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ABSTRACT

The concept of catharsis, articulated by Aristotle in his
Poetics, has remained one of the most contested and influential
ideas in the history of literary criticism. Among the various
interpretative frameworks, the medical metaphor of
catharsis—understood as purgation, purification, or emotional
therapy—has generated sustained scholarly debate. This paper
undertakes a detailed critical examination of catharsis through
the perspectives of three major Aristotelian critics: F. L. Lucas,
Humphry House, and S. H. Butcher. Situating their arguments
within the broader theoretical opposition between allopathic
and homeopathic models of emotional treatment, the study
demonstrates how each critic conceptualizes the emotional impact of tragedy differently. While Lucas
rejects pathological interpretations of pity and fear, House defends catharsis as a genuinely medical and
homeopathic process, and Butcher offers a mediating aesthetic theory of emotional purification. By
synthesizing these positions, the paper argues that catharsis functions not as a crude discharge of emotion
but as a complex aesthetic process that refines, regulates, and transforms emotional experience. This
synthesis provides a balanced and contemporary framework for understanding Aristotle’s theory of
tragedy.
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1. INTRODUCTION

Aristotle’s theory of tragedy, as presented in the Poetics, has exercised a decisive influence on
Western literary criticism. Central to this theory is the notion of catharsis, defined in relation to the
tragic emotions of pity (eleos) and fear (phobos). Despite its apparent brevity in Aristotle’s text,
catharsis has generated centuries of critical interpretation and disagreement. Scholars have debated
whether Aristotle conceived catharsis primarily as an ethical, psychological, aesthetic, or medical
process.

One of the most persistent approaches to catharsis has been through the metaphor of medicine.
The Greek term katharsis carried established meanings in ancient medical and religious discourse,
referring to cleansing, purification, or the removal of harmful elements from the body. Aristotle’s
application of this term to tragedy has encouraged critics to interpret emotional response in quasi-
medical terms, leading to the idea that tragedy functions as a form of emotional treatment. However,
the legitimacy and limits of this metaphor remain contentious.
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This paper explores the medical interpretation of catharsis through a comparative study of F. L.
Lucas, Humphry House, and S. H. Butcher—three critics whose views collectively represent rejection,
endorsement, and mediation of the pathological model. Their arguments are further examined in
relation to the allopathic and homeopathic models of treatment, providing a structured framework for
understanding how tragedy operates upon the emotions. Through this analysis, the paper aims to
clarify the critical stakes of the catharsis debate and to propose a synthesized interpretation consistent
with strict MLA 9 standards.

2. CATHARSIS AND THE MEDICAL METAPHOR IN CLASSICAL THOUGHT

In classical Greek medicine, particularly in the Hippocratic tradition, health was understood as a
state of balance among bodily humors. Disease resulted from excess or imbalance, and katharsis
referred to the process by which harmful substances were expelled in order to restore equilibrium. The
term also appeared in religious contexts, where it denoted ritual purification. Aristotle’s use of
katharsis thus draws upon a culturally rich vocabulary familiar to his audience.

When Aristotle defines tragedy as an imitation of serious action that effects the catharsis of pity
and fear, he implicitly invites interpretation through this medical framework (Aristotle 23). Critics have
consequently argued that pity and fear are emotions that, if excessive or misdirected, disturb emotional
balance. Tragedy, by arousing and resolving these emotions within a controlled artistic structure,
restores psychological harmony.

Modern critics have explained this process through two broad therapeutic models. The
allopathic model assumes that emotions are cured by their opposites: fear is neutralized by
reassurance, and pity by rational detachment. The homeopathic model, by contrast, proposes that
emotions are cured by being stimulated in measured and aesthetic doses. This latter model has proven
especially influential in interpretations of tragic catharsis and forms the basis of much twentieth-
century Aristotelian criticism.

3.F. L. LUCAS: REJECTION OF THE PATHOLOGICAL INTERPRETATION

F. L. Lucas offers one of the most influential critiques of the pathological interpretation of
catharsis. In Tragedy in Relation to Aristotle’s Poetics, Lucas argues that to treat pity and fear as
emotional diseases is to misunderstand both Aristotle and human psychology. For Lucas, these
emotions are neither abnormal nor unhealthy; they are natural responses to the spectacle of human
suffering and moral conflict.

Lucas contends that Aristotle’s medical language should be understood metaphorically rather
than literally. Catharsis, in his view, signifies clarification and ordering of emotion rather than purgation
or discharge. Tragedy educates the emotions by enabling the audience to perceive suffering within a
meaningful moral and causal framework. Through this process, spectators attain emotional insight
rather than emotional relief (Lucas 65).

Within the allopathic-homeopathic framework, Lucas rejects both models insofar as they
reduce tragedy to a form of treatment. He insists on the autonomy of art and warns against collapsing
aesthetic experience into therapy. Tragedy, according to Lucas, does not cure emotions; it deepens
understanding. His interpretation thus aligns with a humanistic conception of literature as a source of
wisdom rather than medicine.

4. HUMPHRY HOUSE: CATHARSIS AS MEDICAL AND HOMEOPATHIC PROCESS

In direct opposition to Lucas, Humphry House defends the medical interpretation of catharsis.
In his influential study Aristotle’s Poetics, House emphasizes the technical precision of Aristotle’s
language and argues that katharsis must be taken seriously as a medical metaphor. According to House,
Aristotle deliberately employed a term associated with treatment and cure, and critics err when they
dilute its significance.

House advances a homeopathic explanation of catharsis, arguing that emotions are relieved
through their controlled arousal. By experiencing fear and pity in the safe and structured environment
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of tragedy, spectators release accumulated emotional tensions. This process results in a sense of relief
and emotional equilibrium that could not be achieved through rational instruction alone (House 92).

For House, catharsis is fundamentally therapeutic. Tragedy functions as emotional medicine,
providing psychological benefit through aesthetic means. Unlike Lucas, House does not regard this
therapeutic function as diminishing the value of art. Instead, he sees it as evidence of tragedy’s
profound engagement with human emotional life. His interpretation firmly situates catharsis within the
homeopathic model of treatment.

5.S. H. BUTCHER: CATHARSIS AS AESTHETIC PURIFICATION

S. H. Butcher occupies a mediating position between Lucas and House. While acknowledging the
medical origins of the term catharsis, Butcher rejects an overly literal pathological reading. In Aristotle’s
Theory of Poetry and Fine Art, he interprets catharsis as purification rather than purgation,
emphasizing its aesthetic rather than therapeutic function.

According to Butcher, tragedy does not expel pity and fear but refines and disciplines them
through artistic form. The emotions are organized by the unity of plot, character, and moral vision,
resulting in a balanced and elevated emotional experience. Catharsis thus represents a transformation
of emotion rather than its discharge (Butcher 248).

In relation to the allopathic and homeopathic models, Butcher's view suggests a third
alternative. Emotions are neither opposed nor cured by repetition; they are reshaped by aesthetic
order. This interpretation preserves the metaphor of medicine while subordinating it to the artistic
aims of tragedy.

6. COMPARATIVE ANALYSIS: ALLOPATHIC AND HOMEOPATHIC MODELS REVISITED

A comparative examination of Lucas, House, and Butcher reveals that their disagreement
centers on the function and limits of the medical metaphor. Lucas minimizes the metaphor to safeguard
the intellectual and moral autonomy of art. House embraces it fully to explain the psychological efficacy
of tragedy. Butcher refines it into a metaphor for aesthetic balance and emotional harmony.

Viewed through the allopathic-homeopathic framework, these positions form a continuum
rather than a binary opposition. Lucas emphasizes emotional understanding without treatment, House
advocates therapeutic release through controlled stimulation, and Butcher integrates emotional arousal
with aesthetic purification. Together, they illustrate the complexity of Aristotle’s concept and the
difficulty of reducing catharsis to a single explanatory model.

7. CONTEMPORARY RELEVANCE OF THE CATHARSIS DEBATE

The debate over catharsis remains relevant to contemporary literary criticism, particularly in
discussions of reader-response theory, affect studies, and trauma narratives. Modern critics continue to
ask whether literature heals, educates, or transforms emotional experience. The synthesis of Lucas,
House, and Butcher provides a flexible framework capable of addressing these concerns without
reducing literature to psychology or moral instruction.

By recognizing catharsis as a multifaceted process involving emotion, form, and meaning, critics
can account for the enduring power of tragedy across historical and cultural contexts. Aristotle’s theory
thus continues to inform critical discourse, not as a rigid doctrine but as an adaptable model of aesthetic
experience.

8. CONCLUSION

Catharsis, as interpreted through the medical metaphor, cannot be confined to a single
pathological or aesthetic explanation. Through the critical perspectives of F. L. Lucas, Humphry House,
and S. H. Butcher, this paper has demonstrated that catharsis operates as a complex process involving
emotional arousal, aesthetic regulation, and moral insight. While Lucas resists medicalization, House
defends therapeutic release, and Butcher proposes aesthetic purification, their views collectively enrich
our understanding of Aristotle’s theory of tragedy.
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A synthesized approach to catharsis allows contemporary criticism to move beyond rigid

binaries of therapy and aesthetics. Tragedy heals not merely by expelling emotion nor solely by
clarifying thought, but by reshaping emotional experience through artistic form. In this sense, catharsis
remains one of Aristotle’s most enduring and productive contributions to literary theory.
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