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Abstract 

A successful tragedy, according to Aristotle, arouses pity and fear in us by 

depicting noble characters suffering undeserved misfortunes. When we see good people 

suffer we feel pity for them and fear that something equally terrible might befall us in the 

future.  But why does Aristotle think that pity and fear are the only emotions aroused by 

tragedy?  Why is anger not a tragic emotion?  In ancient Greek tragedies the main 

characters are often slighted and become angry with their antagonists. In Medea, for 

instance, the title character suffers a terrible slight when her husband, Jason, leaves her in 

order to marry another woman.  Why should we pity Medea, but not feel anger on her 

behalf? In order to answer this question we must turn to the Rhetoric where Aristotle 

offers a detailed account of anger (orgê), fear, and pity.   

Aristotle defines anger as a desire for revenge due to an intentional slight. If 

tragedy were to arouse anger, then it would have to arouse a desire for revenge. On the 

surface this may not seem problematic. Surely we can desire revenge against characters 

in a play, just as we can feel fear and pity for these characters. But, as I will show, our 

desire for revenge, according to Aristotle, is more than simply a desire to see the 

wrongdoer in pain.  The desire for revenge, I will argue, is a desire to personally inflict 

pain on the wrongdoer so that he will see that he should not have wronged us or those we 

care about. If we are to feel anger on behalf of Medea we must desire to seek revenge on 

her behalf. But the characters in a tragedy are not real and so we cannot personally cause 



them pain. Aristotle claims that we do not desire what we cannot obtain, and since we 

cannot personally obtain revenge for Medea we will not form the desire.   

I	  begin	  by	  providing	  a	  detailed	  analysis	  of	  Aristotle’s	  account	  of	  anger	  (orgê)	  

and	  revenge	  (timoria).	  The	  English	  word	  “anger”	  is	  very	  broad,	  often	  referring	  to	  

feelings	  of	  frustration,	  righteous	  indignation,	  and	  hate,	  along	  with	  many	  other	  

feelings.	  But	  the	  ancient	  Greek	  word	  orgê	  (often	  translated	  as	  “anger”)	  refers	  only	  to	  

the	  desire	  for	  revenge	  caused	  by	  an	  intentional	  slight.	  	  In	  order	  to	  understand	  his	  

account	  of	  anger,	  we	  must	  figure	  out	  how	  he	  understands	  the	  desire	  for	  revenge.	  He	  

does	  not	  offer	  a	  detailed	  account	  of	  revenge,	  but	  from	  his	  scattered	  remarks	  we	  can	  

conclude	  that	  the	  desire	  for	  revenge	  entails	  a	  desire	  to	  personally	  cause	  the	  

wrongdoer	  pain.	  	  What	  is	  more,	  we	  want	  the	  wrongdoer	  to	  know	  that	  we	  are	  the	  

cause	  of	  his	  pain	  and	  that	  we	  are	  causing	  him	  pain	  because	  of	  what	  he	  did.	  	  Given	  the	  

personal	  nature	  of	  anger	  the	  desire	  to	  seek	  revenge	  against	  characters	  in	  a	  play	  

would	  be	  out	  of	  place.	  	  	  


