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Abstract

Greek tragedy, as the most significant literary-dramatic form of ancient Greece, emerged from the lived experiences of citizens within the
polis-centered Greek civilization and, at the same time, was theoretically and ideologically rooted in cosmos-centric nihilism. This
influence persisted throughout the history of ancient Greece and remains evident. In fact, it can be argued that since the polis, as a particular
social and political structure, played a fundamental role in Greek civilization, it also had crucial importance in the formation and
development of tragedy. On the other hand, cosmos-centric nihilism also depicted in tragedy the crisis of meaning, determinism, and the
human condition of helplessness against the forces of nature, the gods, and a blind fate. The analysis of the works of the three great
tragedians of Greece demonstrates that the Greek way of thinking, their interpretation of humanity and the origin of the cosmos, and the
prevailing worldview of cosmos-centrism had a profound impact on the emergence and evolution of tragedy. In this context, the heroes
of tragedy wander between law and morality, the individual and the collective, will and determinism, and the quest for meaning versus
the experience of meaninglessness. This study examines the simultaneous influence of two foundational factors—the socio-political
structure of the polis and cosmos-centric nihilism—on the formation and development of Greek tragedy, with emphasis on the works of
Aeschylus, Sophocles, and Euripides. Employing a descriptive-analytical approach and a comparative study of classical texts and
contemporary sources, this research clarifies and interprets the impact of the polis and the nihilistic and cosmos-centered thought of the
Greeks on tragedy. The findings of this study reveal that Greek tragedy reflects the belief that the destiny of humanity is deeply intertwined
with the cosmos and its political manifestation, namely the polis. This worldview also illustrates the tension between human agency and
the blind predetermined fate under the will of the gods, while representing the fundamental ontological, moral, and political crises arising
from this tension.

Keywords: Polis, Cosmos-centric Nihilism, Greek Tragedy, Aeschylus, Sophocles, Euripides.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
Greek tragedy stands as one of the most

enduring cultural achievements of antiquity,
embodying the conflicts, crises, and ideals that
shaped the ancient Greek worldview. Scholars

have long recognized that its emergence and
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evolution were inseparably linked to the polis,
the unique socio-political structure of the
Greek city-state, and to the cosmos-centric

nihilism that defined the metaphysical outlook

of the time. The polis was not only a physical
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and political entity but also a metaphysical and
existential framework within which Greek
citizens found identity, voice, and belonging (3,
4). Equally, the cosmos was conceived as the
organizing principle of existence, a substitute
for a transcendent deity, structuring both
nature and human destiny (1, 2). When tragedy
was performed in Athens during the Dionysian
festivals, it was not merely a form of
entertainment but a civic and metaphysical
event where citizens confronted the precarious
balance between collective identity and
individual agency, between human striving
and the inexorability of fate. In this context,
Greek tragedy cannot be understood in
isolation as an artistic genre but as a deeply
philosophical and social phenomenon arising
from the tensions of polis life and cosmos-
centric nihilism. It is this duality that explains
why tragedy became the privileged literary
form of the classical period, articulating the
precarious condition of humanity suspended
between law and morality, freedom and
determinism, meaning and meaninglessness
(17, 18).

The scholarly background on the subject
reveals an extensive but fragmented
engagement with the concepts of nihilism,
polis, and tragedy. Nietzsche’s critique of
Western metaphysics has been read as an
early diagnosis of the nihilistic underpinnings
of Greek culture, showing how metaphysical
value-systems  paved the way for
meaninglessness (5). Aristotle’s Poetics
provided the most influential classical

framework, interpreting tragedy as the story of
a noble character who falls into misfortune
through error, invoking catharsis through pity
and fear (6, 19). Yet, later thinkers such as
Kaufmann argued that Aristotle’s definition
captured only the effects, not the essence, of
tragedy (20). Other modern contributions
emphasize nihilism as a denial of objective
values (7), the metaphysical appeal of tragic
suffering (8), or the fundamental role of the
polis in shaping Greek political philosophy (9).
Genealogical readings have placed tragedy in
direct relation to socio-political transformations
(10), while comparative studies extend the
analysis to other traditions such as
Elizabethan drama (11) or ritual frameworks of
death and rebirth (12). Interpretations also
highlight how Sophocles’ works engaged
political questions of legitimacy and resistance
(14) and how Nietzsche’s Apollonian and
Dionysian principles foreshadowed the tragic
fusion of reason and chaos (13). Taken
together, these studies show that tragedy was
simultaneously a literary form, a civic practice,
and a metaphysical experiment, but none has
offered a comprehensive synthesis of how the
polis and cosmos-centric nihilism intersect to
produce the tragic vision of Aeschylus,
Sophocles, and Euripides.

The theoretical framework underpinning this
study is therefore twofold: first, tragedy as a
genre is understood not simply as a dramatic
form but as a philosophical inquiry into the
human condition (15, 16); second, it is

examined in relation to the polis and cosmos,
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which  provided the institutional and
metaphysical contexts that defined Greek
identity. The polis was more than a city; it was
a community of equals, a space where human
dignity depended on citizenship (21, 22).
Those excluded—women, slaves,
foreigners—remained outside the sphere of
full humanity (2, 4). Logos, speech and reason,
was both the privilege and obligation of
citizens, distinguishing them from others (23-
25). The cosmos, meanwhile, represented the
ordered totality of existence, a rational yet
impersonal framework that replaced divine
providence with natural determinism (26, 27).
Within this metaphysics, nihilism emerged as
the historical forgetting of  divine
transcendence (28-30), producing the sense
that the cosmos itself was the only horizon of
meaning (31, 32). Tragedy, then, became the
medium in which Greeks confronted the
fragility of their condition as beings defined by
logos within the polis yet subjected to the blind
necessity of the cosmos. Its structure of fate,
reversal, and recognition dramatized the crisis
of meaning in a world where neither gods nor
laws provided stable guarantees.

The works of Aeschylus, Sophocles, and
Euripides exemplify in different ways the
tensions between polis and nihilism.
Aeschylus, considered the father of tragedy,
articulated both the power of fate and the civic
order of the polis. In Prometheus Bound, the
Titan acknowledges the futility of resisting
destiny, presenting fate as a force beyond
human and even divine control (35). In the

Eumenides, the trial of Orestes illustrates how
divine commands, rather than intrinsic
morality, dictated justice, exposing the fragility
of ethical order in a cosmos without absolute
values. Yet Aeschylus also underscored the
importance of democratic deliberation, as in
The Suppliants, where the king of Argos defers
to the people’s decision, dramatizing the polis
as a collective source of legitimacy.
Sophocles, by contrast, focused more on the
existential struggle of the individual caught
between divine decree and civic law. In
Oedipus Rex, prophecy ensures that human
attempts to escape destiny only confirm it,
underscoring the futility of autonomy (38). In
Ajax, despair before the indifference of the
gods leads to suicide, while in Antigone, the
defiance of Creon’s edict dramatizes the
collision of familial duty and state authority,
revealing the corruption of the polis when it
suppresses logos and justice. Euripides
radicalized this trajectory by foregrounding the
collapse of meaning itself. In Medea, the
heroine’s cry for death captures the abyss of
nihilism where divine justice offers no solace,
while in The Trojan Women, Athena and
Poseidon decree suffering upon innocents,
exposing the cruelty of divine will and the
impotence of human resistance. Euripides’
characters often articulate skepticism about
the gods and society, revealing how tragedy
had become a vehicle for questioning the very
foundations of polis life and metaphysical
belief (2).



1FoF Jlo (p9d o bl (Paw 098 ¢ qw il Oludl § b ) dusmis™ 4y i3

Taken together, these perspectives highlight
how Greek tragedy functioned as a civic and
philosophical forum. It dramatized the crises of
the polis, including the exclusion of women
and slaves, the corruption of political authority,
and the fragility of collective identity (34). At
the same time, it embodied the metaphysical
despair of cosmos-centric nihilism, portraying
humanity as subject to blind fate, arbitrary
divine will, and existential absurdity. The tragic
vision thus reflects a double crisis: the political
crisis of the polis as an institution strained by
inequality, conflict, and decline, and the
metaphysical crisis of a cosmos stripped of
transcendence, @ where  meaning was
unattainable. This explains why tragedy,
though deeply rooted in ritual and myth,
speaks with such resonance to modern
philosophical  concerns. As  Eagleton
observed, tragedy reflects not moral clarity but
ambiguity, injustice, and the impossibility of
resolution (33). The persistence of these
themes underscores tragedy’s role as a
medium of critical reflection, where citizens
collectively contemplated the limitations of
their world, their politics, and their gods.

In conclusion, the analysis of Greek tragedy
through the dual lenses of polis and cosmos-
centric nihilism demonstrates that this genre
was far more than a form of artistic
entertainment. It was a profound cultural
expression of the existential and political
crises of ancient Greece, a site where human
beings grappled with the inevitability of fate,

the arbitrariness of the gods, and the fragile

legitimacy of civic order. The tragedies of
Aeschylus, Sophocles, and Euripides thus
represent both a mirror of their time and a
timeless exploration of human vulnerability. By
situating tragedy within the structures of the
polis and the metaphysics of the cosmos, this
study reveals its enduring significance as a
cultural and philosophical phenomenon that
continues to illuminate the dilemmas of

meaning, justice, and destiny.
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