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A Comparative Study of Hamartia in the Tragic Narrative
from the Point of View of Aristotle and J. Heilis Miller
Focusing on Sophocles' Play Oedipus the King

Mohammad Hashemi?, Amir Maziar * 2

Abstract

This article compares Aristotle's classical view of Hamartia in the
tragic narrative with that of the contemporary theorist of Narrative
theory, Joseph Hillis Miller. Considering that both of these theorists
have chosen the tragedy of Sophocles's Oedipus the King as a model
tragedy for their study, so the case study of the present article is
dedicated to the same play.

The questions of this research are as follows: firstly, What are the
differences and similarities in Aristotle’s and Miller's views about
hamartia in the tragic narrative? Secondly, Based on the comparison
of Avristotle's and Miller's views, what narratives are useful for? In
order to answer its comparative questions, this study first examines
the function of narrative in general from Miller's point of view and
then examines this function in the subject of Hamartia in the narrative
of Oedipus the King. Second, it explores Hamartia in connection with
Avristotle's broader philosophical theory, and especially his moral
theory. Third, as a result of the above two studies, it studies the

1. PhD of Philosophy of Art, Faculty of Law, Theology and Political Sciences, Science and
Research Branch, Islamic Azad University, Tehran, Iran.

http://orcid.org/0000-0002-7123-2234

2. Assistant Professor, Department of Philosophy of Art, Faculty of Art Theories and Studies,
Art University, Tehran, Iran.

http://orcid.org/0000-0002-3108-760X

527

Received: 17/03/2021
Accepted: 21/07/2021

* Corresponding Author's E-mail:
maziar1356@gmail.com


mailto:maziar1356@gmail.com

Journal Of Narrativestudies| e
E-1SSN:2588-6231 n—

Vol. 6, No. 12
Autumn & Winter 2022-2023
Research Article

similarities and differences between Aristotle and Miller's views on
Hamartia in the tragic narrative. Finally, considering the results of the
above studies, the question has been answered that from the different
point of view of these two ancient and contemporary theorists, What is
the use of narrations?

The main achievement of this article is that it shows that according to
the classical theory, narratives can provide clear and definite answers
to the fundamental human questions about how to solve problems in
life to present the work of the world, while in poststructuralist theory,
narratives can not give such clear and definite answers, and they
always owe human beings the repetition of narratives in the course of
these answers.

Keywords: tragic narrative, Aristotle, J. Hillis Miller, hamartia,
poetics, Odipus the King.

1. Introduction

This article deals with the issue of how two classical and
contemporary narrative theorists, through the study of an important
structural element of the narrative in a dramatic text, achieve the
design of two conflicting functions of the narrative. This article shows
that in the mentioned classical theory, the work of narratives is to
solve the contradictions in the essence of life, while in the
contemporary theory, the work of narratives is to reveal that those
contradictions are unsolvable.

Research background

Miller, 1998:3-45 shows that Aristotle offers a logocentric
interpretation of the tragic narrative in Oedipus the King in the
Poetics, while this narrative in Oedipus the King itself is not
logocentric. Halliwell, 2009: 202-237, is an important research that
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specifically deals with the subject of Hamartia in the tragic narrative
from Aristotle's view in a chapter of his own.

Research questions
1. What are the differences and similarities in Aristotle's and Miller's
views about hamartia in the tragic narrative?

2. Based on the comparison of Aristotle's and Miller's views,what
narratives are useful for?

Research hypotheses
1. Aristotle and Miller agree that there is a moral and rational
contradiction in the concept of hamartia. Aristotle thinks that this
contradiction can be resolved, but Miller believes that it cannot be
resolved.

2. Avristotle believes that the work of narratives is that they can
provide a clear understanding of the fundamental questions of life,
while from Miller's view, narratives cannot do this.

2. Research literature

According to Miller in the article "Narrative", we always need more
stories, because stories do not satisfy us by themselves. Every story
and every kind of repetition contains a free ending that leaves its
effect unfinished. Therefore, we need other stories without quenching
the thirst that the story is created to satisfy. According to Miller, the
purpose of the narrative is to explain the origin of mankind, and the
play Oedipus the King considers the problem of Oedipus's guilt or
innocence to be unsolvable, and when we cannot solve something in a
way to put it logically, we tell a story about it. According to Aristotle,
in Poetics, in the play of Oedipus the king, a kind of wrongful action
occurs outside the limits of moderation(hamartia) in which there is
also a degree of innocence. According to his broader philosophical
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view, Aristotle tries to resolve this contradiction with an implicit link
he creates between his theory of tragedy and his ethics. In his opinion,
Oedipus' mistake occurs in an atmosphere of deprivation of external
good and as a result, there is a kind of urgency in doing his wrongful
act, which can return the action of the tragic character to the rule of
moral middle ground.

3. Research method
The present article is a qualitative article that investigates its subject in
a descriptive and analytical way based on library data.

4. Result

1. From Aristotle’s classical view, the complete design of a tragedy
should present a clear view of philosophical truth while imitating the
moral and rational model that governs the world. From Miller's post-
structuralist point of view, since a complete design is not possible in
the tragic narrative, it is also not possible to present some kind of clear
philosophical truth through the tragic narrative.

2. According to Aristotle, narratives are used to resolve the
contradictions in them through imitation of actions and life. But from
Miller's view, because the narratives cannot resolve these
contradictions, they keep repeating themselves.
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. Aristotle (384-322 BC)

. Poetics

. Joseph Hillis Miller (1928-2021)

. Oedipus the King (around 429 BC)
. Sophocles (497-406 BC)

. Hamartia

. Logos

. Jacques Derrida

. Logocentric
. Otello
. Janathan Barnes
. Discovery and reversals
. Martha Nussbaum
. Julian Young
. Dover
. Stinton
. End, Aim
. Good
. Happiness (Eudaimonia)
. Chief good
. Good in inself
. Psuche
. Excelence
. Imitator
. Represent
ISl & Imitation , G, 4 mimesis vy
Autuchia
. Dustuchia
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31. Metabasis

32. Eudimonia

33. Eudemin ethics

34. “Neither always nor for the most part nor in any fixed way” (Aristotle,

1991d: 35).

35. Metaphysics

36. “The true (non-being being the false)” (Aristotle, 1991d: 85).

37. Accidental

38.“The change in the subject’s fortunes must be not from bad fortune to

good, but on the contrary from good to bad; and The cause of it must lie not

in any depravity, but in some great fault on his part” (Aristotle, 1991 a: 13).

39. Voluntary
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42. Milon
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44. Claude Lévi-Strauss

45. Jocasta

46. Laius the King

47. Cynthia Chase

48. Hamlet

49. Some fault : _t , « hamartian tina.

50. Epistemological

51. Sphnix

52. “As tragedy is an imitation of personages better than the ordinary man,
we should follow the example of good portrait-painters, who reproduce
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the distinctive features of a man, and at the same time, without losing the
likeness, make him handsomer than he is. The poet in like manner, in
portraying men quick or slow to anger, or with similar infirmities of
character, must know how to represent them as such, and at the same
time as good men” (Aritotle, 1991 a: 16).
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