PAGE  
10

Andy Montgomery

PHI405 Nietzsche – Final Paper

Dr. Pertain

Thursday, April 24, 2003

Nietzsche on the Paradox of Tragedy


“It seems an unaccountable pleasure, which the spectators of a well-wrote tragedy receive from sorrow, terror, anxiety, and other passions, which are in themselves disagreeable and uneasy.”  So states David Hume at the opening of his abbreviated dissertation “Of Tragedy” in Four Dissertations.  With this statement he captures the fundamental dilemma at the root of an age-old philosophical question: why is it that humans, from time immemorial, draw pleasure from the ostensibly painful experience of the dramatic tragedy?  This conundrum has puzzled philosophers as ancient as Aristotle and continues to be discussed to the present day.  In this paper I will examine the contributions made by Nietzsche to this great debate in his seminal work The Birth of Tragedy, first setting the scene with a cursory examination of a number of other theorists, both ancient and modern.  

At root in the philosophical dilemma at hand, the paradox of tragedy, is a fundamental question regarding our inexplicably gratified response to seemingly distressing material.  If the subject matter of the traditional tragic story by all accounts ought to arouse in us emotions that are by nature unpleasant, fear and pity, how is that we derive pleasure, seemingly instinctively, from the viewing of these very stories?  Why is it that humans are drawn, without fail, to stories of brokenness, of loss and despair?  One might be tempted to point the finger at a certain period of time, or particular social or cultural developments, that create an affinity for the appalling, but history will show that this human penchant is far from limited.  The desire to dissect and clarify our response to this unsettling material has historically centered on the oxymoronic idea of “tragic pleasure.” 
  First seen in the Greek tragedies of 300 BC Oedipus and Antigone, later in Shakespeare’s King Lear and Hamlet, and even today in the tragically formulated film, the tragic element has long been powerful and popular subject matter in the dramatic arts.  If on no other basis than this unending fascination, the human attraction to the painful and distressing is undeniable and perpetually puzzling.  
More confusing is the consensus that a degree of the aesthetic value of a dramatic piece is in its ability to occasion these contradictory emotions: the greater the viewer’s conflicting and simultaneous emotions of pleasure and pain, the more successful the work of art.
  
To facilitate a more informed understanding of the climate in which Nietzsche’s ideas came to fruition it is necessary to first examine, if only in a cursory manner, some of the notable voices in this age-old quandary.  As with any prominent thinker, Nietzsche is largely a product of and a reaction to his philosophical predecessors.  It would be difficult to fully grasp the innovative ideas that Nietzsche brings to the table without some understanding of those that influenced him and those against which he reacts.  

Earliest, and most widely known is Aristotle’s theory of katharsis originated in the Poetics.  It is here that he explains the purpose of tragedy as bringing about feelings of fear and pity.  In any good tragedy, the viewer “will thrill with horror and melt to pity at what takes place.”
  This upsetting process is purgative and engenders a sense of catharsis at the removal of debilitating emotions otherwise built up and trapped inside.  The specific pleasure found in the tragic drama is in the period of reflection immediately following the experience, during which this process of cleansing occurs.
  Aristotle essentially views the tragedy as beneficial in its ability to mitigate the painful human experience by allowing its viewers to express sensations typically restrained.  This view of tragedy betrays Aristotle’s principle conception regarding life that it is something fundamentally painful and in need of justification, of redemption from suffering.
  The release of these pent-up emotions is not only therapeutic and redemptive for viewers, but also so strong that it actually draws them to the tragic drama for this experience of restoration.

In philosophical circles the best-known and most referenced theory on the paradoxical pleasure felt in the pain of tragedy is from David Hume.  In his essay “Of Tragedy” he presents what is often referred to as the “Conversionist Theory.”  Hume claims that the powerful emotions brought on by the beauty of an expertly presented drama outweigh the distressing emotions occasioned by its content, thus converting the unpleasant response into one that is “altogether delightful.”
  This aesthetic approach is essentially an expansion on Hume’s underlying theory that in all art forms there is a direct correlation between the pleasure drawn from the artistic experience and the quality of the artwork itself.  “All the passions, excited by eloquence, are agreeable in the highest degree, as well as those which are moved by painting and the theatre,”
 and yet “the mind, being left in absolute calmness and indifference, would relish none of those beauties of imagination or expression, which, if joined to passion, give it such exquisite entertainment.”
  Simply put, a tragic story is not inherently pleasing to watch, and one that is not eloquently and powerfully enacted will not bring about the desired sense of catharsis.  The anticipated conversion of pain into pleasure is achieved only by way of the resulting satisfaction from the artistic techniques of portrayal.
  As Hume claims, “this extraordinary effect proceeds from that very eloquence with which the melancholy sense is represented… By this means, the uneasiness of the melancholy passions is not only overpowered and effaced by something stronger of an opposite kind, but the whole impulse of passions is converted into pleasure, and swells the delight which the eloquence raises in us.”
  This new state of emotions then is not one of joy over the tragic events themselves, but an overall feeling of contentment, even delight, with the experience as a whole.  While all forms of art, when done expertly, have the ability to bring about this sense of delight, tragedy cultivates deeper and more powerful emotions that are then more powerfully redeemed and purified, motivating humans to seek out this painful pleasure.

It was the German philosopher Schopenhauer who more than any other philosopher of his day directly influenced Nietzsche.  For Schopenhauer, as for the other philosophers, tragedy is the pinnacle of dramatic presentation.  It is here that we attain the highest sense of the sublime futility of life and in so doing become contentedly resigned to our fate in a painful and destructive world.  This sense of resignation, of life-negating acceptance of a bleak situation, is the highest goal we as humans can seek to attain, and in merely seeking it we are frustratingly fulfilled.  As with Aristotle and Hume, Schopenhauer’s view of the tragic paradox flows out of his more fundamental views of reality.  In his World as Will and Representation, Schopenhauer marks out the core tenets of his philosophy of pessimism: that in life suffering is fundamental, pain unavoidable, and enduring satisfaction impossible.
  Where some might restlessly seek for relief, for fulfillment in this life, Schopenhauer encourages his readers to submit themselves to the tragic predicament and in it find rest.  In exposing ourselves to the tragic in art we promote our development along this pathway and it is this progress that humans are naturally drawn to, the pleasing element of which encourages forays into the search for pain.  

It is against these views that Nietzsche’s conception of the value of and human appreciation for tragedy is born.  Though these preceding perspectives ostensibly resolve the paradox of tragedy, Nietzsche has weighed each and found them wanting.  While there may be overlap between these ideas and his own, in the final analysis he finds their solutions facile and the results of mistaken presuppositions.  Each flows from a misinformed conception of morality and a dependence upon social constructs that Nietzsche finds patently counterfeit.

To understand this outraged stance, one must have a clear picture of Nietzsche’s estimation of conventional morality.  Most of Nietzsche’s basic philosophical ideas are built upon the belief that morality and its resultant effects (?) have been imposed upon society in an inauthentic bid to bring down the powerful.  For “moral” guidance Nietzsche instead harkens back to an earlier period when self-sacrificing morality was not so highly valued, if not unheard of: the Greeks.

To build this Hellenic ethic Nietzsche posits a reality informed by the two Greek art deities, each of which provide approaches to finding meaning in existence and mollifying the pain of individuation.  These deities, as defined by Nietzsche, are Apollo, “the god of all plastic energies… the deity of light, ruler over the beautiful illusion of the inner world of fantasy,”
 and Dionysus, the god of music, intoxication, and most importantly unity.  In this dichotomized worldview humans can respond in one of two ways to the difficult scenarios life presents.  The former, the Apollonian, lives in a dream world, seeing only what has been imposed on reality.  This is essentially a philosophy of denial, of powerful denial though, not submissive.  This is far from the pessimistic resignation of Schopenhauer, or the pathetic catharsis of Aristotle.  The Apollonian, though inauthentic in one sense, has achieved freedom from suffering through retreating into the dream world.  In laying an individuating framework over an unbroken reality, the Apollonian has created a world in which he can live, “and yet not without that fleeting sensation of illusion.”
  As Nietzsche states in The Birth of Tragedy:

Apollo overcomes the suffering of the individual by the radiant glorification of the eternity of the phenomenon: here beauty triumphs over the suffering inherent in life; pain is obliterated by lies from the features of nature.

However, in ignoring the content behind the form, the noumenal behind the phenomenal, Apollo has lost all hope of enduring peace.  The world, reality, has been neatly defined and delimited and yet without substance, without meaning, with an ability to speak and nothing to say.


On the other end of the spectrum from Apollo is Dionysus who soothes the agony of individuation in an entirely different and contrasting manner.  Where Apollo obliterates pain by hiding its existence, Dionysus embraces pain seeking to annihilate the individual into the collective unity.  “Under the charm of the Dionysian not only is the union between man and man reaffirmed, but nature which has become alienated, hostile, or subjugated, celebrates once more her reconciliation with her lost son.”
  In knowing pain, in welcoming suffering, he knows reality.  He sinks below the surface of the phenomena to experience sorrow, and having known it, lives out of it.  This is more than a denial of the visible phenomena in favor of the noumenal, for it is no mere asceticism.  Where the ascetic disregards physical needs at the expense of life, a self-negating, life-denying pursuit, the Dionysian denies the physical realities in affirmation of life.  His journey seeks to know what exists beyond the images of reality, to know all of life, suffering above all, and having understood it emerge victorious over life.  In contrast to the Apollonian dream world this nature cries out, “Be as I am! Amid the ceaseless flux of phenomena I am the eternally creative primordial mother, eternally impelling to existence, eternally finding satisfaction in this change of phenomena!”
  


Although these natures, the Apollonian and Dionysian, appear diametrically opposed to one another, their relationship is absolutely symbiotic.  Dionysus has lost his intelligible (?) voice in destroying the individual, in rejecting the realm in which image and concept are communicated.  Apollo, in embracing the world of appearance and expression has forsaken deeper meaning and though (perfectly articulate | positively eloquent) cannot utter a word.  It is in drawing these two natures together that an appreciation for the tragic paradox is born.  Nietzsche puts it clearly in The Birth of Tragedy: 

The Dionysian and the Apollonian, in new births ever following and mutually augmenting one another, controlled the Hellenic genius… and here the sublime and celebrated art of Attic Tragedy and the dramatic dithyramb presents itself as the common goal of both these tendencies whose mysterious union after many and long precursory struggles, found glorious consummation in this child – at once Antigone and Cassandra.
  

Nevertheless, Dionysus is “the real stage hero and center of the vision,”
 and inarguably maintains lordship over the tragic stage with his ability to tap into the spectator’s spirit and envelop him.  He forces a “surrender of individuality,”
 eliminating the barrier between actor and spectator and uniting them as one frenetic throng.  At the climax of this commotion “the one truly real Dionysus appears in the mask of a fighting hero entangled in the net of the individual will,” and yet, “that he appears at all with such epic precision and clarity is the work of the dream-interpreter, Apollo, who through this symbolic appearance interprets to the chorus its Dionysian state.”
  Dionysus manipulates Apollo and through him speaks what he is independently incapable of communicating.  Gilles Deleuze expresses it succinctly: “Dionysus is the background on which Apollo embroiders beautiful appearances; but beneath Apollo Dionysus rumbles.  The antithesis of the two must therefore be resolved, ‘transformed into a unity.’”
  

With this groundwork laid we approach Nietzsche’s solution to the paradox of “tragic pleasure.”  The historic discussion of the tragic paradox up to this point relies implicitly on the claim that a positive response to a painful experience is inexplicable and paradoxical.  Nietzsche posits that the pleasure that previous philosophers speak of is unrelated or at best derivative of what is actually important: the initial response to tragedy.  Aristotle describes these painful initial emotions as fear that must be released through a pleasurable cathartic emotional outburst.  Hume seeks only to convert these unbearable sensations into delight, a result largely of the aesthetic abilities of the artist.  Schopenhauer accepts these painful emotions, but only as they soothingly resign him to his fate in a cruel world.  Each of these responses seeks an escape from the very thing that Nietzsche values most, the immediate and unexamined initial Dionysian response to tragedy.  The tragic drama presents “such terrible images to knowledge that ‘Epicurean delight’ is out of the question.  Only a Dionysian joy”
 could be responsible for such exhilarating emotions.

Nietzsche would agree with Aristotle, Hume, and even Schopenhauer that tragedy is not pleasurable in an Epicurean sense.  That is, spectators of a tragic drama do not enjoy the death of Hamlet, or the execution of Desdemona in Othello, in the same way that they appreciate a good meal or a happy wedding.
  However, this does not mean that the experience cannot be gratifying on a more fundamental level.  Prior explanations have moved unthinkingly past this initial response to focus instead on the feeling of pleasure that comes only as a secondary response to or as a result of the pain of tragedy.  While the experience of a skillfully produced tragedy at times gives a sense of catharsis or a feeling of satisfaction in submitting to the pains of everyday life, these are supervenient to the underlying satisfaction that is always achieved by tragedy.  For Nietzsche the initial pain must be examined for it is not entirely unpleasant and on some deeper Dionysian level actually provides a sense of euphoria.  Amy Price explicates this in her essay Nietzsche and the Paradox of Tragedy: “The Dionysian joy attendant upon this (self-made) suffering is the exhilarating, but non-hedonic, recognition that we can expose ourselves to these ugly truths, learn from them, and live with them.”

In attempting to explain the exhilaration of this pain Nietzsche does not deny the fear and pity inherent in tragedy, but goes beyond them to seek a level of becoming found only in self-destruction.  Nietzsche states:

Affirmation of life even in its strangest and sternest problems, the will to life rejoicing in its own inexhaustibility through the sacrifice of its highest types – that is what I call Dionysian… Not so as to get rid of pity and terror… but, beyond pity and terror, to realize in oneself the eternal joy of becoming – that joy which also encompasses join in destruction.

For Nietzsche something valuable, even life affirming springs from the destruction of the self.  Along with a patent denial of traditional morality, it is this importance attributed to overcoming and cruelty as ideals that give weight to his critique of prior theories.  From his perspective the whole debate is wrongly motivated being built on a Christian morality that dismisses life as mere suffering where pain is to be avoided.  This pain, for Nietzsche, signifies cruelty to ourselves and becomes “pleasurable” as we enjoy inflicting any cruelty as a means of overcoming.  He expresses this perplexing belief clearly in Beyond Good and Evil:

What constitutes the painful voluptuousness of tragedy is cruelty; what seems agreeable in so-called tragic pity, and at bottom in everything sublime, up to the highest and most delicate shudders of metaphysics, receives its sweetness solely from the admixture of cruelty… To see this we must, of course, chase away the clumsy psychology of bygone times which had nothing to teach about cruelty except that it came into being at the sight of the sufferings of others.  There is also an abundant, over-abundant enjoyment at one’s own suffering, at making oneself suffer.

Thus humans effectively display their power in showing cruelty towards one another and furthermore find a twisted pleasure in directing this same cruelty at themselves.  So in this they not only overcome themselves, but also are enabled to overcome others in the future.  Tragedy is a didactic tool preparing them, in a Dionysian fashion, to exist beneath the phenomena, to understand the noumena, and in so doing triumph over it.  The spectator does not welcome this immediate pain; merely the fact that life is painful and must be overcome.
  Once again, Price is incisive: “What we learn when we experience tragic drama is a way to acknowledge misfortune within the boundaries of our human capabilities.”  Humans, aware of this necessity of overcoming, submit to their basest desires and seek out the tragic in the hopes of inflicting pain upon themselves, destroying the self, and finally being reunited in the “mysterious primordial unity”
  


Nietzsche’s resolution of the tragic paradox sidesteps the problems crippling his predecessors.  He finds new value where they, blinded by conventional morality, saw only something to be avoided.  Though Aristotle, Hume, and Schopenhauer made significant and enduring contributions to the discussion, in Nietzsche’s mind they merely scratch the surface.  Drawing on a solid Hellenic foundation Nietzsche looks beyond the vision of his predecessors and finds at the heart of the tragic paradox hope, “the joyous hope that the spell of individuation may be broken in augury of a restored oneness.”
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