
Defence of Imagination: Philip Sidney’s An Apology for Poetry 

 

Sir Philip Sidney’s An Apology for Poetry (also known as The Defence of Poesy) stands as 
one of the earliest and most influential works of literary criticism in English. Written in 
the late sixteenth century against a background of moral suspicion toward imaginative 
literature, Sidney’s treatise is both a passionate vindication of poetry and a 
sophisticated meditation on the ethical and educational power of art. Responding 
particularly to Puritan attacks—most notably Stephen Gosson’s The School of Abuse—
Sidney constructs a humanist argument that presents poetry as the highest form of 
learning, capable of delighting, teaching, and moving readers toward virtuous action.  

The Context and Purpose of the Apology 

Sidney writes at a time when poetry and drama were frequently condemned as frivolous 
or morally corrupting. The Puritan critique accused poets of promoting idleness, lies, 
and sensuality. Sidney’s Apology directly challenges these charges, not merely by 
defending poetry but by elevating it above history and philosophy as the most effective 
moral teacher. His purpose is clear from the outset: to demonstrate that poetry is not 
only harmless but profoundly beneficial to individual character and social order. 

Poetry as Imitation and Creative Freedom 

Central to Sidney’s argument is the classical concept of mimesis, or imitation. Drawing 
on Aristotle and Horace, Sidney defines poetry as an imaginative representation of 
reality—not a literal transcription of facts but a creative shaping of experience. He 
famously declares that the poet “nothing affirms, and therefore never lieth.” Unlike the 
historian, who is bound to what has happened, or the philosopher, who deals in 
abstract precepts, the poet creates a “golden world” that improves upon the “brazen 
world” of nature. 

Sidney writes, “Nature never set forth the earth in so rich tapestry as divers poets have 
done.” This statement encapsulates his belief that poetry perfects nature by presenting 
ideal forms of virtue and vice. Through imaginative freedom, the poet can show not only 
what is but what ought to be, thereby offering moral exemplars that inspire readers. 

The Poet as the True Teacher 

One of the most influential sections of the Apology is Sidney’s comparison of poetry 
with philosophy and history. Philosophy, he argues, teaches virtue through abstract 
rules, but it lacks the emotional appeal to move people to action. History provides 
concrete examples, yet these examples are often morally ambiguous and limited by 
chance circumstances. Poetry, however, combines the strengths of both. 



Sidney asserts, “Poetry is the first light-giver to ignorance.” By uniting precept and 
example in an emotionally engaging form, poetry teaches delightfully. His celebrated 
formulation that poetry “doth delight and teach” (a variation on Horace’s dulce et utile) 
underscores this dual function. For Sidney, learning that does not move the will is 
incomplete; poetry succeeds because it appeals simultaneously to intellect, 
imagination, and emotion. 

Moral Function and Ethical Power 

Far from being morally dangerous, poetry is, for Sidney, a powerful ethical force. He 
insists that the ultimate end of all learning is virtuous action, and poetry best achieves 
this end. “The ending end of all earthly learning,” Sidney writes, “is virtuous action.” 
Poetry moves readers toward this goal by making virtue attractive and vice repellent. 

Through vivid narratives, characters, and images, poetry shapes moral perception. A 
reader who might resist philosophical argument can be persuaded through the 
emotional experience of a poem. In this sense, Sidney anticipates later theories of 
reader-response and moral psychology, recognizing that ethical growth depends not 
only on reason but on feeling and imagination. 

Reply to the Charges Against Poetry 

Sidney systematically refutes the common accusations leveled against poetry. To the 
claim that poetry is a waste of time, he replies that no learning is more profitable than 
that which teaches virtue with pleasure. Against the charge that poetry promotes 
immorality, he distinguishes true poetry from its abuse, arguing that corruption lies not 
in the art itself but in its misuse. 

Perhaps most memorably, Sidney responds to the allegation that poets are liars by 
redefining truth. Since poets do not claim literal factual accuracy, they cannot be 
accused of falsehood. As he puts it, the poet “nothing affirms.” Instead, poetry conveys 
moral and imaginative truth, which is often more influential than literal fact. 

Sidney’s Defence of English Poetry and Drama 

Beyond defending poetry in general, Sidney also addresses the state of English 
literature. While he admires classical and continental models, he does not hesitate to 
criticize contemporary English drama for its disregard of classical unities and artistic 
discipline. Yet even here, his criticism is constructive rather than dismissive. His aim is 
to elevate English poetry to the highest standards, not to condemn it outright. 

Sidney’s patriotism is evident in his desire to see English literature flourish. His Apology 
thus serves both as a defence and as a manifesto for literary reform, encouraging poets 
to recognize the dignity and responsibility of their calling. 

Style and Rhetoric of the Apology 



The prose style of An Apology for Poetry reflects Sidney’s humanist education and 
rhetorical skill. Elegant, learned, and often ironic, the essay balances scholarly 
authority with personal passion. Classical references to Plato, Aristotle, and Horace 
coexist with vivid metaphors and energetic argumentation. This stylistic richness 
reinforces Sidney’s central claim: that eloquence and imagination are essential tools of 
persuasion and moral instruction. 

Conclusion 

An Apology for Poetry remains a foundational text in literary criticism because it 
articulates a timeless defence of imaginative literature. Sidney presents poetry as the 
highest form of learning—one that delights, teaches, and moves readers toward virtue. 
His insistence on the ethical power of imagination challenges narrow definitions of truth 
and knowledge, asserting that moral understanding is shaped as much by stories and 
images as by facts and arguments. 

In an age that often questions the practical value of the humanities, Sidney’s words 
retain remarkable relevance. Poetry, he reminds us, is not an escape from reality but a 
means of transforming it. By creating a “golden world,” the poet helps humanity 
envision—and strive toward—a better one. 


