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perceive similarities; this, he says, is a natural gift and cannot be 
taught (59:14-8). Aristotle is unlikely to have assumed, therefore, that 
reading the Poetics would make someone good at composing poetry, 
and it is unrealistic to think of the Poetics as a do-it-yourself manual 

for would-be poets. Aristotle's interest is philosophical; that is, it is 
driven by his desire to understand. The production of good poems is 
an activity that can be understood, and the Poetics is an attempt to lay 

that intelligibility open to inspection. It is no surprise that Aristotle 
thought this attempt worth making. His own appetite for under

standing was omnivorous (he did pioneering work in - among other 
things - logic, physics and metaphysics, biology, psychology, ethics 

and politics), and poetry was an important feature in the public cul

ture of ancient Greek communities. Indeed, poetry had always ex
cited the wonder which Aristotle sees as the root of philosophical 

enquiry: the Greeks habitually talked of the intense pleasure to be 

derived from poetry, and of the bewitching enchantment it could 

work. 

Aristotle may also have believed that understanding of the kind 
he pursues in the Poetics can enhance the pleasure which poetry 

gives us. A pointer to this can be found in one of his biological 

works, where he pre-empts objections to the trivial and unpleasant 

nature of some of the organisms he will be studying (Parts ef Animals, 
645a8-15): 

There are animals which are unattractive to the senses when one studies 

them; but even in these, nature's craftsmanship provides innumerable pleas

ures for those who can discern the causes and have an aptitude for philo

sophy. It would be unreasonable - in fact, absurd - if we got pleasure from 

studying pictures of these things, because then we are at the same time 

studying the art [tekhnej which crafted them (e.g. the art of painting or 

sculpture), but did not get even more pleasure from studying the actual 

products of nature - at least when we can make out their causes. 

Understanding why an insect or a worm has the form it does is a 

source of pleasure; this is analogous to the pleasure which can be 
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derived from the study of a painting if one has an understanding 
of its tekhne -- that is, of the reasons why this was the right way to 
depict that subject. The analogy implies a sophisticated observer. We 
have seen that Aristotle leaves it an open question whether poets 
proceed by tekhne, by instinct or by trial and error, and the same can 

be assumed for painters. We cannot suppose that any casual observer 
will have a more explicit grasp of the requirements of tekhne than 
the artist; so Aristotle must be comparing the expert naturalist's 

pleasure in the understanding of natural phenomena to the pleasure 
which an expert critic derives from his or her appreciation of a 

painter's skill. As we shall see, Aristotle regards poetry and painting 
as fundamentally similar activities; so the Poetics may enhance the 

pleasure we derive from a well-constructed play by helping us to 

understand why it is good. 

2. Imitation 

The passage from Parts ef Animals explains a pleasure which expert 

critics can derive from the skilful depiction even of unprepossessing 

objects. The expertise on which this pleasure depends is not to be 
expected of the majority of people who view such paintings; but 

everyone can gain pleasure from them. A more general explanation 

for this phenomenon is needed, therefore, and Aristotle provides it 

in chapter 4 of the Poetics. Here he roots the visual arts in the human 

desire for knowledge (48b10--19, cf. Rhetoric, 1371b4--10). Someone 

looking at a painting needs to recognize it as a depiction of a given 
object (as a portrait of, for example, Socrates). This act of recognition 

involves an exercise of our capacity for cognition; and the exercise of 

any capacity is, for Aristotle, in itself pleasurable (Nicomachean Ethics, 

I 174b14--5a21). 
This passage in chapter 4 of the Poetics is one of many in which 

Aristotle refers to painting and the visual arts in order to make a 
point about poetry. He regards these analogies as valid because he 

xii 



INTRODUCTION 

believes both painting and poetry to be forms of mimesis, a word 
which I shall translate as 'imitation'.4 Many scholars would object to 
this rendering, and prefer 'representation'. All translations are, of 
course, to some extent inadequate, and 'imitation' is by no means 
perfect; but there are two reasons why 'representation' may be par

ticularly unhelpful in this context. First, it fails to capture an essential 
element in Aristotle's concept of mimesis - that of a similarity which 

does not rest wholly on convention. For example, an arbitrary 
symbol on a map may 'represent' an airport, but the representation is 

purely conventional; the symbol is not a mimesis of the airport. A 

scaled outline of its runways would be a mimesis. Aristotle is quite 

explicit in linking mimesis and similarity even in cases where we 
would find it odd to speak of'imitation'; he says, for example, that 
melody and rhythm can be 'likenesses' and 'imitations' of character 

and emotion (Politics, r 34oar 8-23, 38f.), effectively equating the two 
terms. Secondly, 'representation' fails to capture the full range of 

Aristotle's concept. The use of a quasi-technical term of modern 

aesthetics may tend to obscure the continuity which Aristotle per

ceives between mimesis in painting, poetry and music and in other, 

non-artistic forms of activity, such as the mimicry of animal noises 

and other sounds (Poetics, 47a20, cf. Plato, Republic, 397a, Laws, 669c

d) and children's play-acting (Poetics, 48b7f., cf. Politics, r336a32-4). 
This continuity is essential to Aristotle's argument in chapter 4 of 

the Poetics; his point there is precisely that poetry is an expression of 
a human instinct for mimesis that is also displayed in more element

ary forms ofbehaviour. 

Aristotle's contention, then, is that human beings are by nature 

prone to engage in the creation of likenesses, and to respond to 

likenesses with pleasure, and he explains this instinct by reference 
to their innate desire for knowledge. A likeness is {by definition) a 

likeness of something; to take part in the activity of making and re

sponding to likenesses we must recognize the relationship between 
the likeness and its object. This engages and satisfies the desire to 

exercise our distinctively human power of understanding, and is 
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therefore pleasurable. This exercise of our capacity for understand
ing is, to be sure, a rudimentary one. But Aristotle's purpose here is 
to explain how poetry and painting are rooted in basic instincts 
shared by even the least intellectually sophisticated people. When 
Aristotle discerns the roots of philosophy in a primitive sense of 
wonder there is no implication that philosophy has been explained 

away or cheapened. Likewise, the contention that poetry is ulti
mately explicable as an expression of the elementary human desire 
for knowledge does not, and is not meant to, provide an exhaustive 

account of poetry. Indeed, Aristotle goes on in the rest of chapter 4 

to trace the development of poetry from primitive improvisation to 
increasingly complex and sophisticated forms. We shall see in due 

course that the Poetics implies a correspondingly complex analysis of 

what poetry has to offer its audiences (§8). 
The notion of poetry as imitation raises many complex problems 

which cannot be explored in depth here. 5 But some points must be 

stressed. An imitation need not be a straightforward copy of the 

object imitated; the similarity between the object and its likeness 

may reside in a more oblique and abstract correspondence (as 
the doctrine that music contains 'likenesses' of states of character 

proves). Nor need an imitation be a likeness of an object which 

actually exists. It is clear from chapter 9 that Aristotle is indifferent to 

whether the events recounted in a poem did or did not happen in 

reality; historiographical texts are judged by the criterion of fidelity 

to real events, but poems are not. Aristotle's concept of poetry as 

imitation is therefore consistent with (although not identical to) that 
of fiction. Indeed, the events in a poem do not even have to conform 

to the basic structure of reality. Aristotle's dictum that poetry is 

concerned, not with what has happened, but with 'the kind of thing 

that would happen, i.e. what is possible in accordance with prob

ability or necessity' (51a36-8) must be read in the light of the appli

cation of his critical principles in chapter 25. For example, Aristotle 
did not believe that the theology built into traditional Greek myths 

was true; but (unlike some earlier philosophers, including Plato) he 
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had no objection to poetic plots based on them (6ob35~1a1). A 
poem which recounts the actions of a vengeful deity is not an imita
tion of something which (in Aristotle's view) does or could exist in 
the real world; but it is an imitation of the kind of thing which 
would necessarily or probably happen if the traditional belie& about 
the gods were true. 

3. Aristotle's history of poetry 

Having established poetry's ultimate anthropological roots at the 

beginning of chapter 4, Aristotle goes on to sketch the process by 
which more sophisticated forms of poetry evolved. The theoretical 

framework for this outline history of poetry is provided by the first 

three chapters, which construct a matrix of three different ways in 

which poems can be distinguished from other kinds of imitation 
and from each other - in terms of their medium, object and mode. 

First, why poetry? The pleasure which human beings by nature 

derive from imitations in general does not explain why they took up 

this form of imitation in particular. According to chapter I, poetry 

is differentiated from other kinds of imitation by the medium in 
which it produces its likenesses: poetry is imitation in rhythmical 

language, with or without melodic accompaniment. It is important 

to note that the weight of emphasis in Aristotle's analysis falls on the 

element ofimitation. 6 His contemporaries would have been content 

to define poetry as composition in verse; by contrast, Aristotle 

denies that non-imitative forms of verse are poetry. In saying this he 

is not making an aesthetic judgement. As an example of someone 

who composes verse but is not a poet Aristotle cites the philosopher 
Empedocles; but we know that he had a high regard for the artistic 

qualities ofEmpedocles' verse. Aristotle is not distinguishing poetry 
from other forms of verse in terms ofits linguistic artistry; he is con

cerned solely with the use to which the verse is put - is it imitation 

or not? Nevertheless, verse is a traditional medium for imitation, and 
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this fact needs to be explained. Aristotle believes that human beings 
have an instinct for rhythm and melody, as they do for imitation. 
This claim, made in passing in chapter 4 {48b20f.), is echoed later 
when rhythm and song are identified as features which make the 

language of tragedy pleasurable (49b28f.). The pleasure which 
human beings take in rhythm and melody makes it natural that their 

instinct for imitation should be expressed in the medium of verse 
and song. 

Aristotle conjectures, not unreasonably, that imitation in verse 

and song would have begun with simple improvisations, out of 

which the highly sophisticated forms of poetry known in his own 
day would gradually have developed. Aristotle's account of this de

velopment is sometimes criticized for imposing models of growth 

derived from his biological research. This is misleading. In one sense, 
the evolution of poetic forms is a natural process. If, as Aristotle be

lieves, poetry expresses a number of human instincts (such as those 

for imitation, rhythm and melody), it is an activity in which human 

beings will by nature tend to engage. Moreover, poets are likely over 

time to discover better and better ways of doing it, if only by ex
periment; thus tragic poets (in Aristotle's view) found the best kind 

of tragic plot by trial and error (54a9-I2). Once the optimum form 
of anything has been achieved, further development of it is by defin

ition impossible; thereafter, there can only be (at best) a proliferation 

of different instances of that optimum form. It is in this sense that 

Aristotle can say that 'after undergoing many transformations tra

gedy came to rest, because it had attained its natural state' (49a14f.). 

But in chapters 4 and 5 he displays considerable interest in indi
vidual contributions to the development of poetry, and he is aware 

that social and institutional factors, as well as individual incompet

ence, may inhibit the continued realization of the optimum form 

(51b35-52a1, 53a33-5). Clearly, then, Aristotle saw the history of 
poetry as a social, and not simply as a natural, phenomenon. 7 

The assumed trajectory of development will depend on what 
kind of poetry one regards as most sophisticated. Aristotle works 
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from two premises. The first is that poetry is better if it has a struc
tured plot. He infers that the earliest poems would have recounted 
the glorious deeds of some god or hero admiringly, or the wicked or 
inept deeds of some inferior character in a satirical vein, without 
there being any structured sequence to the events described. In due 
course, these disjointed strings of admirable or contemptible actions 
gave way to connected narratives, as in epic. The importance of a 

coherently structured plot is a crucial element in the Poetics, and we 

shall examine its implications in detail later (§5-7). 
Aristotle's second premise is that poetry is better if (to use the 

terminology of chapter 3) its mode is dramatic rather than narrative. 

Poetry is imitation; it seeks to create likenesses, and the likeness is 

greater if the words of those involved in the action are presented 
directly rather than being mediated by a narrator. Hence Aristotle's 

admiring remarks on Homer in chapter 24 (6oas--9): 

Homer deserves praise for many reasons, but above all because he alone 

among poets is not ignorant of what he should do in his own person. The 

poet in person should say as little as possible; that is not what makes him an 

imitator. Other poets perform in person throughout, and imitate little and 

seldom. 

The implication that epic narrative as such is not imitation seems at 

first sight to contradict what is said of it elsewhere in the Poetics, but 

the paradox is only superficial. The purest form of poetic imitation 

is in the dramatic mode; other modes are imitative, but not in the 

same degree. 8 The Homeric poems, with their high proportion of 
direct speech, therefore represent the highest possible development 

of epic, but also disclose a potential which cannot be fully realized 

within the constraints of narrative form. So Homer points the way 

towards drama; but drama proper was (in Aristotle's view) a separate 

and subsequent development. His hypothesis is that it originated as 
an adaptation of improvisatory poetic forms in which a soloist led 

and responded to a chorus (49a!)-14); the distinction between 
chorus and chorus-leader opens up the possibility of dialogue, and 
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hence of drama. The leader thus became the first actor; as poets 
perceived and increasingly exploited the dramatic possibilities of 
spoken dialogue the number of actors was increased to three, 
and the chorus declined in importance (49a15-19) - indeed, by 
Aristotle's day its importance had declined more than he thought 

appropriate (56a25-32). 
So Aristotle sees the history of poetry as a development towards 

greater coherence in plot-structure, and towards the more truly imi
tative dramatic mode. But the dichotomy between the imitation 

of admirable and inferior agents and activities which he assumes 
was present in the earliest poetry remains constant. Chapter 2 

explained its theoretical rationale, and it can be observed to persist 

throughout the history of poetry: praise-poems are balanced by 
lampoons, heroic epic by narrative burlesques, tragedy by comedy. 

The Poetics concentrates on tragedy, the most highly developed 

form of poetry concerned with superior persons. Epic is given rel

atively brief treatment as a pendant to tragedy. A full discussion of 

comedy is promised (49b21f.), but the promise is not fulfilled in the 
extant Poetics; this is one of several indications that the text we have 

is incomplete. 

4. The analysis of tragedy 

The framework for the analysis of tragedy is set out in chapter 6. A 
famous definition states what tragedy is; from this Aristotle deduces 

the constituent parts of tragedy; he then ranks these constituents in 

order of importance, giving primacy to plot. 

Tragedy, like all poetry, is an imitation. Specifically, it is an imita

tion of a certain kind of action. So one constituent part of tragedy is 

plot, the ordered sequence of events which make up the action being 

imitated. An action is performed by agents, and agents necessarily 

have moral and intellectual characteristics, expressed in what they 
do and say. From this we can deduce that character and reasoning will 
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also be constituent parts of tragedy. To see what Aristotle means by 
these two terms, imagine that you have left me alone with your 
silver spoons. Broadly speaking, there are two factors that will de
termine whether or not I steal them. One is whether I am honest; 
this is the kind of thing which Aristotle means by character - an 
agent's settled moral disposition. The other relevant factor is how I 

interpret the situation: do I think that I am likely to avoid suspicion 
if I take the spoons? This is what Aristotle means by reasoning. If I 
am dishonest and reason that I can get away with it, I am likely to 
steal the spoons; to use a phrase that recurs persistently throughout 
the Poetics, it is 'necessary or probable' that I will steal the spoons ifl 

am dishonest and think I can get away with it. Thus character sets 

my agenda (what would I like to do?), and reasoning relates that 

agenda to a given situation (what is it feasible to do in these 

circumstances?). 
Plot, character and reasoning relate to the object of tragic imita

tion. The medium of tragedy is rhythmical language, sometimes on 

its own and sometimes combined with melody. This gives us two 

further constituents of tragedy: diction and lyric poetry, respectively 

the spoken and the sung parts of the play's verbal text. 

Tragedy is poetic imitation in the dramatic mode. It is designed to 

be acted out on-stage, where the action (unlike the action of an 
epic) can be seen. So tragedy also includes spectacle (the translation is 

conventional and unsatisfactory: it refers to everything that is visible 

on stage, and is not limited simply to striking effects). We must be 

cautious here. A tragedy is a poem, not a performance. A tragedy 

which, for whatever reason, is never performed is no less a tragedy; 

and a tragedy may be good, even if its performance is botched. So 

what is actually seen by a given audience on a given occasion is in
cidental to the play as such. Spectacle is a part of tragedy in the sense 

that tragedy (unlike epic) is potentially performable; so the poet has 
a duty to ensure that his text can be performed without visual 

absurdity (at 55a22-9 Aristotle cryptically mentions one poet's 
failure to achieve this). However, the actual realization of his text in 
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visible stage-action is not the poet's responsibility, but that of the 
stage-manager and director. It is therefore not surprising that (at the 
end of chapter 6) Aristotle rates spectacle as the least important of 
tragedy's constituents. 

More striking, perhaps, is the relatively low priority he gives to 
the verbal text oftragedy.9 If poetry were defined as composition in 

verse, this down-rating of the linguistic text would be impossible to 
defend; but Aristotle has firmly rejected that definition in chapter 1, 
and from his perspective the low priority attached to language 

makes sense. Rhythmical language is tragedy's medium; it is a means 
to tragedy's end, that end being the imitation of an action. From this 

it is a reasonable inference that the choice of the action to be imit

ated is more crucial to achieving tragedy's effect than the way in 
which the imitation is realized in words. This is not to deny that an 

incompetent composer of verse could ruin a well-chosen tragic 

plot, nor that the deficiencies of a second-rate plot could be hidden 

by inspired verse. But the language is there to help realize the plot's 

potential, and in that sense is subordinate and secondary. 
Aristotle's arguments for the primacy of plot are therefore prim

arily arguments for the primacy of plot over character. He begins 

by claiming that 'tragedy is not an imitation of persons, but of ac

tions and of life' (5oa16f.). The reason he gives is that good and bad 

fortune ('well-being and ill-being', as Aristotle puts it, highlighting 

the contrast in the Greek by an unusual choice of word for mis

fortune) depend on action. An outstandingly talented person is not 

necessarily outstandingly successful; talents have to be exercised. As 
Aristotle observes, in an athletic competition the prize is not award
ed to the athlete in best condition, but to the one who actually 

comes first (Eudemian Ethics, 1219b9f., cf. Nicomachean Ethics, 
1099a3-5). We can speak of success and failure, therefore, only in re

lation to the exercise of someone's abilities; and the outcome of this 

exercise will not be determined by the person's abilities alone, but is 
also influenced by the opportunities they have, and so forth. In this 

sense, therefore, it is action and not only character that determines 
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success or failure. It should be noted that the Greek word praxis has a 
wider range of meanings than its conventional English translation, 
'action'. If, using the corresponding verb, I ask someone 'Ti pratteis?' 
I might be saying either 'What are you doing?' or 'How are you?' So 
praxis means 'action' not just in the sense of what someone does but 

also in the sense of how they fare. Aristotle will say in chapter 1 1 that 
suffering (pathos) is 'an action [praxis] that involves destruction or 
pain' (52b 11f.); the apparent paradox in describing suffering as an ac

tion disappears when one takes account of the broad sense of praxis. 
Success and failure depend on action, therefore. But why does 

Aristotle refer to success or failure? According to his definition, 

tragedy 'effect[s] through pity and fear the purification of such emo

tions' (49b27f.). We shall return in §8 to the difficult problem posed 
by 'purification' (katharsis); here it is sufficient to note that tragedy 

aims to excite a response of pity and fear. Tragedy is 'an imitation ... 

of events that evoke fear and pity' (52a2f.). These emotions (which 

Aristotle analyses in detail in Book 2 of the Rhetoric, chapters 5 and 

8) are responses to success and failure; for example, we pity the 
talented person who is prevented by adverse circumstance from 

achieving the success he or she deserves. (Note that in Aristotle's 

view we do not pity someone for a lack of talent; it is the lack of 

success which we pity, and our pity is greater when it is a talented 

person who fails than when the failure is in keeping with a person's 

ability.) So Aristotle's first argument for the primacy of plot is as 

follows: tragedy aims to excite fear and pity; these emotions are 
responses to success and failure; success and failure depend on 

action; hence action is the most essential thing in tragedy; therefore 

plot is the most important element. 

The second argument approaches from the opposite direction: 

tragedy is impossible without plot, but it is possible without char
acter; if character is dispensable, it cannot be as important as plot. 

The idea of drama without the depiction of character may seem 
surprising. In the context of the dichotomy of character and reason

ing, the implication is a play in which action arises out of people's 

xxi 



INTRODUCTION 

perception of and reasoning about the possibilities of a situation 
without any impression being conveyed of their underlying moral 
disposition. Knowledge of an individual's character is not essential 
to an understanding of their actions; we can hear reports of things 
done by complete strangers and recognize that their actions make 
sense in human terms, or be perplexed because they apparently do 
not. So in a tragedy without character motivation would be handled 

impersonally (this is what someone would do in this situation) rather 
than concretely {this is what a person with this particular set of char

acteristics would do). Aristotle does not suggest that such a tragedy 
would be as good as a tragedy with character; in fact, we know from 

the discussion of Homer's treatment of character that he would not 

{6oa1of.). His point is only that if such a tragedy is possible in prin
ciple, then character cannot be essential to tragedy in the way that 

plot is. 

5. Plot: the basics 

Aristotle's emphasis on the primacy of plot is reflected in the 

amount of space he allocates to it: chapters 7-14 are devoted almost 

entirely to an analysis of plot. There are three stages in this analysis. 

Chapters 7--<J specify the minimum conditions which any plot must 

satisfy if it is to be well-formed. The end of chapter 9 and the next 

two chapters distinguish two kinds of plot, simple and complex; since 
Aristotle will claim that complex plots (in the technical sense he has 

defined) are superior to simple ones, this part of the discussion 

moves beyond the minimum conditions required of any plot and 

begins to consider what makes one well-formed plot better than 

another. This question is tackled more systematically in chapters 

13-14, which address the question of the best kind of tragic plot.' 0 

The definition at the beginning of chapter 6 stated that tragedy is 

an imitation of an action that is complete and has magnitude. These 
two concepts are taken up in chapter 7. The exposition of the con-
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cept of completeness or wholeness (the terms are effectively equivalent) 
introduces a famous dictum: 'A whole is that which has a beginning, 
a middle and an end' (5ob26f.). This is not (despite appearances) a 
trivial observation. To call something a beginning, a middle or an 
end in Aristotle's sense is not simply to comment on the position in 

a series which it happens to have; the positions described are not 
random, but necessary. Aristotle is talking about an ordered structure. 
His definitions of beginning, middle and end show that there are 
two aspects of the structure of a plot which he wants to bring out 

when he uses these terms. First, the plot consists of a connected series 
of events: one thing follows on another as a necessary consequence. 

Secondly, the plot consists of a self-contained series of events: the first 

thing in the series is in some sense self-explanatory - it is not a 
necessary consequence of something else; equally, the last event in 

the series brings it to a definite end - there is no further necessary 

consequence in the series. Another term for this self-containment is 

closure. The series of events which constitutes a well-formed plot is 
therefore closed at both ends, and connected in between. 

Consider by way of illustration a simple story: 'Bill strangled a cat. 

Ben strangled a cat.' This is not a 'complete' plot in Aristotelian 

terms. The two events have no necessary connection. So let us try 

again: 'Bill strangled Ben's cat. So Ben strangled Bill's cat in retali

ation.' This is better: we can now see how the two events hang to
gether; the series of events is connected. But is it self-contained? 

Why did the cat-strangling start in the first place? And was that the 
end of it? Let us try once more: 'Bill thought that his cat was going 

to lose to Ben's in the cat-show. So he strangled Ben's cat. Ben 

strangled Bill's cat in retaliation. They never spoke to each other 

again.' Now the story, connected and self-contained as it is, does sat

isfy Aristotle's criteria for being whole or complete. It has few other 
virtues, but at this stage we are talking about the minimum criteria for 

being a well-formed plot; we are not concerned with the qualities 

which make one plot better than another. 
Aristotle is often quoted as ifhe had said that a play has a beginning, 
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a middle and an end. This is wrong. It is the plot, the underlying 
sequence of actions, that has this structure. To illustrate the distinc
tion, consider Harold Pinter's Betrayal. This play traces the breakdown 
of a relationship in reverse chronological order: the opening scene 
shows the end of the process, and the scenes progress backward in 
time to its beginning. So the plot (the events which in Aristotle's 
terms are the object being imitated) runs in the opposite direction 

to the play which imitates it; the beginning of the one is the end of 
the other, and vice versa. To take a classical example, in the Odyssey 
the wanderings of Odysseus are included within the story of his 
home-coming by way of a retrospective narrative placed in the 

mouth of Odysseus himself. If the wanderings are counted as part of 

the plot, then the order of events in text and plot is different; if they 

are not counted as part of the plot (as the synopsis at 55b16-23 may 
imply), then part of the text is devoted to something other than an 

exposition of the plot. In either case, text and plot are distinct. Plot is 
therefore not co-extensive with the play; this is why Aristotle can 

refer to parts of the plot which fall outside the play (53b31f., 54b2-8, 

55b24f., 6oa27-32). The reader should be careful not to forget the 
level of abstraction at which Aristotle is working throughout the 

chapters on plot: he is not concerned here with the construction of 

the verbal artefacts which are tragedies, but with the design of the 

patterns of events which underlie them. 

After defining completeness, Aristotle moves on to magnitude. In 

one sense it is trivial to say that a tragic plot must have magnitude: a 
plot of zero extent would not be a plot at all, since it would contain 

no events. The real question Aristotle wants to raise is more interest

ing: what is the co"ect magnitude of a tragic plot? In practice, the 
time available for a performance is a key determining factor, but this 

is a contingent fact about the organization of a particular theatrical 

event, and throws no light on the art of poetry as such. In principle, 

the upper limit is determined by what an audience can grasp at one 
time: it has to be possible for them to remember what is in the plot. 

The lower limit is determined by the need for the plot to include a 
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change from bad fortune to good fortune, or from good to bad. The 
plot must have sufficient scope for such a change to take place. 
Moreover, it must take place in the way prescribed in the discussion 
of completeness. It is not enough to juxtapose prosperity and 
misery; the change from one to another must be the result of a 
sequence of necessarily connected events. If a successful cat-breeder 

wins a glittering prize and promptly commits suicide, the plot must 
show why he did so - out of remorse (as it may be) for having 
strangled his rival's cat. 

The change of fortune is a new element, but fits in with Aris

totle's first argument for the primacy of plot. The change from 
good fortune to bad eorresponds to the failure in action that evokes 

pity. Unless the plot of tragedy has sufficient scope to allow for 

such a change, the emotional effect at which tragedy aims cannot 
be achieved. We must note, however, that Aristotle envisages the 

changes of fortune going in either direction; a change from bad for

tune to good is also mentioned as a possibility. This may seem sur

prising: what has a change to good fortune to do with fear and pity? 

This is a question to which we shall return when we come to the 

discussion of the best kind (or kinds) of tragic plot in chapters 1 3 

and 14. 
When Aristotle discussed wholeness at the beginning of chapter 

7 he talked about things following one on another in a necessary se

quence. By the end of chapter 7 this requirement has been modified; 

here we find 'a series of events occurring sequentially in accordance 

with probability or necessity' (5 1a12f.); the pairing of necessity with 

probability will recur throughout the Poetics. In other works Aris

totle explains these terms as referring to what happens always or 

usually; even in the early part of chapter 7 he was willing to speak 
about things following 'necessarily or in general' (5ob30). It is neces

sary that the sun will rise tomorrow morning; the sun always rises in 

the morning. It is probable that I will get out of bed tomorrow 
morning; in general I do get up in the morning, but I might stay in 

bed all day if I am ill or have died or am feeling exceptionally idle. 
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Events in the human sphere are generally no more than probable; so 
this qualification of the initial formula makes it a little more realistic. 

Chapter 8 introduces the concept of unity. Any imitation is uni
fied if it imitates a single thing; so an imitation of an action will be 
unified if it imitates a single action (51a30-32). 11 By what criterion, 
then, are we to judge the singleness of an action? It cannot mean a 
single event; if a tragic plot involves a change of fortune, the single 

action will inevitably include a series of events. The analysis of com
pleteness tells us that it must be a self-contained series of connected 

events, and Aristotle's criterion of unity does not add anything in 
substance to this analysis (nor should we expect it to: something 

complete and whole is a unity). But it allows him to formulate a 

negative point more sharply: the fact that a plot is concerned with 
the actions and experiences of a single person is not enough to make 

it unified, since there may be no necessary or probable connection 

between them. Consider another simple story: 'Bill got a statement 

from the bank; the next day he strangled Ben's cat.' This is not a 
unified plot by Aristotelian criteria; even though Bill is involved in 

both the incidents reported, there does not seem to be any necessary 

or probable connection between them." 

At the beginning of chapter 9 Aristotle takes a further step: 'It is 

also clear from what has been said that the function of the poet is not 

to say what has happened, but to say the kind of thing that would 
happen, i.e. what is possible in accordance with probability or neces

sity' (51a36-8). The distinction between what did happen and what 

would happen is not as sharp as it might seem at first glance; later in 
the chapter Aristotle observes that 'there is nothing to prevent some 

of the things which have happened from being the kind of thing 

which probably would happen' (51b3of.). The two classes therefore 

overlap; the poet can say what did happen, but only if it is also the 

kind of thing that would happen. In what cases, then, can something 

happen without being the kind of thing that would happen? Con

sider our last example. Even if this sequence of events actually hap

pened, the lack of a necessary or probable connection means that it 
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is not the kind of thing that would happen. Ifl tell you that Bill got 
another bank statement today, you will not jump to the conclusion 
that he is going to strangle another of Ben's cats tomorrow. In other 
words, when Aristotle speaks of 'the kind of thing that would 
happen', he is not talking about individual events but about con

nected sequences of events. If a poet wants to construct a plot out of 
a given sequence of events, it is not enough that those events actually 
happened; what is essential is that they are connected with each 

other in the way defined in chapter 7; and if they are so connected, it 
does not matter whether they actually happened or not. 

Another way of putting this, which Aristotle discusses in chapter 

9, is to say that poetry 'tends to express universals' (51b6f.). We must 
be careful here. Poetic plots do not deal in generalizations ('people 

usually get up in the morning'); they make statements about what a 

particular individual does at a particular time ('Bill got up this morn
ing'). Indeed, the actions with which tragic plots are concerned are 

typically so exceptional that it would be absurd to talk of generaliza

tion. Orestes killed his mother; but it is not true that people gener

ally kill their mothers, nor even that people like Orestes generally 

kill their mothers in such circumstances; such circumstances do not 
arise in general - that is one reason why Orestes' situation is such a 

potent basis for tragedy.But ifthe plot of Aeschylus' Oresteia is well
formed, then it is true that a person like Orestes would necessarily 

or probably kill his mother in such circumstances. So behind the 

particular statement about what Orestes did lies a premise about 

what such a person would necessarily or probably do in such cir

cumstances; and this premise is a universal truth, however ex

ceptional such persons and such circumstances may be in actuality. 

Poetry is concerned with particular sequences of events; but the 
connection between those events means that they instantiate uni

versal structures. 
To talk about universal structures is to talk about the things in 

which philosophy is interested. The universality of poetry therefore 

gives it something in common with philosophy. This is not to say 
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that poetry is philosophy carried on by other means. Philosophy is 
directly concerned with universal truths, but poetry's concern is 
indirect: the universality of poetry is a by-product of its aim to con
struct effective plots. Consequently, while philosophy is concerned 
with universal truths, what lies behind an effective poetic plot 
may be the universalization of a conventional falsehood; hence, as 

we have seen (§2), Aristotle has no objections to plots based on 
traditional beliefs about the gods, even though he would dismiss 

those beliefS on philosophical grounds. 
Historiography, by contrast, although bound to the truth of what 

happened, has no commitment to universality; history records what 
happened within a given period of time irrespective of whether the 

events form a sequence linked by necessity or probability. '1 Aristotle 

explicitly rejects plots constructed like works of historiography in 

chapter 23,just as he had rejected plots constructed like biographies 
in chapter 8 - a conclusion anticipated in his argument for the pri

macy of plot on the grounds that the emotions which tragedy aims 

to evoke are responses to success and failure: hence 'tragedy is not an 

imitation of persons, but of actions' (5oa16f.). 

6. Reversal and recognition 

The end of chapter 9 introduces astonishment (to thaumaston in 

Greek covers a range of related ideas: surprise, amazement, wonder) 

into the discussion. Astonishment is a good thing in a tragic plot, but 

it is not a necessary thing in the way that wholeness and unity are. So 
here Aristotle moves on from the minimum conditions for a well

formed plot, and begins to consider what makes one such plot 

better than another. He refers at once to pity and fear: tragedy is an 

'imitation not just of a complete action, but also of events that evoke 

fear and pity' (52a1-3). In judging the quality of one tragic plot over 

against another, it is their emotional impact to which Aristotle ap

peals. He identifies two things which make a sequence of events 
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particularly effective: 'these effects occur above all when things 
come about contrary to expectation but because of one another' 
(52a3f.). 'Contrary to expectation' introduces the notion of aston
ishment, while 'because of one another' provides an anchor to the 
discussion of necessary or probable connection that has gone before. 
Astonishment and connection are both desirable if the emotional 
impact of the plot is to be maximized. 

If connection is one of the things which increase emotional 
impact, we can see why Aristotle's theory of poetic plots places so 

much emphasis on it. But his slightly convoluted illustration of the 

importance of connection also suggests a degree of flexibility in 
practice. A man called Mitys is murdered; later, a statue of Mitys 

topples and kills his murderer. There is in fact no causal connection 
here, but it looks as if there was or ought to be such a connection; 

the two events seem to hang together, as if fate were bringing the 
murderer to justice or Mitys' vengeance were reaching out beyond 

the grave. Aristotle's argument is that the illusion of a connection 

increases our sense of astonishment at this series of events; if an 

illusion has that effect, then surely an actual connection must do so 
as well. There is ample evidence later in the Poetics of Aristotle's 

flexibility in this regard. In chapters 24 and 25 he approaches 'ir
rationalities' in the plot with caution, but does not absolutely rule 

them out. Aristotle sets out his requirements for a well-formed plot 

as things which in principle poetry ought to aim for, but his applica

tion of this principle is by no means rigid or doctrinaire; as we shall see 

(§11), he recognizes that departures from the norm he has defined 

may be advantageous in some circumstances. 

Astonishment is not explicitly mentioned in chapters 10 and 11, 

but it is a crucial concept underlying the distinctions and definitions 

which they contain. Chapter 10 defines two classes of plot. A simple 
plot satisfies three conditions: the events are 'in the sense defined 
continuous and unified' (that is, connected in accordance with 

necessity or probability); there is a change of fortune (as specified 
in chapter 7); and there is no reversal or recognition. A complex plot 
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also satisfies the first two conditions, but unlike the simple plot it 
does have reversal or recognition. These two terms are themselves 
defined in chapter 11. 

Recognition (anagn8risis) is 'a change from ignorance to know

ledge' (52a29-31). The point is that this change affects the good or 
bad fortune of the person involved: Oedipus learns that he has killed 
his father and married his mother, and this recognition is the final 
blow that shatters his world. Note that recognition is associated 
above all with 'close relationship and enmity', on the grounds that 

such relationships have the closest bearing on an individual's good 

and bad fortune: Oedipus' world would not have been shattered if 
the man he had killed had turned out to be a complete stranger. This 

premise will be examined more closely in chapter 14 (see §1). 

Reversal (.peripeteia) is less straightforward. It is emphatically not to 

be equated with the tragic change of fortune: a change of fortune is 
a characteristic of all tragic plots, simple as well as complex, while 

reversal is distinctive to complex plots. But Aristotle's definition is 

vague: 'there is a change to the opposite in the actions being per
formed, as stated' (52a22f.). 'As stated' must refer to the discussion 

of astonishment; reversal involves an astonishing inversion of the ex

pected outcome of some action, but that astonishment should not 

be achieved at the cost of necessary or probable connection. So, for 

example, Oedipus' discovery of the terrible truth is the paradoxical 

but necessary consequence of the arrival of a messenger who aims to 

bring good news and does everything he can to put an end to Oedi

pus' worries; here reversal and recognition reinforce each other 

(52a32f.). 
The astonishment produced by reversal involves an overturn of 

expectation. There is therefore a close parallel between reversal and 
recognition: both reveal that the situation in which a character has 

been acting was misinterpreted. Reversal reveals that, because things 

are not what they seemed, the outcome of a person's actions will be 

other than what had been expected - for example, that the recipient 
of a message will be devastated rather than reassured. Recognition 

xxx 



INTRODUCTION 

reveals that, because things are not what they seemed, what a person 

has done or is about to do is not what he thought it was - for ex

ample, that he has not killed a hostile stranger, as he supposed, but his 

own father. This parallel between reversal and recognition points the 

way to tragic error in chapter I 3, and to the role of ignorance in 

chapter 14. 

7. The best kinds of tragic plot 

Chapters 1 3 and 14 address the question of the best kind of tragic 

plot. Both chapters assume that this is the plot that is most effective 

in arousing pity and fear, but they take different lines of approach 

and reach seemingly incompatible conclusions. 

The approach in chapter 1 3 is to analyse in detail the tragic 

change of fortune. Aristotle identifies two variables in this change, 

which between them determine our emotional response to it: one is 

the direction of change (from good fortune to bad, or from bad to 

good); the other is the moral status of the person or persons in

volved in the change (virtuous or wicked). Since pity and fear are 

responses to bad fortune, the change from good fortune to bad is 

rated more highly than the reverse. But the fall of an outstandingly 

virtuous character into misfortune is morally repellent and disgusts 

us, while the fall of a bad character into misfortune is morally satisfy

ing and pleases us; in both cases the response of pity is blocked by a 

contrary reaction. So the ideal tragic plot cannot be constructed 

around an exceptionally virtuous person or a wicked person; it must 

therefore be based on someone between these two - broadly speak

ing virtuous, but not outstandingly so. Because their virtue is not 

outstanding, we do not find their downfall morally repellent; 

because their downfall is undeserved, we can pity them. 

If a tragic character does not fall into misfortune because he or 

she deserves to, what is the reason for the change in their fortune? 

Aristotle's answer introduces one of the most famous, and most 
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often misunderstood, concepts of the Poetics: error. The Greek word 
hamartia covers making a mistake or getting something wrong in the 
most general sense; so the word itself gives little help in interpreting 
Aristotle's precise meaning, and we must be guided by the context. 
This at once excludes the interpretation of hamartia as a moral flaw: 
the second time Aristotle uses the word he speaks of a 'serious' ha
martia (53a16); but a serious moral flaw would be precisely the wick

edness that Aristotle has ruled out. To avoid this inconsistency some 
interpreters have concluded that hamartia has no moral content at all. 
On this view, Aristotle is referring exclusively to intellectual errors -
to ignorance and mistakes of fact. This dovetails well with his 

account of reversal and recognition; both arise out of a misinter

pretation of the circumstances in which a person is acting. So error 
in this sense is central to the complex plots which Aristotle favours. 

But this interpretation of hamartia is too restricted. First, the as

sumption that moral and intellectual errors can be sharply dis

tinguished is not correct. I might get an arithmetical calculation 
wrong because I am not paying attention; ifl am an engineer design

ing a bridge, that negligence clearly has a moral as well as an intel

lectual dimension. If a bridge collapses with great loss of life because 

of an engineer's negligent calculation, the moral aspect of this error 

is serious; but this does not necessarily mean that the engineer is a 

wicked person. We can imagine circumstances under which the 

negligence, though blameworthy, is understandable. Suppose that he 

had just been told that he had terminal cancer: he ought to have taken 
more care, but we can understand his failure to do so. Secondly, it is 

possible to construct situations in which someone who knows what 

he or she is doing, and so is not subject to any intellectual error, does 

something they ought not to do, but understandably so. Perhaps they 

give way to intolerable pressure or provocation. The circumstances 

under which they act therefore mitigate the moral error in some 

way. The error may still be a serious one, in the sense that it has 

disastrous consequences; but the mitigating circumstances mean that 
it does not express a serious flaw in their moral character. 
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Hamartia, then, includes errors made in ignorance or through mis
judgement; but it will also include moral errors of a kind which do 
not imply wickedness. Aristotle's attempt to prescribe the best kind 
of tragic plot is therefore not as narrowly prescriptive as it may seem 
at first sight. His procedure is negative. He excludes various kinds of 
plot which he thinks demonstrably less than ideal; but that leaves 
considerable scope for diversity. The change to bad fortune must 

come about because of a hamartia (that is, not deservedly); but since 
hamartia can take a variety offorms, the best kind of tragic plot is not 

narrowly prescribed. 

Aristotle's starting-point in chapter 14 is the relationship between 
characters. The tragic effect is enhanced when people inflict harm 

on those 'closely connected with them'. This rather clumsy expres

sion (which we met also in chapter 11, in connection with recogni
tion) is an attempt to render the Greek word philos, conventionally 

translated as 'friend' but in reality of much wider application. One's 

philoi include all those to whom one is bound by ties of mutual obli
gation - above all, the members of one's own family. The obligation 

to help friends and family, to protect them and to promote their 
interests, is one of the most fundamental principles of ancient Greek 

ethics; indeed, a common summary of virtue (that is, of the kind of 

behaviour most to be admired) was 'help your friends, harm your 

enemies'. Aristotle's point, then, is that a tragic plot is more likely to 

evoke fear and pity if a person inflicts harm on a philos, someone 

close to them. His next step is to correlate this point with two other 

variables: first, whether the agent actually goes through with the 
harmful act or not; secondly, whether the agent knew what he or 

she was doing or not. 

The reappearance of the idea that acting in ignorance of the true 

situation may be the basis for tragedy gives chapter 14 something in 

common with chapter 1 1, where reversal and recognition both in
volved this kind of misapprehension, and with chapter 13, where 

action in ignorance is one possible form of error. Furthermore, 
Aristotle argues here that plots based on ignorance are superior to 
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those in which harmful action is either planned or carried out with 
full knowledge of the circumstances. He uses the same word (miaros) 

here as he did in chapter I 3 to describe the suffering of an outstand
ingly virtuous person. When someone knowingly plans or inflicts 
injury on one of the people with whom he or she is most closely 
connected we feel disgust, and our sense of revulsion interferes with 

the emotions of fear and pity. It is better, therefore, to have the 
character act in ignorance; there is then no sense of outrage to 
interfere with our sense of pity. Indeed, someone who unwittingly 

harms a person close to them is to be pitied; so in these situations we 

can pity the agent as well as the victim. 
The next step in Aristotle's argument is something of a surprise. 

It is best of all, he says, if the injury is planned in ignorance but the 

plan is not carried out. That is, it is better if the identity of the 

intended victim is discovered before the injury is inflicted, so that 
disaster can be averted, rather than after the injury is inflicted, when 

the disaster can only. be mourned. In chapter 13 the best plot is one 

in which a moderately virtuous person moved from good fortune to 

bad fortune. The second-best plot is the kind which has a double 

line of development, with the good characters ultimately enjoying 

good fortune, while the bad characters end up in misfortune. A play 

of this kind might dramatize a conflict between a good character 

and a bad character. For example, the good character may start off 

in bad fortune because he or she is oppressed by the bad character; 

this kind of play will evoke fear and pity because of the good char
acter's initial misery. Or one could imagine plots in which fear 

and pity are evoked by the apparent imminence of a fall into 

misery, which is averted at the last moment. Plots like these will 

excite the tragic emotions in spite of their happy ending, since 

the characters we sympathize with pass through or anticipate 

misfortune; but they are not, according to the analysis in chapter 

1 3, the best kind of tragic plot. In chapter 14, by contrast, the best 

kind is precisely one in which a change to bad fortune is imminent 
but does not occur. 
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Aristotle's two lines of argument therefore reach different, and 
apparently inconsistent, conclusions. Since there is an explicit cross

reference from chapter 14 (54a9) back to chapter 13 (53a18-22), 
there is little doubt that he meant the two chapters to stand together, 
despite the seeming inconsistency. This paradox has not been satis
factorily explained. If we insist that there is one kind of tragic plot 

that is best, then the two chapters are contradictory. But we have 
already seen that the concept of error in chapter 1 3 is designedly 

open-ended, and, on the assumption that there may be a variety of 
excellent tragic plots, the two chapters could be allowed to reach 

different conclusions without contradiction. It must be conceded, 
however, that Aristotle has not presented his arguments in this light. 

8. The pleasures of tragedy 

In the introduction to chapter 14 Aristotle says the tragic poet 
'should not seek every pleasure from tragedy, but the one that is 

characteristic of it' (53b1of.); that is, he continues, 'the poet should 

produce the pleasure which comes from pity and fear, and should do 

so by means of imitation'. This stress on the characteristic pleasure 

(oikeia hUon~) of tragedy has two functions. First, it serves to dis

tinguish what is appropriate to tragedy from what is appropriate to 

other forms of poetry; thus the second-best kind of plot in chapter 

13, with a happy ending for the good characters, gives a pleasure 

more akin to the characteristic pleasure of comedy (53a35f.). Sec
ondly, it distinguishes the characteristically tragic pleasure from 

other pleasures which tragedy arouses, but which are not distinctive 

to it. We return here, therefore, to a point made earlier (§ 1): that 
Aristotle's analysis of what tragedy offers to its audiences is complex 

and multi-layered. 
We start on relatively firm ground. In the definition of tragedy at 

the beginning of chapter 6 Aristotle says that tragedy is composed in 
'language made pleasurable' (49b25), which is explained as speech 
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with rhythm and (in some parts} melody. The fact that tragedy is 
written in verse, and that part of it is sung, gives us pleasure. This is 
consistent with the observation m chapter 4 that rhythm and 
melody are natural to human beings (48b20f.); for Aristotle 'natural' 
implies naturally pleasurable. Likewise, at the end of chapter 6 song 
is described as 'the most important of the sources of pleasure' 

(5ob16}; and the pleasure to be derived from music is identified in 
chapter 26 as one of the points in which tragedy is superior to epic 

(62a15-17). The same passage probably (it is not quite certain what 
Aristotle wrote} identifies spectacle as an additional source of pleas

ure. So there is pleasure to be got both from the verbal text of tra
gedy, and from its visual and aural realization - from what is seen on 

stage and heard when a play is performed. But these pleasures of the 

verbal text and performance are not distinctive to tragedy; they are 
present in comedy as well. And we have already seen that Aristotle 

rates lyric poetry and spectacle as the least important parts of tragedy. 

Another pleasure is implied by the discussion of poetry as imita

tion at the beginning of chapter 4 (§2). Aristotle observes that imita

tion is naturally pleasurable to human beings, and explains this with 

reference to the process ofrecognition which it involves (48b12-17). 
When we look at a picture of Socrates we have to identify it as a 

picture of Socrates; this exercise of our capacity to learn and under

stand is (in Aristotle's view) pleasurable. If tragedy is an imitation, 

then in watching and responding to a tragedy we must engage in a 

similar process of recognition and understanding. In the light of 
Aristotle's analysis of plot we can see that the process involved in 

watching a tragedy is somewhat more complex than that involved 

in recognizing a picture as a picture of Socrates. When we watch 

a tragedy we have to follow the plot, which means recognizing that 

the events are a connected sequence, and recognizing that this 

sequence corresponds to some universal pattern (i.e. that the events 

are connected in accordance with necessity or probability}. But this 
is not unduly demanding, and the process will still therefore be 

inherently pleasurable. 14 This cognitive pleasure is, however, not 
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distinctive to tragedy; the same process of recognition and under
standing the plot as a connected sequence of events is involved in 
watching comedy. Nor does the cognitive pleasure come from pity 
and fear; if the cognitive pleasure can be derived from comedy just 
as much as from tragedy, it must be neutral as to the emotions 

which accompany it. The cognitive pleasure is therefore, like the 
pleasures of text and performance, a pleasure derived from tragedy, 
but not its distinctive and 'characteristic' pleasure. 

The next step brings us to a much-discussed, and probably insol

uble problem: katharsis. This concept appears just once and fleetingly 
in the Poetics, at the end of the definition of tragedy in chapter 6: 

'effecting through pity and fear the purification [katharsis] of such 

emotions' (49b27f.). It reappears at somewhat greater length in the 
last book of the Politics; but there Aristotle says that he need give 

only a brief account, since he has discussed it in more detail in his 

Poetics (1341b38-40). The text of the Poetics as we now have it is 

probably incomplete; internal and external evidence suggests that 
there was originally a second book, including (at least) the promised 

discussion of comedy whose absence we have already noted (§3). A 

fuller discussion of katharsis may originally have appeared in the 

missing book. But that is of little comfort; we must do our best with 

the little we have. 
The context of Aristotle's reference to katharsis in the Politics is a 

discussion of various uses of music. For children, music has an educa

tive function; for adults it has a role in relaxation and leisure; but it 

can also be used to bring about katharsis. Aristotle's example refers 

to people prone to 'enthusiasm', by which he means hysterical or 

ecstatic frenzy such as that associated with certain religious cults, 
like the cult of Dionysus. Aristotle observes that music which 

stimulates their frenzy can have a calming effect on such people 

(1342a4-15): 

The emotion which affects some minds violently exists in all, but in differ

ent degrees, e.g. pity and fear, and also enthusiasm; for some people are 
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prone to this disturbance, and we can observe the effect of sacred music on 

such people: whenever they make use of songs which arouse the mind to 

frenzy, they are calmed and attain as it were healing and katharsis. Necessar

ily, precisely the same effect applies to those prone to pity or fear or, in gen

eral, any other emotion, and to others to the extent that each is susceptible 

to such things: for all there occurs katharsis and pleasurable relief. 

So the relief that katharsis brings is pleasurable. A pleasure that comes 

from the katharsis of pity and fear is, at any rate, not shared with 
comedy. So the question arises whether this kathartic pleasure is the 

characteristic pleasure of tragedy. 
In trying to make sense of the notion of a katharsis of pity and fear, 

one thing must be stressed: Aristotle does not think that emotions 

are bad things in themselves. In this respect his outlook differs from 

that of Plato, whose critique of poetry in Book IO of the Republic is 
based in part on a profound suspicion of the emotions. One of 

Plato's complaints is that poetry arouses emotion, and in so doing 

increases our tendency to be emotional; but in his view we should 

be bringing our emotions under control, not strengthening them 

in this way (Republic, 605e4id). Aristotle has a more sophisticated 
and reasonable view of emotions. They are not irrational impulses. 

They are grounded in our understanding, since an emotional re

sponse to a situation presupposes an interpretation of it (as fear im

plies an assessment of the situation as one that threatens pain or 

injury); and since such responses can be more or less appropriate to 

the situation, they are open to ethical evaluation. So there is an 
intimate link between emotion and virtue (Nicomachean Ethics, 
I I06b18-23): 

For example, fear, confidence, desire, anger, pity and in general pleasure and 

distress can be experienced in greater or lesser degree, and in both cases 

wrongly. To feel them at the right time, in response to the right things, with 

regard to the right people, for the right reason and in the right way - that is 

the mean and the optimum, which is the characteristic of virtue. 
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Deficiency as well as excess of emotion is a deviation from the eth
ical ideal. If I am paralysed with fear at the sight of a mouse, my fear 
is inappropriate and excessive; that is a sign of cowardice. But if I sit 
nonchalantly in the path of an oncoming steam-roller, then my lack 
of fear is equally inappropriate and excessive; that is a sign ofreck
lessness. Courage, located somewhere between cowardice and reck

lessness, recognizes real dangers and responds appropriately to them. 
It is appropriate to feel fear in battle; if you did not, you would be 
prone to act rashly, endangering your own and your comrades' lives. 

But this fear should not be overwhelming; otherwise, you might 

desert your post. So for Aristotle the crucial point is not, as it is with 
Plato, to suppress your emotions; it is rather to feel the right degree 

of emotion in the right circumstances. 

So the katharsis of fear and pity cannot be understood as getting 
rid of those feelings. Nevertheless, Aristotle does talk about katharsis 
in quasi-medical terms in the passage from the Politics quoted above. 

In those subject to enthusiasm kathartic music brings about 'as it 

were healing and katharsis'; and all those prone to pity, fear or any 
other emotion enjoy 'katharsis and pleasurable relief'. References to 

'healing' and 'relief' imply that katharsis does in some sense put right 

something that is wrong with us. What, then, might it be that is 'as it 

were heal[ ed]' through the katharsis of pity and fear, if not the emo

tions themselves? The obvious answer is: an excess of those emotions. 

The katharsis of pity and fear would (if this is correct) work on 

people whose disordered emotional susceptibilities make them 
prone to feel these emotions at the wrong time, in response to the 

wrong things, with regard to the wrong people, for the wrong 

reason or in the wrong way. By stimulating the emotion to which 

they are excessively prone, tragedy discharges the tendency to 

excess; it thus relieves the pressure which their disordered emotional 
make-up exerts on them, so that in ordinary life they will not be so 

prone to indulge the emotion in question. On this interpretation, 
katharsis does not purge the emotion, in the sense of getting rid of it; 

it gets rid of an emotional excess and thus leaves the emotion in a 
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more balanced state, mitigating the tendency to feel it inappropri
ately. Why should this be pleasurable? From an Aristotelian point 
of view any process that restores one to a natural or healthy state 
is pleasurable (Nicomachean Ethics, II 52bII-20, II 54b17-19). If 
you are prone to feel some emotion to excess, then you are in 
an unnatural state; the disorder of your emotional condition is 
analogous to having a disorder in your physical condition. When 

you are thirsty, satisfying your thirst is pleasurable; when someone 
has trodden on your toe, it is nice to feel the throbbing die away; 

something similar will apply to the restoration of your emotions to 
a natural or healthy state. 

If this approach to the problem of katharsis is even broadly cor

rect, '5 certain consequences seem to follow. The kathartic effect ap
plies to someone watching a tragedy only to the extent that his or 

her emotional state is disordered; the more prone someone is to feel 

excessive or inappropriate emotion, the more benefit he or she 

stands to derive from katharsis, and (presumably) the more pleasure. 
This is obvious: if a process is like healing, it applies in particular to 

those who have most wrong with them. But Aristotle would cer

tainly not have accepted that everyone's emotional dispositions are 

seriously disordered; even the quotation from the Politics shows that 

he saw various degrees of proneness to emotions, and only a minor
ity are violently (that is, excessively) prone to them. Given the close 

connection between emotion and virtue, to say that everyone's 

emotions were seriously out of order would for Aristotle be to say 

that there were no virtuous people, which is absurd. So katharsis 
will not apply, or will not apply in the same degree, to all members 

of the audience of a tragedy; the effect will be least on those whose 
emotional dispositions are least disordered. 

This in turn implies that the kathartic pleasure is not the charac

teristic pleasure of tragedy. Aristotle believes that the better mem

bers of the audience are more responsive to the best kind of tragedy; 

note especially, at the end of chapter 1 3, that it is 'the weakness of 
audiences' which leads tragedians to prefer the second-best kind of 
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tragic plot (53a33f.). In chapter 26, when he is arguing for the 
superiority of tragedy over epic, Aristotle has to counter the objec
tions of those who think that tragedy appeals to vulgar and inferior 
audiences; but if the characteristic pleasure of tragedy was one that 
had most appeal to spectators whose emotions (and, therefore, moral 

character) were significantly disordered, Aristotle's high regard for 
tragedy would be hard to sustain. Aristotle seems therefore to be 
committed to the view that the characteristic pleasure of tragedy 

is one which will appeal at least as much to the better and more 
virtuous members of the audience; the pleasure of katharsis does 

not fit this description. 

This conclusion runs counter to the widespread assumption that 
the reference to katharsis in the definition of tragedy in chapter 6 is 

meant to state the 'final cause' of tragedy - that is, the end or 

purpose for the sake of which tragedy exists. But there is no reason 

to expect an Aristotelian definition to state the final cause of a 
phenomenon (important though that may be in a complete analysis 

of it); a definition states what a thing is - its essence (49b23f.) or 

form. 16 Thus the definition of tragedy (49b24-8} tells us what tra

gedy is in general terms ('an imitation .. .').It then uses the matrix 

constructed in chapters 1-3 to differentiate tragedy from other kinds 
of imitation in terms of its object (' ... of an action that is admirable, 

complete and possesses magnitude .. .'),medium (' ... in language 

made pleasurable, each of its species separated in different parts ... ') 

and mode(' ... performed by actors, not through narration .. .').It 

is fundamental to an understanding of tragedy that the action which 

it imitates is one evocative of fear and pity (52a1-3, 52b32); so this 

too is specified, but it is also (and crucially, in the light of the Pla
tonic critique of tragic emotionalism) explained that the evocation 

of fear and pity is potentially kathartic. A play which was likely to 

encourage rather than assuage a tendency to emotional excess 

would not, in Aristotle's view, be a properly constructed tragedy. 
To say that tragedy should excite emotions in a way that does 

not do ethical harm to its audiences is to state something about 
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the essence of tragedy, therefore, but it does not imply that the 
regulation of emotions is the function or purpose of tragedy. 17 

On the interpretation that I have outlined, then, katharsis is not 
the function of tragedy, but a beneficial effect which tragedy has on 
some members of the audience. Aristotle has constructed a multi

layered defence against Plato's critique of the appeal of tragedy to 
emotion. The first layer is provided by his more sophisticated ethical 
theory, in which emotions are recognized as in themselves good; the 

Platonic premise that emotions should be suppressed as far as pos
sible is denied. The second layer is provided by the premise that the 

effect of tragedy and its characteristic pleasure is most available to 
the best members of the audience; if that is so, then it cannot be the 

case that tragedy merely panders to the distorted tastes of the vulgar 

and emotionally disordered. But the audience of a tragedy is likely 
nevertheless to include people who are vulgar and emotionally dis

ordered, and a Platonist critic might claim that there is a danger that 

tragedy will have a bad effect on them; even if tragedy does not de

liberately pander to their distorted tastes, it may still be true that 

stimulating their emotions will increase their tendency to feel those 
emotions to excess in ordinary life. The final layer of the defence, 

therefore, is the contention that, even for these people, the emo

tional stimulus provided by tragedy is beneficial, because it can re

lieve and reduce the pressure towards emotional excess by which 

they are afflicted. 

The characteristic pleasure of tragedy is therefore not to be iden

tified with the pleasures of text and performance, with the cognitive 
pleasure, or with the 'pleasurable relief' of katharsis. The natural in

ference is that the experience of tragic emotion is pleasurable in 

itself. This is a paradox, since pity and fear are forms of distress (Rhet

oric, 1382a21, 1385b31). But the paradox is one with which the 

Greeks were familiar; the sophist Gorgias had described the effects 

of poetry as 'fearful shuddering, tearful pity and a yearning that is 

fond of grief' (fragment I 1.9). Aristotle could well take the paradox 
as a given in this context, since its resolution is a question for psych-
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ology rather than poetics. We can only speculate on what resolution 
of the paradox he would have favoured had he addressed the prob
lem explicitly. Since it continues to exercise modern philosophers, it 
would perhaps be surprising if Aristotle had found a compelling 
solution. 

9. The other parts of tragedy 

The analysis of plot is Aristotle's main concern in chapters 7 to 14; 
in chapter I 5 he turns to the second most important of the six parts 

identified in chapter 6, character. This was defined in chapter 6 in 
terms of choice (prohairesis). Character is imitated when what is said 

or (presumably) done reveals the nature of the choice that is made, 

and hence the underlying moral disposition of the person who is 

speaking or acting. So when Aristotle talks about character he is not 
talking about the quirks and details of someone's individuality, but 

about the structure of their moral dispositions in so far as it becomes 

clear through what they say and do. 

It is not surprising, therefore, that the first thing he specifies is that 

the characters should be morally good - or (a qualification added a 

few lines later) that they should not be morally bad unnecessarily. The 

example given is Menelaus in Euripides' Orestes. Menelaus squirms 

out of his obligation to offer protection and assistance to his nephew 

Orestes, a philos (see §7) towards whom his obligations are particu
larly strong. This is 'unnecessary' presumably in the sense that the 

plot would have got along perfectly well if Menelaus had not been 

such a despicable character. If Menelaus fails to support his nephew, 

this may be because he is a coward or because he is self-seeking; but 
there was no need to make him a self-seeking coward. So Aristotle is 

not saying that tragedy must be populated only by virtuous people, 

but that the characters should be as virtuous as is possible given the 

demands of the plot. 
This requirement must be seen in relation to comments made 
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earlier in the Poetics on the nature of the people involved in the 
action of a tragedy. Two passages are particularly relevant: chapter 2 
(on the objects of imitation), and chapter 13 (on the moral qualities 
of the person who undergoes a change of fortune). Chapter 2 con
trasted 'admirable' people with 'inferior' people (48a2). 'Admirable' 
(spoudaios) reappears in the definition of tragedy in chapter 6: 'tra

gedy is an imitation of an action that is admirable' (49b24); spoudaios 
is often translated 'serious' here, but Aristotle means an action in
volving the admirable persons (persons 'better than we are') speci

fied as the object of tragic imitation in chapter 2. Like many terms of 
commendation and disparagement in Greek, spoudaios and its oppos

ite embrace social status as well as moral qualities. Thus in chapter I 3 

it is stated in passing that the person whose fortunes change should 
be 'one of those people who are held in great esteem and enjoy 

great good fortune' (53a10), and 'inferior' recurs in chapter 15 in a 

clearly status-oriented context: 'there is such a thing as a good 

woman and a good slave, even though one of these is perhaps 
deficient and the other generally speaking inferior' (54a20-22). One 

cannot expect aristocratic nobility of character from persons of low 

status, but they can still be morally good in terms of status-related 

norms of behaviour; a slave can be a good slave - loyal, hard

working and so on. In tragedy he should be; by contrast the slaves in 

comedy (whatever their virtues) are likely to be disobedient, lazy, 

dishonest and self-seeking. Conversely, high-status characters such 

as Menelaus can be morally bad. Tragedy, therefore, is essentially 
concerned with people who are of high status and of good moral 

character; there will be peripheral figures (slaves and so forth) of 

lower status, but they cannot be at the centre of tragedy's interest 

and should at least be good of their kind; high-status characters in 

tragedy can be morally bad, but not if they are meant to be a focus 
for our pity, and only if and to the extent that the plot requires this. 

The second of Aristotle's four requirements for character, ap

propriateness, is very close to the idea of character being 'good of its 

kind' which Aristotle has just applied to persons of low status. A 
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