Competing Theories of Tragedy: Aristotle and Hegel
English 10 Honors
Aristotle (384-322 BC)

From the Poetics:
The Aim of Tragedy
“…to arouse pity and fear, and so accomplish its catharsis of such emotions…”

“…Tragedy is an imitation not only of a complete action, but of events inspiring fear or pity. Such an effect is best produced when the events come on us by surprise; and the effect is heightened when, at the same time, they follow as cause and effect. The tragic wonder will then be greater than if they happened of themselves or by accident; for even coincidences are most striking when they have an air of design.”
A Hero Like Ourselves

“…pity is aroused by unmerited misfortune, fear (is aroused) by the misfortune of a man like ourselves.”

A Hero with Hamartia

The ideal protagonist is “…a man who is highly renowned and prosperous…whose misfortune, however, is brought upon him not by vice or depravity but by some error of judgment or frailty; a person like Oedipus…”   

(Be careful about putting too much emphasis on the tragic flaw since it may lead to an interpretation that relies too much on character.)

Plot Comes First

“Tragedy is an imitation, not of persons, but of action and life, of happiness and misery.  And life consists of action, not of qualities.  Now character determines men’s qualities, but it is their action that makes them happy or unhappy…The most powerful elements of attraction in tragedy, the perepeties (reversals) and recognitions, are parts of the plot… The plot then is the first principle, and as it were, the soul of a tragedy; character holds the second place.”

“The best form of recognition is coincident with a reversal of the situation, as in the Oedipus.”
Cosmic Significance vs Character

The plot illustrates events of broad, cosmic significance rather than focusing on individual character.  This is different from modern theater.  

G. W. F. Hegel (1770-1831)
German philosopher of the Idealist tradition.

Tragic Collision
“(Hegel) realized that at the center of the greatest tragedies of Aeschylus and Sophocles we find not a tragic hero but a tragic collision, and that the conflict is not between good and evil but between one-sided positions, each of which embodies some good.”



- from Tragedy and Philosophy, by Walter Kaufmann
“According to Hegel's account of Greek tragedy, the conflict is not between good and evil but between goods that are each making too exclusive a claim. The heroes of ancient tragedy, by adhering to the one ethical system by which they molded their own personality, must come into conflict with the ethical claims of another. It is the moral one-sidedness of the tragic actor, not any negatively tragic fault in his morality or in the forces opposed to him, that proves his undoing, for both sides of the contradiction, if taken by themselves, are justified.”










- from the Encyclopedia Britannica Online
“Hegel called “the heavenly Antigone… the most glorious figure ever to have appeared on earth.”














- from Tragedy and Philosophy, by Walter Kaufmann
Reflection Questions
· Do you believe audiences are more interested in stories concerning the downfall of a great man/person rather than average people?  Do you agree that “the bigger they are, the harder they fall?  
· How might Plato respond to Aristotle’s description of the aim of tragedy?
· Which theory of tragedy do you believe fits Antigone best?
· Does Hegel’s theory take the focus away from character and place it on “positions?”  If so, how does this fit with his characterization of Antigone as “the most glorious figure ever to have appeared on earth,”
