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ThlS theSl::' lS gr-ounded ln phl1osophy and ln llterature. It lS 

COf/cerned wlth the rec.ogr,lzea human need for self-afflrmation and wlth 

the consequences of lts denlal caused by exilé. For the victim th1S 

means the loss of SOC 1/:1 1 lnteract10n and publlC moral agency wlthin his 

natural communlty thruugh WhlCh self-afflrmatlOn can be actuallZed. 

ln certaln types cf e/l11C literature construetlve reaetions were 

found to counteract HilS loss of freedom of cholCe of actlOn and place, 

which entalls potentlél1 arlnlhilatlOn of the eXlle's personal integrity. 

In the e~lllc te/t of Dante as my chosen case study, 1 invest1gate 

the use of phllo~>üphlC~jl J~-Id lltera""y means admitting of various kinds 

of self-referentla1 ejpreSSlons and of slmilacra of moral agency as 

substltutes for self-afflrmation by publlC acts. Stlmulated by these 

means, an lntellectu<11 and moral fself-portralt' of the poet eventual1y 

emerges Hl the recul!::1 ':: conSClOusness. This fportrait' is no statle 

image of a pre-en stE'I,t chat-acter, but a dynamic presence of an evolving 

human person of intellectuâ1 and moral integnty, as a reflectlon of the 

poet 's self-percept lUII. 

By sample anétlyse~> and comparlsons, my exposition substantlates 

the Clalnl tl,at Dante's te/t exemplifies the distinct and identifiable 

llterary mode to WhlC11 1 refer as fExilic Oiscourse' . 
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SECTION ONE: INTRODUCTION 

The concept of exile as reflected in ReliglOn, 
in Philosophy and in llterature 

The first concern of this thesls ;5 wlth the traditional meaning 

of the c.on(.ept of 'exile' in the medleval consciousness. Apart from the 

contemporary pract1ce of banishment l~to eXl1e as an instrument of power 

politics. there ~c; a strong revival in the late medieval period of Roman 

history and 1aw, and with it the awareness of the tradition of ~xillum 

as a privilege of escape, as well as of involuntary forms of banlshment 

into exile. 

Exilic llterature shows that there are three representatlve models 

in which the medleval conception of the phenomenon is grounded: the 

prophetic llterature of the Bible; Arlstotle's dlScusslon of the 

polltlcal expedient of ostracism in hlS practical philosophy; and the 

widely read ph,losophlcal poem De Consolatlo Philosopbl~~ by Boethius. 

written ln his pnson cell ln Pavia. 

1. The blbiical model: Exile as a measure of mass-retributlOn HI 

the propnetlc llterature of the Old T~ÉtAmeot lllustrates some 
unlversal characteristics of human reactlOns to the enlic 
conditlon. It lS a widely conflrmed observation that it 
greatly stimulates literary and prophetlc activity. In the 
speciflc case of the'blbllcal model' thlS ~Ctlv1ty lS clearly 
duected toward moral restitution of the eX1led masses. My 
examples are from the Prophets Isalah, Jeremlah and Ezeklel. 
(Th i S resea rch pape ris appended to my thes i s) . 

2. The classical Greek model: Arlstotle discusses the problems 
of banishment lnto exile as ostrac1sm or Q~tra~l~~o~ by decree 
of public assembly. H1S questlons concern exile of 
exceptiona1 lndividuals qua polltical expediency for 
safeguarding the balance of equality among the citizens in 
relation to the inJustice rendered to the ostraclZed 
lndivldua1. 1 examlne Aristotle's arguments from Book III of 
the Politics on 'Citizenship and Constltutlons' in juxta­
posltlon wlth Book V of the NicomaQ:le~!L1Jl!lÇ_s concernlng 
'Justlce'. (This research paper 1S appended to my thesis). 

3. Both exile d~ure and arb1trary banlshment of lndlvidua1s 
into temporary or lnto radlcal eXlle, were ne1ther new ta 
hlstory nor ta literature ln lmperial Rome befare Boethlus. 
Ci ce ra used the Roman 'p r 1 v 11 ege' of escap i n9 1 nto enJ.l!..l1!l 
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wlth gernHlutlO CaplJ.1S tWlce ln order to escap~ severer 
sentenc1ng. After hlS fHSt exile he was recalled, the second 
eille Ile neV8r reached. belng overtaken t" ~is enemles and put 
to death. In a sense. Vergll's Aeneid could be thought of as 
an enllc eOle.. at least for the flrst SlX books of Aeneas's 
wanderlngs on the Homerlc pattern. But Vergl i had not been an 
eXlle h1rnself. Vet OV1d who was an eXl1e (banlshed for 
rnysterlOus reasons by Emp(~ror Augustus to Tomi on the Black 
Sea) never produced a restitutlve dlscourse, only lamentatlons 
and appea1s for clemency, as ln hlS Tflst1a '~'1d in h1s 
(J:JJ_stula~ e)l Ponto. l'et, De Consolatlo Phil0sophiae by 
Boethlus, cumposed dUrlng hlS radlcal eXlle ln a pnson in 
Pav1a, 1S a mudel of 'self-constltutlve exilic discourse' par 
excellence. Th1S wor~ lntroduced Dante to philosophy, when he 
was twenty-f1Ve and mourmng the death of Beatrlce. The 
quest10n whether lt became Dante's model for his own exilic 
tey,t, begun sorne fourteen vears hence, will be raised in 
several parts of thlS thesls. (My study of the Boethlan 
COn.?_~latH)[î 15 lntegrfited into the thesis for comparative 
purposes) . 

Consldered together. the above documents deal wlth a remarkable 

number of phases ar.d aspects of exile: the collective and the 

indlv1dual, the forms of o~.traklsmo.§, of deportatio and of relegatio. 

They explain eXl1e Hl terms of God's punishment, and in terms of 

democratic safeguards for soclety by doing injustice to the indivldual. 

They exempllfy it as 1nternal and external, and they ; l lum;nate it from 

the active and the paSSlve poi~ts of view. 

As statesmen who could perpetrate exile themselves and as victims 

of exile upon whorn lt was lnflicted, Boethius as well as Dante knew bath 

sides of the most dangerous exilic coin - the one of arbitrium by 

potestas wlthout recourse to law and impartial judgement. 

A medleval eXlle rernalns aware of his potentiality as a moral 

agent and a soclal belng, even though exile destroys the teleological 

dimension of his pre-exl1lc eXlstence. What is tu replace the 

purposeful llfe, lf the capaclties of the moral agent to maintain it are 

strangled? To the creat lve person, at least the power of speech is left 

to take over the teleological thrust. In Dante's discourse three 

distinct phases of thlS thrust are observable. 

1. The re~11 t.utk~_....Qhase ; s grounded 1 n the affect ive space of 
hope in WhlCh eXlllC writing is purpose oriented, and in wh;ch 
soclal actlon still seems possible. The purpose in this phase 
IS actual rest,tution and return to active life. The 
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allenatlon throu9h eXlle 1S expenenced as 1ncompatlble wlth 
the ayent's conceptlon of the Self as a moral agent (The 
ConvlVlO) . 

3 

2. Th~_utoP~~1~~Ase 15 connectea to the restltutlve phdse by 
att,tudes. but shows a greater sense of urgencY concernlng the 
need for pol1tlcal and restltutlYe actlOn. Judgemenb become 
harsher, the tone more lnslstent and aggresSlVe. Ohe 
Eplstole). A certaln awkwarC: grandlloquence sets ln ln the~e 
letters and an ov/~restlmatlOn of the lmpact of the eXlle's own 
oplnlOns. The most extreme expreSSlOns of thlS phase Me 
morallv lncompatlble wlth the eXlle's self-perceptlOn. On the 
other hand, po11tlca1 theones become conso1ldated and the 
lUCld pollt1cal treatlse ~~LMonar_çl1J.a results. in the ldeas of 
which sorne scholdrs flnd umque polltlcal V1SlOn of fdt-
reachl ng scope. 

3. The last phase lS a p!1...9.~Le~f_re~n_é!..tJon, and of a gathenng 
of slmllacra of real1ty. It 1S a turmng lnward ln WhlCh the 
text centers on the experlenclng ~~b~~ct. In Dante's Dlvlne 
Çomedy, the Self emerges from confrontatlons of good and eVll 
in hlstory. ln the judgement5 of which the poet becomes 
objectifled. The text puts before us a portralt of Dante as 
experlenced by Dante, whom we experlence as ldea1 medleval 
man. Thought. no longer cHcllng lost reallty, lS pervaded bv 
a sense of 11beratl0n. Dlsconnectedness from publlC moral 
8gency, no longer attrlbuted ta prlvation exile, now becomes a 
freedom of its own - a citlZenship of the world (The D1Vlne 
Comedy). 'Self-const1tutlOn ln exillC dlscourse' 15 now 
accomp 11 shed . 
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Rationale 

Forced eXl1e and lts related forms of expulsl0n of groups or of 

ind1VldlJals fram thelr natural COmmUnltles have caused wldespread 

aberrat10ns of personal and collective 11festyles during the twent1eth 

century. Llterature lS on9 of our main sources of understand1ng the 

en 11 C cond 1 t lOn. 

Slnce many exceptlonal poets and thlnkers of past periods 5pent 

parts of thelr product1ve 11ves ln eX11e, exillc literature is important 

not only for belng an expreSSlon of dlssident indivlduals in conflict 

wlth thelr respectlve sOc1etles, but also for includ1ng sorne of the 

f1nest monuments of phl1osophlcal thought in lltel-ature. Certaln exilic 

te/ts of past perlods are thus of partlcular interest to us today. 

Olle generallv observed characteristlc of eX11lc llterature of a11 

tlmes 1S its latent tendency toward the autoblographical. From ancient 

sources we flnd collectlve versions ln t~e prophetie llterature of the 

Blble; from the Romans we have the fQistulae ex Ponta and the Trlstia 

by OVld; from the Renalssance we have Machiavell,'s Il Princlpe; in 

modern eXl11c l1terature we find che autobiograph1cal tendency ln eXllie 

works from Conrad ta Kundera. 

The concern ln thlS thesis 15 with the philosophical and literarv 

aspects of ex 111 c texts composed unC:er the most extreme condi t ions of 

banishment or radical and involuntary politieal exile. My case study 

involves the lntegral exil1c text of Dante Alighieri. For comparison l 

introduce certa1n characterlstic aspects of the exilic poem, The 

ConsQ.ktjon of_E.biJo~, by Boethius. 

It is a remarkable feature of this eategery of exilic writing that 

it is self-referential without becoming autobiegraphy, and that the 

author's presence ln hlS text does not turn it into pure diseourse. In 

order to distinguish ,t from other forms of exilic literature l refer to 

this phenomenon as 'self-constitutl0n ln exilic discourse'. Ta arrive 

at a substantlated understanding of the philosophieal and literarv 

aspects of th1s phenomenon is the obJect of this thesls . 

No modern theory of dlscourse appears entlrely appllcable te the 

peculiar self-referentlal d1scourse l study. Antony Easthope, author of 
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a documentarv wor~ on the varlOUS contrlbutlons bv llngulsts and 

11terary theorlsts ta the moaerfl theory of dlscourse. proposes the 

read l n9 of r poet ry as dl seou rse' (under the same t 1 t 1 e) .. because 1 t can 

explaln the author as product and effect of the text. whereas 

conventlonal crltlelsm aecepts the notlon of the author as 

unquestionable and pre-glven ln order to be able to deflne how the text 

shou l d be read". 

It becomes eVldent ln th,S theslS that neither the reducllon of 

the author to a quas l Unl ntended 'product and effect'. nor the author dS 

'pre-glven' correspond to the state of affalrs of my case study, and ll~ 

earller model. The former does not apply because ln 'exll1C dlscoursp' 

the author de11berately contrlbutes to hlS 'self-constltutlOn'. The 

latter cannat be assumed. because ln self-constltutlve dlscourse the 

character of the poet 1S not portrayed as a statlc entlty. but ratller as 

an emerglng Self ln a dvnamlc process of transformatlons. ThlS emergent 

Self becomes obJectlfled ln the poet's several gUlses as a personal 

presence ln the text. to WhlCh the reader lS a percelvlng ând 

experlenelng wltness. 

As long as the ontle faet of exile is consldered a mere wterlude 

in a poet's llfe, or, on a more instrumental Vlew, as a 'non-natlve 

locus of productlOn', a categorieal distinctlOn of 'exlllc dlscourse' 

would not seem logical. But thls lOglC ceases to be compelllng when the 

characteristlcs become elucldated by whieh 'exilic d,seourse' RS such 1S 

distinct from 'texts about eXlle' or simply 'works wntten in eXlle'. 

My attention to the s1gniflcance of exile in l1terature was first 

stimu1ated by the study of the çor:,-solJtiorLoJ_~bJ1~_?9Phy by Boethlus, 

which led me to explore some of the intrinslc means and e~trlnSlC 

funet i ons of ex i 1 i e w r1 t 1 ng pe r se. In sorne works l ob se rved a sense of 

personal assertlveness, a flctlonally dlsgulsed or expllclt and 

discoursive presence of the author ln hlS text. Certain exil ie ~orks 

appeared to exude over-confldenee to the pOlnt of grandloslty and 

grandiloquence. Who could forget Machiavelll's lJ Pnnclpe wlth ltS 

unsollclted admonltlons to the unlnterested young MedlCl prlnce who 

never as much as looked at Machlavell,'s hopeful 91ft fram hlS enle 

from Florence to his vlneyard ln Chlanti - decreed by the Medlcl! 
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Some worys wrltterl ln or about exile are wr,tten in conventional 

genre~, and wlthout reflectlon on the state of being in exile and what 
thlS enta11s. The type of text 1 explore is intrlnsically reflective, 
wrltten in attentive awareness of exile as a dynam;c process of 

exposure, passion and adaptation. 

6 

In this kind of text the poet remains identifiable by design, cast 

into the pivotal center of his text, the design of which ts at least in 

part restitut,ve. 

To the extent to WhlCh poetic strategy renders communlcable an 

author's coherent and 1ntegral self-perception in 'exilic discourse', it 

defeats the purpose of extreme exile, which is the annihilatlon of the 

eXlle's status as a moral agent and public person in his community. By 

such affirmatlve llterature, the literary portrait of the exile 8S 

victim and moral agent. now replaces the oral transmission of his exilic 

reputation and sorne archlval records of expulsion end planned oblivion 
thereafter. 

The exillc poem by Boethius, The Consolation of Philosophy, might 

be considered as a self-contained model of such a 'self-constitution' il. 

literature. In the affectlve dimension it admirably fulfils the 
function of restoring the lmprisoned statesman and philosopher fram his 

original state of self-plty and shattered confidence, to full personal 
integrlty and serene self-possession. 

The Boethian transformation is accomplished entirely within a 

philosophieal 'dialogue' between the dejected prisoner and his 
a11egorieal 'visitor', 'Lady Philosophy', speaking with the VOlee of his 

alter ego. Although the fiction is transparent, the consistency of the 

dialectic creates a dlmension of authenticity. Within the deliberate 

poetic strategy of his process, the prisoner becomes eonstituted in the 

reader's eonsc;ousness as a righteous public figure and human person, 

unjustly eondemned to the indignities of exile. In philosophieal terms 

we experience Boethius as a lucid logician, as an intellectual mystic, 

and as a moralist by whose visionary and persuasive powers exile and 
death itself become transcended . 

Richard Green, translator of a eritical latin edit ion of The 

Ço~solat;on, remarks that the poetic quality of the Boethian work "which 
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most influenced later medleval poetry ... was the author's use of the 
fictional vision as a frame for phllosophical speculatl0n and moral 
persuasion".2 

7 

The 'dream-vision' as a poetic mode for the presentation of 

philosophieal ideas was endorsed in the fourth century in an influential 

Commentaryon Cicero's Dream of Scipio by the Neoplatonist Macrobius, 

which Richard Green descrlbes as a work of primary authorlty and 
pervasive influence throughout the Middle ~ges.3 

On Dante, this influence was not lost. In my case study of hlS 

exilic text, 1 seek to identify varlOUS forms and functions of self­
references and of sorne of the supporting thematic structures wlthin 

which they occur. My experlence of the text ;s based on lntegral 

reading, affording the vantage point of an overview position, fram which 

concurrent or synchronous observations are possible of certaln self­

referential patterns or transmutations in the poet's attitude toward the 

exil;c condition. 

The concept of justice for example, is UblQUltously present in the 
discourse and becomes illuminated from every possible angie. It 

furnishes one of the most effective structures for self-reference. 

A brief example wlll show that such a concept can be treatp.d on a 

number of levels. The reader may come upon it most directly in the 

didactic introductlon of an Aristotelian argument frorn the Po~tics in 

Dante's Convivio, or he may be alerted to it by the form of a negative 

attribute to the poet himself in the opening lines of some of the 

Epistles, such as ..... l'umile italiano Dante Alighieri, fiorentino ed 

esule senza colpa, prega pace..... Such is Dante's introduction of 

himself as a 'florentine and exile without gu;lt'. 

Or, the reader may recognize self-reference within the poet's 

conception of justice in his demonstrable lack of sympathy with sorne 

sufferer of what must be the most horrible and grotesque practice of 

retributive justice, he witnesses as pilgrim to the other world, in the 

bowels of the Inferno. Since the human vices are topographically 

ordered by subterranean terraces whic~ they inhabit, the 'pilgrim's' 

individual attitudes toward the encountered souls of old friends and 

enemies among the notorious criminals of the world, give him the 
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opportun1tv ta show h1mself as the 'poet of rertltude' ln a number of 

nUBrjCes. 4 

8 

In the ~Qm~~glÊ. self-references are mostly imbedded in dynamic 

structures, perce1vable as 'acts' rather than as descrlptlons. Henee 

they become effect1ve slm11acra of moral agency. The subject's idea of 

the 'self' 1S thus not postulated as a pre-exlstellt entlty. Rather. thE:: 

lmage of the 'pilgrlm' as person lS produced by dyna~lc lnteraction, 

much as ln real 11fe. 

When Dant8 formally 1ntroduced his monumental poem, he called it a 

~9m~Qy. but he dld not call lt a 'heavenlv one'. The epithet 'div;na' 

was added afte,. hlS tlme. In hlS 1ntroduction the poet refers ta "a 

comedy of Dante Al1ghlen. florentine bv b1rth but not by character". 

Thus, even his tltle lS doubly self-referential, associative and 

dlSSoclatllle at the sarllt:' tlme. Dante explains whv he calls hlS po~m a 

'comedy' by the tradltlonal view that comedles start badly and ha~e a 

happy endlng. Thus filS Comrnedla which starts ln ca1amitv ln the 'dark 

forest' of hlS mld-llfe, ends ln beatitude in the presence oi God in 

paradlse. 

By a syllabus-11ke expos1tion in the Convivio, ln whieh he 

presents practlca11v al1 the tOP1CS of his future works, the poet also 

antic1pates the text's characterlstics as 'exilic discourse'. The 

reader is introduced to hlS polysemous code and explalned how to 

1nterpret by it by the poet's sample self-exegeses. Dante often 

admonishes the reader ta follow his instructions. He introduces us to 

hlS personal philosophy as EthlCS or Moral Philosophy, to which he 

attributes the highest hierarchica1 order in a11 Phi1osophy, inc1uding 

Metaphys; cs. 

Finally, the poet anticipates most of the difficulties and 

per'p lex i t les awa it wg the reader of hl s text, and he shows perpetua 1 

concern for its communlcability. And one could list more. Should we 

not fo'low these most scrupulously conceived lessons in Dante 

seho1arsh1p, so readily dispp.r.~ed? 

It is my lntentlon to respect the text and accept the poet's 

gU1delines as closely as the scope of this thesis permits. 
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Methodology 

The choice of approach 15 widely cons1dered to be one of the major 

difficulties in Dante schalarship. Although this project cannat claim 

to be performing its task under that ae9is, the problems of 

compatibility, rolevancy and appropriate choice of a frame of reference 

and supporting theorles are encauntered in all its considerations. 

Tu a non-medievallst, wlde-ranging research is a Slne gua ~9~ to 

adequata pre-understanding of the medleval made and its cultural 

groundings, in arder ta grasp the encoded expressions and their 

referential and contextual meaning. For their essent1al signlficance to 

my project, certa1n results of this research inform the working notions 

hy which 1 lntroduce the eXposltory section of this thesls. Others form 

the basis of my observatlons and commentaries, whereas two grounding 

research papers are presented as appendices to the thesis. 

My methodology ;s ;nfluenced by the nature of the text and by the 

poet's ubiquitous concern with communicability. 1 avoid 1mposlng any 

pre-determined extrinsic lnterpret1ve philosophical methods, hostile to 

the medieval paradigm and consequently without prOV1Sl0ns ta deal with 

the pecu1 iaritles of the text. Thus my terms of reference for both, the 

philosophical and the literary level of this bi-polar project, are 

chosen on the basis of 1deology-neutral and universally applicable 

theories, as shown in thJ Frame of Reference, included in the 

Appendices. 
The guiding criterion of my methodology is simply 'appro­

priateness', intended in the etymological sense of ~r;ne;n understood as 

selection by division and judgement of means and methods, aimin~ to 

satisfy the three interrelated considerations: 

Relevancy to my thesis 

Compatibility with the text 

Communicability of my understanding and my findings. 

Since my first consideration is with the intrins;c nature of the 

text, and ~y main attention i5 focused on the poet's personal presence 

in his discourse, 1 respect the authority of the poet as much as the 

autonomy of the text, focusing my understanding on the accord between 
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the two. 
Basically, l share the attitude of those contemporary Dantists who 

look back to the fourteenth century commentators who had "no axe to 
grind on the pOlnt of ideology", and who "interpreted Dante's poetry by 

methods that were ln hdrmony with lts spirit". Natalino Sapegno 

cornments on this attitude in an essay published in the Anthology of 

Dante Crlticlsm, The Mind of Oante. S Sapegno writes: 

Today we approach the evaluation of the medieval heritage 
wlthout bias. Th1S lS possible for two reasons. On the one 
hand we have repud1ated al1 polemical attitudes derived from 
Humanism, the Renaissance, the Enlightenment or even from 
Romanticism. On the other hand we now have a thorough1y 
mature hlstorical sense. The historica1 point of view has 
become a1most second nature to us, enabling us ta approach 
each and every phase of human history with a complete lack 
of prejudice, and entire freedor from inhibitions, a 
readlness simply to understand. 

In practical terms, the quoted and exposed passages of the text 

are chosen to exemplify some partlcular self-constitutive forms of the 

'exilic discourse'. These passages are individual1y analyzed and 

interpreted. The poet's major moral themes and some typical self­

referential structures attached to these themes are ldentified. 

Together with certain individual self-referential events, significant 

for advancing the poet's self-constitution in the discourse, these 

structures are examined for their indivldual and cumulative functions, 

informing the reader's experience of the text. 

In the concluding section, 8 composite sketch of the poet's self­

portrait according to his deliberate self-id~"tifications and his most 

original thought transcending the 'medieval model' is proposed. A brief 

theoretical definition of 'self-~onstitution in exilic discourse' 

resultin~ from the individual findings, concludes my thesis . 
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~NONOTE3 - INTRODUCTION 

1. Antony Easthope. Poetry as Olseourse. Methuen, London, New Yor~, 1983. 
p. 7. 

2. Boethius. The Consolatlon of Phil0S0phy. TranslatlOn Wlttl 
introduction and notes by Rlchard Green, Bobbs-Merrill Educational Publlshlng, 
Indianapolis, 1962. Introductlon XXl. 

3. Ibid., XXll. 

4. Dante g;ves hlm~;elf thlS eplthet in the De Vu.lRé!LLIlQgueIJJJ~, liber 
secundus: ..... CHea que sola. S1 bene ricolimus, lllustres viros lnver.lmus 
vulganter poetasse, sel l ieet Bertramum de Bornio arma, Arr.aldum Danlelem amorem, 
Gerardum de Bornello reetltudlnem; Cynum Pistorlensem amorem, amicurn elUS 
rectitudinem." 

Evidence that the 'amlcum e~us' lS Dante is found in the subsequent example 
in WhlCh thlS 'amicus elus' lS represented by Dante's own po~m Do~_mi r~~a ne 
10 core ardlre. In the Dante Opere, Mario Pazzagl1a annotates the pdssage: 
"Oogl;a ... ardire: Ë la canzone dantesca della 11beral1tà, di eontenuto 
dottnnale, ma aVVlvata da una noblle passlOne etlca." Q~nt~L~mElfe, pp. 1272-
1274. 

5. Natal ino Sapegno. Genesls and Structure ln The Mind--.-9L_D~rLte, editar 
U. Limentanl, Cambrldge Unlverslty Press, 1965, p. 7. 

6 • 1 b id., pp . 6- 7. 
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SECTION TWO: EXPOSITION 

Working Notions Relating the Project to the Text 

Together wlth the Frame of Reference (see appended research 

papers), and some theoretlcal terms borrowed from theories of language 

and from phllosophlcal semantics, my own composite notions are intended 

to delimit the deslgn of this thesis, as well as to minimize the need 
for digresslve expllcatlons wlthin the exemplifying analyses, 

commentaries and descrlptlon5 of this paper. 

As far as l can be aware, the working terms are my own, although 

thelr elements may bp varlously employed in philosophy and in literary 

criticism. 

On the historlcal or textual level, Aristotel1an and Thomistic, as 

well as other scholastic and syncretist concepts, are exposed according 

to their occurrence ln the passages under scrutiny. As such they may 

continue to serve in referential expressions in my commentaries on the 

text. 

Some of the most pertinent medieval notions, however, are pre­

established as 'grounding concepts' in the following expositions: 

a) The Human SubJect as Self and 85 Soul 

The term self as prefix in the constructs: 'self-perception', 

'self-reference' and 'self-constitution', serves 85 an indicator of the 

ref1exive mode ln which the terms 'perception', 'reference' and 
'constitution' are used in this thesis. 

Considered ln relation to these compo~nded notions, as for example 

in 'self-perception', the 'subject' is the logical referent of the 

referential expression. Evidently, this applies to al1 three of the 

above notions as well as to potential other constructs on the same 

principle. What i5 often less evident, is the meaning of the reference. 

In Dante, the fself-references' might be encoded in mythical and 

hlstorical analogies, scriptural metaphors or cosmologieal allegories, 

in short. in polysemles of all kinds, by the meanings of WhlCh we could 

no longer express our own 'self-perceptions'. 
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My use of the above notl0ns lS further clarlfied and supported by 
an analogous applicatlon of the preflx 'self' ln Bernard F. Lonergan's 

study of human understandlng under the tltle Insight. 

Since our study has been of cognitional process, the 
judgement we are best prepared to make is the self= 
affirmation of an in~tance of such a process as cognitional. 
By the 'self' lS meant a concrete and lntelliglble unit y­
identity whole. By self-affirmatlon is meant that the self 
both affirms and 15 affirmed. By self-affirmation of ~_h~-­
knower 1s meant thal the self-affirm~d 15 characterlzed by 
such occurrences as sensln9, percelving, imaglnlng, 
inquiring, understanding, formulating, reflectlng, grasping 
the unconditioned, and affirmlng.' 

At the same time as showlng the analogy, the above deflnit;on of 

the term the 'self' as 5uch, will be its understood meaning ln this 

thesis, since it flts both contexts of this bi-polar proJect: the 

function5 attributed to the notlon of 'subJective consciousness' in 

modern Phenomenology, as well as the medieval identification of the 

human subject with the capaclties and functions of the soul. Whereas 

the 'self' or the 'l' could clearly be considered from the posltl0ns of 

the Carteslan ego or the Freudlan model of the ego-structure, these 

would not be as relevant or compatibl~ with my project. 

On the level of the text's own sphere of comprehenslon, the 'self' 

and the 'soul' may share their referential meaning wlth the 'subject' 

for bath partake in the substantiality of the human subject in an 

intrinsic way. If the soul is its form, as Aristotle's hylemorphic 

model of the human substance shows, then the self could be seen as the 

'intelligible unity-identity whole' (Lonergan), by which the potential 

powers of the soul are consistently actualized. 

Thus, the soul will be considered in the poet's own understanding 

based on Aristotle's Psychology and/or on Thomas Aquinas's exposition of 

the former, depending from what viewpoint Dante discusses some property 

of the soul. Typically, Dante may suddenly use Plato's expression of 

'seeing with the eyes of the soul', or he may adapt it to some 

idiosyncratlc varlatl0n. When he dlscusses the 'soul's immortality' for 

example, he introduces the expressions 'seeing with the eyes of faith' 

and 'seeing with the eyes of reason'. The poet tells us that he 
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ferv~ntly belleves ln the 'soul's immortallty' when he considers it 

"w1th the eyes of fa1th". i But when he considers it "wlth the eyes of 

reason, we see lt shadowed ln obscurity, something which results from 

mixing of what. 15 mortal, wlth what is immortal".3 

The Arlstotelian-Chrlstlan vlsion of the soul provides numerous 

structures suitable ta 'self-afflrm~tion', through its powers of the 

mind: the 'agent lntel1ect' by which we actually understand, and the 

'potential intellect' which lS our capacity for knowleffge. 

14 

The poet is greatly inspired by the aspects of the soul's 

reflection of its dlv1ne origin by way of being 'individually infused' 

by the Maker into the developing human embryo. In Oante's time, the 

accepted concept of the soul was described ln the exposition of 

Aristotle's De Anima or Psychology by Thomas Aquinas as "that by which a 

living thing 15 alive". 

It is understood therefore, as existing in a subject ... 
Since, then, there are three sorts of substances: the 
compound, matter, and form; and since the soul is neither 
the compound - the llving body itself; nor its matter - the 
body as the subject that receives life; we have no choice 
but to say that the soul is a substance in the manner of 
form that determines or characterizes a particular sort of 
body, i.e., a physical body potentially alive. 4 

Through the divine infusion of its powers, the sou1 is believed to 

owe its inherent capacities to the "prima1 intelligence", the "primal 

goodness", and the "prima1 love". Possessed by his own love of 

knowledge and wisdom, the poet offers insights into what is sometimes 

called his theory of knowledge. But the reader only has to turn to Book 

Lambda of Aristotle's Metaphysics to find Dante a10ng with St. Thom~s 

following the model of their master. All is there: The soul's 

knowledge Rnd choiee uf nobility; the supreme beauty of the Soul's 

awareness of its knowledge of itself - as approximation of 'the mind of 

the prime mover that throughout eternity knows itself'; the 

'rationality of choice intending the good' and 'love's desire to unite 

with knowledge as its abject of love - as the divine aspect of being 

human' . 
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Henee the posseSSlon of knowledge rather than the eapaeltv 
for knowledge lS the dlvlne aspect of the mlnd, and ,t lS 
the actlvlty of lntelleetual V1Slon that is most pleasant 
and best. If the divlne, then it is always ln that good 
state in which we are at tlmes, this is wonderful; and if 
it is in a still better state thls is ground for still more 
wonder. Now, it is ln this better state that the dlvine has 
its being and lts llfe, and the dlvlne is that aetivlty.5 

15 

For the poet, the 'divine' always remains present ln the soul's 

powers. Those who ho1d that in the Convlvio 'religion is abandoned for 

philosophy' are mistaken, for phllosophy itself is declared to be the 

most divine knowledge, or 'God's own way of knowing'. To the poet's 

'self-perception' the powers of the soul in aet - are vitally lmportant 

structures to WhlCh to relate his manifold Judgements and potential 

choices 'guided by reason, virtue and freedom of preference lf not of 

exeeut;on'. If one considers that potential1ty is admi~ted ta the 

status of 'being', even the moral choice that cannot be actuallzed May 

confer credit upon the agent whose freedom is impalred. 

Dante's deelared didactic intsntions for his text, his simllacra 

of righteous aets, his praise of love, justice and true nobility as the 

highest virtues, his apprehension of truths - al1 these are the dominlon 

of the powers of the soul and of the will. The des;re firing al1 these 

motions of the will is to achieve the Christian and the eudaimonic 

ideals of happiness through virtuous living - the purpose of human 

existence in the teleological universe. 

It is central to Dante's 'self-constitution' to et least 

symbolically enact the achievement of the two levels of beatitude of the 

soul. The first is reached at the summit of Mount Purgatorio, 

representing 'earthly paradise'; the second is reached by the admission 

into Paradiso proper and finally into the presence of God. The former 

symbolizes the virtuous actlve life, the latter a life of contemplatlve 

thought and nobillty of the soul. 

Since the 'poet of rectitude' cannot achieve justice and 

restitution in the actlve phase of his exile, he finally transcends it 

by resignation and achleves recognltlon, dignity and love in the 

beat,fie vision of his imaglnary pllgrimage to the world beyond. 
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b) Se lf-Per~~t lon 
References ta al1 such canstructs that involve 'self-awareness' 

and 'self-understanding' invarlably cancern the m~d,eval mode of being 

in the world. This also means being part of the 'medieva1 mode 1 , which 

C.S. Lewis (The Dlscarded Image) explalns as a 'construct of answered 

questlons' - and for which 'an original ~hinker would be looking for new 

answers' . 

How does Dante define hlmse1f as part of the 'med)eval model'? 

The overv;ew gained from integral readlng reveals that the poet 

percelves himself ln varlOUS modes. These correspond to the multiple 

levels of his thaught and to the purpose of his expressions. 

Thus we see the poet emphatically identifying h1mself with 

Aristotle's theory of knowledge, based on love and desire. Love seeks 

ta be united with the object of knowledge it desires, and the dynamic 

power of desire accomplishes this unification. The point is that we may 

see a theory such as this discussed as a means ta 'self-reference', 

rather than in terms of its own end. This;s what happens: In the 

paet's self-exegesis of his philosophical canzone in the Convivio we see 

him proclaimlng hlS love for philosophy. But the immediate purpose of 

doing this, is shawn to be a deep social need which only his declared 

self-perception as a moral agent can fill. We learn that because his 

canzone of praise (for his new-found love, 'lady Philosophy' on the 

Boethian model) are being interpreted as "expressions of a passion so 
great that it is dominating his 11fe", the poet "must show", by way of 

self-defense, that he is "acting frore virtue" (of loving knowled~e) and 
"not from vi ce" . 

Pointing out these 'self-referential' needs of the exile is not 

intended to suggest that the poet does not perceive himself as a 

disciple of Aristotle's theory of knowledge. But it may be useful ta 

realize that it cannot always be inferred from the argument the poet 

employs, what k;nd of values it is designed ta disclose, confirm or 

assert as a 'constitutive facet of self-perception'. 

This ;s one aspect of the much-observed heteronomous quality of 

Oante's style: almost any theory, myth, doctrine, dictum, label or 

belief, be lt of Greek or Roman origin, Pythagorean or Platonic, Stoic, 
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Aristotellan or Blbllcal - anyone of these might serve to illustrate or 

conflrm an idea or act bv WhlCh the poet afflrms sorne values that ln 
turn express hlS 'self-perception'. 

Yet, lt must also be remarked that the values themselves remain 

conslstent wlth the paet's own archetype reflecting this 'self­

perceptlon', best expressed in his self-bestowed epithet poet~ 

rettltudine - poet of rectitude. (Probably inspired by Clcero's 

extolling of the 'beauty of rectitude' in hlS essay On theJQfflfes). 

In Dante's time, the furore over the rediscovered Arlstotelian 

philosophy had calmed down. The more moderate translatlons by Albert 

the Great and Thomas Aquinas had taken flrm root and were partly 

integrated with Christian doctrine. But outslde of it, the more radlcal 

interpretations of a century earlier by Ibn Rushd, knawn as Averroes -

the Commentator, still c1rculated among the intellectuals. Those who 

were persuaded along with Averroes by the Aristotelian system of a 

rational universe and could no longer unconditlonal1y accept the 

revealed truth of the Creation ex nihilo, were called the L~t;D 

Averroists and were not tolera~ed by the Church. 

Wisely, the poet does not wish to become enmeshed in metaphys;cal 

speculation. He specifically declares his works not ta be 'for 

speculation, but for 'practical purpose' in the Convlvio and 

retrospectively of the Div;ne Comec1Y in the Epistle to Can Gran@.6 

Explicitly Dante never claims to be a philosopher. Charles 

Singleton in his work Dante's Commedia, Elements of Str~cture, draws 

some incisive distinctions regarding the poet's relationship to 

philosophy. He sees Dante as a mythmaker in search of truth, a poet of 

whom Plato would have approved. But whereas Plato, himself a mythmaker, 

could "turn from the mythmaker to the philosopher, and ask the latter 

why he indulged ln myths at a11", for Dante this would not have been 

possible, since 

Dante ;s no philosopher and qUlte readily admitted as much. 
And while in h1S crltical works there are passages which 
give us his way of reflecting on poetry (which he does not 
ever call myth), these do not constltute a philosophy. We 
quite properly call him a philosophical poet. Only, of 
course, it 15 not his philosophy as Plato's lS Plato's. 
With Dante the phllosophy i5 also falth; lS flrst of all 
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falth, well but~ressed wlth authorlty and one shared by most 
of the Westerrl world of hlS time. 1 

Nevertheless, the poet does pereeive hlmself to be a Judge of 

v1rtue and Vlee, of good and eV1l, true and false nobillty. He 

peree1ves hlmself as a representative of his 'chosen selenee' - Ethics 

or Moral Ph1losophy, and as a mouthplece of Aristotle, hlS ehosen 

master. 

18 

Dante may nOl be clalmlng that he lS a philosopher in the sense of 

Plato. But if he dls~aclates himself from speculatlve philosophy and lS 

free of sueh huQr.1-~ Be rRnglng hlmSelf with the ma5ter of the Aeademy, 

daes thlS necessarlly mPhn that he does not eanslder himself ta be a 

moral philosopher? 

In the poet's te~t no reported or descrlbed aet remains 

unexamlned, unJudged and placed withln its hierarchieal order. 

Preferences and eholces are announced and duly expounded. Dldactic 

intentlons are proclalmed at every opportunity and thelr specifie aims 

are divulged. All these are natural reflections of hlS 'self­

perception', offerlng effective vehicles for 'self-reference', But the 

answer to the questlon whether or not Dante mlght like to be ~onsidered 

a philosopher 15 best 1eft to the poet himself: 

It lS a precept of moral philosophers who have spoken on how 
to bring benef1t ta others that in 50 doing we ought to put 
thought and care lnto ensuring that what ~e offer is as 
helpful as pass~ple to the recipient. 1 wish to obey this 
instruct iOf_l ••• , 

This is no overt cla1m. But as my underscoring indicates, the 

'self-perception' is transparent in the 'non-ostens;ve self-reference' 

Wh1Ch is imbedded in the progressive ldentification with "the moral 

philosophers" q'Ja moral philosopher. Cla;ms which the poet 'never 

makes' thus become lntr1nslc facets of his 'self-constitution', 

c) ~e1f-Referenç~ 

Bas;cally, the term 'self-reference' is self-explanatory, In the 

great variety of forms in which 'self-references' occur in Oante's text, 

especially ln the Çon_'üvlo and in the Commedia, they are best explained 

by example and expositlon. 
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The expresSlons ln WhlCh self-references are couched vary ln 

proportl0n from sln91e sentences as smallest unlts of meanlng ln 

dlscourse. to expanded textual events ln the form of the dramat1c scenes 

ln the Olvlne Comedy. or of an entlre canzonl both ln the ConV1V10 and 

ln the Comrnedla. Relat1velv few self-references are constructed ln tt1e 

grammat1cal mode of fHst person slngular. One reason fot tins 

retlcence lS that the 11terary conventl0n of the per10d 15 generallv 

unfavourable to wr1ters spea~lng of or for themselves. The text makes 

thi s perfect 1 y clear HI sorne passages of the Ç_Qnvl v 10. The fa::;hlOn lS 

to follow and champlon a chosen master ln the sense ln WhlCh Dante 

champl0ns Arlstotle,~ Vergl1, or 'brother Thomas'. 

The term 'ostenslve self-reference' used 1nlerchangeablv w1th 

'overt' or 'expliclt self-reference', lS lntended ln the sense of 

'obvious' or 'demonstrable' or 'showlng forth'. In semantlc terms the 

prefix 'self' lndlcates that the speaklng subJect 1S the referent wlth 

whom a relat10nshlp lS establlshed or about whom somethlng 1S 

predlcated. 1G 

The term 'non-ostenslve self-reference' used lnterchangeably wlth 

'indlrect', 'covert', or 'opaque self-reference', on the other hand, 

sU9gests that the expresslon ln Wh1Ch it occurs, nelther has an 

identlfiable referent nor a dlrect Substltute in the form of sorne 

predicable eplthet. such as for example 'the Commentator' tJ Substltute 

for Averroes. 

Among the poet's slmpler lndlrect devices of self-reference are 

pronominal forms WhlCh refer to his person by way of relatlon belween 

himself and one of hlS characters. For example, a fellow poet 15 named 

in De Vulgarle Eloguent1a X, with whom the author assoclates h1mself in 

the phrdse "Cynus Plstolensis et amis;.!Js ejJJ~", Cino da Plstoia and hlS 

friend. In thlS partlcular case lt lS only the context of pralse for 

the vernacular language that reveals 'the frlend' of its practltl0ner 

Cino as none other than Dante hlmself. (Ironlcally, the work ln which 

thlS occurs 1S wrltten ln Latln). 

In more compl1cated cases, the context may suggest only sorne vague 

probab11ity that the subJect might be the 1ntended referent. But Slnce 

most of the self-referentlal events are dellberately encoded, as 

numerous author1al remarks conflrm. pertlnent clues are freQuently 91ven 
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about posslble referentlal relations below the surface meanlngs. For 
good measure. sometlmes even the poetlc devlce, the strategy and the 

purpose of such an encoded 'self-reference ' are explained by the author. 

Self-references of both klnds as vehicles of 'constitutive 

meanlng' are the §lB~ __ ~~JQQD of 'exllic discourse'. The reader 

dlscovers these wlthln manlfold structures and under many gUlses: in 

narratlve, dlalogue, reported speech. dramatic passages, soclal 

situations, allegory, symbollc acts and imager:,', described gestures, 

mime and other semlotlc events, as well as in dreams, visions, and 

prophec 1 es. 

When relatlons of this kind are established within significant 

contexts of the poet's moral themes, such as love, justice, truth or 

true nobillty of character, 1 identify these contexts as tself­

referentlal structures'. 

By way of sumo,i ng up, 1 draw attention to a fact which concerns 

the condltlon of communlcabillty of my understandlng ln contemporary 

terms: it 1S to afflrm that the principle of my compound~d notion of 
tself-reference' is ruled by the semantic definition of reference. l1 

By this rullng 1 do not take the term 'reference' ta identify the 

concept which medlates between the expression and the referent. Instead 

it 1S intended to stand for the relationship WhlCh holds between the 

expression or event and - in the case of this investigatlon - the 

subJect qua referent. 
Such potential relatlonships can be discovered to obtain under any 

of the guises under which the author inhabits h1s text: as narrator, 

commentator, eXlled statesman, pilgrim protagonist, or self-interpreting 

poet. 

The foregoing analysis of my 'working notions' is intendad as a 

composlte anatomv of the concept of 'self-constitution'. It is insplred 
by the poet's self-referentlal style which contains manifolc indirect or 

non-ostens;ve forms of self-reference, covering every aspect of his 

'self-pereeptlon'. In the reader's consciousness the phenomena 

experienced ln these textual events are percelved as judgements, choices 

and aets revea11ng personal qualities and values that constitute the 

poet's eharacter. Thus lt 1S the text that suggests the subJectlve part 
of the composlte notlOn of 'exi1ic discourse as self-constltlJtion'. 
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The Text as Exilic Dlscourse 

In the preV10US sect10n Dante's text has been descnbed as 'enllc 

dlscourse' ln the sense ln Wh1ch eXl1e lS 'the very condition of the 

text'. This term 15 intraduced by Gluseppe Mazzotta ln hlS boo\-.. O_~l}te: 

PoP.t of the DesertY It was a1so described as 'self-referential' ln 

the sense of its const1tutlVe function bv Wh1Ch the grarnmat1cal subJect 

oecornes objectif1ed ,n the reader's experience as the hlstol1cal persan 

of the author. 

In this sectlOn the three phases of Dante's 'exi1ic discourse' ar-e 

exempl,fied. As descnbed ln the Intraductl0n, these are: the 

restitutive phase, the utOPlstlc phase and the constitutlve phase. 

Representat 1Ve ph11osoph1 ca 1 and 11 terary characte r1 st 1CS of 

'exi 1 i c discourse' are exposed for each of the three phases without 

shiftlng the maln emphasls from the aspect of the text as 'enlic 

discourse' to the 'hast artlfacts' as such. Both structure and thought 

are exemp1ifled and dlscussed for their respectlVe ro1es in 'self­

constitution'. Examples of self-referentlal structures are exposed for 

their consistent archetypal role, others for thelr hierarchlcal orders 

in helping to mark the pl1grlm's progress; others still, as the paet's 

constant moral themes. 

Combined, these 'concerns' or 'themes' create the substratum for 

the entire exi1ic proJect, sustaining the 'poet of rectltude' at lts 

pivotal centre. They shelter, Orlent and interconnect the poet wlth the 

individua1 works, and they assure the consistency of the whole. Sorne 

refer to the 1ntroduction of the thematlc concerns ln the CurlYL't1_Q as a 

'quasi syllabus' of Dante's 'late period', Others refer ta it by 

stating that 'nothing occurs in the Çommed1a WhlCh has not been 

anticipated ln the Convivlo'. Here, the COI}YiV10 is considered ta be 

the main work of the restltutive phase. 

As understood in th1S theslS, the term 'dlscourse' lS relatively 

new ta 11terary theory. Whereas it originally applied ma1n1y to a 

treatlse and a dlssertatlOn, ltS current use extends 1nto all domalns of 

llterature. The 11ngulst Emlle Benvenlste explalns the bas1c pnnc1ple 

of thlS extenSlOn: " ... wlth the sentence we leave the doma1n of 
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language as a system of slgns and enter lnto another unlVe"rse whose 

expresslOn lS d1scourse".IJ 

22 

Accardlng ta contell'porary theory, an essential distinction of 

'd1scoun;' from the lmpersanal made of 'histoire' where the narrator is 

only implicit, 1S the persan,!l mode of the subject's presence in the 

text. 14 
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RESTITUT IVE PHASE 

B~fore entenng any other context, l propose ta dwe11 on the 

question of how the poet transposes the real ity of his exi 11C condition 

i nto 'ex il ie di s~ourse' . 

Early in th€ C.,):-:vivio Dante writes: "Thu establ1shed canons of 

rhetoric forbid anyone to speak of himse1f excepL for some compe111n9 

reasons". In his disquls1tion on 'speaking about oneself', some general 

statements are pregnant with persona l meani ngs: 

To disparage oneself is of its very nature blameworthy, 
S1nce one ought to pomt out a friend' s shortcOI'/llngs to h1m 
a 1 one; and no one has a friend closer than hi s own self. 
Consequent1y, 1t lS only in the privacy of one's own 
thoughts that one ought to admonish oneself and lament one' s 
faults, never pub1iely ... 15 

It is typlcal for Oanle's observation of cons1stency that he will 

remaln true to the ab ve resolution throughout hlS discourse. In 

particular, the reader is reminded of the poet's maX1m in Canto XI of 

the Purgatorio, in hlS admisslon to the 'sin of pride', But already the 

1mplicit sense of privation is perceptibh~, suggest1ng a lack of 

friendship and trust, and a fee11ng of isolatlOn. Many such statements 

in which implicit personal meanings are encoded in \larious degrees of 

transpareney are found throughout the exi11c works, as elements of the 

personal contexl of the discourse. Nor is it necessarily the most 

exp1iclt ones that are the most significant, as can be seen in a 

prophecy made by Dante' s venerated ancestor Caeei aguida who forete 11s 

the 'pilgrim's' exile, when the poet-pi1gnm encounters the ancesto"'s 

soul in Paradi se, endi n9 with the striking pronouncement: .. ,. so that 

it shall be to thine honour ta have made a party by thyself",16 

What follows here, is Dante's twofo1d justification of his 

t breach' of the 'estab 1 i shed canons'" 

However, • , ,1 ma i nta in t .... at to speak of onese 1 fis pe rmi t ted 
when there are compell1ng reasons, of which two 1n 
particu1ar stand out, The first obtains when to speak of 
oneself lS the only way that sorne grave disgri'lee or danger 
can be obviated .... It was necessity of this k ind that moved 
Boethlus to speak of himself: since no one e1se rose to his 
defense, he sought, under the pretext of finding 
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consolatlon, ta defend himself against the everlasting 
dlsgrace of e,Xlle by shmnng that lt was unjust. .. 1/ 
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Of the many reference-s to Boethlus in the Conv1VlO, the above most 
clearly exempllfles Dante's awareness of the self-constltutive function 

of the Boethlan Consolatlon. 

Two kinds of self-reference are featured in this passage. The 

first is determined by the use of the subjective pronoun 'l', marking 

the author's presence and the expreSSlon of h".s viewpoint as 'ostensive' 

or explicitly self-referentlal. The second is a 'non-ostensive' or 

indirect self reference which comes about by implied analogy as 
explained below. 

The descriptlDf1 of the 'necessity that rnoved Boethius to spedk of 

himself: since no one else rose to his defense ... ' is an obvious 

parallel ta Dante's own predlcament. The Boethian "pretext of finding 

consolation" evokes Dante's introduction of the purpose of the Convivio 

as a 'banquet of knowledge' during which he would 'liberally share with 

those less privileged ... ' The analogy is inescapab1e: the 'banquet of 
knowledge' is clearly Dante's own pretext 'to speak in his ~wn defence -

since no one else rises to this task'. In this ana10gy is the 

foundation upon which the poet justifies the self-referential mode of 

the entire Convivlo. 

Ominously, the word 'disgrace' appears twice in the short 

citation. In both cases it is amplified by a Qualifying adjective. In 
his general reference to calamity the poet speaks of 'some grave 

disgrace'; in the speciflc reference to the calamity of exile, the 

'disgrace' becomes 'everlasting'. By the 'se1f-defense' in the general 

statement, the danger of the 'grave disgrace' could still be 'obviated'; 

but in the particular case of exile, a'1 that self-defense against the 

'everlasting disgrace of exile' can accomplish is limited to 'showing it 
had been unjust'. 

Throughout his discourse Dante will be seen extolling philosophy 

ln al1egorical and scholastic terms. By 'allegorica1' 1 imply that he 

borrows the idea of allegorizing philosophy from the Boethian 'Lady 

Philosophy', transposing it into his own object of love and praise. By 

'scholastic' 1 lntend the medieval synthesis of theology with every 
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other domain of human thought and endeavor as can be seen ln the 
following: 

.. God. therefore. sees this (phllcsophy), the most noble of 
all things. existlng in its purest form. in that He sees it 
existing in lts most perfect form in Himself and His 
essence. For ... Philosophy is a loving exercise of wisdom. 
which is found supremely in God - Slnce in Hlm are found 
wisdom and love and actlvlty at thelr most sublime - and 
which cannot exist elsewhere except insofar as it proceeds 
from Him. 10 
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As the above example 1S intended as illustration only, 1 do not 

digress to comment on it bevond suggesting that it offers a character­

istic glimpse of the poet's relat10nship to philosophy. But rather than 

speaking philosophlCally from withln the disclpline. the poet often 

describes and praises it from without. 

Oante's view of the Boethian Consola~ion as a 'pretext' to show 
that his 'exile had baen unjust' appears connected to that extrinsic 

relation to phllosophy whieh Charles Singleton characterizes in the 

quotation on p. 17. Fc'r the poet, the example of Boethius seems to be 

more representatlve of his theme of just1ce and of the possibilities of 

the imaginative mode of self-constitution as effective instrument of 

showing one's 1nnoeence. than of gaining insight into the Boethian 

philosophy as such. 

Nevertheless, the example of Boethius 1S for Dante a most 

felicitous choiee. With the stroke of the philosopher's name, the poet 

endows the figure of the exiled Roman senator with a nimbus of his own 

design, making him a model of al1 the human qualities most extolled in 

the Convivio with which Dante wishes to be identified. 
Within the analogieal tenet of medieval thought, identifying with 

a model author, aeelaiming 'the virtuous ? ~ the good, and associating 

aneself with the hlghest ideals of the hierarehieal scale of values is 

nat outside of the literary tradition. This offers a welcome shelter ta 

Dante's most daring self-referential structures. 
The second of the 'compelling reasons' by which speaking of 

oneself (explicitly) 15 permitted, Dante writes in the Çon~iYlo 

. .. obtains when a per50n's speaking about hlmself is 50 
instructive as to be of the greatest help to others. This 
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was Augustlne's motlve for speaklng about himself in the 
CQf1f~SS_lQ.rlS. for ln the deve 1 opment of hi 5 1 i fe, Whl ch 
D rog re 5 sed f rom the not good to good, f rom good to bette r , 
and from better to best, he gives us example and lnstructlon 
WhlCh no account py a mere wltness, however faithful, could 
have supplled .... ~ 
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In thlS quotatlon the poet does not speclfy ln what the 

improvement of St. Augustlne's life consists, by which speaking of 

himse1f becomes 'of the greatest he1p to others'. It is interesting ta 

discover t~at the most ObV10US correlative of Dante's two 

justif1cations, the Boethlan and th~ Augustinian, lS their concern with 

'reputat lOn' . 

H1S reputatlon happens ta be Dante's own preoccupation in the 

early part of hlS dlscourse. But the poet's political reputation is 

left in abeyance. Instead, Dante reveals a menace to his moral 

reputation, based on mlsrepresentatians of his canzoni, accusing him of 

"a paSSlOn 50 great that it ruled his 11fe". An excursus on the makln~ 

of good and bad reputatlons then precedes the author's self-exegesis of 

the canzone in questlon, designed to convince the reader that his 

allegorles could not be understood by anyone withcut his own 

exp1anatlons, and that his motives wer~ not guided by vice but by 

virtue, essentially t~e virtu~ of 10ving philosophy. 

By saylng of his êxegetic explanatio~s that these are 

'lnstrllctlons na one e1se cou1d supply', the poet distinct1y relates the 

self-üxegesis of his canzone to the 'example and instructions' of St. 

Augustine. But Dante's parallel is incommensurate. Altogether, the 

rich source of Augustinian philosophy in the Confessions is never tapped 

ln any direct sense. Why? 

As a para11el to the case of St. Augustine, i.e., 'to be so 

instructive as to be of the greatest help to others', the poet proposes 

his own contributions to know1edge a10n9 with his admission of fear of 

disgrace, as his 'compelling reasons' for breaking the convention 

against speak1ng of himse1f . 

... 1 am moved to speak by both the fear of d;sgrace and the 
deslre ta glve instructlon which no one else is in the 
position ta S1ve. l fear the disgrace of being thought to 
have glven myself over to a passion so great that it ruled 
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my life, WhlCh 1S how the canzonl mentioned above are 
understood. This dlsgrace lS entlrely removed by what l say 
of myself here, for this shows that my actions have been 
ruled not by passion but by virtue. l also lntend to make 
clear the meaning of those canzoni, which no one can kncw 
unless l explain what it lS, because it ;s hidden under the 
allegorical imagery. My doing thlS w111 bring not only 
del;ght pleaslng to the ear but also suitable instruction 
concerning the use of this method both in rrxpressing oneself 
and il" interpreting the writlng of others. 0 
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With its sense of extreme urgency, the emotive charge of this 

passage leaves one almost bewildered. There;s still no mention of the 

poet's exile. The assoclatl0n between 'disgrace' and exile experienced 

by Boethius now seems remate. transferred to a fear of 'the disgrace of 

being thought to have glven myself over to a passion so great that 1t 

ruled my 11fe ... ' The examples and the poet's own 'compell1ng reasons' 

are again lncommensurable. The 'vlrtue', 'the hidden mean;ng no one can 

know', 'the delight pleaslng to the ear', and 'the instruct10n' - all of 

this offered ln addition ta the 'entire removal of the disgrace' somehow 

fails to win the reader's compllcity for which it appears to be 

designed. 

But in a less determined way, the above passage stl11 carries some 

important persuasion, for the last thought expressed in the ostensively 

self-relating mode opens on the prospect of looking 'beyond' or 

'beneath' its surface meaning. Dante's reference lS to the exegetic 

code which sorne medieval poets borrowed fram the early scriptural 

exegetes or interpreters for their own ends. The poet describes this 

code as the 'fourfold method', and the multiple meanings it is designed 

to investlgate as 'my pol ysemy , . 

In the present context the following distinction may be of 

interest: wt~n the method was used by the biblical interpreters to 

deeode an ancient scriptural document according to its literal, its 

allegorieal, its moral, and its anagogieal or spiritual spheres of 

meaning, it was believed to be decoding God's own language as recorded 

by the prophets. But when the 'fourfold method' i5 lntroduced lnto 

literature, it is not primarily used in the more passive sense of 

decoding or findlng a key to multiple meaning~. It 1s then, as Dante 
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puts it , pnmanly ta method in expressmg oneself' Wh1Ch means that the 

method is used in ,ts actlVe sense of encodlng meaning at the p1easure 

and for the need of the med,eva1 poet. In due course there wi 11 be 

occaSlOn to dwell on more specific aspects of Dante's polysemy. 

As a flnal response ta the above excerpt one might try distancing 

oneself fram lts foreground bravado and consider seeing it as a potion 

of hubrl§ used against despair. In the end, the awareness might prevai1 

of a desperate attempt by the poet to affi rm his personal being against 

the status of 'nan-being' associated with exile - making up for the 1ack 

of publlC response ta hi:; moral acts, by which a community confirms the 

Qeing of a human 'social animal'. 

When the poet' s ex il i c cond i t ion fi na 11 y becomes addressed as a 

personal calamlty, it is done sa with prudence and del;caey contrasting 

the tenor of his previous apology of the rlght ta self-defense. 

From the time when the cit1zens of Rome's most beautifu1 and 
famous daughter, Florence, saw fit to cast me away from her 
sweet bosom - where 1 was born and nourished unt il my full 
maturity, and where, with her graclous consent, l des;re 
with al1 my heart to rest my weary mind and comp1p.te my 
a110tted span - l have made my way through almost a11 the 
regions to which this language extends, a homeless wanderer, 
reduced almost ta beggary, and showlng against my will the 
wound inflicted by fortune, whiCn is very often imputed 
unjust 1 y ta the one affl icted ... 

The affective dimension of this passage shows clear signs of the 

poet' s hope of return. The tone remains careful, a1most 'diplomatie', 

even wher' the lament is exp1icit and the accusations are at least 

implied. One 1S led to assume that these signs are expressions of some 

active efforts to return to Florence, which it would be unwise to 

revea1. On the surface, the above passage appears to be a fair1y simple 

emotive account of the state of affairs of the exile's lot. If examined 

in isolation, the mention of Rome, for examp1e, has no apparent funct;on 

in the description of the exile's fate. But we become consc;ous of it 

precisely because we see no contextual necess1ty for its being there. 

If we reca11 that Dante ;nsists on the primacy of fact over rhetoric and 

of thought over decorum, we can ru1e out the possibil ity that Florence 

as "Rome's most beautifu1 and famous daughter" m;ght be a mere 
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rhetor;cal ornament. 

What then could Dante's lnsertlOn of the ~ord 'Rome' ln the above 

passage mean? The o~ly clear lmpress;on we have ;s that the author does 

not use hlS poetlc eplthet in a negative sense. By examinlng the 

'horlzon' of the concept of 'Rome' in relation to the poet's time, 

place and predicament, the referent of his posltive expression cannot 

be the Rome of his own day - the 'Eternal City' under the reign of 

Boniface VIII, one of the most autocratic Popes in Church history. This 

is the Pope who ;ssued the famous Papal Bull 'Unam Sanctam' and 

proclaimed "1 am Pope, l am Caesar". Boniface also extended h;s 

territorial claims and hlS secular powers far beyond the bounds of the 

Vat i can and of Rome i tse 1 f. 

When the Pope intended ta intervene in the confllct between the 

Florentine political factions of the Papal 'Black' Guelfish party and 

the 'White' not 50 Papal Guelfs who headed the legitimate government at 

the time, the Prior in Council who had the mlsfortune of placing hlS 

signature beneath the motion of non-compliance wlth the Papal 

intervention, happened to be Dante Alighierl. The consequences belong 

to the murkier parts of the Papal and Florentine historles. 

But when we probe the 'hor i zon' of the phenomenon of anc 1 ent Rome 

in the poet's consc;ousness (as evident in Book IV of the QQnv;v1.Q, in 

the De Monarchia and in the second and third canticles of the Comrn..edté!) 

we come upon manifold signs of a revival of ancient Roman ideals and of 
Dante's passionate commitment to these. Thus we rea11se that when Dante 

establishes his archetypal notion of 'Rome' in a positive association, 

it is in the sense of an idealized memory of Rome's one-time greatness, 

associated with justice, law and order, and models of 'true nobility' ln 

many of its outstanding citizens. 22 The poet attributes to Rome even a 

'divine calling', associating the Augustean era with the birth of Christ 

as 'God' s chosen moment'. 
From hi s sources we know that Dante i s a reader of Titus 

Livius. 23 The histonan's lesson drawn from the deed of Cincinnatus 

is echoed in Dante's theme of 'true nobility' of which the archetype of 

'Rome' is a constitutlVe part. (As a farmer of a small tract of land, 

Cincinnatus was called upon to serve as 'dlctator' when the Roman 
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RepubllC was ln perll. H1S task accomplished, Cincinnatus returned to 

his plow and hlS frugal 1,fe). The expression of the profounder meaning 

of thlS legendary event told by Tltus Livius, is typical for the poet's 
precepts ln the make-up of his archetypal notion of 'Rome' and the theme 

of 'true nobillty'. 

After this, let men not llsten to those who prefer riches to 
everything else ln the world, and who think that ther.e is 
neither honor nor vlrtue where wealth does not flow. w 

Thus, the seemlngly tentative occurrence of Reme's name in the 

expression " ... the cltlzens of Rome's most beautiful and famous 

daughter, Florence ... " could well be a purposeful association, framlng a 

covert cha llenge to Dante' s nat lVe city to aet in accordance with the 

old Roman virtues of order, justice and true nobility, and to recall its 

banished statesman, who sought to defend his city's autonomy in the 

service of its legltimate government. 

For Dante the archetype or 'associative cluster' symbolized by the 

name of 'Rome' means the vlrtues of Cincinnatus as well as the glory of 

Augustus; it is represented by eato as well as by Dante's most emulated 

model, Vergil, PubllUS Vergillus Maro, native of Mantua and Roman by 

ehoiee. His legendary epos, the Aeneid, written on commission from 

Augustus, makes the Romans descendants and heirs to the grandeur of 

ancient Troy. In Dante' s Commedia, Vergi1 becomes the archetypal figure 

of virtue, nobility and wisdom who accompanies Dante on his perilous 

pi1grimage through the Inferno, and who will be the Pilgrim's wise 

companion and teacher on his as cent to Mount Purgatorio, symbolic summit 

of the achievement of human worth and accomplishment of happiness by 

virtuous living. 

Dante's precept encapsu1ed in the archetypal notion of 'Rome' 

centers on the moral status of 'true nob;1ity' to which he devotes the 

entire last book of his unfinished Convivio. In relating nobility to 

'his' phi1osophy which 15 Ethics, Dante ereets a unique self-referentia1 

structure to which he will keep referring throughout his entire text. 

The poet's fourth book of commentaries is prefaced by his 

'Aristotellan' canzone opening with the words 
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l must abandon the sweet poems of love ... beeause the 
dlsdainful and hard bearlng that has appeared ln my lady ha5 
barred my path to VOlee my customary theme ... lnstead 1 shall 
treat of human worth, the quality by whieh man lS truly 
noble ln rhyme that 15 harsh and subtle, and ln so dOlng 
refute the false and base opinion of those who malntaln that 
wea 1 th i s the ground of nobll 1 t y. And at the outset 1 
invoke that lord who dwells in my lady's eyes, drawing her 
ta love her very self ... 25 
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In Book three, the identity of Dante's mysterious and eu10gized 

'lady' has been revealed as "the lady of intellect, who is ea11ed 

Philosophy". Now, in Book four, the poet explalns: "When 1 sayat the 

outset that 1 lnvoke the lord, 1 invoke the aid of truth. He is the 

lord who dwells in the eyes of Lady Philosophy". 26 

Since the beginnlng of the 'exillc discourse', whieh opens on the 

Aristotelian theme of knowledge, a sense of urgeney and fervour is 
pereeived ln Dante's account of his dlscovery of Philosophy. But 

Dante's 'Lady Phllosophy' is perceived as an 'anlmated ldea' rather than 

as a1legorlcal figure ln the sense in WhlCh the 'Lady Phllosophy' 1s 

introduced by BoethluS in the 'exllic discourse' of hlS Con$g~tjQO~_f 

Philosophy. Dante adopts and adapts the Boeth1an model to his own style 

and purpose. But anthropomorphlc attributes alone, even sueh as 'eyes' 

and 'soul' - in the words of Aqu;nas as 'that by which a 11v1n9 th1ng 1s 

alive' - cannot make Dante's 'animated idea' as compelling as the 

Boethian a11egorical personage who speaks with the voiee of the author's 

alter ego, en9a9ing him in a Neoplatonic dialectie of self-persuasion. 

The Boethian diseourse is fully sustained by its fletional mythos, 

rendering plausible the dramatic dialogue between the allegorieal 'lady 

Philosophy' and the dejected prisoner, once her hopeful and promislng 

pupil. The Consolation also remains eonsistently philosophieal, without 

10sin9 its genuinely poetic quality. Even today, the Boethian 

Consolatl0n might serve as a timeless model of 'philosophy as 

literature', or as self-constitutive 'exl1ic discourse'. 

In Dante's Convivlo, on the other hand, the 'fiction of the 

banquet of knowledge' cannat be upheld, remainlng a mere pretext serving 

Dante's didactic purpose. The poet's praise of his idolQD of philosophy 

;s sometimes too close for eomfort to the tone of hlS love-poetry turned 
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1nto poetry of pra 1 Sf..::. Ji- may be one of the ma1n reasons whv Dante's 

'lady Ph11050phy' canl/ut match the stn ngent and cemmand 1 ng presence of 

her fully allegorlcal Boethlan model. True to hlS call1ng, Boethius 

questlons his Neoplaton1C phllosophy, whereas Dante maK~S much of the 

one slngle 1nstance of dlsagreement wlth Aristotle when the philosopher 

says that "What most people Judge to be true cannet be wholly false" .2i 

In my own perceptlOn, lt is the exi1ic syndrome wh;ch dominates 

the foreground of Oante's consclOUS strlVlng. The greatest need seems 

ta be ta afflrm hl!> eXlstence as a person of integnty who despite his 

banishment 1S no faceless eX11e, remalning a poet and an emergent 

thlnker. In the COJlYlYJiJ he demands attent10n to hlS 'wlllingness and 

generosity to share h1S superlor know1edge'. H1S declared philosophy ;s 

Eth1CS or pract1cal phllosoprt, and his declared aim is to help others 

d1st1ngulsh betl.:~en '·lght and wrong in arder to achieve happlness 

through vlrt<.Je and 'true noblllty'. 

In h1S discou,·se DantE' takes great pains te show who he ;s rather 

than stat1ng who he 1S not. Only generallt1es or fragments about his 

banishment are mentlonpd, and hlS case never becornes tableau. Thus the 

ConvlVi.9 15 neither a 'confeSSlOn' nor an 'apology'. But why would a 

poet be thus hypnotlzed by practlcal phllosophy? 

Why wou l d someone who cou l d become capt i vated by the myst i ca l 

dialectlcs of the Boethlan Consolation attempt te apply practical 

philosophy to hlS own poet1c purpose? But is his purpose poetic? In 

fact, the poet himself clalms he does not write for speculation but for 

practlcal purposes at the beg;nnlng and at the very end of his 'exilic 

discourse'; ln the Convlv1o and ln Epistle to Can Grande. And what is 

the poet's practical purpose? tTo lead people out of their misery and 

to show them how they can attain happ;ness by just and v;rtuous 1 ;ving'. 

But to f 1 ead and to show' requ ires acts and mode l s, and the poet must 

prov;de both. 

Today, Moral Philosophy may be seen by sorne as one of philosophy's 

'lost causes'. But would not the opposite be true in the experience of 

a deposed and lsolated 'soclal and politlcal anlrnal' in Dante's time and 

conditlon, wlth a sOclety near chaos and no public authority in sight? 
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In the desert of eX11e, would it not seem desHable to fall bac\-" 

on a well-endorsed and commUnlcable cause on behalf of order and Just1ce 

on earth and 'beat1tude ln heaven', a cause one could legltimately make 

one's own? In Dante's commltment to expose corruption, injustlce and 

false nebil1ty along wlth his efforts and battles te achleve restl­

tutien, he needs both the strongest and the most legitimate allies, thus 

he needs both, reason and falth. 

Even though the pnvllege of poetic speech i3 left to hlm, lts 

persuasive power lS undermined by the stigma of eX11e - and somehow he 

must rise above it. If the freedom of public moral aets ;s denled him, 

his invention of thelr sim11acra ln literature cannet be taken away. 

Nevertheless, lnnumerable textual events testlfy that Dante's 

attachment to philosophy 15 not a 'marnage of convenience'. There 15 a 

sense of genulne exaltatlOn ln Dante's vision of Anstot le's rat lonal 

order of the world, whleh endures. The poet eandldly shares in the 

delight of the medieval model's teleology and its eudemonl;;t Vlew of a 

purposeful Unlverse and human happiness atta1nable by moral aetlOn. In 

Book four for example, Dante extols the moral v1rtues as "the fruits 

which are in the fullest sense ours, since produclng them is something 

that 1 ies totally w1th1n our power". 

As happens even ln the best translat lons, somehow the ring of 

forceful affirmation seems lost in the above by companson to the 

original "Dave è da sapere che prop1issimi nostri frutti sono le morali 

vertudi, pero che da ogm canto sono da nostra podestade".18 The 

notes by Porena and Pazzag 1 i a in the Dante Opere suggest that the fu 11 

meaning of this quotation lncludes the reason why these frults lie 

entirely within our power - namely by the power of our free Wll1. And 

free will, liberty, freedom of choice of place and action are, of 

course, specifically exilic themes. 

Qua poet, however, Dante ;s seduced by both moral and aesthetic 

beauty, reminiscent of the anclents' kalokagathia where goodness and 

delight combine, or where "beauty is truth, truth beauty", as ln John 

Keats's Ode to a Greclan Urn. Dante's expreSSlons on thlS level 

anticipate the Çommed1a, espeeiall)' the cantiele of the Pctr~ç!u;o, where 

his mystielsm will be dlscovered 'allVe and weli ~, although lt 15 not a 
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mystlclsm of the lnward exper1ence, such as St. Augustine's. or that of 

Masler Eckhart or of Angelus Silesius. Sight does turn 1nto vis10n in 
Dante's Paradlso, but it mostly reta1ns its aesthetic character. Even 
the ineffable only rarely withdraws from sense perceptlon, remaining 

some 'bl1ndlng flame' or a 'deep glow' as 'focus of relationship' in 

Dante's li9ht-symbollsm.:; 

Here, then, is a slgnificant expression from Dante's commentary on 

h1S thlrd and last canzone ln the Convivio. 

1 go on to say: Draw1ng her to Tove her very se7f, ... a 
10v1ng exper1ence of wisdom, turns her gaze back on herself 
when she catches sight of the beauty of her lord's eyes. 
What this means 1S that the soul, when philosophising, not 
only contemplates the truth itself; she also contemplates 
her own contemplatlon and its partlcular beauty, consciously 
reflect1ng on herself and loving herself on account of the 
beauty of her fi rst gaze. 30 

At the beg1nnln~ of h1S prose commentary of this Book, Dante says 

that when he became "the friend of this lady" (Philosophy) he began to 

love and to hate ", n accordance with her love and hate". Then he goes 

on to say: 

No one 1S more 1ntent on ... eliminat1ng the evil in things, 
wh,ch lS what 15 hateful in them, than my most excellent 
lady, for she 1S full perfection of reason, and the source 
of al' just1ce. 1 who follow her in action as wel' as in 
feeling to the best of my ability, criticized and inveighed 
agalnst errors widely held among mankind, in order to 
discredit and br1ng into disrepute not those who were in 
error but the errors themselves ... 31 

In the above it is clearly seen how individual self-references are 

being attached to larger self-referential structures. Here, the larger 

structure 15 anchored ln the essential being of philosophy as love of 

wisdom, truth and Justice. To serve him as medium of relation or 

tertium~, the poet chooses love and hate. In the case in point, 

these affect1ve terms of approbation and disapprobation a1so harpen to 

symbo11ze rect1tude ln so far as right choice reflects on the essential 

belng of moral philosophy. Thus, when the poet follows 'his lady' 'in 

actlon as well as ln fee11ng' he is necessarily identified as being a 

moral agent on beha7f of truth and justice. 

Dante's theme of the division of powers which will eventually 
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develop into hlS proposal to separate the powers of church and state, 

turns on the question of leadership and competence, announcing itself in 

the Convivio. 

The questlon is flrst addressed in the third canzone, and the 
commentaries upon it are subsequently spread across the thirty chapters 

of the Convivio's fourth Book, centering on the theme of 'true and fâlse 
nobi l ity' . 

To maintain the Vlew that wealth i5 the ground of nobllity is a 

felse and base opinion, says the poet, that must be refuted. An 

emperor's claim that 'age-old wealth and pleasing manners' are its 

source, is also rejected. "Riches can neither confer nor take away 

nobility; a person of upright and truthful mind is not shattered by 

their 1055", writes Dante in the canzone, repeating almost verbatim 

'lady Philosophy's' remarks to Boethius in his Consoletlon. Neither do 

grandsons of worthy persons have a legitimate c1aim to call themse1ves 

noble, for fami1y lineage cannot ennoble its base descendants. 

ln a more or19ina1, a1most modern vein, Dante a1so repudiates the 

view and takes distance from those who hold it, according to which 'base 

men or descendants of a base father can never become noble'. On his 

'own view', rooted in the Aristotelian Ethics, "wherever virtue is 

present, so, too, is nobility". In the poet's opinion, 

God alone bestows it on that soul which He sees subsisting 
perfectly in its body. It is c1ear, then, to sorne, that 
nobility is the seed of hapciness intused by Gad into the 
soul that is well p1aced ..• 32 

At first glance, this opinion appears to share in the same divine 

arbitrariness, as does the Augustinian doctrine of Grace. How does this 

tally with Dante's exuberance over the 'fruit of the virtues being 

entirely in our own power', and with his statement that 'wherever virtue 

is present, 50, too, is nobi1ity?' 
The significance of God's 'seed of happiness' is easily over100ked 

here, since the author had accustomed us to think in terms of the 

potential powers of the Aristote1ian soul. Thus the Augustinian 

rationes seminales, or 'seminal reasons' are not immediate1y recognized 

in the 'seed of happiness' as the God-given potential for human 
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development. Boethlus would have asked: to what avail then is human 

strlving? But for Dante, these are answered questions accepted on fiat. 

As soon as the text establishes a certain givenness, the poet 
begins developing his ramlfied exemplifications of the consequences; in 

the present case the consequences of the presence and the lack of 

nobility. At the 5ame time as this is one of Oante's important didactic 

projects against false values, it is a perfect self-referential 

structure within which the poet qua 'champion of rectitude and true 

nobility' becomes qUlte logically identified with the virtuous, the 

just, and the truly noh1e. 

In the tornata, the short concluding stanza addressed to the 

canzone itself - which Dante adapted from the Proveçal convention of 

dedicatory endings - the poet can now say: 

My poem agalnst-the-erring, you must be off! And when you 
come to wherever our lady dwe1ls, do not keep your mission 
hidden from her. You can say to her with confidence: "My 
theme is your friend". 

As ear1ier descrlbed, the show of disagreement with Aristotle whom 

Dante nevertheless calls 'the master and guide of human reason' and 'the 

most worthy of being trusted and obeyed', is as importa~t to Dante as 

his disagreement with the emperor on the point of hereditary nobi1ity. 

For, the judgement of moral values is not a province of the emperor's 

competence - as the 'poet of rectitude ta be' (by self-designation in 

the De Vulgari E1oguentia) - feels competent to judge. 

This act of self-assertion does not, however, detract fram Oante's 

commitment to bath, the philosopher and the emperor, albeit no longer 

unconditionally! And here is the most explicit anticipation of Dante's 

De Monarchia. It shows that the poet's po1itica1 thought is not new and 

opportunistic, as sorne suggest, associating it with the occasion of 

Henry of luxemburg's arriva1 in Ita1y. It a1so shows that Oante's 

Monarchia, or at 1east its substantia1 po1itical thought was long in 

maturing, which contradicts the 1earned speculation according to which 

the Monarchia may have 'simply' been a 'treatise of occasion', on the 

coming of the emperor . 

In the follow;ng passage is the nucleus of Oante's separatists 
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politics, which ostensively omit to mention the Pope in his 

consideration of practlcal philosophy in secular affairs. 
My principal aim has been achieved, which was to show that 
the authority of the greatest philosopher ... entlrely merits 
our ascent. Furthermore, his authority does not detract 
from that of the emperor; rather the latter authority 
without the former is dangerous, and the former without the 
latter is rendered weak, not because of anything intrinsic 
ta lt, but because people tend ta act irrationally SA when 
the two operate in un;son eacn is at its most beneficial and 
carries its fullest weight ... 
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By comparing the brief examples frŒn Book one and from Book four, 

presented under this heading, the poet's rebound sense of confidence, 

and his earnest claim ta moral respect, can be clearly perceived. 

Although the statesman's aspired restitution to his native city will 

never be forthcoming, the sense of human dignity is restored to him even 
in the writing of the unfinished and to him, obviously unsatisfactory 

Convivio. 

In the end, the fact that Dante abandons this treatise, may have 

been triggered by his own divided sense of spheres of experience, as 

will be remembered from hlS distinction between 'seeing with the eyes of 

faith' and 'seeing with the eyes of reason'. This may be the closest he 

ever cornes to speaking in terms of the Averroist notion of the twofold 

approach to truth, the one by faith, the other by reason. It is clear 

from the text that Dante rejects other prominent Averroist doctrines, 

notably the negation of the individua11ty and immortality of the human 

soule Nevertheless, Dante does not hide the fact that he admires the 

wisdom of Averroes, the Commentator of Aristotle. As poet he might have 
been particularly struck by the philosopher's suggestion that those who 

cannot reach truth by way of the intellect, might be reaching it or be 

reached by it, by way of the imagination. 

Did this thought intrigue and animate the poet, to whom the 

freedom of poetry and fictlon would have been a more natural and 

attractive way of revealing himself in 'self-constitution'? The reasons 

we shall never know, the results become obvious in the constitutive 

phase of the Commedia. 

In the meantime, Dante's mlssion for peaee and justice will yet 
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require his most stringent thought and al1 the audacity he can muster. 
In lts confl,ct with reallty, the next phase of the lexilic discourse' 

will show that the exile's desire for restitution prevai1s. The 

banished statesman is under the illusion that his intellectual achieve­

ments and his moral stance will necessarily bring about a new 

conver~ence of the personal and public spheres. Might any acts he could 

perform be instrumental in realizing his dream? 
Dante, who knows Arlstotle's Politics and who has made his 

Nicomachean Ethics his own, could not have missed the philosopher's 

conflicting ideas on the benefits and liabilities of ostracism. Might 

Aristotle's ultimate Solutlon of what to do with the most outstanding 

man of the polis - if he be not kept banished for life - by chance he on 

Dante's mind during the utopistic phase of his own political thought? 
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UTOPISTIC PHASE 

In its utopistic phase, D~nte's 'exi1ic discourse' is marked by 

two distinct bodies of text: one is composed of ten Epistole or 

1etters, the other 1S h1S po1itica1 testament, the accomp1ished treat1se 
De Monarchia. 

On the eidetic Vlew of this phase, the 1etters represent a 

'personal utop1a' by way of var1ation of the meaning from 'no topos' or 

'no place' to 'assuming a place' to which the claimant has not been 

appointed. For in his letters the poet assumes a position of unbounded 

self-confidence and of superior authority expressed by oscil1ating 
between the roles of 'thundering prophet' and 'w1se leader'. 

Dante's first completed treatise, De Monarchia, on the other hand, 

is a politica1 utopia in the sense of proposing an ideal option to a 

real wor1d without means or political will ta actualize it. 

In secondary llterature, the Epistole are usual1y not included in 

the poet's 1iterary corpus. They are, however, contained in the 

official editions of the complete works, and they have been translated 

and annotated by 2uch scholars as Paget Toynbee, from whose English 

translation of the Latin or1g1nals I excerpt my examples. The condition 

of not being cons1dered literary artifacts is no impediment to including 

the Epistole in the reading of the entire text as one 'exilic 

discourse', of WhlCh they are significant expressions. 
During this phase, Dante's diseourse reaches the apex of its prose 

style, comparable to the doTce sti7 nuovo of the poetry. As far 8S 

analogiea1 thinking and literary convention permit, a11 is now in the 

open. The poet's presence as mythmaker still dominates the prose when 

reason does not supply arguments adequate to the intended purpose. But 

the purpose of self-constitution by a11 kinds of poetic means, as known 

from the Convivio and refined in the Commedia, is not the purpose here. 

As far as self-assurance is concerned this phase is c10ser to the 

attitude of the latter canzoni of the Purgatorio. By their 

assertiveness, their moral substance and their authoritat1ve style, the 

Epistole are ipso facto self-constitut1ve. The 'didactic intentions' 

announced in the Convivio are here transformed into self-evident zeal, 

\ 



• 

• 

suggestlng the status of a moral reformer and a prophet of justice or 

doom, lest his admonitlOns be heeded. 
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lmplied in these letters is the assumption that the author's voice 

would be accepted as a voiee of moral authority, compelling to al1 to 

whom they are addressed, be lt by persuasion or by intimidation. But 

beyond the poet's reference to "uneeasing sweat and toil in study" in 

his letter to a Florentlne friend, dated as late as May 15, 1315, we do 

not know the groundlng of Dante's authoritative stance. 

He, who in the Convlvlo demonstrated great concern for the 

propriety of respectful dlsagreement, making it possible to disagree 

even with 'the philosopher' and with an emperor, now, without flinching, 

calls to task the entlre College of the Ita1ian Cardlnals, heaps 

eontempt on the 'iniquitous' Florentines, and seolds 'his Imperial 

Majesty'. Why does he '11nger' and 'tarry' in Milan, neglecting Tuseani 

and sparing Florence, lnstead of swooping down to punish the scheming 

Florentines for underm1nlng the imperia1 cause! 

In one part of h1S 1etter to Henry VII of Luxemburg, on his way to 

receive the erown of the Roman Empire, the poet 1ikens his eoming to the 

'rising of the long awaited sun', only to continue with the reproach: 

But beeause our Sun (whether it be the fervour of our 
10ng1n9 or the appearance of truth suggesting it) is 
believed to be tarrying, or is suspeeted to be turnlng 
baek ... We are constralned in our uncertainty to doubt, and 
to break forth in the words of the forerunner: fArt thou he 
that should come? Or look we for another?' 

Then Dante reminds the emperor of how he, Dante, nad rushed to meet 

Henry when he came to Milan for his coronation there, and how he paid 

tribute to him as lt 'beseems Impe'rial Majesty'. But in the next 

paragraph, the reminder of his devotion turns into the challenge: 

But we marvel what sluggishness ho1ds thee so long, in that, 
long since victor ln the valley of the Po thou dost abandon, 
pass by, and neglect Tuscany, not otherwise than as if thou 
didst suppose the imperial rights entrusted to thy 
guardianshlp ta be limited by the boundaries of Liguria; 
forgetting in sooth, as we apprehend, that the glorious 
dominion of the Romans is confined neither by the frontiers 
of ItalY"nor by the coast-line of three-cornered 
Europe ... ' 
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If the tone of the poet's address to the Emperor is found to be 

bold and challenging, it is ln the sense of call1ng upon the ruler to 
keep given promises and to fulfill justified expectations of imperial 
duty. In the letter to the Italian Cardinals, another kind of 

phenomenon ;s perce;ved, putting what was called 'personal utopia' into 

a different light. In the following, Dante Justifies his impudent 

action: 
Perchance in indignant rebuke you will ask: 'And who is this 
man who, not fearlng the sudden punishment of Uzzah, who 
sets himself up to protect the Ark, tottering though it may 
be?' Verily l am one of the least of the sheep of the 
pasture of Jesus Christ; verily 1 abuse no pastoral 
authorlty, seeing that 1 possess no riches. By the Grace, 
therefore, not of riches, but of God, l am what l am, and 
the zeal of His house has eaten me up ... These are the 
justificatlons of my boldness. And besldcs these 1 have the 
authority of the Philosopher, who in his system of morals 
taught that. truth is to be preferred even before 
friendship.J 

It becomes apparent in the course of this letter, that the poet 

considers it his natural responsibility to speak up on behalf of the 

Roman Church, fallen into disarray since the attack on Pope Boniface 

VIII at Agnani by a French ~nd Italian conspiracy, and Slnce the vote 
for a French pope who never came to Rome, setting up his papal court at 

Avignon instead. But there are in this letter also impassioned calls 

for national pride, that are new to the period. The reason ;s the 

bereavement of Rome of both its 'luminaries', the pope and the emperor, 

causing the 'loss of all public authority' as Dante states elsewhere, 

which concerns the political thinker, beyond his own predicament. To 
the cardinals he calls out: 

For although it is the dut y of all Italians to love the 
capital of Italy as common source of their civility, yet it 
is justly held to be your part most especially to reverence 
it, since for you it is the source also of your very being.-

How are we, from a temporal and cultural distance of nearly seven 

hundred years, to view these new moral phenomena in the utopistic phase 

of Dante's 'exilic discourse', of which the full vehemence still remains 

to be exposed? Can we be blind to the dignity of his indignation and 

his efforts? Or, can we, on the other hand, overlook the fact that he 
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endows hlmSelf wlth authorlty wlth WhlCh he has not been lnvested, and 

that under the pretext of thlS authorlty he a1so aspires his own 

rest1tut10n? A still greater d1fficulty 15 yet to arise ln which the 

quest10n wlll have to be a5ked in other terms. Here l wish to add 

another three excerpts for a fuller illustration of the poet's moral 

fervor: 

Now I am constralned to lift up my VOlce; ye have 
constralned me. Be ye therefore ashamed to receive rebuke 
and admonlshment from so lowly a source, and not from 
Heaven, WhlCh may pardon you ... (VIII/9) 

... 1 have klndlecJ the blush of confusion in you and in 
others, chlef prlests in name only ... slnce among so many who 
usurp the office of the shepherd, among so many sheep ... 
1eft unattended ... one voice alone of filial piety, and that 
of a prlvate indlvldua1, is heard at the obsequies as it 
were of the Mother Church (VIII/6) 

And what wonder? Each has taken avarlce to wife, even as you 
yourselves have done; avarice, the mother never of piety and 
righteousness, but ever of lmpiety and unrlghteousness ... 
(VIII/7 ) 
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In the end, the poet urges the cardinals to bring home to Rome 

'for our ltaly' the chalr of the Holy See, n ••• and that the reproach of 

the Gascons, who burn1ng with abominable lust, strive to usurp for 

themselves the glory of the ltalians, may be an example to posterity for 

a11 ages to come" (VIII/12). 

Learned opln1on holds that Dante's (undated) treatise De Monarchia 

attributed to thlS period, contains the poet's most remarkable and 

original political thought. 5 But De Monarchia (written in Latin) did 

not fare well at the time, m1ssing to produce the aspired effect of 

promoting the imperlal cause and of achieving its author's return to his 

native city which was still foremost on Dante's mind. Vet Henry's 

descent to Italy ended in tragedy. His Roman coronatian did nathing to 

pacify the ltal,an lands. Florence organized a successful campaign of 

resistance among the cities of the Guelfish League, and itself refused 

ta surrender when the lmpenal army laid siege ta its ramparts. Not 

long after its wlthdrawal, news reached luseani of the young Emperar's 

sudden death on his way ta Naples, and the Florentines rece;ved it with 



• 

• 

45 

jUbilation. 

This, in brief was the scenario which 1eft Dante a broken man, 

hope1essly compromlsed by hlS ag9ressive efforts on behalf of the 
imperial cause, twice barred from genera1 amnesty offered fellow eXl1es 

of the 'White' Gue1flsh faction. The second time, the poet mistaken1y 

assumed that he was included, writes Paget Toynbee in his commentary ln 

the Dante letters, but declined to 'accept' because of the shamefu1 

conditions attached. In his famous letter of refusal addressed to a 

Florentine frlend, Dante wrltes: 

1s thlS the generous recall of Dante Alighleri to his native 
city, after the miserles of nearly fifteen years of exile? 
Is this the reward of innocence manifest to a11 the world, 
of unceasing sweat and toi1 in study? Far be it from the 
friend of philosophy, so sense1ess a degradation, befitting 
only a soul of clay, as to submit himself to be paraded like 
a prisoner, as sorne infamous wretches have done! Far be lt 
from the advocate of Justice after being wronged, to pay 
tribute to them that wronged him, as though they had 
deserved well of hlm! No! this is not the way for me to 
return to my country. If another can be found Wh1Ch does 
not derogate from the fame and honour of Dante, that will 1 
take without lag9ing steps. But if by no such wa~ Florence 
may be entered, then 1 will enter Florence never. 

Contained in thlS most overt document of confident self-appraisal 

is the key to a fuller understanding of Dante's poetic attempts in the 

Purgatorio, to distinguish non-ostensively between 'pride as vice' and 

'pride as expression of accomplishment and dignity' by which the reader 

is meant to discover that the poet's pride is just. The conc1uding 

paragraph of this passage from the letter of a F10rentlne friend, 

expresses the poet's resignat;on to perpetual exile. But at the same 

time, this resignation becomes the first step toward its transcendence, 

and serenity will thus be restored to the last phase of the 'exilic 

di scourse' . 

What! can 1 not everywhere gaze upon the sun and the stars? 
can 1 not under any sky meditate on the most precious 
truths, without first rendering myself inglorious, nay 
ignominious, in the eyes of the people rnd the city of 
Florence" Nay, bread will not fal1 me! 

If the hope of restitution must now be abandoned, self­

constitution will enter its most successful stage in the Commedia, 
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finally accompllshlng the self-portrait of the !poet of rectitude'. Bu~ 

will it be the self-portralt of the moral agent he now finds in the 
mirror of his personal utopla? Or wlll it be the portrait of a dreamer 

and mythmaker who ~an glide over palnful truths with the 'belle 

menzogne' of hlS allegorles? Ves, he will hear Beatrice's stern call of 

his name at the top of Mount Purgatorio: "Dante, because Vergil leaves 

thee weep not, weep not yet, for thou must weep for another sword".8 
Ves, he will show contritlon but render 8ccount he will not. 

This brings back the Question of how one is to interpret these 

undlsguised, saliently crafted Epistole in the context of the 'exilic 

dlscourse'. In these letters everything that characterized the former 

appears to be dispensed with: expressions of attitude are unguarded, 

the speech becomes direct, propositions no longer engage analogical 

proxy, assertlons are apodictlc, disguises fa11, similacra become 
superfluous. 

Could lt be sald that any one general principle obtains for these 

letters qua text, by distinctlon fro~ the rest of the discourse? The 

ObV10US negative distinction might be that they are not intended as 

works of literature. But a positive distinction by kind and degree 

suggests itself as well. By way of depending on judgement, choiee, will 

and execution, and by way of their intended funetion as instruments of 

persuasion addressed ta collectives and to individuals in order that 

they may aetualize these, are the letters not aets SU7 generis that are 
both public and moral? 

There is no doubt that literJture ean only tell 'the story of 

Dante' in terms of his literary artifacts, whether or not the critical 
reader perceives their self-constitutive dimension beyond the overt 

level. But when the attention is focused on the moral dimension within 

whieh both, the Convivio and the Purgatorio are conr.eived, the encounter 

of the Epistole is an unsettling experience. Are we to take these blunt 

letters as the !moment of truth', explain them away psychologically, or 

interpret 'the story of Dante as moral agent' separately from 'the story 

of Dante as poet of self-constitution'. Before attempting to consider 

these Questions in terms of the virtues of practical philosophy, to 

whieh the poet has formally dedicated h;s discourse, a brief look at two 
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of Dante's most lndlctlng letters is required to suggest the moral 

proportion of the problem. 
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Epistola VI is addressed by "Dante Allghieri, a Florentlne 

undeservedly in eXlle, ta the most lniquitous Florentines wlthln the 

city". Dante first introduees the concept of the Holy Homan EmpHe as 

des i gnated by the W i 1 1 of God to gove rn human aff a; rs "lo the end that 

mankind might repose ln peaee of so powerful a protectlon, and 

everywhere as nature demands, might llve as eitizens of an ordered 

world".9 Encapsulating the idea of his Monarchla, the poet warns that 

"when the throne of Augustus is vacant, the whole world goes out of 

course, the helmsmen and rowers slumber in the ship of St. Peter", ~the 

Papacy), and unhappy Italy is forsaken and abandoned to private control, 

and bereft of a11 publlC gUldance ... ". "All who in mad presumption 

have risen up agalnst thlS manlfest will of God ... " are threatened with 

divine punishment. 

It is of interest from the present perspectlve that the letter lS 

not addressed on the exile's personal behalf. But wlthout statlng so, 

both the appraisal of the blessings of the emplre and the long passages 

of condemnation of t~e resisting Florentlnes are necessarily hlS 

personal opinions, and the act of making t~em publle in hlS collectlve 

letter is necessarily a moral aet. 

Dante's presuppositlon is typically idealistic and scholastic ln 

the sense that the 'Roman Empire' (even in its extenslcn under the 

Germanic rulers) is God-glven and that the 'prescriptive right' under 

which the Florentines refuse the 'dut y of submlssion to him' (the 

emperor) fis a choice of madness and rebellion'. "Have you to learn, 

senseless and perverse as you are, that public rlght can be subject to 

no reckoning by prescription, but must endure so long as time itself 

endures?" he asks. 

Although the lncisive level of the poet's contemptuous lnsults 

seem excessive, the more serious problem arises from the threats of 

punishment when "terrible in gold the eag1e" - as image symbol of the 

empire and the emperor - "shall swoop down upon you ... ,,10 It should be 

remarked, however, that rather than singly, it is thf~ comblnation with 

the incltement to martial action a~alnst Florence, appeallng for 
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punishment and reprisals agalnst the 'Florentine rebels' in Dante's 
subsequent letter to Emperor Henry, that puts the epithet of the 'poet 

of rectitude' in question. 
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The following flve examples of Dante's indictments, incitements 

against his natlve city will show why further counsel from contemporary 
thought on the teleological tradition of virtues is especially 

appropriate at thlS pOlnt. 

In Epistola VIII, after lecturing Henry in the sense of his 

political treatise, De Monarchia, on Christ's choice to become man under 
the aegis of the most Just Emperor Augustus and by this subjecting 
hiônself to the edlct of the Roman Emp;re, by which the empire is forever 
committed to God. the poet launches his challenge: 

Let hlm then for whom the whole world is looking be 
ashamed tO be entangled sa long in such a narrow corner of 
the world; and let it not escape the consideration of 
Augustus that the tyrant of Tuscany ;s encouraged by the 
assurance that he is delaying, and daily by appealing ta the 
pride of the evil dqers gathers fresh strength. heaping 
daring upon daring. 1, 

What dost thou, the sole rule!' of the world, imagine 
thou wilt have accomplished when thou hast set thy foot upon 
the neck of rebellious Cremona? 

Oost thou not know, most excellent Prince, and canst 
thou not descry from the watch-tower of thine exalted 
Highness where that stinking vixen has her lair, undisturbed 
by the hunters? Verily, the culprit drinks neither of 
headlong Po, nor of thine own Tiber, but her jaws pol lute 
e'en now the rushing stream of Arno, and Florence - canst 
thou be

1l
unaware? - Florence is the name of this baleful 

pest .•. 

Up then! Make an end of delay ... and overthrow this 
Goliath with thn sllng of thy wisdom and with the stone of 
thy strength ... 

Then, our heritage which was taken away, and for which 
we lament without ceasing, shall be restored to us whole 
again. But even as now, remembering the most holy 
Jerusalem, we mourn as exiles 1n Babylon so then as 
citizens, and breathing in peace, we shall think with joy on 
the miseries of Confusion. 15 

Clearly, this is not a personal plea of an individual, begging for 
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protection on his own behalf, in the sense ln which Niccolà Machiavel1i 

will be sending petltlOns to the Medic; Pope, Leo X, two hundred years 

hence. But then, who might be the community from whom 'our herit89~ was 

taken away, and for Wh1Ch we lament without ceaslng'? He, who accused 

his own eXlled factlOn, the 'Bianchi', of corruption, and fram whom he 

withdrewa11 support, would hardly be speaking on their behalf. But 

wou1d he mean the imperialist Ghibellines, in Florence as good 8S non­

existent, ta whom he apparently never pledged allegiance? Or does he 

speak on behalf of the 'good Florentines' at large who have managed ta 

escape the 'damnab 1 e corrupt ion' of Dante' s foes? 

The De Monarchia 15 not a work 'by as well as of' Dante Alighieri 

as , s the Commed i a. It daes nDt spec i f i (;a 11 y i nv ite exp 1 orat i on as 

'exi1ic discourse', although the very first self-reference is of a kind 

that cannot be overlooked. 

This is not ta say, that Dante withholds his personal opinions and 

ideas. 1t is important ta him ta state at the begil'lniny of his three­

part treatise that he considers it a dut y to enrich postent.y in the 

sense in which it was fulfi11ed by Aristotle and Cicero. F-rom the 

particu1ar viewpoint of this thesis, the choice of this example is in 

itse1f a significant hierarchica1 self-reference by the habit of select 

associations. Dante follows this up by saying that his chosen 

cont ri but ion i s ta w rite on the much neg 1 ected subject of the 

'monarchia', or the empire. To the exile it seems to have become a seal 

of authent icity to i ntroduce himse 1f by lofty associations and by 50 

doing, non-ostensively show his self-perception. 

Here in the De Monarchia, the themes of 'temporal justice' and 

'personal liberty' are more consistently attended to than in his other 

works, even though they are st il 1 supported by the poet' S own myth­

making and by the causal dependence of the natural world on supernatural 

powers and events. 

A gaod exarnple would be the argument according ta which God chose 

the moment of global peace under the rightful gO\iernment and the just 

reign of the Emperor Augustus to allow the birth of Christ, His only 

begotten Son. At its highest leve1 of integration, Dantp,'s thought 

never stops beneath the teleological purpose for the whole of 'humanity' 
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or of 'man~lnd' - terms partlcularly lmportant ta hlm, who, aeeording to 

Etlenne Gllson, lsthe fllst poltlleal thlnkerto usethese terms in 

then unlversal appllcatlOn. 1t 

Slnce Justlce lS recognlZed as the most encompassing of the 

cardlnal virtues lt 1S persomfied by the highest temporal authorityof 

humanklnd, namely the Emperor, its most powerful representatlVe on 

earth. Dante's preoccupation wlth 'true nobility' was noted in the 

ConvlVio; now, ln the De Monarch1a he proJects the notion onto the 

pUblic sphere. Here, the utoplstic zeal entirely denies the 'eritical 

real1st' as Dante lS c las<;lfled by sorne who consider him a philosophieal 
l' thinker. 1 

In the second of the t reat lse' s three books, the poet expands the 

idea of nob1l i ty to embrace the' r;ghtful' existence of the Roman 

Empire. H1S efforts ta legltlmize lt, include the 'documentation' of 

lts legendary Troyan onglns, according to the Vergi1ian Aeneid, 

composed ta enhance the glory of Emperor Augustus. 

But does the 'poet of rectitude' consider the dangers to liberty 

from that very same 'hlghest temporal office' of humankind, his ideal 

monarchy, if l t comes under the sway of a tyrant or an autocrat? If 

this office seems as ideally suited to tolerance as he suggests, is it 

not equal1y well SUlted ta the practice of its denial? 

The statesman proposes his own original verSlon of 'checks and 

balances' for the protectlOn of the individual from the state. He, who 

saw it fai1ing in the complex communal system of the medieval city­

states, (a system that originated as a protective idea during the long 

post-Cai-olinglan anarchy) firmly believes that liberty is God's greatest 

9ift to humank ind, and thus conceives of a subtle separat ion of the two 

highest positions of human government, the spiritual and the temporal, 

the church and the state. 

In the Monarchla the 'theme of liberty' is as important as the 

theme of 'true nobi11ty' is ln the Conviv;o. The poet's exultation of 

Hs meaning is remlnlScent of h1S enthusiasm over the nature of the 

moral virtues of WhlCh he clalms that 'their fruit are truly ours, 

because they entlrely depend on powers that are our very own'. His 

clalm for liberty 15 practical1y identical: for it says that we tneed 
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not depend on anyone else but ourselves'. In a most exihc vein Dante 

compares dependency W1 th a dead-end-street, thus a denial of free choiee 

of place as we1 1 as of action. 

In Book II, Dante deve 1 ops hi s argument for monarchy on the bas 1 S 

of the ~ perfect ion' of the Augustean era, but ties 1t in, even more 

close1y, with God's W1 11 and God's own perfection. Aristot 1e's not lan 

of nobi 1 ity becomes expounded ln favour of the empi re. W1 thout direct 

attack on the papacy, but more forcefully than before, Dante rejects the 

so-called 'Co:"stantinian donation', aceording ta which Constantlne the 

Great 1eft al·, the lmperial possessions to the Church when he moved hlS 

residence to Byzant l um. The poet argues hi s case w ith zest and 

imagination against al1 who defend the donation theory as 'just', most 

of a11 the popes. Ironiea"y, what Dante did not knowat the time, is 

that this 'donation' during the period of Pope Sylvester, was later 

found to be a forgery! 

From this argument springs Dante's famous 'myth of the two 

luminarles'. Based on the Book of Genesis, the traditional symbolism 

considered the sun as symbal of the spiritual power of the church 

represented by the pope, and the moon, as the smaller luminary, 

reeeivi ng its light from the sun, as symbol of the tempora; power vested 

in a king or an emperor. But no longer! Dante puts two equal 

luminaries into the sky, dec1aring that neither must be subordinated to 

the other. Somewhat surpris;ngly in this context, philosophy, tao, is 

ta come i nto i ts own. 

No longer would philosophy remain Brother Thomas's handmaid, 

anei 11 ary ta theology. Rather, it shou1d be the supreme domain of 

rational reason, representing what i s best in the human animal and the 

most God-l; ke . 

In Book III, the poet uses scriptural arguments to dispute papal 

authority over temporal matters of the secular powers of the state. If 

the 'exi1ic discourse' cames anywhere near to being a,l apo1ogy of Dante 

Alighieri, the Prior ;n Council of the Commune of Florence whose 

signature endorsed the mot; on aga; nst papa 1 interference in the secular 

affai rs of hi s city, it is in the De Monarchia. 

Inhis book on Dante, Francls Fergussonsays that ln the Ç)e 
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~Ql)arçhia Dante puts hlS contention in the boldest terms, when he claims 

that the effect of the dw l ne Incarnat ion 1 s not to supersede human 

reason, but rather ta conflrm lts authority in its own sphere, that of 

nature, the empire and of the classical world. 18 

As ever, learned opinions are divided about the significance of 

the 'utOplstlC phase' of Dante's 'exilic discourse'. But these are not 

designations used outside this thesis. Some commentators of this work 

appear tu see it as a 'Gh; be11 ine ploy' or something of a vengeful 

answer ta the papa l bull 'Unam Sanctam' issued by Boniface VIn a short 

lime before Dante's banishment. If l understand it correetly, this is 

the Vlew of G.A. Scartazzini in his Campanion to Dante, at least of Book 

III. 19 

A more enlightened Vlew is taken by the medievalist, Etienne 

Gilson, who declares that Dante's political thought is unique. In his 

work Dante and Phi losophy, Gilson writes: 

... The simplest course would be to regard Dante's attitude 
not as a particular case of Latin Averroism (the 'twofold 
truth') but as an effort to base his political separatism on 
the Moral Phllosophy of Anstotle, (suggested by the 
ubiqulty of the Ethica ad N;comaehum in Oante's writings •... 
Properly speaking it cannat be classified. The ideal of a 
universal monarchy, a universal phi losophy and a universal 
faith, a11 three completely independent in their respective 
spheres, yet exhiblt ing perfect concord solely through the 
sponteneity of their individual action, has no paral1el in 
the Mlddle Ages, or for that matter, in any other epoeh of 
h ' t 20 1S ory ... 

The nature of Dante's proposition is unique because it protects 

the emperor (and his subjects) from papal interference in secular 

affairs, as much as it protects the pope (and his flock) fram 

subjugat ion and meddl ing in spi ri tual concerns of the Chureh by a power­

st ruck empe ror. 

Gilson considers Dante's choice of independence of the three 

orders by virtue of their incompatibility, rather than by subordination, 

as the Most promis;ng option by which to insure "that they should enjoy 

an i ndependence a ri si ng f rom the i r aeeo rd" . fi T hat i s why the not i on of 

Justice is the mainspring of his work", concludes Etienne Gilson, 

" ... and so we see hlS desHe for Justice uneeasingly accompanied by a 
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bound 1 ess exa 1tat i on of F reedom" . 2' 

My own observat ions of this least self-referentlal, yet most 

revea' lng 'UtoplStlC phase' of Dante's 'exilic discourse' are intended 

for the Conclusion of this thesls . 

53 
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CONSTITUTIVE PHASE 

By 1ts 

ra l ates more 

the QQmfllE!_Qla. 

concerns wlth moral conduct in active life, the Purgatorio 

closely to the Convivlo than do the other two canticles of 

In a sense, the Purgatorio 15 a150 the Convivio's 

counterpart Slnce lt rectlfles the latter's weaknesses by being one of 

Dante's most effective compositions, as both, a definitive part of the 

encyclopaedlc poem, and a substant1ating pért of hh 'exllic dlscourse'. 

How the Pi 19rim and hlS gU1de, Vergi1 came from the Inferno's 

cavernous exit to the falr mountain is1and of Purgatorio, the literally­

minded shall never know. Lyncally, the bridge between the two 

canticles affers smooth passage: 

... The Leader and l entered on that hi dden road to return 
1 nta the bn ght wor 1 d, and w l thout car i ng to have any rest 
we cl1mbed up, he flrst and l second, sa far that 1 saw 
through the round opening sorne of the fair things that 
Heaven bears; and thence we came forth to see again the 
stars.' 

Then, in the openlng tercets of the Purgatorlo, akln to a wink in 

the reader's directlOn, Dante concedes that he is lnviting us to embark 

with him on a journey of hlS imagination. 

To course over better waters the 1 itt le bark of my wit now 
lifts he r sa il s, 1eav, n9 behl nd her so cruel a sea, and 1 
will sing of that second kingdom where the human spirit is 
purged and becomes fi t ta ascend to Heaven. But here let 
poetry r

2
1 se aga Hl from the dead, 0 hol y Muses, since 1 am 

yours ... 

In the Inferno the poetry had been stifling, apart from sorne 

memorable events, such as for example the encounter of the virtuous 

Heathen in l imbo; or movHlg, such as the meeting with the poet' s old 

teacher Brunetto Lat lni, or the tell ing of the love story of Paolo and 

Francesca. No music was heard, no consolation given; the poet of the 

do7ce sti1 nuovo did not come into his own. 

From the first stanzas on, the Purgatorio promises poetic 

sustenance and 1 t never a llows our attentions to wander or to wane. 

What structures and what thoughts advance the self-constitutive aspects 

of this cantlcle? 
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Its structural system is exceedingly complex, controlling the 

lnterconnected patterns of the plot. These are advanced by spatial and 

temporal orders or by sequences of events whose sensible lmagery 
supports the scenarlO and lends consistency to the flux of the lmaglnary 

happenings. 

In the following l lntroduce the Purgatorio's structural orders of 

space and time, within WhlCh important self-referential structures and 

individual self-references rece;ve thelr more particular dcflnltions. 

It will be seen that: 

1. in the unlverse of the d;scourse these common 
structural orders have thelr own phenomenology; 

2. the order of angellc appearances ;s connected to the 
structures of space and time, marking the Pilgrim's 
progress toward moral 'self-constltution'; 

3. the relatlonship between the Pilgrim and his 
archetypal guide, Vergil, is the central self­
referentlal structure of the Purgatorio as 
discourse; 

4. it is the role of Statius to bring about a trans­
mutation in the Pilgrim's dependence and eventual 
emancipation from Vergil; 

5. the triad Vergil-Pilgrim-Statius is a symbolic 
configuration, the ultimate meaning of which - from 
the position of this thesls - are the three phases 
of Dante's own psyche without which self­
constitution would not be complete. 

The spatial symbolism of the Purgatorio is embodied in the 

geological pos~tion of the mountain island surrounded by the ses 

'covering all of the southern hemisphere'. The skeleton structure for 

the symbolic upward movement of the unfolding character is provided by 

the topographlcal configuration of Mount Purgatorio, with its 'irregular 

lower slopes' and its seven terraces encircling the m0untain's rocky 

ledges of its steep part closer to the summit's 'Earthly Paradise'. 

By the hierarchical turn of medieval thought, the scale of forms 

between low and high ;s inevitably understood as analogy of value. The 

scaling of a steep mountain is thus an ideal scene by WhlCh ta symbolize 

stages of progression, the 10gical outcome of which is necessarily the 
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overcoming of obstacles and the reaching of a 10fty goal. 

Another ~lnd of spatlal order is interpersonal, to which self­

referentlal structures are cannected. It is anlmated by gestures and 

relative proxlmity or dlstance for the expreSSlon of personal relations, 

not unlike the meanlng modern semantics attaches to its labels of 

'praxemlcs' and '1< l nesics' .2 The changing degrees of the Pilgrim's 

psychaloglcal dependency on his guide and master, the Augustean poet 

Vergil, are mast eloquently expressed through these sem10tlc devices.~ 
Most importantly, there 1S the soul's 'inner space' where al1 

objects of experlence have thelr hierarchical scale of value. As shawn 

ln my ~9rking Notions, 'the soul', 'the mind', and 'the self' are 

thought of as one phenomenon of many dlmensions, similar to what modern 

Metaphysics intends by postulating that "human consciousness is 

polymorphic", as Bernard Lonergan explains in hlS Insight. 5 

Wlthin the 'Just soul' dwell the human concerns not only for its 

own well-be1ng, but also for the well-being of others, since justice is 

the only vlrtue WhlCh by its very nature, desires the good for al1. 

Throughout the 'exillc discourse' Dante's foremost preoccupation is with 

justice. It is grounded ln various referential structures. EntHe 

cantos are devoted to lt, in which condemnation of injustice and the 

unjust are Juxtaposed with lauds of Divine Justice and praise of those 

who make it their cause. 

The poet's very demonstration of concern and his identification 

with the cause of Justice make these examples reflexive in a general way 

and a natural background for particular self-referential events. 6 

Time as the other great ordering principle is also employed in 

multiple phases in the Purgatorio. The occurrence of cosmic phenomena 

in cyclical time may serve as image-symbols or as poetic myths from 

Oante's own imaglnation. In a more mystical way, the poet uses the 

timing of the entire three day pilgrimage ta the other world, i.e., the 

'universe of the dlscourse', in the symbolic sense in which it coincides 

with the three days of Easter, from the time of Christ's death to the 

time of h1S resurrection . 

The poet's near death in the 'dark wood' of his mid-life, in the 

opening of the Inferna and his pilgrimage to seek salvation while still 
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living, might be seen as a bold analogy by which to advance one's self­

constitutlon. But the poet never spe11s ,t out qua ana10gy ln the 

enunclatl0ns of Wh1Ch he lS the subject. Seen ln the sense ln which 

redemption and salvatlon of the human soul stand for mordl achlevement 

and a potential mode of be7ng, makes its poetic use as thematic symbol 

for the ent ire Commed 1 a of Dante perfect 1 y acceptable, 

Without the poet le posslbll,t les in the dimenslOn of the super­

natural, Dante's dlscourse, such as begun ln the Çonvl~Q, could not 

have transcended the e'111C condition, H1S sober critlcal rea11sm would 

not have perm;tted hlnl thr:- f11ght into ideality, equal ta the 

achievement of 'self-corl~lltution' by Boethlus through the dlalectlc of 

i nte 11 ectua 1 myst i Cl sni. 

In the context of thlS study of the Purgatorio the concern wltll 

time is less with astronomieal time or wlth philosophies of time, such 

as for example, st. Augustine's which ,s exposed ln the Ç..QflJ~§sJ..Qn_s, 

Rather, the interesl here is wlth the way in which Dante as poet and as 

moralist uses the temporal d1mension with,n the 'universe of the text' 

as poetic fiction and as 'ex11ic discourse', 

The temporal aspect of the phenomenon of speed, for example, plays 

a most prominent part in the Purgatorio, a1though this phenomenon 15 

passed by, unexamlned by the secondary literature of my aCQuaintance, 

The first manlfestation of the importance of speed is the arrival of the 

ship of souls, sa, 11n9 on the wings of the pilot angel. The Pi 19rim is 

spellbound as he percelVes "a l ight coming 50 sWlftly over the sea that 

no flight could match its 5peed ... ,,7 

Another example is found in the encounter with Cato, cast ln the 

role of guardian of the mountain island, who does not permit the shades 

to linger. When the Pilgrim, his guide, and sorne people around them, 

stand rapt, attentlve ta the notes of Casella's son9, Cata lnterrupts: 

What is this, laggart spirits? What negligence, what delay 
;8 this? Haste to the mountain to strip you the slough that 
a110ws not God to be manifest in you. 

Vergl1, tao, frequently reprimands his charge for lingenng, 

prodding him on, to which the Pilgrim's obedient1y reacts, not1ng: 

" , .. and on we went swi ft l y" • l')nce, the poet, 50 immune to humour, even 
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leads us ta suspect hlm of mod exasperat10n of a petulant child: "1 was 

we 11 accustomed to h, s admon lt lOns never to lose t i me, so that in that 

matter hlS speech could not be dark to me".9 

In Canto_y sorne • shades' not i ce that the 1 i ght does not pass 

through the Pllgrlm's body as it does through theirs and they say, "he 

seems to bear hlmself as one alive". When Oante turns his eyes "at the 

sound of these words", Vergll intereedes: 

Why is thy mind 50 entangled, said the Master that thou 
slackenest thy pace? What is it to thee that they whisper 
there? Come after me and let the people talk. Stand like a 
firm tower that never shakes its top for blast of wind; for 
a lways the man 1 n whom thought spri ngs up over thought sets 
hi s mark fflrthe r off, for the one thought saps the force of 
the other. 

St i 11 on the top 1 c of speed, in Canto IX Vergil reports to the 

Pi1grim that whlle he had fallen asleep, one of hlS prote~tresses in 

Heaven, St. Lucy (who in Christian symbology represents sight or vision) 

appeared to him and sald: "1 am Lucy. Let me take this man that is 

sleeping, 50 l shall speed hlm on his way" ... Here she laid thy down; 

but fi rst her fai r eyes showed me that open entranee, then she and sleep 

together went away.ll 

A hiat'ls in the continuity of time such as is experienced here, is 

mostly announcing sorne mystenous progression without pereeivable cause. 

Yet, every time the poet hlrnself somehow suggests the desired 

interpretation. Gwen the symbol le attributes of his protectress and by 

Dante's manifest preference for the sense of sight, being ftaken and 

sped on his way' during sleep by Lucy must necessarily mean the 

significant progresslon from mundane sight to spi ritual vision • 

.... L ike one who is in doubt is reassured and whose fear is 
turned to confidence when the truth is revealed to him, 50 l 
was changed, and as soon as my leader saw me free from eare 
he moved up the rampart, and l behind him, toward the 
1 i ght. 12 

But in his ubiquitous concern for çommunicability, the poet is still not 

sat i sfied that we grasp the importance of the moment. Hi s address to 

the reader makes thlS explieit: 

Thou seest wel 1. reader, that Irise to a higher theme; ,do 
not wonder, therefore, if l susta;n it with greater art. 1J 
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As a measure of progression toward beatitude, time is also an 

inner dimension of the soul, marl\ing the tbefore' and the 'after' of 

inslghtful moments of the present. It is a measure of the will, as ln 

the Augustinian inner '5truggle between the ve17e and the USlllft. It 

designates the termlnal pOlnt in the movement of this struggle toward 

choice. It is the trajectory of Aristotle's entelech7d of the human 

persan as well as of the soul's Christlan pilgnmage t.o salvat1on, and 

ln bath these senses, lnner time appears as linear. As such, 1t 1S the 

dynamic and directional element of the soul, infused by Gad Wh1Ch does 

not come to rest until thp 'realization of its final cause', being the 

soul '5 deSlred return to lts Maker. 

The order of the angels is Dante's unique poetic vehlcle for the 

mirroring and keeplng score of moral advancement toward purif1cation: 

the pilot ange1, guardlan angels and messenger angels. By thelr 

fl eet i ng and myste r1 OUS appearances as dl spense rs of beat i tude when one 

of the seven de ad 1 y si ns has been purged, the ange 1 i c V "ii si ta li ons of the 

penitent souls are among the most lyrical moments of the Pur..aa_tQ[lQ. ln 

order of their appearance, beyond the guardian of the gate (IX), are: 

the angel of humility (XI); the angel of mercy (XV); thl~ angel of peace 

(XVII); the angel of zeal (XIX); the angel of temperance (XXIV); and the 

angel of chastity (XXVII). Here, the introduction to Dante's 

'angelology' must be limited to a few typical encounters. Ironically, 

it ;s Vergi1, the honorable pagan, who' 1ntroduces' the Pilgr1m ta the 

angelic phenomenon. Dante first sees "a light coming sa sW1ftly over 

the sea that no fl ight could match lts speed ..... 

.. . My master did not say a ward unt il it appeared as wi ngs, 
then when he c1early discerned the pilot he cried: Band, 
bend thy knee s, beho 1 d the ange 1 of God 1 cl asp t hy ha\nds, 
such ministers shalt thou see henceforth. 14 

At the foot of Mount Purgatorlo's steep rise to the hlgher 

reg;ons, a vigilant angel is seen seated across threa symbo",\ ical steps 

at the gate to the mounta1n. When he grants the Pilgrim permlssion to 

enter, he traces seven P's on the poet's brow with the tip of hlS sword 

and says: "When thou art withln 1 see thou wash away these wounds! .. 1~ 
Thus branded a Slnner by the seven-fold symbol of R-~Ç.aLI or sins, 
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the Pllgrlm and hlS com~anlon enter thE gate ta the faint sound of the 

Te Deum Laudamu<:, fram the dls~ance. Now t',ey must climb the steep, 

roc~-hewn sta1rs from terrace ta terrace, named after the deadly Sln 

WhlCh lS being purged on lts level. On each new level the Pilgr1m 

encounters penltent Slnners, as well as examples of virtue contrary to 

thelr particular Vlce. 

On the terrace of prlde examples of humility are carved into a 

sculptural wall which 1mpresses the poet as being "such that not only 

Polycletus but nature would be put to shame there". H It lS typical 
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for Dante's attltude, WhlCh today mlght be ca11ed 'plural1st', that the 

three examples of humlllty on which he dwel1s ar~ taken from the Old 

Testament, the New Jl~stament and from Roman history of the 'good 

emperors'. The former are Dav1d's bringing of the ark to Jerusa1em, and 

the aet of annunclatlon to Mary by the angel Gabr1el; thé latter is the 

seene of an aet of mercy and Justice by Trajan, which ISO moved Pope 

Gregory that hlS prayers assured the emperor's sa1vation'. 

The amb19uous manner ln WhlCh Dante admits h15 own proud 

disposltion, lS of great lnterest to the central questlon of th1s 

thesis. When the t1me cames to speak of the consequences of the sin of 

pr1de, the poet does not mlSS impressing upon the reader how the proud 

are brought low. Sorne of the ground the penitents are walking on, on 

this terrace, is paved with portraits of the proud from myths and 

history, cut into stone slabs simi1ar ta the memorial plaques on the 

floors in medieval cathedrals. ll Examples of pride and of humility 

are ample but somewhat 1ess vivid than those on other terraces. Why? 

And how do we learn about the poet's own 'case'? In his relations ta 

his 'fe1low penitents' he both seems to be and not ta be one of them. 

But he is always '~ersona grata', a mode1 of concern and respect, his 

outer demeanour re1nforcing the quality of his speech, as he variously 

reports on 'wa1klng humbly, head bowed low'. But does he? 

The Purgatorio is no Confessions, a1though some 1earned analogies 

suggest it that way. Unlike St. Augustine, even a repentant Dante daes 

not reveal a tormented soul. His universe is a complete, 'construct of 

answered quest10ns' as C.S. Lewis would put it. 18 

The poet 15 enamoured with the beauty and the harmony of the 
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medieva1 model and he wants everyone to abide by its moral codes, 

includ1ng the popes and the emperors. Under circumstances other than 

the puet's exi1ic cond1tion, posterity m1ght have named hlm a reformer. 

But in his pred1cament lt appears that experiences of lnJustlce and 

corruption turned h1m 1nto the 'poet of rectitude', proud of his choice. 

Now it lS thlS very prlde which helps the poet regain his integrit\ and 

constitute hlmself according to his moral and intellectual idea1s in 

order to dispel tt~ 'ever1ast1ng disgrace of eXl1e' which made him so 

anxious in the Convivio. As a r~lative and circumstantial notion, is 

not 'pride' in itse1f nelther virtue nor vice until ,t becomes attached 

to some deslre and act that qualify it by klnd and degree, only thus 

admitting of its moral dlstinctlons? 

What is Dante's own understanding of the nature of pride? He will 

be seen recognizlng his proud disposition, but finding no grounds on 

which to admit to it5 combinat ion with arrogance and scorn, or with 

ambitions forgetful of the human dlgnity of others, and consequently of 

the 'self'. 

Our modern approbation of 'just pride' as related to physical, 

moral or intellectual achievements, appears to be under5tood in the same 

sense as the poet's pride of his love of justice. As was seen before, 

he fo110ws Aristotle in considering justice the most consequential of 

al1 virtues, because it is concerned with the good for a11. But the 

tertium quid then and now is most certainly the affection of love, 

Dante's all-transcending theme, which is to come fully into its own in 

the Paradiso. The above is my essential understanding of the meaning of 

the first terrace of the Purgatorio. The reason 1 allow it to precede 

the exemplifications is that it may render these more readlly 

intelligible in their necessarily rudimentary form of presentation, to 

which l now return. 

One 'shade' in a group of the proud penitents, doubled up under 

the welght of their guilt, recognizes the Pilgrim. He 

twisted himself under the weight that encumbered hlm and saw 
me and knew me and called, laboriously k~epin9 hlS eyes on 
me, who went quite bent along with them .. 

By the confirming posture of 'going qUlte bent along with them' 
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the poet alludes ta a sense of understanding and compdssion. This seems 
tn me to be a gesture of sympathy rather than an expression of 

ldentification wlth thelr sense of guilt, as John Sinclair proposes in 
hi5 notes. Yet, 50 far we have not heard about the poet's personal 

experience concernlng his own pride. But can he convince the reader 

that his prlde lS Just? Flrst, Dante wants us to take note of the name 

and the 'coinCldental' symbollsm of his dialogist's profession: 
Oh!, 1 said ta him 'art thuu not Oderisi, the honour of 
Gubbio and of that art which they call in Paris 
l11uminating?' 

OdenSl humb1y replies that "the pages smile brighter from the 

brush of Francesco da Bo10gna (his student), who now has all the honour, 

of which part is mlne ... ". Then he launches into a long discourse which 

contains one of Dante's covert self-references by reported speech: 
o empty glory of human powers, how briefly lasts the green 
on its top, unless it is followed by an age of dullness! In 
painting Cimabue thought to hold the field and now Giotto 
has the cry, so that the other's fame is dim; sa has the 
one Guido ta~en from the other the glory of our ton gue , and 
he, perhaps, ifi born that shall chase the one and the other 
from the nest. LC 

The identity of the two Guidos ln this referential expression is 
immediately known to every serious Dante student. One is Dante's 'first 

friend' and mentor, the fellow Florentine poet-politician Guido 

Cavalcanti, from whom Dante later became estranged. The other is the 

dueeènto poet Guido Guinicelli of Bologna, precursor of the poets of the 

do 7es st 17 nuovo or sweet new style, ta which bath Dante and Cavalcanti 

were committed. 11 During Dante's youth, Cavalcanti was considered to 
be the successor of Guinicelli: "Sa has the one Guido taken from the 

other the glory of our tongue ... ". But who is the referent in the 

phrase of "he perhaps (;s) born that shall chase the one and the other 

from the nest"? 

Just as ~receding hints occas;onally antic;pate future meanings, 

sa delayed clues from tlme to time elucidate past ambiguities. A case 

in point is the connectlon between the two ref~rential expressions of 

Oderisi: the one Just discussed, the other fol1owing five tercets apart, 

yet belonging to the same referential structure. 
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'Of him who maK€S so llttle headway in front of me all 
Tuscany resounded, and now there is hardly a whisper of him 
in Siena, where he was Lord when the mad rabble of Florence 
was destroyed, at that t1me as proud as now it is 
prostitute. Your' renown 1S the color of grass which cornes 
and goes, and that whithers it by WhlCh it springs green 
from the ground'. And 1 to him: 'Thy true speech fills my 
heart with good humbleness and abates a great swelllng ln 
me ... But who 1 s he of whom you di dst speak now?' 22 
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The universal lament "0 empty glory of human powers" still echoes 

in the 'Lord of Siena of whom all Tuscani resounded and of wh~m there is 

hardly a whisper now.' By the same token, the general expression "how 

briefl y lasts the greerl at 1 ts top" is cont inued in .. your renmm is the 

color of grass ... " These deductive analogies from the universal or the 

general to the part1cular are recurring patterns of the text, already 

noticed in the ConV1V10. They help sustain the wider self-referentlal 

connections, making 1ndlvldual self-references attached ta them more 

plausible. But equivocat lOns are often intended to remaw. Ooes the 

divided expression: "How briefly lasts the green ..... and "Your renown 

is the color of grass ... " definitlVely identify the Pilgrim as the poet 

and referent of the expresslon? We may be assuming it by intuition, 

supported by extratextual knowledge, but by the text alone we cannat be 

absolutely certain. The possessive pronominal form "your renown" could 

be intended as second persan plural, and even the def1nite singular 

article in the Italian original does not seem to make of "la vostra 

nominanza é calor d'erba ... " ;learlya personal address. 

To pursue the anatomy of this self-referential structure still 

further, a closer reading of Oderisi may be in order. The poet could 

have chosen any other h1storical figure or created a fictional one to 

his liking. Why did he choose Oderisi? One reason could be that his 

historical authentlcity makes hlm more credible to the reader; another, 

that as a f~llow artlst of a certain renown he could easily be invested 

with qualities with which the poet can identify. 

Close reading reveals that Oder;si's manner of speech, his 

philosophical bend of thought, h1S art of oracular expression, might al1 

be Dante's own. At the end of Oderisi's long answer to the Pilgrlm's 

question: "But who is he of whom thou didst speak now" (the Lord of 
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Siena) the painter of GubblO even prophesizes Dante's exile: "1 will 

not say more, and l ~now l spea~ darkly; but 1ittle time will pass till 

thy townsmen wi 11 act so that thou canst make thy comment on it". 
Another, quite easily overlooked detail in this parallel is the 

fact that Oderisi tells the Pilgrim that he had entered the stage of 

purgation earlier than he should have on account of "the great desire to 

excel on which my heart was set"- because "having the power to sin 1 

turned to God". Did Dante not suffer his penanee on earth for whatever 

'unjust pride' he may have harboured in some darker period of his life? 

In short, is the encounter with Oderisi on the first terrace of the 
Purgatorio not perhaps Dante's experience of faeing himself on the verge 

of a new 1evel of inslght? An insight, however, by which his moral 

pride is justified by the dlgnity of his achievement, and his desire to 

be recognized as poeta rettitudine - 'a poet of reetiV.lde'. 

What Dante means by this oft-mentioned epithet, assumed in the De 

Vu1gari Eloguentia, i5 already anticipated in the Convivio. To reeall 

it here will be a useful reminder of the faet that the poet does not 

give it up in the Commedia ev en if its 'allegory is that of the 

theologians' rather than 'that of the poets' as he explains in the 

Epistle to Can Grande. 
In the very remote past, then, there were sorne philosophers, 
among whom the flrst and most distinguised was Zeno, who 
came ~o the conclusion that the end proper to human life is 
unswerving rectitude .... It consists in pursuing unswervingly 
truth a~d justice, without regard for anything else 
whatever .... Rectitude they defined as whatever is recognized 
by reason as being praiseworthy by its very nature nith no 
consideration given either to usefulness or profit. 

A glance at how the poet combines these maxims with Aristotle's 

moral virtues, will show that the interpretation of Dante's treatment of 

pride above is no mere speculation. For in the poet's annotated listing 

of the eleven moral virtues - fortitude, tempe rance , liberality, 

munificence, greatne5S of soul, proper pride, evenness of temper, 

affability, truthfulness, enjoyment, and justice - proper pride is 

described as 'moderating our desire for honours in this world, and 
gi v i ng us due respect for them'. 24 

If this readlng 15 correct then all the questions concerning the 
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puzzling phenomenon of the poet's lightness in presenting himself as 

penitent on the terrace of pride are answered; if it is not, perceptl0n 
offers no other. 25 

Upon reflection, the entire phenornenon of my understanding this 

passage appears grounded in the figure of Oderisi, to whom al1 the 

significant referential expressions of which the poet is the referent, 

are in sorne way connected. In other words, the eidetic image of the 

larger self-referential structure is delineated by the Oderisi-Pl1grim 

relationship. It supports both kinds of self-reference: the covert­

one composed of freported speech' and 'delayed clue'; and the overt-one 

in which the Pilgrim's 'heart is filled with good humbleness' that 

abates the 'great swelling' in him. 

Having admirably fulfilled these self-referentia1 functions, 

Oderisi is al10wed to fade out of sight as unobtrusively as he was faded 

in. Not, however, without one final hint that this episode should, or, 

at least could be taken for the author's encounter with himself. It 

happens at the opening of Canto XII where the Pilgrim and Verg1l will 

walk across the figured pavement: 

Side by side with that burdened soul, as oxen go in a yoke, 
1 went on as long as the gentle schoolmaster al1owed; but 
when he said: 'Leave thern and pass on, for here it is well 
that with sail and oar and with a11 his force each drive his 
bark' , ... 

Finally, in this Canto, the first beatitude is to be pronounced. 

After the Pilgrim's study of the stone-graved figures of the proud from 

the scriptures and classical myths, the voiee of reason embodied in 

Vergil, admonishes once more: "Lift up thy head, there is no more t ime 
to go thus absorbed. See there an angel who hastens to meet us ..... 26 

Then fol1ows the first memorable exchange of guilt for grace: 

Toward us came the fair creature, clothed in white, and in 
his face he seemed like a trembling star at dawn. He opened 
his arms, then spread his wings and said: 'Come; the steps 
are at hand here and henceforth the climb is easy. To this 
bidding they are very few that come. 0 race of men, born to 
fly upward, why do you fal1 back so for a little wlnd?' He 
brought us where the rock was clef t, there smote on my 
forehead with his wings, then promised me safe 
• . 27 Journeylng ... 
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Dante's ingenious use of the 'angelic order' is a structure of 
several functl0ns, of WhlCh scoring the Pilgrim's moral progress and 

dispurslng beatltudes wlth constitutive effect ;s the central 

purpose. 28 This order also introduces the poet's light-symbolism as 

expression of anagoglcal or splrltual, some would say supernatural, 

experiences. 

68 

We have seen the light of the angelic boatman "coming 50 swiftly 
over the sea that no fllght could mateh ;ts speed" , in Canto 1/20. The 

angel of peace in Canto XVII "hides himself within his own light". "And 

never in furnace was glass or metal seen 50 glowing red ... " as the 
appearance of the angel of tempe rance in Canto XXIV. In Canto XXVII 

finally, after the terrifled Pilgrim had to pass through the fires of 

penitence, where the "burning was 50 beyond measure" that he would have 

cast himself "into boillng glass to cool me", and without which the 

ascent ta the summit is barred to all, the three poets (Dante, Vergil 

and Statlus) are guided "by a voice that sang beyond: 'Vanite benedicti 

Patris mei' which "sounded within a light that was there, such that it 
overcame me and l could not look at it. .... 

The dispensation of the beatitudes is directly or indirectly 

accompanied by the angels' erasure of the Pilgrim's wounds, all in the 

shape of the letter P on his forehead. Our somewhat obsolete expression 

'to wipe the slate clean' cornes to mind, when with the tip of the wing 

the angelic touch wipes off another letter P from the Pilgrim's temples 
to the accompaniment of sorne psalmodie incantation sung by angelie 

voices. 

The following examples will illustrate the self-constitutive 

nature of these angelic encounters on the mere evidence of the 

expressive event. In Canto XV 

... the blessed angel said with a glati voiee: 'Enter here', 
at a stairway far less steep than the others. We were 
mount ing, having al ready passed from there when 'Beati 
miserecordes' was sung behind us and 'Rejoice, thou that 
overeomest' . 

The angel of peace shows the Pi1grim the stairway to the next terrace in 

Canto XVII/57: 

... as 1 was on the fir&t step 1 fe1t beside me as it were 
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the motion of a wing fanning my face and 1 heard the words: 
'Beati pacif7ci' who are without sinful anger .... 

On the fifth terrace in Canto XIX/40-50, where avarice and prodigality 
are purged, the angel of zeal directs the Pilgrims to the proper 
passage, 

'Come, here is the passage', spoken in such sweet and 
graciou5 tones as are not heard within these morta1 bounds. 
With open w;ngs which seemed a swan's he that spoke to us 
directed us upward between the two walls of flint y stone, 
than moved his feathers and fanned us, dec1aring qui 1ugent 
to be b1essed, for they shal' have their souls possessed of 
consolation. 

The angel who had directed the Pi1grims to the sixth terrace was now 

1eft behind in the opening lines of çanto XXII: 

having erased a scar from my face and ... declared to us that 
they whose desire is for righteousness are blessed ... 
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At the end of Canto XXIV, a sudden voice is heard asking 'What are you 

thinking as you go, you three by yourse1ves? (The three poets). If you 

wish to mount above, here you must make the turn. This way he 90es who 

wou1d go for pea~e'. The conclusion of this Canto which is in the 

spirit of the Augustinian doctrine of illumination, adds as much se1f­

constitution as it adds poetry to the encounter w;th the angel of 

temperance: 

... And as the breeze of May, hera1d of the dawn, stirs and 
gives fragrance, being a11 impregnate with the grass and 
flowers, such a wind 1 felt strike full on my brow and 1 
p1ainly felt the moving of his wing, which made me fee1 the 
odour of ambrosia, and 1 heard the words: 'Blessed are they 
whom so much grace illuminates that appetite does not fil1 
their breast with the fumfis of too great desire, hungering 
alwaY5 50 far as is just. 

Spanning a'1 other self-referentia1 structures and events from the 

'dark wood' of the Inferno to Vergi1's departure near the summit of 

Mount Purgatorio, is the grand structure of the Pilgrim-Leader 

re1ationship - a mode1 of human conduct and brother1y concern. To the 

reader it is a150 a lesson in psychology: at times personal, at times 

universal, and at times 6stonishingly modern . 
Two exemplary self-references stand as posts at each end of the 
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major structure, upholdlng lts span. The first is anchored in Canto IV 
of the lnferna, after the Pilgrim had entrusted himself into Vergil's 
guidance, arranged for by intercession of Beatrice in Heaven. 

The event takes place in limbo which, scholars say, is Dante's own 

addition ta the Christian Underworld. This is the abode of the virtuous 

heathen who subsist in desire of Paradise, but without hope of ever 
attaining it. Here, Vergil introduces the Pilgrim to a company of 

ancient poets. Typically, it is Dante's own question to Vergil that 

immediately determines their hierarchical standing: 
o thou who honourest both science and art, who are these who 
have such hOijour that it sets them apart from the condition 
of the res t ?:, 

Then, a VOlce 1S heard ca11ing attention to Vergil's presence: "Honour 

the lofty poet! His shade returns that has left us". When the 'good 
Master' takes over, the introduction begins: 

Mark him ther'e with a sword in hand who comes before the 
three as their lord; he is Homer, the sovereign poet. He 
that cornes next is Horace the moralist, Ovid i5 the third, 
and the 1 ast i s Lucan ... 31 

Thus 1 saw assemble the noble school of that lord of 
loftiest song who flies like an eagle above the rest. After 
they had talked together for a time they turned to me with a 
sign of greeting, and my Master smiled at this; and then 
they showed me still greater honour, for they made me one of 
their number 50 that 1 was the sixth among those high 
intelligences. Thus we went on as far as the light, talking 
of things WhlCh were fittin~ for the place and of which it 
is well now to be silent ... 

Is this an act of hubris? Or is it a poet's release from bandage 

and fai1ure in a heinous rea1ity into the full freedom granted to desire 
by the ima9ination? The Inferno is, of course, no land of free choice, 

and neither is Limbo. But the Pilgrim's des cent to these places of 

judgement is for Dante a necessity: psycholagically, poetical1y, and 

strateglcally. 

The contrast to the Pilgrim's filial relationship ta Vergil, the 

physical and mental torments of those condemned to the Inferna and his 
1ack of sympathy for their fate, stand out in relief. Both, the 

descriptions of their acts in life and the suffering of their 
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punishments draw revulsion. The nuances of the Pilgrim's reActions 

function as const,tutive Elements, graded by the distinctions between 

h;s moral judgements. Dante's attitudes to these events are as symbolic 
of the corrupt ion in the rea 1 world as the concept of the Inferng 

itself. Only here the tables are turned: it;5 the accused who now 

conducts the proceedings ln which even popes and emperors cannat escape 

the true staries of thelr lives. But will the poet face his own? 

A very Dantean indlcator renders perceptible the Pilgrim's 

progressive emancipat,otl. It is expressed by verbal and gestural 

interaction, but a150 hy what 1 would call a 'tonal scale of address'. 

The examples w;ll immedlately clarify what ;s ;ntended. That there can 

be no doubt about the intended self-referentlal function of this poetlc 

device becomes obvious by the circumstances of Vergil's final departure. 

Here now are the examples from the Inferno: 
"Poet who guidest me ..... 

"Thou hast so dlsposed my heart with desire for the journey 
by thy words that 1 have returned ta my first intent. Now 
go, for but one will is in us both, thou leader, thou lord 
and maste r ... " (I I) . 

"Master ... Master ... 'My son' said the courteous Master ..... (III) 

"Tell me, my Master, tell me, sir ... " (IV) 

"The good master began ..... 

"The company of six (the group of the poets in Limbo) falls 
off to two, and my wise Leader brings me by another 
way ... "(IV) 

"And 1 tu rned to the 'sea of a 11 wi sdom' ... " (VII I) 

"0 my dear Leader, who seven times and more hast restored my 
confidence and drawn me from great peril ... " (VIII) 

"He goes away and leaves me thert!, the gentle Father, and 1 
remain in doubt ..... (VIII) 

The boldest scene of judgement occurs in Canto XIX, in which Dante 

lets fly an embittered denunciation of the avaricious and authoritarian 

popes. Standing above an infernal Plt WhlCh holds the 'shade' of Pope 

Nicholas III, stuck, he ad flrst, in the glacial rock of the third level 
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of the 'Malebolge' or caverns of hell, the Pllgrlm has to muster great 
courage and needs powerful protection from the 'loftiest virtue' of his 

'truthful Leader', symbol1zing moral justification. Th~ semiotic aspect 
of this example is particularly interesting, as a perfect illustratlon 
of the modern not lOn of 'proxemics'. 33 

When the Pi 1 grim asks Vergil who it is "that writhes in his 

torment more than any of his fellows and is licked by redder flame", 

Verg1l answers: "If thou wilt have me carry the down there by that more 

sloplng bank, thou shalt know for himself of hirn and his misdeeds". And 

the Pilgnm's acceptance: "All is well for me that is thy pleasure. 
Thou art my lord and knowest that 1 depart not from thy will; thou 

knowest, too, what I do not speak". 

By this speech, Dante tells us that he is fully protected, for he 

acts on behalf of justice ln the name of virtue and reason. At the 

beginning of his inquisition into the pope's misdeeds, the poet aims a 

vic;ous 1f ind1rect stab at Pope Boniface VIII, still alive at the time 

when Dante's pilgrlmage is supposed to have ta ken place. When the 

Pilgr;m calls into the precipice: ..... whoever thou art, unhappy 

soul ... if thou art able speak", Pope Nicholas who cannot see the caller 

cries: "Standest thou there already, standest thou there already, 
Boniface?" 

When a long speech the Pilgrim launches against the simony of the 

Church is finally over, his Leader is so pleased with his charge that 
"he took me therefore in both his arms and when he had me right up on 

his breast remounted, not tired of holding me close to him". Then, at 

the summit, the Pilgrim is "gently let down". No judge could have 

pronounced a more scathing verdict than Oante's tirade against the papal 

misdeeds. The 'poet of righteousness' considers it his mission to spare 

no one, and he wants posterity ta know it. 34 

Another, most spectacular level of self-referring which comes into 

its own ln these speeches is the power of Oante's vernacular language, 

his volgare illustre or vulgaris illustris, as he calls it in that other 

unfinished treatise, the De Vulgari Eloquentia, in which Italian 

scholars still make lingulstic discoveries today. Dante's claim of 
'nobility of the vernacular' includes a medieval argument that cornes 
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close to a modern innateness theory. 

In his essay on Dante's Vlews on Language J. Cremona dwells on the 

originality of Dante's theory of language, by which Adam received fram 
God not only the power of language, but also the actual 'forms', its 

basic structure, created by God together w;th hlS first s0u1. 35 

Among the various self-referential aspects of Dante's thought and 

use of language, the one l wlsh to relate to the above passage ;s 

slngled out by Thomas Bergin in his study An Approach to Dante. What 

does Dante mean by the term 'illustrious vernacular'? 

... something WhlCh shines forth illuminating and being 
illuminated. Men are called 11lustrious, who, illuminated 
by power illumlnate others by justice and charity, or who, 
hav;ng berm I:!xcellently tralned, give excellent training, 
like Seneca and Numa Pompilius ... As to explanation by 
training we can see how it has been purified from the rough 
elements of dlalect to the "noble, clear, perfect and 
refined character" it displays in the canzoni of Cino da 
Pistoia "and his fnend". H1S friend being Dante 
Alighieri. 31 

It 1S by thlS unlimited power of language that the constitutive 

phase of the 'exillc dlscourse' succeeds with its project of 'self­

constitution' as if lt were non-ostensive, undeliberated, subliminal. 

To conclude the exposltl0n of the Vergilian structure and its 

scale of appellations, 1 now show the transition from the Pilgrim's 

dependence, to equality and to emancipation, ending with the unequaled 

self-reference in the reported speech of Vergil's departure. 

In the early Purgatorio Vergil's epithets from the Inferno do not 

show considerable change, although there is variation. At first it is: 

'My Leader'; 'Master'; '10ft y Teacher'; 'my true father'; 'my sweet 

father'. Then in his last reference to Vergil, the Pilgrim refers to 

his escort as 'my more than father'. 

These signs of devoted admiration nourish the general puzzlement 

over why Dante will permit Vergil to return to Limbo rather than be made 

admissible for salvatlon. After all, the cases of Cato and Trajan among 

the pagans, and the case of Siger of Brabant among the heretic 

Christians are important precedents. So why not Verg1l? tt speaks for 

Dante's art of persuaSlon, that seasoned Dantlsts still pose thlS 
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questlOn. It is e/8ct'ly what the poet intends: his faithful Vergi1io 

must have all our sympathy, for Dante must r1se beyond Vergil's capacity 

to follow. Wlsely, it lS always Vergl1 himself who is made to speak 

about hlS llmitatlons. 

In Canto XXI a clear warnlng is sounded, by way of introduction of 

yet another self-referentlal structure, to promote the process of the 

Pilgrim's emanclpation. Unnoticed by him and Vergil, a shade of a 

penitent who had Just completed hlS penance and who is following the 

pair, utters the greet1ng: "0 my brothers, God give you peaee!" 

We turned qUlckly and Vergil answered him with the sign 
sulted to hlS greetlng, then began: 'May the faithful court 
whieh holds me ln eternal exile bring thee in peace to the 
assembly of the ulest'. 

'How', he sald, and meanwhile went on speedily, 'if you are 
shades which God above does not count worthy, who has brought you 
sa far on His stalrway'? 

And my Teacher sald: 'If you look at the marks which this man 
bears and wlllch are traced by the angel, thou shalt see plaillly 
that he must re19n with the nghteous ... ' (XXI/15-28). 

What are we to ma~e of Vergil's stance? Tne fearful phrase 

'eternal exile' still resonates fro~ the Convivio. A tension is created 

between the plural ln thp greeting and the subsequent question by 

Statius, and the tW0 separate answers from Vergil in singular, one on 

his 0wn behalf, the other on behalf of the Pilgr;m. The harmony is 

disturbed, introducing a sense of dis~ancing. Polysemy is ubiquitous 

now, inhabiting every structure, nothing is what it seems. 

The shade who greets the Pilgrim and his campanion introduces 

h1mself as Stat1us, Toulousian by birth, Roman poet by calling, admirer 

and emulator of Vergil and his Aeneid. He speaks in glowing terms of 

his idol, unaware that 1t is Vergil himself he is addressing. When 

Statius learns his identity, he joins the pair of Pilgrims and the three 

continue together. 

This triadic constellation - the symbolism of all Dantean 

compositions - will now carry much of the deep meaning. Again we must 

be careful not ta th1nk of the historieal Statius on whose biography l 

shall not dwell here, becaUSd it 15 important that it be forgotten. 
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Dante invents his outstandlng erudltlon and his clandestlne 

Christianisation insplred by Vergll's messianlc fourth ~cl09LJ_e. Now 

Statius can substitute for Dante, speak for hlm and tactful1y answer hlS 
questions intended to distinguish them from Vergil, the 'vlrtuous 

heathen'. The generatlve and the structural sense of looking at poetry 

are equally engaged here by the perfect balance of means and meafllllg. 

The discourse now becomes carried by Statius who, notwithstanding 

the anachronism, speaks ln an Aristotelian veln ln scholastlc term~, 

much as Dante hlmself mlght do. As hlS importance grows and he more and 

more resemb1es the Pilgrim, perception suggests that the phenomenon of 

Statius might stand for one of the gemini of Dante's own constellatlon. 

What then of Vergil, what with the triadic symbo1ism? Should we not 

read all three flgures as the poet's own 'trlnity' according to his 

utopistic harmony between a unlversal monarchy; a unlversal philosophy 

and a universal faith? 

The Empire, represented by Dante-Vergilio 

Philosophy, represented by Dante-Statius 

Theo10gy to be represented ln the Paradiso by Dante - the Pilgrim 

giving testlmony of his three Christian virtues to the heavenly 

court under the gUldance of Beatrice ... 

Such, at least, is my own reading of the constitutive phase, of which 

Paradiso becomes a supreme reward and conflrmatlon. But th15 is beyond 

showing ~he actual achlevement of 'self-constitutlon', which has been 

the project of this thesis. In the followlng it will be seen how the 

poet brings his OWI1 constitutive project to a momentous closure. 

When the Pilgrim must pass through the fire of purlfication, 

without which no one may continue the ascent ta the 'Earthly Paradise', 

it is still Vergil who 1S at his side once more: 

As soon as 1 was in it 1 would have cast myself lnto boillng 
glass to cool me, so beyond measure was the burning there, 
and my sweet Father, to comfort me, kept talking of Beahrice 
as he went, saying: '1 seem ta see her eyes already, ... J 

When he awakens the next morn; ng at dawn, 5 i gns of Dante' s freedom 

can be found in words and gestures in the Pllgrim's flrst namlng of hlS 

guide as 'Vergil', when the "great masters C .. } had rlsen already". 
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Ilhat sweet frult which the care of mortals goes to seek on 
so m;:HIY bough~ shal1 today give peace to thy crav;ngs'. 
Such were Vergll's words ta me, and never was there boon to 
glVe suetl p1easure as these. 50 greatly des;re upon des;re 
came tu me to be above, that wlth every step 1 fe1t then my 
feather s grow for f11 ght ... (XXVII/118). 

76 

Here the Verg111an structure spanning across fifty e;ght cantos is 

anchared to lts mGst cruc1al support. In terms of the moral virtues 

'the fruit of which are entlrely ours', 'self-constitution' is achieved. 

The liberating self-reference by reported address is the most bo1d and 

all-encompasslng humanlst goal of the Commedia. 

Verg; l fued his eyes on me and sald: 'The temporal fire 
and the eterna 1 thou hast seen, my son, and art come ta a 
part where of myself 1 discern no further. 1 have brought 
thee here wlth understandlng and with skill. Take 
henceforth thy pleasure for guide. Thou hast corne forth 
from the steep and the narrow ways. 5ee the sun that shines 
on thy brow; see the grass, the f10wers and the trees which 
the ground here br;ngs forth of itself a10ne; till the fair 
eyes come rejoiclng which weeping made me come to thee, th ou 
mayst sit cr go ~mong them. No longer expect word or sign 
from me. 

Free, uprlght and whole is thy will and it were a fault not ta 
act on its bidding; therefore over thyself 1 crown and mitre 
thee'. (XXVII/130) 
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SECT ION THREE: CONCLUSION 

As a flrst conslderatlOn, 1 should like to emphasize the secondary 

character of my readlng of Dante's text as 'exllic dl scourse , . For ln 

no way does thls readlng question any other possible 1 nterpretation , 

extant or potent 1 al. What lt was intended to show i s that there ex 1 sts 

a dellberately and lngen10usly wrought dlmenSlon ln the multlple 

meanings of the text Whl ch accounts for what learned consensus refer'S ta 

as the text's 'essentlal1y autobiograph1cal quallty', but of WhlCh no 

systematlc analys1s could be found ln my research. FHSt and foremost, 

Dante's works, especlal1y the monumental Divlne Comedy, are usually 

i nterpreted qua worb of llterary art. 

By having sald thlS, l do not, however, mean to withdraw from the 

view that the works produced between Dante's banishment fram Florence in 

1302 A.D. and his death ln Ravenna in 1321 A.D. are composed ln such 

ways that they admit of belng read as one dlscourse. One mlght conslder 

the former the 'obJect1ve level', and the latter the 'subject1ve level', 

Yet in all of the artlfacts, except the De Vulgari EloguenJ;. . .!a and the !1~ 

Monarchia, the subject as protagonlst lS central to the ffi1:thos and the 

ethos of the works. The evident subJective achlevement in these works 

1S the protagonlst's lntellectual and moral affirmatlon. There is, 1 

hope, sufficient textual eVldence ln my expos1tions to sustaln UllS 

observat ion, 

But if th1s observation lS sustalnable, it confirms the existence 

of a distinct and viable literary mode which 1 ident1fy as the 

generative condltlOn of 'exillc dlscourse' such as discussed in this 

thesis. By thl s term l intend the creative lmpulse to subst itute by 

literary means for the 10ss of freedoms through exile, especially the 

fr-eedom of publ1C moral agency, and thus publlC responsibillty, 

Th;s notl0n does not repose solely on the experiences of my case 

study. Rathl~r, these are added ta a wider horizon of acqua1ntance with 

the literary phenomenon l describe, It is constituted in the exil1c and 

prophetlc literature of the Blble, as my ~Qerçu of the first appendlY 

shows; it is present ln the Boethlan ConsolatlOn wlth WhlCh 1 compare 

Dante's 'exillc dlscourse'; and it 1S a1so found as lmpulse or tendency 
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ln many modern enllc werks ev en though lt mav not attain its full self­

constltutlve petentlal. 

If 1 t l S accepted that the Dantean text as prototype of 'ex il i c 

dl scoun,e' ach leves mora l 'self-const i tut ion', the quest ion mi 9ht be 

asked whether such a 'self-constltution' would be possible under any 

other system of Moral Phllosophy than the eudalmonic, based on moral 

virtues, or its prescnptlV9 version of the Aqu;nian synthes;s. 

It lS seen ln Buethlus, that by hlS syncretist philosophy, in 

WhlCh Stoic, Christlan and Neoplatonlc elements prevail, a more 

interlOrlZed and mystlcAl 'self-constitution' is achieved. From this 

one mlght conclude that myst7ca7 realism is more conducive to 

intellectual and splrltual, rather th an to moral 'self-constitution', 

since thls latter depends on publ ic condur;t and persona' interaction. 

But no phllosophlcal clalm can be made unconditionally without 

consldering the poetlc praX1S, for it 15 by poetic genlus that a fitting 

generative lnspiratlOn is found. 

The dlfficulty the poet of practical philosophy must face in hlS 

praxls of philosophlcal poetry is that hlS generative idea for an 

effective 'exilic discourse' must include action, givlng the protagonist 

an opportunlty to evolve or emerge from the ethos as a credible moral 

agent, rather than being 'portrayed' as pre-exlstent character or 

philosophlsing narrator. 

As Dante found out ln the Convivio, this means that by distinction 

from interiorized mystlclsm by which 'interaction' between ideas takes 

place in the mind, practlcal philosophy can only be realized in acts. 

This explalns why the Convlvio could not achieve 'self-constitution', 

whereas the Commedla, desplte 1 ts incred 1ble complex; ty, succeeds. In 

the exposition of the const7tutive phase, the examples from the 

Purgatoriq were lntended to show the most essential literary complement 

to Moral Philosophy in literature: dramatic action. The dramatic 

concept and the cosmlC scenario of the Commedia with its Pi1grim­

protagorllst interactlng wlth hlS archetypal figures and, literally, 

hundreds of nllnor characters, makes Dante's 'sacro poema' an ideal field 

in which ta 'enact' practlcal philosophy. 

In Baetllius, a11 that admlts of being lost is dismissed as 
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'mutable' and thus worthless, whereas the key to the highest 'good' 1S 

the' lmmutable truth'. In one of Lady Phi losophy's poems ln Bool-. III of 

the Consolatlon, the poet's alter ego says: "The man who searches 

deeply for the truth, and wishes to avo1d be1ng decelVed by false leads. 

must turn the light of h1S inner vision upon himself". 'Self­

sufficiency' is one of the lmportant keys to human hapP1ness. 

But practical philosoph)' is not for solltary StoiC5. It 15 for 

the' social and pol itical animal'. Vet where there lS moral need, 

there, too, lS moral respons1bility. And for a medieval poet there 1S 

the responslbility before God for the acts of one's ent1re 11fe. If the 

'poet of rect1tude' 1or/1shes to uphold his maX1m: 'never to speak of hlS 

fai 11ngs in publ ic', as he avows 1 n the Conv1vlo, hlS resort must needs 

bc to the mystical dlmenslon of falth and f1cUon, the ReJ]IL!l1~rll99fl~, 

as he will say of hlS Commedla. For the moralist, after the utopistic 

phase of his discourse, the only alternatlVe would have been to plead 

his case and try to show that h1S stance of the I:J21stol~ was defenslble. 

Vet, in the poet i c f 1 ct ion of the Commed la, after the depa rture of 

Verg; l, the poet can bathe 1 n the river Lethe, the river of 

forgetfulness. When Beatrice, his love and faith, cornes ndlng 111 a 

magnificent pageant, symbollsing the Church, scolds hlm for belng untrue 

ta her and for 'following that other school', he can shed tears and he 

can repent and marvel at the new symbollsm of l1gh'... he has created for 

the great event of his entry into 'Earthly Paradlse'. Then, a no longer 

stern Beatrice will read his mind: ..... 50 when she had taken me by the 

hand, the fair lady moved and with womanly courtesy said to Statius: 

'Come with hlm' ...• But a confession we h~ar not. 

Although the poet's silence over his own moral responsibllitles 

could be a profound issue for Moral Philosophy, it has not been an 

essent ial concern of my study. Hi s love of phllosophy and lts centra l 

position in Dante's 'self-constitution', however, ought to have had rnoro 

exposure in thls thesis. Yet it seemed vital to my project, WhlCh may 

have been too ambitious for the scope al10tteu ta this thes1S, ta lilTlit 

the philosophy as much as possible to those passages in which lt could 

be exposed ln comb1natlOn with th~ self-referentlal structures or with 

sorne constitutive events, by which the nature of 'self-constltutlOn' ln 
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'ey;llC d15COUrSe' could be made most eVldent. 

And how does th8 poet present himself ta posterity? Formally, 

Dante takes care of gUldlng our comprehension of his literary legacy in 

the tl1J.~tJJLt!L_Ç_9.[L.Qr'!Dde. a letter dedicating the last canticle of his 

~QIIl1@9J{i, the Pa.radlsQ, to his benefactor in Verona. It offers insights 

into Dante's own poetlcs, WhlCh he had called directio voluntatls in the 

Q~ __ 't~~té!L.L...Eloql!~Qt.la, and WhlCh Charles Singleton understands in the 

sense of 'righting of the will'. It brings forth hlS Augustinlan 

heritage by which he feels connected to Plato and even to Pythagoras. 

This is the key to hlS phllosophical poetry in which phi1osophy and 

myth, personal V1Slon and faith most happily coexist. 

But the g]rectlo voluntatls a1so includes the reader whose 

complicity ;5 of great importance to the self-constitutive design of 

Dante's 'eYilic discourse'. The poet as lover of knowledge reveals 

himself in the flrst llne of the Convivio by the quote from Aristotle 

" .•. a11 men naturally deSlre to posesss knowledge ... " which Dante 

continues in the Anstotel1an vein: "Since knowledge is the highest 

perfect lOn of our soul, in which our supreme happiness is found ... Il 

8y evel renewed strategies ta draw us into comp1 icity, we are 

invited ta trace the poet's inte1lectua1, moral and spiritual evolution: 

from knowledge to wisdom (De Monarchia); from the need of justice to 

the liberty of Judging as 'poet of rectitude' (the Inferno); from 

extolling the moral and intellectual virtues to 'pure virtue' regained 

(the Purgatorio); and from here to the attainment of heavenly beatitude 

and confi rmat 1011 in the theologica 1 vi rtues, dominated by love, bindi ng 

and transcending all, even exile (the Paradiso). 

To the Dante reader, the experience of hlS 'exilic discourse' 

suggests the troubling question: Do we still possess sufficient common 

grollnd in our fractured culture, to be able to achieve 'self­

constitution' as knowable moral agents by identifying our values, our 

beliefs and our potential agency? 
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Lesser Works: The Questio de Agua et Terra, a "lecture" written in 
Latin. The Eclogues, consist of 68 and 97 hendecasyllabic lines. 
The Temple edition contalns English versions of both. 

The Rime. Modern editors attnbute 54 "rhymes" to Dante (aside from 
those of Vita Nuova and Convivio) with an additional 26 in the 
dubiolJS category. They vary in form, tone, content, are composed 
at dlfferent tlmes ln Dante's life. A few may have preceded the 
Vit~J!~oVé!, and few, if any, were written after the Conv;v;o. 
Perhaps the Glunta edltion of 1527 (Florence) may be thought as 
the edltlO prlnceps. Eng1lsh Lorna de Lucchi, Oxford, 1926 and 
H.S. Vere-Hodge (Oxford, 1963) . 
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FRAME OF REFERENCE (1) 

Philosophical Level: Phenomenology of Experience 

The conditl0n of appropriateness requires from every facet of my 

approach sorne measure of tolerance of the 'medleval model', i.e., of its 

ontology, its notion of 'truth', its analoglcal thlnking, and its 

unific, teleo10glcal and theocentric view of the universe, 

Transcendental Phenomenology, developed by Edmund Husserl, heir to 

the ideas of Franz Brentano, suits thls requirement, for its basic 

concepts are the ideology-neutral and universal notions of 'perceptlon', 

'consciousness', and 'experience'. In his Paris Lecture~, Husserl 

expounds: 

, .. Consciousness (which) is always the conSClousness of 
somethlng. The nature of consc;ousness inc1udes as models 
of being, presentations, probabilities, and non-pelng, and 
a1so modes of appearances, goodness and value ... 

Husserl no longer regards consciousness as 'sorne lmprintable 

matrix' but as an active prlnclple in the sense ln which Aristot1e 

thought of the act i ve powe r s of the sou 1 in hi 5 theory of know l edge. 

For Husserl, too, consc;ousness is actlve in the whole realm of the 

perceivable. It is dynamic and directlonal, its existence is its acts. 

"The essence of consciousness in which 1 live IS the so-called 
, i ntent i ona lit y' " ... 2 

Consclousness must not remain limited to its abject, or the 

phenomenon it is intending, Rather, it must branch out and embrace its 

potentiality to reach and explore what the philosopher ca'1s its 'third 

dimension', This is the important concept of 'horlzon' which appears in 

every 'intentional cogito' and compnses "expectatlOns of things other 

than referred ta as immediate presentations" ,3 In other words, without 

'horizon' the experience is incomplete, 

As opposed to Kant's notion of 'phenomena', being limited to 

sensible objects, modern Phenomenology conslders that any obJect of 

consciousness presented to it on the evidence of experlence constltutes 

a 'phenomenon', It is this 'experience' which is the true abject of 
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phenomenologlcal lrtVestlgatlOn, analYS1S, reflectlOn, synthesls, and 

'constltutlOri HI the transcendental ego' and the Lebenswelt or '11ved-ln 

world', and flnéllly 'deSCrlptlon'. "The totality of expenences of 

meanlngful belng then constltutes 'transcendental cansciousness,,,.4 

In lts cogmtlVe method Transcendental Phenomenology prescribes 

two steps of reductlOn of lmmedlate experlences in an ldeal ist vein. 

These steps are wlended ta 'bracket out' the partlcular and to 

'suspend' the natural standpolnt in order not ta accept reallty as 'self 

explained' by ltS obJectlve eXlstence, but ta grasp experiences as 

phenomena Hl thel r 'essentlal pnnclples'. 

As lt would not be practlcable ta perform these reductions in 

expl le l t procedures on every exempl ifying expenence of the text, 1 

limlt my lnquHy of the ,essentlal pnnciple' ta the phenomenon 1 call 

'self-constitutlorl'. 

In concluslOfi of thlS brief account of the pertlnent notlOns of 

Phenomenology ta be used as referentlal terms ln this thesls, Husserl's 

idea of hlS ·Wesef]sscha.Jj'(slc) or 'intuition of essences' is accaunted 

for in a comment by Husserl's critical dlsclple and still his champion, 

Maun ce Merleau-Ponty, excerpted here from hi s essay Phenamenology and 

the SClence of Man. "In defending Husserl against the false 

interpretations that are sa cammon" Merleau-Ponty explains the 

Wesenschau (correct1y: Wesensschau) as "grasping of universal meanings 

in and through my contlngent experience". 

Thanks to ltS dual character, at the same time universal and 
canerete, this Wesenschau (sic) is capable of renewing and 
of developlng psychology. For anyane who considers them 
from outs1de, the E;xperlences we live through ... can 
certainly be soclally and physically determined. 
Nevertheless there lS a way through WhlCh they acquire a 
meaning that 15 umversal, intersubjective and absolute. 
But ln pursuing thls way, 1 must not limit myself ta living 
through the exper-ience; l must grasp its sense, and this is 
the functlon of 'eldetic intultion'. 

Dante treats of experiences, whether they be hlS own or those of 

his characters, wah the same quest for their essential meanings. The 

great advantage of uSlng phenamenologlcal terms in the analyses and 

deSCrlptlOns of thlS thesis 1S that by their unlVersality they are as 
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applicable to the communlcation of my experiences of the text, as they 

are to the poet's or'lgl11al myth-maklng. They serve equally well 111 th€:" 

accountlng of events in tlme and space, as of V1Slons in dreams. In 

other words we may apply thenl ta physical or poetic reallty. 

The attentlOn ln this thesis is to a victlm's cOllscious moral 

reactions to the lndlgnlties suffered througn exposure to lnJustlce and 

exile. This is not to deny other levels of conSClOusness. It merely 

suggests concentratlOn upon the intentionality of conscious experlenclIlg 

and upon the probing of the horizons of the expenences by wtllch these 

become dE'scribablE· ObJ8ctc; of knowledge, and as such potentlally inter-­

subJective. 

Even when the phenomena of our consciousness are as lntanglble as 

a poet's imaginary encounters with departed souls ln his V1Slon of 

another world, the ontological tolerance of Phenomenology admlts these 

phenomena as abjects of our conscious experience. 

Thus my alm in resorting to phenomenolo91cal notions in my frame 

of ref8rence is to render communicable the phllosophical and llterary 

phases of the phenomena of my experience of the text. The 'concrete' 

obJects of my exploratlon, as 'horizons' of the phenomenal experlence, 

are the self-referentlal structures and events of the text by WhlCh my 

experlences are brought about. 

The end of thlS proJect is in the attempted persuaSlon that amang 

the manifold other possible readings of Dante's eXllic works, my reading 

I)f them as one • se lf-const itut ive ex il ic di scourse' be accepted as 

possible and justiflable . 
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1 • Edmund Husserl, Pans Lectures. The Hague, Martinus N1Jhoff, 1970, 
p. 13. 

2. Ibid., p. 12. 

3. Ibid., Introduction p. xxxvi-ii. 

4. Ibid., p. XLIX. 

5. Maur; ce, Merleau-Ponty, The Primacy of Percept ion. Northwestern 
University Press, 1964, pp. 53-54 . 

• 



• 

• 

FRAt.4E OF REFERENCE (2) 

Llterary Level: From a PluralistViewpoint 

In arder ta formu l ate my references and observations of the text 

in established literary terms of our own time, which mlght be equally 

re1e\''lnt ln re1atlOn to medleva1 11terature, l opt for the pluralist 

l iterary theor les put for"ward by Northrop Frye in hlS Anatoml of 

gr i.tiÇl~r:n and Lhe .iillJ"c~l Path. 

91 

Professor Frye avolds identlfying wlth lndividual phi 1osophles 

that "deal wlth aesthetlc QuestlOns only as a set of analogles to their 

logical and metaphyslcal views ... 1 Instead, the scholar sides with the 

Arlstotelian assumption that poetics could be the organon of an 

independent disclpl1ne. "Consequently", Frye concludes, "a critic can 

use the Pç~tiç~ wlthout lnvolvlng himself ~nth Aristotelianism".1 

Regardless of degree, bas,c afflmties wlth Aristotelian thought, 

in which much of DantE:'s text is grounded, enhance the communicabil ity 

of medieval phenomena ln contemporary terms. Even though Dante hlmself 

i s supposed to have been unawa re of the Ar; stote 1 i an Poet i cs, hi s own 

highly developed poetlc theory is not incompatible wlth the Aristotelian 

model. 

Another he 1 pful aspect of Frye' s theory is that it draws upon a 

vast field of interconnected and overlapping literary traditions within 

which ana 10gies to Dante' s text can be read i 1 Y ident i fied. Togethe r, 

h)s works contain fi.,e major essays on 'modes', 'symbols', 'myths', 

'genres', and 'social contexts' as well as corresponding critical 

approaches on 'hlstorical', 'ethical', 'archetypal', 'rhetorical', and 

'social' criticlsm. 

Sorne of Professor Frye' s observations are exceedingl y relevant to 

the study of Dante's dlscourse. Sueh is the topie of the 'thematic 

modes'. If thematic concerns are not combined and counter-balanced by 

fiction, the author pOlnts out, "the writing could become direct 

address, or straight dlscoursive writing, and cease ta be literature",3 

By compar-;son with the Boethian Consolation ot Philosophy it 

becomes clear why Dante's Convivio does not quite succeed as 'exilic 
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diseourse'. Seen in relatlOn to Frye's theory of thematlc mode~, one 

becomes aware that Hs f1ctlOnal dlmension 1S tao unCOnVlnC1ng to mal--e 

it a satlsfactory work of literary art. For the poet 1l m1ght have been 

the compel11ng reason for abandomng lt unf1nlshed. 

In the seno 1 ar' s l ntroductory passage to the chapter on the 

Themat ie Modes he addresses the very problem besett l n9 the ex ll1C author 

eaught between the need ta be present 1 n hi s text, and the danger of ib 

preponderance of lis dl seour:; 1 ve character. 

Besldes the lrlternal fletlon of the hero and hlS society 
there is an external flction Wh1Ch is a relatlon between the 
wri ter and the wn ter's society. Poetry may be as 
completely abSOi"!Jed ln lts internal eharacters as it 15 in 
Shakespeare, or in Homer, where the poet himself slmply 
pOlnts tu his stor"y and dlsappears, the second word of the 
Odyssey, mOl, be1flg all we get of h1m ln that poem. But as 
S00n as the poet's personality appears on tht:! hOrlzon, a 
relation withthe reader lsestab1ished which cutsacross 
the story, and wh1eh may lncrease u'ltll there 1S no stort at 
a11 apart from what the: poet lS convey1ng to hlS read>Jr. 

Vet ther e 1 s no doubt ln Professor Frye' s judgement of the status 

of Dante's Commedia as a supenor work of llterary art, although lt had 

been put in doubt by Benedetto Croce at the beginnlng of tl-Je Century. 

Frye classif1es the Commedia as "the definitlve encyclopaedlc poem in 

the mythical mode". "The encyclopaedic knowledge of such poems is 

regarded sacramentally, as é\ human ana 1u9l' of divine knowledge ... The 

flction of the 'rnarve11ous journey' is regarded as parable .... Poetry in 

this mode is an agent of catholicity, whether Hellen1c in one age or 

Roman Christian in another".5 

In these l iterary and historical observations, nothing even 

remotely suggests that the $elf-referential elements of the poem might 

be intended for an added constitutive function of a discourse paral 1el 

to the fictional plot of Dante's encyclopaedlc poem. In Anstutellan 

terms one might think of the true character and thought of the 

protagonist emerging from the fictional events in the imaglnary setting. 

But there are other suggestlOns in Frye, sorne not aven refernng ta 

Dante in relation to which the notion of 'self-constitution' would not 

appear as an lmprobably propositlOn. The scholar notes that: 
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In ttoematlc. 1,t8lrl1 U r e the poet may wnte as an lndlvldual, 
empho~,lZHI9 th!" s(>~~rateness of hlS personality and the 
dlstlrlctrle"-..~" of hl~ \ilSlon ... Or the poet may devote hlmself 
ta bel ng the spükesrnGn of hl S Soclety Wnl ch means, that a 
poetlc knowledge and eypreSSlVe power WhlCh is latent or 
needed HI hlS ~)Clet:l cornes to artlculatlon ln hlm .... ' 

In another ç..assage lnvolvlng the O'Vlne Comedy as an obvious 

,~qdel, Northrop Frye descr lbes 'the poem of exi le' in relatlOn to the 

'marvellous Journey' a'J 'Ilurmally contrastlng the world of memory and 

expenence', Jnd 'the ÇlCJérrl of vlsion' as 'contrasting the worlds of 

experience and dredrr,' 

The poerll uf révf-latlOn through female or divlne grace 
cor.trasts the old dlspensation with the vita nuova. In the 
openi ng 1 l nes of the Inferno the afflnity of the great 
enLyclopaedlC, ppe:11 of exile and the poem of vision is 
clearl y markeJ. 

The 1 iterary the()lle~, endorsed by Northrop Frye that eould be 

interpreted as supporllve of a reading of Dante's exilic text ln the 

sense in WhlCh it lS lnvestlgated in this thesis, appear to outnumber 

those that ml ght be l flte rp reted negat i ve l y. 
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In TD_e--D:J1l~QL~~lL) Frye dlscusses Mathew Arnold's notions of the 

'master concern' and of the 'spontar,eity of consciousness' in the 

latter's essay on Culture and Anarchy, ln relation to their bolder 

manlfestatlons ln the twentleth Century. But rather than as conflict 

between the two roots of heritage, the biblical and the classical, as 

seen by Arnold, Frye lnterprets the phenomenon as a confl iet between 

what he calls the 'myth of coneern' and the 'myth of freedom'. 

Ta th~ lntegralist reader, aware of Dante's political treatise De 

Monarchia, the poet':; view of the dominant conflict of his own time is 

not a speculative question. On the view of the medievalist Etienne 

Gilson, Dante not only arrives at a salient analysis of the moral and 

polltical ;115 of soclety, but a1so proposes a unique solution. By 

reading the paet's text as 't;:'ilic discourse' we see Dante's classical 

ideals directing the spontaneity of his consciousness - not toward 

anarchy, but toward the freedom of an equitable and thus super"ior global 

or'der. Certalll sample expositions show the poet as 'mythmaker' who not 

only creates his pet'sanal 'myth of freedom' but proposes a freedom that 
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would curta11 the power structures of the mlghtlest lnstltutlOns of 

civi 11 zat 1On. 
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In prlnciple, Northrop Frye emphasl.:es thp purely ilterary 

qualltles of artifacts of l1terature, speak1ng out agaHlst "peripherdl 

biographical and hlstOrlcal approaches", and reJectlng any assumptlOn 

"th(lt the poet' s 11 fe i s the "'ey ta the deeper understand l ng of poet ry" . 

The scholar b1ames "prt :ntlcal understandlng" and "strlviny to ta"e ln 

what is being presented to LIS" by reduclng the poetlc to the 

"intentional meaning", attending to what the work "expllc1tly says 

rather than what lt ls".i 

Accord i ng to 1 ts Rat, ana Te, thi s project does not pretend to be an 

exercise in , iterary critlclsm, but regards the works under scrutlny as 

'host artifacts' of a dellberate, self-constitutlve moral dlmenSlOn 

carefulli wrought by the author of an extraordinary text, created under 

extraordinary Clrcumstances. l would thus clalm exemptlon from the 

scholar's reproaches, lf he himself were n0t provlding lt. 

Since Northrop Frye stands above dogmatic conslstency for ltS own 

sa"'e, he tells us ln The Critlca1 Patb that he 1S led to qUdllfy the 

basic canuns of hlS own literary theory.9 Thus, my interpretatwn of 

the text' s se lf-const itut lVe dlmens ion wh i ch appeared jeopardi zed by the 

above, is be 1 ng Vl ndicated by what follows: 

... And of course the most ObVlOUS 1 i terary context for a 
poem is the entlre llterary output of its author. Just as 
explication, by stressing the more objective aspect of 
rhetoric, had formed the con-ective to the excesses of 
biagraphical criticism, so the study of a paet's whole work 
might form the basis of a kind of psychological criticism 
that would operate wlthin 1 iterature, and sa provide some 
balance for the'" ind that ends in the bosom of Freud. 
Poetry ;S, after a11 a technique of communication: it 
engages the consclOUS part of the m;nd as well as the 
murkier areas, and what the poet succeeds in communlcating 
ta others l s at leftst as ~mportant as what he fa 11 s to 
resolve himself ... 

As the final e.xample of the pluralist Vlew of literature adopted 

for the purpos€ of thlS thesis will show, the medleval and the modern 

needs of expreSSlon have more in common than might be commonly assumed . 

In hlS Anatomy of Crlticlsm, Northrop Frye reafflrms a long lost 
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prlf1Clple of 11terature WhlCh was mas: lmportant to Dante's way of 

e/presslIlg th8 cÛmr,léjltlW. of the human expenence and WhlCh is f1ndlng 

new recogmt1on todétj . 

... The conel US10!1 th3t a work of l,terary -:'Irt contains a 
varlet y or a sequence of meanings seems lne~capable. It has 
seldom, how8.;er, been squarely faced ln crltlclsm since the 
Mlddle Ages, when a prec1se scheme of llteral, allegorlcal, 
moral and an8gog1c meanings was taker over from theology and 
app 1 l ed to l l te t ri t li t f~. ' 

To the lntegrdl l~t reader of Oante's dlscourse this i~ known from 

both the Ç,on'{,l_v.J.G and, nl()r-E; ex-pllc1tly Stl", from the Epistle to Can 

~...r:::.~O(jf:·. Dante speaK~, of hlS scheme of multiple meamng as 'my polysemy' 

and introduces lts codp as the 'fourfold method'. In hlS contemporary 

comments on the llt€::rory rJrlnclple of what was ta become the hallmark of 

DanLe's style, Northror Frye does not omlt rnentioning the poet's name. 

It also happened tu serve as central prlnciple in Oante's accomplishment 

of hlS 'self-constltutwrl ln llterature'. 

The prlnclple of pulysemous meanlng, as Dante calls it, is 
not ét theory an)' more, still less an exploded superstltion, 
but aq establlshed fact. The thing that has established lt 
lS the slmultaneous development of several dlfferent schools 
of modern cr ltlclsrn, each making a distinctive cholce of 
symbols ln lts analysls. The modern student of crltical 
theory is faced with a body of theoreticians who speak of 
texture and fmntal assault, with crltics using matenals 
from psychology a!ld anthropology, wlth Anstotelians, 
Coler ldglans, Thomlsts, Freudians, Junglans, Marxists, with 
students of rnyUls, rituals, archetypes, metaphors, 
ambigulties, and slgniflcant forms. The student must either 
admit the prlnclple of polysemous meaning, or choosc one of 
these groups and then try ta prove that a' 1 the others are 
less legitlmate. The former is the way ta scholarship, and 
leads to advÇl.ncement of learning; the latter is the way to 

<, 
pedantry .... ' 
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APPENDIX ONE 

EXlle as a measure of mass retribution ln the prophetie 
literature of the Old Testament lllustrates sorne unlversal 
characterlstlcs of human reaction to the eXlllc condition. 
One widely conflrmed observatlon is that ,t greatly 
stlmulates 11terary and prophetlc act,vity. In the specific 
case of the 'blbllcal madel' thlS activlty is clearly 
directed toward moral restitution of the exiled masses. 
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On serl~tural eVldence, the shlftlng meanlngs of the term 'exile' 

are observable on both, lts conceptual and semant1c, as well as on its 

existential levels. 

In the eXllic and post-ex1lic literature of the Old Testament 

references are mostly ta the deportations into Assyrian and Babylonian 

exiles, whereas ln pre-e>llic literature, the references may be to 

forced mlgratlons. 

Translatlcns between AramalC and Hebrew and from the two ta Greek 

and Latin alorl9 wlth the d,fferences in culture and political conditions 

expla1n th~se transmutatlons and overlap classes found both in 

substantival and verbal forms of the term 'exile'. It may apply ta the 

aet or eondltlon of banishment, of expulsion or of deportution; to the 

condition of captlvity or dlspersion; and it may refer to aliens, to 

prisoners of war, or to refugees. 

In the context of my study, the point of interest in the biblical 

perception of exile lS on another level of evidence. It is in the faet 

that exile stimulated a distinct type of prophetie and literary aetivity 

in Biblical History. There is consonance among the prophets Jeremiah, 

Ezekiel and Deutera-Isaiah in their interpretations of the defeat and 

exile of Judah as 'divine retriblltion' and as 'God's judgement'. There 

is al~~ agreement on the need of a 'new covenant with Gad' on the 

occasion of the freeing of the Jews from the Babylonian exile. It is 

based on the acceptance by faith of God's judgement in order to win His 

love and commltment forever . 
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Flrst example _~~0_l_a~Jl-1Q 

1 am now as 1 was ln the days of Noah 
when I swore that Noah's waters 
should never flood the world aga1n. 
So now 1 swear concern1ng my anger wlth you 
and the thredts l made agén Ilst you; 

for thr mountdlns may depart 
the h11ls be shaken, 
but my love for you w1ll never leave you 
and my covenant of peace wlth you will never be shaken 
say= Yahweh who takes p~ty on you. 

Second example. Jeremlah· 31: 2-3-4 

Yahweh says th1S: 
They have found pardDn in the w11derne55, 
those who have survived the sword. 
Israel lS marchlng to hlS rest. 
Yahweh has appeared ta hlm from afar: 
I have luved you with an everlasting love, 
So 1 arr constant ln my affectlOn for you. 
1 bU1ld you once more; you shal1 be rebuilt, 
vlrgln of Israel ... 

Third example· Ezekiel: 36: 24-29 

... 1 am Yahweh - it 15 the Lord Yahweh who 
speaks - ... 1 shall c1eanse you of al1 your 
defilement and all your ldols. 1 shall give you 
a new heart, and put a new spir1t in you, 1 
shall remove the heart of stone from your bodles 
and give you a heart of flesh 1n5tead. 1 shall 
put my spirit in you, and make you keep my laws 
and slncerely respect my observances. You wlll 
live in the land Wh1Ch 1 gave your ancestors. 
Vou shall be my people and 1 will ue your God. 
1 shal1 rescue you from al1 your defllement ... 

Common ta all three prophecies ;5 the lnsistence that the Hebrew's 

sufferi n9 of ex 11 e was not a chance ml sfortune. .c..~an_ç~ ml sfortune would 

have meant abandonment by an lndlfferent God. If they cannot tolerate 

the thought that God could leave hlS people unprotected against 

calamity, they must flnd reasons for his tolerance of their fate. Thus, 

the;r suffering of exile becomes God's testlng of His people. But this 

must not be an arbltrary testing, for thlS, too, m1ght lead the people 

into despa i r. 
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Thus, raU,er tll~'1 lettlng God appear indlfferent, arbltrary or 

unJust, the Pro~tle':.' lr,+J~r-r)rE:t the condemnatlOn ta eXlle as an aet of 

Gad f'J, '~hlCh the Vl(.tlff,~ thernselves are responslble. ThlS reqUlres a 

drastlc Shlft: lf tnr E'nles are not to feel abandoned, they themselves 

must assume respon~l~ll Ity for having caused God's dlspleasure. The 

people of Judah are aV.tJu.:d of ldo13c.ry and defi lement of tI-Je law. 

Thelr 'hearts of stOIIP' bespeak lack of moral concern. ThlS had angered 

theH God, UrlllgHIC] 011 tiF, Judgement and his dlVlrle retributlon: the 

ca 1 amlty of theH defh~t and theH deportat lOn ta Baby 1 on. 

But now, tho"-F wl,r Are stlll alive ta hear the prophecies, hear 

the good tldlngs UIc1t SUt'vlVlng the battles and release from eX11e are a 

si gn of God' s pardol,. From now on they must aceept hi s Judgement on 

fa1th ln order- to be wr r thy of a new covenant wlth h1m who promlses hlS 

unendlng love and a skiff> of hlS spirlt ln return for thelr obedience of 

hi s 1 aws. --------

Ba<;ed on the poetlc coneeptlOn and prophetlc treatment of eXlle, 

it mlght be sald thC1 1 Ll:th in the benevolence of God's power over man 

is an essentlal part ln the psycho10gy of restltutlOn. Only Yahweh can 

help the Hebrews accornpllsll what wlthout him proved imposslble. 

Observatl<.e of hlS commandlTlents alone can bring a new order into :luman 

~fLiU~~. Thus it 15 Yahweh who will relnstate into man a -human heart;' 

Yahweh will rescue man from -a1l defilement'; Yahweh takes pit y; Yahweh 

will rebulld man and never forsake him. Man's hope must forever remain 

dependent on God's love and his judgement must never again be 

questioned. 

The Israe11tes' natura1 restitution ta their homeland after the 

Babylonian exile 1S confHmed by hi5torical research, but as such it has 

no bearing on my thesls. What is of interest here is the exilic 

psyeho10gy of restltutlon and the prophetie claim of its dependenee on 

the supernatura1. It centers on the postulation that the physical 

homecoming must be accompanied by spiritual renewal, and that this could 

not be aceomp11shed by man alone. God demands it, but only he can grant 

it. The dependence of man on God is ta be total . 

In the examples from scripture where the cancern 15 with 

collective phetlOmel13, the only individua1 agent catalyst is the Prophet 
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in whose vlsion the lntercourse w1th the de1ty ta~es pldcP. He ~now~ 

that the natura 1 clet of collect1ve homecom1ng fram e\11e must be 

sustalned by lnd1vldual Sp1rltua1 transcendence of the eV1l of Wh1Ch 

eX11e lS declared a cOTlsequence. On the baS1S of this poellc and 

prophet1c treatment of e"11e 1t lS sa1d that "ex11e lS the very 

foundat1on and heart of the b1blical understand1ng of dlV1ne Jurlgement 

and reve 1 at lOn," 1 

Some scl'olars ma1nta1n that Dante wrote h1S I)h/l[H? Ç_om~_dy (ln the 

bibl1cal model, wh11e oUlers suggest that he 1mltates 'God's OWIl 

writing'. What do these compansorls 1ntend? On the llterdry level the 

quest10n could not be pursued w1thout f1rst establ1shlng analog1e5 

within a bilateral context. However, the compar lsons 1ntend él 

generative rather- théirl éi formal level. If, as lt 15 sa1d, the 

collective blbllcal enle of 598 and 597 B.e. stlmulated extraordlTlary 

literary and prophetlc actlvlty among the Hebrew people, mlght the 

indivldual eX1l1c condltlOn of a medleval poet-sldtesmeH) not have 

similarly st1mulated hlS poetlc and V1slOnary acl1vlly? And 1f 1t lS 

characteristic of the blbl1C~1 prophec1es that they demand renewal of 

the sp,rllual 11fe t~ accompany the rest,tutlon of the publlC moral 

agency of the Hebrew peoplo, 15 ane not led lo accept the posslbllity of 

a sim1lar impulse toward moral restltution in eX 1 11c or marglnal mdn 

anywhere? 

Sinee the medleval poet is denled aetual relntegratlOn 1nto tlls 

native community and thus rehab11itation ta full moral lntegrlty, lt 

seems only natural that he should asplre ta substltute fo~ the m1ss1ng 

public maral agency by means of 'self-constltutlon' in a language of 

renewed spintuallty. John D. S;nc'a1r, translator and commentator of 

the Dlvine Comem beg1ns ta answer th1S questlOn by descnbHlg Dante's 

style as 'Splr7tua7 Req~sm'.' Even on a more I~etlcent view one mlght 

say that despite theH· conslderable dlfferences, bath eYlllc. sltuations 

produee great visionary llterature, the "very condltlOn of WhlCh 1!, 

exile. "J Trad1tlOnally we speak about the I:toQIs __ of PcopheJ'> as 'e)(111C 

literature'. Thus 1 sped~ of Dante's works of the e/111c perlod as h1S 

'e)Cilic dlscourse' and l defend the term ln its appropnate conte/t. 

One more remar~able aspect shared by the blbllcal and medleval 
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b~yrj'I(J the common denoml nator of ban 1 shment from the 

Çjf)d H'~':lt prophetlc character, is theH moral 

optlmlsm. TheH SlnlllEtrltles are not ln desolatl0n and lament but ln 

strur,tures of rertewal. Thu~) Dante lS utterly confldent when he cTalms 

that the mDnumental fJoern uf l'ilS lmaglned pllgrlmage ta the 'other world' 

1 s rl~)t _é!_1La~~dj but i1 çornedy, for 1 t beg 1 ns ln ca 1 am i t Y and ends ln 

tnumph. Yet the duthol [.If the JllD.ne Cornedy a1so claims that hlS three 

Cantlcle'> are the 'CCi[tI.:Jy Qi Dante Al'~:llen', thus of a man who is 

never tu see h,s na' lve Florence again, and who ... ·i11 dle ln exile 

shortly after cornr,k< lns r~rhaps the most exhaustive 'self-constltution 

ln exillc dlscourse' 8\'81· produced . 



• 

• 

1. For the choice of my 5crlptural 111ustratlOns, and the above QU(Jte l 
am indebted to Wayne Ménard, contrlbutor to a JOlf"lt semlnar on the :>lgmflcance 
of eXlle at the Lonergan UnlveJ.:.>lty Cùllege for' Inter'd15clpllnary StUd18S of 
Concordla Umverslty ln 1985/1986, later' graduate student of Theolo9Y at McGlll 
University. 

2. John D. SlnclaH, Hle _Ol~...lll~ ÇOJ11.edy of Odflte Al1Hhlen, (Wltll 
translation and comment), Oxford UnlVerslty Pr'ess, New Yo!~, 1961. 

3. "the very condltlon of WhlCh 15 eX11e" (wlthout my afldlogy) 15 ail 
expreSSlOn C01nea by Gluseppe Mazzotta 111 reference to the D1vlne Comedy, 
appeanng ln hlS bOOK Dant~PJJ.9!~_·1J!LQi~De_Q.~~_r.t, PnncEdon UrllVerslty Pre':>'>, 
1979 . 
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APPENOIX TWO 

B. The Classlcal Greer Model 

The problematlc of the classical Greek model of exile cornes 
to llght ln a Juxtaposit10n in Aristotle's treatment of the 
Athenian convent10n of banishment or ostracism in Book III 
of the Pol1tlcs deallng wlth citizenship and constitution, 
and passagès of Book V of the Nlcomachean Ethics coneerning 
theor1es of justlce. 

In this mode', exile i5 not an arbitrary aet of power 
politics, but a polltical measure taken by popular vote 
under the aegls of the deliberat1ve assembly of government. 
The duration of exile lS llmlted to ten years and both, 
citizenshlp and possess10ns are recuperable upon readmission 
to the city state. 

From Dante's frequent references and quotations and, even 
more ~o, from the substance of his political thought, it is 
eVldent that the poet 1S familiar with Aristotle's practical 
phllosophy. Potent1ally then, Dante might have undertaken 
the very same comparative reading on Aristotle's two 
deliberat10ns, dlrectly and indirectly concerning exile, as 
explored in thlS paper. 

1. Exile as Polltical Instrument 

In ils constitutionally legitimized form, exile by ostracism 

appears as an expedient policy in the service of lawful governments. 

Yet, despite its constitutionality, Aristotle warns of its dangers, 

saying that as a tool in the service of political factions it may be 

turned into a dangerous weapon of power politics. 

103 

In thirteenth and fourteenth century Florence, exile is practised 

as such a weapon in factional disputes between the rival parties of the 

Papal Guelfs and the Imperial Ghibellines; and, when the Ghibellines 

were disbanded, between the two Guelfish factions, the Papal 'Blacks', 

and the more populist 'Whites', for which Dante served as a Prior in 

Council. 

In Book III of the Politics Aristotle argues the lesislative 

wisdom of exile. He considers ostracism mainly on the constitutional 

level of decreed banishment of influential citizen by popular vote in 



• 

• 

104 

assemb1y of the de11berative body of government, by prob1ng 1tS relation 

ta just1ce and equlty. 

But in Book V of the N1comachean Ethics where he treats of the 

various kinds of Justlce, Aristot1e does not treat of eXlle.' By 

examlning Ar1stotle's critica1 arguments on ostraclsm from the Pol]tJ~s 

in juxtapositlon with some of the justice-, law-, and equlty-rel&ted 

theories from the Ethics, sorne of Dante's indlrect references to eX11e 

become more pereept1b1e to the contemporary reader. Sinee Dante f l ;11, 

identifies with the Aristotellan Ethics, with emphasls on the prlmacy of 

justice above a11 other virtues, the understanding of h1S moral stance 

is greatly aided by a parallel read1ng of Aristotle's or19ina1 text. 

Among the four spheres of mean1ng of Dante's well-defined polysemy of 

the 'fourfold method', h1S aff1nlty wlth Aristotle, and our own 

familiarity with tne Nlcomachean Ethics thus suggest the choice of the 

moral sphere as the most accessible and approoriate level for our 

understanding of Dante today. 

In one sense, para1lel reading of Aristotle's two books holds 

little promise for a symmetrical comparison on the tOplC of exile. For 

Book III of the PolitlCS centers on Aristotle's theory on citizenshlp 

and constitution, of which ostracism is but a speCles of constitutional 

measures under the aeg1s of the sovereign authority of the dellberative 

branch of government. Ostenslvely, it is known as a lawful prophylactlc 

against potential sedltion or usurpation of 1ega1 authority. 

In practice, ostracism lS shown to be a levelling process with the 

aim of maintaining a manageable balance of power or equa1ity among the 

citizens. Under the pr;nciple of equality, any outstanding citizen of 

the polis, whether for reasons of superior character, politica1 talent, 

or means and connections, becomes prone to preventive banishment. 2 

Viewed against the theorles of justice and equlty in Bool_~ of the 

Ethics, this menace to talent and lndividuality makes ostraclsm emerge 

as a skandalon of constitutionality. Might this impression be generated 

by our individualist culture, in which human rights claim prlmacy over 

political expedlents, or does the philosopher himse1f set us off on the 

critical path? 

There can be no doubt that both Aristot1e, the constitutiona1ist, 
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and Ar1stotle. the Oh11osoOher, at~ach to the problem of ostraclsm 

cons1derable gravlt'r'. Fhllosoph1cally the eV1dence lle5 ln the fact 

that Anstotle conc.erns h1mself wlth exile ln hlS dlScUS510n on 'proper 

methods of establlshlng constltutlons'. Constitutionally, the evidence 

is ln 1ts placement of eYlle among the political measures WhlCh can only 

be decreed by the del1beral1ve body of government. 

The del1berat1ve body of government is soverelgn on: 

1 ) issues of Wi:J r rifld peace, and mak i n~ and break i n9 of a 11 i ances; 

2) the enactllig of laws; 

3) cases wherp penalty of death, exile, and conf'scatlon 1S 

1nvolved: 

4) t~e apPo1ntment of maglstrates and the ca11ipg of them to 
account Of! thé expHation of thelr off 1 ce ... J 

Caution on 1nterpretlng the functions of the d~liberative element 

of government lS urged bv Ernest Barker, translatn and commentator of 

the P011tlCS. In democratlc constltutions the 'deliberative body' of 

government means the people ln assembly, or ecclesla. Democratlc 

governments a1so vest ln the dellberative body sorne hlgher judicial 

functlons and overrld1ng powers over the executlve bodY. Among several 

amblgultles, part1y caused by lnconsistencies of the text itself, two 

points must be consldered: (a) that the three funct10ns of government, 

the leg1s1atlve, the executive, and the judicial of anClent Greeee do 

not correspond to OUI modern conception of these fun~tions; (b) that 

Arlstotle rejected the overriding power of the deliberative assembly and 

regarded the passlng of such decrees as override the law, as usurpation. 

In his defense of lawful government, Aristotle always demands 

sovereignty of the law and subm~~sion of the magistrates te its rule. 4 

It can be seen f rom the above that exile i s 1; sted on the same 

level as the 'enactment of laws'. Thus it is not itself a species of 

law, but rather a speClRS of 'decrees of enactment by ~e'iberatlve 

assembly', WhlCh glves lt as much weight as 1aw enactment itself, 

mearllng that IL 1& placed above enacted laws. If this fu1fils the 

constitutionallty of the procedure, does this include the 

constitutionality of the measure also, does it justify ostracism? 
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Spea~lng of democratlc practlces. Arlstotle comments that: 

Such states are held to alm at eQuallty above ever'yth1l19 
else. and wlth thlS alm ln Vlew they used to pass sentences 
of ostraclsm (banlshment from the state of sorne f1xed 
per;od) on those whom they regarded having too much 
lnfluence oWlng to thelr wealth or the number of thelr 
connectlons or any other form of polltlcal 
strength ... (Tyrants are also known to subscrlbe to t~e 
practlce of ostraclsm, but - ) It lS not only tyrants who 
may derive sorne benef,t from th;s pol1Cy; nor lS lt only 
tyrants who put lt lnto practlce. Ollgarchies and 
democracles are both ln the same posltlon; and ostrac1sm 
has in its way, the same effect of pullln~ down and 
banlshlng men of outstandlng influence ... ~ 
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Further on, however, Arlstotle speaks about the beneflclal effect 

of 'levelling', a notlon WhlCh seems re1ated ta hlS or1nclole of the 

'mean' being preferable to extreme poslt;ons as ln rlch and puor. Thu5 

he defends the soundness of the rule that no slngle 1ndlvldual should be 

permltted to stand out above al1 other cltizens under any form of 

government. But lt wlll be seen that Arlstotle does not remaln 

conslstent on th1S point. 

How mlght Dante have reacted to thlS propositlOn? H1S low opllllon 

of both Guelflsh factlons, or the 'Blacks', led by the Papal banker 

Corso Donatl, as well as of hlS own banished fa~tlon, the lnept and 

quarrelsome 'Whites', becomes quite explicit in his d1scourse, and he 

does not hlde hlS attltude of personal superlOrlty. In the ÇQ.nVl\~lP we 

see that he is capablE of 'respectfully' dlsagreelng even w1th ~rlstotle 

and with the Emperor, and in the Purgatorio's Canto XII, he admits to 

the 'vice of prlde'. But Dante never fully argues his own ca~e of 

exile, nor does he dellberate on it in general theoretlcal terms. 

2. Aspects of Justlce - Nicomachean Ethics V 

Aristotle's theorles of Justice and lawfulness greatly aid the 

reader's critical attention in observing the p~ilosopher's reservatlons 

on the subject of eXlle in Book III of the E9JlLtl~? 

In the EthlcS the Just and the lawful are shown to be 

intrinslcally ldentlcal: "the just lS the lawful and the fan, The 

unjust lS the unlawful and the unfan",6 Thus "a11 lawful ac,Ls are ln 

a sense just acts, for the acts laid down by the leglslative art are 
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lawful, and eac.h of these we say lS JL:st". But there is more than one 

r-Hld of JustlCt, "A'J A vHtue, Justlce 1S thought to be the greatest", 

says Ar1statle, for he sU9gests that Justlce may be regarded as every 

v1rtue comprehended, "Just1ce alo~e of the virtues 1S thought to be 

another'.:; good". JUst1Cl:' 15 re~arded to be él complete vlrtue because 

"he wllo possesses lt car, eXerC1SE: hlS vHtue not only on himself but 

toward hl sne; gnbour ,11 ~ (J, f 

So far the def1nlt10ns of Just1ce are of a state of characte r , 

I.e., of Justlce qUd LlJnlp1ete vlrtue withaut qualificatlOns. But Slnce 

lt 1S descrlbed ae; UIP JtJ<,tlce that entails concern for one's neighbour, 

the Just can be regard~d as the lawful. And laws can be called 'Just 

laws' when the1r enactment on all subjects alms at some common 

advantage. Ar l stot l e suggests that "1 n one sense we can ca 11 those acts 

Just thdt tend ta produc.e and preserve happiness and its components for 

the polltlcal soclety" ,: 

Ta one who must cons1der hlmself a victlm of injustice, the 

meaning of Justlce takes on a very personal dlmension. Dante's self­

conferred eplthet 'noet of rect1tude' is a strlking expreSSlon of his 

comm1tment ta the Ar1stotelian concept of justice. 

a) ~qln Klnds of Jus1Jç~ 

EVldently not al1 kinds of justice depend on complete virtue 

without qual1f1catlons. Under distributiv0 Justice the just is thought 

of as the 1ntermedlate and equal measure, as for example "in 

distr1butlon of honours or money. or other things that fall ta be 

divided among those who have a share in the constitution" .10 But in 

the politics no such 'lntermedlate and equal measures' are shawn to 

obtain between 'being present' and 'being ostracised' fram the polis, 

the law of the exclud8d mlddle prevails. In the rectificatory justice 

"the just lS the equally dlstnb~ted" .11 The unjust which is produced 

by inequal1ty must be rectlfied before the judge, acting as mediator, 

says Arlstotle. But there is no known convention of med1ation mentioned 

ln the PQ111j~~ as a 'rect1flcatlon of banishment'. Neither can 'justice 

P...Y [~çJ.Pr_oçjn' be lnvoked by the banished citizen; in the Politics 

Aristotle tells us of no suc., recourse against the enactment of 
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Qstraclsm. And nothlng 15 commensurable wlth el(lle ullder the cntenon 

of proportlOl1 obtalnlng ln reClproclty. 

In the case of ostraclsm none of these ~lnds of Justice can be 

sald to obtaln, for lt properly falls under the 1egal domaln of 

politlcal JustIce. On thlS pOlnt, the lnterest of thlS exploratIon 1s 

not only ln the status of ostraclsm w1thln constltutlonallty, but more 

50 ln how Anstotle Vlews lt ln relatlOn ta Justlce and equltv as such. 

b) Politica'~~stlce 

Polltlcal Justlce dlffers from the other kinds ln so far as lt has 

two aspects, one natural, the other lega1 or conventlona1. The former 

15 recognizable by anyone, havlng everywhere the same force: the latter 

15 instlt~ted under dlfferlng c~nventl0ns. In Florence, banlshment lnto 

exile appears to have been praetised routlnely by the po1ltlcal partlPs 

and factions against thelr vanquished opponents. Before the thlrteenth 

century government reform Whl ch 1 iml ted representat lOn ln government ta 

active members of the gUllds, the confllcts were often lnitlated by the 

rivalling clans of the la1ded nobl1ity. As far as 1 can be aware, 

banishment was the customAry fate of the vanqulshed, or of SUbJ8ctS of a 

coup d'état, W 1 thout be 1 n9 regu 1 ated by l aw or estab 11 s~ed eonvent lOrt. 

As a matter of hlstorlea1 fact, WhlCh 1S not textually expllclt, durlng 

Dante's prlorship in couneil, the poet-statesman hlmself became 

1nstrumental in the banlshment of both leaders of the feudlng faetlons, 

their violent antagon1sm threatening to draw the communlty lnto 

fratricide. It is interesting to note that the leader of the 'Blacks' 

was Corso Donatl, a clansman by marriage; and the leader of the 'Whltes' 

was Dante's fe'low poet and one-time mentor, Guido Cavalcantl. Whereas 

Cavalcant1 dled in exile, Donati and h1S powerful a~lies perpetrated the 

coup against Dante. 

Anstotle maintalns that on the whole political Justlce is "found 

among men who share their life with a view of self-sufficiency, men who 

are free and elther proportlonately or arithmetieally equal, 50 that 

between thOS8 who do not fulfll thlS condltion there 15 no polltlcal 

justice but justice ln a special sense and by analogy. For JustIce 

exists only between men whose mutual relations are governed by law ... 11 
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Most lmportantly, polltlcal Justlce lS tled ta cltizenshlp. for 

cltlzerJ',hlp '5 nelther heredltary, nor accordlng ta resldency, but 1S 

subJect to actlve partlclpatlon ln the conduct of clvic affalrs and the 

runnlng of the slate. "Just1ce or 1nJustlce of citlzens 15 according to 

law, and between peuple natura11y s~bJect ta law, and these ... are people 

who rave an equal share ln rullng and being ruled".1j In its own mode 

the "equal share ln ru11ng and belng ruled" does apply ln the complex, 

offlce-rotatlng Florentlne government of Dante's t1me. 

In anclenl Greeee the relation of ostracism to political Justice 

turns on constltutlonal convention, assur1ng the legality of the 

proceS5. Thus, lf ostraclsm lS 1ega1 and a11 1egal aets are just, then 

o5traclsm is JUst. In a tyranny what the tyrant decrees is lega1. It 

15 for protectlon agalnst unjust and selfish action, says Aristotle, 

that "we do not allow one man to rule, but rat7ona7 princip7e, because a 

man behaves (thus) in 1'1 15 own i nte rest and become5 a t y rant. The 

mag1!::,trale on the other hand 15 the guardian of justice, and, if of 

just lGe, then on equallty also" .14 

It lS at thlS pOlnt that the prophylactlc of eXl1e by ostracism 

pronounced against good but outsta~d1ng citizens turns 1nto injustice 

agalnst the lndlvldual, and Ar1stotle, as will be presently seen, is far 

from unaware of lt. Still under the rubric of natural and lega1 justice 

we read: "There is a difference between the act of injustice and what is 

unJust, and between the act of justice and what is just; for a thing is 

unJust by nature or by enactment; and this very thing when it has been 

done, 1 s an act of 1 nj ust l ce. but before i t i s done i s not yet that but 
. . t "l f 
1S unJus ... . 

More c10sely approx1mating the problem of exile from the 

perspectlve of politlcal Justlce ;s the 'state of character' which 

Aristotle lntroduces as equ7ty. Generical1y equity does not differ from 

justlce, but ne1ther lS it comp1ete1y identical with it. For a11 th1ngs 

that are Just are good, but if they are just and equ1tab1e they are 

superior. On th1S discuss10n of equity hinges the apprec;atlon of the 

exil,c problem in the Greek mode . 

"The equ1table lS Just, but not 1egally just but a correction of 

1ega1 justlce".H Errors anse in the application of universal law to 
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partlcular cases, for not all th1ngs can be covered by unlVersal law. 

In those cases then, ln WhlCh lt lS necessary ta speak 
universally, but not possible to do so correctly, the law taKes 
the usual case, though 1t is not ignorant of the posslbll1ty of 
error. And 1 t 1 S none the 1 ess correct; for the error ; s not HI 

the law nor ln the leglslator but ln the nature of the thlng, 
since the matter of practlcal affalrs 15 of th15 Klnd from the 
start. .. (lt 1S) the nature of the equltable, a correctlOn of law 
where it is defect Ive oW1ng to its un1ver5allty. In fact th1S 1S 

the reason why all th1ngs are not determlned by law, V1Z. that 
about sorne th1ngs 1k lS 1mposs1ble to lay down a law, sa that a 
decree 1 s needed ... l, 

EXlle by ostrak1smos lS by such a decree, slnce no law can spec1fy 

the candldncy of a prophylact1c or prevent1ve measure. But does the 

procedure of procurlng a decree makes the decree Just, does it make the 

prophylact1c of ostrac1sm an equltable correction of thlS Just1ce? 

3. Aspects of Ostraclsm - PolitlCS III 

In our sense of 'theory' as systematlc conceptlon of pr1nclples, 

Aristotle's treatment of ostracism C2~not be properly called a theory, 

but under the origlnal etymology of 'theoria' 1t could, 1ndeed, be 

regarded as such. 

Arlstotle does not examine the subJective d1menslon of eXlle. His 

'viewing' of ostracism lS from the perpectlve of politlcal wlsdom as a 

problem of citizensh1p, constitution and Just1ce. Dante, on the other 

hand, does not deal with exile on the obJective level, nor does he give 

account of hlS own exilic experience in other than poetic terms. Under 

the practlcal aspects of phronesis, the properly moral domaln WhlCh 

guides the cho1ce of action, Aristotle simply expresses h1S preference 

for not letting the 'need' for banishment arise, Slnce he sees ltS 

implementation as unfair. But the judgement of unfairness touches upon 

a deeper problem, as a closer look at Arlstotle's arguments will reveal: 

Expecting of the except10nal cltlzen to merely take equal part ln the 

responsibil1ties of governlng and of belng governed, along wlth the less 

qualified or less VHtuouS members of the cltizenry or Q.9UJ,!!1lr:nQ a1so 

means treatlng the outstandlng cltlzen unfalrly . 

Aristotle shows a certaln d1scomfort w1th sorne of the consequences 
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of the de~ocratlr 1de~1 of the primacy of equal1ty above all other 

polltlcal prHlclples. A closer look at the philosopher's own arguments 

may now be ln arder: 

a) If there lS one persan (or several persons) ... 50 

pre-emlnently superlOr ln goodness that there can be 
no companson between the goodness and politlcal 
capaclty he shows ... and that is shawn by the rest, 
such a pf'rSOII or such persans, can no longer be 
treated d~ p~,t of the state ... They wll1 suffer 
injust Ice lf they are treated as worthy only of â(, 
equal share ... There can be no law WhlCh runs against 
men who are uttHrly ~uperior to others. They are a 
law HI then,'-r-1Vf>, ... IC 

b) Reason~ of thl~ nature wlll go to explaln why 
democratlc states lnstitute the rule of ostracism. 
Such states are held to alm at equality above 
everyth 1 n9 e lsf.:: ••• 11 

c) 01igarchles and demacracies are bath in the same 
positlor" and ostraclsm has, in a way, the same 
effect of pulllng dawn and banishing men of 
outstandHlg 1rlfluence.20 

Aristotle does nnt deny the expediency of ostracism under certain 

critieal C1rcumstance c • When one lndlvidua1 threatens the safety or 

wel1-being of al1, he does not daubt lts justification. He even 

concedes that fram the palnt of view of governments who practlce it, 

ostracism is 'Just'. Whether or not Dante's admisslon of pride in 

PurgatorlQ XII 1S llmited ta the personal sphere, or lntended ta cover 

hlS publlC aets, we do not know. But would a Florentine Prior of the 

Guilds have attempted ta reslst the political will of the mlghtiest 

leader ln the Western world, without fierce pride and the conviction 

that in the CiV1C affairs of hlS city, his notion of what is right for 

Florence had ta have precedenee over the fsecular aspiration' of the 

pope? 

But ta Arlstatle the problem of the ~xceptional citizen does not 

consist in the nature of the personal, intellectual, moral or material 

advantages. The real question rather is: 

What is ta be da ne when we meet with a man of outstand1rl9 
eminence and goadness? Nobody, we assume, should say that 
such a man ought ta be banished and sent ta exile. But 
neither would any man say that he ought to be subject to 
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others ... The only alternat1ve left - and th1S would also 
appear to be the natural course - lS for al1 others ta pay 
wllllng obedlence ta the man of outstandlng goodness. Such 
men wil~ accord1ngly be the permanent klngs ln thelr 
states.,1 

112 

If the read1ng of Dante's more covert self-references does not 

deceive, there is no trace of any such ambitlon ln hlS 'exl11c 

discourse'. Rather, there lS ample evidence ln the !;Plst_Q..ld~ and 111 the 

De MQnarchla that the poet's utopistic hope 15 vested in the young 

Prince of Luxemburg who became Emperor Henry VII and descended to Italy 

to receive the Roman crown from the hands of a papal legate, Slnce the 

popes had started their own 'exile in Avignon'. Dante expected that 

Henry would br1ng unit y, peace and just1ce to the torn Ital1an lands. 

but Henry dled and Dante's ban to enter Florence was renewed. 

The relat10n of Arlstotle's alternat1ve to ostracl~m 15 by 

opposition rather than by difference of degree. Wlthout escape from the 

dilemma, such as sorne 'equ1table mean' between the lnequal1ty 

threatening the many and lnJustice awalt1ng the lndlvldual, the 

philosopher 1nvariably arr1ves at the same concluslon. What lS 

Aristotle telllng us about the problem of eXlle by propos1ng klngship as 

its just alternatlve? Is it meant to entail the dem1se of the 

democratlc constitution ltself? 

Apparently, Aristotle arrives at his alternatlve from four 

distinct but interdependent pos1tlons, two questlons and two 

indictments. First the questions: 

a) Can ostracism be just? A case can be made for the 
aggregate quality of number, (such as in democratlc 
rule) but a case may also be made in favour of 
single man of exceptional and outstand1ng goodness. 
Such a man must e1ther be made k1ng or sent into 
exile ... The democratlc policy means a cho1ce of the 
latter alternatlve ... On the other hand lt cannat be 
just, in a good constitutlon to refuse the 
recognition which 1S due to a man of outstandlng 
goodness; and such a man shoulg not be banished, 
but should rather be made k1ng. 21 

b) Is banlshment an appropriate solut1on? When a persan is 50 

outstand1ng that he surpasses all the rest 1t lS only Just 
that he should be vested with kingsh1p and absolute 
sovereignty ... But 1t 1S nat only a quest10n of what lS just. 
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Just1ce 15 a ground Wh1Ch 15 usually pleaded ln the 
establ15hmerl t of any form of constitution ... Here thp. ground 1S 
what 15 proper ... It would be surely 1mproper to execute a man 
of outstand1ng super10rity, or tq banlsh h1m permanently, or 
ta ostrac1se hlm for a perlOd ... 1J 

If Ar15totle holds that eX1le on these terms is 1mproper, he also 

shows that 1t lS absurdo The notion of scandalous abuse certainly 

appears to be 1nspired by the philosopher himself. How far might his 

1ndictments of ostraclsm conf1rm such an assumptl0n? 

The first 1ndictment lS addressed to 'perverted const,tutions'. 

To the likely d1scomfort of sorne of today's proud heirs of the 

democrat1c 1dea, Ar1stotle conslders at least some forms of democracy 

based on 'perverted' const1tut10ns. Of the six m~ln forms of government 

cons1dered ln BOOK III of the Polit,cs, pol1ty, arlstocracy and klngshlp 

are des1gnated 'good const1tut10ns', whereas all three of the1r 

respect1ve counterparts are what Aristotle calls 'bad' or 'pervertsd' 

k1nds. What is h1S reason1ng? 

Tyranny lS the pervers10n of kingship; oligarchy of 
ar1stocracy; and democracy of pol1ty. Tyranny is the 
government of a s1ngle person directed to the interest of 
that person; Ollgarchy lS d1rected to the interest of the 
well-to-do; Democracy 1S dlrected to the interest of the 
poorer classes. None of the three 1s directed to the 
advantage of the whole body of cit1zens. 24 

The above states the negat10n of Aristotle's criterion of good 

government, for polit1cal justice must be intended to the good of al1. 

l shal1 return to the question on 'proper policy for a lawgiver' after 

identifying the second indictment. 

The second lndictment addresses a11 abusive enactment of ostracism 

by any government. Whereas the philosopher himse1f postulates that no 

government should al10w disproportionate advancement of one individual 

above all other cltlzens, the regulation of this problem should neither 

be exerclsed by a slngle person, nor by a body of persons. "Rightly 

constltuted law should be the sovereign". Only when matters cannot be 

lawful1y resolved "due to the difficulty of framing general rules for 

all contingenc1es, to make an exact pronouncement" may enactment by the 
~; 

people be resorted to," 
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EVldently. dlvergent lnterpretatlons seemed ta coexlst on the 

powers of the dellberatlve body of government, the ~QcJesJé\ or the 

people 111 assembly. As Ernest Barker, translator of the rOJ_lt!C~ p(nnts 

out ln hlS note on thE" subJect, Anstotle regarded lt as 111ega1 when 

people ln assembly passed "decrees of Q.?Jli)~lSma~<:l WhlCh had the force of 

law or overrode law". Accot-ding ta thlS vlew, such decrees repre~ented 

a usurpatlon of the leglslatlve power of the Jud1clal commlSSlon, under 

its mandate fram the Judlcla1 rather than the del1barative body of 

government .if 

Th1S then lS the leg~l ground on WhlCh Arlstot1e launche~ hlS 

second 1ndlctment of governments abuslvely resortlng to ostrac1sm. He 

charges that the; practlse ostracism for the promotlon of thelr own 

factlonal lnterest rather than for the advancement of the state as a 

whole. 

"When then is the proper policy for a lawglVer tlho wlshes to enact 

right laws to the best of hlS power?" asks Anstot le. 

Should he dlrect hl~ leglslatlon to the benef,t of the 
better sort, or should he dlrect lt ta that of the maJor1ty? 
We reply (that nelther should be cons1dered exclu51ve1y); 
that what lS 'ngf,t' should be under5tood as what lS 

'equally r1ght'; and what 15 'equally r1ght' lS what 15 for 
the benef1t of the who1e state and for the commor! good of 
all lts Cl t i zens ... -

Aristotle's bellef that "nghtly const7tuted 7aws should be the 

fina7 sovere7gn" now leads hlm back ta conslder the lawgiver and t.a 

relate his own discourse still more expllcitly to the ~tJ!l~~. If the 

Ethics ever appeared as 'mere' Qf~egom~DÊ, they now emerge as the core 

and code of sound polltlCS. 

The moral Judgements ln Dante's fHst exilic work, the CO!lvJvto, 

are entlrely drawn from and confHmed by Aristotle's .EtbJ~3. Although 

the work as such was left unf1nished, confldence ln himself and ln his 

project 15 establlshed ln the process, to be carried on in the 'exillc 

discourse' lntegrated wlth hlS successive composlt10ns. 

Conslder1ng the questlon of the best constltutlon and the best way 

of life for the maJorlty of states and men, the philosopher proposes the 

example of QQlill as an ldeal solutlOf1. It lS a constltutlOn of mn/ed 



1. 

• 

115 

form and a constltutlon of the mlddle classes, WhlCh Aristot1e considers 

"free from the ambltlOn of the rlch and the pettiness of the poor: 1t is 

a natural link WhlCh helps to ensure palitlcal coheslOn". Above a11, 

pollty l~ mast llkely ta be free of factlons, and therefare stable. The 

l ssue l s ta be dec l ded "1 n the 11 ght of one body of fundamenta l 

pri nCl p les": 

If we adopt as true the statement ln the EthlCS (1) that a 
truly happy llfe lS a llfe of goodness lived ln freedom from 
impedlments, and (2) that goodness consists in a mean, it 
fallows thAt the best way of life (for the maJorlty of men) 
(SlC) l~ one WhlCh conslsts ln a mean of the klnd attainable 
by every lndlvldual. Further, the same cnterla WhlCh 
determlJle whether the cltlZen-body (1.e. a11 lts members 
considered as lndlvlduals) (SlC) have a good or bad way of 
life must a150 app1y to the constitution; for a 
con5tltutlCHi 15 a way of llfe of a cltlZen body.if 

Mlrrored ln his moral wlsdom of Justlce, Arlstotle's political 

wlsdom of cltlzenshlp and constltutlons has helped to render 

intelllglble the Greek model of eXlle by ostraC1SITI and some of 1ts 

related problems. Tt lS lntended to serve as background of Oante's 

self-constltutlOfI by Arlstotellan standards. At the same t1me it w111 

help idpntify certaln paralle1s between the Greek and the med1eval modes 

of eXlle. Above dll, lt wlll serve as a basis on WhlCh to apprec1ate 

Dante's posltlon on both sldes of eXlle: on the obJectlve slde of its 

enactment and on the subJectlve slde of its passion. 

Arlstotle's warnlng against the abuslve use of exile in the power 

struggle of political factlons could be applied to 1ate medleval 

Florence as much as to classlcal Athens. 

As the author of hlS 'exll1c dlscourse', Oante's self-des1gnation 

1s 'poet of rectitude'. H1S chosen philosophy is Moral Philosophy. His 

central concern 1S wlth Justlce and good government. In much of Oante's 

thought we recognlze the model of the Stagirian. Contrary to popular 

assumptlon, Dante remalns falthful to him throughout his 'exilic 

discourse', lnclud1ng the 01Vlne Comedy as far as 1t concerns the 

rational and soclal h~man anlmal. On this level then, Aristotle himself 

remains our most dependable llnk to hlS medleval disciple . 
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t~Q~OTES - APPENOIX T~P 

1. In Booh. V of the EthlCS Aristot1e dlscusses (a) urllversal Justlce of 
'complete virtue'; (b) dlstnbutlVe and rectiflcatory Justlce; te) po11tlcal 
Justice wlth its natural and 1ega1 phases; and (d) equlty qua 'cor rectlVe of 
1ega1 justlce'. 

2. Banishment by ostraclsm could be obtalned wlthout speclflc aGCUsatlon. 
and wlthout appea1 or defense. A motlOn to ostraclse d fellow CltllPr1 could be 
proposed and put to the vote of the assembly slmply ta malntaln equallty, ta h.eep 
popular partlclpatlOn in government affalrs wlthln a urllver"sally attalnélble 
common denomlnator. A count of 6,000 potsherds or 913tr.dKé! beanng a candldate's 
name could procure the candldate's expulslOn from the p...Ql.1? 

3. Arlstotoe, T~..EQJ~~s. Translated with an lntroductlOn, notes and 
appendlces by Ernest Barker, Oxford Unlverslty Press, London, Oxford, New Yor~ 
1946, IV, E-XIV, 3. 

4. Ibid., Note Z, III/XI/19, pp. 127-128. 

5. Ibid., III/XIII/15 & 18. 
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