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Part One: Selections from Aristotle’s Rhetoric, II. 8 (“Pity”) 
 
Let us now consider Pity, asking ourselves what things excite pity, and for what persons, 
and in what states of our mind pity is felt. Pity may be defined as a feeling of pain caused 
by the sight of some evil, destructive or painful, which befalls one who does not deserve 
it, and which we might expect to befall ourselves or some friend of ours, and moreover to 
befall us soon. In order to feel pity, we must obviously be capable of supposing that some 
evil may happen to us or some friend of ours, and moreover some such evil as is stated in 
our definition or is more or less of that kind. It is therefore not felt by those completely 
ruined, who suppose that no further evil can befall them, since the worst has befallen 
them already; nor by those who imagine themselves immensely fortunate -- their feeling 
is rather presumptuous insolence, for when they think they possess all the good things of 
life, it is clear that the impossibility of evil befalling them will be included, this being one 
of the good things in question. Those who think evil may befall them are such as have 
already had it befall them and have safely escaped from it; elderly men, owing to their 
good sense and their experience; weak men, especially men inclined to cowardice; and 
also educated people, since these can take long views. Also those who have parents 
living, or children, or wives; for these are our own, and the evils mentioned above may 
easily befall them. And those who neither moved by any courageous emotion such as 
anger or confidence (these emotions take no account of the future), nor by a disposition to 
presumptuous insolence (insolent men, too, take no account of the possibility that 
something evil will happen to them), nor yet by great fear (panic-stricken people do not 
feel pity, because they are taken up with what is happening to themselves); only those 
feel pity who are between these two extremes. In order to feel pity we must also believe 
in the goodness of at least some people; if you think nobody good, you will believe that 
everybody deserves evil fortune. [1386a] And, generally, we feel pity whenever we are in 
the condition of remembering that similar misfortunes have happened to us or ours, or 
expecting them to happen in the future. 
 
So much for the mental conditions under which we feel pity. What we pity is stated 
clearly in the definition. All unpleasant and painful things excite pity if they tend to 
destroy pain and annihilate; and all such evils as are due to chance, if they are serious. 
The painful and destructive evils are: death in its various forms, bodily injuries and 
afflictions, old age, diseases, lack of food. The evils due to chance are: friendlessness, 
scarcity of friends (it is a pitiful thing to be torn away from friends and companions), 
deformity, weakness, mutilation; evil coming from a source from which good ought to 
have come; and the frequent repetition of such misfortunes. Also the coming of good 
when the worst has happened: e.g. the arrival of the Great King's gifts for Diopeithes 
after his death. Also that either no good should have befallen a man at all, or that he 
should not be able to enjoy it when it has. 
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The grounds, then, on which we feel pity are these or like these. The people we pity are: 
those whom we know, if only they are not very closely related to us -- in that case we feel 
about them as if we were in danger ourselves. For this reason Amasis did not weep, they 
say, at the sight of his son being led to death, but did weep when he saw his friend 
begging: the latter sight was pitiful, the former terrible, and the terrible is different from 
the pitiful; it tends to cast out pity, and often helps to produce the opposite of pity. Again, 
we feel pity when the danger is near ourselves. Also we pity those who are like us in age, 
character, disposition, social standing, or birth; for in all these cases it appears more 
likely that the same misfortune may befall us also. Here too we have to remember the 
general principle that what we fear for ourselves excites our pity when it happens to 
others. Further, since it is when the sufferings of others are close to us that they excite our 
pity (we cannot remember what disasters happened a hundred centuries ago, nor look 
forward to what will happen a hundred centuries hereafter, and therefore feel little pity, if 
any, for such things): it follows that those who heighten the effect of their words with 
suitable gestures, tones, dress, and dramatic action generally, are especially successful in 
exciting pity: they thus put the disasters before our eyes, and make them seem close to us, 
just coming or just past. [1386b] Anything that has just happened, or is going to happen 
soon, is particularly piteous: so too therefore are the tokens and the actions of sufferers -- 
the garments and the like of those who have already suffered; the words and the like of 
those actually suffering -- of those, for instance, who are on the point of death. Most 
piteous of all is it when, in such times of trial, the victims are persons of noble character: 
whenever they are so, our pity is especially excited, because their innocence, as well as 
the setting of their misfortunes before our eyes, makes their misfortunes seem close to 
ourselves. 
 
Part Two: Selections from Aristotle’s Poetics (6-11, 13-14) 
 
VI. Let us now discuss Tragedy, resuming its formal definition, as resulting from what 
has been already said. 
 
Tragedy, then, is an imitation of an action that is serious, complete, and of a certain 
magnitude; in language embellished with each kind of artistic ornament, the several kinds 
being found in separate parts of the play; in the form of action, not of narrative; through 
pity and fear effecting the proper purgation of these emotions. By 'language embellished,' 
I mean language into which rhythm, 'harmony' and song enter. By 'the several kinds in 
separate parts,' I mean, that some parts are rendered through the medium of verse alone, 
others again with the aid of song. 
 
Now as tragic imitation implies persons acting, it necessarily follows in the first place, 
that Spectacular equipment will be a part of Tragedy. Next, Song and Diction, for these 
are the media of imitation. By 'Diction' I mean the mere metrical arrangement of the 
words: as for 'Song,' it is a term whose sense every one understands. 
 
Again, Tragedy is the imitation of an action; and an action implies personal agents, who 
necessarily possess certain distinctive qualities both of character and thought; for it is by 
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these that we qualify actions themselves, and these- thought and character- are the two 
natural causes from which actions spring, and on actions again all success or failure 
depends. Hence, the Plot is the imitation of the action- for by plot I here mean the 
arrangement of the incidents. By Character I mean that in virtue of which we ascribe 
certain qualities to the agents. Thought is required wherever a statement is proved, or, it 
may be, a general truth enunciated. Every Tragedy, therefore, must have six parts, which 
parts determine its quality- namely, Plot, Character, Diction, Thought, Spectacle, Song. 
Two of the parts constitute the medium of imitation, one the manner, and three the 
objects of imitation. And these complete the fist. These elements have been employed, 
we may say, by the poets to a man; in fact, every play contains Spectacular elements as 
well as Character, Plot, Diction, Song, and Thought. 
 
But most important of all is the structure of the incidents. For Tragedy is an imitation, not 
of men, but of an action and of life, and life consists in action, and its end is a mode of 
action, not a quality. Now character determines men's qualities, but it is by their actions 
that they are happy or the reverse. Dramatic action, therefore, is not with a view to the 
representation of character: character comes in as subsidiary to the actions. Hence the 
incidents and the plot are the end of a tragedy; and the end is the chief thing of all. Again, 
without action there cannot be a tragedy; there may be without character. The tragedies of 
most of our modern poets fail in the rendering of character; and of poets in general this is 
often true. It is the same in painting; and here lies the difference between Zeuxis and 
Polygnotus. Polygnotus delineates character well; the style of Zeuxis is devoid of ethical 
quality. Again, if you string together a set of speeches expressive of character, and well 
finished in point of diction and thought, you will not produce the essential tragic effect 
nearly so well as with a play which, however deficient in these respects, yet has a plot 
and artistically constructed incidents. Besides which, the most powerful elements of 
emotional interest in Tragedy- Peripeteia or Reversal of the Situation, and Recognition 
scenes- are parts of the plot. A further proof is, that novices in the art attain to finish of 
diction and precision of portraiture before they can construct the plot. It is the same with 
almost all the early poets. 
 
The plot, then, is the first principle, and, as it were, the soul of a tragedy; Character holds 
the second place. A similar fact is seen in painting. The most beautiful colors, laid on 
confusedly, will not give as much pleasure as the chalk outline of a portrait. Thus 
Tragedy is the imitation of an action, and of the agents mainly with a view to the action. 
 
Third in order is Thought- that is, the faculty of saying what is possible and pertinent in 
given circumstances. In the case of oratory, this is the function of the political art and of 
the art of rhetoric: and so indeed the older poets make their characters speak the language 
of civic life; the poets of our time, the language of the rhetoricians. Character is that 
which reveals moral purpose, showing what kind of things a man chooses or avoids. 
Speeches, therefore, which do not make this manifest, or in which the speaker does not 
choose or avoid anything whatever, are not expressive of character. Thought, on the other 
hand, is found where something is proved to be or not to be, or a general maxim is 
enunciated. 
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Fourth among the elements enumerated comes Diction; by which I mean, as has been 
already said, the expression of the meaning in words; and its essence is the same both in 
verse and prose. 
 
Of the remaining elements Song holds the chief place among the embellishments 
 
The Spectacle has, indeed, an emotional attraction of its own, but, of all the parts, it is the 
least artistic, and connected least with the art of poetry. For the power of Tragedy, we 
may be sure, is felt even apart from representation and actors. Besides, the production of 
spectacular effects depends more on the art of the stage machinist than on that of the 
poet. 
 
VII. These principles being established, let us now discuss the proper structure of the 
Plot, since this is the first and most important thing in Tragedy. 
 
Now, according to our definition Tragedy is an imitation of an action that is complete, 
and whole, and of a certain magnitude; for there may be a whole that is wanting in 
magnitude. A whole is that which has a beginning, a middle, and an end. A beginning is 
that which does not itself follow anything by causal necessity, but after which something 
naturally is or comes to be. An end, on the contrary, is that which itself naturally follows 
some other thing, either by necessity, or as a rule, but has nothing following it. A middle 
is that which follows something as some other thing follows it. A well constructed plot, 
therefore, must neither begin nor end at haphazard, but conform to these principles. 
 
Again, a beautiful object, whether it be a living organism or any whole composed of 
parts, must not only have an orderly arrangement of parts, but must also be of a certain 
magnitude; for beauty depends on magnitude and order. Hence a very small animal 
organism cannot be beautiful; for the view of it is confused, the object being seen in an 
almost imperceptible moment of time. Nor, again, can one of vast size be beautiful; for as 
the eye cannot take it all in at once, the unity and sense of the whole is lost for the 
spectator; as for instance if there were one a thousand miles long. As, therefore, in the 
case of animate bodies and organisms a certain magnitude is necessary, and a magnitude 
which may be easily embraced in one view; so in the plot, a certain length is necessary, 
and a length which can be easily embraced by the memory. The limit of length in relation 
to dramatic competition and sensuous presentment is no part of artistic theory. For had it 
been the rule for a hundred tragedies to compete together, the performance would have 
been regulated by the water-clock- as indeed we are told was formerly done. But the limit 
as fixed by the nature of the drama itself is this: the greater the length, the more beautiful 
will the piece be by reason of its size, provided that the whole be perspicuous. And to 
define the matter roughly, we may say that the proper magnitude is comprised within 
such limits, that the sequence of events, according to the law of probability or necessity, 
will admit of a change from bad fortune to good, or from good fortune to bad. 
 
VIII. Unity of plot does not, as some persons think, consist in the unity of the hero. For 
infinitely various are the incidents in one man's life which cannot be reduced to unity; 
and so, too, there are many actions of one man out of which we cannot make one action. 
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Hence the error, as it appears, of all poets who have composed a Heracleid, a Theseid, or 
other poems of the kind. They imagine that as Heracles was one man, the story of 
Heracles must also be a unity. But Homer, as in all else he is of surpassing merit, here 
too- whether from art or natural genius- seems to have happily discerned the truth. In 
composing the Odyssey he did not include all the adventures of Odysseus- such as his 
wound on Parnassus, or his feigned madness at the mustering of the host- incidents 
between which there was no necessary or probable connection: but he made the Odyssey, 
and likewise the Iliad, to center round an action that in our sense of the word is one. As 
therefore, in the other imitative arts, the imitation is one when the object imitated is one, 
so the plot, being an imitation of an action, must imitate one action and that a whole, the 
structural union of the parts being such that, if any one of them is displaced or removed, 
the whole will be disjointed and disturbed. For a thing whose presence or absence makes 
no visible difference, is not an organic part of the whole. 
 
IX. It is, moreover, evident from what has been said, that it is not the function of the poet 
to relate what has happened, but what may happen- what is possible according to the law 
of probability or necessity. The poet and the historian differ not by writing in verse or in 
prose. The work of Herodotus might be put into verse, and it would still be a species of 
history, with meter no less than without it. The true difference is that one relates what has 
happened, the other what may happen. Poetry, therefore, is a more philosophical and a 
higher thing than history: for poetry tends to express the universal, history the particular. 
By the universal I mean how a person of a certain type on occasion speak or act, 
according to the law of probability or necessity; and it is this universality at which poetry 
aims in the names she attaches to the personages. The particular is- for example- what 
Alcibiades did or suffered. In Comedy this is already apparent: for here the poet first 
constructs the plot on the lines of probability, and then inserts characteristic names- 
unlike the lampooners who write about particular individuals. But tragedians still keep to 
real names, the reason being that what is possible is credible: what has not happened we 
do not at once feel sure to be possible; but what has happened is manifestly possible: 
otherwise it would not have happened. Still there are even some tragedies in which there 
are only one or two well-known names, the rest being fictitious. In others, none are well 
known- as in Agathon's Antheus, where incidents and names alike are fictitious, and yet 
they give none the less pleasure. We must not, therefore, at all costs keep to the received 
legends, which are the usual subjects of Tragedy. Indeed, it would be absurd to attempt it; 
for even subjects that are known are known only to a few, and yet give pleasure to all. It 
clearly follows that the poet or 'maker' should be the maker of plots rather than of verses; 
since he is a poet because he imitates, and what he imitates are actions. And even if he 
chances to take a historical subject, he is none the less a poet; for there is no reason why 
some events that have actually happened should not conform to the law of the probable 
and possible, and in virtue of that quality in them he is their poet or maker. 
 
Of all plots and actions the episodic are the worst. I call a plot 'episodic' in which the 
episodes or acts succeed one another without probable or necessary sequence. Bad poets 
compose such pieces by their own fault, good poets, to please the players; for, as they 
write show pieces for competition, they stretch the plot beyond its capacity, and are often 
forced to break the natural continuity. 
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But again, Tragedy is an imitation not only of a complete action, but of events inspiring 
fear or pity. Such an effect is best produced when the events come on us by surprise; and 
the effect is heightened when, at the same time, they follows as cause and effect. The 
tragic wonder will then be greater than if they happened of themselves or by accident; for 
even coincidences are most striking when they have an air of design. We may instance 
the statue of Mitys at Argos, which fell upon his murderer while he was a spectator at a 
festival, and killed him. Such events seem not to be due to mere chance. Plots, therefore, 
constructed on these principles are necessarily the best. 
 
X. Plots are either Simple or Complex, for the actions in real life, of which the plots are 
an imitation, obviously show a similar distinction. An action which is one and continuous 
in the sense above defined, I call Simple, when the change of fortune takes place without 
Reversal of the Situation and without Recognition 
 
A Complex action is one in which the change is accompanied by such Reversal, or by 
Recognition, or by both. These last should arise from the internal structure of the plot, so 
that what follows should be the necessary or probable result of the preceding action. It 
makes all the difference whether any given event is a case of propter hoc or post hoc. 
 
XI. Reversal of the Situation is a change by which the action veers round to its opposite, 
subject always to our rule of probability or necessity. Thus in the Oedipus, the messenger 
comes to cheer Oedipus and free him from his alarms about his mother, but by revealing 
who he is, he produces the opposite effect. Again in the Lynceus, Lynceus is being led 
away to his death, and Danaus goes with him, meaning to slay him; but the outcome of 
the preceding incidents is that Danaus is killed and Lynceus saved. 
 
Recognition, as the name indicates, is a change from ignorance to knowledge, producing 
love or hate between the persons destined by the poet for good or bad fortune. The best 
form of recognition is coincident with a Reversal of the Situation, as in the Oedipus. 
There are indeed other forms. Even inanimate things of the most trivial kind may in a 
sense be objects of recognition. Again, we may recognize or discover whether a person 
has done a thing or not. But the recognition which is most intimately connected with the 
plot and action is, as we have said, the recognition of persons. This recognition, 
combined with Reversal, will produce either pity or fear; and actions producing these 
effects are those which, by our definition, Tragedy represents. Moreover, it is upon such 
situations that the issues of good or bad fortune will depend. Recognition, then, being 
between persons, it may happen that one person only is recognized by the other- when the 
latter is already known- or it may be necessary that the recognition should be on both 
sides. Thus Iphigenia is revealed to Orestes by the sending of the letter; but another act of 
recognition is required to make Orestes known to Iphigenia. 
 
Two parts, then, of the Plot- Reversal of the Situation and Recognition- turn upon 
surprises. A third part is the Scene of Suffering. The Scene of Suffering is a destructive or 
painful action, such as death on the stage, bodily agony, wounds, and the like. 
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XIII. As the sequel to what has already been said, we must proceed to consider what the 
poet should aim at, and what he should avoid, in constructing his plots; and by what 
means the specific effect of Tragedy will be produced. 
 
A perfect tragedy should, as we have seen, be arranged not on the simple but on the 
complex plan. It should, moreover, imitate actions which excite pity and fear, this being 
the distinctive mark of tragic imitation. It follows plainly, in the first place, that the 
change of fortune presented must not be the spectacle of a virtuous man brought from 
prosperity to adversity: for this moves neither pity nor fear; it merely shocks us. Nor, 
again, that of a bad man passing from adversity to prosperity: for nothing can be more 
alien to the spirit of Tragedy; it possesses no single tragic quality; it neither satisfies the 
moral sense nor calls forth pity or fear. Nor, again, should the downfall of the utter villain 
be exhibited. A plot of this kind would, doubtless, satisfy the moral sense, but it would 
inspire neither pity nor fear; for pity is aroused by unmerited misfortune, fear by the 
misfortune of a man like ourselves. Such an event, therefore, will be neither pitiful nor 
terrible. There remains, then, the character between these two extremes—that of a man 
who is not eminently good and just, yet whose misfortune is brought about not by vice or 
depravity, but by some error or frailty. He must be one who is highly renowned and 
prosperous—a personage like Oedipus, Thyestes, or other illustrious men of such 
families. 
 
A well-constructed plot should, therefore, be single in its issue, rather than double as 
some maintain. The change of fortune should be not from bad to good, but, reversely, 
from good to bad. It should come about as the result not of vice, but of some great error 
or frailty, in a character either such as we have described, or better rather than worse. The 
practice of the stage bears out our view. At first the poets recounted any legend that came 
in their way. Now, the best tragedies are founded on the story of a few houses—on the 
fortunes of Alcmaeon, Oedipus, Orestes, Meleager, Thyestes, Telephus, and those others 
who have done or suffered something terrible. A tragedy, then, to be perfect according to 
the rules of art should be of this construction. Hence they are in error who censure 
Euripides just because he follows this principle in his plays, many of which end 
unhappily. It is, as we have said, the right ending. The best proof is that on the stage and 
in dramatic competition, such plays, if well worked out, are the most tragic in effect; and 
Euripides, faulty though he may be in the general management of his subject, yet is felt to 
be the most tragic of the poets. 
 
In the second rank comes the kind of tragedy which some place first. Like the Odyssey, it 
has a double thread of plot, and also an opposite catastrophe for the good and for the bad. 
It is accounted the best because of the weakness of the spectators; for the poet is guided 
in what he writes by the wishes of his audience. The pleasure, however, thence derived is 
not the true tragic pleasure. It is proper rather to Comedy, where those who, in the piece, 
are the deadliest enemies—like Orestes and Aegisthus—quit the stage as friends at the 
close, and no one slays or is slain. 
 
XIV. Fear and pity may be aroused by spectacular means; but they may also result from 
the inner structure of the piece, which is the better way, and indicates a superior poet. For 
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the plot ought to be so constructed that, even without the aid of the eye, he who hears the 
tale told will thrill with horror and melt to pity at what takes Place. This is the impression 
we should receive from hearing the story of the Oedipus. But to produce this effect by the 
mere spectacle is a less artistic method, and dependent on extraneous aids. Those who 
employ spectacular means to create a sense not of the terrible but only of the monstrous, 
are strangers to the purpose of Tragedy; for we must not demand of Tragedy any and 
every kind of pleasure, but only that which is proper to it. And since the pleasure which 
the poet should afford is that which comes from pity and fear through imitation, it is 
evident that this quality must be impressed upon the incidents. 
 
Let us then determine what are the circumstances which strike us as terrible or pitiful. 
 
Actions capable of this effect must happen between persons who are either friends or 
enemies or indifferent to one another. If an enemy kills an enemy, there is nothing to 
excite pity either in the act or the intention- except so far as the suffering in itself is 
pitiful. So again with indifferent persons. But when the tragic incident occurs between 
those who are near or dear to one another- if, for example, a brother kills, or intends to 
kill, a brother, a son his father, a mother her son, a son his mother, or any other deed of 
the kind is done- these are the situations to be looked for by the poet. He may not indeed 
destroy the framework of the received legends- the fact, for instance, that Clytemnestra 
was slain by Orestes and Eriphyle by Alcmaeon- but he ought to show of his own, and 
skilfully handle the traditional. material. Let us explain more clearly what is meant by 
skilful handling. 
 
The action may be done consciously and with knowledge of the persons, in the manner of 
the older poets. It is thus too that Euripides makes Medea slay her children. Or, again, the 
deed of horror may be done, but done in ignorance, and the tie of kinship or friendship be 
discovered afterwards. The Oedipus of Sophocles is an example. Here, indeed, the 
incident is outside the drama proper; but cases occur where it falls within the action of the 
play: one may cite the Alcmaeon of Astydamas, or Telegonus in the Wounded Odysseus. 
Again, there is a third case- [to be about to act with knowledge of the persons and then 
not to act. The fourth case] is when some one is about to do an irreparable deed through 
ignorance, and makes the discovery before it is done. These are the only possible ways. 
For the deed must either be done or not done- and that wittingly or unwittingly. But of all 
these ways, to be about to act knowing the persons, and then not to act, is the worst. It is 
shocking without being tragic, for no disaster follows It is, therefore, never, or very 
rarely, found in poetry. One instance, however, is in the Antigone, where Haemon 
threatens to kill Creon. The next and better way is that the deed should be perpetrated. 
Still better, that it should be perpetrated in ignorance, and the discovery made afterwards. 
There is then nothing to shock us, while the discovery produces a startling effect. The last 
case is the best, as when in the Cresphontes Merope is about to slay her son, but, 
recognizing who he is, spares his life. So in the Iphigenia, the sister recognizes the 
brother just in time. Again in the Helle, the son recognizes the mother when on the point 
of giving her up. This, then, is why a few families only, as has been already observed, 
furnish the subjects of tragedy. It was not art, but happy chance, that led the poets in 
search of subjects to impress the tragic quality upon their plots. They are compelled, 
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therefore, to have recourse to those houses whose history contains moving incidents like 
these. 
 
Enough has now been said concerning the structure of the incidents, and the right kind of 
plot.  
 
III.  Selections from Joe Sach’s Internet Enclyclopedia article on Aristotle’s Poetics 
 
2. The Character of Tragedy 
 
A work is a tragedy, Aristotle tells us, only if it arouses pity and fear. Why does he single 
out these two passions? Some interpreters think he means them only as examples--pity 
and fear and other passions like that--but I am not among those loose constructionists. 
Aristotle does use a word that means passions of that sort (toiouta), but I think he does so 
only to indicate that pity and fear are not themselves things subject to identification with 
pin-point precision, but that each refers to a range of feeling. It is just the feelings in 
those two ranges, however, that belong to tragedy. Why? Why shouldn't some tragedy 
arouse pity and joy, say, and another fear and cruelty? In various places, Aristotle says 
that it is the mark of an educated person to know what needs explanation and what 
doesn't. He does not try to prove that there is such a thing as nature, or such a thing as 
motion, though some people deny both. Likewise, he understands the recognition of a 
special and powerful form of drama built around pity and fear as the beginning of an 
inquiry, and spends not one word justifying that restriction. We, however, can see better 
why he starts there by trying out a few simple alternatives. 
 
Suppose a drama aroused pity in a powerful way, but aroused no fear at all. This is an 
easily recognizable dramatic form, called a tear-jerker. The name is meant to disparage 
this sort of drama, but why? Imagine a well written, well made play or movie that depicts 
the losing struggle of a likable central character. We are moved to have a good cry, and 
are afforded either the relief of a happy ending, or the realistic desolation of a sad one. In 
the one case the tension built up along the way is released within the experience of the 
work itself; in the other it passes off as we leave the theater, and readjust our feelings to 
the fact that it was, after all, only make-believe. What is wrong with that? There is always 
pleasure in strong emotion, and the theater is a harmless place to indulge it. We may even 
come out feeling good about being so compassionate. But Dostoyevski depicts a 
character who loves to cry in the theater, not noticing that while she wallows in her warm 
feelings her coach-driver is shivering outside. She has day-dreams about relieving 
suffering humanity, but does nothing to put that vague desire to work. If she is typical, 
then the tear-jerker is a dishonest form of drama, not even a harmless diversion but an 
encouragement to lie to oneself. 
 
Well then, let's consider the opposite experiment, in which a drama arouses fear in a 
powerful way, but arouses little or no pity. This is again a readily recognizable dramatic 
form, called the horror story, or in a recent fashion, the mad-slasher movie. The thrill of 
fear is the primary object of such amusements, and the story alternates between the build-
up of apprehension and the shock of violence. Again, as with the tear-jerker, it doesn't 
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much matter whether it ends happily or with uneasiness, or even with one last shock, so 
indeterminate is its form. And while the tearjerker gives us an illusion of compassionate 
delicacy, the unrestrained shock-drama obviously has the effect of coarsening feeling. 
Genuine human pity could not co-exist with the so-called graphic effects these films use 
to keep scaring us. The attraction of this kind of amusement is again the thrill of strong 
feeling, and again the price of indulging the desire for that thrill may be high. 
 
Let us consider a milder form of the drama built on arousing fear. There are stories in 
which fearsome things are threatened or done by characters who are in the end defeated 
by means similar to, or in some way equivalent to, what they dealt out. The fear is 
relieved in vengeance, and we feel a satisfaction that we might be inclined to call justice. 
To work on the level of feeling, though, justice must be understood as the exact inverse 
of the crime--doing to the offender the sort of thing he did or meant to do to others. The 
imagination of evil then becomes the measure of good, or at least of the restoration of 
order. The satisfaction we feel in the vicarious infliction of pain or death is nothing but a 
thin veil over the very feelings we mean to be punishing. This is a successful dramatic 
formula, arousing in us destructive desires that are fun to feel, along with the self-
righteous illusion that we are really superior to the character who displays them. The 
playwright who makes us feel that way will probably be popular, but he is a menace. 
 
We have looked at three kinds of non-tragedy that arouse passions in a destructive way, 
and we could add others. There are potentially as many kinds as there are passions and 
combinations of passions. That suggests that the theater is just an arena for the 
manipulation of passions in ways that are pleasant in the short run and at least reckless to 
pursue repeatedly. At worst, the drama could be seen as dealing in a kind of addiction, 
which it both produces and holds the only remedy for. But we have not yet tried to talk 
about the combination of passions characteristic of tragedy. 
 
When we turn from the sort of examples I have given, to the acknowledged examples of 
tragedy, we find ourselves in a different world. The tragedians I have in mind are five: 
Aeschylus, Sophocles, and Euripides; Shakespeare, who differs from them only in time; 
and Homer, who differs from them somewhat more, in the form in which he composed, 
but shares with them the things that matter most. I could add other authors, such as 
Dostoyevski, who wrote stories of the tragic kind in much looser literary forms, but I 
want to keep the focus on a small number of clear paradigms. 
 
When we look at a tragedy we find the chorus in Antigone telling us what a strange thing 
a human being is, that passes beyond all boundaries (lines 332 ff.), or King Lear asking if 
man is no more than this, a poor, bare, forked animal (III, iv, 97ff.), or Macbeth 
protesting to his wife "I dare do all that may become a man; who dares do more is none" 
(I, vii, 47-8), or Oedipus taunting Teiresias with the fact that divine art was of no use 
against the Sphinx, but only Oedipus' own human ingenuity (Oed. Tyr. 39098), or 
Agamemnon, resisting walking home on tapestries, saying to his wife "I tell you to revere 
me as a man, not a god" (925), or Cadmus in the Bacchae saying "I am a man, nothing 
more" (199), while Dionysus tells Pentheus "You do not know what you are" (506), or 
Patroclus telling Achilles "Peleus was not your father nor Thetis your mother, but the 
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gray sea bore you, and the towering rocks, so hard is your heart" (Iliad XVI, 335 ). I 
could add more examples of this kind by the dozen, and your memories will supply 
others. Tragedy seems always to involve testing or finding the limits of what is human. 
This is no mere orgy of strong feeling, but a highly focussed way of bringing our powers 
to bear on the image of what is human as such. I suggest that Aristotle is right in saying 
that the powers which first of all bring this human image to sight for us are pity and fear. 
 
It is obvious that the authors in our examples are not just putting things in front of us to 
make us cry or shiver or gasp. The feelings they arouse are subordinated to another 
effect. Aristotle begins by saying that tragedy arouses pity and fear in such a way as to 
culminate in a cleansing of those passions, the famous catharsis. The word is used by 
Aristotle only the once, in his preliminary definition of tragedy. I think this is because its 
role is taken over later in the Poetics by another, more positive, word, but the idea of 
catharsis is important in itself, and we should consider what it might mean. 
 
3. Tragic Catharsis 
 
First of all, the tragic catharsis might be a purgation. Fear can obviously be an insidious 
thing that undermines life and poisons it with anxiety. It would be good to flush this 
feeling from our systems, bring it into the open, and clear the air. This may explain the 
appeal of horror movies, that they redirect our fears toward something external, 
grotesque, and finally ridiculous, in order to puncture them. On the other hand, fear might 
have a secret allure, so that what we need to purge is the desire for the thrill that comes 
with fear. The horror movie also provides a safe way to indulge and satisfy the longing to 
feel afraid, and go home afterward satisfied; the desire is purged, temporarily, by being 
fed. Our souls are so many-headed that opposite satisfactions may be felt at the same 
time, but I think these two really are opposite. In the first sense of purgation, the horror 
movie is a kind of medicine that does its work and leaves the soul healthier, while in the 
second sense it is a potentially addictive drug. Either explanation may account for the 
popularity of these movies among teenagers, since fear is so much a fact of that time of 
life. For those of us who are older, the tear-jerker may have more appeal, offering a way 
to purge the regrets of our lives in a sentimental outpouring of pity. As with fear, this 
purgation too may be either medicinal or drug-like. 
 
This idea of purgation, in its various forms, is what we usually mean when we call 
something cathartic. People speak of watching football, or boxing, as a catharsis of 
violent urges, or call a shouting match with a friend a useful catharsis of buried 
resentment. This is a practical purpose that drama may also serve, but it has no particular 
connection with beauty or truth; to be good in this purgative way, a drama has no need to 
be good in any other way. No one would be tempted to confuse the feeling at the end of a 
horror movie with what Aristotle calls "the tragic pleasure," nor to call such a movie a 
tragedy. But the English word catharsis does not contain everything that is in the Greek 
word. Let us look at other things it might mean. 
 
Catharsis in Greek can mean purification. While purging something means getting rid of 
it, purifying something means getting rid of the worse or baser parts of it. It is possible 
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that tragedy purifies the feelings themselves of fear and pity. These arise in us in crude 
ways, attached to all sorts of objects. Perhaps the poet educates our sensibilities, our 
powers to feel and be moved, by refining them and attaching them to less easily 
discernible objects. There is a line in The Wasteland, "I will show you fear in a handful 
of dust." Alfred Hitchcock once made us all feel a little shudder when we took showers. 
The poetic imagination is limited only by its skill, and can turn any object into a focus for 
any feeling. Some people turn to poetry to find delicious and exquisite new ways to feel 
old feelings, and consider themselves to enter in that way into a purified state. It has been 
argued that this sort of thing is what tragedy and the tragic pleasure are all about, but it 
doesn't match up with my experience. Sophocles does make me fear and pity human 
knowledge when I watch the Oedipus Tyrannus, but this is not a refinement of those 
feelings but a discovery that they belong to a surprising object. Sophocles is not training 
my feelings, but using them to show me something worthy of wonder. 
 
The word catharsis drops out of the Poetics because the word wonder, to rhaumaston, 
replaces it, first in chapter 9, where Aristotle argues that pity and fear arise most of all 
where wonder does, and finally in chapters 24 and 25, where he singles out wonder as the 
aim of the poetic art itself, into which the aim of tragedy in particular merges. Ask 
yourself how you feel at the end of a tragedy. You have witnessed horrible things and felt 
painful feelings, but the mark of tragedy is that it brings you out the other side. Aristotle's 
use of the word catharsis is not a technical reference to purgation or purification but a 
beautiful metaphor for the peculiar tragic pleasure, the feeling of being washed or 
cleansed. 
 
The tragic pleasure is a paradox. As Aristotle says, in a tragedy, a happy ending doesn't 
make us happy. At the end of the play the stage is often littered with bodies, and we feel 
cleansed by it all. Are we like Clytemnestra, who says she rejoiced when spattered by her 
husband's blood, like the earth in a Spring rain (Ag. 1389-92)? Are we like Iago, who has 
to see a beautiful life destroyed to feel better about himself (Oth. V, i, 18-20)? We all feel 
a certain glee in the bringing low of the mighty, but this is in no way similar to the feeling 
of being washed in wonderment. The closest thing I know to the feeling at the end of a 
tragedy is the one that comes with the sudden, unexpected appearance of something 
beautiful. In a famous essay on beauty (Ennead I, tractate 6), Plotinus says two things that 
seem true to me: "Clearly [beauty] is something detected at a first glance, something that 
the soul... recognizes, gives welcome to, and, in a way, fuses with" (beginning sec. 2). 
What is the effect on us of this recognition? Plotinus says that in every instance it is "an 
astonishment, a delicious wonderment" (end sec. 4). Aristotle is insistent that a tragedy 
must be whole and one, because only in that way can it be beautiful, while he also 
ascribes the superiority of tragedy over epic poetry to its greater unity and concentration 
(ch. 26). Tragedy is not just a dramatic form in which some works are beautiful and 
others not; tragedy is itself a species of beauty. All tragedies are beautiful. 
 
By following Aristotle's lead, we have now found five marks of tragedy: (1) it imitates an 
action, (2) it arouses pity and fear, (3) it displays the human image as such, (4) it ends in 
wonder, and (5) it is inherently beautiful. We noticed earlier that it is action that 
characterizes the distinctively human realm, and it is reasonable that the depiction of an 
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action might show us a human being in some definitive way, but what do pity and fear 
have to do with that showing? The answer is everything. 
 
4. Tragic Pity 
 
First, let us consider what tragic pity consists in. The word pity tends to have a bad name 
these days, and to imply an attitude of condescension that diminishes its object. This is 
not a matter of the meanings of words, or even of changing attitudes. It belongs to pity 
itself to be two-sided, since any feeling of empathy can be given a perverse twist by the 
recognition that it is not oneself but another with whom one is feeling a shared pain. One 
of the most empathetic characters in all literature is Edgar in King Lear. He describes 
himself truly as "a most poor man, made tame to fortune's blows, Who, by the art of 
known and feeling sorrows, Am pregnant to good pity" (IV, vi, 217-19). Two of his lines 
spoken to his father are powerful evidence of the insight that comes from suffering 
oneself and taking on the suffering of others: "Thy life's a miracle" (IV, vi, 5 5 ), he says, 
and "Ripeness is all" (V, ii, 11), trying to help his father see that life is still good and 
death is not something to be sought. Yet in the last scene of the play this same Edgar 
voices the stupidest words ever spoken in any tragedy, when he concludes that his father 
just got what he deserved when he lost his eyes, since he had once committed adultery 
(V, iii, 171-4). Having witnessed the play, we know that Gloucester lost his eyes because 
he chose to help Lear, when the kingdom had become so corrupt that his act of kindness 
appeared as a walking fire in a dark world (I1I, iv, 107). There is a chain of effects from 
Gloucester's adultery to his mutilation, but it is not a sequence that reveals the true cause 
of that horror. The wholeness of action that Shakespeare shapes for us shows that 
Gloucester's goodness, displayed in a courageous, deliberate choice, and not his 
weakness many years earlier, cost him his eyes. Edgar ends by giving in to the temptation 
to moralize, to chase after the "fatal flaw" which is no part of tragedy, and loses his 
capacity to see straight. 
 
This suggests that holding on to proper pity leads to seeing straight, and that seems 
exactly right. But what is proper pity? There is a way of missing the mark that is opposite 
to condescension, and that is the excess of pity called sentimentality. There are people 
who use the word sentimental for any display of feeling, or any taking seriously of 
feeling, but their attitude is as blind as Edgar's. Sentimentality is inordinate feeling, 
feeling that goes beyond the source that gives rise to it. The woman in Dostoyevski's 
novel who loves pitying for its own sake is an example of this vice. But between Edgar's 
moralizing and her gushing there is a range of appropriate pity. Pity is one of the 
instruments by which a poet can show us what we are. We pity the loss of Gloucester's 
eyes because we know the value of eyes, but more deeply, we pity the violation of 
Gloucester's decency, and in so doing we feel the truth that without such decency, and 
without respect for it, there is no human life. Shakespeare is in control here, and the 
feeling he produces does not give way in embarrassment to moral judgment, nor does it 
make us wallow mindlessly in pity because it feels so good; the pity he arouses in us 
shows us what is precious in us, in the act of its being violated in another. 
 
5. Tragic Fear and the Image of Humanity 
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Since every boundary has two sides, the human image is delineated also from the outside, 
the side of the things that threaten it. This is shown to us through the feeling of fear. As 
Aristotle says twice in the Rhetoric, what we pity in others, we fear for ourselves (1382b 
26, 1386a 27). In our mounting fear that Oedipus will come to know the truth about 
himself, we feel that something of our own is threatened. Tragic fear, exactly like tragic 
pity, and either preceding it or simultaneous with it, shows us what we are and are 
unwilling to lose. It makes no sense to say that Oedipus' passion for truth is a flaw, since 
that is the very quality that makes us afraid on his behalf. Tragedy is never about flaws, 
and it is only the silliest of mistranslations that puts that claim in Aristotle's mouth. 
Tragedy is about central and indispensable human attributes, disclosed to us by the pity 
that draws us toward them and the fear that makes us recoil from what threatens them. 
 
Because the suffering of the tragic figure displays the boundaries of what is human, every 
tragedy carries the sense of universality. Oedipus or Antigone or Lear or Othello is 
somehow every one of us, only more so. But the mere mention of these names makes it 
obvious that they are not generalized characters, but altogether particular. And if we did 
not feel that they were genuine individuals, they would have no power to engage our 
emotions. It is by their particularity that they make their marks on us, as though we had 
encountered them in the flesh. It is only through the particularity of our feelings that our 
bonds with them emerge. What we care for and cherish makes us pity them and fear for 
them, and thereby the reverse also happens: our feelings of pity and fear make us 
recognize what we care for and cherish. When the tragic figure is destroyed it is a piece 
of ourselves that is lost. Yet we never feel desolation at the end of a tragedy, because 
what is lost is also, by the very same means, found. I am not trying to make a paradox, 
but to describe a marvel. It is not so strange that we learn the worth of something by 
losing it; what is astonishing is what the tragedians are able to achieve by making use of 
that common experience. They lift it up into a state of wonder. 
 
Within our small group of exemplary poetic works, there are two that do not have the 
tragic form, and hence do not concentrate all their power into putting us in a state of 
wonder, but also depict the state of wonder among their characters and contain speeches 
that reflect on it. They are Homer's Iliad and Shakespeare's Tempest. (Incidentally, there 
is an excellent small book called Woe or Wonder, the Emotional Effect of Shakespearean 
Tragedy, by J. V. Cunningham, that demonstrates the continuity of the traditional 
understanding of tragedy from Aristotle to Shakespeare.) The first poem in our literary 
heritage, and Shakespeare's last play, both belong to a conversation of which Aristotle's 
Poetics is the most prominent part. 


