Fifth Century B.C.
“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… in the form of action, not of narrative; through pity and fear effecting the proper purgation of these emotions.”1 

-Aristotle
The Poetics
A Brief Summary 

Aristotle’s Poetics gives useful definitions of great tragedy and delineates its characteristics.  While Aristotle spends a good deal of time on the appropriateness of elevated language and how the poet becomes a dramatist, this summary will focus on the dramatic elements Aristotle admires and their use by Sophocles and other Greek writers.  Aristotle defines tragedy as the dramatic imitation of serious and complete actions, provoking pity and fear in the audiences.

1.
The noble character –humans as they ought to be.  This central character is remarkable for strength of character and talents.  Usually there are several key virtues that elevate this person in stature within the community.  The character, often proud as a result of past success, has gained admiration and aspires to achieve that which he or she believes to be great.  This character’s failure constitutes a fall from a great height.

2.
Aristotle’s use of the Greek word hamartia, an archery term, suggests “missing the mark.”  The tragic character has aimed for bull’s-eye, a perfect outcome, but falls short.  The failure does not come as a result of evil motives but from an ambition for the good.  The character is vulnerable: of limited knowledge, with physical powers and emotional responses subject to the limitations shared by all humanity.  Although the character aspires to continued success, there is no guarantee that he or she will have the insight to achieve it.  The character’s nature and the power of the cosmos impose their limits.  Sometimes the use of the phrase “tragic flaw” in the high school classroom reduces the way we think about a tragic character.  The phrase suggests that the person is a kind of walking time bomb.  The character’s fate seems to promote a you-got-what-you-had-coming attitude.  In light of this, the translation “missing the mark” suggests a stronger hero and evokes less of the “original sin” notion of an inherent flaw (a concept the Greeks did not hold).
3. 
The tragic hero brings about his or her own downfall.  Free will, Aristotle believes, is a typical part of tragedy, and destiny cannot be entirely determined by the cruelty of humanity or fate.  Although others might conspire against the hero, and there might also be some drastic accident, essentially the downfall of the character is caused by his or her own choices.

4.
There is a reversal (peripeteia) of the situation, by which the action or situation veers round to its opposite (subject always to the laws of probability or necessity).  This recognition scene is essential in classical tragedy because tragedy is caused by the character’s discovery or understanding of things not understood before.  The character’s perception of the world changes because of this new knowledge, but the new understanding brings terrible suffering.  This scene is often described as the “scene of suffering”.

5. 
We are surprised when a noble person meets a terrible end.  We realize that greatness is no protection for the character against great tragedy and we see that the character meets a fate worse than his or her actions warrant.
6.
Aristotle speaks of catharsis: “For the plot ought to be so constructed that he who hears the tale told will thrill with horror and melt to pity those who endure them and fear that we may be guilty of the same ignorance or arrogance (hubris) and suffer similar pain.

1. Poetics, S. H. Butcher, Trans. (Mineola, NY: Dover Editions, 1997), 10.
The Poetics Application Activity
Choose a tragic work from the curriculum and address these questions in a group.  Focus on the big question: Does the classical theory easily fit this piece of literature?

1.     A noble character.  Is there anything special or unique about the central character that separates him     or her from the other characters?  How do other characters perceive this character?

2.     Hamartia.  Do not define hamartia as a “tragic flaw.”  Instead consider the tragic character as having     aimed for, and failed to achieve, a bull’s-eye, a perfect outcome.

       a.     Does the character have ambitions or hopes that he or she attempts to achieve?


b.     Are these ambitions, in your opinion, good?


c.     Is the character’s view of the world in come way distorted or inaccurate from what others see?


d.     How does the character’s distorted view affect his or her actions?

       e.     Could this change from the familiar definition of the word hamartia as “tragic flaw” alter our understanding of the character?

3.     Downfall.  Free will, Aristotle believes, is a critical part of tragedy, and destiny cannot simply be caused by the cruelty of humanity.  What happens to the central character that seems beyond his or her control?  Is the character aware of the consequences of taking action?

4.     Reversal (peripeteia).  What event or action changes the character and the way the character views the world?  How does the character come to view the world differently?

5.     A noble person meets a terrible end.  Greatness is no protection against tragedy; the character meets a fate worse than his or her actions warrant.  How do the characters suffer for their choices?  Does their suffering seem too much, unfair?

6.     We are so awed by the events that we pity those who endure them and fear that we may be guilty of the same ignorance or arrogance (hubris) and thus may suffer similar pain.  How does the audience feel about the character by the end of the story? 

Twentieth Century A. D.
“As a general rule to which there may be exceptions unknown to me, I think the tragic feeling is evoked in us when we are in the presence of a character who is ready to lay down his life, if need be, to secure one thing –his sense of personal dignity.  From Orestes to Hamlet, Medea, to Macbeth, the underlying struggle is that of the individual attempting to gain his ‘rightful’ position in his society.”2 


-Arthur Miller, “Tragedy and the Common Man”

Excerpts from “Tragedy and the Common Man”
An Essay by Arthur Miller

In this age few tragedies are written …. For one reason or another, we are often held to be below tragedy –or tragedy above us.  The inevitable conclusion is, of course, that the tragic mode is archaic, fit only for the very highly placed, the kings or the kingly. (3)

I believe the common man is as apt a subject for tragedy in its highest sense as kings were…. When the question of tragedy in art is not at issue, we never hesitate to attribute to the well placed and the exalted the very same mental processes as the lowly.  And finally, if the exaltation of tragic action were truly a property of the high-bred character alone, it is inconceivable that the mass of mankind should cherish tragedy above all other forms, let alone be capable of understanding it… (3-4)

The flaw, or crack, in the character is really nothing –and need be nothing –but his inherent unwillingness to remain passive in the face of what he conceives to be a challenge to his dignity, his image of his rightful status.  Only the passive, only those who accept their lot without active retaliation, are ‘flawless.’  Most of us are in that category… (4)

The tragic right is a condition of life, a condition in which the human personality is able to flower and realize itself.  The wrong is the condition which suppresses man, perverts the flowing out of his love and creative instinct.  Tragedy enlightens –and it must, in that it points the heroic finger at the enemy of man’s freedom.  The thrust for freedom is the quality in tragedy which exalts.  The revolutionary questioning of the stable environment is what terrifies.  In no way is the common man debarred from such thoughts or such actions… (5)

No tragedy can therefore come about when its author fears to question absolutely everything, when he regards any institution, habit, or custom as being everlasting, immutable, or inevitable… whatever it is that hedges [people’s] nature and lowers it is ripe for attack and examination… (6)


Tragedy implies more optimism in its author than does comedy, and that its final result ought to be the reinforcement of the onlooker’s brightest opinion of the human animal… (6)

And it is curious, although edifying, that the plays we revere, century after century, are the tragedies.  In them and in them alone, lies the belief –optimistic, if you will –in the perfectibility of man.  It is time, I think, that we who are without kings, took up this bright thread of our history and followed it to the only place it can possibly lead in our time –the heart and spirit of the average man. (7)

“Tragedy and the Common Man”
Argument Outline
1. 
Miller asserts that the average person is an apt subject for tragedy since psychiatry suggests that both kings and ordinary people have similar feelings and mental processes.  The Greek preference for the rank of kings and princes as main characters is insignificant (an outward recognition for an inner superiority).  Anyone who fears being torn away from his or her place in society is of “rank.”  Since people like us understand the plays, we are capable of feeling similar emotions; thus, we must resemble those who have nobility.
2.
We are in the presence of a character willing to lay down life to secure personal dignity.  The character feels duped or demeaned by society and what it promises, but is willing to risk danger or rejection to change society for intensely loved people, ideals, feelings, or beliefs.

3. 
Thus the character hopes to gain back a rightful place in society from which he or she has fallen, and in the process to heal a wounded dignity.  These ambitions are an indication that a character is noble and courageous.

4. 
In this process of being wounded and of falling, there is a compulsion to evaluate himself or herself justly, to be honest about failings and hones about hopes of overcoming them.  In this self-evaluation, tragic characters examine what they believe about the world around them.

5. 
The “tragic flaw” is a character’s tendency to resist the status quo and fight against perceived wrongs; such characters do not accept what is demeaning to them.  (On the other hand, most of us are “flawless,” because we choose passivity over action and often hesitate to challenge what society offers us.)

6. 
By challenging the society and its values, the character challenges whatever degrades,  To stand alone against what society tells us is a courageous act.

7.
Tragedy questions everything –institutions, habits, customs.  Anything that might become warped and destroy the nobility of the average man or woman is a suitable subject for tragedy.

8. 
Tragic characters gain stature when questioning everything; even though they must return to the rightness of law or submission to God, they have dared to look at and challenge what did not seem fair and right.

9.
Tragedy is optimistic in its belief that art can lead to human perfectibility.  It does not focus on death and destruction but on the possibility of change and hope for a better world.

2.  “Tragedy and the Common Man,” in the Theater Essays of Arthur Miller, ed.  Robert A. Martin (New York: Penguin, 1978) 3-7
Comparison of Two Theories of Tragedy
Aristotle’s Poetics
Arthur Miller’s “Tragedy and the Common Man”

How has modern tragedy grown from its classical Greek roots?

Within groups, discuss the evolution of the concept of tragedy by comparing the two theories of tragedy as they apply to scientific examples from works you’ve taught or read.

1.     On the tragic character
 Aristotle: A noble character; a person better than most.

        Miller: A character willing to risk life for personal dignity. 

2.     The tragic character’s mistake 

Aristotle: Hamartia plus hubris, i.e., “missing the mark” and “over-reaching,” aiming or an ideal and     falling short.  Error in judgment.


Miller: A refusal to remain passive in the face of a challenge.

3.
The role of free will
Aristotle: Choices will, rather than accident or villainy drives the character.
Miller: The character wants to secure personal dignity and has a willingness to challenge whatever in society degrades him or her.
4. 
The suffering brought by the character’s actions
Aristotle: The suffering the character endures is greater than human justice accepts; we perceive the suffering as more than what is deserved.
Miller: The character has challenged something perceived as stable and unchanging in society.  The challenge the character undertakes is self-destructive.
5.     The other results of the character’s actions


        Aristotle: Peripeteia.  Self-knowledge through reversal of fortune (from ignorance to knowledge, power to impotence, wealth to poverty).

        Miller: The character understands his or her rightful place in society.

6.     The response of the audience
        Aristotle: Catharsis –the audience recognizes the loss of human potential; we feel pity and fear, which spur us to change.

        Miller: If a person is destroyed by a compulsion to evaluate himself or herself justly, that person’s destruction indicates a wrong in the society that we, the audience, must recognize.
