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UNTUAGIC AM ERICA
Our Democir u t i c  f a i t h  Deeds Correcting I f  ./e « r e  

to  P ro d u c e  G r e a t  T r a g i c  Jrarria

•)
After 12 years of silence, a new drama by our Do.1 

playwright,  Eugene O’ N e i l l ,  is an event, but-this  
one» The Iceman Cometh, prompts the reflection that 
no f i r s t - r a te  American tragedy has ever been written,  
not even by O’Ne i l l ,  this despite the fact that 
the world has been steeped in tragedy for many years 
and despite the fact that a l l  the characters in The 
Iceman are miserable specimens indeed, instead of 
the ennobling effect that tragedy is supnosed to give, 
The Iceman is more like a cosmic bellyache, And 
O’N e i l l ' s  best plays, as a writer in the atre Arts 
magazine has pointed out, are not so ’inch real  
tragedies as " d mvntinations of the t ra  me fact  
that nan has lost sight of nis own g r e a t n e s s , ”

America’ s fa i lu re  to create f i r s t - r a t e  tragedies  
may not seem l ixe  a national disaster. Yet dramatic 
tragedy has been the chosen medium of h is to ry ’ s 
greatest a r t is t s ,  and our fa i lu re  in i t  may betoken 
some deeper fa i lu re  in the American character or 
scene, a people who cannot witness great reminders 
of the tragic asnoot of their own existence are not 
getting the most out of l i f e  and -perhaps cannot be 
ranked among'the greatest c iv i l iza t ions .  The people 
of Athens and of Shakespeare*s England were able to 
suffer vicariously with their tragic heroes in an 
emotional v/o-rkout that l e f t  them wiser and mo re serene. 
That, said .-.ristotle, i s  the purpose of tragedy--to  
purge the emotions through pity and fear, rut Americans 
disapprove of fear and want to free the world, of i t .
Are we an essentia lly  untrs .-ic people?

W h a t i s  T r n ge d y?

a few defin it ions ,  noce­
to A r isto t le ,  the f irst  
, r •. •; e d y mu s t be ”se r i o u s . 
magnitude." to which

c ,
+• In

m m y  s o - w w  
■■authority on 
oormlete and of 

■/ e b ster '  s d i c t i o n a r y 
o:

f i r s t ,
Accord ing 
Subject, 
a certain
adds that the hero " i s  by some passion or limitation  
brought to a catastrophe," the action as a whole 
working out as " a manifest at ion of • f at e, ” hwm.ctly 
f reak ing , f i r s t - r a t e  tragedy has been, written in onlv 
two era sip by only four men: by Aeschylus, Jorhocios 
and Euriredes.in the 5th Century B,G, and by ohakesreare 
Grade 3 tragedy ( s t i l l  very fine s tu f f )  wins been 
achieved by Corneille, As cine, Goe the , Ibsen and otriers , 
including composers o f  19th Century opera ; sad you 
can grade i t  on dov.m from there, out hiah. tra. red y 
must not be confused with pathos, gloom or a mere 
unhappy ending.
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A key word in  A r i s to t le 1 s definitdujn is "magnitude. 
The Greek find Shakespearean heroes were princesnji kings 
or generals at least, outsize characters whose fate  
involved the fate of whole c it ies  or nations with 
their, own. Compare King Oedinus or Kino Lear with 
v/hat masses for a tragic hero on the .jnerlcun stage--  
the clerk-hero of Elmer Rice's Adding Machine . 
significantly named Mr, Kero, or the marronic Lennie 
in SteinbecK* s Of Mice and Men, Our heroes animal 
not to our awe but to our power of sympathetic 
identification. Aided by natura list ic  settings and 
dialog, we are above a l l  made to fee l  at home,
among equals or in fer io rs . The ch r '. c t e r s o r • ‘ hi
stage and screen may he rich and r ; 0miruble, but
are always reminded of their hum.f - o rieni n, t.a-.
warts or some o tlier comforts ble ;; ! 1 d e-xcedd ir . - r l  V

nontra.gic flaw. The Iceman carr i e s T, h l" q r\ nv'■.o c r
snobbism about as fa r  as it can be carr ied ; the
charaEters a l l  start out as a bunch of drunken bums 
and finish the same.

The requirement of "MagnitudS','" ^hich our drama 
f a i l s  to meet, suggests that a j r K x r t r x i i g r e a t  
tragedy may be incompatible with American democracy. 
Except at the Sinatra-fan level ,  we don't rea l ly  
believe in heroes, and when they atnear among us 
anyway we unfit them for  tragedy by cutting them 
down to size. Just as reacted to the nhenomenon 
of H it le r  b.y singing Her Führer 's Face, so we debunk 
our own heroes, good or bad, American!’iction has 
produced a few chracters, such as ^hab in Moby Dick, 
who are of  truly tragic magxnitude. Hut the typical  
American reader t r ies  to get .around .fnab by dubbing 
him a fanatic.

One reason for the greatness of .Wiab and for the 
high seriousness of much Victorian l i te ra ture  in 
comparison with our own was that our forebears  
shared a deep Christian sense of sin. this sense 
of sin was related to a sense of man's cosmic 
importance, which.we seem to have lost .  To a 
Greek, a lso, man was the center of the universe; 
his very gods had manlike attributes and were 
constantly involving themselxves in nan1d a f f a i r s ,  
whether guiding him inbatt le  or making love to 
his wife, but modern man has moved from the center 
of the universe and reduced himself to a t r i v ia l  
bio log ica l  specimen. He cannot esteem himself 
highly enough for high tragedy. He can a reraise,  
analyze, respect awd b e l i t t l e  himself, but he cannot 
rggar4 himself '• ;ittyawe,

Without awe, tragedy cannot achieve i t s  greatest
imract, And it may be that rsir b e l i e f  thut .il l men
are equal, Our refusa 1 t o a d m i t f, U r V r r* V CO Ti c e t■>r.
of aristocracy, e e b a v s US "'Wwn v j- xh® f  o e 1 i n. ? t h e
awe that the .--tj a-nin ns Celt ;/V. '•■rd vj-sinus nr rhe
Eliaabethan gra untiling s ton's:'ai Lear, In that case
our fa i lu re  to produce great hragedy may be a virtue,
or at least a fa i r  price to ray fo r  our democracy. 
Maybe we are more l ike the Romans, who also had 
great p o l i t i c a l  g i f t s  and never proauced any great



tragedy either.
Yet democracy does produce heroes» amdour history  

i s  replete wi/ch tragic themes. These themes and heroes 
may make *,greht American tragddy i f  we get over our 
be l i t t l in g  habit 'and admit to ourselves that the 
average man is  not the measure of a l l  things. out. 
even that won’ t be enough, for  while great tragedy 
i s  not necessarily incompatible with democracy» 
it  is incomnatible with another habit that l ies  
deep in the American grain,

T H e I d e a  o f  P r o g r e s s

■This habit i s  an optimistic fa ith  in rogress. 
Professor I .  B. Bury, who wrote a history of  The Idea  
of Progress» defines i t  to mean nthat c iv i l iza t ion  
has.moved» is  moving and w i l l  move in a desirable  
direction." This idea is  only about as old as 
modern science, stemming from bacon anb Descartes,
But it  has as frim a grip on the modern world as the 
expectation of the Judgment Day had on the medieval 
world. And except among Russian Communists ( fo r  Marx 
swallowed i t  whole) the idea of progress has nowhere 
taken deeper root than in America.

Now why is  this idea incompatible with high tragedy? 
Beacuse we have let i t  replace the old convictions 
on which tragedy depends» that man is f in i t e  (or 
■sinful) and that his destiny does not l ie  wholly 
in his own hands. The idea of progress grew from 
the observable fact of science’ s increasing conquest 
of material nature. But Darwin, Herbert Bpencer 
and others stretched this observable fact into 
certain unprovable aaHumptions: namely, that " a l l  
environments [Darwin’ s words] w i l l  tend to progress 
toward perfection," that man himself is  perfectib le  
through sc ient i f ic  knowledge and that ev i l  is  
not a permament necessity in the world. Even 
devout men like  Tennyson, whose Docksley ■̂ a l l  
is  the batt le  hymn of profgress , could promote 
the new fa ith  by assuming God was on i t s  side, 

tAs indeed He may be. But there is  increasing  
evidence to the .contrary. There is  also evidence 
that the underpinnings of our f a i t h  in progress 
may be weakening, for the scientists  themselves 
are no longer so sure. The leading physicists  

have ion ; since regained,  an a lmost  p r i m i t i v e  awe 
of the universe» ar.a ii, G, Wells ropub i a t ed a 
l i fe long  wo rsh ip  o f  pro grass b e f o r e  h ^ . l e f t  a 
world f o r  ’Aiiah h i s  f i n a l  eo i  that v- s "donned 
fbrmicary. " B ur y ’ s book was written a w u p r u t ion 
before the atonic bomb, but the bomb g i v e s  those 
words of h i s  a new point: " I f  t h e r e  we re  good 
cause for believing that the  earth would be 
uninhabitable in a .D. 2000 or 2100, the doctrine 
of Progress would lose i t s  meaning and would 
automatically disappear,"



4

R e v e r s 3 1 o f V a 1 u o s
To gain sense of tragedy, , w*"':*i cans r:t-: s ttherefore Virtually reverse two of their c earest

values: oh. the one hand, we must recover our
awareness of evil, uncartelntv a/i • fear: o ►3. pr 0)

other, we must -ain a w'- n s e o f ma n1 k 1 'W. ) ' y  ̂ . ml/wrl •
greatness [ which is suite a d 1 gw-- 0 n t ' r• ins from
"the dignity of the common nan"), i’br m ■ageuv, in
essence, is the spectacle of a great man
c o n f r o n t i n g  h i s  own f i n i t e n e s s  ana b e i ng  
punished f o r  l e t t i n g  h i s  reac,^ exceed  h i s  g rasp .
The Greeks had two words for t h i s - - hybr is , nride, 
and moira, fa te—which’ told them t h a t  subtle dangers 
lurk m a l l  human achievements and that the 
bigger they are the harder they f a l l ,  but i f  Americans 
believe that there are no insoluble question's, 
they can't ask tragic questions, xuid i f  they believe  
that punishment is  only for  ignorenee or inadequate 
e ffo rt ,  they can't give tragic answers, xhey can't  
have the tragic sense.

That sense  i s  to f e e l  a duo n u b i l i t y  b e f o r e  
the f o r c e s  th a t  are  a b l e  to humble us,  w i thou t  
w i s h in g  t o ' a v o i d  the c o n t e s t  whore the humbl ing 
may t ake  p l a c e ,  be w i l l -  be a more c i v i l i z e d  ween i e  
when we g e t  i t .

jt .


