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The question of “catharsis” in Aristotle’s Poetics invites us to consider the distinctive configuration of “pity and fear” within the horizon of Greek tragedy.  Catharsis concerns a formation of emotion that belongs within a unique discursive and institutional frame – that of Greek tragedy – a domain of esthetic experience that cannot be immediately translated into the medical, political, religious, legal and philosophical discourses that surround the theater, discourses that also provide accounts of these two emotions.  And yet, eminent classical scholars have recently explained pity as a kind of “moral sentiment,” a “feeling” that is intrinsically linked to ethical judgment and our “sense” of justice and injustice.  Drawing an analogy between the audience in the theater and the jury in the court-room, many scholars have explained Aristotle’s account of “pity” by reference to the legal domain, and to broader philosophical discussions of justice, ethical judgment, crime and punishment, and the “health” of the body politic.  Philosophy is thereby able to “rescue” the humanities and give them with a moral purpose – that of providing an ethical education to the citizens of an emerging democratic polis – but only at the cost of eliminating the distinctively tragic account of guilt, its attendant concepts of responsibility, agency, crime, will, and indeed the entire question of human existence as it is figured in tragic art – a question which not only presented in the tragic hero, but also transmitted to the audience in the distinctively tragic experience of pity and fear.  The recent rise of “affect studies” in the humanities has been dominated by accounts of “social” affect – religious, political, legal, medical and other formations of affect, which have informed our understanding of literature and art, but which simultaneously invite us to give renewed attention to the distinctive formation of affect in the horizon of esthetic experience.  The problem of “catharsis” is one version of this question.

