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end.” Cf. the commentary by Gauthier and Jolif, Vol. II, part 2, p. 144. On the role
of desire and of the nous praktikds in choice and decision, on the order of ends and
means in the framework of an Aristotelian moral philosophy of phronesis, cf. E. M.
Michelakis, Aristotle’s Theory of Practical Principles (Athens, 1961), ch. 2, pp. 22-62.
Cf. Gauthier and Jolif, pp. 202 and 212. Cf. NE 1147a29-31: “For example, let us
take a universal premise: One must taste everything that is sweet, together with a
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these two propositions, if one can and is not prevented from doing so, one must
necessarily [ex anankés] immediately accomplish this action of tasting.”

Gauthier and Jolif, p. 129.

Cf. Gauthier and Jolif, p. 217. The term eleutheria (NE, V, 1131a28) “at this period
refers not to psychological freedom but to the legal condition of a free man as opposed
to that of a slave; the expression “‘free will” only appears in the Greek language very
much later when eleutheria acquires the sense of psychological freedom. It was to be
to autezousion (or hé autezousiotes), literally, self-control. The earliest instance occurs
in Diodorus Siculus, 19, 105, 4 (first century A.c.) but it does not have its technical
sense here. The latter is already firmly established in Epictetus (first century A.p.),
who uses the word five times (Discourses, 1, 2, 4; IV, I, 56; 62; 68; 100); from this
date onwards the word is fully accepted in Greek philosophy.” The Latins later
translated to autezousion as liberum arbitrium.

. L. Gernet, Recherches sur le Développement de la Pensée Juridique et Morale en Gréce

(Paris, 1917), p. 352.

. Ibid., pp. 353-354.

. Ibid., pp. 305 ff.

. Ibid., p. 305.

. Ibid., pp. 373 ff.

. Cf. G. Maddoli, “‘Responsibilita e Sanzione nei “Decreta de Hecatomepedo”,” L.G., I2,

3—4, Museum Helveticum (1967), I-1I; ]. and L. Robert, Bulletin Epigraphique, REG
(1954), no. 63 and (1967), no. 176.

. Cyropaedia, 111, 1, 38; cf. L. Gernet, Recherches, p. 387.

. Laws, IX, 863c.

. Cf. L. Gernet, Recherches, pp. 305, 310 and 339-348.

. NE, 1135b ff.

. L. Gernet, Recherches, p. 351; Gauthier and Jolif, pp. 192-194; P. Chantraine,

Dictionnaire Etymologique de la Langue Grecque (Paris, 1968-80), Vol. I, pp. 189-190.

. NE, 1112al7.
. In Aristotle, proairesis, as a deliberate decision of practical thought, can be defined

either as a desiring intellect, orektikos nous, or as an intellectual desire, orexis dianoe-
tike, NE, 1139b4-5, together with the commentary by Gauthier and Jolif.

. NE, 1112al15-17.
. Cratylus 420c—d.
. If Aristotle declares that man is the principle and cause (in the sense of efficient cause)

of his actions, he also writes: “‘For the originating causes of the things that are done
consist in the end at which they are aimed,” NE, 1140b16-17.

Cf., for example, NE, 1113b17-19.

Cf. D. J. Allan, “The Practical Syllogism,” Autour d’ Aristotle (London, 1955), who
stresses that autos does not have the sense of a rational self opposed to the passions
and wielding its own power over the latter.

NE, 1114a7-8.

On the correspondence of the character, éthos, and the desiring part of the soul and
its dispositions, cf. NE, 1103a6-10 and 1139a34-35,

NE, 1114a3~8 and 13-21,

Ibid.. 1103b24-25; cf, also 1179b31 ff,

Acting: Drama as the Mimeésis
of Praxis

Aryeh Kosman

To the memory of Paul Desjardins, who loved both philosophy and poetry.

Like poetry in general, tragic poetry is a form of mimesis; so Aristotle tells his
readers at the beginning of the Poetics. He then goes on to describe tragedy more
particularly (in what seems to be more or less a definition of the genre) as the
mimesis of an action: estin oun tragodia mimésis praxeos:' As part of the same
account, Aristotle also describes mythos or plot (which he styles the “‘soul” of a
drama, that is, the cause of its being what it is) as the mimesis of an action.? This-
characterization of tragedy as mimetic, and specifically as mimetic with respect
to a praxis, is repeated several times in the course of the Poetics, and much of
what Aristotle has to say about tragic poetry seems to depend upon it.> In this
essay I offer some reflections on both parts of this characterization, on the view
that tragedy is mimesis and on the view that it is the mimesis of praxis.

It would be hyperbole to attribute to Aristotle a theory of mimesis; there is no
thematic discussion of the nature of imitation in the Aristotelian corpus such as
we tind, for example, in Plato. But it should be clear from the prominent place
uccorded mimesis in the Poetics (and should be expected given the prominent
place that mimesis enjoys in Plato’s discussions) that the concept is an important
one for our understanding of Aristotle’s account of tragic poetry. We may begin
by noting the generality of Aristotle’'s claim: at the beginning of the Poetics
mimesis is said to comprise all forms of poetry.* In thus characterizing all poetry
us mimesls, Aristotle appears to diverge sharply from the account of mimesis that
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we find early in Plato’s Republic. Socrates, speaking with Adeimantus about
what kind of poetry will and will not be allowed in their fantastic political utopia,
there distinguishes between two modes of lexis or styles of poetic discourse.’
On the one hand, poets may accomplish their ends by what he calls haple
diégesis, straight narration or narration proper. This mode is one in which, as
Socrates says, ‘‘the poet himself speaks, without attempting to turn our attention |
elsewhere as though someone else than he were the speaker.”® On the other f"
hand, poets may use what Socrates calls mimésis, using the word which Aristotle |
in our text applies to poetry in general. A poet is said to employ mimeésis
when he imitates or takes on the persona of someone else, speaking as though
he were that person, creating a fictional voice through which his discourse is ‘?"‘
accomplished. 4
Socrates illustrates the difference between diegesis and mimesis by remmdmg (
Adeimantus of an early scene in the Iliad. The poet, having first described in |
narrative Chryses’ approach to the Achaeans, then adopts the mimetic style; he
‘“speaks as though he himself were Chryses, trying as hard as possible to make
it seem to us that it is not Homer who is speaking, but the priest, an old man."” '
Socrates proceeds to show Adeimantus (after first warning him that he is no,
poet) what it would be like if Homer had spoken without mimesis. He offers thi§ lf
narratized version of the Homeric episode: “When the priest came, he prayed
that the gods should grant them the capture of Troy and their safety, but tha
they should release his daughter, accepting the ransom and honoring the god,""* "
The distinction that Plato has Socrates here draw reminds us of how pars
ticular the notion of mimesis is in these contexts; it refers quite specifically to the
poet’s creation of a fictional voice. Mimesis is not (at least in these first books of
the Republic) a feature of art in relation to the real world represented in art, ni
a feature of discourse in relation to reality represented in discourse; it is not,
other words, described by a theory of how art in general or literary language
particular mirrors the world by representation. It is rather a feature of liters
discourse in terms of the relation between poet and fictional voice, betwé
dramatist and dramatic character, between author and persona.’
In claiming that all poetry is mimesis, it appears that Aristotle underming
Socrates’ distinction and enlarges considerably his notion of mimesis, Tl
impression is strengthened by Aristotle’s later classification of mimetic mode
Chapter 1 of the Poetics differentiates mimesis in three respects; instances
mimesis may differ from one another either in medium, or in object, 0
manner: € to en heterois mimeisthai € to hetera é to heteros kai me ton auton tropon
In Chapter 3, the third respect is elaborated; it is possible, Aristotle writes, for t
poet “to imitate by the same means the same objects either (1) sometim
narrating, sometimes becoming someone other than himself, as Homer do
(2) by remaining himself without changing, or (3) entirely by acting, th
playing out the parts [ prattontas kai energountas tous mimoumenous).""
The distinction between (2) and (3), presented in the Poetics as a distingl
in kinds of mimesis, Is precisely Socrates' distinction between what 1s not

!

i
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what is mimetic, between diegesis and mimesis, and (1), which is for Aristotle
a composite form of mimetic poetry, is for Socrates a hybrid of nonmimetic and
mimetic poetic discourse.

Socrates’ distinction then, lives on in the Poetics only as a distinction of style
within mimesis. But it does live on; and we may indeed discern a continuation
of Plato’s more restricted understanding of mimesis in Aristotle’s praise of Homer
as superior to other epic poets, although now the poles of valuation appear
reversed. Homer, Aristotle writes, “‘deserves praise especially because he alone
among the poets does not lose sight of what he must say in his own person; for
In his own person, a poet ought to say as little as possible, since when doing that
he is not a mimétés.”"?

In so far as Aristotle, despite his more general characterization of all poetic
discourse as mimetic, thus perpetuates the narrower Platonic understanding of
mimesis, his account of mimesis may be subject to some of the same criticisms
that have been directed against Plato. Gérard Genette, for example, argues that
In poetry the narrower concept of mimesis can account for nothing other than
the occasional reported speech. For in language nothing can be imitated in the
nurrower sense other than language itself, and such imitation finally collapses
Into mere reproduction: not the representation, but the unadorned presentation of
apeech.” The general point is made early in modern discussions of mimesis;
gonslder this observation of an eighteenth century English scholar:

'here seems to be but one view in which Poetry can be considered as
Imitation, in the strict and proper sense of the word. If we look for both
Immediate and obvious resemblance, we shall find it only in DRAMATIC — or to
{8¢ 0 more general term — PERSONATIVE Poetry; that is, all Poetry in which,
whether essentially or occasionally, the Poet personates; for here, speech is
imitated by speech. The difference between this, and mere narration or
description, is obvious. When, in common discourse, we relate, or describe, in
Ol own persons, we imitate in no other sense than as we raise ideas which
resemble the things related or described. But when we speak as another
person, we become mimics, and not only the ideas we convey, but the words,
the discourse itself, in which we convey them, are imitations; they resemble,
iF ire supposed to resemble, those of the person we represent. 14

Ii Cenette this point becomes a critique of “‘personative’” mimesis, and a
#illgue which (ironic ally, given Socrates’ manifest intent,) is an attempt to
Bliim norrative at the expense of the dramatic; thus notice how Genette's
i Wment ends with a celebration of diegesis: *‘the truth is that mimesis in words
Wi oily be mimesis of words. Other than that, all we have and can have is
ol diepesis.”"”

el projects of reclamation are what we might expect from a critical
Elﬁﬂ whose central concern has been with narrative, and which often sees
i enpoped In reversing the Jamesian Anglo-American valuing of the
I drnmatic over the narrative, of showing over telling. ' But the issue in
il fleeper one; for questions of the relative place of stylistic strategles In
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fictional discourse (in the contemporary argument most notably in the novel) are
here subsidiary to larger theoretical issues to which the question of mimesis is

relevant.

To follow Aristotle in classifying diegesis as one of the modes of poetic mimesis
rather than classifying it in opposition to mimesis, as Socrates appears to do in

the Platonic dialogues, is not to argue that narrative is per se an act of mimesis.
It is only to claim that narrative and mimesis are contingently related; narrative
can be mimetic, but need not be. We will be prevented from seeing this contin-
gency if we think of mimesis in the broader sense as an activity by which a mode
of discourse is made to represent a nondiscursive reality; for then narrative will
indeed become the privileged and indeed paradigmatic mode of poetic discourse.
This is in fact how Genette views mimesis and what leads him to his critique of
the Platonic understanding of mimesis as dramatic:

If we call poetic imitation the fact of representing by verbal means a non-
verbal reality and, in exceptional circumstances, a verbal reality (as one calls
pictorial imitation the fact of representing in pictorial means non-pictorial
reality and, in exceptional circumstances, a pictorial reality), it must be
admitted that imitation is to be found in the . . . narrative lines [of the Iliad ]
and not in the . . . dramatic lines, which consist simply in the interpolation,

in the middle of a text representing events, of another text directly taken from
those events.!”

This understanding of the nature of mimesis naturally makes Plato’s distinction
between mimesis and diegesis problematic, while at the same time elevating
narrative to a privileged place above the dramatic as the most obvious mode of
poetic mimesis. The theoretical issues concerning mimesis which emerge on
such an understanding will then concern questions of the power of discourse to
represent the nondiscursive and questions concerning the modes of such repre-
sentation: issues of realism and verisimilitude, of referentiality and illusion, and
most abstractly of the relative priority of word and world in the commerce of
representation.!®
But these are not the issues and this is not the understanding of mimesis
which informs either Plato’s discussion or Aristotle’s more general characteriz-
ation of poetry as mimetic. For Plato and Aristotle, mimesis is not primarily a
feature of discourse in its relation to a nondiscursive reality that it represents; it
is not, in other words, a mode of radically symbolic, that is, noniconic, repre-
sentation. For Plato, it is, as we saw, initially a feature of literary discourse in
terms of the relation between poet and fictional voice, or more generally between
dramatist and dramatic character or between author and persona. In the mimetic
mode of lexis, the poet, by an act of impersonation, submerges his being with and
beneath that of a fictional persona. This sense of mimesis is clearly tied to a mode
of what is more strictly imitation. The larger sense of mimesis which then derives
from this narrower sense and which remains operative for Plato and Aristotle is
that of mimesis as iconic representation.

In this sense, Genette's criticism may be viewed more reyealingly as the

expression of a theoretical conc
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genre and not to another, to drama, for Instance,
a theory offers itself as a theory of literature in general, a the
from the statys of literary discourse itself

Distinguishing among literary genres as mimetic and nonmimetic confygeg

specific stylistic and generic features of art with features of art in general,
fact that any object may become mimetic merely by being proclaimed or ta

as mimetic by an artjgt or aesthetic subject has to do with the ontology of arf:‘

it cannot be trye of this or that artistic genre and not another, Duchamps’ bic
wheel is no more or less mimetic than a Donatello or 5 Henry Moore, nor t
a Brueghel or 4 Mondrain. In the same way, g theory of literature

to do with the nature of literary discourse jtse]f and therefore of literature in

worlds to which we have access only through theijr fragmentary incursions into
our world. A poetic voice - a fictive character — g thus part of 4 fictional world,
elements of which correspond to the mimetic residue, gq to speak, in our world
that constitutes an art work; but g character hag no direct connections into oyr
world, and we have Do access into his saye through the small fixed window art
provides, 23
These facts, | am claiming, follow from the nature of literary discourse itself
rather than from a special feature of certain poetry. It follows therefore that
€Very narrative voice jn a work of literature is also part of 3 fictional worlq created
by its author. The narrative voice in War and Peace, for example, j
Tolstoy, but it is not the vojce of Tolstoy; it is a voice which liveg within the
fictional worig created by the nove] and ultimately by the novel's author. An act

of narratjve, therefore, like any action (or indeed Jike any other ¢
mimetic or not,

and not to lyric poetry; such;
ory which deriveg
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dronton. This word is an inflected form of dran, which Aristotle has earli
rcrfl‘inded his readers is the Doric for to act, equivalent to Attic prattein.?® 2
; I'o (‘iescribe a tragedy thus as acted is to make clear that the mediun.l of the
mimesis of an action is itself an action. But in using a term which is equivalent
to but distinct from the standard Attic term for action (and which moregever has
th%‘ deep connections to the poetic and linguistic conventions of tragedy that dran
enjoys) Aristotle makes clear that it is an action of a special and peculiar
character. It is an action which is an instance not of prattein or praxis buIt) of dr
or drasis, and its internal product is therefore not a bragma or praxis; i; isa dramL:zn
We ma_y describe such action using a scholastic distinction as forrr;ally a drama.
;md (;b']elc;ti\;:zly a pI:axis, and this way of putting the difference reveals the logical
t;)ceV\r/n i11(1:1 eSti ’ eo?l;bs:(l; l(;f this paper is meant to invoke; it is a drama because it is
Th:’:lt a drama is a mimetic representation of a praxis was earlier made clear
by {\rlstotle when he contrasted different modes of poetry with reference to th
distinctions drawn in the first three chapters of the Poetics. Let us recall th i
contrast. One the one hand, Aristotle notes, Sophocles is an imitator of the sa )
:s'or_t as Homer, for both imitate what is serious; but on the other hand he is r:s
imitator of the same sort as Aristophanes, for “prattontas mimountai kai dront
am'p‘hdz both imitate actors [ prattontas] and actors [drontas].”? Gl
I'he sense here surely demands that the second likeness, that between Sopho-
(:le's an Aristophanes, should be in terms of the mode of mimesis (the to he?erds
kai mé ton auton tropon mimeisthai of Chapter 1) in contrast to the first likeness
l.hflt between Sophocles and Homer, which is clearly presented in terms of the:
ohlec.t which the mimesis is a mimesis of (the to hetera mimeisthai of that chapter)
But it may seem hard to find that contrast in the received text Casaiboﬂ
thel;efore suggests that we should read prattontes and drontes, makinlg them the
s‘ub)ect and not the object of mimountai.> The difficulty is equally clear a fe
lines later, where Casaubon also emends. The manuscripts given hothen kw'
dramata kaleisthai tines auta phasin, hoti mimountai drontas; Casaubon a aiarli
suggests that we read drontes, so as to yield, as it were: it is for this reason %h t
the¥ are called acts, because it is actors who do the imitating. .
Casaubon’s concerns are understandable, and his emendations, although
th.ey demand a tortured construction of the Greek, produce a text,consistegnt
with our observation that the mimesis of an action is itself an action. But the
m'ay .be séen as unnecessary, and their dificulties avoided,’! if we r‘ecall tha{
mimeisthai carries with it the sense of acting a role, that is, playing a part.’? In
:s‘u?‘h cases, the object of mimesis is the internal and not the external o.b' t
imitated. It is this very doubleness of mimesis — the fact that dramas (or mjc(::
properly dramatic authors and actors) imitate praxis-acting persons by imitatine
;lr:dm.tsltlc-acti‘ng 'characters —that is captured in Aristotle’s requirement: prattorf
ai.;i:{;{mountaz kai drontas — they imitate agents acting, that is, you understand,
We may express this fact in a Sassurian way: Casaubon wishes to prevent
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Aristotle’s phrase from capturing the external referent. He therefore reads the
phrase as referring to the physical signifier (that is, to the actual flesh and blood
actors), whereas what we want is reference to the signified (that is, to the
dramatic characters). These are subtle distinctions and characteristically difficult
to make; compare the difficulty I noted above with confessional poets. Sometimes
the difficulty is expressed in our desire to say, for example, that John Wayne
always plays John Wayne, or Marlon Brando Marlon Brando. The cinema in
particular may lead to this temptation, or rather, as we should say, to this
intriguing artistic possibility; it is what allows actors like Brando to play them-
selves in ways that lead to interesting intertextuality in the film medium.

Perhaps we can become clearer about the relation between praxis and drama
by considering a representative action. Here is one for example: a man is hiding
behind a curtain in a room in which another man is speaking to a woman, and
when the first man moves, the second, taking him for a much hated adversary,
stabs him through the curtain. Imagine this action being enacted on stage as
part of a drama; imagine, in other words, that it is an act and not simply an
action. On a September evening at Drury Lane Theater, we witness this acted
action; we watch Mr. Garrick acting Hamlet stabbing Polonius, acted by
Mr. Cibber.

How shall we describe what we see? Here are three descriptions: (1) Mr.
Garrick runs a stage rapier through a curtain, carefully avoiding hitting
Mr. Cibber, but so as to give the audience the illusion of one man stabbing
another through a curtain. (2) A character named Hamlet (one of the dramatis
personae) Kills another character named Polonius. (3) Hamlet kills Polonius.

I suggest that it is fruitful to think of these three formally distinct but
materially intertwined actions in this way: (1) describes a real action in the real
world. (2) describes a mimetic action in the real world. (3) describes a real action
in the mimetic world, that is, in the world which is projected from the actions
and speeches we witness. Description (1) concerns the art of acting, and is
importantly though subtly distinct from (2); to confound the two is a common
confusion, and may be at the heart of much misunderstanding of the structure
of mimesis, as well perhaps as of our distrust of the mimetic and of those who
enact it.>* But, nevertheless, (1) and (2) are in a sense aspects of the same
ontological complex (as signifier and signified are aspects of a single sign).

The relations between (2) and (3) are even more subtle and more difficult to
sort out. But the central point is the point above, that mimesis takes two different
but logically related objects, one of which might be thought to be an internal
object, the other not. The relationship is thus perhaps an instance of the
inveterately philosophically perplexing relationship between the internal and
external objects of intentional states. I see a sight: for example, Philadelphia.

In a sense it follows that Philadelphia is a sight (e.g. for sore eyes); but it certainly
does not follow that I live in a sight, or that William Penn founded a sight. We
may try to guard against the inanity of such inference by the careful use of
expressions like “the sight of Philadelphia.” Matty Groves hears a sound; it must
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be 'Lord Arling and all his men. But again it does not follow that poor Matty was
slain by a mere sound, and again we may try to guard reason with protective
phrases like ““the sound of Lord Arling and all his men.”

To trace the history of these and other moves, and of the attempts to deal with
the larger issues behind them, is to trace the complex history of philosophy’s
(I.lecessary) concern with the nature of appearance. The masters of philosophigal
dlscoulrse on this topic include (among others and with varying degrees of
attention to its ontological and epistemological dimensions) Plato, Berkele
Hume and Kant. A central curiosity about Aristotle is the fact that his }1ame dogs,
no.t .appear on 'this lisf; why is this question so relatively unaddressed in his
:ﬁ;ﬂgﬁ:ﬁ Why is Plato’s virtual obsession with image not matched in Aristotle’s

One possible answer is that Plato’s concern with the imaged and its image (his
COI.ICCI‘II with the complex modalities of Socrates’ divided line) is translated into
Arlsto-tle's concern with the latent and the manifest, with power and its corre-
spon.dlng actualizing activity. The medium of such translation may be the
duality of inner and outer; recall that in the Republic this duality figures precisel
the relation between a virtue and its expression that comes to be understood by
Aristotle in terms of hexis and energeia. g

But it may be equally revealing that Aristotle does express this concern, but
expresses it almost uniquely in the context of his discussion of fictional mirr;esis
It may be no accident, in other words, that the Poetics is not part of the:
Metaphysics, and that there is no Aristotelian work that weaves together the
issues of being and mimetic representation as the Republic, for example, does.

Iv

It may be of interest to reflect further on this fact. Aristotle, we have seen uses
two filfferent Greek words to refer to the mimetic and its object, but points t,o the

afﬁ_mty of these words to reveal the corresponding affinity of tileir referents, th
rec1procal filiation of drama and praxis. We use one word — the word act — t;) ds
the job of Aristotle’s (that is, Greek’s) two words. This fact gives to a iater master
a v‘\fon(’i’erful device for the deep and significant word-play on the complex senses
gf ' act th_at we find in Hamlet.>* When Polonius pairs “devotion's visage” with
pious action” as means by which “we do sugar o’er The devil himself” we hear
the': complexities inherent in the concept of acting, as when the grave-digger
points out thaty“an act hath three branches - it is to act, to do, to performg %35
Shakespfeare $ punning mirrors more than his concern with theatricalit}; as

a figure of life. It reveals a respect in which all moral action is in a sense mimetic
I do not mean this simply in the sense that dramaturgical theories of actionl
revea.l to us. There is a further fact about the relation of action to virtue that is
here invoked, the fact that in acting, we may merely be acting, When H'lmlt‘}
counsels his mother to “assume a virtue, if you have it not,""" this l'z(wl i)s’
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registered. It is a fact about virtue and actlon for any moral theory which, like
that of Plato and Aristotle, Is founded on the good, that is, on the centrality of
virtue; for such a theory, action in itself is morally thin. Recall Aristotle’s remark
that although “‘actions [ pragmata] are said to be just or moderate when they are
the sort of acts which a just or moderate person would perform [ praxeien], a
person is not just or moderate who performs these actions [ho tauta pratton], but
who also acts as the just or moderate act.””’

On a moral theory of this sort, the moral status of any given action is thus by
Itself only contingently related to virtue. We may of course avoid this difficulty
simply by abandoning a virtue ethic, and concerning ourselves only with action,
since according to a moral theory founded on the right, that is, on the centrality
of action alone, merely to act correctly in each given situation may be sufficient
for moral success. But it is a critical fact for a virtue-based theory of ethics that
i virtuous person can thus be impersonated by someone who is merely, as we
might say, acting.

Hamlet’s advice to Gertrude has another more familiar Aristotelian ring to it.
l'or the assumption of virtue, by itself a mere act, is, when repeated, the
Instrument by which virtue is produced: “ek tou pollakis prattein ta dikaia kai
sophrona [hai aretai] periginetai — [virtue] comes about from repeated just and
modern actions.””®® Virtue, in other words, is itself shaped by the impersonation
of the virtuous. We know from Plato’s sensitivity to the dangers of mimesis how
double-edged this fact is; for it is not only virtue but vice as well which is
engendered by impersonation. These dangers were not overlooked in the Eli-
zabethan fascination with acting; witness Ben Jonson: “I have considered, our
whole life is like a Play; wherein every man, forgetfull of himself, is in travaile
with expression of another. Nay, wee so insist in imitating others, as wee cannot
(when it is necessary) returne to our selves; like Children, that imitate the vices
of Stammerers so long, till at last they become such; and make the habit to
another nature, as it is never forgotten.”*

The complex modalities of acting that are revealed in these facts are mirrored
in a corresponding complexity in the meaning of mimesis. For in the tradition to
which Aristotle is heir, mimésis and mimeisthai can clearly bear the meaning of
a nonfictional impersonation, as well as the more standard sense of artistic
impersonation. So we find it, for example, in Democritus: ‘it is necessary either
to be good or to impersonate the good [agathon é einai khreon é mimeisthai |"'*" or
“it is difficult to imitate bad people [mimeisthai tous kakous] and not to wish to

imiate good people.”*!
Similarly, Xenophon, discussing the charges brought against Socrates, asks:

how could he, given his character, have made others either impious or
lawbreaking or gluttonous or sexually intemperate or lazy? In fact, he kept
them from these vices, making them desire virtue and leading them to expect
that if they took care of themselves, they would become decent and respect-
able people. To be sure, he never claimed to be a teacher of such excellence,
but by being a model of it | phaneros ¢inai toioutos], he gave his followers the
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hope that by becoming imitators of him [mimoumenous ekeinon], they could
aquire it.*?

In similar vein, the author of the Rhetoric to Alexander urges that children
“imitate the actions of their fathers — mimeisthai tas ton paterén praxeis.”**

Above all, it is this power of imitation to mould character which creates the
dangers to which Plato constantly alerts his readers, and which is the foundation
of the Socratic critique of mimesis, the critique personified in the depiction of the
sophist as a practitioner of the doxomimetic art.**

But once again, no such discussion of this dimension of mimesis occurs in
Aristotle. With few exceptions, the Aristotelian treatment of mimesis is uniquely
in the context of poetry; it concerns itself almost exclusively with mimesis as a
mode of fictional representation.*® It is as though Aristotle has carefully pruned
from his discussion all senses of mimesis which might involve direct preparation
for or actual connection with the affective and practical aspects of an agent’s life.
Mimesis with all its rich complexity has been channelled by Aristotle into the
single context of artistic representation, condensed and intensified by being
limited to the fictive contexts of poetry.

\%

Recognizing the degree to which Aristotle’s use of the term mimeésis is restricted
to dramatic representation should remind us again of how important the notion
of mimesis is to his account of tragedy. Nietzsche complained of the fact that

Never since Aristotle has an explanation of the tragic effect been offered from
which aesthetic states or an aesthetic activity of the listener could be
inferred. Now the serious events are supposed to prompt pity and fear to
discharge themselves in a way that relieves us; now we are supposed to feel
elevated and inspired by the triumph of good and noble principles, at the
sacrifice of the hero in the interest of a moral vision of the universe. I am sure
that for countless men precisely this, and only this, is the effect of tragedy,
but it plainly follows that all these men, together with their interpreting
aestheticians, have had no experience of tragedy as a supreme art.*®

Nietzsche’s plea that tragedy be understood as an art accords with our
recognition that Aristotle’s account is elaborated in the context of his description
of tragedy as mimetic poetry. This fact of course leaves open the critical and
interesting question of the relationship between the peculiar pleasure appro-
priate to tragedy and the pleasure which, Aristotle tells us, we take in mimesis
itself.*” While these two pleasures may not be the same, it remains true that we
can understand the tragic pleasure only if we keep in mind that tragedies are
mimetic.

What is the force of the mimetic nature of drama for our understanding of
tragedy? We may begin by reminding ourselves of this fact about mimetic
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representation: we do not experience emotions in a theatrical context in the
same way that we might be expected to experience them in real life. Our
emotional responses to tragic events witnessed on stage, that is, to events
mimetically represented in tragic poetry, are not the same as the responses
which would be appropriate if we were to encounter such events in a nonmimetic
situation.

Nor for Aristotle can they be; for he holds that the effect of witnessing tragedy
is at once pleasurable and associated with the experience of fear and pity. But
the experience of fear and of pity are not in themselves pleasurable; so how can
the otherwise painful experience of fear and pity yield pleasure? It is the ability
of tragic drama to cause this to happen that makes it such a miracle of rare
device, its ability to raise a sunny dome of pleasure upon the icy caves of terror
und commiseration.

One source of this ability lies precisely in the fact that the theater is an arena
of mimetic representation. As such, it is a context in which emotions are experi-
enced, but without their ordinary connection to the rest of our affective and
practical lives. And not surprisingly; for the events that occasion these emotions
are not happening to anyone who lives where we live. I do not mean that they
are not happening to anyone in our neighborhood, but that they are not happen-
ing to anyone in our world; the deep ontological otherness of the fictional thus
enables us to experience these emotions, as it were, dispassionately. Our aware-
ness that we are not to rush down the aisle to prevent Hamlet's stabbing of
Polonius, an awareness which is an important element in our grasp of the
mimetic, has its emotional counterpart in our ability to experience fear and pity
in the context of the theater without the affective consequences and connections
that accompany fear and pity in the contexts of, as we say, real life.

We may wish, on such a view, to think of the uses of tragic poetry, and indeed
of art in general, as analogous to the uses of ritual, not simply to intensify and
enforce structures of communal life, but in addition to provide contexts of
sunctuary in which dangerous activities of such intensification and ordering can
be carried out.*® By virtue of its mimetic nature, tragedy marks off a sacred space
in which we are allowed to experience emotions safely; it enables us to confront
terrible possibilities and the fears which they inspire, fears we cannot painlessly
nor therefore easily admit in the ordinary contexts of our life. All of this is
iecomplished because dramatic action is drama, that is, because it is mimetic
netion.”!

VI

We might thank that Aristotle sees tragedy as enabling us, by providing a
context of mimesis such as I have described, to experience safely and thus to allay
i more general and abstract fear: the fear that we may be subject to the sorts of
terrible events represented in tragic poetry.™ In a sense this is true. But the more
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general fear which tragedy allows us to confront is not, on Aristotle’s view, th
fear.that we may find ourselves in situations specifically identical £o thoée e;"
tragic protagonists; it is not, in other words, the fear that we might be led to sl :
F)ur fathers or sacrifice our daughters. What we fear on Aristotle’s view, I thiS 1},
is far. more general than the particular family troubles (if we may sé) undrl ;
describe them) of Agamemmon’s or Oedipus’ lives. It is rather the commer-
feature of (tragically represented) action that derives from the universal ossib'lf)tn
of hamartia: the general liability of action to mishap, and the conse ueni f 1l1 ’
of happiness and frailty of moral character and choice. ! s
When we think of tragic action in this light, I shall now suggest, we ma,
be.gln to ‘have a different appreciation of the second aspect of Aristotlé’s theory
with which we began, the centrality of praxis to his understanding of tra edy
and .the force of his repeated emphasis that tragedy is a mimesis speciﬁcal% cf;
praxx_s. I d'o not mean to argue that the linked vulnerability of action an
happm‘ess is a unique focus of Aristotle’s interest in the Poetics; that work is to
arlnple in scope for there to be a single focus. Aristotle’s interes,t in traged liko
h.lS interest in so many things, has many sources. At one level the Poe}tlzfcs i:
simply an expression of his seemingly indefatigable curiosity concernin
wh.atever he finds about him, and particularly concerning the institutions of thg
p.OIlS. Perhaps at the most basic level, it is simply another theoretical treatise th'e
time about drama and the institutions of dramatic poetry which, Ev él'kls
were there to write a theoretical treatise about. e
' I mean to argue simply that in the Poetics, we may see Aristotle’s fascination
W'lth how the plots of tragedy (particularly in his favorite example of Oedipus the
King) Feveal the complex problems involved in our understanding of praxis and
mc?re m.lportantly, the complexities in praxis itself that generate those problem y
It is this fascination, I think, that is revealed in his repeated emphasis th .
tragedy is a mimesis, and a mimesis of praxis. prasts et
We ha\./e seen one aspect of this emphasis in remarking how the fragile
relat.lonsh.lp between action and virtue is registered in the mimetic statusg of
Fraglc act19n; for mimesis, I have suggested, figures the unreliability of that
impersonation by which virtue is acquired. But the more characteristic OSEI)session
oi :)};ee? tra.lgedy concern the nature of praxis itself rather than the relation osf
gctiollsl. o virtue. What is important here, I shall suggest, is the ambiguity of
I\'Iote ﬁrs.t that actions are multiply individuated; a particular set of an agent’
bodily motions, that is, may be thought of as any one of a number of actioﬁ Ai
one level, this multiplicity of action follows simply from a more general ont T i
cal multiplicity which Aristotle recognizes. In the Metaphysics, for exam, leOS?%ll_
rem.al"ks on the unity of an individual entity which under diﬁ;erent desc?ri Yt' 5
exhibits different beings. His argument there relies on a simple fact ccntralriolo}??
ontolo'gy: the fact that any single individual entity may be inl.m(llﬁ"(‘d unde l'b
pll'lraht): (?f descriptions, each of which determines one of a plurulilv’())l' differ i.n(:
beings. This inversion of the more conventional form of the one and the mu;y
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¢entral to the thinking of both Plato and Aristotle, is equally applicable to
actlons. There are, in other words, “‘alternative descriptions of the same
action,’” witness Aristotle’s discussion concerning actions as voluntary and
involuntary at the beginning of Book III of the Nicomachean Ethics.>® Tt is this
multiplicity of human action — what one scholar has called “the doubleness of
the deed” — that results in the phenomenon of “tragic conflict”’, a phenomenon
which may be thought to characterize much of the central action of tragedy.”*

"I'his view of the tragic dimensions of action, however, takes as its paradigm
guch tragedies as Agamemmon and Antigone, dramas in which the protagonist’s
performing an action under one description entails choosing it as well under
other equally applicable descriptions: “We [see] what an important part in
Aeschylus’ dramas the ambiguity of human action plays. It can be the fulfillment
of a duty, obedience to a divine order: and yet at the same time be a dreadful
erfme.”’sS But it is instructive that Aristotle takes as his paradigm Oedipus the
King; for this fact suggests that it is a different ambiguity in actions which
interests him.

This ambiguity is not lateral, between a series of coextensive and equally
npplicable descriptions, but categorical, between two fundamentally different
modes of capturing and individuating actions. On the one hand, an action is the
object of the intentional states of a deliberative and choosing agent; it is what we
do in the sense that it is what we are about and what we take ourselves to be
doing. On the other hand, however, an action is an act: it is what we do in the
wense of what emerges as the result of our intentional activity.

What is revealed in tragedy is the ever-present possibility of a fracture
between these two aspects of action. Tragic lives figure the chance of rift between
nctions understood as the expressions of the character and intentional choices
of moral agents and actions as events in an objective world outside the control
of such agents, actions with a life of their own which thus transcends the
intentions and plans of their authors. But perhaps more central to Aristotle’s
concern is what follows from this fact: the distinction between guilt and blame-
worthiness, and more critically, the power of an institution like tragic poetry to
help us come to terms with the terrible weight of that distinction and of the fault
line in our practical lives on which it rests.

In the background of the Poetics, we may thus witness Aristotle’s interest in
(uestions of moral action. But these questions concern, as it were, the pathology
of such action; his attention here is on the ways in which our deliberations,
choices, and moral plans may ultimately prove feckless or offer us no safe choice,
and of the fear and pity which are occasioned by the recognition of this fact. At
our best, acting out of good character and with good deliberation, we often will,
at one crossroad or another in our lives, act in ways that bring about our
downfall, killing men whom we take to be brigands, but whom the gods, in their
diffident cunning, know to be our fathers.

The fears occasioned by this recognition, as I have urged, are more general
(han the fear that we might kill our fathers; they are the fears that lie at the heart
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of our recognition that goodness of character and excellence of deliberatl¢
cannot guarantee our happiness, that actions good from the point of view of {
agent may nonetheless, through no fault of the agent, be revealed as-bad in thi
very world in which they are enacted. 3
These fears show the Poetics as the sequel to the Ethics, a sequel that reved
the terrifying frailty of virtue and the vulnerability of the happiness that w
correctly and for all the right reasons, aim at in the cultivation of such virtu
Behind these fears is thus the fact of human vulnerability, a fact that derives frof
the very structure and nature of human action and the tenuous relation betwe
virtue and happiness which in turn results from that nature; tragic poetry
precisely because it is mimetic, provides a context in which these fears may b
experienced in ways detached from the painful and paralyzingly frightful mod
of experience in our daily life. But because they are not like the fear that I might
slay my father — a fear which, however much it may reveal the deeply conflicted
feelings that I harbor toward my father, is at once remote and neurotic — the,
fears are associated with the darker and more pervasive recognition of huma
limitation that is central to tragedy.
The nature of that limitation, on Aristotle’s understanding of tragedy, I
specific. For tragedies, on his view, mimetically represent the actions of human
beings who are basically good, and who, moreover, have on the whole deliberat
ed and chosen well, but who have ended up acting badly. The fear and pity
which tragedy occasions are wed precisely to this recognition that goodness o‘
character and goodness of deliberation can lead, not simply to disastrous conses
quences, but to disastrous actions on the part of an agent. It is the recognition of
a strain of insouciant refractoriness to human agency that is woven into the very
fabric of action itself, a recognition of the inability of agents to guarantee their
well-being and happiness even when they attempt, correctly, to found that
well-being and happiness on the cultivation of moral virtue and deliberation,

VIl

These reflections should lead us to practice extreme care when we try to
understand Aristotle’s apparent and cryptic promise, at the end of the definition
we cited above, that tragedy may effect a catharsis from these very fears that it
occasions.’® We ought not to read this promise to mean that tragedy may relieve
us of these fears by revealing a deeper rationality and order of the world in which

human agency operates, a perspective from which that world may be absolved
and its fundamental goodness reaffirmed.®’

3 S that action.” It is here, I think, that the doubl.e

For such a reading, I think, would blunt Aristotle’s view that tragedy reveals = whieh m"m.‘“m."y rb?rus;n:: ﬁl‘j t'n‘rll(:)tortant; tragedy is the mimesis of' praxis

to us a critical fact (though perhaps not the most important fact) about human 5 ~ pmphasis of Aristotle ; t’. ‘L;] ch Lthut we might imagine the hero of Oedip ys thef

agency: the fact that happiness is subject to vicissitude in a manner that neither 4 flronton: m‘l‘hm-"m'cd. “' . stic action of drama the forgiveness and cleansing 0
character nor virtue nor deliberation can ultimately guard against. Aristotle King recelving in the mimetic act

means neither to deny that fact nor to characterize tragic poetry as denying it.
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VIII

capacity to live satisfying and fulfiling human lives
Both the Nicomachean Ethics an ,
which virtue may be formed and
hulman happiness and well-being,
vulnerahili . .
OCC::;::;EU;) oft tEhdt well—belfl.g, and we are invited to acknowledge the fears
pecasion vmﬂe ma;ty ‘ill:)ltnelrabxhtsl;. These are the realistic fears that politically
always be sufficient for the well-be i
purts y agtih ell-being at which it aims
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Suny which may at any moment sunder the tenuous connection bctwécn

» consider this descrip- |
Aristotle, of Christian
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~ virtue and well-being, a destiny which is the result neither of some inner flaw
= 0l character nor of some external daimon of ill-fortune, but of the very actions

thiat we have thoughtfully and courageously chosen.®’

The Poetics offers us the hope that we may be able, by acknowledging these
fenrn, to cleanse our affective lives of their pollution, and be restored to the
fellowship of parlous human agency. And that cleansing, the Poetics suggests,
miuy be accomplished through the agency of institutions which are themselves
urilfacts of human cultural life, institutions and artifacts rooted in the human

ghpacity for mimesis.
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