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Abstract

This study undertakes a deconstructive examination of Aristotle’s concept of
the ideal tragic plot as formulated in Chapter 13 of the Poetics, focusing on
the intricate relationship between hamartia (apaptia) and what may be
termed ethical desert. While Aristotle’s formulation seeks to establish an
ethical and aesthetic balance between the hero’s character, his action, and
the resulting suffering, this balance conceals an unresolved tension at the
very core of his ethical and poetic system. The present research exposes this
tension through a Derridean reading that reveals the instability of the con-
cepts of moral responsibility, awareness, and desert (a@éia), showing how
the notion of hamartia functions not as a clarifying principle of moral cau-
sality but as a site of aporia within the Aristotelian framework. Aristotle’s
theory of tragedy rests upon a series of ethical presuppositions derived
from his Nicomachean Ethics. The tragic protagonist, according to Poetics 13
(1453a7-13), must not be a person of complete virtue or utter vice, but one
who falls into misfortune through hamartia. This term, often translated as
“error” or “mistake,” carries a crucial moral ambiguity: it implies both igno-
rance and responsibility, both innocence and guilt. The ethical foundation of
the ideal plot therefore depends upon a delicate mediation between moral
accountability and moral exemption. Aristotle insists that the tragic effect—
pity (éAgoc) and fear (pdBo¢)—emerges only when the hero’s suffering is
undeserved in the strict sense; yet he simultaneously demands that the he-
ro’s downfall be self-caused, arising from his own action. This dual demand
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generates an inner contradiction: the hero must be both the author and the
victim of his fate, both responsible and not responsible, both ethically enti-
tled to compassion and ethically implicated in his suffering. The notion of
ethical desert—the question of who deserves pain, pity, or punishment—
becomes central to unpacking Aristotle’s tragic model. If ethical desert pre-
supposes the agent’s freedom and awareness, then hamartia, by introduc-
ing a form of ignorance or involuntary action, destabilizes this foundation.
Aristotle’s own moral theory claims that virtue and vice are acquired habits
formed through voluntary actions (EN 1l.1, 1103a15-25). However, since
habit itself arises through training and social conditioning, the boundaries
of voluntariness become blurred. The ethical subject, shaped by formative
experiences beyond his control, can neither be fully responsible for his dis-
position nor entirely exempt from accountability. Consequently, when ap-
plied to tragedy, the concept of moral desert (deservingness) collapses into
indeterminacy. This indeterminacy becomes more visible when one consid-
ers Aristotle’s discussion of beast-like (Bnpwwénc) and mad individuals. For
those whose moral formation has been impaired from childhood or corrupt-
ed by culture, ethical judgment loses its ground. As Nussbaum observes,
Aristotle effectively excludes such figures from “the circle of moral judg-
ment,” recognizing that without the possibility of moral education there can
be no genuine responsibility. Yet the tragic hero, unlike the beast or the
madman, occupies an intermediary position: he is neither wholly ignorant
nor fully virtuous, neither innocent nor guilty. In this liminal condition, ha-
martia emerges as a trace of moral undecidability—an instance where the
very criteria of judgment dissolve. Derrida’s critique of naming and catego-
rization illuminates this mechanism. Naming—such as calling one “mad”,
“irrational”, or “wicked” —functions as a performative act of power that sta-
bilizes meaning by excluding what threatens it. In Aristotle’s system, the ex-
clusion of the “non-rational” serves to preserve the coherence of his ethical
teleology. The tragic hero, however, reintroduces what the system excludes:
a rational being whose suffering cannot be ethically justified yet cannot be
detached from his own agency. Hamartia, thus, is not a mere moral lapse
but a structural disturbance within the logic of moral desert. It exposes the
impossibility of maintaining a stable boundary between voluntary and invol-
untary action, between the just and the unjust, between deserving and un-
deserving suffering. In Poetics 13, Aristotle constructs an “ideal plot” where-
in the protagonist’s misfortune arises from his own hamartia, not from vice
or chance. Yet this very prescription betrays a philosophical impasse. If the
action is voluntary, the suffering is deserved; if it is involuntary, the hero
cannot be blamed. The synthesis Aristotle proposes—a mixed condition of
partial ignorance and partial responsibility—does not resolve the aporia but
displaces it. The ideal plot becomes the site where moral causality is both
affirmed and deferred. The cathartic effect, rather than purging the emo-
tions of pity and fear, continually reactivates the ethical uncertainty that
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gives rise to them. From a deconstructive standpoint, the relation between
hamartia and ethical desert marks the point where Aristotelian ethics and
poetics intersect yet undermine one another. The moral logic that grounds
ethical desert depends on the clear attribution of agency, intention, and
responsibility. The aesthetic logic of tragedy, by contrast, demands the sus-
pension of such clarity to evoke pity and fear. In the tragic scene, ethical
judgement becomes impossible precisely because the conditions of respon-
sibility are indeterminate. Thus, the “ideal plot” Aristotle envisions cannot
be a structure of moral coherence; it is rather a space of perpetual oscilla-
tion between justice and compassion, knowledge and ignorance, action and
passion. Furthermore, if one follows Aristotle’s ethical psychology, in which
hexis (€€, moral disposition) is formed through habituation, the tragic crisis
reveals a deeper paradox: the very formation of moral character entails a
loss of freedom. What begins as voluntary action solidifies into involuntary
structure. By the time the hero acts, he acts from a settled disposition whose
origins lie beyond his control. Hence, responsibility and ethical desert are
undermined from within. The tragic event does not merely dramatize moral
error—it dramatizes the collapse of the notion that moral error can be
cleanly distinguished from moral innocence. In this light, hamartia becomes
a philosophical metaphor for the instability of ethical categories. It resists
translation into “error”, “flaw”, or “sin”, because each of these assumes a
determinate relation between intention and consequence. Instead, hamar-
tia signifies a spacing—a differential gap—between knowing and doing, be-
tween moral agency and moral effect. This gap is precisely what makes pity
and fear possible: we pity the hero because he does not fully know, and we
fear because we sense that the same gap structures our own ethical life. The
deconstructive reading thus reorients Aristotle’s Poetics away from a pre-
scriptive theory of plot towards a meditation on the undecidability of moral
experience. The tragic effect is not the resolution of ethical conflict through
catharsis but the perpetual exposure of its irresolvable character. Homartia
ceases to be a cause of downfall and becomes a symptom of the impossibil-
ity of assigning clear ethical deserts. The hero’s suffering is neither just nor
unjust—it occupies a space of suspended judgement where meaning, mo-
rality, and affect continually defer one another. In conclusion, this study ar-
gues that Aristotle’s “ideal plot” in Poetics 13 contains within itself the seeds
of its own deconstruction. The relation between hamartia and ethical des-
ert destabilizes the very moral distinctions upon which Aristotelian tragedy
depends. By reading hamartia as a site of aporia rather than as an explana-
tory concept, we uncover an unacknowledged instability at the heart of
classical poetics: a tension between the desire for moral order and the aes-
thetic necessity of indeterminacy. This tension, once brought to light, invites
a reconsideration of the ethical foundations of tragedy in both ancient and
modern contexts, suggesting that the enduring power of tragedy lies not in
the affirmation of justice but in the exposure of its perpetual deferral. In this
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suspended field of ethical desert, even the wicked—those whom Aristotle
explicitly excludes from the sphere of the tragic—begin to reenter through
a faint shimmer of shared humanity. When the boundaries of responsibility
and awareness blur, the moral distance between the virtuous and the vi-
cious collapses. The “evil” character, no longer fully accountable nor entirely
alien, becomes recognizable as one of us—a being entangled in the same
network of desire, ignorance, and necessity. In this moment, tragedy ceases
to be a courtroom for ethical judgement and transforms into a stage of em-
pathy. The spectator no longer weighs guilt but feels kinship, no longer seeks
justice but glimpses vulnerability. Hamartia, in this sense, opens the tragic
world to an ethics beyond desert—an ethics grounded not in the measure
of blame, but in the fragile recognition of our shared fallibility.

Keywords: Hamartia, Aristotle, Poetics, Ethical Desert, Deconstruction, Der-
rida
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