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 LEON GOLDEN

 Aristotle on Comedy

 ARISTOTLE'S CONTRIBUTIONS to the the-

 ory of tragedy are, of course, widely
 recognized, and nearly all critics who
 deal with this genre consciously recognize
 their debt to him. The field of comedy is
 a rather different story. A number of
 scholars take the view that, short of the
 discovery of a lost second book of the
 Poetics, Aristotle's theory of comedy will
 remain forever a veiled mystery. Such
 scholars fail to appreciate the achieve-
 ments of Robertellus, Bernays, and Lane
 Cooper,' who have shown us how much
 can be done with the extant text of the

 Poetics in terms of uncovering a solid
 basis for a theory of comedy. In this
 paper I will follow the lead of these scho-
 lars, and especially of Lane Cooper, in
 making full use of the explicit and un-
 equivocal references to comedy which we
 find in the Poetics. Two very important
 questions, however, cannot be dealt with
 in such a straightforward manner. These
 concern the nature of the precise emo-
 tions evoked by comedy which are paral-
 lel to pity and fear in tragedy and the
 question of the existence and nature of a
 comic catharsis that is the counterpart of
 catharsis in tragedy. These questions are
 not dealt with explicitly in the extant Poe-
 tics, although the Tractatus Coislinianus,
 a document of special interest to Bernays,
 does address them. As Bernays recog-
 nized, however, the Tractatus is not a re-
 liable guide to genuine Aristotelian doc-
 trine and its reference to an Aristotelian

 comic catharsis of 'pleasure and laugh-
 ter" is profoundly in error. In pursuing
 the important questions of comic emo-
 tion and comic catharsis, we are in un-
 charted territory, and our approach will

 LEON GOLDEN is director of the Program in the
 Humanities at Florida State University.

 have to be far more speculative than in
 those areas of comic theory where the
 Poetics makes an explicit comment.
 Nevertheless, by extrapolating from data
 in the Poetics and the Rhetoric, I will
 argue that sound information can be de-
 veloped that is fully consistent with what
 Aristotle says about comedy and art in a
 direct and unequivocal way. Thus our
 speculative approach will be disciplined
 by a network of facts and data that relate
 directly to comedy. If the theory that we
 develop is fully consistent with this con-
 firming network, then although we will
 not have demonstrated our thesis with sci-

 entific precision, we can offer it as a
 credible hypothesis worthy of further
 study.

 To understand the significance of Aris-
 totle's contribution we should review the

 current state of comic theory. In a com-
 prehensive survey of ancient and modern
 theories of comedy, Duckworth suggests
 that the explanatory principles of superi-
 ority, incongruity, or some combination of
 the two are at the heart of all comic the-

 ory. It is quite true that these two charac-
 teristics, often in close association with
 each other, are to be found in many im-
 portant examples of comedy where the
 audience clearly discerns ludicrous action.
 They are not, however, sufficient to ex-
 plain all forms of comedy, and the impor-
 tant area of comic fantasy will especially
 require an additional key to unlock its se-
 crets. Since superiority and incongruity
 are such important concepts, it will be
 useful to quote Duckworth's description
 of the principal philosophical statements
 of both ideas which, in actuality, are to be
 found originally in the writings of Aristot-
 le, Quintilian, Cicero, and other ancient
 philosophers and critics.

 ( 1984 The Journal of Aesthetics and Art Criticism
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 The ancient theory of scornful laughter, now
 known as the superiority, or derision, or degra-
 dation theory, is usually associated with the
 name of Hobbes, whose famous statement in the
 Leviathan (1,6) is as follows: "Sudden glory is
 the passion which maketh these grimaces called
 LAUGHTER; and is caused either by some sud-
 den act of their own, that pleaseth them; or by
 the apprehension of some deformed thing in an-
 other, by comparison whereof they suddenly ap-
 plaud themselves." The opposing theory-called
 that of contrast, incongruity, or disappoint-
 ment stems from Kant's well-known observa-

 tion that, "Laughter is an affection arising from
 the sudden transformation of a strained expecta-
 tion into nothing." This was developed by Scho-
 penhauer as follows: "The cause of laughter in
 every case is simply the sudden perception of
 the incongruity between a concept and the real
 objects which have been thought through it in
 some relation, and laughter itself is just the ex-
 pression of this incongruity."2

 The most influential modern theories of

 comedy are those of Bergson and Freud,
 and they too are rooted in the anxioms of
 superiority and incongruity, although they
 stress different aspects of the comic enter-
 prise than those which were central to
 earlier discussions.

 In Le Rire,3 Bergson views the subject
 matter of comedy as whatever is rigid, au-
 tomatic, and mechanical in human mental,
 spiritual, and physical behavior. These ri-
 gidities, these automatic responses, these
 mechanizations of the human spirit, all
 subvert the optimum level of human so-
 cial behavior, and for Bergson the pur-
 pose of comedy is to bring the powerful
 admonishing force of laughter to bear on
 this kind of socially disruptive human
 behavior and thus to alter it for the better.

 For Bergson, the basic goal of comedy is
 the correction of such negative behavior
 by the punishing humiliation of laughter,
 which emancipates affected individuals
 from the bonds of rigidity into which they
 have fallen, so that they can respond with
 the flexibility and grace that is inherent in
 their human nature and which is very
 much valued and needed by society in
 general. Thus comedy serves as the in-
 strument of the superior institution of so-
 ciety as it chastises and modifies the
 inferior and incongruous behavior of indi-
 viduals. Bergson's theory functions quite
 well in explaining important comic ele-

 ments in works of social satire and criti-

 cism: such as those by Aristophanes,
 Moliere, Chekov, and Shaw, but it is not
 very helpful in explaining works of comic
 fantasy such as Plautus's Menaechmi and
 Shakespeare's Midsummer Night's
 Dream.

 Freud's principal contribution to comic
 theory is to establish an essential relation-
 ship between comedy and human aggres-
 sive tendencies.4 He sees that much of
 comedy aims at humiliation and degrada-
 tion and this would include not only
 works of social satire, but also other
 kinds of comic expression that would not
 have social correction and improvement
 as their goal, but would simply be mani-
 festations of aggression. Thus Freud pro-
 vides a significant psychoanalytical basis
 for Bergson's "social correction" theory
 of laughter as well as for other forms of
 aggressive comic behavior, but he too
 fails to provide a systematic explanation
 of the essential purpose of the comedy of
 fantasy. It was left to some of his dis-
 ciples in psychoanalytic theory and to
 some literary critics influenced by their
 work to develop a theoretical explanation
 for this branch of comedy.

 It is Erich Segal who has most effec-
 tively expressed the theoretical basis for
 these comedies of fantasy.5 Influenced by
 C. L. Barber's significant insights into
 Shakespeare's "festive comedy," Segal
 identifies all Plautus's work as belonging
 to that genre. He quotes Freud's defini-
 tion of the "festive feeling" as "the lib-
 erty to do what as a rule is prohibited,"
 and he argues that "comedy, likewise, in-
 volves a limited license, a momentary
 breaking of society's rules." Very con-
 vincingly, Segal argues that in societies
 (such as Rome in Plautus's day) in which
 the social order is fixed, powerful, and
 uncompromisingly oppressive, the festive
 comedy with its fantasy expression of re-
 bellion against the real social order serves
 a genuine psychological need. He refers
 to the common scholarly view that the
 late third century B.C. world of Plautus
 was "spartan" and "puritanical," and he
 notes that "early Roman society was dis-
 tinguished for its 'thou shalt not' attitude,

 284
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 which was embodied in a unique series of
 restrictive, moralistic ordinances .. .
 Segal perceives that conformity with these
 ordinances was enforced by the pro-
 foundly held Roman respect for the mos
 maioritm, the body of precedents be-
 queathed by generations past.

 Segal identifies the mos maioriim with
 the Freudian concept of the superego
 which the psychologist A. A. Brill defined
 as "a precipitate of all the prohibitions
 and inhibitions, all the rules which are im-
 pressed upon the child by his parents and
 parental substitutes." Then he calls at-
 tention to the analysis made by the psy-
 chiatrist Ernst Kris of comedy as a
 "holiday for the superego." On the basis
 of these considerations, Segal presents
 the following description of Plautus's
 achievement:

 To a society with a fantastic compulsion for
 hierarchies, order, and obedience, he presents a
 satumalian chaos. To a people who regarded a
 parent's authority with religious awe and could
 punish any infringement with death, Plautus
 presents an audacious irreverence for all elders.
 The atmosphere of his comedy is like that of the
 medieval Feast of Fools (product of another
 highly restrictive society), which some see as
 "providing a safety valve for repressed senti-
 ments which otherwise might have broken their
 bonds more violently." But we need not stress
 the cathartic values of Plautine comedy; we need
 only appreciate the fascination which a flouting
 of the rules would have had for people so bound
 by them in everyday life. This very appeal to
 what Shakespeare called "holiday humor" ac-
 counts in large measure for the unequaled suc-
 cess of Plautus.6

 Segal's analysis clearly fills a large
 vacuum in the theory of comedy, since
 his discussion adequately describes and
 explains the phenomenon of comic fan-
 tasy. He carries his argument too far,
 however, when he asserts that the aim of
 true comedy should be to "banish all
 thought-of mortality and morality. It
 should evoke a laughter which tempo-
 rarily lifts from us the weight of the
 world, whether we call it 'das Unbeha-
 gen,' loathed melancholy, or gravitas."
 Segal's theory, which works so well for
 Plautus and for some works by other
 great comic writers, is not, however,
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 adequate to explain the nature and
 significance of the bitter comedies, the
 comedies of ideas, and the tragicomedies
 that play such an important role in our
 comic tradition.

 We have surveyed the three principles
 which inform our understanding of the na-
 ture of comedy: superiority (involving ag-
 gression), incongruity, and the "holiday
 for the superego." The first two serve
 as explanatory principles for satiric
 comedies, comedies of ideas, and tragi-
 comedies while the third illuminates the
 large literature of comic fantasy. In aes-
 thetics, as in the natural sciences, how-
 ever, we would feel more secure if we
 could construct a unified theory which,
 building on sound but limited insights, es-
 tablishes a comprehensive interpretative
 structure that makes sense of the entire
 universe of data under consideration. I
 would like to suggest that Aristotle ac-
 tually did provide us with such a unified
 theory which transcends the limitations of
 other widely held views of the nature of
 comedy.

 Those who are daunted by the attempt
 to uncover Aristotle's theory of comedy
 from extant material in the Poetics fail to
 realize that in the first five chapters of the
 Poetics, which precede the definition of
 tragedy, both tragedy and comedy are
 treated with almost equal completeness.
 Since Aristotle based his definition of
 tragedy largely on the material of the pre-
 ceding five chapters (it is possible to
 argue that the entire definition is based on
 explicit and implicit references to this ma-
 terial), I suggest that we have an excellent
 chance of also uncovering an equally co-
 gent Aristotelian definition of comedy.

 Aristotle's definition of tragedy is as
 follows:

 Tragedy is, then, an imitation of a noble and
 complete action, having the proper magnitude; it
 employs language that has been artistically en-
 hanced by each of the kinds of linguistic adorn-
 ment, applied separately in the various parts of
 the play; it is presented in dramatic, not narra-
 tive form, and achieves, through the representa-
 tion of pitiable and fearful incidents, the cathar-
 sis of such pitiable and fearful incidents.7
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 For the purpose of our analysis, we iden-
 tify the following components of this
 definition of tragedy: (1) the identification
 of tragedy as a form of mimesis; (2) the
 assertion that the object of tragic mimesis
 is a "noble action" (prakseos spoudaias);
 (3) the indication that tragic mimesis is
 complete and has magnitude; (4) the state-
 ment that tragic mimesis is carried on by
 means of language that has been made
 pleasant in various ways in the different
 parts of the play; (5) the judgment that
 tragic mimesis is presented by actors per-
 forming roles and not by narration; (6) the
 identification of pity and fear as the emo-
 tions essentially concerned with tragic mi-
 mesis: (7) and the identification of cathar-
 sis as the goal of tragic mimesis.

 The first element of the definition of

 tragedy identifies tragedy as a form of mi-
 mesis, and in the same section of the Poet-
 ics where this identification is made (1447
 a 13-16), comedy is also explicitly identi-
 fied as a form of mimesis. In regard to the
 second element of the definition of

 tragedy dealing with the object of imita-
 tion, we know that Aristotle explicitly
 contrasts tragedy to comedy on the basis
 of the fact that tragedy represents noble
 (spoudaioi) human beings and comedy
 those who are ignoble (phauloi) (Poetics,
 1448 b 24-27 and 1449 a 32-34). We note
 that Aristotle identifies the object of tragic
 imitation to be both "noble actions and
 the actions of noble human beings" while
 comedy represents the actions of ignoble
 human beings. Thus Aristotle has placed
 the genres of tragedy and comedy in polar
 opposition to each other in terms of the
 object represented by each of them. The
 third element of the definition is con-

 cerned with the completeness and magni-
 tude of the mimesis. Aristotle deals with

 the specific meaning of the terms "com-
 plete action" and '"action that has magni-
 tude" at Poetics 1450 b 21-1451 a 15, but
 that these terms are meant to be applied
 to both tragedy and comedy is abundantly
 clear from his remarks at Poetics 1448 b
 20-24 and 1449 a 2-14. The statement on
 which the fourth element of the definition
 of tragedy is based, the one which deals
 with adorned language is also the one
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 which attributes the same kind of lan-
 guage to comedy (Poetics 1447 b 23-28).
 The justification for attributing to both
 tragedy and comedy the fifth element of
 the definition, the dramatic character of
 these genres, is found in an explicit state-
 ment at Poetics 1448 a 25-28.

 The material which we have just dis-
 cussed should not be controversial since
 Artistotle has made direct statements that

 apply in strictly analogous ways to both
 tragedy and comedy. When we approach
 the sixth and seventh elements of the
 definition, we are faced with a more diffi-
 cult problem since Aristotle has not pro-
 vided us with the same kind of explicit
 data. We are required in these cases to
 make an extrapolation from existing
 sources of information, but this is a
 process that can be accomplished with a
 very reasonable assurance of correctness.
 We know from the definition of tragedy
 that pity (eleos) and fear (phobos) are the
 essential emotions that must be repre-
 sented in tragedy, and from the Poetics
 1452 b 30-1453 a 12 we learn the condi-

 tions that are required for the generation
 of pity and fear:

 Since the plots of the best tragedies must be
 complex, not simple, and the plot of a tragedy
 must be an imitation of pitiable and fearful inci-
 dents (for this is the specific nature of the imita-
 tion under discussion), it is clear, first of all, that
 unqualifiedly good human beings must not
 appear to fall from good fortune to bad; for that
 is neither pitiable nor fearful; it is. rather, repel-
 lent. Nor must an extremely evil man appear to
 move from bad fortune to good fortune for that
 is the most untragic situation of all because it
 has none of the necessary requirements of
 tragedy: it both violates our human sympathy
 and contains nothing of the pitiable or fearful in
 it. Furthermore, a villainous man should not
 appear to fall from good fortune to bad. For, al-
 though such a plot would be in accordance with
 our human sympathy, it would not contain the
 necessary elements of pity and fear: for pity is
 aroused by someone who undeservedly falls into
 misfortune, and fear is evoked by our recogniz-
 ing that it is someone like ourselves who en-
 counters this misfortune (pity, as I say. arising
 for the former reason, fear for the latter). There-
 fore the emotional effect of the situation just
 mentioned will be neither pitiable nor fearful.
 What is left, after our considerations, is someone
 in between these extremes. This would be a per-
 son who is neither perfect in virtue and justice,
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 nor one who falls into misfortune through vice
 and depravity; but rather, one who succumbs
 through some miscalculation. He must also be a
 person who enjoys great reputation and good
 fortune, such as Oedipus, Thyestes, and other il-
 lustrious men from similar families.

 The hero who is neither morally de-
 praved nor absolutely virtuous, but who is
 in between these extremes and who tends
 toward being better rather than worse is
 the one who fits closely into the require-
 ments set earlier in the Poetics for the
 noble (spoudaios) hero of tragedy. For
 Aristotle, only a hero of this kind can
 evoke the emotions of pity and fear. Now
 we know from the Poetics 1453 a 2-7

 (confirmed by the Rhetoric 1382 a 27-29)
 that Aristotle uses the terms "pity' and
 "fear" in a technical sense to refer to the
 feeling of pain we experience in the face
 of undeserved misfortune. Since comedy
 has been placed in polar opposition to
 tragedy in terms of the object it imitates
 (and the object of mimesis, we must re-
 member, is the determining factor in the
 evocation of pity and fear), we should ex-
 pect that it must be placed in polar oppo-
 sition to tragedy also in terms of the emo-
 tions it evokes. What then are the emo-
 tions that are directly opposed to pity
 (which is the painful emotion that results
 from the recognition of undeserved mis-
 fortune suffered by others) and fear
 (which is the painful emotion that results
 from the recognition of one's own vul-
 nerability to undeserved misfortune)? Ar-
 istotle clearly answers this question in the
 Rhetoric 1386 b 9 when he says, "Espe-
 cially opposed to 'pity' is what we call ne-
 mesan," a term which is commonly ren-
 dered as "indignation." At Rhetoric 1387
 a 26-31, Aristotle tells us that nemesan is
 generated under two specific conditions:

 1. Circumstances involving unjust-
 ified good fortune

 2. Circumstances involving whatever
 is inappropriate or incongruous (me tou
 hamottontos)

 Now our hypothesis is that the emotion,
 nemesan ("indignation"), and the circum-
 stances which generate it, unjustified good
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 fortune and whatever is inappropriate or
 incongruous, are essential characteristics
 of comedy for Aristotle, just as their ex-
 plicitly designated polar opposites, pity
 and fear generated by unjustified bad for-
 tune, are unequivocally identified by him
 as essential characteristics of tragedy.
 What adds further support to this hypoth-
 esis is the fact that the conceptual system,
 nemesan/unjustified good fortune/inap-
 propriate behavior, is very accurately and
 fittingly associated with the phaulos char-
 acter that must be represented, according
 to Aristotle, in comedy.

 Moreover, there is a consistency be-
 tween the hypothesis which we have just
 stated and the important explicit state-
 ments concerning comedy at Poetics 1449
 a 32-37:

 As we have said, comedy is an imitation of baser
 men. These are characterized not by every kind
 of vice but specifically by the "ridiculous,"
 which is a subdivision of the category of "de-
 formity." What we mean by "the ridiculous" is
 some error or ugliness that is painless and has
 no harmful effects. The example that comes im-
 mediately to mind is the comic mask, which is
 ugly and distorted but causes no pain.

 The ridiculous, which Aristotle defines
 above as an error (hamartema) or ugliness
 (aischos) which does not cause pain and
 is not destructive, is clearly related to the
 doctrine of the inappropriate or incongru-
 ous which stands in the Rhetoric, associ-
 ated with nemesan, in polar opposition to
 pity and fear. The ridiculous along with
 its constitutive elements of error and ug-
 liness are certainly inappropriate charac-
 teristics of the spoudaios person and ac-
 tion as well as of the person and action
 that Aristotle would designate as the
 norm. We suggest that what the ridiculous
 (to geloion) characterizes is an important
 special case of "the inappropriate and in-
 congruous": the special case of comedy
 where the errors and ugliness involved
 must be painless.

 We have then argued that a theory of
 comic emotion and comic action, anal-
 ogous to that of tragic emotion and trag-
 ic action, can be discerned in passages
 in the Poetics and the Rhetoric that are
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 fully consistent with each other. In
 comedy, instead of pity and fear, we have
 nemesan, an emotion which must range
 from the savage indignation of Aris-
 tophanes to the muted admonishments
 of Chekhov for whatever is ridiculous
 and inappropriate in human behavior.

 We come now to the final theoretical

 concept that concerns us: comic catharsis.
 There is probably no term in the field of
 literary criticism that has been more dis-
 cussed and debated, interpreted and rein-
 terpreted. For some time now, I have ar-
 gued strenuously against the traditional in-
 terpretations of this concept, purgation
 and purification, because they have no
 basis whatsoever in the argument of the
 Poetics itself, and they make little or no
 aesthetic sense. In their place I have sug-
 gested an intellectual interpretation of the
 term for which there is a compelling inter-
 nal argument in the Poetics.8 In Chapter
 I of that work we are told that all poetry
 is mimesis and in Chapter IV Aristotle ar-
 gues that both the essential purpose and
 the essential pleasure of mimesis are
 deeply rooted in its capacity to generate a
 learning experience. Aristotle uses the
 terms manthanein kai syllogizesthai ("to
 learn and infer") to describe the process
 by which we come to understand the pro-
 found lessons encoded in works of poetry.
 The intellectual thrust of mimesis is fur-

 ther confirmed in Chapter IX where Aris-
 totle tells us that poetry is more philo-
 sophical than history because it aims at
 the expression of universals rather than
 particulars. Since Aristotle explicitly iden-
 tifies the essential goal and pleasure of all
 mimesis as learning, and since the Greek
 word katharsis can mean "clarification,"
 I argue that the internal argument of the
 Poetics demands that we interpret cathar-
 sis as "intellectual clarification." More-
 over, since all mimesis involves learn-
 ing as the essential pleasure, then all
 forms of mimesis, tragic, comic, epic,
 etc., must have their own appropriate ca-
 tharsis. Thus tragic catharsis is the clarifi-
 cation of the pitiable and fearful dimen-
 sions of human existence that are generat-
 ed by the undeserved misfortune of a
 noble hero, while comic catharsis is the

 GOLDEN

 clarification of the "indignation" (neme-
 san) we feel in regard to those incidents
 of unjustified good fortune and those ex-
 amples of inappropriate and incongruous
 behavior in human existence which do not

 cause pain.
 For Aristotle, then, comedy has the fol-

 lowing characteristics: it is the mimesis of
 an ignoble action which is complete and
 has magnitude; it is presented by means
 of language that has been adorned by
 each of the kinds of linguistic adornment
 in the various parts of the work; it is pre-
 sented in a dramatic manner and is not
 narrated; it accomplishes, through the
 representation of incidents which evoke
 our "indignation' (nemesan) the cathar-
 sis, i.e., the intellectual clarification of
 such incidents. Events which evoke our

 "indignation" (nemesan) in a comic con-
 text must meet two specific criteria: (1)
 they must manifest some dimension of un-
 justified good fortune or of inappropriate
 and incongruous behavior; and (2) such
 incidents (which can be described as ex-
 amples of error or ugliness) must be pre-
 sented in such a way that they do not gen-
 erate any painful feelings on the part of
 the audience but are clearly recognized as
 forms of the ridiculous.

 This Aristotelian theory of comedy
 serves as a very productive analytical in-
 strument for understanding the very broad
 range of works included under the desig-
 nation of "comedy.' As my concluding
 point, I would like to call attention to its
 applicability to three very different kinds
 of comedy. Aristophanes' Clouds serves
 as an excellent illustration of Aristotle's

 theoretical pattern for comedy. Until the
 reversal in the final scene, the play is a
 mimesis of the ignoble actions of Strep-
 siades, Pheidippides, and Socrates. Each
 manifestation of ignobility provokes re-
 sponses of indignation in the play's char-
 acters and in its audience until we reach
 the ultimate ignobility of the play, which
 consists in Pheidippides' offer to beat his
 mother as well as his father and to justify
 those actions persuasively on the basis of
 the "Worse Argument" which he has
 learned from Socrates. This climactic
 ignobility and its consequent climactic in-
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 dignation lead, however, to a moment of
 powerful illumination, to a catharsis in the
 intellectual sense. The meaning and "les-
 son" of the Clouds involves Strepsiades'
 final recovery of lost rustic innocence as
 he burns the Phrontisterion, and all it
 stands for, to the ground. The Clouds is
 considerably more than an escape
 mechanism that helps us to forget about
 the real world for an hour or two by offer-
 ing us a fantasy world operating on more
 amiable rules than the real one. The
 Clouds, in its own dramatic action, and in
 its use of the parabasis in which the
 chorus directly addresses the audience, is
 a reminder and evocation of the real
 world, and its goal is to make us see so
 clearly the nature of that real world that
 we will adopt corrective action against the
 follies and stupidities which dominate it.
 What is most interesting about Aristo-
 phanic comedy is how easily it transcends
 the specific historical circumstances
 which nurtured it into existence and ad-
 dresses universal human weakness. Thus
 its aggressive, corrective thrust, which
 Bergson would naturally and rightly em-
 phasize, is subordinated to its capacity to
 illuminate the ignoble dimension of the
 human condition which Aristotle saw as
 the essential goal of comic mimesis.

 When we survey the action of Menand-
 er's Dyskolos, we note again how impor-
 tant a role the Aristotelian concept of ne-
 mesan plays in it. At every step in the de-
 velopment of the plot we see how the
 conduct of the misanthropic Knemon gen-
 erates indignant anger on the part of
 everyone who crosses his path. That in-
 dignation is based on the recognition that
 Knemon's self-imposed exile from human
 society is totally inappropriate to the
 human condition, but the theme is han-
 dled comically and not tragically because
 Menander, proceeding in harmony with
 Aristotle's theory of comedy, prevents
 Knemon's behavior from provoking a
 painful response from the audience. This
 is principally accomplished by weaving a
 farcical framework around the serious
 theme of the work. The play, itself, illu-
 minates for Knemon, and for us, the inap-
 propriateness, the error, the moral ug-
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 liness of radical misanthropy and thus
 achieves the cathartic insight which is the
 goal of all art for Aristotle.

 In Plautus's Menaechmi, equally as
 well as in the Clouds and the Dyskolos,
 we can trace the potent role of comic in-
 dignation (nemesan). The arrogance of
 the resident Menaechmus in betraying
 his wife's interests to his mistress's de-
 sires, and his deep annoyance at hav-
 ing been forced to carry out his civic
 responsibilities when pleasure beckoned,
 evoke comic indignation, as most as-
 suredly does the visiting Menaechmus's
 wholly joyful leap into the game of
 "something for nothing." In this extreme
 farce, an unfettered holiday for the su-
 perego where utter incongruity becomes
 the rule of the day, we still find illumi-
 nated, as Erich Segal has pointed out, the
 deeply felt human need for vicarious es-
 cape from the duties and responsibilities
 which characterize our civic and personal
 lives. Thus Aristotle's comic catharsis is
 turned inward upon ourselves in this play.
 Moreover, in works of farce and fantasy,
 such as the Menaechmi and A Mid-
 summer Night's Dream, a gentle parody,
 a mild nemesan, wryly pervades texts that
 clarify Puck's often substantiated insight:
 "Lord, what fools these mortals be."

 Aristotelian theory illuminates the es-
 sential role played by nemesan and ca-
 tharsis in all forms of comic experience.
 It emerges as a genuinely comprehensive
 view that stresses the unity within come-
 dy's apparent diversity, a unity that has
 been obscured by reliance on various ex-
 planatory principles that have, to be sure,
 certain degrees of validity, but which are
 parochial rather than universal in their ap-
 plication. Aristotle's apologia for tragedy
 and comedy is, then, a consistent argu-
 ment developed in the Poetics and the
 Rhetoric, that affirms imitative art's
 philosophical capacity to create universal
 statements that deeply enrich our under-
 standing of the shadowy and inexplicable
 particulars, noble and ignoble, of human
 existence.

 I Franciscus Robertellus, Explicatio eorum om-
 nium quae ad Comoediae artificium pertinent
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 (Florence, 1548); Jakob Bernays, Erganzung zu Aris-
 toteles' Poetik in Zwei Abhandlungen uber die Aris-
 totelische Theorie des Drama (Berlin, 1880); Lane
 Cooper, An Aristotelian Theory of Comedy (New
 York, 1922).

 2 George Duckworth, The Nature of Roman
 Comedy (Princeton University Press, 1971), pp. 310-
 11.

 3 Henri Bergson, Le Rire (Paris, 1947).
 4 A. A. Brill, ed., The Basic Writings of Sigmund

 Freud (New York, 1938). See especially pages 768
 and 776.

 5 Erich Segal, Roman Laughter: The Comedy of
 Plauttus (Harvard University Press, 1970).

 6 Ibid., pp. 13-14.
 7 Poetics, 1449 b 24-28. This and all other transla-

 tions from the Poetics are taken from the translation

 GOLDEN

 of that text by Leon Golden and 0. B. Hardison,
 Jr., Aristotle's Poetics: A Translation and Commen-
 tary for Students of Literature (University Presses
 of Florida, 1981).
 8 My argument for the clarification theory of ca-

 tharsis is found in the following articles: "Cathar-
 sis," Transactions of the American Philological As-
 sociation, 93 (1962), 51-60; iThe Clarification The-
 ory of Comedy," Hermes, 104 (1976), 437-52; "Epic,
 Tragedy, and Catharsis,' Classical Philology, 71
 (1976), 77-85; "Mimesis and Katharsis,' Classical
 Philology, 64 (1969), 145-53; "The Purgation Theory
 of Catharsis," Journal of Aesthetics and Art
 Criticism, XXXI (1973), 473-79; and "Toward a Def-
 inition of Tragedy," Classical Journal, 72 (1976), 21-
 33.
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