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Introduction 

 “How should we read this?”  This question is the key to unlocking the meaning of any 

text.  It is particularly difficult to answer this question in the case of novels because novels are so 

diverse in both form and subject matter.  It is difficult to tell how we can place such a concise 

work as Emma into the same category as such a meandering work as Don Quixote; or why we 

should compare works with such different subject matter as Madame Bovary and The Adventures 

of Huckleberry Finn.  Another diverse category of text is tragedy.  Though the form of tragedy is 

more regular than the form of novels, the content is just as diverse.  For example, the Bacchae 

displays the unpredictability of the gods’ will while The Libation Bearers demonstrates the 

inevitability of divine vengeance.  When we try to interpret the content of tragedies, we have the 

advantage of guidance from a mind superior to ours.  In Poetics, Aristotle explains for us the 

principles by which we may interpret tragic content.  Tragedies and novels are similar forms of 

art; they both represent action.  Because they are similar, it is not unreasonable to use the 

principles of tragic interpretation as a starting point to discover the principles of novel 

interpretation.   

 For Aristotle, all poetry is imitation.   He says,  

…it is the way with people who tack on ‘poet’ to the name of a metre, and talk of elegiac 
poets and epic poets, thinking that they call them poets not by reason of the imitative 
nature of their work, but generally by reason of the metre they write in.  Even if a theory 
of medicine or physical philosophy be put forth in a metrical form, it is usual to describe 
the writer in this way; Homer and Empedocles, however, have really nothing in common 
apart from their metre; so that, if the one is to be called a poet, the other should be termed 
a physicist rather than a poet. (Aristotle 1447b13) 
 

A metrical treatise on medicine or physics is not poetry because it is not imitative.  Medical and 

physical treatises are not imitative because they represent the way things are rather than the way 

things can be.  In order for representation to be imitation, it must represent possible action.  
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Different kinds of poetry “differ from one another in three ways, either in their means, or in their 

objects, or in the manner of their imitation” (Aristotle  1447a16-17).  During the rest of Poetics, 

Aristotle focuses on modes of imitation, whose objects are actions.  He spends the most time 

explaining tragedy, defining it as  

the imitation of an action that is serious and also, as having magnitude, complete in itself; 
in language with pleasurable accessories, each kind brought in separately in the parts of 
the work; in a dramatic, not in narrative form; with incidents arousing pity and fear, 
wherewith to accomplish its catharsis of such emotions.  (Aristotle 1449b25-28).   
 

 Catharsis is the Greek word for purification.  There are two senses of purification: 

purgation and distillation.  Aristotle does not explain which sense of purification he means when 

he uses the word catharsis; however, it is easy to see that catharsis of fear and pity is not 

purification in the sense of purgation of fear and pity from the audience; audiences do not attend 

tragedies in order to experience fear and pity and thereby get it out of their systems. Catharsis is 

purification in the sense of distillation.  Fear and pity are akin to desire.  Something can be called 

desirable because a particular person desires it, or it may be called desirable because it is in itself 

desirable.  Similarly, fearful and pitiable things are called fearful and pitiable because they are 

feared or pitied by a particular person, or because they are in themselves fearful or pitiable.  

Catharsis purifies fear and pity in the audience by ridding them of fear of things that are not in 

themselves fearful and pity of things that are not in themselves pitiable.  Tragedies do not 

accomplish catharsis in the audience by rotely conditioning them, through the presentation of 

truly fearful and truly pitiable situations, to fear only what is in itself fearful and pity only what 

is in itself pitiable.  Rather, they accomplish catharsis by showing the audience why certain 

things must be fearful or must be pitiable.  The only things that must be fearful or pitiable are 

things that are in themselves fearful or in themselves pitiable.  So when the audience learns why 

something must be fearful or pitiable, they also learn that it is in itself fearful or in itself pitiable.  
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The catharsis that is involved in tragedies, then, is the purification of fear and pity in the 

audience by means of the audience’s learning what is in itself fearful or in itself pitiable.   

 Fear and pity are aroused in different ways: “pity is occasioned by undeserved 

misfortune, and fear by that of one like ourselves” (Aristotle 1453a4-5).  Misfortune is another 

way of saying pain, so pity and fear are both occasioned by pain.  Fear is the anticipation of pain 

for oneself or another.  Pity is pain one experiences on behalf of another because that person is in 

an unjust situation.1 

 The way in which Aristotle compares the other modes of imitations of action to tragedy 

suggests that he thinks tragedy is the perfect form of imitation – that is, it is the most 

comprehensive.  When he compares epic poetry to tragedy he refers the criteria for judging the 

quality of epic poetry to the criteria for judging the quality of tragedy:  

They differ also in their constituents, some being common to both and others peculiar to 
tragedy – hence a judge of good and bad in tragedy is a judge of that in epic poetry also.  
All the parts of an epic are included in tragedy, but those of tragedy are not all of them to 
be found in the epic.  (Aristotle 1449b15-20) 
 
As for poetry which narrates, or imitates by means of versified language, the construction 
of its plots should clearly be like that in a tragedy; they should be based on a single 
action, one that is a complete whole in itself, with a beginning, middle, and end, so as to 
enable the work to produce its own proper pleasure with all the organic unity of a living 
creature. (Aristotle 1459a17-21) 
 

 Tragedy is the perfect form of imitation because it includes everything necessary to 

accomplish the ends of imitation – no more and no less.  The end of imitation is education.  Only 

tragedy accomplishes this end because only tragedy, through the catharsis of fear and pity, can 

teach us how we ought to act.  Fear and pity both have to do with pain; they have the power to 

restrain us from acting.  Pure pity and pure fear restrain us from acting badly. Through catharsis, 
                                                        

1 I will call pain experienced on behalf of another in any situation – just or unjust – sympathy.  According 
to this definition of sympathy, all pity is sympathy, but not all sympathy is pity.  Catharsis of pity, then, 
includes the distinguishing of pity and unqualified sympathy.   
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we come to understand what is truly fearful and truly pitiable, and therefore learn how we ought 

to act.   

 Only tragedy can imitate an action in such a way as to insure the audience’s identification 

with it. Every human action is the result of a single choice.  Because tragedies imitate single 

human actions, they imitate single human choices.  The isolation of the choice imitated in a 

tragedy allows the members of the audience to see it as a choice they might make.  This is not 

possible with other forms of imitation because their objects are series of choices. For example, 

the Odyssey is an imitation of a series of Odysseus’ actions, or an imitation of his life.  None of 

the members of the Odyssey’s audience can see Odysseus’ life as a life they might lead.  

Members of the audience might see the individual choices that Odysseus makes as choices they 

could make, so long as the choices are presented in isolation.  When taken as part of a series, 

however, the choices that Odysseus makes lose their instructive value.  The audience get caught 

up in the grand sweep of the epic.  They turn their attention towards wondering what Odysseus 

will do next, rather than contemplating the consequences of any single action.    Creon’s choice 

to ignore everyone’s advice in Antigone, on the other hand, is a choice that the members of 

Antigone’s audience could be in the position to make.   

 Because tragedy is the perfect form of imitation, its function is also included in the 

function of other forms of imitation.  Aristotle says that the plot of a tragedy “must imitate 

actions arousing fear and pity, since that is the distinctive function of this kind of imitation” 

(Aristotle 1452b32-33).  So, in order for something to be considered a tragedy, its object of 

imitation must be an action that arouses fear and pity.  This does not mean modes of imitation 

with the same objects as tragedy (i.e. actions that arouse fear and pity) do not instigate the 

catharsis of fear and pity; on the contrary, if they are done well, they must.  Since the catharsis 
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of fear and pity is the proper end of tragedy, other forms of poetic imitation must somehow go 

beyond catharsis of fear and pity; they must have something added to the fear and pity that they 

arouse.  Otherwise, they would only be less effective variations of tragedy.  In non-tragic forms 

of imitation, catharsis of fear and pity is either a means to their end or complementary to their 

end.   

 Among the different kinds of poetic imitation, Aristotle includes “an art which imitates 

by language alone” (Aristotle 1447b7-8).  Such an art did not actually exist in Ancient Greece 

(Else 32).  However, novels, like tragedy, imitate action.  Serious novels (as opposed to 

humorous or satirical ones) arouse fear and pity in the audience, and induce the catharsis of these 

emotions, though the novelist’s ultimate aim is not necessarily catharsis of fear and pity.  An 

indication that the end of a novel is something other than the catharsis of fear and pity is the 

presence in novels of an element not present in tragedies – the narrator’s thought.  In most 

novels, the narrator supplies the audience with opinions about the novel’s characters, events, and 

world.  For example, in Jane Austen’s Emma, the narrator makes a judgment about Emma’s 

character:  

The real evils indeed of Emma’s situation were the power of having rather too much her 
own way and a disposition to think a little too well of herself; these were the 
disadvantages which threatened alloy to her many enjoyments.  (Austen 27).   
 

In this observation, the narrator directly lets the audience know that Emma’s situation is mildly 

fearful.  If Emma were a drama, this is something the audience would have to figure out for 

themselves.  Since the narrator has already expressed for the audience what is fearful, the 

audience can focus their intellectual energies on something other than fear and pity.  This is not 

to say that novels do not bring about catharsis, but only that catharsis is not the sole effect of the 
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audience’s reflection on the events of the plot.  Through the narrator’s thought, the novel 

presents an opinion about the world, and invites the audience to consider this opinion.   

 Early in Poetics Aristotle says that works of imitation are delightful because as one 

beholds the imitation “one is at the same time learning – gathering the meaning of things” 

(Aristotle 1448b15) and “to be learning something is the greatest of pleasures not only to the 

philosopher but also to the rest of mankind, however small their capacity for it” (Aristotle 

1448b15).  This implies that the end of every imitation is to teach.  Different kinds of imitation 

ultimately differ in what they teach.  Tragedies teach their audiences to recognize what is in itself 

fearful or in itself pitiable through catharsis.  Novels also teach what is truly fearful and truly 

pitiable, but they use this knowledge to teach something else as well.   

 In order to discover what novels teach, I will compare Sophocles’ Antigone and Leo 

Tolstoy’s War and Peace.  I choose to compare these two works because they have similar 

characters.  Since every action presupposes an agent, and novels and tragedies are both 

imitations of action, character is the obvious starting point for an investigation into the ultimate 

aims of novels and tragedies.  Aristotle says “it is the action in it, i.e. its plot, that is the end and 

purpose of tragedy” (Aristotle 1450a22).  Nevertheless, in any study of a particular tragedy, we 

must start with character because, every action presupposes an agent.  In order to understand the 

plot, we must understand the characters.  Some characters cannot perform certain actions.  They 

would not be in the position to make certain choices.  Haemon, for example, could never be in 

the position of either Creon or Antigone because he is both fortunate and has a strong character.  

Comparing a novel and a tragedy with parallel characters will make this investigation less 

difficult and more conclusive.   
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 There are three ways in which a tragedy or novel may be considered best: it may be the 

best crafted, the most instructive, or the most beloved.   Antigone is not the best-crafted tragedy, 

nor is War and Peace the best-crafted novel.  Aristotle says that the actions of Haemon and 

Creon are “untragic” (Aristotle 1453b39-1454a1).  Tolstoy does not call War and Peace a novel, 

but says that War and Peace “is more similar to a novel or a tale than to anything else” (Tolstoy 

“Drafts for an Introduction to War and Peace” 1089).  The fact that Antigone and War and Peace 

are inconsistent with the ideally crafted tragedy and the ideally crafted novel is not important.  

Both have the most essential characteristic of each form of imitation.  They both instigate 

catharsis.   

Part 1: Catharsis in Antigone 

 In order to understand how catharsis of fear and pity happens in Antigone and War and 

Peace, we must first pinpoint the objects of our fear and pity in each work.  Since “pity is 

occasioned by undeserved misfortune” (Aristotle 1453a4), the object of pity is a character in an 

unjust situation.  Since fear is occasioned by the misfortune “of one like ourselves” (Aristotle 

1453a5), the object of fear is a character in a painful situation in which the audience can imagine 

themselves.  The object of fear need not be a character for whom the audience cares.  It is only 

necessary that the character make a mistake that puts him in a painful situation that is also 

believable.   

 In Antigone, we pity Antigone because she is treated so unjustly.  There are two kinds of 

unjust situations.  In the first, one is denied something to which one is entitled.  In the second, 

one is given something to which one is not entitled.  Antigone’s world is fundamentally unjust in 

the second sense.  This is apparent in her first speech: 

Sister, closest of kindred, Ismene’s self, do you know of any evil among those which 
stem from Oedipus, that Zeus is not brining to pass for us while we live?  For there is no 



Liberty  9 

pain, no calamity, no shame, no dishonour, that I have not seen among your miseries and 
mine.  (Sophocles 1-6) 

 
Antigone did not earn her position as a child of incest, but the pain, calamity, shame and 

dishonor of which she complains are the necessary consequences of Oedipus’ pollution.  The 

situation into which Antigone is born is inherently miserable, but Antigone does not deserve this 

misery because neither does she do anything to incur it, nor does her character merit it.  Only 

ignoble characters merit misfortune.  Antigone is noble precisely because she refuses to conform 

to ignoble circumstances.  In refusing to accept another calamity, Antigone overcomes her 

ignoble birth.  She shows that, in spite of her birth into a disaster of a family, she is capable of 

behaving virtuously with regard to her family members.  Her decision to bury Polynices no 

matter the consequences is motivated by reason.  She says, “I know that I am pleasing whom I 

am chiefly bound to please” (Sophocles 89).  Though she was born into disorder, she is able to 

order her own actions rightly.  She knows that it is better to bury her brother and suffer 

punishment from Creon rather than “be guilty of dishonouring the things that the gods honour” 

(Sophocles 76-77).  Because of her noble character, Antigone does not deserve the misfortune 

that she suffers.   

 Creon also treats her unjustly.  His action puts her into a situation in which she must 

accrue blame: 

Eteocles, they say, he has laid beneath the earth with due observance of propriety and 
custom, to be honoured by the dead below.  But as for the wretched corpse of Polynices, 
they say that Creon has proclaimed to the townsfolk that no one may lay him in a tomb or 
mourn for him; they must leave him unwept, unburied, a delightful treasure-house for the 
birds which will gaze upon him as their welcome prey.  Such they say, is the edict which 
the good Creon has pronounced for you and me – for me, I tell you – and he is coming 
here to proclaim this explicitly to those who do not know it. (Sophocles 21-35) 

 
Because of Creon’s edict, Antigone must either neglect her duties to her brother or betray the 

city.  As a resident of Thebes, Antigone deserves the protection of the city and the city’s ruler.  
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This protection includes the assurance that she will be allowed to carry out right relations with 

her family members.  In preventing her from burying Polynices, Creon deprives Antigone of the 

city’s protection.  He is therefore unjust towards Antigone.   

 Antigone is the only character who is able to command our pity because she is the only 

moral hero2 in the play; that is, she is more excellent than the members of the audience.  

Antigone is admirable because she does not lack the resolve to do something that most people 

lack the resolve to do, and the thing she resolves to do is an admirable action.  We therefore see 

her as better than us.  Antigone’s status as the only moral hero makes her the only character able 

to command pity, because moral heroes are the only characters who could possibly be in 

situations of unmerited misfortune.  A character who is worse than the audience could not be in a 

situation of unmerited misfortune because they most likely merit whatever misfortune they 

accrue.  Characters who are just as good as the audience are never seen to be in situations of 

unmerited misfortune.  They are either not in situations of misfortune, or if they are in such 

situations, they conform to them.   

 Ismene cannot be pitied because she is a coward.  She refuses to act.  When she is trying 

to persuade Antigone against burying Polynices, she says: 

We must rather bear in mind, first that we are women, not meant to fight against men; 
then that we are ruled by those who are stronger, and so must obey in these things, and in 
things yet worse than these.  I, therefore, shall ask those below the earth to pardon me, 
seeing that this is forced upon me, and shall obey those who have authority.  For there is 
no sense in acting beyond our limits. (Sophocles 61-67) 
 

When Antigone accuses her of dishonoring the gods, Ismene makes a lame excuse, saying, “I do 

not dishonour them, but I have no means of acting in defiance of the citizens” (Sophocles 78-79).  

She is like Antigone in that she did not earn her position, but she is unlike Antigone in that she 

                                                        

2 As opposed to a technical hero, or protagonist.   
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thoroughly merits her misfortunes.  In refusing to act rightly, Ismene conforms herself to her 

shameful situation; she shows herself to be a shameful person.  Ismene’s situation, though 

miserable, is just.  We cannot pity her because pity is occasioned by unjust situations.   

 Creon is a tyrant.  He is convinced that he, and no one else, knows what is best for the 

city.  When a guard describes the state of Polynices’ body after Antigone has attempted to bury 

it, the Chorus suggests that it was “the work of the gods”  (Sophocles 278-279).  Creon responds, 

rather obtusely,  

Stop before your words quite fill me with wrath, or you will be exposed as no less foolish 
than old.  For your words are intolerable when you say the gods are concerned for this 
corpse.  Did they bury him because they held him as a benefactor – a man who came to 
burn their colonnaded temples, their votive offerings and their land, and to scatter its laws 
to the winds? Or do you see the gods honoring the wicked? It is impossible. (280-289) 
   

Here, Creon assumes that the gods agree with him.  Creon also believes that loyalty to one’s city, 

which includes obedience to the city’s ruler, is the highest virtue.  He says: 

…any man who acts rightly within his household will also be seen to do his duty in the 
city.  And I would rely on this man both to rule well and to submit willingly to being 
ruled, and, when stationed in the storm of battle, to remain a loyal and brave comrade to 
the man at his side.  But whoever transgresses, violating the laws or planning to dictate to 
his rulers, this man can win no praise from me.  No, anyone whom the city may set in 
office must be obeyed in matters great and small, just and less just.  For there is no 
greater evil than disobedience: it is this that destroys cities, this that makes homes 
desolate, this that breaks up allied ranks in rout.  But when men succeed, it is obedience 
that most often saves their lives.  (Sophocles 661-676) 
 

The combination of this belief with the assumption that his will is in accordance with the will of 

the gods begets in Creon the conviction that he can do no wrong.  He therefore confuses his duty 

to rule the city well with his privilege as a ruler.  This is evident in an exchange with his son, 

Haemon: 

CREON: Shall men of my age be taught wisdom by one of his? 
HAEMON: Nothing that is not right; and, if I am young, you should consider my actions, 
not my age. 
CREON: Is it an ‘action’ to honour those who misbehave? 
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HAEMON: I would not urge that one should show honour to the wicked.   
CREON: Is she not afflicted with that malady?   
HAEMON: The community of this city of Thebes says no. 
CREON: Shall the city tell me what orders to give? 
HAEMON: You see? You sounded all too young in saying that.   
CREON: Must I rule this land to please anyone but myself?  
HAEMON: It is no city that belongs to one man.   
CREON: Is the city not held to belong to its ruler? 
HAEMON: You would do well as monarch of a desert. (Sophocles 726-739) 
 

Here, it is clear that Creon sees himself as above the city, rather than a part of it.  This attitude 

may be the result in a mistake in reasoning.  If that were the case, then Creon would be pitiable 

because his tyranny would be an accident of an intellectual flaw, rather than the manifestation of 

a moral flaw; however, in the next part of this exchange, it is clear that Creon has a moral flaw as 

well.  He is bent on getting his own way.  Rather than argue against Haemon’s last comment, he 

changes the subject.  Every time Haemon makes a point that Creon cannot answer, Creon 

changes the subject rather than submit to Haemon’s argument: 

CREON: It seems that he is fighting on the woman’s side. 
HAEMON: If you are a woman.  It is you that I care for. 
CREON: You utter villain, putting your father on trial! 
HAEMON: Do I not see you at fault in what is right? 
CREON: Am I at fault in upholding my authority?  
HAEMON: You are not upholding it when you trample on the prerogatives of the gods.   
CREON:  You vile character, giving way to a woman! 
HAEMON: Well, you will never find me giving way to what is shameful. 
CREON: All your words, at least, are for her sake. 
HAEMON: And for your sake and mine and that of the gods below. 
CREON: You woman’s slave, do not cajole me! 
HAEMON: Do you wish to speak and then hear no reply? 
CREON: You can never marry while she lives. (Sophocles 740-749, 756-757, 750) 
 

Creon’s moral flaw is that he wishes “to speak and then hear no reply” (Sophocles 757).  He 

refuses to listen to reason.  As a result of Creon’s intellectual and moral shortcomings, Creon 

brings misfortune on himself, so he cannot be pitied. 
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 Haemon, though admirable, is not heroic because, in trying to correct Creon, he only does 

what any dutiful citizen or son ought to do; he does nothing remarkable.  In his attempt to correct 

Creon, Haemon performs a duty to which nothing stands as an obstacle.  So far as the audience 

can tell, Haemon does not have a distinctive character.  We cannot tell much about Haemon’s 

character because we do not have access to his deliberation.  Since we know nothing about 

Haemon’s character, we cannot call him excellent.  The most we can say about Haemon is that 

his thought is correct, and that his actions appear to be consistent with his thought.  Because we 

cannot tell for sure whether or not Haemon is excellent, we cannot say for sure whether his 

situation is unjust.  For example, we cannot be sure whether Haemon’s suicide is motivated by 

rage or by a reasoned unwillingness to live in a polluted city.  The justice of Haemon’s situation 

is not objectively certain.  Individual members of the audience may have different ideas about 

whether his situation is just or not.  Since this is the case, any pity the members of the audience 

feel for him is dependent on each audience member’s predisposition.  Therefore, Haemon’s 

situation is not in itself pitiable.   

 The catharsis of fear and pity in Antigone is effected through a change in the audience’s 

attitude towards its characters.  In this play, Sophocles uses the Chorus as a guide to 

understanding the action. An ideal audience will share the Chorus’ attitudes.  Antigone ends up 

being the character for whom the audience cares, but she does not start out this way; she is noble, 

but her nobility is not immediately apparent.  In his first speech, Creon gives his reasons for 

forbidding the burial of Polynices’ body: 

It is impossible to gain full knowledge of any man’s character, mentality and judgement 
until he is seen practiced in rule and law-giving.  For to me a man who, governing a 
whole city, does not employ the best counsels, but keeps his mouth shut through some 
fear, seems, and has always seemed, the worst of men; and one who considers a friend 
more important than his country I regard as worthless.  For I – let Zeus, who sees all 
things always, be my witness – would not be silent if I saw ruin rather than deliverance 
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coming upon the citizens, nor would I ever regard my country’s enemy as my friend, 
knowing that it is our country that preserves us, and it is only while she remains upright, 
as we sail upon her, that we make our friends.  (Sophocles 175-190) 
 

Here Creon justifies his edict forbidding Polynices’ burial.  He is not unreasonable.  The Chorus 

expresses the same opinion in their speech on mankind: 

Respecting the laws of the land and the right of oaths sworn by the gods, he is a man of a 
lofty city; cityless is he who recklessly devotes himself to evil.  Never may he be a guest 
at my hearth or a sharer of my thoughts, who does these things.  (Sophocles 366-375).   
 

We can be sure that this statement is not the chorus’ attempt to flatter Creon because he is not on 

stage at this point.  Either Creon’s speech has persuaded them, or they have developed this 

opinion on their own.   

  In light of Creon’s and the Chorus’ reasoning, Antigone seems to be a character who 

should be feared.  When Antigone buries her brother, she undermines the city’s authority.  It is 

true that Antigone’s actions would have been helpful to the city had they been allowed because 

they satisfy the will of the gods.  However, her motivation in burying her brother is not to save 

the city from Creon’s foolishness.  Rather than argue against Creon’s reasoning, she simply 

rejects it.  When she explains herself to Creon, she does not mention any concern she has for the 

city: 

…it was not Zeus who proclaimed that edict to me, nor did that Right who dwells with 
the gods below lay down such laws for mankind; and I did not suppose that your decrees 
had such power that you, a mortal, could outrun the gods’ unwritten and unfailing rules.  
For their life is not of today and yesterday but for ever, and no one knows when they first 
appeared.  (Sophocles 450-460) 

 
She is wholly occupied with making sure she does not displease the gods.   She does not try to 

overthrow Creon, but disobeys his laws because they prevent her from performing her duty to 

her brother.  She accepts the consequences of her decision without trying to change Creon’s 

mind.  When he attempts to chastise her for insolence she says:  
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Do you want to do anything more than take me and kill me…Then why do you delay? 
There is nothing in your words that pleases me, and may there never be!  And mine are 
no less displeasing to you. (Sophocles 497-501).   
 

At this point, Antigone is an object of fear for both the Chorus and for Creon.  They see her 

apparent lack of care for the city as a threat to their security.  After Antigone’s first speech to 

Creon, the Chorus says that she has “a fierce spirit inherited from a fierce father”  (Sophocles 

471-472).  The Greek word translated as “fierce” here is omos, which can also be translated as 

raw, savage, rude, cruel, or rough.  Clearly the Chorus sees Antigone as a person who causes 

horror.  If the audience is persuaded by Creon’s first speech, they will share this sense of horror 

at Antigone’s character. 

 After Creon’s conversation with Ismene, the Chorus reflects on the nature of the situation 

of Ismene and Antigone’s family.  Clearly, the Chorus recognizes that their situation is 

unrelentingly painful.  The Chorus first makes a general observation about the nature of divine 

action: 

Happy are they whose life has not a taste of evils.  For, when the gods make a house to 
tremble, all manner of disaster attends its members, visiting the whole company of the 
race; just as the swell of the open sea, when it runs before a cruel Thracian wind across 
the Stygian depths, churns the black sand from the bottom, and the cliffs to leeward roar 
with pain at the storm.  (Sophocles 583-593) 
 

They then apply this observation to Antigone’s family: 

 Ancient are the sorrows that I see in the house of children of Labdacus, sorrows falling 
on dead men’s sorrows.  One generation does not release another; a god overthrows it, 
and it has no deliverance.  For now that light which was spread over the last root in the 
house of Oedipus is being cut down by the bloody knife of the gods below – by folly of 
speech and Fury of the mind.  (Sophocles 583-603) 
 

This reflection by the Chorus allows the audience to begin to sympathize with Antigone.  They 

do not present an argument, but merely express the opinion that Antigone is in an undesirable 

situation.  The way they express this opinion produces an emotional response in the audience.  In 
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particular, the comparison of the gods’ action to a sea storm effectively portrays the hopelessness 

of Antigone’s situation, and allows the audience to participate in her pain by recognizing that her 

situation is not one in which they would like to be.  At this point, the Chorus and the audience 

are disposed to pity Antigone.  They do not fully pity her because their sympathy for her is 

merely emotional.  Pity requires the combination of emotional realization of another’s pain with 

an understanding that the other person is in an unjust situation.  The Chorus and audience do not 

yet have this understanding.   

 In the last part of the Chorus’ reflection, they make a comment that shows they are 

beginning to doubt Creon: 

(For far-ranging hope is a boon to many men, but to many a delusion born of thoughtless 
desires.)  It comes to one who knows nothing until he burns his foot on hot fire.  Wisely 
has the famous saying been revealed from some source, that one day the bad seems good 
to a man when a god is leading his mind to disaster.  For the briefest time does he live 
without disaster. (Sophocles 615-625) 

 
 The Chorus is not talking about Antigone here because Antigone is not in a position to mistake 

bad (to kakon) for good (esthlon).3  Her decision to bury her brother is not esthlos because it 

results in her death; on the other hand, the decision not to bury her brother would not be esthlos 

because it would have incurred the wrath of the gods.4  This comment by the Chorus serves to 

introduce the possibility that Creon’s line of reasoning may be wrong.  It removes the audience’s 

intellectual bias towards Creon by giving them a reason to doubt him.  With this prejudice 

removed, the audience is free to judge whether Antigone’s misfortune is merited or not.   

 Sophocles persuades the audience that Creon has been unjust towards Antigone through 

the exchange between Creon and Haemon.  It confirms the Chorus’ doubts about Creon’s 

                                                        

3as Subst., ἐσθλά goods: absol., ἐσθλόν good luck (Liddell and Scott 274); also, the Chorus uses aner, not 
anthropos.    
4 In other words, Antigone is SOL from the beginning.  



Liberty  17 

credibility by exposing his moral and intellectual flaws.  As we have already seen, Creon’s moral 

flaw is that he wishes “to speak and then hear no reply” (Sophocles 757).  Creon’s moral flaw 

creates an intellectual flaw.  When Creon rhetorically asks Haemon if Antigone is not wicked, 

Haemon responds, “The community of this city of Thebes says no” (Sophocles 733).  In refusing 

to heed the wisdom of the city, Creon undermines his own premise that “it is our country that 

preserves us” (Sophocles 189).  At the end of this scene, the Chorus interprets what has 

happened: 

Love unconquered in battle, Love, despoiler of wealth; you who pass your nights on a 
girl’s soft cheeks, who range across the seas and through shepherds lonely dwellings; no 
immortal can escape you, nor any among short-lived men; and your possessor runs mad.  
By you even the righteous have their minds perverted to crime for their ruin; and it is you 
who have stirred up the kindred strife between these men.  Victorious is the enticement 
that gleams in the eyes of a nubile bride, enticement enthroned in power beside the 
mighty laws for irresistible blows are dealt by the goddess Aphrodite.  (Sophocles 781-
800)  

 
Here, the Chorus seems to blame the argument between Haemon and Creon on Haemon’s 

passion for Antigone.  This would mean that the Chorus remains unpersuaded by Haemon’s 

criticism of Creon.  However, when Antigone is brought onto the scene again, the Chorus clearly 

pities her: 

And now at this sight even I am carried beyond due limits, and can no longer restrain my 
welling tears, as I see Antigone passing into the bridal chamber that is the resting place 
for all.  (Sophocles 800-805) 

 
The fact that the Chorus has such a strong reaction to Antigone suggests that they were 

persuaded by Haemon’s criticism.  Their commentary on the scene cannot be entirely critical of 

Haemon, but must also express the Chorus’ disillusion with Creon.   The key lines are “By you 

even the righteous have their minds perverted to crime for their ruin” (Sophocles 791-792).  As 

yet, Haemon has not done anything that can be considered a crime.  Creon, on the other hand, 

though he is the lawgiver of Thebes, may be considered to be on the verge of committing a crime 
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against the city in his actions towards Antigone and his refusal to listen to the wisdom of the city.  

In their commentary, then, the Chorus express their recognition of Creon’s injustice, and their 

reaction to Antigone signals the audience that Antigone is a character who is to be pitied.  In the 

following scene between the Chorus and Antigone, Sophocles ensures that his audience will pity 

Antigone through the exhibition of the Chorus’ attitude towards her, and through Antigone’s 

explication of her suffering.   

 The exchange between Antigone and the Chorus is a series of Antigone’s complaints 

answered by the Chorus’ attempts to comfort her.  In her first comment, Antigone expresses her 

regret that she will die unmarried.  The Chorus answers her with praise:  

Have you not, then, won renown and praise as you depart for that cavern of death?  You 
were not struck down with deadly sickness nor paid out with the wages of the sword; you 
alone among mortals will descend by your own law, alive to the house of Hades…it is a 
great thing for a dead woman even to have it said that she shared the fate of demigods in 
life and afterwards in death.  (Sophocles 817-838) 

 
The Chorus’ praise of Antigone shows the audience that she is noble.  With the recognition of 

Antigone’s nobility, the audience should feel pity for her; however, any pity they have for her is 

not yet purified.  Their pity is not yet purified because it is not yet defined.  In order for the 

audience’s pity to be purified, they must understand why Antigone is noble and why Creon’s 

treatment of her is unjust.  As we have seen in our examination of Antigone’s character, 

Antigone is noble because she refuses to conform to ignoble circumstances; therefore she does 

not merit the pain that comes from her situation.  For Sophocles’ audience, this point must be 

explicitly defined in the interaction between the Chorus and Antigone because, as we have seen, 

Antigone is not immediately an object of admiration.  Sophocles makes this point explicit in the 

following exchange: 
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CHORUS: Advancing to the limit of daring, you stumbled with your foot, child, against 
the high pedestal of Right.  But perhaps your ordeal is the payment of a debt from you 
father. 
ANTIGONE: You touch on my most painful thought, recalling my manifold grief for my 
father and for the entire destiny that adheres to us, the famous house of Labdacus. Ah, the 
calamity of a mother’s bed, the ill-fated mother’s incestuous embraces with my father – 
from what parents was I born, their wretched daughter!  To them I go thus accursed, 
unwedded, to share their home.  Ah, my brother, maker of a fatal marriage, in your death 
you have destroyed me while I yet live.   
(Sophocles 853-85) 
 

Here, it is evident that the Chorus has not yet completely abandoned Creon’s line of reasoning, 

though they may doubt him.  They say that Antigone has “stumbled…against the high pedestal 

of Right” (Sophocles 854-855) because Creon’s edict stopped her from successfully upholding 

her honor by burying her brother.  According to them, Antigone’s action is blamable because it is 

unlawful.  The Chorus tries to comfort Antigone and rationalize the incongruity between 

Antigone’s apparently noble character and apparent disloyalty by suggesting that her “ordeal is a 

payment of a debt” (Sophocles 855) from Oedipus.  In her response, Antigone does not reject 

this suggestion, but expands upon it.  According to Antigone, her life is tainted by her birth to 

incestuous parents.  Because of her parents, Antigone’s very existence is ignoble; she can do 

nothing to lift herself out of her family’s situation.  Antigone’s response to the Chorus shows the 

audience that she knows that no action of hers can cleanse her of Oedipus’ pollution.  If the 

audience is paying attention, they understand that any action Antigone takes will bring her 

more pain.  Since pain normally restricts action, one would expect Antigone not to act at all.  

Antigone is noble because pain does not stop her from acting rightly.  At this point, the 

audience pities Antigone because Antigone is noble, but, if Creon is also right, she cannot be 

rewarded for her nobility.   

 The audience comes to understand why Creon’s behavior towards Antigone is unjust 

when Antigone explains her reasons for burying Polynices: 
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…to right-thinking people, I did right to honour you.  For never, if I had been the mother 
of children, or if my husband had been mouldering in death, would I have taken on this 
task in defiance of the citizens.  To what law do I defer in saying this?  My husband being 
dead, I could have another, and a child by another man if I had lost a child; but, as my 
mother and father are hidden away in the house of Hades, no brother could ever be born 
again.  Such was the law by which I singled you out for honour; but to Creon I seemed to 
be doing wrong in this and acting as a reckless criminal, my own brother…And what 
divine law have I transgressed?  Why should I look to the gods any more in my misery – 
what ally should I invoke – when for my piety I stand convicted as impious?  (Sophocles 
904-924) 
 

Antigone buried her brother in order to avoid committing an injustice for which she could not 

atone.  Creon’s behavior towards Antigone is unjust because he put her into a situation in which 

she must appear impious.  Antigone’s burial of Polynices appears impious because it breaks the 

law of the city and the gods supposedly have care for the city’s well-being; on the other hand, 

Antigone’s neglect of her brother would also be impious.  At this point, the audience’s pity for 

Antigone is purified because they understand why Antigone’s situation is unjust.   

 Antigone is not the protagonist of Antigone.  She does not undergo a reversal of fortune, 

and she does not make a discovery.  The play does not imitate Antigone’s action; it imitates 

Creon’s.  Antigone’s decision to bury her brother happens offstage and is the occasion for 

Creon’s action.  Therefore, any change in the audience’s attitude towards Creon is linked to a 

change in attitude towards Antigone.  At first Creon is a fearful character because he is a tyrant.  

He is the occasion for our fear, but not necessarily worthy of it.  He is only fearful so far as he 

can cause harm.  This is evident in his interactions with other characters.  For example, the guard 

who tells Creon that someone has tried to bury Polynices prefaces his message with this 

disclaimer: “I want first to tell you my own part.  I neither did the deed or saw who did it, and it 

would not be right for me to come to harm” (Sophocles 238-240).  The guard is clearly afraid of 
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Creon’s temper.  As he leaves Creon, he says, “I have been saved beyond my hope and 

expectation, and owe the gods much gratitude” (Sophocles 330-331).   

 The Chorus also fears Creon, but their fear is more complex than the guard’s.  The 

Chorus fears Creon because of the combination of his imprudence and power.  As we have seen, 

he does not listen to any suggestion that he is being unreasonable because he is too concerned 

with staying in power.  He does not even listen to Tiresias’ prophecy on his own.  When Tiresias 

tells him “it is your counsel that has brought this sickness on the city” (Sophocles 1015), Creon 

refuses to believe him.  When Tiresias tells him “you will not accomplish many rapid cycles of 

the sun before you have rendered up an offspring from your own loins, a corpse for a corpse” 

(Sophocles 1064-1067), he cannot bring himself to believe what Tiresias says.  When the Chorus 

expresses alarm at Tiresias’ prophecy, Creon admits that he too is worried, but does not want to 

believe the prophecy.  He says, “I know it too and my mind is troubled.  To yield is terrible, but 

it is a terrible prospect to stand firm and so bring down the blows of ruin upon my spirit” 

(Sophocles 1095-1097).  Since Creon cannot make up his mind about the prophecy, he cannot 

act on it.  The Chorus must tell him what to do.  It is only after his son and wife die that he 

understands that his will is contrary to the gods’ will.  At this point, the Chorus fears Creon 

because the combination of imprudence and authority in him give him the ability to destroy the 

city.  This fear of Creon is not pure because Creon is not in himself fearful.  The Chorus does not 

fear Creon himself, but the destruction he is about to bring to the city.  The audience may be able 

to recognize that Creon is fearful in this respect, but they do not necessarily participate in the 

Chorus’ fear.   

 After Creon hears Tiresias’ prophecy, the Chorus ceases to fear Creon because the 

prophecy renders him powerless.  The object of the Chorus’ fear therefore switches from Creon 
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to the situation that he is in.  Sophocles presents this situation in the Messenger’s first speech to 

the Chorus: 

Creon was enviable once, by my reckoning: he had saved this land of Cadmus from its 
enemies, had gained absolute sovereignty over the realm, and governed it, while blessed 
as the father of noble children.  And now all has been lost.  For when a man forfeits his 
pleasure, I do not count him as living; I regard him as a breathing corpse.  (Sophocles 
1161-1167) 
 

The Chorus expresses fear evoked by the Messenger’s remarks when they respond, “O prophet, 

how true your words have proved!” (Sophocles 1178).  The situation that Creon is in is fearful 

for the Chorus and the audience because it is a situation that they could be in; anyone could 

possibly “forfeit his pleasure”.  This statement by the Messenger is so vague that it alienates no 

one.  It forces the audience to participate in the Chorus’ fear of the situation.  However, this fear 

is not yet purified because the manner in which Creon “forfeits his pleasure” is not yet defined.  

In order for their fear of Creon’s situation to be pure, the audience must understand why Creon’s 

situation is fearful, and such an understanding requires knowledge of what exactly the situation 

is.   

 Sophocles achieves the catharsis of fear by means of exposition of Creon’s situation in 

the remainder of Antigone.  After Creon learns that his son and wife have both killed themselves, 

he remarks: 

Aiai aiai, my spirit leaps with fear!  Why has someone not struck me to the heart with a 
two-edged sword?  Miserable that I am, aiai, and steeped in miserable anguish…Omoi 
moi, this can never be removed from my guilt and assigned to any other man.  It was I, it 
was I who killed you, I, truth to tell.  Io, servants, lead me with all speed, lead me out of 
sight, a man whose existence is nothing!  (Sophocles 1306-1325).   

 
Here, the audience learns how exactly Creon forfeits his pleasure.  He now stands in the same 

relation to his wife and son in which Antigone would have stood had she not buried Polynices.  

He has committed injustices – against Antigone and against his family – for which he cannot 
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atone.  Creon is unjust towards Antigone in that he deprives her of the city’s protection; he is 

unjust towards his family in that he fails to look out for their concerns.  Both injustices are linked 

to Creon’s failure to recognize that his will is not consistent with the gods’ will.  Up until he 

hears Tiresias’ prophesy, Creon is convinced that he runs the city in accordance with the gods’ 

will.  His argument against allowing the burial of Polynices is that the gods would not want 

anyone to honor the man who attempted to destroy Thebes.  When Haemon tries to correct him, 

Creon refuses because he is convinced of the soundness of his own reason.  Creon’s 

stubbornness is what causes Haemon’s suicide.  

 The situation in which Creon finds himself at the end of Antigone is fearful because of its 

finality.  The Chorus expresses this in their responses to Creon’s prayer for relief:    

CREON: Let it come, let it come, let it appear, that fairest of fates for me, which brings 
me my last day.  Let it come, let it come, supreme fate, that I may never look upon 
another dawn. 
CHORUS: These things lie in the future.  We must take action for the tasks that confront 
us.  The future is ordered by those who should order it.   
CREON: But what I want was summed up in my prayer. 
CHORUS: Then do not pray for anything.  Mortals have no escape from predestined 
misfortune.  (Sophocles 1329-1338) 
 

Creon’s situation is so fearful because there is no escape from it; the nature of his current pain is 

such that he can expect more in the future.  It is not eternal pain, because Creon is still alive, and 

he must suffer in time.  Therefore, Creon expects that his future will be painful.  This expectation 

is fear.  If the audience understands the nature Creon’s situation, they share in his fear because 

they can imagine themselves in his situation.   

 The Chorus’ last reflection refines the audience’s understanding of what should be 

feared: 

Wisdom is by far the foremost part of happiness; and towards the gods there must be no 
impiety.  Grand words of proud men are punished with great blows, and this, in old age, 
teaches wisdom.  (Sophocles 1347-1353) 
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In this last statement, the Chorus notes the cause of Creon’s situation – his lack of wisdom.  Lack 

of wisdom is what is truly fearful because if Creon had not lacked wisdom, he would not have 

committed an irrevocable injustice.  A lack of wisdom, therefore, is universally fearful because 

when one lacks wisdom, one can expect to find oneself in the painful situation of having 

committed an injustice for which one cannot atone.  This is what Antigone teaches.   

Part 2: Catharsis in War and Peace 

 A novel is an imitation of some aspect of the world in which the novelist discerns 

possibility.  War and Peace is an imitation of “the life and encounters of certain people in the 

period 1805 to 1856” (Tolstoy “Drafts” 1089).  Because War and Peace is an imitation of 

human life, each character has several actions that arouse fear and pity, and catharsis occurs 

several times.  I cannot, therefore, analyze the whole of War and Peace at once.  Instead, I will 

examine one action that arouses fear and pity with regard to two characters. Natasha Rostov’s 

attempted elopement with Anatole Kuragin arouses in the audience pity for Andrew Bolkonski 

and fear of Natasha’s situation.   

 Like the audience’s pity for Antigone in Antigone, the audience’s pity for Andrew in War 

and Peace is made possible by a change in their attitude towards him.  At first the narrator 

presents Andrew as a snob: 

Just then another visitor entered the drawing room: Prince Andrew Bolkonski, the little 
princess’ husband.  He was a very handsome young man, of medium height, with firm, 
clear-cut features.  Everything about him, from his weary, bored expression to his quiet, 
measured step, offered a most striking contrast to his lively little wife.  It was evident that 
he not only knew everyone in the drawing room, but had found them to be so tiresome 
that it wearied him to look at or listen to them.  And among all these faces that he found 
so tedious, none seemed to bore him so much as that of his pretty wife.  He turned away 
from her with a grimace that distorted his handsome face, kissed Anna Pavlovna’s hand, 
and screwing up his eyes, scanned the whole company.  (Tolstoy War and Peace 12) 

 



Liberty  25 

The narrator’s description of Andrew leads the audience to blame him for his unsociability.  

Tolstoy ensures that the audience has this opinion of Andrew by putting him in stark contrast to 

the rest of the characters in the scene.  For example, Andrew’s wife Lise seems to be inherently 

lovable: 

Everyone brightened at the sight of this pretty young woman, so soon to become a 
mother, so full of life and health, and carrying her burden so lightly.  Old men and dull 
dispirited young ones who looked at her, after being in her company and talking to her a 
little while, felt as if they too were becoming, like her, full of life and health.  All who 
talked to her, and at each word saw her bright smile and the constant gleam of her white 
teeth, thought that they were in a specially amiable mood that day. (Tolstoy War and 
Peace 7) 

 
The audience’s first opinion of Andrew is that he has some character flaw because he is bored by 

someone who is apparently not boring.  He therefore seems to be worthy of blame and 

unpitiable.   

 The audience’s attitude towards Andrew changes as they learn more about him and as 

Andrew himself changes.  The audience learns more about Andrew’s character through the other 

characters’ opinions of him.  Pierre obviously admires Andrew:  

He considered his friend a model of perfection because Prince Andrew possessed in the 
highest degree just the very qualities Pierre lacked, and which might be best described 
strength of will.  Pierre was always astonished at Prince Andrew’s calm manner of 
treating everybody, his extraordinary memory, his extensive reading (he had read 
everything, knew everything, and had an opinion abut everything), but above all his 
capacity for work and study.  (Tolstoy War and Peace 24-25)  
 

The audience learns from Pierre’s opinion that Andrew has some noble moral qualities; he is 

strong-willed and magnanimous.   

 Through the description of Andrew’s brief stay with his father’s household at Bald Hills, 

the audience learns that Andrew’s apparent snobbery is really frustration at the superficiality of 

his wife and Petersburg society.  At dinner, Lise is unable to keep up the conversation with 
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Prince Bolkonski, Andrew’s father.  When he tries to joke with her, she is silent and awkward 

until she is given the opportunity to relate gossip: 

The little princess did not, or did not wish to, hear his words.  She was silent and seemed 
confused.  The prince asked her about her father, and she began to smile and talk.  He 
asked about mutual acquaintances, and she became still more animated and chattered 
away giving him greetings from various people and retailing the town gossip. (Tolstoy 
War and Peace 86) 
 

Lise’s inability to joke with Prince Bolkonski shows that she is not so full of life as the narrator 

first describes her.  Lise’s incapacity for creative conversation is not merely the result of her 

being intimidated by Prince Bolkonski; it is a persistent problem.  Andrew witnesses Lise telling 

his sister, Mary, a story that she tells to everyone: 

This very sentence about Countess Zubova and this same laugh Prince Andrew had 
already heard from his wife in the presence of others some five times.  He entered the 
room softly.  The little princess, plump and rosy, was sitting in an easy chair with her 
work in her hands, talking incessantly, repeating Petersburg reminiscences and even 
phrases. (Tolstoy War and Peace 92) 

 
Lise’s inability to express original thoughts renders her not so full of life, and therefore not so 

loveable, as the narrator first describes her.  Since the audience can no longer hold the opinion 

that Lise is inherently loveable, they can no longer blame Andrew for being bored with her.  The 

audience can now interpret Andrew’s boredom with Lise and Petersburg society as a sign of 

virtue rather than a flaw.  Andrew’s boredom shows that he has loftier cares than town gossip.  In 

other words, he has higher intellectual standards than most of Petersburg society.   

 Andrew also has high moral standards.  This is evident in the way he reacts to 

Mademoiselle Bourienne’s attempted flirtation: 

On the way to his sister’s room, in the passage which connected one wing with the other, 
Prince Andrew met Mademoiselle Bourienne smiling sweetly.  It was the third time that 
day that, with an ecstatic and artless smile, she had met him in secluded passages.  “Oh! I 
thought you were in your room,” she said, for some reason blushing and dropping her 
eyes.  Prince Andrew looked sternly at her and an expression of anger suddenly came 
over his face.  He said nothing to her but looked at her forehead and hair, without looking 
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at her eyes, with such contempt that the Frenchwoman blushed and went away without a 
word.  (Tolstoy War and Peace 92) 
 

 Andrew’s contempt for Mademoiselle Bourienne’s behavior cannot have anything to do with 

any affection he has for Lise, because he has no affection for Lise.  Andrew’s lack of regard for 

his wife does not manifest itself as disloyalty to her.  His contempt for Mademoiselle 

Bourienne’s behavior is motivated by impersonal duty rather than personal disgust.  His 

disapproval is directed not at Mademoiselle Bourienne herself, but at the fact that she makes 

advances on a married man, whom he happens to be.   

 After learning more about Andrew, then, the audience can recognize that he has 

admirable qualities.  However, Andrew’s admirable qualities are tainted by his pride.5  When 

Andrew goes off to war, he is obsessed with the idea of saving the Russian army: 

As soon as he learned that the Russian army was in such a hopeless situation it occurred 
to him that it was he who was destined to lead it out of this position; that here was the 
Toulon that would lift him from the ranks of obscure officers and offer him the first step 
to fame! (Tolstoy War and Peace 140) 
 

Andrew’s desire to save the Russian army is not patriotic; he is not concerned with the well-

being of Russia, but with his own glory.  Andrew’s thoughts the night before an important battle 

confirm his obsession with glory: 

“I don’t know what will happen and I don’t want to know, and can’t, but if I want this – 
want glory, want to be known to men, want to be loved by them, it is not my fault that I 
want it and want nothing but that and live only for that.  Yes, for that alone! I shall never 
tell anyone, but oh, God! what am I to do if I love nothing but fame and men’s esteem?  
Death, wounds, the loss of family – I fear nothing.  And precious and dear as many 

                                                        

5 Andrew’s pride is vicious pride, as opposed to proper or noble pride, which may also be called 
confidence, self-respect, or self-esteem.  Vicious pride is the inability to accurately estimate one’s own 
goodness, combined with either excessive or deficient desire to share this goodness with others.  Noble 
pride is the ability to accurately estimate one’s own goodness combined with right desire to share this 
goodness with others.  One may either inaccurately estimate one’s potential goodness or one’s actual 
goodness.  Potential goodness is how good one ought to be.  Actual goodness is how good one actually is.  
For example, in Confessions, Saint Augustine points out that infants have less potential goodness than 
adults.  When Andrew is introduced, he overestimates both his potential and actual goodness.   
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persons are to me – father, sister, wife – those dearest to me – yet dreadful and unnatural 
as it seems, I would give them all at once for a moment of glory, of triumph over men, of 
love of men I don’t know and shall never know, for the love of these men here,” he 
thought as he listened to voices in Kutuzov’s courtyard. (Tolstoy War and Peace 229-
230) 
 

Andrew’s obsession with glory is extreme and therefore ignoble.  He wants glory so badly that 

he is willing to give up or ignore other goods in order to attain it.  Andrew’s desire for glory is 

perverse, and renders him unpitiable.  As Andrew grows out of his pride, he becomes more 

worthy of pity.6 

 The event that causes Andrew to grow out of his pride is the severe injury he sustains at 

the battle of Austerlitz.  Just as Andrew’s regiment is about to retreat, Andrew seizes a fallen flag 

and leads a charge.  This is potentially the moment of glory that Andrew yearns for, but 

ironically, he is shot down in the midst of it.   Andrew is knocked off his feet, and he is forced to 

shift his attention from the battle: 

Above him there was now nothing but the sky – the lofty sky, not clear yet still 
immeasurably loft, with gray clouds gliding slowly across it.  “How quiet, peaceful, and 
solemn; not at all as I ran,” thought Prince Andrew – “not as we ran, shouting and 
fighting, not at all as the gunner and the Frenchman with frightened and angry faces 
struggled for the mop: how differently do those clouds glide across that lofty infinite sky!  
How was it I did not see that lofty sky before?  And how happy I am to have found it at 
last!  Yes!  All is vanity, all falsehood, except that infinite sky.  There is nothing, nothing, 
but that.  But even it does not exist, there is nothing but quiet and peace.  Thank God!…” 
(Tolstoy War and Peace 244) 
 

Andrew’s attention-shift gives him the vague notion that his concerns are unimportant.  Andrew 

reflects on this idea and refines it a little later, after he has been captured by the French: 

So insignificant at that moment seemed to him all the interests that engrossed Napoleon, 
so mean did his hero himself with his paltry vanity and joy in victory appear, compared 
to the lofty, equitable, and kindly sky which he had seen and understood, that he could 
not answer him…Looking into Napoleon’s eyes Prince Andrew thought of the 
insignificance of greatness, the unimportance of life which no one could understand, and 

                                                        

6 Any pain he receives is more likely to be unmerited.   
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the still greater unimportance of death, the meaning of which no one alive could 
understand or explain. (Tolstoy War and Peace 254) 
 

Here, Andrew articulates to himself that glory and greatness are unimportant.  He now 

understands that “There is nothing certain, nothing at all except the unimportance of everything I 

understand, and the greatness of something incomprehensible but all-important” (Tolstoy War 

and Peace 255).  Andrew’s new understanding of the world removes his obsession with glory 

and humbles him.  His virtues are now untainted by an obsession with glory, and he is a potential 

moral hero.   

 Several things happen to Andrew that arouse the audience’s sympathy for him.  This 

sympathy is not yet pity because Andrew is not yet a moral hero.  Though he is no longer 

obsessed with glory, he is still prideful.  He has gone from one extreme of vicious pride to the 

other; instead of expecting greatness from himself, Andrew is now overcritical of himself.  When 

something bad happens to him, he gives in to the situation and falls into some kind of despair 

because he blames himself for the situation.  The most important of these events is his wife 

Lise’s death.  After her death, Andrew falls into a depression that lasts for several years.  Though 

Andrew’s state is in itself fearful, Andrew is not in himself pitiable.  Andrew falls into 

depression because he feels that he failed to treat Lise as he should have treated her.  This failure 

is not entirely his fault because her death was out of his hands.  Had Lise lived, he would have 

been able to make amends for his neglect of her.  Indeed, after he has his big revelation, he 

intends to “enjoy the quiet home life and peaceful happiness of Bald Hills” (Tolstoy War and 

Peace 255).  Andrew’s despair, therefore, is the result of his inability to conceive the possibility 

that something might be out of his control.  This inability of Andrew’s is a manifestation of 

lingering pride.  He overestimates his potential goodness in that he believes that nothing should 

prevent him from making amends with Lise.  At the same time, Andrew underestimates his 
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actual goodness because he fails to do what he thinks he ought to be capable of doing.  In other 

words, Andrew sets godlike standards for himself, then blames himself for not being a god. 

Andrew is not yet a moral hero because he is still prideful.  Andrew’s situation with regard to 

Lise is not pitiable because Andrew brings pain on himself through his pride.  He therefore 

merits his pain, and any sympathy the audience feels for him is not pity because it is motivated 

by their affinity for him rather than the understanding that Andrew is in unmerited pain.  Every 

time Andrew is in a situation that arouses sympathy, something happens that pulls him out of his 

despair and makes him nobler by chipping away at his vicious pride.  Eventually, Andrew 

concludes: 

“It is not enough for me to know what I have in me – everyone must know it: Pierre and 
that young girl who wanted to fly away into the sky, everyone must know me, so that my 
life may not be lived for myself alone while others live so far apart from it, but so that it 
may be reflected in them all, and they an I may live in harmony!” (Tolstoy War and 
Peace 371-372) 
 

At this point, Andrew’s vicious pride has been completely demolished, and in its place is noble 

pride.  Andrew’s chief vice has been completely replaced by virtue, and Andrew may now be 

considered a moral hero.  

 The first event that renders Andrew pitiable in himself is Natasha’s elopement with 

Anatole Kuragin.  By this time, Andrew has shown himself to be a moral hero, and nothing in his 

behavior towards Natasha is blamable either before or after her elopement with Anatole.  

Therefore, Andrew’s misfortune is truly undeserved and the sympathy that the audience feels for 

him is pity.   

 Natasha’s life is closer to the form of tragedy than is Andrew’s.  Throughout the novel, 

there is only one defining, tragic event in Natasha’s life rather than several.  This event is her 

elopement with Anatole.  Natasha’s elopement with Anatole arouses fear in two ways.  First, it 
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arouses fear for Andrew.  While Natasha is deliberating, the audience fears that she will actually 

give in to Anatole, and thereby harm Andrew.  This fear is pure because Andrew is just.  

Therefore, any harm that comes to him must be painful to behold.  The audience’s anticipation of 

this pain is their fear for him.   

 Natasha’s elopement with Anatole also arouses in the audience a fear of the situation in 

which Natasha puts herself.  As she grows up, Natasha is convinced that everyone loves her and 

she can do no wrong.  After she attempts to elope with Anatole, she discovers that she is capable 

of doing something wrong and selfish, and therefore believes that she is worthless.  Natasha’s 

mistake is fearful because it is a mistake that anyone could make.  All are capable of 

miscalculating their own character and, as a result of that miscalculation, doing something that 

reveals extreme imperfection.  Such a revelation must be painful, and the possibility of such a 

revelation is in itself fearful.   

Part 3: Beyond Catharsis in War and Peace 

 In a tragedy, the purified fear and pity evoked by the imitated action are final.  The 

tragedy must end when catharsis of fear and pity are accomplished.  In novels this is not the 

case.  The narration and action extend beyond the moment of catharsis.  After the moment of 

catharsis, a novel may accomplish several things, all of which contribute to an invitation to 

contemplation.  War and Peace, like most of the novels we have read, accomplishes the 

characters’ redemption after the moment of catharsis.  Redemption is the removal of a character 

from a pitiable or fearful situation.   

 There are two major events in Andrew’s life which put him into a fearful or pitiable 

situation, and from which he is redeemed.  The first of these, as we have seen, is his wife’s death.  

When Lise dies, Andrew imagines that she blames him for neglecting her:  
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“I love you all, and have done no harm to anyone; and what have you done to me?” – said 
her charming, pathetic, dead face…Three days later the little princess was buried, and 
Prince Andrew went up the steps to where the coffin stood, t give her the farewell kiss.  
And there in the coffin was the same face, though with closed eyes.  “Ah, what have you 
done to me?” I still seemed to say, and Prince Andrew felt that something gave way in his 
soul and that he was guilty of a sin he could neither remedy nor forget.  He could not 
weep.  (Tolstoy War and Peace 285) 
 

Andrew thinks he has committed an injustice for which he cannot atone because the person to 

whom he has been supposedly unjust is dead.  Out of pride, Andrew mistakenly blames himself 

for not being able to make amends with Lise after she dies – he fails to understand that some 

things are not within his control.  In order for Andrew to move out of his pain, two things must 

happen. Andrew must first be aware of the source of his pain.  Once he is aware of the source of 

his pain, he must understand that his evaluation of the situation is wrong.  He must understand 

that he is not entirely to blame for his failure to make amends with Lise because her death was 

not something that he could have prevented.  If Andrew is to understand this, he must be able to 

conceive the possibility that something might be out of his control.  In other words, he must be 

stripped of vicious pride.  Andrew must be shown that there is a limit to his potential goodness.  

When he is able to accurately estimate his potential goodness, he will be able to accurately 

estimate his actual goodness as well.   

 Andrew’s redemption begins when he has a conversation with his friend Pierre about a 

future life.  Andrew agrees with Pierre that there is a future life, but rejects his arguments for it: 

     “You say you can’t see a reign of goodness and truth on earth.  Nor could I, and it 
cannot be seen if one looks on our life here as the end of everything.  On earth, here on 
this earth” (Pierre pointed to the fields), “there is not truth, all is false and evil; but in the 
universe, in the whole universe, there is a kingdom of truth, and we who are now children 
of earth are – eternally – children of the whole universe…I feel that I cannot vanish, since 
nothing vanishes in this world, but that I shall always exist and always have existed.  I 
feel that beyond me and above me there are spirits, and that in this world there is truth.” 
     “Yes, that is Herder’s theory,” said Prince Andrew, “but it is not that which can 
convince me, dear friend – life and death are what convince.  What convinces is when 
one sees a being dear to one, bound up with one’s own life, before whom one was to 
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blame and had hoped to make it right” (Prince Andrew’s voice trembled and he turned 
away), “and suddenly that being is seized with pain, suffers, and ceases to exist…Why? It 
cannot be that there is no answer.  And I believe there is…That’s what convinces, that is 
what has convinced me,” said Prince Andrew… “All I say is that it is not argument that 
convinces me of the necessity of a future life, but this: when you go and in hand with 
someone and all at once that person vanishes there, into nowhere, and you yourself are 
left facing that abyss, and look in.  And I have looked in…”  (Tolstoy War and Peace 
339-340) 
 

At the end of the conversation, Andrew remembers his experience at Austerlitz and is changed 

for the better by it: 

     Prince Andrew stood leaning on the railing of the raft listening to Pierre, and he gazed 
with his eyes fixed on the red reflection of the sun gleaming on the blue waters.  There 
was perfect stillness.  Pierre became silent.  The raft had long since stopped and only the 
waves of the current beat softly against it below.  Prince Andrew felt as if the sound of 
the waves kept up a refrain to Pierre’s words, whispering: 
     “It is true, believe it.” 
     …“Yes, if it only were so!” said Prince Andrew.  “However, it is time to get on,” he 
added, and, stepping off the raft, he looked up at the sky to which Pierre had pointed, and 
for the first time since Austerlitz saw that high, everlasting sky he had seen while lying 
on that battlefield; and something that had long been slumbering, something best within 
him, suddenly awoke, joyful and youthful, in his soul.  It vanished as soon as he returned 
to the customary conditions of his life, but h know that this feeling which he did not 
know how to develop existed within him.  His meeting with Pierre formed and epoch in 
Prince Andrew’s life.  Though outwardly he continued to live in the same old way, 
inwardly he began a new life.  (Tolstoy War and Peace 340) 
 

At this point, Andrew is aware that the cause of his pain is the fact that he cannot make amends 

with Lise because she is gone.  He is also more aware of the insignificance of his own cares, and 

this more acute awareness somehow gives him hope.  In order for Andrew to move beyond his 

pain, he must reevaluate his situation with regard to Lise in terms of the Austerlitz revelation.  

He must come to understand that he is not culpable for not making amends with Lise because the 

timing of her death was out of his control.  Andrew’s redemption with regard to his injustice 

towards Lise will then be complete.   
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 Evidence that the conversation with Pierre was not enough to redeem Andrew is the fact 

that three years after this conversation occurs, he is still in pain, as we can tell from his 

perception of an oak tree he sees on the way to one of his estates: 

     At the edge of the road stood an oak.  Probably ten times the age of the birches that 
formed the forest, it was ten times as thick and twice as tall as they.  It was an enormous 
tree, its girth twice as great as a man could embrace, and evidently long ago some of its 
branches had been broken off and its bark scarred.  With its huge ungainly limbs 
sprawling unsymmetrically, and its gnarled hands and fingers, it stood an aged, stern, and 
scornful monster among the smiling birch trees.  Only the dead-looking evergreen firs 
dotted about in the forest, and this oak, refused to yield to the charm of spring or notice 
either the spring or the sunshine.   
     “Spring, love, happiness!”  this oak seemed to say.  “Are you not weary of that stupid, 
meaningless, constantly repeated fraud? Always the same and always a fraud!  There is 
no spring, no sun, no happiness!  Look at those cramped dead firs, ever the same, and at 
me too, sticking out broken and barked fingers just where they have grown, whether from 
my back or my sides: as they have grown so I stand, and I do not believe in your hopes 
and your lies.” 
     As he passed through the forest Prince Andrew turned several times to look at that 
oak, as if expecting something from it.  Under the oak, too, were flowers and grass, but it 
stood among them scowling, rigid, misshapen, and grim as ever.   
     “Yes the oak is right, a thousand times right,” thought Prince Andrew.  “Let others – 
the young – yield afresh to that fraud, but we know life, our life is finished!”   
     A whole sequence of new thoughts, hopeless but mournfully pleasant, rose in his soul 
in connection with that tree.  During this journey he, as it were, considered his life afresh 
and arrived at his old conclusion, restful in its hopelessness: that it was not for him to 
begin anything anew – but that he must live out his life, content to do no harm, and not 
disturbing himself or desiring anything.  (Tolstoy War and Peace 368-369) 
 

Here, we see that Andrew still dwells on his failure to treat Lise as he should have treated her, 

but instead of being frustrated by it, he is resigned to it.  Andrew is convinced that because he 

could not meet his standard of behavior with regard to Lise, he is devoid of all goodness, and is 

therefore unfit to take pleasure in anything.   

 The event which finally purges Andrew of vicious pride is his first encounter with 

Natasha.  While he is on his way to a meeting with Count Rostov, a group of girls crosses the 

street in front of his carriage.  One of the girls in particular catches his attention when she starts 



Liberty  35 

to yell something to him, but changes her mind when she sees that he is a stranger.  The girl’s 

behavior surprises Andrew: 

Suddenly, he did not know why, he felt a pang.  The day was so beautiful, the sun so 
bright, everything around so gay, but that slim pretty girl did not know, or wish to know, 
of his existence and was contented and cheerful in her own separate – probably foolish – 
but bright and happy life.  “What is she so glad about?  What is she thinking of? Not of 
the military regulations or of the arrangement of the Ryazan serfs’ quitrents.  Of what is 
she thinking?  Why is she so happy?”  Prince Andrew asked himself with instinctive 
curiosity.  (Tolstoy War and Peace 369) 
 

The girls’ lack of interest in Andrew once again reminds him that his concerns are insignificant.  

Unlike the sky at Austerlitz, however, the girl does not inspire awe in Andrew, but curiosity.  

The awe that Andrew experiences at Austerlitz stops him from overestimating his goodness by 

forcing him to notice something that cannot be touched by his greatness.  In contrast, the 

curiosity that Andrew experiences when seeing the girl stops him from underestimating his 

goodness.  For Andrew, there is something impressive about the combination of the girl’s 

foolishness and happiness.  He also assumes that she thinks about things that he does not find 

important.  The fact that this foolish girl can be happy allows Andrew to realize the full 

implications of his revelation at Austerlitz.  The girl is supposedly happy because she is good 

despite her foolishness.  Because Andrew assumes that she is foolish, he also thinks that she has 

a lower standard of behavior than his own.  If the girl really is good, she meets the standards of 

behavior that are appropriate for her.  Andrew is able to allow for the possibility that the standard 

of behavior he set for himself with regard to Lise was too high.  This in turn, allows him to 

recognize his own goodness.   

 When Andrew sees the oak tree again, he perceives it differently: 

     “Yes, here in this forest was that oak with which I agreed,” thought Prince Andrew.  
“But where is it?” he again wondered, gazing at the left side of the road, and without 
recognizing it he looked with admiration at the very oak he sought.  The old oak, quite 
transfigured, spreading out a canopy of sappy dark-green foliage, stood rapt and slightly 
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trembling in the rays of the evening sun.  Neither gnarled fingers nor old scars nor old 
doubts and sorrows were any of them in evidence now.  Through the hard century-old 
bark even where there were no twigs, leaves had sprouted such as one could hardly 
believe the old veteran could have produced.   
     “Yes, it is the same oak,” thought Prince Andrew, and all at once he was seized by an 
unreasoning springtime feeling of joy and renewal.  All the best moments of his life 
suddenly rose to his memory.  Austerlitz with the lofty heavens, his wife’s dead 
reproachful face, Pierre at the ferry, that girl thrilled by the beauty of the night, and that 
night itself and the moon, and…all this rushed suddenly to his mind.  (Tolstoy War and 
Peace 371) 

 
Here, Andrew is clearly aware of his own goodness.  He notices that the oak has changed – it is 

now productive and beautiful, whereas before it was ugly and dead looking.  The sight of the oak 

fills him with joy because he sees it as a symbol of himself.  Andrew’s recognition of the oak’s 

goodness is also recognition of his own goodness.  Because Andrew now understands his own 

goodness, the memory of Lise’s death no longer pains him. 

 The second major event that causes Andrew pain is Natasha’s elopement with Anatole.  

After Andrew learns of Natasha’s unfaithfulness, he cannot bring himself to forgive her.  The 

news of Natasha’s attempted elopement ruins him: 

After his betrothed had broken faith with him – which he felt the more acutely the more 
he tried to conceal its effects – the surroundings in which he had been happy became 
trying to him, and the freedom and independence he had once prized so highly were still 
more so.  Not only could he no longer think the thoughts that had first come to him as he 
lay gazing at the sky on the field at Austerlitz and had later enlarged upon with Pierre, 
and which had filled his solitude at Bogucharovo and then in Switzerland and Rome, but 
he even dreaded to recall them and the bright and boundless horizons they had revealed.  
He was now concerned only with the nearest practical matters unrelated to his past 
interests, and he seized on these more eagerly the more those past interests were closed to 
him.  It was as if that lofty, infinite canopy of heaven that had once towered above him 
had suddenly turned into a low, solid vault that weighed him down, in which all was 
clear, but nothing eternal or mysterious.  (Tolstoy War and Peace 557-558).   
 

Andrew’s pain from being left by Natasha causes him to regress.  He loses the sense of joy and 

peace brought about by his first redemption.  Since his meeting with Natasha is what finally 

brought about this redemption, Andrew’s loss of her causes him to lose faith in the goodness of 
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the world.  This is evident in his changed attitude towards the sky.  Before, the vastness of the 

sky as compared with his insignificance gave him a sense of security and freedom.  Now, the 

vastness of the sky compared with his own insignificance feels oppressive to him.  He feels that 

in addition to being insignificant, he is also powerless.   

Not having found Kuragin in Turkey, Prince Andrew did not think it necessary to rush 
back to Russia after him, but all the same he knew that however long it might be before 
he met Kuragin, despite his contempt for him and despite all the proofs he deduced to 
convince himself that it was not worth stooping to a conflict with him – he knew that 
when he did meet him, he would not be able to resist calling him out, anymore than a 
ravenous man can help snatching at food.  And the consciousness that the insult was not 
yet avenged, that his rancor was still unspent, weighed on his heart and poisoned the 
artificial tranquility which he managed to obtain in Turkey by means of restless plodding, 
and rather vainglorious and ambitious activity.  (Tolstoy War and Peace 558) 
 

Here, it is clear that Andrew’s former obsession with glory has been replaced by an obsession 

with revenge.  Andrew’s desire for revenge is driven by his sense of justice.  Since Andrew is a 

moral hero, he deserves respect from everyone.  Anatole and Natasha flouted Andrew’s honour 

when they attempted to elope.  Therefore, Andrew feels that he must exact revenge on Anatole.  

It seems that vengeance would bring Andrew out of the pain caused by Natasha’s unfaithfulness, 

but this is not the case.  Revenge would not allow Andrew to reclaim the sense of joy he had 

prior to Natasha’s attempted elopement, and he would still be in pain as a result. 

 In this situation Andrew’s redemption can only be accomplished through his forgiving 

Anatole and Natasha; however, Andrew believes himself to be incapable of forgiveness: 

     “Andrew! One thing I beg, I entreat of you! she said, touching his elbow and looking 
at him with eyes that shone through her tears.  “I understand you” (she looked down).  
“Don’t imagine that sorrow is the work of men.  Men are His tools.”  She looked a little 
above Andrew’s head with the confident, accustomed look with which one looks at the 
place where a familiar portrait hangs.  “Sorrow is sent by Him, not by men.  Men are His 
instruments, they are not to blame.  If you think someone has wronged you, forget it and 
forgive!  We have no right to punish.  And then you will know the happiness of 
forgiving.”   



Liberty  38 

     “If I were a woman I would do so, Mary.  That is a woman’s virtue.  But a man should 
not and cannot forgive and forget,” he replied, and though till that moment he had not 
been thinking of Kuragin, all his unexpected anger suddenly swelled up in his heart.   
     “If Mary is already persuading me to forgive, it means I ought long ago to have 
punished him,” he thought.  And giving her no further reply, he began thinking of the 
glad vindictive moment when he would meet Kuragin whom he knew was now in the 
army.  (Tolstoy War and Peace 561) 

  
Since Andrew believes himself to be incapable of forgiveness, his redemption depends on his 

discovering that he can forgive.   

 Andrew discovers that he is capable of forgiveness when he is badly wounded and 

unexpectedly sees Anatole in an operating tent.  When Andrew sees Anatole, he is able to 

forgive him immediately and without reservation because he has been made ready for 

forgiveness by his newly recognized love of life, his disgust at the mortality around him, and a 

sense of unity through suffering with others.  He experiences all of these sentiments at the same 

time when he witnesses the amputation of a man’s leg: 

Hearing those moans, Prince Andrew wanted to weep. Whether because he was dying 
without glory, or because he was sorry to part with life, or because of those memories of 
a childhood that could not return, or because he was suffering and others were suffering 
and that man near him was groaning so piteously – he felt like weeping childlike, kindly, 
and almost happy tears. (Tolstoy War and Peace 725) 

 
When Anatole finally learns that the amputee is Anatole Kuragin, he is overcome with pity and 

compassion rather than anger and the desire for revenge: 

     In the miserable sobbing enfeebled man whose leg had just been amputated, he 
recognized Anatole Kuragin.  Men were supporting him in their arms and offering him a 
glass of water, but his trembling, swollen lips could not grasp the rim.  Anatole was 
sobbing painfully. “Yes, it is he!  Yes, that man is somehow closely and painfully 
connected with me,” thought Prince Andrew, not yet clearly grasping what he saw before 
him.  “What is the connection of that man with my childhood and my life?” he asked 
himself without finding an answer.  And suddenly a new unexpected memory from that 
realm of pure loving childhood presented itself to him.  He remembered Natasha as he 
had seen for the first time at the ball in 1810, with her slender neck and arms and with a 
frightened happy face ready for rapture, and love and tenderness for her, stronger and 
more vivid than ever, awoke in his soul.  He now remembered the connection that existed 
between himself and this man who was dimly gazing at him through tears that filled his 
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swollen eyes.  He remembered everything and ecstatic pity and love for this man filled 
his heart.   
     Prince Andrew could no longer restrain himself and wept tender loving tears for his 
fellow men, for himself, and for his own and their errors.   
     “Compassion, love of our brothers, for those who love us and for those who hate us, 
love of our enemies; yes, that love which God preached on earth and which Princess 
Mary taught me and I did not understand – that is what made me sorry to part with life, 
that is what remained for me had I lived.  But now it is too late!”  (Tolstoy War and 
Peace 726) 
 

Andrew’s discovery that he is capable of forgiveness leads to the discovery that compassion is 

what was missing from his life.  Though Andrew has forgiven Anatole, he is not yet free from 

pain because he regrets that he must die so soon after learning compassion.   

 Andrew’s redemption is fully accomplished in his last interactions with Natasha.  As he 

is dying, Andrew has time to reflect on divine love: 

   “Yes – love,” he thought again quite clearly.  “But not love which loves for something, 
for some quality, or some purpose, or for some reason, but the love which I – while dying 
– first experienced when I saw my enemy and yet loved him.  I experienced that feeling 
of love which is the very essence of the soul and does not require an object.  Now again I 
feel that bliss.  To love one’s neighbors, to love one’s enemies, to love everything, to love 
God in all His manifestations.  It is possible to love someone dear to you with human 
love, but an enemy can only be loved by divine love.  That is what I experienced such joy 
when I felt that I loved that man. What has become of him?  Is he alive?... 
     “When loving with human love one may pass from love to hatred, but divine love 
cannot change.  No, neither death nor anything else can destroy it.  It is the very essence 
of the soul.  Yet how many people have I hated in my life?  And of them all, I loved and 
hated non as I did her.”  And he vividly pictured to himself Natasha, not as he had done 
in the past with nothing but her charms which gave him delight, but for the first time 
picturing to himself her soul.  And he understood her feelings, her sufferings, shame, and 
remorse.  He now understood for the first time all the cruelty of his rejection of her, the 
cruelty of his rupture with her.  “If only it were possible to see her once more!  Just once, 
looking into those eyes to say…” (Tolstoy War and Peace 817-818). 
 

Andrew’s reflection on divine love causes the requirements for his redemption to change.  Now 

that he understands how he has hurt Natasha, he must somehow make amends with her in order 

to be free of regret.  When Natasha comes to see Andrew, she begs his forgiveness: 

     “Forgive me!”  she whispered, raising her head and glancing at him.  “Forgive me!”   
     “I love you,” said Prince Andrew. 
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     “Forgive…!”  
     “Forgive what?” he asked.   
     “Forgive me for what I ha-ve do-ne!” faltered Natasha in a scarcely audible, broken 
whisper, and began kissing his hand more rapidly, just touching it with her lips.   
     “I love you more, better that before,” said Prince Andrew, lifting her face with his 
hand so as to look into her eyes.  (Tolstoy War and Peace 818) 
 

Andrew does not tell Natasha that she is forgiven and does not ask for her forgiveness because 

his musings on divine love have stopped him from thinking in terms of justice.  Justice does not 

exist in divine love because divine love “does not require an object” and is “the very essence of 

soul.”  This means that all things which participate in divine love belong to each other, so there 

can be no debts between them.  Where there are no debts, there is no need for forgiveness.  

Andrew reconciles with Natasha by including her in this divine love.  This is why he answers her 

pleas for forgiveness by telling her he loves her.   

 Natasha is similar to Andrew in that she is prideful – she overestimates her own goodness 

and is deficient in her desire to share that goodness:  

That morning she had returned to her favorite mood – love of, and delight in, herself.  
“How charming that Natasha is!” she said again, speaking as some third, collective, male 
person.  “Pretty, a good voice, young, and in nobody’s way if only they leave her in 
peace.” (Tolstoy War and Peace 420).   
 

As we have seen in the previous section, Natasha discovers that she is capable of doing wrong 

when she attempts to elope with Anatole.  Natasha reacts violently to this discovery.  She 

convinces herself that everyone hates her, then tries to poison herself.  After she recovers from 

the attempted poisoning, she is sick for a while.  Natasha reacts so violently because she is aware 

of the gravity of what she did.  When Marya Dimitrievna calls Natasha out, Natasha “burst into 

sobs with despairing vehemence with which people bewail disasters they feel they have 

occasioned” (Tolstoy War and Peace 523).  Natasha’s mistake is so painful to her because she 
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realizes her own selfishness.  In order to move out of her pain, she must develop a desire to share 

her goodness and be able to fulfill that desire.   

 The first step of Natasha’s redemption happens when she prepares for Holy Communion 

and goes to Mass.  Natasha’s preparations have the effect of correcting her estimation of her 

goodness and increasing her desire to share that goodness:   

She heard, or thought she heard, the names of Kuragin and Bolkonski.  But she was 
always imagining that.  It always seemed to her that everyone who looked at her was 
thinking only of what had happened to her.  With a sinking heart, wretched as she always 
was now when she found herself in a crowd, Natasha in her lilac silk dress trimmed with 
black lace walked – as women can walk – with the more repose and stateliness the greater 
the pain and shame in her soul.  She knew for certain that she was pretty, but this no 
longer gave her satisfaction as it used to.  On the contrary it tormented her more than 
anything else of late and particularly so on this bright, hot summer day in town.  “It’s 
Sunday again – another week past,” she thought, recalling that she had been here the 
Sunday before, “and always the same life that is no life, and the same surroundings in 
which It used to be so easy to live.  I’m pretty, I’m young, and I know that now I am 
good,” she thought, “but yet my best years are slipping by and are no good to anyone.”  
(Tolstoy War and Peace 587) 
 

The way in which Natasha will fulfill her desire to share her goodness is evident in her prayers: 

When they prayed for those who love us, she prayed for the members of her own family, 
her father and mother and Sonya, realizing for the first time how wrongly she had acted 
toward them, and feeling all the strength of her love for them.  When they prayed for 
those who hate us, she tried to think of her enemies and people who hated her, in order to 
pray for them.  She included among her enemies the creditors and all who had business 
dealings with her father, and always at the thought of enemies and those who hated her 
she remembered Anatole who had done her so much harm – and though he did not hate 
her she gladly prayed for him as for an enemy.  Only at prayer did she feel able to think 
clearly and calmly of Prince Andrew and Anatole, as men for whom her feelings were as 
nothing compared with her awe and devotion to God…She shared with all her heart in 
the prayer for the spirit of righteousness, for the strengthening of the heart by faith and 
hope, and its animation by love.  But she could not pray that her enemies might be 
trampled under foot when but a few minutes before she had been wishing she had more 
of them that she might pray for them.  (Tolstoy War and Peace 588) 
 

Natasha’s prayers reveal that she will share her goodness through taking care of people, or doing 

good things for them.  Her realization of the wrong she has done to her family members 

combined with the awareness of her love for them shows that she wants to do something good 



Liberty  42 

for them.  Natasha’s wish for more enemies so that she can pray for them also shows that she 

wants to take care of people.   

 Natasha fulfills her desire to share her goodness in her marriage to Pierre.  Natasha’s 

marriage to Pierre is what allows her to completely devote herself to others: 

     We know that man has the faculty of becoming completely absorbed in a subject 
however trivial it may be, and that there is no subject so trivial that it will not grow to 
infinite proportions if one’s entire attention is devoted to it.   
     The subject which wholly engrossed Natasha’s attention was her family: that is, her 
husband whim she had to keep so that he should belong entirely to her and to her home, 
and the children that she had to bear, bring into the world, nurse, and bring up.   
     And the deeper she penetrated, not with her mind only, but with her whole soul, her 
whole being, into the subject that absorbed her, the larger did that subject grow and the 
weaker and more inadequate did her own powers appear, so that she concentrated them 
wholly on that one thing an yet was unable to accomplish all that she considered 
necessary.  (Tolstoy War and Peace 1021) 
 

Natasha’s obsession with her family is the completion of her redemption.  She is no longer 

prideful and self-involved.  She accurately estimates her goodness and is able to share it as she 

rightly desires.   

 We know this because the narrator tells us it is so.  An element in novels, absent in 

tragedy, is the narrator’s thought.  In War and Peace, the narrator’s thought is sometimes distinct 

from the narration.  The narrator offers a series of digressions from the action, which are 

reflections on the nature of history.  In the first of these digressions, the narrator presents this 

problem: 

Each man lives for himself using his freedom to attain his personal aims, and feels with 
his whole being that he can now do or abstain from doing this or that action; but as soon 
as he has done it, that action performed in a certain moment in time becomes irrevocable 
and belongs to history, in which it has not a free but a predestined significance.  (Tolstoy 
War and Peace 537) 
 

In each of the following digressions, the narrator explores this problem, and moves towards an 

answer.  The narrator’s thought culminates in the second epilogue, where the narrator concludes 
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that in order to study history as a science, it is necessary for us “to renounce a freedom that does 

not exist, and to recognize a dependence of which we are not conscious” (Tolstoy War and 

Peace 1074).   

 The characters’ redemption narratives and the narrator’s thought in War and Peace do 

not always complement each other.  Andrew’s redemption complements the narrator’s thought 

in that it involves Andrew’s recognition of the insignificance of individual wills.  On the other 

hand, Andrew’s belief in divine love implies that the world is ruled by divine will.  Right before 

he dies, Andrew thinks, “Love is God, and to die means that I, a particle of love, shall return to 

the general and eternal source” (Tolstoy War and Peace 870).  The existence of a “general and 

eternal source” seems to contradict the deterministic views presented in the narrator’s thought: 

   Having abandoned the conception of the ancients as to the divine subjection of the will 
of a nation to some chosen man and the subjection of the man’s will to the Deity, history 
cannot without contradictions take a single step till it has chosen one of two things: either 
a return to the former belief in the direct intervention of the Deity in human affairs or a 
definite explanation of the meaning of the force producing historical events and termed 
“power.”   
     A return to the first is impossible, the belief has been destroyed; and so it is essential 
to explain what is meant by power…Power is the collective will of the people transferred, 
by expressed or tacit consent, to their chosen rulers.  (Tolstoy War and Peace 1051) 
 

The apparent contradiction between the narrative of Andrew’s life and the narrator’s abstract 

thought produces a tension that cannot be resolved within the scope of the novel.   

 Natasha’s redemption also produces a tension that cannot be resolved within the scope of 

the novel.  Within her family circle, Natasha is completely free to live how she chooses.  It is 

true that Natasha appears to be submissive to Pierre, but the dynamics of their married life are 

determined primarily by Natasha’s will:  

     From the very first days of their married life Natasha had announced her demands.  
Pierre was greatly surprised by his wife’s view, to him a perfectly novel one, that every 
moment of his life belonged to her and to the family.  His wife’s demands astonished 
him, but they also flattered him, and he submitted to them…At home Natasha placed 
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herself in the position of a slave to her husband, and the whole household went on tiptoe 
when he was occupied – that is, was reading or writing in his study.  Pierre had but to 
show a partiality for anything to get just what he liked done always.  He had only to 
express a wish and Natasha would jump up and run to fulfill it. 
     The entire household was governed according to Pierre’s supposed orders, that is, by 
his wishes which Natasha tried to guess.  Their way of life and place of residence, their 
acquaintances and ties, Natasha’s occupations, the children’s upbringing, were all 
selected not merely with regard to Pierre’s expressed wishes, but to what Natasha from 
the thoughts he expressed in conversation supposed his wishes to be.  And she deduced 
the essentials of his wishes quite correctly, and having once arrived at them clung to them 
tenaciously.  When Pierre himself wanted to change his mind she would fight him with 
his own weapons.  (Tolstoy War and Peace 1022).   
 

Natasha’s freedom is in tension with the narrator’s claim that: 

Each man lives for himself, using his freedom to attain his personal aims, and feels with 
is whole being that he can now do or abstain from doing this or that action; but as soon as 
he has done it, that action performed at a certain moment in time becomes irrevocable 
and belongs to history, in which it has not a free but a predestined significance.  (Tolstoy 
War and Peace 537) 
 

The narrative of Natasha’s life does not belong to history at all because the defining events in her 

life – the ones that form her character – could have happened in any historical period 

whatsoever.  The main action of Natasha’s narrative is her growth from a selfish child to a 

selfless mother.  The events that occasion this growth have their significance in their kind rather 

than their particularity.  What is important about Natasha’s betrayal of Andrew is not that she 

betrays Andrew by attempting to elope with Anatole, but that she commits a grave injustice, 

which reveals her imperfection to herself.  Therefore, the narrative of Natasha’s life presents an 

alternative view of history to that presented in the narrator’s digressions.  Rather than the sum of 

the specific actions of individuals, which have been conditioned by all the previous specific 

actions ever committed, history may be conceived as a set of general circumstances that manifest 

themselves in particular ways over time.  These two alternatives are apparently incompatible.   

 If the audience of War and Peace is to learn anything, they must determine whether the 

apparent contradictions between the characters’ redemption narratives and the narrator’s thought 
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are real.  After they make this determination, the audience will have one of two tasks.  If the 

contradictions are not real, the audience must reconcile the ideas suggested by the narrative with 

the ideas explained in the narrator’s thought.  If the contradictions are real, the audience must 

adopt the ideas suggested by either the narrative or the narrator’s thought, or they must find a 

reason to reject both sets of ideas.  The novel does not provide the audience with the material to 

complete either of these tasks.  Within the context of the novel, there is no standard by which to 

judge between the ideas suggested by the narrative and those explained in the narrator’s thought.  

Neither is there a principle by which the audience may reconcile the two sets of ideas.   

 Thus, rather than teach the novelist’s theoretical doctrine, the novel raises questions that 

must be answered if the audience is to make sense of the novel as a whole.  It does not persuade 

the audience to a particular conclusion, but invites the audience to contemplation.   

Conclusion 

Novels are definitely forms of poetic imitation because through catharsis they teach how 

one must act.  They also invite the audience to contemplation.  Novels achieve both moral and 

intellectual education.   

As we saw in the Introduction, Aristotle considered tragedy to be the highest form of 

poetic imitation.  All other forms are subordinate to tragedy because they do not accomplish the 

end of imitation as well as tragedy does.  It would seem, then, that novels are also subordinate to 

tragedy.  However, since Aristotle did not have access to novels, he could not have taken into 

consideration novels’ achievement of intellectual education.  Since Aristotle considers 

contemplation to be the highest human good, he may have considered novels to be superior to 

tragedy.   
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If we are to determine whether novels or tragedies are superior, we must first determine 

which of the novel’s achievements – intellectual or moral education – are higher.  The solution to 

this problem involves a discussion that does not belong in this paper, so we cannot say here 

whether novels or tragedies are superior.   

We can say this: novels are more effective at accomplishing their ends than are tragedies.  

Novels guarantee that the intellectual education they seek to achieve is fruitful because in 

suggesting questions they force the audience to contemplate.  Therefore, they guarantee that their 

end is achieved, so long as the audience is attentive.  Tragedies, on the other hand, cannot 

guarantee such success because they cannot guarantee that the audience members are able to 

apply what they have learned.  There is no way to ensure that a person who understands what is 

truly fearful and truly pitiable will actually be moved to fear by only truly fearful things and to 

pity by only truly pitiable things.  To put it crudely, the connection of the audience’s heads to 

their guts is beyond the playwright’s art.  If nothing else, novels are more fail-safe than tragedies.  

Perhaps this is why the ratio of great novels (i.e. the novels on the reading list) to great plays 

grows throughout history.   
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