What is Tragedy?

Tragedy is one of the most important and enduring forms of literature, especially in drama, and
it has been a central subject of critical discussion since ancient times. The concept of tragedy is
most systematically explained by Aristotle in his critical treatise Poetics, and his definition
continues to shape our understanding of tragic drama even today. Broadly speaking, tragedy
deals with serious human actions, intense suffering, moral conflict, and the downfall of a
central character, while at the same time offering deep emotional and philosophical insight into

human life.

According to Aristotle, tragedy is “the imitation of an action that is serious, complete, and of a
certain magnitude, in embellished language, performed by actors and not narrated, arousing
pity and fear, and effecting the catharsis of such emotions.” This definition highlights several

essential features of tragedy and provides a foundation for literary study.

First, tragedy is an imitation (mimesis) of life. By imitation, Aristotle does not mean a mere
copying of reality but a creative representation of human actions. Tragedy presents life in an
intensified and meaningful form, focusing on universal truths rather than particular events. It

shows not what has happened, but what could happen according to probability and necessity.

Second, the action of tragedy must be serious and complete. Tragedy does not deal with trivial
or comic events; instead, it focuses on profound issues such as fate, moral responsibility,
suffering, justice, and human limitations. The action should have a clear beginning, middle, and
end, forming a unified whole. This unity of action is central to tragic structure and distinguishes

tragedy from episodic or loosely connected narratives.

A tragedy usually centers on a tragic hero, a character of high status or noble nature. In classical
tragedy, this often meant Kings, princes, or great leaders, such as Oedipus in Oedipus Rex or
Macbeth in Shakespeare’s Macbeth. However, the tragic hero is not perfect. He possesses a
tragic flaw or error, which Aristotle calls hamartia. This flaw is not necessarily a moral
weakness but often an error in judgment or lack of knowledge. It is this hamartia that leads the

hero toward downfall.



Another important aspect of tragedy is peripeteia, or reversal of fortune. The tragic hero
typically experiences a sudden change from happiness to misery. Closely connected to this is
anagnorisis, or recognition, where the hero realizes the truth about his situation, identity, or
actions. In Oedipus Rex, for example, Oedipus recognizes that he himself is the murderer he has

been seeking. These moments heighten the emotional impact of tragedy.

The emotional response tragedy aims to produce is pity and fear. We feel pity for the hero
because he suffers undeservedly, and fear because his fate reminds us of our own vulnerability as
human beings. According to Aristotle, the ultimate purpose of tragedy is catharsis, which means
the purification or purgation of these emotions. By experiencing pity and fear in a controlled

artistic form, the audience achieves emotional release and psychological balance.

Tragedy is also characterized by conflict, often between human beings and forces greater than
themselves—such as fate, destiny, divine will, social laws, or even their own inner nature. This
conflict highlights the limitations of human power and knowledge. Even when the tragic hero
struggles bravely, he cannot fully escape suffering, which gives tragedy its profound seriousness

and dignity.

Over time, the idea of tragedy has evolved. While classical tragedy emphasized noble heroes and
fate, modern tragedy often focuses on ordinary individuals and social forces. Yet the essence
remains the same: the depiction of human suffering, moral struggle, and the search for meaning

in a world that often resists human desires.

In conclusion, tragedy is a dramatic form that presents a serious and unified action involving a
noble yet imperfect hero whose downfall results from a tragic error, fate, or moral conflict.
Through powerful incidents such as reversal and recognition, tragedy arouses pity and fear and
ultimately leads to catharsis. Far from being merely sad or depressing, tragedy deepens our
understanding of life, human weakness, and moral responsibility. This is why tragedy continues

to be one of the most significant and moving forms of literature in English studies.
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