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The Psychology of Aristotelian
Tragedy

Amélie Oksenberg Rorty

Sophodes puts the moral of our story best, and what he says reveals the essenee
of Aristotelian tragedy.

Wonders are many and none more wonderful than man ...
In tbe meshes of his woven nets, cunning of mind. ingenious man ." ..
He snares the lighthearted birds and the tribes oí savage beasts,

and the creatures of the deep seas ...
He puts tbe halter round the horse's neck
And rings lhe noslrlls of the angry bullo
He has devised himself a shelter

against the rigors of frost and the pelting ralns.
Speech and science he has taught himself,

and artfully fonned laws for harmoniollscivic life ...
Only against death he fights in vain.
But clear intelligence - a force beyond measure ­

moves to work, both good and ilL ...
When he obeys the laws and honors j llstice. the city stands proud .' . .
But man swerves from sirle to side, and when the laws are broken,

and set at naught, he is like a persoD without a city,
beyond human boundary, a horror, a pollutlon to be avoided.

What is a tragie drama? Why are we so a!Ieeted by tragedies, sobered but
enlarged, seared but strangely at peaee? Why do tragedies - and what we leam
from them - bring us sueh complex, bitter-sweet pleasures?

Aristotle gives us the best explanation we have for our experienees of tragedy.
But if we aecept his explanation, then we must also accept a good deal of his
psychology and ethics. Aristotle's characterization of a tragedy Is, perhaps, al!
too familiar, so familiar that we misread him, replacing Ws intentions with ours.
Tragedy is one of the poetics arts.' It is, he says, an imitative representation
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2 A. O. Rorty

(mimesis) of a serious (spoudaios) aelion, dramalieally presenled in a plol lhal is
self-eonlained, complete, and unified. The prolagonists of lragic drama are
admirable, nol lechnieally 'speaking heroes or demigods, bul larger and beller
versions of ourselves.2 In lhe finesl tragedies, lhe characler of lhe prolagonisl
makes him susceplible lo a defleelion -lo an erring waywardness - lhal brings
disasler, producing a reversal in lhe projeeled are of his life. The slory of his
undeserved misforlune arouses OUr pily and fear, darifying and purifying lhose
reaelions in sueh a way as lo bring us bolh pleasure and underslanding. Al ils
besl, lragedy brings reeognilion of who and whal we are. Like olher forms of
poelry, tragedy is more phi/osopme and illuminaling, and so more lrulhful lhan
hislory.

Befare examining lhe elemenls of Arislotle's definilion and loealing lhem
wilhin the larger frame of his elhies and psyehology, we should say somelhing
about the kind of theory he holds, Although Arislotle foeuses on the formal
elemenls of tragedy - on lhe besl way lo struelure plols, his is nol an aeslhelie
lheory. The pleasures and lhe insights of tragedy do nol resl solely or primarily
in lheir purely formal properlies, in lhe eleganee of struelural lension and
balance, In lhe arls and erafts - as in biology and melaphysies - form follows
funelion and purpose, The beauly and meril of any individual work - a shoe, a
pot, or a tragedy - is a funelion of lhe way lhal ils form expresses and fulfills ils
aims dearly and elegantly, in an appropriale medium and manner. Beeause they

r
are representationaI. aH the paetie arts ¡nelude, among their various airoso that
of bringing us ~~~~":!.?!I,9fJ:,:~gn~ lhey fulfill lheir dislinelive emolional
aims by affeeling our underslanding and lhey affeel our understanding by
affecting our emotions.

Aristotle is no more a hermeneuticist thanhe is an aesthetic formalist. The
signifieanee of a lragic drama lies in its mlllhos, and nol in lhe hislory of its
interpretations. Neither self-conscious formalism nor seff-conscious hermeneuti­
cism allows for Aristotelian tragedy,3 For whenever there is the awareness ofthe
play of abslraelion or interprelation, we implicitly granl ourselves lhe power _
even if il is oniy an intelleelual power - to elude lhe ineluclable, escape lhe
inescapability oC the tragic plot To be sure, it is in principie possible to restruc­
ture lhe dassical dramas, to rearrange lhe elemenls lhal define Aristolelian
lragedy, and to vary lhem in sueh a way as to produce new plays imd new
genres. cousins to Aristotelian tragedy.4 And indeed later dramatists did redirect
lhe ends of lhe plays lhey ealled "lragedies": Elizabelhan erilies !ike Nevyle
thought tragedies should show "Gods horrible vengeaunee for sinne:" Corneille

" lhoughl lhey should evoke lhe grandeur and gravily of lhe diclion of noble
aclion and passion. By eontrasl, Lessing slressed lhe evoealion of pily and
eompassion through simple, unaffeeled language. Sehiller lakes lragedy lo
express the tensions between the sub!imity of self-Iegislaling freedom and the
palhos of human suffering.' Prom Arislotle's poinl of view, debates about
whelher these dramas are, strictly speaking, lragedies, are idle and emply.
Dramatic genres are differenlialed by lheir ends: bul lhe ends of a work of arl _
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indeed lhe end of any techne - also specify the formal struclures of the work. To
change lhe form is lo shift lhe end: lo shift lhe end IS lo change the ge~re:

Incomplele and fragmentary as il is, lhe Poetics conjoins a number of dlstmel
enlerprises: il is, lo begin wilh, a philosophical study intended lo analyze the
tructures and functions of lhe range of poetic genres as if lhey were biologieal

:pecies, The molto oflhis mode is: Save lhe phenomena. Analomize poetie genres
by showing how lhe formal arrangement of lheir "parls" suceeed in fulfilling a
specific aim, lhat is, by showing how lhe slruetures of lhe works produ~e a
eertain type of response. Bul since lhe poelic genres are erafls, lhe Poetles IS a
book of teehnieal advice, as well as a functionally orienled analomy. Arislotle's
advice to the tragedians is advice abaut !.lOW to ~Ee!J:!.r~_gI2Ill;~~_!!?-.,~~_é,.~_,!'Y,~Y.,,~,

as lo produce a specific kind..."fJ)SY9.¡'9>loJ\i,e>~Ia!!5!.!11.!~!~e,c!'!."letI!:9t. This advice
goes beyóñatelliilg'afatñaiisls how lo eonfórm lo a model lhal was derived by
an analysis of dassieal drama, as if Aristotle were a ehemist who had analyzerl
a eompound and derived the formula for producing it. Arislotle's way of saving
lhe phenomena of lragic drama has a slrongly normative turn, beyond thal
whieh is implicil in any lechnical advice, Indeed, his normalive agenda may
have so foeused his analysis of dassical drama lhal he ignored some of ils
importanl fealures. The molto of lhis mode is: save drama againsl Plalonie
altaeks by showing thal good lragie drama - lragic drama properly underslood
- can promole rather lhan lhwarl underslanding, atlune ralher than distort the
emolions it arouses. The argumenl oflhe Poelies is inlended lo show lhat lhe best
effeels of lragic drama derive from its represenlalional lrulhfulness ralher lhan
from ecstasy; lhal lhe turn of the plol depends on human ageney ralher lhan on
demonic or divine forees, on probable ralher than aceidenlal conneelions among
incidenls: thal lhe primary emotions evoked by tragie drama are pily and fear
aboul whal can plausibly happen ralher than horror or awe (deinon) aboul lhe
way thal fale (Moira) can, in a slrange allianee wilh chanee (Tuche), inlervene
in the natural course oC events. It is a persoIl'scha~a~ter,,(~t~os).as determining
his aetions and. ch"ices, rather thal1-añrco;;;;í~Tu'sH¿e¡il¡ke)o;;~~ªiii:I
(ne';¡es¡sDlíárd.~~tm¡!Íiih!§fál~,)tis-for¡hesereasóñs·thaTA:risfóifédoes nol
discusr-ofrñé role of civic and religious rituals surrounding the traditional
performances of lhe dassical lragedies; and il is for lhese reasons lhal he thinks
tragedies should nol represenl gory and horrible deeds on slage. His view is thal
neilher tragedy nor ils essential psyehological effects depend on relalning lheir
arehaie sourees or forms, Nielzsche was quite righl: Arislotle wanled lo trans­
form, ifnol aClually to eliminale, any remnants oflhe Dionysian origins of tragedy.

Muthos and Mimesis

"Mllthos - a slory or plol -," Arislotle says, "is t!1dY!!rt~.m~a.Lp,rlnciple and
souIOffragedy"TlT5li1J11f:):'Whiletliere1SsOITow, grief, 10ss, and pain in life,
~",,~.~~~----_ .•_-,.~.~~._,-
lhere is lragedy only wlien lhe aclions and events lhal compose a !ife are
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esentation oC an acUon - whether it is structured as an epic, or in histo.ry or
repr . .. d
ortttory - necessarily gives that actIon sorne form, a defimtlOn and a boun ary,
B t while intez:pretalions are indeed perspectival. there ls a truth of the matter,
. ~eed a double truth.' To begin with, protagonists can be profoundly mistaken
'~outwhat they are really doing. Oedipus may have believed that he married the
~ueen of Thebes, and so he did: but the proper descriplion of that action - the
d criplion that should have guided his deliberation - was that in marrying the
Q~een ofThebes, he would be marrying his mother, Aristode carries the c?rrect­
ness oC actions Curther: however well individual agents understand thelr par~

ticular actions, these actions can themselves conform or faH to conCorm to the
normative essential definitions that govem the type of action in which they are

engaged.'
Despite their dilferences, Aristotle accepts a central part ofPiato's account of

mimesis. There is no imitation or representation without selection and abstrac­
lion,lO The representation ofan object or an event sets forth the formal organiza­
lion or schema (eidos) - the ralionale (lagos) - of the relation among its parts. A
dramatic imitalive representation of an action reveals the structure of the
dynamic causal connections among the events that compase il. Just .as a good
mask truthfully represents the essenlial configuration of the face ofa Kmg, so the
criterion for a sound or good imitalion of an aclion is that the representation be
truthful, that it captures what is essential to its typical causal structure, abstracted
from the accidental and conlingent features of its performance. The kinds of
actions that are centrally significant to a human Jife - serious (se~."ios)_2-clions

with weighty, far-reaching conseguences - have a normative structure. Such
actions and aclivities have an objeclive end or polnt: theycan~Il~,c~ec:l!'E!~i.l.t.?_
realize that l?oint:<-TragedIéS-repi:es'enfthe-'way"lliáf tlíi protagonist's serious

-actióñs::'iIloseTíliit alfect the majar direclions of his Jife and that determine his
happiness - skew the essenlial ends of what he does, and how this error, this
waywardness brings disaster. The mimesels of tragic drama can be evaluated for
their truthfuiness: they show how the pratagonist's (well-intenlioned but
mistaken) purposes miss the true or essential ends of his actions and how his
harmartia brings disaster. .

Many tragedies represent a tale with whieh the audience is Jikely to be
familiar. The original tale is itself a mimelic representalion of a legendary set of
events. For such dramas - Oedipus is one of them -- the audience does a double
llike, as it were. It recognizes that Sophocles is re-presenting an old tale; and it
recognizes that the old tale represents the structure of a certain sort of action,
That old story, the story of üedipus, could also be truthfully represented ­
imitatively re-presented - in an epic. or in music and dance. Rad Oedipus been
an historieal figure, the story of his aclions could also have been represented in
a chronicle. The appropriate structuring of a m!me~}§~y.~E~~.~~l!tI_~?e ~,~~~~.~~<~
pu,rpos~_~f,t~~atioÍ1-:"WhTIe~aiillfstófical treatise represents certain
-e~enÍS' an,f'iidlons,'¡Cíloes'not, by Aristode's Jights, attempt to produce a
particular emotional or motivational effect on.its audience. But a political arator
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organized into a story, a structured representation of that Jife. A drama is n t
only t~e mimes!s oC ~n actio~, the enactment oC a story that represents actio~s
by actlO~s and m actlOns: at Its best, it also brings us to an understanding of the
shape ("dos) and boundary (horas) of human aclion. Like all representalion
dr~ma selectively condenses and structures what is presents. It reveals the inne~
loglc and ~ausal organizalion of an apparently disconnected series of events,
en~o?,passm~ them to form a single extended, self-contained and completed
aclIvlty.~"~_,,,~.~t se",-"ed to be a~et oLrandomly distributed points
aud represents them in an arethe tra;-"-~--'-~'--"- ",-, .. ", --"--'-,~-'- ","'-'-_.~
~-.--.,. ,--",,-, ~,--," --- _Je<::lory,ofa,WJ'JHQlwed paz:ab,gl¡¡,contam-
,111!!~ll.(a,?d, o?ly) theel:~en~sand~ausal relali.ons tl1¡¡t are he¿essaqqo eXllí;;m

__wh~t ~a,pp;n::: The delimItaban andlhe definition of an action - its boundaries
~lla. l~ essen1Ial po~nt - are coordinate: representing the structure of an action
conJoms lbe ~rc of lts temporal complelion wilh the fulfillment (or failure) of its
alms orI~tentlOns. We don'tknow when an aclion has been completed,let alone
whether lt has been successfully completed, unless we understand its aim or
purpose.

~efore we can understand Aristotle's account of how drama represents
act~on. we ~eed to understand his theory ofrepresentation. Mimesis conjoins two
notlOns. Nelther the terms imitation nor representation, taken independently of
one anolber, fully captures Aristotle's use.' Consider: an actor's mask is a
representational mimesis of the face of a certain kind of character, that of a king
?r that of a shepherd. for example, as abstracted fram any accidental individuat­
l~g factors. A good mask enables the spectators straightaway to identify lbe
~ln.g,. the ~hepherd, Similarly a portrait represents the structure (morphe) of an
mdIvIdual s features: it is successful when we can recognize that it is a repre­
sentation of Pericles rather than Sophocles, A good mask represents those
f~atures ,that reve~l what is essenlial lo the type: presumably in showing us what
dIfferent13tes a Kmg from a Shepherd, il also shows what a king really is' in
differenlialing Youlb and Age, tragedy fram comedy, it reveals what is centr~lly
characteristie of each.7

Like many other animals, we are conslitulionally set to mimic the aclions of
those araund uso It is thraugh mimesis as imitation that we first leam, acguiring
the hab.ts that form our character, as well as the skills and abililies lbat
conslitute our virtues (llü3b21 ff.), When imilalion works well -- when our
models truthfully represent the essence of what they are and what they do - we
not only leam how to play, to dance, to make pots, to arrange the matters of the
day, b~t also what pla!ing, dancing, pottery really are, what ends guide and
determme lbe structurmg of these aclivilies., Ideally the idiosyncracies of the
models that we imitate drop out, and what remains is a representalion of lbe
essence of the aclions and aclivities that constitute a well-Jived Jife.

o A c~ntral step in Aristotle's defence oC tragic drama against Plato's attack is
h~ ,:1~lm that tragedy produces its emolional and cathartie effects thraugh
mlmes~s•.by re~r~senting and imitating actions. Instead oC seeing mimesis as
essenttally falslfymg, he sees it as capable of being correct or truthfuI. Every

The Psychology of Aristotelian Tragedy 5
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.. ·.::f"in il we fulfill whatis highest and best in lIS, purified as it were, of all that is
".M;'~xtraneous and contingent. Nevertheless, in so far as we act intenlionally and

?iDintelligently, forming action by thought ordianoia, we act in a god-like way,
s'.changing.the direction of what would otherwise have happened, through and

becauseof our thought·filled and lbought-directed interventions,
Af3 we' differ from animals in our capacities for thought, we differ from

¡¡ivinities in our susceptibilities lo waywardness, We are not only capable of
aeting intelligently and wisely, but also of acting in error and ignorance. Unlike
other anirnals, we can act askew, lawlessly, and although our íntentíons are
always di~ected to what we believe lo be good, we often do not know what is
good, evep,for ourselves. The ends that directour actions can be opaque lo us,
even wheli we are acting from our clearestand best undeestanding, Indeed, it
is sometimes precisely our way of being at our clearest and best that undoes us,

Sometimes, it is Ihe very energy and vigor of our purposiveness - the faet that
we act in: a focused are of attention - that blinds or at least blues what appears
at the periphery of our intentions. There is no action without focused pu~ose

and the energy to fulfill it: there is no focused, energetic purpose without the
lively possibility of disorder, of going wrong, ljven intelligent, truth-bound beliefs
and well·formed desires for what is genuinely good are not sufficient to carry
purposesto theír realization. The successfulenactment of the strongest, most
intelligent desires also requices a certain kilid of energy which is, at its best,
confident,often indignant and sometimes courageous; at ¡ts worst, it is presump­
tuous and disordering.

Exeept for self·contained aclivities that are completed in the very act of
performing them, we rarely grasp the structured unity ofwhat we do, That is one
ofthe reasons we cannot judge a person's lifehappy until he Is dead, and perhaps
sorne lime after he isdead, when the full shape of his actions are finally revealed,
their trajectories completed. The real completion of a persou's life - the realiza­
tion of the projects that were essenlial to it -does not usualIy coincide with the
natural end of his activity in death. We do not know whether a person has been
a wise patent until his children are grown; nor whether he has been a wise
statesman until· his policies have been in effeet for sorne time (IlODa18 ff. j.

Drama reveals the form and point oc. the protagonist's actions, their
sometimes hidden directions and purposes. In a way, we cannot see what an
action realIy is, until we see it conlextualized, embedded in the story of which
it is an essential part. Until we see the completed whole in which an action
functions, we cannot determine whether it has been welI or iII performed,
whether it succeeds or fails, An action is onlypartialIy identified and directed by
the agent's intentions, by the chain of practical rcasons that conneet it to his
general ends. These are, as it were, the logical stmcture of the beginning and end
oC his aetion, conceived in isolation. But eventhe logical structure of the agent's
intentions do not give the full explanation of what he does. Those intentions
must also be located in the slory that reveals the causal strueture of the
unfolding of his interaelions with other characters. 12 To be sure, in ordinary Jife.
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could introduce the story of Oedipus in th
a polity to conduct a thorough investi a~icour~e of an arg~menttopersuade
acceptinghim as a rulero Hewould gth

on
o da str~nger s ancestry before

. . .' ,Wl out Istorting lhe o " l
structure hIS representation of the acl" h ngma story,

. . '. . ...... 100 In suc a way a t b' b
certam kind of political effect. Allhough lhe stor of O d' s. o ~mg a oUI a
an ordinary story, it is told as atraged _ a tr Yd .e lPUS IS, tobe sure, not
- when it is strllctured in such awa y tb .age y wlth ullIversal significance
intellechlaI effect. by representing th~ ::oro o~Ing ab~ut a specitic enlOtional and
high energetic intelligence. y . an actlOn that undoes a person of

Action and the Unity of Action

What then are actions? Human'actions are a .
sorls of motion whose Sources a' . t l speCles of natural mOtion, those

remema totheag 1 A 1
bo~ders, roots of trees press throu h rock a' en. va anchestoss great
actmg from its OWn nature to fulfilgl 't ,nlmals devour one another, each'
th ' ' . I Snature. Our natu 1 t·

IS general kind, ]N:eA.!(f\,EJ!'om avalanehes . ra. mo lonsare also of
natural moljoo Ih .•~..~--...._-.__...._.. _.amLanlmals.JnJl1at sorne of our
..••_." "Le: ose we call our actions ~ ar t t d b ' _--
~llr beliefs.'and d . '" '-"J.'\"",--,.<",.".~.,",_.~, .."-.;--,,-.._-._,,_.,,.-.-,,_,.~. ~Juc, ure y our-intentions

-"''''~""-"_~.",",-,, ,eslres.- vve aet -, we mtervene t h --";._~"_.-._-,----'
events _ in ordei-iol'üUiII our p • • l' o c ange or dlrect the couese of
lo be our happiness (1095aI4u¡f0sewu tImately for the sake ofwhat we take
intervene in the course of events .j... hen we mtenllOnally and deliberately
the Jight-hearted birds _ we are~t fl~~mg th~ nostril of lbe wild bull, snaring
are expressing OUt natures We n

dilli
? .ac~ lUg agallost oature. 00 the contrary. we'

. cr JrOm aya anches d . l'
are capable of intelligent planning and of t' l a~ anIma s m that we
meaning and normal consequenc ',_o "f ha,e mg vo untanly, understanding the
to do otherwise. es o w al we do when ~t is within OUt power

Intelligent aetion arranges the affairs of Jife'
happiness (eudaimoniaj: but a life.of action an~n suc~ a ~ay as to conduce to
planned enterprise, one that produces ha' a~tlVlty IS ~ore than a welI·
business investment. Hanpiness is ','.' t ppmess as Ir It were mterest 00 a crafty
a ti't l' . _ .."'_.,,----.. no an outcome or end·product of t· d

_4t::....y,~,..r.:-",.t_!~);oJ)1.aGJiy~Jy enga ea-C" ~,~ ... _-,.-.---,....~ -----7---;--;- ._,._~" __:~_...,._ ae IOn au
)",st(1098aI2 ff.j. An a~tio;'~kétt~~'¡ó~%r~actlvltle,s:,~9~1l.gits .best al. It.S
contained, whole and complete, full e f. an actIvlty wIíen íflsse!í­
performance 11 Ma t' . y p rformed. It5 ends achieved in the very

. . ny ac IOns, partIcularly those h' h
defining traits. are specifications f ti.. , W le express basic, species­
PoJitical discussion is, for exam l o ac vltIe.sor are embedded within them.
civic Jife; similarly the actions in:o~'· ~~ e~erclse.of the fundamental activity of
of the activity of scientific inqu' ve In otanfcal or animal dissectionare part

1 lry.
n the Nicol)1.achean Ethics, Aristotle remarks h

thought to be partially divine, or at least t. at h~,?a~s are in a way
share in nous, that is, in so far as th h to ~h~re. l~ dlvlmty In so far as they
ff.j. Contemplation is the most pre ey s are m

d
mtelhgence, in mind (Ir 77b27

-emmen an perfectly formed noetic activity;
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we identify and evaluteaetions readily and quickly, without an exlended inves­
ligalion of lhe practical reasoning lhal formed lhe agents' inlenlions or lhe
sto~ies that frame thei~ adions. But that i~ because we iilssimilate particular
acllOns ta a slandard form, supplying lhe standard slories atid inlentions lhal are
implicil in our calegorized perceplions. It is againsl lhe I>ackground of such
assumplions al>oul lhe typical eliology and direclions oraclion-lypes lhal we
judge parlicular inlenlions and aclions lo I>e well or ill formed, juslified or
askew. 13

The staries or plols bClragedies reveal lhe significanl slruclures lhal unile
serious aclions - aclions lhal make a difference lo how a person Uves, well or ill,
happily or unhappily ~ inlo a self-conlained whole, an aclivily. Bul life is,
according lo Aristotle, aclivily: il is expressed in aclion and aclivily (1095a19­
20, 1098a20 ff., 1450aISff.).14~nne~lingthe prolagonist'sserious aclions
J.~tQ-~_~.~~ry~~a~~"~.:Y-~.~,~~..~~~_.~!:L.~~~~s~~llc~~~r~_9J~Jij'¿~~Repr~s~nt~d¡;;-a--º-nHi~ ­
~.l"!.fa~.~~~~s~lln.i~~d w~o!",_wilh an inlelligil>leshape (11001>32).
Thal is why tragedies are of enormous iind terrlfy1iíiSlgúiílciiiíce'lo us, because
they are representationsof what can go wrong even in the best and most
inlelligenl action, go wrong nol merely because chance andaccidenl allend all
contingent events. but beéause oC Sorne error or misdirectiOll in the actioo itself.
a defleclion lhal brings areversal of lhe very inlenlions lhal propelled it.
~r sta1!E:"~_1lÉ'_dls.cE~le.events andaclions as forming a compleled

.'1)Jd self-eontained whole which can be grasped alI"atonce, as ii'siñ-glé'1rCliVity
l~ot1i@¡;~níí:!t!'f~I1iP9ñ.fn:f}jj~iª~¡i~.so.~!iarig~~Hí':;¡iroñe~

..·is.removed,Ahe.whole..isdislurbe!Lor¡!eSlr<?Y.eq.(1451a 7 311a"lintr."~
~(jnlleC!~.lh".il1.cld~ntst~al compase il in lhree ways: (1) causally; (2) lhemali­
cally: and (3) by eX!¡i!¡itinifflie'éaiíiíectlOnsDetweetflhe prolagonist's cñai'ar:tl!r,
his lhoughl and his acliol1s. "0,,' ._••••~.._- •

(1) Arislotle puls lhe causal conneclion straightforwardly, shnply and slrongly:
the events are linked. shown as happening because , oC ane another
(1452a2-4). To link lhe events In a weIl-ordered whole "nd lo elicil pily and
rear, the causal connections must be necessary or nearlyso, as necessary as
human actions can b.e.

(2) Repelilion is lhe simplesl type of lhemalic conneclion; ¡ronle reversal is
anolher (1452a ff.). Aristatle's example of a lhemalic conneclion is lhal of
lhe slalue ofMilys falling on his murderer (1452alO). Having saved Thebes
by solving lhe riddle (jf lhe Sphinx. Oedipus musl again save !he cily by
solving !he myslery of lhe source of ils poIlulion. Blind aboul his real
idenlily, he blinded himself when he discovered who he was: the heir
apparenl of Corinlh who fled his cily, he ended his days a cilyless wanderer,
a pariah. a scared suppliant. He is the 801ution to the mystery of the city's
pollulion: and he has become lhe answer lo lhe riddle of lhe Sphinx, lhe man
who crawled on all fours in his lamed and fellered infancy, who sload
uprighl in his prime and who slumbles on a slaff in the end. Anligone lived

The Psychology 01 Aristotelian Tragedy 9

lo bury her dead; her punishmenl was ta be buried alive. But since she
deliberalely did whal she kne"" ta I>e punlshable by dealh, she look her own
l¡fe in lhe loml> where Crean had condemned her. lt is such palterned
closures as lhese lhal give lhemalic unily to drama.

(3) FinalIy lhe unily of!he plot Is manifest in lhe way lhal each prolagonist's
fundamental characler lrails are expressed in aIl !hal he lhiriks, says, does
(1454a2 ff.). Oedipus revealed himselfkingly in all he did, in all his aclions:
in lhe images of his bold speech, in lhe large scope of his !houghts, in his
assurance and hlgh, qulek energy: in lhe direclions of his aclions, moving
always ta prolecl his cily.

Character (Ethos)

A11hough lragedy is, according lb Aristotle, aboul actlon ralher lhan about
charaCler (1450a15 ff.), lhe lwo are coordinale (Rhetoric 1.12. 13 72 ff.). The
stress of ethos anlhrópo(i) daimón now falls 6rm1y on one side of lhe equalion: il
is a person's characler ra!her !han his daimón thal delermines hls fale. But
charaCler is expressed in choice (prohairesis) and choice d~lermil1es."ction:
~nTáTakesthe'fóññoTaéiioñH '(1450,,:r6): Wliile in' principie a person
might have sorne character traits that are rarely, ir ever exercised. character is
essenlialIy individualed and fundamenlaIly~~l'!.!,~~~nlh.Q,!I.llh~;
fui aclion (1139a22-3: 1144b30-2).16 Since ':!!!tl~, action am!-.i!ftiy]!y

lI45OaI6ff.), lragedy Ihal represents serious aclion is also a dramalic repre­
senlalion of the way lhal lhe prolagonist's characler is expressed in his fun­
damental choices and aclions, lhose !hal affect the way lhal his life unfolds.

Tragedy represents prolagonists who are recognizal>ly enlarged and simplified
versions of whal is I>esl in us, presenled wilhoul lhe mulliple extraneous
purposes lhal confuse our actions. They are what we would be If we couId
undergo an alcherny, a purification offhe elemenls lhal compose us. They have,
in an exemplary form, lhe character trails and disposilions lhal are the raw
malerials of victue, the inlelligence lhal goes into phronesis, lhe energy that goes
inta ándreia, the natural affeclions thal go inta philia, lhe assurance lhat goes
inlo greal-heartedness. Characler struclures of lhls kind are normalIy slable:
!hey are expressed in habits of perceplion and emotion lhal lypicaIly move
smoolhly lo well-formed deliberalion and aclion. Yel in lhe course oflhe drama,
!hey make a lerrible choice - one lhat is in character and volunlary, bUI lhal
nevertheless involves a significant waywardness - whose consequences reverse
!he good forlune thal would normally allend lhe aclions of a person of their
character.

It might seem as ir the description of the tragic protagonist is incoherent. and
lhe accounl of lhe tragic plol paradoxleal. The plly and fear aroused by tragedy
cenlers around lhe undeserved suffering of a relalively virluous prolagonisl.
Virlue is, by definilion, self-regulaling and self-correcling; and il typically I>rings
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happiness (eudaimonia),~ven in harsh circumstances (IlOOb22-IlOl
11

8). Yet .
the plot unfolds from th% protagnoist's hamarUa, a waywardness whose.conse­
quences reverses the euda,imonia thatnoñiiaiiyaltends virtlle. 17 How c.~nvirtue

be subject to hamartia. h?\V can itjl1volve wayward misundf:rstanding?And ir,
·éiS Aristotle believes. a p~rson is atJeast in part responsible ror hischaracter
fOf at any ra.te, the kin4iOf persoP\Vho can be the protagonist of airagedy
IS so responslble (Il14?1 ff.), then how can the protagopist's suffering be
ulldeservedl "••.- < .•_ •.

Ir there is an adequate;answer to ihese questions, it Jies il1Aristoile'sunder­
~,tandi~g ?f ha~artia. The. reigning translations of that term do not help uso
Flaw mlsleadmgly suggests that harmatia is built into the protagonist's charac-

ter. But if the protagonist's erring waywardness were part of his character, he
would not be an exemplary figure, his suffering would not be undeserved, and
we would not pity him,If, on the other hand, his hamartiawere involuntary,
p~r~ly ex~raneous -Jik~ all accidentlllillness - we would not,seeing hischarac­
t~r:m action, Cear ror hlII!.. Jn neithercase would the drarna:be well struc:tured
oruni6ed; in neither cas~,couldwe leam anything from tragedy; nor ",ould it
pl.~ase uso Yet translating'~armartia ~s'~'error" or "mistake"lllisleadingly(ails to
capt~~e t~e disposi~ional;character oC the protagonist's harmartia; andio em­
phaslzmg ltS purel~ '~tellectual "spect, those notions also fail to capture the way
th"t the protagomst s harmartlU affects his thumos and pathe as welf.as his
thollghts. Though a protagonist's hamartia might sometimes just involve his
m.akm.g a factual error, it is the sort oferror that a person of hi.s character would
.be ~YPlCallY prone lo mak%. In combination with his character, it misl~llds his
a~t¡on. (For i~stanc~, a character giv~n lo grand postures might systeniatically
mlstake ~e SlZe ard Im.portance of hisfamily estate, and so characteristicaIly bnt
vol~ntar¡Jytreat hls nelghbors with unloward arrogance.) Chatacter virtues and
th~.,. s~scePtibililies are ~¡multaneou~ly cognitive and conative: they affect a
pe~son s paSSlOns and desg-es. as well:~s his perceptions and"inferences.:',

In the best tragedies, th~reversals offortune that the prolagonists suffercome
frOln something central inihem, not fr()IU any particular thing that they did, but
fr?IU a waywardness thatcould not,even with more foresight or energy,have
been p~evented. The hamarUai that bring misfortune are contingent byproducts
ofadmlrable character traits, traits that are the natural basisof the virtues and
th~t normaUy promote thriving. An example might help iIIuminate Aristoile's
p0m.-t: the character and s1911 of a corageous soldier expIains hi~ taking th~sorts
of nsks t~at would normally be unwise, his charging the enemy in a way that
,expos~s hlm to the dangerof being wounded in batile. Still, heJs not responsible
for b~mg ~o~nded, ard so \Ve pity his suffering. But because we also admirehim,
~e Plty hlm In a spec181 way, more than we might anyone wha was wOllnded
I~ batile. It Was possibIe, perhaps eVen probable, that a courageous person like
hlm~elf would, despile his skills, be more Jikely to be wounded ihan an ordinary
soldl~r; and so alt~ough we might fear for anyone going into batile, we also
especlaUy fear for hlm. By colltrast, we might pity someone whowas accidentaUy
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wonnded by a tile that feU on his head as he.walked to the Agora on a windy
day; but wedo not fear for everyone who walks to the Agora on windy da~s.

It is as iLhamartiai were like a kind oC cancer:contmgent growths that anse
froro the very activities that pro1jlote healthy physical development. Noble
; tentionscan, often by the logic and development of their own momentum, lead
: actions whose full trajectory rever~es their origins. Such reversals are especially
,IIkely to occur in the interactioo ampug severalc9.aracters. each acting from the
are oC his own iotentions. Tragedy reveals that,there is, as it were, a c.anker in
lhe very heart of action. AU action Is formed by intelligence, to be sure: but by
an intelligence directed to a relativelY Jimited purpose. The gap of opacity, and
with it thelJ()ssibility of ignorance artd deflectio,n. always stands between even
ihe best general purposes and theparticularactions lhat actualize al1d fulfiU
them, Though it faUs within the domain ofihe voluntary, the tragi~ hero's
hamartia isan accident of his exceUence: ~~S'.~es -ª!l!L~!leCgy mal<:~,hlm.

§ill!cel!tiJ¡lUQ~~~y"'wardnes.s.~l1.a.tari.S~sf~()'!'.} ..i,s~sh.ara!',.tf",,-A1tlJ.!l!!gh ..
the º-~ó¡J.UhJlt.unfºIdJ;he.~.Q!!~eq1J.e.n~~§<~o.f.j:º.~«.ªgº!1ts_~~m~!tiaar~~C.'!!!\!!k_

gent, they ;u:~.~h~9..r.!1L~t:.tlJ.i'1.&L\V~ic.h ll}ighLW_~lI.IJ.-ª~!,en,Once they have
Occurred, ihedramatic action that brings áboul the reversal of the protagorust's
fartune has~ in the best oftragedies:- a terrible';:¡nd irreversible inevitability. The
focnsed elarity, the assurance, the vitaJity andenergy of exemplary, excellent
'actioo - its jrery godlikeness - are shadowed b~ the misdirections that threaten
their excellence. Concentration bltlrs what iS.al the periphery ofattention:
courage se~snatural cautioo aside:great-heartedness carries the possibility oC
~rrogance;',a..person of grandeur, with an unusual scope oC acUoo. can readily
lose his sense of proper proportion,forget his finitude. Everything that is best in
the protagollists make them vulnerable to their reversals: like allliving creatures,
they naturally slrive to reaJize what is best in them: and it is precisely this that,
as their actions unfold, undoes thero.

The cancer that is at the hear.t of the tragic protagonist's hamartia often
involves his nol knowing who heIs,hl~IiP:Q[ii.i'~~Qthi~;~ªU¡¡~i¡¡.lli'~"ToKriów
'\Vfi0¡¡¡'eIs-fln,ñow-¡;ow-tii<aci:¡it~volvesullderstanding of one's ol¡ligations
(ind what is:important in ooe's int~r~ctions.Th;e kind oí ignorance thatIiteralIy
involves not knowing one's family is particulady dangerous because it affects all
of a person's sacred, political andethical conduct. But a protagonist.can be
superficially, verbally aware of who he is, and yet fail to carry that knowledge
throngh to.his conduct, acting as ifhe were ignorant ofwhat he elaimsto know.
Phaedra'spassion for Hippolytus",expresses ll,dramatic hamartÍa: her desire
involves her [orgetting who she is, the wife of Theseus and stepmother to
¡Jippolytns.ln a queen, such a hamartja endangers the whole kingdom. Of course
Phaedra is riot suffering froro amnesia or literal. ignorance. Nevertheless. her
passion for Hippolytus involves her in ethical, character-based wrong-doing.

In a way, there are, in the dramatic world that is composed entirely of serious
actions thalaffect the tenor of a life, no merely inlellectual errors. Whel1a drama
is composedentirely of serious actions. even factual errors are weighty:'a person
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who is ignorant of hislio~age is likely to act in1properly. Un~",are of his relations
and obligations to thosearound him, Oedipus does no(,)# the deepest sense,
know how to behaveoUut Oedipus also suffers another k;ind of ignorance. His
elevemess in answerinl1the riddle ofthe Sphinx shows thathe has a verbal grasp
of the boundaries (horqs) and the vulnerability of human)ife. Yet his contempt
towards Tiresias sho~~that his acute awareness oC his:~:~~ceptional gifts has
blinded him to the fulI'significance of his answer.

In the best pIots, theperi@t([~faction ~ lhe momeht that reverses the
protagonist'S' fortunes'-c"O¡!lFl<!euyjtliJñSIgiiIfi!!i~~ogn¡¡¡b"ñ\añ¡;ii;'6ri~L sig-=­
n~gnition typicaIly fulfiIls the ancient~~míií;lndi¿TiiOwoneself
(gnóthi seauton) (1452a32 ff.). In recognizing that he ist(je son of Laius and
Jocasta, Oedipus comes to himse!f, realizes who he is, asWeIl as what he has
done. The reversal of his fortune is his recognizing thar he has violated the
fundamental structure~that should have directed his actioos. As his ignorance
was not mere!y an inte!lectual error, but a waywardnessthat pervaded his
actions. so t~ his acku?w1edgment ofhis waywardness is ll?tmerely a cognitive
recognition. It consistsin his living out his life, a blind~an wandering, "a
horror, a poIlution to be avoided." ,

Catharsis

No wonder that the reversal of intentions, the change of fort~nes of those who
are better than ourselves:'evokes pity and fear. If they are ourselves writ large.
then what Can happen tothem, can happen to us as weIl.)(erhaps we are as
blind to what we are <!oing as Oedipus; perhaps we toomistake impetuous
rashness for courage, preslimption for righteous indignation.l'erhaps we too are
ignorant or forgetful ohvho and what we are.

What difference is there, if any, between the pity and fearthat we feel in the
normal courSe of action,and those we experience in and thr()ugh tragic drama?
And how can drama educ~teus, so that we experience pity andfear appropriately?
NormaIly fearJJ?!l~1'.~§l)s,particular and functional; it signals.danger. (Rhetoric
n.5). The ethical and political question that the phenomena orfear raises~t
is, and what is not, worth fearing? Similarly, pity - eleos - is !lórmaIly particular
and functianal: it signalsthat a friend or someone i1'k;Qürselves has suffered an
undeserved misfortune. PIty involves both distance and proxirIlity. Ir the sufferer
is too close to ourselvesl~is impending misfortune evokes horror and terror. If

,!he is too distant, his fate does not affect us (Rhetoríc n.8). The ethical and political
questions are: whom shouId we pity? What should we regard as undeserved
misfortune? The virtues - certainly courage and perhaps alsó the kind of civic
friendship that is at the .core of pity - involve the capacity to have the right
emotional reactions at the right time, in the right way, directed to the right
objects. In fact the virtues are just that - they are hexeis - active appropritate
habits of acting and reacting. Courage, for instance, involves knowing what is
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",orth fearing, and being able toset aside natural self-protective fears in order
lO act wisely on behalfofwhat welllóst prize, Similarly, appropriate pity involves
knowing when misfortune is und~served, recognizing human finitude and the
limits of control and responsibility.lt also involves an affective under:;Fnding of
the proper domain of philia, our s8lidarity with those with whom we~re bound.
The psychological effects of tragedydepend on there being a strong connection

)between the fearful and the pitiableincidents: the audience pities the protagonist
for the very reversals that they f""red wonld attend his actions (Rhe(oric lI.8.
1386a27).

But just whom do we pity and",hat do we fear? The tragic hero?i}urselves?
Humanity? AII three, .nd all threein one. Like drama generally, trag~dy repre­
sents intentions and aclions frolllthe agents' point of view, in their language.
When they speak in the first perso[l; the protagonists of tragic drama invite our
rellective identification; after all, they are Iike ourselves. Because "itiseasier to

.look at someone else than at ourselves" (NE 1169b33-4), the lives oflhe tragic
protagonists will show us somethlIlg about ourseIves. Of course the resemblance

'between the protagonists and our,selves is a general one; we need n()tbe rulers
. óf Thebes, or even Thebans, to identify with Oedipus; nor need we b.~ sisters or

even women, to identify with Antigone. We also see the protagonistsexlemally,
taking the perspectives of the othe,. characters and of the chorus; andwe share
in all their reactions." So, to begin with, we fee! pity and fear forthe tragic
protagonist, but we do not leam appropriate pity and fear by imitatipg exactly
his emotions. For one thing, he does not pity himse!f: he is grieved or horrified
by the unf~lding of his actions. BUtin pitying him and fearing for hiIll, we take
the refiective spectator's point ofview. He fears what may happen; ",e fear for

.him. Still when we feel for him, \Ve see ourselves in him, In pityingthe tragic
..protagonists, we pity ourselves; in (earing for him, we fear lo suffer the kinds of
. reversals that he metand suffe,téd'. Since we are aIso essentialIy, soc;ial and
·.political beings, connected to oth~rs by civic philia, we treat the we'fare of our

friends and family as essential to 8ur own welfare. Our phi/oi form aseries of
expanding circles, starting from the c10sest family and friends, lo partners in a
cornmon civic project (koinonia), aIld lo those who -like members of the human
species - share a common form orlife.'o For the original audience, Oedipus may
have articulated and expressed the fear that their rulers might be uIlwittingly
dangerous; it may also have articulated and expressed pity for those exiles, who,
through no fault of their own - yet because of what they were - suffered a hfe
without their philoi. "without a citY.beyond human boundaries.. . .;a:horror to
be avoided" (1386ba12 ff.). The pity and the fears ofthat original audience are,
in a way, also ours. fearing - as~lways we do - the actions of our rulers, and
pitying the many forms that exiletakes. Tragedy not only diminishes but also
enlarges the scope of our pity aIldfear to its proper objects: to theplight an.d
danger of those who act lo change the course of events to conform to theIr
purposes.

The issue of whether the audience's emotions are, in the end, fundamentally
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merely self-regarding, ca~\:,be set asirle. In fearingJor themselves, the audience
do~s not merely fear for t~~mselves aS,Idiosyncratic individmlIs.,Their fears are
simllltaneously specilic an,d general: caught up in the action of plot. they fear
what seems likely to hap~en to the tragic hero; but since thatJear alsohas a
more general description./as afear for the undeserved mis(ortunes that can
attend intentional action.tjley also fear for their philoi and for themselves.

But pity and fear are anl.used in order to effect a catharsis. The classical notion
oCcatharsis combines severill ideas: it i~a medical term. refe~ril}g to a therapeutic
cleansing or purgation; it ¡B,a religiousterm, referring to a purification achieved
by the formal and rituaJize¡J. boundedexpression of powerfuLimd often danger­
ous: emotions; it ls a cogIJ,-itive termo referring to 3n intellec~llal resolutipn or
clat:'ification that involves,o;.clirecting e~otions to their appropriate intentional
objects.21 AII three forms ofcatharsis are meant. at their best,to conduce to the
properfunctioning of a well;balanced sou!. The issueof whether tragic catharsis
is expressed as a resolutiOIl',of the incidents oC the plot or whet#er it is expressed
in the psychology of the audience can be set aside." .lhe psycjlological catharsis
ofthe audience takes placethrough. and because ofthe catharsls of the dramatic
action. A plot that has bee~lresolvedis one whose unity is rev~aled: the various
incidents that compose it are recognized by the protagonist an¡J by the audience
to be strongly in,terconneeted in a har.monic whole.'

A harmonious soul is by no means ~pathetic. drained of emotion. Aristotle
does not have a hydrauJic ordrainage-ditch model of catharsis.A room that has
been cleaned hasnot beene.mptied. bu(brought to its proper order; a body that
has .been purged is not an empty sack. bnt one brought to its h~althful function­
ing prder. one that absorbs''Yhat is nourishing and eliminates What is noto What
matters about pity and fe~r is that they be appropriate. directed to the right
objects in the right way iIlthe rightamount at the right t.ime (l109a20ff.).
(Consider: When~ thoughtis well articulated and expressed., it has the proper
place and weight, playingan appropriate role in a person'swhole system of
beJiefs. In both cases. the thought and the emotion are fullilled. brought totheir
appropriate psychological and intellectual functioning. by being propedy
focused, defined and artieulated.) When pity and fear are appropriately felt.
directed to the right thingsIn tbe right way, according to the logos and the
measure that is appropriate'tothem. they can play their natu~al psychological
andcivic functions (Rhetoric 11.9 I386bI3).

But attendingeven thebest of tragic dramas is noto of course. sufficiel1t to
bring us to virtu~. A personwho has undergone a physical catharsis is only as

'.1 healthy as his body can bemade by purging: a purge does not cure high blood
pressure or pooreyesight. S? attendingtragic dramas can rectiey a person's pity
and fear only as far as his character allows. Attending tragic dramas - experienc­
ing a catharsis ofpity and fear - cannot make an irascible person temperate. The
virtues are acquired IargelY,through active habituatioo and,' imitation. Even
when tragic catharsis is combined with the insight of anagnorisis it cannot by
itself make us virtuous. •
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'.The controversy abant ,whether ~atharsis primarily involves an int~:lIectual
~larification or an ematianal rect~fic¡:ltion shad.ows thecontrovers;r:,:about
whether hamartia, is an intellectuaLerror or, a characterological flal\" and
~hether anagnórisis is pur,ely cognitiye.2J For ArIstotle the distíndion b~tween

iptellectual clarification and emoti0l'lal rectification is. in this sort of eontext.
~l'urious and tendentious.ln the dOlJlain of practical Jife, cognition. character
and action are coordinate. Despite his repudiation ofPlato, Aristode's insistence
qnthe separation between theory an,d practice does not entail a radical separ­
atioo between. practical reason and;pharacter. The distinction between,Jheory
and practice is a distinction between!ypes of activities - both of them cognitive
.cas characterized by their methods and aims. Because the aims and methods of
epistemi! andthose of praxis are distinct. it is possible for a good scientistto lack
practical wis40m and for the phroni",os to be a POor scientist. But the distinction
between theory and practice does not imply that a person could be virtuous
"'ithout practical intelligence. .

The psychotherapeutic expression working through is a perspicuous trans­
¡ation of many aspects of the classieal notion of catharsis.24 In working through
bis'··em~tions,' a person .realizes the' proper objects oC otherwise diffuse' and
sQmetimes misdirected passions. Like a therapeutic working through, catharsis
Occurs at the experienced·.sense oC closure. In recognizing and 're-cognizing the
real directions of their attitudes, the members of an audience are able to feel them
appropriately; and by experiencing them in their clarilied and purilied fOrOlS, in
a ritually defined and bounded setting. they are able to experience. however
briefly, the kind of psychological functioning, the balance and harmony that
sOlf-knowledge can bring ,to action.

And S0, naturally enough, we turn to pleasure.

"Ieasure

What is pleasurable abollt tragic drama? Unlike those Platonists whpwere
suspicious ofpleasures, Aristotle doe~ not think that pleasure is a processor the
op.tcome oC a process: it is the unimp~ded, uninterrupted exercise oC a<natural
activity (NE 115 3a10 ff.). The prime cases thatreveal the characterofeleasure
are those natural species-definiiifc~~¡:ácter¡stics¡:;;hiCií~-j¡fel:i;e-pI;'a~u¡:esor
Sígli.hj!t~:]J~,mpJ~~)!Ct.fi~}Ly~~i_:~_~,~~I"~!~~·:_..~We, d'~ .;;ot' -~'~ed '-~~y -~oú~~tion to'
perform such activities, an¡J they are, when propedy performed, on their proper
objects. _without impediment, intrinsically pleasurable. independently of
whatever else they may achieve. Even those pIeasures that are relativizedto pain
br depletion - pleasures Jike those of recuperation of satisfying hunger ~ arise
.from the natural activities of the organism in heaJing itself or in absorbing
nourishment. Proper!y undemQod._Eu.<;h. RI~,a.~w:e,s"are,Jocused.,on the.actiYity,
rather than on the state produced by it.
~'--'fI¡¡qJleasure'-ofil!r-aet1o¡HiésiÍ1 Iís"be[ng fulfilled, completed as thesort of
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-éonstitute thriving. it reveaIs the logical structureof virtuous.action. Drá~a does
lIot. of course, supplement constructive philosophic ethics by posting a set of
inoralizing warnings, examples of,what to avoid. Nor does it simply portray
admirable nobility in the face of undeserved misfortune. So that we might be
inspired to imitate it. Neverthelessits lessons are moral. aIld its moral lessons
have polítical, significance.28

It is crucial to civic life that indiyiduals. acting for thems"lves. and ~cting as
eitizens on behalf of thepolís. understand the deep and often hidden struetures
CJfthe actions,that are important t0:their thriving. To choose,and act wIsely, we
need to know the typic~l dynamicpatierns of ~ctions and interactions. Later
moralists - Hume for example - believed that history. rathert?an drama. reveals
the patterns ofaction. But Aristotle thought we could not lean! moral or politieal
truths from history because it is. by his lights. a chronicle focused on the parti­
icularity of events. rather than on what can be generalizedfrom them (14 51 b4

!T.j. .' .. •. .• ..
Tragedies have another ethical and political dimensiono Like well-formed

rhetoric. they promote a sense of shared civie Iife. and likerhetorie. they do so
both emotiOllally and cognitively. To begin with. the audience is uniled, lempo­
rarily at least. in sharing the emotions of a powerful ritualperforman~e." But
tragedy also eonjoins us intellectually. bringing us to be of one mind in a
common world. In practieal Iife. the trajectories of individual lives intersect.
deOeet or enhance oneanother. Although every individua!'s welfare is bound
"'ith that of his phi/Di. different families and commuities have their 0l1ln direc­
tíans. with distinctive patterns of aetion and reaction. By,presenting, us with
common models and a shared understanding of the shapes of actions.tragedy
- like philosophy and other modes of poetry - moves us beyond the merely
lndividual ordomestic"towards a larger. common civic phHia.

Sorne say that tragedy teaches. us the power of chanCeo of therorce of
contingency in determining whether the virtuous thrive. While tragedy does
indeed facuson what can go wrong in the actions of the bes! of men, ils ethical
Iesso~ are not primarily about the "lace ofaccidenl and fortlme in the unfolding
of a humanlife. To begin with, Aristolle says that tragedy ls about what can
probably orlnevitably happen (1451a37 ff.). 1f the stressed lesson of tragedy
were the disconnection betweenintention and action. between action and
outcome. it would produce sombermodesty andedifying resignation. traits that
are hardly central ro the Aristotelian seheme of virtues. Tobe sure. lilee all the
virtues. megalopsyehia has its shadow hamartia: a flaunting arrogance that
forgets the straightened limits of human action. Tragic drama shows that what
is central toexcellence in acUoo - ,what is intrinsic to the very nature of acUao
- carries the possibility ofa certain kind of arrogance and presumption. In acting
purposively,we perforce:discount the tangentialetl'ects of chance ándaccident:
in the very nature of lhe case. intelligent action sets aside what it eannot
measure. Still even if. in a general way, we somberly recognize the contingency
of our lives.· We cannot avoid tragedy by becoming modest Or resigned: it is in
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a~tiVity thatitis. with ilS proper values achieved. Aristotle has a doubly I1orma­
tiye conception of pleasure." To begin with. pleasures are individuated and
!dentified by the actionsand activities that they atiendo and in which they are
Imm~nen~ (1l75b36 ff.j. But actions are themselves intentionally individuated
aIld !deniIfied. Two persons attending the same dramatic performance may be
Pefforming different actions in goin~.to theater:though they may both derive
pl~~sure CroIll the drama. their pIeasures will differ as their intentions differ. One
may be pIeased by theevent. the crowds, the excitement; the other may be
all$orbed in the unfolding of the drama.

But here.as eIsewh~re. there are norms (Il76a9 ff.j, The pleasures of
attending dramatic performances have proper forms and proper objects
(1462b12 ffc)·Tragic drama involves. and conjoins so many different kinds of
pleasure thaHt is difficult to determine which is primary and which accidental
(1451b7 ff,; 1'148b5 ff.)."We take pleasure in the activities ofthe senses on their
natu.ral ~bjects:muslc. dance. spectacle and the declamationofrhythmical verse
~f~' J~St_l~ th~mselves: pleasing to thesenses. We also take avariety ofpIeasures
m,e,mImesls assuch: IU,seeing and:recognizingrepresentations, andin the
~agedian's craft in forming and structuring lhe representation. eVen when what
IS .re!,~esentedis unfamiliar, ugly orpainful. But the pleasures oC dr~matie
mImeSIS go beyond lhose lhat are generally exercised inthe activilies that
in~olve recognilion. ~ecause il represents a stOry that is;complele in itself.
~lnterruPledby lhe rrrelevant flotsam and jelsam accidents of every-day life,
dra.ma ~ringsthe further pleasures of lhe sense of closureo'the recognition of
somethmg thal has been structured into a weIl-formed whole.The pleasures thal
are specific ro (ragic drama are lhose thal connect lhe mosl profound of our
pleasures - thepleasurespC learning -with lhe lherapeutic pleasures oC cathar­
sis."the pleas"re arisingfrom pily and fear through mimesis" (1453blo--I4).
Through the unity of drama. we discorer that a disjointed and even a disastrous
sequence of events can be,represenled as ordered. wlth a logos lhat connects the
temporal complelion ofaIl action withits Iogical closure. But lhe represent~tions
of t~e structured actions of tragic protagonists alsorepresentus: in recognizing
ourseIves lo be part of the activity of .an ordered world. we take delight in
self,knowledge,in the discovery lhat our Uves form an ordered activity (Magna
M0r.a~la 1213alO-26). When il is weIl struclured and weIl "erformed. tr~gedy
con]oms sensory' therapeulic and inteIleetual pleasures. Pleasure upon pleasure
ple~sure within pleasure,producing pleasure. .

Lessons and Polilies

Having shownhow tragedy pIeases. \\Te must now turn towhat it teaches.27
Drama is twinned with ethics. Philosophical ethlcspresenls an account of the
character structure of admirable agents. whose actions are well formed, reliabIy
successful. By anaIyzIng the role of phronesis in realizing the general ends that
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guished from,one another by the types of response they attemptto evokein their
audiences. aud seeondarilyby the~ifferences in the structure of their representations.

2. Por the sakeoC simplicity. lshall speak ofthe protagonistoC tragie actioo eventhough
Artstotlespeaks primarily-of agentsoractors (praUontes) aud of eharaeters (ethe)
rather thanoC protagonists:. PraUontes .. ambiguously·refers to (1) fi~tional.·eharacters

who.like O~ysseus. mightappearintheHomeric epics and also in,Philoctetus. or (2)
the dramatis personae of aspecificplay.Ethe refers to the (1) dralnatis personae of
the drama. typified at the King. the Messenger, and(2) the specifiF character struc­
tures thataffect their cholees andactions as good. manly. consistent (145Db8 ff.:
1454a22 Ir.).

3. We can distinguish the naive from the sentimental 'versions of formalism .aud her­
meneuticisrn~Naive hermeneuticists<:;an present what they take tobe theiriterpreta­
tion of a work, without developing a general theory that expIains and:defends
perspectival or historical changes in interpretations,'-But when crities self-consciously
affirm the perspectival charaeter ofapproaches - when" they openly reeonstruct their
texts - they transform the 1110dality of a strictly Aristotelian tragedy. The rnodality of
the plot ofan Aristotelian tragedy:- the necessity or probability of itsey¡;:nts:- is
central to its psychologicaleffect. .A reader who believes he is in principie. entitled to
reconstrue aud reconstruct the tragicplot stands ata remove from' the neeessities of
the drama. In granting himself a freedom from the,necessities of the plot asit would
have been experfenced by the audiente oCclassical tragic dramas, he has changed the
psyehology or his response.

4. For anexcellent summaryof the history of the influence and shifts in the discussion
or tragedy.see Stephen Halliwell. Aristotle's Poetics (Chapel HilI.1986). Ch. X.
pp. 286 Ir.

5. Alexander Nevyle. "Introduction" to Ten Tragedies ofSeneca (Manthester... 1887).
p.162: Corneille. "Discolirse." in,Pierre Corneille: Writings on the Theater.ed. H. T.
Bernwell (Oxford. 1965); Lessing.Dramaturgie. Essay 77. GesammelteWerke(Berlin.
1968) 6: 631:Schiller. "DnTragicDrama" and "On the Pathetit" CitedbyMarvin
Carlson, Theories 01 the Theater (Ithaea. 1984).

6. cr. Stephen Halliwell. Arisl<>tle's Poetics (Chapel HilI. 1986), Ch. 4.
cr. John JOnes. On Aristotle and C)reek Tragedy (Oxrord, 1962). pp. 41 Ir.

8. To be sure. everyone - the protagonists. the various members of the choru.sc;. has his
own interpretation ofthe action. Butalthough he recognizes that evey rep~esentation

involves interpretation, Aristotlejsno egalitarian about interpretations;Like. the
chorus, theaudience can understaIl~therationale of the perspectives of .th€: ,various
protagonists. while also recegnizingthat they can distort the truth.

9. Aristotle would, for instanee. think that whatever the Egyptians may havebelieved
abeut the maUer. royal agnatic amanees do not properly qualify as mariages and.that
incest is aviolation oC the socialorder, even in Egypt. Confucius' viewof 'the
rectification of names' may iIlumiante Aristotle's intention. There arecorreetnorma­
tive deseriptiol1s' of marriage. ·of filial roles and their.duties. Disorder an~:danger

attend theviolation of these struetures. Because it vividly and dramaticallypresents
the consequences of suehviolations. Aristotelian tragedy can beseen as an instru­
ment in the 'rectification of names.'

10. To be sure, Plato distrusts imitations. particularly those that appealprimarily to the
senses, on the grounds that they tend to distort what they represent. But not every
mimesis is'sensory: mathematieal formulac represento relations among: the most
general and abstract forms: and the world of beeomingis an imitation of theeternal
world of forms, presumably beeause it represents or instantiates the structure of that
world.

11. The prime example of a self~contained aetivity is contemplatiou. But perceptionand
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1. ~oiesis is a.speci.esof cra~(techne).Besides tragic and eomie dramas. the mimetic arts
mclude eP,les. ~Ithyramble ~oetry and sorne sorts of musie.. Their primary eontrasts
are rhetorte. hlstory and phdosophy. The mimetie poetie arts are distinguished from
one another by their ellds; by the objeets they represent andby the means aud
manner of th~irrepresen.tations(144ía14 ff.). Dramatie genres are primarily distin-

Notes

A. O. Rorty

our nature to strlve fOl"whaUs best in us. The lesson of tragedy is not that We
should know more. thiIlkmore carefully; or that we should!)e more mode"tand
less jmpetuously .stllbbom than the protagonists of tragic dramas. Because it is
no accident thatexcelle?ce sometimesundoes itself..one ofthe dark lessons of
tragedy is that there are no lessons to be leamt. in arder to avoid tragedy.

Yet for all of that. the end note of tragedy - its lesson - is r¡ot that of darkest
despair. The majar tragipfignres emerge as enlarged by whatthey have endnred.
and by the anagn¡jrisis tb,'ü is a doubl" toming of their lives.by what theyhave
learnt from their endur~.Q¡;:e.Their fortunesare reversedin recognizing who.they
are and what they ha"edone. But the mind becomes identieal with what it
thinks: knowledge perfects the person (De Anima 430alS:43lal-8). In the
nobility with whi.ch they express their. recognition - a nqbility which. fuses
character with knqwledg".- tragic protagonists have becoUle their best selves.
Tragedy presents a draUlatic enactment of the view tha! is philosophically
argned in the Nicomachean Ethics: the virtuous can retain theír nobility (kalos) in
the worse reversa~ .of fonQne. the loss of the goods - health. the thriving oftheir
children and their.elty.wealth. the admiration of theirfellows - that are
nor,!,ally central. toeudaimonia (llOOb3Q-3).'0 Tragediesportray the ethical
doctrine that there is a Sense - by no means the ordinary sense - in which the
const~ncyof victue. the expression of nobility in the midst of greatsuffering can
carry lts own form.of eudaimonia. despite the loss of goods that normally consti­
tute happiness. Aft"r all•. eudaimonia eonsists in the actions ofawell-lived life. as
perfected as it can be. While the undeserved suffering of the virtuous elielt our
pity and fear. the nobility with whieh they meet their reversals _ a nobility
maqifest in their, action~,:and,speech -illuminates US', It reveaIs yet another
dimension of the"wonder~ ofhumankind."

We. too. are trallsfornied by what wehave seen and learllt by witnessing the
dramatic stories oUhe tragie protagonists. partielpating intheir final recog­
nítion. Realizing what"Ye~re. recognizingour kinship with::those who over­
reach themselves in acti?n. we can come closer to fulfillingour natures -, and

. our virtues - as kllowers and .as citizens. And since pleasure ls the unimpeded
exerelse of a natural po""ntiality. our double self-realization brings a double
pleasure. all the mqre vi"id because weare united. individually and commun­
ally. in realizing that 4?wever apparently fragmented. ill,shaped and "ven
terrible oue lives may se~qI tú us in the living, they, forrnf( single activity, a
patterned, structured whole. 31
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analysis cal) stress the one or the other. ~ragic drama expresses the priority of action,
whlle moraleducation traces a sequence: a child practises certain kinds of actions for
the sake ofdeveloping the sort of character tbat typically and habitually chooses and
acts in a certain way. SeeHalliweU. Aristotle's Poetics, pp. 138-67, my "ThePlace of
Psychologyin Aristotle'sRhetoric"In 1. Cleary, Proceedings 01 theBoston Area Collo­
quium in Anclent Philosophy (New 'York. 1991-2),and the essays by J.~P;Vernant

("Myth andTragedy," this volume)~ndMary Whitlock Blunden ("Ethos and Dianoia
Reeonsidered;" this volume) for detailed' accounts oC the relations between"thought.
character abd action. ' . ,

17. Waywardness is a good, though perhaps somewhatarchaic and suspiciously moralis­
tic rendering; Por a summary of discussions of hanlartia see Gerald Blse, Arístotle's
Poetics (Cambridge, MA. 1967), pp. 378-85. See J.-P. Vernant ("Myth and Tragedy,"
this volume) for a discussion of the conectioD between the charaeterologic.al and
intellectualaspeets of hamartia. SeeEckart Schutrumpf. "Traditlonai Elements in the
Concept ofHamartia in Aristotle'sPoetics:' Harv~rd Studies in Classical-Philology
(1989), 137-56 for anexceHent account of therelevance of the discussions of
voluntary adions and hamartia in,NE S.10. Schutrumpf convincingly argues that
Aristotle's account of hamartia reflects his understanding of juridical concepts of
criminal action, particularly those involving violent death.

18. cr. J. Peter Euben, "Identity and Oedipus Tyrannos", in Tragedy and Polítíeal Theory
(Princeton. ·1990).

1'9. See RichardWollheim, Painting as an Art (Princeton, 1988), for an extended discus­
sion of theway that we. as externalobservers of paintlng. identify with an ,internal
observer who is represented within the painting. Wollheirn's discussion can be
fruitfully transposed Crom painting to the literary arts. The contrast between agent
and observer is fundamental. and not reducible to the contrast between emotion and
thought (for- there is emoUon and thought on both sides); nor does it reduce to the
contrast betweeo the subjective and the objective points ofview: for the chorus is not
always objective. and the protagonist is oot always merely subjective.

20. Polities 1.1; NE 1155aI2-22. "
21. er. Halliwell, Aristotle's Poeties, Ch. 6; Marlha Nussbaum. The Fragility of Goadness

(Cambridge, 1986). esp. 378-391; S. H. Butcher, Aristotle's Theory ofPoetryand Fine
Art (London. 1907); G. E1se. Aristotle's Poetics (Cambridge, MA. 1967).

22. cr. Leon Golden, "The Clarification Theory or Catharsis," Hermes 104 (1967) 443­
446; Halliwell, Aristotle's Poetics, pp. 184 ff.

23. cr. Jaeob Bernays' inlluential "Aristotle on the Elfects or Tragedy," transo J. and J.
Barnes in ArticIes on Aristotle. Vol. 4, ed. J. Barnes, M. SchofieId, and R. Sorabji
(London. 1979); S. Halliwell, Aristotle's Poetics, pp. 184-201 and Jonathan Lear,
"Katharsis," (this volume).

24. See Bennett Simon, Mind and Madness in Andent Greece (Ithaca, 1978).
25. cr. my "Akrasia and Pleasure: Nicomachean Ethics Book 7," in Essays on Arístotle's

Ethics (Berkeley. CA. 1980).
26. For discussions of the variety of pleasures that attend tragic drama, see Halliwell,

Aristotle's Poetics. pp. 62-81 and Elizabeth Belfiore, "Pleasure, Tragedy and Aris­
totelian Psychology," Class/cal Quarterly 35 (1985) 349-361.

27. There is an ancient, vigorous and apparently endIess debate about whether the
fundamental social function of drama is that it pleases or that it teaches..As far as
tragedy goes, this is a false dichotomy: it pIeases by teaching; it teaches bythe ways
it pleases. Aristotle adds that it mostly pIeases ordinary folk. implying that it pleases
the wise, largely by teaching (1448b4 ff:). Presumably !hat is because each type gets
what it looks for, Cf. Halliwel!, AristotIe'sPoetics, pp. 62-81; Else, Arístotle's Poetics,
pp. 127-134; Butcher. Aristotle's Theory of Poetry and Fine Art, Cb. 4.
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thought are aIso star exampfes of ene':geiai. Not every activityis completed iÍl~tan­
teo~~ly; and many energeiai are also embedded within other activities. The animal
actlvlt! .oC self~nourishment. Coe instance. standardly also invo1Ves perception.Some
e~ergelQl-partrcular~ythose ~hat. like nourishment and reproduction. are the expres­
slon oC natural. s~ecles.-definmgpotentialities - involve temporally sequential stages
tha~ can only be Identtfie,d by referenc~-to the self-contained. completed activity in
~hlCh they appear. A aetlOD qualifies as ao activity only when -¡ts end is achieved in
the performance: so Coe lnstance, the activity ofreproduction hasnot occurred unless
aD o.ffspring has b~n produced; Dor has aD animal engaged in the activity of
Ilo~nshmentunless It has .absorbed the Cood It ate. Sometimes anactivity encompasses
actlOOS and process~movements(kineseis) as its 5tages oc segments:as for instance
the-action ofeating and the process ofdigestion are pact of the activity of self-nourish~
ment; the acti~nofimpregnation and theprocesses ofgestation are part ofthe activity
of :e~roducti~n. But .not evey action it; encompassed within,and identified by an
actlvlty; nor 15 the ~Imof every type of action intrinsic to it,:fulfilled in thevery
performance. The alrn5 of sorne actions (those iovolved in building a house, for
example) are external, detachable frornthe processes that produce them Standarly
technai involve movernent-processes; a'nd although processes usually u.:ke time to
complete. sorne (harnrn~ring in a naH; -for example) take place virtually instan­
taneou~l~,.Wi~o~ta signifi~ant ~apse of time. The primary contrast between procésses
élnd actlVlbes hes ID whether thelr ends are extrinsic or intrinsic and only secondarily
In their temporality. '

12. Although Aristotle says that Sophocles b~ught tragedy to its perfection by represent­
ing the interactioo of several actors, he unfortunately does not discuss the intetac~
tior:s arnong the several prattontes of tragicdrama. Can several prattohtes perforlll one
a~t~on? On the one hand.' thedose connection between prohairesis and responsible
ac;tlon suggeststhat ho\Vever complexly,developed an action might be - complex
~~~u?h to encompass a whole tife - actions are fundamentallyonly attributable to
mdlvldual agents. 00 the other hand. Aristotle sometimes also suggests that a jury
o~ a Council can deliberate, choose andact.

13. A,'homeIy example may iHustrate the poh'it: We do notunderstarid why a carpenter
h¡:llIlmered a nail just aSlle did, at this angle. at this place, unlesswesee that action
elllbedded io tlle series ofactions tbat constitutes building a cerroio- kind ofa roof.We
donot know why he built that kind of~oof unless we know the intentions of,the
architect and his client. We do not know whether hebuilt it well, unless we k~ow
th~t those intentions are well'formed. that they not only reflect the real needs cifthe
cHent,. but also' correctly take into aCCOI,mt the effects of gravity, the stress on the
mateClals, etc.

14. The Poetics passage - "Tragedy is a representation not of human.beings but of action
~nd_ a co~rse oflife. Eu~aimonia and its op,posite consistin action.and !he end (of tiCe]
15 ~ certaln sort of acbon, rather than él character trait ... It isaccording to their
aC~lons ~hat t~ey live well or the reverse" - is considered cortupt by G. F, Else.
Anstotle s Poetlcs (Harvard, 1957) and R. Kassel (ed.), AristoteJis de Arte Poetica Liber
(Oxford, 1965).,But corrupt or not, the direction of the pa5sage echoes NE 1095a19­
20, 1098a20 ff. See Halliwell, Aristotle's Poetics. pp. 202-207; Nussbaum, the Fragi/­
ity ofGoodness (Cambridge, 1986). pp. 500-501; and Billner. "One Action" (this
volume) for convincing arguments for its:legitimacy.

15. Cf. David Gallop. "Animals in the Poetics." Oxford Studies in'Andent Philosophy
(1990), 145-171. .

16. Actioo and character areconceptually interdependent and mutually expressive, The
intentionality of action assures the embedding of a character-based prohairesis within
the identification and deseription of an action. For specific explanatory purposes, an
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28. Pol~tics VIII S, 1340a15 ,ff. "Si?"ce ... virtue is concerned with delighting.lo~ing :'lnd
hating correctly, there 15 ObVIOusly nothing more important than to learn and t
be~ome,~abituated to ju~ge correctly and to delight in decent character and fin~
~ctlons. .When drama glVes us pIeasures and paios in the appropriate representa~
tioos 0,( cha~acte~an~ actions. ~t wiU enable us to take appropriate pleasures in the
real th!Dg~ .. Habltua~lon.to feelmg paio and delight in'things that are like (the thin
itself] 15 similar to bemg In. that same state in relation to the truth Por instance ~
someone delights in looking at the ¡mage oCsomething ... it [will] be~leasant Cor hi 1
lo look at the thing itself ..." m

2 9. Aristotle does not Umit the emotional effect of tragedies to the audiences of dram t'
performa~ces: they also aff:ct !hose who hear or read the story. Still. the·memb~;~
of ano aU~lence.of a ~ramatlc performance have the further experience (pathos) of
certam kmd of emotIonal bonding. . . a

30. I am in~e~tedt~StephenAWhite's "Aristotle's FavoriteTragedies"{this volume) fol'
emphaslzmg thls aspect of what we learn from the best tl'agedies.

31. T~ls papee acose from a conversation with Ruth Nevo: it developed in discussions
w~th Stephen Engstrom. Stephen Halliwell, Henl'Y Richardson and Stephen L .. Wh't
M.~n~aRa~ Amiran. ~ary Whitlock Blondell. Fl'an~oise Balibal'. Elizabeth Belfidr~·
Rudlgel' Blttner. Jenmfer Church, David Gallop and Jens Kulenkampffgave me helpC i
co:nme?ts, advice ~ did. notalways follow. I amalso grateful to participants ~
co l~qUla al the Umverslty oC New Hampshire. the University oC Oregon the Uni
ver~lty oC ~alifornia at ~anta.-Bar~araaod the Hebrew Uoiversity in Jeru~alem. A~
earher verSlOn was pubhshed In Mldwest Studies in Philosophy Vol 15 ed P F h
TVeh"n dHW . ( ... s.. rene

• u g an .... ettstem Notre Dame. IN. 1992). .

Aristotle on History and Poetry
(Poetics, 9, 1451a36-bll)1

G. E. M, de Ste. Croix

In a famous passage in ehapter 9 in the Poetics (1451a36-bIl), Aristotle
disparages history (historia) in comparison with poetry (poiésis). He begins by
stating lhat "the function of a poet is to describe not what has happened (la
uenomena) bul the kind of thing lhat might happen, 2 and what is possible
aceording to probability or necessity" (hoia an genoito, kai la dunala kala to eikos
é lo anangkaion). He goes on to say that the distinetion between historian and
poet (historikos and poiétés) resides nnt in the one writing prose and other verse
(forthe work ofHerodotus. he says, ifput into verse, would stUl be history) bnt
"in the faet that the one [history1describes what has happened. the other
[poetry] whal mighl happen." The conclnsion he proceeds lo draw is that
"poetry is something more philosophic and more worthwhile (spoudaioleron)
than history, because poetry deals rather with universals. history with par­
ticulars" (hémen gar poiésis mallon ta katholou. hé d' historia la kath' hekaston leueí).
And Aristotle goes on to explain what he means by "universals" and "par­
ticular,," universal statements are about what a particular kind of man will say
or do "according to probability or necessity:" particular statements are about
"what Alcibiades did or had done to him.'·

This passage is perfectly explicit and unqualified, and it is wrong to seek to
expiain it away, for example by dragging in Poetics 23. 1459a2I-24, where
Aristotle refers to "our usual histories (historias tas sunétheis), 3 which have to set
forth not one action bnt one periodo and aH that happened during that period
concerning one or more persons. however disconnected the several events may
have been." This passage leaves open the possibility lhat there may be histories
of a different, less usual, kind. Some may also think here nf another passage in
Poetics 9 (1451b29-33), where Aristotle mentions that a poet who takes his
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