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DISPOSITIONS TO TRAGIC EMOTIONS

Abstract: This paper aims to illuminate whether there are dispositions to tragic 
emotions and what evokes them. Our focus will be on another approach to the 
question, namely, if there is something in the tragedy itself that makes us feel 
certain emotions. We will also investigate various types of scenarios character-
istic of Greek tragedy. In order to achieve this goal, we will focus on Aristotle’s 
understanding of tragic suffering from The Poetics, as well as his understanding 
of tragic emotions (fear and pity) from The Art of Rhetoric. Our starting point 
will be the analysis of Aristotle’s definition of tragedy. The key components of the 
definition in our investigation of the main question will be the dramatis personae 
in action and the evocation of fear and pity. Secondly, we will pay attention to Ar-
istotle’s examination of the changes of the tragic hero’s fortune. In order to under-
stand this change of fortune we will explore hamartia, a fatal flaw which leads to 
the downfall of the protagonist. After this analysis, we will return to the definition 
of tragedy. And with the tragedy’s components and ends taken into consideration, 
we will ultimately arrive at dispositions to tragic emotions and their significance 
in clarifying Aristotle’s approach to tragedy. The particular examples from the 
Greek tragedies such as Aeschylus’ Agamemnon, Sophocles’ Antigone and Oedipus 
Rex and Euripides’ Iphigenia in Aulis will greatly help in our investigation. By 
contrast, we can look at Euripides’ atypical tragedy Medea.
Key words: dispositions, fear, pity, hamartia, tragedy

1. Introduction

We say that a glass has a disposition to shatter even when it doesn’t 
break. Objects have dispositions which do not necessarily manifest in 
their behavior. Still, these dispositions will manifest if certain conditions 
are met. Here, we will explore what tragic emotions could be and whether 
there is a way for them to emerge. The question of dispositions to tragic 
emotions can be approached from various angles. We can investigate the 
characteristics of subjects and recipients, prone to react to tragedies in cer-
tain ways. Yet, our primary interest is in approaching this question from 
a different angle, by exploring whether there is something in the tragedy 
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itself that makes us feel that which we will call tragic emotions. Our quest 
will be greatly helped by the tragic scenarios typical of Greek tragedy, but 
the crucial line of thought explored will be Aristotle’s.

This paper will propel us to look into Aristotle’s understanding of 
emotions as a crucial element of his conception of moral virtues. That 
is because virtue is formed from the alignment and the constant regu-
lation of emotions. The reasoning behind this inquisition into virtue is 
to properly understand the tragic emotions that are being evoked in us 
by the protagonist’s actions. Lastly, we will arrive at an understanding of 
the function of tragedy as catharsis, attained by feeling fear and pity. All 
of this will be illustrated by particular examples from the selected Greek 
tragedies.

Showing that we can speak of dispositions to tragic emotions in the 
aforementioned sense could also have practical value. Namely, applying the 
dispositional conceptual framework to Aristotle’s investigation of tragedy 
could help refine literary criticism. If a tragedy seems incapable of evoking 
fear and pity that lead to catharsis in its audience, we can safely assume that 
it is not fulfilling its purpose. Thus, all of this will show that tragedy’s end is 
the manifestation of its dispositions to evoke tragic emotions.

2. Tragedy

Aristotle defines tragedy as

an imintation of an action that is admirable, complete and possesses mag-
nitude; in language made pleasurable, each of its species separated in differ-
ent parts; performed by actors, not through narration; effecting through pity 
and fear the purification of such emotions. (Aristotle, 2004, p. 244)

As a man must possess, Aristotle explains, moral characteristics, and 
tragedy portrays people in action, and has a goal to present us with char-
acters on stage, people who can be better, worse or similar to us – those 
characters themselves will have certain virtues and flaws. Below, for the 
sake of simplicity and easier understanding, we will designate these people 
in action as dramatis personae. Dramatis personae will be placed in sce-
narios, because, Aristotle asserts, “[s]ince the imitation is performed by 
actors, it follows first that the management of the spectacle must be a com-
ponent part of tragedy.” (Aristotle, 2004, p. 244)

The second key component of the definition relevant to the start of 
our inquiry concerns the nature of the plot of the tragedy. We will be in-
terested in the “events that evoke fear and pity. These effects occur above 
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all when things come about contrary to expectation but because of one 
another.” (Aristotle, 2004, p. 249) Hence, if tragedy is to accomplish its 
goal – to evoke tragic emotions in us – its plot has to surprise us. But, 
that unexpected situation still has to be justified and caused by previous 
events, and not pulled out of the hat like a rabbit. Aristotle especially em-
phasizes the importance of causation within the different aspects of a trag-
edy and advises that

[the poet] ought always to seek what is either necessary or probable, so that 
it is either necessary or probable that a person of such-and-such a sort say 
or do things of the same sort, and it is either necessary or probable that this 
[incident] happen after that one. (Aristot. Poet. 1454a34–8)

2.1. Dramatis personae in action
Considering the sheer number of places where Aristotle emphasizes 

this idea, we can say that the essence and the most elementary structure of 
a tragedy is its plot, “an imitation of an action, and the action is performed 
by certain agents.” (Aristotle, 2004, p. 244) This would mean that, even 
if we were to discard all other elements of a tragedy, it could be success-
ful as long as the dramatis personae provide a dramatization of the story. 
For that we need a dramatization of the events, and not mere reliance on 
words to tell the story.

Daniels and Scully interpret tragedy’s imitative characteristics follow-
ing Walton’s concept of mimesis as a game of make-believe (Daniels, Scul-
ly, 1992, p. 206). Currie tells us that in Walton’s theory “representational 
works – pictures, plays, novels, films – are props in games of make-believe 
or imagination” (Currie, 1993, p. 367). Aristotle himself emphasizes trag-
edy as an art that represents through imagination (Aristotel, 2015, p. 57), 
and views imitation itself as something that “comes naturally to human 
beings from childhood” (Aristotle, 2004, p. 241). In that vein, Daniels and 
Scully view tragedy as precisely an imitation of the plot, which is built 
from connected events. This plot is enacted by the actors portraying dra-
matis personae through make-believe (Daniels, Scully, 1992, p. 206). Fol-
lowing this idea, we can picture ourselves in the tragic hero’s position, and 
with that, as Nehamas notes, we can imagine how we would feel in that 
position (Nehamas, 1994, p. 272).

The events that the tragedy represents, as Daniels and Scully note, 
can be simple or complex precisely because the real-world events are also 
like that. As tragedy imitates life, its plot is simple or complex depending 
on the actions it depicts. Aristotle also makes this distinction and asserts 
that (Daniels, Scully, 1992, p. 206):
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Some plots are simple, others complex, since the actions of which the plots 
are imitations are themselves also of these two kinds. By a simple action I 
mean one which is ... continuous and unified, and in which the change of 
fortune comes about without reversal or recognition. By complex, I mean 
one in which the change of fortune involves reversal or recognition or both. 
(Aristotle, 2004, p. 249)

Schaurot indicates that the oldest preserved Greek tragedies are amaz-
ingly simple (Schauroth, 1932, p. 353).

And truly, if we look, for instance, at Aeschylus’ Agamemnon, we see 
a tragedy set in the broader context of the Trojan War, but its plot focuses 
only on a fragment of time shared by all the dramatis personae. Namely, 
Agamemnon returns to his palace with the daughter of the Trojan king 
(Eshil, 1990, pp. 67–9). They are welcomed by Agamemnon’s unfaithful 
wife Clytemnestra who kills them (Eshil, 1990, pp. 74–5). She feels no re-
morse for her deed, but proudly pronounces that she killed her husband 
as revenge for the sacrifice of their daughter Iphigenia (Eshil, 1990, pp. 
76–7), his infidelity (Eshil, 1990, pp. 75) and for the sake of ruling the 
court with her own lover (Eshil, 1990, p. 78). The events of this tragedy 
are connected and lined up one after the other. As it has no reversals, acci-
dental events or new, unexpected information that leads up to knowledge 
and, with it, to recognition and/or reversal, this tragedy is simple. This 
tragedy imitates the action through Clytemnestra, who shows, rather than 
tells. Although she uses words to describe why she did what she did, her 
reasoning is neither hidden nor kept secret. Even though we do not see 
the final blow Clytemnestra delivers to her husband, the sequence of the 
events in the tragedy ensures that we know that the deed is done, so its lat-
er retelling by the Chorus serves not to reveal the event, but to interpret its 
consequences. What follows is not Clytemnestra telling instead of show-
ing – a mere retelling of the completed action – but rather the Chours’ 
consequent explanation of the scene before them and their announcement 
of things to come.

We can take Euripides’ Iphigenia at Aulis as an example of a complex 
plot because it shares many of the same dramatis personae as Agamem-
non. This tragedy is set in an earlier point during the Trojan War and 
it follows: Agamemnon’s reluctant decision to sacrifice his daughter 
(Euripid, 1990, pp. 461–2) for the Hellenic victory; Achilles’ attempt 
to save Iphigenia (Euripid, 1990, pp. 468–9, 472–3) despite the sabre-
rattling Achaeans demanding immediate departure from Aulis to return 
to the battlefield (Euripid, 1990, p. 473); and Iphigenia’s final voluntary 
decision to be sacrificed before her salvation (Euripid, 1990, pp. 473–6). 
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At the beginning of the tragedy, Agamemnon is trying to stop the sac-
rifice of his daughter. However, his message is intercepted by Menelaus. 
The reversal in the first two acts lies in Agamemnon’s realization that 
if he does not sacrifice Iphigenia and lead the army back to the battle-
field, Odysseus will arrive with his army and the number of casualties 
will increase dramatically (Euripid, 1990, pp. 461–2). Recognition in the 
fourth act occurs when Achilles and Clytemnestra are confronted with 
Agamemnon’s plan and deception (Euripid, 1990, pp. 466–7). The trag-
edy ends with a final reversal, the most incredible of them all, when 
Iphigenia is spared, and a doe is sacrificed in her stead (Euripid, 1990, 
p. 476). Yet despite all of these changes and reversals, the plot retains 
unity – it focuses solely on the sacrifice of Iphigenia and the return of 
the Achaean army to the battlefield.

Whether the tragic plot is simple or complex, its task is the same – to 
achieve, “through pity and fear [the purification of] such emotions” (Aris-
totle, 2004, p. 244) – and for that it needs dramatis personae who, through 
action, drive the plot forward. Let us now examine this highlighted part of 
Aristotle’s definition.

2.2. The evocation of fear and pity
Aristotle asserts that a tragedy imitates “events that evoke fear and 

pity. These effects occur above all when things come about contrary to 
expectation” (Aristotle, 2004, p. 249). In The Rhetoric, Aristotle defines 
fear “as a pain or disturbance due to a mental picture of some destructive 
or painful evil in the future.” (Aristotle, 2012, p. 93) This alignes precisely 
with Achilles’ words in Iphigenia at Aulis where he connects this emotion 
with the talk of the future:

Your word spreads its wings into the future, hides a kind of fear. (Euripid, 
1990, p. 466)

Aristotle points out that we cannot fear something that lies in the far 
future (Aristotle, 2012, p. 93) and that is, hence, uncertain. However, if we 
look at fear as a tragic emotion, we cannot claim that we are afraid of what 
will happen to us as we are watching the play or after we leave the theatre. 
Because of this, we must further enquire into this emotion.

We also fear those who are to be feared by stronger people than ourselves: if 
they can hurt those stronger people, still more can they hurt us; and, for the 
same reason, we fear those whom those stronger people are actually afraid 
of. Also those who have destroyed people stronger than we are. (Aristotle, 
2012, p. 94)



246 | Isidora Novaković

This quote, then, justifies the feeling of fear caused by the tragedy, 
“[s]ince tragedy is a representation of people who are better than we are” 
(Aristot. Poet. 1454b9–10).

Deretić emphasizes that Aristotle’s interpretation of emotions in gen-
eral, and of fear in particular, is, ultimately, cognitivist. Fear is not merely 
being afraid, “but it includes the belief that one is in danger and the estima-
tion of a kind of danger which threatens one.” (Deretić, 2019, p. 36) Nuss-
baum too, understands Aristotle’s conception of pity as “based on thought 
and evaluation.” (Nussbaum, 1996, p. 8) Aristotle himself asserts “that fear 
sets us thinking what can be done” (Aristotle, 2012, p. 95). This leaves the 
door open for fictional fear as well. Deretić indicates that tragic fear is what 
we experience while watching a tragedy, even though there is no real threat 
to us. By reading Greek tragedies or going to the theater, we agree to be 
aware that it is the tragic action that evokes feelings in us. Furthermore, we 
do not make a mistake when we assess the plot as fearsome. We can say that 
our fictional fear doesn’t make mistakes (Deretić, 2019, p. 37).

Aristotle connects fear and pity and claims that, “[s]peaking gener-
ally, anything causes us to feel fear that when it happens to, or threat-
ens, others cause us to feel pity.” (Aristotle, 2012, p. 95) According to his 
words, we pity those similar to us, and fear for ourselves and those dear 
to us, because it is “the general principle that what we fear for ourselves 
excites our pity when it happens to others.” (Aristotle, 2012, p. 105)

Another similarity between these two emotions is their temporal di-
mension. Namely, while the terrible deed is set in the near future which 
we anticipate, to feel pity, according to Aristotle, misfortune should occur 
either in the extremely near future, or it should have just happened (Aris-
totle, 2012, p. 105).

Pity may be defined as a feeling of pain caused by the sight of some evil, de-
structive or painful, which befalls one who does not deserve it, and which we 
might expect to befall ourselves or some friend of ours, and moreover to be-
fall us soon. In order to feel pity, we must obviously be capable of supposing 
that some evil may happen to us or some friend of ours . . . It is therefore not 
felt by those completely ruined, who suppose that no further evil can befall 
them, since the worst has befallen them already; nor by those who imagine 
themselves immensely fortunate (Aristotle, 2012, p. 103).

Importantly, “[p]ity occurs only when one is capable of putting one-
self in the place of others.” (Deretić, 2019, p. 38)

Another prerequisite for this feeling is to deem at least some people 
– those who were affected by that evil – good and undeserving of that 
evil (Aristotle, 2012, pp. 103–4). Deretić, hence, points out a normative 
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dimension of this emotion. Namely, the judgement of the undeserved suf-
ferings is expected from those who feel pity. This emotion requires us, 
on the one hand, to recognize ourselves as vulnerable, and, on the other 
hand, to have a certain distance from the object (person) of our pity. If it 
so happens that the person suffering is too close to us, we will not feel pity, 
but rather fear, even terror (Deretić, 2019, pp. 37–8). On the other hand, 
Nussbaum also speaks of the normativity of pity, but in a slightly different 
vein. Her stance is that

all [pity] is “rational” in the descriptive sense in which that term is frequent-
ly used – that is, not merely impulsive, but involving thought or belief. Nev-
ertheless, not all [pity] is rational in the normative sense, that is, based upon 
beliefs that are true and wellgrounded. (Nussbaum, 1996, pp. 30–1)

And when Rorty says that “[p]ity involves both distance and proxim-
ity” (Rorty, 1992, p. 12), the distance indicates that the people for whom 
we feel this emotion are not our closest friends and family, while proxim-
ity indicates our similarity to the sufferer, be that similarity in, as noted 
by Aristotle, age, social class or the context in which we live in (Aristotle, 
2012, p. 105).

While retaining awareness of her separateness, however, the pitier at the same 
time acknowledges that she has possibilities and vulnerabilities similar to those 
of the sufferer. She makes sense of the suffering by recognizing that she might 
herself encounter such a reversal; she estimates its meaning in part by thinking 
about what it would mean to encounter that herself, and she sees herself, in the 
process, as one to whom such things might in fact happen. That is why pity is 
so closely linked to fear, both in the poetic tradition and in philosophical ac-
counts (Nussbaum, 1996, p. 35).

In short, there are, as indicated by Nussbaum, three necessary beliefs 
that form the foundation of pity, without which we would have no ground 
to feel this emotion:

(1) the belief that the suffering is serious rather than trivial; (2) the belief 
that the suffering was not caused primarily by the person’s own culpable ac-
tions; and (3) the belief that the pitier’s own possibilities are similar to those 
of the sufferer. (Nussbaum, 1996, p. 31)

But it also seems that there is a difference between fear and pity. It 
is as if we who feel pity should ourselves possess certain moral qualities. 
Benn points out the selfelessness of pity (Benn, 1914, p. 87), but also in-
dicates “the machinery of character-drawing [in the Greek tragedy] by 
which pity is converted into selfish terror [i.e. fear]” (Benn, 1914, p. 88), 
which is something Aristotle himself also notices (Benn, 1914, p. 88).
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3. The turn in the tragic hero’s fortune

The evocation of fear and pity is accomplished by following the plot 
of the tragedy played out by the dramatis personae. However, there are 
certain conditions that should be met in order for this effect to occur. Ac-
cording to Aristotle, the decline of decent men from fortune to misfor-
tune doesn’t evoke tragic emotions in us, but rather disgust. The change of 
wicked men’s misfortune into fortune violates the assignment of the trag-
edy and, not only does it not evoke tragic emotions in us, but it doesn’t 
evoke the feeling of philanthrophy either. And even when those utterly 
wicked experience the change of fortune into misfortune, we do not feel 
fear and pity (Aristot. Poet. 1452b34–36), “for [pity] is [felt] for a person 
undeserving of his misfortune, and [fear] for a person like [ourselves].” 
(Aristot. Poet. 1453a4–5) Still, we can note that as a just scenario.

Tragic emotions are evoked in us by

the person intermediate between these. Such a person is one who neither is 
superior [to us] in virtue and justice, nor undergoes a change to misfortune 
because of vice and wickedness, but because of some error, and who is one of 
those people with a great reputation and good fortune, e.g. Oedipus, Thyes-
tes (Aristot. Poet. 1453a7–12).

And, truly, King Oedipus is similar to us, though not in his class or 
his wisdom, but in his humanity and fallibility. Already in the second act, 
he is faced with the truth (Sofoklo, 1990, p. 134) which is painful and aw-
ful, like looking directly into the Sun immediately upon exiting the cave 
(Plat. Rep. 7.515e-516a). Because of that, the king, unsurprisingly, first 
points the finger at Creon for causing him to send for the prophet Tire-
sias, which to Oedipus seems like a conspiracy (Sofoklo, 1990, pp. 135–8). 
In the end, after he himself understands what truly happened (Sofoklo, 
1990, pp. 139–140, 143–6) and after the tragedy’s crucial recognition and 
reversal occur, Oedipus blinds himself (Sofoklo, 1990, p. 147).

3.1. Virtue
Just as there is only this intermediate man, the one similar to us, who 

can evoke fear and pity in the audience, moral virtue too is, according to 
Aristotle, that which lies between two vices – the one of excess and the 
one of lack. Virtue is the product of finding this right measure in feel-
ing and in action (Aristot. NE 1109a20–21). Thus, it is feelings that form 
virtue, and so, we can seek the right measure in their expression. Where 
a person feels neither excessive boldness nor panic, one can feel fear and, 
therefore, pity (depending on the object of feeling) (Aristotle, 2012, p. 
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104). Rationally justified fear can be formed in that right measure of the 
relation between different feelings, as we have already seen that emotions 
have a cognitive dimension in Aristotle’s opinion. With that healthy emo-
tion as a foundation, Aristotle stresses, we can cultivate it and form a habit 
to act in specific ways in fearsome situations, thus forming virtue. Habit 
formed in this case will therefore be the built virtue of courage (Aristot. 
NE 1103a14-b25).

Still, let us take a step back in order to try to explain the true relation-
ship between emotions, dispositions and virtue. When analyzing virtue, 
Aristotle asserts that there are three different states of our soul: emotions, 
capacities and dispositions (Aristot. NE 1105b20–3). Before proceeding, 
we must make certain terminological clarifications. Namely, in this paper, 
the word ‘disposition’ will be used for what Aristotle calls capacity, and 
the word ‘habit’ for what Aristotle calls disposition. With that in mind, we 
can say that we have dispositions to feel certain emotions. If our disposi-
tions towards emotions are manifested time and time again, we can culti-
vate a habit, either one of virtue or one of vice. Dispositions, then, are the 
bridges connecting emotions with habits (Aristot. NE 1105b20–1106a). 
Perhaps we can imagine an emotion as a person walking down the road 
(disposition), in order to arrive at the final destination (habit). And if the 
building to which the person has arrived is ruined, the habit cultivated is 
that of vice. But if one stands before a beautiful mansion, we can say that 
it is virtue that is cultivated.

Dispositions, thus understood, belong to hexis, as noted by Slaby and 
Wünscher. But they also notice that “the term hexis is not limited to the 
human sphere alone” (Slaby, Wünscher, 2014, pp. 217–8). With that in 
mind, we can say that tragedy too can have dispositions, and that it can be 
good or bad depending on how it manifests those dispositions. Slaby and 
Wünscher also see hexis as a bridge that

does not involve moral reasoning or theoretical reflection. By our hexeis we 
are already well– or ill-disposed to act in the light of strong emotions or pas-
sions. By virtue of our courage, for example, we are well-disposed to strike 
when facing a threat; but this does not mean we will not feel fear; it means 
that we will turn our fear around into brave action, and in this action we 
can, so to speak, own our fear. This should not be misconstrued as the com-
monplace ability to act in various ways out of our emotions. What Aristotle 
aims for is the ability to mould the emotion itself in accordance with our 
capacities and the situation at hand. This ‘moulding’ or shaping the emotion 
is carried out by acting appropriately (Slaby, Wünscher, 2014, p. 218).

From all of this, we can see that the bond between feelings and ac-
tions is quite strong. The dramatis personae in action are propelled to do 
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something by certain emotions, just as is the case with us. Still, that is 
not the only way in which virtue can be manifested in a tragedy. Namely, 
the “principal virtue and justification” of a complex plot, Else notices, “is 
the enhancement of the emotional content of tragedy” (Else, 1957, p. 328). 
We can thus conclude that the goal and purpose of tragedies are to evoke 
tragic emotions, but also that we will judge those best – the most virtuous 
– tragedies most highly which have successfully accomplished that goal.

We see virtue and mistake (or its lack) at work in Sophocles’ Antigone. 
Aristotle points out how grand Antigone’s act is when she decides to bury 
her brother and follow the natural (divine) law, instead of the state (man-
made) law (Aristotle, 2012, pp. 63, 69). Her deed, although connected to 
sin, is actually in stark contrast to it:

So be as you decide to be – but I
Will bury him. For me it’s noble to do
This thing, then die. With loving ties to him,
I’ll lie with him who is tied by love to me,
I will commit a holy crime, for I
Must please those down below for a longer time
Then those up here, since there I’ll lie forever. (Sophocles, 2007, p. 56)

Antigone as a dramatis persona is an exception. Her decline from for-
tune to misfortune doesn’t occur due to a mistake, but, as indicated by 
Benn, her fall is in an act of heroic virtue. “The act of Creon in forbid-
ding the burial of Polyneices is not an error; it is a great crime against the 
divine law and for that reason is justly visited with the divine vengeance.” 
(Benn, 1914, p. 88)

It should be, however, pointed out here that, as Konstan observes, the 
opposing sides in tragedy should not be so diametrically “different in re-
spect to virtue; it should follow, although Aristotle does not say so, that 
an audience can symphatize with both sides, provided that neither acts 
out of ignorance or sheer malevolence.” (Konstan, 1999, p. 3) The reason 
behind the exclusion of perfectly moral and evil people is to ensure that 
the question of just and adequate punishment can even be asked (Benn, 
1914, p. 88).

3.2. Hamartia
The aforementioned makes us return to the question of the change 

“from good fortune to bad fortune . . . due . . . to a serious error” (Aristo-
tle, 2004, p. 251), i.e. of hamartia. The audience will relate to those drama-
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tis personae, since they themselves could make such errors (Benn, 1914, p. 
88). Konstan indicates that we do not take a vicious man as a tragic hero 
because the change in his fortune from good to bad, if justified, wouldn’t 
be able to evoke tragic emotions in us, and because the audience doesn’t 
relate to such a man (Konstan, 2006, pp. 214–5, 218). “[T]he condition 
that pity is a response not to any misfortune, or to misfortune that one has 
brought upon oneself, but only to undeserved hardship, provides the link 
between pity and justice.” (Konstan, 2006, p. 204) It is necessary to notice 
here that we should, thus, take good people as tragic heroes. Else points 
out that the proper way to interpret this would be to say that “‘[g]ood’ 
does not mean ‘perfect, faultless’, but on the other hand Aristotle does not 
allow for any serious moral fault. His hero is to be a good man, though 
subject to error like all of us” (Else, 1957, p. 457). Despite this, his “tragic 
error is “big” (μεγάλην, 13. 53a16) in its dimensions and consequences for 
the character of the play. It leads to death, wounding, blinding, or the like: 
i.e., the pathos.” (Else, 1957, p. 189)

Authors notice that the tragic concepts of recognition and fatal flaw 
are closely related. However, while the change in fortune is necessary for 
a tragedy, recognition and reversal are not (Daniels, Scully, 1992, p. 208). 
Yet, as Else points out, “[h]amartia must be a functional element in a 
complex plot” (Else, 1957, p. 379), and we have already said that the tragic 
plot is complex when it contains recognition and/or reversal.

[T]ragic recognition, or the best tragic recognition, is a discovery of the 
identity of a ‘dear’ person, a blood-relative; it follows that the precedent ha-
martia would denote particularly a mistake or error or ignorance as to the 
identity of that person. (Else, 1957, p. 379)

Let us now, using examples, examine the tragic error and its implica-
tions.

Else highlights the following. Namely, if we wish to check whether 
the deed done in ignorance happened unintentionally or not, we can rely 
on the later presence or lack of remorse. If there is remorse after the deed 
done in ignorance, we have a clear, even necessary indicator that the act 
was unintentional. Else even goes a step further in thinking that we can-
not claim that, if there is no remorse after the deed was done in ignorance, 
the situation wouldn’t be different if information were known. Thus, this 
kind of act isn’t caused by ignorance. Furthermore, the true acts done in 
ignorance are those caused, not by the lack of knowledge of general prin-
ciples, but by not knowing the particulars – those plots evoke tragic emo-
tions in us (Else, 1957, p. 380). Hamartia is a significant error that appears 
when the dramatis persona who is doing the act lacks the knowledge of 
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certain details, ideally those concerning the identity of someone close to it 
(Else, 1957, p. 383).

As a component or cause of the complex plot, such a hamartia is inherent-
ly fitted to arouse our pity – and our ‘fear’, that is, our horror that a man 
should have killed or be about to kill a ‘dear one’. The discovery is then the 
counterpart and reverse of the mistake. Here the emotional charge which 
is inherent in the mistake (not in the ignorance per se, but in the horrible 
deed to which it stands in causal relation) finds its discharge. The hamartia 
represents the reservoir of emotional potential, the recognition is the light-
ningflash through which it passes of. (Else, 1957, p. 383)

However, let us examine the case of Euripides’ Medea. Already in the 
opening verses (Euripid, 1990, p. 438), we are invited to pity Medea. Yet 
the case of hamartia in this tragedy is extremely atypical.

If the agent is to blame, it is not for what he did, but because he did not resist 
with enough vigour. What the agent found himself doing had a reason – the 
passion or impulse that overcame his better judgement – but the reason was 
not his. From the agent’s point of view, what he did was the effect of a cause 
that came from outside, as if another person had moved him. (Davidson, 
1982, p. 295)

According to this interpretation, hamartia is not ascribed to Medea, 
but to Jason. Schauroth also noticed this. Medea seems like a simple in-
strument in the plot already set in motion by Jason’s decision to remar-
ry. Schauroth notices the similarity between this tragedy and Aeschylus’ 
Agamemnon. Namely, in both cases, the plot is propelled by the husbands’ 
acts, while the wives serve as the means of vengeance. In both cases, it 
is the husbands who, unbeknownst to them, made the mistake. They are 
the ones whose fortunes change and who suffer because of their mistake 
(Schauroth, 1932, pp. 366–7). However, both Clytemnestra and Medea 
lost a great deal due to their own deeds, and it is hard, to say the least, not 
to consider them charismatic.

Still, what is characteristic of typical tragedies is their ability to evoke 
tragic emotions in us. Else, rightly poses the question “under what cir-
cumstances can I bring myself to pity the murderer or would-be murder-
er?” (Else, 1957, p. 437) He answers this question by saying:

I can pity him if I judge that he did not intend the parricide, matricide, or 
whatever, as such: in other words, if it is established to my satisfaction that 
he performed or intended the fearful act . . . because of some error. (Else, 
1957, p. 437)

Similarly, Nussbaum states:
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Putting seriousness and fault together, we see that pity requires the belief 
that there are serious bad things that may happen to people through no fault 
of their own, or beyond their fault. In pitying another, the pitier accepts 
a certain picture of the world, according to which the valuable things are 
not always safely under a person’s control, but can be damaged by fortune. 
(Nussbaum, 1996, p. 33)

4. Tragic emotions

After examining the reversal in the tragic hero’s fortune, let us return 
to the definition of tragedy.

Tragedy is an imitation of an action that is admirable, complete and pos-
sesses magnitude; in language made pleasurable, each of its species separat-
ed in different parts; performed by actors, not through narration; effecting 
through pity and fear the purification of such emotions. (Aristotle, 2004, 
p. 244)

The interests of this paper are the tragedy’s aspects of content, and 
not these formal ones (i.e. completeness, proper magnitude). For that rea-
son, until now, we’ve dealt with the question of the dramatis personae in 
action, and now we are moving to the investigation of the tragedy’s main 
task – achieving catharsis. In order to do so, we should once more deal 
with fear and pity.

The significance of evoking pity and fear for a tragedy is, as can be 
seen from the fact that it is included in the definition, enormous. These 
emotions are “the defining characteristics of the tragic genre.” (Deretić, 
2019, p. 39) Following Rorty and Halliwell, Deretić notices that the suffer-
ing and change in the tragic hero’s fortune – reversal and recognition – are 
that which evokes pity and fear. However, in order for these emotions to 
be evoked, it is necessary that the structure of the plot itself is plausible 
(Deretić, 2019, p. 39). Not only that, but, as Ben-Ze’ev notes, the more 
plausible and believable the situation is, the more intense the emotions are 
(Ben-Ze’ev, 2001, p. 126).

Until now, fear was viewed as a selfish emotion – we fear that fear-
some thing which can befall us or our closest ones in the near future. 
However, when put in the context of a tragedy, this emotion “occurs when 
the audience experiences the disturbing and painful feeling concerning 
the calamities that might happen to the protagonists as they are drama-
tized in a tragedy.” (Deretić, 2019, p. 40) It is as if the borders of proxim-
ity imposed on us by fear and pity are suddenly moved, now including 
people who, not only are not our close family and friends, but may be 
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thousands of years away from us. Deretić highlights that this became pos-
sible because we relate to the tragic heroes to some extent. It is precisely 
because we recognize this similarity and understand that the fearsome 
things could befall not only tragic heroes, but us as well, that we feel fear. 
“Tragic fear is grounded in the belief that we understand and sympathize 
with a tragic hero’s calamities, as if they were our own.” (Deretić, 2019, p. 
40) Deretić points out that this fear, not only is no longer selfish, but it’s 
as if it demanded to be transformed into some sort of altruistic fear, one 
that would, on the basis of sympathy with others, encompass them as well. 
Apart from that, the author refers to Ferrari (Deretić, 2019, pp. 40–1), who 
claims that it is necessary for the audience to start to “care enough about 
the hero to fear for him, that is to say fear on his behalf.” (Ferrari, 1999, 
p. 196) This goes to show that the audience has formed a certain opinion 
about and emotional connection to the dramatis persona, the theatregoers 
have connected to it, and they relate to it to such an extent that the audi-
ence starts to feel what the dramatis persona itself ought to feel.

On the other hand, Benn argues that, despite the fact that our feelings 
towards tragic heroes should be disinterested, like sympathy (Benn, 1914, 
p. 86), and while their fatal mistakes should be such that any audience 
member could have made (Benn, 1914, p. 88), tragedy’s purpose is not to 
suggest that such acts are commonplace. He contends that Aristotle’s ex-
amples demonstrate how unlikely it is that the average theatergoer would 
repeat Oedipus’ actions. Were the viewer in place of the tragic heroes, it is 
unlikely he would act like them. For that reason, Benn believes that this 
fear does not reflect real possibilities. By watching a play, pity elevates to 
terror, and yet precisely because the tragedy depicts extraordinary events, 
this fear returns to the level of sympathy and thus neutralizes itself (Benn, 
1914, p. 89). On the other hand, Deretić notices that our problems appear 
trivial compared to those of tragic heroes (Deretić, 2019, p. 41).

It might be said that watching tragedies refines and cultivates our emotion of 
pity by making us more sensitive and vulnerable to tragic human calamities. 
Due to the fact that it is cognitive in character, pity deepens our understand-
ing of others and our relations to them, in this way contributing to our self-
understanding. (Deretić, 2019, p. 41)

However, despite the differences between ordinary and tragic pity re-
garding who we can feel this emotion for, there are numerous similarities 
between them, too (Deretić, 2019, p. 41). Frijda tries to base that on our 
concepts of “reality” and “unreality”. We can slightly modify his examples 
to better fit our topic. For instance, if we were to witness an imaginary 
eagle approaching an imaginary Prometheus, that situation would have a 
completely different impact on us than one in which a fake eagle attacks 
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real Prometheus. “The unrealities are of a different order. The first is seen 
as real in an imaginary world, and the second as unreal in a real one.” 
(Frijda, 1989, p. 1546) If we, as the tragedy’s audience, leave our ‘reality’ 
behind and accept our place in the game of make-believe, or, as Frijda 
says, willingly suspend our disbelief, we can feel aesthetic emotions (in 
this case, tragic emotions) that do not differ from our usual emotions. 
They are just transponded to the plane of the tragedy.

In both cases, the emotions stem from the same source: one’s power to iden-
tify with someone else and to see what befalls her or him from her or his an-
gle, while at the same time knowing that it is not oneself who is concerned. 
In both cases, too, the distinction between the other individual and oneself 
may get blurred. (Frijda, 1989, p. 1546)

Nussbaum takes the example from Sophocles’ Philoctetes where The 
Chorus imagines and pities the man they don’t know, just as we, the audi-
ence, are called to do upon entering the theatre (Nussbaum, 1996, p. 27). 
We have seen that distance is necessary for pity, even in the real world, 
while fear is characterized by proximity. For that reason, it is not hard 
to feel pity for dramatis personae, despite the ontological gap that exists 
between them and us. Deretić points out that we feel both kinds of pity 
for those suffering due to extremely painful and undeserved adversity. In 
both cases, we pity the consequence of the mistake from which there is 
“no going back” – a mistake that cannot be fixed (Deretić, 2019, pp. 41–2).

Aristotle’s system is characterized by the understanding that

[t]he objects of both [tragic] emotions are serious harms . . . The emotions 
in question entail evaluation, though pity, that has a richer cognitive struc-
ture, presupposes the moral judgement of what are “undeserved sufferings”, 
grounded in a basic sense of justice. (Deretić, 2019, p. 42)

And although the mistake made by the tragedy’s protagonist cannot 
be fixed, there is still a possibility that we ourselves would have acted dif-
ferently in that situation. Hence, watching or reading a tragedy can show 
us, Ben-Ze’ev notes, “alternatives we didn’t think existed. Encountering 
such new alternatives excites us.” (Ben-Ze’ev, 2001, p. 129)

4.1. Dispositions to tragic emotions
Everything discussed thus far can be set in a dispositional framework 

which will, in turn, guide us towards a better understanding of the task 
of tragedy and the conditions under which it is successfully carried out. 
Based on the previous considerations, tragic emotions can now be under-
stood as manifestations of dispositions to empathize with characters fac-
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ing great suffering and misfortune. Given that, we can rephrase the defini-
tion of tragedy as follows:

Tragedy is an imination of an action that is admirable, complete and pos-
sesses magnitude; in language made pleasurable, each of its species separated 
in different parts; performed by actors, not through narration. It has a dispo-
sition to, effecting through pity and fear, purify of such emotions.

A definition phrased in this way would indicate more precisely that 
the task of tragedy is to evoke tragic emotions in order to achieve cathar-
sis. Hence, while not every tragedy has to accomplish this effect, we con-
sider a successful tragedy to be the one that does. Thus, we can under-
stand catharsis as the final result of the manifestation of dispositions to 
tragic emotions.

The tragedies’ dispositions to tragic emotions could be explained 
even better if we take a look at the following. Namely, Barwell begins his 
inquiry into the question of how art expresses emotion by examining sen-
tence schemata that address the relationship between an artwork and an 
emotion (Barwell, 1986, p. 175). So, for instance, we can take certain sen-
tences to mean that – using tragic emotions as examples – a tragedy has 
a tendency [disposition] to arouse pity in an attentive audience. Saying 
that a tragedy is scary would mean that it arouses fear in its audience. 
“Any artwork which is expressive of an emotion has a tendency [disposi-
tion] to evoke the emotion in the imagination of an attentive audience, but 
this evoking need not be emotionally loaded.” (Barwell, 1986, p. 177) This 
would mean that, by calling a tragedy scary, we recognize that it has a dis-
position to arouse fear and that it can, in turn, evoke fear in its audience.

The disposition toward tragic emotions found in Greek tragedy is all 
the more understandable when we consider Ben-Ze’ev’s following words:

The more we know about a certain object, the more real (in both senses) it is 
typically perceived to be. An object perceived by sight, hearing, and smell is 
usually considered to be more real than that perceived by sight alone—other 
things being equal. More detailed knowledge about someone’s life makes this 
person more real to us than someone we hardly know about. (Ben-Ze’ev, 
2001, p. 130)

Namely, it is precisely because the average theatergoer of the time was 
well-versed in myths, and knew the context of the tragedies beforehand 
that the audience found tragedy real enough. Since it didn’t have to “waste 
time” on the introduction of the dramatis personae or even the plot itself, 
Greek tragedy’s focus is on manifesting dispositions to tragic emotions by 
focusing on pitiful and fearful elements.
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4.2. Catharsis
The last part of the definition we will examine is catharsis, which is 

arrived at after tragedy accomplishes “the purification of [tragic] emo-
tions” (Aristotle, 2004, p. 244) by evoking said emotions.

As stated by Deretić, the previously established point of view ac-
cording to which catharsis literally means the physiological and behav-
ioral manifestation of tragic emotions has largely been abandoned today 
(Deretić, 2019, p. 48). This is completely understandable. The cases of vio-
lent reactions (e.g., unstoppable stream of tears, screaming) to artworks 
are extremely rare. For that reason, it seems unconvincing to interpret the 
task of tragedy as a way to get accumulated negative emotions “out of the 
system”. Deretić indicates that the tragedy, according to this view, would 
funciton to enhance our emotions, and then release them, while its con-
tent, multidimensionality, and the questions it poses would be neglected. 
This last part is crucial, as it is precisely on this basis that representatives 
of the second group of exponents of catharsis maintain that tragedy’s goal 
is the clarification of universal human behaviors through representing 
particular actions on stage. Interpretation of this kind demands mental 
involvement from the audience. Apart from that, this interpretation could 
justify the need to feel tragic emotions, although they are usually viewed 
as negative (Deretić, 2019, pp. 49–50).

Their [defenders’ of Intellectual Interpretation] explanation of tragic plea-
sures is in accordance with Aristotle’s insistence that the pleasure specific to 
tragedy arises from pity and fear through mimesis (Poet. 1453b10–13). More 
importunately, by determining the tragic pleasures as the intellectual ones, 
this model of interpretation successfully explains how unpleasant feelings 
like pity and fear can be transformed into pleasant enjoyments. By watching 
a drama, spectators take pleasure in understanding “the pitiful and fearsome 
incidents” in a clearer and subtler manner. Primarily, they can infer what is 
universal in these particular tragic events (Golden 1962: 53–55). Addition-
ally, they might find out how world and human relationships are even more 
complex and fragile then they previously thought. (Deretić, 2019, pp. 50–1)

This approach places chatarsis in the tragedy itself and interprets it as 
a property of tragedy (Deretić, 2019, p. 51). Such an understanding of the 
notion, as well as other interpretations that view chatarsis as a property 
of tragedy, aligns perfectly with the proposed dispositional framework for 
analyzing tragic emotions.

In this vein, Nehamas redefines tragedy as follows:

Tragedy, then, is an imitation of action that is serious, complete, and of a 
certain magnitude, using language embellished in various ways in its differ-
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ent parts, through action and not through narration, and carrying such inci-
dents to their appropriate resolution through a course of events that provoke 
pity and fear. (Nehamas, 1994, p. 280)

Nehamas asserts that the tragic plot itself is thus responsible for evok-
ing tragic emotions. “But though pity and fear are also products of drama, 
they are primarily part of its content” (Nehamas, 1994, p. 280). Hence, it is 
the tragic plot itself that must be fear-inducing and pitiable. The audience 
could, then, recognize the manifestation of the disposition toward tragic 
emotions.

I should distance myself from this attitude, and mention that Deretić 
pointed out the contemporaneity of such interpretations of catharsis and, 
in general, of Aristotle’s theory of tragedy (Deretić, 2019, p. 52). This pre-
cisely constitutes an attempt to provide a single interpretation, and not a 
translation of Aristotle’s text.

5. Conclusion

This paper aimed to present an interpretation of Aristotle’s under-
standing of tragedy. The texts used for this purpose were the Poetics, the 
The Art of Rhetoric, and, to a lesser extent, the The Nicomachean Ethics, 
to provide the reader a broader context of his understanding of certain 
concepts.

In the first part of the paper, we dealt with a preliminary analysis of 
Aristotle’s definition of tragedy. After this definiton was introduced, we 
placed special emphasis on the questions of dramatis personae in action 
and the evocation of pity and fear, i.e. tragic emotions. The second part of 
the definition, which we initially paid attention to, considered the emo-
tions of pity and fear and offered their initial interpretations.

The second part of the paper concerned itself with changes in tragic 
heroes’ fortunes. Certain preliminary remarks were reiterated in order to 
connect these changes to Aristotle’s understanding of virtue and to further 
elaborate on the clarification of hamartia, i.e. fatal mistake of the tragic 
hero that propels the plot of the tragedy. Within these two parts of the 
paper, representative examples were presented to provide additional clari-
fication of universal ideas through particular examples.

In the third last part of the paper, we returned once more to the def-
inition of tragedy, this time in order to investigate tragic emotions, i.e. 
tragic pity and tragic fear. Here, we examined these two tragic feelings, 
and presented their similarities and differences compared to the initial in-
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terpretations of these emotions. Additionally, we provided an interpreta-
tion of all preceding points by placing them within the dispositional con-
ceptual framework. The idea was to show that the goal of tragedy is to 
evoke tragic emotions that, in turn, lead to catharsis. To accomplish this, 
we sought to explain tragic emotions as properties of tragedy. Lastly, we 
examined certain interpretations of catharsis and found that some can be 
compatible with the dispositional framework. There, chatarsis itself was 
viewed as one of the properties of tragedy for the sake of harmonizing it 
with the proposed dispositional framework.

This paper aimed solely to provide the reader with an interpretation 
of Aristotle’s thought, not a translation. Fear and pity, hamartia, the rever-
sal in the fortunes of the dramatis personae who act, and catharsis are all 
shown to be legitimate properties and elements of tragedy. The manifesta-
tion of tragedy’s disposition toward tragic emotions determines it success 
and justifies evaluating it as such, as the examples support.
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