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Ø Today we inquire about why people enjoy tragedies,            
despite avoiding negative emotions in their ordinary lives. 

 

Susan Feagin proposes to explain                                        
“how we can feel pleasure in response to tragedy,  
»  in a way which also sheds some light on the complexity              

of such responses.” 
 

 

She begins by quoting David Hume’s comment on a puzzle about tragedy: 
 

–  ‘It seems as unaccountable pleasure which the spectators of a          
well-written tragedy receive from sorrow, terror, anxiety,                     
and other passions that are in themselves disagreeable and uneasy.’ 

»  “Here Hume addresses a paradox that has puzzled             
philosophers of art since Aristotle:  

•  tragedies produce, and are designed to produce,             
pleasure for the audience,  
•  without supposing any special callousness                       

or insensitivity on [the audience’s] part                                
(in fact, quite the opposite).” (95) 



Feagin notes that her “remarks do not apply merely    
to the narrow, Aristotelian sense of tragedy,” 
•  (which involves a particular set of plot features     

in a set sequence.) 
 

 

“I am concerned here with, to put it bluntly,   
the class of works of art with unhappy endings  
•  (even though the unhappiness of the endings         

is often punctuated with something we we judge 
to be felicitous…)… 

To extend the concept to paintings & sculpture   
one would have to change this to                       
‘works with unpleasant subject matter’. 
 

•  …The unhappiness of endings and unpleasantness 
of subject matter are the aspects of works of art 
which give rise to the perplexity about  
Ø  how such works can give pleasure to   

anyone who is not an unfeeling brute, 
malicious, or unbalanced.” (96) 

Giambologona. (1583)  
Rape of the Sabine Women. 



Ø  Let’s formulate the paradox of [pleasure from] tragedy as follows: 

1.  Ordinary, sympathetic people are pained by other people’s suffering. 
2.  Tragedies (in literature, theater, film, etc.) involve characters’ suffering. 
3.  Ordinary, sympathetic people get pleasure from tragedies. 

•  As with the paradox of fiction, this is an ‘inconsistent triad’:      
Ø It seems that all three premises cannot simultaneously be true. 

 

 

Feagin explains Hume’s answer to this puzzle: 
•  “imagination, imitation, and expression are all ‘naturally’ pleasurable to the mind, 
•  and…when they ‘predominate’ over the unpleasant feelings                                      

the latter are ‘converted’ into the former.” 

Ø  Feagin responds that “it is not clear how                                                                 
the ‘dominance’ of imagination and expression is to be achieved. 

–  It is not ensured by the fact that what is depicted is fictional,                          
or even by our knowledge that it is fictional” 
»  She rules out this option, because Hume acknowledges that 

sometimes our awareness that something is fictional doesn’t mitigate 
the painful feelings it provokes. 

Ø  It is also unclear how imagination ‘converts’ painful feelings into pleasant ones. 
 



Feagin says that the paradox of tragedy  
•  “presupposes a position on the more general problem of how we can                     

(not irrationally or absurdly) respond emotionally to work of art at all,   
•  given that we do not really believe the events or characters depicted in it are real.” 

–  The position presupposed is that:  
•  “Emotional responses to art are the result of entertaining                      

various counterfactual conditionals: what would it be like if...” 

Ø  A conditional is any statement in the form “If P, then Q” 
»  An indicative conditional describes an actual relation                       

that holds between a true proposition P and its consequence, Q. 
•  E.g., If it is raining, then there are clouds in the sky. 

»  A counterfactual conditional describes an expected relation      
that would hold between a false or fictional proposition P          
and its consequence, Q. 

•  E.g., If it snowed today, the streets would be icy. 

Ø  (This position is consistent with both the DAV and SAV (in Tullmann’s terms). 

•  DAV (imagined emotion): If I were a character in this fiction, I would feel… 
•  SAV (genuine emotion): If it is true in the fiction that x, I would feel…) 



Feagin notes that  
Ø  some people might attempt to solve the paradox by                                     

denying that “aesthetically-developed persons” get pleasure from tragedies: 

–  i.e., by arguing that the proper, sophisticated response to tragedy                      
is “not [to] feel pleasure or enjoyment from tragedy at all… 

–  [but rather] to be unnerved, disturbed, depressed, or even horrified.” 
 

•  Feagin resists this solution: it fails to explain why tragedies are so revered. 

–  If this solution were correct, then “the paradox of pleasure from 
tragedy would be replaced by a different paradox:  
»  why we seek out things that displease us so.” (96) 



She believes one can only deny that sophisticated people get pleasure from tragedies  
•  if they are thinking of ‘pleasure’ merely as “a kind of gaiety involving smiles or 

laughter, or a purely sensuous, of short term interest and limited duration. 

–  But pleasures come in many shapes and sizes. 
•  Not all are highly spirited. Some are serene and calm,                                    

and may as well involve profound feelings of satisfaction. 

–  Pleasures from tragedy are of these latter sorts. 
–  These experiences [provided by tragedy] include…some of the most 

gratifying feelings human beings recognize themselves to possess.” (96) 



Feagin proposes that                                              
we have “two kinds of responses to art:   
 

•  a direct response & a meta-response.  

–  A direct response is a response to the qualities   
and content of the work.  
•  …Of course, there are complex questions 

about what is "in the work" and what 
constitutes the "work itself,”… 

–  A meta-response is a response to the               
direct response.  

•  “…a meta-response…is how one feels     
about and what one thinks about one’s 
responding (directly) in the way one does     
to the qualities and content of the work.  

–  The meta-response is what Ryle        
called a "higher order” operation:  

–  it depends on (& is partly a function of) 
another mental phenomenon,                   
i.e., a direct response.” (97) 

object in  
the world 

pleasure 

direct response  
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pleasure 

satisfaction 

meta-response  
to the direct response 
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Ø  “Let me…make the following caveats:  

(1)  by calling pleasure a response I do not imply that it is not                            
essentially connected to its source (what one finds pleasurable),  
•  i.e., it is not distinguishable as a response                                        

independently of what the pleasure is a pleasure in;  

(2) a response is not necessarily a mental episode or occurrence                                  
(a fortiori [even stronger] it is not necessarily a private mental episode)  
•  but it may turn out to be a mood or even a disposition                                   

or a change of disposition, or some other type of thing.” 

•  Feagin explains that “Both direct and meta-responses                                                 
exist in ordinary life as well as in artistic contexts.  

–  For example, the remains of a spectacular car crash                                            
may titillate our curiosity, and we may feel disgusted                                              
with our selves for being so morbid.  

•  This is all to say that these responses are                                                          
an ordinary part of our psychology.  



Feagin begins to provide a solution to the paradox of pleasure from tragedy:. 
 

–  “Direct responses to tragedy are responses to the unpleasantness of the work, 
•  and they are hence unpleasant experiences we would expect to have              

from works having unpleasant subject matter and/or unhappy endings.  

–  Direct responses draw on our feelings and sympathies:  
•  tear-jerkers jerk tears because of our sympathy with persons                          

who are ill-treated or the victims of misfortune.  

•  Many people, in fact, dislike attending depressing plays and violent movies,        
or reading weighty books and poetry,  

»  precisely because these experiences are unpleasant                                  
& consequently depress and sadden them, making them                            
too well aware of the evil of people and the perils of existence.  

»  These works of art, rather than being uplifting & inspiring, often 
instead produce feelings of torpor & futility as one is overwhelmed 
by the amount and variety of viciousness in the world.” (97-8) 

Ø  “…It is the nature of these direct responses to tragedy which we expect                   
and in fact receive which gives rise to the question in the first place,  

»  how do we derive pleasure from tragedy?  

 



Ø  Pleasure from tragedy isn’t the absence of a negative direct response: 

–  “Certainly the typical person who appreciates and enjoys such works of art 
doesn't feel the direct response any less poignantly                                               
than those described above who don't enjoy these works.  
•  Lovers of Dostoyevsky, Verdi, and Shakespeare, let us hope, are                     

no more callous than those who find them too hard to take. 

Ø  But whence the pleasure? It is…a meta response,  
–  arising from our awareness of…the fact that                                                       

we do have unpleasant direct responses to unpleasant events                               
as they occur in the performing & literary arts.  

Ø We find ourselves to be the kind of people                                                   
who respond negatively to villainy, treachery, and injustice.  
–  This discovery, or reminder…quite justly, yields satisfaction.  

»  …in showing us we care for the welfare of human beings             
and that we deplore the immoral forces that defeat them,                    
it reminds us of our common humanity.  

Ø We derive pleasure from the communicability                                                  
or "shareability” of a response to a work of art:  
–  it is something which unites us with other people through feeling 

something which could, in principle, be felt by anyone.” (98) 
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“These meta-pleasures should not be confused with                   
the pleasures from crying or other kinds of emotional release. 
 

•  The pleasure from giving vent or expression                                         
to one's pent-up feelings of anger, frustration, or sadness  

•  is different from the pleasure from being aware of the fact that              
you are the kind of person who feels those emotions in response to 
particular situations as represented in tragic works of art.  

–  The emotional release…may in fact be pleasant,                          
leaving one feeling refreshed and renewed.  
•  But these external expressions need not accompany                  

one's feelings in any obvious way;  
–  many feel embarrassed about them and hence        

strive to avoid them (or, what is more unfortunate, to 
avoid the works of art which produce them). 

Ø  …one need not engage in the expression of the [negative] feelings           
(i.e., expressions of the direct responses) in order to feel the 
pleasures from tragedy.  

–  If so, we can conclude that the pleasures from tragedy          
are not derived merely from the expression of grief,     
sadness, etc. but must have some other source.” (98) 

Keane, Margaret.  
(2006) 



Feagin believes her solution to the paradox of pleasure from tragedy explains why  
Ø  most people believe that “tragedies are much more important                                    

or significant artworks than comedies. 

–  …There are great comedies, but the significance of the greatest                              
is not thought to reach the significance of even less great tragedies. Why?” 

Ø “It is not due, as one might suppose on first blush, to some essential             
morbidity in the outlook of those who defend this judgment… 

–  Tragedy is anything but morbid,  
»  for if people did not feel sympathy with their fellow human beings,   
»  we would not have the initial negative responses we do                         

to the  tragic situation, the unpleasant direct responses.  



–  At the foundation of the aesthetic pleasure from tragedy                                     
is the same feeling which makes possible moral action:  
•  sympathy with…the welfare of human beings qua human beings… 

Ø The basis for our judgments of the aesthetic significance of tragedy                   
(as opposed to the lesser significance of comedy) can plausibly be                        
its calling forth feelings which are also at the basis of morality.  

»  Judgments about tragedy's greatness derive from a recognition of 
the importance of morality to human life.” (99) 

–  The value of tragedy for moral education might also explain why                             
many kids movies include incredibly tragic scenes. (Lion King: bit.ly/1HU0pIa) 



In comedy there must be a "butt" of the joke. 
•  The pleasure from comedy, then, is generally a direct response to the failures, 

defects, or absurdities of whomever (or whatever) is the object of ridicule or fun. 
–  Moreover, responses to comedy are                                                                       

to failures or defects judged to be insignificant. 

•   This judgment is important because if the imperfections                        
were thought to be of great significance, the work would then                 
take on the air of tragedy rather than comedy; it would be saddening    
rather than amusing that  people were subject to such flaws. 

 
 

…Human foibles may be minor or major, and it is precisely                                           
the latter ones which tear at (rather than tickle) the hearts of an audience. 
 

•  Comedy, one might say, is skin deep:  
–  it generally goes no further than direct response,  

•  and requires that one's responses be to things which do not play        
major roles in maintaining the happiness and security of human life.”  

»  The subject matter of comedy cannot be too serious                       
– otherwise it would be inappropriate to laugh at it. 

•  …The person who laughs at tragedy may justifiably be called "callous,"  
–  and one might sensibly harbor serious doubts about that person's morality. 



Ø  Feagin notes that her discussion has raised             
the question of “the nature of the             
relationship between aesthetic & moral value.” 

»  [which is incidentally the next topic                   
we address in this class!] 

“The greatness of tragedy reflects the importance                          
of morality in human life,   
           

•  and the aesthetic judgment of a particular work’s greatness, 
therefore, would be an aesthetic judgment which             
reflects one's own particular moral commitments.  

–  Hume says…that we cannot admit a work of art                
to have value unless we approve of its morality. 

Ø That is, a necessary condition of judging a work of art 
to be good is that it does not conflict with             
one's own ethical views.  

–  This is necessary in order to feel the               
direct response,  
»  and consequently to feel the pleasure of     

the meta-response which is dependent on it. 



In other words, 
•  “…a judgment that a work is immoral is a                 

relational judgment, 
–  a judgment of the relationship between one's own  

ethical convictions and something about the work            
– what it expresses, says, shows, or approves.  

Judgments of immorality of a work will then vary  
•  according to different ethical convictions  
•  as well as different interpretations of the work.  

–  A work's supporting multiple interpretations even   
further complicates any judgment of its immorality.” (100) 



Feagin argues that “an immoral work would be                                                          
one which manipulates our responses in a way which  
•  has us responding favorably towards something which we would in fact           

judge as evil, and unfavorably toward something we would in fact judge as good” 

»  “Some contemporary American horror films could…               
serve as examples.  
•  I am thinking specifically of a number of spin-offs                  

of the well-reviewed film Halloween... 

•  The morally horrifying thing about these films is          
that they are told through the eyes of the rapist/killer,  

•  as if to say ‘you, too, can feel what it is like to be             
a homicidal maniac,’ as if there is something    
worthwhile in having that experience.” 

•  “The point is that one finds a work morally disturbing  
–  when there is a conflict between the (immoral) feelings it produces                 

(or attempts to produce) in us and our (ordinary) judgments of morality.  

•  It is certainly a conflict which can occur, and which in general leads us                   
to shun the work ourselves and, most likely, to arm our children against it.” (100) 



Feagin elaborates that “the charge of a work's being immoral  
•  identifies the work's fault as influencing us immorally,  
•  or, if we have the strength of character to resist,   

attempting to do so.  

Ø  An immoral work, then, is one which          
encourages a direct response to which                      
we have an unfavorable meta-response.  

•  The direct response, as manipulated                    
by the author, if successful, would be   
pleasurable (exciting, enticing, etc.)  
–  but, given the state of one's ordinary              

moral feeling, one's meta-response                
would be displeasure at finding that                    
one is capable of such callousness. 

•  …The meta-pleasure we feel in response                         
to tragic situations is absent in immoral works,  
–  and this absence leads to a negative judgment           

of the work's aesthetic value.” (100-1) 

Ø Is it truly impossible for us to arrive at a positive 
aesthetic evaluation of an immoral work? 

Serrano, Andres.  
(1987) Piss Christ. 



Feagin notes that 
 

Ø  the way a person responds to tragic works of art may not necessarily                   
be a reflection of their moral character. 

–  The ‘selfish sentimentalist’ sympathizes with fictional characters in tragedies,  
–  but doesn’t respond the same way to real people undergoing                          

the same struggles. 

–  Perhaps this person is only willing to sympathize                        
when they know that they aren’t under any obligation to actually 
help the people who are struggling. 

–  “That is one of the delights of fiction (even tragedy):  
–  one is free to feel as one wishes                                                                        

at no risk to oneself, incurring                                                                        
no obligation, requiring no money,                                                                        
time, or dirty fingernails. 

•  But once one gets outside,                                                                             
the situation changes, and one’s                                                                       
concern for others may just not                                                                 
be  strong enough to overcome                                                                    
self-interest.” (101) 

scene from To Kill a Mockingbird 



•  Conversely, 

–  The ‘unimaginative moralist’ doesn’t respond with                                             
an unpleasant direct response to the fictional tragedy 
•  but certainly reacts with instant sympathy and concern to real-life tragedies. 

–  “The key…is that this moralist is unimaginative,  
–  for it takes more effort of imagination to respond to a work of art        

than it does to respond to real life. 

»  In art one has to overcome the conventions of the medium, 
contemplate counterfactuals, and make the appropriate inferences 
and elaborations on the basis of them. 

Ø Perhaps this is why some have thought that developing         
an appreciation of appropriate works of art is a                     
good ingredient of moral education: 
•  If one can learn to respond morally in the imagined case, 
•  then it will be even easier to do do in reality. 

•  …we can explain the unimaginative moralist's failure to respond to art      
by virtue of that person's being unimaginative in a way which is required  
in the aesthetic context but not required in the actual moral one.” (102) 



The fact that we get pleasure from fictional tragedy, but not real tragedy,  
•  motivates some philosophers of art to “alleg[e] the existence of special        

‘aesthetic emotions,’ unlike those which exist in real life.” 

–  In other words, some theorists propose that our moral & emotional responses 
operate differently in response to artworks than to non-art. 

»  These people defend the autonomy of art. 
 

Ø  Feagin contends that we need not conclude that art is                        
morally autonomous from the ordinary world. 

–  We can instead conclude that our moral & emotional responses        
are the same in art & in life, 
»  but there are different standards of appropriateness                   

for meta-responses to art tragedy vs. real tragedy. 

•  “In art,…one experiences real sympathy without there having 
been real suffering, and this is why it is appropriate to feel 
pleasure at our sympathetic responses to a work of art, 

•  whereas it is not appropriate to feel pleasure at our 
sympathetic responses in reality,”  
Ø since the suffering of real people demands acting          

to help them, not being satisfied with our own sympathy. 



“The differences between responses and meta-responses                                
to real situations and to art have to do both with  
 

1.  the important role actions play in morality but not in our responses to art, 
2.  the differing roles which emotions themselves play in the two cases.  

–  most fundamentally, the meta-response of pleasure to the sympathy                 
we feel for other people is appropriate to art but not in life  

•  because in the former there is no real suffering to continue                         
to weigh on our feelings.  

–  …The peculiarity of the responses hinges on the fact that                 
what one initially responds to is not real,  
»  thus making continued sympathy idle, and allowing  

one to reflect on the sympathy one previously felt. 

•  In the latter case, real suffering easily commands our attention,  
–  so that any desirability of sympathy is of miniscule 

importance in comparison with the perniciousness of        
the conditions which gave rise to it.” (103-104) 

Giambologona. (1583)  
Rape of the Sabine Women. 


