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Expanding the Community of Compassion: Terry Eagleton on the Tragic Hero

Ding Ersu

Abstract: In his book Modern Tragedy, Raymond Williams includes a chapter titled "From Hero to Victim" to sum-

marize the central characteristic of liberal tragedy. This insight is inherited and further developed by Terry Eagleton, who, af-

ter re—examining the history of tragedy, points out that many tragic protagonists are not only unheroic but also "distinctly un-

prepossessing'. At the theoretical level, the presence of such less—than—attractive tragic characters poses a serious chal-

lenge to Aristotle’s theory of catharsis. Following Aristotle, most traditional theorists require the tragic protagonist to be mor-

ally no worse than the average person in order to arouse feelings of pity in the audience. Eagleton’s stance on this issue is

unique, urging us "to pity what we fear" so that we can build a more tolerant community of compassion.

Key words: Williams; Eagleton; the tragic protagonist; catharsis; a community of compassion
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