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Aristotle on Tragedy:

Rediscovering the Poetics

Jacob Howland

University of Tulsa

I

That Greek tragedy is beautiful is beyond dispute. The recent work of classi

cists and cultural historians, including in particular
"structuralist"

studies of

individual plays and of the dramatic festivals, has established two other distinc

tive features of tragedy: that its ambiguous presentation of the human lot pro

vokes a range of critical philosophical questions, and that the performance of

tragic drama played an important role in the political education of Athenian

citizens.1

Yet these three dimensions of tragedy its profound beauty, its philo

sophically significant tensions and ambiguities, and its educative role within the

polis strain against one another in a way that demands explanation. Philo

sophical ambiguity, for example, is not incompatible with poetic beauty, but

seems to conflict with the expression of a coherent vision of the polis and the

cultivation of habits of citizenship in accordance with such a vision. One way

in which this conflict surfaces is explored by Simon Goldhill, who has shown

that the Great Dionysia opened by ceremonially reconfirming an
"official"

con

ception of the relationship between the individual and the polis that was subse

quently called into question in the plays themselves by the problematic choices,

conflicting obligations, and ethically ambiguous qualities of dramatic characters

such as Neoptolemus and
Ajax.2

This tension becomes all the more interesting
if John Winkler is correct in suggesting that the tragedies were directed partic

ularly toward an audience of ephebes, youths on the verge of manhood and the

full responsibilities of
citizenship.3

Yet if the tragedies on one level expose

gaps and tensions in the civic ideology, they also open up for the audience the

possibility of a genuinely self-conscious political education that transcends ide

ology. The tragic festivals provoke reflection because they point beyond them

selves in complex ways.

What can Aristotle's Poetics, a philosophical study of tragedy, teach us

about the relationship between the three dimensions of tragic drama identified

above? Not much, if we are to judge by most modem scholarship. While the

meaning of the Poetics is notoriously contestable, there has been broad agree-
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360 Interpretation

ment on one major point: Aristotle presents us with a theory of tragedy that

fails to do justice to one or more of its three distinctive features.

Scholars writing on the Poetics are likely to endorse at least one of three

general claims about Aristotle's interpretation of tragedy. The first claim is that

Aristotle failed to appreciate the essential ambiguity of the tragic situation. "For

there to be
tragedy,"

Jean-Pierre Vemant writes in paraphrasing R.P.
Winning-

ton-Ingram's reading of a famous Heracleitean dictum, "it must be possible for

the text simultaneously to imply two things: It is his character, in man, that one

calls daimon and, conversely, what one calls character, in man, is in reality a

daimon"

a fate, destiny, or lot that one can neither control nor fully under

stand (Myth and Tragedy, p. 37). Because Vemant understands tragedy as the

product of a unique historical moment, he finds it possible to argue that Aris

totle "no longer understood tragic man who had, so to speak, become a

stranger."4
Vemant'

s assertion, which implies that Aristotle is insensitive to the

philosophical provocations at the heart of tragic drama, is frequently echoed in

the secondary
literature.5

The second general claim is that Aristotle never intended to illuminate the

actual cultural significance of tragic drama and the dramatic festivals, because

he sought to transform the traditional understanding of the nature and mean

ing of tragedy. Some scholars who hold this view maintain that the Poetics

breaks with ancient tradition in arguing that the production and appreciation of

poetry fall within a distinct and autonomous domain of aesthetic experience,

the pleasures of which can be adequately explicated independently of religious,

political, and ethical
considerations.6

Insofar as they begin by positing the inde

pendence of poetic beauty from issues of political and philosophical relevance,
"aestheticist"

interpretations of the Poetics offer little hope that Aristotle's re

flections on poetry might help to clarify the unity of these elements in the tragic

experience.

A third claim is advanced by some scholars who oppose aestheticist readings

of the Poetics. These scholars argue that Aristotle fully appreciates the role of

tragedy in the education of the citizen, but that the general philosophical com

mitments that inform his understanding of this role lead him to fail to do justice

to one or both of the other two fundamental dimensions of tragic
drama.7

It is important to notice the extent to which the above claims, although they

may be advanced as conclusions, actually function as widely shared interpreta

tive presuppositions that have shaped the scholarly debate over the meaning of

key terms in the Poetics. Consider first the issue of methodology. Although

basic methodological choices will necessarily influence one's conclusions, the

decision whether to read the Poetics as a self-contained investigation or in close

connection with the Nicomachean and Eudemian Ethics, the Politics, and the

Rhetoric is likely to depend upon whether one endorses or rejects aestheticist

assumptions, and not the other way around. Both aestheticist and nonaestheti-

cist assumptions, in turn, are loosely connected with certain patterns of inter

pretation. The notion that Aristotle viewed the production of aesthetic pleasures
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as the end of tragedy coheres well with a fundamentally aesthetic account of

tragic katharsis, as well as with the view that tragic hamartia designates noth

ing more than an ethically neutral
"mistake."8

Similarly, the assumption that

Aristotle saw tragedy as at least in part a pedagogical vehicle fits well with a

broad view of the significance of katharsis, as well as with an account of

hamartia as a range of errors that may include ethically and intellectually sig

nificant failures to hit the mark.*

Perhaps most important, it has long been a hidden implication of the schol

arly debate over the meaning of hamartia that Aristotle ignores or fails to un

derstand the tragic situation. For at least the last century, this debate has been

framed in terms of the presence or absence of significant responsibility on the

part of the tragic
protagonist.10

Yet if Aristotle indeed takes a definite and

unambiguous stance on the issue thus framed, he thereby also settles, indepen

dently of an exploration of the concrete fabric of any particular play, what is

arguably the question posed by each and every tragic drama. Does the Poetics

support the implicit assumption of many scholars that Aristotle in this way robs

tragic drama of its definitive paradoxical tension?

n

The preceding reflections underscore the need for any interpretation of the

Poetics to be self-conscious about its presuppositions. The present essay fo

cuses on five books that provoke the kinds of questions that can lead one to

reconsider unexamined assumptions and to see the text of the Poetics in a new

and richer light. Taken together, these books challenge the scholarly tradition

in ways that help to reclaim the Poetics as a text from which we may leam

about Greek tragedy in all of its dimensions.

Carnes Lord's Education and Culture in the Political Thought ofAristotle,
the first of these books to appear in print, provides an interpretative keynote for

the other four. Lord's book is for the most part not directly concerned with the

Poetics. It is an examination, in the light of ancient writings on mousike, of the

relationship between education and
"music"

(including poetry as well as song

and dance) in the last two books of Aristotle's Politics. Yet a major implication

of Lord's study is that the Poetics deserves the attention not only of philoso

phers and classicists, but also and indeed especially of political theorists.

Lord begins by noting that a liberal prejudice in favor of the "autonomy of

culture,"

together with the "aesthetic of
modernism"

(whose distinctive features

include "the repudiation of realism . . . and the rejection of meaning and repre

sentation") are obstacles to our understanding of Aristotle (p. 17). He urges,

both in general and with respect to the interpretation of Aristotelian texts, that

we take seriously the classical view that music and literature could "constitute

the core of an education designed to form the tastes, character, and judgment of

good citizens and free
men"

a possibility, he notes, given thematic attention

among modems of stature only by Rousseau (p. 19).
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Education and Culture attacks the aestheticist assumption that "Aristotle . . .

insisted on understanding poetry, in opposition to the procedure
of Plato ... as

a phenomenon possessed of a dignity of its own and governed by its own
laws"

(p. 23). Lord's main thesis is that "the prevailing understanding of catharsis [as

aesthetic enjoyment, not moral improvement], and with it the prevailing under

standing of Aristotle's view of the political role of literature or culture gener

ally, is fundamentally in
error"

(p. 34). Although he makes a point of not

relying on Plato in his interpretation of Aristotle, Lord asserts that the aestheti

cist reading of Aristotle has gained influence in part from a false opposition

between these two philosophers. In his view, those who understand Aristotle as

inaugurating a liberal defense of culture in the face of a Platonic attack of

ostensibly monumental illiberality ignore the "healthy regard for the political

importance of
culture"

that both of these men share (p. 20). In addition, the

latter conception of Plato's attitude toward musical culture betrays an insuffi

cient regard for the relationship between specific claims in the Platonic writings

and the larger literary contexts in which they are advanced a problem from

which Aristotle suffers as well (pp. 22-23, 25), due in part to the chronological

or
"genetic-analytic"

preoccupations of the highly influential Aristotelian

scholar Werner Jaeger. In contrast to dominant scholarly practices, Lord insists

upon interpreting Aristotle's remarks about poetry within the context of his

ethical and political writings and of the classical Greek view of musical culture

in general.

Lord's opposition to an aestheticist reading of the Poetics as well as his

general methodological commitments are to a great extent reflected in the later

books by Stephen Halliwell, Elizabeth Belfiore, and Michael Davis, and in the

essays collected by Amelie Oksenberg Rorty. Halliwell begins his study, which

was published four years after Lord's, by calling attention to the extent to

which Aristotle had Platonic material in mind in composing the Poetics, and by

introducing the central thesis that in the Poetics Aristotle "set[s] out to argue in

his own way for poetry's intellectual and moral status, and hence for its poten

tial place in the conception of the good life which is a common premise of all

Plato's and Aristotle's
thought"

(p.
2).u

Writing six years after Halliwell but in

much the same spirit, Belfiore states that "it is time we began to look at the

Poetics as an integral part of Aristotle's philosophy as a whole, and as a part

of, and response to, the literary and philosophical traditions of a living
society'

(p. 5). The books discussed here employ a variety of approaches in undertaking

precisely this
task.12

HI

The best argument I have encountered to the effect that the Poetics is a self-

conscious exploration of the relationship between the beauty of tragic drama
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and its philosophical and ethico-political significance is provided in Michael

Davis's book, Aristotle's Poetics: The Poetry ofPhilosophy . The Poetics poses

a special challenge to scholars because it was not written with the disciplinary

divisions of the modem academy in mind. Lord addresses one aspect of this

situation, but the problem goes beyond the neglect of political theorists. While

specialists on Aristotle tend to prejudge the Poetics as a work of secondary

philosophical interest, classicists, philologists, cultural historians, and lit

terateurs generally have only a moderate taste for the rigors of philosophical

Arbeit. Davis suffers from neither of these limitations: he loves to think hard,

and he approaches Aristotle's text with unassuming wonder. His explication of

the philosophical core of the Poetics helps to establish its place at the center of

Aristotle's thought, as well as to illuminate essential points of contact between

Aristotle's philosophical activity and that of the tragic dramatist.

Davis offers what Olof Gignon would call an
"interpretation"

of the Poetics

an investigation of the sort "most lacking in Aristotelian scholarship today

. . . that is, [one] which seeks to trace the argument of a particular text and to

understand the meaning of each sentence in itself and in relation to its
context."13

Furthermore, Davis shows that the Poetics is itself concerned with clarify

ing the nature of interpretation in general. His commentary demonstrates that

the task of providing a specific interpretation of the Poetics cannot be separated

from die process of reflecting upon the requirements and limitations of this

task. Davis reads the Poetics and teaches us how to read it at the same time.

It will therefore be doubly worth while to retrace here the main lines of his

argument.

Davis adheres to the principles of charity and humility in interpretation,

which direct us to assume that Aristode understood what he was doing and not

to assume that our understanding of things Greek is better than his. He begins

with the presupposition that Aristotle's works are like tragic dramas and pieces

of music (and, I would add, Platonic dialogues), in that their parts are unintel

ligible in separation from the whole. But because the Poetics is at least on the

surface "an extraordinarily crabbed, difficult piece of
writing"

(Else, Aristotle's

Poetics, p. vii), Davis's commentary, which carefully explores the linguistic

and structural ambiguities of the text, is unavoidably also difficult. Yet his

study treats the difficulty of the Poetics thematically, for it makes its "guiding
question"

the problematic relationship between the form and the content of

Aristotle's treatise (p. xv). This question is provoked by Davis's thesis that the

Poetics is not only about poetry generally and tragedy in particular, but also

about the fundamental structure of human action and the nature of reason. "Po

etry, action, and
reason,"

he writes, "are so profoundly connected that a discus

sion of one necessarily involves the
others"

(p. xiv). But why does Aristotle's

inquiry into action look like an inquiry into poetry, and why is a discussion of

reason embedded in a discussion of poetry? The reason, Davis suggests, is that

the Poetics is concerned not so much with poetry as with mimesis (imitation or
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representation), "not in its various forms or products but what it really is in

itself (p. 3). Yet mimesis is no more directly accessible in itself than thought is

accessible apart from the objects of thought and the soul apart from its speeches

and deeds, so that an inquiry into imitation must look like an inquiry into its

products (p. 4). Poetry is only one such product, but it is the most appropriate

one for Aristode's purposes because action and thought share the form of poetic

mimesis.

When we act, we first represent to ourselves our action as completed. In

deed, moral action depends upon the initial possibility of imaginatively repre

senting the good and the bad in this way as alternatives. "Intentions are nothing

more than imagined actions intemalizings of the external. All action is there

fore imitation of action; it is
poetic"

(p. 9; cf. pp. xvii, 18). In human action,

the completion of doing in thought is paradoxically always prior to the doing
itself: even Achilles, Davis notes, "knows his fate . . . [and] wants 'to die like
Achilles'"

(p. xviii). If action always involves mimetic thinking, it is also the

case that "understanding our nature as mimetic proves to be an interpretation of

our nature as
rational"

(p. 4). We humans, the "most
mimetic"

of animals

(1448b7), have an "uncontrollable urge to see past the surface of
things"

(p. 3).

This urge finds satisfaction in mimesis, which involves "learning] and rea

soning] about [sullogizesthai] what each thing
is"

(1448M6-17). Mimesis has

the form of thought, for sullogizesthai, putting
"this"

together with
"that"

so as

to see this as that, is the essence of thinking. Thinking, in turn, is fundamen

tally mimetic: "to say 'this is
that'

one must first think this as independent from
that"

(p. 27). This initial process of "framing objects in the world setting

them apart from what surrounds them so as to make them objects for con
templation"

is nothing other than poetic representation, which amounts to "sep

arating something from other things so as to give it a certain
wholeness"

(p. 27). Finally, poetry, thinking, and doing or acting all necessarily unfold in

time. This means that poetic mimesis and thinking operate under the same con

straint: poetry, like any logos or account, "must present the parts of things as

independent of one another even when it means to demonstrate their necessary
connection"

(p. 15). We have a "way of making independent and separate

beings out of the things we attempt to
understand"

(p. 16), even when these

things are not self-subsistent parts but eide, or inseparable constituents of a

larger whole. This feature of thought (logos) is visible in the merely apparent

independence of the eide of reasonable speech (logos), as Davis shows in his

examination of Aristotle's reflections on speech in the last third of the Poetics.

Aristotle's indirect demonstration that logos "lies or overstates to be able to tell

the
truth"

in that "the appearance of independence and stability [of the elements

of speech] is necessary for the possibility of
logos"

(pp. 108, 110) establishes
that even philosophical thought has an irreducibly productive or poetic dimen
sion. But as tragedy makes evident, the poetic character of thought can have

important consequences for our deeds as well as our speeches.
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The first step in understanding the connection between the style and sub

stance of Aristotle's treatise is to see that the Poetics is necessarily indirect

because it is about the mimetic core of thought and action, and mimesis is

invisible in itself. This suggestion underscores the fact that interpretation is

itself a mimetic process: it involves seeing beyond the surface of the text. One

could justify attempting to see into the interior of a text in a particular way only

by pointing out the provocations that lie on its surface. As with tragic dramas

and Platonic dialogues, the provocations on the surface of Aristotelian treatises

are many and various, and a nice facet of Davis's interpretation of the Poetics

is the comprehensive way in which it identifies and accounts for them. Some of

these provocations arise from the ambiguity of particular words like poiein ("to
act"

or "to make"), or from their suggestive use in different contexts (for exam

ple, the use of the noun hamartia or the verb hamartanein to describe the errors

of tragic characters, critics, and poets). Others arise from obvious errors in the

text, and still others from significant conflicts or striking parallelisms between

form and content. Concerning the latter, Davis makes a good case for his claim

that the Poetics "is replete with signs that Aristotle means it to be taken as an

example of what he is talking
about"

(p. 16). Examples include the many errors

in Aristotle's discussion of poetic errors in chapter 25 and the "choral
ode"

of

chapter 12 in which Aristotle calls attention to the nature of the chorus (pp. 70-

71, 143-56). An example of significant conflict between form and content is

Aristotle's ostensibly
"genetic"

treatment of logos as coming to be from inde

pendently existing parts, within which he in fact shows that "letters, syllables,

and the rest ... are the results of an analysis of a larger whole meaningful

speech and would make no sense without
it"

(p. 107). Aristotle's discussion

of logos is a microcosm of the Poetics as a whole, which looks like a handbook

for generating poetry from its parts but is in fact an analysis of its eide (p. 6).

The philosopher thus invites us to reflect upon the limitations of his own logos

about the limitations of logos.

Davis reveals that the Poetics is much closer to tragic drama than it has

previously appeared to be. Aristotle's writing imitates tragedy because philos

ophy and tragedy address the same challenges in similar ways. No less than the

Poetics, tragedy is about itself. Tragedy must provoke reflection in order to be

understood because it can illuminate its subject matter the implications of the

poetic character of thought and action only indirectly. If it is true that philos

ophy "is the perfection of the mimesis that is central to
poetry"

(p. 28) it is also

true that drama in general and tragedy in particular are the most philosoph

ical forms of poetry. Drama provokes interpretative reflection in a way that

narrative poetry does not, because it imitatively reproduces the invisibility of

thought, and specifically of intention, in action. Drama "represents the way our

world resists the direct representation of the invisible": "there is no possibility

of explaining in a detached way what was going on in someone's mind because

every explanation is itself a part of the
action"

(p. 19). What is more, the
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peculiar detachment of the spectator in drama is especially emphasized in trag

edy, which calls attention to itself as a play in a way that comedy does not

(pp. 30-31).

Davis's approach to the Poetics allows for a compelling account of the na

ture and interconnection of the major elements of tragedy, including beauty (to

kalon), katharsis, hamartia, reversal (peripeteia), and recognition (anagnori

sis). Beauty is an idealized distillation of reality that sometimes results when,

in an attempt to see this as that, we cut something out of the complex contin

uum of experience by placing artificial boundaries around it and giving it an

artificial wholeness. This process of simplification, of single-mindedly bringing
a thing into the "splendid

isolation"

of the foreground and so artificially seeing

all else as background, involves a kind of error that is inherent in all thought

and so all action (pp. 39-40, 147). This simplification of things is a katharsis

or purification of reality, and is also at the root of tragic error (hamartia). On

one level, Aristotle's reference to a katharsis of passions in his definition of

tragedy (1449b24-28) points toward the imaginative process by which the poet

distills real passions from the impure mixture in which we actually experience

them and represents them separate and pure on the tragic stage. The result is a

paradigmatic representation of certain passions (Othello is somehow the jealous

man) that brings us pleasure: "like 'shapes of dishonored beasts and
corpses'

(1448b12), passions rendered in their perfection can be experienced with plea

sure even when their impure versions are
painful"

(p. 38). On another level,

Aristotle is speaking of a process of purification on the part of the spectator that

is made possible by the combination of contemplative detachment and emo

tional involvement he experiences in viewing tragedy. Here is where katharsis

and hamartia meet. Tragedy puts on stage characters whose wholeness or per

fection is the spurious, abstract wholeness of to kalon. By showing the imper

fection of such abstract perfection for example, of Antigone's pure love of

family, which looks like unalloyed virtue precisely because of its purity trag

edy displays the hamartia involved in overlooking or forgetting "the discrep

ancy between the real and the beautiful understood as the
idealized"

(p. 42).

Tragedy thus "imitates human life in such a way as to display the dangers of

the characteristic element of human
life"

(p. 42). In particular, it calls attention

to the necessarily erroneous dimension of any representation of ourselves to

ourselves. Of course, this applies to tragedy itself. Because tragedy is itself a

beautiful and pure critique of purity, it idealizes and so exaggerates the effects

of hamartia. As a result, the passions of pity and fear that the spectator feels in

response to these effects are experienced in an unusually pure form. This, too,
is katharsis.

Davis suggests that tragedy educates by indirectly turning the spectator's

attention toward the highest virtue of action, which cannot in itself be ade

quately represented on the stage. Taking a clue from Aristotle's remark that the
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tragic protagonist is not epieikes (1452b34 ff.), Davis identifies this virtue with

epieikeia, the disposition of one whose recognition of the imperfection of law

as an expression of justice is connected with a more general freedom from the

naive demand that justice and virtue prevail in life (p. 71; Eth. Nic.
1137a31-

1138a4). In an important article cited by Davis, Ronna Burger notes that the

epieikes has overcome a longing for justice that is deeply imbedded in the

human psyche, such that "the fortune of all human beings would be . . . com

mensurate with their action and
character."14

This longing characteristically ex

presses itself in moral indignation (nemesis), a passion with which tragic

protagonists are ordinarily filled but from which the epieikes is free (p. 72; cf.

Burger,
"Nemesis,"

pp. 72-73). The highest virtue thus involves reflection

upon the imperfect character of human life. Rather than attempting directly to

imitate epieikeia, the tragic poet provokes reflection by displaying the inade

quacy of such virtue as is only apparently perfect, or of the tragic protagonist's

beautiful but spurious self-understanding. Tragedy represents less than the best

(1453a7-8) in order to show that the best is in fact best. The discrepancy
between the real and the beautiful becomes evident to the spectators in peripe

teia, which provokes a reassessment of the connection of dramatic events, and

to the dramatic character in anagnorisis. In assuming that his life is a whole of

ordered parts, the tragic protagonist "treats himself as though he were a charac

ter in a
play."

"Because his assumption is an action in a play, he pays for
it"

(pp. 65-66), and because he is in fact a character in a play, his recognition

about what it means to treat oneself as though one were a character in a play is

never entirely adequate (pp. 75-76). In this way, tragedy like the Poetics

errs and thereby provokes wonder about the nature of its own limitations.

Although the preceding summary serves only to outline Davis's unusually

rich argument, we are now in a position to appreciate what is for our purposes

perhaps the greatest virtue of his book. By explicating tragic errors in terms of

the poetic nature of thought itself, Davis indirectly warns us against committing

such errors in interpreting the writings of Aristotle, or for that matter any texts

that we deem worth
studying.15

Like tragic characters, we are in one way fated

to err simply because we must act, which means that we must put together

events into meaningful wholes before the real connectedness of events has

shown itself. As in tragedy, the likely and the necessary the conflicting per

spectives of the actor and the spectator, of "openness, contingency, and free
dom"

and of "total
intelligibility"

are necessarily combined in human action

in an impure mixture (p. 65; cf. p. 53). Yet we can and should be reflective

about our necessary imperfection, including in particular our tendency to pull

apart (and put together in spurious ways) things that are by nature or by art

essentially related. If Davis sees in the Poetics more broad implications and

more coherence than it actually possesses and it is by no means obvious that

he does he does so in the spirit of Aristotle himself, who recommends that



368 Interpretation

those who incline toward a given extreme should "drag themselves away to

ward the opposite; for in withdrawing much from error [hamartanein] we will

arrive in the middle
ground"

(Eth. Nic. 1109b4-6).

IV

I suggested earlier that any reading of tne Poetics should be self-conscious

about its presuppositions and should adhere to the principles of interpretative

charity and humility. So far, I have argued that a reflective interpretation

guided by these principles will begin by assuming (but is not thereby compelled

to conclude) that Aristotle viewed tragedy as a literary genre of the broadest

significance. I have also asserted thatAristotle's Poetics: The Poetry ofPhilos

ophy provides us with a concrete example of the kind of reading that is most

attuned to the form and content of the Poetics.

The usefulness of Davis's commentary as a model or touchstone for studies

of the Poetics is perhaps best illustrated by comparing it with a book of another

kind. With this in mind, the present section offers a critical assessment of

Elizabeth Belfiore's Tragic Pleasures: Aristotle on Plot and Emotion. I turn

later to the main arguments ofHalliwell's Aristotle's Poetics and Lord's Educa

tion and Culture, in connection with which we will explore some of the spe

cific implications of Davis's interpretation of katharsis and hamartia.

While "it is possible to miss the mark [hamartanein] in many
ways"

(Eth.

Nic. 1106b28-29), it is also true that we can leam much from our errors.

Elizabeth Belfiore's Tragic Pleasures provides a good illustration of both of

these points. Belfiore's book draws on many parts of the Aristotelian corpus

and on a wide variety of ancient texts in order to make the case that Aristotie

viewed the process by which tragedy provides pleasure as intimately bound up

with its salutary effect on politically significant emotions and its provision of

philosophical insight. The scope of Belfiore's approach and the breadth of her

scholarship are impressive, as is the courage with which she attempts to pro

vide a precise explanation of the nature of tragic katharsis. Yet her reading is

curiously flat and tends to oversimplify that which is inherently complex and

ambiguous. This deficiency has much to do with the failure of Belfiore's inter

pretation to live up to its own commitment to reading Aristotle's arguments in

their proper context.

The thesis of Tragic Pleasures is that Aristotle sees tragedy as a means of

combating shameless desires and aggressive emotions through beneficial fear

and thereby of producing an emotional mean state of aidos (shame, respect,
and reverence) toward philoi (kin, loved ones, or friends). In the book's first

chapter, "The Gorgon at the
Feast,"

Belfiore establishes the initial plausibility
of her thesis by exploring the roots of Aristotie 's conception of tragedy in

Greek myth and poetry. She begins with the transformation, represented in the
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story of Perseus, of negative, paralyzing terror (ekplexis) into positive,
apo-

tropaic fear. On shields and temples, images of the Gorgon and the gorgoneion

(the severed head of the Gorgon) have the apotropaic function of averting evil.

So, too, Belfiore explains the painting of a gorgoneion on a winecup (pictured

on the jacket of the book and in its frontispiece) as "a symbol of apotropaic fear

used as an antidote to shameless
revelry"

(p. 13). Still more suggestive in

connection with the nature of poetry is Athena's use, in Pindar's Pythian 12, of

beautiful aulos music to imitate the ugly and terrifying wail of the Gorgon.

Pindar anticipates Aristotle by indicating that mimetic poetry gives "meaning

and order to human life by showing us the beautiful and beneficent aspects of

what appears ugly and
painful"

at the same time as it fulfills the apotropaic

function of "reminding us of mortal limits and thus inspiring us with the fear of
wrongdoing"

(p. 19). In addition, the Eumenides of Aeschylus exemplifies the

general structure of tragic katharsis as Aristotle understands it, in which an

initial shock of pity and fear gives way to pleasurable reflection accompanied

by an emotional mean state (pp. 344 ff.). As a suppliant of Athena, Orestes is

relieved by means of a ritual and emotional katharsis from "the maddening ter

ror caused by
kin-murder"

that haunted him in the Libation Bearers. Over the

course of the Eumenides, the Athenian characters on stage as well as the actual

Athenians in the audience undergo an emotional experience similar to that of

Orestes: terror in the face of the Erinyes (who wore Gorgon masks) becomes

aidos, "the fear of wrongdoing that prevents pollution and
anger"

(p. 6).

The first chapter of Tragic Pleasures displays the sorts of literary abilities

that are called for in reading tragedy. It is also the best part of the book, for

Belfiore does not consistently bring to bear on the texts of Aristotle the sensi

tivity to nuances of meaning and context and the synthetic imagination she

displays in "The Gorgon at the
Feast."

She does not always remember that

Aristotle's writings are also complex literary wholes, the parts of which do not

simply speak for themselves and so cannot be severed from their contexts with

out distorting their meaning. Nor does she keep in mind that ambiguity of

expression may be a philosophical virtue in dealing with the richly ambiguous

implications of tragedy. These various tragic errors (in the sense articulated by

Davis) obscure the depths of Aristotle's thought and thereby rob Belfiore's

argument of its potential strength.

Consider first Belfiore's discussion of Aristotle's claim in the Politics that

man is a political animal, an assertion that is in her view crucial to understand

ing his conception of human nature in general. She implies that the fundamen

tal sense of
"political"

in this and other contexts must be either biological or

historical, and she argues for the former: like bees, wasps, ants, and cranes,

humans are political "because they are living things whose nature it is to func

tion within a
community"

and thereby to "contribute to a common
function"

(p.

78). Since such functioning involves the philia relationships of family and

polis, Belfiore is able to link the emotional power of tragedy with our political
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nature: "loss ofphiloi or harm to them is, because of our nature as political and

philial animals, the most terrible and pitiable thing humans can
suffer"

(p. 79).

In support of her biological interpretation of our political nature, she adverts to

several passages in Aristotle's History of Animals and quotes in full Politics

1253al-7 and 1253a23-30. In this way, however, she entirely avoids mention

ing the material that connects these two passages from the Politics:

That man is much more a political animal than any kind of bee or any herd animal

is clear. For, as we assert, nature does nothing in vain; and man alone among the

animals has speech. The voice indeed indicates the painful or pleasant, and hence

is present in other animals as well; for their nature has come this far, that they have

a perception of the painful and pleasant and indicate these things to each other. But

speech serves to reveal the advantageous and the harmful, and hence also the just

and the unjust. For it is peculiar to man as compared to the other animals that he

alone has a perception of good and bad and just and unjust and other things [of this

sort]; and partnership in these things is what makes a household and a city \polis].

(Pol. 1253a7-18)16

Because she cuts two passages from the Politics out of their immediate context,

Belfiore fails to perceive Aristotle's meaning. If it is our basic biological sim

ilarity to bees and certain other animals that makes us political, it cannot be this

same biological similarity that makes us "much more
political"

than these same

animals.17

Indeed, to call other animals
"political"

is to use the term meta

phorically, since human beings alone are capable of the kind of partnership that

constitutes a polis. Our uniqueness in this regard has to do neither with biology
nor with history, but with the power of logos that we alone enjoy among the

animals. Logos, however, serves to reveal matters of private as well as pub

lic concern, and so amplifies the essential ambiguity of human nature. Ho

d'anthropos epamphoterizei (Hist. An. 488a7): since man is simultaneously

monadic and gregarious, simultaneously concerned with his private interest as

well as with the public weal, he "plays a double
game."

Logos therefore cuts

two ways: while it allows us to form relationships that are rooted not in biology
but in shared perceptions of worth, it also poses a constant threat to these

relationships as well as to the integrity of biological kinship
groups.18

In extending the term politikon zoion to other animals, we shift from the

perspective of logos to the more inclusive perspective of biology and thereby

gloss over the problematic doubleness of the political animal. Belfiore fails to

notice this shift because she reads around the very passage in which Aristotle

most clearly calls attention to it. Since this passage has more than a little to do

with the story she wishes to tell, her account falls short of the mark. Because it

fails to explore the ambiguity and tension that inheres in our political nature,

Tragic Pleasures never adequately explains why we humans persist in destroy
ing our relationships of philia. For this reason as well, Belfiore passes over the

important tragic theme of conflict between the natural philia that binds one to
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the family and the political friendship that holds together the city. One would

expect some discussion of
Sophocles'

Antigone in this connection, but she of

fers none.

Belfiore's inadequate treatment of man's political nature has especially se

rious implications because of the unusual weight that human nature in general

is made to bear in her argument. In her estimation, Aristotle held that the

lessons of tragedy concern the mistakes and the suffering to which all human

beings are prone, independently of the various types of character that individual

humans may possess. This view follows from her insistence that Aristotle

wished to maintain a rigid separation between character and plot: tragedy imi

tates actions, not the settled moral dispositions or characters (ithe) of the hu

man beings who engage in such actions. Belfiore's arguments in support of the

latter claim, however, betray a lack of sensitivity to the overall shape of Aris

totle's account. They lead her to criticize a straw man of her own making and

ultimately pose grave problems for her interpretation of the Poetics.

Belfiore begins by asserting that Aristotle thought tragedy should arouse pity

and fear; hence tragedy should avoid the imitation of ethos, for the praise or

blame evoked by ethos "interfere^] with the tragic responses of pity and
fear"

(p. 85). She cites as evidence 1453a4-10, where Aristotle states that we cannot

feel pity for a blameworthy man and that we feel fear for people like ourselves.

This passage unquestionably establishes that a tragedy should convince its audi

ence that its protagonist is morally similar to them, yet it is hard to see how it

could produce such a conviction without on some level representing ethos. If

the idea is to represent the protagonist as having no significant moral qualities

whatsoever, it is unclear why an audience would identify with or care about such

a character. As Stephen A. White puts this point, "characters in fiction excite

our concern and sympathy only if they earn our
respect."19

Indeed, 1453a4-10

actually underscores the fact that the emotions of pity and fear necessarily pos

sess an evaluative
dimension.20

This passage certainly does not imply, as Bel

fiore suggests, that we will generally feel less pity or fear for characters who

evoke our praise or admiration than for those who do not (pp. 85-86). This

would mean that people in general do not regard themselves and those like

themselves as praiseworthy, a view that does not square with what Aristotle

observes is a universal human desire to convince ourselves and others of our

own significant worth. "Victory is
sweet,"

he writes in the Rhetoric, "not just

to lovers of victory but to everyone, for an impression [phantasia] of superi

ority comes to be, which all desire either a little or
more."

"Honor and good

repute,"

he continues in the sequel, "are among the sweetest things, on
account

of an impression [phantasian] coming to be for each that he is of such a sort as

the morally serious man
[spoudaios]"

(1370b32-34;
1371a8-9).21

It follows from Belfiore's conviction regarding the separation of plot from

character that "plot and the good and bad fortune between which it moves do

not in themselves have anything to do with [moral] choice
[prohairesis]"

(p.
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88). One must still explain Aristotle's assertion at 1448al ff. that the "men in

action"

(prattontes) imitated in tragedy are spoudaioi and are distinguished on

the level of ethos by virtue (arete) as opposed to vice (kakia; cf. 1448al6-18,

144%9-10), as well as his statement that tragedy is an imitation of a serious

action (praxeds spoudaias: 1449b24; cf. 1451b5-6). Although all of the above

terms are key components of Aristotle's moral vocabulary in the Nicomachean

and Eudemian Ethics, Belfiore argues that their meaning in the present context

is largely social rather than moral; thus the word spoudaioi designates "socially
fortunate"

individuals from a socially superior class (pp. 100-101). All the

same, she acknowledges that ethos and arete have moral connotations, so that

Aristotle must be understood to endorse the view that socially superior individ

uals have correspondingly excellent characters and virtues. In support of this

claim, Belfiore asserts without the benefit of argument that in the Rhetoric and

the Poetics Aristotle "tend[s] to adopt more popular ethical
perspectives"

than

in his other works (p. 104). But because this popular perspective involves "a

puzzling mixture of
'moral'

and
'social' qualities"

(p. 106), she finds that Aris

totle cannot maintain the strict division between character and plot that his

dramatic theory supposedly requires (see
"Problems,"

pp. 103-7).

Here again, Belfiore seems to have arrived at her opinions by pulling state

ments out of the particular contexts upon which their meaning depends. Two

passages from the Rhetoric are offered in defense of the claim that "external

good fortune was thought by Aristotle and his fellow Greeks to make bad for

tune
unlikely"

(p. 107). Yet in both of these passages Aristotle is characterizing

the attitudes of others. The first passage Belfiore quotes, "Those who are and

are thought to be in great good fortune do not think they could suffer
anything"

(1382b35-1383al), is excerpted from the beginning of a sentence that con

tinues as follows: "on account of which they are hubristic, contemptuous, and

rash. ... So that it is necessary to make them feel, whenever it should be

better for them to be afraid, that they are such as to
suffer"

(1383al-9). As

Belfiore herself notes, tragic drama makes us realize that we are "such as to

suffer"

(pp. 349-50); it therefore seems likely that Aristotle regards tragedy as

a means of challenging precisely the popular view that she claims he endorses.

Aristotle's assessment of the relationship between external fortune and charac

ter is stated clearly enough in Rhetoric 2.16: "And in sum, the character of

wealth is that of a mindless man favored by
prosperity"

(anoetou eudaimonos:

1391al3-14).22

Since plot is supposed to exclude ethos, the hamartia that motivates the

change of fortune imitated in the dramatic action cannot be explained in terms

of character. In order "not [to] interfere with the emotional responses of pity
and

fear,"

yet at the same time to fulfill the requirement that the action proceed

in a necessary or probable manner (1451a36-38), hamartia must be an eth

ically neutral mistake that is "made necessary or probable by the constraints of
human

nature"

(p. 166). Belfiore insists on connecting the
"universals"

(ta
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katholou) with which poetry deals, which Aristotle explicitly defines as "what

ever sorts of things a certain type of man [toi poidi] happens to do or say,
either

probably or
necessarily"

(1451b8-9), not with character but with human nature

in general (pp. 117-18). She consequendy argues that hamartia is "an act done

in ignorance, a non-culpable factual
error"

of the sort that anyone might make

simply because one is human (p. 168). Her examples, however, hardly serve

her case:
Ajax'

hamartia, for instance, is surely not just "ignorance of what the

herds
are"

(p. 169) but has to do with his intention to slaughter the Greek army

in the first
place.23

More important, Belfiore's view of hamartia considerably

weakens her case for the ethical and philosophical significance of tragedy.

While she maintains that "hamartia explains why bad fortune
occurs"

because

it "allows us to see bad fortune as a necessary part of human nature, and not

due to chance or
vice"

(p. 170), she does not explain why human nature as

such is necessarily prone to hamartiai, nor does she give one any reason to

believe that tragedy might shed light on this question. The allegedly philosophi

cal content of tragedy seems to be just this: human beings are such as to suffer,

because they sometimes make nonculpable factual errors that have grave conse

quences (see, e.g., pp. 349-50 and context). If this is the core of tragic insight,

it is also not clear how viewing tragic dramas can help to habituate one to

feeling aidos in the face of the shameful. One wonders in the first place how

the deeds of the tragic protagonist can be genuinely shameful if they follow

from a nonculpable mistake especially since, as Belfiore admits, Aristotle

makes it clear that the excellence or baseness of an action "is not intrinsic to it,

but depends on the ethical qualities of the
agent"

(p. 85 n. 4; cf. 1449b38-

1450a3). More important, tragedy may make us "want to avoid
doing"

shame

ful deeds (p. 237), but tragic drama centers upon the occasional yet inevitable

irrelevance of the wishes and inclinations of good men. If tragedy shows that in

certain circumstances great hamartiai follow necessarily or probably from the

constraints of human nature, why does it produce a state of emotional balance

characterized by shame rather than a sense of resignation about the potentially

terrible consequences of human fallibility?

Belfiore's Freudian suggestion that tragedy displays shameless deeds that we

all secretly long to commit (p. 344) is of little help in answering the latter

questions, since her account of hamartia rules out any connection between

tragic misfortunes such as parricide, incest, and child murder and whatever

secret, shameless desires one might suppose the tragic protagonist to harbor.

And although Belfiore wishes to rest some of the weight of her account upon

aidos in the sense of reverent awe before the gods, she fails even to acknowl

edge Aristotle's deeply critical attitude toward traditional religious beliefs.

Thus she states: "While I am not aware of any passages in which Aristotle

writes of aidos for the gods, he does accept many
traditional beliefs about the

gods, piety, and ethics. See, for example, EN
1179a23-30"

(p. 348 n. 16). Yet

the cited passage conflicts provocatively with the antitraditional and indeed
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Socratic stance Aristotle adopts in other passages in theNicomachean Ethics, in

which he equivocates on the issue of polytheism, asserts that the god or gods

are active only insofar as they engage in contemplation, and ridicules religious

anthropomorphism (1101M9-20, 1154b24-28, 1178b7 ff; cf. Plato, Rep.

377d-383c).

We may conclude this series of critical remarks on a more positive note.

Tragic Pleasures sets forth a compelling outline of the depth and scope of the

Poetics, and the deficiencies of Belfiore's argument do not cast doubt upon the

legitimacy of her goal. Instead, these deficiencies indirectly serve to remind us

of the tragic form that Aristotle's treatises share with Platonic dialogues, a form

that is characterized by tensions on the surface of the text that provoke the

reader to search for some underlying meaning. Tragic Pleasures reminds us

that neither these surface tensions nor the deeper meaning toward which they
point can come to our attention if the

"tragic"

text is viewed as a series of

discrete parts rather than a complex whole, or if we are insensitive to the dy
namics of philosophical persuasion that help to structure such a text. More

important, Belfiore's reflections on tragedy and on the central concepts of the

Poetics suggest a range of potentially fruitful questions about Aristotle's mean

ing. How is our tendency to corrupt the contexts of philia related to the prob

lematic doubleness of human nature, and particularly to the phenomenon of

thumos or spiritedness? Is there a connection between thumos and tragic hamar

tia! If human nature is the ultimate source of hamartia, is there any relation

ship between hamartia and the different sorts of ethel What and how do we

leam through the process of reflection stimulated by tragic pity and fear? What

role, if any, does aidos play in the audience's response to tragic drama? In

provoking such questions, Belfiore has indeed accomplished what she set out to

do: to "suggest some new ways of looking at old problems, and make some

mistakes that are worth
correcting"

(p.
5).M

Stephen Halliwell and Carnes Lord argue in distinct yet related ways that

Aristotle understands tragic drama to be a vehicle of political education whose

ethical effects are inseparable from the intelligibility of its action.
Halliwell'

s

Aristotle's Poetics drives toward the articulation of what he regards as "diffi

cult, perhaps irresolvable,
tensions"

between Aristotie's ethical theory and his

understanding of the requirements of tragic drama (p. 25), tensions that come

fully into focus in connection with the problem of hamartia. In Education and

Culture, Lord offers an account of hamartia that promises to resolve the theo

retical incoherence identified by Halliwell, and that begins to respond to some

of the questions that emerged from our consideration of Tragic Pleasures.

In this and the next section we will follow out the threads of argumentation
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identified above. As we will see, Halliwell's explication of the intelligibility of

tragic action opens up an interpretative space within which the concerns and

emphases that link Lord's reading of the Poetics with that ofDavis may
emerge

clearly. I wish to conclude my reflections on the work of these
three authors by

suggesting some ways in which their interpretations provide fertile ground for

further reflection upon the ethical and philosophical relevance of tragedy.

Although it is a relatively new book, Aristotle's Poetics is already widely

cited in the secondary literature on the Poetics. Its respectful reception is a just

measure of Halliwell's solid scholarship and thorough, sensible argumentation,

which is set forth with an engaging flexibility and subtlety of expression. I can

here touch upon only certain facets of Halliwell's main argument.

Halliwell states at the outset of his study that the view of poetry Aristotle

advances in the Poetics is consistent with his claim in the Nicomachean Ethics

that the end of the art of politics (politike) encompasses the ends of the other

arts (1094b6), and he maintains that the Poetics should be read as a part of

Aristotle's philosophical oeuvre (pp. 4, 27). The Poetics is in general a well-

formed study (as opposed to a set of rough notes) and is intended to be a

theoretically prescriptive account of poetry for philosophical students rather

than a practical handbook for poets on the construction of poetry (pp. 37-38).

Although Halliwell explicitly opposes formalist and aestheticist interpretations

of the Poetics, he indicates that his own study will not embrace the didactic

moralism of the neoclassicist conception of art that ultimately provoked the

counterthrusts of aestheticism and formalism (p. 61).

Like Davis, Halliwell finds that cognition lies at the heart of mimesis, and

that the highest level of mimetic pleasure is the pleasure associated with learn

ing and understanding. The pleasure proper to tragedy is that arising from pity

and fear, which is in rum perhaps the supreme instance of the pleasure associ

ated with learning through mimesis (pp. 69 ff.). Pity and fear are not arbitrary

responses to suffering; it is a crucial contention of Halliwell's that these emo

tions "rest upon a cognitive
basis"

in that they "are aligned with the recognition

and understanding of certain types and patterns of suffering or
misfortune"

(p.

77). The arousal of pity and fear and the "ethical
alignment"

of these emotions

with reason (in which process tragic katharsis plays a vague but important role:

pp. 184-201) thus depends critically upon the intelligibility of the action repre

sented in the tragic muthos or plot structure. This intelligibility, in turn, is

rooted in the causal and logical cohesion of the muthos. The patterns of suffer

ing and misfortune to which Halliwell refers arouse pity and fear insofar as they

are built into the muthos as the necessary or probable structure of its action.

These patterns are not simply the products of poetic imagination, for they re

flect the actual structure of human life. Poetry in general and tragedy in particu

lar is "more
philosophical"

than history because it more clearly displays ta

katholou, "the sorts of things which certain sorts of people will say or do,

according to probability or
necessity"

(145 lb5, b8-9). In order to structure the
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muthos in a maximally intelligible way, the tragic dramatist must possess a

philosophical understanding of the causes and
motivations of human action. He

must know not only human nature in general but
also the various ethe of human

beings, as well as the relationship between these character types and the sorts

of speeches and deeds in which humans typically engage. Yet while "the order

ing of the work of
art"

is "inseparable from the universals which ideally furnish

its
content"

(p. 105), these universals are not as evident in the muddle of every

day life as they are on the tragic stage. Tragedy therefore not only teaches us

about the world through imitation but clarifies or purifies as it imitates, for it

"elevate[s] human action to a higher level of
intelligibility"

than it ordinarily

manifests and so "heightens as well as generalizes]
reality"

(p. 106).

The fabric of tragedy, Halliwell writes, "is the representation of human pur

pose striving for
realisation"

(p. 140). But as the imitation of a serious praxis,

the muthos is also "the organised totality of a play's structure of
events"

that

"arises out of the combination of purposive individual
actions"

(pp. 141, 143).

This raises a question to which Halliwell returns repeatedly: "How is the em

phasis on action expected to be consistent with the inescapable factor of tragic
suffering!"

(pp. 144). In Halliwell's view, the relationships sketched above

between character, plot stmcture, and necessity and probability indicate that

Aristotle places human agency at the center of tragic action in a way that mini

mizes the role played by other causal factors. The question about suffering may

therefore be rephrased as a question about "the lines of causation within the

sphere of human
agency"

that lead toward suffering (p. 146). Halliwell has

another reason for posing the problem of suffering in just this way. In accor

dance with his emphasis upon intelligibility, Aristotle recommends that poetic

plots exclude as much as possible the alogon, that which "lacks
logos"

and so

is unintelligible (see the references collected at p. 107, n. 40). Halliwell takes

this to mean not only that the tragic change of fortune cannot result from

chance events understood as things that are fortuitous or accidental in that they

happen "for no reason, and neither always nor for the most
part"

(Rhet.

1369a32-34), but also that it cannot result from tuche as "a source of causation

which lies beyond human comprehension or rational
expectation,"

the sense

that this term bears within the framework of traditional Greek religion (pp. 107,

209, 230).

The preceding reflections have some important implications. In the first

place, they lead to the conclusion that Aristotelian tragedy excludes divine

agency insofar as such agency is mysterious and unintelligible to human be

ings. Aristotle thus rejects tragic ambiguity or comes down squarely on the side

of ethos at the expense of daimon (cf. p. 165 n. 32 and context). More gener

ally, "the price of Aristotle's philosophical rapprochement with the tragic poets

turns out . . . to be
secularisation,"

since "it is a consistent assumption of the

traditional religious outlook with which tragic myth is impregnated that the

gods, and other forces associated with them, represent at best only a partially
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intelligible cause of
events"

(pp. 232-33).
25
In addition, these reflections shed

light on Aristotle's preference in chapter 14 of the Poetics for tragedies of

averted suffering. Scholars have long had trouble defining tragedies of this sort;

of
Euripides'

Iphigenia in Tauris, Helen, and Ion, for example, Bernard Knox

has written: "one cannot help suspecting that what everyone would really like

to call these plays ... is comedy."26

Indeed, in praising tragedies in which

hamartia does not result in disaster, Aristotle recommends a kind of drama that

comes close to his description of comedy: "For the
laughable,"

he states, "is

some failing [hamartema] and ugliness that is painless and not
destructive"

(1449a34-35; cf. 1453a35-36, where he observes that the pleasure involved in

seeing good characters move from bad fortune to good is "more characteristic

of
comedy"

than of tragedy). Yet Halliwell shows that tragic drama need not

actually display suffering, but can achieve its complex aim of providing mi

metic pleasure, producing adequate perceptions and judgments of human action

in relation to the goal of eudaimonia or
"happiness"

(pp. 202 ff.), and aligning
our emotions of pity and fear with these judgments merely by illustrating the

"lines of
causation"

through which human agency can lead to suffering. Fur

thermore, insofar as Poetics 14 is "a prescription ... for the avoidance of the

starkest
tragedy,"

it is possible to regard this chapter as setting forth a "new

tragic
ideal"

that coheres well with the moral optimism implicit in Aristotle's

emphasis upon the intelligibility of the stmcture of human action (pp. 225, 228;
cf. p. 236).

Yet Aristotle's optimism is not unqualified. For our purposes, the most sig

nificant feature of Halliwell's approach to the Poetics is the way in which it

leads him to pose the problem of hamartia as a direct challenge to the presump

tion of the intelligibility of action upon which Aristotle rests his account of

tragedy. Halliwell allows the issue of hamartia to emerge within a considera

tion of the paradoxical relationship between tragic suffering and the goodness

of the tragic protagonist.
"Tragedy,"

Aristotle writes, "is an imitation not of

human beings but of actions [praxeon] and life, and happiness [eudaimonia]
and unhappiness consist in action, and the end [telos] is some action . . . and

men are of a certain sort according to their characters, but they are happy or

the opposite according to their actions [tas
praxeis]"

(1450al6-20). The praxis

that tragedy imitates is serious and complete (1449b24-25) because it is deci

sive with respect to the protagonist's success or failure in achieving eudai

monia, the serious goal of life as a whole (cf. Eth. Eud. 1217a21-22; Eth. Nic.

1097b20-21). At 1449b36-1450a4 Aristotle seems directly to connect the na

ture and outcome of tragic praxis with character:

Since tragedy is an imitation of an action, and is enacted by some men engaged in

action, who must be of a certain sort according to character [ethos] and thought

[dianoia]for it is through these that we assert their actions are of a certain sort,

and the factor responsible for actions [aitia] is by nature two, thought and

character, and all men hit or miss the mark [tungchanousi kai apotungchanousi]
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according to these [since all of this is so,] the muthos must be the imitation of the

action.

This passage may be taken to confirm the main lines of Halliwell's "agent-

centered"

account of Aristotelian tragedy. But given that the tragic protagonist

is a virtuous and morally serious individual, how are we to understand his

actual or narrowly averted fall into the kind of misfortune that can undermine

or impede eudlaimonia (p.
206)?27

Since we cannot appeal to random chance or

divine causation in order to explain the "imbalance between virtue and external

status or fortune in the
world"

that is displayed on the tragic stage (p. 203),

what features of human agency can account for tragic swings of fortune?

The concept of hamartia is meant to bridge the theoretical gap we have just

identified between tragic instability and the requirement of intelligibility on the

level of the tragic muthos. According to Halliwell, it does not succeed in doing
so. Hamartia, he maintains, is not "a discrete, technical

term,"

but rather "an

appositely flexible term of Greek moral vocabulary [used] to signify the area

opened up in Aristotle's theory by the exclusion both of full moral guilt and of

mere subjection to the irrational strokes of external
adversity"

(p. 220). The

term may therefore cover a range of meanings in between the extremes of fully

guilty action and purely fortuitous error (pp. 221-22). Yet while the notion of

hamartia is intended to render intelligible the paradoxical coexistence in the

tragic protagonist of "essential moral
innocence"

with "active casual implica

tion in the suffering which is the upshot of the [tragic]
plot"

(p. 220), Halliwell

refrains from attempting to clarify its function in this critical explanatory role.

He does so because he does not believe that a satisfactory account of hamartia

can be offered. Thus we are told that the broad range of meanings embraced by
the term hamartia is in fact a sign of irresolvable theoretical conflict: "the

inherent indeterminacy of tragic hamartia should be seen to be the consequence

of a tension within the theory of tragedy itself (p. 222). Aristotle's notion of

hamartia did not even arise from his reflections on the nature of human action

but was conceived as an explanatory stopgap, "an element in Aristotle's theory

necessitated by the negative implications of his
approach"

(p. 221). In the last

analysis, Aristotie's account of tragic drama is in a crucial respect incoherent.

VI

Neither Belfiore nor Halliwell can explain Aristotelian hamartia in a satis

factory fashion. While the former at least attempts to do so, the latter argues

that the dramatic theory of the Poetics is simply unintelligible in this regard.

The image of Aristotle with which Halliwell leaves us is deeply disappointing,
all the more so because Aristotle's Poetics shows that in other respects the

argument of the Poetics is both well-crafted and coherent. Yet it is precisely
Halliwell's cogent demonstration of Aristotle's emphasis upon intelligibility
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that should make us slow to accept his claim about the unintelligibility of ha

martia, and therewith of the best tragic plots. Halliwell's conclusion instead

suggests that further reflection on his argument may be in order.

Because Halliwell agrees with T.C.W. Stinton that hamartia is a broad and

flexible term (see note 10), he argues against identifying it with any specific

kind of failure to hit the mark. Yet he also does not analyze any of the particu

lar kinds of hamartiai that are embraced by Aristotle's theory. Only such an

analysis which would not in itself conflict with the view that hamartia can

cover a range of meanings could suffice to establish that Aristotle's view of

hamartia is incoherent. Halliwell seems simply to presume that the paradoxical

combination in Aristotelian tragedy of virtue with nonarbitrary misfortune ad

mits of no resolution.

The latter presupposition is challenged by Davis, who distinguishes between

the abstract virtue of the tragic protagonist and the highest virtue of epieikeia. It

is challenged still more pointedly by Lord in Education and Culture, whose

account meshes with that of Davis in significant ways. Both Lord and Davis, in

turn, offer interpretations of hamartia that are consistent with the fundamental

requirement of dramatic intelligibility identified by Halliwell.

It is possible here only to note some of the main conclusions of Lord's

illuminating discussion of Aristotle's reflections on music in the final chapters

of the Politics. The education of the citizens of the best regime involves the

development of moral virtue through the habituation of the passions. Moral

virtue, however, is to be the foundation of a higher education in reason, includ

ing primarily the development of phronesis or practical wisdom and for some

also of theoretical wisdom (pp. 39-40, 66). Indeed, chapter 17 of book 7

prepares the reader for the argument of book 8 by establishing that the inculca

tion of moral virtue through habituation "is the necessary precondition of edu

cation rather than education properly
speaking"

(p. 43). In book 8, Aristotle

turns to the role in education of music (mousike), which in this context em

braces "most forms of
poetry"

as well as "all forms of music
proper"

(p. 86).

Far from advancing an aestheticist view of music, AristoUe's discussion pro

vides a
"prelude"

(endosimon: 1339a13) or
"key-note"

(endosis) that sets the

tone for arguments against the common view that the end of music is pleasure

(pp. 69-70, 85). At issue here is the nature of "the leisure associated with

pastime"

(he en tei scholei diagoge: 1338a21-22) of free citizens, which from

Homer on is ordinarily understood to include banquets and music "designed to

cheer or delight . . . rather than to
edify"

(p. 81). But 1339b42 ff. establishes

"that what is most fundamental in music is its capacity to affect the character

and the
soul,"

and in particular to teach men to judge and to enjoy "decent

characters and noble actions"; this is "the truly serious or
'noble'

element of

pastime properly
understood"

(pp. 75, 82-84). "The fundamental
-power'

of

music,"

in other words, "is
education"

(p. 83).

Lord argues that the power of music to educate is not restricted to the
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young, and indeed that Aristotle "is primarily interested in the effect of music

on mature
adults"

(p. 83). Music or poetry causes men to "experience the

passions that are
represented"

(1340al2-13); in affecting the passions, "it af

fects the character and the
soul"

(p. 92). But if ethos in the strict sense of

"moral
character"

is "the sum of fixed dispositions or states (hexeis) with re

spect to virtue and
vice"

(p. 95), and if the ethos of a mature adult has already

been formed through the process by which habits solidify into hexeis, how can

music affect a mature character? Here Lord calls our attention to the broader

conception of ethos that is required if we are to understand the phenomenon of

moral weakness or akrasia, which consists in the overcoming of a settled dis

position by passion (Eth. Nic. 1145al5 ff.). This broad conception of ethos,

which includes characteristic passions that have the potential to overcome even

good dispositions, reveals a space in the psyche within which music can act

upon the characters of mature adults. Because the passions of adults are formed

but not completely determined by their past education for "not even the stric

test of early educations can be expected to eradicate all susceptibility to exces

sive
passion"

(p. 158) they can to some extent be shaped by music. It is

therefore possible even for adults to be "changed in
soul"

by listening to

rhythms and tunes (metaballomen . . . ten psuchen: 1340a22-23).

Tragedy has a special role to play in the education of mature adults: it pro

vides a kind of cathartic therapy for the passions that is designed "to counter or

forestall the development of the
'habit'

of moral
weakness"

(p. 158), a habit

that is not incurable (Eth. Nic. 1152a27-29). Lord's mention of cathartic ther

apy in this connection is based upon his critical rejection of the standard inter

pretation of Aristotle's discussion of katharsis in Politics 8.7, particularly as

concerns the application of this passage to the problem of tragic katharsis in the

Poetics. According to this interpretation, which was widely accepted after it

was advanced by Jacob
Bernays,28

the katharsis of pity and fear Aristotle men

tions in his definition of tragedy (Po. 1449b24-28) but discusses nowhere else

in the Poetics is to be understood as analogous to the purgation or evacuation of

pathological enthusiasm through sacred tunes. Lord offers many objections to

this view, including the following. While 1341b32-1342a27 concerns the ef

fects of tunes and harmonies, Aristotle makes it clear in the Poetics that the

effect of tragedy does not depend upon its music but "is primarily if not entirely

the work of its poetry and in particular of its
plot"

(p. 119). Furthermore, the

discussion of katharsis in the Politics passage is a general one and is not in

tended to provide an accurate treatment of particulars (cf. 1341b30-32, 38-

40). Most important, Aristotle suggests that we must distinguish between

pathological enthusiasm, pathological pity and fear, and normal or healthy feel

ings of pity and fear, but he does not articulate the connections between the

different kinds of katharsis that might properly be applied to each of these

distinct conditions (pp. 126 ff.). Since the standard interpretation does not

make these distinctions, it "treat[s] pity and fear as passions which, if not
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actually pathological, are in some degree abnormal and hence simply undesir

able"

(p. 135). Pathological enthusiasm may require to be treated by a process

of purgation or evacuation, but "it is, to say the least, implausible that Aristotle

could have been satisfied to recommend a total purgation of passions which he

regarded as being . . . potentially beneficial both to the individual and to the

city"

(pp. 135-36). The phrase ton toiouton pathematon in the definition of

tragedy, which speaks of a katharsis through pity and fear "of passions of this

sort,"

is therefore most plausibly understood as an objective genitive rather than

a genitive of separation: "partial purgation [purification] of a certain
thing"

as

opposed to "complete purgation [evacuation] of a certain
thing"

(p.
136).29

What kind of passions are to be purified by tragic drama? Lord suggests that

ton toiouton pathematon refers to passions "associated with the experience of

'pain'

rather than of pleasure and
desire,"

specifically the range of passions

encompassed by thumos and "bearing on men's social and political relation

ships,"

including anger, moral indignation, jealousy, and the desire for honor

and superiority (pp. 160-61, 164). This suggestion has a number of explana

tory virtues. It coheres well with the notion that tragic drama educates by coun

teracting moral weakness, and it gives tragedy an important role in civic

education. It also connects Aristotle's argument with the actual practice of the

tragedians, since the plots of many tragic dramas seem to turn upon the pas

sions Lord mentions. Finally, it allows for a plausible solution to the paradox

of tragic hamartia identified by Halliwell.

Thumos, Lord notes, is no less politically problematic for Aristotle than it is

for Plato. Thumos is the element of the soul that causes it to stand up for itself

and to fight for that which it regards as its own. Particularly insofar as it mani

fests itself in the love of victory and honor, thumos is the
"unbeatable"

root of

political independence. Yet these same passions can cause spirited individuals

to behave savagely toward their families, their friends, and their fellow citi

zens, especially when they believe that they have been slighted. All of this is

visible in Aristotle's discussion at Politics 1327b38-1328al6, which in turn

alludes to the internal ambiguity and tension of thumos as it is depicted in

Plato's Republic (where difficulties arise in connection with making the auxilia

ries of the best regime harsh toward the enemies of the regime yet gentle to

their fellow citizens). This fundamental ambiguity makes the phenomenon of

spiritedness "profoundly
problematic"

(p. 164). It need hardly be added that the

problematic character of thumos provides a theme that runs throughout the

Greek literary tradition and binds together such diverse works as Homer's Iliad,
Thucydides'

History,
Sophocles'

Ajax,
Euripides'

Medea, Plato's Republic,

Symposium, and Alcibiades I and //, and Aristotle's Politics. To this list we

may add the Nicomachean Ethics, a book that sketches and in various ways at

tempts to address the internal instability of the megalopsuchos or great-souled

man, who paradoxically both longs for honor
and recognizes its inevitable inad

equacy (Eth. Nic. 1123a34 ff.). Indeed, if Lord is right in suggesting that "the
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human soul provides no real support for moderate
spiritedness"

(pp. 192-93 n.

16), thumos could be seen as an inexhaustible source of tragic ambiguity in

human
life.30

Lord turns to the Nicomachean Ethics in order to connect tragic hamartia

with moral weakness in respect to anger and the other passions associated with

thumos. The following observations may serve to amplify Lord's discussion

(pp. 168 ff.). In book 7 of the Nicomachean Ethics, Aristotle distinguishes

between unqualified moral weakness with regard to the
"necessary"

pleasures

of the body and qualified moral weakness with regard to sources of pleasure

that are "choiceworthy according to themselves but admit of
excess"

(1147b23-

25). Examples of the latter include victory, honor, and wealth (1147b30).

Moral weakness in necessary pleasures is blamed as hamartia and as a kind of

vice, while moral weakness in matters of thumos, honor, and so forth is not

vice but hamartia only (1147b31-1148a4). Later, Aristotle goes so far as to

say that such hamartia is not moral weakness at all; while hamartia is to be

avoided, "moral weakness is not only something to be avoided but is also

among the things worthy of
blame"

(1148b5-6). Just as the
"bad"

doctor or
"bad"

actor is not unqualifiedly bad but is characterized by "something similar

[to vice] by
analogy,"

so too we speak by analogy of "moral
weakness"

con

cerning thumos
(1148b613). Aristotle's reference in this context to acting sug

gests that tragedy may be a subtext of his discussion of qualified moral

weakness in general. He says in an earlier passage that "one must understand

the morally weak to speak in the manner of
actors"

(1147a22-23), and in the

present context he makes a point of emphasizing that "those who, contrary to

reason, are either overcome by or pursue something of the things that are by
nature noble and

good"

are not in any sense vicious. Examples include "those

who ... are more serious and zealous [spoudazontes] than they ought to be

concerning honor or concerning children and parents. For these too are among

the good things, and those who are serious and zealous concerning these things

are
praised"

(1148a27-32). Aristotle's mention of the excesses of Niobe in the

immediate sequel (1147b33) confirms the relevance of these observations to the

characteristic themes of tragedy.

If tragic hamartia is understood as the kind of hamartia Aristotle associates

with thumos (and the good things that may arouse thumos) in book 7 of the

Nicomachean Ethics, it is possible to answer Halliwell's charge of theoretical

incoherence. The tragic protagonist is good, yet his downfall issues from his

character in a causally intelligible manner. The unyielding indignation of Ajax

and the exclusive affection of Antigone are the sorts of excesses to which better

natures are prone. Indeed, the hamartia that leads to tragic misfortune in some

sense follows from the protagonist's being too devoted to noble and good

things, so that the lines separating devotion from obsession and firmness of

purpose from myopic inflexibility become blurred. Hamartia is on this view "a

moral failure which issues ineluctably from the character of the
hero,"

and the
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tragic fall "is at once wholly disproportionate to the hero's moral imperfection

and a necessary expression of
it"

(p. 171). Insofar as the unambiguous "demon
stration"

of the protagonist's responsibility for his downfall or the
"psychologi

cal
reflection"

of this demonstration in the katharsis of passions related to

thumos works to "fortify the audience against a similar
susceptibility"

to these

passions, it constitutes "the central lesson of tragedy as Aristotle appears to

understand
it"

(p. 173).

While some may object to the characterization of hamartia as moral failure ,

this description may be appropriate if one judges the virtue of the tragic pro

tagonist from the highest standpoint. Davis identified the highest standpoint

with that of the epieikes; one could more generally call it the standpoint of the

phronimos, the individual characterized by wise insight or phronesis. Phrone

sis, Aristotle makes clear in the Nicomachean Ethics, is not one virtue among

many; it reciprocally presupposes all of the other moral virtues and is the

presupposition of comprehensive and authoritative (kurios) moral goodness

(1144b30-32; 1145al-2). Because it consists in the unity or balance of the

virtues, phronesis is not one sided; because it is concerned with the ultimate

particulars of action, it is not abstract (1141M6, 1142a23-27). For these rea

sons, Aristotle notes, the phronimos is not susceptible to moral weakness

(1146a410). To be overly serious about certain noble and good things, to pour

too much of one's energy and zeal into the pursuit of some part of the good, is

to mn the risk of losing one's balance. Without phronesis even a soul endowed

with extraordinary natural powers may come down with a great fall, like a

mighty body that moves without vision (1144bl0-12). The phronimos does not

lose his balance because his vision of the good is genuinely synoptic; he can

"see"

the good as a whole, both for himself and for human beings in general

(1140b9-10). The phronimos could not be a tragic protagonist, for he could not

tragically fad to hit the mark (hamartanein).

Lord's account of the ethical and political significance of tragedy, like

Davis's, turns upon the difference between ordinary human goodness and ex

traordinary excellence. The clearest evidence that Aristotle makes such a dis

tinction on the level of virtue is provided by his differentiation between citizen

courage, which is rooted in the love of honor and the fear of dishonor, and tme

courage, which consists in the love of noble deeds for their own sake (Eth. Nic.

1116al0 12, 17-19). Ordinary virtue tends to rest upon an abstract and over

simplified conception of what it is to be good, a conception that is prone to

extremes because it confuses a part of the good for the whole. If we combine

the insights of Davis and Lord, we may say that the limitations of ordinary

virtue are a consequence of both the intellectual and the passionate parts of the

soul, or of both the self-assertive nature of passion and the
poetic distortions to

which thought is susceptible owing to its mimetic nature. With regard to the

role of passion in tragic error, Davis speaks of nemesis whereas
Lord speaks

more broadly of thumos. Nemesis, however, is a
specific manifestation of

thu-
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mos; righteous indignation is a form of spirited self-assertion in which thumos

is especially visible. Finally, Lord is more specific than Davis about what Aris

totle expected tragedy to accomplish. While extraordinary virtue cannot be

learned simply through viewing tragic drama, Lord suggests that the "therapy
for the

passions"

provided by tragedy is "the necessary accompaniment of an

education in 'practical
reason'"

(p. 158).

vn

Lord makes it clear that the education in practical reason that is accompa

nied by tragic therapy is an education for mature adults, or for those older than

twenty-one an age that Aristotle "regarded as crucially important for the de

velopment of
'mind'"

(p. 47). The previous stage of education, the one "proper

to the period from puberty to
twenty-one,"

is "primarily an education of the

desires or of the irrational part of the
soul"

(p. 46). Lord does not, however,

consider arguments to the effect that the
"lessons"

of tragedy may be aimed

also (or even primarily) at the young, a possibility strengthened by John Wink

ler's hypothesis that the ephebes were positioned, literally as well as figura

tively, at the center of the tragic audience as well as the drama itself. If tragedy

in various ways played a crucial role in readying young men to assume the

responsibilities of citizenship, might it specifically have helped to prepare them

for an education appropriate to adults an education in and through logos

rather than habituation? If so, might Aristotle have viewed this pedagogical

preparation as an essential component of the initiation of ephebes into the com

munity of adult citizens? In the present section, I wish to explore both of these

questions.

According to Aristotle, political community is constituted by logos or "rea

sonable
speech."

While the power of voicing feelings of pleasure and pain is

present in other animals as well, logos designates a kind of perception and

verbal articulation that is peculiar to human beings. Logos reveals the advan

tageous and the harmful, and hence also the just and the unjust. "For it is

peculiar to man as compared to the other animals that he alone has a perception

of good and bad and the just and the unjust and other things [of this sort]; and

partnership in these things is what makes a household and a
polis"

(Pol.

1253al5-18).

It follows from this account that the political partnership depends on the

presence in its members of a certain intellectual and emotional disposition to

ward logos. While conflict about the good and the just is an integral part of any

political
community,31

such conflict must take place within the horizons of a

more fundamental agreement about the possibility of arriving, through public

debate, at a common understanding in regard to some sharable good. And be

cause the political koinonia subsists in deeds as well as speeches, citizens must
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be sufficiently inclined to recognize the authority of reasonable speech as to be

guided by it at least to some extent in their actions. There can be no politi

cal community where logos is regarded merely as self-serving noise, or where

in practice it has no persuasive power.

Aristotle indicates in theNicomachean Ethics, however, that the openness to

logos required by the political partnership is not naturally present in the young

and does not develop automatically as they grow older. The habits of citizen

ship are formed not by nature but by
education.32

In particular, the characters of

the young must be trained to be receptive to the voice of reason as well as to

the noble and the just. Yet such habituation will not succeed in most cases,

since "most people [hoi polhi] are persuaded by necessity rather than logos,

and by punishments rather than the
noble"

(1180a4-5). Furthermore, nature

impedes the full development of even those few young men who have been

brought up well and whose characters have "some kinship with virtue, loving

the noble and hating the
base"

(1179b29-30): just because they are young in

character, they resemble the morally weak in being guided by passion rather

than by logos (1095a4-9). "And it makes no difference whether one is young

in age or in
character,"

Aristotle writes:

For the deficiency is not a matter of time, but of living and pursuing everything in

accordance with passion. Knowledge is unprofitable for such individuals, just as for

the morally weak. But for those who act and fashion their desires in accordance

with logos, knowing about these things would be very beneficial. (1095a6-ll)

Aristotle provides a similar analysis in the Rhetoric, where the young are

said to be both passionate and dogmatic. They are "such as to do whatever they

should have an appetite for"; "in everything, they err on the side of excess and

vehemence . . . and they think and confidently affirm that they know every

thing, and this is why they do everything to
excess"

(1389a3-4, 1389b2-7).

These qualities cannot be attributed to bad upbringing, since it is clear that

Aristotle has in mind here specifically the best sort of youths young gentle

men who have been habituated to love the noble and hate the base: whereas he

says elsewhere that the many "are by nature disposed to obey not shame but

fear, and to refrain from bad deeds not on account of their baseness but on

account of
punishments"

(Eth. Nic. 1179M1-13), those of whom he speaks in

the present context "are susceptible to shame; for they do not yet understand

other sorts of noble things, but have been educated by convention [nomos]
alone"

(1389a28-29).

The upshot of the passages cited above is that the young have much to leam

about human nature, character, and action because they are inexperienced in

life and guided by passion, but that precisely these youthful qualities
close their

souls to philosophical teaching on these subjects. To become a mature adult,

Aristotle indicates, is to move beyond the condition of living in accordance

with passion and thinking that one already knows everything
one needs to know
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about life. It is to embrace in deed and not merely to acknowledge on an

abstract or purely theoretical level the possibility that one might sometimes

be wrong about the best way to act and feel. The most complete transition from

youth to adulthood thus seems to involve the development of a hexis or settled

disposition critically to reflect upon the nature and limitations of one's own

character and to remain open to the judgments of potentially wiser individuals.

The characters of the young even those on the verge of adulthood cannot be

fully formed insofar as they lack this essentially Socratic hexis.

More than just the happiness of particular individuals is at stake here. In the

Nicomachean Ethics, Aristotle indicates in various ways the political relevance

of the fully mature disposition described above. Most useful for our purposes is

his account ofmoral responsibility in chapter 5 of book 3. Aristotle argues here

that it is reasonable to expect each to be open to the moral judgments of others,

or at any rate to those judgments that are most in evidence and hence most easy

to perceive. While well-raised youths will already fulfill this minimal expecta

tion just insofar as they feel shame before nomos, 3.5 sets the stage for a

further consideration of the most mature natures.

Aristotle leads up to the key point about moral responsibility in a discussion

of the practice of lawgivers:

And they punish those who are ignorant of anything in the laws which they ought

to have known and could easily have known; and similarly also in other cases in

which they believe them to be ignorant through negligence, [they punish the

offenders] on the ground that it was in their power not to be ignorant. But perhaps

[one might assert] the offender is the sort of person who is careless. But men are

themselves responsible for becoming of such a sort through living remissly, and for

being unjust or self-indulgent the ones by doing wrong and the others by

spending their time in drinking and such things. . . . Well then, to be ignorant that

settled dispositions (hexeis) come into being from actively engaging in particular

sorts of actions is the mark of one who is altogether without perception. (1113b34

1114al0)

In the sequel, Aristotle compares the individual who becomes unjust through

unjust actions to one who becomes sick through dissolute living. Both are re

sponsible for their conditions, since either one could have initially chosen to

avoid the actions that produced his condition. Neither can reasonably plead

ignorance of the consequences of his actions. In brief, the punishment provided

by law is justified by the expectation that citizens will not be utterly unpercep-

tive and may therefore be held morally responsible for their actions.

This argument may seem to skirt the real issue, however, which concerns

the evaluation of ends. Aristotle envisions the following relativistic retort: "All
men pursue the thing that appears good, but they have no sovereign power over

its appearance [tes de phantasias ou kurioi], but whatever sort of man each is,
of this sort also is the end that appears to

him"

(1 1 14a31-l 1 14bl). If I am not
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responsible for my moral vision, how can I bear responsibility for actions un

dertaken in accordance with this vision? It seems to follow that we are mistaken

in praising virtue as well as blaming vice, since neither condition is voluntary

(1114bl2-13;cf. 1109b30-31).

At first sight, Aristotle's answer to the latter argument appears unsatisfac

tory: he asserts that one is responsible for his actions even if he is not responsi

ble for his perception of the good (11 14b2021). It is in the bad man's power,

in other words, not to act in accordance with his moral vision. But what is the

alternative? Is the bad man not supposed to act at all? Aristotle does not say,

but reflection reveals another possibility. Aristotle's relativistic opponent pre

supposes that we have no control over our different perceptions of the good. It

follows that logos does not provide an effective means of comparing and eval

uating these perceptions, since otherwise reflection in accordance with logos

would necessarily influence the appearence of a particular end as good or bad.

This kind of moral relativism rules out political community as Aristotle under

stands it (cf. Pol. 1253al5 18). Alternatively, Aristotle's guiding assumption

that political community is possible allows us to explain why even a person

with innately poor moral vision can be held accountable for his actions. Just as

individuals can reasonably be held responsible for being familiar with laws that

are easily known by everyone and with the obvious facts about the formation of

character, they can legitimately be expected to observe that certain sorts of ends

are widely regarded as base or bad and to give some weight to this observation.

The person who chooses to pursue an unjust end is blameworthy not simply

because his moral vision is defective, but because he failed to heed the obvi

ous signs that it might be. These signs, Aristotle suggests, should give one

pause. Sustained and significant disapprobation does not prove that the end in

question is unchoiceworthy, but it at least indicates that the matter deserves

more thought.

Refraining from injustice is of course a minimum requirement of good citi

zenship, and is not in itself the mark of a fully mature disposition. Further

more, the situation of the unjust and morally unperceptive individual seems to

be worlds apart from that of young men who have been raised well. Unlike the

former, the latter are already oriented toward morally good ends, and are con

strained by shame before nomos. Yet it should be noted that the dogmatism of

the young is the flip side of moral relativism: although the adequacy of one's

moral perceptions can be confirmed only by critically comparing them with the

different perceptions of others, those who "think and confidently affirm that

they know
everything"

and who take this opinion to be verified by the con

currence of nomos are hardly more inclined to be open to moral criticism than

those who altogether deny the possibility of authoritative moral evaluation.

One might still wonder why this dogmatism is significant. Why would moral

criticism be needed by those who already aim at the proper ends? We may

admit that even the best young men are governed by passion and unreceptive
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to logos, but what difference does this make either to themselves or to

the polis as a whole if their passions by and large point them in the right

direction?

A preliminary answer to these questions emerges in the course of Aristotle's

treatment in the Nicomachean Ethics of phronesis. The political community is

simultaneously a moral community in which the standard of action is properly

determined not by nomos but by the phronimos (1106b36-1107a2). Now Aris

totle states explicitly that a young man cannot become phronimos, "and the

reason is that phronesis is concerned with particulars as well [as general truths] ,

which become familiar from experience, and a young man is not
experienced"

(1142al4-15). Shame before nomos is no substitute for phronesis. For one

thing, nomos is abstract and general in comparison with the concreteness and

particularity of phronesis. Nomos needs to be completed by phronesis: moral

virtue is relative to many factors (1106b14-23), and customs, conventions, and

written laws will often be insufficiently fine grained to determine specific

actions in complex situations. Because what is to be done (to prakton) is a

particular (1142a25), and because the young man does not himself possess

phronesis, he must be receptive to the judgment of the phronimos in order to

act well in all
circumstances.33

If he is not in the first Hesiodic class he must be

in the second: he who does not "himself know
everything"

should "hearken to

one who speaks
well,"

"but whoever neither himself knows nor hearkening to

another takes his words to heart, that one is a worthless
man"

(1095M0-11).

Yet the young man is likely to ignore the advice of the phronimos just when he

most needs it. In mentioning the susceptibility of the young to shame Aristotle

indicates that nomos grasps the noble only incompletely or in part (Rhet.

1389a28-29). We may surmise that the judgments embodied in nomos some

times conflict with the dictates of phronesis, so that the young man's shame

before nomos stiffened by his headstrong nature will on occasion actually

tend to close his ears to wise
words.34

The present line of reflection may be extended by a consideration of Rheto

ric 2.12-14, in which Aristotle contrasts the natures of the young and the old

with each other and with those in the prime of life (hoi akmazontes). Since his

aim is to help us determine the sorts of speeches suited to each age (1390a25-

27), Aristotle's description of the young promises to clarify both what they
need to leam and how they might be taught.

Aristotle paints a rather attractive picture of the character of the young. Even

their faults are on the whole not unbecoming, insofar as they bespeak the seri

ousness with which they pursue noble ends. If they are inclined to exceed the

mean in certain ways, it is because of youthful zeal and inexperience, not vice.

The outstanding characteristics of the young are appetite (epithumia) and

spiritedness (thumos). Aristotle begins by stating that the young follow their

appetites and have no power over sexual desire in particular, but that their

appetites are changeable and easily satisfied (1389a3-9). After this brief dis-
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cussion of epithumia he rums to thumos, which stands at the center of his

account. In introducing thumos Aristotle links it with anger, the love of honor,

and the love of victory:

[The young are] high-spirited [thumikoi] and sharp-spirited [oxuthumoi] and such as

to follow impulse, and are weaker than their thumos; for on account of the love of

honor they do not put up with being belittled, but become angry if they should

believe that they have been done an injustice. And they are lovers of honor, but

even more of victory for youth desires preeminence, and victory is a kind of

preeminence. (1389a9-13)

Thumos also make the young courageous, for anger suppresses fear, and fond

of laughter, insofar as "wit is insolence [hubris] that has been
educated"

(1389a26-27,
1389M0-12).35

While the qualities mentioned above may be found in bad characters as well

as good ones, they are tempered in the young by moral virtue and naive gen

erosity. The young "choose to do the noble rather than the advantageous; for

they live by character rather than by calculation, and calculation concerns the

advantageous but virtue concerns the
noble"

(1389a32-35). Because of their

inexperience, they judge men to be better than they really are. Hence they are

gudeless, trusting, and inclined to pity others the latter because "they mea

sure their neighbors by their own lack of vice, so that they think they are

unworthy of
suffering"

(1389b9-10). In addition, the young are full of hope,

courageous, care little for money, and are great-souled (megalopsuchoi) be

cause they think themselves worthy of great things. Finally, they are "fond of

friends and fond of companions . . . and as yet judge nothing with an eye

toward the advantageous, not even their
friends"

(1389a35-1389b2).

In general, the young are graced by a kind of charming idealism that con

trasts sharply with the slavish self-absorption of the old. The latter, Aristotle

writes,

are small-souled [mikropsuchoi] on account of having been brought low by life, for

they desire nothing great or extraordinary, but rather the things necessary for life.

. . . and they love themselves more than they ought to, for this is also a kind of

smallness of soul. And they live with an eye toward the advantageous but not the

noble more than they ought to, because they are fond of themselves. For the

advantageous is good for oneself, but the noble is good without qualification. And

they are shameless rather than susceptible to shame: because they do not worry in

the same way about the noble and the advantageous, they think little of the esteem

in which they are held. (1389b25-1390a3)

In sum, the old "have characters that are pretty much opposite to [the young] in

respect to the greatest number of
things"

(1389b13- 15).

The nature of the latter opposition emerges most clearly in Aristotle's treat

ment of those in the prime of life, whom he discusses last and most briefly
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because their character stands in the middle ground between the other two. This

means not only that mature men at the acme of life avoid the excesses of the

young and the old, but that their character is a mixture of elements that are

found in pure, unmixed, or unqualified form in the other two.

Aristotle first mentions the intellectual disposition of hoi akmazontes, who

"are neither extremely confident . . . nor excessively fearful, but are well posi

tioned in regard to both, neither tmsting nor distrusting all, but instead judging

[krinontes] in accordance with the
truth"

(1390a29-32). By giving pride of

place to this point, Aristotle underscores the fact that the young lack the power

of independent judgment. They lack self-knowledge as well: while their under

standing is rooted in pistis or trust alone, they "think and confidently affirm

that they know
everything"

a character trait to which Aristotle strikingly at

tributes their "excess in
everything"

(1389b5-7).

The unqualified speech of the young is matched by the purity of their cour

age and devotion to the noble. While the young are inclined to regard these

characteristics as the whole of virtue, they are merely parts of it, no less than

the moderation and devotion to the advantageous that is typical of the old. Men

in the prime of life set the standard by combining moderation with courage and

by "living neither with an eye toward the noble alone nor the advantageous

alone, but with an eye toward
both"

(1390a33-1390bl). Just as Aristotle spoke

earlier of the best of the young, he presents here a picture not of middle-aged

men in general but of the human perfection that can be attained only by a

mature adult. In particular, the man in the prime of life bears a close re

semblance to the phronimos of the Nicomachean Ethics. "And speaking gener

ally, whatever serviceable qualities youth and old age possess separately, [those

in the prime of life] possess together, and of the things in which youth and old

age are excessive or deficient, they grasp the middle ground and the
fitting"

(1390b6-9).

If the character of hoi akmazontes is a well-balanced unity, those of the

young and the old are onesided abstractions, or parts that take themselves to be

wholes. The young are ignorant not only of the complex fabric of virtue, but of

their ignorance as well. They therefore require a concrete exhibition one that

will work upon the passions as well as the intellect of the value of self-

conscious reflection. Such an exhibition would have to make plain the limita

tions of virtue-as-purity, and in particular of uncompromising devotion to the

ends of honor, victory, and strict justice. It would have to produce the convic

tion that in the absence of comprehensive judgment even those with morally

good natures can go wrong, perhaps just because they lose their balance by

zealously pursuing some part of the good as if it were the whole of the good.

To produce this conviction without presupposing the openness to logos that it is

intended to foster, it would have to show in deed rather than to seek to estab

lish through philosophical speech that it is best to live "neither tmsting nor

distrusting all, but judging in accordance with the
truth."
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Here is where tragedy comes in. The work of Halliwell and Lord helps us to

see that tragedy is well positioned to address the educative task outlined above.

Tragedy dramatically displays both the intelligible structure or
"logic"

of hu

man action, including the kinds of things men of a certain character will tend to

say or do, and the consequences of failing to think about the logic of action.

The effectiveness of this demonstration in relation to the dispositions of the

young turns not upon the soundness of whatever arguments may be embedded

in the dramatic action, but rather upon the cathartic shock of self-recognition

that tragedy aims to produce in the soul of the spectator by means of pity and

fear. This shock is not itself a logos, but the psychological precondition for taking

logos
seriously.36

Tragedy "leads the
soul"

(psuchagogei: Poet. 1450a33-34;

cf. 1450M6-17) by providing this precondition, which is also the precondition

ofphronesis. Its effect seems closely to resemble the turning of the soul and the
"eye"

of the soul of which Socrates speaks in explicating the image of the cave

(Rep. 518c-d).

The young are particularly susceptible to tragic pedagogy because they are

by nature prone to feel pity. "They are inclined to pity because they judge all

men to be good and better [than they really are] , for they measure their neigh

bors by their own lack of vice, so that they think they are unworthy of suffer
ing"

(1389b9-10). In helping to interest and engage the young in tragic action,

their peculiarly philanthropic kind of pity (cf. Rhet. 1390al8-20) opens up a

space within which tragedy's lessons about the defectiveness of ordinary virtue

may unfold. Tragedy especially exploits the fact that fear is the flip side of

pity, in that "whatever things arouse fear in men in regard to themselves,

arouse pity when these things happen to
others"

(Rhet. 1386a28-29). Because

the young are courageous, they are not inclined to feel fear for themselves;

because they are dogmatic, they are not inclined to listen to advice on this

score. But by arousing pity in the young for one who closely resembles them in

character, tragedy indirectly produces the beneficial kind of fear that can spur

self-criticism.

The preceding reflections help to illuminate the nature of tragic katharsis.

Fear, pity, and all of the passions associated with thumos involve a conception

of self-worth and the things one deserves. Lovers of honor seek to confirm their

own worth (Eth. Nic. 1095b26-29). Anger arises when one is slighted (Rhet.

1378a30-32). Indignation or nemesis is pain arising from the spectacle of un

deserved good fortune, and jealousy is pain at the good fortune of those we

judge to be like ourselves (Rhet. 1386b8-ll, 1387b22-25). If tragedy aims to

promote self-criticism, it arouses pity and fear in order to call into
question the

self-conception upon which these passions and others like them are based. Ka

tharsis thus seems to be more than a (partial) purgation of the passions, for it

works through the passions upon their cognitive core. It initiates a reflective

process that may potentially refocus
all of the passions that revolve around the

measurement or assertion of self-worth. The ultimate result of this process may
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be not so much a diminution of passion as a reorientation of passion toward

different objects.

There is an important Platonic antecedent to this notion of katharsis. In

Plato's Sophist, the Eleatic Stranger identifies as "the kathartic
art"

one of two

branches of "the art of
separation,"

specifically, that branch in which the worse

is separated from the better. The Stranger's subsequent divisions indicate that

katharsis may cover a range of meanings, including bathing and combing,

purging the body of disease, and removing from the soul (through Socratic

refutation) ignorance that takes itself to be knowledge (Soph. 226b-231b).

Leon Golden has shown that the word katharsis often bears an intellectual

sense in non-Platonic contexts as well, and he has argued that in the Poetics ka

tharsis means "intellectual
clarification."37

But one may acknowledge that

tragic katharsis involves clarification without restricting its operation or its in

fluence to the intellect alone. Martha Nussbaum observes in support of Gol

den 's interpretation that even in medical and religious contexts the primary and

central meaning of katharsis and related words is
"clearing-up"

or "clarifi
cation,"

but she argues that the work of clearing up is accomplished in large

measure by the emotions themselves:

Seeing The Trojan Women reminds an audience who had voted for the slaughter of

the Mytilenians, the enslavement of women and children and whose second

thoughts were only by sheer luck effective exactly what it is to lose one's male

relatives, to be enslaved and turned out of one's home. Forgetfulness, ignorance,
self-

preoccupation, military passion all these things are obstacles (fully
compatible with general goodness of character) that are "cleared

up"

by the sharp

experience of pity and
fear.38

Tragedy may introduce new feelings of fear and pity where none previously

existed, feelings associated with the recognition of ignorance about oneself and

carelessness about the condition of one's own soul.
"Perhaps,"

as Aristotle at

one point Socratically suggests, "one should not fear poverty or sickness or in

general anything that does not come from vice and is not due to oneself (Eth.

Nic. 1115al617). By introducing or intensifying such emotions and by reveal

ing the relative insignificance of other fears, tragedy both purifies and clarifies

pity and fear.

John Winkler's study of the role played by the ephebes in the dramatic

festivals of Athens finds in the ephebic composition of the tragic choruses a

structural reflection of the pedagogical intentions of tragic drama:

My account . . . emphasizes that the events and characters portrayed in tragedy are

meant to be contemplated as lessons by young citizens (or better, by the entire

polis from the vantage point of the young citizen), and therefore it makes the

watchful scrutiny of the chorus structurally important as a still center from which

the tragic turbulence is surveyed and evaluated. (Nothing To Do with Dionysus?,
p. 43)
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These remarks fit well with the account of tragic pedagogy sketched above. In

assuming or emulating the paradigmatically contemplative posture of the ephe

bic choruses, the youthful spectator is compelled to suppress his restless energy

and to adopt an attitude of reflective stillness. The weighty significance of this

reflective attitude is amplified not only by the circumstances of performance

including the sacred character of the dramatic festivals, their frequency, and the

engulfing presence and watchfulness of thousands of fellow-citizens, assembled

in the theater as a single political body but also by what the youthful specta

tor sees played out before his eyes, namely, the inexorable movement toward

suffering of himself as he is accustomed to speak and act when he is not part of

a tragic chorus or a tragic audience.

vm

In my reading of them, the books by Davis, Belfiore, Halliwell, and Lord

support a line of inquiry that leads to two general conclusions. First, while

tragic hamartia is deeply rooted in the intellectual and emotional dimensions of

human nature as such, highly spirited characters are especially prone to the

sorts of errors that come under the umbrella of this term. Second, tragic ka

tharsis is a spur to self-knowledge insofar as it provokes reflection upon the

nature and sources of hamartia. In the previous section, I argued in addition

that the demonstrative, mimetic provocations of tragedy may play a cmcial role

both in preparing the young to listen with benefit to philosophical logoi and in

promoting the reflective disposition that is the basis of responsible citizenship.

How do these claims fare when held up to Amelie Rorty's recent collection of

essays?

Essays on Aristotle's Poetics includes twenty-one studies of the Poetics by
established scholars, on topics ranging from the specific (the unity of tragic

action, the nature of tragic necessity, the relationship between ethos and di-

anoia) to the general (the tragic consciousness). While some of these studies

are cited above, most have not yet been mentioned in the present essay. In any

case, the breadth and richness of Rorty's collection merits a long discussion in

its own right. We must therefore limit our attention to those essays that bear

most immediately upon the issues of hamartia and katharsis.

Jonathan Lear issues a direct challenge to the general approach to katharsis

set forth above. In
"Katharsis"

he argues that "the point of katharsis cannot in

any straightforward way be ethical
education,"

since Politics 1341b32-1342al8

"clearly distinguishes music which is educative of the emotions and should be

employed in ethical training from music which produces
katharsis"

(pp. 316,

319). Furthermore, Lear argues, Aristotle makes it clear that "education is for

youths, tragic katharsis is for educated,
cultivated

adults."

Because "the char

acters of the audience have been formed . . . ethical education would be either
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futile or superfluous"; "a virtuous person ... is in no need of
education"

(pp. 319, 320).

Lear's approach to katharsis is opposed both by Nussbaum in "Tragedy and

Self-Sufficiency: Plato and Aristotle on Fear and
Pity,"

who cites Frogs 1063-

66 (where
"Aristophanes'

Aeschylus observed . . . [that] tragic poetry is edu

cation for grown men, not for children"), and by Richard Janko in "From

Catharsis to the Aristotelian
Mean,"

who argues on the basis of the Politics that

"the theater [can be] regarded almost as a form of adult
education"

(pp. 282,

345). It is important to observe that the foundation for these counterclaims is

most fully articulated by Lord, who is cited frequently by Janko but not at all

by Lear. Lear thus avoids directly confronting the most forceful counterargu

ments to his views. In attempting to support his interpretation of the katharsis

passage in Politics 8, he is content to criticize a portion of Halliwell's argument

that rests upon the previous work of Lord (pp. 319-20). Furthermore, he does

not acknowledge Lord's attempt to open up a sphere of continuing education

for adults by investigating the relationship between tragic hamartia and moral

weakness. In fact, Lear leaves us in the dark about the precise nature of hamar

tia, even though it must on the basis of his own argument be compatible with a

fully educated, virtuous character (cf. p. 329).

The nature of hamartia is treated sensitively and in depth by Nancy Sherman

in "Hamartia and
Virtue,"

whose account reinforces the emphases of Davis and

Lord. Hamartia is a "failure to see what in principle, in optimal conditions (and

sometimes only in hindsight), is accessible to human light"; it is "a defect that

even the most decent of persons sometimes falls prey
to"

(pp. 188, 189). Sher

man's discussion of the hamartia of Deianeira (pp. 189-92) illuminates the

origination of this mistake in the intersection of decent but intense passion and

inherently reasonable but (under the circumstances) insufficiently cautious re

flection. Understood in this way, "[Deianeira's] mistake has a human propor

tion that dampens any tendency to reproach
her"

(p. 191). Sherman's approach

to hamartia is echoed by Amelie Rorty and Aryeh Kosman, and all three of

these authors seem simultaneously to make room for cathartic therapy or tragic

education and to call into question its efficacy. If even the best can fall prey to

hamartia, as Sherman, Rorty, and Kosman all agree and as Davis's account of

the poetic nature of thought might also be taken to imply, tragic katharsis may

potentially be educationally beneficial even for the most fully virtuous adults.

But by the same token, it becomes unclear to what extent tragedy can actually

help one to avoid hamartia.

Rorty's "The Psychology of Aristotelian
Tragedy"

supports the general ap

proach to the Poetics developed by Halliwell and confirms important elements

of the specific lines of inquiry pursued by Davis and Lord. Her article is worth

considering in some detail. Aristotle, Rorty insists, does not offer an "aesthetic
theory"

of poetry (p. 2). As a philosophical analysis of actual kinds of poetry,
the Poetics attempts to "save the

phenomena."

At the same time, the "strongly
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normative
mm"

of Aristotle's approach leads him to ignore some of the impor

tant features of tragic drama (p. 3). In particular, Aristotelian tragedy excludes
"Dionysian"

elements, including such "demonic or divine
forces"

as might sin

gly or in combination arouse horror or awe at their role in shaping the course of

events (p. 3). "The stress of ethos anthropo(i) daimon now falls firmly on one

side of the equation: it is a person's character rather than his daimon that deter

mines his
fate"

(p. 9). Yet tragedy reveals that the relationship between our

characters and our actions is less transparent and familiar to us than it first

seems to be. Rorty develops this point in a way that connects and amplifies the

reflections of Davis and Lord:

Sometimes, it is the very energy and vigor of our purposiveness the fact that we

act in a focused arc of attention that blinds or at least blurs what appears at the

periphery of our intentions. The successful enactment of the strongest, most

intelligent desires . . . requires a certain kind of energy which is, at its best,

confident, often indignant and sometimes courageous; at its worst, it is

presumptuous and disordering. . . . Tragedy reveals that there is, as it were, a

canker in the very heart of action. All action is formed by intelligence, to be sure;

but by an intelligence directed to a relatively limited purpose. The gap of opacity,

and with it the possibility of ignorance and deflection, always stands between even

the best general purposes and the particular actions that actualize and fulfill them.

Though it falls within the domain of the voluntary, the tragic hero's hamartia is an

accident of his excellence: his purposes and energy make him susceptible to a kind

of waywardness that arises from his character. (Pp. 7, 11)

Rorty echoes Davis in other crucial respects as well. She argues that tragedy
is able to display dramatically the limitations of what we take to be perfection

precisely insofar as it presents us with "recognizably enlarged and simplified

versions of what is best in
us."

Tragic characters are "what we would be if we

could undergo an alchemy, a purification of the elements that compose
us,"

including "the intelligence that goes into phronesis, the energy that goes into

andreia, the natural affections that go into philia, the assurance that goes into

great-heartedness"

(p. 9). Like hamartia, katharsis involves more than the in

tellect; it is "emotional
rectification"

as well as intellectual clarification. By

experiencing emotional and intellectual attitudes "in their clarified and purified

forms,"

the tragic audience is "able to experience, however briefly, the kind of

psychological functioning, the balance and harmony that self-knowledge can

bring to
action"

(p. 15). Yet in the last analysis tragedy reveals the inac

cessibility of complete self-knowledge. It remains tme
that "drama is twinned

with ethics": tragedy "reveals the logical structure of virtuous
action"

by "ana

lyzing the role of phronesis in realizing the general ends that constitute thriv

ing,"

and it "promote[s] a shared sense of civic
life"

by uniting the audience in

the shared emotions of "a powerful ritual (pp. 16-17). But "be

cause it is no accident that excellence sometimes undoes itself, one
of the dark
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lessons of tragedy is that there are no lessons to be learnt, in order to avoid

tragedy"

(p. 18).

The latter suggestion is picked up in different ways by Kosman and by
Stephen White. In "Acting: Drama as the Mimesis of

Praxis,"

Kosman argues

that tragedy is about the
"pathology"

of action, and specifically "the chance of

rift between actions understood as the expressions of the character and inten

tional choices of moral agents and actions as events in an objective world out

side the control of such agents, actions with a life of their own . . (p. 65). In

his intriguing formulation, katharsis involves both a "staged
purification"

of the

tragic protagonist and a "sympathetic
purification"

of the audience: "through

the ritualized and formalized action of tragic poetry, we as audience are . . .

enabled to participate in the restorative capacities of human society to forgive

and thus to heal the guilty sufferers of tragic
misaction"

(p. 68). And White

argues in an equally compelling essay, "Aristotle's Favorite
Tragedies,"

that

Aristotle favors
Sophocles'

Oedipus Tyrannus and
Euripides'

Iphigenia at Tau

rus because both highlight the noble responses of virtuous protagonists to moral

misfortune, "bad situations for which they are not strictly
responsible"

(p. 225).

In the studies by Sherman, Rorty, Kosman, and White we encounter once

again the tension between philosophical ambiguity and political education with

which the present essay began. Rorty asserts that Aristotle understands fate in

terms of ethos rather than daimon, which fits well with the notion of educating

individuals to assume the responsibilities of citizenship. But her analysis of

tragic drama stresses that the nature of one's character and its relationship to

action becomes fully intelligible (if at all) only in retrospect. To the extent that

ethos remains opaque and mysterious within the prospective orientation de

manded by action as in part it must, Rorty implies, even for the most virtuous
individualit is itself daimonic. The alogon, it would seem, is after all not

wholly excluded from the sphere of Aristotelian tragedy, for it shows up as part

of the tragic logos of ethos. It is in this partly intelligible guise, one might

argue further, that Dionysus finds a place in Aristotle's tragic vision.

Taken together, the most sensitive essays in the Rorty collection pose signif

icant problems for the account of tragic pedagogy set forth in section VII. It

was argued there that tragedy might in effect help to move the young from the

third Hesiodic class to the second, and so, incidentally, make them receptive to

the wisdom of the Nicomachean Ethics, a book that is paradoxically intended

for those who are least likely to recognize its significance. The explicit aim of

the Ethics is practical: knowledge of the ultimate end of action will make us,

"like archers possessing a
target,"

better able "to hit upon the thing
needed"

in

life (1094a23-24; cf. 1103b26-29). Such knowledge is evidently most useful

for the young because they stand upon the threshold of mature life. Yet the

very structure of tragic drama, in which learning comes through suffering and

in hindsight, implicitly challenges the notion that anyone who is not by nature

already receptive to logos could be made to be open to it prior to the direct
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experience of hamartia and suffering. It is tme that tragic protagonists do not

have the advantage of having viewed tragic dramas, but would this have made

any difference to an Ajax or an Oedipus? Tragic pedagogy demands that the

spectator overcome his detachment from the dramatic action by imaginatively

moving inside of the tragic protagonist, and one might insist that the young

man who is prepared to do so already possesses the openness to logos that

tragedy is supposed to foster. I see no easy response to this objection.

Tragedy also directly challenges the efficacy of logos insofar as it suggests

that the power of foresight to which Aristotle appeals in the Ethics may always

be defective. Would a young man who has fully understood this implication of

tragedy continue to be eager to fulfill the roles required of a citizen of the

polis! Would he not be inclined to turn away from the active, political life and

(perhaps at best) to philosophy or philosophic poetry, which is
"political"

just

insofar as it involves contemplating the spectacle of human life, including the

noble modes of human striving, the defects in the various modes of striving and

the reasons for their failure, and the ways in which humans may respond to

failure and suffering and the knowledge that it brings? Here, at least, something
more can be said. The essays by Kosman and White remind us that tragedy is

about a nobility that survives suffering and that inheres in action, not in con

templation. To trade action for contemplation is to overlook this nobility. The

young man who does so is a grotesque figure: he has overshot the midpoint of

maturity and become old before his
time.39

The political and philosophical dimensions of tragic drama, then, are not

ultimately incompatible. On the contrary, the highest political virtue seems to

rest upon an understanding of the ambiguity of moral responsibility that stands

at the heart of tragedy. While Lord would not agree with Rorty that "there are

no lessons to be learnt, in order to avoid
tragedy,"

he hints at one point that the

process of learning is never complete: "it would seem that the human soul pro

vides no real support for moderate
spiritedness"

(pp. 192-93 n. 16). Perhaps

tragedy teaches that phronesis is, as it were, a regulative ideal of virtue, to

which everyone must remain open but which no one can authoritatively claim

to possess. Extraordinary excellence is never a sure thing, because every phro

nimos may turn out to be a spurious phronimos. Good citizenship would then

rest upon humble openness to extraordinary virtue. Political education and

philosophical ambiguity would converge in the lessons of tragedy, insofar as

genuine moral responsibility paradoxically involves both a refusal to remain

satisfied with what is and an acceptance of what is, the former attitude mani

festing itself in the habits of individual and communal self-criticism and the

latter in a willingness to bear full responsibility for one's own inevitable
imper

fections.

Perhaps there is room here for aidos as well, insofar as humble openness

implies awe. And since tragedy shows that we never fully understand or are

fully in control of ourselves, one's moral successes, including one's ability to
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cultivate a settled disposition of reflective openness, must be a source of awe as

well. The power to engage in a reflective quest for the good life, as Socrates

suggests in theRepublic's Myth of Er, seems ultimately to be a matter of forces

or factors that are not wholly within the reach of human explanation and influ

ence. Even the most virtuous human beings cannot take full responsibility for

their ability to act responsibly. At the same time, it is the mark of virtue to

shoulder the burden of misdeeds that are not entirely one's own doing. To the

extent that the Poetics confirms these paradoxical suggestions, it acquits Aris

totle of insensitivity to the ambiguity and tension at the heart of Greek tragedy.

NOTES

1 . These points are developed in detail in three outstanding collections of essays: Jean-Pierre

Vemant and Pierre Vidal-Naquet, Myth and Tragedy in Ancient Greece (New York: Zone Books,

1988): Nothing To Do with Dionysus?: Athenian Drama in Its Social Context, ed. John J. Winkler
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3 and 4. Pedro Lain Entralgo, however, goes against the scholarly tide in arguing that Aristotle
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