Is There Tragedy in Chinese Drama?:
An Experimental Look at an Old Problem

Mei-shu Hwang

More than ten years ago when I thought I'had learned from Aristotle’s
Poetics and some other dramatic theories what tragedy is, I reluctantly sided
with those who insisted that China had never produced any tragedy in its
history of drama,! reluctantly partly out of patriotism. As 1 came to learn
more about drama in recent years, I began to feel that whether or not there is
tragedy in Chinese drama could hardly be answered by a simple Yes or No.
Tt seems to me that many theorists and scholars, both Chinese and Western,
either are over-preoccupied by Western theories of tragedy, not tragedies per
se, or tend to oversimplify facts when they come to analyse Chinese plays.
For instance, Herbert J. Muller, who thinks that the Chinese “experienced
their full share of tragedy in their national life and in their private lives,”?
devotes only a page of his book to explaining why there is no tragedy in the
traditional Chinese drama. He says that the Chinese “‘were never given to
brooding over the first and last questions,” and “have been notoriously
tranquil at the prospect of death.”® Yes, the Chinese are less interested in
the what and why than in the how. Yet how many Western tragedies have
dealt with, or were born as a result of brooding over, such ultimate questions?
. How many tragic heroes, both Chinese and Western, have been bothered by
the problem of their own deaths or death per se? Muller also claims that

Confucius’ emphasis on the family and social duties is one of the main
reasons why traditional Chinese drama has given us no tragedy.* Here he
seems not to have noticed that the basic conflict in Antigone is also born-out
of conflict between, or insistence on, different moral duties. True, Con-
fucius’ * ideal was to achieve great harmony in the individual, family, and
social life. But the ideal has remained merely the goal of a perfect life to the
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Chinese, not a fact. I think Muller has only noticed the importance of the
Master’s teachings in China and neglected two related facts: (1) very few or
no Chinese can reach this state of perfection (and the Master himself
confessed that he could not achieve that ideal either); and (2) yet there are
some people of strong will who struggle for this goal and suffer from seeking
it. The struggle of these people of strong will or determination should
therefore be a constructive rather than a destructive force for the creation of
tragic heroes and the growth of tragedy in China.

Though the term “tragedy” was not used in the classification of tradi-
tional drama in China, and though there are far fewer classical Chinese plays
that can be called tragedy according to the Western dramatic theories than
there are in the West, it would be dangerous to insist that in the history of
Chinese theatre and drama there is no tragedy in any sense of the word, as to
be summarised later in this paper. Now focusing on the Poetics, with
reference to some later Western dramatic theories, I will try to examine
their validity by applying them to some individual classical plays, both
Western and Chinese. Modern Chinese plays are excluded for the simple
reason that most of them are strongly influenced by Western masterpieces
and, therfore, belong to another type of comparison. It is hoped that by so
doing I may come to a different perspective on the naturé of the classical
Chinese drama.

 Aristotle’s Poetics has long been treated as one of the most important
and influential works on tragedy, disregarding its weaknesses and inconsis-
tency. Students of Western drama are all familiar with it. For the convenience
of discussion, I would still like to quote from the work. According to
Aristotle, a tragedy consists of six parts: plot, character, diction, thought or
inteliect, spectacle, and song. As spectacle and song belong more properly
to the stage and diction is not an important factor in the judging of a play as
a tragedy or comedy, they are not included in this paper. I will concentrate
on plot, with reference to character and thought, as plot *is the first
principle,” “the soul of a tragedy,” and “the best test to take” in “speaking
of a tragedy as the same or different.”’

About plot and character, Aristotle writes:
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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 shocksus. 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 fragic
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 broixght about not by vice or depravity, but by
some error or frailty. He must be one who is highly renowned and
prosperous—a personage like Oedipus, Thystes, or other illustrious men of
such families.® :

Technically the passage explains not only what is the plot and character of a
tragedy, but also what is not {ragic. But a few key points need further
clarification: (1) personality of the character; (2) nature of the action;
(3) pity and fear: relationship between the action of the character and the
emotion of the audience. All these points are in one way or another closely
related.

Personality of the Character

Must the protagonist of a tragedy be a highly renowned personage?
It is true that in classical tragedies the protagonists are people like kings,
princes, and generals. Yet Aristotle seems not to have insisted on this. He
states that the hero can be an “inferior being” or a “worthless” slave.’
What is so noble about Medea in Euripides’ Medeaz or Ajax in Sophocles’
Ajax? And even before the rise of realism and naturalism the main character
of a tragedy could be a common person from the street. In the discussion of
a tragedy, it is, therefore, not necessary now to consider who the character is,
but what he does—the nature of his action. ‘

Nature of the Action

It is generally agreed that the direction of the action of a tragedy moves
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from prosperity to adversity toward an unhappy ending. The action ““is
serious, complete, and of a certain length and scope,” and it should inspire
pity and fear.® This description from the Poetics has been repeated and
modified by many later theorists and scholars. For instance, Friedrich Hegel
and Max Scheler emphasize the ethical or moral conflicts between two
positive values, or collisions between individuals and the individual and his
society, and in the tragic action and event, one of the values is to be
overcome or destroyed. Hegel also-says: “The strength of great characters
consists precisely in this that they do not choose, but are entirely and
absolutely just that which they will and achieve.”® In other words, the
tragic hero is destined to follow what Henry A. Myers calls “uncompromising
spirit,” “uncompromlsmo will,” or “unyielding purpose.”® Scheler calls the
tragic hero a man of “guiltless guilt,” with “the ‘guilt’ [coming] to him and
not he to the guilt!”!! What George Boas says about Antigone and Willy
Loman are good examples of this. He says that ‘Antigone is “free to choose,”
but “not free to avoid committing a crime.” Whatever choice she makes will
lead to defeat. So it is with Willy Loman. Whether he refuses to self or
chooses to sell, the result is the same~he must end a failure. In other words,
a tragic hero must choose his or her “mission in life” and see to it that this
mission is to be “translated into action.”!2
The significance of action has been discussed by other scholars.
“Genuine awareness of the -tragic,” says Karl Jaspers, “is more than mere
contemplation of suffering and death, flux and extinction. If these things are
to become tragic, man must act.” In the action of inevitable destruction, the
hero finds redemption and “deliverance by opening his eyes to the nature
of the tragic process which, brought to.light, can purify the mind,” and in
the struggle, the hero, though the loser, conquers in being capable of
“suffering failure.”!® Susanne Langer sees the tragic action as “the big
unfolding of feeling in the organic, personal pattern of a human life, rising,
growing, accomplishing destiny and meeting doom.”!* Walter Kaufmann
interprets action in terms of duty and self-sacrifice. He says, “The tragic
view knows, as Christianity does not, genuine self-sacrifice.” Sophocles’
Antlgone goes to her death because it is her duty, not the fulﬁllment of her .
hopes.!®

Pity and Fear: Definition and Function .

What is the function of a tragedy or what do we want to find in a
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tragedy? To answer these questions, we have to, first of all, come to see what
are pity and fear, terms which have occupied the minds of many critics since
Aristotle used them in the Poetics. However, the more concrete definitions
for them are found in his Rhetroric. He writes:

Pity may be defined as a feeling of pain caused by the sight of some evil,
destructive or painful, which befalls one who does not deserve it, and
which we might expect to befall ourselves or some friend of ours, and
morecver to befall us soon.

Fear may be defined as a pain or disturbance due to a mental p1cture
of some destructive or painful evil in the future.16

The definitions suggest that fear is a part of pity, or that pity is the first
thing a tragedy inspires in us. :

James Joyce, who uses the word terror instead of fear, states through
Stephen Dedalus in A Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man: “Plty is the
feeling which arrests the mind in the presence of whatsoever is grave and
constant in human sufferings and unites it with the human sufferer. Terror is
the feeling which arrests the mind in the presence of whatsoever is grave and
constant in human sufferings and unites it with the secret cause.” This
definition, as Francis Fergusson points out, is very helpfui.l” Northrop Frye
deals with the terms as follows: “Tragedy is a paradoxical combination of a
fearful sense of rightness (the hero must fall) and a pitying sense of wrongness -
(it is too bad that he falls).”®

In short, pity is the audience’s reaction toward the suffermgs of the
tragic hero; fear or terror is our reaction toward the “fact” that what happens
to the hero might happen to us too. It seems to me that this fear comes to us
only when we succeed in identifying ourselves with the hero. But sometimes
our identification with the hero is not that of an individual with another
individual of particular character, but of an everyman with another everyman
—or man and his fate. Then the hero’s kamartia is not the error or flaw of a
particular person, but, to use Richmond Hathorn’s words, man’s “blindness
to the pattern of universal justice.”'® The fear comes at man’s sudden
discovery of his blindness through the action of the hero.

So much for what are pity, fear, and hamartia. About the centuries-
long controversial problem of “catharsis” or the purifying power of tragedy
through pity and fear, I can only reluctantly accept the explanation generally
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agreed upon among most modern scholars that its function is to empty “man
of pity and fear, and thereby gives him relief and pleasure 20"

There are many more important theories and arguments I have left
untouched, but I think I have covered sufficient representative ideas to state
the following: (1) The main character of a tragedy must possess an uncom-
promising will to act and an extracidinary power to suffer and struggle
through some conflict and to sacrifice himself, with no hope of reward, for
some positive values, at least what he believes to be so at the time of his
action. (2) He moves from prosperity to adversity and suffers inevitable
failure at the close of the play. (3) But in the eyes of the audience he STOWS
in the process of struggling and conquers in being capable of suffering the
faillure. His action may, therefore, cail for pity and fear in us because the
traditional moral dispositions or common beliefs deeply rooted in us will
make us consciously or unconsciously feel pity for him when we “see” him
suffer. What he suffers may also arouse fear in us when we succeed in
identifying ourselves with him, or feel puzzled or overwhelmed by the
inevitability of the fate brought on him by the mysterious pattern of
universal justice (or injustice).

I

In this section I shall measure some individual plays commonly acknow-
ledged as tragedy against the points summarized above. I will start with the
most often mentioned Oedipus the King and then move on to a dozen well-
known and, I hope, representative Western and Chinese plays. There is no
strict criteron for my selection. However, I have tried to divide these plays
into five groups according to their theme or nature for easier analysis and
comparison. /

Oedipus the King, Oedipus at Colonus, and
The Debtor and the Creditor (% & £)

Oedipus the King seems to fit Aristotle’s principles of tragedy
completely (or perhaps his principles were derived from the play). Cedipusis
a good king but not a perfect man. In the beginning his searching for truth
is for the sake of his country and people, but it changes to a search for his
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persbhal identity. Here he falls from the level of a noble king to that of an
. ordinary everyman. But he raises himself above everyman again when he
blinds himself and goes into self-exile. His power of action and endurance in
suffering win our pity, and his unfortunate fall makes us fear. Yet Oedipus’
position and fate are too unusual for the audience to think or feel ifnmediately
that they could be another Oedipus unless they have studied or been
influenced by modern psychoanalysis. This fear, therefore, does not likely
come to them as a result of their identification with him, but rather because
of their failing to understand the mystery of the universal pattern.

But what kind of a tragedy is Oedipus at Colonus? Though Oedipus
experiences some minor troubles in the play, his wishes are all fulfilled and
even his burial ground becomes a blessing upon Athens. The ending is happy
rather than sad. So far as Oedipus is concerned, it seems to me that the play
shows little action, no serious suffering or conflict, and inspires neither pity
nor fear—unless we take as the main condition of a tragedy the “painful
mystery” that “the greatest men have to suffer and die for their fellow men,
just because of their greatness.”?! Now if such a character with little suffer-
ing and a mysterious death alone makes a play a tragedy, then The Debtor
and the Creditor, a Chinese Yiian play, could also be designated a tragedy.??
Though this Chinese play has explained the cause and effect of what the old
man suffers by the time the story comes to its end, the mystery of the
universal pattern still exists; perhaps this mystery is even intensified byr the in-
scrutability of the underworld -system of justice. Here one may argue that
the Chinese old man suffers passively while Oedipus does not, and that the
old Chinese is only a tool in the execution of the mysterious pattern. Yet the
difference seems to me only superficial, since Oedipus goes to Colonus not of
his own will either; he is a passive tool of the gods and, at that, is not the only
tool-character in Greek tragedy, Phaedra being a more obvious example.

Should we treat plays like Oedipus at Colonus as exée.ptions? Should
we say that sometimes we may be fooled by theories if we believe in them
blindly? Or should we say that a tragedy cannot be judged by what happens
in the play alone and that we have to take into account, consciously or
unconsciously, what happens outside the play but is, in some ways, related to
it? For instance, the Oedipus legend was known to the Greek audiences.
Can we say that the tragic ending of Oedipus the King was thus not likely the
ending of the king to most of the ancient Greek audiences? In the same
light, The White Snake (EI¥Ef8) without the traditional ending of the
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resurrection scene (of either form of the different versions) is usually not
considered complete in the minds of many Chinese who are familiar with the
whole story. How should we treat the actual ending of a tragedy like these in
terms of pity and fear, or in terms of compensation, which will be discussed
in relation to Antigone, Tou-O Yiuan, Medea, and The Orphan of Chao in the
following sections?

Antigone and Towu-O Yiian (B & %)

Sophocles’ - Antigone has been singled out by many scholars as a
perfect example of a tragedy of conflict between two positive values and.
self-sacrifice with no hope of reward. The play as a whole does show these
qualities successfully, though questions as follows may still need to be asked
to make sure if it is a perféct model of tragedy: (1) Which of the positive
values is destroyed, Antigone’s or Creon’s? (2) Who suffers more and
deserves . more of our sympathy, Antigone or Creon? (3) Has Antigone
mentally and morally grown in the play? (4) Undoubtedly Antigone’s action
will make us feel pity for her, but what kind of pity, and fear, will we feel?

No matter whether the answers to the first and the second questions
are favorable to Antigone or Creon, the nature of the play as a tragedy will
not be affected though the focus of interest may be altered. We will there-
fore consider only the third and the last questions here. In this play Sophocles
seems to have given Antigone no chance to grow at all. A comparison
between his Antigone and Anouilh’s may explain the point better—there is at
least certain change in the latter. Coming to the last question, as a Chinese I
can say that I feel pity for Sophocles’ Antigone because of her innocent,
youthful stubbornness or insistence. In likening my own youth and the
stubbornness of youths I know to hers, the kind of fear Aristotle defines
may be evoked. But I do not see any purifying function in the play.

Now is there any play in Chinese drama that can be compared to
Sophocles’ - Antigore in all or some aspects as a tragedy? To me, Tou-O
Yian is a g\reat tragedy of a young girl’s insistence on something she believes
in. Though the traditional morals in Antigone and Tou-Q Yiian are of
different natures, Tou-O’s self-sacrifice fb: her mother-in-law could well
match Antigone’s for her brother, superficially or symbolically. Of course,
the realization of Tou-O’s three wishes made at the death moment may lessen
our pity for her, but the mysterious interference of the divine power may also
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add to the play a kind of blind fear such as we may experience in Oedipus
the King, but not in Antigone.

The realization of Tou-O’s wishes just mentioned seems to argue
against Tou-O (and many other classical Chinese plays) as tragedy, as it is
generally agreed that “where there is compensation, there is justice, not
tragedy,” as George Steiner puts it.?3 Yes, the realization of the wishes is a
kind of compensation. But is compensation so unnatural and undesirable in
tragedy? In Euripides’ Hippolytus, when the prince is dying, Artemis says
to him:

To you, unfortunate Hippolytus,

by way of compensation for these ills,

I will give the greatest honors of Troezen.

Unwedded maids before the day of marriage

will cut their hair in your honor. You will reap

through the long cycle of time, a rich reward in tears.
And when young girls sing songs they will not forget you,
your name will not be left unmentioned,

nor Phaedra’s love for you remain unsung.24

Is this not compensation? Actually there are more instances of compensation
in Greek tragedies than appears. For example, if death is what Antigone
insists upon and expects, death is to her a reward instead of a form of punish-
ment or suffering. If the audience’s reaction is emphasized, sometimes the
chorus’s comforting words to the suffering hero could also be taken as a
form of compensation. When Antigone is taken away to a vault of stone to
wait for death there, the chorus says to her:

Yet not unpraised, not without a kind of honor,
You walk at last into the underworld;

Untouched by sickness, broken by no sword.
What woman has ever found your way to death??

Though Antigone does not appreciate it, the words would more or 1ess lessen
the fear or pain in the audience’s mind.

The happy ending of a trilogy is another form of compensation. Take
the only extant complete Greek trilogy, the Oresteia. When the three plays
are (and should be) taken as a whole in terms of plot arrangement, the last
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scene of the Fumenides should be the ending of the trilogy. Though
Aeschylus’ Prometheus Unbound is lost, the title is clear enough to suggest a
development toward a happy ending. IF¥ we can suppose that Oedipus at
Colonus was the last part of a lost Oedipus trilogy, it would also have a happy
ending. It seems unfair to call Agamemnon and Prometheus Bound tragedies
and say at the same time that the Eumenides and Prometheus Unbound are
not, unless we deny that there was the dramatic form “trilogy.” Besides,
can we be sure that the audience will not think of the Eumenides at the close
of Agamemnon? Can a sympathetic reader completely forget Oedipus at
Colonus when he finishes Oedipus the King? Tt seems to me that the
audience’s and reader’s minds will automatically try to provide the compen-
sation to the tragic ending of a play; adding their knowledge of the complete
story with a happier conclusion than the play shows is usually the easiest way
to get to the compensation. Prometheus was ‘“‘unbound” not only in ancient
Greece, but by Shelley many centuries later in England.

In the classical Chinese drama and fiction, there are perhaps more
happy endings like the resurrection scene of The White Snake than there are
in Western literature,?® but the discussion above may suggest that the ancient
Greeks were not very different from the Chinese. They, or at least some of
them, did not like to see the heroes they respected suffer forever without
any form of compensation. Though we do not know the structural relation-
ship between the three plays presented by each Greek playwright at the
annual drama contest, a happy ending was welcomed by many audiences and
critics. This fact is clearly suggested in the following passage from the
Poetics:

In the second rank comes the kind of tragedy which some place first. Like
the Odyssey, it has 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 guided in what he writes by the
wishes of his audiences. The pleasure, however, thence derived is not the
true tragic pleasure. It is proper rather to Comedy—like Orestes and
Aegisthus—quit the stage as friends at the close, and no one slays or is
slain,27

The number of these audiences and critics, I suppose, must be of a significant
size to deserve Aristotle’s attention. They, therefore, should not be neglected,
as “tragedy depends on a feeling that the poet shares with his audience,”
and tragedy takes its origin in “the moral impulse of the whole com-
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munity.”*® Furthermore, if compensation is really hostile to the spirit of

tragedy, it seems to me that plays like Medea and The Orphan of Chao
(#BEILF ) can hardly be called tragedy according to the traditional Western
theory of action and pity and fear.

Medea and The Orphan of Chao

The strongest expression of emotion or passion in classical Chinese
drama as well as fiction is perhaps revenge. Northrop Frye says that revenge
“can be a very powerful [tragic structure], often retained as a central theme
~even in the most complex ‘ragedies” in Western drama, and in such plays
the agent or instrument for the “righting of the balance” “may be human
vengeance, ghostly vengeance, divine vengeance, divine justice, accident,
fate or the logic of events.”?® It seems that the same thing can be said of
Chinese plays of revenge, with the difference that vengeance in Chinese
fiction and drama is usually of the kind motivated by the moral assumption
of “righting the wrong.” The Orphan of Chao is likely the example of
this kind best known to the West. There are violent action, strong conflict,
suffering, and self-sacrifice. But two things may argue against regardirg the
play as a tragedy: Firstly, the successful revenge gives the villain the punish-
ment he deserves and restores the orphan, the son of the victim, to his
rightful position. Secondly, the suffering and self-sacrifice belong not to the
orphan. Even when he is told of his true identity, his inner conflict is not
emphasized either. The strongest inner conflict is shown through Cheng
Ying and his wife, who sacrifice their only son to save the brphan. It is true
that there are Western plays which are considered great tragedies, even
though the one who suffers the most is not the protagonist. For instance, in
King Lear, the character who suffers deepest from unmerited misfortune is,
to me, the youngest daughter Cordelia. The downfall of Lear as a result of
his own folly is a deserved punishment, though it may cause some pity and
fear. I still doubt very much that the orphan could make the, or a, tragic
hero of the play without further justification. For a similar reason, I wonder
if Euripides’ Medea is a tragedy of human vengeance. Medea suffers, of
course, when she kills her own children as a means of punishing Jason, but
such a cruel or inhumane means of revenge may only shock the audiences and
turn their pity toward Jason. Her successful escape at the end would take
away whatever sympathy they might still have for her in this respect.
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It seems to me that the suffering of the main character or characters is a
very significant factor in deciding whether or not a play is a tragedy, and the
nature and degree of the suffering is of great importance too. Successful
veéngeance for either the re-establishing of a balance or righting a wrong can
hardly form the coie of a tragedy. But why, then, has Medear been included
in many anthologies and discussions of Greek tragedy and why is The Grphan
of Chao considered a tragedy in the minds of many Chinese and Westemn
people? To answer this question, we have to look to the root of our
sympathy for Medea or the orphan. We have to go beyond what happens
within these individual plays—to go back to the great wrongs done to the
protagonists which made them suffer in the past before the stories of the
plays begin. In other woids, we feel pity for them basically, if not
completely, because of their being greatly wronged—so greatly that what they
do in the play seems only a means of compensation rather than a sin or a
crime by itself. However, our pity will cease to exist as soon as we feel that
the vengeance has gone beyond the limit of compensation; we will no longer
consider the play a tragedy.

Romeo and Juliet and
The Peacock Flies Sourheast ( FLEHER)

The Chinese are traditionally taught to avoid going to extremes, even
in love. They are not accustomed to expressing strong feelings or emotions in
public. Chinese tragedies of love usually stress the sorrow of separation
as may be seen in Rain in the Wu-tung Trees (FEFW), The Sorrow of
Han (3 ©E %K), The Peacock Flies Southeast, and The Tragic Story of Liang |
and Chu (B A BEBIZES or B ). The last one is comparable to
Romeo and Juliet in terms of plot development—from a cheerful and comic
mood moving toward separation, anxious waiting, death, and union or
reunion in death. But I find the differences and similarities between Romeo
and Juliet and The Peacock are even more interesting: Similarities—In both
plays the lovers are all young, separated by their own families, and reunited
only in death. Differences—The Chinese lovers suffer silently and passively
throughout the play. They love each other deeply, yet there are no scenes of
passionate love or strong physical action. Their self-sacrifice for each other is
so mild in appearance that it seems to be absenit until the last minute when
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they decide to take action—to die for each other. These typical expressions
of love and suffering are also found in Rain in the Wu-tung Trees and The
Sorrow of Han. These qualities are either lacking in Romeo and Juliet or
there is a difference in sentiment. Generally speaking Shakespeare’s work is
better than the Chinese plays in language and plot arrangement. But these
Chinese lovers are capable of suffering deeper pain and conflict wh1ch would
inspire stronger pity in the audience.

Ajax and Pa-wang and His Lady (35 T 5!l {5)

Aristotle classifies Ajax as a tragedy of “the Pathetic (where the motive
is passion).”®® The play is indeed full of passionate action which leads to the
protagonist’s suicide. But this moving from prosperity to adversity is very
different from those movements in Oedipus the King and Antigone.
Ajax’s action is basically motivated by rather selfish purposes throughout the
play and would hardly inspire any pity or fear, at least not in me. Athena
as a director of his action—to make him mad and then kill himself-takes -
away the protagonist’s own. will and the true meaning of action and,
therefore, takes away the spirit of tragedy. The only pity and fear I may feel
for him is to read the play as a symbolic interpretation of the futile struggle
of man as a toy of the gods, or the tragedy of a man driven to suicide by his
own selfish passion unsatisfied.

To view the Peking Opera Pa-wang and His Lady in this light, the
Chinese play may be a better tragedy than Ajax. In this Chinese play, there
is true love—the hero’s love for his lady, her love for him, and even his love
for his steed; there are sorrow of separation and self-sacrifice; there is also the
downfall of a great soldier because of his over-confidence in his own ability
and power as a leader. These may evoke different levels of pity and fear in
the Chinese audience and, I believe, may excite similar emotions in the Western
audience as well. Considering all the evidence examined above, we may
perhaps say that what Aristotle and other theorists and scholars have written
about tragedy are often what they think a tragedy should be, not exactly
what it is.

Conclusion

In his brief survey of the development of Western drama in The Flower
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and the Castle, Mauricé Valency thinks that action, morality and suffering
are always there in the tragedies and hold important places, but the concepts
of tragedies of different periods and countries have different emphases. I
-agree. If Chinese people had no sense of tragedy, they would not be able
to appreciate Western tragedies as they do. The spirit of tragedy is to me a
universal thing. As Confucius says of the Tao—every man and wife can
understand and perform the basic level of Tac, but even the saints cannot
reach the highest of it, so with the spirit of tragedy: Everybody can
experience it, consciously or unconsciously, yet oriy some are capable of
living it fully. i

Tragedy emphasizes the spiritual rather than the physmal suffering.
This is perhaps why tragedies that end unhappily, both in the East and the -
West, are much more cherished and “enjoyed,” especially among intellectual
and idealistic people. Maybe somewhere in a deep channel of the human
mind, a control center tells us that man should never surrender to adversity
and suffering. It may also be that the will to push the rock up to the top of
the mountain gives.life to every Sisyphus and it is the labor or the rock that
makes him will to live. It may also be because of something that Confucius
teaches: “The greatest sorrow is the death of the heart.” As man must
physically die, he tries to cling to something more lasting—the spiritual, the
heart, the will, or the power to will. It may also be something suggested in
Mencius’ teaching that encourages man to struggle on in the deep waters
toward the horizon of a beautifulland: “When a man is destined to shoulder
great tasks, he.is first to suffer both physically and mentally.”

Tragic heroes of the East and West possess the willingness and ability to
suffer and to act, which makes us feel pleased and encouraged while watching
them struggle. A tragedy is a chrysanthemum of rare beauty. This flower of
the East and the West should be basically the same, as the soil of human
nature or morality, out of which the flower grows, changes only superficially
in ways of interpretation and application when place and time change. And
before a better name is invented to permit a more convenient dialogue
between the East and West, let us still call this noble spirit of human beings
the spirit of tragedy.
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