminds readers of the difference between
crafted art and uncontrolled simulation. Poetry openly
declares itself as creation. It does not pretend to be reality.
Its form signals interpretation. Therefore it can still guide
thought and feeling responsibly.

The journey from Plato and Aristotle to Al and social
media thus brings the argument back to its starting point.
The discussion of imitation does not belong only to
antiquity. It remains necessary for understanding
contemporary culture. The ends meet. The past
illuminates the present.

Ethical and Aesthetic Implications

The comparison between poetry and virtual reality also
raises ethical questions. Martha Nussbaum, in Poetic
Justice, argues that literature cultivates moral
imagination. By presenting concrete situations, it helps
readers understand the lives of others (Nussbaum 5). Such
understanding encourages empathy and responsible
judgement. Literature thus contributes to public life. This

ethical capacity contrasts with the rapid and fragmented
nature of digital media. Online content often demands
immediate reaction rather than reflection. Speed replaces
contemplation. Empathy weakens. Literature, by contrast,
slows perception. It invites sustained attention. It offers
space for thought. In this sense, poetry provides an
alternative to simulation.

Aesthetic experience also changes. Poetry depends on
language, rhythm, and metaphor. It requires
interpretation. Meaning develops gradually. Simulation,
however, often presents ready-made images. It reduces
the need for imagination. The viewer becomes passive.
Thus literature may preserve active engagement, whereas
digital spectacle encourages consumption.

These differences suggest that poetry retains relevance
even in a technological age. It offers a model of conscious
creation rather than automatic generation. It remains
grounded in human perception and feeling. It
acknowledges its status as representation. Therefore it
avoids the illusion of being reality itself.

Conclusion

The debate on imitation begins with Plato and Aristotle
and extends into the present world of artificial intelligence
and social media. Plato warns that imitation distances us
from truth and influences emotion dangerously. Aristotle
replies that imitation is natural, creative, and capable of
conveying universal knowledge. Modern theories of
reproduction and simulation show how representation has
become increasingly detached from direct experience. In
digital culture, images may replace reality altogether.

This development returns us to Plato’s concerns. When
representation loses reference to truth, moral and
intellectual judgement weaken. Yet Aristotle’s defence
also remains valid. Human beings continue to create
meaning through art. Poetry still offers insight into life. It
provides reflection, structure, and ethical awareness.

Thus the history of mimesis forms a continuous line from
antiquity to the digital age. Poetry and virtual reality stand
at two ends of the same question: how do representations
relate to truth? By studying this relation, one recognises
that literature is not obsolete. Instead, it becomes more
necessary. In a world of simulations, poetry reminds us of
conscious creation and responsible imagination. It
preserves the human capacity to interpret reality rather
than merely consume images.

When citing Plato and Aristotle, as per MLA standard
divisions of the text are used instead of page numbers. For
Plato, references are given by Stephanus numbers. For
Aristotle, references are given by Bekker numbers
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