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Eternal Tragedy and Subject Redemption
Yan Xianglin

Abstract: “Tragedy” is a core concept of classic aesthetics, an old aesthetic proposition and also an old-
fashioned philosophical proposition. In fact, it is not confined to the field of aesthetics, but as a broad concept,
can also be extended to the field of philosophy and sociology. By logic, tragedy can be divided according its
quality, resulting in natural tragedy, social tragedy and spiritual tragedy; according to its quantity, it can also be
divided into individual tragedy, group tragedy and national tragedy. When we re-examine this concept in a post-
modern context, we propose the concept of “eternal tragedy” so as to further explore subjective and objective
reasons for tragedy, explain the objective logic and subjective elements of tragedy and discuss the history-
transcending synchronicity of tragedy from perspectives of the regularity of natural law, historical and ideological
disputes, and the contradictions between the subject’s desire and inner self. Examined from the perspective of
tragedy’s value content and aesthetic significance, it is clear that on the one hand, tragedy contains the ideological
modes of society involving the fate of heroes and groups and the integration of heroes and morality; on the other
hand, the tragic protagonists or heroic icons are both typical representatives of moral principles and semiotic
symbols of aesthetic images because tragedy reflects the contradictions and conflicts between individuals and
between individuals and groups. The classic Western theory of tragedy, while emphasizing the logical connection
between tragedy and fate, also contains the concepts of contingency and individuality of tragedy. It ignores
the inevitability and universality of tragedy. First of all, the tragic fate of humans is dominated by the law of
nature, and this is the first rule and the first element of the tragic basis and is also the fundamental and most
extensive reason for tragedy. In other words, because of the regularity of the natural law, the tragic fate of each
individual life is pre-determined in an ontological sense, and so is, correspondingly, the inevitable tragic outcome
of humanity in a general and universal sense. Second, the historical and ideclogical disputes have created for
humanity the most extensive and numerous tragedies. They are both the logical cause and the inevitable result
and both universal phenomena and objective essence. As far as artistic texts are concerned, the most numerous
and most profound types of tragedy are also social tragedies. Finally, the subject’s desire includes three major
elements, power, money and lust, which constitute the black trap in the process of life, that is, the three sources
of tragedy. The patterns of modern tragedies can be seen as consisting of subjective and objective kinds or layers.
They can be understood with new historical meanings and also with necessary alert—everyone be alerted to the

generation of tragedies and to guarding against involving oneself in creating new tragedies.
Keywords: tragedy, natural law, ideological dispute, subject’s desire, spiritual conflict, rational salvation
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