Another #languagechanges: The Tragic Loss of Tragedy
In following up on an earlier #languagechanges essay, I present here another diatribe
from a cranky old pedantic teacher, this time bemoaning how the word “tragedy” has now
come to be used almost exclusively to denote an unfortunate event, one that usually ends in
multiple deaths.
“. . . we continue to pray for the Waukesha community and the kids, loved ones, and
neighbors whose lives were forever changed by an unthinkable tragedy last night.”—
22 Nov., 2021, Tweet by Wisconsin Governor Tony Evers after an SUV crashed into a
Christmas parade in Waukesha, WI.
“This is an unimaginable tragedy.”
—1 Dec., 2021, Michigan Governor Gretchen Whitmer following a
mass school shooting in Oxford, MI.
“To lose a loved one in a storm like this is an unimaginable tragedy,”
—11 Dec., 2021 Tweet from President Biden on the deadly outbreak of
tornadoes in Mayfield, KY.
“The devastation left in the wake of the tornado outbreak over the weekend is
an unthinkable tragedy, and Casey and I are keeping the victims and all
impacted individuals in our prayers . . .”—15 Dec., 2021, Florida Governor
Ron DeSantis.
The origin of the word “tragedy” is obscure, but most Classicists agree that it comes
from the ancient Greek τραγῳδία (“goat song”), apparently referring to improvisations by
the leader of choral dithyrambs sung at festivals honoring Dionysos. By the early 5th century
BCE, at the spring City Dionysia festival in Athens, three playwrights competed, with each
presenting three tragic plays (and a more ribald satyr play). Of the many hundreds of
tragedies that were produced over the course of the 5th century BCE, the texts of only thirtytwo survive today—seven by Aeschylus, seven by Sophocles, and eighteen by Euripides. In
487 BCE, comedies were added to the annual festival, with five comic playwrights each
presenting one play—of which only eleven plays by Aristophanes are extant today.
In his Poetics, written in 335 BCE, Aristotle presented his influential analysis of the
tragic dramatic format. According to Aristotle:
Tragedy, then, is an imitation of an action that is serious, complete, and of a
certain magnitude; . . . in the form of action, not of narrative; through pity and
fear effecting the proper purgation of these emotions [ Section I, Part VI].
. . . The plot, then, is the first principle, and, as it were, the soul of a tragedy;
Character holds the second place [Section I, Part VI].
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. . . 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
[Section I, Part IX].
[Translations by S. H. Butcher]
For Artistotle, the plot of a tragedy—its “soul”—should involve a Reversal of Situation
(peripeteia—literally a “turning around”) and/or a Recognition (anagnorisis) for “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” (hamartia—literally, a “missing of the mark”)
[Section 2, Part XIII]. To illustrate what he means by a Reversal of Situation, Aristotle cites
the scene in Sophocles’ Oedipus Rex where the Messenger comes with what he thinks is good
news but ends up leading Oedipus to realize that he has killed his father and married his
mother. For an example of a Recognition, Aristotle cites Euripides’ Iphigenia in Tauris,
where Iphigenia comes to realize that the stranger she was about to ritually sacrifice was in
fact her own brother, Orestes.

Roman fresco of a scene from Euripides' tragedy Iphigenia in
Tauris, from the Casa del Centenario (IX 8, 3-6) in Pompeii.
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Unlike Plato, whose fear of the destabilizing effects of emotions riled up by poetry led
him to suggest that in the ideal republic poets should be subjected to state censorship,
Aristotle thought that tragic dramas could be beneficial. The goal of a tragedy, for Aristotle,
is to elicit pity and fear in the audience, which would lead to a community purification
(catharsis).
It is beyond the scope of this essay to reiterate the complex, and discontiguous,
history of tragic dramas after the 5th century BCE, from the unoriginal tragedies of the
Roman Seneca to the brilliance of Shakespeare. It may, however, be germane to note that by
the time of Shakespeare, a “tragedy” had come to have the dual meaning it has today, to wit,
a type of drama and a general term denoting an unfortunate event. As Tonya Hagen observed
in her study “An English Renaissance Understanding of the Word ‘Tragedy’" (Early Modern
Literary Studies Special Issue 1 (1997): 5.1-30):
16. Cognates for tragedy also reveal a fairly wide application of the term.
Bullokar, for example, defines "tragicall" as "Mournefull, lamentable, deadly,
which endeth like a Tragedy" (Bullokar 1616). The phrasing of Bullokar's
definition suggests that the cognate "tragicall" has applications beyond the
immediately literary. Anything "mournefull," "lamentable" or "deadly"
qualifies as tragic. Cawdrey's representation of "tragicall" as "cruel,
sorrowful, like a tragedy" and Rider's simple identification of "tragice" with
"cruelly" (376) offer further support to this broad interpretation of the term.
If the usage of “tragedy” to denote an unfortunate event has been around for four
hundred years and has been rapidly increasing as of late, the tragic drama has gone into a
decline over this period. To be sure, dramatist such as Ibsen, Strindberg, or Chekhov
produced plays in the 19th and early 20th centuries that explored, in a manner reminiscent of
ancient Greek tragedies, the hubristic harmartias of protagonists who struggled against the
hollowness of modern bourgeois society.
On February 27, 1949, Arthur Miller published an essay, “Tragedy and the Common
Man,” in the New York Times. In this opinion piece, Miller took issue with Aristotle’s dictum
that tragedies should be about “one who is highly renowned and prosperous- a personage like
Oedipus, Thyestes, or other illustrious men of such families” [Poetics, Section 2, Part XIII]:
In this age few tragedies are written. It has often been held that the lack
is due to a paucity of heroes among us, or else that modern man has had the
blood drawn out of his organs of belief by the skepticism of science, and
the heroic attack on life cannot feed on an attitude of reserve and
circumspection. For one reason or another, we are often held to be below
tragedy-or tragedy above us. The inevitable conclusion is, of course, that
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the tragic mode is archaic, fit only for the very highly placed, the kings or
the kingly, and where this admission is not made in so many words it is
most often implied.
. . . Seen in this light, our lack of tragedy may be partially accounted for by
the turn which modern literature has taken toward the purely psychiatric
view of life, or the purely sociological. If all our miseries, our indignities,
are born and bred within our minds, then all action, let alone the heroic
action, is obviously impossible.
When Arthur Miller wrote this New York Times piece, his All My Sons had already been
playing on Broadway for two years and his Death of a Salesman had opened there two weeks
earlier, both works that many would rank as tragedies on par with the plays of Aeschylus,
Sophocles, or Euripides. Still, while Miller did prove his point that a common man like Willy
Loman could be viewed as a tragic hero, his observation that tragedies were disappearing
from modern American theaters seems even more true today, a half-century later. I doubt that
many would view the death of the title character in Lin-Manuel Miranda’s Hamilton as a
tragedy rather than as as a setup for a rousing finale song.
We might speculate that the dearth of formal tragedies in the American theater, in
addition to the trend that Miller noted in modern literature of attributing all conflict to
psychological or sociological forces, might also be due to a breakdown in American
communalism. We go to the theater to be personally entertained, to be wowed, not to feel
fear and pity for a character’s tragic flaw and share in a communal catharsis. The theater of
the absurd of Thomas Beckett and Harold Pinter is more suited to our anxious, hopeless, and
bewildered times.
Of course, there are exceptions to this rule. American theater-goers are well aware,
for instance, of the British/Irish playwright Martin McDonagh’s Leenane and Aran Island
trilogies—“common man” tragedies in the mold of Arthur Miller’s plays. And the movie
Mass, which was written and directed by Fran Krantz and is currently in movie theaters,
seems almost like an adaptation of a play about the parents of a boy who had committed mass
murder at a school shooting meeting with the parents of one of his victims; one reviewer of
Mass entitled their review “Parents Reckon With Unthinkable Tragedy In Emotional School
Shooting Drama ‘Mass.’”

4

And this brings me back to the epigraphic quotations with which I began this essay.
[And I might add one more: The title song of the Kansas City-based Rock/Metal
band Beyond the Grey’s newest album Unthinkable Tragedy contains the lyrics:
Smile as the gunman sits quietly waiting
Oblivious to the hell that's about to rain down
...
Hate overwhelms me
It’s all I see
How am I to forgive this
Unthinkable Tragedy
Unthinkable Tragedy.]
I suppose that, given the long history of the dual meaning of “tragedy” to refer to a
dramatic form and as a synonym for a lamentable event, and given the fact that plays of a
type that Aristotle would have considered tragic are no longer being produced, this old pedant
should probably be content with how the word “tragedy” is now almost exclusively being
used to refer to a mass shooting or a natural disaster that kills many people. Still, to avoid
ambiguity—especially for people like me for whom Sophocles is still very much a part of
their lives—I would prefer it if writers would use any one of a number of terms in place of
“tragedy.” “Catastrophe” is a good one to refer to the damage caused by a tornado, and it has
a nice ancient Greek pedigree. (Or, for the recent spate of tornados in Kentucky, one might
steal Lemony Snicket’s “a series of unfortunate events.”) And for school shootings, “crime”
would be more fitting. (Although a case could be made that the parents of the Oxford,
Michigan school shooting exhibited a hubristic harmartia in buying their son a gun and not
taking him out of school even when he was clearly in mental distress.)
And one last thing. Modifying “tragedy” with the adjectives “unimaginable” or
“unthinkable” bugs the hell out of me. Never mind the fact that for Aristotle a tragedy must
follow “what is possible according to the law of probability or necessity” and therefore must
be imaginable or thinkable. What people really mean by “unimaginable” or”unthinkable” is
that they would prefer not to imagine or think about a terrible catastrophe or crime, not that
these things cannot be imagined or thought about. But, in addressing the horrible
consequences of the proliferation of guns in the US or of world-wide anthropogenic climate
change, imaginative thinking is precisely what we need.
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