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1.0

OBJECTIVE

In this unit you will learn about father of western logic, Aristotle was the first to
develop a formal system for reasoning. In his natural philosophy, Aristotle combines
logic with observation to make general, causal claims. Aristotle’s works, exerted
tremendous influence on ancient and medieval thought and continue to inspire
philosophers to this day.

1.1

INTRODUCTION

Aristotle was the founder of the Lyceum, a school based in Athens, Greece; and he
was the first of the Peripatetics, his followers from the Lyceum. Aristotle’s works,
exerted tremendous influence on ancient and medieval thought and continue to inspire
philosophers to this day. He was a student of Plato for twenty years but is famous for
rejecting Plato’s theory of forms. He was more empirically minded than Plato and
Plato’s teacher, Socrates. A prolific writer, lecturer, and polymath, Aristotle radically
transformed most of the topics he investigated. In his lifetime, he wrote dialogues and
as many as 200 treatises, of which only 31 survive
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1.2

ARISTOTLE (384 B.C.E.—322 B.C.E.)
Aristotle is a towering figure in ancient Greek
philosophy, who made important contributions to
logic, criticism, rhetoric, physics, biology,
psychology, mathematics, metaphysics, ethics, and
politics. He was a student of Plato for twenty years
but is famous for rejecting Plato’s theory of forms.
He was more empirically minded than Plato and
Plato’s teacher, Socrates.

A prolific writer, lecturer, and polymath, Aristotle
radically transformed most of the topics he
investigated. In his lifetime, he wrote dialogues and
as many as 200 treatises, of which only 31 survive.
These works are in the form of lecture notes and
draft manuscripts never intended for general readership. Nevertheless, they are the
earliest complete philosophical treatises we still possess.
As the father of western logic, Aristotle was the first to develop a formal system for
reasoning. He observed that the deductive validity of any argument can be determined
by its structure rather than its content, for example, in the syllogism: All men are
mortal; Socrates is a man; therefore, Socrates is mortal. Even if the content of the
argument were changed from being about Socrates to being about someone else,
because of its structure, as long as the premises are true, then the conclusion must also
be true. Aristotelian logic dominated until the rise of modern propositional logic and
predicate logic 2000 years later.
The emphasis on good reasoning serves as the backdrop for Aristotle’s other
investigations. In his natural philosophy, Aristotle combines logic with observation to
make general, causal claims. For example, in his biology, Aristotle uses the concept
of species to make empirical claims about the functions and behaviour of individual
animals. However, as revealed in his psychological works, Aristotle is no reductive
materialist. Instead, he thinks of the body as the matter, and the psyche as the form of
each living animal.
Though his natural scientific work is firmly based on observation, Aristotle also
recognizes the possibility of knowledge that is not empirical. In his metaphysics, he
claims that there must be a separate and unchanging being that is the source of all other
beings. In his ethics, he holds that it is only by becoming excellent that one could
achieve eudaimonia, a sort of happiness or blessedness that constitutes the best kind
of human life.
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1.3

LIFE AND LOST WORKS

Though our main ancient source on Aristotle’s life, Diogenes Laertius, is of
questionable reliability, the outlines of his biography are credible. Diogenes reports
that Aristotle’s Greek father, Nicomachus, served as private physician to the
Macedonian king Amyntas (DL 5.1.1). At the age of seventeen, Aristotle migrated to
Athens where he joined the Academy, studying under Plato for twenty years (DL
5.1.9). During this period Aristotle acquired his encyclopedic knowledge of the
philosophical tradition, which he draws on extensively in his works.
Aristotle left Athens around the time Plato died, in 348 or 347 B.C.E. One explanation
is that as a resident alien, Aristotle was excluded from leadership of the Academy in
favor of Plato’s nephew, the Athenian citizen Speusippus. Another possibility is that
Aristotle was forced to flee as Philip of Macedon’s expanding power led to the spread
of anti-Macedonian sentiment in Athens (Chroust 1967). Whatever the cause, Aristotle
subsequently moved to Atarneus, which was ruled by another former student at the
Academy, Hermias. During his three years there, Aristotle married Pythias, the niece
or adopted daughter of Hermias, and perhaps engaged in negotiations or espionage on
behalf of the Macedonians (Chroust 1972). Whatever the case, the couple relocated to
Macedonia, where Aristotle was employed by Philip, serving as tutor to his son,
Alexander the Great (DL 5.1.3–4). Aristotle’s philosophical career was thus directly
entangled with the rise of a major power.
After some time in Macedonia, Aristotle returned to Athens, where he founded his
own school in rented buildings in the Lyceum. It was presumably during this period
that he authored most of his surviving texts, which have the appearance of lecture
transcripts edited so they could be read aloud in Aristotle’s absence. Indeed, this must
have been necessary, since after his school had been in operation for thirteen years, he
again departed from Athens, possibly because a charge of impiety was brought against
him (DL 5.1.5). He died at age 63 in Chalcis (DL 5.1.10).
Diogenes tells us that Aristotle was a thin man who dressed flashily, wearing a
fashionable hairstyle and a number of rings. If the will quoted by Diogenes (5.1.11–
16) is authentic, Aristotle must have possessed significant personal wealth, since it
promises a furnished house in Stagira, three female slaves, and a talent of silver to his
concubine, Herpyllis. Aristotle fathered a daughter with Pythias and, with Herpyllis, a
son, Nicomachus (named after his grandfather), who may have edited
Aristotle’s Nicomachean Ethics. Unfortunately, since there are few extant sources on
Aristotle’s life, one’s judgment about the accuracy and completeness of these details
depends largely on how much one trusts Diogenes’ testimony.
Since commentaries on Aristotle’s work have been produced for around two thousand
years, it is not immediately obvious which sources are reliable guides to his thought.
Aristotle’s works have a condensed style and make use of a peculiar vocabulary.
Though he wrote an introduction to philosophy, a critique of Plato’s theory of forms,
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and several philosophical dialogues, these works survive only in fragments. The
extant Corpus Aristotelicum consists of Aristotle’s recorded lectures, which cover
almost all the major areas of philosophy. Before the invention of the printing press,
handwritten copies of these works circulated in the Near East, northern Africa, and
southern Europe for centuries. The surviving manuscripts were collected and edited in
August Immanuel Bekker’s authoritative 1831–1836 Berlin edition of the Corpus
(“Bekker” 1910). All references to Aristotle’s works in this article follow the standard
Bekker numbering.
The extant fragments of Aristotle’s lost works, which modern commentators
sometimes use as the basis for conjectures about his philosophical development, are
noteworthy. A fragment of his Protrepticus preserves a striking analogy according to
which the psyche or soul’s attachment to the body is a form of punishment:
The ancients blessedly say that the psyche pays penalty and that our life is for the
atonement of great sins. And the yoking of the psyche to the body seems very much
like this. For they say that, as Etruscans torture captives by chaining the dead face to
face with the living, fitting each to each part, so the psyche seems to be stretched
throughout, and constrained to all the sensitive members of the body. (Pistelli 1888,
47.24–48.1)
According to this allegedly inspired theory, the fetters that bind the psyche to the body
are similar to those by which the Etruscans torture their prisoners. Just as the Etruscans
chain prisoners face to face with a dead body so that each part of the living body
touches a part of the corpse, the psyche is said to be aligned with the parts of one’s
living body. On this view, the psyche is embodied as a painful but corrective
atonement for its badness. (See Bos 2003 and Hutchinson and Johnson’s webpage).
The incompatibility of this passage with Aristotle’s view that the psyche is inseparable
from the body (discussed below) has been explained in various ways. Neo-Platonic
commentators distinguish between Aristotle’s esoteric and exoteric writings, that is,
writings intended for circulation within his school, and writings like
the Protrepticus intended for a broader reading public (Gerson 2005, 47–75). Some
modern scholars have argued to the contrary that the imprisonment of the psyche in
the body indicates that Aristotle was still a Platonist at the time he composed
the Protrepticus, which must have been written earlier than his mature works (Jaeger
1948, 100). Aristotle’s dialogue Eudemus, which contains arguments for the
immortality of the psyche, and his Politicus, which is about the ideal statesman, seem
to corroborate the view that Aristotle’s exoteric works hold much that is Platonic in
spirit (Chroust 1965; 1966). The latter contains the seemingly Platonic assertion that
“the good is the most exact of measures” (Kroll 1902, 168: 927b4–5).
But not all agree. Owen (1968, 162–163) argues that Aristotle’s fundamental logical
distinction between individual and species depends on an antecedent break with Plato.
According to this view, Aristotle’s On Ideas (Fine 1993), a collection of arguments
against Platonic forms, shows that Aristotle rejected Platonism early in his career,
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though he later became more sympathetic to the master’s views. However, as
Lachterman (1980) points out, such historical theses depend on substantive
hermeneutical assumptions about how to read Aristotle and on theoretical assumptions
about what constitutes a philosophical system. This article focuses not on this
historical debate but on the theories propounded in Aristotle’s extant works.
Analytics or “Logic”
Aristotle is usually identified as the founder of logic in the West (although autonomous
logical traditions also developed in India and China), where his “Organon,” consisting
of his works the Categories, On Interpretation, Prior Analytics, Posterior
Analytics, Sophistical Refutations, and Topics, long served as the traditional manuals
of logic. Two other works—Rhetoric and Poetics—are not about logic, but also
concern how to communicate to an audience. Curiously, Aristotle never used the
words “logic” or “organon” to refer to his own work but calls this discipline
“analytics.” Though Aristotelian logic is sometimes referred to as an “art” (Ross 1940,
iii), it is clearly not an art in Aristotle’s sense, which would require it to be productive
of some end outside itself. Nevertheless, this article follows the convention of referring
to the content of Aristotle’s analytics as “logic.”
a. The Meaning and Purpose of Logic
What is logic for Aristotle? On Interpretation begins with a discussion of meaning,
according to which written words are symbols of spoken words, while spoken words
are symbols of thoughts (Int.16a3–8). This theory of signification can be understood
as a semantics that explains how different alphabets can signify the same spoken
language, while different languages can signify the same thoughts. Moreover, this
theory connects the meaning of symbols to logical consequence, since commitment to
some set of utterances rationally requires commitment to the thoughts signified by
those utterances and to what is entailed by them. Hence, though Cook Wilson (1926,
30–33) correctly notes that Aristotle nowhere defines logic, it may be called the
science of thinking, where the role of the science is not to describe ordinary human
reasoning but rather to demonstrate what one ought to think given one’s other
commitments. Though the elements of Aristotelian logic are implicit in our conscious
reasoning, Aristotelian “analysis” makes explicit what was formerly implicit (Cook
Wilson 1926, 49).
Aristotle shows how logic can demonstrate what one should think, given one’s
commitments, by developing the syntactical concepts of truth, predication, and
definition. In order for a written sentence, utterance, or thought to be true or false,
Aristotle says, it must include at least two terms: a subject and a predicate. Thus, a
simple thought or utterance such as “horse” is neither true nor false but must be
combined with another term, say, “fast” in order to form a compound—“the horse is
fast”—that describes reality truly or falsely. The written sentence “the horse is fast”
has meaning insofar as it signifies the spoken sentence, which in turn has meaning in
virtue of its signifying the thought that the horse is fast (Int.16a10–18, Cat.13b10–
12, DA 430a26–b1). Aristotle holds that there are two kinds of constituents of
meaningful sentences: nouns and their derivatives, which are conventional symbols
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without tense or aspect; and verbs, which have a tense and aspect. Though all
meaningful speech consists of combinations of these constituents, Aristotle limits
logic to the consideration of statements, which assert or deny the presence of
something in the past, present, or future (Int.17a20–24).
Aristotle analyzes statements as cases of predication, in which a predicate P is
attributed to a subject S as in a sentence of the form “S is P.” Since he holds that every
statement expresses something about being, statements of this form are to be read as
“S is (exists) as a P” (Bäck 2000, 11). In every true predication, either the subject and
predicate are of the same category, or the subject term refers to a substance while the
predicate term refers to one of the other categories. The primary substances are
individuals, while secondary substances are species and genera composed of
individuals (Cat.2a11–18). This distinction between primary and secondary reflects a
dependence relation: if all the individuals of a species or genus were annihilated, the
species and genus could not, in the present tense, be truly predicated of any subject.
Every individual is of a species and that species is predicated of the individual. Every
species is the member of a genus, which is predicated of the species and of each
individual of that species (Cat.2b13–22). For example, if Callias is of the species
“man,” and the species is a member of the genus “animal,” then “man” is predicated
of Callias, and “animal” is predicated both of “man” and of Callias. The individual,
Callias, inherits the predicate “animal” in virtue of being of the species “man.” But
inheritance stops at the individual and does not apply to its proper parts. For example,
“man” is not truly predicated of Callias’ hand. A genus can be divided with reference
to the specific differences among its members; for example, “biped” differentiates
“man” from “horse.”
While no definition can be given of an individual or primary substance such as Callias,
when one gives the genus and all the specific differences possessed by a kind of thing,
one can define a thing’s species. A specific difference is a predicate that falls under
one of the categories. Thus, Aristotelian categories can be seen as a taxonomical
scheme, a way of organizing predicates for discovery, or as a metaphysical doctrine
about the kinds of beings there are. But any reading must accommodate Aristotle’s
views that primary substances are never predicated of a subject (Cat.3a6), that a
predicate may fall under multiple categories (Cat.11a20–39), and that some terms,
such as “good,” are predicated in all the categories (NE 1096a23–29). Moreover,
definitions are reached not by demonstration but by other kinds of inquiry, such as
dialectic, the art by which one makes divisions in a genus; and induction, which can
reveal specific differences from the observation of individual examples.
b. Demonstrative Syllogistic
Syllogistic reasoning builds on Aristotle’s theory of predication, showing how to
reason from premises to conclusions. A syllogism is a discourse in which when taking
some statements as premises a different statement can be shown to follow as a
conclusion (AnPr.24b18–22). The basic form of the Aristotelian syllogism involves a
major premise, a minor premise, and a conclusion, so that it has the form
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If A is predicated of all B,
And B is predicated of all C,
Then A is predicated of all C.
This is an assertion of formal logic, since by removing the values of the variables A,
B, and C, one treats the inference formally, such that the values of the subject A and
predicates B and C are not given as part of the syllogistic form (Łukasiewicz, 10–14).
Though this form can be utilized in dialectic, in which the major term A is related to
C through the middle term B credibly rather than necessarily (AnPo.81b10–23),
Aristotle is mainly concerned with how to use syllogistic in what he calls
demonstrative reasoning, that is, in inference from certain premises to a certain
conclusion. A demonstrative syllogism is not concerned with a mere opinion but
proves a cause, that is, answers a “why” question (AnPo.85b 23–26).
The validity of a syllogism can be tested through comparison of four basic types of
assertions: All S are P (A), No S are P (E), Some S are P (I), and Some S are not P
(O). The truth conditions of these assertions are determined relationally: through
contradiction, in which if one of the assertions is true, the other must be false;
contrariety, in which both assertions cannot be true; and subalternation, in which the
universal assertion’s being true requires that the particular assertion must be true, as
well. These relationships are summed up in the traditional square of opposition used
by medieval Aristotelian logicians. (see
Groarke, Aristotle: Logic).

Figure 1: The Traditional Square of
Opposition illustrates the relations between
the fundamental judgment-forms in
Aristotelian syllogistic: (A) All S are P, (E)
No S are P, (I) Some S are P, and (O) Some
S are not P.

Syllogistic may be employed dialectically when the premises are accepted on the
authority of common opinion, from tradition, or from the wise. In any dialectical
syllogism, the premises can be generally accepted opinions rather than necessary
principles (Top.100a25–b21). At least some premises in rhetorical proofs must be not
necessary but only probable, happening only for the most part.
When the premises are known, and conclusions are shown to follow from those
premises, one gains knowledge by demonstration. Demonstration is necessary
(AnPo.73a21–27) because the conclusion of a demonstrative syllogism predicates
something that is either necessarily true or necessarily false of the subject of the
premise. One has demonstrative knowledge when one knows the premises and has
derived a necessary conclusion from them, since the cause given in the premises
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explains why the conclusion is so (AnPo.75a12–17, 35–37). Consequently, valid
demonstration depends on the known premises containing terms for the genus of
which the species in the conclusion is a member (AnPo.76a29–30).
One interesting problem that arises within Aristotle’s theory of demonstration
concerns the connection between temporality and necessity. By the principle of
excluded middle, necessarily, either there will be a sea-battle tomorrow or there will
not be a sea-battle tomorrow. But since the sea-battle itself has yet neither come about
nor failed to come about, it seems that one must say, paradoxically, that one alternative
is necessary but that either alternative might come about (Int.19a22–34). The question
of how to account for unrealized possibilities and necessities is part of Aristotle’s
modal syllogistic, which is discussed at length in his Prior Analytics. For a discussion,
see Malink (2013).
c. Induction, Experience, and Principles
Whenever a speaker reasons from premises, an auditor can ask for their demonstration.
The speaker then needs to adduce additional premises for that demonstration. But if
this line of questioning went on interminably, no demonstration could be made, since
every premise would require a further demonstration, ad infinitum. In order to stop an
infinite regress of premises, Aristotle postulates that for an inference to count as
demonstrative, one must know its indemonstrable premises (AnPo.73a16–20). Thus,
demonstrative science depends on the view that all teaching and learning proceed from
already present knowledge (AnPo.72b5–20). In other words, the possibility of making
a complete argument, whether inductive or deductive, depends on the reasoner
possessing the concept in question.
The acquisition of concepts must in some way be perceptual, since Aristotle says that
universals come to rest in the soul through experience, which comes about from many
memories of the same thing, which in turn comes about by perception (AnPo.99b32–
100a9). However, Aristotle holds that some concepts are already manifested in one’s
perceptual experience: children initially call all men father and all women mother,
only later developing the capacity to apply the relevant concepts to particular
individuals (Phys.184b3–5). As Cook Wilson (1926, 45) puts it, perception is in a way
already of a universal. Upon learning to speak, the child already possesses the concept
“mother” but does not grasp the conditions of its correct application. The role of
perception, and hence of memory and experience, is then not to supply the child with
universal concepts but to fix the conditions under which they are correctly predicated
of an individual or species. Hence the ability to arrive at definitions, which serve as
starting points of a science, rests on the human being’s natural capacity to use language
and on the culturally specific social and political conditions in which that capacity is
manifested (Winslow 2013, 45–49).
While deduction proceeds by a form of syllogistic reasoning in which the major and
minor premise both predicate what is necessarily true of a subject, inductive reasoning
moves from particulars to universals, so it is impossible to gain knowledge of
universals except by induction (AnPo.81a38–b9). This movement, from the
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observation of the same occurrence, to an experience that emerges from many
memories, to a universal judgment, is a cognitive process by which human beings
understand reality (see AnPo.88a2–5, Met.980b28–981a1, EN 1098b2–4, 1142a12).
But what makes such an inference a good one? Aristotle seems to say an inductive
inference is sound when what is true in each case is also true of the class under which
the cases fall (AnPr.68b15–29). For example, it is inferred from the observation that
each kind of bileless animal (men, horses, mules, and so on) is long-lived just when
the following syllogism is sound: (1) All men, horses, mules, and so on are long-lived;
(2) All long-lived animals are bileless; therefore (3) all men, horses, mules, and so on
are bileless (see Groarke sections 10 and 11). However, Aristotle does not think that
knowledge of universals is pieced together from knowledge of particulars but rather
he thinks that induction is what allows one to actualize knowledge by grasping how
the particular case falls under the universal (AnPr.67a31–b5).
A true definition reveals the essential nature of something, what it is to be that thing
(AnPo.90b30–31). A sound demonstration shows what is necessary of an observed
subject (AnPo.90b38–91a5). It is essential, however, that the observation on which a
definition is based be inductively true, that is, that it be based on causes rather than on
chance. Regardless of whether one is asking what something is in a definition
or why something is the way it is by giving its cause, it is only when the principles or
starting points of a science are given that demonstration becomes possible. Since
experience is what gives the principles of each science (AnPr.46a17–27), logic can
only be employed at a later stage to demonstrate conclusions from these starting
points. This is why logic, though it is employed in all branches of philosophy, is not a
part of philosophy. Rather, in the Aristotelian tradition, logic is an instrument for the
philosopher, just as a hammer and anvil are instruments for the blacksmith
(Ierodiakonou 1998).
d. Rhetoric and Poetics
Just as dialectic searches for truth, Aristotelian rhetoric serves as its counterpart
(Rhet.1354a1), searching for the means by which truth can be grasped through
language. Thus, rhetorical demonstration, or enthymeme, is a kind of syllogism that
strictly speaking belongs to dialectic (Rhet.1355a8–10). Because rhetoric uses the
particularly human capacity of reason to formulate verbal arguments, it is the art that
can cause the most harm when it is used wrongly. It is thus not a technique for
persuasion at any cost, as some Sophists have taught, but a fundamentally secondpersonal way of using language that allows the auditor to reach a judgment (Grimaldi
1972, 3–5). More fundamentally, rhetoric is defined as the detection of persuasive
features of each subject matter (Rhet.1355b12–22).
Proofs given in speech depend on three things: the character (ethos) of the speaker,
the disposition (pathos) of the audience, and the meaning (logos) of the sounds and
gestures used (Rhet.1356a2–6). Rhetorical proofs show that the speaker is worthy of
credence, producing an emotional state (pathos) in the audience, or demonstrating a
consequence using the words alone. Aristotle holds that ethos is the most important of
these elements, since trust in the speaker is required if one is to believe the speech.
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However, the best speech balances ethos, pathos, and logos. In rhetoric, enthymemes
play a deductive role, while examples play an inductive role (Rhet.1356b11–18).
The deductive form of rhetoric, enthymeme, is a dialectical syllogism in which the
probable premise is suppressed so that one reasons directly from the necessary premise
to the conclusion. For example, one may reason that an animal has given birth because
she has milk (Rhet.1357b14–16) without providing the intermediate premise. Aristotle
also calls this deductive form of inference “reasoning by signs” or “reasoning from
evidence,” since the animal’s having milk is a sign of, or evidence for, her having
given birth. Though the audience seemingly “immediately” grasps the fact of birth
without it being given in perception, the passage from the perception to the fact is
inferential and depends on the background assumption of the suppressed premise.
The inductive form of rhetoric, reasoning from example, can be illustrated as follows.
Peisistratus in Athens and Theagenes in Megara both petitioned for guards shortly
before establishing themselves as tyrants. Thus, someone plotting a tyranny requests
a guard (Rhet.1357b30–37). This proof by example does not have the force of
necessity or universality and does not count as a case of scientific induction, since it
is possible someone could petition for a guard without plotting a tyranny. But when it
is necessary to base some decision, for example, whether to grant a request for a
bodyguard, on its likely outcome, one must look to prior examples. It is the work of
the rhetorician to know these examples and to formulate them in such a way as to
suggest definite policies on the basis of that knowledge.
Rhetoric is divided into deliberative, forensic, and display rhetoric. Deliberative
rhetoric is concerned with the future, namely with what to do, and the deliberative
rhetorician is to discuss the advantages and harms associated with a specific course of
action. Forensic rhetoric, typical of the courtroom, concerns the past, especially what
was done and whether it was just or unjust. Display rhetoric concerns the present and
is about what is noble or base, that is, what should be praised or denigrated
(Rhet.1358b6–16). In all these domains, the rhetorician practices a kind of reasoning
that draws on similarities and differences to produce a likely prediction that is of value
to the political community.
A common characteristic of insightful philosophers, rhetoricians, and poets is the
capacity to observe similarities in things that are unlike, as Archytas did when he said
that a judge and an alter are kindred, since someone who has been wronged has
recourse to both (Rhet.1412a10–14). This noticing of similarities and differences is
part of what separates those who are living the good life from those who are merely
living (Sens.437a2–3). Likewise, the highest achievement of poetry is to use good
metaphors, since to make metaphors well is to contemplate what is like (Poet.1459a6–
9). Poetry is thus closely related to both philosophy and rhetoric, though it differs from
them in being fundamentally mimetic, imitating reality through an artistic form.
Imitation in poetry is achieved by means of rhythm, language, and harmony
(Poet.1447a13–16, 21–22). While other arts share some or all these elements—
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painting imitates visually by the same means, while dance imitates only through
rhythm—poetry is a kind of vocalized music, in which voice and discursive meaning
are combined. Aristotle is interested primarily in the kinds of poetry that imitate
human actions, which fall into the broad categories of comedy and tragedy. Comedy
is an imitation of worse types of people and actions, which reflect our lower natures.
These imitations are not despicable or painful, but simply ridiculous or distorted, and
observing them gives us pleasure (Poet.1449a31–38). Aristotle wrote a book of
his Poetics on comedy, but the book did not survive. Hence, through a historical
accident, the traditions of aesthetics and criticism that proceed from Aristotle are
concerned almost completely with tragedy.
Tragedy imitates actions that are excellent and complete. As opposed to comedy,
which is episodic, tragedy should have a single plot that ends in a presentation of pity
and fear and thus a catharsis—a cleansing or purgation—of the passions
(Poet.1449b24–28). (As discussed below, the passions or emotions also play an
important role in Aristotle’s practical philosophy.) The most important aspect of a
tragedy is how it uses a story or myth to lead the psyches of its audience to this
catharsis (Poet.1450a32–34). Since the beauty or fineness of a thing—say, of an
animal—consists in the orderly arrangement of parts of a definite magnitude
(Poet.1450b35–38), the parts of a tragedy should also be proportionate.
A tragedy’s ability to lead the psyche depends on its myth turning at a moment of
recognition at which the central character moves from a state of ignorance to a state
of knowledge. In the best case, this recognition coincides with a reversal of intention,
such as in Sophocles’ Oedipus, in which Oedipus recognizes himself as the man who
was prophesied to murder his father and marry his mother. This moment produces pity
and fear in the audience, fulfilling the purpose of tragic imitation (Poet.1452a23–b1).
The pity and fear produced by imitative poetry are the source of a peculiar form of
pleasure (Poet.1453b11–14). Though the imitation itself is a kind of technique or art,
this pleasure is natural to human beings. Because of this potential to produce emotions
and lead the psyche, poetics borders both on what is well natured and on madness
(Poet.1455a30–34).
Why do people write plays, read stories, and watch movies? Aristotle thinks that
because a series of sounds with minute differences can be strung together to form
conventional symbols that name particular things, hearing has the accidental property
of supporting meaningful speech, which is the cause of learning (Sens.437a10–18).
Consequently, though sound is not intrinsically meaningful, voice can carry meaning
when it “ensouled,” transmitting an appearance about how absent things might be
(DA 420b5-10, 27–33). Poetry picks up on this natural capacity, artfully imitating
reality in language without requiring that things are actually the way they are presented
as being (Poet.1447a13–16).
The poet’s consequent power to lead the psyche through true or false imitations, like
the rhetorician’s power to lead it through persuasive speech, leads to a parallel
question: how should the poet use his power? Should the poet imitate things as they
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are, or as they should be? Though it is clear that the standard of correctness in poetry
and politics is not the same (Poet.1460b13–1461a1), the question of how and to what
extent the state should constrain poetic production remains unresolved.
1.4

THEORETICAL PHILOSOPHY

Aristotle’s classification of the sciences makes a distinction between theoretical
philosophy, which aims at contemplation, and practical philosophy, which aims at
action or production. Within theoretical philosophy, first philosophy studies objects
that are motionless and separate from material things, mathematics studies objects that
are motionless but not separate, and natural philosophy studies objects that are in
motion and not separate (Met.1026a6–22).
This threefold distinction among the beings that can be contemplated corresponds to
the level of precision that can be attained by each branch of theoretical philosophy.
First philosophy can be perfectly exact because there is no variation among its objects
and thus it has the potential to give one knowledge in the most profound sense.
Mathematics is also absolutely certain because its objects are unchanging, but since
there are many mathematical objects of a given kind (for example, one could draw a
potentially infinite number of different triangles), mathematical proofs require a
peculiar method that Aristotle calls “abstraction.” Natural philosophy gives less exact
knowledge because of the diversity and variability of natural things and thus requires
attention to particular, empirical facts. Studies of nature—including treatises on
special sciences like cosmology, biology, and psychology—account for a large part of
Aristotle’s surviving writings.
a. Natural Philosophy
Aristotle’s natural philosophy aims for theoretical knowledge about things that are
subject to change. Whereas all generated things, including artifacts and products of
chance, have a source that generates them, natural change is caused by a thing’s inner
principle and cause, which may accordingly be called the thing’s “nature”
(Phys.192b8–20). To grasp the nature of a thing is to be able to explain why it was
generated essentially: the nature of a thing does not merely contribute to a change but
is the primary determinant of the change as such (Waterlow 1982, p.28).
Though some hold that Aristotle’s principles are epistemic, explanatory concepts,
principles are best understood ontologically as unique, continuous natures that govern
the generation and self-preservation of natural beings. To understand a thing’s nature
is primarily to grasp “how a being displays itself by its nature.” Such a grasp counts
as a correct explanation only insofar as it constitutes a form of understanding of beings
in themselves as they give themselves (Winslow 2007, 3–7).
Aristotle’s description of principles as the start and end of change (Phys.235b6)
distinguishes between two kinds of natural change. Substantial change occurs when a
substance is generated (Phys.225a1–5), for example, when the seed of a plant gives
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rise to another plant of the same kind. Non-substantial change occurs when a
substance’s accidental qualities are affected, for example, the change of color in a
ripening pomegranate. Aristotelians describe this as the activity of contraries of
blackness and whiteness in the plant’s material in which the fruit of the pomegranate,
as its juices become colored by ripening, itself becomes shaded, changing to a purple
color (de Coloribus 796a20–26). Ripening occurs when heat burns up the air in the
part of the plant near the ground, causing convection that alters the originally light
color of the fruit to its dark contrary (de Plantis 820b19–23). Both kinds of change are
caused by the plant’s containing in itself a principle of change. In substantial change,
a new primary substance is generated; in non-substantial change, some property of
preexisting substance changes to a contrary state.
A process of change is completely described when its four causes are given. This can
be illustrated with Aristotle’s favorite example of the production of a bronze sculpture.
The (1) material cause of the change is given when the underlying matter of the thing
has been described, such as the bronze matter of which a statue is composed. The (2)
formal cause is given when one says what kind of thing the thing is, for example,
“sphere” for a bronze sphere or “Callias” for a bronze statue of Callias. The (3)
efficient cause is given when one says what brought the change about, for example,
when one names the sculptor. The (4) final cause is given when one says the purpose
of the change, for example, when one says why the sculptor chose to make the bronze
sphere (Phys.194b16–195a2).
In natural change the principle of change is internal, so the formal, efficient, and final
causes typically coincide. Moreover, in such cases, the metaphysical and
epistemological sides of causal explanation are normally unified: a formal cause
counts both as a thing’s essence—what it is to be that thing—and as its rational account
or reason for being (Bianchi 2014, 35). Thus, when speaking of natural changes rather
than the making of an artifact, Aristotle will usually offer “hylomorphic” descriptions
of the natural being as a compound of matter and form.
Because Aristotle holds that a thing’s underlying nature is analogous to the bronze in
a statue (Phys.191a7–12), some have argued that the underlying thing refers to “prime
matter,” that is, to an absolutely indeterminate matter that has no form. But Cook
(1989) has shown that the underlying thing normally means matter that already has
some form. Indeed, Aristotle claims that the matter of perceptible things has no
separate existence but is always already informed by a contrary (Gen et Corr.329a25–
27). The matter that traditional natural philosophy calls the “elements”—fire, water,
air, and earth—already has the form of the basic contraries, hot and cold, and moist
and dry, so that, for example, fire is matter with a hot and dry form (Gen et
Corr.330a25–b4). Thus, even in the most basic cases, matter is always actually
informed, even though the form is potentially subject to change. For example,
throwing water on a fire cools and moistens it, and bringing about a new quality in the
underlying material. Thus, Aristotle sometimes describes natural powers as being
latent or active “in the material” (Meteor.370b14–18).
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Aristotle’s general works in natural philosophy offer analyses of concepts necessarily
assumed in accounts of natural processes, including time, change, and place. In
general, Aristotle will describe changes that occur in time as arising from a potential,
which is actualized when the change is complete. However, what is actual
is logically prior to what is potential, since a potentiality aims at its own actualization
and thus must be defined in terms of what is actual. Indeed, generically the actual is
also temporally prior to potentiality, since there must invariably be a preexisting
actuality that brings the potentiality to its own actualization (Met.1049b4–19). Perhaps
because of the priority of the actual to the potential, whenever Aristotle speaks of
natural change, he is concerned with a field of naturalistic inquiry that is continuous
rather than atomistic and purposeful or teleological rather than mechanical. In his more
specific naturalistic works, Aristotle lays out a program of specialized studies about
the heavens and Earth, living things, and the psyche.
i. Cosmology and Geology
Aristotle’s cosmology depends on the basic observation that while bodies on Earth
either rise to a limit or fall to Earth, heavenly bodies keep moving, without any
apparent external force being exerted on them (DC 284a10–15). On the basis of this
observation, he distinguishes between circular motion, which is operative in the
“superlunary” heavens, and rectilinear motion on “sublunary” Earth below the Moon.
Since all sublunary bodies move in a rectilinear pattern, the heavenly bodies must be
composed of a different body that naturally moves in a circle (DC 269a2–
10, Meteor.340b6–15). This body cannot have an opposite, because there is no
opposite to circular motion (DC 270a20, compare 269a19–22). Indeed, since there is
nothing to oppose its motion, Aristotle supposes that this fifth element, which he calls
“aether,” as well as the heavenly bodies composed of it, move eternally (DC 275b1–
5, 21–25).
In Aristotle’s view the heavens are ungenerated, neither coming to be nor passing
away (DC 279b18–21, 282a24–30). Aristotle defines time as the number of motion,
since motion is necessarily measured by time (Phys.224a24). Thus, the motion of the
eternal bodies is what makes time, so the life and being of sublunary things depends
on them. Indeed, Aristotle says that their own time is eternal or “aeon.”
Noticing that water naturally forms spherical droplets and that it flows towards the
lowest point on a plane, Aristotle concludes that both the heavens and the earth are
spherical (DC 287b1–14). This is further confirmed by observations of eclipses
(DC 297b23–31) and that different stars are visible at different latitudes (DC 297b14–
298a22).
The gathering of such observations is an important part of Aristotle’s scientific
procedure (AnPr.46a17–22) and sets his theories above those of the ancients that
lacked such “experience” (Phys.191a24–27). Just as in his biology, where Aristotle
draws on animal anatomy observed at sacrifices (HA 496b25) and records reports from
India (HA 501a25), so in his astronomy he cites Egyptian and Babylonian observations
of the planets (DC 292a4–9). By gathering evidence from many sources, Aristotle is
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able to conclude that the stars and the Moon are spherical (DC 291b11–20) and that
the Milky Way is an appearance produced by the sight of many stars moving in the
outermost sphere (Meteor.346a16–24).
Assuming the hypothesis that the Earth does not move (DC 289b6–7), Aristotle argues
that there are in the heavens both stars, which are large and distant from earth, and
planets, which are smaller and closer. The two can be distinguished since stars appear
to twinkle while planets do not (Aristotle somewhat mysteriously attributes the
twinkling stars to their distance from the eye of the observer) (DC 290b14–24). Unlike
earthly creatures, which move because of their distinct organs or parts, both the
moving stars and the unmoving heaven that contains them are spherical (DC 289a30–
b11). As opposed to superlunary (eternal) substances, sublunary beings, like clouds
and human beings, participate in the eternal through coming to be and passing away.
In doing so, the individual or primary substance is not preserved, but rather the species
or secondary substance is preserved (as we shall see below, the same thought is utilized
in Aristotle’s explanation of biological reproduction) (Gen et Corr.338b6–20).
Aristotle holds that the Earth is composed of four spheres, each of which is dominated
by one of the four elements. The innermost and heaviest sphere is predominantly earth,
on which rests upper spheres of water, air, and fire. The sun acts to burn up or vaporize
the water, which rises to the upper spheres when heated, but when cooled later
condenses into rain (Meteor.354b24–34). If unqualified necessity is restricted to the
superlunary sphere, teleology—the seeking of ends that may or may not be brought
about—seems to be limited to the sublunary sphere.
Due to his belief that the Earth is eternal, being neither created nor destroyed, Aristotle
holds that the epochs move cyclically in patterns of increase and decrease
(Meteor.351b5–19). Aristotle’s cyclical understanding of both natural and human
history is implicit in his comment that while Egypt used to be a fertile land, it has over
the centuries grown arid (Meteor.351b28–35). Indeed, parts of the world that are ocean
periodically become land, while those that are land are covered over by ocean
(Meteor.253a15–24). Because of periodic catastrophes, all human wisdom that is now
sought concerning both the arts and divine things was previously possessed by
forgotten ancestors. However, some of this wisdom is preserved in myths, which pass
on knowledge of the divine by allegorically portraying the gods in human or animal
form so that the masses can be persuaded to follow laws (Met.1074a38-b14,
compare Meteor.339b28–30, Pol.1329b25).
Aristotle’s geology or earth science, given in the latter books of his Meteorology,
offers theories of the formation of oceans, of wind and rainfall, and of other natural
events such as earthquakes, lightning, and thunder. His theory of the rainbow suggests
that drops of water suspended in the air form mirrors which reflect the multiplycolored visual ray that proceeds from the eye without its proper magnitude
(Meteor.373a32–373b34). Though the explanations given by Aristotle of these
phenomena contradict those of modern physics, his careful observations often give
interest to his account.
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Aristotle’s material science offers the first description of what are now called nonNewtonian fluids—honey and must—which he characterizes as liquids in which earth
and heat predominate (Meteor.385b1–5). Although the Ancient Greeks did not distill
alcohol, he reports on the accidental distillation of some ethanol from wine (“sweet
wine”), which he observes is more combustible than ordinary wine (Meteor.387b10–
14). Finally, Aristotle’s material science makes an informative distinction between
compounds, in which the constituents maintain their identity, and mixtures, in which
one constituent comes to dominate or in which a new kind of material is generated
(see Sharvy 1983 for discussion). Though it would be inaccurate to describe him as a
methodological empiricist, Aristotle’s collection and careful recording of observations
shows that in all of his scientific endeavors, his explanations were designed to accord
with publicly observable natural phenomena.
ii. Biology
The phenomenon of life, as opposed to inanimate nature, involves distinctive types of
change (Phys.244b10–245a5) and thus requires distinctive types of explanation.
Biological explanations should give all four causes of an organism or species—the
material of which it is composed, the processes that bring it about, the particular form
it has, and its purpose. For Aristotle, the investigation of individual organisms gives
one causal knowledge since the individuals belong to a natural kind. Men and horses
both have eyes, which serve similar functions in each of them, but because their
species are different, a man’s eye is similar to the eyes of other men, while a horse’s
eyes are similar to the eyes of other horses (HA 486a15–20). Biology should explain
both why homologous forms exist in different species and the ways in which they
differ, and therefore the causes for the persistence of each natural kind of living thing.
Although all four causes are relevant in biology, Aristotle tends to group final causes
with formal causes in teleological explanations, and material causes with efficient
causes in mechanical explanations. Boylan (section 4) shows, for example, that
Aristotle’s teleological explanation of respiration is that it exists in order to bring air
into the body to produce pneuma, which is the means by which an animal moves itself.
Aristotle’s mechanical explanation is that air that has been heated in the lungs is
pushed out by colder air outside the body (On Breath 481b10–16, PA 642a31–b4).
Teleological explanations are necessary conditionally; that is, they depend on the
assumption that the biologist has correctly identified the end for the sake of which the
organism behaves as it does. Mechanical explanations, in distinction, have absolute
necessity in the sense that they require no assumptions about the purpose of the
organism or behavior. In general, however, teleological explanations are more
important in biology (PA 639b24–26), because making a distinction between living
and inanimate things depends on the assumption that “nature does nothing in vain”
(GA 741b5).
The final cause of each kind corresponds to the reason that it continues to persist. As
opposed to superlunary, eternal substances, sublunary living things cannot preserve
themselves individually or, as Aristotle puts it, “in number.” Nevertheless, because
living is better than not living (EN 1170b2–5), each individual has a natural drive to
preserve itself “in kind.” Such a drive for self-preservation is the primary way in which
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living creatures participate in the divine (DA 415a25–b7). Nutrition and reproduction
therefore are, in Aristotle’s philosophy, value-laden and goal-directed activities. They
are activated, whether consciously or not, for the good of the species, namely for its
continuation, in which it imitates the eternal things (Gen et Corr.338b12–17). In this
way, life can be considered to be directed toward and imitative of the divine
(DC 292b18–22).
This basic teleological or goal-directed orientation of Aristotle’s biology allows him
to explain the various functions of living creatures in terms of their growth and
preservation of form. Perhaps foremost among these is reproduction, which establishes
the continuity of a species through a generation. As Aristotle puts it, the seed is
temporally prior to the fully developed organism, since each organism develops from
a seed. But the fully developed organism is logically prior to the seed, since it is the
end or final cause, for the sake of which the seed is produced (PA 641b29–642a2).
In asexual reproduction in plants and animals, the seed is produced by an individual
organism and implanted in soil, which activates it and thus actualizes its potentiality
to become an organism of the kind from which it was produced. Aristotle thus utilizes
a conception of “type” as an endogenous teleonomic principle, which explains why an
individual animal can produce other animals of its own type (Mayr 1982, 88). Hence,
the natural kind to which an individual belongs makes it what it is. Animals of the
same natural kind have the same form of life and can reproduce with one another but
not with animals of other kinds.
In animal sexual reproduction, Aristotle understands the seed possessed by the male
as the source or principle of generation, which contains the form of the animal and
must be implanted in the female, who provides the matter (GA 716a14–25). In
providing the form, the male sets up the formation of the embryo in the matter
provided by the female, as rennet causes milk to coagulate into cheese (GA 729a10–
14). Just as rennet causes milk to separate into a solid, earthy part (or cheese), and a
fluid, watery part (or whey), so the semen causes the menstrual fluid to set. In this
process, the principle of growth potentially contained in the seed is activated, which,
like a seed planted in soil, produces an animal’s body as the embryo (GA 739b21–
740a9).
The form of the animal, its psyche, may thus be said to be potentially in the matter,
since the matter contains all the necessary nutrients for the production of the complete
organism. However, it is invariably the male that brings about the reproduction by
providing the principle of the perceptual soul, a process Aristotle compares with the
movement of automatic puppets by a mover that is not in the puppet (GA 741b6–15).
(Whether the female produces the nutritive psyche is an open question.) Thus, form or
psyche is provided by the male, while the matter is provided by the female: when the
two come together, they form a hylomorphic product—the living animal.
While the form of an animal is preserved in kind by reproduction, organisms are also
preserved individually over their natural lifespans through feeding. In species that
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have blood, feeding is a kind of concoction, in which food is chewed and broken down
in the stomach, then enters the blood, and is finally cooked up to form the external
parts of the body. In plants, feeding occurs by the nutritive psyche alone. But in
animals, the senses exist for the sake of detecting food, since it is by the senses that
animals pursue what is beneficial and avoid what is harmful. In human beings, a
similar explanation can be given of the intellectual powers: understanding and
practical wisdom exist so that human beings might not only live but also enjoy the
good life achievable by action (Sens.436b19–437a3).
Although Aristotle’s teleology has been criticized by some modern biologists, others
have argued that his biological work is still of interest to naturalists. For example,
Haldane (1955) shows that Aristotle gave the earliest report of the bee waggle dance,
which received a comprehensive explanation only in the 20th century work of Von
Frisch. Aristotle also observed lordosis behavior in cattle (HA 572b1–2) and notes that
some plants and animals are divisible (Youth and Old Age 468b2–15), a fact that has
been vividly illustrated in modern studies of planaria. Even when Aristotle’s biological
explanations are incorrect, his observations may be of enduring value.
iii. Psychology
Psychology is the study of the psyche, which is often translated as “soul.” While prior
philosophers were interested in the psyche as a part of political inquiry, for Aristotle,
the study of the psyche is part of natural science (Ibn Bajjah 1961, 24), continuous
with biology. This is because Aristotle conceives of the psyche as the form of a living
being, the body being its material. Although the psyche and body are never really
separated, they can be given different descriptions. For example, the passion of anger
can be described physiologically as a boiling of the blood around the heart, while it
can be described dialectically as the desire to pay back with pain someone who has
insulted one (DA 403a25–b2). While the physiologist examines the material and
efficient causes, the dialectician considers only the form and definition of the object
of investigation (DA 403a30–b3). Since the psyche is “the first principle of the living
thing” (DA 402a6–7), neither the dialectical method nor the physiological method nor
a combination of the two is sufficient for a systematic account of the psyche
(DA 403a2, b8). Rather than relying on dialectical or materialist speculation, Aristotle
holds that demonstration is the proper method of psychology, since the starting point
is a definition (DA 402b25–26), and the psyche is the form and definition of a living
thing.
Aristotle conceives of psychology as an exact science, with greater precision than the
lesser sciences (DA 402a1–5), and accordingly offers a complete sequence of the kinds
or “parts” of psyche. The nutritive psyche—possessed by both plants and animals—is
responsible for the basic functions of nourishment and reproduction. Perception is
possible only in an animal that also has the nutritive power that allows it to grow and
reproduce, while desire depends on perceiving the object desired, and locomotion
depends on desiring objects in different locations (DA 415a1–8). More intellectual
powers like imagination, judgment, and understanding itself exist only in humans, who
also have the lower powers.
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The succession of psychological powers ensures the completeness, order, and
necessity of the relations of psychological parts. Like rectilinear figures, which
proceed from triangles to quadrilaterals, to pentagons, and so forth, without there being
any intermediate forms, there are no other psyches than those in this succession
(DA 414b20–32). This demonstrative approach ensures that although the methods of
psychology and physiology are distinct, psychological divisions map onto biological
distinctions. For Aristotle, the parts of the psyche are not separable or “modular” but
related genetically: each posterior part of the psyche “contains” the parts before it, and
each lower part is the necessary but not sufficient condition for possession of the part
that comes after it.
The psyche is defined by Aristotle as the first actuality of a living animal, which is the
form of a natural body potentially having life (DA 412a19–22). This form is possessed
even when it is not being used; for example, a sleeping person has the power to hear a
melody, though while he is sleeping, he is not exercising the power. In distinction,
though a corpse looks just like a sleeping body, it has no psyche, since it lacks the
power to respond to such stimuli. The second actuality of an animal comes when the
power is actually exercised such as when one actually hears the melody (DA 417b9–
16).
Perception is the reception of the form of an object of perception without its matter,
just as wax receives the seal of a ring without its iron or gold (DA 424a17–28). When
one sees wine, for example, one perceives something dark and liquid without
becoming dark and liquid. Some hold that Aristotle thinks the reception of the form
happens in matter so that part of the body becomes like the object perceived (for
example, one’s eye might be dark while one is looking at wine). Others hold that
Aristotelian perception is a spiritual change so that no bodily change is required. But
presumably one is changing both bodily and spiritually all the time, even when one is
not perceiving. Consequently, the formulation that perception is of “form without
matter” is probably not intended to describe physiological or spiritual change but
rather to indicate the conceptual nature of perception. For, as discussed in the section
on first philosophy below, Aristotle considers forms to be definitions or concepts; for
example, one defines “horse” by articulating its form. If he is using “form” in the same
way in his discussion of perception, he means that in perceiving something, such as in
seeing a horse, one gains an awareness of it as it is; that is, one grasps the concept of
the horse. In that case, all the doctrine means is that perception is conceptual, giving
one a grasp not just of parts of perceptible objects, say, the color and shape of a horse,
but of the objects themselves, that is, of the horse as horse. Indeed, Aristotle describes
perception as conferring knowledge of particulars and in that sense being like
contemplation (DA 417b19–24).
This theory of perception distinguishes three kinds of perceptible objects: proper
sensibles, which are perceived only by one sense modality; common sensibles, which
are perceived by all the senses; and accidental sensibles, which are facts about the
sensible object that are not directly given (DA 418a8–23). For example, in seeing wine,
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its color is a proper sensible, its volume a common sensible, and the fact that it belongs
to Callias an accidental sensible. While one normally could not be wrong about the
wine’s color, one might overestimate or underestimate its volume under nonstandard
conditions, and one is apt to be completely wrong about the accidental sensible (for
example, Callias might have sold the wine).
The five senses are distinguished by their proper sensibles: though the wine’s color
might accidentally make one aware that it is sweet, color is proper to sight and
sweetness to taste. But this raises a question: how do the different senses work together
to give one a coherent experience of reality? If they were not coordinated, then one
would perceive each quality of an object separately, for example, darkness and
sweetness without putting them together. However, actual perceptual experience is
coordinated: one perceives wine as both dark and sweet. In order to explain this,
Aristotle says that they must be coordinated by the central sense, which is probably
located in the body’s central organ, the heart. When one is awake, and the external
sense organs are functioning normally, they are coordinated in the heart to discern
reality as being the way it is (Sens.448b31–449a22).
Aristotle claims that one hears that one hears and sees that one sees (DA 425b12–17).
Though there is a puzzle as to whether such higher-order seeing is due to sight itself
or to the central perceptual power (compare On Sleep 455a3–26), the higher-order
perception counts as an awareness of how the perceptual power grasps an object in the
world. Though later philosophers named this higher-order perception “consciousness”
and argued that it could be separated from an actualized perception of a real object,
for Aristotle it is intrinsically dependent on the first-order grasp of an object (Nakahata
2014, 109–110). Indeed, Aristotle describes perceptual powers as being potentially
like the perceptual object in actuality (DA 418a3–5) and goes so far as to say that the
activity of the external object and that of the perceptual power are one, though what it
is to be each one is different (DA 425b26–27). Thus, consciousness seems to be a
property that arises automatically when perception is activated.
In at least some animals, the perceptual powers give rise to other psychological powers
that are not themselves perceptual in a strict sense. In one simple case, the perception
of a color is altered by its surroundings, that is, by how it is illuminated and by the
other colors in one’s field of vision. Far from assuming the constancy of perception,
Aristotle notes that under such circumstances, one color can take the place of another
and appear differently than it does under standard conditions, for example, of full
illumination (Meteor.375a22–28).
Memory is another power that arises through the collection of many perceptions.
Memory is an affection of perception (though when the content of the memory is
intellectual, it is an affection of the judgmental power of the psyche, see Mem.449b24–
25), produced when the motion of perception acts like a signet ring in sealing wax,
impressing itself on an animal and leaving an image in the psyche (Mem.450a25–b1).
The resultant image has a depictive function so that it can be present even when the
object it portrays is absent: when one remembers a person, for example, the memory20

image is fully present in one’s psyche, though the person might be absent
(Mem.450b20–25).
Closely related to memory, the imagination is a power to present absent things to
oneself. Identical neither to perception nor judgment (DA 427b27–8, 433a10),
imagining has an “as if” quality. For example, imagining a terror is like looking at a
picture without feeling the corresponding emotion of fear (DA 427b21–24).
Imagination may be defined as a kind of change or motion that comes about by means
of activated perception (DA 429a1–2). This does not entail that imagination is merely
reproductive but simply that activated perceptions trigger the imagination, which in
turn produces an image or appearance “before our eyes” (DA 427b19–20). The
resultant appearances that “comes to be for us” (DA 428a1–2, 11–12) could be true or
false, since unlike the object of perception, what is imagined is not present
(Humphreys 2019).
Human beings are distinct from other animals, Aristotle says, in their possession of
rational psyche. Foremost among the rational powers is intellect or understanding (this
article uses the terms interchangeably), which grasps universals in a way that is
analogous to the perceptual grasp of particulars. However, unlike material particulars
grasped by perception, universals are not mixed with body and are thus in a sense
contained in the psyche itself (DA 417b22–24, 432a1–3). This has sometimes been
called the intentional inexistence of an object, or intentionality, the property of being
directed to or about something. Since one can think or understand any universal, the
understanding is potentially about anything, like an empty writing tablet (DA 429b29–
430a1).
The doctrine of the intentionality of intellect leads Aristotle to make a distinction
between two kinds of intellect. Receptive or passive intellect is characterized by the
ability to become like all things and is analogous to the writing tablet. Productive or
active intellect is characterized by the ability to bring about all things and is analogous
to the act of writing. The active intellect is thus akin to the light that illuminates
objects, making them perceptible by sight. Aristotle holds that the soul never thinks
without an image produced by imagination to serve as its material. Thus, in
understanding something, the productive intellect actuates the receptive intellect,
which stimulates the imagination to produce a particular image corresponding to the
universal content of the understanding. Hence, while Aristotle describes the active
intellect as unaffected, separate, and immaterial, it serves to bring to completion the
passive intellect, the latter of which is inseparable from imagination and hence from
perception and nutrition.
Aristotle’s insistence that intellect is not a subject of natural science (PA 641a33–b9)
motivates the view that thinking requires a contribution from the supernatural or
divine. Indeed, in Metaphysics (1072b19–30) Aristotle argues that intellect actively
understanding the intelligible is the everlasting God. For readers like the medieval
Arabic commentator Ibn Rushd, passive intellect is spread like matter among thinking
beings. This “material intellect” is activated by God, the agent intellect, so that when
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one is thinking, one participates in the activity of the divine intellect. According to this
view, every act of thinking is also an act of divine illumination in which God actuates
one’s thinking power as the writer actuates a blank writing tablet.
However, in other passages Aristotle says that when the body is destroyed, the soul is
destroyed too (Length and Shortness of Life, 465b23–32). Thus, it seems that
Aristotle’s psychological explanations assume embodiment and require that thinking
be something done by the individual human being. Indeed, Aristotle argues that if
thinking is either a kind of imaginative representation or impossible without
imagination, then it will be impossible without body (DA 403a8–10). But the psyche
never thinks without imagination (DA 431a16–17). It seems to follow that far from
being a part of the everlasting thinking of God, human thinking is something that
happens in a living body and ends when that body is no longer alive. Thus, Jiminez
(2014, 95–99) argues that thinking is embodied in three ways: it is proceeded by bodily
processes, simultaneous with embodied processes, and anticipates bodily processes,
namely intentional actions. For further discussion see Jiminez (2017).
The whole psyche governs the characteristic functions and changes of a living thing.
The nutritive psyche is the formal cause of growth and metabolism and is shared by
plants, while the perceptual psyche gives rise to desire, which causes self-moving
animals to act. When one becomes aware of an apparent good by perception or
imagination, one forms either an appetite, the desire for pleasure, or thumos, the
spirited desire for revenge or honor. A third form of desire, wish, is the product of the
rational psyche (DA 433a20–30).
Boeri has pointed out that Aristotle’s psychology cuts a middle path between
physicalism, which identifies the psyche with body, and dualism, which posits the
independent existence of the soul and body. By characterizing the psyche as he does,
Aristotle can at once deny that the psyche is a body but also insist that it does not exist
without a body. The living body of an animal can thus be thought of as a form that has
been “materialized” (Boeri 2018, 166–169).
b. Mathematics
Aristotle was educated in Plato’s Academy, in which it was commonly argued that
mathematical objects like lines and numbers exist independently of physical beings
and are thus ”separable” from matter. Aristotle’s conception of the hierarchy of beings
led him to reject Platonism since the category of quantity is posterior to that of
substance. But he also rejects nominalism, the view that mathematical things are not
real. Against both positions, Aristotle argues that mathematical things are real but do
not exist separately from sensible bodies (Met.1090a29–30, 1093b27–28).
Mathematical objects thus depend on the things in which they inhere and have no
separate or independent being (Met.1059b12–14).
Although mathematical beings are not separate from the material cosmos, when the
mathematician defines what it is to be a sphere or circle, he does not include a material
like gold or bronze in the definition, because it is not the gold ball or bronze ring that
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the mathematician wants to define. The mathematician is justified in proceeding in
this way, because although there are no separate entities beyond the concrete thing, it
is just the mathematical aspects of real things that are relevant to mathematics
(DC 278a2–6). This process by which the material features of a substance are
systematically ignored by the mathematician, who focuses only on the quantitative
features, Aristotle describes as “abstraction.” Because it always involves final ends,
no abstraction is possible in natural science (PA 641b11–13, Phys.193b31–35). A
consequence of this abstraction is that “why” questions in mathematics are invariably
answered not by providing a final cause but by giving the correct definition
(Phys.198a14–21, 200a30–34).
One reason that Aristotle believes that mathematics must proceed by abstraction is that
he wants to prevent a multiplication of entities. For example, he does not want to say
that, in addition to there being a sphere of bronze, there is another separate,
mathematical sphere, and that in addition to that sphere, there is a separate
mathematical plane cutting it, and that in addition to that plane, there is an additional
line limiting the plane (see Katz 2014). It is enough for a mathematical ontology
simply to acknowledge that natural objects have real mathematical properties not
separate in being, which can nevertheless be studied independently from natural
investigation. Aristotle also favors this view due to his belief that mathematics is a
demonstrative science. Aristotle was aware that geometry uses diagrammatic
representations of abstracted properties, which allow one to grasp how a
demonstration is true not just of a particular object but of any class of objects that
share its quantitative features (Humphreys 2017). Through the concept of abstraction,
Aristotle could explain why a particular diagram may be used to prove a universal
geometrical result.
Why study mathematics? Although Aristotle rejected the Platonic doctrine that
mathematical beings are separate, intermediate entities between perceptible things and
forms, he agreed with the Platonists that mathematics is about things that are beautiful
and good, since it offers insight into the nature of arrangement, symmetry, and
definiteness (Met.1078a31–b6). Thus, the study of mathematics reveals that beauty is
not so much in the eye of the beholder as it is in the nature of things (Hoinski and
Polansky 2016, 51–60). Moreover, Aristotle holds that mathematical beings are all
potential objects of the intellect, which exist only potentially when they are not
understood. The activity of understanding is the actuation of their being, but also
actuates the intellect (Met.1051a26–33). Mathematics, then, not only gives insight into
beauty but is also a source of intellectual pleasure, since gaining mathematical
knowledge exercises the human being’s best power.
c. First Philosophy
In addition to natural and mathematical sciences, there is a science of independent
beings that Aristotle calls “first philosophy” or “wisdom.” What is the proper aim of
this science? In some instances, Aristotle seems to say that it concerns being insofar
as it is (Met.1003a21–22), whereas in others, he seems to consider it to be equivalent
to “theology,” restricting contemplation to the highest kind of being (Met.1026a19–
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22), which is unchanging and separable from matter. However, Menn (2013, 10–11)
shows that Aristotle is primarily concerned with describing first philosophy as a
science that seeks the causes and sources of being qua being. Hence, when Aristotle
holds that wisdom is a kind of rational knowledge concerning causes and principles
(Met.982a1–3), he probably means that the investigation of these causes of being as
being seeks to discover the divine things as the cause of ordinary beings. First
philosophy is consequently quite unlike natural philosophy and mathematics, since
rather than proceeding from systematic observation or from hypotheses, it begins with
an attitude of wonder towards ordinary things and aims to contemplate them not under
a particular description but simply as beings (Sachs 2018).
The fundamental premise of this science is the law of noncontradiction, which states
that something cannot both be and not be (Met.1006a1). Aristotle holds that this law
is indemonstrable and necessary to assume in any meaningful discussion about being.
Consequently, a person who demands a demonstration of this principle is no better
than a plant. As Anscombe (1961, 40) puts it, “Aristotle evidently had some very
irritating people to argue with.” But as Anscombe also points out, this principle is what
allows Aristotle to make a distinction between substances as the primary kind of being
and accidents that fall in the other categories. While it is possible for a substance to
take on contrary accidents, for example, coffee first being hot and later cold,
substances have no contraries. The law requires that a substance either is or is not,
independently of its further, accidental properties.
Aristotle insists that in order for the word “being” to have any meaning at all, there
must be some primary beings, whereas other beings modify these primary beings
(Met.1003b6–10). As we saw in the section on Aristotle’s logic, primary substances
are individual substances while their accidents are what is predicated of them in the
categories. This takes on metaphysical significance when one thinks of this distinction
in terms of a dependence relation in which substances can exist independently of their
accidents, but accidents are dependent in being on a substance. For example, a shaggy
dog is substantially a dog, but only accidentally shaggy. If it lost all its hair, it would
cease to be shaggy but would be no less a dog: it would then be a non-shaggy dog. But
if it ceased to be a dog—for example, if it were turned into fertilizer—then it would
cease to be shaggy at the same moment. Unlike the “shagginess,” “dogness” cannot
be separated from a shaggy dog: the “what it is to be” a dog is the dog’s dogness in
the category of substance, while its accidents are in other categories, in this case
shagginess being in the category of quality (Met.1031a1–5).
Given that substances can be characterized as forms, as matter, or as compounds of
form and matter, it seems that Aristotle gives the cause and source of a being by listing
its material and formal cause. Indeed, Aristotle sometimes describes primary being as
the “immanent form” from which the concrete primary being is derived
(Met.1037a29). This probably means that a primary substance is always a compound,
its formal component serving as the substance’s final cause. However, primary beings
are not composed of other primary beings (Met.1041a3–5). Thus, despite some
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controversy on the question, there seems to be no form of an individual, form being
what is shared by all the individuals of a kind.
A substance is defined by a universal, and thus when one defines the form, one defines
the substance (Met.1035b31–1036a1). However, when one grasps a substance directly
in perception or thought, one grasps the compound of form and matter (Met.1036a2–
8). But since form by itself does not make a primary substance, it must be immanent—
that is, compounded with matter—in each individual, primary substance. Rather, in a
form-matter compound, such as a living thing, the matter is both the prior stuff out of
which the thing has become and the contemporaneous stuff of which it is composed.
The form is what makes what a thing is made of, its matter, into that thing (Anscombe
1961, 49, 53).
Due to this hylomorphic account, one might worry that natural science seems to
explain everything there is to explain about substances. However, Aristotle insists that
there is a kind of separable and immovable being that serves as the principle or source
of all other beings, which is the special object of wisdom (Met.1064a35–b1). This
being might be called the good itself, which is implicitly pursued by substances when
they come to be what they are. In any case, Aristotle insists that this source and first
of beings sets in motion the primary motion. But since whatever is in motion must be
moved by something else, and the first thing is not moved by something else, it is itself
motionless (Met.1073a25–34). As we have seen, even the human intellect is “not
affected” (DA 429b19–430a9), producing its own object of contemplation in a pure
activity. Following this, Aristotle describes the primary being as an intellect or a kind
of intellect that “thinks itself” perpetually (Met.1072b19–20). Thus, we can conceive
of the Aristotelian god as being like our own intellect but unclouded by what we
undergo as mortal, changing, and fallible beings (Marx 1977, 7–8).
1.5

PRACTICAL PHILOSOPHY

Practical philosophy is distinguished from theoretical philosophy both in its goals and
in its methods. While the aim of theoretical philosophy is contemplation and the
understanding of the highest things, the aim of practical philosophy is good action,
that is, acting in a way that constitutes or contributes to the good life. But human
beings can only thrive in a political community: the human is a “political animal” and
thus the political community exists by nature (Pol.1253a2–5, compare EN 1169b16–
19). Thus, ethical inquiry is part of political inquiry into what makes the best life for
a human being. Because of the intrinsic variability and complexity of human life,
however, this inquiry does not possess the exactness of theoretical philosophy
(EN 1094b10–27).
In a similar way that he holds animals are said to seek characteristic ends in his
biology, Aristotle holds in his “ergon argument” that the human being has a
proper ergon—work or function (EN 1097b24–1098a18). Just as craftsmen like
flautists and sculptors and bodily organs like eyes and ears have a peculiar work they
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do, so the human being must do something peculiarly human. Such function is
definitive, that is, distinguishes what it is to be the thing that carries it out. For example,
a flautist is a flautist insofar as she plays the flute. But the function serves as an implicit
success condition for being that thing. For example, what makes a flautist good as a
what she is (“good qua flautist” one might say) is that she plays the flute well.
Regardless of the other work she does in her other capacities (qua human, qua friend,
and so forth) the question “is she a good flautist?” can be answered only in reference
to the ergon of the flautist, namely flute playing.
The human function cannot be nutrition or perception, since those activities are shared
with other living things. Since other animals lack reason, the human function must be
an activity of the psyche not without reason. A human being that performs this function
well will be functioning well as a human being. In other words, by acting virtuously
one will by that fact achieve the human good (Angier 2010, 60–61). Thus, Aristotle
can summarize the good life as consisting of activities and actions in accordance with arete—excellence or virtue—and the good for the human being as the activity of the
psyche in accordance with excellence in a complete life (EN 1098a12–19). Though it
has sometimes been objected that Aristotle assumes without argument that human
beings must have a characteristic function, Angier (2010, 73–76) has shown that the
key to Aristotle’s argument is his comparison of the human function to a craft: just as
a sculptor must possess a wide variety of subordinate skills to achieve mastery in his
specialized activity, so in acting well the human being must possess an inclusive set
of dispositions and capacities that serve to fulfill the specialized task of reason.
Ethics and politics are, however, not oriented merely to giving descriptions of human
behavior but on saying what ends human beings ought to pursue, that is, on what
constitutes the good life for man. While the many, who have no exposure to
philosophy, should agree that the good life consists in eudaimonia—happiness or
blessedness—there is disagreement as to what constitutes this state (EN 1095a18–26).
The special task of practical philosophy is therefore to say what the good life consists
in, that is, to give a more comprehensive account of eudaimonia than is available from
the observation of the diverse ends pursued by human beings. As Baracchi (2008, 81–
83) points out, eudaimonia indicates a life lived under the benevolent or beneficial
sway of the daimonic, that is, of an order of existence beyond the human. Thus, the
view that eudaimonia is a state of utmost perfection and completion for a human being
(Magna Moralia 1184a14, b8) indicates that the full actualization of a human depends
on seeking something beyond what is strictly speaking proper to the human.
a. Habituation and Excellence
Though the original meaning of ethics has been obscured due to modern confusion of
pursuing proper ends with following moral rules, in the Aristotelian works, ethical
inquiry is limited to the investigation of what it is for a human being to flourish
according to her own nature. For the purposes of this inquiry, Aristotle distinguishes
three parts of the psyche: passions, powers, and habits (EN 1105b20). Passions include
attitudes such as feeling fear, hatred, or pity for others, while powers are those parts
of our form that allow us to have such passions and to gain knowledge of the world.
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However, while all human beings share passions and powers, they differ with regard
to how they are trained or habituated and thus with respect to their dispositions or
states of character. Those who are habituated correctly are said to be excellent and
praiseworthy, while those whose characters are misshapen through bad habituation are
blameworthy (EN 1105b28–a2).
How does a human being become good, cultivating excellence within herself?
Aristotle holds that this happens by two related but distinct mechanisms. Intellectual
excellences arise by teaching, whereas ethical excellences by character, such as
moderation and courage, arise by ethos, habituation, or training (EN 1103a14–26).
Since pleasure or pain results from each of our activities (EN 1104b4), training
happens through activity; for example, one learns to be just by doing just things
(EN 1103a35–b36). Legislators, who aim to make citizens good, therefore must ensure
that citizens are trained from childhood to produce certain good habits—excellences
of character—in them (EN 1103b23–25).
Such training takes place via pleasure and pain. If one is brought up to take pleasure
or suffer pain in certain activities, one will develop the corresponding character
(EN 1104b18–25). This is why no one becomes good unless one does good things
(EN 1105b11–12). Rather than trying to answer the question of why one ought to be
good in the abstract, Aristotle assumes that taking pleasure in the right kinds of
activities will lead one to have a good life, where “right kinds” means those activities
that contribute to one’s goal in life. Hence the desires of children can be cultivated
into virtuous dispositions by providing rewards and punishments that induce them to
follow good reason (EN 1119b2–6).
Since Aristotle conceives of perception as the reception of the perceived object’s form
without its matter, to perceive correctly is to grasp an object as having a pleasurable
or painful generic form (DA 424a17–19, 434a27–30). The cognitive capacity of
perception and the motive capacity of desire are linked through pleasure, which is also
“in the soul” (EE 1218b35). Excellence is not itself a pleasure but rather a deliberative
disposition to take pleasure in certain activities, a mean between extreme states
(EN 1106b36–1107a2).
Although he offers detailed descriptions of the virtues in his ethical works, Aristotle
summarizes them in a table:
Excess

Mean

Deficiency

Irascibility

Gentleness

Spiritlessness

Rashness

Courage

Cowardice

Shamelessness

Modesty

Diffidence

Profligacy

Temperance

Insensitiveness
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Envy

Righteous Indignation

Malice

Greed

Justice

Loss

Prodigality

Liberality

Meanness

Boastfulness

Honesty

Self-deprecation

Flattery

Friendliness

Surliness

Subservience

Dignity

Stubborness

Luxuriousness

Hardness

Endurance

Vanity

Greatness of Spirit

Smallness of Spirit

Extravagance

Magnificence

Shabbiness

Rascality

Prudence

Simpleness

This shows that each excellence is a mean between excessive and defective states of
character (EE 1220b35–1221a15). Accordingly, good habituation is concerned with
avoiding extreme or pathological states of character. Thus, Aristotle can say that
ethical excellence is “concerned with pleasures and pains” (EN 1104b8–11), since
whenever one has been properly trained to take the correct pleasure and suffer correct
pain when one acts in excess or defect, one possesses the excellence in question.
b. Ethical Deliberation
Human action displays excellence only when it is undertaken voluntarily, that is, is
chosen as the means to bring about a goal wished for by the agent. Excellence in
general is thus best understood as a disposition to make correct choices (EN 1106b36–
1107a2), where “choice” is understood as the product of deliberation or what “has
been deliberated upon” (EN 1113a4). Deliberation is not about ends but about what
contributes to an end already given by one of the three types of desire discussed above:
appetite, thumos, or wish (EN 1112b11–12, 33–34).
But if all excellent action must be chosen, how can actions undertaken in an instant,
such as when one acts courageously, be excellent? Since such actions can be
undertaken without the agent having undergone a prior process of conscious
deliberation, which takes time, it seems that one must say that quick actions were
hypothetically deliberated, that is, that they count as what one would have chosen to
do had one had time to deliberate (Segvic 2008, 162–163).
Such reasoning can be schematized by the so-called the “practical syllogism.” For
example, supposing one accepts the premises
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One should not drink heavy water
This water in this cup is heavy
The syllogism concludes with one’s not drinking water from the cup (EN 1142a22–
23). If this is how Aristotle understands ethical deliberation, then it seems that all one’s
voluntary actions count as deliberated even if one has not spent any time thinking
about what to do.
However, Contreras (2018, 341) points out that the “practical syllogism” cannot
represent deliberation since its conclusion is an action, whereas the conclusion of
deliberation is choice. Though one’s choice typically causes one to act, something
external could prevent one from acting even once the choice has been made. Thus,
neither are choice and action the same, nor are the processes or conditions from which
they result identical. Moreover, even non-rational desires like appetite and thumos
present things under the “guise of the good” so that whatever one desires appears to
be good. Hence an action based on those desires could still be described by a practical
syllogism, though it would not be chosen through deliberation. Deliberation does not
describe a kind of deduction but a process of seeking things that contribute to an aim
already presented under the guise of the good (Segvic 2008, 164–167).
This “seeking” aspect of deliberation is brought out in Aristotle’s comparison of the
deliberator to the geometer, who searches and analyzes by diagrams (EN 1112b20–
24). Geometrical analysis is the method by which a mathematician works backwards
from a desired result to find the elements that constitute that result. Similarly,
deliberation is a search for the elements that would allow the end one has in view to
be realized (EN 1141b8–15).
However, while geometrical reasoning is abstracted from material conditions, the
prospective reasoning of deliberation is constrained both modally and temporally. One
cannot deliberate about necessities, since practical things must admit of being
otherwise than they are (DA 433a29–30). Similarly, one cannot deliberate about the
past, since what is chosen is not what has become—“no one chooses that Ilium be
destroyed”—but what may or may not come about in the future (EN 1139b5–
9, DA 431b7–8). One can describe deliberation, then, as starting from premises in the
future perfect tense, and as working backwards to discover what actions would make
those statements true.
In addition to these constraints, the deliberating agent must have a belief about herself,
namely that she is able to either bring about or not bring about the future state in
question (EN 1112a18–31). Since rational powers alone are productive of contrary
effects, deliberation must be distinctively rational, since it produces a choice to
undertake or not to undertake a certain course of action (Met.1048a2–11). In
distinction to technical deliberation, the goal of which is to produce something external
to the activity that brings it about, in ethical deliberation there is no external end since
good action is itself the end (EN 1140b7). So rather than concerning what an agent
might produce externally, deliberation is ethical when it is about the agent’s own
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activity. Thus, deliberation ends when one has reached a decision, which may be
immediately acted upon or put into practice later when the proper conditions arise.
c. Self and Others
Life will tend to go well for a person who has been habituated to the right kinds of
pleasures and pains and who deliberates well about what to do. Unfortunately, this is
not always sufficient for happiness. For although excellence might help one manage
misfortunes well and avoid becoming miserable as their result, it is not reasonable to
call someone struck with a major misfortune blessed or happy (EN 1100b33–
1101a13). So there seems to be an element of luck in happiness: although bad luck
cannot make one miserable, one must possess at least some external goods in order to
be happy.
One could also ruin things by acting in ignorance. When one fails to recognize a
particular as what it is, one might bring about an end one never intended. For example,
one might set off a loaded catapult through one’s ignorance of the fact that it was
loaded. Such actions are involuntary. But there is a more fundamental kind of moral
ignorance for which one can be blamed, which is not the cause of involuntary actions
but of badness (EN 1110b25–1111a11). In the first case, one does what one does not
want to do because of ignorance, so is not worthy of blame. In the second case, one
does what one wants to do and is thus to be blamed for the action.
Given that badness is a form of ignorance about what one should do, it is reasonable
to ask whether acting acratically, that is, doing what one does not want to do, just
comes down to being ignorant. This is the teaching of Socrates, who, arguing against
what appears to be the case, reduced acrasia to ignorance (EN 1145b25–27). Though
Aristotle holds that acrasia is distinct from ignorance, he also thinks it is impossible
for knowledge to be dragged around by the passions like a slave. Aristotle must, then,
explain how being overcome by one’s passions is possible, when knowledge is
stronger than the passions.
Aristotle’s solution is to limit acrasia to those cases in which one generically knows
what to do but fails to act on it because one’s knowledge of sensibles is dragged along
by the passions (EN 1147b15–19). In other words, he admits that the passions can
overpower perceptual knowledge of particulars but denies that it can dominate
intellectual knowledge of universals. Hence, like Socrates, Aristotle thinks of acrasia
as a form of ignorance, though unlike Socrates, he holds that this ignorance is
temporary and relates only to one’s knowledge of particulars. Acrasia consists, then,
in being unruled with respect to thumos or with respect to sensory pleasures. In such
cases, one is unruled because one’s passions or lower desires temporarily take over
and prevent one from grasping things as one should (EN 1148a2–22). In this sense,
acrasia represents a conflict between the reasoning and unreasoning parts of the psyche
(for discussion see Weinman 2007, 95–99).
If living well and acting well are the same (EN 1095a18–20, EE 1219b1–4) and acting
well consists in part in taking the proper pleasure in one’s action, then living well must
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be pleasurable. Aristotle thinks the pleasure one has in living well comes about
through a kind of self-consciousness, that of being aware of one’s own activity. In
such activity, one grasps oneself as the object of a pleasurable act of perception or
contemplation and consequently takes pleasure in that act (Ortiz de Landázuri 2012).
But one takes pleasure in a friend’s life and activity almost as one takes pleasure in
one’s own life (EN 1170a15–b8). Thus, the good life may be accompanied not only
by a pleasurable relation to oneself but also by relationships to others in which one
takes a contemplative pleasure in their activities.
The value of friendship follows from the ideas that when a person is a friend to himself,
he wishes the good for himself and thus to improve his own character. Only such a
person who has a healthy love of self can form a friendship with another person
(EN 1166b25–29). Indeed, one’s attitudes towards a friend are based on one’s attitudes
towards oneself (EN 1166a1–10), attitudes which are extended to another in the
formation of a friendship (EN 1168b4–7). However, because people are by nature
communal or political, in order to lead a complete life, one needs to form friendships
with excellent people, and it is in living together with others that one comes to lead a
happy life. When a true friendship between excellent persons is formed, each will
regard one another with the same attitude with which he regards himself, and thus as
an “another self” (EN 1170b5–19)
Friendship is a bridging concept between ethics concerning the relations of individuals
and political science, which concerns the nature and function of the state. For Aristotle,
friendship holds a state together, so the lawgiver must focus on promoting friendship
above all else (EN 1155a22–26). Indeed, when people are friends, they treat one
another with mutual respect so that justice is unnecessary or redundant (EN 1155a27–
29). Aristotle’s ethics are thus part of his political philosophy. Just as an individual’s
good action depends on her taking the right kinds of pleasures, so a thriving political
community depends on citizens taking pleasure in one another’s actions. Such love of
others and mutual pleasure are strictly speaking neither egoistic nor altruistic. Instead,
they rest on the establishment of a harmony of self and others in which the completion
of the individual life and the life of the community amount to the same thing.
d. The Household and the State
Aristotle’s political philosophy stems from the idea that the political community or
state is a creation of nature prior to the individual who lives within it. This is shown
by the fact that the individual human being is dependent on the political community
for his formation and survival. One who lives outside the state is either a beast or a
god, that is, does not participate in what is common to humanity (Pol.1253a25–31).
The political community is natural and essentially human, then, because it is only
within this community that the individual realizes his nature as a human being. Thus,
the state exists not only for the continuation of life but for the sake of the good life
(Pol.1280a31–33).
Aristotle holds that the human being is a “political animal” due to his use of speech.
While other gregarious animals have voice, which nature has fashioned to indicate
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pleasure and pain, the power of speech enables human beings to indicate not only this
but also what is expedient and inexpedient and what is just and unjust (Pol.1253a9–
18). Berns (1976, 188–189) notes that for Aristotle, the speech symbol’s causes are
largely natural: the material cause of sound, the efficient cause of the living creatures
that produce them, and the final cause of living together, are all parts of human nature.
However, the formal cause, the distinctive way in which symbols are organized, is
conventional. This allows for a variability of constitutions and hence the establishment
of good or bad laws. Thus, although the state is natural for human beings, the specific
form it takes depends on the wisdom of the legislator.
Though the various forms of constitution cannot be discussed here (for discussion, see
Clayton, Aristotle: Politics), the purpose of the state is the good of all the citizens
(Pol.1252a3), so a city is excellent when its citizens are excellent (Pol.1332a4). This
human thriving is most possible, however, when the political community is ruled not
by an individual but by laws themselves. This is because even the best rulers are
subject to thumos, which is like a “wild beast,” whereas law itself cannot be perverted
by the passions. Thus, Aristotle likens rule of law to the “rule of God and reason alone”
(Pol.1287a16–32). Although this is the best kind of political community, Aristotle
does not say that the best life for an individual is necessarily the political life. Instead
he leaves open the possibility that the theoretical life, in which philosophy is pursued
for its own sake, is the best way for a person to live.
The establishment of any political community depends on the existence of the subpolitical sphere of the household, the productive unit in which goods are produced for
consumption. Whereas the political sphere is a sphere of freedom and action, the
household consists of relations of domination: that of the master and slave, that of
marriage, and that of procreation. Hence household management or “economics” is
distinct from politics, since the organization of the household has the purpose of
production of goods rather than action (Pol.1253b9–14). Crucial to this household
production is the slave, which Aristotle defines as a living tool (Pol.1253b30–33) who
is controlled by a master in order to produce the means necessary for the survival and
thriving of the household and state. As household management, economics is
concerned primarily with structuring slave labor, that is, with organizing the
instruments of production so as to make property necessary for the superior, political
life.
Aristotle thus offers a staunch defense of the institution of slavery. Against those who
claim that slavery is contrary to nature, Aristotle argues that there are natural slaves,
humans who are born to be ruled by others (Pol.1254a13–17). This can be seen by
analogy: the body is the natural slave of the psyche, such that a good person exerts a
despotic rule over his body. In the same way, humans ought to rule over other animals,
males over females, and masters over slaves (Pol.1254a20–b25). But this is only
natural when the ruling part is more noble than the part that is ruled. Thus, the
enslavement of the children of conquered nobles by victors in a war is a mere
convention since the children may possess the natures of free people. For Aristotle,
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then, slavery is natural and just only when it is in the interest of slave and master alike
(Pol.1255b13–15).
The result of these doctrines is the view that political community is composed of
“unlikes.” Just as a living animal is composed of psyche and body, and psyche is
composed of a rational part and an appetite, so the family is composed of husband and
wife, and property of master and slave. It is these relations of domination, in Aristotle’s
view, that constitute the state, holding it together and making it function (Pol.1277a5–
11). As noted in the biographical section, Aristotle had close ties to the expanding
Macedonian empire. Thus his political philosophy, insofar as it is prescriptive of how
a political community should be managed, might have been intended to be put into
practice in the colonies established by Alexander. If that is the case, then perhaps
Aristotle’s politics is at base a didactic project intended to teach an indefinite number
of future legislators (Strauss 1964, 21).
1.6

ARISTOTLE’S INFLUENCE

Aristotle and Plato were the most influential philosophers in antiquity, both because
their works were widely circulated and read and because the schools they founded
continued to exert influence for hundreds of years after their deaths. Aristotle’s school
gave rise to the Peripatetic movement, with his student Theophrastus being its most
famous member. In late antiquity, there emerged a tradition of commentators on
Aristotle’s works, beginning with Alexander of Aphrodisias, but including the NeoPlatonists Simplicius, Syrianus, and Ammonius. Many of their commentaries have
been edited and translated into English as part of the Ancient Commentators on
Aristotle project.
In the middle ages, Aristotle’s works were translated into Arabic, which led to
generations of Islamic Aristotelians, such as Ibn Bajjah and Ibn Rushd (see Alwishah
and Hayes 2015). In the Jewish philosophical tradition, Maimonides calls Aristotle the
chief of the philosophers and uses Aristotelian concepts to analyze the contents of the
Hebrew Bible. Though Boethius’ Latin commentaries on Aristotle’s logical works
were available from the fifth century onwards, the publication of Aristotle’s works in
Latin in the 11th and 12th centuries led to a revival of Aristotelian ideas in Europe.
Indeed, a major controversy broke out at the University of Paris in the 1260s between
the Averroists—followers of Ibn Rushd who believed that thinking happens through
divine illumination—and those who held that the active intellect is individual in
humans (see McInerny 2002). A further debate, concerning realism (the doctrine that
universals are real) and nominalism (the doctrine that universals exist “in name” only)
continued for centuries. Although they disagreed in their interpretations, prominent
scholastics like Bacon, Buridan, Ockham, Scotus, and Aquinas, tended to accept
Aristotelian doctrines on authority, often referring to Aristotle simply as “The
Philosopher.”
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Beginning in the sixteenth century, the scholastics came under attack, particularly
from natural philosophers, often leading to the disparagement of Aristotelian
positions. Copernicus’ model made Earth not the center of the universe as in
Aristotle’s cosmology but a mere satellite of the sun. Galileo showed that some of the
predictions of Aristotle’s physical theory were incorrect; for example, heavier objects
do not fall faster than lighter objects. Descartes attacked the teleological aspect of
Aristotle’s physics, arguing for a mechanical conception of all of nature, including
living things. Hobbes critiqued the theory of perception, which he believed
unrealistically described forms or ideas as travelling through the air. Later, Hume
disparaged causal powers as mysterious, thus undermining the conception of the four
causes. Kantian and utilitarian ethics argued that duties to humanity rather than
happiness were the proper norms for action. Darwin showed that species are not
eternal, casting doubt on Aristotle’s conception of biological kinds. Frege’s logic in
the late nineteenth century developed notions of quantification and predication that
made the syllogism obsolete. By the beginning of the twentieth century, Aristotle
looked not particularly relevant to modern philosophical concerns.
The latter part of the twentieth century, however, has seen a slow but steady
intellectual shift, which has led to a large family of neo-Aristotelian positions being
defended by contemporary philosophers. Anscombe’s (1958) argument for a return to
virtue ethics can be taken as a convenient starting point of this change. Anscombe’s
claim, in summary, is that rule-based ethics of the deontological or utilitarian style is
unconvincing in an era wherein monotheistic religions have declined, and
commandments are no longer understood to issue from a divine authority. Modern
relativism and nihilism on this view are products of the correct realization that without
anyone making moral commandments, there is no reason to follow them. Since virtue
ethics grounds morality in states of character rather than in universal rules, only a
return to virtue ethics would allow for a morality in a secular society. In accordance
with this modern turn to virtue ethics, neo-Aristotelian theories of natural normativity
have increasingly been defended, for example, by Thompson (2008). In political
philosophy, Arendt’s (1958) distinction between the public and private spheres takes
the tension between the political community and household as a fundamental force of
historical change.
In the 21st century, philosophers have drawn on Aristotle’s theoretical philosophy.
Cartwright and Pemberton (2013) revive the concept of natural powers being part of
the basic ontology of nature, which explain many of the successes of modern science.
Umphrey (2016) argues for the real existence of natural kinds, which serve to classify
material entities. Finally, the ‘Sydney School’ has adopted a neo-Aristotelian, realist
ontology of mathematics that avoids the extremes of Platonism and nominalism
(Franklin 2011). These philosophers argue that, far from being useless antiques,
Aristotelian ideas offer fruitful solutions to contemporary philosophical problems.
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1.7
a.

ABBREVIATIONS
Abbreviations of Aristotle’s Works

Cat.

Categoriae

Categories

Int.

Liber de interpretatione

On Interpretation

AnPr.

Analytica priora

Prior Analytics

AnPo.

Analytica posteriora

Posterior Analytics

Phys.

Physica

Physics

Met.

Metaphysica

Metaphysics

Meteor.

Meteorologica

Meteorology

DC

De Caelo

On the Heavens

HA

Historia Animalium

The History of Animals

Genn et Corr.

De
Generatione
Corruptione

EN

Ethica Nicomachea

Nicomachean Ethics

DA

De Anima

On the Soul

MA

De Motu Animalium

On the Motion of Animal

Mem.

De Memoria

On Memory

Sens.

De Sensu et Sensibili

On Sense and its Objects

Pol.

Politica

Politics

Top.

Topica

Topics

Rhet.

Rhetorica

Rhetoric

Poet.

Poetica

Poetics

SophElen.

De Sophisticiis Elenchiis

Sophistical Refutations

et

On Generation
Corruption

and
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b. Other Abbreviations
DL

Diogenes Laertius, The Life of Aristotle.

Bekker

“August Immanuel Bekker.” Encyclopedia Britannica. 9th ed.,
vol. 3, Cambridge University Press, 1910, p. 661.

1.8

LET US SUM UP

A prodigious researcher and writer, Aristotle left a great body of work, perhaps
numbering as many as two-hundred treatises, from which approximately thirty-one
survive.[1] His extant writings span a wide range of disciplines, from logic,
metaphysics and philosophy of mind, through ethics, political theory, aesthetics and
rhetoric, and into such primarily non-philosophical fields as empirical biology, where
he excelled at detailed plant and animal observation and description. In all these areas,
Aristotle’s theories have provided illumination, met with resistance, sparked debate,
and generally stimulated the sustained interest of an abiding readership.
1.9

CHECK YOUR PROGRESS

1. What is the Meaning and Purpose of Logic?
…………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………

2. What is Practical Philosophy?
…………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………
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UNIT-2

ARISTOTLE’S POETICS
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2.0
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2.2
2.3
2.4

Objective
Introduction
The Poetics of Aristotle
Let Us Sum Up
Check Your Progress

2.0 OBJECTIVE
In this unit The Poetics of Aristotle (384-322 B.C.E.) is a much-disdained book. So
unpoetic a soul as Aristotle’s has no business speaking about such a topic, much less
telling poets how to go about their business. He reduces the drama to its language,
people say, and the language itself to its least poetic element, the story, and then he
encourages insensitive readers like himself to subject stories to crudely moralistic
readings, that reduce tragedies to the childish proportions of Aesop-fables.
2.1

INTRODUCTION

Aristolte’s Poetics, perhaps the most influential work on art ever written, he makes
it clear that art is a moral issue, since it deals with human character. “The objects of
imitation…represent men either as better than in real life, or as worse, or as they are.”
He argues that imitation is a human instinct, and as such, works of imitative art, in
whatever medium, move human beings deeply. Such works of art are evocative and
cathartic; the viewer identifies and empathizes with the human beings and human
situations depicted, feeling what they felt, and learning from their experience, which
is an essentialized imitation of what all might experience. Thus, the viewer pities those
who suffer in tragedy—the highest form of art, since the tragic hero is a higher type
of human being—while being terrorized by their suffering and the situations which
cause it, for they are potentially the viewer’s own, in spirit if not in actuality. For
Aristotle, art is a lesson in life and, as such, is of great social and broadly human value.
He was the first psychologically minded critic, and his idea of the inseparability of art
and morality—of art in the service of moral teaching—remained influential into the
modern period.
2.2

THE POETICS OF ARISTOTLE

Translated by S. H. Butcher
[Transcriber's Annotations and Conventions: the translator left intact some Greek
words to illustrate a specific point of the original discourse. In this transcription, in
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order to retain the accuracy of this text, those words are rendered by spelling out each
Greek letter individually, such as {alpha beta gamma delta...}. The reader can
distinguish these words by the enclosing braces {}. Where multiple words occur
together, they are separated by the "/" symbol for clarity. Readers who do not speak
or read the Greek language will usually neither gain nor lose understanding by
skipping over these passages. Those who understand Greek, however, may gain a
deeper insight to the original meaning and distinctions expressed by Aristotle.]
I
I propose to treat of Poetry in itself and of its various kinds, noting the essential quality
of each; to inquire into the structure of the plot as requisite to a good poem; into the
number and nature of the parts of which a poem is composed; and similarly into
whatever else falls within the same inquiry. Following, then, the order of nature, let us
begin with the principles which come first.
Epic poetry and Tragedy, Comedy also and Dithyrambic: poetry, and the music of the
flute and of the lyre in most of their forms, are all in their general conception modes
of imitation. They differ, however, from one: another in three respects,—the medium,
the objects, the manner or mode of imitation, being in each case distinct.
For as there are persons who, by conscious art or mere habit, imitate and represent
various objects through the medium of colour and form, or again by the voice; so in
the arts above mentioned, taken as a whole, the imitation is produced by rhythm,
language, or 'harmony,' either singly or combined.
Thus in the music of the flute and of the lyre, 'harmony' and rhythm alone are
employed; also in other arts, such as that of the shepherd's pipe, which are essentially
similar to these. In dancing, rhythm alone is used without 'harmony'; for even dancing
imitates character, emotion, and action, by rhythmical movement.
There is another art which imitates by means of language alone, and that either in prose
or verse—which, verse, again, may either combine different metres or consist of but
one kind—but this has hitherto been without a name. For there is no common term we
could apply to the mimes of Sophron and Xenarchus and the Socratic dialogues on the
one hand; and, on the other, to poetic imitations in iambic, elegiac, or any similar
metre. People do, indeed, add the word 'maker' or 'poet' to the name of the metre, and
speak of elegiac poets, or epic (that is, hexameter) poets, as if it were not the imitation
that makes the poet, but the verse that entitles them all indiscriminately to the name.
Even when a treatise on medicine or natural science is brought out in verse, the name
of poet is by custom given to the author; and yet Homer and Empedocles have nothing
in common but the metre, so that it would be right to call the one poet, the other
physicist rather than poet. On the same principle, even if a writer in his poetic imitation
were to combine all metres, as Chaeremon did in his Centaur, which is a medley
composed of metres of all kinds, we should bring him too under the general term poet.
So much then for these distinctions.
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There are, again, some arts which employ all the means above mentioned, namely,
rhythm, tune, and metre. Such are Dithyrambic and Nomic poetry, and also Tragedy
and Comedy; but between them the difference is, that in the first two cases these means
are all employed in combination, in the latter, now one means is employed, now
another.
Such, then, are the differences of the arts with respect to the medium of imitation.
II
Since the objects of imitation are men in action, and these men must be either of a
higher or a lower type (for moral character mainly answers to these divisions,
goodness and badness being the distinguishing marks of moral differences), it follows
that we must represent men either as better than in real life, or as worse, or as they are.
It is the same in painting. Polygnotus depicted men as nobler than they are, Pauson as
less noble, Dionysius drew them true to life.
Now it is evident that each of the modes of imitation above mentioned will exhibit
these differences, and become a distinct kind in imitating objects that are thus distinct.
Such diversities may be found even in dancing, flute-playing, and lyre-playing. So
again in language, whether prose or verse unaccompanied by music. Homer, for
example, makes men better than they are; Cleophon as they are; Hegemon the Thasian,
the inventor of parodies, and Nicochares, the author of the Deiliad, worse than they
are. The same thing holds good of Dithyrambs and Nomes; here too one may portray
different types, as Timotheus and Philoxenus differed in representing their Cyclopes.
The same distinction marks off Tragedy from Comedy; for Comedy aims at
representing men as worse, Tragedy as better than in actual life.
III
There is still a third difference—the manner in which each of these objects may be
imitated. For the medium being the same, and the objects the same, the poet may
imitate by narration—in which case he can either take another personality as Homer
does, or speak in his own person, unchanged—or he may present all his characters as
living and moving before us.
These, then, as we said at the beginning, are the three differences which distinguish
artistic imitation,—the medium, the objects, and the manner. So that from one point
of view, Sophocles is an imitator of the same kind as Homer—for both imitate higher
types of character; from another point of view, of the same kind as Aristophanes—for
both imitate persons acting and doing. Hence, some say, the name of 'drama' is given
to such poems, as representing action. For the same reason the Dorians claim the
invention both of Tragedy and Comedy. The claim to Comedy is put forward by the
Megarians,—not only by those of Greece proper, who allege that it originated under
their democracy, but also by the Megarians of Sicily, for the poet Epicharmus, who is
much earlier than Chionides and Magnes, belonged to that country. Tragedy too is
claimed by certain Dorians of the Peloponnese. In each case they appeal to the
evidence of language. The outlying villages, they say, are by them called {kappa
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omega mu alpha iota}, by the Athenians {delta eta mu iota}: and they assume that
Comedians were so named not from {kappa omega mu 'alpha zeta epsilon iota nu}, 'to
revel,' but because they wandered from village to village (kappa alpha tau alpha /
kappa omega mu alpha sigma), being excluded contemptuously from the city. They
add also that the Dorian word for 'doing' is {delta rho alpha nu}, and the Athenian, {pi
rho alpha tau tau epsilon iota nu}.
This may suffice as to the number and nature of the various modes of imitation.
IV
Poetry in general seems to have sprung from two causes, each of them lying deep in
our nature. First, the instinct of imitation is implanted in man from childhood, one
difference between him and other animals being that he is the most imitative of living
creatures, and through imitation learns his earliest lessons; and no less universal is the
pleasure felt in things imitated. We have evidence of this in the facts of experience.
Objects which in themselves we view with pain, we delight to contemplate when
reproduced with minute fidelity: such as the forms of the most ignoble animals and of
dead bodies. The cause of this again is, that to learn gives the liveliest pleasure, not
only to philosophers but to men in general; whose capacity, however, of learning is
more limited. Thus the reason why men enjoy seeing a likeness is, that in
contemplating it they find themselves learning or inferring, and saying perhaps, 'Ah,
that is he.' For if you happen not to have seen the original, the pleasure will be due not
to the imitation as such, but to the execution, the colouring, or some such other cause.
Imitation, then, is one instinct of our nature. Next, there is the instinct for 'harmony'
and rhythm, metres being manifestly sections of rhythm. Persons, therefore, starting
with this natural gift developed by degrees their special aptitudes, till their rude
improvisations gave birth to Poetry.
Poetry now diverged in two directions, according to the individual character of the
writers. The graver spirits imitated noble actions, and the actions of good men. The
more trivial sort imitated the actions of meaner persons, at first composing satires, as
the former did hymns to the gods and the praises of famous men. A poem of the
satirical kind cannot indeed be put down to any author earlier than Homer; though
many such writers probably there were. But from Homer onward, instances can be
cited,—his own Margites, for example, and other similar compositions. The
appropriate metre was also here introduced; hence the measure is still called the iambic
or lampooning measure, being that in which people lampooned one another. Thus the
older poets were distinguished as writers of heroic or of lampooning verse.
As, in the serious style, Homer is pre-eminent among poets, for he alone combined
dramatic form with excellence of imitation, so he too first laid down the main lines of
Comedy, by dramatising the ludicrous instead of writing personal satire. His Margites
bears the same relation to Comedy that the Iliad and Odyssey do to Tragedy. But when
Tragedy and Comedy came to light, the two classes of poets still followed their natural
bent: the lampooners became writers of Comedy, and the Epic poets were succeeded
by Tragedians, since the drama was a larger and higher form of art.
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Whether Tragedy has as yet perfected its proper types or not; and whether it is to be
judged in itself, or in relation also to the audience,—this raises another question. Be
that as it may, Tragedy—as also Comedy—was at first mere improvisation. The one
originated with the authors of the Dithyramb, the other with those of the phallic songs,
which are still in use in many of our cities. Tragedy advanced by slow degrees; each
new element that showed itself was in turn developed. Having passed through many
changes, it found its natural form, and there it stopped.
Aeschylus first introduced a second actor; he diminished the importance of the Chorus,
and assigned the leading part to the dialogue. Sophocles raised the number of actors
to three, and added scene-painting. Moreover, it was not till late that the short plot was
discarded for one of greater compass, and the grotesque diction of the earlier satyric
form for the stately manner of Tragedy. The iambic measure then replaced the trochaic
tetrameter, which was originally employed when the poetry was of the Satyric order,
and had greater affinities with dancing. Once dialogue had come in, Nature herself
discovered the appropriate measure. For the iambic is, of all measures, the most
colloquial: we see it in the fact that conversational speech runs into iambic lines more
frequently than into any other kind of verse; rarely into hexameters, and only when we
drop the colloquial intonation. The additions to the number of 'episodes' or acts, and
the other accessories of which tradition; tells, must be taken as already described; for
to discuss them in detail would, doubtless, be a large undertaking.
V
Comedy is, as we have said, an imitation of characters of a lower type, not, however,
in the full sense of the word bad, the Ludicrous being merely a subdivision of the ugly.
It consists in some defect or ugliness which is not painful or destructive. To take an
obvious example, the comic mask is ugly and distorted, but does not imply pain.
The successive changes through which Tragedy passed, and the authors of these
changes, are well known, whereas Comedy has had no history, because it was not at
first treated seriously. It was late before the Archon granted a comic chorus to a poet;
the performers were till then voluntary. Comedy had already taken definite shape when
comic poets, distinctively so called, are heard of. Who furnished it with masks, or
prologues, or increased the number of actors,—these and other similar details remain
unknown. As for the plot, it came originally from Sicily; but of Athenian writers Crates
was the first who, abandoning the 'iambic' or lampooning form, generalised his themes
and plots.
Epic poetry agrees with Tragedy in so far as it is an imitation in verse of characters of
a higher type. They differ, in that Epic poetry admits but one kind of metre, and is
narrative in form. They differ, again, in their length: for Tragedy endeavours, as far as
possible, to confine itself to a single revolution of the sun, or but slightly to exceed
this limit; whereas the Epic action has no limits of time. This, then, is a second point
of difference; though at first the same freedom was admitted in Tragedy as in Epic
poetry.
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Of their constituent parts some are common to both, some peculiar to Tragedy,
whoever, therefore, knows what is good or bad Tragedy, knows also about Epic poetry.
All the elements of an Epic poem are found in Tragedy, but the elements of a Tragedy
are not all found in the Epic poem.
VI
Of the poetry which imitates in hexameter verse, and of Comedy, we will speak
hereafter. Let us now discuss Tragedy, resuming its formal definition, as resulting
from what has been already said.
Tragedy, then, is an imitation of an action that is serious, complete, and of a certain
magnitude; in language embellished with each kind of artistic ornament, the several
kinds being found in separate parts of the play; in the form of action, not of narrative;
through pity and fear effecting the proper purgation of these emotions
(called catharsis). By 'language embellished,' I mean language into which rhythm,
'harmony,' and song enter. By 'the several kinds in separate parts,' I mean, that some
parts are rendered through the medium of verse alone, others again with the aid of
song.
Now as tragic imitation implies persons acting, it necessarily follows, in the first place,
that Spectacular equipment will be a part of Tragedy. Next, Song and Diction, for these
are the medium of imitation. By 'Diction' I mean the mere metrical arrangement of the
words: as for 'Song,' it is a term whose sense everyone understands.
Again, Tragedy is the imitation of an action; and an action implies personal agents,
who necessarily possess certain distinctive qualities both of character and thought; for
it is by these that we qualify actions themselves, and these—thought and character—
are the two natural causes from which actions spring, and on actions again all success
or failure depends. Hence, the Plot is the imitation of the action: for by plot I here
mean the arrangement of the incidents. By Character I mean that in virtue of which we
ascribe certain qualities to the agents. Thought is required wherever a statement is
proved, or, it may be, a general truth enunciated. Every Tragedy, therefore, must have
six parts, which parts determine its quality—namely, Plot, Character, Diction,
Thought, Spectacle, Song. Two of the parts constitute the medium of imitation, one
the manner, and three the objects of imitation. And these complete the list. These
elements have been employed, we may say, by the poets to a man; in fact, every play
contains Spectacular elements as well as Character, Plot, Diction, Song, and Thought.
But most important of all is the structure of the incidents. For Tragedy is an imitation,
not of men, but of an action and of life, and life consists in action, and its end is a
mode of action, not a quality. Now character determines men's qualities, but it is by
their actions that they are happy or the reverse. Dramatic action, therefore, is not with
a view to the representation of character: character comes in as subsidiary to the
actions. Hence the incidents and the plot are the end of a tragedy; and the end is the
chief thing of all. Again, without action there cannot be a tragedy; there may be
without character. The tragedies of most of our modern poets fail in the rendering of
character; and of poets in general this is often true. It is the same in painting; and here
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lies the difference between Zeuxis and Polygnotus. Polygnotus delineates character
well: the style of Zeuxis is devoid of ethical quality. Again, if you string together a set
of speeches expressive of character, and well finished in point of diction and thought,
you will not produce the essential tragic effect nearly so well as with a play which,
however deficient in these respects, yet has a plot and artistically constructed
incidents. Besides which, the most powerful elements of emotional: interest in
Tragedy Peripeteia or Reversal of the Situation, and Recognition scenes—are parts of
the plot. A further proof is, that novices in the art attain to finish: of diction and
precision of portraiture before they can construct the plot. It is the same with almost
all the early poets.
The Plot, then, is the first principle, and, as it were, the soul of a tragedy: Character
holds the second place. A similar fact is seen in painting. The most beautiful colours,
laid on confusedly, will not give as much pleasure as the chalk outline of a portrait.
Thus Tragedy is the imitation of an action, and of the agents mainly with a view to the
action.
Third in order is Thought,—that is, the faculty of saying what is possible and pertinent
in given circumstances. In the case of oratory, this is the function of the Political art
and of the art of rhetoric: and so indeed the older poets make their characters speak
the language of civic life; the poets of our time, the language of the rhetoricians.
Character is that which reveals moral purpose, showing what kind of things a man
chooses or avoids. Speeches, therefore, which do not make this manifest, or in which
the speaker does not choose or avoid anything whatever, are not expressive of
character. Thought, on the other hand, is found where something is proved to be, or
not to be, or a general maxim is enunciated.
Fourth among the elements enumerated comes Diction; by which I mean, as has been
already said, the expression of the meaning in words; and its essence is the same both
in verse and prose.
Of the remaining elements Song holds the chief place among the embellishments.
The Spectacle has, indeed, an emotional attraction of its own, but, of all the parts, it is
the least artistic, and connected least with the art of poetry. For the power of Tragedy,
we may be sure, is felt even apart from representation and actors. Besides, the
production of spectacular effects depends more on the art of the stage machinist than
on that of the poet.
VII
These principles being established, let us now discuss the proper structure of the Plot,
since this is the first and most important thing in Tragedy.
Now, according to our definition, Tragedy is an imitation of an action that is complete,
and whole, and of a certain magnitude; for there may be a whole that is wanting in
magnitude. A whole is that which has a beginning, a middle, and an end. A beginning
is that which does not itself follow anything by causal necessity, but after which
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something naturally is or comes to be. An end, on the contrary, is that which itself
naturally follows some other thing, either by necessity, or as a rule, but has nothing
following it. A middle is that which follows something as some other thing follows it.
A well-constructed plot, therefore, must neither begin nor end at haphazard, but
conform to these principles.
Again, a beautiful object, whether it be a living organism or any whole composed of
parts, must not only have an orderly arrangement of parts, but must also be of a certain
magnitude; for beauty depends on magnitude and order. Hence a very small animal
organism cannot be beautiful; for the view of it is confused, the object being seen in
an almost imperceptible moment of time. Nor, again, can one of vast size be beautiful;
for as the eye cannot take it all in at once, the unity and sense of the whole is lost for
the spectator; as for instance if there were one a thousand miles long. As, therefore, in
the case of animate bodies and organisms a certain magnitude is necessary, and a
magnitude which may be easily embraced in one view; so in the plot, a certain length
is necessary, and a length which can be easily embraced by the memory. The limit of
length in relation to dramatic competition and sensuous presentment, is no part of
artistic theory. For had it been the rule for a hundred tragedies to compete together,
the performance would have been regulated by the water-clock,—as indeed we are
told was formerly done. But the limit as fixed by the nature of the drama itself is this:
the greater the length, the more beautiful will the piece be by reason of its size,
provided that the whole be perspicuous. And to define the matter roughly, we may say
that the proper magnitude is comprised within such limits, that the sequence of events,
according to the law of probability or necessity, will admit of a change from bad
fortune to good, or from good fortune to bad.
VIII
Unity of plot does not, as some persons think, consist in the Unity of the hero. For
infinitely various are the incidents in one man's life which cannot be reduced to unity;
and so, too, there are many actions of one man out of which we cannot make one
action. Hence, the error, as it appears, of all poets who have composed a Heracleid, a
Theseid, or other poems of the kind. They imagine that as Heracles was one man, the
story of Heracles must also be a unity. But Homer, as in all else he is of surpassing
merit, here too—whether from art or natural genius—seems to have happily discerned
the truth. In composing the Odyssey he did not include all the adventures of
Odysseus—such as his wound on Parnassus, or his feigned madness at the mustering
of the host—incidents between which there was no necessary or probable connection:
but he made the Odyssey, and likewise the Iliad, to centre round an action that in our
sense of the word is one. As therefore, in the other imitative arts, the imitation is one
when the object imitated is one, so the plot, being an imitation of an action, must
imitate one action and that a whole, the structural union of the parts being such that, if
any one of them is displaced or removed, the whole will be disjointed and disturbed.
For a thing whose presence or absence makes no visible difference, is not an organic
part of the whole.
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IX
It is, moreover, evident from what has been said, that it is not the function of the poet
to relate what has happened, but what may happen,—what is possible according to the
law of probability or necessity. The poet and the historian differ not by writing in verse
or in prose. The work of Herodotus might be put into verse, and it would still be a
species of history, with metre no less than without it. The true difference is that one
relates what has happened, the other what may happen. Poetry, therefore, is a more
philosophical and a higher thing than history: for poetry tends to express the universal,
history the particular. By the universal, I mean how a person of a certain type will on
occasion speak or act, according to the law of probability or necessity; and it is this
universality at which poetry aims in the names she attaches to the personages. The
particular is—for example—what Alcibiades did or suffered. In Comedy this is
already apparent: for here the poet first constructs the plot on the lines of probability,
and then inserts characteristic names;—unlike the lampooners who write about
particular individuals. But tragedians still keep to real names, the reason being that
what is possible is credible: what has not happened we do not at once feel sure to be
possible: but what has happened is manifestly possible: otherwise it would not have
happened. Still there are even some tragedies in which there are only one or two well
known names, the rest being fictitious. In others, none are well known, as in Agathon's
Antheus, where incidents and names alike are fictitious, and yet they give none the
less pleasure. We must not, therefore, at all costs keep to the received legends, which
are the usual subjects of Tragedy. Indeed, it would be absurd to attempt it; for even
subjects that are known are known only to a few, and yet give pleasure to all. It clearly
follows that the poet or 'maker' should be the maker of plots rather than of verses; since
he is a poet because he imitates, and what he imitates are actions. And even if he
chances to take an historical subject, he is none the less a poet; for there is no reason
why some events that have actually happened should not conform to the law of the
probable and possible, and in virtue of that quality in them he is their poet or maker.
Of all plots and actions the episodic are the worst. I call a plot 'episodic' in which the
episodes or acts succeed one another without probable or necessary sequence. Bad
poets compose such pieces by their own fault, good poets, to please the players; for,
as they write show pieces for competition, they stretch the plot beyond its capacity,
and are often forced to break the natural continuity.
But again, Tragedy is an imitation not only of a complete action, but of events inspiring
fear or pity. Such an effect is best produced when the events come on us by surprise;
and the effect is heightened when, at the same time, they follow as cause and effect.
The tragic wonder will thee be greater than if they happened of themselves or by
accident; for even coincidences are most striking when they have an air of design. We
may instance the statue of Mitys at Argos, which fell upon his murderer while he was
a spectator at a festival, and killed him. Such events seem not to be due to mere chance.
Plots, therefore, constructed on these principles are necessarily the best.
X
Plots are either Simple or Complex, for the actions in real life, of which the plots are
an imitation, obviously show a similar distinction. An action which is one and
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continuous in the sense above defined, I call Simple, when the change of fortune takes
place without Reversal of the Situation and without Recognition.
A Complex action is one in which the change is accompanied by such Reversal
(peripeteia), or by Recognition (anagnorisis), or by both. These last should arise from
the internal structure of the plot, so that what follows should be the necessary or
probable result of the preceding action. It makes all the difference whether any given
event is a case of propter hoc or post hoc.
XI
Reversal of the Situation (called peripeteia) is a change by which the action veers
round to its opposite, subject always to our rule of probability or necessity. Thus in
the Oedipus, the messenger comes to cheer Oedipus and free him from his alarms
about his mother, but by revealing who he is, he produces the opposite effect. Again
in the Lynceus, Lynceus is being led away to his death, and Danaus goes with him,
meaning, to slay him; but the outcome of the preceding incidents is that Danaus is
killed and Lynceus saved. Recognition (called anagnorisis), as the name indicates, is
a change from ignorance to knowledge, producing love or hate between the persons
destined by the poet for good or bad fortune. The best form of recognition is coincident
with a Reversal of the Situation, as in the Oedipus. There are indeed other forms. Even
inanimate things of the most trivial kind may in a sense be objects of recognition.
Again, we may recognize or discover whether a person has done a thing or not. But
the recognition which is most intimately connected with the plot and action is, as we
have said, the recognition of persons. This recognition, combined, with Reversal, will
produce either pity or fear; and actions producing these effects are those which, by our
definition, Tragedy represents. Moreover, it is upon such situations that the issues of
good or bad fortune will depend. Recognition, then, being between persons, it may
happen that one person only is recognized by the other-when the latter is already
known—or it may be necessary that the recognition should be on both sides. Thus
Iphigenia is revealed to Orestes by the sending of the letter; but another act of
recognition is required to make Orestes known to Iphigenia.
Two parts, then, of the Plot—Reversal of the Situation and Recognition—turn upon
surprises. A third part is the Scene of Suffering. The Scene of Suffering is a destructive
or painful action, such as death on the stage, bodily agony, wounds and the like.
XII
[The parts of Tragedy which must be treated as elements of the whole have been
already mentioned. We now come to the quantitative parts, and the separate parts into
which Tragedy is divided, namely, Prologue, Episode, Exode, Choric song; this last
being divided into Parode and Stasimon. These are common to all plays: peculiar to
some are the songs of actors from the stage and the Commoi.
The Prologue is that entire part of a tragedy which precedes the Parode of the Chorus.
The Episode is that entire part of a tragedy which is between complete choric songs.
The Exode is that entire part of a tragedy which has no choric song after it. Of the
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Choric part the Parode is the first undivided utterance of the Chorus: the Stasimon is
a Choric ode without anapaests or trochaic tetrameters: the Commos is a joint
lamentation of Chorus and actors. The parts of Tragedy which must be treated as
elements of the whole have been already mentioned. The quantitative parts the
separate parts into which it is divided—are here enumerated.]
XIII
As the sequel to what has already been said, we must proceed to consider what the
poet should aim at, and what he should avoid, in constructing his plots; and by what
means the specific effect of Tragedy will be produced.
A perfect tragedy should, as we have seen, be arranged not on the simple but on the
complex plan. It should, moreover, imitate actions which excite pity and fear, this
being the distinctive mark of tragic imitation. It follows plainly, in the first place, that
the change, of fortune presented must not be the spectacle of a virtuous man brought
from prosperity to adversity: for this moves neither pity nor fear; it merely shocks us.
Nor, again, that of a bad man passing from adversity to prosperity: for nothing can be
more alien to the spirit of Tragedy; it possesses no single tragic quality; it neither
satisfies the moral sense nor calls forth pity or fear. Nor, again, should the downfall of
the utter villain be exhibited. A plot of this kind would, doubtless, satisfy the moral
sense, but it would inspire neither pity nor fear; for pity is aroused by unmerited
misfortune, fear by the misfortune of a man like ourselves. Such an event, therefore,
will be neither pitiful nor terrible. There remains, then, the character between these
two extremes,—that of a man who is not eminently good and just,-yet whose
misfortune is brought about not by vice or depravity, but by some error or frailty
(called hamartia). He must be one who is highly renowned and prosperous,—a
personage like Oedipus, Thyestes, or other illustrious men of such families.
A well-constructed plot should, therefore, be single in its issue, rather than double as
some maintain. The change of fortune should be not from bad to good, but, reversely,
from good to bad. It should come about as the result not of vice, but of some great
error or frailty (hamartia), in a character either such as we have described, or better
rather than worse. The practice of the stage bears out our view. At first the poets
recounted any legend that came in their way. Now, the best tragedies are founded on
the story of a few houses, on the fortunes of Alcmaeon, Oedipus, Orestes, Meleager,
Thyestes, Telephus, and those others who have done or suffered something terrible. A
tragedy, then, to be perfect according to the rules of art should be of this construction.
Hence they are in error who censure Euripides just because he follows this principle
in his plays, many of which end unhappily. It is, as we have said, the right ending. The
best proof is that on the stage and in dramatic competition, such plays, if well worked
out, are the most tragic in effect; and Euripides, faulty though he may be in the general
management of his subject, yet is felt to be the most tragic of the poets.
In the second rank comes the kind of tragedy which some place first. Like the Odyssey,
it has a double thread of plot, and also an opposite catastrophe for the good and for the
bad. It is accounted the best because of the weakness of the spectators; for the poet is
47

guided in what he writes by the wishes of his audience. The pleasure, however, thence
derived is not the true tragic pleasure. It is proper rather to Comedy, where those who,
in the piece, are the deadliest enemies—like Orestes and Aegisthus—quit the stage as
friends at the close, and no one slays or is slain.
Fear and pity may be aroused by spectacular means; but they may also result from the
inner structure of the piece, which is the better way, and indicates a superior poet. For
the plot ought to be so constructed that, even without the aid of the eye, he who hears
the tale told will thrill with horror and melt to pity at what takes place. This is the
impression we should receive from hearing the story of the Oedipus. But to produce
this effect by the mere spectacle is a less artistic method, and dependent on extraneous
aids. Those who employ spectacular means to create a sense not of the terrible but
only of the monstrous, are strangers to the purpose of Tragedy; for we must not
demand of Tragedy any and every kind of pleasure, but only that which is proper to it.
And since the pleasure which the poet should afford is that which comes from pity and
fear through imitation, it is evident that this quality must be impressed upon the
incidents.
Let us then determine what are the circumstances which strike us as terrible or pitiful.
Actions capable of this effect must happen between persons who are either friends or
enemies or indifferent to one another. If an enemy kills an enemy, there is nothing to
excite pity either in the act or the intention,—except so far as the suffering in itself is
pitiful. So again with indifferent persons. But when the tragic incident occurs between
those who are near or dear to one another—if, for example, a brother kills, or intends
to kill, a brother, a son his father, a mother her son, a son his mother, or any other deed
of the kind is done—these are the situations to be looked for by the poet. He may not
indeed destroy the framework of the received legends—the fact, for instance, that
Clytemnestra was slain by Orestes and Eriphyle by Alcmaeon but he ought to show
invention of his own, and skilfully handle the traditional material. Let us explain more
clearly what is meant by skilful handling.
The action may be done consciously and with knowledge of the persons, in the manner
of the older poets. It is thus too that Euripides makes Medea slay her children. Or,
again, the deed of horror may be done, but done in ignorance, and the tie of kinship or
friendship be discovered afterwards. The Oedipus of Sophocles is an example. Here,
indeed, the incident is outside the drama proper; but cases occur where it falls within
the action of the play: one may cite the Alcmaeon of Astydamas, or Telegonus in the
Wounded Odysseus. Again, there is a third case,— (to be about to act with knowledge
of the persons and then not to act. The fourth case is) when some one is about to do an
irreparable deed through ignorance, and makes the discovery before it is done. These
are the only possible ways. For the deed must either be done or not done,—and that
wittingly or unwittingly. But of all these ways, to be about to act knowing the persons,
and then not to act, is the worst. It is shocking without being tragic, for no disaster
follows. It is, therefore, never, or very rarely, found in poetry. One instance, however,
is in the Antigone, where Haemon threatens to kill Creon. The next and better way is
that the deed should be perpetrated. Still better, that it should be perpetrated in
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ignorance, and the discovery made afterwards. There is then nothing to shock us, while
the discovery produces a startling effect. The last case is the best, as when in the
Cresphontes Merope is about to slay her son, but, recognising who he is, spares his
life. So in the Iphigenia, the sister recognises the brother just in time. Again in the
Helle, the son recognises the mother when on the point of giving her up. This, then, is
why a few families only, as has been already observed, furnish the subjects of tragedy.
It was not art, but happy chance, that led the poets in search of subjects to impress the
tragic quality upon their plots. They are compelled, therefore, to have recourse to those
houses whose history contains moving incidents like these. Enough has now been said
concerning the structure of the incidents, and the right kind of plot.
XV
In respect of Character there are four things to be aimed at. First, and most important,
it must be good. Now any speech or action that manifests moral purpose of any kind
will be expressive of character: the character will be good if the purpose is good. This
rule is relative to each class. Even a woman may be good, and also a slave; though the
woman may be said to be an inferior being, and the slave quite worthless. The second
thing to aim at is propriety. There is a type of manly valour; but valour in a woman,
or unscrupulous cleverness, is inappropriate. Thirdly, character must be true to life:
for this is a distinct thing from goodness and propriety, as here described. The fourth
point is consistency: for though the subject of the imitation, who suggested the type,
be inconsistent, still he must be consistently inconsistent. As an example of motiveless
degradation of character, we have Menelaus in the Orestes: of character indecorous
and inappropriate, the lament of Odysseus in the Scylla, and the speech of Melanippe:
of inconsistency, the Iphigenia at Aulis,—for Iphigenia the suppliant in no way
resembles her later self.
As in the structure of the plot, so too in the portraiture of character, the poet should
always aim either at the necessary or the probable. Thus a person of a given character
should speak or act in a given way, by the rule either of necessity or of probability;
just as this event should follow that by necessary or probable sequence. It is therefore
evident that the unravelling of the plot, no less than the complication, must arise out
of the plot itself, it must not be brought about by the 'Deus ex Machina'—as in the
Medea, or in the Return of the Greeks in the Iliad. The 'Deus ex Machina' should be
employed only for events external to the drama,—for antecedent or subsequent events,
which lie beyond the range of human knowledge, and which require to be reported or
foretold; for to the gods we ascribe the power of seeing all things. Within the action
there must be nothing irrational. If the irrational cannot be excluded, it should be
outside the scope of the tragedy. Such is the irrational element in the Oedipus of
Sophocles.
Again, since Tragedy is an imitation of persons who are above the common level, the
example of good portrait-painters should be followed. They, while reproducing the
distinctive form of the original, make a likeness which is true to life and yet more
beautiful. So too the poet, in representing men who are irascible or indolent, or have
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other defects of character, should preserve the type and yet ennoble it. In this way
Achilles is portrayed by Agathon and Homer.
These then are rules the poet should observe. Nor should he neglect those appeals to
the senses, which, though not among the essentials, are the concomitants of poetry; for
here too there is much room for error. But of this enough has been said in our published
treatises.
XVI
What Recognition (anagnorisis) is has been already explained. We will now
enumerate its kinds.
First, the least artistic form, which, from poverty of wit, is most commonly employed
recognition by signs. Of these some are congenital,—such as 'the spear which the
earth-born race bear on their bodies,' or the stars introduced by Carcinus in his
Thyestes. Others are acquired after birth; and of these some are bodily marks, as scars;
some external tokens, as necklaces, or the little ark in the Tyro by which the discovery
is effected. Even these admit of more or less skilful treatment. Thus in the recognition
of Odysseus by his scar, the discovery is made in one way by the nurse, in another by
the swineherds. The use of tokens for the express purpose of proof—and, indeed, any
formal proof with or without tokens—is a less artistic mode of recognition. A better
kind is that which comes about by a turn of incident, as in the Bath Scene in the
Odyssey.
Next come the recognitions invented at will by the poet, and on that account wanting
in art. For example, Orestes in the Iphigenia reveals the fact that he is Orestes. She,
indeed, makes herself known by the letter; but he, by speaking himself, and saying
what the poet, not what the plot requires. This, therefore, is nearly allied to the fault
above mentioned:—for Orestes might as well have brought tokens with him. Another
similar instance is the 'voice of the shuttle' in the Tereus of Sophocles.
The third kind depends on memory when the sight of some object awakens a feeling:
as in the Cyprians of Dicaeogenes, where the hero breaks into tears on seeing the
picture; or again in the 'Lay of Alcinous,' where Odysseus, hearing the minstrel play
the lyre, recalls the past and weeps; and hence the recognition.
The fourth kind is by process of reasoning. Thus in the Choephori: 'Some one
resembling me has come: no one resembles me but Orestes: therefore Orestes has
come.' Such too is the discovery made by Iphigenia in the play of Polyidus the Sophist.
It was a natural reflection for Orestes to make, 'So I too must die at the altar like my
sister.' So, again, in the Tydeus of Theodectes, the father says, 'I came to find my son,
and I lose my own life.' So too in the Phineidae: the women, on seeing the place,
inferred their fate:—'Here we are doomed to die, for here we were cast forth.' Again,
there is a composite kind of recognition involving false inference on the part of one of
the characters, as in the Odysseus Disguised as a Messenger. A said (that no one else
was able to bend the bow;... hence B (the disguised Odysseus) imagined that A would)
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recognise the bow which, in fact, he had not seen; and to bring about a recognition by
this means that the expectation A would recognise the bow is false inference.
But, of all recognitions, the best is that which arises from the incidents themselves,
where the startling discovery is made by natural means. Such is that in the Oedipus of
Sophocles, and in the Iphigenia; for it was natural that Iphigenia should wish to
dispatch a letter. These recognitions alone dispense with the artificial aid of tokens or
amulets. Next come the recognitions by process of reasoning.
XVII
In constructing the plot and working it out with the proper diction, the poet should
place the scene, as far as possible, before his eyes. In this way, seeing everything with
the utmost vividness, as if he were a spectator of the action, he will discover what is
in keeping with it, and be most unlikely to overlook inconsistencies. The need of such
a rule is shown by the fault found in Carcinus. Amphiaraus was on his way from the
temple. This fact escaped the observation of one who did not see the situation. On the
stage, however, the piece failed, the audience being offended at the oversight.
Again, the poet should work out his play, to the best of his power, with appropriate
gestures; for those who feel emotion are most convincing through natural sympathy
with the characters they represent; and one who is agitated storms, one who is angry
rages, with the most life-like reality. Hence poetry implies either a happy gift of nature
or a strain of madness. In the one case a man can take the mould of any character; in
the other, he is lifted out of his proper self.
As for the story, whether the poet takes it ready made or constructs it for himself, he
should first sketch its general outline, and then fill in the episodes and amplify in detail.
The general plan may be illustrated by the Iphigenia. A young girl is sacrificed; she
disappears mysteriously from the eyes of those who sacrificed her; She is transported
to another country, where the custom is to offer up all strangers to the goddess. To this
ministry she is appointed. Some time later her own brother chances to arrive. The fact
that the oracle for some reason ordered him to go there, is outside the general plan of
the play. The purpose, again, of his coming is outside the action proper. However, he
comes, he is seized, and, when on the point of being sacrificed, reveals who he is. The
mode of recognition may be either that of Euripides or of Polyidus, in whose play he
exclaims very naturally:—'So it was not my sister only, but I too, who was doomed to
be sacrificed'; and by that remark he is saved.
After this, the names being once given, it remains to fill in the episodes. We must see
that they are relevant to the action. In the case of Orestes, for example, there is the
madness which led to his capture, and his deliverance by means of the purificatory
rite. In the drama, the episodes are short, but it is these that give extension to Epic
poetry. Thus the story of the Odyssey can be stated briefly. A certain man is absent
from home for many years; he is jealously watched by Poseidon, and left desolate.
Meanwhile his home is in a wretched plight—suitors are wasting his substance and
plotting against his son. At length, tempest-tost, he himself arrives; he makes certain
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persons acquainted with him; he attacks the suitors with his own hand, and is himself
preserved while he destroys them. This is the essence of the plot; the rest is episode.
XVIII
Every tragedy falls into two parts,—Complication and Unravelling or Denouement.
Incidents extraneous to the action are frequently combined with a portion of the action
proper, to form the Complication; the rest is the Unravelling. By the Complication I
mean all that extends from the beginning of the action to the part which marks the
turning-point to good or bad fortune. The Unravelling is that which extends from the
beginning of the change to the end. Thus, in the Lynceus of Theodectes, the
Complication consists of the incidents presupposed in the drama, the seizure of the
child, and then again, The Unravelling extends from the accusation of murder to the
end.
There are four kinds of Tragedy, the Complex, depending entirely on Reversal of the
Situation and Recognition; the Pathetic (where the motive is passion),—such as the
tragedies on Ajax and Ixion; the Ethical (where the motives are ethical),—such as the
Phthiotides and the Peleus. The fourth kind is the Simple (We here exclude the purely
spectacular element), exemplified by the Phorcides, the Prometheus, and scenes laid
in Hades. The poet should endeavour, if possible, to combine all poetic elements; or
failing that, the greatest number and those the most important; the more so, in face of
the cavilling criticism of the day. For whereas there have hitherto been good poets,
each in his own branch, the critics now expect one man to surpass all others in their
several lines of excellence.
In speaking of a tragedy as the same or different, the best test to take is the plot. Identity
exists where the Complication and Unravelling are the same. Many poets tie the knot
well, but unravel it ill. Both arts, however, should always be mastered.
Again, the poet should remember what has been often said, and not make an Epic
structure into a Tragedy—by an Epic structure I mean one with a multiplicity of
plots—as if, for instance, you were to make a tragedy out of the entire story of the
Iliad. In the Epic poem, owing to its length, each part assumes its proper magnitude.
In the drama the result is far from answering to the poet's expectation. The proof is
that the poets who have dramatised the whole story of the Fall of Troy, instead of
selecting portions, like Euripides; or who have taken the whole tale of Niobe, and not
a part of her story, like Aeschylus, either fail utterly or meet with poor success on the
stage. Even Agathon has been known to fail from this one defect. In his Reversals of
the Situation, however, he shows a marvellous skill in the effort to hit the popular
taste,—to produce a tragic effect that satisfies the moral sense. This effect is produced
when the clever rogue, like Sisyphus, is outwitted, or the brave villain defeated. Such
an event is probable in Agathon's sense of the word: 'it is probable,' he says, 'that many
things should happen contrary to probability.'
The Chorus too should be regarded as one of the actors; it should be an integral part
of the whole, and share in the action, in the manner not of Euripides but of Sophocles.
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As for the later poets, their choral songs pertain as little to the subject of the piece as
to that of any other tragedy. They are, therefore, sung as mere interludes, a practice
first begun by Agathon. Yet what difference is there between introducing such choral
interludes, and transferring a speech, or even a whole act, from one play to another?
XIX
It remains to speak of Diction and Thought, the other parts of Tragedy having been
already discussed. Concerning Thought, we may assume what is said in the Rhetoric,
to which inquiry the subject more strictly belongs. Under Thought is included every
effect which has to be produced by speech, the subdivisions being,—proof and
refutation; the excitation of the feelings, such as pity, fear, anger, and the like; the
suggestion of importance or its opposite. Now, it is evident that the dramatic incidents
must be treated from the same points of view as the dramatic speeches, when the object
is to evoke the sense of pity, fear, importance, or probability. The only difference is,
that the incidents should speak for themselves without verbal exposition; while the
effects aimed at in speech should be produced by the speaker, and as a result of the
speech. For what were the business of a speaker, if the Thought were revealed quite
apart from what he says?
Next, as regards Diction. One branch of the inquiry treats of the Modes of Utterance.
But this province of knowledge belongs to the art of Delivery and to the masters of
that science. It includes, for instance,—what is a command, a prayer, a statement, a
threat, a question, an answer, and so forth. To know or not to know these things
involves no serious censure upon the poet's art. For who can admit the fault imputed
to Homer by Protagoras,—that in the words, 'Sing, goddess, of the wrath,' he gives a
command under the idea that he utters a prayer? For to tell some one to do a thing or
not to do it is, he says, a command. We may, therefore, pass this over as an inquiry
that belongs to another art, not to poetry.
XX
[Language in general includes the following parts:—Letter, Syllable, Connecting
word, Noun, Verb, Inflexion or Case, Sentence or Phrase.
A Letter is an indivisible sound, yet not every such sound, but only one which can
form part of a group of sounds. For even brutes utter indivisible sounds, none of which
I call a letter. The sound I mean may be either a vowel, a semi-vowel, or a mute. A
vowel is that which without impact of tongue or lip has an audible sound. A semivowel, that which with such impact has an audible sound, as S and R. A mute, that
which with such impact has by itself no sound, but joined to a vowel sound becomes
audible, as G and D. These are distinguished according to the form assumed by the
mouth and the place where they are produced; according as they are aspirated or
smooth, long or short; as they are acute, grave, or of an intermediate tone; which
inquiry belongs in detail to the writers on metre.
A Syllable is a non-significant sound, composed of a mute and a vowel: for GR
without A is a syllable, as also with A,—GRA. But the investigation of these
differences belongs also to metrical science.
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A Connecting word is a non-significant sound, which neither causes nor hinders the
union of many sounds into one significant sound; it may be placed at either end or in
the middle of a sentence. Or, a non-significant sound, which out of several sounds,
each of them significant, is capable of forming one significant sound,—as {alpha mu
theta iota}, {pi epsilon rho iota}, and the like. Or, a non-significant sound, which
marks the beginning, end, or division of a sentence; such, however, that it cannot
correctly stand by itself at the beginning of a sentence, as {mu epsilon nu}, {eta tau
omicron iota}, {delta epsilon}.
A Noun is a composite significant sound, not marking time, of which no part is in itself
significant: for in double or compound words we do not employ the separate parts as
if each were in itself significant. Thus in Theodorus, 'god-given,' the {delta omega rho
omicron nu} or 'gift' is not in itself significant.
A Verb is a composite significant sound, marking time, in which, as in the noun, no
part is in itself significant. For 'man,' or 'white' does not express the idea of 'when'; but
'he walks,' or 'he has walked' does connote time, present or past.
Inflexion belongs both to the noun and verb, and expresses either the relation 'of,' 'to,'
or the like; or that of number, whether one or many, as 'man' or 'men '; or the modes
or tones in actual delivery, e.g. a question or a command. 'Did he go?' and 'go' are
verbal inflexions of this kind.
A Sentence or Phrase is a composite significant sound, some at least of whose parts
are in themselves significant; for not every such group of words consists of verbs and
nouns—'the definition of man,' for example—but it may dispense even with the verb.
Still it will always have some significant part, as 'in walking,' or 'Cleon son of Cleon.'
A sentence or phrase may form a unity in two ways,—either as signifying one thing,
or as consisting of several parts linked together. Thus the Iliad is one by the linking
together of parts, the definition of man by the unity of the thing signified.]
XXI
Words are of two kinds, simple and double. By simple I mean those composed of nonsignificant elements, such as {gamma eta}. By double or compound, those composed
either of a significant and non-significant element (though within the whole word no
element is significant), or of elements that are both significant. A word may likewise
be triple, quadruple, or multiple in form, like so many Massilian expressions, e.g.
'Hermo-caico-xanthus who prayed to Father Zeus>.'
Every word is either current, or strange, or metaphorical, or ornamental, or newlycoined, or lengthened, or contracted, or altered.
By a current or proper word I mean one which is in general use among a people; by a
strange word, one which is in use in another country. Plainly, therefore, the same word
may be at once strange and current, but not in relation to the same people. The word
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{sigma iota gamma upsilon nu omicron nu}, 'lance,' is to the Cyprians a current term
but to us a strange one.
Metaphor is the application of an alien name by transference either from genus to
species, or from species to genus, or from species to species, or by analogy, that is,
proportion. Thus from genus to species, as: 'There lies my ship'; for lying at anchor is
a species of lying. From species to genus, as: 'Verily ten thousand noble deeds hath
Odysseus wrought'; for ten thousand is a species of large number, and is here used for
a large number generally. From species to species, as: 'With blade of bronze drew
away the life,' and 'Cleft the water with the vessel of unyielding bronze.' Here {alpha
rho upsilon rho alpha iota}, 'to draw away,' is used for {tau alpha mu epsilon iota nu},
'to cleave,' and {tau alpha mu epsilon iota nu} again for {alpha rho upsilon alpha
iota},—each being a species of taking away. Analogy or proportion is when the second
term is to the first as the fourth to the third. We may then use the fourth for the second,
or the second for the fourth. Sometimes too we qualify the metaphor by adding the
term to which the proper word is relative. Thus the cup is to Dionysus as the shield to
Ares. The cup may, therefore, be called 'the shield of Dionysus,' and the shield 'the
cup of Ares.' Or, again, as old age is to life, so is evening to day. Evening may therefore
be called 'the old age of the day,' and old age, 'the evening of life,' or, in the phrase of
Empedocles, 'life's setting sun.' For some of the terms of the proportion there is at
times no word in existence; still the metaphor may be used. For instance, to scatter
seed is called sowing: but the action of the sun in scattering his rays is nameless. Still
this process bears to the sun the same relation as sowing to the seed. Hence the
expression of the poet 'sowing the god-created light.' There is another way in which
this kind of metaphor may be employed. We may apply an alien term, and then deny
of that term one of its proper attributes; as if we were to call the shield, not 'the cup of
Ares,' but 'the wineless cup.'
{An ornamental word...}
A newly-coined word is one which has never been even in local use, but is adopted by
the poet himself. Some such words there appear to be: as {epsilon rho nu upsilon
gamma epsilon sigma}, 'sprouters,' for {kappa epsilon rho alpha tau alpha}, 'horns,'
and {alpha rho eta tau eta rho}, 'supplicator,' for {iota epsilon rho epsilon upsilon
sigma}, 'priest.'
A word is lengthened when its own vowel is exchanged for a longer one, or when a
syllable is inserted. A word is contracted when some part of it is removed. Instances
of lengthening are,—{pi omicron lambda eta omicron sigma} for {pi omicron lambda
epsilon omega sigma}, and {Pi eta lambda eta iota alpha delta epsilon omega} for {Pi
eta lambda epsilon iota delta omicron upsilon}: of contraction,—{kappa rho iota},
{delta omega}, and {omicron psi}, as in {mu iota alpha / gamma iota nu epsilon tau
alpha iota / alpha mu phi omicron tau episilon rho omega nu / omicron psi}.
An altered word is one in which part of the ordinary form is left unchanged, and part
is re-cast; as in {delta epsilon xi iota-tau epsilon rho omicron nu / kappa alpha tau
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alpha / mu alpha zeta omicron nu}, {delta epsilon xi iota tau epsilon rho omicron nu}
is for {delta epsilon xi iota omicron nu}.
[Nouns in themselves are either masculine, feminine, or neuter. Masculine are such as
end in {nu}, {rho}, {sigma}, or in some letter compounded with {sigma},—these
being two, and {xi}. Feminine, such as end in vowels that are always long, namely
{eta} and {omega}, and—of vowels that admit of lengthening—those in {alpha}.
Thus the number of letters in which nouns masculine and feminine end is the same;
for {psi} and {xi} are equivalent to endings in {sigma}. No noun ends in a mute or a
vowel short by nature. Three only end in {iota},—{mu eta lambda iota}, {kappa
omicron mu mu iota}, {pi epsilon pi epsilon rho iota}: five end in {upsilon}. Neuter
nouns end in these two latter vowels; also in {nu} and {sigma}.]
XXII
The perfection of style is to be clear without being mean. The clearest style is that
which uses only current or proper words; at the same time it is mean:—witness the
poetry of Cleophon and of Sthenelus. That diction, on the other hand, is lofty and
raised above the commonplace which employs unusual words. By unusual, I mean
strange (or rare) words, metaphorical, lengthened,—anything, in short, that differs
from the normal idiom. Yet a style wholly composed of such words is either a riddle
or a jargon; a riddle, if it consists of metaphors; a jargon, if it consists of strange (or
rare) words. For the essence of a riddle is to express true facts under impossible
combinations. Now this cannot be done by any arrangement of ordinary words, but by
the use of metaphor it can. Such is the riddle:—'A man I saw who on another man had
glued the bronze by aid of fire,' and others of the same kind. A diction that is made up
of strange (or rare) terms is a jargon. A certain infusion, therefore, of these elements
is necessary to style; for the strange (or rare) word, the metaphorical, the ornamental,
and the other kinds above mentioned, will raise it above the commonplace and mean,
while the use of proper words will make it perspicuous. But nothing contributes more
to produce a clearness of diction that is remote from commonness than the
lengthening, contraction, and alteration of words. For by deviating in exceptional cases
from the normal idiom, the language will gain distinction; while, at the same time, the
partial conformity with usage will give perspicuity. The critics, therefore, are in error
who censure these licenses of speech, and hold the author up to ridicule. Thus
Eucleides, the elder, declared that it would be an easy matter to be a poet if you might
lengthen syllables at will. He caricatured the practice in the very form of his diction,
as in the verse: '{Epsilon pi iota chi alpha rho eta nu / epsilon iota delta omicron nu /
Mu alpha rho alpha theta omega nu alpha delta epsilon / Beta alpha delta iota zeta
omicron nu tau alpha}, or, {omicron upsilon kappa / alpha nu / gamma / epsilon rho
alpha mu epsilon nu omicron sigma / tau omicron nu / epsilon kappa epsilon iota nu
omicron upsilon /epsilon lambda lambda epsilon beta omicron rho omicron nu}. To
employ such license at all obtrusively is, no doubt, grotesque; but in any mode of
poetic diction there must be moderation. Even metaphors, strange (or rare) words, or
any similar forms of speech, would produce the like effect if used without propriety
and with the express purpose of being ludicrous. How great a difference is made by
the appropriate use of lengthening, may be seen in Epic poetry by the insertion of
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ordinary forms in the verse. So, again, if we take a strange (or rare) word, a metaphor,
or any similar mode of expression, and replace it by the current or proper term, the
truth of our observation will be manifest. For example Aeschylus and Euripides each
composed the same iambic line. But the alteration of a single word by Euripides, who
employed the rarer term instead of the ordinary one, makes one verse appear beautiful
and the other trivial. Aeschylus in his Philoctetes says: {Phi alpha gamma epsilon delta
alpha iota nu alpha / delta / eta / mu omicron upsilon / sigma alpha rho kappa alpha
sigma / epsilon rho theta iota epsilon iota / pi omicron delta omicron sigma}.
Euripides substitutes {Theta omicron iota nu alpha tau alpha iota} 'feasts on' for
{epsilon sigma theta iota epsilon iota} 'feeds on.' Again, in the line, {nu upsilon nu /
delta epsilon / mu /epsilon omega nu / omicron lambda iota gamma iota gamma
upsilon sigma / tau epsilon / kappa alpha iota / omicron upsilon tau iota delta alpha nu
omicron sigma / kappa alpha iota / alpha epsilon iota kappa eta sigma), the difference
will be felt if we substitute the common words, {nu upsilon nu / delta epsilon / mu /
epsilon omega nu / mu iota kappa rho omicron sigma / tau epsilon / kappa alpha iota /
alpha rho theta epsilon nu iota kappa omicron sigma / kappa alpha iota / alpha epsilon
iota delta gamma sigma}. Or, if for the line, {delta iota phi rho omicron nu / alpha
epsilon iota kappa epsilon lambda iota omicron nu / kappa alpha tau alpha theta epsilon
iota sigma / omicron lambda iota gamma eta nu / tau epsilon / tau rho alpha pi epsilon
iota sigma / omicron lambda iota gamma eta nu / tau epsilon / tau rho alpha pi epsilon
zeta alpha nu,} We read, {delta iota phi rho omicron nu / mu omicron chi theta eta rho
omicron nu / kappa alpha tau alpha theta epsilon iota sigma / mu iota kappa rho alpha
nu / tau epsilon / tau rho alpha pi epsilon zeta alpha nu}.
Or, for {eta iota omicron nu epsilon sigma / beta omicron omicron omega rho iota nu,
eta iota omicron nu epsilon sigma kappa rho alpha zeta omicron upsilon rho iota nu}
Again, Ariphrades ridiculed the tragedians for using phrases which no one would
employ in ordinary speech: for example, {delta omega mu alpha tau omega nu / alpha
pi omicron} instead of {alpha pi omicron / delta omega mu alpha tau omega nu}, {rho
epsilon theta epsilon nu}, {epsilon gamma omega / delta epsilon / nu iota nu}, {Alpha
chi iota lambda lambda epsilon omega sigma / pi epsilon rho iota} instead of {pi
epsilon rho iota / 'Alpha chi iota lambda lambda epsilon omega sigma}, and the like.
It is precisely because such phrases are not part of the current idiom that they give
distinction to the style. This, however, he failed to see.
It is a great matter to observe propriety in these several modes of expression, as also
in compound words, strange (or rare) words, and so forth. But the greatest thing by far
is to have a command of metaphor. This alone cannot be imparted by another; it is the
mark of genius, for to make good metaphors implies an eye for resemblances.
Of the various kinds of words, the compound are best adapted to Dithyrambs, rare
words to heroic poetry, metaphors to iambic. In heroic poetry, indeed, all these
varieties are serviceable. But in iambic verse, which reproduces, as far as may be,
familiar speech, the most appropriate words are those which are found even in prose.
These are,—the current or proper, the metaphorical, the ornamental.
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Concerning Tragedy and imitation by means of action this may suffice.
XXIII
As to that poetic imitation which is narrative in form and employs a single metre, the
plot manifestly ought, as in a tragedy, to be constructed on dramatic principles. It
should have for its subject a single action, whole and complete, with a beginning, a
middle, and an end. It will thus resemble a living organism in all its unity, and produce
the pleasure proper to it. It will differ in structure from historical compositions, which
of necessity present not a single action, but a single period, and all that happened
within that period to one person or to many, little connected together as the events may
be. For as the sea-fight at Salamis and the battle with the Carthaginians in Sicily took
place at the same time, but did not tend to any one result, so in the sequence of events,
one thing sometimes follows another, and yet no single result is thereby produced.
Such is the practice, we may say, of most poets. Here again, then, as has been already
observed, the transcendent excellence of Homer is manifest. He never attempts to
make the whole war of Troy the subject of his poem, though that war had a beginning
and an end. It would have been too vast a theme, and not easily embraced in a single
view. If, again, he had kept it within moderate limits, it must have been overcomplicated by the variety of the incidents. As it is, he detaches a single portion, and
admits as episodes many events from the general story of the war—such as the
Catalogue of the ships and others—thus diversifying the poem. All other poets take a
single hero, a single period, or an action single indeed, but with a multiplicity of parts.
Thus did the author of the Cypria and of the Little Iliad. For this reason the Iliad and
the Odyssey each furnish the subject of one tragedy, or, at most, of two; while the
Cypria supplies materials for many, and the Little Iliad for eight—the Award of the
Arms, the Philoctetes, the Neoptolemus, the Eurypylus, the Mendicant Odysseus, the
Laconian Women, the Fall of Ilium, the Departure of the Fleet.
XXIV
Again, Epic poetry must have as many kinds as Tragedy: it must be simple, or
complex, or 'ethical,' or 'pathetic.' The parts also, with the exception of song and
spectacle, are the same; for it requires Reversals of the Situation, Recognitions, and
Scenes of Suffering. Moreover, the thoughts and the diction must be artistic. In all
these respects Homer is our earliest and sufficient model. Indeed each of his poems
has a twofold character. The Iliad is at once simple and 'pathetic,' and the Odyssey
complex (for Recognition scenes run through it), and at the same time 'ethical.'
Moreover, in diction and thought they are supreme.
Epic poetry differs from Tragedy in the scale on which it is constructed, and in its
metre. As regards scale or length, we have already laid down an adequate limit:—the
beginning and the end must be capable of being brought within a single view. This
condition will be satisfied by poems on a smaller scale than the old epics, and
answering in length to the group of tragedies presented at a single sitting.
Epic poetry has, however, a great—a special—capacity for enlarging its dimensions,
and we can see the reason. In Tragedy we cannot imitate several lines of actions carried
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on at one and the same time; we must confine ourselves to the action on the stage and
the part taken by the players. But in Epic poetry, owing to the narrative form, many
events simultaneously transacted can be presented; and these, if relevant to the subject,
add mass and dignity to the poem. The Epic has here an advantage, and one that
conduces to grandeur of effect, to diverting the mind of the hearer, and relieving the
story with varying episodes. For sameness of incident soon produces satiety, and
makes tragedies fail on the stage.
As for the meter, the heroic measure has proved its fitness by the test of experience. If
a narrative poem in any other metre or in many metres were now composed, it would
be found incongruous. For of all measures the heroic is the stateliest and the most
massive; and hence it most readily admits rare words and metaphors, which is another
point in which the narrative form of imitation stands alone. On the other hand, the
iambic and the trochaic tetrameter are stirring measures, the latter being akin to
dancing, the former expressive of action. Still more absurd would it be to mix together
different metres, as was done by Chaeremon. Hence no one has ever composed a poem
on a great scale in any other than heroic verse. Nature herself, as we have said, teaches
the choice of the proper measure.
Homer, admirable in all respects, has the special merit of being the only poet who
rightly appreciates the part he should take himself. The poet should speak as little as
possible in his own person, for it is not this that makes him an imitator. Other poets
appear themselves upon the scene throughout, and imitate but little and rarely. Homer,
after a few prefatory words, at once brings in a man, or woman, or other personage;
none of them wanting in characteristic qualities, but each with a character of his own.
The element of the wonderful is required in Tragedy. The irrational, on which the
wonderful depends for its chief effects, has wider scope in Epic poetry, because there
the person acting is not seen. Thus, the pursuit of Hector would be ludicrous if placed
upon the stage—the Greeks standing still and not joining in the pursuit, and Achilles
waving them back. But in the Epic poem the absurdity passes unnoticed. Now the
wonderful is pleasing: as may be inferred from the fact that every one tells a story with
some addition of his own, knowing that his hearers like it. It is Homer who has chiefly
taught other poets the art of telling lies skillfully. The secret of it lies in a fallacy, For,
assuming that if one thing is or becomes, a second is or becomes, men imagine that, if
the second is, the first likewise is or becomes. But this is a false inference. Hence,
where the first thing is untrue, it is quite unnecessary, provided the second be true, to
add that the first is or has become. For the mind, knowing the second to be true, falsely
infers the truth of the first. There is an example of this in the Bath Scene of the
Odyssey.
Accordingly, the poet should prefer probable impossibilities to improbable
possibilities. The tragic plot must not be composed of irrational parts. Everything
irrational should, if possible, be excluded; or, at all events, it should lie outside the
action of the play (as, in the Oedipus, the hero's ignorance as to the manner of Laius'
death); not within the drama,—as in the Electra, the messenger's account of the
Pythian games; or, as in the Mysians, the man who has come from Tegea to Mysia and
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is still speechless. The plea that otherwise the plot would have been ruined, is
ridiculous; such a plot should not in the first instance be constructed. But once the
irrational has been introduced and an air of likelihood imparted to it, we must accept
it in spite of the absurdity. Take even the irrational incidents in the Odyssey, where
Odysseus is left upon the shore of Ithaca. How intolerable even these might have been
would be apparent if an inferior poet were to treat the subject. As it is, the absurdity is
veiled by the poetic charm with which the poet invests it.
The diction should be elaborated in the pauses of the action, where there is no
expression of character or thought. For, conversely, character and thought are merely
obscured by a diction that is over brilliant.
XXV
With respect to critical difficulties and their solutions, the number and nature of the
sources from which they may be drawn may be thus exhibited.
The poet being an imitator, like a painter or any other artist, must of necessity imitate
one of three objects,—things as they were or are, things as they are said or thought to
be, or things as they ought to be. The vehicle of expression is language,—either current
terms or, it may be, rare words or metaphors. There are also many modifications of
language, which we concede to the poets. Add to this, that the standard of correctness
is not the same in poetry and politics, any more than in poetry and any other art. Within
the art of poetry itself there are two kinds of faults, those which touch its essence, and
those which are accidental. If a poet has chosen to imitate something, (but has imitated
it incorrectly) through want of capacity, the error is inherent in the poetry. But if the
failure is due to a wrong choice if he has represented a horse as throwing out both his
off legs at once, or introduced technical inaccuracies in medicine, for example, or in
any other art the error is not essential to the poetry. These are the points of view from
which we should consider and answer the objections raised by the critics.
First as to matters which concern the poet's own art. If he describes the impossible, he
is guilty of an error; but the error may be justified, if the end of the art be thereby
attained (the end being that already mentioned), if, that is, the effect of this or any
other part of the poem is thus rendered more striking. A case in point is the pursuit of
Hector. If, however, the end might have been as well, or better, attained without
violating the special rules of the poetic art, the error is not justified: for every kind of
error should, if possible, be avoided.
Again, does the error touch the essentials of the poetic art, or some accident of it? For
example,—not to know that a hind has no horns is a less serious matter than to paint
it inartistically.
Further, if it be objected that the description is not true to fact, the poet may perhaps
reply,—'But the objects are as they ought to be': just as Sophocles said that he drew
men as they ought to be; Euripides, as they are. In this way the objection may be met.
If, however, the representation be of neither kind, the poet may answer,—This is how
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men say the thing is.' This applies to tales about the gods. It may well be that these
stories are not higher than fact nor yet true to fact: they are, very possibly, what
Xenophanes says of them. But anyhow, 'this is what is said.' Again, a description may
be no better than the fact: 'still, it was the fact'; as in the passage about the arms:
'Upright upon their butt-ends stood the spears.' This was the custom then, as it now is
among the Illyrians.
Again, in examining whether what has been said or done by some one is poetically
right or not, we must not look merely to the particular act or saying, and ask whether
it is poetically good or bad. We must also consider by whom it is said or done, to
whom, when, by what means, or for what end; whether, for instance, it be to secure a
greater good, or avert a greater evil.
Other difficulties may be resolved by due regard to the usage of language. We may
note a rare word, as in {omicron upsilon rho eta alpha sigma / mu epsilon nu / pi rho
omega tau omicron nu}, where the poet perhaps employs {omicron upsilon rho eta
alpha sigma} not in the sense of mules, but of sentinels. So, again, of Dolon: 'illfavoured indeed he was to look upon.' It is not meant that his body was ill-shaped, but
that his face was ugly; for the Cretans use the word {epsilon upsilon epsilon iota delta
epsilon sigma}, 'well-favoured,' to denote a fair face. Again, {zeta omega rho omicron
tau epsilon rho omicron nu / delta epsilon / kappa epsilon rho alpha iota epsilon}, 'mix
the drink livelier,' does not mean `mix it stronger' as for hard drinkers, but 'mix it
quicker.'
Sometimes an expression is metaphorical, as 'Now all gods and men were sleeping
through the night,'—while at the same time the poet says: 'Often indeed as he turned
his gaze to the Trojan plain, he marvelled at the sound of flutes and pipes.' 'All' is here
used metaphorically for 'many,' all being a species of many. So in the verse,—'alone
she hath no part...,' {omicron iota eta}, 'alone,' is metaphorical; for the best known
may be called the only one.
Again, the solution may depend upon accent or breathing. Thus Hippias of Thasos
solved the difficulties in the lines,—{delta iota delta omicron mu epsilon nu (delta iota
delta omicron mu epsilon nu) delta epsilon / omicron iota,} and { tau omicron / mu
epsilon nu / omicron upsilon (omicron upsilon) kappa alpha tau alpha pi upsilon theta
epsilon tau alpha iota / omicron mu beta rho omega}.
Or again, the question may be solved by punctuation, as in Empedocles,—'Of a sudden
things became mortal that before had learnt to be immortal, and things unmixed before
mixed.'
Or again, by ambiguity of meaning,—as {pi alpha rho omega chi eta kappa epsilon nu
/ delta epsilon / pi lambda epsilon omega / nu upsilon xi}, where the word {pi lambda
epsilon omega} is ambiguous.
Or by the usage of language. Thus any mixed drink is called {omicron iota nu omicron
sigma}, 'wine.' Hence Ganymede is said 'to pour the wine to Zeus,' though the gods do
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not drink wine. So too workers in iron are called {chi alpha lambda kappa epsilon
alpha sigma}, or workers in bronze. This, however, may also be taken as a metaphor.
Again, when a word seems to involve some inconsistency of meaning, we should
consider how many senses it may bear in the particular passage. For example: 'there
was stayed the spear of bronze'—we should ask in how many ways we may take 'being
checked there.' The true mode of interpretation is the precise opposite of what Glaucon
mentions. Critics, he says, jump at certain groundless conclusions; they pass adverse
judgment and then proceed to reason on it; and, assuming that the poet has said
whatever they happen to think, find fault if a thing is inconsistent with their own fancy.
The question about Icarius has been treated in this fashion. The critics imagine he was
a Lacedaemonian. They think it strange, therefore, that Telemachus should not have
met him when he went to Lacedaemon. But the Cephallenian story may perhaps be
the true one. They allege that Odysseus took a wife from among themselves, and that
her father was Icadius not Icarius. It is merely a mistake, then, that gives plausibility
to the objection.
In general, the impossible must be justified by reference to artistic requirements, or to
the higher reality, or to received opinion. With respect to the requirements of art, a
probable impossibility is to be preferred to a thing improbable and yet possible. Again,
it may be impossible that there should be men such as Zeuxis painted. 'Yes,' we say,
'but the impossible is the higher thing; for the ideal type must surpass the reality.' To
justify the irrational, we appeal to what is commonly said to be. In addition to which,
we urge that the irrational sometimes does not violate reason; just as 'it is probable that
a thing may happen contrary to probability.'
Things that sound contradictory should be examined by the same rules as in dialectical
refutation whether the same thing is meant, in the same relation, and in the same sense.
We should therefore solve the question by reference to what the poet says himself, or
to what is tacitly assumed by a person of intelligence.
The element of the irrational, and, similarly, depravity of character, are justly censured
when there is no inner necessity for introducing them. Such is the irrational element
in the introduction of Aegeus by Euripides and the badness of Menelaus in the Orestes.
Thus, there are five sources from which critical objections are drawn. Things are
censured either as impossible, or irrational, or morally hurtful, or contradictory, or
contrary to artistic correctness. The answers should be sought under the twelve heads
above mentioned.
XXVI
The question may be raised whether the Epic or Tragic mode of imitation is the higher.
If the more refined art is the higher, and the more refined in every case is that which
appeals to the better sort of audience, the art which imitates anything and everything
is manifestly most unrefined. The audience is supposed to be too dull to comprehend
unless something of their own is thrown in by the performers, who therefore indulge
in restless movements. Bad flute-players twist and twirl, if they have to represent 'the
quoit-throw,' or hustle the coryphaeus when they perform the 'Scylla.' Tragedy, it is
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said, has this same defect. We may compare the opinion that the older actors
entertained of their successors. Mynniscus used to call Callippides 'ape' on account of
the extravagance of his action, and the same view was held of Pindarus. Tragic art,
then, as a whole, stands to Epic in the same relation as the younger to the elder actors.
So we are told that Epic poetry is addressed to a cultivated audience, who do not need
gesture; Tragedy, to an inferior public. Being then unrefined, it is evidently the lower
of the two.
Now, in the first place, this censure attaches not to the poetic but to the histrionic art;
for gesticulation may be equally overdone in epic recitation, as by Sosi-stratus, or in
lyrical competition, as by Mnasitheus the Opuntian. Next, all action is not to be
condemned any more than all dancing—but only that of bad performers. Such was the
fault found in Callippides, as also in others of our own day, who are censured for
representing degraded women. Again, Tragedy like Epic poetry produces its effect
even without action; it reveals its power by mere reading. If, then, in all other respects
it is superior, this fault, we say, is not inherent in it.
And superior it is, because it has all the epic elements—it may even use the epic
metre—with the music and spectacular effects as important accessories; and these
produce the most vivid of pleasures. Further, it has vividness of impression in reading
as well as in representation. Moreover, the art attains its end within narrower limits;
for the concentrated effect is more pleasurable than one which is spread over a long
time and so diluted. What, for example, would be the effect of the Oedipus of
Sophocles, if it were cast into a form as long as the Iliad? Once more, the Epic
imitation has less unity; as is shown by this, that any Epic poem will furnish subjects
for several tragedies. Thus if the story adopted by the poet has a strict unity, it must
either be concisely told and appear truncated; or, if it conform to the Epic canon of
length, it must seem weak and watery. (Such length implies some loss of unity,) if, I
mean, the poem is constructed out of several actions, like the Iliad and the Odyssey,
which have many such parts, each with a certain magnitude of its own. Yet these
poems are as perfect as possible in structure; each is, in the highest degree attainable,
an imitation of a single action.
If, then, Tragedy is superior to Epic poetry in all these respects, and, moreover, fulfils
its specific function better as an art for each art ought to produce, not any chance
pleasure, but the pleasure proper to it, as already stated it plainly follows that Tragedy
is the higher art, as attaining its end more perfectly.
Thus much may suffice concerning Tragic and Epic poetry in general; their several
kinds and parts, with the number of each and their differences; the causes that make a
poem good or bad; the objections of the critics and the answers to these objections.
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2.3

LET US SUM UP

The Poetics itself is rarely read with the kind of sensitivity its critics claim to possess,
and the thing criticized is not the book Aristotle wrote but a caricature of it. Aristotle
himself respected Homer so much that he personally corrected a copy of the Iliad for
his student Alexander, who carried it all over the world.
2.4

CHECK YOUR PROGRESS

1. According to Aristotle, what is the difference between comedy and tragedy?
…………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………..
2. What are the six essential elements of tragedy?
…………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………..
3. What are the four main requirements of a tragic hero, according to Aristotle?
…………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………..
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UNIT-3

CRITICAL ANALYSIS
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3.0

OBJECTIVE

In this unit Aristotle offers an account of ποιητικῆς, which refers to poetry or more
literally "the poetic art," deriving from the term for "poet; author; maker," ποιητής.
Aristotle divides the art of poetry into verse drama (to include comedy, tragedy, and
the satyr play), lyric poetry, and epic.
3.1

INTRODUCTION

Aristotle's work on the theory of literature is the treatise Peri poietikés, usually called
the Poetics (ca. 330 BC). Only part of it has survived, and that in the form of notes for
a course, and not as a developed theoretical treatise. Aristotle's theory of literature may
be considered to be the answer to Plato's. Of course, he does much more than merely
answer. He develops a whole theory of his own which is opposed to Plato's much as
their whole philosophical systems are opposed to each other. For Aristotle as for Plato,
the theory of literature is only a part of a general theory of reality. This means that an
adequate reading of the Poetics 1 must take into account the context of Aristotelian
theory which is defined above all by the Metaphysics, the Ethics, the Politics and the
Rhetoric. Plato's theory of literature may be said to rest on the metaphysical basis of
his theory of ideas. Aristotle reacts against Platonism in all areas of knowledge. He
does not believe that the world of appearances is an ephemeral copy of changeless
ideas; rather, he believes that the essence of things is not in the transcendent world of
ideas, but rather in the things themselves. Change does not imply falsity: things have
a nature, a vital principle of unity through change, the passage from potentiality to act.
Change is a fundamental process of Nature, which is regarded by Aristotle as a creative
force with a direction in itself.
3.2

ANALYSIS

The Poetics has had a great deal of influence on literary thought and practice for many
centuries, especially on drama. Though Aristotle was mainly concerned with the
dramatic form of the Greek tragedy, his principles can be usefully applied to other art
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forms, including novels, short stories, and movies, and perhaps even poetry. The
principles are simple, easily understood, and useful for students. Perhaps the genre in
our own time that is closest to Greek tragedy is the dramatic movie, perhaps even a
horror movie. Analyzing a movie is probably the best vehicle for introducing students
to Aristotle’s ideas.
Aristotle, like most ancient Greeks, thinks that art is about imitation of life. The Greek
word is “mimesis,” which we find in “mime and” “mimic.” He thinks that humans are
natural imitators and that we enjoy representations, even of things we would not like
to see in real life, such as dead bodies or fearsome beasts. This literary theory is pretty
easy for students to apply. Is the work realistic? Is it lifelike? Does that mean it is
good? They can also easily disagree with it because they often enjoy fantasy and other
things that are abstract or unrealistic. Disagreeing with Aristotle is fun, and it gets
them thinking. They can have a dialogue with Aristotle.
Aristotle argues that tragedy has six components. I have created a simplified chart,
with questions for students:
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A more detailed version of this chart with more extensive questions is available here.
Plot
Aristotle argues that plot is the soul of tragedy and that while there could be a tragedy
without character, there could not be without plot. Simply relating the events of a
tragic plot should create pity and fear in the hearer. Students appear to agree with
Aristotle on this in that when they write about a novel or a short story, they tend to
summarize the plot. However, such summaries rarely analyze the plot in terms of
Aristotelian plot elements such as reversal, recognition, and what he calls the “scene
of suffering,” the climatic scene in which the different strands of the plot come
together for the greatest emotional effect. The plot itself creates emotions, for
Aristotle pity and fear, in the audience. The questions in the chart linked above help
students analyze the plot from such a perspective.
Character
Aristotle’s views on good character are probably more at odds with the students’ views
than on any other aspect of literature. He believes that the protagonist should
 Have good moral values
 Be above average in nobility and birth
 Behave appropriately according to his station in life
 Be realistic and life-like
 Be consistent in behavior
 Have a flaw or other characteristic that causes him to experience a dramatic
change in fortune
Today we are used to viewpoint characters and heroes who are quite unlike Aristotle’s
ideal. The disjunction between Aristotle’s views and the students’ should provide lots
of interesting discussion.
Thought
When Aristotle discusses “thought” in tragedy, he refers to his work on Rhetoric. He
says, “Under Thought is included every effect which has to be produced by speech,
the subdivisions being: proof and refutation; the excitation of the feelings, such as pity,
fear, anger, and the like; the suggestion of importance or its opposite” (XIX) Clearly
arguments are part of thought, but also emotional and ethical appeals, the full range of
ethos, logos, and pathos. Themes, philosophical questions, and exploration of moral
and ethical choices are also included here.
Diction
Under “diction” Aristotle discusses formal and informal language, the use of strange
and unusual words, and other aspects of style. His concern appears to be mostly about
the effects of word choice on the audience. Some of the factors that we might assign
to style, such as the creation of emotional effects, Aristotle sees as belonging to
Thought.
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Song and Spectacle
Song and Spectacle are considered to be the least important factors in Aristotle’s
scheme. For students, they may be the most important factors. Some movies rely on
exciting music and spectacular visuals, often created by computers, to become big hits,
while neglecting plot, character, and thought. Can the musical score and cinematic
effects successfully make up for a lack in other categories? This is an interesting
question for students to discuss.
3.3

LET US SUM UP

Aristotle has two big disadvantages in relating to current students: 1) he is analyzing
an ancient dramatic form that is no longer produced, and 2) his analysis reflects the
cultural values and customs of Athenian Greeks in the fourth century B.C. However,
looking at current cultural productions, such as movies and novels, from an
Aristotelian point of view, produces what Kenneth Burke calls a “perspective by
incongruity,” that allows the student to have insights into Aristotle, current artistic
work, and their own perceptions and values. It is a worthwhile discussion.
3.4

CHECK YOUR PROGRESS

1. What is the definition of tragedy (hint: section VII)?
…………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………..
2. Define the following terms:
(i)Hamartia…………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………
……………………………………..
(ii)Peripeteia…………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………
……………………………………..
(iii)Anagnorisis…………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………
……………………………………..
(iv)Catharsis…………………………………………………………………………………………
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…………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………
……………………………………..
3. In what ways might Aristotle's theory of tragedy be influenced or representative of his
time period? (This might require some research about ancient Greece!
…………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………..
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