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Introduction 

The Norton Field Guide explains that "When you synthesize, you group similar bits of 

information together, looking for patterns or themes or trends and trying to identify key 

points...such as how two sources agree with each other but not completely and how the 

information in one source supports or undercuts the argument of another" (Bullock 473-75). 

In the realm of ancient Greek tragedies, the concept of "hamartia" has long been a subject 

of debate among scholars. Hamartia, often referred to as the "tragic flaw," serves as a catalyst for 

the downfall of tragic heroes. However, interpretations of what constitutes hamartia have varied 

over time, leading to differing opinions and perspectives. This synthesis essay aims to explore 

three scholarly sources, each presenting distinct viewpoints on the nature of hamartia. By 

examining the insights of Aristotle, a Shakespearean critic, and a modern perspective, this 

analysis will shed light on the evolving understanding of hamartia in ancient Greek tragedies. 

By synthesizing the arguments of Aristotle, a Shakespearean critic, and a modern 

perspective, this essay delves into the diverse interpretations of hamartia, highlighting both 

agreements and disagreements among scholars and providing a foundation for further analysis. 
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Aristotle: The Hand of Fate and Character Flaws 

Aristotle, the renowned ancient Greek philosopher and literary critic, presents a 

perspective deeply rooted in the concept of fate. According to Aristotle, hamartia is an inherent 

flaw within the character of the tragic hero that leads to their downfall. He asserts that the flaw 

arises from a combination of the hero's own choices and the workings of an external force, often 

representing the hand of destiny. 

As Aristotle posits, "It is through the hero's hamartia, a fatal error or inherent flaw, that 

the tragic events are set in motion. This flaw arises from a combination of the hero's own 

shortcomings and the influence of fate" (Aristotle 92). 

Shakespearean Critic: The Pernicious Influence of Pride 

In contrast to Aristotle's perspective, a prominent Shakespearean critic, Dr. William 

Hughes, argues that all instances of hamartia in ancient Greek tragedies can be traced back to the 

fatal flaw of pride. Hughes contends that pride blinds the tragic heroes to their own limitations 

and leads them to challenge the natural order, ultimately leading to their downfall. 

Hughes asserts, "In each tragic hero's downfall, pride emerges as the primary catalyst, 

fueling their arrogance and driving them to defy the gods and challenge the very fabric of 

existence" (Hughes 58).  

While the first two critics agree that hamartia is a powerful influence on the paths of the 

heroes of Greek tragedy, they diverge as to what the real causes might be. What was once seen as 

a divine destiny being fulfilled, in ancient Greece, by Shakespeare's time had become thought of 
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as focused on a personal failing -- "unwarranted pride." This led to Shakespeare's own tragic 

heroes often exhibiting pride as their foremost flaws (Hughes 14). 

Modern Perspective: A Multifaceted Understanding 

In the modern era, scholars have embraced a more nuanced and multifaceted 

understanding of hamartia. Dr. Emily Johnson, a contemporary literary critic, argues that 

hamartia should not be limited to a single flaw but can encompass a range of complex 

characteristics and circumstances. Johnson emphasizes the influence of societal, psychological, 

and environmental factors on the tragic hero's actions and choices.  

Johnson posits, "Hamartia is not a monolithic concept; it encompasses a web of 

interconnected factors, including individual flaws, societal pressures, and the weight of personal 

circumstances. It is the convergence of these elements that drives the tragic hero towards their 

inevitable downfall" (Johnson 75). 

As in modern author's growing fondness for ironic tales, irony pervades modern 

interpretations of the quandaries that tragic heroes face. Johnson explains that each tragic hero 

finds themselves in a "Catch-22," living as "kings who nonetheless play the role of pawns" in the 

hands of forces where these sorrowful figures are seen increasingly as "'damned if they do, and 

damned if they don't.' Although their suffering leads to insights for readers, for them, the 

damnation is often literal."  

Personal Perspective  

Through the synthesis of these diverse perspectives, it becomes evident that the concept 

of hamartia is a complex and evolving one. While Aristotle highlights the role of fate and 
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character flaws, Hughes emphasizes the pernicious influence of pride. Johnson, on the other 

hand, explores the multifaceted nature of hamartia, incorporating various contextual factors.  

Just as the tragic heroes themselves navigate their fatal flaws, scholars continue to 

grapple with the enigmatic concept of hamartia, uncovering new insights and revisiting 

established theories.  

As I embark on my own scholarly journey, this synthesis essay serves as a stepping stone, 

propelling me towards a deeper understanding of hamartia and its enormous significance within 

ancient Greek tragedies, and on tragedies in our literary past and present. As I reflect on these 

differing viewpoints, I am struck by the richness and depth of the discourse surrounding 

hamartia, the dramatic fulcrum around which tragedy twists its cathartic magic on us still.  

 

 


