Aristotle Poetics
Poetry (and poetics) derive from the Greek word, poein meaning to make. A poet is, therefore, a maker and poetics about making, in this case (generally) making things out of language. If something is made, is manufactured by humans for humans, then other humans can talk about that process and can talk about the success or lack of the same of the process. In other words, if a person can make a poem, play, film, song, dance, novel, then other persons (like ourselves) can talk about that process and its success or failure. 
As usual, let’s look at the first paragraph:

Our subject being Poetry, I propose to speak not only of the art in

general but also of its species and their respective capacities; of

the structure of plot required for a good poem; of the number and

nature of the constituent parts of a poem; and likewise of any other

matters in the same line of inquiry. Let us follow the natural order

and begin with the primary facts.

Aristotle, as I said the other day, approached the world not as a reflection of an ideal sphere (there is this world and, then, there is the ideal one and let’s make this world more like that one.). Rather, Aristotle looked at the world around him, and acknowledged that this world is what is. That being the case, how does  whatever aspect of the world one is thinking about (government, poetry, a squid, etc.) work and why does it work the way it does and, given what we have to work with, can we imagine it working better?
It is no surprise, then, that ? Aristotle immediately announces that he is going to speak of poetry not only generally (regarding what characteristics do objects that fall under the category “poetry” have in common) but also of its species (the different sorts of poetry) and then of a poem’s structure, etc, i.e. how it works. He is also using (at least in our translation) the language of biology (species).
This is gigantic. By thinking in this way, Aristotle inaugurates the study of literature of as a materialist activity, i.e. as something that exists in the world, that can be talked about in terms of the world (how it works) and not in terms of another reality, and, so, be related to other things in the world, for example, people. You can look at a person and talk about people generally: (all people have hearts, brains, blood, DNA, are susceptible to disease, grow from infants to adults, etc) and you can talk about people in the form of species (humans are one form of primate, monkeys another, gorillas, orangutans, others). You can also talk about particular persons. Melinda grew up in Mechanicsburg, Ohio. Her parents owned a jewelry store at the mall. She is a talented artist. She is also colorblind and, oh, very funny, and a gossip. You can talk about the particular person because you understand the general categories they fall into: Melinda = human, female, middle class, artist, colorblind, amusing, gossip.
In other words, individuals are representative of general categories. An individual play will be understandable in terms of the general category to which it belongs. A particular tragedy (Macbeth, for instance) will do, or fail to do, what tragedies do. If we understand what tragedies are, then we understand what Macbeth is. Likewise, if understand people, and that subset of people, women, then we begin to understand Melinda.

The problem, and maybe you are already seeing the problem, is that your understanding of a particular person, place or thing will depend a good deal on the categories you use to frame that person, place or thing. For example, we could also talk about Melinda as a devout Buddhist. I didn’t mention she was gay. She also spent two years in Latvia. She votes Republican because that’s who looks after her pocketbook. She practices tax law. Her only interest in the law is to make money. She lives with two roommates. She has lots of friends, but no lover. And so on. 
In other words, it matters quite a bit what categories you use to describe a person, place, thing, poem, painting, etc. Therefore, it matters where the categories come from: are they divinely ordained? Are they the product of a committee? Are they self evident parts of the universe? If they are not self evident, how do we know them? Are they eternal and unchanging or do they arise and pass away? What purpose or purposes do they serve? Is anyone better off because these categories exist? Is anyone worse off? (Think about the categories that are used in student loan and scholarship applications. What category you fall into matters a good deal at that point.)

For example: We could create a category called, “Scottish Plays.” Macbeth would fall into that category. We could then say that Scottish Plays ought to be written in the Scottish dialect. Macbeth would fall out of that category. Or we might say that Scottish Plays would need to be historically accurate. Again Macbeth would fail to measure up in that category. And so on. You might point out that I just invented the category Scottish Plays. True. But there is a category, Scottish Literature, which I did not invent. Is Macbeth Scottish in that sense? It would all depend on how you defined Scottish. 

Likewise, Aristotle’s definitions of tragedy and comedy come from a particular cultural tradition, his own, that of Greece. You can see that from his examples, from his literary history, all of which refer to Greek literature. However, because Aristotle was, well, a genius and recognized as such not only by his own people, but by the Romans, who conquered Greece and adopted Greek culture, and then by our own culture, and because Aristotle has had an enormous influence on other critics in our culture (and on some writers), we often take his categories as commonsensical or as the basis from which all discussion begins. On the other hand: there are many other cultures with literatures of their own. The categories tragedy and comedy may not best describe those literatures. Do Aristotle’s categories work for Japanese Noh drama? Do they work for Native American narratives? Do they work even for the novel—a form of literature that did not exist in Aristotle’s time? Is Bleak House a tragedy? Is War and Peace a tragedy? Both novels have tragic elements. On the other hand, both novels have comic elements, too. Neither novel is the imitation of one action. Nor does either novel have one main character, but several leading characters. Both novels have over arching problems: the resolution of a law case (and who has the right to the money involved); Napoleon’s invasion of Russia. Yet, these problems, while driving the narrative, are often far off stage for long periods of time. The point is: we tend to universalize from our own experience and apply those universals to other experiences. This is natural (to use a problematic word) but it should give us pause when we encounter works of art outside of our own cultural framework. It doesn’t mean that we cannot apply our standards / categories to Ghanaian drama—we probably should as the exercise would tell us quite a bit about those standards. It does mean that we shouldn’t be surprised if Ghanaian playwrights or filmmakers either don’t understand our standards/categories and criticisms or find them irrelevant.
The Problem of Genre Part I
Aristotle immediately begins dividing the world of imitative writing into categories: comedy, tragedy, etc. He runs pretty quickly into a snag when dealing with the work of the philosopher, Empedocles.

though it is the way with people to tack on 'poet' to the name of a metre, and talk of elegiac-poets and epic-poets, thinking that they call them poets not by reason of the imitative nature of their work, but indiscriminately by reason of the metre they write in. Even if a theory of medicine or physical philosophy be put forth in a metrical form, it is usual to describe the writer in this way; Homer and Empedocles, however, have really nothing in common apart from their metre; so that, if the one is to be called a poet, the other should betermed a physicist rather than a poet.

If the way you write, in meter, in stanzas, in rhyme (if your poetry uses rhyme, Greek poetry generally did not, nor Latin poetry) tells us you are a poet, then are you a poet if you write an accounting textbook as a sonnet cycle? Empedocles was a physicist. Lucretius, a Roman writer, was a physicist and cosmologist. Both wrote their works using poetic form. Aristotle is asking: are they, then, poets? Aristotle’s answer is, “No. You are not both poets.” Another way to put the question: Is poetry merely the way you handle words? Angela Ball, who taught poetry at Southern Mississippi, when I was in graduate school, used to point out (and may still be pointing out for she is still teaching) that one way to define poetry was simply to say that it was writing with undefined margins. Prose basically has defined margins. A straight left margin (always) and a right margin that can be ragged (as this one is) but in published form almost never is. Poetry, on the other hand has no defined left or right margins. Angela Ball didn’t include meter because much poetry today is not written in a particular meter. In other words, Aristotle and Angela Ball were both pointing to a problem: the relation of form (how you say something) to content (what you are saying). Does poetic form (meter, rhyme, etc) in some sense determine poetic content? If not, why not? 
Does poetic form (meter, rhyme, etc)


Mean poetic content?
If        not

Why not?

This is a lot like our question about the classified ad and the poem. Both look like poems. Yet, one is not considered a poem. Why?
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and finally now, ours could be the real world.                            -------------------------------

Aristotle initially answers the question by saying that Empedocles is not like Homer in that he in his writing he isn’t imitating the actions of men (telling a story) and, so, isn’t a poet. We will return to that distinction. First, though, let’s jump ahead in the essay to page 65 (section 22) where Aristotle is discussing diction, the proper use of language in poetry. This is one of those sections that seems rather dry and dull—and may make you wonder why we bother to read this stuff at all, but it’s important. On the other hand, Aristotle is making an argument and wouldn’t include this section if he didn’t think he needed it. 
The perfection of Diction is for it to be at once clear and not mean. The clearest indeed is that made up of the ordinary words for things, but it is mean, as is shown by the poetry of Cleophon and Sthenelus. On the other hand the Diction becomes distinguished and non-prosaic by the use of unfamiliar terms, i.e. strange words, metaphors, lengthened forms, and everything that deviates from the ordinary modes of speech.--But a whole statement in such terms will be either a riddle or a barbarism, a riddle, if made up of metaphors, a barbarism, if made up of strange words. The very nature indeed of a riddle is this, to describe a fact in an impossible combination of words (which cannot be done with the real names for things, but can be with their metaphorical substitutes); e.g. 'I saw a man glue brass on another with fire', and the like. The corresponding use of strange words results in a barbarism.--A certain admixture, accordingly, of unfamiliar terms is necessary. These, the strange word, the metaphor, the ornamental equivalent, etc.. will save the language from seeming mean and prosaic, while the ordinary words in it will secure the requisite clearness. What helps most, however, to render the Diction at once clear and non-prosaic is the use of the lengthened, curtailed, and altered forms of words. Their deviation from the ordinary words will, by making the language unlike that in general use.g.ve it a non-prosaic appearance; and their having much in common with the words in general use will give it the quality of clearness. It is not right, then, to condemn these modes of speech, and ridicule the poet for using them, as some have done; e.g. the elder Euclid, who said it was easy to make poetry if one were to be allowed to lengthen the words in the statement itself as much as one likes--a procedure he caricatured by reading '_Epixarhon eidon Marathonade Badi--gonta_, and _ouk han g' eramenos ton ekeinou helle boron_ as verses. A too apparent use of these licences has certainly a ludicrous effect, but they are not alone in that; the rule of moderation applies to all the constituents of the poetic vocabulary; even with metaphors, strange words, and the rest, the effect will be the same, if one uses them improperly and with a view to provoking laughter. The proper use of them is a very different thing. To realize the difference one should take an epic verse and see how it reads when the normal words are introduced. The same should be done too with the strange word, the metaphor, and the rest; for one has only to put the ordinary words in their place to see the truth of what we are saying. The same iambic, for instance, is found in Aeschylus and Euripides, and as it stands in the former it is a poor line; whereas Euripides, by the change of a single word, the substitution of a strange for what is by usage the ordinary word, has made it seem a fine one.
First of all, why all this talk about words? Aristotle thinks of poems as machines or, rather, like organisms (which are like machines—but that is another story). Organisms are made out of parts (cells—though Aristotle didn’t know about cells, no microscope. He did know about parts, like limbs, heart, brain, liver, etc.) Poems are made out of words—and words are made out of parts, too (and Aristotle addresses this fact, too). If a poem is a machine/organism, then it will be put together using the appropriate parts and in the appropriate way. 
Right parts (words) and right method of using words (style) = good poem. Right words and the wrong method = bad poem. Wrong words and the right method = bad poem.. 

What you need is, “the rule of moderation,” the right balance of words and method. Hence, all the talk about the proper mix of ordinary language and strange language is talk about striking a kind of balance, a balance that creates what we might call the poetry effect in the way that theater people sometimes talk about achieving the reality effect, i.e. building a set, etc. that people accept as real even though they are sitting in a theatre. Likewise, when the right words are used in the right way, the poetry effect is achieved or, in this case, the tragic poetry effect. 
For example, below are in alphabetical order all the right words to make a famous poem by Shakespeare. However, they are not in the right order and, so, do not constitute even a bad poem. What is missing is what Aristotle would say is the diction and the rhetoric (the way the argument flows (rhetoric may derive from a Greek word for flowing water))—the same would be true if all the parts necessary to make a human (the necessary chemicals) were handed to us.
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The trick is knowing how to guide the flow of these words (the rule of moderation) so that from disorder and chaos comes poetry. This also means you have a notion of what moderation means in this context. Aristotle has some ideas.
Poetry and Biology:

For Aristotle making imitations is a human activity, therefore a natural one, and ought to be investigated as such. He notes that (bottom of page 53) 

It is clear that the general origin of poetry was due to two causes,

each of them part of human nature. Imitation is natural to man from

childhood, one of his advantages over the lower animals being this,

that he is the most imitative creature in the world, and learns at

first by imitation. And it is also natural for all to delight in works

of imitation. The truth of this second point is shown by experience:

though the objects themselves may be painful to see, we delight to

view the most realistic representations of them in art, the forms for

example of the lowest animals and of dead bodies. The explanation is

to be found in a further fact: to be learning something is the

greatest of pleasures not only to the philosopher but also to the

rest of mankind, however small their capacity for it; the reason of

the delight in seeing the picture is that one is at the same time

learning--gathering the meaning of things, e.g. that the man there is

so-and-so; for if one has not seen the thing before, one's pleasure

will not be in the picture as an imitation of it, but will be due to

the execution or colouring or some similar cause. Imitation, then,

being natural to us--as also the sense of harmony and rhythm, the

metres being obviously species of rhythms--it was through their

original aptitude, and by a series of improvements for the most part

gradual on their first efforts, that they created poetry out of their

improvisations.
(top of 54 left column)

Poetry, however, soon broke up into two kinds according to the

differences of character in the individual poets; for the graver among

them would represent noble actions, and those of noble personages; and

the meaner sort the actions of the ignoble.

Bottom of 54 left column)

As soon, however, as Tragedy and Comedy appeared in the field, those naturally drawn to the one line of poetry became writers of comedies instead of iambs, and those naturally drawn to the other, writers of tragedies instead of epics,because these new modes of art were grander and of more esteem than the old.

(bottom of 54, left column)

It was in fact only after a long series of changes that the movement of Tragedy stopped on its attaining to its natural form. 

(top of 55, right column)

There are in the natural order of things, therefore, two causes, Character and Thought, of their actions, and consequently

of their success or failure in their lives. 

Tragedy acquired also its magnitude. Discarding short stories and

a ludicrous diction, through its passing out of its satyric stage, it

assumed, though only at a late point in its progress, a tone of

dignity; and its metre changed then from trochaic to iambic. The

reason for their original use of the trochaic tetrameter was that

their poetry was satyric and more connected with dancing than it now

is. As soon, however, as a spoken part came in, nature herself found

the appropriate metre. The iambic, we know, is the most speakable of

metres, as is shown by the fact that we very often fall into it in

conversation, whereas we rarely talk hexameters, and only when we

depart from the speaking tone of voice. 

 A couple of things to note: 

1) People like imitative art because they themselves are imitators. This is an interesting point that Aristotle does not choose to develop (though others have after him) although it is implied throughout his argument. Essentially, he is saying that all people are imitative artists to a greater or lesser degree. As children we learn by imitating adults. As adults we learn by imitating other adults (do what others do, say what they say, etc). In essence, we are a society of imitative artists. Plays and movies interest us in what amounts to a professional way: we are all actors, writers, producers. 
a) This is an important idea for post modernism, the fictive nature of things, the social construction of reality.
2) Also, Aristotle points out that we enjoy things on the stage (dead bodies) that we would find upsetting in life—and this is because we understand the difference between a play and life. The actor is not dead. We also understand that the death of the actor on the stage is useful to us. The character dies so that we may learn something.  

a) This point matters because it implies that art (or at least “good” art) has a social function. In fact, Aristotle will in part rank works of art by the type of people who make and enjoy them. Epic and tragedy rank higher than satire and other forms of comedy because they are more serious—as are the people who make them and enjoy them.

b) A derivative of this notion is that art that is not defined as serious or functional is less worthy of consideration.

i) We see this in the distinction made between popular culture (reality TV, You Tube) and so called high culture. 

(1) In theory, high culture is better for us. Low culture, worse.
(a) This is a Platonic notion, also Arnoldian.

(b) I have to say I am conflicted myself. I like all sorts of cultural artifacts, high and low, but the very fact that I make the high/low distinction betrays an investment in the distinction. For example, I don’t own a television because I want to live outside of television (to the extent that is possible (See Mark Crispin Miller’s Boxed In for a critique of the attempt to escape from television—he argues you cannot.) and because I think television’s influence on our culture has not been unproblematic, i.e. people find it hard to read (reading is a visual experience) after growing up on visual heroin. I believe that we ought to stretch ourselves and that means encountering difficult art and/or other sorts of art—both high and low. And that includes television.

ii) Interestingly, the question of art’s relationship to social use or social functionality becomes an important issue in modern and contemporary art (art after 1850). Art begins to define itself as art because of its non functional nature, it’s uselessness as anything but art. For example: painting gradually divorces itself from representationalism (being a mirror to “nature,” i.e. having a use function (mirror) in relation to something else (nature)) and becomes an exploration of the formal properties of color, canvas, paint, etc. Literature at about the same time begins to fray at the edges of its own relation to “reality,” the march from Longfellow to T.S. Eliot, Gertrude Stien and Samuel Becket in poetry. 

iii) Music is probably the best example. Lydia Goehr wrote a fascinating book, The Imaginary Museum of Musical Works, about the transformation of the understanding of music that took place in the eighteenth and early nineteenth century. Music went from a useful way to communicate words (songs, operas, hymns, Masses, etc.) or to provide the basis for dance to being about itself, i.e. people going to listen to a Beethoven (Goehr’s main example) symphony simply and only to hear the music, music which as not about anything other than itself, i.e. a formal exploration of the possibilities of tones, notes, chords via various instruments. In a real sense, music paved the way for modern art, art that presents itself as at once profoundly Aristotelian (materialist and formalist) and profoundly anti-Aristotelian (non functional, unnatural, anti-social).
iv) Therefore, it is important to watch the definitions of “serious” and “functional.”

3) The development of poetic art follows nature, specifically biology. This developmental theory of art is also called an organic theory of art and it is important in the history of criticism. 

a) Art develops as people (and plants) do from primitive beginnings to maturity.

i) This implies that the products of earlier stages in the developmental art making process are not as valuable as the products of  later stages, i.e. primitive art is less sophisticated, less worthy of regard as art, more important as historical or anthropological evidence.

(1) The developmental theory of art that has important implications for the art of peoples who are recognized as primitives by other peoples. If a colonizing group believes its art is mature. It is not unusual for it to believe that the cultural products of conquered peoples is primitive. For example: the cultural products of Native Americans and Africans was not appreciated as art for a very long time by Europeans but rather as evidence of their status as primitives. 

(a) Later, of course, the art was revaluated as art. That was still problematic because the cultural products in question were being valued in Western terms. The category “art object” may not have had meaning in the originating culture. A mask, for example, may have had religious significance, not aesthetic significance as we understand that term.

(b) Marginalized persons often find their cultural practices / products translated to primitive art status. The cultural practice in question is appropriated by someone else for their own purposes. That the new status is an art status means that the cultural practice / product gets collected, and valued, as primitive “art.” For example: Religious iconography (especially Catholic) gets demoted in a secular culture to primitive art. Then is collected by hipsters as evidence of their a) aesthetic sensibility and b) superiority to the persons who approach the icons religiously rather than ironically and aesthetically.

(c) In an interesting reversal of this process, cultural elites often see mass acceptance of elite cultural products as a retrograde development. A poster of Van Gogh sunflowers on a living room wall is a sign of cultural primitivism.   

ii) The developmental theory also implies that art can decline and die. 

(1) Therefore, it is not unusual to hear theories that say literature, art, etc. are in decline.

b) The development of the art itself is tied to nature.

i) Aristotle says certain persons write comedy, others tragedy.

ii) He also claims that even the form the art takes is partly a form of nature.

iii) This means that the category “unnatural art” is possible. 

(1) What to do with “unnatural art” becomes a question.

(a) Censorship is often the answer.

c) The “organic” / “developmental” theory of art does not only happen on the macro level, but on the level of the art work itself. 

i) For example: one way to think of organic development is as an unfolding toward a mature, complete state, adulthood. This is in a sense, one complete action. All parts of the body contribute to this action. All actions of the body (eating, sleeping, etc.) contribute to this action, which unfolds as if according to an inviolable plan. Growth in organic terms seems as if proceeds according to necessity. Likewise the notions that an art work ought to be complete assume that there is a schema for completeness. For literature that completeness will often have to do with subsuming everything to pushing the story forward and will be bound up with causality, i.e. everything happens in a story for a reason. Indeed, the poet W.H. Auden once remarked that that is what is the most unreal thing about plays, movies, fiction: people always say what they are supposed to say and do what they are supposed to do and show up when and where they are expected. No character in a novel ever fails to show up. Sherlock Holmes will always catch the right train to get him to the Baskerville estate on time. If they were there on page seventy-two yesterday, they will be there tomorrow and ten years from now. Woody Allen wrote a well known and amusing short story, The Kuglemass Episode in which characters suddenly stop showing up in books when they are supposed to.

(1)  (left top of page 57) The truth is that, just as in the other imitative arts one imitation is always of one thing, so in poetry the story, as an imitation of action, must represent one action, a complete whole, with its several incidents so closely connected that the transposal or withdrawal of any one of them will disjoin and dislocate the whole. For that which makes no perceptible difference by its presence or absence is no real part of the whole. 
ii) If you accept that a play must represent one action, then it’s easy to sign on to Aristotle’s recipe. In fact, if you attend a creative writing workshop (which mostly deal with short stories and short poems), you will likely hear some version of the above. “What does X have to do with the story?” “Cut the description of her living room, it has nothing to do with the story.” “Get rid of the scene in the coffee shop. It has nothing to do with the story.” And so on. And if writing a traditional short story is what you are up to, then Aristotle’s comments are on the mark.

iii) But this prescription does not work so well for longer pieces (epic poems, novels) where part of the fun may the long descriptions or digressions from the story. Nor does it work for any work of art that does not care about representing action or whose notions of action do not jibe with notions of completeness or causality. A good deal of contemporary experimental fiction and poetry attempts to think outside of our usual notions of causality and completeness. 

iv) The question is: what kind of art are you holding up as your model?

 You come to know the words and the method through the study of the organism. 
but let’s talk a bit more about genre. According to Webster’s New World Dictionary and Thesaurus a genre is a kind or type, as of works of literature, art, etc. It further tells us that the word derives from the Latin genus (borth, origin, race, species) and ultimately is derived from an Indo European base gen, “to beget, to produce.”  Genre has to do with division of things into types and more deeply is related to origin and birth. In other words, it carries within it productive notions and a sense of essence (this is what a thing fundamentally is). Now, let’s think about the problem that Aristotle is pointing to (and that he returns to again and again in the Poetics), the form / content problem. Let’s remove the problem from the context of poetry and literature for a moment and discuss it instead in terms of photography.

Is photography an art?  This is a famously vexing question. What is photography? The word derives from two Greek words meaning “light” (photon) and “writing or drawing” (graphien), hence “writing / drawing with light.”  The word, photography, was invented to describe what was until very recently a chemical process. Expose certain chemicals to light. The chemicals react according to the intensity of the light. The outcome of that reaction is called a “photograph.” The outcome of that reaction was also called a “picture,” a word derived from painting because the chemical reaction to light that we call a photograph resembles a painting. That seems very obvious and yawn-inducing. Consider, however, painters. A painter spends years learning to draw, to mix paint to get appropriate colors, etc. The ability to create a lifelike imitation of reality, a representational painting with perspective, is not a trivial skill. Most people cannot do it. Very few people can do it well. It takes hours and hours to paint a portrait. However, it takes only a fraction of a second to take a photograph. Most people can take a photograph. They “point and shoot.” A photograph is the result. If the camera has autofocus, the odds are good at the photograph will be a highly detailed, realistic representation of whatever the camera is pointed at. Very few can draw the Mona Lisa, but most can (could) photograph her. People take photographs all the time. Is the person who photographs a water tower as much an artist as the person who paints a water tower? Is a photograph of a water tower as much a work of art as a painting of a water tower?
There are all sorts of ways to answer that question—which only points to the complexity of the issues involved. You could say: they are both imitations, so, yeah. You could say: it takes much more skill to paint the water tower, so while they are both imitations, one is a higher level imitation than another—by virtue of the effort involved. But, then, someone might say: someone could work for days on a very bad painting of a water tower, but then work only a few moments on a great painting of the same water tower. So is a bad painting better than a great photograph? Can you really compare the two? And so on. 
Historically, photography has had some trouble being considered an art because it is a mechanical process, because lots of people take photographs. Photography lacks painting’s aura (as Walter Benjamin, a critic would say).  An aura in this sense is an indicator of realness of authenticity. Painting seems more authentic as a work of art, even if it is less (or because it is less?) representational. Why? Benjamin would say one reason would be scarcity. To see a painting by van Gogh you need to go to a museum and that may involve quite a bit of travel, etc. To see a photograph of a van Gogh, go to Google Images and write van Gogh. On the other hand we recognize that some people take better pictures than others, are more highly skilled at using a camera than others just as some people draw or paint better than others do and that, really, what is a brush but a tool? What is a camera? Another tool. Some people use one tool rather than another to make things. Why value one making over another? Some would argue that it changes the content itself, that a painting of a tree and a photo of the same tree are distinct to the point that there is no use comparing them. Why, then, say the photograph of the tree is less artistic than the painting of the tree? Why not say they are different things and leave it at that. Why indeed, but people don’t leave it at that. Typically, photographs are not regarded in the same way paintings are. Paintings are typically treated more seriously as works of art. This is not to say that photography is not an art. No. I believe it is. What I am saying is: people typically don’t regard photographs as art, whereas even a bad drawing is thought of as art—bad art perhaps, even terrible art, but art. Whereas a photograph is most often regarded as…a photograph. Not that photographs or our relationship to them is a simple thing. Susan Sontag, a cultural critic, wrote a famous book, On Photography discussing the cultural status of photographs. She points out that it may be that we demote most photographs to non-art status as much out of fear than disdain of photography and photographs. Photographs are evidence. We are the criminals and witnesses. Our crime? We were there.
Some genres (ways of making) are more highly valued than others. Keeping that in mind, let’s think about genre: We have novels, plays, poetry, films, television, radio, computer games, oral poetry. We have romance, pornography, erotica, westerns, thrillers, gothic, horror, science fiction, fantasy, mysteries, gay/lesbian, feminist, African American, Hispanic, and Christian; we have road novels, chic lit, buddy novels, graphic novels, slash fiction, pulp fiction, war novel, young adult, women’s fiction (this is from Amazon) and so on. Many of the above genres subdivide into sub genres. Mysteries, for example: divide into (to name but a few categories): noir, hard boiled, police procedural, series (same hero returns over and over), country house (everything happens at a British country house), GLBT (detective has to be gay), detective (hero must be a private detective, not a policeman), campus (mystery must involve a university campus and, probably, a university student, faculty, or staff member), criminal (in which the mystery is solved by criminal for their own reasons) and so on.

It’s pretty clear that just like Aristotle we like dividing literature into genres. Okay, but why? What is the advantage of that? 

Certainly, there are marketing advantages—and disadvantages. If you write in a genre, people who like that genre will be more likely to find you. Bookstores know where to put your book. Services like Amazon have huge lists of readers they can push mysteries toward (if Amazon knows that your book is a mystery)

But, why do we like putting books into genres? What need does this answer?

1. Efficiency

2. Repetition (imitation as repetition is a form of imitation)

3. Predictability, therefore control. 

4. Human beings are biologically wired to categorize.

5. Desire for completion (see Control). Genre’s offer the possibility of mastering an area of knowledge

6. Genres are fun.
Aristotle, to my mind, never resolves the question of why Empedocles the physicist is not also a poet. He sees there is a problem. He simply says that Empedocles is not a poet because he does not write about what poets write about, the actions of men, i.e. Empedocles’ work does not look the like the work of most poets. Empedocles’ work is not normative. This problem of normativity, which is also the problem of genre, is one that artists and critics face all the time. To take the first two examples that come to mind: Baudelaire and Rimbaud, two of the most important poets in the development of modern poetry, were both criticized because the content of their work was at odds with the expectations of the day. Baudelaire was prosecuted because his poems were thought obscene. 

Aristotle is interested in general laws, not exceptions. He is perhaps somewhat a prisoner of norms and traditions in this way, i.e. he extrapolates from his literary tradition. 
