
 

video games, is a worthless or dangerous art form that can corrupt the minds of those who 

consume this type of media. From worrying that they will corrupt children or young adults into 

obscene acts, to disregarding these media forms for being a waste of time for lying to the 

audience, the general ideas are easily expressed upon finding lists of banned books and media. 

This idea is not new; in fact, it’s far from new. During the Elizabethan era of literature, the same 

arguments were being used to degrade literature of any kind, especially the sensationalist poetry 

of the time. In 1595, Sir Philip Sidney published an essay titled “An Apology for Poetry,” which 

argued against these criticisms that disregard the entire point of literature. Utilizing the same 

critiques Sidney employed against the Puritan movement, this essay will show how poet John 

Donne’s piece “The Flea” reinforces the ideas Sidney discussed and complicates the waters of 

literary cleanliness.  

Sir Philip Sidney’s essay contains many ideas that counter the Puritan Movement’s 

criticisms of literature, many of which still hold weight today and provide insight into the true 

nature of writing poesy, as Sidney puts it. The broad-stroke ideas that he presents are how 

literature is designed to educate an audience about an idea, moral, or philosophy while also 

retaining the audience’s enjoyment of the text to get the idea to cement itself in the reader’s 

mind. Sidney explains, “Poesy therefore is an art of imitation, for so Aristole termeth it in the 

word μίμησις [mimesis]—that is to say, a representing, counterfeiting, or figuring forth—to 

speak metaphorically, a speaking picture—with this end, to teach and delight” (620). This idea of 

mimesis, μίμησις, becomes the cornerstone of Sidney's argument, where he continues into the 
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telling an idea. That is to say, providing a vivid example of the concept will more effectively 

deliver the intended message to an audience than simply explaining it.  

Thus, there are many examples of poetry across the ages that aim to teach a complex 

concept in a less than straightforward way. Take John Donne’s poem “The Flea” as an example 

of a complex lesson taught with humor. The poem is undeniably meant to convey delight to the 

audience through its racy imagery and rather absurd concept of a man courting a woman through 

the analogy of a flea. The speaker of “The Flea” starts with the introduction of his analogy, 

“Mark but this flea, and mark in this, / How little that which thou deniest me is; / It sucked me 

first, and now sucks thee, / And in this flea, our two bloods mingled be” (ll. 1-4). The speaker 

jumps right into the absurd idea of how this flea, carrying the blood of both the speaker and the 

woman he courts, equates to the idea of the two characters having sex. Already, readers can see 

how this poem is meant to delight them since such graphic images paired with the upper level of 

speaking can be quite humorous, if a bit crude to some. The humor makes the poem stick out in 

readers' minds as the concept of the poem grabs their attention as something unique.  

The poem continues with the speaker building his argument further into the ridiculous 

with implications of his companion’s reactions to his antics. In lines eight through eleven, the 

speaker states, “And pampered swells with one blood made of two / And this, alas, is more than 

we would do. / Oh stay, three lives in one flea spare, / Where we almost, yea more than married 
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further delight to the audience as there is a reaction that mirrors the audience’s own curiosity, 

confusion, and amusement.  

However, the counterargument appears: how does this poem educate anyone at all? The 

poem makes a significant case for why it is delightful and entertaining to read, but to an 

individual who is more critical of the work, the poem proves to be a perfect example of why 
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